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Abstract: Youth unemployment is a relevant issue among most European countries; therefore,
it is important to understand its individual and situational determinants. This study aimed to
investigate a conceptual model that explains the associations among positivity (POS), perceived
support from employment agencies, perceived employability (PE), and employment status in a
sample of 317 unemployed Italian youth involved in the Youth Guarantee program. In particular,
this study investigated the relationships between POS and PE and between PE and employment.
Moreover, we analyzed whether the relationship between POS and employment status was mediated
by PE and whether the relationship between POS and PE was moderated by perceived support
from employment agencies. Results showed that PE totally mediated the relationship between POS
and employment status. Furthermore, the moderating role of perceived support from agencies was
confirmed; when high, it boosted the relationship between POS and PE. In sum, this study contributes
to understanding the key impact of POS on PE, as well as the role played by employment agencies as
a “catalyst” of this relationship, allowing, with their support, unemployed youth to maximize their
opportunity to find a job. Implications for both research and practice are discussed.

Keywords: perceived employability; positivity; personal resources; youth unemployment; support
from employment agency; employment; Youth Guarantee program

1. Introduction

Youth unemployment has been a key concern for governments, educational systems
and society as a whole, especially in the aftermath of the Great Recession of 2008–2013 [1].
It is a matter of fact that youth employment suffers during periods of economic reces-
sion [2] much more than adult employment [3–5]. Among unemployed youths, those who
have attracted the greatest concerns from the European governmental and educational
institutions are those included in the general label “NEET” (Not in Employment, Education,
or Training) [6,7]. Growing up in disadvantaged circumstances (e.g., early dropout from
initial education) and lacking support, NEETs stand at higher risk of social exclusion,
unemployment, or precarious work arrangements [8,9]. Therefore, it has become a focal
point to understand determinants of their employability so as to avoid the prospect of
dealing with a so-called “lost generation” [10,11].

This goal is in line with sustainable development goals, which comprise reducing
poverty and social exclusion and promoting decent work and wellbeing [12]. The new
transdisciplinary field of psychology of sustainability and sustainable development [12–14]
aims at improving the quality of life of human beings within different (ecological, eco-
nomic, social, and working) environments [13,14]. This new psychological perspective
is in line with the positive psychological approach, which focuses on the promotion of
resources, growth, and quality of life [12–14]. Following this view, our study investigated
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the subjective and social resources that may enable young unemployed people to maximize
their opportunities to develop their employability and enter the labor market.

Adopting a psychological and subjective approach [15], this study aimed at under-
standing determinants of perceived employability (PE, defined as the individual’s per-
ception concerning their own possibilities of gaining new employment [16]) in a sample
of NEETs that took part in the Youth Guarantee program (transl. Garanzia Giovani), a
European program aimed at reducing youth unemployment using a combination of con-
textualized supportive measures (the goals and modalities of the program are described
more in detail in Section 1.4). Since PE is defined as a subjective perception, understanding
its determinants is crucial given that individuals act based on their subjective perceptions
of themselves and of reality [17]. Moreover, PE is of the utmost importance for the unem-
ployed, given that perceiving employment opportunities in the labor market increases their
feelings of control over their careers [18], increases job search activities [19,20], decreases
the length of unemployment [21], and ultimately facilitates re-employment [22]. Though
some previous research has related dimensions such as self-esteem, optimism, and life
satisfaction to PE [23–27], to our knowledge, none have related positivity to PE in a sample
of NEETs. Therefore, our first aim was to investigate positivity (POS, defined as a positive
stance towards life and experience), which represents the common root of self-esteem, life
satisfaction, and optimism [28–30] and serves as a basic evaluative disposition, and its
potential association with PE. Based on the Conservation of Resources (COR) model [31,32],
POS may represent a basic dispositional resource in dealing with stressful and challenging
circumstances, since a positive orientation toward the world leads people to understand
events as predictable and generally occurring in their favor [31]. Moreover, POS has been
previously linked to several positive outcomes pertaining to the work domain such as job
performance, work engagement and organizational citizenship behavior [30]. Referring to
the POS literature, to date, POS has not been measured in a sample of NEETs in search of
their first employment nor has POS been studied in relation to PE.

Another aim of this study was to investigate the role of contextual support received
at the local level, its interplay with POS, and its relationship with PE. In so doing, we
conceived perceived support from agencies that assist NEETs during the Youth Guarantee
program as a perceived contextual factor. Within this program, employment agencies
play an important role in profiling, training, and gaining access to local employment
opportunities. We argue that support from agencies interacts with POS in a way that would
help NEETs translate their positivity into high perceived possibilities of getting a job.

Moreover, to the best of our knowledge, PE has never been studied in relation to
getting employment among NEETs approaching the first phases of exploration of the labor
market. Rothwell, Jewell, and Hardie [33] also noticed the lack of research on PE in relation
to postgraduates compared to that in relation to graduate students. Hence, we aimed to
extend evidence from the unemployed by investigating the relationship between PE and
employment status in this specific sample and examine whether PE could be conceived
as the work-facet consequence of POS, through which positivity would relate with actual
employment status.

In sum, this study investigated, in a sample of Italian NEETs involved in the Youth
Guarantee program: (a) the relationship between POS and PE, (b) the relationship between
PE and employment status, (c) the total mediation of PE in the relationship between POS
and employment status, and (d) the moderation of perceived support from agencies in the
relationship between POS and PE.

1.1. Perceived Employability and Its Relationship with Positivity

The concept of employability was originally associated with a governmental and
educational duty that required policies aimed to achieve full employment, especially for
those excluded by the labor market [34–37]. More recently, research has moved toward
a renewed approach to employability that focuses on individuals’ subjective experience,
namely their views, perceptions, and anticipations about work and employment [38].



Sustainability 2021, 13, 9468 3 of 17

Within this perspective, employability has been alternatively viewed as a multidimen-
sional trait [25,27,39], a personal resource [40] resulting from a specific pool of compe-
tencies [41,42] and metacompetencies [43], and a subjective perception [16,23,24,44]. This
heterogeneity of conceptualizations led to making employability, at first glance, a “fuzzy
notion” [35,45].

Adopting the individual perspective, Vanhercke and colleagues [15] proposed an
integration of the dispositional approach [39] and competency-based approach [41] to
employability, creating a process model of perceived employability (PE) [16,46,47]. In
their view, abilities (competency-based approach) and motivational attitudes (dispositional
approach) are related to each other and result in PE, namely the “individual’s perception
of his or her possibilities of getting new employment” [16] (p. 281). Vanhercke and
colleagues [15] also accounted for context as a moderator of the relationship between
competencies/attitudes and PE. Finally, they hypothesized a feedback loop by which PE in
turn stimulates motivational attitudes and skill development. As such, PE reflects the result
of the interaction between personal and contextual factors [37,46,48,49]. We adopted this
framework, and we investigated PE because it provides an overall subjective evaluation of
possibilities for employment [15,16]. Furthermore, PE has already been studied in samples
of graduate students in the exploration stage of their first employment [33,36] as well
as in samples of unemployed individuals [50,51]. Of importance is the nature of the PE
dimension. Being a subjective perception, PE concerns an individual’s beliefs that affect
behaviors, feelings, and thoughts more than objective reality itself does [52]. The drawback
is that it “does not provide information about why individuals perceive themselves as
highly or less employable” [15] (p. 599); hence, it is crucial to identify PE determinants [53].
Accordingly, several studies have investigated specific personal dispositions and resources
that may enhance PE over and beyond the effect of demographic characteristics, as well as
competency-based and dispositional employability [54]. Among these, self-esteem [27],
optimism [25,26], and life satisfaction [24] have been positively related to PE. More recently,
core-self evaluations (which comprised self-esteem, generalized self-efficacy, neuroticism,
and locus of control) were also associated to perceived employability [55]. We integrated
these findings by adopting a multifaceted approach to the study of the cognitive component
of well-being, namely “positive orientation” or “positivity” (POS) [28,29]. POS may be
traced to a common latent construct, including self-esteem (the degree of global regard
and acceptance that an individual has for themselves as a person) [56], optimism (the
general tendency to believe in good instead of bad outcomes) [57–59], and life satisfaction
(a subjective evaluation that summarizes the degree of gratification one has ultimately
had in their life) [60]. POS refers to “a basic evaluative predisposition that exerts an
important biological function in enabling people to grow, to flourish, and to consider life
worth living” [30] (p. 670). Caprara and colleagues [29] demonstrated evidence of POS’s
hereditability, cross-cultural generalizability, and stability over time. Moreover, this positive
attitude towards life and experience affects how individuals predispose themselves to
actions in various life domains, including the work setting. Alessandri and colleagues [30]
showed that POS contributes to enhanced supervisory ratings and objective measures
of job performance and organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) [61] over and above
both its first-order component and the contribution of other well-established individual
differences including Big Five personality traits [62], Positive Affectivity [63], and Core
Self-Evaluations [64]. Alessandri, Borgogni, Schaufeli, Caprara, and Consiglio [65] also
showed that work engagement [66] partially mediated the relationship between POS and
job performance as assessed by multiple supervisors. Furthermore, Laguna, Alessandri,
and Caprara [67] studied personal goal realization in entrepreneurs and reported that
positive goal-related affect and POS were positively related. Although POS has been the
subject of a wealth of study, few studies have been conducted in the work domain, and the
only empirical evidence on POS applied in the context of unemployment comes from the
study of Theodorou, Violani, and Alessandri [68]. The authors investigated, in a sample of
unemployed individuals, the role of POS in the promotion of mental and physical health
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through the reduction of perceived economic stress and the adoption of health-relevant
behaviors. POS was positively associated with mental health through both mediators.
Therefore, among the unemployed, POS was associated with well-being indicators, but not
with occupational outcomes.

In line with the idea that PE derives from both personal and contextual factors [15,37],
we considered POS a personal factor related to PE. POS represents a metatrait representing
what is common to self-esteem, life satisfaction, and optimism [29], and several studies have
shown that POS provides a broader explanatory contribution than its single lower-order
components [30] to important working outcomes [30,69]. Since POS is depicted as a basic
disposition, it provides a pervasive mode of appraising events and predisposes individuals
to action and experiences [29]. In accordance with the Conservation of Resources Model
(COR) [31,32], this positive stance towards reality might represent a key personal resource
able to buffer the negative effects of stressors and maximize the benefits of the positive
sides of work [31,70].

On the other hand, as perceived employability involves the subjective interpretation
of one’s abilities to find a job, it is likely to be affected by basic individual attitudes [19].
Hence, a positive view of oneself, one’s life, and one’s future should positively color indi-
viduals’ perceptions regarding the labor market, their own skills, and work success, thereby
enhancing their PE. Accordingly, we hypothesized that POS is a resourceful personal factor
that predisposes youth in search of employment to believe they have a chance of getting a
job. Hence, our first hypothesis was as follows:

H1. POS positively relates to PE.

1.2. From Perceived Employability to Employment Status

There is a wealth of evidence concerning the beneficial effect generally played by
PE in terms of enhanced health, well-being [16,71], engagement, and life satisfaction [21]
and reduced burnout and related psychological symptoms [48,72,73]. Other studies have
associated PE to different indicators of career success [74] and positive occupational out-
comes such as job search behaviors and job satisfaction [27,41]. However, few studies
have considered objective or external indicators (such as income, career advancements,
or supervisor performance evaluations) [40]. With regard to the specific target of this
study, namely youths looking for a job, employability was originally acknowledged as
an important dimension to make the labor market more inclusive for vulnerable groups
(e.g., school leavers and the unemployed) [75]. It is well-known that employability is
remarkably relevant during transitions such as re-employment and in the first phases of ex-
ploration of the labor market [76]. Regarding the former, employability has been conceived
as the determinant of achieving re-employment [77]. For instance, Brouwer, Bakker, and
Schellekens [22] showed that positive expectations about returning to work contributed to
reemployment, while Knabe and Rätzel [21] highlighted a negative relationship between
perception of the ease of obtaining a new job and the effective length of unemployment.
PE among the unemployed has been further investigated in relation to job search activi-
ties [19,20]. Chen and Lim [19] showed that PE affected two types of job search behaviors
(preparatory and active) through the mediation of problem-focused coping. De Battisti
and colleagues [20] found that PE was positively related to focused job search strategies,
and these strategies increased the likelihood of re-employment. Moreover, McArdle and
colleagues [27] investigated dispositional employability (comprising adaptability, career
identity, and human and social capital) as conceived by Fugate and colleagues [25]) in a
sample of unemployed individuals. The authors showed that employability was positively
related to the intensity of job-seeking behaviors and positively affected re-employment at a
6-month follow-up.

Furthermore, we have already noted that re-employment and length of unemployment
were, respectively, positively and negatively related to PE [21,22]. This reflects the general
idea that subjective perceptions drive behavior [52]. The link between PE and actual
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occupational status stems from the perception of control over one’s career that is increased
by PE and allows individuals to identify employment opportunities in the labor market [18].
Thereby, “individuals first appraise potential employment opportunities and then act
upon the opportunities they perceive” [75] (p. 59). In this fashion, PE stands out as
a resource during unemployment that enhances feelings of control and viability of job
opportunities, which, in turn, activates individuals and ultimately reduces the negative
effects of unemployment [20,78]. Accordingly, we assume that youths who believed in
their capability to get a new job would capitalize from the Youth Guarantee and from the
activities (e.g.., traineeship) proposed within this project by achieving new employment.
Conversely, NEETs who believed they had few or no chances of getting a job would not
have confidence in their own capabilities and would not place credibility in the proposed
activities as a way to obtain a new job. Accordingly, we examined the following hypothesis:

H2. PE positively relates to employment status after the Youth Guarantee program.

1.3. From Positivity to Employment Status: The Mediational Role of Perceived Employability

Moving over and beyond the relationship between POS and PE, POS has proven
to affect the work domain by enhancing, for instance, job performance and OCB [30,65].
Similarly, this positive stance towards life and experience may exert a positive effect on
getting a job by enhancing the possibilities that youth believe they have in achieving their
first employment; essentially, those with greater resources will be more capable of resource
gain [79,80]. Since PE is susceptible to basic positive attitudes [19], it might represent
the way through which POS affects individuals’ subjective appraisal and translates into
action their beliefs on possibilities of employment. In sum, individuals appraise themselves
and the labor market through the lens of POS, which influences their perception about
their possibilities of getting a new job. This perception could actually help in identifying
potential employment opportunities and allows individuals to act upon the opportunities
they perceive. Hence, our third hypothesis is the following:

H3. PE mediates the relationship between POS and employment status after the Youth Guarantee program.

1.4. The Moderating Role of Agency Support in the Relationship between Positivity and
Perceived Employability

The Youth Guarantee program is an active labor market policy measure that started
from a proposal advanced by the European Commission in April 2013. This initiative
committed all the member states to fostering “a situation in which young people re-
ceive a good-quality offer of employment, continued education, an apprenticeship, or a
traineeship within a period of four months of becoming unemployed or leaving formal
education” [81] (p. 1). The EU particularly supported those nations with youth unem-
ployment rates above 25% in developing their national Youth Guarantee Implementation
Plan [6]. In Italy, a country with one of the highest youth unemployment rates (about 30% at
the end of 2020 [82]), NEETs between 15 and 29 years of age were called to participate in the
Youth Guarantee program. Financial support was provided by the European Social Fund
and the Youth Employment Initiative, while the responsibility for the implementation and
provision of services related to the project was delegated by the country to the individual
regions. To carry out the activities envisioned by the program, regions refer to both public
employment offices and private employment agencies. Specifically, employment offices are
responsible for taking charge, for the onboarding of participants, and for providing them
with initial guidance. On the other hand, employment agencies, previously accredited
to the regional systems, are responsible for supporting participants to actually get a job.
They provide youth with targeted education and training, carry out scouting for job offers,
and take care to maximize their chances of employment. In doing so, agencies deploy
qualified personnel and earned a fee based on actual hiring. Therefore, agencies are more
closely involved with job seeking, and the effectiveness of the activities proposed under
the program would primarily owe to their efforts. Since agencies were identified as the
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most relevant contextual counterpart to support youth in getting a job, this study focused
on the support provided by the agencies within the Youth Guarantee program as perceived
by program participants.

Referring to the effect provided by public policy, few scholars have focused on higher
education and its ability to enhance graduates’ employability by offering dedicated pro-
grams or internships [83,84]. Other scholars have investigated employment agency activi-
ties and effectiveness in increasing the chances of the re-employment of their unemployed
clients [20,85]. Research in private contexts has shown that organizational support for
career and skill development positively affected PE [53]. In a similar manner, we assume
that agencies may enhance youths’ PE by providing all of the information they require,
by helping them to get good profiling and matching for traineeships, and by providing
them assistance when required throughout the program. As is already well known, the
presence of this social support may lead individuals to view the job search as a worthwhile
activity [77]. According to the well-established idea that personal and contextual factors
interact in enhancing PE [15], we assume that being highly supported by the agency may
represent a perceived contextual resource that plays a role alongside POS (personal factor),
interacting in a way to enhance youth’s PE. Therefore, in line with the COR Model, which
posits that individual and contextual resources are not isolated but travel in resource cara-
vans [79,80], the support provided by the agency may reinforce and amplify the positive
stance toward reality by helping to translate POS into a perception of higher possibilities to
getting a job. In particular, positive young people may benefit from the support they receive
in their job search, as the work opportunities that agencies offer them become a reliable
anchor from which they derive a positive perception of their employability. In contrast,
youth who do not receive support from the agencies may receive fewer opportunities
that likely may not fit with their qualifications, competencies, and career goals. Hence,
when agencies fail in providing guidance and profitable employment opportunities, youth
may find it hard to channel their general POS towards the work setting by enhancing PE.
Accordingly, we examined the following hypothesis:

H4. Perceived support provided by the employment agency will moderate the relationship be-
tween POS and PE, so that the relationship will be more positive at higher levels of perceived
agency support.

The overall conceptual model is presented in Figure 1.
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Sample and Procedure

Data for this study were drawn from a larger research project aimed at investigating
the process of job searching and the resulting employment outcomes of Italian youth.
Participants were reached thanks to collaboration with the Lazio Region Department
of Labor, which is the local referent of the Youth Guarantee program. Lazio Region’s
representatives provided the research team with a list of 6000 email addresses of youth who
were involved in and completed the Youth Guarantee program in 2017. Youth were invited
to fill in an online questionnaire attached to an e-mail explaining the aims of the research
and how to take part in it. Participation in the study was voluntary, and the research
team guaranteed confidentiality to all respondents. The final sample comprised 317 Italian
NEETs who were involved in and completed the Youth Guarantee program. Fifty-nine
percent were female, and the mean age was 26.65 (SD = 2.57). Regarding education,
38.8% declared a bachelor’s degree, 51.6% had a high school certificate, 5% completed
a technical college, and 4.6% attended only junior high school. Furthermore, 72.9% had
already worked for a period before the Youth Guarantee program, and among those,
54.3% had previously worked as employees, 28.3% as trainees, 5.2% as self-employed, and
12.2% reported previous involvement in other occasional work activities. Moreover, 63.4%
declared having been employed after participating in the program.

2.2. Measures
2.2.1. Positivity

We measured POS by using the P-Scale [69], which comprises eight items (e.g., “I feel
I have many things to be proud of”). One of the items was negatively worded (“At times,
the future seems unclear to me”) and thus was reverse scored. Participants were asked to
answer items using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree). The coefficient alpha reliability was 0.83.

2.2.2. Perceived Employability

Perceived employability was assessed by using four items adapted from the measure
introduced by Berntson and Marklund [16] (e.g., “My competence is sought-after in the
labor market”). Participants rated their agreement on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The coefficient alpha reliability was 0.78.

2.2.3. Perceived Support from Employment Agency

Perceived employment agency support was assessed using a tailor-made scale com-
prising the following four items: (1) “the employment agencies, during the Youth Guarantee
program, provided me with all the needed information”; (2) “the employment agencies
provided me with support during the Youth Guarantee program in case of difficulties
along the way”; (3) “the employment agencies shared an individualized placement plan
with me during the Youth Guarantee project”; and (4) “the employment agencies, during
the Youth Guarantee project, have facilitated the development of my professional skills”.
Participants answered using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree). The coefficient alpha reliability was 0.94.

2.2.4. Employment Status

Employment status was assessed using a single question measuring a dichotomous
variable (employed = 1, unemployed = 0).

2.3. Modeling Strategies

We tested a moderated mediation model in which (a) PE mediated the relationship
between POS and employment status and (b) perceived support from employment agencies
moderated the effect of POS on PE. The significance of the indirect effect of POS on
employment status was investigated by estimating the associated 95% confidence intervals
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in using the RMediation package in R [86]. The significance of the moderated effect of
perceived support by employment agencies was tested by investigating the significance
of the cross-product term representing the interaction between POS on PE. To do so,
we centered first-order terms around the sample’s grand mean before computing the
cross-product interaction terms so as to eliminate nonessential multicollinearity and allow
their interpretation [87]. Simple slope analysis was used to investigate changes in the
relationship between POS and PE at both high (1 SD above the mean) and low (1 SD below
the mean) levels of perceived support by employment agencies. Furthermore, both age and
education were included as control variables, as they were significantly correlated with
the study variables, in accordance with previous studies [53,88]. However, once tested,
nonsignificant effects of covariates were fixed to zero.

Finally, to provide further evidence of the appropriateness of the hypothesized model,
we investigated other two plausible alternative models. In the first model, we tested
whether POS directly related to employment status, which would support a partial, rather
than a total, mediation of PE. In the second model, we removed the cross-product term
between POS and perceived support from employment agencies.

2.4. Statistical Analysis

The distinctiveness of POS, perceived support from the employment agency, and PE
was investigated in preliminary analyses by running a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)
using the maximum likelihood (ML) estimator in Mplus 8.2 [89]. In detail, a three-factor
model was tested against (1) three possible solutions with two latent factors and (2) a one-
factor solution. Following this, the main hypotheses were tested via path analysis within
the structural equation modeling (SEM) framework. Given that employment status was a
dichotomous non-normal dependent variable, the hypothesized moderated mediational
model was tested using the robust weighted least squares (WLSMV, see [90]) method,
which is well-suited for models with categorical variables [91,92]. The WLSMV estimator
provides weighted least squares parameter estimates using a diagonal weight matrix
and robust standards errors as well as both mean and variance-adjusted chi-square test
statistics [93]. Model fit was evaluated by looking at the values of the comparative fit
index (CFI), the Tucker–Lewis Index (TLI), the root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA), and the standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR). Good models were
those with: (1) values of CFI and TLI higher than 0.90 [94], (2) RMSEA values of 0.08 or
less [95], and (3) SRMR less than 0.05 [96].

Nested models were compared by using the DIFFTEST option in Mplus, which allows
for models’ comparison using the WLSMV estimator. Non-nested models were instead
compared by comparing the associated values assumed by an adapted version of the AIC
for the WLSMV estimator see [97], using the following formula [98]: ∆AIC = AICi-AICmin,
where AICmin is the minimum observed AIC between the two models. Burnham and
Anderson [99] suggested that ∆AIC < 2 means that the models have comparable fit. ∆AIC
values between 4 and 7 are considered as providing less support, whereas ∆AIC > 10
means that the best-fitting model should be considered instead of the competitive one.

3. Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations among POS, perceived support from employ-
ment agencies, PE, employment status, age, and education are listed in Table 1. All the
study variables were positively and significantly correlated.

3.1. Confirmatory Factor Analysis

As in previous studies [69], all models were estimated by allowing a correlation be-
tween uniqueness of two of POS items (“I have great faith in the future” and “I look forward
to the future with hope and enthusiasm”). As shown in Table 2, the hypothesized model
showed good fit indices and fitted the data better than any alternative model considered.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. POS 4.70 1.20 (0.83)
2. Perceived
agency support 3.55 1.94 0.19 ** (0.94)

3. PE 4.40 1.35 0.49 ** 0.17 ** (0.78)
4. Employment
status 0.63 0.48 0.10 0.14 * 0.19 **

5. Age 26.65 2.57 −0.13 * −0.13 * 0.10 0.05 -
6. Education 0.39 0.49 −0.01 −0.04 0.19 ** 0.19 ** 0.49 ** -

Note: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01 (N = 317); POS = Positivity; PE = perceived employability; coefficient alpha reliability estimates are presented in
brackets along the diagonal.

Table 2. Results of confirmatory factor analyses.

Models χ2 ∆χ2 df ∆df CFI RMSEA SRMR

3-factor model 325.75 100 0.93 0.08 0.07
2-factor model a 602.59 276.84 *** 102 2 0.84 0.12 0.08
2-factor model b 850.03 524.28 *** 102 2 0.76 0.15 0.17
2-factor model c 1652.42 1326.67 *** 102 2 0.49 0.22 0.16
1-factor model 1751.17 1425.42 *** 103 3 0.46 0.23 0.17

Note: *** p < 0.001; 2-factor model a = PE and POS items in a single factor; 2-factor model b = PE and perceived agency support items in a
single factor; 2-factor model c = POS and perceived agency support items in a single factor.

3.2. Moderated-Mediation Model

The hypothesized model showed a good fit to the data: CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.96,
RMSEA = 0.038, 95% CI (0.000, 0.109), SRMR = 0.041 (Figure 2). Shows a graphical repre-
sentation of the model and the associated parameter estimates. As hypothesized, POS was
positively related to PE (H1), and PE was positively related to employment status (H2).
Also, the indirect effect of POS on employment status (H3) was statistically significant
(0.08, p 0.013, 95% CI = 0.02, 0.14). Importantly, the cross-product term between POS and
perceived support from employment agencies was significant. The model explained 31.9%
of the variance in PE and 9.6% of the variance in employment status.
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Simple slope analysis (Figure 3) showed that the relationship between POS and PE
was significant at both high and low levels of employment agency perceived support.
However, at higher levels of perceived support, the slope describing the relationship
between POS and PE was larger (B = 0.10, p = 0.01) in comparison to the slope for lower
levels of perceived support (B = 0.06, p = 0.02). Therefore, the relationship between POS
and PE was stronger for young people perceiving higher levels of perceived support from
employment agencies (H4).
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Figure 3. Graphical representation of the conditional effect of POS on PE depending on high and low levels of perceived
support from employment agencies.

3.3. Alternative Models

The first alternative model added the direct relationship between POS and employ-
ment status, involving a partial, rather than a total, mediation of PE. This model showed
a good fit to the data (CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.89, RMSEA = 0.061, 95% CI (0.040, 0.131),
SRMR = 0.04). However, the diff-test function ∆χ2 (1) = 0.01, p = 0.91) suggested that the
hypothesized total-mediated model was far better than this model. Furthermore, the direct
effect was not significant (p = 0.91), providing further evidence of the total mediation of PE
on the relationship between POS and employment status.

The second alternative model, which did not include the interaction term between POS
and perceived support from employment agencies, fit the data reasonably well (CFI = 0.98,
TLI = 0.90, RMSEA = 0.061, 95% CI (0.000, 0.141), SRMR = 0.043). However, this model
resulted in a slightly higher AIC than the hypothesized model, even though the difference
between the indices of the two models was substantially negligible (∆AIC = 0.44). Therefore,
since these two models performed comparably well, the hypothesized model was preferred.

4. Discussion

The general purpose of this study was to investigate POS and the perceived support
provided by employment agencies as antecedents of PE as well as the relationship of PE
with youths’ employment status after being involved in the Youth Guarantee program. All
in all, the results derived from path analysis supported our hypotheses.

First, we contributed to extending the literature by demonstrating a significant and
positive relationship between POS and PE. This finding corroborates the idea that looking
at the world with a positive stance protects individuals from negative perceptions derived
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from stressful events, such as approaching new work situations and challenges. According
to the COR model [31,32], a positive orientation represents a resource that enables indi-
viduals to perceive events as opportunities rather than obstacles. As such, POS provides
a positive psychological state that influences perceptions [19], allowing youth to believe
in their capability to properly engage in the work environment in order to get a job. In
particular, considering the single components of POS, optimism, being a positive outcome
expectancy, can make the difference between giving in to difficulties or persevering with
one’s own goals [57,58]. In addition, a positive consideration of oneself (self-esteem) pro-
tects individuals from the negative condition of being unemployed [99], helps to define
a clear idea of their career [25,26], and ultimately enhances job search activities [77]. Fur-
thermore, life satisfaction not only implies a subjective appraisal but also reflects objective
conditions (e.g., past work experience, social support) across different domains [100] that
equip people to face challenges with the memory of objectively positive events in their
past [101]. Hence, the joint effect of these components led POS to represent a source of
confidence for youth approaching the work world, associated with a rosy perception of
their PE. According to the COR Model, resource gain becomes more salient in the context
of resource loss, as in the case of unemployment [31,80].

Second, PE was significantly and positively associated to actual employment status.
In other words, youth perceiving themselves as having great possibilities of getting a
job, actually got one. Youth that feel highly employable have greater control over their
careers [18], and this reflects in them considering themselves able to engage in more jobs
as well as in qualitatively different ones [102]. This result corroborated existing literature
that has shown that PE effectively leads to tangible employment results by facilitating
individuals to get new jobs [21,22].

Furthermore, a total mediation of PE in the relationship between POS and employment
status was also found. Since youth’s perceptions were driven by a positive psychological
state, they felt confident in their possibilities of getting a job, and this perception, in
turn, increased the probability of this actually happening. As such, POS may represent a
personal disposition related to the way individuals handle challenges, such as getting a
job, perceiving themselves as capable (through enhancing PE), and motivating themselves
to adapt their knowledge and skills so as to become employed [25,49]. This finding
contributes to extending the literature on POS and its documented influence within the
work domain [30,65,68]. Also, by accounting for the outcomes of alternative models (partial
mediation), this study demonstrated that PE is the elective way through which POS is
related to actual employment status.

Finally, this study also highlighted the moderation role of perceived support pro-
vided by employment agencies in the relationship between POS and PE. Results from
path analysis revealed a nonsignificant direct relationship between perceived support from
employment agencies and PE, while moderation analysis suggested that being supported
exerted an amplification mechanism in the relationship between POS and PE. After all, em-
ployment agencies may provide youth with support in profiling and concrete employment
opportunities (e.g., traineeship) within the Youth Guarantee program, helping to translate
POS into PE. This finding is coherent with the moderation role assigned to contextual
elements by the literature [103–105] and empirically proves the moderation role of context
in determining PE suggested by Vanhercke et al. [15]. Moreover, this result extends the
research on employment agencies’ activities concerning the unemployed, providing unem-
ployed youth with greater opportunities to be effectively re-employed [20,85]. Perceived
support provided by the agency allows unemployed youth to maximize their opportunity
to finding a job. However, taken in isolation, it does not represent a sufficient condition for
elevating a participant’s employability.

All in all, this study contributed to the understanding of how personal and contextual
factors influence NEETs’ perceived employability, and in turn, employment status.
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4.1. Limitations and Future Research

This study has some limitations that should be taken into account. One such limitation
derives from the cross-sectional nature of this research. A longitudinal design, which
provides temporal separation between antecedents, PE, and employment status, could
have been useful in determining the direction of the influence between variables and
should certainly be an objective of future research.

Another limitation stems from the lack of an explanation on how PE operatively brings
youth to get a job after the Youth Guarantee program. Research on this topic has already
shown that PE may lead to different types of job search strategies and behaviors among
unemployed adults [19,20], although further exploration of these findings still needs to be
corroborated in the specific target of this study.

Furthermore, we focused on a dichotomous indicator of employment status, which
did not provide information concerning the type of employment gained or the job attitudes
developed by youth while engaging in the job they got. In this regard, previous research
in organizational contexts has shown that PE is positively related with outcomes such as
career success [27], job and life satisfaction [24,106], and affective commitment [100] and
negatively related with emotional exhaustion and turnover intention [107]. Again, future
research should go beyond the dichotomy of unemployment/employment, considering a
broader set of objective and subjective quality of work indicators (such as income, career
success, working hours, and job and life satisfaction).

Moreover, this study investigated the support provided by employment agencies
as a perceived contextual factor. Future research should also account for the perceived
support provided by the public employment offices, which, though these offices have a
limited range of actions compared to the agencies, may provide an additional contribution
in understanding the relationship between POS and PE.

Finally, another issue could be related to the generalizability of our results. Indeed, the
label NEET comprises different categories of unemployed youth that may have different
difficulties and motivation to enter the labor market [7,8]. Specifically, our sample focused
on Youth Guarantee applicants who actively requested to participate in this program.
Therefore, NEETs who are at a higher risk of social and work exclusion were likely not
included in our study, since they are so disenchanted about finding a job that they do not
even participate in programs such as Youth Guarantee. Future studies could be specifically
designed to involve different categories of NEET, even those less engaged in finding a job.

4.2. Practical Implications

From a practical standpoint, this study highlights the relevance of POS and its in-
terplay with perceived support from employment agencies in fostering PE and, in turn,
objective employment status. POS has been conceived of as a basic predisposition, and
genetic studies have pointed out that inheritance significantly contributes to determining
the average set-point of individuals’ POS [28]. Even though the contribution of life expe-
riences and environmental opportunities should not be underestimated, POS represents
a “potential” rather than an unchangeable legacy [108]. Therefore, the main practical
implication from the present results lies in designing specific interventions aiming to
strengthen youths’ positive views about themselves, their lives, and their futures. To this
end, previous studies have recommended paying individualized attention to the ways
unemployed individuals cognitively and emotively appraise the labor market [20,77].
Specifically, in order to increase POS, cognitive restructuring of how youth approach the
labor market should be utilized. POS could be increased through cognitive restructur-
ing techniques such as rational-emotion behavior therapy (REBT) [109–111] and verbal
self-guidance (VSG) [112] combined with goal-setting interventions [113]. Therefore, em-
ployment services should also fulfill a counseling function and be equipped with both
work/organizational and clinical psychologists able to identify and develop personal
resources through targeted interventions.
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Furthermore, given the role of perceived support from agencies in amplifying the
relationship between POS and PE, the main challenge for agencies consists in capitalizing on
their actions and moving beyond the practical role (i.e., profiling, finding job opportunities)
that they have had to date. At the same time, employment offices should also be empowered
to go beyond their role in managing administrative practices by offering concrete help
in job search activities and providing tailored pathways, devoting time to understanding
participant needs, in order to continuously guide and support individuals in this delicate
transition from unemployment to employment.

On the other hand, the importance of personal variables on employment outcomes
does not reduce the responsibility of organizations in creating more favorable hiring
opportunities and actively participating in and supporting active labor market policy
measures, such as Youth Guarantee, especially in a country that has one of the highest
youth unemployment rates in Europe [82].

Finally, from a broader point of view, policy makers could pay more attention to
the contextual resources available in different contexts (employment agencies, number of
professionals, job opportunities) to provide targeted actions and economic resources in
line with the specific needs of the social and economic environment. On the other hand,
institutions and public employment agencies should be aware of the psychological factors
that impact employment outcomes. Therefore, agencies should provide specific training
programs to make employment professionals able to manage the psychological dimensions
that contribute to searching for and obtaining employment.

This combined range of actions may, in line with the psychology of sustainability and
sustainable development [12,13], improve the employment opportunities and quality of
life of young people and communities.
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