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This study sought to examine the mediating role of career thoughts in the relationship
between character strengths and cognitive failures with career path optimism. This is
a correlational research investigation employing structural equation modeling. The
statistical population comprised all students enrolled in the universities of Isfahan
city in 2022, totaling approximately 68,500 students. A total of 366 participants (217
female and 149 male) were selected through a convenience sampling method. Data
were collected using the Virtues in Action-Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS),
Cognitive Failures Questionnaire (CFQ), Career Futures Inventory (CFI), and Career
Thoughts Inventory (CTI), and were analyzed through Pearson correlation and
structural equation modeling utilizing SPSS-26 and AMOS-24 software. The
findings indicated that character strengths are positively and significantly associated
with career optimism, while also being negatively and significantly related to career
thoughts. Conversely, cognitive failings and negative career thoughts exhibit a
negative and significant relationship with career optimism. Additionally, the findings
indicated that career thoughts play a substantial mediating role in the relationship
between character strengths and career optimism. Considering that the management
of thoughts is one of the character strengths and that career thoughts also serve as a
mediating factor in the relationship between variables, it appears that directing
intervention sessions focused on character strengths toward the management of
career thoughts may influence students' career optimism.
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Extended Abstract

Aim

Career optimism refers to an individual’s positive expectations regarding career advancement. It reflects a
person’s tendency to anticipate favorable career outcomes and to actively engage in learning and goal-directed
efforts to achieve career aspirations (Eva et al., 2020). One key factor influencing career optimism is cognitive
failures, which encompass mental errors related to memory, attention, and performance deficits (Broadbent et al.,
1982). Such failures typically arise under conditions of stress or reduced concentration, leading to rigid decision-
making patterns and diminished self-regulation (Reason, 1988). Conversely, character strengths—defined as
positive psychological traits reflected in thoughts, emotions, and behaviors— are associated with adaptive
cognitions and greater career optimism (Bleidorn & Schwaba, 2017). Evidence indicates that character strengths
are positively associated with higher work engagement and reduced occupational burnout (McLean et al., 2019).
Another important determinant of career optimism is career-related cognition, particularly dysfunctional career
thoughts. Negative career beliefs may hinder professional development (Hechtlinger et al., 2017) and are
frequently associated with prior life experiences (Sampson et al., 1999). Individuals who maintain positive and

rational perspectives toward their careers are more likely to demonstrate greater optimism and resilience (Lam &
Cheng, 1991; Jamali, 2010).

Overall, the interaction among character strengths, cognitive failures, and career-related thoughts is
associated with higher levels of career optimism, which in turn promotes both professional and social success.
Therefore, it is essential to examine the relationships among character strengths, cognitive failures, and career
thoughts, as well as the mediating role of career thoughts in predicting career optimism.

Methodology

This correlational study employed structural equation modeling. The statistical population comprised consisted
of all students enrolled in universities in the city of Isfahan in 2022, totaling approximately 68,500 students. A
sample of 366 participants (217 female and 149 male) was selected through convenience sampling. The
inclusion criteria were: being between 18 to and 30 years old, studying at one of the universities in Isfahan and
being unemployed at the time of data collection in 2022. The exclusion criteria included having a diagnosed
mental or physical disorder and unwillingness to participate. Data were collected using the Virtues in Action—
Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS; Peterson & Seligman, 2004), Cognitive Failures Questionnaire (CFQ;
Broadbent et al., 1982), Carecer Futures Inventory (CFI; Rottinghaus & Borgen, 2005), and Career Thoughts
Inventory (CTI; Sampson et al., 1996), and were analyzed using Pearson correlation analysis and structural
equation modeling in SPSS 26 and AMOS 24.

Findings

The findings indicated that character strengths had a significant positive relationship with career optimism (B =
224, p <.01) and a significant negative relationship with dysfunctional career thoughts (f =-.477, p <.001). In
contrast, cognitive failures (f = -.285, p <.001) and dysfunctional career thoughts (f = -.263, p < .001) were
negatively and significantly associated with career optimism. Additionally, the results demonstrated that career
thoughts play a significant mediating role in the relationship between character strengths and career optimism.
The indirect path coefficients of cognitive failures (f = -.102, p < .001) and character strengths (f = .126, p <
.001) on career optimism through career thoughts were significant.

As shown in Table 1, several fit indices were used to assess the model, including the Chi-square to degrees of
freedom ratio (CMIN/DF), the Normalized Fit Index (NFI), the Incremental Fit Index (IFI), the Tucker-Lewis

Index (TLI), the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA).
The results indicated that the default model demonstrated an acceptable fit to the data.

Table 1. Model fit indices
CMIN DF CMIN/DF NFI IFI TLI CFI RMSEA

218918 73 2.99 90 93 91 .93 .07

Conclusion
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The findings revealed that cognitive failures have a direct negative relationship with career optimism. Consistent
with previous literature, higher levels of cognitive failures are associated with burnout, reduced concentration,
and increased psychological distress which may, in turn, be related to lower hope and less positive attitudes
toward career issues (Seligman et al., 2006; Yousefzade et al., 2016). Conversely, character strengths showed a
significant positive association with career optimism, consistent with previous research (Hassani-Rad et al.,
2020). As internal psychological resources, character strengths have been shown in prior studies to be associated
with higher levels of well-being, life satisfaction, happiness, hope, and positive emotions, as well as lower levels
of anxiety and depression, which may in turn be related to more positive career attitudes (Amini-Manesh et al.,
2021; Farzaneh et al., 2022). Moreover, the results confirmed the mediating role of dysfunctional career
thoughts. Specifically, higher levels of cognitive failures intensified were associated with more dysfunctional
career thoughts, lower career self-efficacy, and more pessimism evaluations of career outcomes, whereas higher
character strengths were associated with more adaptive cognitive processing and healthier career beliefs (Mehri
et al., 2022; Farzanch et al., 2022). Consistent with previous research, dysfunctional career thoughts have been
linked to indecision, procrastination, anxiety, and impaired occupational functioning (Abdollahi, 2017).

Overall, the findings may inform the development of educational initiatives aimed at strengthening
character strengths, reducing dysfunctional career thoughts, and supporting career optimism among students and
young adults. Given the limited domestic research in this area, future studies are recommended to examine
additional influencing variables, such as personality traits, economic conditions, employment history, and
marital status.
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