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Abstract 
In the context of rapid technological advancement, college students are increasingly 

concerned about the potential impact of artificial intelligence (AI) on their future 

employment. This study examines the relationship between awareness of AI’s impact and 
college students’ perceptions of employment risk. Based on empirical data collected from 

1,558 college students, a moderated mediation model was developed to investigate the 

underlying mechanisms of this relationship. The findings indicate that greater awareness of 
AI’s impact is positively associated with students’ perceptions of employment risk. 

Employment anxiety mediates the relationship between AI impact awareness and perceived 

employment risk, suggesting that increased awareness of AI may increase employment 

anxiety, which subsequently strengthens students’ perceptions of employment risk. 
Furthermore, learning goal orientation negatively moderates the relationship between 

employment anxiety and perceived employment risk. In particular, a stronger learning goal 

orientation weakens the mediating effect of employment anxiety on the relationship between 
AI impact awareness and perceived employment risk. These findings provide useful insights 

for educational institutions, policymakers, and other stakeholders in developing 

appropriate interventions to address students’ employment concerns related to AI and to 

support effective AI-related educational and workforce policies. 
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1. Introduction 
In recent years, artificial intelligence (AI) has made significant advances in areas such as algorithm 

development, big data processing, and computing power. With the continuous development of deep learning, 

AI has achieved or even exceeded human-level performance in several tasks, including image recognition, 

speech processing, and natural language understanding. Although AI has improved productivity and 

efficiency in many organizations, its increasing automation and intelligent capabilities have also raised 

concerns about job displacement. Previous studies suggest that AI may replace many traditional and 

repetitive jobs because of its ability to perform automated and intelligent tasks [1]. As a result, AI is changing 

the labor market, and many traditional occupations may face a greater risk of automation. This situation has 

become an important social concern. 

For college students, perceived employment risk is an important psychological factor that can influence their 

employment decisions, career planning, and related behaviors [2]. The rapid development of AI may 

therefore affect their future employment opportunities. It can change traditional career paths, create 
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uncertainty about career goals, and increase concerns about future employment [3]. Employment risk 

perception refers to an individual's understanding and psychological response to uncertainty and instability 

in the workplace [1]. A high level of perceived employment risk may lead individuals to adopt more 

conservative employment choices and experience greater anxiety during the job-search process, which can 

negatively affect their career planning and development [4]. In contrast, individuals with lower employment 

risk perception may be more willing to explore new industries, accept challenging positions, and 

demonstrate greater initiative in their careers. 

College students who are aware of the potential impact of AI on their future careers may therefore perceive 

a greater risk of losing valuable employment resources. Concerns about resource loss can increase 

employment-related anxiety [5, 6]. Employment anxiety refers to an individual's psychological response to 

unfavorable or uncertain situations during the job-search and employment process. Previous research has 

shown that employment anxiety can influence college students' career choices and employment behaviors, 

which may further increase their perception of employment risk. Therefore, employment anxiety may act as 

an important mediating factor in the relationship between AI-related concerns and college students' 

employment risk perception. 

According to Conservation of Resources Theory, personal characteristics such as optimism and resilience are 

important resources that help individuals acquire and protect other resources. Individuals with greater 

personal resources are generally better able to cope with stress and challenging situations [7, 18]. Goal 

orientation describes an individual's way of thinking and behavioral tendencies when facing challenges, 

difficulties, or failures, and it is considered a relatively stable psychological characteristic [8]. From the 

perspective of Conservation of Resources Theory, goal orientation can be regarded as an important personal 

resource that influences how individuals interpret situations, respond emotionally, and choose their actions 

[9]. Individuals with a strong learning goal orientation are more likely to view failures and challenges as 

opportunities for learning and personal growth. As a result, they may develop greater confidence and more 

positive emotional responses when facing difficulties [5]. In contrast, individuals with a weak learning goal 

orientation may have fewer psychological resources and may therefore be more concerned about losing 

existing resources. Consequently, when experiencing employment anxiety, they may adopt a less proactive 

approach to employment, which can further increase their perception of employment risk. Thus, learning 

goal orientation may moderate the relationship between employment anxiety and employment risk 

perception. 

Based on this reasoning, this study proposes that learning goal orientation may also influence the indirect 

effect of AI-related concerns on college students' employment risk perception through employment anxiety. 

By considering learning goal orientation as a boundary condition, the study aims to clarify the mechanism 

through which AI affects students' perceptions of employment risk and identify the conditions under which 

this relationship becomes stronger or weaker. 

This study has several theoretical implications. First, existing research on AI and higher education has mainly 

examined its effects on students' learning motivation [10, 11], learning methods [12], and career planning 

[13]. Although some studies have begun to examine the psychological effects of AI on college student[13], 

the mechanisms through which AI influences employment risk perception have received limited systematic 

attention. Drawing on Conservation of Resources Theory [7], this study argues that perceived AI-related 

threat may act as a signal of potential resource loss, directly increasing college students' employment risk 

perception and indirectly affecting it by increasing employment anxiety. This framework contributes to 

understanding the psychological adaptation of young people in the AI era and provides a new perspective on 

college students' employment psychology during technological change. 
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Second, previous studies on employment risk perception have mainly focused on external factors such as job 

characteristics [14] and social support [15], while relatively less attention has been given to the cognitive 

effects of emerging technologies. By incorporating perceived AI-related threat into the analytical framework, 

this study examines its positive relationship with employment risk perception and confirms the mediating 

role of employment anxiety. These findings extend the application of social-cognitive perspectives to the 

context of intelligent technologies and provide empirical evidence for understanding how individuals 

perceive and respond to technology-driven employment uncertainty. 

Third, existing intervention research has largely emphasized external resources, including psychological 

counseling, policy support, and social capital. Comparatively, less attention has been given to individual 

internal resources. This study introduces learning goal orientation as a moderating variable and suggests 

that college students with a stronger learning goal orientation may experience lower employment risk 

perception when facing employment anxiety. This finding indicates that a positive learning-oriented mindset 

can help reduce the negative influence of employment anxiety on career-related judgments and provides a 

useful perspective for developing interventions that strengthen students' psychological resources and 

adaptability in the face of AI-driven changes in the labor market. 

2. Conceptual Framework and Hypothesis Development 

2.1. AI Awareness and Employment Risk Perception 

The possibility that AI technologies may replace or reduce employment opportunities in certain occupations 

has become an important concern [1]. This concern is also relevant to college students who are preparing to 

enter the labor market. When students become aware that their future occupations may be affected or 

replaced by AI, they may develop a sense of technology-related threat. Such awareness can increase 

uncertainty about their career prospects and create concerns about potential job displacement, which may 

further increase their anxiety. Employment risk perception refers to an individual's understanding and 

evaluation of the uncertainties that may arise during the job-search process and career development. It can 

influence career choices, workplace behavior, and future career planning [16]. 

In the current digital era, the rapid development and widespread application of AI technologies may increase 

college students' concerns about their future employment and make them more sensitive to potential 

employment risks. Conservation of Resources (COR) Theory provides a useful framework for explaining 

this relationship [7]. According to COR theory, individuals seek to acquire, maintain, and protect resources 

that they value. These resources include material resources, conditional resources, personal characteristics, 

and energy resources such as time and effort. When individuals believe that their existing resources may be 

lost, are under threat, or may not generate expected returns after investment, they experience psychological 

stress. 

From a career perspective, AI-driven technological changes can be viewed as an external stressor that may 

threaten important individual resources, including professional skills, job stability, and future career 

opportunities. Although college students have not yet fully entered the labor market, they have already 

invested considerable time and effort in developing human capital through education, professional training, 

and internship experiences. These investments can be viewed as expected future resources. When students 
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perceive that AI may reduce the value of their skills or limit available employment opportunities, they may 

develop a sense of potential resource loss, leading to stronger perceptions of employment risk. 

COR theory also suggests that individuals may adopt protective strategies when their resources are 

threatened, such as increasing their learning efforts, acquiring new skills, or even changing their academic 

specialization. However, these strategies require additional investments of time, energy, and other 

resources, which may further increase psychological pressure [17]. Therefore, awareness of AI-related 

technological threats may increase college students' employment risk perception by activating concerns 

about potential resource loss. This perspective helps explain how the development of AI influences students' 

career expectations and psychological responses through a resource-loss mechanism. Based on the above 

theoretical analysis, this study proposes the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1: Awareness of the impact of artificial intelligence positively influences college students’ 

perception of employment risk. 

2.1.1. The Mediating Role of Employment Anxiety 

Employment anxiety is a psychological response that arises in situations involving uncertainty and pressure, 

particularly during the job-search process. It is generally characterized by persistent feelings of worry, 

tension, and stress related to employment. These psychological responses may also affect individuals’ 

physical condition and behavioral patterns. 

The rapid development of artificial intelligence (AI) has changed the structure of the labor market and 

increased public concerns about potential unemployment. At the same time, the growing use of AI has 

created greater uncertainty about future employment opportunities for college students. Therefore, it is 

reasonable to assume that students’ awareness of the impact of AI may influence their level of employment 

anxiety. As AI continues to develop and become more widely used in the workplace, college students may 

become increasingly concerned about technological changes and their possible effects on future careers. 

They may worry not only about losing existing career resources but also about reduced employment 

opportunities and difficulties in achieving their career goals. Such concerns can increase uncertainty and 

contribute to employment anxiety. 

The Conservation of Resources (COR) Theory provides a theoretical explanation for this relationship. 

According to COR theory, individuals seek to acquire, maintain, and protect valuable resources, including 

time, skills, abilities, and employment opportunities. When individuals perceive that these resources are 

threatened or may be lost, they experience psychological stress [7]. For college students, the realization that 

AI may replace certain occupations or reduce the value of their professional skills can create a perception of 

potential resource loss. This perception may activate a defensive psychological response, resulting in greater 

concern and anxiety about future employment. 

This process is consistent with the core principle of COR theory that resource loss has a stronger 

psychological impact than resource gain [7]. Thus, as AI becomes increasingly integrated into the workplace, 

students’ perceptions of potential threats to their career-related resources may become an important factor 

contributing to employment anxiety. Previous research has also found that the development of AI can reduce 

individuals’ sense of job security, further suggesting that greater awareness of AI’s impact may increase 
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employment anxiety among college students. Based on the above discussion, this study proposes the 

following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 2: Awareness of the impact of artificial intelligence is positively associated with employment 

anxiety. 

College students often experience employment anxiety because of uncertainty in the future labor market. 

Such anxiety can affect their emotional well-being and increase their concerns about potential employment-

related threats, including job loss, a mismatch between their skills and job requirements, and the need to 

acquire additional skills and resources. Employment anxiety is commonly associated with negative emotions 

such as excessive worry, nervousness, and uncertainty. Previous research suggests that uncertainty about 

employment can reduce students’ confidence and motivation. When students perceive current employment 

opportunities as unstable or their future career prospects as uncertain, they may experience self-doubt, 

anxiety, and a sense of loss. Therefore, employment anxiety may contribute significantly to individuals’ 

perceptions of employment risk. 

In examining the relationship between AI impact awareness and college students’ employment risk 

perception, this study considers employment anxiety as an important mediating factor. The rapid 

development of AI has raised concerns among students about the stability of their future employment 

opportunities. Technological advances are changing the labor market by improving work efficiency while 

also creating the possibility of replacing certain traditional occupations. When college students become 

aware of these potential changes, they may perceive a threat to their future career opportunities, which can 

increase employment anxiety. 

Employment anxiety can be understood as a psychological response to the possibility of resource loss or 

reduced access to future resources. As this anxiety increases, students may become more sensitive to 

potential risks in the employment process. They may worry about losing existing career resources and about 

their ability to obtain the skills, opportunities, and resources required in the future. These concerns can make 

students feel less prepared to deal with the challenges created by AI and may further increase their 

perception of employment uncertainty. 

Previous research supports the relationship between employment anxiety and employment risk perception. 

Other studies also suggest that strengthening individuals’ emotional well-being and psychological resources 

can help reduce employment anxiety associated with the introduction of AI technology and consequently 

lessen its negative effects on employment-related perceptions. Therefore, this study proposes that 



J. Intl. Mach. Eng. 1 (1) (2026) 2528-2541   
  

2533                                                                                                                           CORTEX | Innovation and Discovery                                                                                                                                                                                               

 

employment anxiety acts as a mediating mechanism through which awareness of AI’s impact influences 

college students’ perception of employment risk. 

 

Fig. 1. Complete flow of the concept. 

Based on the above discussion, and by integrating Hypotheses 1 and 2, this study proposes the following 

hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 3: Employment anxiety mediates the positive relationship between awareness of the impact of 

artificial intelligence and college students’ perception of employment risk. 

2.3. Moderating Effect of Learning Goal Orientation 

Learning goal orientation refers to an individual’s desire to acquire knowledge, develop skills, and improve 

personal abilities. It is a relatively stable personal characteristic that influences how individuals respond to 

challenges and learning opportunities. According to Conservation of Resources (COR) Theory [7], individuals 

seek to acquire, maintain, and protect valuable resources, including material resources, personal 

characteristics, energy, and psychological resources. When individuals face stress or perceive a threat of 

resource loss, the potential loss of resources generally has a stronger psychological effect than the potential 

gain of resources. From this perspective, positive personal characteristics can serve as important resources 

that help individuals build resources and cope effectively with stressful situations. 

College students with a high level of learning goal orientation generally possess more effective coping 

strategies and psychological resources. When facing academic or career uncertainty, they are more likely to 

view difficulties as opportunities for learning and development rather than as threats to their existing 

resources. Therefore, they are less likely to respond defensively to short-term stress. Instead, they tend to 

actively acquire new knowledge, develop skills, and expand their social networks, thereby strengthening 

their personal resources. 

In the context of rapid AI development, students with a strong learning goal orientation may respond more 

positively to technological changes. They are more likely to view AI as an opportunity to improve their 

professional skills and prepare for the changing labor market. This growth-oriented mindset can increase 
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their knowledge and skill reserves while also strengthening their confidence in their future career prospects. 

As a result, employment anxiety may have a weaker influence on their perception of employment risk. 

In contrast, students with a lower learning goal orientation may be more likely to maintain the status quo 

and avoid challenging situations when experiencing employment pressure. They may be less willing to invest 

time and effort in skill development, further education, or career exploration. Such passive coping can limit 

their ability to accumulate personal resources and may increase their perception of employment uncertainty 

and risk. 

Therefore, learning goal orientation may act as a personal resource that influences how students manage 

employment-related stress. A lower level of learning goal orientation may strengthen the effect of 

employment anxiety on employment risk perception, whereas a higher level may weaken this relationship. 

In other words, students with stronger learning-oriented mindsets are more likely to manage anxiety 

through learning and resource development rather than interpreting it as evidence of serious future 

employment threats. 

Based on the above discussion, the following hypothesis is proposed: 

Hypothesis 4: Learning goal orientation negatively moderates the relationship between employment 

anxiety and college students’ perception of employment risk. 

Furthermore, by integrating Hypotheses 3 and 4, it can be inferred that greater awareness of AI’s impact may 

increase students’ perception of potential resource threats and consequently increase their perception of 

employment risk through employment anxiety. However, this effect may be weaker among students with a 

strong learning goal orientation. Although AI-driven changes in the labor market may increase career-related 

anxiety, students with clear learning goals are more likely to respond by acquiring new skills and adapting 

to changing job requirements. Their stronger learning orientation can therefore reduce the extent to which 

employment anxiety translates into perceived employment risk. 

Based on this moderated mediation mechanism, the following hypothesis is proposed: 

Hypothesis 5: Learning goal orientation negatively moderates the indirect effect of awareness of the impact 

of artificial intelligence on college students’ perception of employment risk through employment anxiety. 

In summary, the theoretical model proposed in this study is presented in Fig. 1. 

2.3.1. Study Sample 

This study used a convenience sampling method to select participants from the 2025 graduating class of A 

University in Zhaoqing City, Guangdong Province. The questionnaire was created and distributed through 

the Questionnaire Star platform. From April 24 to May 5, 2025, the questionnaire link was shared with 

student groups from different majors across the university’s secondary colleges. Data collection was 

conducted after obtaining the students’ consent. A total of 1,780 questionnaires were collected. After 

removing 222 invalid responses, 1,558 valid questionnaires remained, resulting in an effective response rate 

of 87.52%. Among the valid respondents, 811 were male (52.10%) and 747 were female (47.90%). 
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Regarding place of residence, 736 students (47.20%) were from rural areas, while 822 students (52.80%) 

were from urban areas. 

2.3.2. Measurement Instruments 

The measurement instruments used in this study were mainly adapted from well-established scales that 

have been widely applied in reputable academic research. All variables were measured using a five-point 

Likert scale, where 1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree. 

2.3.2.1. Awareness of the Impact of Artificial Intelligence 

The AI Impact Awareness Scale developed by [1] was used to measure participants’ awareness of the 

potential effects of AI on their future employment. The scale consists of four items that assess individuals’ 

concerns about the possibility that AI technologies may affect or replace their jobs. A representative item is: 

“I worry that my job could be supplanted by artificial intelligence in the future.” The scale demonstrated good 

internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s α of 0.835, indicating satisfactory reliability. 

2.3.2.2. Perception of Employment Risk 

This study adopts the employment risk perception scale based on the research of Gu (2021). The scale was 

streamlined and refined for the present study and consists of 11 items covering three main dimensions. A 

representative item is: “In the age of artificial intelligence, I am concerned about my insufficient knowledge of 

the employer and the job I will undertake.” The scale demonstrates excellent internal consistency, with a 

Cronbach’s α coefficient of 0.919. 

2.3.2.3. Employment Anxiety 

The employment anxiety scale was developed based on the research of [15] and was appropriately simplified 

for this study. The final scale contains 10 items that measure students’ anxiety and concerns regarding their 

future employment. A representative item is: “I am worried that my capabilities are inadequate and that I will 

not be able to meet employers’ requirements.” The scale demonstrates good internal consistency, with a 

Cronbach’s α coefficient of 0.883. 

2.3.2.4. Learning Goal Orientation 

Learning goal orientation was measured using an adapted version of the scale developed by Vandewalle 

(1997). The adapted scale contains five items assessing students’ willingness to learn, develop their abilities, 
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and take on challenging tasks. A representative item is: “I enjoy taking on tasks that allow me to learn new 

things.” The scale shows good internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s α coefficient of 0.869. 

Table 1 Comparison of measurement models. 

Model Included factor χ2/df TLI CFI RMSEA SRMR 
4-factor model AI, EA, LG, ER 2.2486 0.9755 0.9775 0.0283 0.0417 
3-factor model AI, EA + LG, ER 9.6254 0.8306 0.8435 0.0744 0.1201 
2-factor model AI + EA + LG, ER 13.0607 0.7632 0.7801 0.0880 0.1338 
1-factor model AI + EA + LG + ER 25.2596 0.5237 0.5565 0.1248 0.1607 

3. Data Analysis and Results 

3.1. Discriminant Validity and Common Method Bias Test 

To assess the discriminant validity of the four main variables—AI impact awareness, employment risk 

perception, employment anxiety, and learning goal orientation—this study conducted confirmatory factor 

analysis (CFA) using AMOS. The analysis was performed to determine whether the four variables represent 

distinct constructs. The results are presented in Table 1. 

As shown in Table 1, the four-factor model demonstrated a better model fit than the alternative nested 

models. The four-factor model produced a χ²/df value of 2.2486, CFI of 0.9775, TLI of 0.9755, RMSEA of 

0.0283, and SRMR of 0.0417. These results indicate a very good model fit and provide evidence that the four 

constructs are sufficiently distinct from one another. Therefore, the measurement model demonstrates good 

discriminant validity and supports the proposed research framework. 

Because all variables were measured using self-reported responses from college students, the study also 

examined the possibility of common method bias using Harman’s single-factor test. The results showed that 

the first principal component explained 31.616% of the total variance. Since this value is below the 

commonly used threshold of 40%, no serious common method bias was detected. Thus, common method 

bias is unlikely to substantially affect the findings of this study, allowing subsequent analyses to be conducted 

with reasonable confidence. 

Table 2 Descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients. 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Sex 0.48 0.500 
      

2. Household registration 1.53 0.499 0.00 
     

3. Subject of study 1.99 0.818 -0.022 0.014 
    

4. AI 4.00 0.815 0.026 -0.037 -0.016 
   

5. ER 3.99 0.790 0.006 -0.069*** 0.048 0.451*** 
  

6. EA 3.98 0.829 0.015 0.030 -0.004 0.311*** 0.344*** 
 

7. LG 2.08 0.923 -0.006 0.019 -0.013 -0.414*** -0.330*** -0.330*** 

Note: * means 𝑃 < 0.05, ** means 𝑃 < 0.01, *** means 𝑃 < 0.001. The same below. 

3.2. Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis 

Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlation coefficients for the main study variables. 

The results show a significant positive correlation between AI impact awareness and employment risk 

perception (r = 0.451, p < 0.001). AI impact awareness is also positively correlated with employment anxiety 

(r = 0.311, p < 0.001). In addition, employment anxiety has a significant positive relationship with 

employment risk perception (r = 0.344, p < 0.001). In contrast, learning goal orientation is negatively 

correlated with employment risk perception (r = −0.330, p < 0.001). Overall, these correlation results are 
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consistent with the proposed theoretical relationships and provide preliminary support for the research 

hypotheses. 

Table 3 Results of the main effect regression and robustness test. 

Variable ER (M1) ER (M2) ER (M3) ER (M4) ER (M5) 

Sex -0.007 -0.077 -0.002 -0.009 
 

Household registration -0.084 -0.919 -0.022 -0.083 
 

Subject of study 0.054 0.594 0.014 0.056 
 

AI 0.437*** 1.201*** 0.430*** 0.430*** 0.438*** 

𝑅2 0.209 0.209 0.195 0.204 0.203 

F 102.73 102.73 93.79 99.47 397.26 

3.3. Hypothesis Testing 

3.3.1. Main Effect Analysis 

According to the results presented in Table 3, after controlling for gender, household registration, and 

academic discipline, AI impact awareness has a significant positive effect on employment risk perception 

(M1, β = 0.437, p < 0.001). This result indicates that students with greater awareness of the impact of AI tend 

to perceive higher employment risks. Therefore, Hypothesis H1 is supported. 

3.3.2. Robustness Analysis 

Four additional tests were conducted to examine whether the main findings were robust and not dependent 

on a particular measurement or model specification. 

First, to address potential information loss caused by using mean scores, the total scores of the original items 

were used instead of average scores to measure AI impact awareness and employment risk perception. The 

results reported in M2 of Table 3 remain significant (β = 1.201, p < 0.001). 

Second, to avoid potential bias resulting from subjective or equal weighting of items, the entropy weight 

method was applied to the original items. The results in M3 of Table 3 also show a significant positive 

relationship (β = 0.430, p < 0.001). 

Third, to reduce the potential influence of extreme observations, all variables were winsorized at the 1% 

level at both the upper and lower tails. The results in M4 of Table 3 remain significant (β = 0.430, p < 0.001). 

Fourth, the regression analysis was repeated without control variables to examine whether the main 

relationship was affected by the selection of control variables. As shown in M5 of Table 3, AI impact 

awareness continues to have a significant positive effect on employment risk perception (β = 0.438, p < 

0.001). 

Across all four robustness tests, the coefficients for AI impact awareness remain positive and statistically 

significant. These consistent results confirm that the main effect is stable and robust. 

3.3.3. Heterogeneity Analysis 

To examine whether the relationship between AI impact awareness and employment risk perception differs 

across groups, this study conducted separate regression analyses based on gender, household registration, 
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and academic discipline. These characteristics may reflect differences in educational resources, 

socioeconomic background, career expectations, and exposure to technology. The results are presented in 

Table 4. 

Table 4 Results of heterogeneity analysis. 

Variable ER (M1, 

Male) 

ER (M2, 

Female) 

ER (M3, 

Rural) 

ER (M4, 

Urban) 

ER (M5, 

Liberal arts) 

ER (M6, 

Science) 

ER (M7, 

Engineering) 

AI 0.396*** 0.486*** 0.419*** 0.450*** 0.454*** 0.464*** 0.396*** 

𝑅2 0.174 0.239 0.207 0.199 0.194 0.244 0.180 

F 170.04 234.4 191.83 204.15 126.91 165.66 112.68 

N 811 747 736 822 528 515 515 

The coefficients for all subgroups are significantly positive at the 1% level, indicating that greater awareness 

of AI’s impact is associated with higher employment risk perception across different demographic and 

academic groups. However, the strength of this relationship varies among groups. The coefficient is higher 

for females (0.486) than for males (0.396) and higher for urban students (0.450) than for rural students 

(0.419). Regarding academic discipline, the coefficients for science students (0.464) and liberal arts students 

(0.454) are higher than that for engineering students (0.396). 

These findings suggest that although the overall relationship is consistent, students’ demographic and 

educational backgrounds may influence the intensity of their employment risk perception. Female students 

may be more concerned about potential job displacement because of existing structural challenges in the 

labor market. Urban students may have greater access to information about technological developments and 

therefore a stronger awareness of AI-driven job substitution. Engineering students may perceive themselves 

as relatively better prepared for technological changes because their skills are more closely related to 

technology and AI applications. Meanwhile, science and liberal arts students may have different concerns 

regarding the changing labor market and future employment opportunities. 

These findings highlight the importance of considering differences among student groups when developing 

AI-related policies and career guidance programs. Targeted career counseling, psychological support, and 

skills-development programs may be particularly useful for groups with higher employment risk sensitivity. 

In addition, higher education institutions should strengthen interdisciplinary digital literacy and AI-related 

training to improve students’ ability to adapt to technological changes. 

3.3.4. Mediating Effect Analysis 

The causal-step method was used to examine the mediating role of employment anxiety. This method 

provides a relatively straightforward and interpretable approach for testing mediation relationships (Jie, 

Minqiang, & Haozheng, 2012). 

First, the effect of the independent variable, AI impact awareness, on the dependent variable, employment 

risk perception, was examined, providing support for Hypothesis H1. Second, the relationship between AI 
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impact awareness and the proposed mediating variable, employment anxiety, was tested. The results 

presented in Table 5 show that AI impact awareness. 

Table 5 Results of mechanism inspection. 

Variable EA (M1) ER (M2) ER (M3) ER (M4) 

Sex 0.011 -0.009 0.003 -0.04 

Household registration 0.069 -0.099 -0.14 -1.38 

Subject of study 0.001 0.054 0.056 0.057 

AI 0.318*** 0.367*** 
  

EA 
 

0.217*** 0.233*** 0.248*** 

LG 
  

-0.342*** -0.355*** 

EAXLG 
   

-0.079** 

𝑅2 0.098 0.256 0.231 0.237 

F 42.413 106.86 93.267 80.282 

4. Conclusion 
Based on the Conservation of Resources (COR) Theory, this study examined how awareness of the impact of 

artificial intelligence (AI) influences college students’ perceptions of employment risk and explored the 

psychological mechanisms and moderating factors involved in this relationship. The main findings are as 

follows: 

(1) Greater awareness of AI’s impact is significantly associated with higher employment risk perception 

among college students. In other words, students who are more aware of the potential effects of AI are more 

likely to perceive greater uncertainty, challenges, and risks in the future labor market. 

(2) Employment anxiety partially mediates the relationship between AI impact awareness and employment 

risk perception. When students perceive that the development of AI may threaten their future career 

opportunities, they are more likely to experience employment-related anxiety. This increased anxiety 

subsequently strengthens their perception of potential difficulties and uncertainties during the job-search 

process. 

(3) Learning goal orientation negatively moderates the relationship between employment anxiety and 

employment risk perception. Students with a stronger learning goal orientation are less likely to translate 

employment anxiety into heightened perceptions of employment risk. Furthermore, learning goal 

orientation negatively moderates the indirect effect of AI impact awareness on employment risk perception 

through employment anxiety. Thus, a stronger learning-oriented mindset can weaken the indirect effect of 

AI awareness on employment risk perception by reducing the influence of employment anxiety. 
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