
PsyHub

Work published in open access form 
and licensed under Creative Commons 
Attribution – NonCommercial 
ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0)

Psychology Hub (2022)
XXXIX, 2, 65-76

© Author (s) 
E-ISSN 2724-2943
ISSN 2723-973X

*Corresponding author.
Barbara Barbieri 
Department of Political and Social 
Sciences
University of Cagliari
Viale Sant’Ignazio 78, 09123, Cagliari, 
Italy
Phone: + 39 070 6753781 
E-mail: barbara.barbieri@unica.it
(B. Barbieri)

Article info
__________________________________________________________________

Submitted: 04 April 2022
Accepted: 20 April 2022
DOI: 10.13133/2724-2943/17716

Proactive, boundaryless, and confident graduates entering  
the labour market: does need for cognitive closure play a role  
as a moderator?

Marina Mondoa, Barbara Barbierib, Silvia De Simonea, Jessica Pileric, Alessandro Lo 
Prestid

aDepartment of Pedagogy, Psychology, Philosophy, University of Cagliari, Cagliari, Italy

bDepartment of Political and Social Sciences, University of Cagliari, Cagliari, Italy

cDepartment of Dynamic and Clinical Psychology, and Health studies, Sapienza 
University of Rome, Rome, Italy

dDepartment of Psychology, University of Campania “Luigi Vanvitelli”, Caserta, Italy

Abstract
The university to work transition is a crucial and delicate stage for graduates, as 
it involves an essential change of role. Previous studies have shown that proactive 
personality, boundaryless mind-set and career self-efficacy are critical variables for 
a successful labour market integration/entry. This study analyzes the involvement 
of the need for cognitive closure as an individual variable that can both favor and 
hinder this process. Specifically, this work examines the moderating role of need for 
cognitive closure in the indirect association between proactive personality and career 
self-efficacy through boundaryless mind-set in a sample of 762 adults enrolled at the 
university or recently graduated therein. Results showed that career self-efficacy was 
positively predicted by proactive personality and boundaryless mind-set. Although 
a significant indirect effect was present thus confirming our first hypothesis, it did 
not vary depending on the need for cognitive closure proving that need for cognitive 
closure did not act as a moderator of this indirect association, hence not supporting 
our second hypothesis. These findings were discussed concerning the complexity of 
students’ choices in transition and the nature of the information processing process 
needed for those choices. 

Keywords: University-to-work transition; proactive personality; boundaryless mind-set; 
career self-efficacy; need for cognitive closure.
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Introduction
The university to work transition is a crucial and delicate stage 
for graduates, as it involves an essential change of role. Starting 
a new stage in life as a worker requires decisions that can affect 
future career success (Saks, 2014). With little or no previous 
professional experience, graduates may have some difficulty 
finding their way in an uncertain labour market that requires 
proactive career management (Koen et al., 2012). In addition, 
finding an unsatisfactory job may seem preferable than being 
unemployed; however, the consequences can be detrimental 
and impact well-being and life satisfaction (Bol et al., 2019; 
McKee-Ryan & Harvey, 2011). 

Graduates’ career success has always attracted scholars’ 
interest, given the complexity of the integration process for 
those entering the labour market for the first time, also in light 
of the growing number of unemployed after graduation (Ma, 
2021) and the difficulties not only in finding a job but also 
in being able to keep it (Clarke, 2018; Helyer & Lee, 2014). 
Despite a greater sensitivity on the part of universities to 
this issue, curricula often focus more on specific disciplinary 
knowledge and not on the acquisition of multidisciplinary and 
transferable skills (Kinash et al., 2016), and probably also for 
this reason, programs to support the search for employment 
for recent graduates have not shown long-term efficacy (Card 
et al., 2018). While career-related decisions can be difficult, 
making them is critical to graduate employment results 
(Walker & Tracey, 2012).

The earlier career decision-making is initiated, the more 
likely it will be beneficial, as a previous decision allows university 
students more time to gather and acquire the skills, experience, 
and knowledge needed to find a job (Kim & Park, 2017). 
Several studies have focused on understanding and exploring 
which variables could be involved in this process, among which 
we could mention: employability (Lo Presti et al., 2022), career 
adaptability (Guan et al., 2019), protean and boundaryless 
career orientations (Cortellazzo et al., 2020), human and social 
capital (Haenggli & Hirschi, 2020), professional identity and 
career self-efficacy (Kezar et al., 2020; Santisi et al., 2018). 
All these variables share the typical emphasis on the ‘agentic’ 
idea that individuals must know how to adapt to the different 
circumstances that may arise, by exploiting social supports or 
by relying on individual characteristics able to support them 
during the exploration and decision-making processes, specific 
of the phases of change and transition that characterize entry 
into the world of work. In line with the emphasis on personal 
agency in career-building theory, the proactive perspective 
postulates that individuals are not always passive recipients 
of environmental constraints; on the contrary, they can enact 
change to improve their current circumstances (Crant, 2000). 
Empirical evidence has supported the influence of personality 
on career decision-making process. According to Lent and 
colleagues (1994) social cognitive career theory, personality 
traits play an essential role in developing career self-efficacy 
through learning experiences. 

Seibert and colleagues (2001, p. 847) described proactive 
personality as “a stable disposition to take personal initiative 
in a broad range of activities and situations.” According to 
Zhang and colleagues (2012), proactive personality is the most 

crucial dispositional antecedent influencing career self-efficacy. 
Furthermore, within the theoretical framework of attitudes 
as an antecedent to behavior (Ajzen, 1991), researchers have 
hypothesized that individuals with boundaryless mind-set show 
an overall psychologically healthy response to uncertain career 
environments (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996; Waters et al., 2014).

Hall (2004) argued that confidence in one’s ability to 
adapt is a key factor enabling individuals to be willing to face 
uncertainty and take responsibility for their careers. Based on 
Sullivan and Arthur (2006), Direnzo and Greenhaus (2011, 
p. 576) have similarly defined boundaryless mind-set as 
“the subjective assessment of one’s ability to perform career 
transitions” and evaluate their career progress and success.

However, apart from classical vocational variables that may 
be helpful in facilitating the transition to the labour market, 
other alternative variables, that have been ignored up to now, 
may play a role in this process. Among these, the need for 
cognitive closure, defined by Kruglanski and Webster (1996) 
as the “individual’s desire for a firm answer to a question and 
an aversion toward ambiguity” (p. 264) may be included. 
In fact, the need for cognitive closure is a variable that has 
been successfully studied in many fields, often as a moderator, 
but substantially ignored in the vocational field. Researcher 
argued that individuals might have high or low levels of 
need for cognitive closure, positioning themselves along a 
continuum according to perceived costs and benefits (Webster 
& Kruglanski, 1994), which may depend on time pressure, 
boredom, noise, and fatigue (Kruglanski, 2004).

Generally, people with a higher need for cognitive closure 
tend to quickly reduce any situation of ambiguity and 
uncertainty, while individuals with lower levels are more likely 
to consider new stimuli and new information and possibly 
modify their judgments (Kruglanski & Webster, 1996).

Available evidence also shows that a high need for cognitive 
closure is associated with social psychological phenomena, 
including the tendency to remain crystallized on first 
impressions, greater anchoring to information more consistent 
with stereotypes, and resistance to persuasion (Dijksterhuis 
et al., 1996; Heaton & Kruglanski, 1991; Kruglanski et al., 
1993). In contrast, individuals with a low need for cognitive 
closure would rely less on stereotypes in assessment processes 
and be more open-minded to change (Livi et al., 2015; Sun et 
al., 2016).

Other scholars suggested that a high need for cognitive 
closure is directly related to intolerance to uncertainty 
(Berenbaum et al., 2008), defined by Dugas and colleagues 
(2003) as the tendency to react negatively to uncertain 
situations and events to risk avoidance. Conversely, individuals 
with a low need for cognitive closure have a greater tolerance to 
uncertainty about decision-making in unpredictable situations 
(Chirumbolo & Areni, 2010) and have less anxiety and distress 
in conditions of ambiguity (White, 2021).

Said differently, individual characteristics, which make 
people more resistant to face new and evolving situations 
with flexibility, could affect the ability to adapt and react to 
the continuous changes present in the university-to-work 
transition, an ability that appears to be crucial in the current 
turbulent labour market (Holtschlag et al., 2020; Jackson & 
Tomlinson, 2020).
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For about thirty years the construct of the need for cognitive 
closure has been studied to account for the motivational basis 
of knowledge formation, processes related to decision-making, 
judgment, and social and group cognition (Roets et al., 2015). 
Only in the last few years has research on the construct entered 
a more applicative phase, studying the effects of high and 
low need for cognitive closure on groups and organizations 
(Bélanger et al., 2015a, 2015b; Livi et al., 2015; Tesi et al., 
2020).

However, it would be worthwhile to study the influence of 
high and low levels of need for cognitive closure on individual 
choices in a situation that require adaptation, self-efficacy and 
open-mindedness, such as the transition from university to the 
labour market. To the knowledge of the authors, no studies have 
previously used the need for cognitive closure as a moderator 
of the relationship between the individual vocational variables 
considered in this study.

For this reason, this study aims to examine the moderating 
role of the need for cognitive closure in the indirect association 
between proactive personality and career self-efficacy through 
boundaryless mind-set.

Theoretical framework

Contemporary careers are characterized by greater mobility 
and a demand for a greater variety of skills (Frese & Fay, 2001; 
Fugate et al., 2004; Waterman, 1994). This scenario implies a 
shift in career development management responsibility from 
organizations to individuals. The current careers literature, 
particularly the boundaryless and protean careers paradigms, 
continues to emphasize personal agency in achieving desired 
outcomes (Akkermans et al., 2018). Therefore, it is crucial that 
the career decision-making process begins before entering the 
labour market, as during university years. This long period of 
high education allows students more time to collect and acquire 
the skills, experience and knowledge necessary to find a job in 
such a complex labour market. Several researchers focused on 
identifying variables related to the early career decision-making 
process (Kim & Park, 2017). Literature suggests that career 
self-efficacy represents one of the main cognitive variables 
affecting career development behaviors and outcomes (Chan, 
et al., 2018; Lent et al., 2005). According to the social cognitive 
career theory (SCCT) (Lent et al., 2005), based on Bandura’s 
triadic mutual determinism (1986; 1997), individuals’ 
cognition influences their behaviors and is influenced by 
their environment. Confidence in one’s abilities helps initiate 
and maintain effective behaviors over time despite obstacles 
or adverse experiences (Lent & Hackett, 1987). Specifically, 
career self-efficacy refers to the belief that individuals can 
manage their careers independently and successfully (Betz, 
2007; Kossek et al., 1998). It affects the career decisions made 
by individuals, allowing them to overcome difficulties (Cheng 
et al., 2016; Lent et al., 2008). Furthermore, it is a significant 
predictor of labour market entry (Boswell et al., 2012; Van 
Hooft, 2014) and is related to career development (Chan et al., 
2018), employability (Guan et al., 2013; Ngo et al., 2017), job 
satisfaction (Fogarty & McGregor-Bayne, 2008), and active 
exploration (Houle & Kluck, 2015), especially when enhanced 

through programs that can support the placement of recent 
graduates in the labour market (Kezar et al., 2020). 

Prior studies have shown that personality characteristics 
influence the making of self-efficacy beliefs and play an 
important role in self-efficacy career development (Brown et 
al., 2003; Di Fabio & Saklofske, 2014; Fuller & Marler, 2009). 
In particular, proactive personality is closely related to the 
individual’s career and is a valuable complement to personality 
theories (Major et al., 2006), and appears to be predictive 
of a range of career development outcomes (Hough, 2003). 
Proactive personality is deemed a stable disposition that makes 
individuals more independent of situational factors (Wang & 
Wanberg, 2017) and more success-oriented (Pan et al., 2018; 
Seibert et al., 2001). Individuals with higher proactivity vs. 
lower are normally action-oriented (Jiang, 2017), they cope 
more effectively with career-related changes and opportunities 
for improvement (Tolentino et al., 2014). Also, they are more 
likely to carry on a good socialization process in organizations 
and achieve better performance (Li et al., 2011). 

Kim and Park (2017) studied proactive personality 
in relation to all processes related to career development, 
including self-efficacy, and found that proactive personality 
can be considered a predictor of career self-efficacy in a sample 
of students enrolled in psychology courses; in the same way, 
Brown and colleagues (2006) have tested a model of proactive 
personality and job–search behavior in college graduates 
and found that proactive personality can be considered an 
antecedent of career-related self-efficacy. Hsieh and Huang 
(2014) confirmed a significant and positive relationship 
between proactive personality and career self-efficacy in 
a sample of college students. Their findings suggest that 
university students with a high proactive personality appear 
more capable of managing their careers independently and 
successfully. 

Several meta-analyses have connected proactive personality 
and self-efficacy to boundaryless career orientations (e.g. 
Fuller & Marler, 2009; Ng & Feldman, 2014). One of the 
components of boundaryless career orientations concerns 
psychological mobility, i.e. the desire for variety in one’s work 
environments, and confidence in one’s ability to transition 
between these environments (Sullivan & Arthur, 2006). 
This psychological mobility has been defined by Briscoe and 
colleagues (2006) as boundaryless mind-set. The boundaryless 
mind-set is related to variables that affect career development 
such as proactive personality (Lochab & Nath, 2019), protean 
career (Kundi et al., 2021) and employability (Lo Presti et 
al., 2018). Wiernik & Kostal (2019) state that boundaryless 
mind-set is closer to career management behaviors, a sort 
of behavioral predisposition to change. For these authors, 
boundaryless mind-set can be considered a construct that lies 
somewhere between proactive personality and self-efficacy or, 
better said, “it could be considered a contextualized assessment 
of proactivity and self-efficacy specifically focused on career 
management and self-efficacy professional attitudes”(Wiernik 
& Kostal, 2019, p. 5). 

Here, we posit that boundaryless mind-set mediates the 
positive association between proactive personality and career 
self-efficacy. Available evidence shows that these variables are 
often positively associated: proactive personality is related to 
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both career self-efficacy (Kim and Park, 2017; Mondo et al., 
2021) and boundaryless mind-set (Lochab & Nath, 2019); 
in turn, career self-efficacy is related to boundaryless mind-
set (Abdalla & Al-Zufairi, 2020; Cheng et al., 2020). Thus, 
we hypothesize that boundaryless mind-set may mediate the 
relationship between proactive personality and self-efficacy 
career and contribute to a successful job placement.

H1: boundaryless mind-set will mediate the positive 
association between proactive personality and career self-
efficacy.

The moderating role of need for cognitive closure

The need for cognitive closure is a variable that has been 
successfully studied in many fields, often as a moderator, but 
ignored in the vocational field. This study focused on the need 
for cognitive closure, considering it as an individual variable 
that influence how people perceive the social world and make 
decisions (Yilmaz, 2018).

According to Kruglanski and Webster (1996) the need for 
cognitive closure is defined as the disposition for definitive 
order and structure, the desire for a firm or stable knowledge, 
as well as the tendency to simplify complex information from 
the environment and avoid uncertainty by reaching a decision 
or choice as quickly as possible. According to these authors 
(1994), people with higher levels of need for cognitive closure 
have a tendency to evaluate based on first impressions and to 
ignore other aspects, to provide a quick response when faced 
with uncertain conditions and once a decision is made they are 
not willing to change it and indeed tend to consolidate it as the 
only one possible. Other authors confirmed that individuals 
with a higher need for cognitive closure, are characterized by 
greater rigidity of thought and a lower tolerance for ambiguity 
(Wąsowska, 2016). Whenever individuals have to make a 
decision, they are exposed to uncertainty, and every decision 
carries more or less a risk (Lee, 2017). High or low levels of 
need for cognitive closure influence the individual’s decision-
making process and risk perception (Kruglanski & Webster, 
1996). Specifically, individuals with higher levels of need for 
cognitive closure have greater difficulties in the process of career 
decision-making, in the processing of complex information 
and in the ability to cope with changes than those with lower 
levels. Then it could be argued that a condition of high levels of 
need to cognitive closure can influence the transition into the 
labour market characterized by multiple and complex choices.

Available evidence highlights significant differences between 
individuals with a low or high need for cognitive closure (Topa 
et al., 2018). People with a lower need for cognitive closure are 
able to process information better in quantitative terms and at 
a greater level of complexity (Dolinski et al., 2016; Szumowska 
& Kossowska, 2017), have less difficulty in making decisions 
in situations of uncertainty and in the presence of ambiguous 
rules (Jaśko et al., 2015), and have less resistance to considering 
new information that may change decisions already made 
(Disatnik & Steinhart, 2015).

On the opposite, people with higher need for cognitive 
closure have greater difficulty concentrating and a tendency to 
exclude complex and difficult to process information (Fortier 

& Burkell, 2014; Livi et al., 2015). DeBacker and Crowson 
(2008) found that a high need for cognitive closure was 
negatively related to the self-efficacy of undergraduate students 
in low-structured courses.

According to Gati and colleagues (2011), emotional 
and personality-related career decision-making difficulties 
are directly related to high levels of need for cognitive 
closure as a result of research done on a sample of people in 
job transition, students and young adults, as well as a high 
need for cognitive closure would be related to low levels of 
entrepreneurial intentions (Wąsowska, 2016). In their study 
on a sample of university students, Shu-feng and colleagues 
(2017) highlighted significant differences between individuals 
with low vs. high levels of need for cognitive closure regarding 
career decision-making. Specifically, individuals with higher 
levels had much shorter decision times, put forth a less 
cognitive effort, and the information sought were lower in 
both quantitative and qualitative terms. Because of their 
desire for stability individuals with high need for cognitive 
closure lack an attitude to change (Kruglanski et al., 1993). 
In another study carried out on a sample of Italian workers, 
Kruglanski and colleagues (2007) pointed out that a high need 
for cognitive closure was negatively related to successful coping 
with change. 

For this reason, in our second hypothesis the need for 
cognitive closure is considered a moderator of the indirect 
positive effect between proactive personality and career self-
efficacy, mediated in turn by the boundaryless mind-set. 

H2: The need for cognitive closure will moderate the 
indirect positive effect of proactive personality on career self-
efficacy through boundaryless mind-set, as the indirect effect 
will be weaker at higher moderator values. Figure 1 depicts our 
empirical model.

Fig. 1. Empirical model

Method
Participants and procedure

We sampled 762 adults enrolled at the University of Cagliari 
(Italy), or recently graduated therein. Participants, after 
receiving an invitation via their institutional university 
email, volunteered to participate in an online survey by 
self-completing a questionnaire administered in November 
2019. Participation in the study was on a voluntary basis, 
and the data collected were anonymous and confidential. 
The participants were informed of details concerning the 
aim of the data collection, and they gave their consent to 
the data treatment. The protocol was administrated through 
the Google Drive forms, using the lists of students enrolled 
in the Career Day of the University of Cagliari. All ethical 
guidelines were applied, following the procedures defined 
by the institutional research committee, by the American 
Psychological Association (APA), by the Italian Association 
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of Psychology (AIP), and by the 1964 Helsinki declaration 
(with their and subsequent amendments). As for gender, 416 
(54.6%) were women and 346 (45.4%) were men. Mean 
age was 26.05 years (SD = 6.54). Three hundred twenty-five 
(42.7%) graduates received their degree in STEM subjects 
(e.g., Engineering, ITC), while 437 (57.3%) in other subjects 
(i.e., Economics, Law, Political Sciences).

Measures

Proactive personality. The Proactive Personality (PP) scale was 
developed by Bateman and Crant (1993), and in this study we 
used the version of Seibert and colleagues (1999), validated 
in Italy by Trifiletti and colleagues (2009). Responses were 
collected on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 7 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha was .81.

Need for cognitive closure. The NCC Scale developed by 
Webster and Kruglanski (1994). We used the 14-item (e.g., 
“Any solution to a problem is better than remaining in a state 
of uncertainty”) Italian version by Pierro and colleagues (1995; 
2005). Responses were collected on a Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s 
alpha was .70.

Boundaryless mind-set. We used the 8-item (e.g., “I seek 
job assignments that allow me to learn something new”) 
scale by Briscoe et al. (2006; Italian version by Lo Presti et 
al., 2011). Responses were collected on a Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s 
alpha was .84.

Career self-efficacy. We used the Career self-efficacy scale 
(Kossek et al., 1998) composta da 4 items, (e.g., “I rely on 
myself to achieve my career goals”). Responses were collected 
on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha was .81. For this study, 
the authors adapted the Career self-efficacy scale into Italian 
using a forward and backward translation process to guarantee 
semantic correspondence between the Italian and English 
versions. Sex and age were assessed as control variables.

Data analysis

Missing values (.006% of possible cases) were replaced by the 
Expectation Maximization method (Schlomer et al., 2010).

Due to the cross-sectional nature of our research design, 
to avoid any bias due to common method variance (Podsakoff 
et al., 2003) we recurred to structural equation modelling 
analyses (Lisrel 9.3) using Maximum Likelihood estimation 
method (along with the indicators’ covariance matrix) to 
evaluate the measurement model (i.e., Confirmatory Factor 
Analysis) concerning the study variables, contrasting a one-
factor model (all items loading on a general latent variable) 
with a four-factor model (items loading on their respective 
latent variable). Moreover, scales had different endpoints and 
included also reverse items to avoid response biases.

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations were 
calculated through IBM SPSS 21 to describe associations 
between variables. Moreover, direct, indirect, and moderated 
associations between variables were tested via regressions 

computed with bootstrapping (5000 samples; Process Macro 
for SPSS; Hayes, 2018), model no. 7. Bs and construct 
bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals (hereafter 95% CI; 
[LL = lower level of confidence interval, UL = upper level 
of confidence interval]) were computed for each estimated 
interaction. 

Results
Preliminary analyses

A measurement model was developed to examine the construct 
validity of study measures using Confirmatory Factor Analysis 
(CFA); a common method is to compare two models (nested 
models): a one-factor model and a final one containing as 
many factors as the included measures (in our case, four latent 
variables). The two models were compared on the basis of chi-
square/degrees of freedom scores, and on different goodness of 
fit indices (Table 1).

Tab. 1. Alternative measurement models on study variables

χ2 df RMSEA SRMR

Model 1 – one factor 5643.95 945 .081 .088

Model 2 – complete 
model 3412.16 939 .059 .073

A remarkable improvement of all goodness of fit indexes of 
Model 2 (complete) compared to Model 1 (one factor) could be 
observed. Moreover, the χ2(df ) difference test between the two 
measurement model is equal to 2231.79(6) and is significant at 
p < .001. In particular, Model 2 showed satisfactory goodness 
of fit indexes (χ2 = 3412.16, df = 939, RMSEA = .059, SRMR 
= .073) providing adequate support for construct validity of all 
study variables. 

Descriptive findings

Table 2 depicts all study variables’ descriptive statistics and 
zero-order correlations.

Tab. 2. Descriptive statistics, and zero-order correlations

M (SD) 1. 2. 3. 4. 5.

1. Sex1 -

2. Age 26.05 
(6.54) <-.01

3. Proactive 
personality

5.20 
(.75) .02 <.01

4. Need for 
cognitive closure

3.17 
(.60) .02 <.01 <-.01

5. Boundaryless 
mind-set

3.90 
(.55) .08* .13** .41*** -.18***

6. Career self-
efficacy

3.90 
(.50) .05 .04 .55*** -.18*** .36***

Note. 1 0 = men, 1 = women; * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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Proactive personality positively correlated with boundaryless 
mind-set (r = .41, p < .001) and career self-efficacy (r = .55, p 
< .001). Need for cognitive closure negatively correlated with 
boundaryless mind-set (r = -.18, p < .001) and career self-
efficacy (r = -.18, p <.001). Finally, boundaryless mind-set 
positively correlated with career self-efficacy (r = .36, p < .001).

Analysis of moderated mediation

A multiple linear regression was computed regressing career 
self-efficacy (Y) on sex and age as control variables, proactive 
personality as a predictor, need for cognitive closure as a 
moderator, and boundaryless mind-set as a mediator. Five 
thousand subsamples were used recurring to boostrapping and 
for each parameter 95% confidence intervals were computed 
(Table 3).

Tab. 3. Moderated mediation analysis

Boundaryless mind-set Career self-efficacy

B 95% CI [LL, UL]

Control variables

Sex1 .09* [.02, .16] .03 [-.03, .09]

Age .01*** [<.01, .02] <.01 [<-.01, <.01]

Predictor

Proactive personality .25* [.03, .47] .32*** [.28, .37]

Need for cognitive 
closure -.26 [-.62, .10]

Interaction term .02 [-.05, .08]

Mediator

Boundaryless mind-set .13*** [.08, .19]

Conditional indirect 
effect

LOW NCC2 .04*** [.02, .06]

MED NCC .04*** [.02, .06]

HIG NCC .04*** [.02, .06]

Index of moderated 
mediation

<.01 [-.01, .01]

R2 .22*** .32***

Note. 1 0 = men, 1 = women; 2 Need for Cognitive Closure; * p < .05, ** 
p < .01, *** p < .001.

Career self-efficacy was positively predicted by proactive 
personality (B = .32 95% CI [.28, .37]) and boundaryless 
mind-set (B = .13, 95% CI [.08, .19]). Although a significant 
indirect effect (B = .04 95% CI [.02, .06]) was present thus 
confirming H1, it did not vary depending on the levels of need 
for cognitive closure (Index of moderated mediation = <.01 

95% CI [-.01, .01]) proving that need for cognitive closure did 
not act as a moderator of this indirect association, hence not 
supporting H2. As for explained variance, predictors explained 
32% of career self-efficacy’s variance.

Discussion
This study examined the moderating role of the need for 
cognitive closure in the indirect association between proactive 
personality and career self-efficacy through boundaryless 
mind-set in a sample of graduates in the transition from the 
university to the labor market.

Starting from the assumption that some variables, such 
as proactive personality, career self-efficacy, and boundaryless 
mind-set, can account for career success, especially during 
occupational transitions as the university-to-work one, 
this study analyzed the existing relationships between 
them, including the need for cognitive closure as a possible 
moderator of such relationships. Findings suggest that 
proactive personality positively and indirectly affected career 
self-efficacy, consistently with available evidence (Wiernik 
& Kostal, 2019) and with our H1. Moreover, we found that 
the effect of proactive personality was stronger than the effect 
of boundaryless mind-set. As for the indirect effect, results 
showed that it did not vary depending on the values of need 
for cognitive closure, contrary to our H2.

Individuals who tend to be proactive would also have a 
tendency to develop career self-efficacy. This relationship is 
partly explained by having a boundaryless mind-set.

However, we have not found empirical support for H2: 
the need for cognitive closure did not moderate the indirect 
association between proactive personality and career self-
efficacy through boundaryless mind-set. This result could be 
linked to the complex nature of students’ process choices in the 
university-to-work transition. Although several studies have 
highlighted how a high need for cognitive closure is associated 
with a narrow search for information, this only occurs in the face 
of situations in which there is already sufficient information to 
make a decision (Roets et al., 2015). If they are sufficient it is 
possible to achieve closure and crystallize decisions; otherwise, 
individuals must increase the processing of information 
and the effort to achieve this closure (Houghton & Grewal, 
2000; Vermeir et al., 2002). In a transition condition, the 
information to be found to choose to enter the labour market 
is qualitatively complex and quantitatively high, which could 
cancel the individual differences between those with a low 
and a high need for cognitive closure and justify the fact that 
this construct is not an “effective” moderator of the indirect 
association between proactive personality and professional self-
efficacy, through the borderless mentality. 

Furthermore, decision-making during occupational 
transitions involve motivational and risk tolerance aspects. 
The willingness of individuals with a high need for cognitive 
closure to take risks depends on the extent to which the acted-
out behavior allows them to achieve and maintain closure. 
People with a high need for cognitive closure are more likely 
to take risks when the benefits of the behavior are clear or 
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easy to establish while the potential future costs are difficult 
to calculate (Schumpe et al., 2017), present conditions of the 
transition phase.

Practical implications
Beyond the findings of this study, support for building a 
career path and transition to work remain, together with the 
implementation of professional knowledge, a specific mission 
of universities. The years of study spent at university must be 
considered a fundamental part of the more general process of 
building a professional career because individuals do not operate 
independently of their social environment and develop values 
based on the environmental support they receive (Weisenberg 
& Aghakhani, 2007). We are facing a paradigm shift that sees 
the transition from the concept of professional maturity to 
professional adaptability (Savickas, 2013), according to which 
individuals must develop the ability to maintain professional 
growth objectives within career paths that are no longer linear 
but ever-changing (Briscoe et al., 2006). Then, to achieve these 
objectives, it is necessary to offer, from the very beginning of 
the university course, spaces for reflection and experimentation 
on one’s skills and individual characteristics through the use 
of specific training, working group, and career guidance that 
encourage proactive behaviors (Kirby et al., 2002). All skills 
and some personality traits, such as proactivity, are not stable 
over time and can be implemented (Kirby et al., 2002) to make 
students better able to respond more effectively to requests of 
the labour market (Creed et al., 2011). Waters and colleagues 
(2014) argued that the presence of a boundaryless mind-set is 
a psychologically healthy response to a complex environment. 
When it is associated with proactivity, it supports the career-
building process. Based on this reasoning, other researchers 
have argued the importance of the boundaryless mind-set 
within career guidance processes (Taber & Briddick, 2011; 
Verbruggen & Sels, 2008; Waters et al., 2014). 

In conclusion, those who work with young adults in the 
transition from university to work should support them in 
understanding how the working world is changing and making 
them aware of the skills and strategies helpful in achieving 
career success.

Conclusions and limitations
Entering for the first time in the labour market is a fundamental 
moment in the individuals’ careers (Alisic & Wiese, 2020; 
Carter, 2019; Cortellazzo et al., 2020; Lo Presti et al., 2022). 

We considered a series of positively related variables 
that could contribute to success in job placement, namely 
proactive personality, boundaryless mind-set, and career self-
efficacy. Being proactive and pursuing goals while remaining 
more independent from situational factors, not perceiving 
psychological boundaries, and being oriented in managing 
own career independently and successfully allows students 

to better adapt to the many challenges that arise during the 
transition phases. Other variables can potentially impact 
career development and enactment. Among these, we 
hypothesized that the need for cognitive closure could, due 
to its peculiarities, influence this process of achieving career 
self-efficacy, moderating the relationship between proactive 
personality and boundaryless mind-set. Indeed, some authors 
have highlighted the role that the need for cognitive closure 
has in the decision-making process in university students and 
how it significantly affects decision styles (Jaśko et al., 2015; 
Yilmaz et al., 2018). As with most psychological situations, 
the demand for constant change can elicit different reactions 
from different people. People who crave stability may fear 
frequent demands for change. Others who loathe daily 
routines and monotony can welcome change and relish the 
psychological mobility it offers (see for example Kruglanski 
et al., 2007). Understanding the psychological background 
of such diverse reactions can be important for several reasons 
in the transition from university to work. First, it can allow 
for the identification of individuals who feel particularly 
comfortable or particularly uncomfortable in rapidly 
changing situations. Second, it can promote understanding 
of the psychological dynamics of resistance and acceptance 
of change and, therefore, allow universities to design 
interventions aimed at promoting appropriate reactions to 
change in various contexts. This is the reason why we thought 
it might be interesting to consider the need for cognitive 
closure as a variable capable of moderating the relationship 
between the variables considered in this study.

This study comes with some limitations. In the first place, 
it uses a cross-sectional design and self-reporting measures, 
furthermore the sample collected cannot be considered 
representative of the student population and this limits the 
generalizability of the results. It would be interesting in the 
future to broaden the sample, to relate other variables involved 
in the university-to-work transition, and carrying out a 
longitudinal design that allows precise monitoring one year 
after graduation.
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