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It is interesting to note that the developmental route of research on job insecurity starts 

and continues alongside a distinct track of major socio-economic and socio-political 

changes. This is both the case for historic, international developments, but also evident 

in the South African case. One of the major issues that remains relevant in job 

insecurity throughout its half a decade of research remains the conceptual clarity, or 

rather lack thereof, in the literature. This paper addresses both issues.  

 

In terms of its definition, job insecurity is early on described as a generalised cognitive 

uncertainty about work security at some future time (Caplan et al., 1975), feelings of 

powerlessness resulting from this (Greenhalgh & Rosenblat, 1984), concerns about job 

uncertainty (Roskies & Louis-Guerin, 1990), the sum of cognitive threat and affective 

concern (Reisel, 2002), and, most recently, as relating to work’s perceived continuity 

and stability (Probst, 2003). Three central tenets emerge: That job insecurity relates to 

an uncertain event, that there is a future event anticipated where such event (i.e. 

unemployment) will or will not become evident, and that this will result in the 

continuance vs. the discontinuance of not only work itself, but also what it implies in 

terms of social status, income and lifestyle. As the literature on job insecurity has 

developed, it has grown to distinguish job insecurity from voluntary turnover, actual job 

loss and employability.  

 

The first research on job security appears in 1965 in North America. In terms of 

context, this is also the year that the United States would invade Vietnam, and President 

Johnson would sign employment equity legislation into law. Against the backdrop of 

war and the civil rights movement, Kronhauser’s (1965) first work on job security 

appears. Following the Vietnam War, the US sees major economic changes throughout 

the 1970s – changes that would imply major mergers and acquisitions, but also the 

1970s economic downturn with huge resultant job losses. Within this context, Caplan, 

Cob, French, Van Harrison and Pinneau (1975) move the focus of research from 



“security” to “insecurity”. Here, it is noteworthy to see that union membership in the 

US has been on a steady decline since the 1950s; to an all-time low in most recent 

times. Finally, the seminal work of Greenhalgh and Rosenblat (1984) ushers in the new 

age of job insecurity research with their paper on conceptual clarity.  

 

When looking at more recent developments in the European Union, one sees that 

employment rates for the decade between 2001 and 2011 have remained almost 

constant. Concomitantly, the number of employees with temporary working 

arrangements or contract employment has increased over the same period. Most 

recently, since the 2008 recession, unemployment in Europeans under the age of 25 has 

skyrocketed: In 2012, countries such as Greece and Spain report unemployment figures 

for this category in excess of 50%, while Portugal, Ireland, Italy, the UK and France all 

report figures above 20%. These figures paint the picture of the future world of work in 

Europe: Stagnant employment levels, and being of a more insecure nature. Especially 

new entrants to the job market are hardest hit.  

 

Job insecurity research benefits much from two meta-analyses that have appeared since 

2002. The first, by Sverke, Hellgren and Näswall, appears in 2002. Drawing on 72 

studies representing 38 531 working individuals, said authors illustrate that job 

insecurity relates consistently negatively to job satisfaction (r=-0.41), job involvement 

(r=-0.37), organisational commitment (r=-0.36), trust (r=-0.50), physical health (r=-

0.16), and psychological health (r=0.24); and positively to turnover intention (r=0.28). 

This first meta-analysis, however, fails to illustrate the crucial job insecurity-work 

performance relationship. What the study does, however, importantly illustrate is that 

multi-item scales of job insecurity constantly outperform single-item measures of the 

construct.  

 

The second meta-analysis (Cheng & Chan, 2008) illustrates very similar links between 

job insecurity and its organisational and behavioural correlates. Importantly, however, 

this study does also illustrate a significant negative relationship between job insecurity 

and work performance (r=-0.21). In terms of organisational tenure, the study also 

demonstrates that younger employees with shorter tenure show stronger turnover 

intentions, and older employees with longer tenure show worse physical health, when 

confronted with job insecurity, while no gender differences are found.  



Tracking job insecurity research in South Africa also reveals an interesting, albeit brief, 

history. The first publication appears in 1993, right before the first democratic elections, 

and perhaps not surprisingly compares white and black employees in terms of their job 

insecurity and its relation to psychological health (Orpen, 1993). The most noteworthy 

milestone hereafter is a special edition of the South African Journal of Industrial and 

Organisational Psychology (2005), dedicated to job insecurity research in South Africa. 

In 2008, Van Wyk and Pienaar undertake an extensive review of the South African job 

insecurity literature, and note several disparities. In terms of race, studies illustrate that 

both white and black employees are worst affected by job insecurity. Furthermore, 

studies illustrate that both younger and older employees are worst affected by job 

insecurity. Similarly, in terms of both race and age, studies exist that illustrate no 

differences. A call is made for more rigorous research in this regard. Interestingly, no 

studies have illustrated differences for experienced job insecurity among South African 

employees in terms of gender. The most consistent finding in South African job 

insecurity research is its negative relation with organisational commitment and job 

burnout.  

 

In 2013, Pienaar, De Witte, Hellgren and Sverke substantiate the cognitive/affective 

distinction of job insecurity with South African data. Said study also illustrates that 

while cognitive job insecurity is bad for both work- (job satisfaction and organisational 

commitment) and employee-related variables (emotional exhaustion and psychological 

ill-health), affective job insecurity is especially bad for employee-related variables.  

 

In terms of group differences, Jacobs and Pienaar (2013) illustrate no differences for 

home language, marital status or level of education. In general, males seem to 

experience slightly but significantly more qualitative job insecurity. Over time, it is 

illustrated that job insecurity is predicted by competency demands and task completion 

ambiguity for Afrikaans- and English-speaking employees, while (internal) 

employability is the best predictor for African language-speaking employees.  

 

In future, contextual factors that will continue to shape job insecurity research in South 

Africa are firstly the dramatic, but also ongoing, changes that have been witnessed in 

terms of especially South African labour legislation. Grogan (2005) has argued that no 

other legislation has undergone more significant changes than that pertaining to how 



labour is organised. Factors such as employment equity and affirmative action remain 

necessary, but challenging in implementation. Another unique and dubious feature of 

the South African labour market is frequent unrest – the term “strike season” has indeed 

been termed here – with such unrest also frequently marked by violence, and often 

damage to private property, bloodshed and even death. This feature has remained since 

the days of apartheid and well into the new democratic dispensation. A final factor that 

will remain significant is changes to macro-economic policy and performance, as South 

Africa remains a developing economy struggling to balance internal transformation 

with international competition.  

 

Shifting focus to the conceptual issues facing the job insecurity literature, three separate 

issues emerge, namely the uni- vs. the multi-dimensional view of job insecurity, and the 

conceptualisation of cognitive and affective, and qualitative and quantitative 

distinctions. The first of these had already been discounted by the meta-analysis of 

Sverke et al. (2002). Job insecurity is best conceptualised as a multi-dimensional 

phenomenon, affecting both cognitive and affective, but also qualitative (dimensions of 

work such as career progression and salary increases) and quantitative (employment vs. 

unemployment) dimensions of work. In terms of the cognitive and affective 

dimensionality, the problem with its conceptualisation by the most dominantly used 

measure in South Africa (De Witte, 2000) is illustrated in Figure 1 below.  

 

 

  Positive Negative 

A
ffective 

  • I feel uncertain about the future of my 
job. 

• I worry about the continuation of my 
career. 

• I fear that I might lose my job. 
• I fear that I might get fired. 

C
ognitive 

• I think that I will be able to continue 
working here. 

• There is only a small chance that I will 
become unemployed. 

• I am certain/sure of my job environment. 
• I am very sure that I will be able to keep my 

job. 

  

 

Figure 1: The operationalisation of job insecurity into cognitive and affective 

dimensions according to the scale of De Witte (2000)  



Figure 1 above illustrates that, although the measure of De Witte (2000) went some way 

towards the development and measurement of the cognitive and affective distinction of 

job insecurity, the measure itself is limited in that it did not include negative items 

relating to cognitive job insecurity, and neither did it include positive items relating to 

affective job insecurity. This contributes to a lack of clarity on whether the scale really 

assesses a distinguishable cognitive and affective dimension, or merely reflects a 

measurement artefact in displaying a positive vs. a negative dimension. 

 

Work is currently underway with a newly developed scale that should clearly illustrate 

whether the De Witte conceptualisation of cognitive vs. affective job insecurity holds 

water. Below, in Figure 2, the new operationalisation (De Witte & Pienaar, 

forthcoming) is illustrated. Newly developed items appear with bullet points in italics.  

 

  Positive Negative 

Affective 

• The assurance/surety that I can keep 
working here makes me feel at ease. 

• I am satisfied with my job security.  
• My job security gives me a feeling of 

safety.  
• I feel sure that I will keep my job.  
• I feel at ease in that I will keep my job 

in/for the near future.  

I feel uncertain about the future of my job. 
I worry about the continuation of my career. 
I fear that I might lose my job. 
I fear that I might get fired. 

C
ognitive 

I think that I will be able to continue working 
here. 
There is only a small chance that I will 
become unemployed. 
I am certain/sure of my job environment. 
I am very sure that I will be able to keep my 
job. 

• There is a possibility that I might lose my 
job in the near future. 

• I think that I might be dismissed in the near 
future. 

• I think that I will be dismissed soon. 
• There is a strong possibility that I will be 

unemployed soon. 
  

 

Figure 2: The new operationalisation of job insecurity into both positively and 

negatively phrased cognitive and affective dimensions (De Witte & Pienaar, 

forthcoming) 

 

 

 

 

Below, the other major conceptualisation of job insecurity as consisting of qualitative 

and quantitative dimensions (Isaksson et al., 1999) is displayed (Figure 3).  



 Quantitative Qualitative 

A
ffective 

I am worried that I will be given notice. 
I am worried about being able to keep my 
job. 
I am afraid I may lose my job. 

I feel worried about my career development 
within the organisation. 
I worry about my future wage development. 
I worry about getting less stimulating work 
tasks in the future. 

C
ognitive 

I think my future prospects within the 
organisation are good. 

 

 

Figure 3: The operationalisation of job insecurity into cognitive and affective 

dimensions according to the scale of Isaksson et al. (1998)  

 

When one considers the distinction of job insecurity dimensions as outlined above, it 

clearly distinguishes between the quantitative and qualitative dimensions. In a sense, it 

also circumvents the challenge of directionality in item wording, in that all but one of 

the items is negatively phrased. However, if one considers whether this scale also 

considers qualitative and quantitative dimensions, it can be seen that none of the items 

fall into the qualitative-cognitive quadrant. The quantitative-cognitive item is also the 

only positively phrased item.  

 

Finally, in an attempt to reconcile issues of both direction of items, and 

conceptualisation of dimensions, a new measuring scale is proposed. Sample items are 

indicated in Figure 3 below (Pienaar, De Witte, Hellgren & Sverke, forthcoming). 

Positively and negatively phrased items are distinguished with italics.  

 

 Quantitative Qualitative A
ffective 

I feel that I will definitely lose my job. 
I feel that I will keep my job in the future.  

I feel that I will not get promoted as soon as I 
want to. 
I feel that I have a bright future in this 
organisation.  C

ognitive 

I think that I am in danger of losing my job.  
I think that I will be able to continue working 
here as long as I want.  

I think opportunities for promotion are 
decreasing. 
I think that my chances for promotion in the 
future are good.  

 

Figure 3: Consolidated operationalisation of job insecurity considering both positively 

and negatively phrased items to cover cognitive, affective, qualitative and quantitative 

dimensions of job insecurity  

 



In closing, it is important to reflect upon the future of job insecurity research. The 

results from two meta-analyses have illustrated that job insecurity is consistently 

negatively related to individual employee health and wellbeing, and organisational-level 

attitudes, behaviours and outcomes. Available data now also suggests that it is a 

pervasive problem – job insecurity’s effect has been illustrated in developed as well as 

developing, resource poor as well as resource rich, service-driven as well as more 

traditional economies. One of the most worrying findings in terms of job insecurity and 

individuals’ health is that it has been illustrated that the uncertainty associated with 

insecurity is actually worse than actual job loss (Jacobson, 1991), or at least just as bad 

(Dekker & Schaufeli, 1995; Latack & Dozier, 1986). The effects of insecurity also 

appear to be enduring, even beyond job separation and loss (Burgard et al., 2010). 

Although the data in this regard is extremely limited, at least two studies have linked 

the experience of job insecurity to elevated levels of cortisol (Arnetz, 1991; Naswall et 

al., 2012), which in turn is a leading cause of cardiovascular disease. 

 

Any future research on work stress should consider job insecurity as an integral feature 

of such work stress – as the world of work changes, insecurity is likely to become far 

more, rather than less, pervasive. Important work remains regarding the 

conceptualisation and measurement of the construct, as outlined above. Closely related 

to this aspect is the content of the intervention that may follow upon, and will be 

determined by, such measurements. Also in terms of intervention, much consideration 

needs to be given to where the onus rests – is it only up to employees to make 

themselves more employable and by implication less insecure, or do organisations also 

need to be clear in creating realistic expectations and provide employees with 

predictability and controllability in terms of their working arrangements? Beyond the 

sphere of the employer – what are the policies and programmes that governments need 

to pursue to simultaneously advance both the rights of workers and the health of 

economies? Specifically within the South African context, work remains to be done in 

investigating the experience of job insecurity across the diverse cultural groups that 

make up the local workplace. Within a context where much emphasis is put upon 

transformation, affirmative action and equity, why do we not see differences between 

these groups of employees? Preliminary results suggest that different organisational- 

and work-related variables may be associated with job insecurity across cultural groups, 



and a greater understanding hereof may contribute not only to Psychology from a work 

perspective, but also a cross-cultural perspective.  

 

Keywords: Job insecurity, affective and cognitive job insecurity, qualitative and quantitative 
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