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Job insecurity is one of top concerns in the contemporary workplace, which significantly affects emotional exhaustion and workplace deviance. Thus, this study seeks to explore the buffering role of employees' corporate social responsibility (CSR) perceptions to against the effect of job insecurity. Based on micro-CSR literature and social identity theory, this study tested the proposition that employees' CSR perceptions moderate the relationship between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion through organizational identification. Using three-wave data collected from 145 employees in one of China's biggest computer equipment providers, we found that employees' CSR perceptions alleviate (exacerbate) the negative relationship between quantitative (qualitative) job insecurity and emotional exhaustion via organization identification. Our findings provided new insights to scholars and managers in dealing with job insecurity.
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Introduction

Faced with the economic crisis, shifting governmental policies, and the outbreak of the coronavirus (COVID-19), the whole globe has entered into the VUCA (volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity) and TUNA (turbulent, uncertain, novel, and ambiguity) world (1). Not surprisingly, such VUCA and TUNA context bring extreme pressures to job environment, leading to employers downsizing and outsourcing labor. Job insecurity has become one of top concerns in contemporary working life (2–4).

Job insecurity reflects the degree to which employees perceive threat to the continuity and stability of employment (4). Job insecurity is a work-related stress which can bring poor mental, physical, and work-related wellbeing (e.g., anger, emotional exhaustion, disengagement, and counterproductive work behaviors), and further lead to negative work-related performance [(5); see also (6) for a review]. Accordingly, prior studies explored several ways to buffer against the adverse consequences of job insecurity such as improving leader-member exchange (LMX) (7, 8), fostering organizational justices (5) and psychological capital as well (9). While, much more attention has been paid to the direct effect of job insecurity than to buffers that against the negative effect of job insecurity (10).

In this study, we introduced corporate social responsibility (CSR) as an essential factor in minimizing the negative consequences of job insecurity. CSR refers to “the firm's considerations of, and response to, issues beyond the narrow economic, technical, and legal requirements of the firm to accomplish social (and environmental) benefits along with the traditional economic gains which the firm seeks” [(11), p. 312]. From the perspective of employees, CSR is a notable aspect of their more general justice perceptions (12), employees perceptions about a firm's CSR can overwhelming affect employees' attitudes and behaviors toward the firm (e.g., organizational identification, attachment, satisfaction, and engagement) (13–15). Further, a firm's CSR can drive certain employee attitudes and behaviors to mitigate work stress (16) and turnover intention (17). In line with these studies, therefore, we explored whether or not employees' CSR perceptions can play a buffering role in dealing with job insecurity.

Based on prior study in the job insecurity literature, we developed the baseline framework about the job insecurity—emotional exhaustion—workplace deviance link. Then drawing on the micro-CSR literature and social identity theory, we explored the mechanism through which employees' CSR perceptions moderate the job insecurity and emotional exhaustion linkage. Figure 1 depicts the theoretical model of this study. We tested our model by carrying out a three-wave data collection approach.
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FIGURE 1
 Research framework.


This study makes two contributes to research and practice. First, we contributed to the micro-CSR literature by considering the role of employees' CSR perceptions in dealing with job insecurity. We explored how CSR perceptions moderate the relationship between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion through organizational identification. In this way, we found that CSR has both bright-side and dark-side effects on the negative influences of job insecurity. Second, we disclosed distinctive effects of quantitative and qualitative job insecurity on emotional exhaustion with regard to employees' CSR perception and organizational identification. Our study advances current understanding about the effect of job insecurity and how organizations shape such effects that we identified.



Literature review and hypotheses


Relationship among job insecurity, emotional exhaustion, and workplace deviance

Job insecurity is one type of work-related stress, a subjective experience that denotes perceived threats to the job as a whole and its continued existence in the future (4, 18). The individual feels insecure in a job can range from losing one's job ultimately to losing some important features of the job (e.g., wage, promotion opportunities, and work conditions) (19). Accordingly, Hellgren et al. (20) introduced quantitative and qualitative aspects of job insecurity. Quantitative job insecurity is described as concerns about loss of the job itself, whereas qualitative job insecurity is related to perceived threats of losing valuable job features (3, 20). Job insecurity also can be distinguished by cognitive and affective job insecurity. Affective insecurity is associated with emotional state (e.g., concern, worry, and fear) (21), while cognitive insecurity is more likely to relate to job attitudes (e.g., engagement and commitment) (6).

Emotional exhaustion can be defined as “feelings of being emotionally overextended and depleted of one's emotional resources” [(22), p. 399]. From the conservation of resource theory (COR) perspective, it suggested that job insecurity threats an employee's resources and therefore triggers strain in the physical and mental exhaustion (6, 23). Thus, job insecurity is positively related to emotional exhaustion (2, 6, 23).

Workplace deviance refers to purposeful behavior that violates organizational norms and is intended to threaten the wellbeing of an organization, its employees, or both (24). Deviance behaviors can lead directly toward individuals (i.e., interpersonal workplace deviance such as aggression, rudeness, and gossiping), and toward the organization (i.e., organizational workplace deviance such as shirking hours, stealing from a company, and leaving early or arriving late to work) (7, 25, 26). Studies suggested that workplace deviance may occur when employees experience high level of job insecurity (4, 7). For instance, Tian et al. (27) argued that job insecurity brings traumas and makes employees do counter-productive behavior (e.g., workplace deviance). Likewise, Huang et al. (7) suggested that job insecurity triggers moral disengagement, leading to interpersonal and organizational deviance. In addition, emotionally exhausted employees are lack of resources to meet job demands and protect their remaining resources, they will become dissatisfied with their current job and then react by deviant behaviors [e.g., (28–30)].

Based on prior literature about the relationship among job insecurity, emotional exhaustion and workplace deviance, we built on the baseline framework about how job insecurity positively relates to emotional exhaustion, which in turn leads to increased workplace deviance.



The role of employee CSR perceptions

Employee CSR perceptions refer to the overall perception about which employees view their firms' various CSR activities (14, 17). It captures how employees perceive their firms' CSR efforts, a subjective reaction about firms' objective CSR actions (17, 31). Employee's CSR perceptions can impact employees' emotions, attitudes, and behaviors toward their organizations (14, 17), because CSR caters to employees' deontic needs, i.e., employees not only react to the treatment they themselves received but also to the treatment of others (31). El Akremi et al. (32) further argued “employees as members of a corporation, are concerned about, contribute to, perceive, evaluate, and react to their firm's CSR activities” (p. 621). Thus, higher level of CSR perceptions can improve employees' organizational trust, pride, organizational identification [for a meta-analysis see (33)].

In addition, CSR can be used in an instrumental way to prevent certain employee attitudes and behaviors that harm a firm's performance (e.g., turnover intention, employee cynicism, and workplace gossip) (34, 35). For example, Flammer and Luo (36) revealed that CSR can be used as an employee governance tool to increase employee engagement and counter the possibility of adverse behavior. Schwepker et al. (16) found that organizational ethics (i.e., ethical leadership, ethical climate, and CSR) mitigate work-related stress and promote employee wellbeing.

In this study, we expected that employee CSR perceptions mitigate the effect of job insecurity on emotional exhaustion. Job insecure employees face high level of strain and uncertainty about their job, which can deplete the physical, psychological, and mental energy of employees (37). Their energy and mental resources have been entirely consumed by work (23). At that time, perceived CSR may play a buffering role in decreasing the negative effect of job insecurity on emotional exhaustion. First, CSR activities can improve employees' psychological and physiological wellbeing (16). More responsible firms will cultivate a safer and protective context, provide employees safe working environment, daycare programs, training, and other resources related the job, all can help employees to better adjust their long-term career planning, deal with career shock, and reduce the potential threats to job continuity and stability (2, 38). For one extreme example, when COVID-19 pandemic brings death anxiety to employees, employees perceived internal CSR leaves employees feeling less threatened by the pandemic (39).

Second, employee CSR perceptions reflect firm's objective CSR actions toward inside and outside of organizations, including internal CSR (practices aimed at improving employees' wellbeing, such as employee training, safe working conditions, and daycare programs) and external CSR (practices directed to outside-stakeholders' wellbeing, such as pollution prevention and philanthropy), all can contribute to employees' experienced meaningfulness of work (40, 41) and psychological safety (organizational support) (42, 43). A high level of meaningfulness of work leads employees to define stressors as welcomed challenges that are worthwhile to invest energy to deal with (44), and a high level of psychological safety provides relieved, secure, and calm environment to employees, all of which can reduce the challenges of job insecurity on emotional exhaustion. Taken together, we hypothesized the following:

Hypothesis 1: Employee CSR perceptions attenuate the relationship between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion.

Social identity theory suggested that “people tend to categorize themselves and others into social groups to develop a positive self-concept by identifying with groups that enhance their self-esteem” [(45), p. 1725, (46)]. When employees define themselves in terms of the organization, and a feeling of belonging to the group, employees have high level of organizational identification (47). Organizational identification increases employees' work behaviors (e.g., commitment, work engagement and job performance) (45, 48).

We proposed that organizational identification mediates the moderating effect of employees' CSR perceptions on the association between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion. First, scholars found that employees view socially responsible firms as respected and attractive organizations, they have greater organizational pride and commitment to such organizations, which in turn increase organizational identification (13, 33, 49). Second, when employees develop high levels of organizational identification, as members of their organization may tolerate workplace stressors (50, 51). In a similar vein, employees who identify strongly with their organization perceive a high sense of organizational support (52) and organizational trust (13), which can offset the negative consequence of job insecurity [e.g., (3, 10, 53)]. Combined with Hypothesis 1, we inferred that CSR perceptions may increase organizational identification at first, then organizational identification moderates the relationship between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion. Formally, we hypothesized the following:

Hypothesis 2: The moderating effect of Employee CSR perceptions on the relationship between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion is explained through organizational identification.




Methods


Data and sample

We collected data from one of the biggest computer equipment providers in the middle of China during October 10 in 2020 and May 23 in 2021. This company conducted direct online sales and provided customized computer equipment to individual customers. Firms in the computer industry are experiencing fierce market competition and great pressure to innovate (54), employees in such an industry are valued by key performance indicators (or KPI) and face high level of emotional exhaustion. With the support of the chief executive officer, we obtained all employees' name and job number. We coded each questionnaire with a unique number and contacted corresponding employees to answer the questionnaire. The code is difficult to recognize, which can reduce responders' concern of social desirability bias. We collected data in three-waves. At Time 1, we collected job insecurity, perceived CSR, self-efficacy, and demographic variables. At Time 2, we collected emotional exhaustion and organizational identification. Then, at Time 3, we repeated the same process to collect emotional exhaustion and organizational identification, we further collected workplace deviation. The average gap between the time points was 60 days.

Two hundred fifty-four employees participated in Time 1, which dropped to 211 at Time 2, and 149 at Time 3. Four participants were dropped for the missing values in their demographic information. Thus, our final samples include 145 respondents. 66.90% were males and 33.10% were female. The average age was 28.43 (SD = 5.34), the average tenure was 3.26 years (SD = 1.64), the average working hours in 1 week was 48.79 (SD = 10.19). Regarding education, 3.45% of respondents had a middle school education, 22.76% had a high school or vocational school education, 55.17% had a junior college education, and 18.62% were bachelor's degree holders.



Measures

All measurement scales were adapted from the existing literature. Using back-translation approach, we translated the English scales to Chinese at first, then translated back into English to ensure equivalence of meanings. All measures were rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) (see Table 1).


TABLE 1 Confirmatory factor analysis results.

[image: Table 1]


Workplace deviation

Following prior studies [e.g., (59–61)], we measured workplace deviation using a 10-item scale developed by Spector et al. (55). Qin et al. (60) argued that many deviant behaviors are done privately without others' knowledge, a self-reported measure of workplace deviation can disclose such workplace deviation [e.g., (62, 63)]. A sample item is: “purposely wasted the employer's materials/supplies.” The Cronbach's alpha for this variable was 0.976.



Emotional exhaustion

Following prior studies [e.g., (28, 64, 65)], we measured emotional exhaustion using a 9-item scale developed by Maslach and Jackson (56). A sample item is: “I feel emotionally drained from my work.” The Cronbach's alpha for this variable was 0.948.



Job insecurity

Hellgren et al. (20) argued that job insecurity could be classified by qualitative job insecurity (i.e., treats of losing valued job features) and quantitative job insecurity (i.e., subjective assessments regarding the potential loss of the job itself). While most prior empirical studies focused on quantitative job insecurity, in this study we measured both qualitative and quantitative job insecurity separately. Quantitative job insecurity was measured by a 4-item scale developed by De Witte (18). A sample item is: “I will likely lose my job very soon and it make me anxious.” The Cronbach's alpha for this variable was 0.828. Qualitative job insecurity was measured by a 4-item scale adopted from Probst et al. (3). A sample item is: “I feel worried about my career development in this organization.” Cronbach's alpha for this variable was 0.890.



Employee CSR perceptions

We measured employee perceived CSR using a 5-item scale developed by Rupp et al. (14). It contains five issues including educational programs for employees, corporate philanthropy, green initiatives, community partnerships, and staff work-life balance programs. A sample item is: “our business supports employees' education.” The Cronbach's alpha for this variable was 0.891.



Organizational identification

We measured organizational identification using a 4-item scale developed by Smidts et al. (57). A sample item is: “I identify strongly with the company.” The Cronbach's alpha for this variable was 0.912.



Control variables

We controlled for several variables that may impact on firm's emotional exhaustion and workplace deviation (60), including age, gender, education level, tenure, working hours, and self-efficacy. Age was in years; gender was coded as 1 for male and 0 for female; educational level was coded as 1 for middle school, 2 for high school or vocational school, 3 for junior college, and 4 for bachelor's; tenure was in years, working hours in 1 week was in hours. Self-efficacy was measured by 8-items developed by Chen et al. (58). A sample item is: “I will be able to achieve most of the goals that I have set for myself.” The Cronbach's alpha for this variable was 0.929.




Common method variance

Using self-reported measurement can result in common method variance (CMV) (66), we conducted two ways to ensure CMV was not a problem within our data. First, Harman's (67) one-factor test shows a factor that accounts for 35.93% of the variance. A principle component analysis on all items yielded seven factors that together account for 76.49%. Second, following Podsakoff et al. (66), A single-factor confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in Mplus 7.0 software shows the model fit deteriorates ([image: image] = 5,009.797, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.380, TLI = 0.350, RMSEA = 0.177, SRMR = 0.190). Thus, CMV was less of a concern in this study.




Results

We first conducted analyses to ensure the reliability and validity of the measures. We conducted CFA in Mplus 7.0 software to evaluate model fit of hypotheses model (see the results from Table 2). It reveals that the 7-factor model provides a good fit ([image: image] = 1,513.644, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.904, TLI = 0.897, RMSEA = 0.071, SRMR = 0.053). All scale items loaded on their intended factors significantly. As shown in Table 1, we checked the reliability by using Cronbach's α and the composite reliabilities (CR), all above commonly accepted thresholds. We also examined the convergent validity (average variance extracted, AVE) and discriminant validity. AVE for all variables exceeded the 0.50 benchmark. The discriminant validity shows that the 7-factor model is better than any 6-factor models. We further found that the values of the square root of AVE are higher than the correlations between variables, it reveals that the discriminant validity is appropriate. Overall, these results satisfied the validity and validity.


TABLE 2 Confirmatory factor analysis results for the measures of all variables.
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Table 3 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations among variables. Consistent with prior studies, quantitative and qualitative job insecurity were positively correlated with emotional exhaustion (r = 0.265 and 0.215, p < 0.01, respectively), emotional exhaustion was positively associated with workplace deviance (r = 0.515, p < 0.01). Further, quantitative job insecurity was positively related to qualitative job insecurity (r = 0.393, p < 0.01).


TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics and correlations.

[image: Table 3]

We tested our hypotheses with hierarchical moderated regression in Mplus 7.0. Following Cohen et al. (68), we mean-centered variables to calculate the interactions of job insecurity with CSR perceptions and job insecurity with organizational identification. Hypothesis 1 predicted that CSR perceptions would moderate the association between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion. As Table 4 and Figure 2 shows, we found non-significant interaction effects between quantitative job insecurity and CSR perceptions [β = 0.085, 95% CI (−0.161, 0.267)], and between qualitative job insecurity and CSR perceptions [β = −0.103, 95% CI (−0.265, 0.069)], on emotional exhaustion. Thus, Hypothesis 1 was not supported. It suggests that employee CSR perceptions can't moderate the effect of job insecurity on emotional exhaustion directly.


TABLE 4 Regression results.
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[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2
 Structural model. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01 (two-tailed). ns, non significant.


Hypothesis 2 stated that organization identification mediates the moderation effect of CSR perceptions on the relationship between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion. We completed the test by the suggestion from Edwards and Lambert (69) and other studies [e.g., (70, 71)]. In Table 4, CSR perceptions was significantly related to organizational identification [β = 0.316, 95% CI (0.180, 0.458)], the interaction effect between organizational identification and job insecurity on emotional exhaustion is significant [β = −0.343, 95% CI (−0.553, −0.138); β = 0.312, 95% CI (0.033, 0.552), respectively]. We constructed bias-corrected confidence intervals by drawing 5,000 random samples with replacement from the full sample. The indirect effect results reveal that organizational identification mediated the moderation effect of CSR perception on the relationship between quantitative job insecurity and emotional exhaustion [γ = −0.108, 95% CI (−0.220, −0.044)], and the relationship between qualitative job insecurity and emotional exhaustion [γ = 0.099, 95% CI (0.015, 0.214)], thus supporting for Hypothesis 2.


Supplement analyses

(1) We combined quantitative and qualitative job insecurity into a unidimensional construct as previous studies have been conducted (2, 7). We repeated our analyses and the results can be seen in Table 5. Consistent with previous study, we found job insecurity positively relates to emotional exhaustion [β = 0.172, 95% CI (0.000, 0.380)], emotional exhaustion positively associates with workplace deviance [β = 0.498, 95% CI (0.225, 0.745)], and emotional exhaustion mediates job insecurity and workplace deviance [γ = 0.086, 95% CI (0.004, 0.258)]. Thus, our base-line model (JI → emotional exhaustion → workplace deviance) was supported. Yet, quite different from the main results in Table 4, we found a non-significant mediated moderation effect [γ = −0.019, 95% CI (−0.099, 0.047)], suggesting that effects differ according to quantitative vs. qualitative job insecurity.

(2) We also measured emotional exhaustion at Time 3, so we examined the lagged effect of moderating effect of employee CSR perceptions on the relationship between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion. The Cronbach's alpha for emotional exhaustion was 0.948. We repeated our analyses and found similar results (see detail from Table 6).


TABLE 5 Supplement analysis 1: results of unidimensional construct of job insecurity.
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TABLE 6 Supplement analysis 2: results of emotional exhaustion at Time 3.
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Discussion

Job insecurity is one of top concerns in the current workforce. Integrating micro-CSR literature and social identify theory, we hypothesized and tested whether employee perceived CSR plays a buffer role to the negative effect of job insecurity. We found that when job insecurity was considered as a unidimensional construct, the moderation role of employee CSR perceptions was not supported. In contrast, a nuance perspective shows that employee CSR perceptions moderate the link between quantitative and qualitative job insecurity and emotional exhaustion indirectly through organizational identification.

More interestingly, employee CSR perceptions alleviate (exacerbate) the negative relationship between quantitative (qualitative) job insecurity and emotional exhaustion via organization identification. Quantitative job insecurity implies a loss of job itself and qualitative job insecurity implies a loss of valued job features, thus the former concerns the frustration of a general need (security need) and the later concerns the frustration of a particular need (growth needs) (72, 73). Organizational identification generated by CSR will satisfy several individual needs including safety, affiliation, and uncertainty reduction (74, 75), which all relate to security need instead of growth need. Lawrence and Kacmar (76), further, argued that facing job insecurity the high level of attachment and embeddedness to organization will do harm to regulate employees' feelings and redirect their attention to new job opportunities. Therefore, CSR and organizational identification play different roles with respect to quantitative vs. qualitative job insecurity.


Theoretical implications

This study makes two contributions to the literature. First, to the micro-CSR literature, this study is one of the first studies that considered employee perceived CSR in dealing with the negative effect of job insecurity. CSR cannot be a panacea, it has both bright-side and dark-side effects (41, 77, 78). While, mostly prior studies considered only the desirable or the undesirable results of CSR separately [e.g., (79–81)], this study revealed both effects exist. Furthermore, we introduced organizational identification as a mechanism for explaining the moderating effects of CSR perceptions on the relationship between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion. Thus, this study provides a deeper understanding about how employees' CSR perceptions react to the insecure job environment.

Second, to the job insecurity research, we responded Shoss's (4) suggestion that “future work should examine whether effects differ according to quantitative vs. qualitative job insecurity” (p. 1934) [see also from Jiang and Lavaysse (6)]. A unidimensional construct of job insecurity leads to emotional exhaustion and further to workplace deviance, but such relationship become non-significant when we divided job insecurity into quantitative and qualitative job insecurity. Moreover, quantitative and qualitative job insecurity generate distinctive effects on emotional exhaustion when considering employees' CSR perceptions and organizational identification. Thus, our study advances the current understanding about the effect of job insecurity and how to shape such effects.



Managerial implications

Based on our empirical results, this study is also important for managers. Managers should pay attention to the risk of job insecurity to employees' emotional exhaustion and workplace deviance. When facing job insecure employees, managers should distinguish job insecurity from quantitative vs. qualitative job insecurity at first. If employees face quantitative job insecurity, managers can proactively engage in CSR and use communication efforts to enhance CSR awareness to employees. Our results suggest that CSR perceptions generate organizational identification, which can mitigate the negative effect of quantitative job insecurity. While, if employees face qualitative job insecurity, of course engaging in CSR activities is good, but communicating CSR to employees may produce counterproductive effects.



Limitations and future research directions

This study has several limitations that should be addressed in the future. First, we found one way through which employee CSR perceptions moderate the relationship between job insecurity and emotional exhaustion, prior micro-CSR studies considered multiple ways through which employees perceived CSR leads to organizational and individual outcomes, such as organizational trust, organizational pride, psychological safety, and meaningfulness of work [e.g., (17, 78, 82)]. Future studies can consider those mechanisms related to employee CSR perceptions and their effects to alleviate or exacerbate the negative impact of job insecurity.

Second, future studies might consider other outcomes that are derived from job insecurity. For example, job insecurity yields moral disengagement (3, 7), whether employee CSR perceptions play a role in the job insecurity-moral disengagement link.

Third, although this study used three-wave data collection to minimize CMV problems and disentangle the causal order of our variables, we recommended further research using experimental and field studies to obtain more substantial causal effects.
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