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The mediating effect of basic vocational competency 
in the effect of self-esteem on job search skills of Korean 
middle-aged job seekers
Introduction. Middle-aged Koreans are constantly looking for jobs in order to re-employ, 
despite the insecurity of declining job quality and wage levels. In order to be re-employed, it 
is necessary to improve job-search skills. As a way to improve job search skills, the focus was 
on job-seekers' self-esteem and basic vocational competency. The purpose of this study is to 
investigate the mediating effect of vocational competency in the effect of self-esteem on job 
search skills.

Study participants and methods. The participants in this study were 357 middle-aged job 
seekers aged 40 to 64 years old. 56.9% were women, 52.9% were in their 50s and 60s, and 
46.2% were college graduates. 69.2% were married and 53.2% lived in small and medium-
sized cities. By utilizing SPSS Win. 25.0 and PROCESS macro 3.5, descriptive statistics analysis, 
reliability analysis, correlation analysis, and mediating effect were analyzed.

Results. First, the higher the self-esteem, the higher the basic vocational competency (r=.438, 
p<.001) and the job search skills (r=.497, p<.001). The higher the basic vocational competency, 
the job search skills (r=. 699, p<.001) was high. Second, the effect of self-esteem on job search 
skills was .516(p<.001), but in the model with additional basic vocational competency, it was 
reduced to .245(p<.001). Therefore, the mediating effect of basic vocational competency was 
verified.

Practical significance. It was revealed that self-esteem and basic job skills are important to 
improve the job-search skills of middle-aged adults. Therefore, in order to support customized 
career design at the national level, it is suggested that vocational education programs 
should include not only certification courses, but also content for improving basic vocational 
competency and counseling for improving self-esteem.
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Introduction 

I n Korea, 70% of men and 66% of women retire from major career jobs before age 60 
[1]. According to Article 19 of the Korea's "Employment Promotion Act for the Elderly", 
the retirement age is ‘60 or older’. The average retirement age expected by workers 

was 53.8 [2], and the average retirement age felt by workers was 49.7 [3]. Nevertheless, the 
desire for re-employment among middle-aged and elderly people is higher than in other 
age groups. As the leading players in rapid growth and economic development, they regard 
stable income, a harmonious life with their family, and material prosperity as a successful 
life'. The middle and elderly in Korea are the generation who constantly seek jobs for re-
employment despite the insecurity of lowering job quality and wage levels. Therefore, in 
this study, the focus of the study was on middle-aged job seekers who are unemployed and 
actively seeking jobs.

The skill that job seekers need most is job-seeking skills. This is because re-employment 
success leads to re-employment success by strengthening the will to get a job [4]. Job search 
skills consist of self-analysis ability, career mobility ability, and employment information 
management skills [5]. Self-analysis is the ability to re-recognize one's current situation, 
control one's actions to adapt to the situation, and effectively express oneself to other 
members of the organization. Career mobility ability is the use of relevant knowledge 
or skills to get a job or move. Employment information management skills refers to the 
ability to manage and utilize available information in consideration of one's personality and 
disposition by effectively accessing a variety of information. Job-seekers with high job search 
skills pursue active job searching activities as they are able to cope with job loss functionally.

Self-esteem has a positive effect on these job search skills. People who have a positive 
self-esteem are more likely to regain quality jobs through active job search activities 
by accepting life positively even in extreme situations of unemployment. Defrank and 
Ivancevich [6] reported that people with high self-esteem do not depreciate their values 
even in unemployment situations, and try to overcome unemployment with confidence 
that they are necessary for society. In addition, in previous studies [7- 9], self-esteem 
was discussed as a psychological barrier for job search for the unemployed. Taking these 
preceding studies together, it is predicted that the self-esteem of job seekers will have a 
positive effect on job search skills.

Basic vocational competency are qualities that must be in common regardless of 
what role they play in all vocational activities due to globalization and rapid changes 
in the social economy [10-12]. Basic vocational competency is presented as 10 core 
competencies in Korea's NCS [13], and in SCANS in the United States, it is presented 
as basic competence, information processing ability, thinking ability, interpersonal 
skills, personality, resource utilization ability, and technical ability, British QODA added 
social and numeracy skills to the field of American SCANS [14]. In this study, the basic 
vocational competency was defined operationally as communication skills, numeracy 
skills, problem-solving skills, self-development skills, resource management skills, 
interpersonal skills, information skills, technical skills, organizational comprehension 
ability, and professional ethics suggested in Korea's NCS [13].

In this study, it was expected that basic vocational competency would play a role as a 
mediator in the effect of job seekers' self-esteem on job search skills. In order to verify the 
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mediating effect of basic vocational competency, the relationship between self-esteem and 
job search skills, between self-esteem and basic vocational competency, and between basic 
vocational competency and job search skills must be proven. Since the causal relationship 
between self-esteem and job search skills was explained in the previous paragraph, it is 
necessary to consider related studies on the other two pathways. There were no studies 
have been found that have grasped the direct relationship between self-esteem and basic 
vocational competency. However, a significant number of positive relationships between 
self-esteem and the sub-factors of basic vocational competency have been published. For 
example, the higher the self-esteem, the higher the communication skills [15], the higher the 
problem solving ability [16], the higher the interpersonal skills [17], and higher professional 
ethics awareness [18]. Through this, it can be predicted that self-esteem will have an effect 
on basic job competency.

Lastly, many studies have been published that show that basic vocational competency 
have a positive effect on job search skills. In the era of the 4th industrial revolution, which is 
rapidly changing, the structure of the industry is becoming more complex, so human resources 
that can be flexibly applied to various fields are required. Therefore, most occupations 
tend to place importance on basic vocational competency such as communication skills 
and human relations skills in addition to specific professional skills [12], vocational basic 
competency is essential for enhancing competitiveness at the organizational level and an 
important factor in increasing employability at the individual level [19]. Therefore, the higher 
the basic vocational ability, the higher the job search skills for re-employment. Previous 
studies [20; 21] also reported that job-seekers' basic vocational competency had an effect 
on job search skills. Therefore, when these preceding studies are summarized, it can be 
predicted that the self-esteem of job seekers will affect job search skills by mediating basic 
vocational competency.

Therefore, the purpose of this study is to understand the mediating effect of basic 
vocational competency in the effect of self-esteem on job search skills for middle-aged job 
seekers aged 40 to 64. Specifically, first, does the self-esteem of middle-aged job seekers 
affect job search skills? Second, does vocational basic competence have a mediating effect 
in these effects?

Methods

1. Data collection procedure
This study used data from Lee and others [21], "Lifelong Vocational Education and 

Training Plan for Employment Connections of middle-aged and older employment'." Lee 
and others [21] secured a total of 1,224 data through gender and age allocation among 
middle-aged people aged 40 to 64 who are willing to work. Surveys using the web and paper 
surveys were conducted simultaneously for one month in February 2020. In the study, data 
from 357 job seekers actively seeking jobs were used for analysis.

2. Measurement
The basic vocational competency was measured with 16 questions in 8 areas through 

revisions and supplements to the 2013 National Competency Standards and utilization 
package standards [13]. There were two questions for each area. For self-esteem, a 10-item 
5-point Likert-type scale of Rosenberg [23] was used. The reliability of the scale is .912. The 
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job search skills was an indicator developed by Lee et al. [21] based on previous research 
with 20-item 5-point Likert-type scale, after the consultation meeting, 9 reduced questions 
were used. The reliability of the scale is .879. 

3. The social demographic characteristics of middle-aged people
Among the 357 middle-aged job seekers, 43.1% were male and 56.9% were female, with 

a higher proportion of women. By age, 47.1% were in their 40s and 52.9% were in their 50s 
and 60s. College graduates accounted for the most at 46.2%, and high school graduates 
accounted for 43.1%. 'Married' was 69.2%, 'unmarried' 17.4%, 'divorced/dead/separated' 
13.4% ('divorced' 9.0%, 'dead' 2.2%, 'separated' 2.2%), the highest percentage of married 
people. In addition, 53.2% of residents in small and medium cities and 36.1% in large cities.

4. Statistical Analysis
By utilizing IBM SPSS24.0 and SPSS PROCESS macro ver.3.5, frequency, correlation, and 

SPSS PROCESS macro model 4 were analyzed.

Results

1. Correlation between variables 
Table 1 shows the average (standard deviation) and correlation analysis of the self-

esteem, basic vocational competency, and job search skills of middle-aged job seekers. Self-
esteem is 3.490 out of 5 points, basic job skills are 3.640 points, and job search skills are 
3.487 points. All three variables are high with the median value of 3 points or more.

In addition, all correlations between variables were significant. That is, the higher 
the self-esteem, the higher the basic vocational competency (r=.438, p<.001) and the job 
search skills (r=.497, p<.001) was high. The higher the basic vocational competency, the job 
search skills (r=. 699, p<.001) was high. The correlation coefficient between basic vocational 
competency and job search skills was the highest at r=.699, so there is no problem of 
multicollinearity.

Table 1 
Correlation between self-esteem, basic vocational competency and job search skills

Self-esteem Basic vocational 
competency Job search skills

Self-esteem 1
Basic vocational competency .438*** 1
Job search skills .497*** .699*** 1
Mean 3.490 3.640 3.487
S.D .641 .712 .666

N = 357; ***p<.001

2. The mediating effect of basic vocational competency in the effect of self-esteem on 
job search skills

To examine mediating effect of basic vocational competency in the effect of self-esteem 
on job search skills of Korean middle-aged job seekers, this study analyzed using Model 4 
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of SPSS PROCESS macro suggested by Hayes [24]. The mediation effect was verified using 
bootstrap, the number of bootstrap samples was designated as 5,000, and the confidence 
interval was set to 95%.

The self-esteem of middle-aged job seekers had a positive effect on job search skills. In 
other words, it was found that the higher the self-esteem, the higher the job-seeking skills 
of the job seekers (β=.516, p<.001) (Table 2, Figure 1).

Table 2 
The effect of self-esteem on job search skills of middle-aged job seekers (N = 357)

Dependent : Job search skills
Coeffect SE t-value p LLCI ULCI

Constant 1.686 .170 9.932 .000 1.353 2.020
Self-esteem .516 .048 10.777 .000 .422 .610
R2 =.247, F=116.151 p=.000

***p<.001

Figure 1 The effect of self-esteem on job search skills of middle-aged job seekers

Next, when analyzing the mediating effect of basic vocational competency in the effect 
of self-esteem of middle-aged job seekers on job search skills (Table 3, Fig. 2), the mediating 
effect for each path was statistically significant, and each model was also significant (F=. 
843, p<.001, F=202.063, p<.001). Self-esteem has a positive (+) effect on basic vocational 
competency (β=.488, p<.001), and basic vocational competency have a positive (+) effect 
on job search skills (β=.557, p<.001). In addition, the effect of self-esteem on job search 
skills was .516 (Table 2, Figure 1), but in the model with additional job-based skills, it was 
reduced to .245 (Table 3, Fig. 2). Therefore, the partial mediating effect of basic vocational 
competency was verified.

Table 3 
The mediating effect of basic vocational competency in the effect of self-esteem on job 

search skills of middle-aged job seekers (N=357)

Coeffect SE t-value p LLCI ULCI
Dependent : Basic job competency

Constant 1.941 .188 10.318 .000 1.571 2.310
Self-esteem .487 .053 9.187 .000 .383 .591
R2 =.192, F=84.392, p=.000

Dependent : Job search skills
Constant .606 .153 3.971 .000 .306 .906
Self-esteem .245 .042 5.829 .000 .162 .327
Basic vocational competency .557 .038 14.739 .000 .482 .631
R2 =.533, F=202.063, p=.000
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***p<.001

Figure 2 The mediating effect of basic vocational competency in the effect of self-esteem 
on job search skills of middle-aged job seekers

Finally, as a result of verifying the significance of the indirect effect of vocational basic 
ability in the relationship between self-esteem and job search skills of middle-aged job 
seekers, the effect of basic vocational competency was .271, and Boot SE was .038. In 
addition, there was no zero between LLCI and ULCI (Table 4). Therefore, it can be seen that 
the mediating effect of basic vocational skills is significant.

Table 4 
Indirect effect of self-esteem on job search skills (N=357)

Effect BootSE BootLLCI BootULCI
Basic vocational 
competency .271 .038 .200 .350

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to investigate the mediating effect of basic vocational 
competency in the effect of self-esteem on job search skills, targeting middle-aged people 
aged 40 to 64. Data from Lee and others [22] were used. Lee and others [22] finally obtained 
a total of 1,224 people through a sampling of the middle-aged people who are willing to 
have a job by gender, age, and occupation. In this study, the data of 357 job seekers who are 
actively seeking employment were used for analysis. The discussions and suggestions are as 
follows while summarizing the main research results.

First, the higher the self-esteem of middle-aged job seekers, the higher their job search 
skills. These results support a previous study [7-9]) that self-esteem affects job search skills.

Second, it was found that basic vocational competency mediates the effect of middle-
aged job seekers' self-esteem on job search skills. In other words, it was found that 
the higher the self-esteem of the Korean middle-aged, the better the basic vocational 
competency, and the improved basic vocational competency improved job search 
skills. These results are in the same context as those of previous studies that revealed 
the relationship between self-esteem and basic vocational competency [15- 17], basic 
vocational competency and job search skills [5; 20].

In the case of middle-aged Koreans, the meaning of a job in a successful life is high, 
and as a result, they repeat employment and retirement several times before reaching 
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full retirement. So, the job search skills of the middle-aged are important not only in their 
work life but also throughout their life. As a result of this study, it was found that the 
self-esteem and basic vocational competency of middle-aged job seekers contribute to 
improving job search skills. When self-esteem is high, the intensity of the unemployment 
shock is low and the duration is short, so job search for re-employment is carried out 
within a short period of time after unemployment [6]. In addition, the self-esteem of 
the unemployed tends to deteriorate up to about 6 months after unemployment, and 
then recover again after about a year [8]. Therefore, it is suggested that it is necessary 
to help restore self-esteem in a shorter time by providing an educational program that 
improves job-seeking efficacy and self-esteem for job-seeking at a time when self-esteem 
deteriorates immediately after unemployment.

In addition, it has been found that the role of self-esteem is also important in improving 
the job search skills of the middle and old, but the basic vocational competency play a 
mediating role. The mediating effect of basic vocational competency has not been directly 
studied so far, but the results of this study revealed that basic vocational competency play 
a mediating role in the effect of middle-aged workers' self-esteem on job search skills. 
Therefore, it is also necessary to improve job-seeking skills by improving job-seeking skills. 
This is because, above all, basic vocational skills are related not only to improvement of 
job search skills but also to re-employment [25]. In other words, in the study of Cho [25], 
although it was a study targeting university graduates, employed persons had higher sub-
factors of basic vocational competency (numerical ability, problem solving ability, self-
development ability, organizational understanding ability, and interpersonal relationship 
ability) than unemployed. 

Therefore, basic vocational competency should be included as a core content of 
vocational education for the middle-aged, but the current vocational education programs 
for the middle-aged are more focused on certification courses and professional skills 
improvement. Unemployment and re-employment can be repeated at any time after 
middle-aged, and there is a high possibility of working in a job that is not similar to the 
previous job. Therefore, it is necessary to improve basic vocational basic skills for re-
employment of middle-aged job seekers. 

The third phase of life in the "education – work – retirement" phase collapsed due to 
changes in social and occupational environment such as the 4th Industrial Revolution and 
the aging society. As a result, they will have two or three different jobs throughout their 
lives, and re-education will be needed to learn new skills. Therefore, in order to support 
customized career design at the national level, it is suggested that vocational education 
programs should include not only certification courses, but also content for improving basic 
vocational competency and counseling for improving self-esteem.

However, the meaning given by a job may differ between men and women, and may 
differ according to the characteristics of the job type, but this study did not consider these 
variables. In future research, it is necessary to develop and analyze a research model that 
considers gender and occupational differences.
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