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Abstract: According to the psychology of sustainability and sustainable development, even though
there are numerous challenges within the current labor market, it is possible to establish meaningful
lives and meaningful work experiences through optimizing the use of personal resources and
regenerating them. In line with this assumption, the present study aims to test the moderation
effect of the type of worker contracts on the relationship between psychological capital, perceived
employability, and job insecurity. Participants were N = 190 Italian young workers (self-employed,
permanent employees, or temporary employees). Results showed that perceived employability
mediated the relationship between psychological capital and job insecurity, and that this relationship
was moderated by the workers’ type of contract. Specifically, a higher level of psychological
capital corresponded to a higher perception of employability, and consequently a lower job
insecurity for temporary and self-employed workers, but not for permanent ones. These findings
are in line with the assumptions of the psychology of sustainability, and encourage preventive
interventions aimed to foster personal resources in order to reduce job insecurity, especially in cases
of non-standard employment.

Keywords: psychological capital; perceived employability; job insecurity; work contract; temporary
workers; psychology of sustainability

1. Introduction

Changes in the labor market, such as the rise of global competition and structural unemployment,
has led to a greater flexibility, which in turn has caused an increased spreading of non-standard forms
of employment, such as temporary employment contracts [1,2], which grew by 25% in the twenty
seven member states of European Union between 2001–2012 [1], and are still rising [2]. Concerning the
long-lasting crisis of the Italian labor market, the unemployment rate shot up to more than 12.5% in
2014, which was 1% point above the Euro area average, and the youth unemployment rate reached over
40%. A gradual recovery started only in 2014. Employment growth was initially driven by temporary
employment. Indeed, the attempts to introduce new forms of non-permanent contracts while existing
rules on permanent contracts were maintained led to an increase in the of temporary employment
share in the total number of employees, from less than 8% in 1998 to nearly 15% in 2015. Only at
the end of 2016 did the contribution of permanent contracts to employment growth become stronger
than that of temporary ones. Young people were more likely to be hired on temporary contracts,
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and consequently, they were more likely to suffer from their potential negative implications such as
lower wages, lower job tenure, and limited access to training and social security [3]. Due to these
changes, many workers, especially the youngest ones, are now faced with precarious employment
not as a temporary condition, but rather as a chronic situation in their lives, which can increase
occupational stress. A growing body of scientific literature has focused on concepts with a particular
appeal to the current scenario, such as job insecurity, which represents a possible consequence of
temporary employment [4,5]. Job insecurity refers to the perceived likelihood of involuntary job
loss [6], which may generate stress [6,7] and consequently psychological and physical illness [8–10].
The widespread deterioration of working conditions is in contrast with the view of work as a human
right that is central to individual well-being. For these reasons, an increasing number of scholars have
approached the issues of sustainability and sustainable development not only in terms of ecological
and socio-economic environment, but from a psychological perspective, too [11,12].

While the traditional approach to sustainability focuses on avoiding (exploitation, depletion,
and irreversible alteration), the psychological one focuses on promoting (enrichment, growth,
and flexible change). In this sense, there is a growing interest in studying how is possible to optimize
the use of personal resources and the capability to regenerate them [11].

The psychology of sustainability and sustainable development [12] is concerned with
understanding how it is possible to establish meaningful lives and meaningful work experiences
despite the numerous challenges, transitions, and changes that characterize the current career paths.
Meanwhile, the Conservation of Resources theory (COR theory) [13] describes the gain cycle through
which resources help maintain well-being in stressful situations. The present study intends to explore
how personal resources as psychological capital (PsyCap) and perceived employability may be useful
to cope the perception of involuntary job loss (i.e., job insecurity) [14,15]. The link between PsyCap,
perceived employability, and job insecurity was previously explored [15–17]. Nevertheless, there is a
lack of research on the mutual relationships among these three variables, especially when taking into
account the role of the workers’ type of contract. Therefore, the purpose of this paper was to fill in
this gap by analyzing the relationship between PsyCap, perceived employability, and job insecurity,
considering also the type of work contract.

1.1. PsyCap, Perceived Employability, and Job Insecurity

PsyCap is defined as “an individual’s positive psychological state of development that is
characterized by: (1) having confidence (efficacy) to take on and put in the necessary effort to succeed
at challenging tasks; (2) making a positive attribution (optimism) about succeeding now and in the
future; (3) persevering toward goals and when necessary, redirecting paths to goals (hope) in order
to succeed; and (4) when beset by problems and adversity, sustaining and bouncing back and even
beyond (resilience) to attain success” [18] (p. 542). The literature has highlighted the relevance of
PsyCap with regard to career [16,19] and work attitudes [14,20,21]. Moreover, previous research
revealed the association between PsyCap and workers’ perceptions of employability, which is defined
as the individual perception of his/her possibilities to achieve a new job, and job security [17,22].
For example, Ngoma and Ntale [22] found a positive relationship between PsyCap and employability
among unemployed people. Furthermore, Olaniyan and Hystad [17] showed that PsyCap was
negatively related to the job insecurity of maritime industry workers. Thus, PsyCap represents a
beneficial resource for workers, helping them to perceive more employability and less job insecurity,
reducing their experienced level of stress and increasing their well-being [15]. These findings are in
line with previous studies on career management and self-management that underline the importance
of individual strengths to face the challenges of increasingly unpredictable career paths [23–27].
However, no previous research has simultaneously considered PsyCap, perceived employability,
and job insecurity.

Following the assumptions of COR theory [13], it is possible to hypothesize that PsyCap may
decrease job insecurity through the enhancement of perceived employability. Indeed, according to
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this theory, people are motivated to protect and acquire resources in order to cope with potential
losses [28]. Resources are defined as those objects, states, and conditions that people value, and this
value varies among individuals based on their experiences and situations. This theory is based on two
core principles: the primacy of resource loss and resource investment. The former indicates that losing
helpful resources is psychologically more harmful for individuals than gaining the resources that they
had lost. The latter suggests that people invest resources to protect against resource loss, recover from
losses, and gain resources. The application of these principles is influenced by several psychological
factors. For instance, individuals with more resources are in a better position to invest and gain
resources; therefore, the resources gains lead to further resources gains. In contrast, as individuals lose
resources, investment becomes more difficult.

In this sense, workers with a higher level of PsyCap may be more inclined to gain new resources,
enhancing their perception of employability, and at the same time, they may decrease the resource
loss, including also the likelihood of perceiving job insecurity [15]. Therefore, we expect that the
negative relationship between PsyCap and job insecurity will be mediated by perceived employability.
Accordingly, we formulated the following hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1a. PsyCap is negative directly related to job insecurity.

Hypothesis 1b. PsyCap is negative indirectly related to job insecurity through perceived employability.

1.2. The Moderating Role of the Type of Contract

Although permanent employment contracts represent the most recurrent employment condition
across European countries [1], contingent employment is becoming increasingly common in the current
society, especially among younger workers [1,2,29]. Contingent employment covers those jobs that fall
outside a standard employment relationship that is based on a full-time, permanent contract that entails
a subordinate employment relationship [2,4]. In this respect, temporary work and self-employed are
considered non-standard forms of employment [4].

The literature has highlighted the importance of the type of employment in determining workers’
perceptions of employability and insecurity [7,30,31]. For instance, Kinnunen et al. [31] found
that perceived employability was negatively related to exhaustion and psychological symptoms
for temporary but also permanent employees. In contrast, Hundley [30] showed that self-employed
workers perceived lower job insecurity compared with employees, and that they also perceived
themselves as more employable in case of job loss. Others argued that the consequences of discrepancy
between the level of expected and perceived job insecurity were more serious among permanent than
temporary workers [32]. Despite some conclusions that indicate the opposite, the relevance of future
career perceptions, such as employability and insecurity, seems to be higher among temporary and
self-employed workers when compared with permanent workers, which is essentially due to their
greater uncertainty about their professional perspectives and career [5].

Concerning the role of PsyCap for workers in different employment conditions, Cole et al. [33]
showed that the relation between unemployment and well-being was influenced by PsyCap, which had
a protective role for unemployed workers, in terms of higher well-being and chance of re-employment.
Moreover, Avey et al. [14] highlighted the positive effect of PsyCap in reducing stress and intention to
quit, providing evidence of the beneficial role of PsyCap in defining workers’ perceptions.

The relationship between PsyCap, perceived employability, and job insecurity could change for
workers under different types of contracts. Since temporary and self-employed workers face more
strain due to the higher level of uncertainty in terms of earnings, employment, and location [34],
we expect that they may benefit more from personal resources than workers with secure job conditions
(i.e., permanent), because they face higher and more stressful demands [13]. Moreover, temporary and
self-employed workers have to invest more in their resources to cope with a more stressful environment.
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In this regard, according to the COR theory, a greater investment could lead to more resource gain [13].
Finally, despite the beneficial effect of PsyCap for workers in different employment conditions [14,33],
the influence of PsyCap and employability on job insecurity may be more relevant for temporary and
self-employed workers because of the higher impact of career perceptions for them [5].

Based on this rationale, we formulated the following hypotheses.

Hypothesis 2a. The relationship between PsyCap and job insecurity is moderated by the workers’ type of
contract: in particular, the direct relationship between PsyCap and job insecurity is stronger for temporary and
self-employed workers than for permanent ones.

Hypothesis 2b. The indirect relationship between PsyCap and job insecurity, through perceived employability,
is moderated by workers’ type of contract: in particular, the indirect relationship between PsyCap and job
insecurity, through employability, is stronger for temporary and self-employed workers than it is for permanent
workers. Figure 1 summarizes all of the expected relations.
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2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Participants and Procedures

The sample consisted of 190 Italian young workers; 47% were male (n = 90), and the average age
was 27.64 (SD = 3.59; range: 22–38 years). Regarding the type of contract, 32% (n = 73) were open-ended
contracts, 19% (n = 44) were temporary contracts, and 32% (n = 73) were self-employed. Regarding
education, 49% (n = 110) had a university degree, 31% (n = 70) had a high school diploma, and 2%
(n = 7) had a secondary school qualification. Regarding employment, 31% (n = 68) were salesmen,
29% (n = 64) were white-collar workers, 13% (n = 30) were blue-collar workers, 12% (n = 27) were
professionals, and 15% (n = 34) did not reply to this question. Participants were recruited at the end
of 2014 through the snowball method. They received an anonymous link by e-mail generated by the
Qualtrics platform (www.qualtrics.com), and were asked to complete a survey that included all of the
study variables. At the end of 2014, the total Italian unemployment rate was 12.85%, while the mean
of the twenty eight member states of European Union (EU-28) was 10.21%, but it had reached 40.3%
among youths between 19–24 years (EU-28 mean was 22.23%); consequently, Italy was the country
with the highest difference between the total unemployment rate and the youth unemployment rate.
In addition, Italy had a very high percentage of young people aged 20–29 working under temporary
contract (more than 30%, which is 10% points higher than the European mean). Moreover, Italy also
had one of the highest proportions of self-employed people (22.6%) [35].

www.qualtrics.com
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2.2. Measures

The scales were translated from the original English version into Italian as follows: (a) translation
of the scales by two experts familiar with all of the constructs and the English language; (b) comparison
between the experts’ two versions to produce a single version for every scale; (c) back-translation of
this version by a native English speaker: this translation was “blind”, that is, the original versions
of the scales were not known; (d) definition of the final version in light of the indications yielded
by the entire translation process [36]. All of the items were scored on five-point Likert ranging from
1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Psychological capital. We used the 24-item scale of the Psychological Capital Questionnaire
(PCQ-24) [18] to assess the self-reported positive psychological state of development. A sample
item is “I feel confident helping set targets/goals in my work area”. Coefficient α in the present study
was 0.73.

Employability. We used an 11-item self-perceived employability scale by Rothwell and Arnold [37].
A sample item is: “If I needed to, I could easily get another job like mine in a similar organization”.
Coefficient α in the present study was 0.86.

Job insecurity. We used six items from the Job Insecurity scale developed by Hellgren, Sverke,
and Isaksson [38]. A sample item is “There is a risk that I will have to leave my present job in the year
to come”. Coefficient α in the present study was 0.73.

Type of contract. We considered three different categories of workers (permanent, temporary,
and self-employed ones) based on their type of contracts.

Control variables. Age, gender, and education were used as control variables. The meta-analysis of
Cheng and Chang [39] highlighted that age might affect job insecurity. Therefore, due to the potential
confounding effect of age and job insecurity, we have included age as a control variable in our analyses.
Furthermore, based on previous results concerning the different perceptions of job insecurity between
men and women, gender was included as a control variable [40,41]. Finally, we controlled for the
educational level, given its association with the socio-economic position and influence on job insecurity
perception [41].

2.3. Data Analysis

To test our hypotheses, we performed a moderated mediating regression, using the Process Macro
2.15 by Hayes [42]. We adopted the model number eight for the moderated mediating regression.
A bootstrap of 1000 was selected.

3. Results

Table 1 reports the means, standard deviations, and correlations among the study variables.
Referring to the total sample, the type of contract was significantly negatively related to perceived
employability (r = −0.17, p < 0.05) and age (r = −0.15, p < 0.05), and positively related to job insecurity
(r = 0.29, p < 0.01). PsyCap showed a significant positive association with perceived employability
(r = 0.49, p < 0.01). Perceived employability was significantly negatively related to job insecurity
(r = −0.27, p < 0.01). Distinguishing the type of contracts, job insecurity was significantly negatively
related to perceived employability for temporary workers (r = −0.36, p < 0.05), while it was significantly
negatively related to PsyCap for workers who had an open-ended contract (r = −0.25, p < 0.05).
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Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations among study variables.

M SD 1 2 3

Open-ended
contracts n = 73

1. Psychological capital (PsyCap) 3.88 0.41 -
2. Perceived employability 3.32 0.82 0.58 ** -
3. Job insecurity 2.21 1.29 −0.25 * −0.19 -
4. Age 28.62 3.84 0.21 −0.09 −0.19

Temporary
contracts n = 44

1. Psychological capital (PsyCap) 3.79 0.42 -
2. Perceived employability 2.95 0.79 0.58 ** -
3. Job insecurity 3.00 1.32 −0.14 −0.36 * -
4. Age 26.16 2.74 −0.12 −0.21 0.05

Self-employment
n = 73

1. Psychological capital (PsyCap) 3.85 0.41 -
2. Perceived employability 3.02 0.69 0.30 * -
3. Job insecurity 3.06 1.26 −0.01 −0.19 -
4. Age 27.42 3.42 0.06 −0.01 0.03

Total N = 190

1. Psychological capital (PsyCap) 3.84 0.42 (0.73)
2. Perceived employability 3.11 0.78 0.49 ** (.86)
3. Job insecurity 2.71 1.34 −0.14 −0.27 ** (0.73)
4. Age 27.64 3.59 0.11 −0.02 −0.12

Note: Psychological capital, perceived employability, and job insecurity (1–5) were on a five-point Likert scale.
Cronbach’s α in brackets on the diagonal. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01.

Hypothesis 1a. Concerning the relationship between PsyCap and job insecurity, bootstrap analysis showed
that the direct relationship between PsyCap and job insecurity was not significantly different from zero (Table 2).
Thus, Hypothesis 1a was not supported.

Table 2. Summary of the mediation analysis.

Direct Effect Indirect Effect

Mediator Dependent Variable Effect SE T LLCI ULCI Effect Boot SE LLCI ULCI

Perceived
employability Job insecurity 0.001 0.279 0.002 −0.552 0.553 −0.438 0.156 −0.739 −0.128

Note: SE=standard error; LLCI= lower limit of confidence interval; ULCI= upper limit of confidence interval; Boot SE:
bootstrap estimate of standard error

Hypothesis 1b. The results concerning the indirect relationship between PsyCap and job insecurity is reported
in Table 2. Bootstrap analysis showed that the indirect association between PsyCap and job insecurity through
perceived employability was significantly different from zero. Hence, Hypothesis 1b was supported.

Hypothesis 2a. Concerning the influence of the type of contract on the relationship between PsyCap and job
insecurity, the interaction term was not significant (t = 0.77, p > 0.05) (Table 3). Thus, Hypothesis 2a was not
supported.

Table 3. Summary of the moderation analysis: conditional direct effect of x on y.

Open-Ended Contract Temporary Contract Self-Employed

Independent
Variable

Dependent
Variable Boot LLCI Boot ULCI Boot LLCI Boot ULCI Boot LLCI Boot ULCI

PsyCap Job insecurity −1.106 0.509 -0.672 0.475 -0.629 0.831

Hypothesis 2b. The moderated mediation model referred to the influence of type of contract on the indirect
relationship between PsyCap and job insecurity through perceived employability was significant (F(6, 154) = 14.07,
p < 0.01), as reported in Table 4. Specifically, the interaction term between PsyCap and type of contract was
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significant (t = −2.42, p < 0.05). We found an indirect negative relationship between PsyCap and job insecurity
through perceived employability among temporary and self-employed workers, but not for permanent ones.
It means that Hypothesis 2b was supported.

Table 4. Summary of the moderated mediation analysis: conditional indirect effect of x on y.

Open-Ended
Contract

Temporary
Contract Self-Employed Index of Moderated Mediation

Mediator Dependent
Variable

Boot
LLCI

Boot
ULCI

Boot
LLCI

Boot
ULCI

Boot
LLCI

Boot
ULCI Index SE

(Boot)
Boot
LLCI

Boot
ULCI

Perceived
employability

Job
insecurity −0.895 0.003 −0.662 −0.003 −0.491 −0.009 0.115 0.077 0.005 0.332

4. Discussion

Based on the assumptions of the psychology of sustainability and sustainable development [11,12]
concerning the importance of optimizing the use of personal resources and regenerating them in order
to have a meaningful life and meaningful work experiences, the aim of this study was to analyze
the role of the workers’ type of contract in influencing the relationship between personal resources
(PsyCap and perceived employability) and negative workers’ perceptions (job insecurity). In line with
the COR theory’s assumptions [13], we found that PsyCap was negatively related to job insecurity,
and this relationship was fully mediated by perceived employability (H1b). Moreover, we found that
the mediating effect of perceived employability on the relationship between PsyCap and job insecurity
was moderated by the type of contract (H2b).

Consistent with the literature on career perceptions and personal resources [14,15,19], it was
confirmed that PsyCap affected perceived employability, and consequently, job insecurity. No previous
findings showed the total mediating effect of perceived employability in the relationship between
PsyCap and job insecurity. This means that PsyCap is a resource against job insecurity, because it
is able to enhance the perception of being employable. This is in line with the previous literature
that underlines the importance of personal resources and dispositions in fostering employability.
Furthermore, our findings supported previous research showing that personal resources may be
important, especially for temporary and self-employed workers [5,30,31]. Indeed, in our study,
the relationship between PsyCap and job insecurity through perceived employability has found
empirical support for temporary and self-employed workers, which was probably due to them
facing a more unpredictable environment in comparison to permanent workers. Under these
circumstances, the perception of employability may become crucial in order to not get discouraged.
In general, given the challenges in terms of employment, location, earnings, etc. that characterize
the everyday lives of these workers, more resources are needed in order to avoid further losses that
may threat their well-being [34]. According to the COR theory, more resources facilitate investment
and gaining new resources [13,28]. Specifically, PsyCap represents a resource to invest in order to
activate the “gain–cycle” of resources, which may enhance the perceived level of employability and,
consequently, decrease the perception of job insecurity. In particular, it can be argued that temporary
and self-employed workers may feel less threatened by the lack of contractual protection if they have
more personal resources and believe themselves to be more employable.

This research also highlights relevant practical implications. Consistent with the psychology
of sustainability and sustainable development [11,12], the current findings encourage a primary
prevention approach to promote workers’ well-being [12,26,27]. Nowadays, stress management
is essential for workers who have to cope with high levels of uncertainty (i.e., temporary and
self-employed workers), and the current study suggested that increasing personal resources may
be essential to create a “gain-spiral” of resources aimed to enhance the perceived level of employability
and decrease job insecurity. Specifically, PsyCap represents a relevant resource due to its state-like
nature, which implies the opportunity to intervene to foster it [18]. Previous studies [21] showed



Sustainability 2018, 10, 2475 8 of 10

that job resources such as autonomy and the support of co-workers may increase PsyCap. This is
in line with the psychology of sustainability and sustainable development [11,12], which suggests
a multilevel intervention approach in order to promote well-being in organizations. A synergy
between interventions aimed at increasing PsyCap and interventions dedicated to promoting personal
employability may be created in order to support people facing job insecurity and its potential negative
outcomes. Moreover, a multidisciplinary approach to avoid the potential negative consequences of
non-standard employment is encouraged. Indeed, if the psychological approach may have positive
effects at the individual level specifically in the short to medium-term, public policies should be
implemented in order to guarantee positive changes in the long term, which would mean more fair
working conditions and a higher level of social security for all types of workers.

This study presents some potential limitations, too. Firstly, due to the cross-sectional design,
common method variance could be an issue [43]. Consequently, we must be careful about drawing
causal inferences. However, since the type of contract is an objective variable, and thus less likely to be
biased, hypotheses testing for interaction effects are also unlikely to be affected by common method
variance [44]. In any case, future studies should aim at replicating our findings with longitudinal design.
Secondly, our hypotheses received only partial support. Even if the theory considered might explain
the pattern found, further investigations is needed in order to clarify the role of personal resources in
different work conditions, such as different work contract conditions. Finally, the heterogeneity of our
sample in terms of age, gender, and education level was quite high. Therefore, we decided to run the
analyses controlling for these variables. The generalizability of results is limited also by the specific
period in which the data was collected, which was namely at the end of the most serious economic
crisis that Italy has faced after the one of post-second world war.

5. Conclusions

Our findings provide theoretical insight on different issues linked to workers’ experience under
uncertain conditions. Firstly, in line with the assumption of the COR theory postulating that a high
amount of resources enhances the likelihood to gain additional ones, the current results substantiated
the relevance of personal resources in defining perceived employability and job insecurity. This is
an important contribution to the knowledge, because no previous studies demonstrated that the
effect of PsyCap on job insecurity is due to the increment of the perception of the possibility of being
employed. In addition, a relevant contribution of our study is to reveal that this relationship occurs
among temporary or self-employed workers. These findings encourage further investigations in order
to clarify how it is possible to intervene at the psychological level to support different types of workers.
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