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Abstract: Drawing on conservation of resources theory (COR), this study takes a nuanced approach to understanding job insecurity by proposing
rumination as a mediator in its relationship with well-being during the COVID-19 global pandemic. The moderating role of psychological
capital as a resource to buffer this negative relationship is also explored. A cross sectional study of employees in Ireland during the
early months of the COVID-19 pandemic found that job insecurity rumination mediated the relationship between affective job insecurity
and emotional exhaustion. There was no support for the hypothesis that psychological capital could moderate the relationship
between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion. Thus, this research advances the job insecurity literature by identifying a potential
mediator and moderator in the process of how employees may experience job insecurity particularly during a global pandemic.
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INTRODUCTION

For years the workplace has been increasingly characterised by transformative technology, climate, political and
economic changes, globalisation, and demography (Balliester and Elsheikhi, 2018), all of which can be seen as
contributors of uncertainty among employees. The sudden onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020 has seen
this uncertainty escalate even further. This uncertainty encompassed almost every aspect of the COVID-19 crisis,
from the infectiousness of the virus; its lethality, the vaccine development and deployment timeline, the short-term
economic impact of the pandemic through to the potential speed of economic recovery post pandemic (Altig et al.,
2020). As a result of this economic uncertainty, there is increased employment uncertainty for employees.

Data for this study was collected during the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic in Ireland during its first
lockdown (March to May 2021). The initial period of the COVID-19 pandemic in Ireland resembles very much the
experience of many other European countries. Ireland had its first confirmed COVID-19 case on 29 February
2020. From that date, the number of confirmed infections began to increase. On 12 March the first stages of
lockdown were introduced with all schools, colleges, childcare facilities and cultural institutions closing and all large
gatherings being cancelled. The Tanaiste at the time, Simon Coveney, when introducing these measures stated
“the irony is that, in order to pull together in the country, now we are asking Irish people to stay apart”’. On 24 March
2020 almost all businesses, venues and amenities were shut with workers told to work from home. This was closely
followed on 27 March with strict lockdown measures being introduced culminating in all non-essential travel and
contact with people being banned. The Republic of Ireland’s first lockdown was the longest in Europe, especially
for construction, hospitality and retail, resulting in the largest monthly increase in unemployment in the history of
the State during March 2020 (Coates, et al., 2020). A Pandemic Unemployment Payment (PUP) and a Temporary
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Wage Subsidy Scheme was set up to support employees working in affected sectors as a means to buffer the
negative effects of the pandemic. Therefore, the uncertainty around employment and job security during this time
was immense.

Job insecurity is a subjective phenomenon (Sverke et al., 2002) and its negative impacts can vary among
employees. It is therefore interesting to examine how employees appraise job insecurity as a work stressor in light
of current events. Considering the increasing trend of job insecurity among employees, further heightened by the
impact of COVID-19 on the global economy, this paper seeks to examine the impact of job insecurity on emotional
exhaustion through the exploration of a new mechanism, job insecurity rumination. Job insecurity rumination can
affect employees’ ability to recover from work through the cognitive process of ruminating about one’s job loss during
a stressful situation (such as experiencing job insecurity during a pandemic). As a result, the repetitive thoughts
about the uncertain future of their employment deflate their ability to preserve resources, eventually leading to
emotional exhaustion (Richter et al., 2020). The context of COVID-19, with the continued uncertainty around the
behaviour of the virus, widespread restrictions in business and non-stop media coverage, has exacerbated this
uncertainty indicating that job insecurity rumination may be a significant variable to explore in job insecurity research.

Past research by Richter and Naswall (2019) suggested future studies should explore potential psychological
factors that can buffer the adverse effect of job insecurity. Hence, to further contribute to the existing research on
job insecurity and employee well-being during COVID-19, this study aims to examine the moderating role of positive
psychological capital (PsyCap) on the job insecurity-emotional exhaustion relationship. In previous research,
psychological capital has been shown to moderate the relationship between job insecurity and performance
outcomes (e.g. Probst et al., 2017). Therefore, the aim is to examine whether it will have the same effect on the
relationship between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion.

This study contributes to the existing job insecurity literature in several ways. Firstly, we respond to recent
calls to apply a process lens to more clearly elucidate the psychological processes and impacts of job insecurity
(Lee et al., 2018). In doing so, we introduce job insecurity rumination as a mechanism that could explain further
the relationship between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion. Drawing on the Conservation of Resources
(Hobfoll, 2001) theory, we predict that job insecurity depletes employees’ resources through repetitive thoughts and
worries about the future of their job. Previous job insecurity research has drawn on cognitive perspectives such as
social exchange theory and the psychological contract more explicitly (DeCuyper and De Witte 2006) or appraisal
theory of stress (Konig et al. 2011). Given the uncertainty of COVID-19, we argue the need to take account of the
emotional and behavioural intensification of an employee’s job insecurity experience via rumination. Rumination
can be characterised by self-reflection as well as a repetitive and passive focus on one’s negative emotions (Nolen-
Hoeksema et al., 2008) which has been shown to have a negative impact including depression.

Second, we study the relationship between job insecurity and employees well-being (namely emotional
exhaustion) in the context of a prolonged health emergency and an economic crisis. Previous studies have
investigated job insecurity during a financial crisis (Adkins et al., 2001) but not in a time of a major global economic,
psychosocial and social disruption. The unprecedented nature of COVID-19’s transmissibility, lethality, and
disruptiveness creates an important context for examining whether and how job insecurity impacts on employee
well-being during a crisis. Third, we argue that individuals who have access to, and can draw upon a deeper well
of resources would be better able to cope with the stress and uncertainty of job insecurity. This paper focuses on
the role of psychological capital as a personal resource. Finally, the paper discusses timely practical implications
for organisations regarding how to manage employees’ increasing concerns of job insecurity during the global
pandemic crisis.

In the remainder of this paper, we first examine the impact of job insecurity on emotional exhaustion. Drawing
on Conservation of Resources (COR) theory, we then argue the case for job insecurity rumination as a key
mediator in this relationship. Finally, we propose psychological capital as a crucial moderator. Having presented the
methodology and key findings, we provide a summary discussion, including implications for practice, limitations and
opportunities for future research.
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESES

Job insecurity and emotional exhaustion

Job insecurity refers to employees’ subjective perceptions of threats to the future continuity of the current job
(Sverke and Hellgren, 2001), which is influenced by environmental threats, such as economic fluctuations, industry
decline, and organisational change (e.g., Burke, 1998, Debus et al., 2014). It is subjective in nature with each
person having their own interpretation of job insecurity (van Vuuren and Klandermans, 1990; De Witte, 1999),
regardless of seemingly being exposed to the same objective environment (Huang et al. 2017).

An important distinction among various conceptualisations of job insecurity is the emphasis on the cognitive (i.e.
the risk or likelihood of losing one’s job) and affective (i.e. the fear of losing one’s job) elements of job insecurity
(Jiang and Lavaysse, 2018). Affective job insecurity has been shown to constitute a reaction to cognitive job
insecurity (e.g., Huang, Niu, Lee, and Ashford, 2012). Accumulated evidence has shown that cognitive and affective
job insecurity are distinct measures capturing different domains of the complex job insecurity phenomenon and thus
relate differently to antecedent and outcome variables. We focus on affective job insecurity as it focuses on one’s
emotional reaction to a judgment of job security rather than a judgement of losing one’s job itself. Thus, affective
job insecurity is an important indicator of employees affective experiences arising from worry about potential job
loss rather than its likelihood. It has been proposed that the affective component of job insecurity best reflects the
job insecurity concept (Sverke et al. 2002) and is more closely related to employee outcomes (Probst 2003). One
reason for this is due to the fact that awareness of potential job loss does not result in the same reactions as the
experience of being emotionally worried about it (Huang et al., 2012). Given the sudden onset of the COVID-19
pandemic and the high unemployment rates at the start, concerns and uncertainty about losing one’s job and difficulty
attaining new employment may increase worry about financial stability, resulting in poorer employee outcomes
(Konig and Staufenbiel 2006). Hence, affective job insecurity’s link to the emotional responses of individuals results
in potentially more substantial psychological and behavioural impacts (Sverke et al., 2002).

The focal point of this paper is on the effects of job insecurity on a key psychological reaction, namely emotional
exhaustion, which in the past has shown to be positively related to job insecurity (Dekker and Schaufeli, 1995;
Bosman et al., 2005). Emotional exhaustion refers to a decrease of emotional and mental energy which causes
employees to feel fatigued and overwhelmed due to the depletion of their emotional resources caused by the
experience of particular job demands continuously over time (Maslach et al., 2001). In line with Conservation of
Resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989, 2001), job insecurity implies a threat to employees’ valuable resources,
such as potential loss of job, personal status, and income. Dealing with such a threat is highly stressful and may
lead to psychological strain, of which a predominant manifestation is emotional exhaustion (Jiang and Lavaysse,
2018). Based on our theoretical arguments, we predict the following:

Hypothesis 1: Job insecurity will positively relate to emotional exhaustion.

The mediating role of job insecurity rumination

As noted by previous studies, job insecurity is a complex concept (Shoss, 2017). It is, therefore, essential to
comprehend the mechanisms underlying the adverse outcomes of job insecurity. To advance existing research, this
study looks at job insecurity rumination. Recently, the concept of rumination has emerged as a critical construct used
to understand emotions (Smith and Alloy, 2009). Nolen-Hoeksema and Jackson (2001, p. 37) define rumination as a
cognitive process which “engages in a passive focus on one’s symptoms of distress and on the possible causes and
consequences of these symptoms.” In a work-related context, rumination has been referred by Cropley and Zijlstra
(2011, p. 10) as “a cognitive state characterised by the appearance of intrusive, pervasive, recurrent thoughts about
work, which are negative in affective terms.” Consequently, in the case of job insecurity rumination, an individual
is repeatedly thinking and worrying about the insecure future of their job which intensifies the initial experience of
perceiving job insecurity (Richter et al., 2020).

A clear distinction can be made between ruminating about job insecurity and job insecurity itself as the former
refers to “the act of more severe and intensified thinking about the future of the job that has a recurring and repetitive
nature (Richter, 2019, p. 3). It can thus be appraised as a stress reaction to the initial threat of job insecurity
(Folkman and Lazarus, 1984). Despite the discrepancies in defining the concept, its counterproductive effect on
psychological adjustment and interpersonal functioning is commonly accepted among researchers (McCollough et
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al. 2007; Smith and Alloy 2009). Previous studies have shown rumination to be caused by challenging circumstances
and uncertainty (Smith and Alloy, 2010), such as job insecurity. We draw on COR theory as a lens to explore the
relationship between job insecurity and job insecurity rumination. According to the COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989),
resource loss is the primary component in the stress process. Therefore, experiencing job insecurity may cause
strain if it is appraised as a threat to resources by the anticipation of, and worry about, losing one’s job. This can
manifest itself through persistent thoughts about one’s possible job loss (Moore et al., 2004). Accordingly, the initial
feeling of job insecurity may lead to the cognitive process of ruminating about one’s job loss which according to
past research has been related to stressful situations (Smith and Alloy, 2010), in this case, the experience of job
insecurity.

In this study, rumination is evoked by a problematic situation (i.e. a global pandemic). The process of rumination
depends on the certainty of a situation and the quantity of information individuals have access to. The COVID-19
pandemic was unexpected and unprecedented compared to previous events in that there are no clear and
established procedures and guidelines to direct employees’ behaviours at work thus heightening uncertainty (Lin
et al., 2021). The more indications individuals have that something negative is going to happen, the more they
ruminate about it (Lyubomirsky et al., 1999). Based on COR theory, the act of rumination may further deplete
employees’ resources by repetitively thinking about job loss which evokes strain and emotional exhaustion. This is
compatible with the notion of exhaustion resulting from impeded recovery after investment of effort in job demands
(Perko et al., 2017).

Furthermore, the act of rumination is linked to job stressors and demands as it exacerbates and prolongs distress
during the challenging circumstances (Hoége et al., 2015). Rumination also interferes with instrumental behaviour,
leading to further increases in stressful circumstances. Thus, it can be assumed that it will consequently lead to
poor detachment from work and inadequate recovery further impeding an individual’s physical and psychological
health (Bennett et al., 2018; Verkuil et al., 2010). One explanation for this is the physiological activation caused
by persistent pondering over specific stressors. For example, in an experiment carried out by Glynn et al. (2007),
participants were asked to carry out a task under pressure which caused stress reactions among participants. When
examined a week later, participants who have ruminated about the task presented the same stress reactions as
observed directly after the task. This suggests that rumination can prevent psychophysiological recovery, hence
mediating the relationship between stressors and their adverse outcomes (Berset et al. 2011). This aligns with
the conceptualisation that the persistent worrying about one’s situation intensifies the adverse effects of stressful
workplace events (Wang et al., 2013). As a result, employees who ruminate about the insecurity of their job can be
expected to be more susceptible to emotional exhaustion. We therefore hypothesise the following:

Hypothesis 2: Job insecurity rumination will mediate the relationship between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion.

The moderating role of psychological capital

Previous studies have highlighted the relationship between job insecurity and employee well-being (e.g. Cheng and
Chan, 2008). However, there is not enough known about potential buffering mechanisms that can diminish the effect
of job insecurity on well-being (Richter and Néswall, 2018). This paper introduces PsyCap as a resource that can
potentially weaken this relationship. PsyCap refers to an individual’s positive psychological construct that aligns with
positive organisational behaviours, such as effective work performance, commitment, satisfaction and good well-
being (Avey et al. 2011). It is made up of four components represented by the acronym HERO; hope, (self)-efficacy,
resilience and optimism. Hope refers to one’s positive motivational state that consists of successful goal-orientated
agency and pathways, meaning that individuals with hope exhibit determination to achieve their goals, and have
planned pathways to achieve them (Snyder et al. 1991). Self-efficacy is defined as one’s confidence in mobilising
his or her specific abilities to achieve individual goals (Stajkovic and Luthans, 1998). Resilience, in contrast, relates
to an individual’s ability to cope with adverse situations and recover from not only stressful situations at work
but also positive events (Luthans, 2002). Lastly, optimism reflects a person’s positive attributional style to assess
difficult situations as temporary impediments, expecting favourable outcomes at the end of the day (Luthans and
Youssef, 2004). These four facets of PsyCap have empirically been shown to be a higher-level construct, with the
four components having a more significant positive effect than each of them individually (Norman et al. 2010).
Hence, PsyCap can be viewed as an essential personal resource, which represents individual’s “positive appraisal
of circumstances and probability for success based on motivated effort and perseverance” (Luthans et al., 2007,
p. 550). A study by Probst et al. (2017) found employees with high levels of PsyCap maintain positive performance
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levels despite their perceived job insecurity. This suggests it can play an essential role as a buffering mechanism
by facilitating positive attitudes towards work environments (Paterson et al. 2014). This in turn enables employees
to better deal with environmental demands such as job insecurity (Cheung et al. 2011).

To better understand how employees with high personal resources are better equipped to cope with, and control
job-related stressors (i.e. job insecurity), we can draw from resource-based models of work stress. As previously
mentioned, job distress and exhaustion result primarily from a lack of resources to cope with the demands of
work (Demerouti et al. 2001). According to COR theory, employees obtain and retain different types of resources
that help them deal with job demands. These potential resources are categorised under four headings; object
resources (e.g. house), condition resources (e.g. love) personal resources (e.g. skills and characteristics) and
energy resources (e.g. knowledge) (Hobfoll, 2001). As previously mentioned, personal resources refer to personal
traits and attributes such as those found in the PsyCap construct. These personal resources facilitate employees to
better deal with stressful situations, achieve desired goals and obtain other resources (Hobfoll, 2001). In support of
this notion, recent empirical research proposed PsyCap to reduce stress and improve stress responses and coping
(Yin et al., 2018; Zhou et al., 2017). Similar to COR theory, the JD-R model suggests that job resources support
employees in buffering stressor-strains effects (Demerouti et al. 2001). Therefore, building on the existing literature
that has examined positive implications of psychological capital as a resource to deal with adverse outcomes of job
insecurity (Costa and Neves, 2017, Bitmis and Ergeneli, 2015) the following hypothesis is put forward:

Hypothesis 3: PsyCap will moderate the positive relationship between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion, such
that, when PsyCap is high, the positive relationship between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion will weaken.

See Figure 1 for a representation of the study’s theoretical model:

Job insecurity
rumination
Job insecurity Emotional
Exhaustion
Psychological
capital

FIGURE 1: Proposed conceptual model

METHOD

The sample for this study consisted of a cross sectional survey of individuals in the Irish labour market. The main
criteria for participation was that the person was employed at the onset of COVID-19. The data was collected in
April and May 2020 when Ireland was in the early stages of lockdown with severe restrictions on both business and
society. By April 2020, as a result of COVID-19 restrictions, Ireland’s standard seasonally adjusted unemployment
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rate went from 4.8 percent in February 2020 to an estimated peak of 28.2 percent, including those in receipt of
the Pandemic Unemployment Payment (PUP) (McGuinness and Kelly, 2020). An online survey was distributed via
convenience sampling to personal contacts and via social media platforms. In total, 303 participants completed the
survey. After the exclusion of 3 incomplete questionnaires, data for the analysis comprised 300 valid surveys. Eighty
percent of employees in the sample were female while 62 percent of employees indicated they had been employed
in the organisation 5 years or less. Sixty-six percent of participants were aged 35 years or more with almost sixty
percent holding a permanent full time contract. Twenty-one sectors are represented in the sample with Healthcare,
caring services, social work, personal services (15.3%) and Education (11.3%) being the most represented.

Measures
Unless stated otherwise, each scale measure required a response on a 5-point Likert response scale ranging from
1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Job insecurity was measured using a seven-item scale developed by Huang et al. (2010) focusing on workers’
affective job insecurity. Sample items included “| am happy with the amount of job security that | have.” An overall
scale was created with a Cronbach’s a = .94.

Emotional exhaustion was measured using Maslach and Jackson’s emotional exhaustion scale adapted from
the Maslach Burnout Inventory (Wright and Cropanzano, 1998). It's a nine-item scale that measures how often one
feels emotionally overextended and exhausted by one’s work. The inventory uses a 7-point scale (1 = never, and
7 = every day). Sample item included “| feel emotionally drained from my work.” Cronbach’s alpha for this overall
scale was .94.

Job insecurity rumination was measured using a scale developed by Richter et al. (2020). This was adapted
from the work of Hermans et al. (2006). The scale consisted of three items (I ruminate about ..(1) that the future
of my job is not ensured; (2) that | will be fired; and (3) whether | will be able to keep my job). This scale reports a
Cronbach’s alpha of .87.

Psychological capital was measured using the Psychological Capital Questionnaire-12 (PCQ-12) which is a
shorter version of the Psychological Capital Questionnaire-24 (Luthans et al., 2007) used with the permission of
MindGarden.com. The items of the PCQ-12 are structured on a six-point Likert scale (1= strongly disagree, and
6= strongly agree), and captured four dimensions: (1). self-efficacy was measured using 3 items; (b) hope was
measured using 4 items; (c). optimism was measured using 2 items; (d) resilience was measured using 3 items.
Sample items include, “When | have a setback at work, | have trouble recovering from it, moving on” and “Right
now | see myself as being pretty successful at work.” In this study, the overall scale had a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.89.

Control variables

We controlled for a number of variables during our analysis which were recoded as dummies: gender (“male” or
“female”); age (three categories: “less than 31 years,” “greater than 44 years,” reference is “31-44 years”) and
tenure (four categories: “less than 2 years,” “2-5 years,” “greater than 10 years,” reference is “5-10 years”) and
contract type (“permanent (part-time or full-time) and “other” which includes fixed term, temporary and zero hours’
contracts).

Measurement models

As measures in this dataset were collected from a single source, a series of confirmatory factor analyses were
conducted to assess the potential influence of common method bias and to also establish the discriminant validity
of the scales (Hair et al., 2009). The four-factor model showed a good model fit: x2 = 71.03, df = (48), CFl = 0.90;
TLI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.065. Results of the measurement model comparison demonstrated that the model fit of
the alternative models was significantly worse compared to the full measurement model. Hierarchical regression
was used to test the proposed direct, mediation, and moderation hypotheses with the help of SPSS PROCESS
(version 3.5 developed by Hayes (2017). To examine the mediation hypotheses, we used PROCESS model n.4 and
adopted the procedure proposed by Preacher and Hayes (2008), who outline three criteria to justify a mediation
effect. Firstly, the independent variable should be significantly associated with the mediator variable. Secondly, after
controlling for the effect of the independent variable towards the dependent variable, the relationship between the
mediator variable and dependent variable should be significant. Thirdly, the indirect effect from the independent
variable to the dependent variable should be significant through a bootstrapping test, which does not require a
normal distribution for the concerned variables and can provide a more accurate estimate for the effect size (Hayes,
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2017). Model n1 in PROCESS was used to test the moderation hypothesis. According to Hayes (2017, p. 208):
“The effect of an independent variable X on a dependent variable Y is moderated by the variable M if its size, sign
or strength depends on or can be predicted by M. In that case, M is said to be a moderator of X’s effect on Y or that
X and M interact in their influence on Y”

RESULTS

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, and inter-correlations for all variables. There was no correlation
between gender and the key study variables. However, contract type was correlated with job insecurity (r = .191;
p= < 0.05) as was age (r = -.113; p= < 0.05) and tenure (r = .170; p= < 0.01). In accordance with our expectations,
job insecurity was positively related to both job insecurity rumination (r = .787; p= < 0.01) and emotional exhaustion
(r =.381; p= < 0.01). Furthermore, job insecurity rumination was positively correlated with emotional exhaustion (r
= .413; p= < 0.01). PsyCap was negatively correlated with both job insecurity (= -0.257, p=<0.01) and emotional
exhaustion (r=-.315, p=<0.01).

Test of Hypotheses

Table 2 shows results for hypotheses 1 and 2. Our results demonstrate that job insecurity was positively related
to emotional exhaustion (8 = 0.498, p < 0.001) thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported. Hypothesis 2 proposed that job
insecurity rumination mediates the relationship between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion. Results show that
job insecurity was significantly related to the mediator, job insecurity rumination (8 = .680, p <0.001). Job insecurity
rumination was significantly associated with emotional exhaustion (8 = .415, p < 0.001). Finally, when both the
independent and mediator variables are put into the model together, the independent variable, job insecurity, was
no longer significant (§ = .216, p = ns). The 95% bias-corrected confidence interval (Cl) for the indirect effect did not
overlap with zero (.1079, .4579). Thus, we so found support for full mediation for Hypothesis 2.

Table 1: Descriptive statistics, correlations, and scale reliabilities for study variables

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1 Gender
2 Age 0.29
3 Tenure .065 410>
4 Contract -.031 -.124* - 173** -
5 Ji 2.79 1.23 -018 - 113* -170%* 191* (.94)
6 JIRum 2.09 1.06 -.051 - 150%* -176%* 110 687** (.86)
7 PsyCap 4.38 810 -016 .256%* 131* - 153** -.256** -277** (.89)
8 EE 3.59 1.57 -.002 -115* -.035 .026 .381** 413 -.315%* (.94)

Note. n = 300. Cronbach alpha values for each scale are reported on the diagonal in italics. JI = Job insecurity; J| Rum = Job insecurity rumination;
PsyCap = Psychological capital; EE = Emotional exhaustion. Gender (Male = 1); Age (31-44 years = 1); Tenure (< 5 years = 1); Contract (Permanent
=1). *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

This study further hypothesised that the strength of the relationship between job insecurity (IV) and emotional
exhaustion (DV) would lessen with the presence of high PsyCap (moderator). To test hypothesis 3, all variables
were standardised, and a moderation test was carried out using model 1 in PROCESS. The results for the regression
testing for the moderation of PsyCap are presented in Table 3. The analysis did not demonstrate a significant job
insecurity x PsyCap interaction on emotional exhaustion (B = .052, CI [-.1202, .2240], p= .553) thus hypothesis 3
was not supported.
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Table 2: Regression results for mediation

Variable Direct and Total Effects
B SE t P
JI -Emotional exhaustion .498 0.69 7.25 .000
JI — Jl rumination .680 0.31 21.94 .000
JI — emotional exhaustion 443 472 3.25 .001
Indirect effect of JI — emotional exhaustion, controlling for JI rumination 216 .108 1.96 .060

Bootstrap results for indirect effect

Value Bootstrap SE LL 95% ClI UL 95% ClI

Effect 2820 .0884 1079 4579

Note: Unstandardized regression coefficients. Bootstrap sample size — 5000. LL — lower limit, Cl = Confidence interval, UL = upper limit. J| = Job
insecurity; JI rumination = Job insecurity rumination.

Table 3: Regression Results for conditional indirect effects

Dependent variable: Emotional Exhaustion

B SE t o] LLCI ULCI
JI 193 .392 4910 .623 -.5799 .965
PsyCap -.595 .269 -2.210 .027 -1.124 -.065
JI x PsyCap .052 .087 593 .5563 -.1202 224

Note: Cl = confidence interval; LL = Lower limit; UL = Upper limit. Bootstrap sample = 5000. JI = job insecurity; PsyCap = psychological capital.

DISCUSSION

The aim of the present study has been to investigate the relationship between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion
during the COVID-19 pandemic. A key contribution of the study was the broadening of our understanding of the
relationship between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion through examining a new mechanism, namely job
insecurity rumination. Results indicated that job insecurity was positively related to emotional exhaustion. This is
consistent with past research that has established job insecurity as a work-related stressor leading to impaired well-
being among employees experiencing job insecurity (Cheng and Chan, 2008; Sverke et al., 2002). In the context
of COVID-19, consequences of job insecurity can be assigned to employees negatively evaluating the current
situation and perceiving the future as uncertain due to the ongoing pandemic. The perception of losing job security
forces them to shift their focus toward their existing resources in attempts to reduce the risk of possibly losing
their job (Hobfoll, 1989; Staufenbiel and Kénig, 2010). Correlations suggest that employees on temporary or fixed
contracts experienced higher affective job insecurity and higher job insecurity rumination than those on permanent
contracts. Previous research shows that job insecurity is a significant and inherent feature of temporary employment
arrangements and during COVID-19 those sectors who use these temporary employment arrangements (retail and
hospitality in particular) were most impacted. An OECD report (OECD 2020) suggests that temporary and self-
employed workers were hardest hit by the pandemic, followed closely by young people. We know that job insecurity
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can be a more severe stressor for men than women (De Witte, 1999). However, this was not supported in this
research though, we acknowledge our sample was dominated by female responses.

Given that emotional exhaustion has been linked to significant employee outcomes such as job performance
and organisational behaviour citizenship (Cropanzano et al., 2003) understanding further the nuances of the
association between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion is crucial in order to limit its further impact on the
organisation. Rumination about job insecurity was introduced as a way to explain the impact of job insecurity
on emotional exhaustion. In the field of organisational science there is limited empirical research that looks at
rumination in the context of work, and as noted by Richter et al. (2020) specific job insecurity rumination in the
context of the job insecurity-outcome relationship has only recently been investigated. The results of this study
supported the hypothesis of the mediating function job insecurity rumination plays between job insecurity and
emotional exhaustion. In line with COR theory, employees experience a stress reaction as a result of perceptions
of job insecurity and may ruminate about their job insecurity as a result. The mediating effect of job insecurity
rumination can be explained by the role it plays as a strain based mechanism in intensifying the experience of
job insecurity which in turn leads to depletion of an employee’s existing resources and subsequent emotional
exhaustion. This is in line with research dealing with work-related rumination which found it to be the cause of
impaired well-being (Weigelt et al., 2019). In the context of COVID-19, job insecurity rumination may be a result of
a coping mechanism that is evoked by the stress reaction caused by uncertainty about the future (Richter et al.,
2013). Furthermore, it has been noted that the more it is suggested to individuals that something negative is going
to happen, the more they will ruminate about it (Lyubomirsky et al., 1999). Employees’ continuous exposure to
COVID-19 media news around its impact on the economy in particular would have further fostered their rumination
by “repetitively and passively focusing on symptoms of distress and on the possible causes and consequences of
these symptoms” (Kniffin et al., 2021, p. 68).

We also proposed the moderating role of PsyCap on the relationship between job insecurity and emotional
exhaustion. This assumption was based on previous COR research that has demonstrated the buffering effects
of PsyCap as a resource to deal with various adverse outcomes of job insecurity (Costa and Neves, 2017) as well
as its association with reducing detrimental health and personal outcomes (Avey et al., 2014). This hypothesis
was not supported. One possible reason for the failure in supporting the moderating role of PsyCap in this study
can be explained through matching theory. Daniels and de Jonge (2010) argue that job demands, job resources
and job strains each contain cognitive, emotional and physical elements and it is therefore important to consider
the nature of each when testing moderating effects. Based on the matching theory, the moderating effect is less
likely to result when the nature of the resource does not match the strain. Since this study investigates a cognitive
resource (PsyCap) and emotional strain (emotional exhaustion) the lack of support for the moderating hypothesis
seems to support the above theory. Building on this argument, some authors have emphasised that the continued
use of individual resources such as PsyCap to deal with stressful situations could result in resource deterioration
(Hobfoll, 2001). In the unprecedented COVID context, it could be argued that the PsyCap resources available
to a person, even if they are adequate, were not enough to alleviate the strain of the job insecurity-emotional
exhaustion relationship. Furthermore, drawing from previous research, this study conceptualised PsyCap as a
personal resource that can buffer the effects of job demands (Mayerl et al., 2016), however, some studies theorise
that personal resources influence the perception of job demands and resources rather than act as moderators
(Schaufeli and Taris, 2014; Grover et al., 2018). Lastly, PsyCap has been said to relate to the “aspects of the self
that are generally linked to resiliency and refer to individuals’ sense of their ability to control and impact upon their
environment successfully” (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007, pp. 123-124). This study took place during unprecedented
times and was surrounded by the uncertainty caused by the COVID-19 virus. As a result, it is possible that although
participants demonstrated levels of PsyCap, they did not have a sense of being able to control one’s environment
as much of the work-related and every-day decisions among employers and employees was dictated by the virus.
As one participant put it “there are changes to the structure very often which can be difficult to adjust knowing that
it will change again soon.”

Practical implications

This study has important practical implications for organisations. We acknowledge that organisations themselves
were experiencing similar uncertainties as employees as a result of COVID-19 and so national level policies were
critical to support employees. In the context of the COVID-19 crisis, Government communication (e.g. through
National Public Health Emergency Team (NPHET) briefings) played a crucial role in increasing public awareness
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of the virus and in facilitating public trust and confidence. Demonstration by the government of a strong policy
intention to support employees and companies during the pandemic was also critical to providing a clear message
of certainty. It is reported that more than a third of Ireland’s workforce had its income substantially supported by the
state (through PUP and TWSS) since the crisis started in March 2020 (McGann et al., 2020). This highlights the role
of the welfare state as a social and economic shock absorber to help ease job insecurity and reduce redundancies.

For employers, it is imperative they acknowledge employees fears and ensure clear communication to reduce
the uncertainty surrounding their future employment (Sverke and Hellgren, 2002). This communication will occur in
tandem with Government communication as the pandemic evolves through stages. It may not be able to provide
complete certainty on the future, but they can provide employees with consistent and accurate information about
how the pandemic is affecting the company and employees via official channels (e.g., emails, newsletters).
Communication becomes even more important given the majority of staff are working from home and are not in the
office. Doing so may be a resource to help reduce uncertainty and feelings of job insecurity and rumination on job
insecurity. Informational justice (Colquitt, 2001) which focuses on interactional and informational justice should be
a priority for all managers in order to reduce uncertainty amongst their staff (Yoon et al., 2021). They can do this by
ensuring frequent and transparent information and communication with employees via team briefings for example.
This can also give employees a sense of control and support as they are kept aware of what is going on in the
organisation which can ameliorate the negative effects of job insecurity as it can be used as a resource to enhance
their coping efforts. Finally, managers should communicate with empathy, encourage wellness resources, and offer
practical support for employees’ well-being.

Limitations and future research

The findings reported here should be interpreted in light of some limitations, each indicating clear directions for
future research. Firstly, the nature of the study was cross-sectional due to time and resources constraints. As a
result, knowledge of the long-term effects of job insecurity and how the adverse outcomes develop over time is
limited. Previous studies have indicated that individuals who experience job insecurity over a long period experience
more substantial adverse effects than those who are affected for a shorter amount of time (Heaney et al., 1994). The
data for this research was collected at the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic during Irelands first lockdown.
As the pandemic has evolved through phases, Ireland has experienced further lockdowns and greater periods of
uncertainty. Consequently, future research should look into how job insecurity and job insecurity rumination relates
to employee outcomes by employing a longitudinal design to address the ongoing impact of COVID-19 on job
insecurity. Furthermore, future research would benefit from exploring how demographics influence job insecurity
and job insecurity rumination specifically age, contract type and gender differences. Previous research suggests
women appear more likely than men to engage in rumination when sad or depressed (Nolen-Hoeksema and
Jackson, 2001). Future research is needed to explore if there are gender differences in employees’ experiences of,
and response to, job insecurity through rumination.

A second limitation is the use of a convenience sample in data collection which makes it difficult to extrapolate
findings beyond the parameters of the study. Thus, it is recommended that future research be conducted with
the use of more representative random samples in order to make generalizations. Lastly, the current study only
looked at the affective component of the job insecurity construct. Past studies have postulated the importance
of distinguishing cognitive versus affective job insecurity (Borg and Elizur, 1992). Individuals who perceive job
insecurity do not necessarily have to have affective responses towards job insecurity (Probst, 2003). Thus, future
studies might benefit from integrating the cognitive element of job insecurity in order to determine how job insecurity
rumination is associated with it. Similarly, this study was only concerned with the unidimensional aspect of job
insecurity. In light of the current situation caused by COVID-19 many organisations were forced to restructure their
operations in efforts to adapt. One immediate consequence was the redesign of some jobs. As a result, it may be
more appropriate to study job insecurity during the pandemic under the multidimensional conceptualisation, which
extends beyond concern over job loss by including the loss of desirable job features, such as current working
conditions (Ashford et al., 1989).

In regards to other possible future research, an interesting point was made by one of the participants who noted
that as a member of a trade union, he has never experienced job insecurity. It would be interesting to see how this
statement relates to a larger population in the context of economic uncertainty caused by the pandemic. It would
also contribute to the job insecurity research from the perspective of employment relations. Studies have shown that
union membership may decrease the effects of job insecurity through their collective voice (Sverke and Hellgren,
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2001). Nevertheless, there is limited research on how union support affects experiences of job insecurity (Sverke et
al., 2006), and thus future research is necessary.

CONCLUSION

Past research has established job insecurity as a work-related stressor that leads to poor employee well-being (cf.
Cheng and Chan, 2008). However, a dominant number of studies have ignored the distinction between the cognitive
and affective constructs of job insecurity (Shoss, 2017). By solely employing the affective conceptualisation of job
insecurity, this study has contributed to the conceptual development of job insecurity (Jiang and Lavaysse, 2018).
The primary purpose of this study was to extend the existing knowledge of the relationship between job insecurity
and its consequences. It thus investigated a new explanatory mechanism underlying the relationship between
job insecurity and emotional exhaustion. Specifically, the objective was to examine job insecurity rumination as a
mediator to amplify the understanding of how the experience of job insecurity can contribute to emotional exhaustion.
Furthermore, this study aimed to examine the role of personal resources, namely PsyCap, as a buffering mechanism
that can minimise and weaken the relationship between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion. It cannot be
argued that the results are conclusive, and one should be cautious when interpreting them due to the sample used
in this study. They do imply, however, the substantial role of job insecurity rumination in the job insecurity-emotional
exhaustion relationship in the context of economic uncertainty caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Since physical
and psychological health is critical for organisation’s performance (Ford et al., 2011), the results help organisations
faced with economic ambiguity to understand better what to be aware of when attempting to preserve employees’
well-being by preventing employees from ruminating about job insecurity.
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