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Abstract

support and strengths use were statistically significant (
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effect than mediation by either variable alone.

Background Job search anxiety among university students has intensified due to increased uncertainty in youth
employment within global labor markets. This study aimed to examine the serial mediating roles of social support
and strengths use in the relationship between job search anxiety and flourishing.

Methods This study was conducted online during the pandemic and included 228 Korean university students aged
21-29 years. Data were analyzed using independent t-tests, ANOVA (analysis of variance), Welch's ANOVA, Pearson’s
correlation, and serial multiple mediation analyses with the bootstrapping method.

Results After controlling for covariates, job search anxiety was directly related to flourishing (B= —0.477, 95% con-
fidence interval (Cl) [-0.649,—0.304]). Furthermore, the indirect effects of job search anxiety on flourishing via social
BSodaI support — 0.192,95% CI [-0.316,—0.083]; BStrengths
—0.134,95% Cl [-0.234,—0.055]). Additionally, a serial mediation effect of social support and strengths use

on the path from job search anxiety to flourishing was statistically significant (B= —0.046, 95% CI [-0.084,—0.018]).
This result indicated that the serial mediation by first social support and then strengths use demonstrated a stronger

Conclusions This study provides novel insights for mental health professionals, policymakers, and educators
concerning the serial mediating mechanism linking job search anxiety and flourishing. These findings underscore
the importance of assessing job search anxiety among university students and providing psychological interventions
that promote flourishing, particularly through enhancing social support and encouraging strengths use.
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Background

The global labor market is presently volatile, driven in
part by exacerbated economic conditions resulting from
the prolonged coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19)
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pandemic. This volatility has led to a detrimental cycle
involving economic crises, job losses, and constrained
opportunities for new employment [1]. A global esti-
mate from 2022 indicated that approximately 73 million
youths remain unemployed, exceeding the pre-pandemic
figures observed in 2019 (6 million) [1]. Moreover, recov-
ery in youth employment following COVID-19 has been
slow. The global proportion of youths classified as not
in employment, education or training (NEET) reached
23.3% in 2020, a level not previously observed within
at least 15 years [2]. In South Korea, the prevalence of
NEET among youths has markedly increased since the
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pandemic onset in 2020, with the NEET proportion
among individuals aged 20—24 years ranking third among
14 OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development) countries [3]. Labor market instability in
South Korea is particularly severe among those younger
than 29 years [3].

Likewise, Korea’s NEET rate is higher than that of
Western countries such as the United States, United
Kingdom, and Canada [3]. Employment rates worldwide
are recovering following COVID-19, but while the aver-
age employment rate among OECD countries is 70.1%,
Korea’s rate is slightly lower at 69.2%. Specifically, the
employment rate among Koreans in their 20s is 61.0%,
the lowest compared to other age groups ranging from
their 30s to 60s [4]. The phenomenon of “COVID-19
blues” continues to disproportionately affect vulner-
able groups, especially those in their 20s, leading to sig-
nificant instability and employment stagnation in Korea’s
youth labor market [3]. Due to COVID-19, remote work
and telecommuting have expanded, corporate hiring
has decreased, and preferences for career positions have
increased. Together, these factors have reduced youth
employment while intensifying job competition [5]. Con-
sequently, Korean undergraduate students in their junior
and senior years approaching graduation are experienc-
ing job search insecurity, thereby threatening their flour-
ishing [6-8].

Job search anxiety and flourishing

Flourishing refers to an optimal and elevated level of
well-being from hedonic and eudemonic perspectives,
corresponding respectively to “feeling good” and “func-
tioning well” [9]. Additionally, flourishing represents a
key concept that provides insight into an individual’s
mental health [9]. Among the most widely recognized
flourishing models is the Positive Emotions, Engagement,
Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment (PERMA)
model [10]. Each pillar contributes independently yet
interactively to overall well-being and can be pursued for
its own sake. By enhancing these five PERMA pillars, the
flourishing of individuals and communities—incorpo-
rating optimal feeling and functioning—can be fostered
[10]. Moreover, Seligman’s well-being theory under-
scores improving quality of life by harnessing strengths
and positive resources [10]. Health emergencies such
as the COVID-19 pandemic have posed unprecedented
challenges to individuals’ PERMA [11]. Among univer-
sity students, tension, uncertainty, and anxiety about
the future have been found to correlate negatively with
optimism, which in turn negatively affects flourishing as
defined within the PERMA model [11].
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Job search anxiety refers to psychological distress
experienced during preparations for employment [12].
It involves psychological instability (e.g., feeling anx-
ious and worried) alongside diminished concentration
and confidence stemming from employment concerns;
notably, it is more severe than the typical job search
stress experienced by most university students [12].
Furthermore, if untreated, job search anxiety may neg-
atively influence overall physical and mental health,
potentially leading to illness [12, 13]. Research has
indicated that perceived employability positively influ-
ences students’ flourishing [7, 8]. Conversely, height-
ened job search anxiety negatively impacts university
students’ flourishing. Indeed, studies indicate that
flourishing among college students in the United States,
Italy, Germany, and Spain declined in 2020 compared
to the pre-pandemic period [8, 14]. Such declines may
be attributed to reduced employment opportunities or
increased anxiety related to job searches following the
pandemic. Accordingly, further investigation is needed
to clarify how job search anxiety is associated with
flourishing. In countries experiencing youth unemploy-
ment as a major societal issue, timely and decisive dis-
cussions are essential [1]. Thus, research that focuses
specifically on Korean university students is particu-
larly relevant given the contraction of the labor market
amid the current global economic recession.

The mediating role of social support in the relationship
between job search anxiety and flourishing

Previous studies have demonstrated that social sup-
port is a socioenvironmental factor influencing per-
sonal flourishing [15-17]. Friends and family are the
primary sources of social support for young adults
aged 19-29 years [18], and students who experienced
high levels of support from key social relationships
tended to report higher psychological well-being [19].
Likewise, supportive social relationships substantially
influenced their positive mental health [20]. According
to the support deterioration model, social support is a
critical antecedent of well-being, while psychological
distress precedes reduced social support [21]. Expo-
sure to severe stressors may negatively influence per-
ceived social support [22—-24]. Job search anxiety is one
of the primary emotional stressors university students
face due to low youth employment rates in South Korea
[25]. Extant literature shows that increasing job search
anxiety is significantly associated with diminished
social support and life satisfaction [26—28]. Thus, this
study hypothesized that job search anxiety is directly
and indirectly associated with flourishing through dete-
riorated social support.
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The mediating role of strengths use in the relationship
between job search anxiety and flourishing

Notably, utilizing character strengths—i.e., applying
positive personal attributes individuals possess—is dis-
tinct from merely having character strengths [29]. Some
studies indicated that interventions aimed at encourag-
ing people to utilize their strengths, thus helping them
perform optimally, have beneficial effects on achieving
optimal functioning [20, 30, 31]. These strengths can
predict happiness, psychological well-being, satisfac-
tion, and quality of life [29, 32, 33]. In addition, strengths
use is associated not only with increased flourishing but
also with reduced negative affective states such as stress,
depression, and anxiety [33]. Although personal char-
acter strengths remain relatively stable over time, the
degree to which these strengths are utilized can fluctuate
daily and momentarily, depending on individual states
and social contexts [34—36]. Based on the aforemen-
tioned studies, the present research hypothesizes that
strengths use would directly and indirectly mediate the
relationship between job search anxiety and flourishing,
with social support positively correlating with the use of
personal strengths.

The serial mediating role of social support and strengths
use between job search anxiety and flourishing

The social support deterioration model posits that
exposure to life stressors can erode one’s social support,
resulting in decreased well-being [21]. Social support
plays a critical role in helping university students cope
with psychological stress or anxiety by providing emo-
tional resources and reassurance [35, 36]. Specifically,
it can help students gain confidence in managing psy-
chological and emotional anxiety and in better utiliz-
ing their personal strengths when faced with challenges
and difficulties [36]. Consequently, environmental
contexts may foster behaviors that highlight person-
ality strengths, which subsequently facilitate optimal
psychological functioning or flourishing across vari-
ous life domains [37, 38]. A systematic literature review
provides evidence that interventions based on personal
strengths enhance individuals’ well-being and hap-
piness while mitigating depression and other mental
health symptoms [29]. Recent bibliometric reviews
have called for rigorous investigations into how social
factors influence the expression of various strengths
and their associated outcomes (e.g., well-being or men-
tal health) [39]. These findings align with the thriving
through relationships model, which emphasizes that
perceived social support is a crucial source of enhanc-
ing strength for flourishing during adversity [40]. In
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addition, previous research reported that social sup-
port enables individuals to successfully leverage their
strengths, thereby enhancing flourishing in the con-
text of unemployment crises [20, 29-34, 40]. However,
the literature concerning whether social support and
strengths use serve a dual mediating role between uni-
versity students’ job search anxiety and flourishing dur-
ing this pandemic remains limited. Our study seeks to
address this gap by examining the serial mediating role
of these two factors.

Current study

This study’s conceptual framework is based on the
social support deterioration model and the thriving
model [21, 40]. In summary, previous studies suggest
that social support and strengths use may serve as per-
tinent social and personal mediators through which
job search anxiety influences flourishing. However, no
prior research has examined the potential mechanisms
linking job search anxiety with flourishing. Based on
the theoretical perspectives and existing literature
discussed above, this study investigated (i) the direct
effect of job search anxiety on flourishing, (ii) the indi-
rect effect mediated by social support, (iii) the indirect
effect mediated by strengths use, and (iv) the serial
multiple mediation of social support and strengths
use between job search anxiety and flourishing among
Korean university students. Moreover, this study ana-
lyzed (v) which mediation effect (single vs. serial) was
stronger. Consequently, the current study aimed to pro-
vide a novel perspective and deeper insight into pro-
moting flourishing by emphasizing positive resources
that have been less explored in previous research con-
cerning job preparation among university students. To
our knowledge, this study is the first to examine the
serial mediating effects of social and personal factors in
enhancing flourishing among university students pre-
paring for employment. Identifying an effective mental
health care approach for university students is critical
for improving their flourishing and developing appro-
priate intervention strategies. We tested the following
hypotheses:

1. Job search anxiety is negatively correlated with flour-
ishing.

2. Social support mediates the relationship between job
search anxiety and flourishing.

3. Strengths use mediates the relationship between job
search anxiety and flourishing.

4. Social support and strengths use sequentially medi-
ate the relationship between job search anxiety and
flourishing.
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Methods
Study design and participants
This cross-sectional study employed convenience sam-
pling and followed the STROBE (Strengthening the
Reporting of Observational Studies in Epidemiology)
checklist. Junior or senior undergraduate students aged
21-29 years who attended a Korean university, were on a
leave of absence, or had delayed graduation beyond their
senior year were eligible. The following students were
excluded: undergraduates awaiting enlistment in the
army or having incomplete military service status, for-
eign exchange students, those preparing for further edu-
cation such as graduate school or national examinations,
and those who were self-employed following graduation.
The present research used G*Power 3.1.9.7 (Heinrich
Heine University Diisseldorf, Diisseldorf, Germany) [41]
to estimate the required sample size for serial multiple
mediation analysis. A minimum of 189 participants was
calculated with a two-sided significance level («)=0.05,
statistical power (1 —f)=0.95, and effect size=0.15 [42].
Furthermore, the study included 13 predictor variables:
sociodemographic variables, job search anxiety, social
support, and strengths use. Considering a potential attri-
tion rate of 15%, we recruited a total of 228 participants.

Data collection

Overall, 228 participants were recruited through an
online survey conducted from April 18 to 21, 2022, dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic. In Korea, the COVID-19
pandemic began on January 20, 2020, and officially ended
on May 11, 2023. We used quota sampling by gender and
grade (1:1 ratio) to minimize selection bias. Recruitment
emails, containing a brief study description and an online
link, were sent to the panels of an online survey platform.
Participants who chose to voluntarily participate com-
pleted an anonymous online survey. Upon completion
of the survey, all participants received compensation. In
total, 228 participants were included in the final analysis.

Measurements

Sociodemographic characteristics

The characteristics assessed included sex, age, grade
level, school location, religion, enrollment status, major,
satisfaction with their major, household economic status,
and academic performance [17, 28, 32].

Job search anxiety

The study used the job search anxiety scale developed by
Cho [12]. Its subscales include the induction of job search
anxiety, causes of job search anxiety, and physical and
psychological conditions resulting from job search anxi-
ety. The scale consists of 28 items assessed on a 5-point
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Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always), with
higher scores indicating greater job search anxiety. In
this study, Cronbach’s & was 0.96, similar to that obtained
by Cho [12]. The job search anxiety scale demonstrated
robust construct validity through exploratory factor anal-
ysis [12].

Strengths use

This study used the Korean version of the strengths use
scale, initially developed by Govindji and Linley [43] and
translated and validated by Park and Lee [44]. Its sub-
scales include context of strengths use and efforts to use
strengths. It comprises 14 items measured on a 7-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (very strongly disagree) to 7
(very strongly agree), with higher scores indicating greater
strengths use. In Park and Lee’s study [44], Cronbach’s a
was 0.93; in the present study, Cronbach’s a« was 0.96. The
construct validity of this scale was confirmed through
exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses, and the
strengths use scale demonstrated good convergent and
criterion-related validity [44].

Social support

This study employed the indirectly perceived social sup-
port scale [45]. Its subscales include emotional, appraisal,
informative, and instrumental support. It comprises 25
items evaluated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), with higher scores
indicating a greater degree of perceived social support. In
Yu and Seol’s study [45], Cronbach’s a was 0.94; in this
study, Cronbach’s @ was 0.96. The indirectly perceived
social support scale was established as valid for the
Korean population based on confirmatory factor analysis
results and the Rasch rating scale model [45].

Flourishing

The present study used the Korean version of the
PERMA-Profiler, developed from Seligman’s PERMA
model, to measure flourishing [46, 47]. Its subscales
include positive emotion, engagement, relationships,
meaning, and accomplishment. The scale comprises 15
items for assessing PERMA and an additional 8 filler
items; however, this study used only the 15 PERMA-
based items. Responses were recorded through an
11-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (never/terrible/not
at all) to 10 (always/excellent/completely), with higher
scores indicating greater flourishing. The current study
employed these 15 items to generate an overall flourish-
ing score, validated by Sim and Kim [46]. Cronbach’s a
in this study matched the value reported by Sim and Kim
[46] («=0.95). The PERMA-Profiler model demonstrated
strong construct validity through confirmatory factor
analysis [46].
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Data analysis
This study used SPSS Statistics for Windows, version
26.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA) for data analysis.
Participants’ sociodemographic characteristics were
analyzed using frequency, percentage, mean, and stand-
ard deviation. Independent t-tests, ANOVA (analysis
of variance) with equal variances, or Welch’'s ANOVA
with unequal variances were used to evaluate differ-
ences in flourishing according to participants’ sociode-
mographic characteristics. Post-hoc comparisons were
conducted using Scheffé (equal variances) or Games—
Howell (unequal variances) tests. Pearson’s correlation
analysis was used to identify associations among vari-
ables. Two-tailed statistical significance was set at 0.05.
This study conducted serial multiple mediation
analyses using a bootstrapping method and the PRO-
CESS macro 4.0 (model 6) [48]. Satisfaction with major,
household economic status, and academic performance
were entered as covariates, and 10,000 re-samples were
analyzed using bootstrapping with a 95% confidence
interval (CI). Mediation effects were considered sta-
tistically significant when their 95% CI did not contain
zero.

Ethical considerations

This study received approval from the Institutional
Review Board of Chung-Ang University (IRB No.
1041078-202201-HR-040). The researchers obtained
informed online consent from all participants before
their participation in the online survey. Furthermore,
the study was conducted in accordance with the Helsinki
Declaration guidelines.

Results

Sociodemographic characteristics and differences

in flourishing

There were statistically significant differences in flour-
ishing based on participants’ satisfaction with their
major (F=24.420, p<0.001), household economic sta-
tus (F=6.020, p=0.003), and academic performance
(F=15.471, p=0.049). Post-hoc analyses revealed that
participants who were satisfied with their major had
significantly higher flourishing than participants with
moderate satisfaction, who in turn exhibited higher
flourishing than their unsatisfied counterparts. Addition-
ally, participants with high household economic status
reported greater flourishing than those with lower sta-
tus. Lastly, participants with high academic performance
demonstrated greater flourishing than those with moder-
ate academic performance, followed by participants with
low academic performance (Table 1).
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Descriptive statistics and correlations between variables
Table 2 presents descriptive statistics including mean
scores for job search anxiety, strengths use, social sup-
port, and flourishing. When the Z-score standardization
was performed, there was no change in the pearson cor-
relation coefficient despite the differing scale ranges of all
variables; thus, this study suggested the mean of variables
and pearson correlation coefficient without the Z-score
standardization in the Table 2. There were negative cor-
relations between participants’ strength use and job
search anxiety (r= —0.384, p<0.001) and between social
support and job search anxiety (r=—0.323, p<0.001).
Conversely, social support was positively correlated with
strengths use (r=0.478, p<0.001). Additionally, flour-
ishing was negatively correlated with job search anxi-
ety (r=—0.507, p<0.001), but positively correlated with
strengths use (r=0.639, p<0.001) and social support
(r=0.669, p<0.001).

Serial multiple mediation model

Figure 1 illustrates the results from the serial multi-
ple mediation analysis. Satisfaction with major, house-
hold economic status, and academic performance were
entered as covariates in all mediation analyses. After con-
trolling for these sociodemographic characteristics, the
total effect of job search anxiety on flourishing remained
significant (B=—0.849, 95% CI [—1.063,—0.634],
adjusted R*=0.415, F=22.281 (p<0.001). Job search
anxiety directly affected flourishing (B=—0.477, 95%
CI [-0.649,—0.304]), accounting for 56.2% of the total
effect. Furthermore, job search anxiety exerted signifi-
cant indirect effects on flourishing through social sup-
port (B=-0.192, 95% CI [-0.316,—0.083]), strengths
use (B=-0.134, 95% CI [-0.234,—0.055]), and social
support and strengths use combined (B= —0.046, 95%
CI [—0.084,—0.018]), accounting for 22.60%, 15.78%, and
5.42% of the total effect, respectively (adjusted R*=0.671,
F=49.513 (p<0.001).

Furthermore, the study analyzed the indirect effect of
job search anxiety on flourishing to identify which medi-
ator had a stronger impact. The indirect effect through
social support and strengths use combined (Path 3) was
significantly stronger than the separate indirect effects
through social support (Path 1) or strengths use (Path
2) alone. However, there was no significant difference
between social support (Path 1) and strengths use (Path
2) as individual mediators (Table 3).

Discussion

A prolonged economic recession following the COVID-
19 pandemic has affected the labor market (1-3);
consequently, university graduates face difficulties
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Table 1 Sociodemographic characteristics and differences in flourishing (n=228)
Characteristics Categories Flourishing
n (%) M=SD torF p Scheffé
Sex Male 113 (49.6) 567+1.60 -0397 692
Female 115 (50.4) 5754151
Age (years) 21-24 175 (76.8) 576+1.56 0.925 356
25-29 53 (23 2) 553+152
Grade level Junior 3(49.6) 5.75+1.60 0.370 712
Senior 5(50.4) 567+1.51
School location Metropolitan area 6(50.9) 575+14 0433 665
Non-metropolitan area 2(49.1) 566+168
Religion Yes 48 (21.1) 556+1.53 —0.720 472
No 180 (78.9) 575+1.56
Enrollment status Currently enrolled 181 (79.4) 578+1.54 1.033 358
On leave of absence 4 (14.9) 553+£135
Graduation delayed 3( 7) 522+2.16
Major Education/Liberal Arts 55(24.1) 581+147 0.832 528
Social Sciences, Business and Eco- 59 (25.9) 552+1.55
nomics, and Law
Natural Sciences 29(12.7) 538+1.71
Medicine/ Pharmacy/ Nursing 15 (6.6) 6.00+1.33
Engineering 57 (25) 5.78+1.68
Art/Physical Education 13(5.7) 6.16+1.15
Satisfaction with major Satisfied? 109 (47.8) 6.35+1.30 24420 <.001 a>b>c
Moderately satisfied® 63 (27.6) 541+154
Unsatisfied® 56 (24.6) 4.79+1.47
Household economic status Upper® 47 (20.6) 6.25+1.29 6.020 003 a>c
Middle® 114 (50.0) 575+1.59
Lower® 67 (29.4) 526+1.54
Academic performance High? 60 (26.3) 6.33+1.65 154711 049 a>b>ct
Moderate® 137 (60.1) 575+1.28
Low® 31(13.6) 431+£1.64

SD standard deviation, a—c post-hoc analysis using a scheffe test
T Welch’s ANOVA

* Games-Howell test

Table 2 Descriptive statistics and correlations among variables

(n=228)

Variable M+SD 1 2 3 4
1.Job search 3.23+0.78 1

anxiety

2.Strengths use  4.58+1.03 —0.384** 1

3.Social support  92.57+16.61 —0.323*** 0478 ***

4. Flourishing 571£155 —0.507 *** 0.639*** 0.669** 1

M mean, SD standard deviation
**%p 20,001

searching for and securing employment. The present
study examined the relationship between job search
anxiety and flourishing among university students.
In addition, it explored the serial multiple mediating
effects of social support and strengths use.

Our results showed that greater satisfaction, better
household economic status, and better academic per-
formance were associated with greater flourishing. This
finding aligns with previous research reporting that
students with higher major satisfaction also experi-
ence higher subjective well-being [49]. Satisfaction with
their major indicates that students experience positive
emotions and can immerse themselves fully in their
academic studies, thereby improving their flourishing.
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Fig. 1 Serial multiple mediation of social support and strengths in the relationship between job search anxiety and flourishing. All values represent

unstandardized beta coefficients. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p <0.001

Table 3 Total, direct, and indirect effects of job search anxiety on flourishing and comparison of indirect effects (n=228)

Effect B SE LLCI uLcl Effect size
proportion
(%)
Total effect
JSA—flourishing -0.849 0.109 —1.063 —0.634 100
R=.644,R*= 415
F=22281(p<.001)
Direct effect
JSA—flourishing -0477 0.087 —0.649 —0.304 56.20
Indirect effects
1. JSA— social support — flourishing -0.192 0.059 —-0.316 —0.083 2260
2. JSA— strengths use — flourishing -0.134 0.045 —0.234 —0.055 15.78
3. JSA— social support — strengths —0.046 0.017 —0.084 —0.018 542
use — flourishing
R=.819,R*=671
F=49513 (p<.001)
Contrasts B SE LLCI uLcl
Path 1 versus Path 2 —-0.059 0.076 —-0.208 0.091
Path 1 versus Path 3 -0.146 0.053 —0.260 —0.053
Path 2 versus Path 3 —-0.088 0.044 —0.183 —0.012

Abbreviations: JSA job search anxiety, LLCI lower level 95% confidence interval, ULCI upper level 95% confidence interval

Bold values indicate statistically significant results. The 95% confidence intervals were calculated using 10,000 bootstrap resamples. Path 1: JSA-social support-
flourishing; Path 2: JSA-strengths use—flourishing; Path 3: JSA-social support-strengths use—flourishing

According to previous studies, greater financial satis-
faction and academic engagement predicted higher life
satisfaction, greater feelings of happiness, more posi-
tive emotions, and a stronger sense of meaning in life
[15, 50]; this aligns with our findings. Conversely, one
study conducted among Spanish college students found
that perceived family income level did not influence
flourishing [15], which contrasts with our study. This
discrepancy may stem from differences in data collec-
tion timing and different geographic contexts. Our data
were collected during the COVID-19 pandemic when
Korea was facing an employment crisis and economic

downturn due to social distancing measures [51]. In
contrast, participants in the study by de la Fuente et al.
[15] were not limited by academic year, and data col-
lection occurred prior to COVID-19. The relationship
between household economic status and flourishing
warrants further research.

This study investigated the direct effect of job search
anxiety on flourishing after controlling for general char-
acteristics and found statistically significant differences
in levels of flourishing. Furthermore, we identified a
significant association between job search anxiety and
flourishing among university students. These results align
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closely with other studies that have reported job search
anxiety or stress negatively influencing psychological
well-being, happiness, and life satisfaction [8, 13, 27, 28].
Analysis of the separate indirect effects through social
support and strengths use indicated that students experi-
encing elevated job search anxiety were likelier to report
lower perceived social support or decreased strengths
use, resulting in diminished flourishing. Previous stud-
ies also found perceptions of social support mediated
associations between psychological distress (i.e., anxiety
and stress) and life satisfaction, consistent with our find-
ings [26, 52]. Additionally, greater availability and use of
social support reduced negative emotions and positively
influenced flourishing [15-17]. Prior research further
demonstrated that personal strengths help individuals
manage negative emotions, such as anxiety, stress, or fear
associated with adversity, enhancing positive psycho-
logical outcomes including mental health and well-being
[29, 33]. Thus, support from significant others or using
personal strengths may boost engagement and achieve-
ment during job search preparations, thereby enhancing
flourishing.

This study examined the serial multiple mediating
effects of social support and strengths use between job
search anxiety and flourishing. We found a sequen-
tial association between increased job search anxiety
and decreased social support, leading subsequently to
a decline in strengths use, which in turn was related to
reduced flourishing. The results of this study are consist-
ent with the social support deterioration model [21] and
the thriving through relationships model [40]. Job search
anxiety can create a vicious cycle in which decreased
social support prevents personal flourishing. This model
offers an insightful framework for understanding the
mechanism through which job search anxiety affects
flourishing. Individuals experiencing psychological dis-
tress may have difficulty engaging in trusting relation-
ships and experience a reduction in their social support
resources and availability [23, 24]. Individuals who expe-
rience job search anxiety may feel alienated from those
around them or hesitate to rely on others due to their
current uncertain situation. A recent study has indicated
that stress perceived by university students indirectly
influences flourishing through social support, which
aligns with the present findings indicating that job search
anxiety is indirectly related to flourishing through social
support [53]. In addition, our findings accord with a
study by Lavy et al. [34], which showed that greater social
support from supervisors at work increased strengths
use the following day. Conversely, low social support
from professors and advisors hindered students’ use of
their strengths; thus, social support serves as a positive
resource, promoting the utilization of strengths [34].
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Overall, when students face employment-related situa-
tions and experience anxiety concerning employment,
receiving support from significant others is important,
as it can enhance strengths use and thereby improve
flourishing. This support may be emotional (e.g., empa-
thy, consolation, encouragement), appraisal-related (e.g.,
compliments, acknowledgment), or informational (e.g.,
advice, job-search information), with increased support
enabling students to leverage their strengths beyond
their initial perception. Furthermore, previous studies
have shown that college students who effectively use their
strengths tend to express themselves better, function
optimally, and experience greater happiness, supporting
this finding [29]. Therefore, our results highlight the need
for a program that provides social support to enhance
strengths use among college students experiencing anxi-
ety while preparing for employment. Thus, screening for
anxiety and providing suitable interventions for students
at high risk of job search anxiety is essential.

Moreover, this study investigated which mediating
effects were stronger by comparing pairs among indirect
effects. The dual mediating effects via social support and
strengths use were significantly stronger than any sin-
gle indirect effects. Our findings therefore showed that
strengths use facilitated by social support plays a criti-
cal role in explaining the association between job search
anxiety and flourishing. Asian countries such as Korea
traditionally have a strong collectivist culture emphasiz-
ing unity and harmony [53]. Because social interactions
have been limited due to the COVID-19 pandemic [51],
social support appears to have played an even more vital
role in psychological outcomes, reflecting Korea’s socio-
cultural characteristics. The pronounced effect of dual
mediation indicates that multiple resources are necessary
rather than reliance on a single source to promote college
students’ flourishing, especially when facing social con-
straints; thus, this consideration is important for media-
tion processes.

A systematic review reported strong evidence for the
effect of psychological interventions, such as individ-
ual or group counseling, mindfulness-based programs,
and cognitive behavioral therapy, on anxiety and stress
[54]. In addition, communities need to screen univer-
sity students for flourishing and provide free psycho-
logical counseling—including hotline services delivered
either by counselors or chatbots—for those experiencing
marked anxiety and low flourishing [54, 55]. In particu-
lar, the findings of this study expand on previous research
and emphasize the need for programs providing social
support to college students who feel anxious while
preparing for employment, aiming to enhance their
strengths. Educational institutions should consider pro-
viding interventions through joint sessions focused on
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strengths-based, peer-led student counseling services
[31]. Therefore, it is meaningful to screen high-risk stu-
dents experiencing job search anxiety so they may receive
appropriate interventions. Specifically, the findings of
this study expand previous research and underscore that
focusing on alleviating job search anxiety and employing
personal strengths through social support may improve
flourishing, contributing to optimal positive feelings and
healthy functioning.

This serial mediation study offers theoretical and prac-
tical insights into how social support and strengths use
foster flourishing among Korean college students during
COVID-19. The social support deterioration model and
thriving model provide valuable conceptual frameworks
for this study [21, 40]. By integrating these two theoreti-
cal perspectives, this study proposes a predictive model
of flourishing incorporating adversity, social support, and
personal strengths—advancing previous research, which
often focused on isolated variables individually [12, 13,
15-17, 30—32]. Thus, this serial mediation approach pro-
vides deeper theoretical and practical insights into how
social support and strengths use contribute to flourish-
ing among Korean college students during COVID-19.
The findings highlight practical strategies to strengthen
social support and encourage strengths use to effectively
manage the relationship between job search anxiety and
flourishing within this population.

Limitations

The present study involves the following limitations.
First, this cross-sectional design cannot confirm causal
relationship directions; consequently, longitudinal stud-
ies are warranted. Second, the participants were con-
venience sample including junior and senior university
students. Moreover, the researchers collected data in
Korea, where the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in a
low employment rate. Thus, generalizing findings about
full spectrum of university students and employment
instability to contexts with different employment rates
or regions remains challenging. Investigating differ-
ences between freshman and senior university students,
using surveys conducted in areas with varying employ-
ment rates and regions, would yield additional insights.
Cross-cultural studies involving diverse countries would
also allow comparisons across cultures and enhance
external validity. Third, the current study assessed the
perception of social support from significant others
in general, rather than from specific individuals (i.e.,
family members, friends, or teachers). Therefore, this
approach failed to yield detailed information regarding
distinct social support sources. Consequently, catego-
rizing sources of social support, such as family, friends,
and teachers, and examining their respective influences
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on personal strengths would be beneficial. Lastly, future
studies should explore moderation models of flourishing
by incorporating additional individual-level psychologi-
cal factors such as self-efficacy and resilience.

Conclusion

In this study, there was a sequential mediating effect of
social support and personal strengths use in the relation-
ship between job search anxiety and flourishing among
university students. The impact of serial mediation was
stronger than the mediating effects of social support or
strengths use alone. These findings suggest the necessity
of mental health education, counseling, and interven-
tions involving both social support and strengths use to
improve university students’ flourishing. For example,
policymakers should routinely screen university students’
flourishing and continuously evaluate strategies aimed
at mental health promotion. Educators likewise need to
consider enhancing students’ flourishing as a core mental
health objective. They can develop interventions led by
trained mental health professionals, supporting students
in realizing their optimal potential by integrating psy-
chological, social, and emotional functions. Specifically,
interventions jointly incorporating social support and
strengths-based sessions should be implemented for stu-
dents experiencing high job search anxiety and low flour-
ishing. This approach will enable universities and mental
healthcare professionals to better support students by
alleviating anxiety related to job searching and encour-
aging reliance on close social relationships and personal
strengths. Overall, this study highlights social and indi-
vidual resources as key components of positive mental
health planning in schools and communities aimed at
enhancing flourishing among university students prepar-
ing for employment. Our findings indicate critical impli-
cations for prioritizing social support and subsequently
using personal strengths as an effective sequential inter-
vention strategy for promoting flourishing.
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