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Abstract

Adopting a life course perspective, we examined how prior experiences of unemployment might affect reactions to later
experiences of job insecurity. In doing so, we applied a strong inference approach and pitted two theoretically derived pre-
dictions against each other, namely the stress sensitization and stress inoculation perspectives. According to the stress sen-
sitization perspective, prior experience with unemployment would amplify negative reactions to job insecurity. In contrast,
the stress inoculation perspective suggests that individuals with prior unemployment experiences might exhibit attenuated
negative reactions to job insecurity. This is because such episodes are appraised as more normative throughout one’s career
and are seen as an obstacle that can be successfully overcome. We tested our assumptions using four different archival
datasets (total N=1638) from the US and Germany, while considering self-evaluative, affective, attitudinal, performance,
and health-related outcomes. Studies 1 to 3 found stronger support for the stress inoculation hypothesis, whereby individu-
als with prior unemployment experiences reacted less negatively to current job insecurity. In a comparison of explanatory
mediating mechanisms in study 4, results indicated that the form of the interaction might depend on what is being triggered
by perceived job insecurity (i.e., exacerbated feelings of frustration as reflecting the stress sensitization mechanism vs. attenu-
ated relative deprivation as reflecting the stress inoculation mechanism). By adding a life course perspective to the study of
job insecurity, our research broadens the investigation of boundary conditions. We discuss the role of country-level social
security and time of data collection to explain the pattern of findings.
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Job insecurity—a person’s concern about their future
employment stability—is one of the most pertinent eco-
nomic stressors that employees currently experience (e.g.,
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Shoss, 2017; Sinclair et al., 2024). Underlining the stressful-
ness of job insecurity, meta-analyses have shown that feel-
ings of job insecurity are related to a host of detrimental
outcomes, such as more negative job attitudes, worse health,
and lower work motivation and performance (e.g., Jiang &
Lavaysse, 2018). As such, it is not surprising that large-
scale opinion surveys consistently reveal that job security
is one of the top things that employees and job seekers alike
want from their jobs (e.g., Talentlms, 2024; Wigert, 2022).
Because job insecurity per se is hard to change, researchers
have spent a great deal of attention on examining boundary
conditions that moderate the job insecurity—outcome link
in an effort to identify who suffers more vs. less from job
insecurity (e.g., Cheng & Chan, 2008; Lee et al., 2018).
Thus far, a vast array of moderators at the individual,
organizational, and societal levels have been identified (see
Jiang, 2025, for an extensive overview). At the individual
level, for example, moderators related to individual traits
(e.g., neuroticism, self-efficacy), intrapersonal states (e.g.,
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type of employment contract, perceived employability), and
coping behaviors (e.g., cognitive reappraisal, self-care strate-
gies) have been shown to moderate the relationship between
job insecurity and outcomes. At the organizational level, fac-
tors related to how organizations and its representatives treat
their employees (e.g., organizational justice, leader-member
exchange) as well as job design features (e.g., autonomy)
affect how employees appraise and cope with job insecurity.
Finally, at the societal level, moderators related to cultural
values (e.g., uncertainty avoidance, individualism), eco-
nomic conditions (e.g., economic downturns, unemployment
rate), and governmental policies (e.g., safety net policies,
generosity of unemployment benefits) have been identified.
Notably, most of these boundary conditions appear to be
contemporaneous, that is, they refer to person- or situational
factors happening at the same point in time.

Yet, people do not live in a temporal vacuum; rather, we
all have a history and a set of past experiences that shape
who we are today and that can color our interpretation of
and reactions to presently experienced events (e.g., Debus &
Unger, 2024; Thoits, 2010). Taking these earlier experiences
into consideration is crucial to achieving a more nuanced
understanding of job insecurity and its outcomes and to view
job insecurity and economic stress more broadly as a whole-
life experience. In the present study, we thus adopt a life
course perspective (e.g., Elder & Shanahan, 2006; Zacher &
Froidevaux, 2021) to examine the following research ques-
tion: How do prior unemployment spells affect employee
reactions to current threats of job loss (i.e., perceived job
insecurity)? This is a particularly apt question, since employ-
ment provides numerous valuable latent and manifest ben-
efits, including time structure, a sense of collective purpose,
opportunities for social contact, social status, and activity
(Jahoda, 1981). We argue that individuals who have prior
experience with a lack of employment might react differ-
ently to the potential loss of their employment compared
to those who have never weathered that situation. As such,
by considering a person’s prior unemployment history as a
boundary condition we explicitly take a retrospective view,
thus extending the present focus on contemporaneous mod-
erators of the job insecurity-outcome link.

As Paul et al. (2023) note in their recent meta-analysis of
employment status, individuals who are not employed may
be in this state voluntarily (i.e., out of the labor force due to
preferences for homemaking or the pursuit of educational
or leisure activities) or involuntarily (i.e., being out of the
labor force but desiring to return). Interestingly, whereas
involuntary unemployment was associated (as expected)
with across-the-board losses of the latent and manifest ben-
efits of employment, even individuals who were voluntar-
ily unemployed exhibited significant resource losses—most
notably in the areas of time structure, collective purpose,
and status—compared to employed individuals (Paul et al.,
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2023). Based on these findings, the authors concluded that
it is the state of employment that is the main provider of the
latent functions. Thus, in our current study, the reason for
these prior unemployment spells is less important than the
fact of their occurrence, as we argue that it is an individual’s
prior experience with the state of unemployment that may
color their reactions to currently perceived job insecurity.

We focus on these earlier experiences of unemployment
spells for two reasons. First, unemployment reflects what
is anticipated when individuals experience job insecurity—
namely being in a situation without a job (e.g., Probst, 2018;
Shoss, 2017). Due to the strong conceptual link between both
constructs, theoretical reasoning would suggest that earlier
unemployment experiences affect how individuals appraise
and interpret current job insecurity. Second, although unem-
ployment is a critical life event that has been associated with
numerous adverse short- and long-term outcomes (e.g.,
worse mental and physical health, increased odds of sui-
cide ideation, sucide attempts, and mortality, Amiri, 2022;
McKee-Ryan et al., 2005; Paul & Moser, 2009; Wanberg,
2012), individuals may also use periods of unemployment to
potentially develop coping skills to increase their resilience
(e.g., to develop mechanisms of time structure, social sup-
port and other latent benefits of employment even while in a
state of unemployment, Paul et al., 2023) and for reflecting
about themselves and their careers (Zikic & Klehe, 2006).
How earlier spells of unemployment may affect reactions to
current job insecurity is, to date, not very clear, which is why
we particularly focus on the interplay between job insecurity
and unemployment as two major economic stressors.

To answer our proposed research question, we apply a
strong inference approach (e.g., Platt, 1964) and pit two
foundational theories of stress—conservation of resources
theory (COR, Hobfoll, 1989, 2001; Hobfoll et al., 2018)
and the transactional theory of stress and coping (TTSC,
Lazarus, 1999, 2001) — against each other. Whereas both
theories suggest detrimental main effects of job insecurity
on cognitive, behavioral, and strain outcomes, these theories
suggest opposing predictions in terms of the long-lasting
“after-effects” of unemployment experiences on employee
reactions to job insecurity. We thus contrast these theories
to develop competing perspectives and predictions regarding
how prior unemployment may moderate job insecurity—out-
come relationships. Derived from COR theory, the stress
sensitization perspective suggests that “adverse experiences
sensitize individuals to heightened sensitivity and reactiv-
ity to subsequent stress” (Luo et al., 2021, p. 2). Previous
stress experiences would make individuals more vulnerable
to recent and future stress experiences, potentially due to
loss spirals occurring as a result of resource loss from those
earlier events (Hobfoll, 1989; see also Thoits, 2010). Follow-
ing the stress sensitization perspective, individuals would
react more negatively to current job insecurity if they have
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experienced unemployment in the past. In contrast, the stress
inoculation perspective (Meichenbaum & Deffenbacher,
1988) derived from TTSC proposes that prior exposure to
stressful life events changes stressor appraisal and builds
our repertoire and reservoir of coping mechanisms. This can
then lead to greater resilience and can blunt the negative
impact of subsequently encountered stressors. Thus, much
like a vaccine trains our body to fight off future pathogens
we encounter, the experience of past challenging events
such as episodes of unemployment might equip individu-
als to better cope with a subsequently experienced threat
of job loss (i.e., job insecurity). To identify potential pat-
terns and to examine the robustness and generalizability of
these proposed competing interactive effects, we consider a
variety of outcomes in the self-evaluative, attitudinal, affec-
tive, performance, and health domains that have all been
well-established in the job insecurity literature (e.g., Jiang
& Lavaysse, 2018; Lee et al., 2018; Sverke et al., 2002).
Following our development of these competing perspec-
tives, we extend our reasoning on the interactive effect of
job insecurity and unemployment to consider the role of
two potential mediators (i.e., frustration and relative dep-
rivation) and use this refined moderated mediation model
to further explore its effect on several individual outcomes.
On the one hand, people who have experienced unemploy-
ment in the past and are presently at risk of again losing
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their job represent a potentially very vulnerable group
(e.g., Lucas et al., 2004) and therefore may be more frus-
trated by the repeated exposure to this economic stressor.
On the other hand, individuals with prior unemployment
episodes may consider it more normative for careers to
be nonlinear with disruptions, and may also have devel-
oped coping skills because of these experiences (Danckert,
2017). As such, they may exhibit attenuated relative dep-
rivation when experiencing job insecurity. Accordingly,
it is important to investigate the mechanisms that explain
any observed interactive effects in order to develop future
interventions. In doing so, we can more precisely map the
underlying theoretical processes derived from the stress
sensitization vs. stress inoculation perspectives, allowing
us to gain a deeper understanding of the involved phenom-
ena and their related mechanisms.

Our paper is organized as follows: we begin by briefly
reviewing extant theories and empirical evidence regard-
ing the work-related effects of job insecurity before con-
sidering in greater detail the theoretical foundation for
the competing stress sensitization vs. stress inoculation
propositions, as well as potential mediating mechanisms.
Finally, with an eye toward constructive replication
(Kohler & Cortina, 2021), we map out a series of cross-
sectional and multi-wave studies using different operation-
alizations of job insecurity and prior unemployment spells

Prior

Frustration

Unemployment: +

Outcomes

Stress Sensitization

Prior Unemployment:
Stress Sensitization

Self-Evaluative

w

Affective

Y

Job Insecurity

HIb

= Attitudinal

Prior Unemployment:
Stress Inoculation

Performance

Prior

Health

Unemployment:
Stress Inoculation

Relative Deprivation

-

~

Fig. 1 Conceptual model. H, hypothesis

@ Springer



Journal of Business and Psychology

Table 1 Hypotheses and studies

Hypothesis Study 1  Study 2 Study 3  Study 4
la Stress sensitization hypothesis (moderation)? X X X
1b Stress inoculation hypothesis (moderation)? X X X
2 Frustration as the underlying mechanism of the X
stress sensitization effect (moderated media-
tion model)®
3 Relative deprivation as the underlying mecha- X

nism of the stress inoculation effect (moder-
ated mediation model)®

“Hypotheses 1a and 1b were tested on all the outcomes in studies 1 to 3

bOutcomes in study 4 to test the moderated mediation were self-evaluative outcomes (demands-abilities fit,
needs-supplies fit), attitudinal outcomes (intention to remain, job satisfaction), and performance outcomes

(task performance, incivility)

to test these theoretical propositions and potential explana-
tory mechanisms. Figure 1 displays the conceptual model
of our research, and Table 1 provides an overview of the
datasets used to test specific hypotheses.

Outcomes of Job Insecurity

Predictions regarding the outcomes of job insecurity are
typically drawn from stress theories (e.g., Jiang & Lavay-
sse, 2018; Lee et al., 2018; Sverke et al., 2002), with COR
theory (Hobfoll, 1989, 2001; Hobfoll et al., 2018) and TTSC
(Lazarus, 1999, 2001) being most often used (e.g., Bazzoli
& Probst, 2022; Shoss, 2017; Sinclair et al., 2024). Both
theories view job insecurity as a stressor that results in nega-
tive outcomes. First, according to COR theory, job insecurity
represents a threat to the valued resource of employment,
as well as the related resources of identity, income, social
connection, and social status (e.g., Selenko & Batinic, 2013;
Shoss, 2017). If individuals experience such a resource
threat, they experience strain and try to protect their remain-
ing resources by withdrawing from any activities that require
them to invest effort. Second, TTSC explains individuals’
responses to job insecurity as an interactive process between
an individual and their environment. The theory predicts
that when individuals encounter job insecurity, they likely
appraise this situation as an uncontrollable threat with lim-
ited coping options. Due to the uncontrollability of this
situation, individuals are expected to experience aversive
affective states, along with lower motivation, performance,
and worse health (e.g., Shoss, 2017; Sinclair et al., 2024).
In essence, both COR theory and TTSC highlight the threat-
ening and uncontrollable nature of job insecurity that puts
both manifest and latent resources at stake (e.g., Jahoda,
1981). As a consequence, appraising the situation of job
insecurity makes individuals evaluate their work situation
and themselves more negatively, develop more negative
affective reactions and more negative attitudes about their
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job situation, decrease their performance and increase coun-
terproductive behaviors as a means to retaliate against the
organization, and show worse health outcomes due to con-
stant worry and rumination.

Empirically, a vast literature (see Cheng & Chan, 2008;
Jiang & Lavaysse, 2018; Sverke et al., 2002, 2019, for meta-
analyses) supports these theories, finding that job insecurity
affects employee outcomes in five key domains: self-evalua-
tive, affective, attitudinal, performance, and health-related
outcomes. First, in terms of self-evaluation outcomes, job
insecurity has been found to be negatively associated with
perceived demands-abilities fit (i.e., a person’s perceived
compatibility between their formal job requirements/job
tasks and their knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs,
Edwards, 1991; see Lu et al., 2014)), perceived needs-sup-
plies fit (i.e., the degree to which individuals perceive that
the job fulfills their goals, values, and desires, Edwards,
1991; see Lu et al., 2014), and task-related self-efficacy (i.e.,
individuals’ confidence of possessing what is needed to mas-
ter their work tasks, Bandura, 1997; Barbaranelli et al., 2018;
see Guarnaccia et al., 2018; Van Hootegem et al., 2021).
Second, in terms of affective outcomes, job insecurity has
been associated with more negative affect and reduced job-
related affective well-being. Third, job insecurity has been
shown to be associated with adverse attitudinal outcomes:
lower job satisfaction, higher turnover intentions, and lower
career commitment (i.e., a person’s attitude toward their
work or field, Blau, 1985; for initial evidence see Goulet &
Singh, 2002). Fourth, in terms of performance outcomes,
job insecurity results in lower task performance as in-role
performance of the individual’s core job description, higher
incivility as low-intensity, rude, or disrespectful behaviors
that violate norms of mutual respect in the workplace, lower
safety compliance as employees’ adherence to established
safety rules, regulations, and procedures in the workplace,
and higher cognitive failures as lapses in attention, mem-
ory, or action that result in errors or mistakes during tasks
(e.g., Probst et al., 2020a, 2020b). Fifth, in terms of health
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outcomes, job insecurity has been shown to be associated
with lower mental health, lower physical health, and more
sleep disturbances as disruptions in the normal pattern, qual-
ity, or quantity of sleep (e.g., Choi et al., 2020). We selected
these five key domains because they have been repeatedly
established as critical outcomes of job insecurity in earlier
research, thus allowing us to examine the robustness and
generalizability of the proposed interaction effects, as well
as to highlight the extent to which support for the stress sen-
sitization vs. stress inoculation perspectives emerges across
these different classes of outcomes.

The Interactive Effect Between Job
Insecurity and Unemployment Experiences

While there is ample theoretical and empirical evidence for
the abovementioned main effects of job insecurity, meta-
analytic findings strongly indicate the presence of potential
moderating effects given heterogeneity in observed effect
sizes (e.g., Cheng & Chan, 2008; Sverke et al., 2002). Spe-
cifically, we posit that prior unemployment spells will mod-
erate employee reactions to subsequently experienced job
insecurity (see also Smid et al., 2012). While both COR
theory (Hobfoll, 1989, 2001) and the TTSC (Lazarus, 1991,
1999) propose detrimental main effects of job insecurity on
various outcomes (as explained above), these theories sug-
gest two potentially opposing effects—a stress sensitization
effect (Hobfoll, 1989, 2001) versus a stress inoculation effect
(Lazarus, 1991, 1999)—by which those previous unemploy-
ment experiences may affect an individual’s reaction to later
job insecurity. Below, we discuss the theoretical foundation
and empirical support for each perspective and delineate
how each would predict opposing moderating effects.

The Stress Sensitization Perspective

According to COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989, 2001), individu-
als with fewer resources are more vulnerable to subsequent
resource loss or threats. Stress sensitization builds on this
principle, describing heightened stress responsiveness
due to prior stressor exposure (Luo et al., 2021). Specifi-
cally, a prior stressor, as a temporally preceding moderator,
intensifies the impact of current stressors on distress. This
heightened sensitivity occurs because individuals with lower
resource pools lack the “buffer” needed to absorb further
threats and losses, leaving them more vulnerable to stressors
(Hobfoll, 1989, 2001). In the context of unemployment, this
perspective suggests that individuals who have experienced
unemployment will have fewer resources available compared
to those who have not, even if they are re-employed (for a
similar reasoning in a different context see van Woerkom
et al., 2016). The lower resource pool will make individuals

with prior unemployment experiences more vulnerable to
job insecurity such that job insecurity—outcome relationships
would be exacerbated.

Providing evidence for how resource pools diminish dur-
ing unemployment, research has shown that unemployment
is accompanied by the loss of several resources, such as
decreased self-esteem (Goldsmith et al., 1997), decreased
locus of control (Goldsmith et al., 1996), a decreased feeling
of collective purpose, decreased financial resources, fewer
social contacts and activity, and a disrupted time structure
(e.g., Atkinson et al., 1986; Jahoda, 1982; Selenko et al.,
2011). While some resources, such as time structure and
daily activity, may be restored with re-employment, others,
like social networks and self-esteem, are more difficult to
rebuild. For example, unemployed individuals tend to have
fewer social contacts both at work and outside of work,
which can negatively impact their sense of prestige and
self-esteem (e.g., Selenko et al., 2011; Voss et al., 1999).
Additionally, they report lower satisfaction with their social
lives (Powdthavee, 2012), potentially due to withdrawal
from social activities due to financial reasons, but also due
to diminished self-esteem (e.g., Kinnunen et al., 2003). Even
when individuals regain employment, establishing new
social contacts with work colleagues and/or re-establishing
private social contacts requires significant time and effort
(e.g., Hall, 2019). Furthermore, unemployment often car-
ries stigma (e.g., Garcia-Lorenzo et al., 2021), which may
threaten individuals’ self-esteem and confidence on a long-
term basis and which likely carries after-effects even after
having regained employment.

Moreover, although re-employment is generally viewed
as a positive outcome, it does not always restore prior lev-
els of resources. Many individuals find themselves in jobs
with poorer job characteristics, such as lower salaries, part-
time work, and reduced job authority or occupational status
compared to their previous job (e.g., Brand, 2006; Vesala-
inen & Vuori, 1999; Waters, 2007). These experiences can
leave lasting “scars” on individuals’ resource pools. Scarring
refers to the long-term consequences of unemployment that
may persist even after re-employment (Clark et al., 2001).
For instance, individuals may internalize unemployment
as part of their self-concept, which can further erode self-
esteem and resilience to future stressors. Taken together,
these aspects and experiences likely damage individuals’
resource pools on a long-term basis, even after having
regained employment.

Longitudinal studies provide indirect evidence of the
enduring impact of unemployment on individuals’ resource
pools. For example, Lucas et al. (2004) demonstrated that
life satisfaction significantly decreases when individu-
als experience a spell of unemployment. When regaining
employment, life satisfaction increases again, yet does not
reach individuals’ original baseline level of life satisfaction
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(see also Clark et al., 2001). Similarly, Luhmann and Eid
(2009) found that life satisfaction further decreases with
each new spell of unemployment. Individuals react more
negatively to each spell of unemployment, thus likewise
indicating a sensitization pattern. In sum, the stress sensi-
tization perspective suggests that prior unemployment con-
tributes to long-term lowered resource pools among individ-
uals that (partly) persist even after regaining employment.
Due to these diminished resources (e.g., lower self-esteem,
less dense social networks, lower financial resources), indi-
viduals with prior unemployment are less well equipped to
cope with the threat of job loss (i.e., job insecurity). As a
result, individuals with prior unemployment would be more
sensitive or vulnerable to job insecurity as a resource threat
compared to employees without prior unemployment. We
thus predict:

Hypothesis 1a: Prior unemployment exacerbates the rela-
tionship between job insecurity and its outcomes.

The Stress Inoculation Perspective

In contrast, Lazarus’s TTSC provides a valuable frame-
work for understanding the stress inoculation perspective
(Meichenbaum & Deffenbacher, 1988) which posits that
prior exposure to stressors allows individuals to develop a
broader pool of cognitive, affective, and behavioral coping
resources that can be drawn upon when managing future
stressors. In highlighting the dynamic interplay between
the individual and the environment, stress and coping are
expected to be determined not only by exposure to an objec-
tive stressor but also by the individual’s primary appraisal
of its significance (i.e., the extent to which they perceive the
potential stressor as a threat) and their secondary appraisal
of their capacity to manage (i.e., cope with) the potential
Stressor.

From this perspective, an individual’s past experience of
unemployment might influence the way they perceive and
react to job insecurity, as they might align their expecta-
tions with the notion that periods of unemployment are not
uncommon. In other words, individuals who have navigated
prior periods of unemployment may recalibrate their primary
appraisals of job insecurity (e.g., by perceiving it as a more
normative and expected aspect of employment rather than as
a significant threat or by reframing it as an opportunity for
career exploration, personal growth, or skill development,
Zikic & Klehe, 2006). Through such cognitive reframing,

! We do not necessarily argue that perceiving job insecurity as less
of a hindrance necessarily implies that it will be perceived as more of
a challenge (i.e., a manageable and potentially expected part of one’s
career), as challenge and hindrance job insecurity appraisals seem to
be relatively independent of each other (Bazzoli et al., 2021).
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prior exposure to unemployment may lead individuals to
appraise the potential stressor of job insecurity as less of a
hindrance or significant threat to one’s career,’ and in turn,
attenuate the stress response.

Additionally, TTSC would imply that a lack of expo-
sure to a given stressor (such as unemployment) may limit
the development of valuable coping resources in terms of
secondary appraisal, leaving individuals without that prior
exposure less equipped to manage stressors such as a pres-
ently perceived threat to one’s employment (i.e., job insecu-
rity). For example, individuals who have experienced unem-
ployment in the past and subsequently gained employment
might appraise themselves as a person who knows how to
enhance their external employability by developing skills
and strategies that can be applied on the job market should
they lose their current job. As a result, current job insecu-
rity may ultimately be perceived as less of a threat to these
individuals compared to employees who have never before
been unemployed and might not have had an opportunity to
build those skills or resources.

In sum, drawing upon this model, the stress inoculation
perspective would hypothesize that individuals who have
previously navigated periods of unemployment may develop
a cognitive framework or mindset that incorporates job inse-
curity as a more normative aspect of the employment trajec-
tory (leading to attenuated primary appraisals of threat) as
well as a more robust repertoire of skills to cope with a per-
ceived threat to one’s employment (leading to more positive
secondary appraisals of coping with the potential stressor).
Together, this would predict mitigated negative self-evalua-
tive, affective, attitudinal, performance, and health responses
associated with uncertainty about one’s job.

While research examining potential stress inoculation
effects is limited in organizational contexts, there is empiri-
cal evidence for the underlying theoretical processes. For
example, Seery and colleagues found that individuals with
moderate prior exposure to stressful life events showed
less physical impairment and lower healthcare utilization
in response to chronic back pain (Seery et al., 2010) and
also displayed fewer negative responses to acute stressors
such as induced pain (via a cold pressor task) and a high-
pressure cognitive test (Seery et al., 2013). Kok et al. (2021)
found that while cumulative exposure to negative life events
(e.g., death of a family member, involuntary unemployment,
divorce) was associated with more depressive symptoms,
individuals with more prior negative life events exhibited
attenuated responses to more recently experienced stress-
ors, suggesting that repeated exposure had built resilience.
Unfortunately, while Kok et al. (2021) included unem-
ployment as a negative life event, they did not separately
evaluate the unique inoculating effect due to experiencing
this specific stressor. Similarly, a recent study by Klopack
et al. (2022) found that prior experienced financial strain
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attenuated responses to subsequent life stressors, including
unemployment and demotion at work. Together, this is sug-
gestive that the stress inoculating effects observed in other
domains might also translate to exposure to economic stress-
ors, such as unemployment and job insecurity.

Based on our theoretical foundation and the available
empirical evidence, we predict that:

Hypothesis 1b: Prior unemployment attenuates the rela-
tionship between job insecurity and its outcomes.

Extending the Interactive Effect of Job
Insecurity and Unemployment Experiences
to Mediating Mechanisms: A Case

of Moderated Mediation

Building upon our earlier propositions from the stress sen-
sitization and stress inoculation perspectives, we also seek
to more explicitly integrate and test potential underlying
mechanisms. First, drawing on the stress sensitization per-
spective and stress-related mediating processes, we suggest
that job insecurity is indirectly related to the outcomes via
frustration, and we anticipate this indirect effect to be more
pronounced among employees with prior experiences of
unemployment, thus resulting in a moderated mediation
effect (e.g., Shoss, 2017; Vander Elst et al., 2012). Second,
we suggest that job insecurity is also indirectly related to the
outcomes via fostering a sense of relative deprivation (i.e.,
a negative comparison of one’s current situation relative to
similar others or oneself at an earlier point, Crosby, 1984;
Smith et al., 2011). However, reflecting the stress inocu-
lation perspective, we anticipate this indirect effect to be
less pronounced among employees with prior experiences
of unemployment, thus likewise resulting in a moderated
mediation effect. Below we expand upon our rationale for
these proposed effects.

Frustration to Explain the Stress Sensitization Effect

Hobfoll et al. (2018) cautioned against the assumption that
resources are static, but rather argued for the notion that
resources can be cultivated or, alternately, frustrated. As
such, one of the central mechanisms underlying the effects
of resource loss, threat, and vulnerability in line with stress
sensitization is resource frustration (Hobfoll et al., 2018).
Frustration by itself is a discrete emotion that occurs when
individuals feel they do not have enough resources to achieve
their goals (Eissa & Lester, 2017; Fox & Spector, 1999;
Reio, 2011) and/or if certain conditions block or interfere
with their goals (e.g., Spector, 1978). This reasoning further
implies that job insecurity would be indirectly related to
further negative outcomes via the experience of frustration,

precisely because job insecurity interferes with individuals’
goals of cultivating stable employment.

Indeed, early work on the experience of frustration has
identified job insecurity as a primary source of this emotion
(in addition to the frustrating nature of the work itself, a lack
of promotion opportunity, role ambiguity, organizational
change, and physical isolation from the community, Eaton,
1952; see also Spector, 1978). Relatedly, researchers have
highlighted that job insecurity as the prospect of losing one’s
employment “means the frustration of some fundamental
human needs,” such as the needs for survival, relatedness,
and self-determination (De Witte et al., 2016, p. 19). Based
on this reasoning, we argue that job insecurity indirectly
leads to the aforementioned outcomes via frustration, that
is, frustration mediates the relationships between job insecu-
rity and the aforementioned outcomes. Next, building upon
this mediating effect and based on COR theory’s notion of
increased vulnerability due to already lost or threatened
resources, we postulate that prior unemployment strengthens
the relationship between job insecurity and frustration (i.e.,
the a-path of the mediation chain), resulting in a first-stage
moderated mediation effect. Based on our earlier arguments,
job insecure individuals are likely to be even more frustrated
by their situation if they have experienced prior unemploy-
ment as this experience can leave lasting damage to their
resource pools, even after they have regained employment.

Hypothesis 2: Prior unemployment moderates the indirect
effect of job insecurity on outcomes via frustration, such
that the indirect effect is stronger under higher levels of
prior unemployment.

Relative Deprivation to Explain the Stress
Inoculation Effect

Individuals do not respond to conditions solely based on
their objective quality, but rather based on cognitive apprais-
als entailing interpersonal comparisons. When individuals
perceive their conditions as worse off compared to relevant
others or to their own past experiences, they are likely to
experience relative deprivation, a psychological state char-
acterized by feelings of unfairness and angry resentment
(Crosby, 1976; Smith et al., 2011). This reasoning aligns
with TTSC, which emphasizes the role of cognitive appraisal
in stress reactions and highlights emotional responses, such
as anger, when individuals perceive threats to their dignity
(Lazarus, 1999). Within the present study, job insecure indi-
viduals are likely to engage in upward social comparisons.
They may compare themselves to peers with similar qualifi-
cations who appear more secure in their jobs, or to their own
past (more favorable) employment situation. This compari-
son can give rise to feelings of being unfairly disadvantaged,
because job insecurity is seen as violating psychological
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contracts or norms of reciprocity between employee and
employer (e.g., Reisel et al., 2010; Rousseau, 1995). Thus,
job insecurity is likely to evoke relative deprivation, serv-
ing as a mediating mechanism that links job insecurity to its
outcomes. Indeed, research has shown that job insecurity
is associated with deprivation-related feelings (for feelings
of injustice see Lazauskaite-Zabielske et al., 2019; Lopez
Bohle et al., 2021; Piccoli & De Witte, 2015; for feelings of
anger see Reisel et al., 2010). Moreover, relative depriva-
tion has been shown to be related to numerous detrimental
outcomes (e.g., Erdogan et al., 2018; Mishra & Novakowski,
2016; Wickham et al., 2014).

Next, building upon this mediating effect and recalling
our theorizing around the stress inoculation effect embedded
in TTSC (Lazarus, 1991, 1999), we hypothesize that prior
unemployment attenuates the relationship between job inse-
curity and relative deprivation (i.e., the a-path of the media-
tion chain), resulting in a first-stage moderated mediation
effect. As mentioned before, individuals who have previ-
ously experienced unemployment may recalibrate their pri-
mary appraisals, perceiving job insecurity as a more norma-
tive and less threatening part of their employment trajectory.
This shift reduces the perceived discrepancy between their
own situation and that of similar others, thereby weakening
the experience of relative deprivation. At the same time,
such individuals may also develop more positive secondary
appraisals, as their past experience with unemployment may
have equipped them with a larger repertoire of coping skills
(Patton & Donohue, 1998; Wanberg, 1997). This enhanced
coping capacity may result in their perception that they may
be better off than similar others in response to job insecurity,
as well as still being better off than having been unemployed
before. Together, these appraisal shifts may reduce the emo-
tional intensity of upward comparisons and thus attenuate
the link between job insecurity and relative deprivation.

Hypothesis 3: Prior unemployment moderates the indirect
effect of job insecurity on outcomes via relative depriva-
tion, such that the indirect effect is weaker under higher
levels of prior unemployment.

Overview of Studies

We tested our assumptions using four previously collected
archival datasets, including one cross-sectional and three
multi-wave datasets from the US and Germany. All four
datasets stemmed from previous projects led indepen-
dently by the first and second authors between 2017 and
2021 and were used retrospectively to test our hypotheses.
Data analyzed in study 1 were collected by master level
students as part of a university research seminar in Ger-
many; data presented in studies 2 and 3 stem from larger
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projects on economic stressors and workplace safety col-
lected in the US, and study 4 data were from a larger
project on economic stressors conducted with German
participants. Portions of the data used in this manuscript
(analyzed in studies 2, 3, and 4) have been published else-
where (Bettac & Probst, 2021; Bettac et al., 2021; Debus
et al., 2023; Lee et al., 2024; Probst et al., 2020a, c; Petitta
et al., 2019, 2020, 2021).

While reliance on archival data limited our ability to
standardize operational definitions, measures, and meth-
ods across the four studies, these same limitations allowed
us to evaluate the extent to which our hypothesized effects
were robust due to these varied operationalizations of job
insecurity, previous unemployment spells, and outcome
variables. As Kohler and Cortina (2021) note, constructive
replication is a valuable methodological approach precisely
because studies test the same hypotheses but with varia-
tions in methods, settings, populations, and measurements.
By conducting multiple tests, one can strengthen the valid-
ity and generalizability of findings by reducing the impact
of methodological biases associated with one approach and
avoiding capitalization on chance findings.

Our data, research materials, including detailed descrip-
tions of each measure, and analysis code are available at
https://osf.io/gqvyc/. The data for the current studies were
all analyzed using Mplus 8 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017).

Study 1: Cross-Sectional Dataset
from Germany (N=205)

Study 1 Method
Participants

Our first study used cross-sectional data collected from 205
German workers in 2020 via a snowball sampling approach.
Students enrolled in a research seminar collected data from
their professional networks and by posting study information
material on several social networks. This approach is advanta-
geous as it yields a more heterogeneous sample and it enhances
the generalizability of findings (Demerouti & Rispens, 2014).
In return for their participation, employees received a summary
of the findings. Inclusion criteria were (a) providing consent
to participate, (b) currently working for pay, (c) being at least
18 years old, (d) not being self-employed, a student, trainee,
and/or doing an internship, (e) not having resigned or been
dismissed from their current job, and (f) having worked during
the preceding four weeks. A majority of participants identified
as female (58%). Participants were between 18 and 65 years of
age (M =35, SD=13), and worked 40 h per week on average
(SD=30) in a variety of industries (e.g., communication; oil,
gas, and energy; health care).
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Measures

Cognitive job insecurity was measured using Borg and Elizur’s
(1992) 4-item scale, and previous unemployment was meas-
ured using a binary variable (0=no previous unemployment
spells and 1 =at least one previous unemployment spell). We
assessed job satisfaction (Bowling & Hammond, 2008, 3-item
scale), turnover intention (Staufenbiel & Konig, 2010, 2-item
scale), career commitment (adapted from Staufenbiel & Konig,
2010, 2-item scale), and negative affect (Segura & Gonzalez-
Roma4, 2003, ranging from 1= not at all to 5 = very much,
3-item scale). Unless otherwise noted, all items used a 7-point
rating scale (1 =strongly disagree to 7=strongly agree). Items
can be seen in our OSF folder.

Study 1 Results

Means, standard deviations, correlations, and reliability
coefficients of study variables are reported in Table S1

(S =supplementary material in the OSF folder). Corrobo-
rating earlier research, job insecurity was significantly
related to the attitudinal outcomes (i.e., negative relation-
ship with job satisfaction, r= —0.37, p <0.001; positive
relationship with turnover intentions, r=0.44, p <0.001;
negative relationship with career commitment, r= —0.27,
p <0.001) and the affective outcome (positive relationship
with negative affect, r=0.15, p <0.05). Before testing our
structural hypotheses, we conducted confirmatory factor
analyses (CFAs) to ensure that the proposed measurement
model fit the data adequately and compared it with alterna-
tive measurement models. Results suggested that the pro-
posed five-factor measurement model in which each con-
struct (i.e., cognitive job insecurity, job satisfaction, turnover
intention, career commitment, negative affect) was repre-
sented by its own latent factor showed close fit to the data
[*(67)=154.90, CFI=0.95; RMSEA =0.08; SRMR =0.05]
and fit the data better than an alternative model. Model com-
parison results can be found in Table S3.

Table 2 Results from study 1

Outcome Parameter estimate SE P
Attitudinal outcomes Career commitment
Intercept 4.77 0.25 <0.001
Prior UE 0.42 0.28 0.137
Job insecurity —-0.26 0.09 0.003
UE X job insecurity -0.44 0.22 0.043
R? 0.10
Job satisfaction
Intercept 5.53 0.09 <0.001
Prior UE 0.04 0.20 0.843
Job insecurity —-0.26 0.06 <0.001
UE X job insecurity -0.44 0.16 0.005
R 0.17
Turnover intention
Intercept 2.74 0.12 <0.001
Prior UE -0.16 0.28 0.557
Job insecurity 0.49 0.09 <0.001
UE X job insecurity 0.44 0.21 0.041
R? 0.21
Affective outcome Negative affect
Intercept 2.37 0.07 <0.001
Prior UE 0.22 0.16 0.156
Job insecurity 0.06 0.05 0.252
UE X job insecurity 0.23 0.12 0.055
R? 0.05

N=205. Parameter estimates are unstandardized

SE standard error, UE unemployment experiences (0=no and 1 =yes)
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Before estimating our structural relationships, job insecu-
rity was mean-centered (Cohen et al., 2003), and the product
of centered job insecurity and prior unemployment (0 =no,
1 =yes) was used as the interaction term. Parameter esti-
mates, standard errors, and p-values are reported in Table 2.
Concerning the postulated moderation effects, we found
significant job insecurity X prior unemployment interaction
terms for the three attitudinal outcomes: job satisfaction
(interaction y = — 0.44, p=0.005), turnover intention (inter-
action y=0.44, p=0.041), and career commitment (inter-
action y= —0.44, p=0.043). Simple slope tests show that
employees who had previously experienced unemployment
reacted more negatively to current job insecurity; that is, job
insecurity was more strongly related to job satisfaction, turn-
over intention, and career commitment for those who had
prior unemployment spells (y= —0.70, p<0.001; y=0.93,
p<0.001; y=—-0.71, p<0.001, respectively) than those who
had no unemployment spells (y= —0.26, p=0.001; y=0.49,
p<0.001; y=-0.26, p=0 0.003, respectively). The mod-
eration patterns are graphically depicted in Figs. 2, S1, and
S2. These results suggest that employees who had previ-
ously experienced unemployment reacted more negatively
to current job insecurity, providing support for the stress
sensitization perspective (Hypothesis 1a).

Study 2: 2-Wave Dataset in USA (N=390)

Building on study 1 results, we next extended our analysis
to another country where we also considered a broader set
of outcomes and used a different operationalization of job
insecurity. We also used a two-wave dataset to address con-
cerns related to the cross-sectional nature of the data used
in Study 1.

Study 2 Method
Participants

We collected this dataset (N=390) via Amazon Mechanical
Turk (MTurk) at two time points with a 1-month lag in 2017.
Participants were compensated $4 for completion of the first
survey and $5 for the follow-up survey. Using pre-screening
qualifications recommended by Peer et al. (2014), we only
invited MTurkers who had (a) a job outside the MTurk plat-
form, (b) a minimum of 90% prior approval rating for com-
pleted tasks, and (c) prior successful completion of at least
100 tasks. The sample was predominantly male (56%). The
average age of respondents was 35.71 years (SD=10.62)
with a mean of 41.15 working hours per week (SD = 8.48).
More than 20 industry sectors were represented with the
highest proportions stemming from health care and social
assistance (13%), retail/trade (13%), manufacturing (10%),
and construction (9%).

Measures

At time 1, we measured affective job insecurity using the
9-item scale developed by Probst (2003); response options
ranged from O to 3, with higher scores indicating greater
insecurity. Respondents were also asked to indicate if they
had been unemployed at any point within the prior five years
(dummy coded: 0=No, 1 =Yes). At time 2, we measured
task-related self-efficacy using an 8-item scale (Barbaranelli
et al., 2018) with response options ranging from 1 (cannot
do at all) to 7 (very certain I can do) for a self-evaluation
outcome. Performance outcomes were assessed with the
following three scales: in-role task performance (Williams
& Anderson, 1991, 4-item scale ranging from 1—never to
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S5—always), safety compliance (Neal et al., 2000, 4-item
scale ranging from 1—strongly disagree to 7—strongly
agree), and cognitive failures (Wallace & Chen, 2005,
15-item scale ranging from 1—never to 5—very often).
Items can be seen in our OSF folder.

Study 2 Results

Means, standard deviations, correlations, and reliability
coefficients are presented in Table S2. Corroborating ear-
lier research, affective job insecurity was negatively related
to task-related self-efficacy (r= —0.26, p <0.001) as a self-
evaluation outcome, negatively related to in-role task per-
formance (r= —0.22, p<0.001) and safety compliance (r=
—0.19, p<0.001), and positively related to cognitive failures
(r=0.25, p<0.001) as performance-related outcomes. Before
testing our hypotheses, CFAs were conducted to ensure that
the proposed measurement model fit the data adequately and
compared it with alternative measurement models. These
model comparison results (see Table S3) verified that meas-
ures used in the current study captured distinct constructs.
In other words, the proposed five-factor model, whereby job

insecurity (T1), task-related self-efficacy (T2), in-role task
performance (T2), safety compliance (T2), and cognitive
failures (T2), all represented distinct constructs, best repre-
sented the data [X2(730) =1758.67, p<0.001, CFI=0.91;
RMSEA =0.06; SRMR =0.05]. More detailed model com-
parison results can be found in Table S3.

To test our hypothesized relationships, job insecurity
was mean centered (Cohen et al., 2003), and the interac-
tion term was created with the product of centered job
insecurity and prior unemployment. Parameter estimates,
standard errors, and p-values are reported in Table 3.
Regarding the interaction hypotheses, our results showed
significant job insecurity X prior unemployment interac-
tion terms for the three performance-related outcomes:
cognitive failures (interaction y= —0.21, p=0.004), in-
role task performance (interaction y=0.17, p=0.042),
and safety compliance (interaction y=0.25, p=0.032),
and for task-related self-efficacy (interaction y=0.21,
p=0.048) as a self-evaluation outcome. Simple slope
tests revealed that the relationships of job insecurity with
cognitive failures, in-role task performance, safety com-
pliance, and task-related self-efficacy were significant

Table 3 Results from study 2

Outcome Outcome Parameter estimate SE p

Self-evaluation outcome Task-related self-efficacy
Intercept 5.92 0.05 <0.001
Prior UE -0.13 0.12 0.273
Job insecurity —0.30 0.06 <0.001
UE X job insecurity 0.21 0.11 0.048
R? 0.08

Performance outcomes In-role task performance
Intercept 4.44 0.04 <0.001
Prior UE -0.01 0.09 0.956
Job insecurity -0.21 0.04 <0.001
UE X job insecurity 0.17 0.08 0.042
R? 0.06
Safety compliance
Intercept 6.06 0.06 <0.001
Prior UE —0.06 0.13 0.643
Job insecurity -0.25 0.06 <0.001
UE X job insecurity 0.25 0.12 0.032
R? 0.05
Cognitive failures
Intercept 1.85 0.04 <0.001
Prior UE 0.21 0.08 0.009
Job insecurity 0.20 0.04 <.0001
UE X job insecurity -0.21 0.07 0.004
R? 0.09

N=390. Parameter estimates are unstandardized

SE standard error, UE unemployment experiences (0=no and 1 =yes in past 5 years)
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for those who had no unemployment spells in the past
5 years (y=0.20, p<0.001; y= —0.21, p<0.001; y =
—0.25, p<0.001, and y= —0.30, p <0.001, respectively),
but that these relationships were non-significant for those
who had prior unemployment experiences (y= —0.01,
p=0.892; y=—-0.04, p=0.539; y=—0.01, p=-0.932,
and y= —0.09, p=0.337, respectively). The interaction
effects are depicted in Figs. 3, S3, S4, and S5, respectively.
As prior unemployment experiences buffered the impact of
affective job insecurity on the three performance outcomes
and on task-related self-efficacy, these findings support the
stress inoculation perspective (Hypothesis 1b).

Study 3: 2-Wave Dataset in USA (N=575)

Building on study 2 results, we sought to replicate these
in a larger US sample and also considered a broader set of
outcomes. Of note, we used a continuous operationaliza-
tion of unemployment experiences, allowing for a more
nuanced measurement of prior spells.

Study 3 Method
Participants

The second US dataset (N=1575) was collected via Amazon
MTurk at two time points with a 1-month lag in 2018 and
using the same pre-screening qualifications described above
for quality control. Participants were compensated $3 for
completion of each survey. The sample was predominantly
male (65%). The average age of respondents was 34.42 years
(8D =9.77) with a mean working hours of 39.76 (SD=9.26).
More than 20 industry sectors were represented, with the
highest proportions stemming from finance and insurance
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(10%), professional, scientific, and technical services (10%),
retail (9%), and manufacturing (9%).

Measures

At time 1, we measured affective job insecurity again using
the scale by Probst (2003). Prior unemployment history was
quantified as the total number of unemployment spells over
the past 5 years (M =0.75, SD=1.17). At time 2, we again
measured cognitive failures, safety compliance, and in-role
task performance using the same scales described for study
2. Additionally, we assessed both positive and negative job-
related affective well-being (Van Katwyk et al., 2000, 12
items ranging from 1—never to 5—extremely often), sleep
disturbances (Kecklund & Akerstedt, 1992, 6 items ranging
from 1—never to 5—very often), and physical health con-
ditions (Hanisch, 1992, 13 items with each health problem
dummy coded 0 =no and 1 =yes). Again, items can be seen
in our OSF folder.

Study 3 Results

Means, standard deviations, correlations, and reliability
coefficients are presented in Table S4. Corroborating ear-
lier research, affective job insecurity was negatively related
to positive job-related affective well-being (r= —0.35,
p<0.001) as an affective outcome, and negatively related
to in-role task performance (r= —0.15, p<0.001) and
safety compliance (r= —0.26, p <0.001) as performance-
related outcomes. Moreover, job insecurity was positively
associated with negative job-related affective well-being
(r=0.50, p<0.001) as an affective outcome, cognitive fail-
ures (r=0.37, p<0.001) as a performance-related outcome,
and physical health conditions (r=0.27, p <0.001) and sleep
disturbances (r=0.39, p <0.001) as health-related outcomes.
Before testing our hypotheses, CFAs were conducted to
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ensure that the proposed measurement model fit the data
adequately and compared it with alternative measurement
models. These model comparison results (see Table S3)
verified that measures used in the current study captured
distinct constructs. Put differently, the proposed eight-factor
model, in which job insecurity (T1), negative job-related
affective well-being (T2), positive job-related affective well-
being (T2), in-role task performance (T2), safety compliance
(T2), cognitive failures (T2), health conditions (T2), and
sleep disturbances (T2) all represented distinct constructs,
provided the best fit for the data [y*(377)=975.96, p <0.001,
CFI=0.95; RMSEA =0.05; SRMR =0.06]. More detailed
model comparison results can be found in Table S3.

To test our hypothesized relationships, job insecurity
and prior unemployment history were mean centered
(Cohen et al., 2003), and the interaction term was cre-
ated with the product of centered job insecurity and prior
unemployment. Parameter estimates, standard errors, and
p-values are reported in Table 4. Regarding the inter-
action hypotheses, our results showed significant job
insecurity X prior unemployment interaction terms for
negative job-related affective well-being (interaction
y=-0.12, p=0.004) as an affective outcome, in-role
task performance (interaction y=0.07, p=0.019) as a
performance-related outcome, and sleep disturbances
(interaction y= —0.10, p =0.017) as a health outcome.
More precisely, simple slope tests showed that among
individuals who experienced more spells of unemploy-
ment, job insecurity was less strongly related to nega-
tive job-related affective well-being (y=0.30, p <0.001),
unrelated to in-role task performance (y =0.002,
p=0.966), and less strongly related to sleep disturbances
(y=0.20, p=0.004), while for those with fewer unem-
ployment spells, job insecurity was more strongly related
to negative job-related affective well-being (y=0.57,
p<0.001), significantly negatively related to in-role task

Lower Job Insecurity

Higher Job Insecurity

performance (y= —0.16, p <0.001), and more strongly
related to sleep disturbances (y =0.44, p <0.001). These
moderation patterns are graphically depicted in Fig-
ures S6, S7, and Fig. 4. As earlier spells of unemploy-
ment buffered the relationships between job insecurity
and the aforementioned outcomes, these findings lend
support for the stress inoculation perspective (Hypothesis
1b). No significant interactions were found for positive
job-related affective well-being, safety compliance, cog-
nitive failures, or health conditions.

Study 4: 3-Wave Dataset in Germany
(N=453)

In the last study, we further extended our analysis by inves-
tigating two posited mediating mechanisms (frustration and
relative deprivation) using a 3-wave dataset.

Study 4 Method
Participants

Data were collected in Spring 2021 on three occasions with a
one-month lag between each wave through Bilendi, a market
research company (for a similar approach see Batinic et al.,
2010; Debus et al., 2020). The inclusion criteria were the
same as in study 1. At T2 and T3 we also assessed whether
participants still held the same job as an inclusion criterion.
In total, 812 participants completed the time 1 survey, that
is, they provided completed surveys, did not fail attention
checks, and provided ratings within a reasonable period (i.e.,
we excluded surveys that were completed within a too short
time interval, thus possibly indicating careless responding,
Bilendi, n.d.). During the course of the study, 359 partici-
pants dropped out due to nonresponse or because they did
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Table 4 Results from study 3

Outcome Outcome Parameter estimate SE p

Affective outcomes JAWS—positive
Intercept 3.19 0.04 <0.001
Prior UE 0.17 0.03 <0.001
Job insecurity -0.39 0.04 <0.001
UE X job insecurity 0.03 0.04 0.447
R 0.17
JAWS—negative
Intercept 2.35 0.04 <0.001
Prior UE 0.24 0.03 <0.001
Job insecurity 0.43 0.04 <0.001
UE X job insecurity -0.12 0.04 0.004
R? 0.31

Performance outcomes In-role task performance
Intercept 4.35 0.03 <0.001
Prior UE —0.05 0.02 0.044
Job insecurity —0.08 0.03 0.004
UE X job insecurity 0.07 0.03 0.019
R? 0.04
Safety compliance
Intercept 5.94 0.06 <0.001
Prior UE -0.02 0.05 0.681
Job insecurity —-0.24 0.06 <0.001
UE X job insecurity 0.09 0.06 0.160
R 0.08
Cognitive failures
Intercept 2.23 0.06 <0.001
Prior UE 0.36 0.04 <0.001
Job insecurity 0.24 0.06 <0.001
UE X job insecurity -0.09 0.06 0.097
R? 0.25

Health outcomes Health conditions
Intercept 2.86 0.14 <0.001
Prior UE 1.19 0.12 <0.001
Job insecurity 0.51 0.13 <0.001
UE X job insecurity -0.24 0.14 0.087
R? 0.22
Sleep disturbances
Intercept 2.72 0.04 <0.001
Prior UE 0.23 0.04 <0.001
Job insecurity 0.32 0.04 <0.001
UE X job insecurity -0.10 0.04 0.017
R? 0.21

N=193-575. Parameter estimates are unstandardized

SE standard error, JAWS job-related affective well-being scale, UE the number of prior unemployment
spells in the previous 5 years
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not pass quality checks at T2 or T3 and were thus excluded
from the final sample. The final dataset consisted of 453
participants with complete data, leading to a response rate
of 55.79%. In total, 48% of participants identified as female;
the average age was 45.04 years (SD =11.95), and 88.1% of
respondents indicated they worked in a full-time position.
Participants were from 13 different industry types, including
agriculture (1.3%), manufacturing (13.9%), health and social
services (13.2%), and public services (12.1%).

Measures

If not indicated otherwise, all measures used a rating scale
ranging from 1 =strongly disagree to 7= strongly agree.
At T1, we assessed cognitive job insecurity (Borg, 1992,
4-item scale) and prior unemployment (coded 0 =no
prior unemployment, 1 =prior unemployment). At T2,
we assessed frustration (Peters et al., 1980, 3-item scale)
and relative deprivation (Callan et al., 2011, 3-item scale,
adapted to the work situation, see Oki, 2013). At T3,
we assessed the self-evaluative outcomes of perceived
demands-abilities fit and needs-supplies fit (Luksyte et al.,
2011, four items each, based on Cable & Judge, 1996; and
Saks & Ashforth, 1997, respectively), the attitudinal out-
comes job satisfaction (3-item job satisfaction subscale
from the Michigan Organizational Assessment Question-
naire, MOAQ-JSS, Cammann et al., 1983), intentions to
remain to operationalize turnover intention (Armstrong-
Stassen & Ursel, 2009, 3-item scale), and the performance
outcomes task performance (Staufenbiel & Hartz, 2000,
5-item scale, a German-language version of the scale by
Williams & Anderson, 1991), and incivility towards cow-
orkers (Porath & Pearson, 2012, 4-item scale). The lat-
ter measure originally assessed perceived incivility by the
victim; however, for this study, we adapted it to measure
instigated incivility.

Study 4 Results

Means, standard deviations, and correlations of the study
variables are displayed in Table S5. Corroborating ear-
lier research (see Table S5), job insecurity was negatively
related to demands-abilities fit (r= —0.32, p <0.001) and
needs—supplies fit (r= —0.31, p<0.001) as self-evaluation
outcomes, negatively related to intentions to remain (r=
—0.40, p<0.001) and job satisfaction (r=—0.37, p<0.001)
as attitudinal outcomes, negatively related to task perfor-
mance (r= —0.34, p <0.001), and positively related to inci-
vility (r=0.18, p <0.001)—both representing performance-
related outcomes. Moreover, job insecurity was positively
related to frustration (r=0.33, p <0.001) and relative dep-
rivation (r=0.39, p<0.001). Before testing our hypoth-
eses, CFAs were conducted to ensure that the proposed

measurement model fit the data adequately and compared
it with alternative measurement models. These model com-
parisons verified that measures used in the current study
captured distinct constructs. In other words, the proposed
nine-factor model, whereby job insecurity (T1), frustration
(T2), relative deprivation (T2), perceived demands—abili-
ties fit (T3), perceived needs—supplies fit (T3), intentions to
remain (T3), job satisfaction (T3), task performance (T3),
and incivility towards coworkers (T3) all represented distinct
constructs, best represented the data [y*(459)=1283.297,
p<0.001, CFI=0.94; RMSEA =0.06; SRMR =0.06]. More
detailed model comparison results can be found in Table S3.

We applied multivariate path modeling to estimate the
hypothesized pathways to test our hypotheses. Specifically,
job insecurity was mean-centered (Cohen et al., 2003), and
the product of centered job insecurity and prior unemploy-
ment (0=no, 1 =yes) was used as the interaction term.
Frustration and relative deprivation (i.e., mediators) were
regressed on job insecurity, prior unemployment, and the
interaction term. Perceived demands-abilities fit, perceived
needs-supplies fit, job satisfaction, intentions to remain,
task performance, and incivility toward coworkers (i.e.,
outcomes) were regressed on frustration, relative depriva-
tion, job insecurity, and prior unemployment. We addition-
ally controlled for the effects of the interaction term on all
outcome variables (see Liu et al., 2012).

Unstandardized parameter estimates are displayed in
Table 5. As can be seen, the relationship between job inse-
curity and frustration was contingent on whether participants
previously experienced unemployment (interaction y=0.24,
p=0.016). Figure 5 graphically displays the interaction
effect. Simple slope tests showed that when individuals
had experienced prior unemployment, job insecurity was
positively related to frustration (y=0.50, p <0.001). When
employees had never experienced unemployment, job inse-
curity was more weakly related to frustration (y=0.26,
p<0.001). Second, the relationship between job insecurity
and relative deprivation was contingent on whether partici-
pants previously experienced unemployment (interaction y=
—0.24, p=0.027, see Table 5). Figure 6 graphically displays
the interaction effect. Simple slope tests showed that when
individuals had experienced prior unemployment, job inse-
curity was positively related to relative deprivation (y =0.33,
p <0.001). Yet, among employees who had never experi-
enced unemployment, job insecurity was even more strongly
related to relative deprivation (y=0.56, p <0.001). These
findings provide preliminary support for our proposition that
prior unemployment strengthens the relationship between
job insecurity and frustration while also attenuating the
relationship between job insecurity and relative deprivation.

To test Hypotheses 2 and 3, we estimated conditional
indirect effects at low vs. high values of the moderator
(i.e., no prior unemployment vs. prior unemployment)
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Fig.5 Prior unemployment
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and conducted formal tests of corresponding differences
between these conditional indirect effects following com-
mon recommendations (Hayes, 2022; Preacher et al.,
2007). We display point estimates and the respective
95% confidence intervals in Table 6. First, in line with
our hypotheses, results showed a significant difference
between values of conditional indirect effects for no prior
unemployment vs. prior unemployment for the relationship
between job insecurity and all six outcomes through frus-
tration [difference between conditional indirect effects for
perceived demands-abilities fit y= —0.04 [— 0.08,—0.01];
for perceived needs-supplies fit y= —0.08 [~ 0.16, —0.02];
for intentions to remain y = —0.08 [ 0.16, — 0.02]; for job
satisfaction y= —0.12 [-0.22, - 0.02]; for task perfor-
mance y= —0.03 [—0.06,—0.01]; for incivility towards
coworkers y=0.04 [0.01, 0.07]. In sum, job insecurity was

negatively and significantly related to perceived demands-
abilities fit, perceived needs-supplies fit, intentions to
remain, job satisfaction, and task performance via frustra-
tion for individuals without and with prior unemployment.
Yet, the conditional indirect effects for individuals with
prior unemployment were significantly stronger than those
without prior unemployment. For incivility towards cow-
orkers, both conditional indirect effects were significant
and positive, yet the conditional indirect effect for individu-
als with prior unemployment was significantly stronger as
compared to the conditional indirect effect for individu-
als without prior unemployment. Taken together, results
indicate that job insecurity was more (vs. less) strongly
related to all outcomes via frustration among employees
with (vs. without) prior unemployment. Thus, Hypothesis
2 was supported.
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Table 6 Unstandardized

estimates and bias-corrected . " .
confidence intervals of Variables Estimate ~ 95% CI [LL;UL]

indirect path coefficients of the
moderated mediation model

Indirect effect

Job insecurity — frustration — perceived demands-abilities fit

(study 4) Indirect effect —.05 [-.07,—.02]

Moderator prior unemployment: conditional indirect effects

Prior unemployment (PU) —-.09 [-.13,—.05]

No prior unemployment (NPU) —.05 [—.07,—.02]

Difference between PU and NPU conditions —-.04 [—.08,—.01]
Job insecurity — frustration — perceived needs-supplies fit

Indirect effect —-.09 [—.14,—.05]

Moderator prior unemployment: conditional indirect effects

Prior unemployment (PU) —-.18 [-.25,—.11]

No prior unemployment (NPU) -.09 [—.14,—.05]

Difference between PU and NPU conditions —.08 [-.16,—.02]
Job insecurity — frustration — intentions to remain

Indirect effect —-.09 [—.14,—.04]
Moderator prior unemployment: conditional indirect effects

Prior unemployment (PU) -.17 [—.25,—.11]
No prior unemployment (NPU) —-.09 [—.15,—.05]
Difference between PU and NPU conditions —.08 [-.16,—.01]
Job insecurity — frustration — job satisfaction

Indirect effect -.13 [—.20,—.07]
Moderator prior unemployment: conditional indirect effects

Prior unemployment (PU) -.25 [—.34,—.17]
No prior unemployment (NPU) -.13 [—.20,—.07]
Difference between PU and NPU conditions -.12 [—.22,—.02]
Job insecurity — frustration — task performance

Indirect effect —-.03 [—.06,—.01]
Moderator prior unemployment: conditional indirect effects

Prior unemployment (PU) —-.07 [—.10,—.03]
No prior unemployment (NPU) —-.03 [—.06,—.01]
Difference between PU and NPU conditions —-.03 [—.06,—.01]
Job insecurity — frustration — incivility towards coworkers

Indirect effect .04 [.02, .07]
Moderator prior unemployment: conditional indirect effects

Prior unemployment (PU) .07 [.04, .12]

No prior unemployment (NPU) .04 [.02, .07]
Difference between PU and NPU conditions .04 [.01, .07]
Job insecurity — relative deprivation — perceived demands-abilities fit

Indirect effect -.08 [-.12, -.05]
Moderator prior unemployment: conditional indirect effects

Prior unemployment (PU) -.05 [-.08, -.02]
No prior unemployment (NPU) -.08 [-.12, -.05]
Difference between PU and NPU conditions .03 [.003, .07]
Job insecurity — relative deprivation — perceived needs-supplies fit

Indirect effect -11 [-.15, -.07]
Moderator prior unemployment: conditional indirect effects

Prior unemployment (PU) -.06 [-.11, -.03]
No prior unemployment (NPU) -11 [-.16, -.06]
Difference between PU and NPU conditions .05 [.005, .09]
Job insecurity — relative deprivation — intentions to remain

Indirect effect -11 [-.16, -.07]
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Table 6 (continued)

Indirect effect

Variables Estimate 95% CI [LL;UL]
Moderator prior unemployment: conditional indirect effects

Prior unemployment (PU) -.07 [-.11, -.03]
No prior unemployment (NPU) -11 [-.17, -.06]
Difference between PU and NPU conditions .05 [.005, .10]
Job insecurity — relative deprivation — job satisfaction

Indirect effect =11 [-.15, -.07]
Moderator prior unemployment: conditional indirect effects

Prior unemployment (PU) -.06 [-.10, -.03]
No prior unemployment (NPU) -11 [-.16, -.06]
Difference between PU and NPU conditions .04 [.005, .09]
Job insecurity — relative deprivation — task performance

Indirect effect -.03 [-.06, .002]
Moderator Prior unemployment: Conditional indirect effects

Prior unemployment (PU) -.02 [-.04, .0005]
No prior unemployment (NPU) -.03 [-.06, .0005]
Difference between PU and NPU conditions .01 [-.001, .03]
Job insecurity — relative deprivation — incivility towards coworkers

Indirect effect .03 [-.004, .06]
Moderator prior unemployment: conditional indirect effects

Prior unemployment (PU) .02 [-.003, .04]
No prior unemployment (NPU) .03 [-.007, .06]
Difference between PU and NPU conditions -.01 [-.03, .003]

N=453. Parameter estimates are unstandardized. 95% CI refers to the Monte Carlo 95% confidence inter-
val with 20,000 draws (Selig & Preacher, 2008)

LL lower limit, UL upper limit

Bolded estimates represent significant effects

Second, results showed a significant difference between
values of conditional indirect effects for no prior unemploy-
ment vs. prior unemployment for the relationship between
job insecurity and four (perceived demands-abilities fit,
perceived needs-supplies fit, intentions to remain, job sat-
isfaction) out of six outcomes through relative depriva-
tion (difference between conditional indirect effects for
perceived demands-abilities fit y=0.03 [0.004, 0.07], per-
ceived needs-supplies fit y=0.05 [0.005, 0.09], intentions to
remain y=0.05 [0.005, 0.10], and job satisfaction y=0.04
[0.01, 0.09]). More precisely, job insecurity was negatively
and significantly related to perceived demands-abilities fit,
perceived needs-supplies fit, intentions to remain, and job
satisfaction via relative deprivation for individuals without
and with prior unemployment. For all these outcomes, the
conditional indirect effects for individuals with prior unem-
ployment were significantly weaker as compared to indi-
viduals without prior unemployment. For task performance
and incivility towards coworkers, both conditional indirect
effects as well as the difference between conditional indirect
effects were nonsignificant (difference between conditional
indirect effects for task performance y=0.01 [—0.001, 0.03],

for incivility towards coworkers y=—0.01 [-0.03, 0.003]).
The results indicate that job insecurity was less (vs. more)
strongly related to four out of six outcomes via relative dep-
rivation among employees with (vs. without) prior unem-
ployment. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was supported for perceived
demands-abilities fit, perceived needs-supplies fit, intentions
to remain, and job satisfaction.

Discussion
Summary of Findings

The overarching goal of this study was to empirically com-
pare two theoretical perspectives—stress sensitization and
stress inoculation—derived from COR and TTSC, respec-
tively, to determine how and the mechanisms by which prior
unemployment affects reactions to current job insecurity
perceptions. We tested our assumptions in four different
studies, the results of which are summarized in Table 7.
Moderation hypotheses regarding the impact of prior
unemployment experiences on self-evaluative, affective,
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Table 7 Summary of significant
results

Mechanisms

H1b: Stress
inoculation

H3: Relative
deprivation

Hla: Stress H2: Frustration

sensitization

Self-evaluation outcomes
Perceived demands-abilities fit
Perceived needs-supplies fit
Task-related self-efficacy

Affective outcomes
Negative affect
Affective well-being

Attitudinal outcomes
Job satisfaction
Turnover intention
Intentions to remain
Career commitment

Performance outcomes

Task performance

Incivility

Safety compliance
Cognitive failures
Health outcomes
Mental health
Physical health
Sleep disturbances

v/ (Study 4)
v (Study 4)

v (Study 4)
v (Study 4)
v (Study 2)

v (Study 3)

v (Study 1)
v (Study 1)

v (Study 4) v (Study 4)

v (Study 4) v (Study 4)

v (Study 1)

v/ (Studies 2
& 3)

v (Study 4)
v (Study 4)

v (Study 2)
v (Study 2)

v (Study 3)

attitudinal, performance, and health-related outcomes of job
insecurity were tested in studies 1-3. First, utilizing data
from employees in Germany, study 1 found evidence for a
stress sensitization pattern for the attitudinal outcomes of
job satisfaction, turnover intention, and career commitment
such that the negative relationship between job insecurity
and job satisfaction, the positive relationship between job
insecurity and turnover intention, and the negative rela-
tionship between job insecurity and career commitment
were stronger when individuals had experienced at least
one unemployment spell. Second, utilizing two-wave data
from employees in the US, study 2 supported the stress
inoculation effect for performance outcomes (i.e., task per-
formance, safety compliance, and cognitive failures) and
for task-related self-efficacy as a self-evaluation outcome.
Among individuals who had not experienced unemploy-
ment in the last 5 years, job insecurity was significantly
negatively related to task performance and safety compli-
ance, significantly positively related to cognitive failures,
and significantly negatively related to task-related self-
efficacy; yet, it was unrelated to all four outcomes among
individuals who had experienced unemployment in the last
5 years. Third, utilizing two-wave data from employees in
the US, study 3 also found evidence for a stress inocula-
tion effect for job-related affective well-being (negative

@ Springer

emotions) as an affective outcome, task performance as a
performance outcome, and sleep disturbances as a health
outcome. Among individuals with fewer unemployment
spells, job insecurity was more strongly positively related
to negative job-related affective well-being, significantly
negatively related to in-role task performance, and more
strongly positively related to sleep disturbances, whereas
for those who experienced more unemployment spells, job
insecurity was less strongly positively related to negative
job-related affective well-being, unrelated to in-role task
performance, and less strongly positively related to sleep
disturbances.

Regarding the moderated mediation hypotheses, study 4,
which utilized three-wave data from employees in Germany,
found two parallel indirect effects of job insecurity on self-
evaluative outcomes (i.e., perceived demands-abilities fit,
perceived needs-supplies fit) and attitudinal outcomes (i.e.,
intentions to remain, job satisfaction) via frustration and
relative deprivation. These effects were moderated by prior
unemployment. More precisely, and in support of the stress
sensitization perspective, prior unemployment strengthened
the relationship between job insecurity and frustration. In
support of the stress inoculation perspective, prior unem-
ployment attenuated the relationship between job insecu-
rity and relative deprivation. For the performance outcomes



Journal of Business and Psychology

(i.e., task performance and incivility towards coworkers), we
found evidence for a moderated mediation effect via frustra-
tion, but not via relative deprivation—thus supporting the
stress-sensitization perspective.

A few findings are worthy of further scrutiny. The stress
sensitization perspective was empirically supported by find-
ings in studies 1 and 4 (via frustration), whereas the stress
inoculation perspective received empirical support from
findings of studies 2, 3, and 4 (only for self-evaluative and
attitudinal outcomes via relative deprivation). Two consid-
erations may help explain this pattern of findings: First, stud-
ies 1 and 4 were based on samples collected in Germany,
whereas studies 2 and 3 analyzed data collected in the US.
It is possible that contextual differences in social security
and safety nets might account for these observed differences,
given prior empirical evidence that state- and country-level
variables affect individual-level processes (e.g., Debus et al.,
2012; Probst et al., 2020a, 2020b). In particular, it might be
the case that US employees are more likely to demonstrate
the stress inoculation (vs. the stress sensitization) pattern
due to the relatively weak labor protections in the US (vs.
in Germany) which render the experience of unemployment
potentially more frequent but also more normative. For
example, US data from the National Longitudinal Survey of
Youth which began in 1979 found that workers experienced
on average 5.9 spells of unemployment between the ages of
18 and 56 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2024), whereas
estimates of individual unemployment risk in Germany for
that same historical timeframe were quite low (Wilke, 2005).
Thus, compared to their German counterparts, US employ-
ees might be more likely to build coping resources and adopt
a more flexible mindset that accommodates career-related
ups and downs, including spells of unemployment and peri-
ods of insecurity. Second, studies 1 and 4 data were collected
during the COVID-19 pandemic, whereas studies 2 and 3
data were collected prior to the pandemic. As such, it is pos-
sible that the concurrent health and economic crisis might
have been perceived as an additional stressor by participants
(Sinclair et al., 2021), resulting in more negative percep-
tions of economic stressors that made stressor sensitization
more likely. Future research is warranted to examine these
explanations in more depth.

Finally, one may wonder why only the stress sensitiza-
tion process via frustration (but not the stress inoculation
process via relative deprivation) was supported for task per-
formance and incivility toward coworkers in study 4. Con-
ceptual mismatch between deprivation and these outcomes
might be a possible explanation: relative deprivation has
been described as an inward and affectively laden mecha-
nism (Luksyte et al., 2022) whereby individuals compare
their current situation with what they “want, expect, and
feel entitled to” (p. 322); yet, task performance and incivility
towards coworkers are outwardly directed behaviors towards

the organization and work colleagues. The stress sensitiza-
tion mechanism may thus be the more salient mechanism for
these two outcomes.

Theoretical Implications
The Value of a Strong Inference Approach to Theory Testing

While COR and TTSC both make similar predictions regard-
ing the main effects of job insecurity, we utilized a strong
inference approach (e.g., Platt, 1964) to more rigorously test
the boundary conditions of these hypothesized effects to bet-
ter understand when and for whom these main effects hold
and to better discern the value of the two theories (Meehl,
1990). By comparing theoretically derived predictions, we
were able to assess the degree of support for stress sensitiza-
tion (derived from COR) versus stress inoculation (derived
from TTSC) effects and their associated underlying theo-
ries. By systematically deriving and testing predictions from
these distinct theoretical frameworks, we sought to ensure
that our findings are not only empirically robust but also
theoretically meaningful.

In doing so, we also reduce the risk of confirmation
bias (Oswald & Grosjean, 2004), as strong inference test-
ing requires explicit consideration of alternative explana-
tions and their implications. This allowed us to examine
the interplay between job insecurity and prior unemploy-
ment experiences in order to better understand when and
why past experiences may lead to enhanced vulnerability
vs. resilience. Evidence from study 1 supports the sensitiza-
tion hypothesis for attitudinal outcomes, but the bulk of the
evidence from studies 2 and 3 favored the stress inoculation
hypothesis for self-evaluative, affective, performance, and
health outcomes, whereas the findings from study 4 compar-
ing explanatory mediating mechanisms indicated that the
form of the interaction might depend on what is being trig-
gered by perceived job insecurity (i.e., feelings of frustration
vs. relative deprivation).

Thus, while our results across the four samples were
admittedly somewhat mixed, collectively they caution
against an overly simplistic reliance on either COR or
TTSC. This is particularly evident when examining reac-
tions to currently experienced stressors in the context of
prior stressor exposures to ascertain when and why this prior
stressor exposure will lead to increased vulnerability rather
than resilience. While COR and TTSC are among the most
frequently used theories by job insecurity researchers (e.g.,
Bazzoli & Probst, 2022) to predict and explain the commonly
observed main effects of job insecurity, our data revealed
that a more nuanced perspective regarding these two theo-
ries is warranted. While negative self-evaluative, affective,
attitudinal, performance, and health-related outcomes can
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be attributed to the threat of job loss (i.e., job insecurity),
our interpretation of that threat in the context of prior expe-
rienced economic stress (i.e., prior spells of unemployment)
also plays a crucial role. In some circumstances and in line
with COR theory, prior loss results in a heightened stress
response. Yet, our data showed that in other circumstances,
consistent with TTSC, prior unemployment may affect
how individuals perceive job insecurity (via their primary
appraisal of the potential stressor including a more flexible
mindset that considers periods of insecurity and unemploy-
ment as more normative) and evaluate their capacity to deal
with the situation (via their secondary appraisal of their rep-
ertoire of coping skills).

The Importance of Incorporating Economic Stress Across
the Life Course

Second, our study contributes a life course and temporal
perspective to the study of job insecurity and economic
stressors in general (Debus & Unger, 2024; Graham & Sin-
clair, 2024). Specifically, we consider how previous stress-
ful career events, such as experiencing unemployment, can
influence reactions to subsequent career challenges, such as
job insecurity. In doing so, we enrich previous research that
has, to date, mostly applied a contemporaneous perspective
(see also Shipp & Jansen, 2011) where job insecurity—out-
come relationships are shaped by individual, organizational,
and societal factors happening at the same point in time
(Jiang, 2025; Lee et al., 2018). Because stress experiences
are inherently dynamic, employees’ previous experiences
form a temporal context in which they are embedded. By
explicitly considering this temporal context, we can achieve
a more holistic understanding of the factors that shape indi-
vidual stress reactions. In line with this, a pivotal study by
Graham and Sinclair (2024) suggested that past adversities
in life can propel later negative work attitudes and behaviors.
While our study focused on the effects of unemployment and
job insecurity as economic stressors, COR theory and TTSC
suggest that these findings may be applicable to other types
of economic stressors. Thus, there is potential for future
research to explore and expand on this area of study.

In a related vein, our research also contributes to con-
necting the literature on economic stressors and the nas-
cent literature on career shocks (e.g., Seibert et al., 2013),
thus adding a career perspective to the study of economic
stressors. Career shocks are “disruptive and extraordinary
events that are, at least to some degree, caused by factors
outside the focal individual’s control” (Akkermans et al.,
2018, p. 4). These shocks are not isolated experiences, but
they have implications for career trajectories, career plans,
and later experiences (Seibert et al., 2013). Moreover, career
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shocks can have either positive or negative valence. For
example, they can be a result of an unexpected promotion,
but they can also be the outcome of negative events, such
as unemployment or an ethical scandal within an organiza-
tion. Indeed, the traditional career model of lifetime employ-
ment has become less likely due to changes in the labor
market in recent decades (Akkermans et al., 2018, 2021). As
a result, career disruptions and career shocks are becoming
increasingly common, making it a pertinent phenomenon
to study. Although there have been a few studies that have
examined the direct impact of career shocks (i.e., negative
organization-related event such as reduction in workforce;
COVID-19 pandemic) on subsequent job insecurity (Hofer
et al., 2021; Lin et al., 2021), our study contributes to this
perspective by investigating how prior unemployment as a
career shock can impact reactions to later job insecurity.
We believe our findings can stimulate further research into
this direction, providing valuable insights into the effects
of career shocks on employees’ well-being and other work
outcomes.

Practical Implications

The strong inference approach used to evaluate how prior
unemployment shapes reactions to job insecurity has practi-
cal implications and can inform the development of organi-
zational interventions (e.g., by preventing stress sensiti-
zation through bolstering resources for at-risk employees
and building resilience via training programs to enhance
coping skills). Above all, our results indicate that organiza-
tions and managers should consider employees’ previous
employment and career history in economically turbulent
times. When estimating the threat that job insecurity may
have on their employees, organizations may intuitively think
of their employees’ present and future situation (e.g., their
employability or ease of finding a new job, financial duties,
and family obligations, Berntson et al., 2010; Elshaer et al.,
2022). While these are important factors to consider, our
study highlights that managers need to also consider their
employee’s past unemployment histories in the context of
personnel meetings, organizational communication strate-
gies, and employee assistance programs (e.g., outplacement
support).

Moreover, and as mentioned above, our study found sig-
nificant interaction effects supporting both theories, but the
applicability of each may depend on boundary conditions
such as social benefits and economic environments. As such,
we recommend that organizations (especially multinational
companies) consider the social benefits, economic environ-
ments, and coping abilities when they need to go through
structural changes.
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Further, interventions related to social comparisons might
also be helpful to avoid ruminating about perceived job inse-
curity, given that such rumination is usually associated with
lower well-being (Holman & Silver, 1998). For example,
research has shown that individuals under threat (i.e., cancer
patients) prefer to interact with others who face the same
situation, yet who are better off and to hear uplifting stories
from these individuals (Molleman et al., 1986; Taylor &
Lobel, 1989). It might be the case that individuals prefer
these upward comparisons because more fortunate others
can serve as role models and provide information about how
to successfully cope with the illness. Applied to the present
context, one may assume that if job insecure individuals
interact with others who faced job insecurity or unemploy-
ment in the past, yet successfully mastered these situations,
this can provide job insecure individuals with helpful infor-
mation about how to successfully navigate and cope with
career downturns and disruptions. Indeed, Danckert (2017)
found that personal and vicarious (via close family mem-
bers) experiences of unemployment positively altered one’s
perceptions about unemployment. Outplacement agencies
and career counselors may thus consider explicitly incorpo-
rating interactions with such role models when counseling
job insecure individuals. Finally, practitioners should also
consider that job insecure employees who previously expe-
rienced unemployment may feel more frustrated than those
who have not experienced unemployment before. Therefore,
again, we emphasize that these suggestions should not be
taken as an invitation to disregard any explicit or implicit
psychological contract responsibilities regarding expecta-
tions of job security, career development, and training to
enhance future employability.

Finally, and corroborating earlier findings (see Cheng &
Chan, 2008; Jiang & Lavaysse, 2018; Sverke et al., 2002,
2019, for meta-analyses), our research consistently identi-
fied significant relationships between job insecurity and the
five key outcome domains, thus highlighting the detrimental
impact of job insecurity. Clearly, job insecurity perceptions
are due to characteristics of the objective situation as well as
subjective characteristics of the individual (e.g., Keim et al.,
2014), and not all of them can be easily changed. However,
what organizations and managers can do is provide clear and
honest communication to their employees about their future
job situation, such that negative rumors (particularly when
organizations are facing economically challenging times) are
less likely to develop and spread, as well as avoid temporary
contracts whenever possible (Debus et al., 2014; Jiang &
Probst, 2014; Keim et al., 2014; Vander Elst et al., 2010).

Limitations and Future Directions

Our research is not without limitations. First, while we
acknowledge that we first developed the questions and

hypotheses for this interesting line of research and sub-
sequently identified prior archival datasets we had gath-
ered within our research group to incrementally test our
hypotheses, future research should adopt a more intentional
approach. Further, while the use of archival datasets pro-
vided access to the major categories of job insecurity out-
comes identified in prior meta-analyses (e.g., Jiang & Lavay-
sse, 2018), it did not always result in a “clean” narrative.
However, cherry-picking outcomes to create a cleaner set of
findings would have contributed to the file drawer problem
and the perpetuation of the “Chrysalis effect” in organiza-
tional sciences (O’Boyle Jr et al., 2017). Nevertheless, we
acknowledge that our selection and operationalization of
variables was limited to what was available in our secondary
data sources. While these secondary data sources revealed
clear evidence for both sensitization and inoculation pro-
cesses, future research is needed to determine why and under
what conditions these different pathways may become sali-
ent. Our study 4 indicates that frustration and relative dep-
rivation may be two explanatory mediating mechanisms for
these effects; yet, unmeasured moderators and/or confounds
(e.g., social safety net, historical timeframe differences, cul-
tural values, outcome class) may explain our current mixed
results and need to be more intentionally evaluated in future
work on this topic.

Second, while our current study moved beyond a tradi-
tional contemporaneous focus to explore how prior experi-
ences of unemployment predict currently experienced job
insecurity, our approach was nonetheless variable-centered.
As such, we can describe apparent relationships among the
variables of interest (e.g., unemployment, job insecurity, and
a host of known outcomes of job insecurity) with the aim of
developing a parsimonious set of parameters generalizable
to a larger population (Howard & Hoffman, 2018). Yet, it
may be fruitful to consider person-centered approaches that
acknowledge the fact that there may be sub-groups of indi-
viduals who differ in their configurations or patterns of cer-
tain characteristics and experiences (e.g., Woo et al., 2024).
Latent profile analysis, for example, could test whether there
are different profiles of individuals who may be more (or
less) likely to experience frustration vs. relative depriva-
tion—mediated effects. This might be based on personality
characteristics (e.g., hope, optimism, resilience) or expo-
sure to other forms of economic stress (e.g., unemployment
spells, underemployment, financial precarity). Latent tran-
sition analysis, another form of person-centered analysis,
might be used to create groups of individuals based on such
profiles while considering their movement from one pro-
file to another. Such an approach would allow for a much
richer between- and within-person understanding of how the
fabric of one’s prior employment history predicts reactions
to currently experienced economic stressors. For example,
Bazzoli et al. (2022) recently identified two latent profiles
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of precarity based on a variety of indicators of economic
stressor exposure, including unemployment history, under-
employment, job insecurity, household income, and financial
strain. Membership in the precarious profile was adversely
associated with numerous outcomes in work, life, and health
domains. Extending this research could, for example, assess
whether precarious profile workers are more likely to exhibit
stress sensitization vs. stress inoculation effects, as well as
whether profile membership is differentially related to frus-
tration vs. relative deprivation as explanatory mechanisms.

Third, while we measured frustration and relative dep-
rivation as two potential underlying mechanisms related to
the stress sensitization and stress inoculation perspectives,
a more nuanced assessment of the underlying theoretical
processes is warranted. For example, future research could
directly measure diminished resource pools (to better test
the stress sensitization effect) and examine individuals’ self-
referential comparisons, coping skills, and flexible mind-
sets regarding what constitutes a “normal” career trajectory
(to better test the stress inoculation effect). Grounded in
COR theory, we assumed that repeated actual losses of and
threats of losing one’s employment status deplete resource
pools (e.g., a shrinking network, reduced financial stabil-
ity), leading to frustration. Conversely, based on TTSC, we
assumed that individuals with prior unemployment expe-
riences develop stronger coping skills and a more flexible
mindset about employment trajectories, viewing disruptions
and periods of insecurity and precarity as more normative
and, therefore, are less likely to feel deprived in response to
job insecurity (compare the seminal work by, e.g., Dweck
& Yeager, 2019, on mindsets and their predictive valid-
ity for feelings and behavior). Hence, future research may
more explicitly test these mechanisms to determine whether
individuals’ diminished resource pools and their coping
resources and mindsets serve as the key intermediate chain
that explains variation in feelings of frustration and relative
deprivation (respectively).

Fourth, future research may also consider macro-level
conditions, such as cultural values, that could predispose
individuals to displaying the stress sensitization vs. the
stress inoculation mechanisms. Researchers have repeat-
edly highlighted the role of macro-level conditions in the
context of economic stressors (e.g., Lee et al., 2018; Sin-
clair et al., 2024), making this a relevant aspect to study. As
an example, the processes investigated in the current study
might be affected by a country’s masculinity values as the
extent to which traditionally more masculine attributes, such
as being strong, assertive, having high status, and success
are valued (Hofstede, 1998, 2001). In masculine countries,
having a job is of central importance because it helps indi-
viduals to attain said masculine attributes (see also Debus
et al., 2020). Applied to the context of our research, it is con-
ceivable that individuals from countries high in masculinity
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are more likely to display the stress sensitization pattern,
whereas individuals from countries low in masculinity may
be more likely to display the stress inoculation pattern. Put
differently, for individuals in highly masculine countries,
being unemployed likely is a highly stressful situation that
questions their preferred identity of being strong and suc-
cessful—thus making them more likely to experience stress
sensitization in the face of unemployment. In contrast, indi-
viduals in countries that score low on masculinity may be
more likely to hold a mindset that incorporates disruptions
and insecurity as part of a typical employment trajectory—
because being constantly in the labor force is less central for
their feelings of being successful. As such, individuals from
countries with low levels of masculinity may be more likely
to show an attenuated stress reaction to job insecurity in the
context of previously experienced unemployment.

Fifth, we would encourage future researchers to use more
nuanced conceptual and operational definitions of unem-
ployment experiences. Much of the meta-analytic literature
on unemployment (e.g., Amiri, 2022; Gedikli et al., 2023;
McKee-Ryan et al., 2005; Nolte-Troha et al., 2023; Picchio
& Ubaldi, 2024) either (a) failed to explicitly define unem-
ployment, (b) did not differentiate between voluntary and
involuntary unemployment episodes, and/or (c) used search
terms (e.g., “job loss” but also “unemployed”) which could
have returned studies of voluntary and involuntary episodes.
Our study is not immune from this same limitation. While
we explicitly were interested in unemployment regardless of
the cause, our operationalization did not empirically assess
whether the respondents’ episodes were voluntary and/or
involuntary. Such information would have been useful to
evaluate, for example, whether reactions to job insecurity are
better/worse when prior experiences of unemployment were
involuntary (rather than voluntary). Similarly, we only had
information related to the experience (and in some studies,
the number) of unemployment episodes. However, knowing
the duration of these spells would also be important in speci-
fying a comprehensive model of the potential interactions
between unemployment and job insecurity. For example,
longer unemployment durations might exacerbate the stress
sensitization effects; yet, longer durations might also allow
for more opportunity to develop and hone effective coping
mechanisms in support of possible stress inoculation effects.

Finally, our study adopts a life course perspective by
examining how a specific, identifiable past experience—
unemployment—affects individuals’ later reactions to job
insecurity. A strength of this approach is its focus on tem-
poral sequencing, where earlier life events shape subsequent
work experiences and perceptions. However, we acknowledge
that certain boundary conditions that co-occur with job inse-
curity (e.g., coping strategies, Cheng et al., 2014; resilience,
Shoss et al., 2018) may themselves be shaped by individu-
als’ accumulated past experiences. Although these factors
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are typically studied as concurrent moderators, they can also
be understood as outcomes of a broader life course develop-
ment. This raises an important distinction between studying
the influence of specific past events and understanding how
current psychological states have evolved over time. Future
research could build on this by more systematically exam-
ining the developmental origins of such coping resources.
Longitudinal designs that allow monitoring of individuals’
developmental pathways would be especially valuable for
clarifying these dynamic pathways (Barling & Weather-
head, 2016; Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2008). In a related
vein, it is important to acknowledge that life course theory is
even broader in scope (e.g., Elder & Shanahan, 2006; Thoits,
2010). The theory emphasizes not only the role of individual
experiences over time, but also how these experiences are
embedded within and shaped by larger social structures, his-
torical contexts, and personal agency. By focusing primar-
ily on the temporal ordering of employment experiences,
our study addresses only a narrow slice of the life course
framework. It does not fully capture, for example, how insti-
tutional policies, societal norms, or family networks may
have influenced individuals’ trajectories or interpretations
of job insecurity. Future research could more fully engage
with life course theory by examining how linked lives (e.g.,
partners’ employment status), historical context (e.g., cohort
differences in labor market entry), and agency (e.g., coping
strategies and career planning) interact to shape the reactions
to job insecurity and economic stress more broadly.

Conclusion

In a set of four different studies, we examined the interplay
between prior unemployment spells and current job insecu-
rity on a plethora of key outcomes. In doing so, we applied
a strong inference approach (Platt, 1964) by pitting stress
sensitization versus stress inoculation as different theoreti-
cally derived predictions against each other and finding evi-
dence that both inoculation (as seen in the study 2 and 3 US
samples) and sensitization (as seen in the study 1 German
sample) processes occur. Moreover, comparing explanatory
mediating mechanisms in study 4 indicated that the form of
the interaction might depend on what is being triggered by
perceived job insecurity (i.e., feelings of frustration vs. rela-
tive deprivation). Given that unmeasured moderators and/
or confounds (e.g., social safety net, historical timeframe
differences, cultural values, outcome class) may explain our
current mixed results, additional future research is needed
to determine why and under what conditions these different
pathways may become salient. Nevertheless, our study high-
lights the importance of considering earlier career events
when it comes to predicting outcomes of job insecurity. In

doing so, we add a life course perspective to the study of
job insecurity and economic stressors, thus broadening our
investigation of boundary conditions of job insecurity—out-
come relationships beyond the current contemporaneous
perspective.
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