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Abstract: This study aims to use social ecology theory to guide the role of graduates in enhancing leadership ability in
higher education and the positive impact of social ecology on students’ self-efficacy. This study adopts a quantitative
research methodology and uses structural equation modelling AMOS to test the hypotheses. A questionnaire was
administered to students in 86 colleges and universities in Zhengzhou City to obtain data on the students’ leadership
development in colleges and universities as well as in their own surroundings prior to graduation.
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1. Background of the Study
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College student leadership is the positive influence that college students have in the specific environment of the
university through the surrounding groups, and can lay the cornerstone of leadership for the healthy and sustainable
growth of their future careers. The leadership of college students is the result of their own efforts and the shaping
of the environment, both inside and outside the two major factors (Yang, 2020).

Students are one of the main navigators of the future development of society, and they themselves should pay more
attention to improving their core literacy as well as comprehensive literacy. Strengthening of leadership skills not
only contributes to the overall quality of students, but also contributes to the rapid socio-economic development
of the society (Guo et al., 2021).

Leadership is seen as a pillar of organisational success. Leaders significantly improve the ability of their followers
to deliver benefits to the organization (Toker, 2022).

© The Author(s) 2025.

o recess

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License http://creativecommons.or;
use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

/licenses/BY/4.0/ which permits unrestricted



https://www.woodyinternational.com/
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.16307757
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/BY/4.0/

Peng, Z., Khatibi, A., & Tham, J. (2025). Journal of Theory and Practice in Education and Innovation, 2(3), 22-32.

The changes that have taken place in society concern all aspects of life and place high demands on the knowledge,
personal qualities and, above all, the professional training of each and every individual. More than ever, young
people more than ever, young people are faced with the difficult task of not only updating and deepening their
knowledge and mastering the latest scientific and technological achievements, but also of preparing themselves to
become competitive specialists with a certain level of competitiveness. To make themselves competitive experts
with certain leadership qualities (Saytbekova, 2021).

2. Current Situation of the Study
2.1 Current Status of Research in Social Ecology

In Social Ecology in Holistic Leadership, in the context of social ecology, whose roots can be traced back to the
mid-1950s and further developed over the next 60 years - can be applied to the study of leadership and its
applications. Social ecology can be described as a holistic way of working that seeks to create a balance between
organisations and people. The fundamental aim of social-ecological thinking is to develop individuals who are
able to take a free and proactive approach to ensuring sustainable/healthy communities, based on socially
responsible actions within the internal life of the organisation and within the local community (Lemcke, 2021).

The interpersonal dimension of influence on leadership was found to be the most dominant dimension through a
socio-ecological modelling study, indicating that middle-level leaders are both classroom teachers and team
leaders. The use of the model facilitated the development and modification of professional training programmes
for middle-level school leaders. Social ecology was also helpful in designing strategies to address ethical
challenges and strengthen ethical leadership in schools (Iftach & Shapira-Lishchinsky, 2023).

An ecological perspective on leadership - one that looks at the interaction of behaviour, people and the environment
- helps to provide new insights into what constitutes effective leadership. Systems cognition is a powerful tool for
students to use to see the connections that are occurring within and outside of the university and to realise that
these newfound connections have an impact on the work they do and the effectiveness of their leadership. A
systems perspective on leadership requires many people working together in different places, at different levels,
and in multiple dimensions of the system, an effort that crosses both physical and virtual boundaries. Leadership
systems involve interdependent elements of leading, following, and environmental contexts, both near and distant
(Kuk & Banning, 2023).

Since it was proposed, social ecology theory has been applied to research in various fields, and in each field, it has
been brought into the researchers' own research with scenarios, and the research expectation is consistent with the
research results, providing theoretical guidance for a large number of studies (Zhu & Liu, 2022).

The socio-ecological framework explains how different socio-ecological levels (i.e., individual, interpersonal,
institutional, community, political) and systems (i.e., micro, meso, appearance, macro, time) interact (Teare &
Taks, 2024).

Social ecology theory holds that individual behavior is formed in interactions between individuals and their
surroundings, emphasizing the development of individual behavior. It is nested within a series of interacting
environmental systems. The system interacts with the individual and influences the development of the individual's
behavior As a growing individual, their behavior development is influenced by many surrounding factors including
society, family, school, etc (Song, 2021).

There are factors forming the scientific research dilemma of young PE teachers at the policy level, the community
level, the school level, the interpersonal level and the individual level, and these factors play a role from far to near
(Luo & Wang, 2023).

2.2 Current Status of the Research on Self-efficacy
The purpose of exploring self-efficacy and leadership is twofold. Reviewing the research on leadership self-
efficacy in the past 25 years, the articles all show that there is an inseparable relationship between self-efficacy

and leader effectiveness standards, as well as the influence of individual and environment on self-efficacy (Dwyer,
2019).
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Supportive environments can amplify the impact of individual self-beliefs on collective innovation, help harness
the power of servant leadership to increase innovation self-efficacy, and ultimately improve team innovation
performance (Ren & Shen, 2024).

The application of self-efficacy sensing to college students' digital leadership and cross-cultural competence shows
that students tend to show greater confidence in their ability to complete challenging tasks and achieve expected
results, thus improving their employability, and the combination of these skills can strongly embody beliefs about
self-efficacy (Zhan et al., 2024).

There are many existing motivation theories, which can explain why individuals perform or insist on certain
behaviors, mainly including four dimensions: Personal factors mainly include the ego dimension, including
expectation and self-efficacy. The social dimension includes modeling and comparison. Cognitive dimensions
include self-regulation. The task dimension includes goals and perceived costs and benefits. Motivation is the
result of the interaction between people and the internal and external factors of the environment, and by focusing
on the characteristics of individual motivation, understanding of the situation and control of the goal, we can more
clearly understand the direct decisions people make in daily life (Hattie et al.,2020).

Motivation is the process of goal-directed activity, in which motivating and sustaining motivational processes are
intrinsic personal influences that lead to choice, persistence, effort, achievement, and environmental regulation.
Motivation has been a prominent feature of social cognitive theory from the earliest studies to the current concepts
involved. The most critical internal motivational processes of motivation include self-evaluation of goals and
progress, social comparison, self-efficacy, attribution and self-regulation, and outcome expectations. Key issues
facing motivation theory include cultural diversity and the long-term effectiveness of interventions (Schunk, &
DiBenedetto, 2020).

Multiple theorists argue that motivation is bidirectional and dynamic, that the influence of environment on
motivation is critical, and that motivational beliefs are "layered" rather than isolated and specific. Distinctions
include the scope or scope of theories, structures included in some theories and not in others, the breadth of
antecedents that influence motivation, and the influence of certain processes (i.e., social comparisons) on
motivational beliefs (Wigfield, 2020).

Students' self-determination motivation (acting out of values of interest, curiosity, and perseverance) is associated
with higher academic well-being, perseverance, and achievement. Self-determination theory states that self-
determination motivation depends on the satisfaction of three psychological needs (relationships, competence, and
autonomy), which in turn are facilitated through need-supporting behaviors of others (Bureau, 2022).

The degree of motivation and self-determination of students is crucial to academic performance. When the learning
environment supports the basic psychological needs of autonomy, relevance, and competence, autonomous
learning motivation is promoted. This correlates with higher perceived learning performance (Yu & Levesque-
Bristol, 2020).

2.3 Current State of Research on Graduate Leadership Ability

At present, leadership education for college students in colleges and universities still has some deficiencies in
theoretical research and education system, such as low motivation, insufficient driving force, low coverage, and
no combination with other education (Niu et al.,2021).

For a long time, leadership training for college students has been an important measure for Western universities to
train future social elites and leaders of various industries. Many well-known universities in China are actively
cultivating college students' leadership, and have achieved certain results. However, compared with western
universities, there are still some problems such as training goal bias, small coverage of training objects, single
training form, imperfect curriculum system, emphasis on leadership skills training, and lack of value education
(Wang et al., 2022).

3. Problem Statement

Since the research on self-leadership in China has been carried out for a relatively short period of time and people's
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understanding of it is not deep enough, there are still some shortcomings in self-leadership education for college
students. First of all, education is not given enough attention, and its overall development is still in the primary
stage, the distribution of related educational activities is fragmented, and its scientific and systematic nature needs
to be improved. Secondly, the education ecosystem has not been perfected, and the forms of self-leadership
education for college students need to be further enriched (Chao et al., 2024).

According to data previously released by China's Ministry of Education, the number of college graduates in 2022
will hit a new record high, an increase of 1.67 million over 2021 (Liu et al., 2024).

Zhengzhou city universities should be in order to effectively solve the employment difficulties of college students,
alleviate the current severe employment pressure, the government, universities, society should actively explore
solutions to the countermeasures (Yan, 2020).

The perceptions of higher education institutions, employers and policymakers about the employability of students
is something that needs to be looked at (Cheng et al., 2022).

Existence of weak competence in graduate leadership in universities in Zhengzhou City, which does not meet the
needs of graduates to enter the position as well as the needs of graduates for self-leadership. Through self-efficacy
as a mediating effect in the social ecology theory to study the impact on graduate leadership ability belongs to the

gap.

The current existence of related research is mostly qualitative research, which can not through a large amount of
data to show the reasons for the weak leadership of graduates. This study explains the causes of weak leadership
among college students through a new theoretical framework, a new variable framework, and a new research group
with a quantitative research method of investigation, in order to make efforts to provide research value for studies
related to leadership development among college students.

3.1 Current Graduate Leadership Ability Unable to Satisfy Multifaceted Demand

Despite the growing interest in research on the employability and career development of international graduates,
most studies have focused on their employability in developed countries; little is known about their employability
in developing countries such as China (Dai & Pham, 2024).

As an emerging economic powerhouse, China has a huge job market. However, many Chinese graduates face
enormous employment pressure upon graduation as they realise that a university degree is no longer the ‘golden
key’ to employment (Song & Xu, 2024).

Graduates feel unprepared for the world of work due to high unemployment, while employers perceive graduates
as lacking core employability soft skills. Academics, for their part, have made efforts to integrate employability
skills into their curricula. In addition, globalization, social and workplace diversity require graduates with social
and humanistic values (Mtawa & Wilson-Strydom, 2021).

Soft skills include teamwork, collaboration, leadership, problem solving, critical thinking, interpersonal
communication, and conflict resolution, with leadership and interpersonal relationships topping the list. To address
this issue, there needs to be a sustained synergy between employers and Higher Education Institutions (HEISs) to
guide students in the development and acquisition of these essential skills. This effort is expected to improve
student employability, increase employer outcomes, and ultimately close the soft skills gap nationwide (Karimi &
Pifa, 2021).

Various leadership techniques and styles have evolved into entrepreneurial practices, and appropriate leadership
styles should be sought to enhance student leadership (Abdul&Zainal,2022).

College students have different backgrounds and different experiences. This diversity is often considered for
performance in higher education. However, little attention has been paid to its importance for employability (Eimer
& Bohndick, 2021).

There are four main categories of graduate employability attributes: personal, interpersonal, workplace and applied
knowledge attributes. Personal attributes refer to the unique makeup of an individual that enables them to succeed
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in all aspects of life and sets the stage for the way all other attributes are applied. Interpersonal attributes determine
the ability of new graduates to communicate or interact well with other people (Steurer et al., 2022).

Academic leadership was unable to promote a sense of professional development among graduates because of lack
of adequate efforts in skills training. Their own efforts were also found to be insufficient due to various reasons
such as lack of adequate career awareness, limited career opportunities and unfavourable working environment in
the country (Bhusal, 2022).

More graduates are entering the labour market than in previous years, knowledge comprehension and learning
ability, self-management ability, emotional intelligence, general skills, professional ability, and career planning
ability are important factors of college students should master (Jiang et al., 2023).

Interpersonal skills bring a dimension to customer service, communication and global interaction with prospects,
making working with organizations more attractive. Data collected from interviews found that employers want the
graduates they hire to demonstrate initiative, communication skills, leadership and interpersonal skills (Heimbach,
2024).

The mismatch between the skills and qualities of graduates and the needs of industry has always been a challenge
for higher education institutions. As a result, higher education institutions are constantly reviewing their
programmes to meet the relevant human resource needs. The skills preferred by employers are leadership,
communication and interpersonal skills (Briones et al., 2021).

Employers and human resource professionals may want to provide servant leadership training to new hires so they
can better integrate into the company culture. Undergraduate students who exhibit servant leadership traits are
more likely to have a positive view of their employability (Yue et al., 2024).

3.2 University Climate Hardly Sufficient for Graduate Leadership Ability

The current leadership status of college students in China is not optimistic. In a survey of some colleges and
universities, it was found that nearly 70% of the students believed that "not everyone needs leadership", and
another survey analysed that students in some institutions expected to learn applied leadership education, but the
schools failed to provide the corresponding educational resources, and many of the students were not interested in
the There are serious cognitive biases in the understanding of leadership, and the current leadership performance
of some college students in practice behaviour is relatively insufficient (Pan et al., 2023)

With the popularization of higher education and the promotion of college enrollment expansion, the number of
college graduates has increased sharply. At the same time, The continuous upgrading of the industrial structure of
modern society has put forward more severe requirements on the employability of college students, resulting in
the imbalance of supply and demand in the labor market. The key to solving the employment problem lies in
improving the employability of college students. Course offering, course teaching and association activities are
positively correlated with the employability of college students, among which course teaching and association
activities are the most critical factors affecting the employability of college students (Zhang et al., 2022).

The opportunity to develop graduate traits that go beyond subject expertise is an essential part of any degree
programme, and students should develop these traits during their tertiary education. Graduate traits can be seen as
advanced skills and qualities that go beyond technical knowledge, which enable higher education institutions to
produce more employable graduates. However, there are significant challenges in developing these skills and
qualities (Gamage et al., 2023).

By developing the skills and productivity of their graduates, institutions of higher learning play an important role
not only in favour of the employment of university students, but also in the economic growth of any country. By
examining the skills employers look for before hiring graduates. These skills are categorised into four dimensions
which include leadership skills and team/group work. Employers look for interpersonal skills and problem-solving
skills before making hiring decisions. Educational institutions need to improve these skills in the classroom by
emphasising teamwork (Baird & Parayitam, 2019).

Graduates have a negative bias in their perception of their skill level compared to job requirements, they believe
that the level of competence required is higher than it actually is, and the main gaps correspond to working under
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pressure, problem-solving, decision-making, initiative, motivation, organization, interpreting results, adaptability,
working autonomously and critically, which graduates seem to be aware of to some extent. Because they believe
that the curriculum does not equip them with most of the competencies needed for an appropriate level (Pujol-
Jover et al., 2022).

Difficulty in the employment of graduates has become a common problem and an increasingly serious problem in
the development of society. The reason is that there is an obvious gap between the professional knowledge,
technical ability and comprehensive quality of college students and the needs of employers. The optimisation of
talent training objectives and strategies during the university period has an important role in improving the
employability of graduates, and colleges and universities should formulate training objectives and strategies
according to the needs of employers, and give students the necessary employment guidance and other
countermeasures in a timely manner (Chen et al., 2024).

Leadership, teamwork and communication skills are positively correlated, with the leadership skills possessed by
graduates having the greatest impact on employment opportunities. This is particularly true with regard to planning
various student skill enhancement programmes to increase graduate employability. However, according to
Abdullah et al. (2021), universities should focus on leadership, teamwork and communication skills in their
teaching and learning process.

Leadership development is an explicit or implicit outcome of many educational programmes, yet the form and
specifics of the curriculum and instruction that support leadership development are often somewhat unclear.
whether leadership development naturally emerges from participation in such activities, or whether it can and
should be developed through specific learning experiences that directly target leadership skills-or both. Academic
competence and achievement appear to be important in adult perceptions of youth leadership (Little & Kearney,
2021).

Some colleges and universities have neglected the practical needs of college students in carrying out leadership
education, and have not combined leadership education with professional education and career development
planning, which has resulted in college students' unrealistic misunderstanding of leadership education, thus
reducing their sense of participation and access. (Tang et al., 2023)

Teachers want their professional students to be leaders in their fields; however, there is a lack of formal
extracurricular education to prepare them for leadership roles (Lubker & Petrusa, 2022).

Interactive and communicative processes during the learning process are key factors in the development of
leadership skills. Further research is needed to explore more about the potential of learning to develop leadership
skills in graduates and to identify effective strategies for developing graduate leadership. Overall, the importance
of integrating leadership development into the educational curriculum and the need for continuous professional
development for teachers to effectively promote leadership skills development (Hasanah et al., 2023).

Educational leaders need to recognise the impact of their own leadership behaviour on the organizational climate
of the school, contributing to the creation of a learning climate for school development. Increasing pressures on
all students require educational leaders to meet higher standards at the national, state, and local levels. Teachers
and headmasters are increasingly being asked to improve school climate, and when teacher and headmaster
leadership behaviours meet the standards, they impact their organizations. It can indirectly enhance the leadership
development that college students desire (Wang & O. Dapat, 2023).

It is important to grasp the specific methods used to develop leadership identity in college students within the
context of academic programmes. Focus on leaders and leadership development through curricular contexts such
as majors, minors, and certificates, as well as specific curricular activities used to engage students in the
development of leadership identity (Odom & Dunn, 2023).

There is also growing interest in the competencies that students should acquire to become sustainability leaders.
However, little is known about which sustainability leadership competencies are critical to effecting change, or
how curricula respond to these competencies. University programmes vary in the extent to which they address
leadership competencies, but the programme are not consistent in their related cognitive processing expectations.
Their programmes should be reviewed and ensure that students, regardless of specialisation, have the opportunity
to graduate with the knowledge, skills and mindsets to influence change (Killion et al., 2022).
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The higher education institutions are failing to transform the younger generation by developing their abilities,
skills, values and behaviours to adapt them to the world of work. Some of the factors contributing to this include
poor learning environments, a lack of staff with industry experience and an over-reliance on teaching theoretical
content. These findings have important implications for repositioning higher education course developers to meet
the needs of industry and society (Okolie et al., 2020).

Educational curricula fail to provide the competencies needed to ensure a smooth transition from university to the
job market, while study programme initiatives related to active learning and internships have an impact on this
transition. Attention should be paid to the specific characteristics of academic programmes, which should be taken
into account in the design of curricula in order to improve the employability of graduates and accelerate their entry
into the labour market (Perez-Encinas & Berbegal-Mirabent,2023).

4. Research Objectives

The main objective of this study is to determine the factors influence self -efficacy on graduate leadership ability
among university graduate in zhengzhou city. In order to gain a clearer understanding of how to influence college
student leadership, the specitic objective of this paper are the following 4 points.

1) To determining the impact of personal preference, interpersonal relationship, university programme, community
atmosphere, policy formulation on enhancing among graduate leadership ability.

2) To evaluate the impact of personal preference, interpersonal relationship, university programme, community
atmosphere, policy formulation on among graduate students' self-efficacy.

3) To examine the impact of self-efficacy on enhancing among graduate leadership ability.

4) To assess the effect of the mediating variable self-efficacy on the impact of personal preferences, interpersonal
relationships, university curricula, community climate, and policy development on graduate student leadership.

5. Research Questions

1) What are the effects of personal preference, interpersonal relationship, university programme, community
atmosphere, policy formulation on improving among graduate student leadership ability?

2) What are the effects of personal preference, interpersonal relationship, university programme, community
atmosphere, policy formulation thinking on among graduate students' self-efficacy?

3) What is the effect of self-efficacy on improving among graduate students leadership ability?

4) What is the influence of the mediating variable self-efficacy on personal preferences, interpersonal relationships,
university curricula, community climate, and policy development on graduate student leadership?

6. Significance of Study

This chapter mainly expounds the theoretical significance and practical significance of the study, aiming to
emphasize the important role of social ecology in exploring the motivational factors affecting graduate leadership,
in order to provide a solid theoretical basis for promoting graduate leadership behavior. Author hope that through
this study, Author can deeply explore and understand the various motivational factors that affect the leadership
ability of graduates, so as to provide a strong theoretical support for the improvement of the leadership ability of
graduates.

In practice, this study hopes to put forward some practical reference suggestions to improve the leadership of
graduates. Author hope that through these suggestions, we can help graduates better understand and grasp the
training of leadership ability, so as to play a better leadership role in the future work and life. At the same time,
This study hopes to provide some reference value for educators, business managers and relevant policy makers to
work together to promote the development of graduate leadership skills.
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In conclusion, this chapter aims to emphasize the theoretical and practical value of this research, hoping to
contribute to the development of the field of social ecology through theoretical research and practical exploration,
and also provide strong support for the improvement of graduates' leadership ability. On this basis, we hope that
more researchers, educators and practitioners will pay attention to and participate in the research in this field, and
work together for the improvement of the leadership ability of our graduates.

6.1 Theoretical Significance

Based on self-efficacy theory, this study systematically analyses and empirically investigates the multidimensional
influencing factors of graduate leadership, aiming to explore in depth which factors have substantial influence on
the shaping and development of graduate leadership in the context of social ecology as well as self-efficacy theory.
Currently, there is still a lack of theoretical discussion on the mechanism of graduate leadership formation mediated
by self-efficacy from the perspective of social ecology. This study is committed to filling this theoretical gap,
which is an important theoretical innovation.

Through this study, it not only theoretically deepens and expands the formation mechanism of graduate leadership,
but also provides novel theoretical perspectives and ideas for the enrichment and development of leadership theory,
and provides a solid theoretical foundation and scientific guidance basis. We hope that these theoretical results can
help educators, business managers and policy makers to understand the nature and cultivation path of postgraduate
leadership more deeply, and then guide their practical activities in talent cultivation, organisational management
and policy making, providing strong theoretical support for the sustainable development and progress of society.

6.2 Practical Significance

Based on the social ecological theory model, this study systematically divides the factors that affect the leadership
of college graduates. We use detailed statistical methods to deeply analyze these hierarchical factors in order to
fully reveal how they affect the leadership development of college graduates.

This research is not limited to the individual characteristics of graduates, such as character building, ability training
and knowledge improvement, but also extends to the complex social environment in which they are exposed, such
as the influence of family education, school education and social relationships. In addition, we pay special attention
to graduates' psychological states and coping strategies in the workplace challenges, as well as their positioning
and behavior in the team.

Through the careful interpretation of these research results, we can provide practical guidelines on how to
effectively improve the leadership of college graduates. These strategies and suggestions will directly help
graduates to play a better leadership role in the workplace, and thus contribute more to the prosperity and progress
of the society.
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