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Abstract: Background: In the pursuit of fostering employees’ well-being, leaders are recognized as playing a vital role. However, so far, most of the existing research has focused on leadership behavior and the superficial interaction between leaders and members but has unexpectedly ignored the specific supporting role of supervisors in the career development of employees, that is, supervisory career support. Additionally, the internal mechanism of how career support from supervisors is related to and promotes employees’ well-being is still unclear. Based on social cognitive career theory (SCCT), this study aimed to explore whether, how, and when supervisory career support affects employee well-being by introducing the two paths of ‘career prospect’ and ‘career confidence.’ Methods: During July 2023, this study employed a cross-sectional design. We gathered participants from corporate situated in Southern China. Results: Results based on a large sample of 14,533 employees showed that supervisory career support was positively related to employees’ well-being through the dual path of career prospects (opportunity) and career confidence (ability). Employees high in proactive personality experienced the above positive effects most. Conclusion: This study provides meaningful implications for managers to implement personalized support strategies to improve employees’ well-being.
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Introduction

In contemporary workplaces, the mental health and well-being of employees are facing unprecedented challenges. According to a recent survey, nearly 60% of employees reported experiencing the negative effects of work-related depression, highlighting the universality and urgency of the mental health crisis in the workplace [1]. Especially in the context of the global economic downturn, employees’ worries about their career prospects and anxiety about their own abilities have become increasingly prominent, which poses a severe challenge to the overall well-being of employees [2]. In order to implement countermeasures to handle mental health crises, the American Psychological Association (APA) [3] emphasized the critical role of leaders in promoting employee well-being. Survey data showed that over 80% of employees’ expectations of future jobs indicate that ‘supervisor support for mental health’ is an important factor in their consideration of job opportunities, which further illustrates the importance of leadership support in the process of employee career development. Therefore, it is both urgent and important to continue to explore the relationship between leaders’ and employees’ well-being.

In recent years, the role of leaders in promoting employees’ well-being has been widely investigated from different perspectives, from microscopic to macroscopic [4]. However, most studies have mainly focused on the perspective of ‘leadership behavior’ [5] and ‘leader member exchange’ [6,7], ignoring the supporting role of leadership in employee career development. In other words, although existing research has explored the influence of supervisory support on employees’ career-related results, it is still unclear which specific supervisory support is closely related to employees’ career outcomes and well-being. Considering the importance of career development to the overall well-being of employees, the specific role and effect of supervisory career support, which refers to the career support that employees get from their direct leaders, including career guidance and performance feedback, needs to be precisely described [8]. Another limitation is that the internal mechanism of how supervisory career support affects employees’ well-being is still unclear. One possible explanation is the lack of an appropriate theoretical framework to systematically describe this process. The existing studies mostly relied on social exchange theory and leadership member exchange theory [9,10]. Although these theories provide a valuable perspective for understanding the relationship between employees and leaders, they pay more attention to the superficial characteristics and relationship quality of the exchange process and fail to dig deep into the specific psychological mechanisms that promote the development of employees’ career well-being. In fact, social cognitive career theory (SCCT) points out that an individual’s career outcome, including their mental health and overall well-being, are developed through the joint influence of individual confidence in self-ability and positive expectations regarding career prospects [11]. Finally, the existing research has neglected to investigate which types of individuals are more susceptible to the positive impact of supervisory support on career outcomes, resulting in the fact that, although workplace supportive supervisor interventions are seen as important mechanisms, they are still underutilized in bolstering employee well-being. We also noted that SCCT also emphasizes the role of personal characteristics as a boundary condition, which means that different employees’ reactions to the same supervisor support can vary from individual to individual [12]. Therefore, it is also necessary to further clarify the interactions between personality traits and supervisory career support to further help managers implement support interventions more effectively.

To help close the above research gap and respond to the APA’s calls, this study aimed to explore whether, how, and when supervisory career support might influence employees’ well-being. Based on SCCT, this paper reveals the critical predicting role of supervisory career support and the mechanism through which supervisor support influences employee well-being by considering the dual perspectives of opportunities and abilities. By introducing two new paths—career prospects and career confidence—this study provides a new explanatory framework for understanding the complex relationship between supervisory career support and employee well-being. Additionally, we aimed to provide practical strategic guidance for enterprise managers to implement more targeted support interventions in their daily management. These, in turn, hopefully promote employees’ mental health and overall well-being, thereby enhancing their organization’s sustainable development.

Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development

Social cognitive career theory (SCCT)

SCCT is concerned with the ways in which other people and environmental factors help shape an individual’s career path [13,14] and how they affect an individual’s career perceptions and outcomes through two paths [11,15]. One path is the individual’s confidence, or self-ability. When individuals receive support from the environment, such as encouragement from a supervisor or the provision of resources, they experience enhancements in their confidence to complete their tasks, thus promoting their career satisfaction and well-being. The other path is career outcome expectations. Individuals are more likely to feel satisfied and happy in their jobs when they perceive opportunities for career development, or when they believe that the current working environment can yield valuable and positive outcomes [16]. SCCT also emphasizes the role of personal characteristics as a boundary condition [17]. Specifically, the impact of environmental factors on individual career satisfaction and well-being differs depending on individuals’ personalities.

Based on SCCT, we hypothesized the following: (a) supervisory career support is positively associated with employee well-being, as evidenced by its positive impact on mental health and negative impact on depression; (b) career prospects serve as a mediator between supervisory career support and well-being, as indicated by levels of mental health and depression; (c) career confidence mediates the relationship between supervisory career support and well-being, as indicated by levels of mental health and depression; (d) the level of proactive personality moderates the indirect effect of supervisory career support on mental health and depression through career prospects and career confidence. The suggested research model is depicted in Fig. 1.
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Figure 1: Hypothesis model.

Supervisory career support and well-being

Well-being refers to an overarching construct that encompasses a range of positive qualities and experiences [18]. The components of well-being can be divided into positive aspects and negative aspects [19]. However, most previous studies have focused on examining well-being using single indicators like job satisfaction or depression. A recent literature review also suggested that future researchers explore well-being from the integrative perspective of both positive and negative effect [20]. Specifically, mental health serves as a key indicator for measuring the positive effect of well-being. It represents a state of overall well-being that helps individuals effectively manage life’s challenges, utilize their strengths, and perform well [21]. Conversely, depression entails negative experiences which can manifest as psychological tension and discomfort, which serve as typical examples of the negative affect of well-being [22]. Therefore, the present study chose mental health as the representative of the positive effect of well-being and depression as the representative of the negative effect of well-being. Then, these indicators were integrated into the analytical framework of well-being to explore the well-being of individuals in the workplace from an integrative perspective.

SCCT provides us with a comprehensive theoretical framework to understand the factors that contribute to well-being in the workplace. Specifically, SCCT holds that relevant environmental support factors have an impact on individual career-related results [13]. Within this theoretical framework, supervisory career support represents a key environmental support factor, encompassing the assistance, guidance, and emotional support provided by leaders in the process of employee career development [23]. According to SCCT, we expected that supervisory career support would positively relate to employees’ well-being. Specifically, when employees perform tasks, the guidance and resource-support provided by their supervisors can reduce pressure at work [24]. When employees are faced with problems like career choice, development planning, and skill upgrading, if supervisors can provide the necessary resources, guidance, or solutions in time, the support can greatly reduce the pressure brought by the uncertainty of work and help employees maintain their mental health. Additionally, career support from a supervisor can also include care and help for the employee’s personal career development. When supervisors show concern for the personal career growth of the employees, the employees may feel their self-worth recognized and promoted [25]. The enhancement of this sense of self-worth is arguably the key factor in improving employees’ mental health. Finally, supervisory career support contributes to providing emotional comfort for employees. In the process of career development, employees will inevitably encounter setbacks and failures. When supervisors show care, understanding, and encouragement, the employees may experience emotional warmth and a sense of acceptance [26]. This positive emotional support can help boost employees’ mental health.

On the other hand, depression negatively impacts the perception of well-being. According to SCCT, we expected that supervisory career support would reduce employee depression. Specifically, the career support of the supervisor would stimulate employees’ sense of hope. Hope is an important psychological resource to resist depression because it assists employees in coping with the challenges in work and life and can reduce the risk of depression [27]. Additionally, a supervisor’s career support might also include creating a positive and warm environment for team employees. When employees feel warmth and acceptance from the team, their sense of loneliness in the workplace can be lessened. Loneliness is often associated with depression, especially for employees who lack social interaction at work [28]. Therefore, a supervisor’s career support can reduce the loneliness of employees and then reduce the employees’ risk of depression.

Hypothesis 1. Supervisory career support will be positively associated with well-being, which will be manifested by supervisory career support positively affecting mental health (1a) and negatively affecting depression (1b).

The mediating role of career prospects

How does supervisory career support positively affect well-being? SCCT emphasizes that environmental support affects an individual’s career satisfaction and well-being through two paths. One path is the expectation of positive results from career prospects [11]. Individuals are more likely to feel satisfied and happy in their jobs when they think their career has development opportunities or that the current working environment will result in valuable and positive results [29]. Within the framework of SCCT, career prospects refer to individuals’ expectations and views on their future career development, including positive expectations for promotion opportunities [12]. This expectation is highly consistent with the expected path of positive results, and both are based on optimistic judgments about future career development. According to SCCT, we expected that positive relations between supervisory career support and well-being, indicated by mental health and depression, are mediated by career prospects. Specifically, the career support of supervisors is cultivated to provide employees with more opportunities for learning and development, which will help employees improve their professional skills and knowledge [30], thus enhancing their competitiveness and expectations for their careers. Additionally, the career support from supervisors was predicted to help employees clarify their career development direction and goals [31]. Having a clear career goal promotes a sense of ease and purpose among employees, thereby boosting their expectations regarding their career prospects. Furthermore, supervisory career support is not limited to personal development, but may also include helping employees establish and maintain career networks [32]. Through introduction and recommendation, employees can connect with a wider range of industry contacts, which are crucial for expectations of future career opportunities and partnerships. Based on Hypothesis 1, supervisory career support was expected to positively affect well-being, which would be manifested in a positive impact on mental health and a negative impact on depression. Therefore:

Hypothesis 2. Career prospects will play a mediating role between supervisory career support and well-being, as indicated by employees’ levels of mental health (2a) and depression (2b).

The mediating role of career confidence

Apart from the expectations of results, SCCT also emphasizes that environmental support can also affect an individual’s career results through the other path of ‘individual confidence in self-ability’ [13]. When individuals perceive support from the environment (e.g., the encouragement of supervisors or the provision of resources), they will experience enhancements in their confidence that they can then use to complete their tasks, thus enhancing their well-being [15]. According to SCCT, career confidence refers to an individual’s belief that they can successfully meet challenges, complete tasks, and realize professional achievements in their field [33], which is consistent with the concept of self-efficacy, that is, an individual’s belief that they have the ability to successfully carry out necessary actions. Therefore, based on SCCT, we assumed that relations between supervisory career support and well-being, indicated by mental health and depression, can also be mediated by career confidence. Specifically, the career support of the supervisor can help provide recognition and affirmation of employees in their career paths [34]. When employees perceive their career affirmed and appreciated by their supervisors, they will be more convinced of their abilities and values. In addition, direct career support from supervisors for acquiring new skills or enhancing existing ones empowers employees, making them more confident in their professional abilities [35]. Finally, a career-supportive supervisor can help create a safe environment where mistakes are framed as learning opportunities, fostering psychological safety [36]. This allows employees to take risks and innovate without fear, enhancing their overall career confidence. Based on Hypothesis 1, supervisory career support was predicted to positively affect well-being, which would be manifested by a positive impact on mental health and a negative impact on depression. Therefore, we proposed:

Hypothesis 3. Career confidence will play a mediating role between supervisory career support and well-being, as indicated by employees’ mental health (3a) and depression (3b).

The moderating role of proactive personality

In this process, it is important to highlight that SSCT emphasizes the role of personal characteristics as boundary conditions [12]. Faced with the same supervisory career support, different employees’ reactions may vary from person-to-person due to different personalities. A ‘proactive personality’ refers to an individual’s active and spontaneous action-tendency in the face of environmental changes, which embodies the individual’s ability to actively adapt to and change the environment [37]. On the one hand, proactive individuals are characterized by initiative-taking and are inclined to seize opportunities without waiting for explicit instructions [38]. When encountering supervisory career support, they actively seek out ways to apply this support to their career development, translating the support from their supervisors into the prospect of going further on their career path and achieving greater accomplishments. This initiative-taking, when coupled with a highly proactive personality, is anticipated to enhance the positive outcomes of supervisory career support on mental health and the negative effects on depression. On the other hand, employees with highly proactive personalities tend to have a self-starting mindset [39]. They are more inclined to leverage external support into motivation, to show more confidence in their work, and thereby to experience a higher sense of well-being at work. Conversely, employees with a less proactive personality may be relatively passive in the face of the career support of their supervisors and may even turn a blind eye to the support, thus missing an opportunity to enhance their career prospects and their career confidence. Consequently, it would be difficult to promote one’s mental health and reduce depression without proactivity. Thus, we hypothesized:

Hypothesis 4. Proactive personality levels will moderate the indirect effect of supervisory career support on well-being via career prospects (4a) and career confidence (4b).

Materials and Methods

Participants and procedures

This study employed a cross-sectional design. We gathered participants from corporate situated in Southern China. In order to ensure the representativeness and universality of the sample, this study adopts the method of combining random sampling with convenient sampling. Specifically, we first cooperated with the human resources department of the enterprise and obtained the employee list. On this basis, we use a random number generator to randomly select some employees from the employee list of each enterprise as potential survey objects. Random sampling is helpful to reduce artificial selection bias and improve the representativeness of samples. At the same time, considering the feasibility and efficiency of actual operation, we also combine the convenient sampling method. That is, with the assistance of the human resources department, an invitation email was sent to these randomly selected employees through the company’s internal mail system. The email explained the study’s objectives and guaranteed privacy for respondents. Employees interested in taking part could respond via email.

The questionnaire consists of a supervisory career support scale, career prospects scale, career confidence scale, mental health scale, depression scale, and proactive personality scale. Social-demographic information included gender, age, level of education, and job tenure. When determining the sample size, we considered the significance level of the expected effect, the statistical efficacy requirements, and the number of potential participants. In this study, G*Power is used to calculate the sample size [40]. A total of 14533 questionnaires (85.92%) were deemed valid self-report questionnaire. The participant demographics consisted of 59.6% males and 40.4% females, forming a well-balanced group. Among them, 29.1% were younger staff members aged between 25% and 30%, 29.2% were individuals in the age range of 31% to 40%, and 22.5% were those aged above 40. The median education level was a 4-year college degree. Among the employees. the manufacturing and information transmission industries accounted for 16.1%, the production industry accounted for 21.4%.

This study strictly followed the ethical requirements in the whole process of data collection. We followed the principles of voluntary participation and transparency. All participants were informed of the purpose, process, potential risks and benefits of their participation in the study, and signed an informed consent form. In addition, we have taken appropriate measures to protect the privacy and information security of participants and ensure that all data are used only for research purposes and kept strictly confidential.

Instruments and measures

Supervisory career support

Supervisory career support was assessed using a four-item scale created by Scandura et al. [41]. A representative sample item was “My leader showed personal concern for my career.” Participants were requested to provide their responses using a 5-point Likert scale, where 1 indicated “strongly disagree” and 5 indicated “strongly agree”. This scale has demonstrated high levels of validity and reliability in previous research [42], as evidenced by the internal consistency of α = 0.93 reported in this study.

Career prospects

Career prospects were measured using a five-items scale adopted from Wan et al. [43]. A representative sample item was “I think about where my career future lies.” Participants were requested to provide their responses using a 5-point Likert scale, where 1 indicated “strongly disagree” and 5 indicated “strongly agree”. This scale has been widely used and has shown to be a reliable and valid measure of career prospects [44], with an internal consistency of α = 0.87 in my sample.

Career confidence

Career confidence was measured using five items scale developed by Borgen et al. [45]. Sample item is “I am optimistic about my career.” Participants were asked to respond on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Prior research has established the reliability of this tool, as evidenced by the internal consistency of α = 0.90 in this study.

Mental health

Mental health was measured using a three-items scale adopted from Lukat et al. [46]. A sample item was “I’ve been feeling optimistic about the future.” Participants were requested to provide their responses using a 5-point Likert scale, where 1 indicated “strongly disagree” and 5 indicated “strongly agree”. This scale has demonstrated high levels of validity and reliability in previous research, as evidenced by the internal consistency of α = 0.90 in this study.

Depression

Depression was measured using the thirteen items scale taken from Shaver et al. [47]. A sample item is “I feel lonely.” Participants were asked to respond on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The scale has established validity and reliability in assessing depressive symptoms, with an internal consistency of α = 0.90 in this study.

Proactive personality

Proactive personality was measured using the four items scale adopted from Parker et al. [48]. Sample item is “I am good at finding opportunities that are beneficial to me.” Participants were requested to provide their responses using a 5-point Likert scale, where 1 indicated “strongly disagree” and 5 indicated “strongly agree”. This scale has been widely used and has shown to be a reliable and valid measure of career prospects, with an internal consistency of α = 0.81 in this study.

Control variables

Previous studies have shown that certain socio-demographic variables can affect well-being, as indicated by mental health and depression [49–51]. As a result, these variables were deemed suitable for use as control variables in the present study. Participants provided this information at Time 1. Socio-demographic factors were assessed using age, gender (coded as 0 = male, 1 = female), educational level (categorized as 0 = associate, 1 = bachelor, 2 = master or higher), and duration of employment with the organization.

Statistical analysis

In this study, we used a variety of statistical methods to analyze the data, and used SPSS 26.0 software for data sorting and descriptive statistics. Given that the sample size is large enough, and there is no serious skew or extreme abnormal value in the data, the data in this study meet the normal hypothesis. Firstly, we used the software Mplus 8.0 to analyze the structural equation model (SEM). In the SEM analysis, we use the maximum likelihood estimation method to estimate the model parameters. In order to ensure the fitting degree of the model, we adopted several fitting indexes, including χ²/df, CFI, TLI, SRMR and RMSEA. Secondly, in the preliminary analysis, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using Mplus 8.0 to test the discrimination validity between the core constructs in the study. In the correlation analysis, we used SPSS 26.0 software to calculate the Pearson correlation coefficient between variables to preliminarily test the relationship between variables. In addition, we also used Mplus 8.0 software to analyze the mediation effect and adjust the mediation effect. In the analysis of mediating effect, we tested the mediating effect of career prospects and career confidence between superior career support and employee well-being through path analysis. In the analysis of mediating effect, we further discussed how active personality mediates the above-mentioned mediating path. We selected the significance level at 0.05 to judge the significance of each statistical test. All statistical methods were selected based on their applicability in this study, and the reliability of the results are ensured.

Results

Preliminary analyses

Initially, we utilized Mplus 8.0 to conduct a confirmatory factor analysis in order to evaluate the uniqueness of the primary constructs involved in this study. The findings indicated that the six-factor model, which distinguished between supervisory career support, career prospects, career confidence, mental health, depression, and proactive personality, provided a better fit to the data. χ2 = 2552.75, df = 1396, χ2/df = 1.83, CFI = 0.90 (CFI ≥ 0.90), TLI = 0.90 (TLI ≥ 0.90), SRMR = 0.06 (SRMR ≤ 0.07), RMSEA = 0.06 (RMSEA ≤ 0.07) [52], compared to alternative models. The results are shown in Table 1.
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Second, following the advice of Podsakoff et al. [53], we conducted a test to examine common method deviation. The testing revealed that including the method factor did not significantly enhance the model compared to the theoretically assumed six-factor model (χ2/df = 1.90, CFI = 0.91, TLI = 0.90, SRMR = 0.05, RMSEA = 0.05, ∆CFI = 0.01; ∆TLI = 0.00; ∆RMSEA = 0.01; ∆SRMR = 0.01). Therefore, no clear evidence of common method variance was found in the present study. As a result, common method bias is reduced in this study.

Descriptive statistics

Table 2 reports the descriptive analysis of the study variables.
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As shown in Table 2, supervisory career support was positively correlated with well-being indicated by mental health (r = 0.22, p < 0.001) and negatively correlated with depression (r = −0.35, p < 0.01). Additionally, supervisory career support had a positive correlation with career prospects (r = 0.28, p < 0.001) and career confidence (r = 0.36, p < 0.001). Furthermore, career prospects were positively associated with mental health (r = 0.34, p < 0.001) and negatively correlated with depression (r = −0.32, p < 0.001). The findings indicated that there is a positive relationship between career confidence and mental health (r = 0.45, p < 0.001), alongside a negative relationship with depression (r = −0.40, p < 0.001), thereby providing preliminary validation for hypotheses one to three.

Hypothesis testing

To verify our theoretical framework, we utilized structural equation modeling as our analytical tool. In Mplus 8.0, the estimation method is maximum likelihood parameter estimates. The standardized regression weights for each relationship within the structural equation model are illustrated in Fig. 2.
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Figure 2: Results of structural model assessment. Note: ***p < 0.001.

Hypothesis 1 states that supervisory career support is related to well-being, which is manifested by positively affecting mental health and negatively affecting depression. Fig. 2 demonstrates that, after adjusting for the impact of age, work experience, gender, and educational level, supervisory career support remained significantly positively related to mental health (B = 0.112, SE = 0.026, p < 0.001) and significantly negatively related to depression (B = −0.336, SE = 0.017, p < 0.001). The findings confirmed both hypothesis 1a and hypothesis 1b. This finding aligns with previous studies that highlight the beneficial influence of social support on psychological well-being, which shows that vocational support from superiors can effectively buffer work pressure and enhance employees’ psychological resilience [44].

Hypothesis 2 states that career prospect acts as an intermediary in the connection between supervisory career support and well-being, as indicated by mental health and depression. Fig. 2 showed that supervisory career support positively influenced career prospects (B = 0.103, SE = 0.038, p < 0.001), which was also positively associated with mental health (B = 0.123, SE = 0.008, p < 0.001) and negatively related to depression (B = −0.169, SE = 0.010, p < 0.001). The interval for the indirect impact at the 95% confidence level indicated that managerial career support was positively and indirectly associated with mental health (estimate: 0.101, 95% CI = 0.071, 0.141) and negatively related to depression (estimate: 0.06, 95% CI = 0.042, 0.105). Consequently, hypothesis 2 was validated. Of note, Hypothesis 3 states that career confidence acts as an intermediary in the connection between supervisory career support and well-being, as indicated by mental health and depression. Fig. 2 showed that supervisory career support positively affected on career confidence (B = 0.132, SE = 0.044, p < 0.001), which, in turn, was associated with the high level of mental health (B = 0.356, SE = 0.011, p < 0.001) and negatively related to depression (B = −0.339, SE = 0.013, p < 0.001). The indirect effect was significant as well (mental health: 0.032, 95% CI = [0.022, 0.042]; depression: 0.021, 95% CI = [0.012, 0.031]). Consequently, hypothesis 3 was validated. This finding is consistent with the theory of career development, which shows that a clear career prospect can enhance employees’ work motivation and satisfaction, thus improving their mental health [42].

Hypothesis 4 states that proactive personality moderates the indirect effect of supervisory career support on well-being via career prospects and career confidence. This was examined using conditional process analysis in Mplus 8.0. Table 3 indicates that, starting with mental health, the positive indirect effect of supervisory career support on mental health through career prospects was significant at lower levels of proactive personality (−SD, estimate: 0.039, 95% CI = 0.021, 0.040) compared to higher levels (+SD, estimate: 0.062, 95% CI = 0.022, 0.101; difference = 0.010, 95% CI = 0.009, 0.012). Similarly, the indirect effect of supervisory career support on mental health through career confidence was significant at lower levels of proactive personality (−SD, estimate: 0.069, 95% CI = 0.046, 0.101) as compared to higher levels of proactive personality (+SD, estimate: 0.124, 95% CI = 0.064, 0.180; difference = 0.060, 95% CI = 0.020, 0.100). A similar pattern was observed for depression, with a more pronounced positive indirect effect through career prospects at low levels of proactive personality (+SD, estimate: 0.026, 95% CI = 0.024, 0.042) compared to high levels of proactive personality (−SD, estimate: 0.082, 95% CI = 0.060, 0.101; difference = 0.051, 95% CI = 0.021, 0.080). Similarly, the positive indirect effect of supervisory career support on depression via career confidence was significant at lower proactive personality (−SD, estimate: 0.032, 95% CI = 0.012, 0.050) compared to high levels of proactive personality (+SD, estimate: 0.070, 95% CI = 0.040, 0.104; difference = 0.039, 95% CI = 0.021, 0.062). Consequently, hypothesis 4 was validated. To clearly demonstrate the moderating effect of proactive personality, the following figures were created. The following figures show that the impact of managerial career support on well-being, as indicated by mental health, was more pronounced when proactive personality is high. Figs. 3 and 4 show that the effect of supervisory career support on well-being, as indicted by mental health, was more pronounced when proactive personality is high. Figs. 5 and 6 show that the impact of managerial career support on well-being, as indicated by depression, was more pronounced when proactive personality is high. This result is consistent with the theory of self-efficacy, that is, the confidence of individuals in their own abilities is an important factor affecting their mental health [54].
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Figure 3: Proactive personality as a moderator between the relationship with supervisory career support and mental health via career prospects.
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Figure 4: Proactive personality as a moderator between the relationship with supervisory career support and depression via career prospects.
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Figure 5: Proactive personality as a moderator between the relationship with supervisory career support and mental health via career confidence.
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Figure 6: Proactive personality as a moderator between the relationship with supervisory career support and depression via career confidence.

Discussion

In today’s highly competitive working environment, employees’ happiness is closely related to their career development. So, how can leaders improve employees’ happiness through specific career support? Based on SCCT, the present study investigated whether, how, and when supervisory career support promotes employee well-being, as indicated by mental health and depression levels. We discovered a positive connection between managerial career support and well-being, manifested by its positive impact on mental health and negative impact on depression. Additionally, the impact of supervisory career support on employee well-being stemmed from two paths. The first path was the opportunity path, where career prospects mediated the connection between managerial career support and well-being, as indicated by mental health and depression. The second path was the ability path, where career confidence served as a mediator between supervisory career support and well-being, as indicated by mental health and depression. Furthermore, we found that levels of proactive personality moderated our mediation model. The current research thus extends the extant knowledge and provides practical implications for researchers.

Theoretical implications

First, based on SCCT, this study examined the predicting role of supervisory career support on employee well-being, which provides a new theoretical perspective for understanding the development of employee well-being in the workplace. In the past, most of the studies discussed the relationship of leadership and employee well-being from macro [55] to micro levels [56], ignoring the specific career supporting role of leaders in the career development of employees. In fact, the career development of employees is crucial to their overall well-being [57]. This study provides a new perspective for understanding the role of leadership on employee well-being and enriches the research on supervisory support by narrowing the scope to career support.

Second, from the perspective of the dual path of opportunity and ability, this study revealed the specific mechanism of supervisory career support affecting employee well-being. The APA pointed out the need for employers to improve employees’ mental health [3]. However, the current pathways for employers to achieve this improvement are not clear [58]. This uncertainty makes it difficult for employers to effectively support employees’ mental health and well-being in practice. Therefore, by examining the mechanism of supervisory career support on employee well-being through the two pathways of career prospects and career confidence, this study provides useful theoretical insights for further discussion on how employers can improve employee well-being.

Third, this study also clarifies the moderating role of proactive personality in the relationship between supervisory career support and employee well-being, providing new insights into the influence of individual differences in the promotion of employee well-being and further enriching SCCT. As a kind of individual characteristic of employees, a proactive personality can affect employees’ perceptions and utilization of supervisors’ support [59], therewith affecting employees’ well-being. By introducing proactive personality as a moderating variable, this study connects the different reactions of employees with different levels of proactive personality to the influence of supervisory career support on employee well-being, thereby providing theoretical support for managers seeking to formulate personalized support strategies.

Practical implications

From the perspective of organizational practice, the results of this study have the following important significance and suggestions. This study also provides practical insights for enterprise managers who seek to promote employee well-being through enhancing supervisory career support. Our findings indicate that supervisory career support can have a positive impact on employee well-being. Therefore, managers should demonstrate greater care for their employees in daily management by providing necessary support and assistance. Specifically, managers can provide training and development opportunities to assist employees in improving their skills and promote career growth. In addition to providing essential work resources and tools, emotional support should also be provided. This can be achieved through actions like giving praise, and encouragement, and organizing team-building activities to create a sense of warmth and support among employees.

Second, considering the pivotal role of career confidence and career prospects as key pathways, managers might concentrate their supportive efforts on fostering employee capability development and providing ample opportunities for growth. On the one hand, managers can assign tasks that exceed employees’ current capabilities but concurrently provide necessary resources and guidance to encourage these employees to step out of their comfort zone and engage in learning. Successful completion of such tasks will bolster employees’ career confidence. On the other hand, managers can enhance employees’ career prospects by organizing regular career planning seminars, helping them gain a clear understanding of their career orientation and potential future development paths.

Third, managers should consider employees’ personality traits when implementing support strategies. For example, for employees with a strong proactive personality, managers can provide more autonomy and decision-making power, encouraging active participation in innovation and improvement. Conversely, for employees with a less proactive personality, managers can help build their self-confidence and gradually improve their ability by offering more guidance and feedback. By implementing personalized support strategies, managers can effectively promote employees’ well-being and enhance the sustainable development capabilities of their organizations.

Limitations and future directions

Despite the discussed theoretical and practical insights, our study had some limitations. First, this study was cross-sectional in nature, and the data were collected only at a single point. While this method can reveal associations between different variables, we cannot use the results to discuss causal relationships between variables [60]. In addition, although the data analysis results of this study show that there is no obvious homogeneity error problem in this study, the possibility of homogeneity error cannot be completely ruled out. Future studies might incorporate rigorous longitudinal or experimental designs. Second, our data stemmed mainly from participants’ self-evaluations. Although self-evaluation is widely used in psychology and management research, self-reports can be influenced by individual subjectivity biases, like social-approval deviation [61]. To enhance the objectivity and accuracy of this research, future researchers might consider co-facilitating other assessments, like peer evaluations. Finally, this study assessed the influence of supervisory career support on employee well-being through the dual path of opportunity and ability, but there may be other, unexplored intermediary mechanisms. The relationship between managerial career support and employee well-being may also be influenced by mediating factors such as psychological capital or work-life balance [62]. Future researchers might explore these potential mediating variables to comprehensively investigate the impact of managerial career support on employee well-being, thus expanding upon our conclusions.

Conclusion

Based on SCCT, this study explored the critical role of supervisory career support on employee well-being and revealed the dual mechanism of career prospects (opportunity path) and career confidence (ability path). Our results not only enrich the field’s knowledge of the role of the leader in employees’ well-being from the new perspective of supervisory career support, but we also provided practical guidance for enterprise managers to implement personalized support strategies. Managers should understand the importance of career support by enhancing employees’ career prospects and career confidence and then customize support measures according to their employees’ levels of proactivity.
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TABLE 1

Descriptive statistical analysis and Pearson’s correlation analysis of variables

Model /af CFI TLI SRMR RMESA
Six-factor 1.83 0.90 0.90 0.06 0.06
Five-factor 2.77 0.79 0.78 0.11 0.08
Four-factor 3.15 0.74 0.73 0.11 0.10
Three-factor 3.41 0.71 0.69 0.12 0.10
Two-factor 3.60 0.69 0.67 0.12 0.10
One-factor 4.27 0.61 0.56 0.13 0.18

Note: Five-factor model where supervisory career support and career prospects were combined into one factor; Four-factor model, in which supervisory career
support, career prospects, and career confidence were combined into one factor; Three-factor model, where supervisory career support, career prospects, career
confidence, and mental health were combined into one factor; Two-factor model, where supervisory career support, career prospects, career confidence, mental
health, and depression were combined into one factor; One-factor model, where all latent variables were combined into one factor.
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TABLE 3

Outcomes of the moderated mediation examination

Indirect effect Proactive personality Estimate 95% CI
Supervisory career support->Career prospects>Mental health High 0.062 [0.022, 0.101]
Low 0.039 [0.021, 0.040]
Difference 0.010 [0.009, 0.012]
Supervisory career support->Career confidence->Mental health High 0.124 [0.064, 0.180]
Low 0.069 [0.046, 0.101]
Difference 0.060 [0.020, 0.100]
Supervisory career support->Career prospects>Depression High 0.082 [0.060, 0.101]
Low 0.026 [0.024, 0.042]
Difference 0.051 [0.021, 0.080]
Supervisory career support->Career confidence->Depression High 0.070 [0.040, 0.104]
Low 0.032 [0.012, 0.050]
Difference 0.039 [0.021, 0.062]
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TABLE 2

Descriptive analysis of data

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1. Age 35.04 6.23 -

2. Gender 0.53 050 —-0.02* -

3.Tenture 489 232 038 -0.21* -

4.Education 288 054 —0.11* -0.13** 0407 -

5. Supervisory career support 2.48 0.79 -0.02* -0.04** 0.04*** 0.01 (0.93)

6.Career prospect 2.82 091 -0.06* —0.02** 0.02%%* 0.03% 0.28%* (0.87)

7.Career confidence 2.59  0.82 0.02%*  —0.07** 0.12%% 0.06*** 0.36%* 045  (0.90)

8. Proactive personality 228 093 -0.01 —0.03** 0.02* —-0.01 0.21*** 0.10"*  0.14%*  (0.90)

9. Mental health 325 0.74 —-0.05* —0.02%* 0.05%% 0.05%%* 0.22%%*  (0.34* 045 0.08**  (0.90)

10. Depression 1.02 098 0.01 0.01 -0.03* -0.01 —-0.35"* —0.32%%* —-0.40%** -0.07** -0.25*"* (0.81)

Note: *: p < 0.05; **: p < 0.01; ***: p < 0.001.
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