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The changing nature of work
As noted by several commentators (e.g., Gowing, Kraft, & Campbell Quick,
1998; Howard, 1995; Pfeffer, 1998; Rifkin, 1995; Sverke, Hellgren, Näswall,
Chirumbolo, De Witte & Goslinga, 2004), working life has been subject to
dramatic change over the past decades. These changes concern issues such as
increased economic dependency between countries, rapidly changing consumer
markets, and escalated demands for flexibility within as well as between organizations. As a consequence, organizations have been forced to engage in various
adaptive strategies in order to tackle new demands and remain vigorous in this
unpredictable environment. Organizations have, as noted by among others
Cascio (1998), two options to become more profitable: they can either increase
their gains or decrease their costs, often by reducing the number of employees.
These organizational options are often realized in actions like outsourcings,
privatizations, mergers and acquisitions, often in combination with personnel
reductions through layoffs, offers of early retirement, and increased utilization of
subcontracted workers (Burke & Cooper, 2000; Burke & Nelson, 1998; Tetrick
& Quick, 2003). Although these reorganization strategies differ in many ways,
they usually have at least one thing in common – they lead to the workforce
being permeated with worries regarding the future. Such feelings may concern
the survival of the organization as a whole, as well as the future existence of the
employee’s present job or valuable features of the job.
One of the most commonly used tactics in reorganization is the practice of
downsizing. Downsizing strategies may incorporate many different facets and
angles but they all, by definition, contain methods of personnel reduction. Kets
de Vries and Balazs (1997) defined downsizing as “the planned elimination of
positions or jobs” (p.11). Another definition emphasizes downsizing as an
organizational decision aimed at reducing the workforce and improving organizational performance, and that these decisions are intentional and deliberate
(Cameron, Freeman, & Mishra 1991). During recent decades, the industrialized
world has witnessed an increase in the occurrence of organizational downsizing
and the laying-off of millions of people (Cascio, 1995). During the 1980s and
1990s more than 3 million white-collar jobs were eliminated in the United States
alone, and the situation in Asia and Europe is not much different (Rifkin, 1995).
The transformation of working life has brought the issue of insecure working
conditions to the forefront, and a growing number of scholars and practitioners
are addressing the issue of job insecurity. During the 1980s and 1990s there was
a large increase in the number of individuals who perceived their employment as
insecure (OECD, 1997). The OECD (1997) reported data from workers in 21
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OECD countries during 1996.1 The results ranged from 31% reporting unsatisfactory levels of job security in Norway to 50% or more in France, Japan, the
United Kingdom, and the United States (see also Burchell et al., 1999, for details
about UK conditions, and Borg, Kristensen, & Burr, 2000, for data on Denmark).
There is also substantial evidence to suggest that the nature of work has changed
dramatically for those who remain employed. Employers in virtually every
industrialized nation are, in varying degrees, moving toward increased flexibility
in how they staff their organizations (Klein Hesselink & van Vuuren, 1999;
Sparrow, 1998). Organizational strivings for functional and numerical flexibility
have resulted in demands for new types of skills as well as in changes in employment contracts. Most notably, organizations have shown increased interest in
employing workers on the basis of short or fixed term contracts rather than on the
basis of implicit long-term contracts (McLean Parks, Kidder, & Gallagher, 1998;
Sverke, Gallagher, & Hellgren, 2000). In addition, downsizing survivors have to
do more with fewer resources, their work load increases, and uncertainty regarding task performance is likely to be prevalent (Burke & Nelson, 1998; Hartley,
Jacobson, Klandermans, & van Vuuren, 1991).
As a result of the changes described above, job insecurity has emerged as one
of the most important issues in contemporary work life and the phenomenon of
job insecurity has consequently become more frequently studied among scholars
and researchers (Sverke, Hellgren & Näswall, 2002). The overall purpose of this
chapter is to address theoretical and methodological issues regarding the conceptualization of job insecurity and its antecedents and consequences, as well as
highlight areas where future research is warranted.

The nature and measurement of job insecurity
Given the changes taking place in working life, the construct of job insecurity
itself has undergone a change of meaning. During the 1960s and 70s, the construct was often to be found in larger inventories of work climate, and was
regarded as a motivator (job security) rather than as a stressor (e.g., Hackman &
Oldham, 1975; Rizzo, House, & Lirtzman, 1970). In these studies, self-reported
job security was treated as one variable among many which, when taken
together, reflected an individual’s overall sense of satisfaction in the work
situation. One exception to this is Caplan, Cobb, French, Van Harrison, and
Pinneau (1975) who developed a stress inventory that also contained a multi-item
1
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The percentages are based on the norm level of employment security and are calculated as
the average of the percentage reporting favorable answers to four questions concerning the
level of job security perceived. For details, see OECD Employment Outlook (1997 Chapter
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scale for taking job insecurity into account. In the mid-1980s, research in this
area began to more systematically focus on job insecurity and along with this
came a change in the construct’s meaning; it went from being seen as a motivator
to being defined as a stressor (Greenhalgh & Rosenblatt, 1984). In connection
with this, a more systematic approach to this research began to take shape, regarding, primarily, empirical results and, to a certain degree, theory development
(see Sverke et al., 2002, for a review).
Among the first to place job insecurity in a larger theoretical context was
Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt (1984) who, with their theoretical model, summed up
the definitions of job insecurity and elaborated on the potential causes, effects,
and organizational consequences of the phenomenon. Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt
defined job insecurity as a “perceived powerlessness to maintain desired continuity in a threatened job situation” (1984, p. 438). They further maintained that
job insecurity is based on the individual’s perceptions and interpretations of the
immediate work environment. This implies that subjectively experienced threats
are derived from objective threats by means of the individual’s perceptual and
cognitive processes (cf. theories of psychological climate; e.g., James, Hater,
Gent, & Bruni, 1978; James & Sells, 1981). With this conception of job insecurity as a theoretical starting point, a number of somewhat similar definitions
have been presented in the literature. Job insecurity has, for example, been
described as:
• “one’s expectations about continuity in a job situation” (Davy, Kinicki,
& Scheck, 1997, p. 323);
• ”an overall concern about the future existence of the job” (Rosenblatt &
Ruvio, 1996, p. 587);
• “an employee’s perception of a potential threat to continuity in his or
her current job” (Heaney, Israel, & House, 1994, p. 1431);
• “a discrepancy between the level of security a person experiences and
the level she or he might prefer” (Hartley et al., 1991, p. 7);
• “the subjectively experienced anticipation of a fundamental and involuntary event” (Sverke et al., 2002, p. 243).
It should, in this context, be pointed out that certain researchers in the behavioral
sciences, although perhaps more commonly in other scientific disciplines, use
definitions of job insecurity that are largely “objective”. These definitions are
based on the assumption that job insecurity occurs as a contextual phenomenon
independent of the individual’s experiences and interpretation of the situation.
An example of this is Pearce (1998), who defined temporary employment as an
objective type of job insecurity that is characterized by ”an independently determined probability that workers will have the same job in the foreseeable future”
(p. 34). Others have classified entire organizations or workplaces as being more
5

or less marked by job insecurity (e.g, Büssing, 1999; Ferrie, Shipley, Marmot,
Stansfeld, & Smith, 1998). The basic assumption in these objective definitions is
that individuals who find themselves in types of employment and/or organizations that are classified as insecure experience more job insecurity than is the
case with individuals who hold a “safer” type of employment or work for an
organization deemed as safe. There are also researchers who base their definitions of job insecurity on the level of unemployment in society, which means that
a rise in unemployment can be interpreted as a rise in general job insecurity (e.g.,
Gallie, White, Cheng, & Tomlingson, 1998).
Other researchers use combinations of various definitions and operationalizations in their research. For example, Mohr (2000, p. 339) discussed four different
types of job insecurity: (1) ”job insecurity as a state of public awareness” which
involves a high degree of unemployment in society; (2) ”job insecurity at the
company level” which refers to unstable and insecure conditions in the organization; (3) ”acute job insecurity” involving the concrete subjective experiencing of
a threat to employment, and; (4) ”anticipation of job loss” which applies to a
situation where layoffs have already begun to be carried out in the organization
in which the individual is employed. Job insecurity can therefore either be
experienced at a personal level or attributed externally, such as in those situations
where the researcher defines the population under investigation as being uncertain of how their future employment will progress (Ferrie, 2001). In a study comparing the consequences of objective and subjective types job insecurity, De
Witte and Näswall (2003) found that, amongst those experiencing a high degree
of job insecurity, it was the permanent rather then the temporary employees who
reported lower levels of both job satisfaction and organizational commitment in
comparison with the temporary employees. These authors went on to argue that
job insecurity cannot only be defined from characteristics of the situation but
should contain an element of subjectivity.
Several different measures are used to assess job insecurity in current research. The main differences center around whether an objective or a subjective
theoretical approach is employed. Within the subjective approach, distinctions
can be made between those who use single items as opposed to scales, global
measures instead of multidimensional measures, and fear or worry questions
rather than probability questions (Sverke et al., 2002). In the latter case, some
researchers have been known to formulate their items so as to include wordings
such as ”I worry about”, ”I fear I will”, or ”I feel uneasy about”, to give a few
examples (e.g., Armstrong-Stassen, 1994; Barling & Kelloway, 1996; Burke,
1991; Mauno, Leskinen, & Kinnunen, 2001). Such items focus on job insecurity
as something negative and undesired, and the questions themselves hint at the
fact that job insecurity is a stressor, which is considered unpleasant for the
individual and creates some sort of negative emotion.
6

In contrast to this, other researchers instead utilize items that focus on how
secure individuals think they are in their present employment (e.g., Davy et al.,
1997; Lim, 1997). These questions contain wordings such as ”How certain are
you about your future employment in this organization?”, and thus focus on the
individual’s perception of continuity in the present employment. Other related
operationalizations focus on the likelihood of the individual being able to keep
his/her job in the future (e.g., De Witte, 1999; Mohr, 2000; Roskies, LouisGuerin, & Fournier, 1993). A typical question of this type is, for example, ”What
is the likelihood that you will have the same job in the foreseeable future?” (e.g.,
De Witte, 1999). Such questions focus on the individual’s perceptions and evaluation of the likelihood of keeping his/her employment in the future.
The operationalizations using certainty and likelihood are quite closely related
and are similar in the respect that they do not contain expressions that necessarily
characterize the experience of job insecurity as a direct stressor. Nor do these
measurements illustrate the involuntary nature of the experience. With this in
mind, it is entirely possible for an individual to consider the likelihood that he/
she will lose the job to be high, at the same time as he/she welcomes this change,
or has chosen it voluntarily. Because of this, there are researchers who argue that
operationalizations containing intensifying words like ”fear” or ”worry” better
reflect the definition of job insecurity as a subjective and involuntary stressor
(Sverke et al., 2002).
In the behavioral sciences and psychological research, however, the subjective definitions of the construct are predominant. These definitions are based on
two fundamental assumptions: (1) that the experience of job insecurity is individual and subjective, and (2) that it is based on an involuntary change from a
secure to a non-secure situation.
While most definitions of the construct also share the view that job insecurity
is a subjectively experienced stressor, it appears that the definition of the construct is broad enough to encompass different aspects of such uncertainty perceptions. Other aspects than threats of imminent job loss – such as loss of valued
job features, demotion, and career insecurity – may also constitute central aspects
of employees’ uncertainty perceptions. Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt (1984), who
were the first to introduce a multidimensional definition, noted: “Loss of valued
job features is an important but often overlooked aspect of job insecurity” (p.
441). Thus, a significant distinction in this line of inquiry is that between “insecurity about the continuity of one’s job or aspects of one’s job” (Hartley et al.,
1991, p. 32).
Indeed, a number of commentators (e.g., Ashford, Lee, & Bobko, 1989;
Greenhalgh & Rosenblatt, 1984; Hartley & Klandermans, 1986; Roskies &
Louis-Guerin, 1990) have argued that the definition and measurement of job
insecurity would benefit from including concerns about deteriorated employment
7

conditions and career opportunities in addition to threats of imminent job loss.
Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt (1984) maintained that insecurity could best be
described in terms of threats to the job itself, importance of total job, threats to
valued job features, importance of valued job features, and a feeling of powerlessness to counteract these threats. Ashford et al. (1989) developed measures
based on this definition of the different aspects, and combined the dimensions
into a multiplicative job insecurity scale. Other researchers (e.g., Kinnunen,
Mauno, Nätti, & Happonen, 1999) have used a similar approach, although not
distinguishing between threats to the job itself and threats to job features.
Borg and Elizur (1992) differentiated between cognitive job insecurity (likelihood of job loss) and affective job insecurity (fear of job loss). Roskies and
Louis-Guerin (1990) developed single-item measures of five different aspects of
job insecurity: the likelihood of termination, early retirement, demotion, impaired
working conditions, and long-term job insecurity. Hellgren, Sverke, and Isaksson
(1999) made a distinction between quantitative job insecurity (worries about
losing the job itself) and qualitative job insecurity (worries about losing important job features).
Following Hellgren et al. (1999), we argue that it would be meaningful to
make a distinction between at least two different aspects of job insecurity:
quantitative and qualitative insecurity. Quantitative job insecurity is similar to
the global conceptualizations of the construct. Qualitative job insecurity pertains
to perceptions of potential loss of quality in the employment relationship, such as
deterioration of working conditions, demotion, lack of career opportunities,
decreasing salary development, and concerns about person-organization fit in the
future. It is likely that the latter aspect may also be divided into separate dimensions, but this is a question for future theoretical and empirical research. Even if
measures of different aspects are available (e.g., Ashford et al., 1989; Hellgren et
al., 1999; Roskies & Louis-Guerin, 1990), the measurement properties of the
scales are far from clear. Assessment of measurement properties in a variety of
settings and potential refinements of the instruments with the aid of confirmatory
factor analysis are important issues for the research agenda. It is also obvious that
such empirical work cannot be done without simultaneous conceptual advancements on what may be the most important and relevant aspects of job insecurity.
It may also be noted that results from a meta-analysis (Sverke et al., 2002)
indicate that job insecurity measures based on multiple-item scales may have a
stronger relationship with the outcomes compared with single-item measures.
Generally, scales consisting of multiple indicators exhibit a higher degree of
reliability than is to be found with single items (Gorsuch, 1997; Spector, 1992). It
has also been argued that measures consisting of multiple indicators encompass
more of the job insecurity experience and generate a higher degree of content
validity in comparison to single item measures (Sverke et al., 2002).
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Antecedents of job insecurity experiences
In order to further understand the phenomenon of job insecurity, it is fruitful to
take into consideration studies investigating potential antecedents of job insecurity. Job insecurity experiences, regardless of whether they are qualitative or
quantitative, arise from an interaction between situational characteristics and
characteristics of the individual that influence the interpretation the individual
makes of environmental factors.
Age is one demographic factor that may affect the interpretation of cues in the
environment as posing a threat of job loss. People in their 30s and 40s, for example, are in an age-bracket whose members are likely to be responsible for
raising children and may, in connection with such circumstances, tend to experience the possibility of job loss more negatively than persons who are only
responsible for their own sustenance (De Witte, 1999). As the responsibility for
others diminishes, the vulnerability to job loss may also decrease, and result in
lower levels of job insecurity, particularly, amongst older employees. However,
studies have also reported evidence that older employees may experience higher
levels of job insecurity (e.g., Mohr, 2000; Näswall & De Witte, 2003; Hartley et
al., 1991). This has been attributed to the fact that it may be more difficult for
older employees to find new employment, which would leave them more vulnerable to job loss (Hartley et al., 1991).
Gender may play a role in how a person prepares for different occurrences
throughout life. Some of the few studies focusing on how gender influences
perceptions of job insecurity have found that men tend report higher levels of job
insecurity than women (e.g., Kinnunen et al., 1999; Rosenblatt, Talmud, &
Ruvio, 1999). This has been explained by the suggestion that traditional values
may prompt men to experience higher levels of job insecurity than women, since
this role traditionally requires the man to be the breadwinner of the family. Men
would then tend to be more vulnerable to the threat of job loss, as it would not
only threaten their source of income, but also their identity, to a higher degree
than it would for women. However, what complicates overgeneralizing about the
influence of gender is that, according to this argument, a woman who was the
main breadwinner for her family could similarly be expected to experience
greater job insecurity than a man would who did not have this responsibility to
the same extent (De Witte, 1999). Some studies also provide empirical evidence
that women report higher levels of job insecurity than men (Näswall & De Witte,
2003). The issue of how gender influences job insecurity perceptions is,
however, not yet settled.
A small number of studies have investigated whether certain personality dispositions are related to experiences of job insecurity. The results from a few of
these studies suggest that persons with a predominantly external locus of control
9

are more likely to report higher levels of job insecurity (Ashford et al., 1989;
Kinnunen et al., 1999; Sverke et al., 2004). In contrast, higher levels of selfesteem have been related to lower levels of job insecurity (Hartley et al., 1991).
There is also some evidence that negative affectivity increases the likelihood of
job insecurity perceptions (Sverke et al., 2004).
Socioeconomic status may influence an individual’s experiencing of a situation and result in the interpretation that the job is being threatened. Status may
also affect how important a job is considered to be, in that it affects an individual’s dependence on the present employment. Related to socioeconomic status
are type of work (manual vs. non-manual) and the level of education the individual has. Persons who have low-status (often manual) jobs and low income are
often more dependent on their income and are therefore generally thought to be
more vulnerable to the threat of job loss (Frese, 1985; Kinnunen et al., 1999). An
individual with low income is usually not able to save money, which would make
a loss of income more severe. Low-status jobs are often also associated with
lower levels of education, resulting in fewer coping resources and strategies.
Studies have also shown that blue-collar workers report higher levels of job
insecurity than other worker categories (Näswall & DeWitte, 2003). Lower
education and skill level also contribute to employees having fewer options of
alternative employment in the labor market, or the individual’s sense of employability (cf. Fugate, Kinicki, & Ashforth, 2004), which may increase their degree
of dependence on the present job, and make the threat of unemployment more
severe (Gallie et al., 1998; Schaufeli, 1992; Sverke et al, 2004).
Holding a certain type of employment contract can also influence perceptions
of job insecurity. Employees who are hired on full-time or permanent contracts
may experience less job insecurity. These employees may have a greater sense of
being an integral part of the organization than part-time or temporary employees
would (Barling & Gallagher, 1996; Sverke et al., 2000). Should the organization
have to reduce their staff, those employees who are not considered core workers
may be the first to have to leave the organization. However, the nature of the
formal contracts of the temporary workers can actually prepare them for instability, in that any uncertainty that might arise over the future of their employment
may not be something unexpected. Moreover, employees with temporary contracts are generally aware that there is a time limit to their employment since this
is something known upon entering into the employment relationship (Gallagher
& McLean Parks, 2001). Employees who are less formally attached to the
organization may be less committed to keeping their job and less likely to
experience job insecurity than permanent workers. Studies investigating job
insecurity experiences among temporary workers typically find that employees
holding contracts with a time limit experience more job insecurity than
permanent or full-time employees (Näswall & De Witte, 2003; Sverke et al.,
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2000). However, the relation between part-time work and job insecurity is less
clear, as some studies (e.g., Still, 1983) show that part-time workers report more
job insecurity than full-time. Others find mixed results, such that some groups of
part-time workers are more insecure than full-time, but other groups of part-time
workers are less insecure than full-time workers (Näswall & De Witte, 2003).
Social support has been named as a possible coping resource for reducing the
perceptions of stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Those who are able to utilize
support from others have been found to reported lower levels of job insecurity
(Armstrong-Stassen, 1993). Social support may originate from a variety of
sources. Family-based support, such as having the presence of a partner, has been
found to act as a buffer against some of the negative consequences of job insecurity (Lim, 1996). It is possible that living with a partner may remove some of the
pressure of having to bring in an income, but very few studies have investigated
how family status affects the level of job insecurity experienced (e.g., Sverke et
al., 2004), and the results are inconclusive, indicating that more research with
more adequate measures is needed.
Another source of social support is union membership (Armstrong-Stassen,
1993; Dekker & Schaufeli, 1995). Being a member of a union may serve to
protect against actions by management that would harm the employee. The sense
of powerlessness often associated with job insecurity may decrease since unions
often have a strong collective voice and may be able to affect management
policies in favor of the employees (Barling, Fullagar, & Kelloway, 1992;
Hellgren & Chirumbolo, 2003; Johnson, Bobko, & Hartenian, 1992; Sverke &
Hellgren, 2001). Results from research on union membership and job insecurity
indicate that union members report lower levels of job insecurity than nonmembers (Sverke et al., 2004). However, since only a few studies support this
result, it is difficult to draw conclusions regarding the role of the union. There are
even suggestions that union members might report higher levels of job insecurity,
since workers are more likely to join a union when their employment is less
secure (e.g., Bender & Sloane, 1999; Näswall & De Witte, 2003). At present, the
impact of support from the family as well as the union on experiences of job
insecurity needs to be further researched.

Consequences of job insecurity
Intuitively, one would expect feelings of job insecurity to have a strong psychological impact on those affected. Experiences of uncertainty concerning one’s
future employment are likely to have severe consequences for an employee’s
overall life situation in that economic and other highly valued aspects of life will
be perceived as threatened (Ashford et al., 1989; Hartley et al., 1991). Employ11

ment provides individuals with income, social contacts, and opportunities for
personal development, as well as a more structured life (Jahoda, 1982). If
individuals feel their needs threatened by a perceived insecure employment
situation, they are also experiencing a threat to the vital economic, social, and
personal aspects of their lives (De Witte, 1999). The individual’s evaluation of
work is also shaped by a strong desire for stability (Schabracq & Cooper, 2000),
and losing the job would mean losing this structure and stability as well. Individuals who feel that these important features of life are threatened, and are
uncertain as to how to protect them, will be frustrated and experience stress.
Indeed, one of the most prominent features of job insecurity is the aspect of
uncertainty and ambiguity. According to stress theories, not knowing how to
counteract a threat to something valued will lead to stress experiences (Lazarus
& Folkman, 1984). The experience of uncertainty concerning the future of
employment prohibits the individual to cope with the threat adequately and
diminishes the opportunities for reducing the level of stress experienced. In line
with this reasoning, research suggests that perceived threats concerning the
nature and continued existence of a job may have as detrimental consequences as
job loss itself (Dekker & Schaufeli, 1995; Latack & Dozier, 1986). This is
consistent with the central proposition of stress research, that anticipation of a
stressful event represents an equally important, or perhaps even greater, source of
anxiety than the actual event (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).
Stress experiences are accompanied by stress reactions, which may be described as somatic, psychological, and behavioral (Jex & Beehr, 1991; Spector,
2000). Consistent with this, job insecurity has been associated with several
different health-related, attitudinal, and behavioral outcomes (see De Witte
[1999] and Hartley et al. [1991] for reviews, and Sverke et al. [2002] for metaanalysis results).
In terms of health-related consequences, many studies have documented that
job insecurity is negatively related to employee well-being. Physical health
complaints, mental distress, and work-to-leisure carry-over tend to increase with
the level of job insecurity experienced (e.g., Ashford et al., 1989; Barling &
Kelloway, 1996; Hartley et al., 1991; Jick, 1985). The majority of studies that
have investigated the relationship between job insecurity and well-being are
based on self-reported health data, but there is also evidence indicating that job
insecurity is related to health indicators that are more physiological or biological
in nature (e.g., Arnetz et al., 1991; Catalano, Rook, & Dooley, 1986; Lindström,
Leino, Seitsamo, & Torstila, 1997; Siegrist, Peter, Junge, Cremer, & Seidel,
1990). In addition, it has been shown that subjective job insecurity is both more
strongly and more often related to mental health complaints as compared to the
more physical and biological markers of health (Iversen & Sabroe, 1988;
Mattiasson, Lindgärde, Nilsson, & Theorell, 1990; Mohr, 2000).
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However, the radical change from a traditionally secure working environment
to a rapidly changing and insecure one could be expected to have an impact not
only on the well-being of the individuals, but also on their work attitudes and
behavior, and, in the long run, for the vitality of the organization. As phrased by
Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt (1984), “workers react to job insecurity, and their
reactions have consequences for organizational effectiveness” (p. 438). Job
insecurity has consistently been found to associate with a number of attitudinal
reactions. The most commonly researched outcome in this context is job satisfaction. For instance, Ashford et al. (1989) showed that employees who felt
insecure about their future employment were more dissatisfied with their jobs as
compared to those who perceived their future job situation as more secure.
Similar results have been obtained in a number of studies (e.g., Davy et al., 1997;
Hartley et al., 1991; Heaney et al., 1994; Rosenblatt & Ruvio, 1996). Job insecurity has also been linked to impaired commitment to the organization (e.g.,
Armstrong-Stassen, 1993; Davy et al., 1997), reduced trust in management (e.g.,
Ashford et al., 1989; Borg & Elizur, 1992), and lower levels of job involvement
(e.g., Kuhnert & Palmer, 1991; Leavoni & Sales, 1990).
A perceived insecurity concerning one’s future role in the organization may
also result in a variety of behavioral reactions. One of the most frequently examined observations in this respect is that job insecurity may make the employee
less inclined to remain with the organization. Job insecurity, like any stressor,
could lead to a withdrawal response as manifested in, for example, higher levels
of turnover intention (Arnold & Feldman, 1982; Brockner, 1988; Burke &
Nelson, 1998; Davy et al., 1997; Dekker & Schaufeli, 1995; Hartley et al., 1991).
This is especially important also for managers given that qualified workers will
more easily find a new job and thus are more likely to in fact quit if they experience job insecurity (Greenhalgh & Rosenblatt, 1984; Hartley et al., 1991).
Employees’ performance may also be affected by the degree to which they feel
that their employment is secure. There are some inconsistencies in the empirical
evidence for how job insecurity and performance are related. Some studies have
empirically confirmed the expectation that higher levels of job insecurity would
be associated with decreases in self-rated performance (e.g., Armstrong-Stassen,
1993; Rosenblatt et al., 1999). There is, however, another view on performance
in relation to job insecurity, which suggests that employees who perceive a risk
of layoffs may increase their work effort in order to be more valuable to the
organization, and therefore not be made redundant (Brockner, Tyler, & CooperSchneider, 1992; Sverke & Hellgren, 2001).
However, the relationships between job insecurity and employee reactions
may not be as clear-cut as implied by this brief review. Several issues need
further research attention before any valid conclusions as to the consequences of
job insecurity can be drawn. First of all, although meta-analysis results suggest
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that job insecurity is negatively related to employee well-being, attitudes, and
work-related behavior (Sverke et al., 2002), some of the relations investigated
were based on a large number of empirical studies (e.g., job satisfaction, organizational commitment), while other summarized a smaller number of samples
(e.g., job involvement, trust). Moreover, there is also a need to investigate other
factors that may be consequences of job insecurity, but have received less
research attention. Further research is warranted to establish how perceptions of
employment uncertainty are related to factors such as work intensity (Brown &
Leigh, 1996), compliance with safety procedures (Probst & Brubaker, 2001),
depression (Orpen, 1993), burnout (Westman, Etzion, & Danon, 2001), neckand-shoulder problems (Lindström et al., 1997), and ischemic heart disease
occurrence (Siegrist et al., 1990).
Secondly, there is also a need to further investigate not only how job insecurity may impact the individuals or the organizations they work for, but also how
other actors may be affected. Like other stressors, it is most likely that the consequences of job insecurity may be categorized not only according to whether they
primarily affect the individual or the organization, but also according to how they
affect other parts of life. For example, employees may take out the frustration
associated with job insecurity on the union if they feel the union has not done
enough to protect them (Sverke & Hellgren, 2001). There is some evidence that
job insecurity is associated with negative outcomes for the union, such as dissatisfaction with the union and union turnover (Mellor, 1992; Sverke &
Goslinga, 2003, Sverke et al., 2004). Research has also suggested that the
demands the individual perceives he/she has to live up to when experiencing job
insecurity may influence relations outside work, in that it may be difficult to
perform well in several demanding roles simultaneously (Netemeyer, Bolens, &
McMurrian, 1996). There is research evidence indicating that the stress of job
insecurity may spill over to affect the spouse of the individual negatively
(Westman et al., 2001). There is also evidence that reactions to job insecurity
may have consequences for the individual’s family, and even influence children’s
attitudes toward work, as they see their parents experiencing and reacting to work
stressors (Barling, Dupre, & Hepburn, 1998; Lim & Leng Loo, 2003). These
indications still need to undergo further empirical scrutiny.
Thirdly, different aspects of job insecurity may relate in different ways to
these types of outcomes. Because a perceived loss of continuity in a job situation
can span the range from threats of imminent job loss to loss of important job
features (Davy et al., 1997; Greenhalgh & Rosenblatt, 1984), these different
aspects may evoke divergent reactions (Roskies & Louis-Guerin, 1990). To date,
only a few studies report relationships of different job insecurity dimensions and
outcomes. Ashford et al. (1989) studied the specific effects of different facets of
insecurity in addition to the multiplicative measure, and reported approximately
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similar correlations of both likelihood of job features continuation and likelihood
of total job continuation with various work attitudes, but non-significant relationships with somatic complaints. Roskies and Louis-Guerin (1990) examined
the relative importance of various aspects of job insecurity on mental health and
work commitment, and found that insecurity about future working conditions
was more strongly related to the outcomes than insecurity about demotion and
termination. Hellgren et al. (1999) found that qualitative job insecurity was more
strongly related to work attitudes while quantitative insecurity evidenced
stronger relationships with different aspects of health complaints. In contrast,
Riesel and Banai (2002), who also investigated effects of different aspects of job
insecurity, found that the job loss component of job insecurity explained more
variance in organizational commitment, trust, and job search behavior than the
job features loss component. However, Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt (1984) noted
that the aspect reflecting concerns about continued employment might be the
most important of the two. Although a loss of valued job features certainly
represents an aspect of job insecurity “inasmuch as it involves losing the job as
the affected employee currently knows it”, it is likely that this threat is “less
severe because organizational membership – and all that such membership means
to the individual – is not lost” (Greenhalgh & Rosenblatt, p. 441). Clearly,
further research is needed to understand the potentially differential effects of
various dimensions of job insecurity.
A fourth problem concerning the relationship between job insecurity and its
postulated outcomes is that the relative impact of insecurity above the effects of
other factors is far from clear. For instance, research has not clarified the effects
of job insecurity beyond what can be explained by mood dispositions (Hellgren
et al., 1999; Roskies et al., 1993). A great body of literature suggests that self
reports of job stress, well-being, and health are under influence of personality
traits like positive and negative affectivity, and that such personality dispositions
hence should be controlled for (Brief, Burke, George, Robinson, & Webster,
1988; Costa & McCrae, 1980; Roskies et al., 1993; Schaubroeck, Ganster & Fox,
1992; Watson & Pennebaker, 1989). It has also been suggested that the degree to
which an individual reacts to job insecurity is influenced by demographic
characteristics like gender, age, and civil status (e.g., De Witte, 1999). In
addition, it would be valuable to further assess the unique criterion effects of job
insecurity beyond those of other stressors. Previous research indicates that the
negative effects of insecurity tend to remain, albeit of a lower magnitude, after
controlling for demographics, personality, and other stressors (e.g., Hellgren &
Sverke, 2001; Näswall, Sverke, & Hellgren, 2005), but there are of course
several variables that may affect the potential outcomes of job insecurity.
Fifth, most studies that have examined the consequences of job insecurity
have been cross-sectional, relating job insecurity to its potential outcomes within
15

a single data collection wave. This means that the knowledge is limited regarding
the long-term effects of job insecurity, but also in terms of how the consequences
develop over time. For instance, it is likely that those who experience job insecurity over a long time will be more negatively affected as compared to those
whose uncertainty perceptions are less enduring (Heaney et al., 1994). The issue
of the timeframe between points of measurement may also be crucial in this
respect, since some stress reactions develop soon after the initial exposure to the
stressor, and may or may not diminish over time, while others are manifested
after a longer period of time (Beehr & Newman, 1978; Zapf, Dormann, & Frese,
1996). A careful theoretical consideration must be made of how various stress
reactions may develop when designing longitudinal research, and an effort needs
to be put into determining the appropriate times for measurement when researching job insecurity and its outcomes.
We know even less, however, when it comes to the relative effects of job
insecurity on employee attitudes and well-being after prior levels of such
outcomes have been taken into account. A sixth consideration thus concerns
causality. A review of the research on stress reactions (Depue & Monroe, 1986)
indicates that prior levels of distress almost exclusively have been found to far
better predict subsequent disorders than the life event stressors under study.
Although uncertainties about the future of one’s job have been found to relate to
lowered work attitudes and well-being, even after controlling for prior levels of
the outcomes (e.g., Hellgren et al., 1999), the direction of these relationship is
merely assumed. A few studies have, however, addressed the issue of causality
more explicitly. In a study measuring job insecurity and potential outcomes over
several measurement occasions, Garst, Frese, and Molenaar (2000) found that
initial levels of job insecurity were related to negative outcomes at later time
points. It has also been shown to be plausible that initial levels of job insecurity
are related to subsequent mental health complaints, rather than the opposite – that
initial levels of mental health complaints influence subsequent levels of job
insecurity (Hellgren & Sverke, 2003). Clearly, however, additional longitudinal
research – in which the same employees are followed over time, and both
insecurity and its postulated consequences are measured at multiple occasions –
is needed to detect the strength, direction, and duration of the effects of job
insecurity on its potential outcomes (Ashford et al., 1989). Naturally, in order to
effectively study if, or how, job insecurity contributes to impairments in employee well-being, attitudes, and behavior, the assessment of initial levels of the
outcome variables in focus should preferably take place before rumors about
organizational change start to circulate, even if this is almost impossible in field
settings.
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Can the negative consequences of insecurity be reduced?
Theoretical and empirical evidence thus indicate that perceptions of job insecurity have detrimental consequences for employee attitudes and well-being, which
raises the high-priority question of how to reduce these such consequences.
Organizations can take measures to prevent the most negative impact of job
insecurity from occurring by, for instance, providing accurate information,
enhancing communication, supplying retraining for alternative employment, and
training their employees in how to cope with the stress created by job insecurity
(Hartley et al., 1991; Heaney et al., 1994; Kets de Vries & Balazs, 1997). Several
studies have investigated the buffering, or moderating, effects of a variety of
factors, ranging from personality dispositions to different types of social support.
In their model of job insecurity, its antecedents and consequences, Greenhalgh
and Rosenblatt (1984) suggested that individual differences could be expected to
moderate the relationship between the experience of job insecurity and the employee’s reactions to it. There are, for example, indications that men react more
negatively to job insecurity than women (Näswall, Sverke, & Hellgren, 2001). It
is also conceivable that some personality dispositions may affect the relationship
between job insecurity and its outcomes.
One of the studies that specifically investigated the relationship between
personality traits, job insecurity, and employee well-being was made by Roskies
et al. (1993). They found that individuals expressing high levels of negative
affectivity do not inevitably perceive the outcomes of job insecurity as more
severe than those low in this attribute, but they may report lower well-being
because of their elevated initial values. Similarly, they suggested that positive
affectivity would have an opposite but equally strong influence on perceived
stress and attitudes. Similar moderating effects were found in the study by Mak
and Mueller (2000), where those reporting higher levels of negative affectivity
also reported more negative reactions to job insecurity in terms of physical strain.
Roskies and her associates (1993) also found that personality was the most
important predictor of distress, even more important than the perception of job
insecurity. This was also found in a study by Näswall et al. (2005); when negative affectivity was controlled for, the relationship between job insecurity and
mental distress was significantly weaker. However, the Näswall et al. (2005)
study failed to identify any moderating effect of negative or positive affectivity.
Few studies have investigated the moderating effects of personality
characteristics other than affectivity. One of the few studies including other
personality characteristics found that locus of control moderated the relation
between job insecurity and mental health complaints (Näswall et al., 2005).
Individuals with a more internal locus of control (the feeling that one has a
certain degree of control over events; Rotter, 1966) reported less negative
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reactions to job insecurity than those with an external locus of control (the
feeling that control over events lies outside the individual; Rotter, 1966). These
results indicate that personality characteristics may affect the relation between
job insecurity and well-being to some extent, but also that the results are
inconclusive and that care must be taken when drawing conclusions on the
moderating effect of personality disposition on the reactions to job insecurity. In
addition, other dispositions than affectivity or locus of control (e.g., self-efficacy,
core self-evaluations, need for security) may moderate the effects of job
insecurity on outcomes (Ashford et al, 1989; Greenhalgh & Rosenblatt, 1984).
There is also research focusing on whether and how the negative effects of
downsizing can be reduced through fair treatment of the employees. Perceptions
of fair treatment in the context of layoffs and downsizing refer to an individual’s
appraisal of the procedures used to enact organizational change (Thibaut &
Walker, 1975). Although this perspective has primarily been applied to downsizing in general, it may prove useful to the more specific field of job insecurity
as well. Concepts such as participation in the change process (Lind & Tyler,
1988; Parker, Chmiel, & Wall, 1997), global process control (Davy, Kinicki, &
Scheck, 1991), and organizational justice (Brockner, 1990; Novelli, Kirkman, &
Shapiro, 1995) have emerged as important factors influencing survivors’ work
attitudes, performance, and well-being. The reasoning behind this is that employee perceptions of fair treatment during the change process and participation
in decision-making will have beneficial consequences for their work attitudes
and well-being, and may even moderate the negative effects of downsizinginduced stress on such outcomes.
Research studies have found empirical support for the positive role of the
various fairness factors. For example, individuals tend to report higher job
satisfaction when they have an opportunity to provide input into how decisions
are made (Konovsky & Folger, 1987; Lind & Tyler, 1988). Having an influence
on decision-making and perceptions of a just and fair process have been shown
to be associated with less severe reactions to job insecurity (Brockner, 1990;
Hellgren & Sverke, 2001). A study by Parker et al. (1997) showed that participation (i.e., being kept informed and involved over the course of downsizing)
was associated with higher job satisfaction and better well-being. Participation
has also been shown to moderate the effects of role stress among hospital
employees (Pozner & Randolph, 1980). It is likely that employees feel a sense of
control over the situation when they have an opportunity to influence the
decisions being made. Barling and Kelloway (1996) found that control perceptions had positive direct effects on various health indicators and work attitudes,
and in addition, that control perceptions moderated the effects of job insecurity
on physical health. Tetrick and LaRocco (1987) reported that control predicted
lower levels of perceived stress and higher job satisfaction, and moderated the
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relationship between these variables. Brockner and associates have demonstrated
the importance of justice in the downsizing process in several publications (e.g.,
Brockner, 1990; Brockner & Grover, 1988; Brockner et al., 1992).
A factor that has received very little attention as a potential moderator of job
insecurity perceptions is employability (cf. Fugate et al., 2004; Turnley &
Feldman, 1999). It is nevertheless reasonable that an individual who feels that
she could easily obtain a new job does not react as negatively to job insecurity
perceptions as someone who feels she is unable to acquire new employment. The
moderating effect of employment on the job insecurity–outcome relationship has
yet to be extensively investigated.
Research has also examined the moderating effects of social support on the
relationship between job insecurity and employee reactions. The underlying
logic, based on stress research, is that these sources of support can mitigate the
resulting negative reactions by helping the individual cope with the stressor (i.e.,
job insecurity) more adequately (cf. Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Support from
co-workers and supervisors have been cited as important buffers against stress
(Viswesvaran, Sanchez, & Fisher, 1999). There exists some empirical evidence
for this as well. For instance, Lim (1996) found that nonwork-based support (i.e.,
support provided by family and friends) buffered against the negative effects of
job insecurity on life satisfaction, while work-based social support buffered
against the negative effects on job satisfaction, proactive job search, and noncompliant job behaviors. Armstrong-Stassen (1993) has also shown that supervisor support during organizational restructuring decreased the negative effect of
job insecurity on attitudes toward the organization.
Unfortunately, even though job insecurity is an increasingly important factor
in unionized as well as non-unionized workplaces, very little research has examined if and how union membership relates to job insecurity and its outcomes. It
has been suggested that union membership may help alleviating perceptions of
job insecurity in that unions decrease feelings of powerlessness among employees (Greenhalgh & Rosenblatt, 1984). It may also be argued that without the
collective support provided by union membership the more difficulty an employee will have in coping with job insecurity (Dekker & Schaufeli, 1995); on
the other hand, those who stay outside the unions may trust their own capacity to
cope with insecurity perceptions.
Over a decade ago, Mellor (1992) observed that “one surprising aspect of prior
studies on layoff reactions is that none have been conducted in unionized work
settings, despite the fact that most layoffs have occurred in these settings, as
opposed to nonunionized settings” (p. 581). Since then, our understanding of the
role of unionization has improved somewhat. For instance, a study that included
the mere presence of union membership as an external coping resource (Shaw,
Fields, Thacker, & Fisher, 1993) found positive relationships between union
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membership and both organizational commitment and positive attitudes towards
the organizational change, but no interaction effects of job insecurity and union
membership on these reactions. Similar results are reported by Sverke and
Hellgren (2001). Dekker and Schaufeli (1995) reported that social support
derived from union membership, co-workers, and colleagues did not buffer the
moderate effects of job insecurity on employee well-being.
A study conducted by Sverke et al. (2004) tested whether perceptions of union
support, which can be considered a form of collective social support, moderated
the relation between job insecurity and various outcomes in four European
countries. Union support moderated the relation between job insecurity and
physical health complaints in that those reporting low support in combination
with high job insecurity also reported the most physical health complaints. The
pattern was similar for organizational commitment, where those experiencing
high job insecurity in combination with fewer perceptions of union support also
reported weaker organizational commitment. The study by Sverke et al. (2004)
also demonstrated strong main effects of perceptions of union support, such that
those reporting more union support generally also were better off in terms of
well-being, job satisfaction, and organizational commitment; these individuals
also were less interested in leaving the organization and were more positively
disposed toward the union in general.
The area of factors that may moderate the negative effects of job insecurity
certainly represents a fruitful direction for further research. Even if individual
differences, fair treatment of employees in layoffs, and social support do nothing
about the stressor itself – that is, they may not change the insecure employment
situation into a more favorable one – they all may have beneficial effects for the
individual if they prevent the most negative reactions from occurring. Given that
employees’ reactions to uncertainties in a given organizational context are of
fundamental importance from both the occupational health and managerial perspectives (Matteson & Ivancevich, 1987), moderators of job insecurity take on
double importance. From the occupational health perspective, it becomes crucial
to understand how the negative consequences of job insecurity for employee
well-being and work attitudes can be buffered by various moderating variables.
From the managerial perspective, it is obvious that a workforce plagued with
stress reactions and impaired well-being can not reverse decline and make the
organization more effective (Hartley et al., 1991). This clearly illustrates that the
moderation of the effects of job insecurity deserves additional attention in the
future.
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Conclusions
Downsizing and other forms of organizational change involving layoffs (e.g.,
mergers, acquisitions, outsourcing, organizational restructuring) will continue as
production and overhead costs remain noncompetitive (Burke & Nelson, 1998)
and thus render job insecurity a lasting characteristic of working life. Its negative
reactions, combined with the facts that uncertain job situations tend to increase
change resistance (Noer, 1993), that the most valuable individuals are more inclined to seek other job alternatives (Greenhalgh & Rosenblatt, 1984), and that
the survivors have to do more with fewer resources (Burke & Nelson, 1998),
suggest that job insecurity is of vital concern for both employees and their
organizations.
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Figure 1: A conceptual model of job
insecurity, its antecedents, consequences,
and moderators
e.g., social support, information,

Our goal with the present review has been to contribute to the understanding of
turbulence
job insecurity by addressing theoretical as well as methodological issues and
highlighting areas where further research is warranted. We summarize our
conclusions from this literature review in an integrated model of job insecurity
(see Figure 1). The model describes job insecurity as a subjectively experienced,
multi-dimensional phenomenon which may arise as a function of the interaction
between the objective situation and subjective characteristics, a phenomenon
which may have detrimental consequences for employee attitudes and wellbeing, where such consequences may be mitigated by a number of potential
moderators.
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Our review has focused on job insecurity as a consequence that may follow
upon the changing nature of work. However, as we have briefly sketched, job
insecurity may not be an inherent and inevitable consequence of downsizing,
structural change, and organizational strivings for flexibility (Burke & Nelson,
1998; Klein Hesselink & van Vuuren, 1998). Rather, job insecurity can be
described as a function of both the objective situation (e.g., labor market
characteristics, organizational change) and the individual’s subjective
characteristics (e.g., family responsibility, employability). More research is
warranted in order to investigate what groups are particularly vulnerable to
experiencing job insecurity and how such experiences can be decreased.
In our view, more systematic research is needed also as to the consequences of
job insecurity. We call for more longitudinal research to address issues of
causality, long-term effects of insecurity, and its relative effects after controlling
for other important factors, such as initial levels of the outcomes under study. In
order to address these issues in a proper way, additional theory development is
necessary. Conceptual refinement appears justified to broadening the definition
of job insecurity to encompass more than threats of job loss. Although work has
been done in this direction, concerns about valued job features represents an area
where several different aspects are plausible, for instance, threats of impaired job
content, demotion, pay development, and relations with coworkers. Such theoretical work should be carried out in close cooperation with development, and
validation, of measures to reflect these different dimensions.
We also believe that further research is needed to examine how the negative
effects of job insecurity can be reduced. Three areas of moderators seem especially important – individual differences, fairness perceptions, and social support –
but we have noted that more research is needed in each of these areas, especially
research highlighting strategies that organizations and unions can utilize to help
employees in their coping with job insecurity and its consequences.
The accelerating rate of organizational change indicates that job insecurity is a
phenomenon that will continue to characterize modern working life also in the
years to come. As the flexibility of the labor market is likely to increase even
more rapidly in the future, it is also of vital importance that research on job insecurity is sensitive to changes in working life and addresses more modern forms
of employment relationships. While flexibility certainly meets the demands of
many employers, it could well be that work on a project basis and temporary
employment are also in line with the expectations and wishes of certain groups of
individuals, presumably young workers, professionals, and employees in emerging industry sectors. If such a value shift is taking place, then the construct of
job insecurity takes on still other connotations, such as threats to continuous onthe-job training, professional development, and future employability.
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