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Does Employability Anxiety Trigger Psychological Distress and
Academic Major Dissatisfaction? A Study on Tour Guiding Students

Derya Demirdelen Alrawadieh’

Abstract

The tourism and hospitality industry has been severely hit by the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic resulting in much uncertainty
about the future of careers within the industry. While current employees have been subject to growing research from
different perspectives, little is known about tourism students’ (thus potentially future tourism employees) employability
anxiety and how this can influence their well-being and attitudes toward their current academic majors. To fill this gap,
this study proposes and assesses a conceptual model linking employability anxiety, psychological distress, perceived
social support, and academic major satisfaction. Drawing on data collected from tour guiding students in Turkey, the
results show that students’ employability anxiety was significantly associated with increased psychological distress and
decreased academic major satisfaction. The study findings fail to support the proposed moderating effect of perceived
social support indicating that when anxious about their vocational future, tour guiding students’ levels of psychological
distress and academic major dissatisfaction are less likely to be mitigated by perceived social support.
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Introduction

The current Covid-19 pandemic has caused immense disruption to the global
tourism and hospitality industry forcing many businesses to downsize and lay off
their employees, thus resulting in unprecedented unemployment rates. Travel bans
and lockdown orders have brought several tourism jobs, including tour guiding, to
a standstill resulting in growing anxiety and stress in the labor market (Demirdelen
Alrawadieh, 2021; Chen, 2020). The uncertainty about the future of careers within the
industry has never been as salient as during the current crisis. Indeed, it has become
apparent that the crisis will contribute to the reconfiguration of the whole tourism and
travel industry (Pizam, 2021).

Recent works have addressed various issues related to tourism employees during
the crisis (Mao et al., 2020; Park et al., 2020; He et al., 2020). For instance, Chen
(2020) noted that the lack of social support and panic about the pandemic resulted in
jeopardized well-being, with female and younger employees being more vulnerable
to psychological distress. However, while research tends to focus on current tourism
employees, little is known about future tourism employees i.e., current tourism
students. Specifically, there is an obvious dearth of research which investigates tourism
students’ employability anxiety and how this can influence their well-being and
attitudes toward their current academic majors. Employability anxiety has received
some attention in different disciplines (Tomlinson, 2008; Pisarik et al., 2017) and, to
a lesser extent, in tourism and hospitality scholarship (Unguren & Huseyinli, 2020).
In the case of tourism students in general and tour guiding students in particular, the
relationships between employability anxiety, psychological distress, and academic
major satisfaction remain unclear. Specifically, to the best knowledge of the author,
the relationship between employability anxiety and academic major satisfaction has
not been addressed in tourism education scholarship. This is important because it
enhances our understanding of tourism students’ expectations and helps void the gap
between higher education institutions and the industry.

With these thoughts in mind, the aim of this study is to empirically test a conceptual
model linking employability anxiety of tour guiding students with psychological
distress, academic major satisfaction and perceived social support (see Figure 1). The
proposed model shows that employability anxiety has a direct effect on psychological
distress and academic major satisfaction. The model also proposes a moderating effect
of perceived social support on the relationship between employability anxiety and
psychological distress as well as on the relationship between employability anxiety
and academic major satisfaction. By examining these relationships, the study aims
to provide higher education institutions offering tourism-related programs with fresh
insights into how employability anxiety can bring about negative impacts influencing
not only the well-being of tourism students but also harm their attitudes towards their
academic majors. The study also scrutinizes the role of social support as a potential
factor mitigating the adverse impacts of employability anxiety.

56



Demirdelen Alrawadieh / Does Employability Anxiety Trigger Psychological Distress and Academic Major Dissatisfaction?..

The contributions of the study are two-fold: First, the study examines the potential
effect of employability anxiety on psychological distress and academic major
satisfaction. Despite the importance of understanding these relationships for both
industry practitioners and policymakers, there has been no previous study investigating
this issue, a surprising omission in the existing body of literature. Second, abundant
research highlights the role of social support in curbing unfavorable experiences and
behaviors within the tourism industry (Alrawadieh et al., 2021; Karatepe, 2010),
however, there has been little understanding of the moderating effect of perceived
social support on the relationship between employability anxiety and psychological
distress as well as on the relationship between employability anxiety and academic
major satisfaction. Finally, the study makes an incremental contribution by drawing
on the case of tour guiding students, a largely neglected segment that is worth
investigation considering the nature of tour guiding being a crucial job in the travel
industry with distinct characteristics (Alrawadieh et al., 2020; Cetin & Yarcan, 2017).

Perceived
Social
Support

Psychological

Distress

Employability
Anxiety

Academic
Major
Satisfaction

H2

Figure 1. Conceptual Model
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Literature review

Employability anxiety

Anxiety refers to the status of discomfort that an individual may feel in his or her
personal life (Vidon & Rickly, 2018). While individuals might be anxious from time
to time over various stages of their life, employability anxiety after graduation is
seen as one of the important problems especially for university students (Unguren
& Huseyinli, 2020). Therefore, it is important to investigate the causes of anxiety
given its potential role in affecting students’ career choice and other related decisions
(Daniels et. al., 2011; Vignoli, 2015). Although it is common for students to
occasionally feel anxious about their career plans after graduation (Tsai et al., 2017),
the current Covid-19 pandemic may have led to increased anxiety. For more than
one and a half years now, the Covid-19 pandemic has impacted tourism in all aspects
(Gossling et al., 2020). The current crisis may also cause uncertainty for tourism
students and give rise to concerns about their future plans. The fragile nature of the
tourism sector renders it vulnerable to crises, both nationally and internationally
(Yeh, 2020; Kaushal & Srivastava, 2021). While previous studies show that crises
can potentially cause anxiety among current tourism employees (Park et al., 2020;
Aguiar-Quintana et. al. 2021), one may safely assume that the uncertainty brought
by the current crisis can significantly affect current tourism students, a good number
of whom may be the tourism employees of the future. Therefore, understanding their
employability anxiety and its consequences is of significant importance.

Psychological distress

Psychological distress is defined as a response to threats that may arise (Jordan
et al., 2015). Psychological distress is argued to trigger many negative outcomes
such as depression, frustration, anxiety, and failure (Chan, 2006; Verger et. al., 2009).
Reducing the destructive effects of stress is important to enhance the quality of
life of individuals (Jordan et al., 2019). Psychological distress as experienced by
students has also been subject to investigation in previous research (Burris et al.,
2009; Stallman, 2010; Delara & Woodgate, 2015; Sharp & Theiler, 2018). Existing
literature, however, remains limited on students’ stress levels and anxiety about
finding a job after graduation. While unemployment and employability anxiety can
be a key source of distress (Chen, 2020), in times of crises, this anxiety might be
more salient, especially for tourism students, given the devastating impacts of the
current crisis on tourism and travel industry (Skare et al., 2021).

Academic Major Satisfaction
Defined as “enjoyment of one’s role or experiences as a student” (Lent et al., 2019:
87), academic major satisfaction is of significant importance given that satisfaction in
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this specific domain can potentially affect overall life satisfaction (Sovet et al., 2014;
Biicker et al., 2018). This is unsurprising since individuals highly value a satisfactory
job and career opportunity as an integral part of their daily life (Nauta, 2007). Despite
its role in creating jobs and being appealing to students as a major over the globe,
tourism is often sensitive to crises such as the current Covid-19 pandemic. Travel
bans and limited mobility have not only harmed the tourism sector and tourism
employees (Gossling et al., 2020) but also seem to influence students who major
in tourism-related programs. Therefore, it is possible that tourism students’ positive
attitudes towards their current majors can be impaired due to the uncertainty about
their vocational future. In a recent study, Unguren and Huseyinli (2020) collected data
just before the outbreak of the pandemic and concluded that students who perceive
the structural characteristics of the tourism sector would negatively experience more
work anxiety after graduation. One may assume that this negativity is even more
salient now with the tourism employment supply experiencing a sharp decline due to
the pandemic.

Perceived Social Support

Social support can be defined as “the exchange of intra-individual resources, e.g.,
feedback, action support, information exchange, listening, and encouragement, during
the exchange of individual resources, e.g., emotional, instrumental, and recreational
resources” (Lin et. al., 2014: 246). Zimet et al. (1988) identify three dimensions of
social support. These constitute the sources of social support and include family,
friends and other important people in our lives. The presence of such individuals and
the social support received from them are deemed crucial to help cope with negative
situations such as stress, anxiety, and depression (Grey et al., 2020). Social support
is also important in eliminating adverse situations influencing students’ lives. While
previous research highlights the importance of social support in reducing negative
stressors and in enhancing the quality of life of students (Kim et al., 2018; Stallman et
al., 2018; Alorani & Alradaydeh, 2018; Alsubaie et al., 2019), it remains unclear how
social support can moderate the negative effect of employability anxiety on students’
psychological distress and potential regret with university choice (i.e., academic
major dissatisfaction). It is therefore important to explore this issue especially in
times of crises where social support is much more needed (Grey et al., 2020).

Theoretical background and hypotheses development

University students may frequently experience negative situations such as
depression, anxiety, and stress (Stallman, 2010; Mahmoud et al., 2012; Alsubaie et
al., 2019). Employability anxiety among university students has also been subject
to investigation in the literature (Pisarik et al., 2017). For instance, in their study on
university students from different departments, Tayfun and Korkmaz (2016) noted
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that there was a positive and significant relationship between students’ employment
anxiety and stress. In tourism research, although there are limited insights into
employability anxiety (Unguren & Huseyinli, 2020), the relationship between
employability anxiety and psychological distress among tourism students remains
unexplored. The Covid-19 pandemic has introduced a new reality whereby several
jobs such as tour guiding are under threat (Bajrami et al., 2021; Kaushal & Srivastava,
2021). This may potentially influence how current tour guiding students view their
future jobs, which may eventually result in psychological distress. Based on this
discussion, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H : Employability anxiety of tour guiding students is positively associated with
psychological distress.

Previous research has investigated academic major satisfaction across different
disciplines (Lent et al., 2007; Doo & Park, 2019). In the field of tourism, there has
been a considerable number of studies examining tourism students’ attitudes towards
working in the sector (Kusluvan & Kusluvan, 2000; Eren & Aydin, 2020), career
choices of tourism graduates (Richardson, 2009), career preferences (Kim et al.,
2010) and career development (Chen & Shen, 2012). However, the relationship
between employability anxiety and academic major satisfaction has received little
attention. Kurnaz and Kurnaz (2018), for instance, noted that tour guiding students
willingly chose their major and reported low anxiety among students. Koc (2019)
however, suggested that social anxiety was a fairly prevalent phenomenon among
tourism and hospitality students. We argue that the current crisis has largely re-shaped
tourism students’ attitudes. One may assume that, when students see current tourism
employees lose their jobs or are unable to take tours (in the case of freelancer tour
guides), they would feel anxious about the future and thus would be less satisfied with
their academic major decisions. Therefore, the following hypothesis is established:

H_: Employability anxiety of tour guiding students is negatively associated with
academic major satisfaction.

Perceived social support is argued to enhance the quality of life (Helgeson, 2003)
and well-being (Awang et al., 2014) and it may reduce stress, anxiety, and regret
(Zhou et al., 2013). Chen (2020) emphasizes that social support is important in dealing
with negative events and situations that may arise in human life. Social support is
especially necessary for students to overcome various problems in university life. In
this context, students need the presence and support of special people such as friends
and family. One may assume that the stronger the social support students receive, the
more likely their anxiety and stress will decrease. Civitci (2015) noted that students
can cope more easily against stress with the support they receive from family and
friends. Likewise, it is not uncommon that students rely on social ties such as family
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members when deciding what to major in. Therefore, it is likely that perceived social
support can reduce the negative effect of employability anxiety on academic major
satisfaction. Based on the aforementioned discussion, the following hypotheses are
proposed.

H.: Perceived social support moderates the relationship between employability
anxiety and psychological distress.

H,: Perceived social support moderates the relationship between employability
anxiety and academic major satisfaction.

Methodology

Study context

Tour guides are acknowledged as key players in the tourism and travel industry.
Their knowledge, competency, and skills are important assets to ensure favorable
tourist experiences (Giizel et al., 2020), thus raising the need to place more importance
on current tour guiding students. To be an official tour guide in Turkey, candidates
should receive a formal education, pass a foreign language proficiency test, and
participate in applied tours in specific regions or across the country (TUREB, 2021).
Despite the challenging and multi-stage nature of the tour guiding profession
(Demirdelen Alrawadieh, 2021), the number of students enrolling in tour guiding
programs is increasing. In the academic year 2019-2020, the number of students
enrolled in tourism and hospitality-related programs in Turkey was over 85,300 of
which around 12% were enrolled in tour guiding programs (YOK, 2021). Therefore,
tour guiding seems to be an attractive profession among tourism students.

Measures

Multi-items scales from the previous literature were used to measure the constructs
employed in the framework. Academic major satisfaction was measured using
seven items adapted from Sainfort and Booske (2000) and Schlegel et al. (2013).
The items were given on a 5-point Likert-type scale, with the end poles labeled
as “strongly disagree (1)” and “strongly agree (5). Sample items included “/ am
comfortable with my decision”. Nine items were also adapted from Unguren and
Huseyinli (2020) to measure employability anxiety. The construct was measured on
a 5-point Likert-type scale, anchored from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).
Sample items included “The idea of being left unemployed after graduation scares
me”. Psychological distress was operationalized using six items from Tomitaka et al.
(2017). Respondents were asked the following question: “During the past 30 days,
about how often did you feel” and their answers were measured on a 5-point Likert-
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type scale ranging from “1= none of the time” to “5= all of the time”. Finally, 12
items were adapted from Zimet et al. (1988) to measure the perceived social support.
The items were given on a 5-point Likert-type scale, with the end poles labeled as
“strongly disagree (1)” and “strongly agree (5). Sample items included “There is a
special person who is around when I am in need”. The survey also collected some
socio-demographic data.

Sampling and data collection

The population of the current study is composed of students majoring in tour guiding
in Turkey. In the 2019-2020 academic year, there were around 11 thousand students
enrolled on different programs in tour guiding across Turkey. The present study used
a self-administered questionnaire to collect data from tour guiding students. The data
collection was initiated on February 8, 2021 and was completed on 25 March 2021.
By the end of the data collection, 130 useable questionnaires were obtained. To assess
the sample adequacy, the rule of thumb stating that the minimum sample size should
be 10 times the maximum number of arrowheads pointing at a latent variable in the
model (Henseler et al., 2009) was adopted. Therefore, a minimum of 120 cases was
sufficient to test the proposed model in the current study. Hence, the sample size
(130) is deemed adequate. Respondents were recruited from undergraduate students
affiliated to a tour guiding program in a major university in Istanbul, Turkey. Filling
the questionnaire took less than 10 minutes. The questionnaire consisted of two
sections; the first section aimed to collect demographic data about the respondents,
whereas the second section aimed to measure the constructs. The demographic profile
of the respondents is presented in Table 1. Despite the challenging and demanding
nature of tour guiding especially for females (Alrawadieh & Demirdelen Alrawadieh,
2020), the sample was split almost equally between females and males. Almost all the
respondents mentioned that they willingly chose to major in tour guiding.

Table 1

Demographic Profile of Participants

Variables N=(130) Percentage
Gender

Female 66 50,8
Male 64 49,2
Willingly majoring?

Yes 129 99,2
No - -
Not sure 1 0,8
Order of Major

1%t choice 108 83,1
24 choice 15 11,5
39 and over 7 5.4
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Findings and discussion

Measurement model assessment

Before testing the structural model, the reliability and validity of the measurement

model were assessed. Reliability is ensured considering the factor loadings,
Composite Reliability (CR) values, Cronbach’s Alpha (o), and rho-A values. As arule
of thumb, factor loadings should be above 0.7 (Hair et al., 2017). However, if AVE
and convergent validity are not negatively affected, items with factor loadings of 0.6
can also be retained (Hair et al., 2017). As shown in Table 2, Composite Reliability
(CR), Cronbach Alpha, and rho-A values are all above 0.7. After removing 1 EA and
1 AMS, the CR values are between 0.89 and 0.94, the Cronbach Alpha values are
between 0.86 and 0.93, and the rho-A values are between 0.88 and 0.95. Therefore,
the reliability of the measurement model is established.

Table 2

Validity and Reliability

Construct Fa.c. Cronbach iy A CR AVE
loadings (o) -

Academic Major Satisfaction 0.936 0.959 0.949 0.758

AMSI: My decision is sound. 0.790

AMS?2: T am completely confident I made the right decision.  0.875

AMS3: I am completely satisfied with the decision. 0.916

AMS4: T am comfortable with my decision. 0.912

AMSS: This decision is consistent with my core values and 0.890

beliefs.

AMSG6: T am confident I will not regret choosing this major 0.834

in the future.

Employability Anxiety 0.934 0.938 0.946 0.689

EALl: I am concerned about my future after graduation. 0.799

EAZ2: The thought of not being able to find a job after 0.887

graduation makes me feel anxious.

EA3: I clearly don’t know what to do after graduation. 0.848

EAA4: 1 think it will be difficult to find a job after 0.901

graduation, in the field I want and in conditions I need.

EAS5: The idea of being left unemployed after graduation 0.856

scares me.

EAG6: I think I will have difficulties in finding a job in the 0.906

field from which I graduated and in conditions I want.

EAZ7: 1think I can easily find a job in the area I want after 0.681

graduation.*

EA9: I am not worried about finding a job after graduation.*  0.732

Psychological Distress 0.864 0.882  0.899 0.599

PDI: Nervous 0.722

PD2: Hopeless 0.842

PD3: Restless or fidgety 0.624

PD4: So depressed that nothing could cheer you up 0.858

PD5: That everything was an effort 0.822

PD6: Worthless 0.752

Perceived Social Support 0.925 0.938 0.927 0.517

SSI: There is a special person who is around when I am in 0.656

need.
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SS2: There is a special person with whom I can share my 0.683
joys and sorrows.

SS3: My family really tries to help me. 0.690
SS4: 1 get the emotional help and support I need from my 0.669
family.

SS5: T have a special person who is a real source of comfort 0.736
to me.

SS6: My friends really try to help me. 0.682
SS7: 1 can count on my friends when things go wrong. 0.803
SS8: I can talk about my problems with my family. 0.707
SS9: I have friends with whom I can share my joys and 0.768
SOITOWS.

SS10: There is a special person in my life who cares about 0.758
my feelings.

SS11: My family is willing to help me make decisions. 0.681
SS12: I can talk about my problems with my friends. 0.774

*reverse coded items

Validity is established by assessing the convergent validity and discriminant validity
of the measures. To ensure convergent validity, the average explained variance (AVE)
value for each of the constructs in the model should be higher than 0.5. As seen in
Table 2, AVE values are between 0.51 and 0.75 indicating that convergent validity
is established. For discriminant validity, Fornell-Larcker criterion and Hetero-Trait-
Mono-Trait (HTMT) values were used (Henseler et al., 2015; Voorhees et al., 2016).
According to the Fornell-Larcker criterion, the square root of the average explained
variance (AVE) values should be larger than the correlations with the other variables.
According to the Heterotrait-Monotrait (HTMT) criterion, the HTMT value should
be lower than 85 (Henseler et al., 2015). As seen in Table 3, the discriminant validity
is established using both methods.

Table 3
Discriminant Analysis
Fornell-Larcker Criterion
Construct 1 2 3 4
Academic Major Satisfaction 0.871
Employability Anxiety -0.447 0.830
Psychological Distress -0.127 0.563 0.774
Perceived Social Support 0.293 -0.268 -0.175 0.719
Heterotrait-Monotrait (HTMT) Criterion

1 2 3 4
Academic Major Satisfaction
Employability Anxiety 0.462
Psychological Distress 0.141 0.616
Perceived Social Support 0.305 0.225 0.163

Structural Model Assessment
After establishing the outer measurement model, the inner measurement model
(i.e., structural model) was assessed. The Bootstrap 500 method was performed to
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test the hypothesized relationships. As shown in Table 4, all the direct hypotheses
proposed were confirmed. Employability anxiety of tour guiding students was found
to have a positive and significant effect on psychological distress (f= 0.56, p <0.01)
thus supporting H1. The results also show that the employability anxiety of tour
guiding students has a negative and significant effect on academic major satisfaction
(B=-0.40, p <0.01). Hence, H2 was accepted.

Table 4
Hypothesis Testing

Hypothesis Direction Beta T-value P value Result

H1 Employability
Anxiety —

Psychological

Distress

H2 Employability

Anxiety —
Academic Major

Satisfaction

0.561 8.508 0.000 Supported

-0.400 5.948 0.000 Supported

Assessment of the Moderating Effect

The proposed model suggests that perceived social support can moderate the
impact of employability anxiety on psychological distress and academic major
satisfaction. Table 5 shows that, contrary to our prediction, the moderating effect of
perceived social support was not confirmed (f= 0.04, P > 0.05; p= 0.09, P > 0.05).
Hence, H3 and H4 were rejected.

Table 5
Assessment of the Moderating Effect
Hypothesis Interaction Term Beta T-value P value Result
H3 Perceived 0.044 0.457 0.648 Rejected

Social Support

* Employability

Anxiety —
Psychological Distress

H4 Perceived 0.096 0.947 0.344 Rejected

Social Support
* Employability
Anxiety — Academic
Major Satisfaction

Conclusions

Previous research focusing on tourism students indicates that students may
experience high uncertainty and anxiety (Koc, 2019; Ramakrishnan & Macaveiu,
2019). The Covid-19 pandemic has introduced a new reality raising the need for more
research addressing tourism students’ anxiety as well as their attitudes towards their
current majors. Drawing on data collected from tour guiding students in Turkey, this
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study has proposed and assessed a conceptual model linking employability anxiety,
psychological distress, perceived social support, and academic major satisfaction. The
results partially support the proposed model indicating that students’ employability
anxiety was significantly associated with increased psychological distress and
decreased academic major satisfaction but failed to confirm the moderating effect of
perceived social support on these relationships. The findings advance our knowledge
on the outcomes of employability anxiety and propose some practical implications.

First, by modeling employability anxiety with psychological distress and academic
major satisfaction, the study contributes to existing research on career planning (Tsai
et al., 2017; Ramakrishnan & Macaveiu, 2019). Specifically, the study draws on tour
guiding students, a largely neglected context. In this vein, the current study is timely
given the uncertainty caused by the ongoing pandemic. Second, while previous
research underscores the importance of social support in curbing unfavorable work-
related stressors, little is known about the moderating effect of perceived social
support on the relationship between employability anxiety and psychological distress
as well as on the relationship between employability anxiety and academic major
satisfaction.

Drawing on the study’s findings, it has become apparent that tourism students
are likely to experience greater psychological distress and feel less satisfied with
their academic majors when they perceive high uncertainty about their vocational
future. While this may be bounded to the current conditions caused by the crisis,
higher education institutions may play a significant role in reducing their students’
employability anxiety by designing and implementing some programs. For instance,
academic staff may be encouraged to invite their students to join available Webinars
on resilience strategies in the tourism industry. Communicating successful stories
of tour guides who managed to survive the crisis may also help students reduce
stress and regain favorable attitudes towards their academic majors. This may also
require a stronger collaboration between higher education institutions and industry
practitioners (e.g. tour guiding association).

Finally, the present study has some limitations. The data were collected only from
tour guiding students. Therefore, the results may not be valid to students majoring
in other tourism programs (e.g., hotel management). Given that the data collection
coincided with travel bans and lockdown orders, it is likely that students majoring in
tour guiding would be less optimistic and more anxious about their vocational future.
Therefore, the current study may be confined to important boundary conditions.
Future research may revalidate this study after the current crisis and extend the
present model by including other variables (e.g., major switching intention, intention
to join the industry).
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