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1. [bookmark: _Toc198673435][bookmark: _Toc198758913][bookmark: _Toc198853905]Background and Context 
[bookmark: _Toc198673436]I have worked at a university for seven years, primarily in student affairs administration. Among my various responsibilities, career counselling has been one of the most important and frequent aspects of my daily work. Through reviewing and analysing students’ employment outcomes before and after the COVID-19 pandemic, and through extensive one-on-one consultations, I observed a consistent pattern: students with strong self-motivation, clear goals, and detailed action plans were more likely to secure desirable employment despite difficult job market conditions. These qualities align closely with what the literature identifies as key elements of self-leadership. Recognizing this connection led me to explore the intersection of self-leadership and employability. A subsequent literature review revealed a significant research gap in this area, which has become the focus of my current study.
In China, the number of university graduates has reached record highs each year, intensifying the already strained graduate labour market. For example, in response to the sharp rise in graduate populations, Chen et al. (2023) introduced and validated a scale to assess future employability among Chinese students. Meanwhile, Ma and Bennett (2021) found that stronger belief in their own employability reduces students’ psychological stress and fosters a more positive perception of the labour market, which in turn reinforces that belief. These stressors are amplified by media narratives during graduation seasons, which often portray a grim employment landscape, thereby adding psychological pressure to already anxious graduates.
This issue is not unique to China. Globally, graduates are encountering increasing difficulty securing satisfying employment, as intensified competition and shifting labour market demands reshape the landscape (Ma & Bennett, 2021). Hirschi (2018) emphasizes that global trends—including the widening participation in higher education and intensified international talent mobility—have fundamentally transformed what it means to be "employable". In China, this transformation has been particularly rapid: as Cai (2013) notes, there has been a notable increase in both the development and accessibility of higher education in the country over the past twenty years. However, this expansion has outpaced labour market absorption. Chan (2015) reports that by 2013, approximately 2 million Chinese graduates were unemployed due to oversupply, underscoring a structural mismatch. In response to such challenges, Possa (2006) argues that universities must now produce highly adaptable, talented individuals graduating with the ability to fulfill shifting professional expectation of today’s complex global economy.
In an increasingly globalized world, young people are expected to work across borders and cultures. Consequently, the ability to adapt to diverse professional environments has become a core aspect of employability. The concept of “employability,” first introduced by Beveridge in 1909, has since evolved into a central concern of higher education (Gazier, 1998, as cited in McQuaid et al., 2005). Universities are no longer just sites of knowledge transmission; they are now tasked with equipping students with adaptive competencies and cross-industry capabilities. Yorke and Knight (2006) suggested that employability can be defined as a combination of what you know, can do, and who you are contributes to successful job attainment and performing effectively in the role. This advantage extends beyond the individual, playing a significant role in enhancing overall economic growth and social well-being.
Research has identified multiple dimensions that influence graduate employability. For instance, Holmes (2013) proposed three conceptual models: the possession model (focusing on workforce potential), the position model (grounded in social networks), and the process model (emphasizing independent career planning). Building on this, Clarke (2018) developed a four-part framework including human capital, social capital, individual behaviours, and personal attributes. Notably, Chen et al. (2023) found that the majority of studies prioritize the individual standpoint on employability, as one's own understanding and assessment of their employability influence their vocational decisions and career growth. 
This individualized focus aligns strongly with self-leadership theory. According to Manz (1986), self-leadership involves guiding and motivating oneself in order to attain self-regulation and goal-driven behaviour, especially when tasks are not inherently enjoyable. According to Stewart, Courtright, and Manz (2019), the evolution of self-leadership theory has broadened its scope to incorporate intrinsic motivation and cognitive strategies in addition to behavioural regulation. Neck and Houghton (2006) identify three primary SL strategies: behaviour-focused strategies (including self-monitoring and establishing objectives), natural reward strategies (which involve cognitively reframing tasks to boost internal incentive), and constructive thought pattern strategies (including affirmations and mental rehearsal). 
Recent Chinese research reinforces the relevance of these strategies in employment contexts. For example, according to Zhang (2023), university students who demonstrate stronger self-leadership tend to exhibit enhanced readiness for their professional careers, especially regarding decision-making and problem-solving abilities. Additionally, Frayne and Geringer (2000) demonstrated that self-leadership training significantly improves individuals’ ability to regulate their own behaviour, indicating that such skills can be cultivated through education. Although the results appear encouraging, few studies have empirically examined the direct connection between self-leadership techniques and employability results among university students, particularly across different cultural settings. As Harari et al. (2021) point out that most studies on self-leadership have been limited to single-country contexts, leaving cultural variations largely unexplored. Therefore, investigating how self-leadership strategies influence employability in distinct cultural environments—such as China and the UK—not only addresses a significant research gap but also contributes to a more globally relevant understanding of graduate development.
[bookmark: _Toc198758914][bookmark: _Toc198853906]1.2 Research Problem Statement
The number of new graduates in China is increasing every year (Chen et al., 2023). The job market was already tough, and COVID-19 made it worse (Ma, Bennett, 2021). The higher education system in China has seen accelerated development over the past twenty years (Cai, 2013). By 2013, around 2 million graduates had no jobs due to an oversupply of graduates (Chan, 2015). Recent research from China shows that students with better self-leadership also have better problem-solving skills and are more ready for their careers (Zhang, 2023). This research aims to explore the outcomes of SL strategies on students’ career readiness and employability within the cultural contexts of China and the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc198673437][bookmark: _Toc198758915][bookmark: _Toc198853907]1.3 Research Questions and Objectives
[bookmark: _Toc198673438][bookmark: _Toc198758916][bookmark: _Toc198853908]1.3.1 Primary Research Question
The main focus of this research is to determine how much self-leadership strategies affect the employability of students in both China and the United Kingdom.
[bookmark: _Toc198673439][bookmark: _Toc198758917][bookmark: _Toc198853909]1.3.2 Sub-Research Questions
1. In what ways do Chinese university students view and comprehend the function of self-leadership in enhancing their employability?
2. In what ways do British university students view and comprehend the function of self-leadership in enhancing their employability?
3. How do behaviour-focused strategies influence students’ employability in China and the UK?
4. How do natural reward strategies influence students’ employability in China and the UK?
5. How do constructive thought pattern strategies influence students’ employability in China and the UK?
[bookmark: _Toc198673440][bookmark: _Toc198758918][bookmark: _Toc198853910]1.3.3 Research Objectives
1. To examine how Chinese students perceive the function of self-leadership in enhancing their employability.  
2. To investigate how British students interpret the function of self-leadership in improving their employability.
3. To assess the effect of behaviour-focused strategies on the students’ employability in both China and the UK.
4. To explore how natural reward strategies influence student employability across the China’s and the UK’s cultural framework.
5. To explore how constructive thought patterns contribute to the employability of Chinese and British university students.
[bookmark: _Toc198673441][bookmark: _Toc198758919][bookmark: _Toc198853911]1.4 Significance of the Research
This study will benefit Higher Education institutions and multinational organizations to development better education and training programs, improving the talent development and organizational growth in a cross-cultural environment. Improving leadership skills is an important part of a comprehensive education for university students, greatly influencing their personal growth and career success (Lawrence, Dunn & Weisfeld-Spolter, 2018). Training in self-leadership enables individuals to acquire the ability to apply self-leadership strategies (Frayne & Geringer, 2000). By introducing self-leadership training in higher education, university students can improve their ability to apply these strategies, giving them the tools they need to achieve personal growth and career objectives.
[bookmark: _Toc198673442][bookmark: _Toc198758920][bookmark: _Toc198853912]1.5 Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc198673443][bookmark: _Toc198758921][bookmark: _Toc198853913]1.5.1 Self-leadership and its strategies 
According to Manz (1986), self-leadership involves guiding and motivating oneself in order to attain self-regulation and goal-driven behaviour, especially when tasks are not inherently enjoyable. Self-leadership, built upon self-determination and social cognitive theory, highlights the collaboration between intrinsic motivation and self-regulation (Manz, 1986). Since its inception, according to Neck and Houghton (2006), the theory has evolved into a structured framework encompassing three primary strategies: behaviour-focused, natural rewards, and constructive thought patterns, and those three techniques has been widely utilized in education, organizational management and cross-cultural research.
[bookmark: _Toc198673444][bookmark: _Toc198758922][bookmark: _Toc198853914]1.5.1.1 Classification and mechanism of SL strategies
[bookmark: _Toc198673445][bookmark: _Toc198758923][bookmark: _Toc198853915]1) Behaviour-Focused Strategies
Behaviour-focused strategies, as noted by Manz and Neck (2004), are intended to Improve the degree of self-awareness on a personal basis, thereby facilitating the regulation of behaviours, especially those linked to tasks that are necessary but unpleasant. Research on military training showed that behavioural focus strategies (such as daily task lists) leading to better training outcomes and lower levels of perceived stress for those undergoing the training (Lucke & Furtner, 2015). Bailey et al. (2018) further highlighted the fact that such strategies show a strong correlation with conscientiousness in personality traits, suggesting that they are particularly suitable for high self-discipline individuals.
[bookmark: _Toc198673446][bookmark: _Toc198758924][bookmark: _Toc198853916]2) Natural Reward Strategies
Natural reward strategies effectively boost intrinsic motivation by linking tasks with individual interests or values (Neck & Houghton, 2006). As demonstrated by Sampl and other researchers (2017), mindfulness-based SL training (MBSLT) significantly improved students' academic self-efficacy and performance by combining academic goals with personal growth visions. However, the effectiveness of strategies is impacted by cultural background. Georgianna's (2007) cross-cultural study revealed that American students exhibited considerably greater degrees of self-leadership than Chinese students, particularly regarding how often utilizing motivational self-leadership strategies. Two essential natural reward strategies have been described in the literature (Manz & Sims, 2001; Manz & Neck, 2004). The initial aspect includes incorporating more satisfying elements into a specific task, transforming the assignment itself into a intrinsically satisfying experience. The second focuses on reshaping individuals' perceptions of the task. 
[bookmark: _Toc198673447][bookmark: _Toc198758925][bookmark: _Toc198853917]3) Constructive Thought Patterns
The utilization of constructive thought strategies, including self-affirming dialogue, goal visualization and cognitive reconstruction, plays a crucial role in enhancing psychological resilience (Harari et al., 2021). Studies have demonstrated that such strategies are highly effective in improving individuals' self-efficacy and job satisfaction (Harari et al., 2021) and relieving anxiety in high-pressure environments (Maykrantz & Houghton, 2020). Additionally, the (intrinsically motivated) self-influence that students gain through cognitive strategies shows good potential (Furtner et al., 2012).
[bookmark: _Toc198673448][bookmark: _Toc198758926][bookmark: _Toc198853918]1.5.1.2 Educational practice and cultural adaptability of self-leadership
Enhancing leadership skills is a crucial component of comprehensive quality education for university students, profoundly impacting their personal development and career success（Lawrence, Dunn & Weisfeld-Spolter, 2018）. As an emerging focus within the field of leadership studies, self-leadership also exerts a beneficial effect observed the advancement of university learners. Substantial studies indicate that self-leadership significantly enhances outcomes related to work (Stewart, Courtright & Manz ,2011). Recent research by Chinese scholars indicates that from a problem-solving skills perspective, self-leadership among university students is positively associated with their preparedness for entering the workforce (Zhang, 2023), meaning that self-leadership positively impacts students' career preparation. Furthermore, self-leadership training can teach individuals how to utilise self-leadership strategies (Frayne & Geringer, 2000). Therefore, by integrating self-leadership training into the higher education system, university students can effectively enhance their self-leadership strategy application skills, providing them with the essential tools for achieving personal growth and career objectives.
However, cultural differences challenge the practical use of self-leadership strategies (Ho & Nesbit, 2013). Self-leadership scales originating from Western countries, such as the RSLQ (Revised Self-Leadership Questionnaire), have to adjust their measurement criteria to fit into non-Western cultural environments (Ho & Nesbit, 2009). Studies claimed that compared to Australian students, Chinese students exhibited a higher reliance on self-reward, relationship-oriented internal rewards, and evaluations of perceptions and presuppositions	 oriented toward both individual and social contexts (Ho & Nesbit, 2013). In contrast, Australian students demonstrated a stronger tendency toward self-goal setting and self-cueing practices (Ho & Nesbit, 2013).
[bookmark: _Toc198673449][bookmark: _Toc198758927][bookmark: _Toc198853919]1.5.1.3 Emerging issues and cross-domain expansion
In recent years, the exploration of self-leadership theory has progressively expanded its reach across various disciplines and complex environments, leading to the formation of a series of emerging themes centred on contemporary challenges (Harari et al., 2021). Among the many emerging topics, two themes related to the subject of this report are cultural dimensions and stress management among students in higher education. First, research on cross-cultural adaptability has revealed the role cultural values play in shaping the connection between SL and its effectiveness (Houghton, 2014). Although early research on self-leadership paid attention to broad cross-cultural and national cultural factors (Neck & Houghton, 2006), interest in these themes appears to have declined over the past decade. However, the emergence of specific cultural dimensions, such as individualism and collectivism, as new areas of focus may indicate a shift in how researchers are approaching cultural factors (Goldsby et al., 2021). Second, mental health and stress management have become key issues in higher education (Maykrantz & Houghton, 2020). According to Maykrantz and Houghton (2020), self-leadership strategies effectively decrease stress levels in university students. 
[bookmark: _Toc198673450][bookmark: _Toc198758928][bookmark: _Toc198853920]1.5.2 Employability and Graduates’ Employability
[bookmark: _Toc198673451][bookmark: _Toc198758929][bookmark: _Toc198853921]1.5.2.1 Definition
Employability, as a concept, traces its origins back to 1909, when it was first proposed by the British economist Beveridge, and the research into employability has spanned over a century (Gazier, 1998, as cited in McQuaid, Green & Danson, 2005). Within the scholarly community, there has always been a rather lively debate on how universities can bolster and develop graduates’ employment outcomes. Ensuring graduates are employable has become a central challenge for universities and employers, especially when it comes to graduates' transition from university to work. Scholars have highlighted that employability involves multiple elements affecting a person's capacity to sustain job readiness (Tomlinson, 2012; Holmes, 2013). Unlike traditional approaches that mainly focus on government policies or human resource strategies, research in employability increasingly focuses on personal traits, skills, and self-regulation (Rothwell et al., 2008). However, defining employability remains complex, with no single, universally accepted definition (Sumanasiri, 2015).
Employability, conceptualized by Hillage and Pollard (1998), is the capacity to fulfil one’s potential through continuous employment, which, in the context of university graduates, often reflects their ability to obtain and maintain positions aligned with their career aspirations. Similarly, Pool and Sewell (2007) view employability as an integration of individual traits, awareness, knowledge, and capabilities that enhance one's chances of selecting and succeeding in fulfilling roles. Nilsson (2010) further emphasizes that employability relates to an individual’s competence in both entering and remaining in the workforce, a perspective particularly relevant in the current unstable employment landscape. 
The concept of employability is multifaceted, incorporating both individual attributes and external factors (Sumanasiri et al., 2015). Holmes (2013, p.45-47) identifies three distinct perspectives on university graduate employability: possession (of human capital); position (rooted in social capital); and progression (focused on Career Self-Management). According to Clarke (2018), the graduate employability model is primarily aimed at strengthening employability development in the higher education sector, comprises four key aspects: human capital, social capital, individual behaviours, and individual attributes. Graduates, therefore, must cultivate a "graduate identity" (Clarke, 2018), presenting themselves to employers in a way that highlights their employability. However, Chen et al. (2023) assert that the majority of studies prioritize the individual standpoint on employability, as one's own understanding and assessment of their employability influence their vocational decisions and career growth. 
[bookmark: _Toc198673452][bookmark: _Toc198758930][bookmark: _Toc198853922]1.5.2.2 Employability: Affected by Multi-layered Factors
Employability is a complex and dynamic concept that goes beyond individual skills to include psychological, social, and contextual factors (Ergün & Şeşen, 2021). Thus, several factors influence employability outcomes. First, individual attributes, including soft skills like communication, teamwork, and interpersonal abilities, are key (Sumanasiri, 2015). These skills are considered more important than technical skills in many contexts (Nilsson, 2010). Furthermore, the experience gained through internships, work placements, and extracurricular activities plays a significant influence on enhancing career potential (Dalrymple et al., 2021). Psychological factors, such as self-efficacy, resilience, and confidence, also contribute to employability, as they affect graduates' ability to manage challenges and adapt to new work environments (Harari et al., 2021).
Evidence shows that SL strategies, which include self-regulation and intrinsic motivation, significantly impact employability outcomes. These strategies help graduates manage their own development, enhance self-efficacy, and improve job satisfaction (Stewart, Courtright, & Manz, 2011). In fact, research has consistently associated self-leadership with improvements in job performance and preparedness for careers (Zhang, 2023). Moreover, personal traits such as proactive personality and career management skills can further influence employability (Dalrymple et al., 2021).
Social capital, including networks and relationships, is another crucial factor influencing employability. Research has shown that graduates with strong networks are more likely to secure employment (Clarke, 2018). This is particularly important in certain cultural contexts, such as China, where relational networks play a significant role in job searching (Ma & Bennett, 2021). The broader socio-economic context, such as labour market conditions and employer expectations, also affects employability (Tomlinson, 2012).
However, cultural differences can complicate the application of self-leadership and employability strategies across different countries. Studies show that employability definitions and expectations vary across cultures. For instance, Chinese students are more likely to focus on relationship-based rewards, while Australian students emphasize individual self-regulation strategies like goal setting and self-cueing (Ho & Nesbit, 2013). Therefore, it is essential to adapt employability frameworks to local contexts, especially in cross-cultural research. 
[bookmark: _Toc198673453][bookmark: _Toc198758931][bookmark: _Toc198853923]1.5.3 Self-efficacy
[bookmark: _Toc198673454][bookmark: _Toc198758932][bookmark: _Toc198853924]1.5.3.1 Definition
Recognized as a key construct, self-efficacy is particularly essential to understanding self-leadership and social learning theory (Manz, 1986; Knotts et al., 2022; Harari et al., 2021). As noted by Maya and Uzman (2019), self-efficacy describes how capable individuals believe they are in handling a given task. Maya and Uzman (2019) summarize that self-efficacy is defined as an individual’s self-assurance regarding their capability to cope with challenging and stressful situations. It is the faith that one can proficiently complete an assignment, and it reflects self-assurance in one’s capabilities rather than perceived actual skills. The General Self-Efficacy Scale measures it as the perceived competence to handle tense circumstances and to adapt to environmental demands (Maya & Uzman, 2019).
Perceived self-efficacy affects the effort and persistence individuals exert in the face of adversity (Manz, 1986; Neck & Houghton, 2006; Knotts et al., 2022). It influences ambitions, effort, determination, and cognitive processes (Neck & Houghton, 2006). According to Neck and Houghton (2006), a high level of task-specific self-efficacy is associated with increased performance expectations as well as greater effort and perseverance during goal achievement, resulting in improved effectiveness. Maya and Uzman (2019) further assert that individuals with high self-efficacy are more likely to establish challenging goals for themselves and maintain their motivation over time. They are more prepared to navigate challenges and adapt when confronted with new tasks. Furthermore, Harari et al. (2021) identify self-efficacy as a critical factor influencing expectations of success and the amount of effort dedicated to goal attainment. As Maya and Uzman (2019) point out, individuals’ self-beliefs significantly influence their willingness to engage in tasks and shape both goal-setting and response strategies. Self-efficacy is also associated with willingness, motivation, a positive attitude toward challenges, positive interpersonal relations, and lifelong learning (Römgens et al., 2020). For assessors, a lower perception of their personal competence (low self-efficacy) may lead to leniency in assessments (Manz, 1986). People who possess high core self-evaluations (CSEs) tend to be self-assured in their capabilities and demonstrate resilience when encountering obstacles (Harari et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc198673455][bookmark: _Toc198758933][bookmark: _Toc198853925]1.5.3.2 Relationship with Self-Leadership
Neck and Houghton (2006) highlight that self-efficacy serves as a key element within the self-leadership model. The fundamental aim of SL strategies is to boost individuals’ perceived self-efficacy, thereby facilitating improved performance (Harari et al., 2021). Manz (1986) suggested that stronger self-efficacy would result in superior performance due to increased motivation and persistence. There is consistent evidence that self-efficacy enhances self-leadership (Maya & Uzman, 2019). Training initiatives that develop self-leadership skills have been found to effectively boost self-efficacy (Lucke & Furtner, 2015; Maya & Uzman, 2019; Furtner et al., 2012). Improved performance through self-leadership is largely driven by self-efficacy (Knotts et al., 2022; Furtner et al., 2012). Harari et al. (2021) confirmed that the effect of self-leadership on job results works through self-efficacy. In studies on self-leadership, self-efficacy is often treated as both a starting point and a predictor, as well as an outcome of self-leadership (Maya & Uzman, 2019). Therefore, a mutually reinforcing relationship exists between the two (Maya & Uzman, 2019).
Research by Tat and Zeitel-Bank (2013), Maya and Uzman (2019), and Mansor et al. (2013) indicates that cultivating SL strategies significantly bolsters self-efficacy. Through these strategies, individuals build more robust self-efficacy beliefs and perceptions (Maya & Uzman, 2019). Self-leadership strategies aimed at improving performance also enhance self-assurance in executing duties and self-efficacy (Maya & Uzman, 2019). According to Maya and Uzman (2019), all three types of self-leadership strategies—behaviour-focused, natural reward, and constructive thought patterns—are linked to self-efficacy. Notably, constructive thought pattern strategies show a particularly strong association with self-efficacy, as supported by both Maya and Uzman (2019) and Harari et al. (2021). Research has shown that transforming destructive thought patterns into constructive ones through awareness of habitual thinking patterns increases self-efficacy (Maya & Uzman, 2019). Positive self-statements, visualization, and instruction centred on convictions and presuppositions have been observed to improve self-efficacy (Furtner et al., 2012). Individuals focusing on constructive thinking and natural rewards achieve greater functional capability that promotes superior results (Maya & Uzman, 2019; Stewart et al., 2011). Maya and Uzman (2019) emphasize the strong connection between self-leadership techniques and self-efficacy. One such strategy, goal setting, is directly impacted by how individuals assess their personal competencies.
Personal performance history is the strongest contributor to positive self-efficacy (Manz, 1986). Assessor training that allows individuals to master progressively difficult tasks is intended to enhance their self-efficacy perception (Manz, 1986). Self-leadership strategies, which include positive internal dialogue and visualization are designed to promote hopeful, opportunity-driven thinking that strengthens persistence in adversity and raises self-efficacy, as noted by Neck and Houghton (2006). Moreover, training can assist individuals in developing the ability to generate natural rewards in their workplace (Stewart et al., 2011). Self-efficacy can be developed through four sources: social modelling, mastery experiences, verbal persuasion, and physiological and emotional states (Maya & Uzman, 2019). Among these, mastery experience is the most effective (Maya & Uzman, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc198673456][bookmark: _Toc198758934][bookmark: _Toc198853926]1.5.4 Psychological Capital
[bookmark: _Toc198673457][bookmark: _Toc198758935][bookmark: _Toc198853927]1.5.4.1 Definition
Psychological capital, described by Williams et al. (2016), refers to a positive human resource strength and mental capacity that enhances workplace performance and provides competitive advantages in the labour market. According to Luthans (2002), psychological capital consists of positive psychological resources that can be cultivated and utilized to boost effectiveness in today’s work environment. It enhances prior types of capital and clarifies employability through the lens of individuals’ capacity to deliver optimal performance (Williams et al., 2016). As a personal strength, psychological capital promotes individuals’ employability potential (Van Harten et al., 2022). Psychological capital includes self-assurance, expectation, perseverance, favourable self-assessment, and personal qualities such as conscientiousness (Williams et al., 2016). As described by Williams et al. (2016), key components of psychological capital are resilience and adaptability, the latter being characterized as the skill to transform or adapt effectively within new contexts.
[bookmark: _Toc198673458][bookmark: _Toc198758936][bookmark: _Toc198853928]1.5.4.2 Relationship with Employability
Various studies highlight psychological capital as a significant dimension in understanding employability. It is essential for the development and strengthening of entrepreneurial intentions (Dalrymple et al., 2021). Increases in student psychological capital positively and directly affect the competence levels demonstrated in employability skills (Dalrymple et al., 2021). Psychological capital is linked to positive self-evaluation across its various dimensions (Williams et al., 2016).
1.5.5 [bookmark: _Toc198673459][bookmark: _Toc198758937][bookmark: _Toc198853929]Gaps in Literature
[bookmark: _Toc198673460][bookmark: _Toc198758938][bookmark: _Toc198853930]1.5.5.1 SL and SL Strategies
Self-leadership remains a developing field of research, despite evidence indicating its positive relationship with numerous individual outcomes (Harari et al., 2021). However, how self-leadership influences outcomes through specific psychological mechanisms is still not well understood (Knotts et al., 2022). For example, self-leadership affects job-related results partly through self-efficacy, as noted by Knotts et al. (2022). However, the specific extent of this mediation and whether it varies across different attitudes or outcomes remains unclear (Knotts et al., 2022). Current research on self-leadership lacks systematic search strategies and are mostly qualitative, with limited objective methods for indexing heterogeneity (Harari et al., 2021). There is a need for systematic meta-analyses to address these gaps (Harari et al., 2021). Further insights are also needed into the specific components of self-leadership strategies and their interrelationships (Knotts et al., 2022). Theoretically, self-leadership includes behaviour-focused strategies, natural rewards, and constructive thought strategies (Knotts et al., 2022). However, to what extent constructive thought strategies can compensate for or enhance the basic behaviour-focused strategies is still underexplored and remains unclear (Knotts et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc198673461][bookmark: _Toc198758939][bookmark: _Toc198853931]1.5.5.2 Employability and Graduate Employability
The field of employability is fragmented (Dinh et al., 2023). There are large differences in how scholars define and understand the framework of employability (Eimer et al., 2023). Definitions may also vary across different cultural contexts (Eimer et al., 2023). Previous studies show limited integration among different conceptual dimensions, such as personal assets that enhance employability, perceived opportunities, and actual transitions into work (Dinh et al., 2023). There are many different tools used to measure employability, but they lack consistency (García-Álvarez et al., 2022), which is a key obstacle to research integration (Van Harten et al., 2022). A consistent measurement tool is needed to enable international comparisons and objective synthesis (García-Álvarez et al., 2022). Research on graduate employability and research on employee employability belong to different subfields, although they use similar theories and concepts. However, there is little knowledge exchange or collaboration between these areas (Akkermans et al., 2024). Therefore, more interdisciplinary integration and cooperation is urgently needed (Akkermans et al., 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc198673462][bookmark: _Toc198758940][bookmark: _Toc198853932]1.5.5.3 Cross-Field Integration
Existing literature lacks clear studies on how self-leadership as a whole, or specific SL strategies, directly and systematically influence different dimensions of employability. While employability research emphasizes personal agency and self-management skills (Dalrymple et al., 2021), which are closely related to self-leadership, it does not clearly address how self-leadership, as a specific form of agency, contributes to employability. Researchers call for more integrative research that focuses on the function of personal autonomy in shaping career paths, which indirectly points to a gap in connecting concepts like self-leadership with employability research (Dinh et al., 2023). In addition, there is limited exploration of psychological mechanism variables such as self-efficacy and psychological capital in linking self-leadership and employability. Knotts et al. (2022) also highlight the need to further explore the specific function of self-efficacy as a mediator in self-leadership.
[bookmark: _Toc198673463][bookmark: _Toc198758941][bookmark: _Toc198853933]1.6 Theoretical Framework
This research builds its theoretical model on insights gained from a comprehensive review of scholarly works and aims to clarify how self-leadership strategies influence university students’ employability, with particular attention to the role of cultural context.
According to Manz (1986), self-leadership involves a broad approach of self-guidance, focusing on motivating oneself to perform tasks that are enjoyable by nature, as well as regulating oneself to complete tasks that are necessary but lack natural motivation. Furthermore, there are several key foundational theories related to self-leadership theory. The frameworks of self-regulation from Bandura (1991) and self-management from Manz and Sims (1980), and self-determination theory from Deci and Ryan (2008) are three important core theories. Goal-setting theory (Locke & Latham, 2015) is closely related to self-leadership theory. Both theories calm that individual could achieve better performance or outcomes because of setting goals. In terms of employability theory, Clarke (2018) suggests that employability is a multidimensional concept, including human capital, social capital, as well as individual behaviours and individual attitudes. 
The theoretical framework integrates three core concepts: self-leadership strategies, self-efficacy/psychological capital, and employability. Neck and Houghton (2006) classify self-leadership strategies into three key approaches: behaviour-focused, natural reward , and constructive thought pattern strategies. Research has shown that self-leadership among university students is positively associated with their preparedness for entering the workforce (Zhang, 2023). Self-efficacy is a key psychological factor for coping with challenges, exerting effort, and maintaining persistence (Maya & Uzman, 2019), and researchers recognize it as a vital part by which self-leadership influences performance (Neck & Houghton, 2006). Psychological capital, as a broader construct of beneficial mental capacities encompassing self-efficacy, confidence, aspiration, and adaptability (Williams et al., 2016)—has also been emphasized as an important dimension in explaining employability (Van Harten et al., 2022). Therefore, the framework suggests that self-efficacy development is fostered through the use of self-leadership strategies and broader psychological capital, thereby enhancing employability, which itself comprises multiple dimensions including personal attributes, psychological factors, and social capital (Holmes, 2013).
Moreover, considering that variations in culture can affect how self-leadership strategies are put into practice and shape the definitions and expectations of employability, cultural context is incorporated into the framework as a key moderating factor influencing the connection among self-leadership strategies, self-efficacy, and employability. 
[bookmark: _Toc198673464][bookmark: _Toc198758942][bookmark: _Toc198853934]1.7 Conceptual Framework
This study intends to assess how self-leadership strategies affect university students’ employability by examining the underlying psychological mechanisms, while also considering the moderating impact of cultural context. According to Manz (1986), self-leadership theory suggests individuals can boost self-efficacy and behaviour through the application of internalized strategies. These self-leadership strategies are commonly divided into three primary categories: behaviour-focused strategies, including self-monitoring and personal goal-setting; natural reward strategies, which involve aligning tasks with personal interests or intrinsic values; and constructive thought pattern strategies, encompassing techniques like positive self-dialogue and mental visualization (Neck & Houghton, 2006).
Evidence indicates that self-efficacy is notably improved by means of these self-leadership approaches (Neck & Houghton, 2006). Self-efficacy refers to an individual's belief in their ability to successfully carry out a specific task, whereas psychological capital encompasses A collection of favourable mental strengths, such as optimism, perseverance, hopefulness, and self-confidence. Prior research has demonstrated that these psychological constructs play a direct and facilitating role in enhancing both career readiness and employability (Maya & Uzman, 2019; Williams et al., 2016). 
This study claims that self-leadership strategies contribute to the improvement of university students’ self-efficacy and psychological capital, which as a results leads to improved employability. Moreover, the cultural context—such as differences between Chinese and British cultural environments—may serve as a moderating factor in this pathway of influence. Specifically, the effectiveness and applicability of self-leadership strategies may vary across cultural settings, thereby influencing the strength of their impact on psychological constructs and employability outcomes. The visual diagram below illustrates the relationships among the variables. 
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc198673465][bookmark: _Toc198758943][bookmark: _Toc198853935]1.8 Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc198673466][bookmark: _Toc198758944][bookmark: _Toc198853936]1.8.1 Positivism
Positivism holds that valid knowledge comes only from things we can see, hear, or measure directly or with instruments (Bryman, 1988). This excludes metaphysical "feelings" or "subjective experiences" from being considered as part of social science knowledge unless they can be transformed into observable data (Bryman, 1988). Positivist research seeks patterns or theories that can be tested, verified, and refined to understand the world (Creswell, 2009). The aim is usually to identify and evaluate the causes that affect outcomes (Creswell, 2009).
Ontologically, positivism assumes that the social world exists independently and objectively (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015), and that its characteristics can be assessed using unbiased techniques. It aligns with realist ontologies (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015).
Epistemologically, knowledge is acquired through systematic monitoring and assessment of factual reality (Creswell, 2009). It emphasizes that causes determine outcomes, and theories are to be tested or verified (Creswell, 2009). Research methods often involve surveys and experiments (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015).
Axiologically, positivism values objectivity (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015), excludes subjective experience (Bryman, 1988), and aims to find universal laws through scientific methods (Creswell, 2009).
[bookmark: _Toc198673467][bookmark: _Toc198758945][bookmark: _Toc198853937]1.8.2 Interpretivism / Social Constructivism
Interpretivism is often discussed alongside or associated with “Social Constructivism” (Creswell, 2009). It is a form of qualitative inquiry where researchers interpret their perceptions, interpretations, and understanding, which are shaped by their individual backgrounds, past experiences, contextual factors, and existing knowledge. (Creswell, 2009).
Ontologically, reality is local and specific, shaped by those who hold it (Guba & Lincoln, 2011). Reality is constructed through human interaction with the world (Creswell, 2009). Multiple and collective reconstructions exist (Guba & Lincoln, 2011). Reality is socially constructed (Guba & Lincoln, 2011).
Epistemologically, knowledge is socially constructed and formed through individual experiences and interactions with others and the environment (Guba & Lincoln, 2011). The relationship between researcher and participant is interactive (Creswell, 2009). Researchers aim to understand how people understand the world they interpret (Guba & Lincoln, 2011).
Axiologically, values are embedded in the research and play a formative role. Values are inherent (Guba & Lincoln, 2011). Researchers acknowledge that their own background affects interpretation, and that their interpretations are closely connected with their history, context, and prior understanding (Creswell, 2009).
[bookmark: _Toc198673468][bookmark: _Toc198758946][bookmark: _Toc198853938]1.8.3 Critical Theory
Critical theory focuses on empowering people and helping them overcome constraints related to race, class, and gender (Creswell, 2009). The aim is to promote immediate social change and justice (Creswell, 2009).
Ontologically, our understanding of reality is not formed naturally, but rather constructed under the influence of various social and cultural forces, gradually becoming a seemingly objective consensus (Guba & Lincoln, 2011). There are multiple, contested realities (Guba & Lincoln, 2011).
Epistemologically, social reality is seen as a structure formed by the perspectives of actors (Guba & Lincoln, 2011). Knowledge comes from the research’s impact on society (Guba & Lincoln, 2011). Research is driven by the nature of reality and its interaction with social, political, economic, and power dynamics (Guba & Lincoln, 2011).
Axiologically, values are included and formative (Guba & Lincoln, 2011). Critical theory is inherently value-laden because its purpose is to achieve social emancipation (Guba & Lincoln, 2011).
[bookmark: _Toc198673469][bookmark: _Toc198758947][bookmark: _Toc198853939]1.8.4 Pragmatism
Creswell (2009) defines pragmatism as a worldview based on action, situations, and consequences. It focuses on “what works” and solving problems (Creswell, 2009). Researchers are not bound to any one method but focus on the research issue and apply every possible approach to study it (Creswell, 2009).
Ontologically, pragmatism is flexible and does not commit to any single philosophy or reality system. Pragmatists believe in a world that exists independently of the mind (Creswell, 2009).
Epistemologically, truth is determined by what is practical and works in the moment. It emphasizes practical knowing and believes that knowledge can be gained through actions, situations, and consequences (Creswell, 2009). Creswell (2009) notes that pragmatism encourages flexibility in research, enabling the combination of various methods, perspectives, and data analysis strategies. Axiologically, pragmatism connects values with application, effectiveness, and problem-solving. It recognizes that research always takes place within a social, historical, political, and other contextual settings (Creswell, 2009). 
[bookmark: _Toc198673470][bookmark: _Toc198758948][bookmark: _Toc198853940]1.8.5 Creswells Five Qualitative Approaches
[bookmark: _Toc198673471][bookmark: _Toc198758949][bookmark: _Toc198853941]1.8.5.1 Narrative Research
Narrative research focuses on how individuals make sense of their experiences by telling their life stories (Creswell, 2007). It is both a research method and a phenomenon (Creswell, 2007). According to Creswell (2007), this type of research usually focuses on one or two individuals. Data is mainly collected through interviews, supported by observations, documents, and audiovisual materials. The analysis highlights the chronological order of the story and its context, focusing on constructing the narrative structure and identifying key themes (Creswell, 2007).
[bookmark: _Toc198673472][bookmark: _Toc198758950][bookmark: _Toc198853942]1.8.5.2 Phenomenology
Phenomenological research aims to understand the shared experiences of several individuals regarding a specific phenomenon, with the goal of describing the essence of those experiences (Creswell, 2007). As Creswell (2007) explains, data is often collected through in-depth interviews and may also include observations and literature. The analysis involves identifying significant statements, grouping them into meaning units, writing textual and structural descriptions, and finally developing a composite description of the essence (Creswell, 2007).
[bookmark: _Toc198673473][bookmark: _Toc198758951][bookmark: _Toc198853943]1.8.5.3 Grounded Theory Research
As Creswell (2007) explains, grounded theory involves constructing a particular procedure, activity, or social engagement, rooted in the collective experiences of many respondents. Additionally, according to Creswell (2007), data analysis follows a systematic approach that comprises initial coding, relational coding, and core coding, which helps build categories, properties, and propositions. Throughout the process, the method of ongoing comparison is employed, and the emerging theory is often presented visually through tools such as the coding paradigm (Creswell, 2007).
[bookmark: _Toc198673474][bookmark: _Toc198758952][bookmark: _Toc198853944]1.8.5.4 Ethnography
Ethnography is used to understand an entire cultural group by collecting data over an extended period in the group’s natural setting (Creswell, 2007). According to Creswell (2007), researchers rely on participant observation, interviews, and documents as primary data sources. Gaining access through a gatekeeper is often essential. The analysis focuses on describing the shared values, language, and behaviours of the group, and interpreting cultural patterns (Creswell, 2007).
[bookmark: _Toc198673475][bookmark: _Toc198758953][bookmark: _Toc198853945]1.8.5.4 Case Study
Case study research explores a particular problem using one or more instances within a bounded system (Creswell, 2007). According to Creswell (2007), case studies may serve investigative, descriptive, or descriptive purposes. Data is gathered from various sources including monitoring, interviews, records, and multimedia materials. The analysis typically includes within-case analysis and, when applicable, cross-case analysis to offer a comprehensive insight of the case and the issue it represents (Creswell, 2007). 
[bookmark: _Toc198673476][bookmark: _Toc198758954][bookmark: _Toc198853946]1.8.6 Research Method
This study aims to explore how self-leadership strategies influence graduates' employability through specific psychological mechanisms (such as self-efficacy and psychological capital) and conduct a comparative analysis within the cultural contexts of China and the UK. Given the complexity and contextual dependence of the issue, a single quantitative research method is insufficient to reveal its underlying mechanisms. Therefore, the study adopts a case study approach within qualitative research to deeply understand the diversity and depth of individual experiences within cultural contexts (Yin, 2014).
Case studies emphasize a comprehensive insight into a phenomenon in its natural setting, making them particularly suitable for studying complex social issues where the limits separating the phenomenon and its environment are blurred (Yin, 2014). In this study, the relationship between self-leadership strategies, psychological mechanisms, and cultural background is closely intertwined, making a multiple case study approach appropriate for analysis. The study will set up two primary research cases: Case 1 will focus on a collection of students from a university in China; Case 2 will focus on a collection of students from a university in the UK. Each case will select 10-15 students, ensuring diversity in gender, academic background, and employment orientation. 
[bookmark: _Toc198673477][bookmark: _Toc198758955][bookmark: _Toc198853947]1.8.7 Data Sources and Collection Procedures
To develop a profound awareness of how self-leadership strategies influence graduates' employability in different cultural contexts, this study collects qualitative data through semi-structured in-depth interviews with university graduates from both China and the UK. Each individual will be asked to participate in one or two interview sessions, with each session lasting about 40 minutes. A semi-structured guide will be utilized in the interviews that explores their experiences with self-leadership strategies, the specific challenges encountered in the job-seeking process, cultural values or behaviours that may have influenced their choices, and their personal definitions of employability or career success. While interviews serve as the primary data source, supplementary materials such as resumes or brief statements from peers or mentors may also be considered if appropriate. 
The process of gathering data starts by creating a guide for conducting interview based on the research questions and relevant literature. Ethical approval will be obtained prior to participant recruitment, and informed consent will be secured from all participants. Recruitment will be carried out through university alumni networks and colleague referrals to ensure cultural diversity and relevance to the research focus. Interviews will be conducted either in person or via video conferencing tools such as Zoom, the approach varies according to the place and convenience of the participants. All interviews will be audio recorded, transcribed verbatim, and anonymized to protect the participants' identities. A systematic data management system will be established to securely store and organize the interview transcripts and related materials. 
[bookmark: _Toc198673478][bookmark: _Toc198758956][bookmark: _Toc198853948]1.8.8 Data Analysis 
First, all interview recordings will be transcribed verbatim and anonymised in accordance with ethical requirements (Stutchbury and Fox, 2009). Subsequently, the data will be uploaded into qualitative data analysis software, such as NVivo, for computer-assisted processing (Yin, 2014). Yin (2014) also notes that such software serves as a supporting tool for coding, categorising, and managing data; however, the core analysis still requires the researcher’s deep reflection and interpretation.
According to Yin's (2014) approach to case study analysis, the analytical strategy will centre on explanation building and cross-case synthesis. The process will begin with within-case analysis (Creswell, 2007), where the interview data from each case (i.e., Chinese and UK student groups) will be coded and analysed in depth to construct explanations of how self-leadership influences employability (Yin, 2014), exploring the underlying psychological mechanisms and cultural factors involved (Yin, 2014).
Next, a cross-case synthesis will be conducted by comparing findings from the Chinese and UK cases to identify patterns of similarity and difference in the relationship between self-leadership strategies and employability across cultural contexts (Yin, 2014). Yin (2014) suggests that this can be facilitated by creating word tables or data matrices to organise and compare data across cases. The analysis will also actively seek and consider rival explanations to increase the confidence and validity of the research outcomes (Yin, 2014). According to Yin (2014), the entire analytical process will strive to comprehensively present evidence while maintaining a close connection to the research questions and theoretical framework.
1.9 [bookmark: _Toc198673479][bookmark: _Toc198758957][bookmark: _Toc198853949]Ethical Considerations
1.9.1 [bookmark: _Toc198673480][bookmark: _Toc198758958][bookmark: _Toc198853950]Informed Consent
Stutchbury and Fox (2009) argue that all participants will voluntarily provide informed consent after being completely aware of the study’s objectives, interview methods, possible hazards, and advantages, data usage, and their rights (including the option to discontinue participation at any moment without penalty). They also emphasize that during the interview process, it is essential to ensure participants feel comfortable and free from any form of coercion or undue influence (Stutchbury and Fox, 2009).
[bookmark: _Toc198673481][bookmark: _Toc198758959][bookmark: _Toc198853951]1.9.2 Anonymity and Confidentiality
According to Stutchbury and Fox (2009), to protect participants’ identities and privacy, all interview recordings will be transcribed verbatim and thoroughly anonymized. Therefore, the data in this study will be securely stored, accessible only to the researcher, and presented anonymously in the research report to ensure that no personal information is disclosed (Stutchbury and Fox, 2009).
1.9.3 [bookmark: _Toc198673482][bookmark: _Toc198758960][bookmark: _Toc198853952]Cultural Sensitivity
Given that the research involves participants from different cultural backgrounds (China and the UK), the research design and interview process will be carefully tailored to account for cultural differences, respecting diverse perspectives and modes of expression (Stutchbury and Fox, 2009).
1.10 [bookmark: _Toc198673483][bookmark: _Toc198758961][bookmark: _Toc198853953]Limitations
1.10.1 [bookmark: _Toc198673484][bookmark: _Toc198758962][bookmark: _Toc198853954]Methodological Limitations
[bookmark: _Toc198673485][bookmark: _Toc198758963][bookmark: _Toc198853955]1.10.1.1 Lack of Statistical Generalisability
Yin (2018) argues that qualitative research and case studies primarily aim to achieve a deep and detailed insight into specific phenomena, rather than statistical generalization. According to Yin (2018), the findings derived from a sample of students recruited from specific universities in China and the UK lack statistical generalizability and cannot be directly applied to all university students in both countries or to a broader population.
1.10.1.2 [bookmark: _Toc198673486][bookmark: _Toc198758964][bookmark: _Toc198853956]Cross-sectional Design
Podsakoff et al. (2012) emphasise that "cross-sectional designs fundamentally limit causal inference, particularly for processes involving feedback loops or time-lagged effects" (p. 545). According to Podsakoff et al. (2012), this study collects data through interviews at one specific moment, restricting the capacity to establish cause-and-effect links. It cannot capture how self-leadership strategies and employability interact or develop over time.
[bookmark: _Toc198673487][bookmark: _Toc198758965][bookmark: _Toc198853957]1.10.2 Theoretical Limitations
[bookmark: _Toc198673488][bookmark: _Toc198758966][bookmark: _Toc198853958]1.10.2.1 Theoretical Gap in Linking Self-Leadership and Employability
Existing literature lacks clear studies on how self-leadership or its specific strategies directly and systematically affect different dimensions of employability. Dinh et al. (2003) argue that although employability research emphasizes individual agency and self-management skills (which are related to self-leadership), it has not explicitly explained how self-leadership, as a specific form of agency, promotes employability.
[bookmark: _Toc198673489][bookmark: _Toc198758967][bookmark: _Toc198853959]1.10.2.2 Limitations in Applying Theoretical Concepts Across Cultures
Ho and Nesbit (2013) point out that the practical application of self-leadership strategies is challenged by cultural differences, as Western-based measurement tools (such as the RSLQ) require adaptation in non-Western cultural contexts. Similarly, Eimer et al. (2023) argue that the definition and expectations of employability vary across cultures. Whetten et al. (2009) identify several problematic aspects of theory borrowing, including "contextual misalignment, conceptual stretching, and inappropriate extrapolation of causal mechanisms" (p. 542). These challenges are especially evident in cross-cultural research.
[bookmark: _Toc198673490][bookmark: _Toc198758968][bookmark: _Toc198853960]1.10.3 Practical Limitations
[bookmark: _Toc198673491][bookmark: _Toc198758969][bookmark: _Toc198853961]1.10.3.1 Challenges in Participant Recruitment and Interview Implementation 
Saunders et al. (2019) state that "Organisational gatekeepers not only control physical access but shape the nature of data available through participant selection, timing constraints, and contextualizing information provided to researchers" (p. 316). In practice, gatekeeper influence may result in difficulty obtaining a representative sample with diverse experiences, limiting the study's understanding of a broader graduate population (Saunders et al., 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc198673492][bookmark: _Toc198758970][bookmark: _Toc198853962]1.10.3.2 Practical Challenges of Cross-Cultural Interviews 
Tsui (2007) argues that "the uncritical cross-cultural application of Western-developed measurement instruments represents a significant limitation in international management research" (p. 1358). Conducting interviews in China and the UK, even using the same interview guide, may still face practical challenges in the interview process and data interpretation due to language differences (even with translation), communication styles, and differing attitudes towards sensitive topics (Mohamad Nasri, Nasri, & Abd Talib, 2021).
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