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Introduction

The transition from vocational education to employment remains a critical issue in Indonesia,
particularly because vocational high school graduates are expected to become skilled, adaptive, and
job-ready human resources for industry. However, national employment data continue to show that
vocational high school graduates still face a relatively high risk of open unemployment, indicating
that vocational education outcomes are not always fully aligned with labour-market absorption and
industry expectations (Andriansyah & Kamalia, 2021; Yoana et al.,, 2024; Zuo et al., 2025). This
condition suggests that the effectiveness of vocational education should not only be measured by
curriculum delivery, internship implementation, or technical competence, but also by the extent to
which graduates are psychologically, professionally, and digitally prepared to make employment
decisions after graduation (Adam & Mengistie, 2026; Kholifah, Nurtanto, Sutrisno, et al., 2025; Yan,
2025). In this context, industry-based vocational programs have become increasingly important
because they offer a more direct connection between school-based learning and workplace
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requirements, particularly through curriculum alignment, industrial practice, competency
strengthening, and recruitment pathways (Chen et al,, 2025; Kayyali, 2025; Massi et al.,, 2026).

One of the most concrete examples of school-industry partnership in Indonesian vocational
education is the Alfa Class program, which was developed through collaboration between PT Sumber
Alfaria Trijaya Tbk and vocational high schools. The program is designed to introduce students to
modern retail management, workplace culture, retail technology, and career opportunities within
the Alfamart business ecosystem (Anggia et al., 2017; Yusan et al., 2025). Through retail laboratories,
industry-oriented curricula, internships, and recruitment opportunities, Alfa Class represents a “link
and match” model intended to reduce the gap between vocational education and employment needs
(Muharam et al., 2025; Ohara et al,, 2020; Wahyuningsih et al., 2025). Nevertheless, the availability
of a direct employment pathway does not automatically guarantee that all graduates will decide to
work after graduation. Some graduates may choose to continue their education, seek employment in
other companies, start entrepreneurial activities, or delay entry into the labour market. Therefore,
the employment decision of Alfa Class graduates should be understood as a complex behavioural
outcome shaped by motivational, cognitive, contextual, and technological factors rather than merely
by the availability of job vacancies (Ajzen, 1991; Kholifah, Nurtanto, Mutohhari, et al., 2025; L’Abate,
2013).

Work motivation is frequently considered an important psychological factor in career and
employment behaviour because it reflects an individual’s internal drive, effort orientation, and
willingness to engage in work-related goals. Prior studies have shown that motivation contributes to
work readiness, performance, and career commitment, particularly when individuals perceive work
as meaningful, attainable, and relevant to their future development (Anugrah Rossytasari et al., 2026;
Elamalki et al., 2024; Hosen et al., 2024). From the perspective of self-determination and career
development, motivated individuals are generally more likely to show persistence, goal-directed
behaviour, and readiness to face occupational challenges (Chuang et al., 2022; Yaban & Gaschler,
2025; Yiming et al., 2025). However, motivation may not always directly determine employment
decisions because career behaviour is also influenced by perceived opportunity, outcome
expectations, social support, and perceived control over future work conditions (Joseph Mofokeng et
al., 2025; M. Pham et al,, 2024; Vo et al., 2022). This makes it necessary to examine whether work
motivation directly shapes employment decisions or whether its influence becomes meaningful only
when combined with other factors, such as intention, perceived career prospects, and digital
readiness.

Perceived career prospects are also central to understanding vocational graduates’
employment decisions because they reflect how graduates evaluate future opportunities, promotion
possibilities, income stability, professional development, and long-term career sustainability. Social
Cognitive Career Theory explains that career-related choices are shaped by outcome expectations,
self-efficacy, and perceived environmental support, meaning that graduates are more likely to
develop employment intentions when they believe that a particular career path offers realistic and
valuable future outcomes (Makola et al., 2025; M. Pham et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2026). In vocational
education, students’ and graduates’ perceptions of career prospects are strongly associated with
career choice, work readiness, and transition-to-work confidence because they help individuals
connect present educational experiences with future occupational goals (Keijzer et al., 2022;
Kholifah, Nurtanto, Mutohhari, et al., 2025; Otermans et al., 2025). For Alfa Class graduates, positive
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perceptions of career prospects may emerge from their direct exposure to retail operations,
knowledge of career ladders, familiarity with workplace practices, and awareness of employment
opportunities in Alfamart. Therefore, perceived career prospects may become a stronger
determinant of employment intention than general work motivation because they provide concrete
expectations about the benefits and feasibility of entering the workforce (Galanakis & Tsitouri, 2022;
Smirnova et al.,, 2025; Yerdaw & Berhanu, 2026).

Employment intention plays a crucial mediating role in explaining how psychological and
cognitive factors are translated into actual employment decisions. The Theory of Planned Behavior
states that intention is the most immediate predictor of behaviour because it represents an
individual’s readiness, willingness, and commitment to perform a specific action (Ajzen, 1991b;
Bosnjak et al,, 2020; Yasir et al., 2021). In the employment context, graduates who have stronger
intentions to work are more likely to make concrete decisions to enter the labour market, particularly
when they perceive the job as relevant to their skills, career expectations, and future aspirations
(Akkermans et al., 2024; Habets et al., 2020; Ma et al., 2024). Thus, employment intention may serve
as a psychological bridge between perceived career prospects and actual employment decisions. This
mediating mechanism is important because vocational graduates may have positive perceptions of
career opportunities but still require a strong intention before converting those perceptions into real
employment choices (Ma et al., 2024; Ran et al., 2023; Tee et al., 2025).

In addition to motivational and cognitive factors, digital readiness has become increasingly
important in modern vocational employment, especially in the retail sector, which relies on digital
systems for transactions, inventory control, customer service, logistics, and data-based operations.
Digital readiness refers to the extent to which individuals feel prepared, confident, and capable of
using digital technologies required in the workplace (Etim & Daramola, 2023; Kusuma et al., 2024;
Mirzaye & Mohiuddin, 2025). Previous studies indicate that digital competence and digital self-
confidence can strengthen work readiness because graduates who are familiar with workplace
technologies are more confident in adapting to industry demands (Fjeldheim et al., 2025; Ibrahim et
al., 2026; Rahmawati et al., 2025). In the Alfa Class context, digital readiness is particularly relevant
because students are introduced to modern retail technologies, including point-of-sale systems,
inventory applications, and technology-supported service processes. Therefore, digital readiness
may not only directly influence employment decisions but may also strengthen the relationship
between work motivation, employment intention, and the decision to work (Dao et al., 2025; Hoyng
& Lau, 2023; Yani et al., 2026).

Although previous studies have discussed work motivation, career choice, work readiness,
digital competence, and school-industry collaboration, several research gaps remain. First, prior
studies have generally examined these variables separately and have not sufficiently integrated work
motivation, perceived career prospects, employment intention, and digital readiness into one
comprehensive structural model in the context of an industry-based vocational partnership program
(Arik Harianto et al., 2025; Dao et al,, 2025; Silva et al., 2026). Second, most studies on vocational
graduate employment focus on work readiness or career choice, while empirical evidence explaining
actual employment decisions through the mediating role of employment intention remains limited
(Arik Harianto et al., 2025; Ho et al., 2023; Kholifah, Nurtanto, Sutrisno, et al., 2025). Third, digital
readiness has often been treated as a component of competence or work readiness, but its possible
role as a moderator in the relationship between psychological factors and employment decisions has
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not been adequately tested in vocational retail education (Héyng & Lau, 2023; Zehui et al., 2025;
Zervas & Triantari, 2025). To address these gaps, this study aims to analyze the influence of work
motivation and perceived career prospects on employment intention and employment decisions
among Alfa Class graduates of SMK Negeri 9 Semarang, examine the mediating role of employment
intention in the relationship between work motivation, perceived career prospects, and employment
decisions, and investigate the moderating role of digital readiness in the proposed research model.

Method

This study employed a quantitative explanatory design to examine the structural relationships
among work motivation, perceived career prospects, employment intention, digital readiness, and
employment decisions among graduates of the Alfa Class program at SMK Negeri 9 Semarang. A
survey approach was selected because the study aimed to test a theoretically derived causal model
and estimate both direct and indirect relationships among latent variables, which is consistent with
explanatory quantitative research designs used to examine vocational graduates’ work readiness,
motivation, and employment-related outcomes (Creswell & Creswell, 2023; Megasari et al., 2023;
Supriyanto et al., 2023). The research population comprised all Alfa Class graduates from the 2023,
2024, and 2025 cohorts, with a total of 107 individuals. Because the population size was relatively
limited and accessible, this study applied a census or total sampling technique, meaning that all
members of the population were involved as respondents. This approach was considered
appropriate because it minimized sampling bias and enabled the study to capture the overall
characteristics of Alfa Class graduates who had completed the industry-based vocational program.
This decision is also aligned with recent vocational education studies emphasizing the importance of
examining graduate readiness, employability, and industry alignment within specific school-to-work
transition contexts (Nurjanah et al.,, 2022; Waluyo et al., 2025).

The research instrument was developed in the form of a structured closed-ended
questionnaire using a four-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree.
The use of a four-point scale without a neutral option was intended to encourage respondents to
provide a clearer evaluative position regarding each statement, as even-numbered Likert scales can
reduce central tendency bias and force respondents to choose a more definite attitudinal direction
(Kusmaryono etal., 2022). The questionnaire measured five main constructs: work motivation as the
first independent variable, perceived career prospects as the second independent variable,
employment intention as the mediating variable, digital readiness as the moderating variable, and
employment decision as the dependent variable. These constructs were selected because recent
studies have shown that motivation, employability skills, digital competence, self-efficacy, and
perceived career opportunities are important factors in explaining vocational students’ and
graduates’ readiness for work and career decision-making (Kholifah et al., 2025; Kholifah et al., 2025;
Rahmat et al., 2024; Supriyanto et al., 2023). Each construct was represented by five indicators
consisting of three positively worded items and two negatively worded items, which were
formulated based on the context of the Alfa Class program, vocational graduate employment, and
modern retail work requirements. Before being administered to the main respondents, the
instrument was pilot-tested on 39 graduates of the Alfa Class program at SMK Negeri 1 Kendal. This
pilot test was conducted to evaluate the clarity, validity, and reliability of the instrument before its
use in the main study, following the principle that survey instruments should be empirically checked

306



before being used in the main data collection process (Creswell & Creswell, 2023; Kusmaryono et al.,
2022).

Data analysis was conducted using Partial Least Squares-Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-
SEM) with SmartPLS 4 version 4.1.1.8. PLS-SEM was selected because it is suitable for predictive and
exploratory causal modeling, particularly when the research involves latent variables, mediation
analysis, moderation testing, and a relatively limited sample size. This approach is widely
recommended for examining complex predictive models and has been used in recent vocational
education studies investigating motivation, employability skills, digital competence, and work
readiness (Hair et al., 2022; Kholifah et al., 2025; Supriyanto et al., 2023). The analysis was carried
out in two stages: evaluation of the measurement model and evaluation of the structural model. The
measurement model was assessed using outer loading values, Average Variance Extracted,
Cronbach’s Alpha, composite reliability, rho_a, collinearity statistics, and discriminant validity.
Indicators were considered valid when their outer loading values reached the recommended
threshold of 0.70, while constructs were considered reliable when Cronbach’s Alpha and composite
reliability values were equal to or greater than 0.70. Convergent validity was assessed through
Average Variance Extracted, with values of 0.50 or above indicating that the construct explained an
adequate proportion of indicator variance. Discriminant validity was examined using the Heterotrait-
Monotrait Ratio criterion to ensure that each construct was empirically distinct from the others.
These criteria are consistent with recent PLS-SEM guidelines and empirical vocational education
studies using reflective measurement models (Hair et al., 2022; Supriyanto et al., 2023).

After the measurement model met the required validity and reliability criteria, the structural
model was evaluated to test the proposed hypotheses. The structural model assessment included the
coefficient of determination, path coefficients, t-statistics, p-values, specific indirect effects, total
effects, and effect size estimation. The coefficient of determination was used to examine the
explanatory power of the model in predicting employment intention and employment decision.
Mediation analysis was performed to determine whether employment intention mediated the
relationship between work motivation, perceived career prospects, and employment decisions.
Moderation analysis was conducted by forming interaction terms involving digital readiness, using
the two-stage approach in SmartPLS. The significance of all direct, indirect, and moderation effects
was tested through a bootstrapping procedure with 5,000 subsamples at a significance level of 0.05.
A hypothesis was considered supported when the t-statistic exceeded 1.96 and the p-value was
below 0.05. Through this analytical procedure, the study was able to provide a comprehensive
empirical assessment of how psychological, career-related, and digital factors contribute to the
employment decisions of Alfa Class graduates. This analytical procedure is relevant because recent
vocational education research increasingly emphasizes the interaction between digital readiness,
employability skills, career expectations, and industry-oriented learning as key determinants of
graduates’ transition to employment (Kholifah et al,, 2025; Kholifah et al., 2025; Rahmat et al., 2024;
Waluyo et al., 2025).

Result and Discussion

Respondent Characteristics

This study involved 107 graduates of the Alfa Class program at SMK Negeri 9 Semarang from the
2023, 2024, and 2025 cohorts. The distribution of respondents was relatively balanced across the
three graduation years, consisting of 36 graduates from the 2023 cohort, 35 graduates from the 2024
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cohort, and 36 graduates from the 2025 cohort. This proportional distribution indicates that the
respondent composition adequately represents the population of Alfa Class graduates across recent
graduation periods. Therefore, the data provide a relevant empirical basis for examining the
determinants of employment decisions among graduates of an industry-based vocational education
program.

Measurement Model Evaluation

The measurement model was evaluated to ensure that all constructs used in the structural model
met the requirements of validity and reliability. Figure 1 presents the Partial Least Square construct
model, which illustrates the relationships among work motivation, perceived career prospects,
employment intention, digital readiness, and employment decision. The model shows that
employment intention functions as a mediating variable, while digital readiness is positioned both as
a direct predictor and as a moderating variable in the relationship between selected constructs and
employment decision.

X1

Figure 1. Partial Least Square (PLS) Construct Model

The convergent validity test was first assessed through outer loading values. As shown in
Table 1, all constructs consisted of five indicators, and all loading values were above the
recommended threshold of 0.70. The loading range for employment intention was 0.719-0.880, work
motivation 0.717-0.830, perceived career prospects 0.710-0.880, employment decision 0.789-
0.896, and digital readiness 0.739-0.838. These results indicate that all indicators have sufficient
ability to explain their respective latent constructs and can therefore be retained in the model.
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Table 1. Result of Outer Loading Convergent Validity Test

Variable Number of Indicators Loading Range Remarks
M 5 0.719 - 0.880 Valid
X1 5 0.717 - 0.830 Valid
X2 5 0.710 - 0.880 Valid
Y 5 0.789 - 0.896 Valid
Z 5 0.739-0.838 Valid

Reliability was then examined using Cronbach’s Alpha and Composite Reliability. As
presented in Table 2, all variables achieved Cronbach’s Alpha and Composite Reliability values above
0.70. Employment decision showed the highest internal consistency, with Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.910
and Composite Reliability of 0.933, followed by employment intention, digital readiness, perceived
career prospects, and work motivation. These findings confirm that all constructs have strong
internal consistency and are reliable for further structural analysis.

Table 2. Cronbach’s Alpha and Composite Reliability Values

Variable Cronbach’s Alpha Composite Reliability Remarks
M 0.869 0.906 Reliable
X1 0.833 0.880 Reliable
X2 0.836 0.879 Reliable
Y 0.910 0.933 Reliable
Z 0.841 0.884 Reliable

Discriminant validity was evaluated to ensure that each construct measured a conceptually
distinct phenomenon. Table 3 shows that the discriminant validity values met the required criteria,
indicating that the constructs in the model do not overlap excessively. The Average Variance
Extracted values also exceeded the minimum threshold of 0.50, with employment intention at 0.659,
work motivation at 0.595, perceived career prospects at 0.595, employment decision at 0.736, and
digital readiness at 0.604. These results demonstrate that the measurement model has adequate
convergent and discriminant validity.

Table 3. Value of Discriminants Validity

Variable M X1 X2 Y Z AVE Stuttgart
M 1.000 0.112 0.627 0.828 0.746 0.659 Valid
X1 0.112 1.000 0.087 0.100 0.123 0.595 Valid
X2 0.627 0.087 1.000 0.537 0.690 0.595 Valid
Y 0.828 0.100 0.537 1.000 0.683 0.736 Valid
Z 0.746 0.123 0.690 0.683 1.000 0.604 Valid

The construct reliability and validity results in Table 4 further strengthen the measurement
model evaluation. All constructs met the criteria for Cronbach’s Alpha, rho_a, rho_c, and AVE. The
HTMT results were also below 0.90, indicating that discriminant validity was achieved according to
the recommended PLS-SEM criterion. Therefore, the overall measurement model can be considered
valid, reliable, and appropriate for testing the proposed structural relationships.
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Table 4. Result of Construct Reliability and Validity

Variable Cronbach's Alpha rho_a rho_c AVE
M — Intention to Work 0,869 0,877 0,906 0,659
X1 — Work motivation 0,833 0,869 0,880 0,595
X2 — Perception of Career 0,836 0,890 0,879 0,595
Prospects
Y — Decision to Work 0,910 0,914 0,933 0,736
Z — Digital Readiness 0,841 0,864 0,884 0,604

Structural Model Evaluation

After confirming that the measurement model fulfilled the validity and reliability criteria, the
structural model was evaluated using R-square values, path coefficients, t-statistics, p-values,
mediation effects, and moderation effects. Table 5 presents the contribution test results. The R-
square value for employment intention was 0.347, indicating that work motivation, perceived career
prospects, and digital readiness explained 34.7% of the variance in employment intention. This value
reflects moderate explanatory power. Meanwhile, the R-square value for employment decision was
0.589, meaning that 58.9% of the variance in employment decision was explained by the constructs
included in the model. This result indicates that the proposed model has a relatively strong
explanatory ability in predicting graduates employment decisions.

Table 5. Contribution Test Result (R%)

Var. Dependencies R-square R-square adjusted
M 0.347 0.334
Y 0.589 0.564

The hypothesis testing results are presented in Table 6. Work motivation did not have a
significant effect on employment decision, as indicated by a negative path coefficient and a p-value
above 0.05. Work motivation also did not significantly influence employment intention. These results
suggest that, in the context of Alfa Class graduates, individual motivation alone was not sufficient to
determine whether graduates intended to work or decided to enter employment after graduation. By
contrast, perceived career prospects had a significant influence on employment intention, with a path
coefficient of 0.589, t-statistic of 8.150, and p-value of 0.000. This indicates that graduates who
perceived stronger career prospects in the retail industry were more likely to develop stronger
intentions to work.

Table 6. Path Coefficient Test Results

Hypothesis Path coefficient T statistics P values Remarks
H1:X1->Y -0.077 0.730 0.466 Rejected
H2:X2->Y 0.382 3.920 0.000 Accepted
H3:X1->M -0.012 0.089 0.929 Rejected
H4:X2 ->M 0.589 8.150 0.000 Accepted
H5: M ->Y 0.584 6.682 0.000 Accepted
H6:Z->Y 0.205 2.260 0.024 Accepted
H7:ZxX1->Y -0.007 0.079 0.937 Rejected
H8:ZxM->Y 0.038 0.821 0.412 Rejected
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Employment intention had a significant effect on employment decision, with a path coefficient
of 0.584, t-statistic of 6.682, and p-value of 0.000. This result confirms that intention is a strong
psychological predictor of employment decision. Digital readiness also had a significant direct effect
on employment decision, with a path coefficient of 0.205 and p-value of 0.024. This finding indicates
that graduates who felt more prepared to use digital tools and retail technologies were more likely
to decide to work. However, the interaction effects involving digital readiness were not significant.
The interaction between digital readiness and work motivation did not influence employment
decision, and the interaction between digital readiness and employment intention was also not
significant. Therefore, digital readiness functioned as a direct predictor rather than as a moderating
variable in this model.

Table 7 provides a consolidated summary of the path coefficients, mediation test, and
hypothesis decisions. The results confirm that the strongest relationship in the model was the effect
of perceived career prospects on employment intention, followed by the effect of employment
intention on employment decision. The indirect pathway from perceived career prospects to
employment decision through employment intention indicates that employment intention plays an
important mediating role. In other words, perceived career prospects influence employment
decisions primarily by strengthening graduates’s intention to work. This finding highlights the
importance of psychological readiness and career expectation in explaining the employment
behaviour of vocational graduates.

Table 7. Path Coefficient

H Hypothesis Path B T-Stat P-Value Decision
H1 X1-Y -0,070 0,881 0,388 Rejected
H2 X2-Y 0,382 3,920 0,000 Accrepted
H3 X1-M -0,012 0,089 0,929 Rejected
H4 X2 ->M 0,589 8,150 0,000 Accrepted
H5 M->Y 0,584 6,682 0,000 Accrepted
H6 7Z-Y 0,205 2,260 0,024 Accrepted
H7 ZxX1-Y -0,007 0,079 0,937 Rejected
H8 Zx M->Y 0,038 0,821 0,412 Rejected

Table 7 shows that four hypotheses were accepted and four were rejected. Perceived career
prospects had a significant positive effect on employment decisions (f = 0.382; p = 0.000) and
employment intention (f = 0.589; p = 0.000). Employment intention also significantly influenced
employment decisions (f = 0.584; p = 0.000), while digital readiness had a significant positive effect
on employment decisions (8 = 0.205; p = 0.024). However, work motivation did not significantly
affect employment decisions or employment intention. In addition, digital readiness did not
moderate the relationships between work motivation and employment decisions, nor between
employment intention and employment decisions. Overall, employment decisions were mainly
influenced by perceived career prospects, employment intention, and digital readiness.
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Discussion

The findings of this study indicate that work motivation did not have a significant effect on either
employment intention or employment decision among Alfa Class graduates. This result is relatively
different from previous studies that have emphasized the positive contribution of motivation to work
readiness, job performance, and workforce participation. Dinh Van Thang & Nguyen Quoc Nghi
(2022), for example, found that work motivation significantly improves employee performance,
while Ramadan Wardiansyah et al. (2024) demonstrated that employee motivation contributes to
job performance through job satisfaction and engagement. Similarly, Taufan et al. (2025) reported
that motivation plays an important role in shaping vocational graduates’ readiness to enter the
workforce. However, the present study suggests that, in the specific context of Alfa Class graduates,
motivation alone is not sufficient to explain employment intention and employment decision. This
difference may be caused by the relatively homogeneous motivational background of Alfa Class
students, who have been exposed to similar vocational training, industrial culture, and employment-
oriented learning experiences. Therefore, motivation may no longer function as a differentiating
factor among graduates because most respondents already possess a comparable level of work
orientation.

The non-significant effect of work motivation can also be understood through the Theory of
Planned Behavior, which argues that behaviour is not determined merely by motivation, but also by
intention, perceived behavioural control, and subjective norms (Ajzen, 1991b). This finding is also
consistent with Zuo et al. (2025),who showed that motivation in vocational education may support
long-term learning goals and well-being, but does not always directly translate into short-term career
decisions. In this study, graduates may have motivation to work, but their actual decision to enter
employment is more strongly shaped by whether they perceive the available career pathway as
promising and whether they have a strong intention to work. Thus, this study expands the discussion
of work motivation by showing that motivational factors may become less decisive when graduates
are situated in a structured industry-based vocational program that already provides similar
motivation-building experiences for all participants.

Perceived career prospects were found to have a strong influence on employment intention.
This finding supports Social Cognitive Career Theory, which explains that career choices are shaped
by self-efficacy, outcome expectations, and perceived environmental support. The result is also in
line with Kholifah, Nurtanto, Mutohhari, et al. (2025), who found that students’ career choices in
Indonesian vocational education are influenced by perceived career opportunities through
psychological mechanisms such as self-efficacy. In the Alfa Class context, graduates who perceive that
working in Alfamart provides clear promotion pathways, stable employment, skill development, and
future career growth are more likely to develop a stronger intention to work. This finding confirms
that career prospect perception is not merely an external judgement about job availability, but a
cognitive evaluation of whether a certain job can support future personal and professional
development.

This study further confirms that employment intention has a significant effect on employment
decision. This finding is consistent with Ajzen, (1991)Theory of Planned Behavior, which positions
intention as the closest predictor of actual behaviour. It also aligns with LUC (2020), who emphasized
that intention is a central mechanism in career-related behaviour within Social Cognitive Career
Theory. In the context of vocational graduates, employment intention becomes a crucial
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psychological bridge between career perception and actual labour-market entry. Graduates may be
offered direct recruitment access, but they will not necessarily decide to work unless they have
already developed a strong intention to do so. This finding supports Nuraini et al. (2025), who argued
that career decision-making self-efficacy and psychological readiness are important for preparing
vocational students to enter the workforce. Therefore, the success of an industry-based vocational
program should not only be evaluated from the availability of job pathways, but also from its ability
to strengthen graduates’ intention to take those opportunities.

The mediation finding shows that employment intention plays an important role in linking
perceived career prospects with employment decision. This means that graduates’s perception of
promising career prospects does not automatically lead to employment decisions unless it first
strengthens their intention to work. This result reinforces the integration of Social Cognitive Career
Theory and the Theory of Planned Behavior. From the SCCT perspective, perceived career prospects
reflect outcome expectations that shape career interest and intention. From the TPB perspective,
intention is the immediate antecedent of behaviour (Ajzen, 1991b). This finding is also comparable
to Nurullayev Firuz Fayzilloyevich (2025), who found that psychological mediators are important in
explaining vocational students’ career choices. Thus, the present study provides empirical evidence
that employment intention is a key mechanism through which perceived career prospects are
transformed into real employment decisions among vocational graduates.

Digital readiness was found to have a significant direct effect on employment decision. This
finding supports Kholifah, Nurtanto, Sutrisno, et al. (2025), who explained that digital readiness
reflects an individual’s preparedness and confidence to function in a technology-based work
environment. It is also consistent with Pham (2024), who found that digital readiness contributes to
vocational graduates’ work readiness, and with Lubis et al. (2025), who emphasized that confidence
in one’s career-related competence strengthens readiness to enter employment. In the modern retail
sector, digital readiness is particularly important because employees are required to operate point-
of-sale systems, inventory applications, digital transaction tools, and technology-supported
customer service systems. Therefore, graduates who feel digitally competent may have greater
confidence in entering the workforce because they perceive themselves as capable of adapting to the
technological demands of modern retail employment.

However, digital readiness did not significantly moderate the relationship between work
motivation, employment intention, and employment decision. This finding indicates that digital
readiness does not strengthen or weaken the influence of psychological factors on employment
decisions, but rather functions as an independent predictor. This result differs from the assumption
that digital readiness should amplify the effect of motivation or intention on work-related behaviour.
A possible explanation is that Alfa Class graduates received relatively similar digital training through
the same program structure, including exposure to modern retail technology and work-based
learning. As a result, the variation in digital readiness among respondents may not be strong enough
to produce a moderating effect. This finding offers an important theoretical contribution by showing
that, in standardized vocational-industry partnership programs, digital readiness may operate more
as a direct employment resource than as a conditional variable.

The novelty of this study lies in its integrated model that examines work motivation, perceived
career prospects, employment intention, digital readiness, and employment decision within the
specific context of the Alfa Class industry-based vocational education program. Previous studies have
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generally examined motivation, work readiness, career choice, or digital competence separately,
while this study positions employment intention as a mediating mechanism and digital readiness as
both a direct and moderating variable. The findings reveal that perceived career prospects and digital
readiness are more decisive than general work motivation in shaping employment decisions among
Alfa Class graduates. This provides a new perspective that vocational graduate employment is not
only influenced by internal motivation, but also by concrete career expectations, intention formation,
and perceived readiness to work in a digitalized industry environment.

The theoretical implication of this study is that it strengthens the relevance of the Theory of
Planned Behavior and Social Cognitive Career Theory in explaining vocational graduates’ transition
into employment. The findings show that intention remains a central mechanism in converting career
perception into employment behaviour, while digital readiness emerges as an additional predictor
in the context of technology-based work environments. Practically, the results imply that vocational
schools and industry partners should strengthen career guidance, career pathway communication,
digital skills training, and workplace exposure. For the Alfa Class program, the findings suggest that
students should not only be trained in retail operations but also be given clearer information about
promotion systems, long-term career development, income prospects, and the digital competencies
required in modern retail work. These efforts may strengthen graduates’s employment intention and
increase the likelihood that they will make concrete employment decisions after graduation.

This study has several limitations. First, the research was conducted only among Alfa Class
graduates at SMK Negeri 9 Semarang, so the findings may not be fully generalizable to other
vocational schools, other regions, or other industry-based partnership programs. Second, the study
used a cross-sectional survey design, which limits the ability to examine changes in motivation,
career perception, digital readiness, intention, and employment decision over time. Third, the data
were collected through self-reported questionnaires, which may contain subjective bias or socially
desirable responses. Fourth, this study focused only on work motivation, perceived career prospects,
employment intention, and digital readiness, while other possible factors such as family expectations,
socioeconomic status, salary expectations, workplace distance, peer influence, higher education
aspirations, and labour-market conditions were not included in the model. Future research should
involve broader samples, compare different vocational partnership models, use longitudinal designs,
and include additional contextual variables to provide a more comprehensive understanding of
vocational graduates’ employment decisions.

Conclusion

This study concludes that employment decisions among Alfa Class graduates of SMK Negeri 9
Semarang are shaped more strongly by perceived career prospects, employment intention, and
digital readiness than by general work motivation. The findings demonstrate that perceived career
prospects significantly strengthen graduates’s intention to work, and this intention subsequently
becomes a decisive psychological mechanism that translates career perceptions into actual
employment decisions. In other words, graduates are more likely to decide to enter employment
when they perceive clear career pathways, professional development opportunities, and future
prospects within the retail industry. Employment intention was also found to fully mediate the
relationship between perceived career prospects and employment decisions, confirming the
relevance of intention as a central predictor of behaviour in vocational graduate employment.
Meanwhile, digital readiness had a significant direct effect on employment decisions, indicating that

314



graduates who feel prepared to use digital tools and retail technologies are more confident in
entering technology-supported workplaces. However, digital readiness did not function as a
moderating variable, suggesting that it operates as an independent employment resource rather than
a condition that strengthens or weakens the effects of motivation or intention. Theoretically, this
study extends the application of the Theory of Planned Behavior and Social Cognitive Career Theory
in the context of industry-based vocational education by showing that employment decisions are
influenced not only by motivational factors but also by concrete career expectations, intention
formation, and digital preparedness. Practically, the findings imply that vocational schools and
industry partners should strengthen career guidance, communicate career pathways more clearly,
provide intensive workplace exposure, and enhance digital readiness training to support graduates’
transition into employment. Nevertheless, this study is limited by its single-school context, cross-
sectional design, and reliance on self-reported data; therefore, future studies should involve broader
samples, compare different school-industry partnership models, and include additional contextual
variables such as family expectations, socioeconomic background, salary expectations, workplace
location, and higher education aspirations.
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