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Abstract
This study contributes to the current research on the effect of job insecurity on turnover intentions 
by examining what happens to employees when job security is replaced with employment security. 
It analyzes whether perceived employability and irreplaceability (a) increase or decrease turnover 
intentions, or (b) buffer or intensify the negative effects of job insecurity on turnover intentions. The 
study focuses on an international context by using International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) data 
to assess the generalizability of the results. The findings show that perceived job insecurity increases 
turnover intentions in all countries. In addition, perceived employability increases turnover intentions 
in most countries, whereas weak evidence suggests that employees who feel irreplaceable are less 
likely to have turnover intentions. The results on the question about whether employees who feel 
employable or irreplaceable react differently to job insecurity – with respect to turnover intentions 
– vary widely between countries, and so a general conclusion about buffering effects cannot be drawn.
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Globalization and global competition increasingly demand that organizations must be 
competitive and flexible to survive. This pressure is passed down to employees who are 
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confronted by less secure and stable employment relations (e.g., Eichhorst and Marx, 
2011; Kalleberg, 2000, 2003) and the need for the workforce as a whole to adapt to fluc-
tuations in market demand. Consequently, employees are faced with increasing levels of 
subjective job insecurity that has received growing recognition in current research 
(Cheng and Chan, 2008; Sverke et al., 2002).

Job insecurity, the perception that one’s current job is in danger (Greenhalgh and 
Rosenblatt, 1984; for an overview, see Anderson and Pontusson, 2007), has many adverse 
effects on employees. Numerous studies indicate that for employees, job insecurity has a 
negative effect on job satisfaction (De Cuyper and De Witte, 2007; Zeytinoglu et al., 
2013) and also spills over into other domains of life. Job insecurity also impairs psycho-
logical well-being (Dawson et al., 2017) and psychological health (Buffel et al., 2015; 
Chirumbolo and Areni, 2010; De Witte, 1999), marital satisfaction (Cheng et al., 2014), 
and even life satisfaction (De Cuyper and De Witte, 2007). Additionally, job insecurity 
has a significant impact on life planning; especially long-term commitments such as 
marriage, having children, or purchasing residential property are often delayed (Lozza 
et al., 2013).

Even though flexibility may lead to companies being more competitive, the higher 
levels of job insecurity that accompany this increased competitiveness not only have 
negative effects on employees but may be problematic for companies as well. An empiri-
cal consensus exists that perceived job insecurity causes a decrease in work attitudes, 
such as commitment to and trust in the company and a regression in work-related behav-
ior like performance (for an overview, see Cheng and Chan, 2008; Sverke et al., 2002). 
Additionally, job insecurity has been shown consistently to increase turnover intentions 
(Berntson et al., 2010; Furaker and Berglund, 2014; Sverke and Goslinga, 2003), which 
is problematic since turnover intentions are a strong predictor of actual turnover (Allen 
et al., 2005). Turnover can be very costly due to the expensive search for and training of 
replacements (who need to acquire company-specific skills and knowledge) which may 
be one reason why turnover rates have been shown to negatively affect productivity and 
the financial performance of companies (Hancock et al., 2013). Therefore, job insecurity 
can also be linked to negative outcomes for companies.

In light of the adverse effects of job insecurity, it seems obvious that one would wish 
to counteract or at least buffer them. In recent debates, some have argued that job secu-
rity could be replaced by employment security, which means instead of providing 
employees with the security of staying long-term with a company, they are provided with 
the security of staying employed (Wilthagen and Tros, 2003). From this perspective, 
employability – ‘the individual’s perception of his or her possibilities to achieve a new 
job’ (Berntson et al., 2010: 225) – is seen as a substitute for job security at the individual 
level. At the country level, this idea of contractual flexibility combined with employment 
and income security has been promoted under the catchphrase ‘flexicurity’ by policy 
makers (e.g. European Commission, 2007).

Regarding the individual outcomes for employees, the strategy of replacing job secu-
rity with employment security could work. People who feel employable suffer less from 
burnout (Aybas et al., 2015) and experience fewer negative effects on their well-being 
(Silla et al., 2009) and life satisfaction (Green, 2011), which means that the main effects 
of employability and job insecurity pull in opposite directions. Therefore if – within the 



144 Economic and Industrial Democracy 42(1)

flexicurity framework – job security is reduced and employability is increased, these 
opposing forces could possibly cancel each other out. Additionally to the main effect, an 
interaction effect may occur – in other words, employability seems to buffer the negative 
effects of job insecurity with respect to various outcomes other than turnover intentions 
(Aybas et al., 2015; Green, 2011; Silla et al., 2009). In these instances, very employable 
employees react less strongly to a reduction in job security. However, when looking at 
the relationship between an employee and employer, especially regarding turnover inten-
tions, it is unclear whether employability could replace job security or act as a buffer. 
Instead, employability seems to rather increase turnover intentions (e.g., Berntson et al., 
2010). If this is the case, both job insecurity and employability will increase turnover 
intentions. Additionally, it has been suggested that employees who feel employable 
respond more strongly to job insecurity through even higher turnover intentions, com-
pared to employees who feel less employable (Berntson et al., 2010), so a buffering 
effect also seems rather unlikely. This phenomenon is problematic for organizations 
since turnover induces separation and replacement costs and additionally causes prob-
lems due to loss of knowledge and skills (Hancock et al., 2013: 576). With respect to 
employees, this phenomenon also may have adverse effects.

Even though a turnover intention can be seen as a conscious decision that an employee 
makes when trying to cope actively with an unpleasant situation, turnover intentions also 
inherently imply uncertainty about a future work situation, since the characteristics of a 
new (not yet found) job are unknown, which makes it difficult to plan ahead.

In addition to employability, perceived irreplaceability, which we define as an 
employee’s perception of having very specific skills that the current organization will 
have difficulty replacing, could also play a role in the framework of the characteristics of 
coping with job insecurity. Whereas employability can be interpreted as the perceived 
external marketability of an employee (in the labor market) (Spurk et al., 2016: 290), 
irreplaceability is the perceived internal marketability (within the organization) (Spurk 
et al., 2016: 290).

As far as we know, no empirical study has analyzed the impact of an employee’s per-
ceived irreplaceability on turnover intentions or whether this perception might counter-
act or buffer the effect of insecurity on turnover intentions. In addition, since both the 
main effect of employability on turnover intentions (e.g., Acikgoz et al., 2016; Berntson 
et al., 2010) and the moderating effect of employability on the connection between job 
insecurity and turnover intentions have been studied only in single countries (Turkey: 
Acikgoz et al., 2016; Sweden: Berntson et al., 2010), we do not know whether the spe-
cific characteristics of the institutional context and labor market cause this effect, or 
whether the effect also exists in other countries and institutional contexts.

Our study adds to the current knowledge in the literature first by analyzing these con-
nections in an international context by asking whether they are generalizable, and second 
by extending the framework of buffering factors between job insecurity and turnover 
intentions with the new concept of irreplaceability.

The research questions of this study are the following:

•• What is the impact of job insecurity on turnover intentions?
•• What is the impact of employability on turnover intentions?
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•• Can employability buffer the effect of job insecurity on turnover intentions?
•• What is the impact of irreplaceability on turnover intentions?
•• Can irreplaceability buffer the effect of job insecurity on turnover intentions?

In the next section, we derive our hypotheses for our research questions from empirical 
findings and theoretical considerations.

Empirical findings and theoretical considerations

Job insecurity and turnover intentions

A great deal of previous research has discussed how job insecurity affects job-related 
behavior and attitudes. So far, we know that an increase in job insecurity leads to a 
decrease in job attitudes, such as organizational commitment, trust, and job-related behav-
ior like performance (for an overview, see Cheng and Chan, 2008; Sverke et al., 2002).

Job insecurity and job-related behavior and attitudes are multidimensional con-
cepts operationalized in different ways in various studies. Job insecurity usually refers 
to the subjective perception that one’s current job may be lost involuntarily (e.g., 
Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt, 1984: 438; for an overview, see Anderson and Pontusson, 
2007: 214). This perception can be cognitive or affective (Anderson and Pontusson, 
2007; Borg and Elizur, 1992; Näswall and De Witte, 2003). The cognitive aspect 
relates to the cognitive estimation of job loss (the perceived probability of job loss), 
whereas the affective aspect is the evaluation of this perception, which refers to the 
fear, worry, or anxiety associated with job loss (Anderson and Pontusson, 2007: 214). 
We focus on the impact of cognitive job insecurity since affective job insecurity 
includes both cognitive job insecurity, perceived employability, and various factors not 
related to the labor market, such as the income of a partner and family responsibilities 
(see Anderson and Pontusson, 2007).

Job-related behavior and attitudes are conceptualized as organizational commitment, 
which includes several dimensions (Hirschman, 1970; Porter et al., 1974). One central 
dimension is the ‘definite desire to maintain organizational membership’ (Porter et al., 
1974: 604). Previous research usually has studied the opposite of this desire to stay with 
the company – turnover intentions (Berntson et al., 2010; Furaker and Berglund, 2014; 
Sverke and Goslinga, 2003). Since high turnover rates are costly for an organization 
because replacements have to be found and trained, the present study focuses on turnover 
intentions, which are the reported intentions to look actively for another job.

Studies have consistently shown that employees’ intentions to leave an organization 
increase with perceived job insecurity (Berntson et al., 2010; Furaker and Berglund, 
2014; Sverke and Goslinga, 2003; and for meta-analysis results, see Cheng and Chan, 
2008; Sverke et al., 2002). This phenomenon can be explained by rational choice consid-
erations (for an overview, see Kroneberg and Kalter, 2012) and by psychological con-
tract theory (Rousseau, 1995).

Rational choice theory argues that decisions are made by weighing the expected util-
ity and probability of the outcome of an action and the expected costs (Kroneberg and 
Kalter, 2012). With high levels of job insecurity, the utility of a finding a new, more 
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secure job is high, which explains the higher turnover intentions of employees who feel 
their job to be insecure. Other things being equal, the instant probability of finding an 
acceptable job typically declines by around 20% during the first half-year of a job search 
during unemployment (Gaure et al., 2012). However, a longer job search period pays off 
in terms of higher expected earnings once a job is obtained (Gaure et al., 2012). Therefore, 
it seems rational to be proactive and try to avoid unemployment and also to prolong 
available search time.

Psychological contract theory (Rousseau, 1995) makes the same prediction but for 
different reasons. Psychological contract theory suggests that an informal contract exists 
between an employer and an employee. The employee offers high productivity, devotion, 
and effort, whereas the employer delivers an adequate wage and a secure job (Rousseau, 
1995). With the perception of job insecurity, this informal psychological contract seems 
violated, and thus, employees react to this violation with an increased probability to 
actively search for a new job. This leads us to our first hypothesis:

Job insecurity increases turnover intentions (H1).

Employability and turnover intentions

A characteristic that is argued to be a substitute for job security, and which has been 
discussed recently in the literature in various contexts is employability (De Cuyper and 
De Witte, 2008; De Cuyper et al., 2008; Silla et al., 2009). Employability is affected by 
personal adaptability, career identity, and the assessment of personal resources, such as 
social and human capital (Fugate et al., 2004).

Employability has been shown to increase turnover intentions (e.g., Berntson et al., 
2010). The main reason for this correlation is that employables have more opportunities 
outside their current company, which makes it more likely that they will encounter a 
more appealing offer. Within a rational choice framework (see Kroneberg and Kalter, 
2012), this means that the costs for searching for a new job can be expected to be consid-
erably lower, and the probability of actually getting a more attractive offer is higher. 
Considering these arguments, we assume the following:

Employable individuals are more likely to have turnover intentions (H2).

Buffer effect of employability

Empirical evidence has suggested that employability shapes reactions to job insecurity 
with respect to various outcomes. For example, employability buffers the negative effects 
of job insecurity on individual outcomes such as burnout (Aybas et al., 2015), well-being 
(Silla et al., 2009), and life satisfaction (Green, 2011).

In addition, the Berntson et al. (2010) study also hypothesized that an employee’s 
employability moderates the link between job insecurity and the probability of leaving 
an organization. In this study, the authors found that employability increases the effect 
of job insecurity on turnover intentions. Despite the finding of this study, when asking 
how employable individuals – compared to less employable individuals – would react 
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to job insecurity with respect to their turnover intentions, two contradictory predictions 
seem plausible. Arguments for both outcomes can be derived from a rational choice 
perspective (see Kroneberg and Kalter, 2012) and psychological contract theory 
(Rousseau, 1995).

From a rational choice perspective, the costs for more employable individuals with 
respect to finding a suitable new job are lower than for less employable individuals. 
At the same time, the probability of finding a new job is higher for more employable 
individuals (see also H2). Therefore, employable individuals also perceive that they 
have more control over an insecure job situation and feel less threatened by it (Ganster 
and Murphy, 2000; Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). Anderson and Pontusson (2007) 
have strengthened this argument by showing that individuals who think of themselves 
as employable are less concerned about losing their job. Since they are less con-
cerned, they might also have fewer reasons to act when faced with job insecurity. 
Searching for a new job is costly, which explains, for example, why temporary 
employees make intense search efforts only six months before the end of their con-
tracts (Kahn, 2012). Job searching demands temporal, psychological, and financial 
resources, even for employable individuals. Therefore, since job insecurity usually 
does not end in job loss, it might be more economical to wait. Even though employ-
ees’ perceptions of job insecurity help to predict actual job loss, respondents grossly 
overestimate the probability of job loss (Dickerson and Green, 2012). Even among 
those employees who were absolutely sure they would lose their job, only 40% of 
them actually lost their job (Dickerson and Green, 2012).

Especially in times of skill shortages, an organization generally provides continuing 
work opportunities for employees with high employability (Spurk et al., 2016). However, 
possibly they do not communicate their intentions clearly and ahead of time, which 
leaves the employees with feelings of insecurity for an extended length of time. However, 
only employable employees can afford to wait, since they can expect their job loss to be 
followed by short job search periods.

On the other hand, employees who perceive themselves as less employable might not 
be able to afford to wait for an organization’s decision about whether or not they have a 
continuing job with the organization. Since they anticipate longer job search periods in 
case of job loss, they may be better off to start searching immediately for a new job, 
when they are faced with job insecurity. This scenario implies that employable individu-
als who experience job insecurity are more likely to wait, and less likely to look actively 
for another job.

From a psychological contract perspective (Rousseau, 1995), an argument can be 
made that for employable employees, job security might not be that important because of 
the reasons previously outlined. Therefore, they may not perceive job insecurity as such 
a severe breach of the informal contract.

If this line of argument is true, we would expect to observe the following:

Employability decreases the effect of job insecurity on turnover intentions (H3a).

However, psychological contract theory (Rousseau, 1995) also can be used to predict 
the opposite outcome. Since employees who perceive their job to be insecure may 



148 Economic and Industrial Democracy 42(1)

perceive this insecurity as a breach of the informal contract, they may not feel obligated 
to fulfill their end of the deal. Job insecurity may feel especially unfair to employees who 
perceive their labor market value to be high and thus experience an even stronger reac-
tion to job insecurity than individuals who feel less employable.

In addition, a rational choice argument for this outcome can be made. All employees 
feel uncomfortable when faced with job insecurity. Even though people who are employ-
able worry less when faced with job insecurity, they still worry to some degree and have 
to deal with the situation. Employees often use two coping strategies to deal with unsat-
isfactory situations. First, they simply may evaluate the situation in another way to avoid 
feelings of dissatisfaction towards an otherwise unchanged situation (Lazarus and 
Folkman, 1984). Since they are less worried about job insecurity, they can try to accept 
it. This would predict H3a to be true. Second, an individual who is dissatisfied with her/
his employment situation could try to change it (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). The sec-
ond coping strategy would predict that employees who experience job insecurity will try 
to leave their organization. Since the costs to find a new job are lower for employable 
individuals, and at the same time, the probability of a positive job search outcome is 
higher, the second coping strategy seems more attractive to employable individuals than 
less employable individuals.

This argument leads to the following assumption:

Employability increases the effect of job insecurity on turnover intentions (H3b).

Irreplaceability and turnover intentions

In contrast to employees with high employability, who possess high ‘marketplace bar-
gaining power’ (Silver, 2003: 13), employees with high irreplaceability possess high 
‘workplace bargaining power’ (Silver, 2003: 13), and therefore high ‘perceived internal 
marketability [which] describes the self-assessed value and employability of individuals 
for their current organization’ (Spurk et al., 2016: 290).

We assume that this employee perception of irreplaceability stems from a personal 
evaluation of one’s ‘workplace bargaining power.’ Therefore, it depends on his/her 
skills and resources, the demand for these skills within the company, and the supply 
of these skills and knowledge on the labor market (Silver, 2003: 13). Since this assess-
ment is a subjective evaluation, it probably also includes some feedback from the 
organization.

It can be assumed that the perception of being irreplaceable also provides employees 
with a sense of purpose and self-worth, and can be interpreted as an additional utility 
within a rational choice framework (Kroneberg and Kalter, 2012). Therefore, one can 
expect that employees who feel irreplaceable will be less likely to look for another place 
to work. From a psychological contract theory perspective (Rousseau, 1995), we would 
predict that this perception of irreplaceability further strengthens the employee’s felt 
obligation towards the employer.

This leads us to the following hypothesis:

The perception of irreplaceability decreases turnover intentions (H4).
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Buffer effect of irreplaceability

But how do individuals who think of themselves as irreplaceable react when experienc-
ing job insecurity? Generally, as described in the preceding sections, employees who 
have accumulated organization-specific skills can be expected to demand more job 
security as a return on their investments – compared to employees who can be replaced 
easily – since they have accumulated more firm-specific capital that they would lose  
if they changed employers. Therefore, according to psychological contract theory 
(Rousseau, 1995), employees who have accumulated organization-specific skills, and 
thus feel irreplaceable, may perceive feelings of job insecurity as especially unfair. This 
perceived breach of the psychological contract can be expected to lead to even greater 
intentions to leave the company.

Thus, if this is true, we would expect to observe the following:

Irreplaceability increases the effect of job insecurity on turnover intentions (H5a).

However, the story may be quite different when the perception of job insecurity is not 
actively produced by the organization (e.g., by using fixed-term contracts or giving ambigu-
ous signals to employees) but rather is due to an external threat for which the organization is 
not responsible (e.g., a problematic financial situation, difficult economic circumstances, 
drop in demand, high unemployment rate). Based on psychological contract theory 
(Rousseau, 1995), it can be assumed that when an organization makes an employee feel 
valuable, she/he will be even more loyal to the organization as a way to fulfill the informal 
contract mentioned earlier. Moreover, ‘irreplaceable’ employees will be less threatened by 
drops in demand since it can be assumed that they would be the last to be dismissed. In addi-
tion, individuals who feel irreplaceable usually are well integrated into intra-organizational 
networks and communications, which provide them with better access to further opportuni-
ties (Spurk et al., 2016). If this is true, we would expect to observe the following:

Irreplaceability decreases the effect of job insecurity on turnover intentions (H5b).

An overview of the hypotheses is given in Figure 1. The following section is an over-
view of the data and methods used to analyze these hypotheses.

Data and methods

The empirical analyses are based on the 2005 survey of the International Social Survey 
Programme (ISSP Research Group, 2013).1 The ISSP includes 31 countries: Germany, 
Great Britain, Ireland, Norway, Sweden, Spain, France, Portugal, Denmark, Switzerland, 
Flanders, Finland, Hungary, Czech Republic, Slovenia, Bulgaria, Latvia, Cyprus, Russia, 
Philippines, Israel, Japan, Taiwan, South Korea, Mexico, Dominican Republic, United 
States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa. Our sample includes all 
employees between the ages of 18 and 69.

In total, our target population included 24,811 employees. We used list-wise deletion 
since it is most robust to violations of the Missing at Random-Assumption on the 
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independent variables (Allison, 2001: 6). Due to missing values on our dependent and 
independent variables, 19,357 cases were available for analysis. Our sample consisted of 
350–1085 respondents in each country, with a mean of 628 respondents (for an overview 
of the sample, see Appendix A online).

The dependent variable in our analysis was turnover intentions, which was measured 
on a four-point scale (see Table 1). The independent variables – job insecurity, employ-
ability, and irreplaceability – were measured on a five-point scale.2

We included two groups of control variables in our models (for an overview, see 
Appendix A online). The first group measured structural variables, such as working time 
(part-time vs. full-time), sex, age, and formal education (no formal education, lowest 
formal education, above lowest qualification, higher secondary completed, above higher 
secondary level, university degree completed), which have been shown to affect job 
insecurity (Berntson et al., 2010; Näswall and De Witte, 2003) and turnover intentions 
(Clark, 2001; Sousa-Poza and Sousa-Poza, 2007).

The second group of control variables accounted for eight important job characteris-
tics that can be expected to influence turnover intentions. We used five items to measure 
the valued aspects of a current job (perception that income is high, job is interesting, 
possibility to work independently, possibility to help others, job is useful for society) and 
four items to measure strains (exhaustion after work, work is physically hard, work is 
stressful, work is dangerous).

To test our hypotheses, we used a linear ordinary least squares (OLS) regression. 
Since our substantial interest is in interaction effects, we decided against ordinal models, 
since they make the interaction extremely difficult to present and interpret. In addition, 
since we wanted to see whether or not the effects were identical (or similar) across 

Figure 1. Overview of hypotheses.
Source: Authors of the present study.
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countries in the dataset, we ran a separate regression analysis for each country in the 
dataset and examined the coefficients across countries. In ordinal models, coefficients 
are not comparable across samples due to heterogeneity on unobserved variables (Mood, 
2010), which is the second reason for using a linear model.3

In addition, we calculated the coefficients for geographical regions (with robust 
standard errors) to obtain a larger sample. This strategy served as an additional check 
for cases in which a significant effect could not be found in the countries. Thus, we 
were able to determine whether the non-existence of an effect was due only to a small 
sample size, and the resulting large confidence intervals. However, pooled results were 
only interpreted this way when the effects within a region pointed in the same direction 
for all included countries.

Table 1. Description of central variables.

Mean (SD) %

Turnover intentions
(How likely is it you will try to find a job within the next 
12 months?)

1.98 (1.01)  

 1 Very unlikely 41.18
 2 Unlikely 30.58
 3 Likely 17.66
 4 Very likely 10.57
Job insecurity
(My job is secure.)

2.37 (1.13)  

 1 Strongly agree 23.23
 2 Agree 40.62
 3 Neither agree nor disagree 16.50
 4 Disagree 15.09
 5 Strongly disagree 4.56
Employability
(Easy or difficult to find a job as good as the current job?)

2.64 (1.18)  

 1 Very difficult 18.24
 2 Fairly difficult 32.66
 3 Neither easy nor difficult 22.95
 4 Fairly easy 19.20
 5 Very easy 6.95
Irreplaceability
(Easy or difficult for the firm to replace you?)

2.75 (1.21)  

 1 Very easy 17.32
 2 Fairly easy 28.17
 3 Neither easy nor difficult 25.21
 4 Fairly difficult 20.46
 5 Very difficult 8.85

Source: ISSP 2005; authors of present study’s own calculations.
N = 19,357 respondents.
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Results

This section presents the results of the regression analyses. We show the effects of job 
insecurity, employability, and irreplaceability on turnover intentions in three steps. 
Model 1 considers the main effect of job insecurity on turnover intentions. Model 2 adds 
the main effects of employability and irreplaceability on turnover intentions. Model 3 
adds the interaction effects between employability and job insecurity, and irreplaceabil-
ity and job insecurity. All three models also include control variables. Instead of present-
ing tables, we plotted the predicted linear effects of our central variables on turnover 
intentions. We also included the confidence intervals. For all graphs, we separately plot-
ted the coefficients for each country.

Since the effect of job insecurity on turnover intentions is basically identical when employ-
ability and irreplaceability are included – which is due to the very low correlations between 
the three concepts (correlations between –.09 and –.01) – we only present the results from 
Model 2 (Figure 2) and Model 3 (Figure 3). Figure 2 displays the main effects of job insecu-
rity, employability, and irreplaceability on turnover intentions in each country and region so 
to analyze how these three factors separately affect turnover intentions. The figures present 
the point estimates for the predicted linear effects and the 95% confidence intervals.

Figure 2. Effect of job insecurity, employability, and irreplaceability on turnover intentions.
Source: ISSP 2005; estimations from Model 2.
Note: Predicted linear effects on turnover intention and 95% confidence intervals.

In accordance with previous research, we found that in most countries, job insecurity 
significantly increases turnover intentions. We found very few exceptions (Bulgaria, 
Japan, Latvia, Taiwan, Dominican Republic, Mexico, South Africa) for which the effects 
were comparatively small and/or statistically not significant. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 
can be confirmed – job insecurity increases turnover intentions – and this connection 
seems to be rather universal.
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We also found that employability significantly increases turnover intentions in almost 
all countries. Very few exceptions exist for which the effect is not significant (Switzerland 
and Philippines). This finding supports Hypothesis 2. Feeling employable seems to make 
employees more inclined to look for another job.

With respect to irreplaceability, the effect differs strongly among countries. In many 
countries, although irreplaceability decreases turnover intentions, this effect is signifi-
cant in only a few countries; moreover, in many countries, irreplaceability and turnover 
intentions seem unrelated; and in Canada, irreplaceability appears to rather increase 
turnover intentions (although not significantly). Since a lot of variation exists between 
countries and also a lot of uncertainty (indicated by the confidence intervals), larger 
samples would be necessary to achieve more certain conclusions. This goal can be 
achieved by pooling, although pooling the data makes sense only when the effects in the 
various countries are similar. In Western Europe and Australia, this is the case, and we 
can see that in these two regions, feeling irreplaceable significantly reduces turnover 
intentions. However, the evidence for Hypothesis 4 is weak, since it could be confirmed 
only in some countries and two of the regions. Therefore, even though the perception of 
irreplaceability decreases turnover intentions in some countries, the effect does not seem 
to be universal, since it cannot be found in every country.

The results from Model 3 show the interaction effects of employability and irreplaceabil-
ity and job insecurity on turnover intentions so to analyze whether employability and irre-
placeability buffer the negative effect of job insecurity on turnover intentions (Figure 3). 
Again, the predicted linear effects and the 95% confidence intervals are displayed.

Figure 3. The moderating effects of employability and irreplaceability on turnover intentions.
Source: ISSP 2005; estimations from Model 3.
Note: Predicted linear effects on turnover intention and 95% confidence intervals.
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We found a lot of variation among the included countries of our study with respect 
to the two moderators – employability and irreplaceability – and thus, we were not able 
to draw a general conclusion concerning our hypotheses. The interaction terms were not 
significant in most countries. We found some support for Hypothesis 3b. The perception 
of employability significantly increased the effect of job insecurity on turnover inten-
tions in Germany, the USA, Latvia, Cyprus, and Finland, which represent five of the 31 
analyzed countries. The effects for all other countries were not significant in either 
direction.

Pooling the data in regions would not make sense in this case since the effects within 
the regions vary quite strongly and also point in opposite directions. However, no statisti-
cally significant evidence exists to support the hypothesis that the interaction effect could 
go in the other direction. Five countries were identified in which employability signifi-
cantly increased the effects of job insecurity on turnover intentions, but not a single one 
was found in which employability significantly decreased the effects of job insecurity on 
turnover intentions. Therefore, it seems unlikely that Hypothesis 3a would be true. 
However, to answer our question – Does employability increase or decrease the effects 
of job insecurity? – we don’t know for sure. In some countries, it seems to increase the 
effect, but that effect is neither strong nor universal.

The estimations for the interaction effect of job insecurity and the perception of irre-
placeability also show a lot of variation and a lot of uncertainty (indicated by the large 
confidence intervals). For example, in Ireland and France, we found statistically signifi-
cant support for Hypothesis 5b. In these countries, the perception of irreplaceability 
decreases the effect of job insecurity on turnover intentions. However, a clear conclusion 
cannot be drawn.

Since the effects for the countries point in opposite directions in most regions, pooling 
the data in regions would not make much sense.

In summary, the moderating effects of employability and irreplaceability vary consid-
erably across national contexts.

Discussion and conclusion

The present study adds to current knowledge by investigating the effects of job insecu-
rity, employability, and irreplaceability on turnover intentions. Additionally, we analyzed 
the impact of employability and irreplaceability on the relationship between job insecu-
rity and turnover intentions. We examined whether these effects were universal or varied 
among the countries included in our study.

We can show that in most countries included in our study, job insecurity increases 
turnover intentions, which confirms the results from previous studies (Berntson et al., 
2010; Furaker and Berglund, 2014; Sverke and Goslinga, 2003; and for meta-analysis 
results, see Cheng and Chan, 2008; Sverke et al., 2002) and shows that this connection is 
quite universal. Since turnover intentions are a strong predictor for actual turnover (Allen 
et al., 2005), our results suggest that job insecurity induces ‘excess worker turnover’ 
(Centeno and Novo, 2012: 321) initiated by employees, which means both sides change 
partner, but not labor market state – the employee keeps working, and the company 
maintains the same employment level. Since firm-specific human capital is lost when 
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employees change their employer, this phenomenon seems damaging for both sides, and 
ultimately should reduce productivity at the macro level.

In most countries, employees who are employable are more inclined to look actively 
for another job, which suggests that this main effect of employability on turnover inten-
tions – that has been found in previous studies (e.g., Berntson et al., 2010) – seems to be 
rather universal.

The implications of these findings are far-reaching since they raise questions about 
whether employability can be a replacement for job security. This argument, put forward 
and promoted by policy makers, suggests that job security and employability are substi-
tutes: if job security is reduced and employability is increased, the outcome remains the 
same. In many contexts, this has been proven to be possible – at least to some degree. 
Increasing employability can counteract the negative effects of decreasing job security, 
for example, on mental health (Green, 2011), psychological distress (Silla et al., 2009), 
and burnout (Aybas et al., 2015), since the main effects of job insecurity and employabil-
ity pull in opposite directions. However, with respect to turnover intentions, this is not 
the case. Both a reduction in job security and a rise in employability increase turnover 
intentions. This finding indicates that in a ‘flexicure’ labor market – promoted by the 
European Commission (2007) – in which job security is low and employability is high, 
a considerable potential impact exists for companies who may be experiencing espe-
cially high turnover rates.

The assumption concerning the interaction effect between employability and job inse-
curity – if employability is high enough, the effect of job insecurity is minimized or may 
disappear completely – is even stronger than the assumption about counteracting main 
effects. These buffer effects have been observed with respect to various outcomes other 
than turnover intentions (Aybas et al., 2015; Green, 2011; Silla et al., 2009).

Regarding turnover intention, a reinforcing interaction effect (rather than a buffer 
effect) has been observed by a previous study (Berntson et al., 2010). This study found 
that employability increased the effect of job insecurity on turnover intentions. In our 
study, however, the interaction effect varied greatly among the countries we included, 
which leads us conclude that the interaction effect was not very strong or generalizable 
to all national contexts.

Feeling irreplaceable decreased turnover intentions in some countries, which indi-
cates that companies may be able to increase stability by increasing their employees’ 
company-specific human capital, although this main effect could not be established 
universally.

The results concerning the interaction effect were uncertain in our study. We did not 
find any strong evidence that irreplaceability increases or decreases the effect of insecu-
rity on turnover intentions. Therefore, we do not know whether employees who feel 
irreplaceable have a stronger or weaker reaction to an increase in perceived job 
insecurity.

In our study, both interaction effects varied considerably. One possible explanation is 
that since we have identified two possible mechanisms that point in opposite directions 
(one predicting a positive and the other a negative interaction effect), both mechanisms 
might be true. Depending on which mechanism is stronger, the interaction effect could 
go either way.
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A possible approach for further research to disentangle these effects would be to dis-
tinguish between different origins of perceived job insecurity. If these feelings are 
induced by the employer’s use of fixed-term contracts or ambiguous signals, people who 
feel irreplaceable and have accumulated organization-specific skills or have high 
employability and feel very valuable might perceive the job insecurity resulting from 
these employers’ strategies as especially unfair, and thus would react with increased 
turnover intentions. However, if perceived job insecurity is caused by an external threat 
for which the organization is not responsible (e.g., a problematic financial situation, dif-
ficult economic circumstances, drop in demand, high unemployment rate), it can be 
assumed that when an organization helps an employee to feel valuable, she/he will be 
even more loyal to the organization as a way to fulfill the informal psychological con-
tract. In this situation, employable employees might also react less strongly to an increase 
in perceived job insecurity, since their psychological contract was not violated, and they 
can afford to wait.

In addition, we found considerable country variations with respect to the effects of 
job insecurity, employability, and irreplaceability. Further research should investigate 
the causes of these differences across countries. It would be especially interesting to 
investigate the potential links between the effect sizes and employment protection leg-
islation (EPL) and unemployment rates. Indications exist that EPL strongly influences 
the turnover intentions of employees who are not satisfied with their job (Gielen and 
Tatsiramos, 2012). Therefore, EPL also may affect the turnover intentions of employ-
ees who are faced with job insecurity. The unemployment rate should make a differ-
ence since the effect of job insecurity on turnover intentions can be expected to differ, 
depending on whether job insecurity is induced by a company and attractive, more 
secure alternatives exist; or whether the job insecurity is related to an insecure labor 
market situation. Therefore it would be interesting to evaluate the influence of these 
macro variables on the effects of job insecurity, employability, and irreplaceability in 
further research.

Our study has some limitations. First, the effects we found cannot be interpreted 
as causal effects due to the methodological limitations of the cross-sectional design. 
Thus, it would be desirable to employ a longitudinal design. Second, unfortunately, 
we also were not able to use multi-item measures for our independent and dependent 
variables, which would have made our measurements more exact. Although a more 
exact measurement might possibly help to uncover significant interaction effects, 
this seems rather unlikely considering the effects we found pointed in opposite 
directions.
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Notes

1. For more information, see http://www.issp.org/.
2. The correlations between the three variables were very low. For example, the correlation between 

irreplaceability and job insecurity was –.09, and the correlation between employability and job 
insecurity was –.04. The correlation between employability and irreplaceability was –.01.

3. We decided against using a multilevel model with random slopes. Even though it offers the 
advantage of empirically testing whether coefficients vary across countries in our sample, the 
huge disadvantage is that information is very compressed, and the variation in coefficients is 
difficult to grasp (Bowers and Drake, 2005; Bryan and Jenkins, 2016: 20).
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