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ABSTRACT

In Western countries, short-time work schemes (STW) are being increasingly used to protect employ-
ees from job loss during economic crises (e.g., the COVID-19 pandemic). While well intended, these
schemes could have a potential dark side: Based on insights from the transactional theory of stress
and coping, we hypothesize (H1) that STW may contribute to perceptions of qualitative job insecurity,
which in turn may relate to lower well-being (i.e. job satisfaction and psychological distress). A key
strength of this study is its focus on work-related situational factors at both organization- and
industry-levels (i.e., contract type, managerial position, sector of activity) that may influence employ-
ees’ reactions. We hypothesize (H2) that STW may be particularly stressful for those who typically
experience greater job security, as uncertainty may be more disruptive for them. These employees
may feel more insecure following STW, which may later be associated with lower well-being.
Structural equation modelling and bootstrapping analyses (H1), as well as multigroup analyses (H2)
were conducted on data collected during the COVID-19 pandemic among Belgian employees (N =
1,840) at two points, two months apart. Results largely supported our hypotheses. This suggests that
STW may have a potential dark side, particularly for individuals accustomed to greater job stability.
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Over the last decades, Western countries have resorted to
short-time work (STW) schemes and comparable job-
retention policies (e.g., furlough) to prevent mass layoffs
in times of crisis. These schemes allow organizations with
reduced activity to suspend employment agreements
while providing employees with financial support from
the government (European Commission, 2020). Globally,
the number of employees placed on STW reached unpre-
cedented levels during the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g.,
Stuart et al., 2021). At its peak, over 42 million employees
across Europe were affected (Drahokoupil & Mdiller, 2021),
with STW impacting between 20% and 50% of the
employees in many countries (Dias da Silva et al., 2020).
While its use has declined, STW remains in place in several
European countries. For instance, in 2024, Belgium and
Germany still reported monthly averages of over 150,000
and 320,000 employees under STW, respectively
(Statistisches Bundesamt, 2024; ONEM/RVA, 2024). STW
has attracted much attention from economic scholars on
potential financial implications for governments and
effects on firms’ survival rates (e.g., Boeri & Bruecker,

2011). Comparatively little is known about the psycholo-
gical impact of STW on employees (Stuart et al., 2021).

From the employees’ perspective, STW is typically
viewed favourably as it guarantees jobs in uncertain
times (Sucher & Winterberg, 2014). Yet, a few studies
on the topic hint at negative consequences for employ-
ees, largely because STW puts work and associated ben-
efits on hold (e.g., Baranik et al., 2018; Halbesleben et al.,
2013; Hohman et al., 2013). Despite the temporary nat-
ure of this disruption, it seems that STW may also induce
concerns about the future (e.g., Grace, 2022). In a recent
study, STW led employees to feel insecure about the
future of their job, and this impacted well-being up to
three years later (Klug et al., 2024).

We build on this line of research by studying STW in
relation to well-being and accounting for job insecurity as
a potential mediator. Following previous work (Klug et al.,
2024), we assess both work-related and general well-being
through job satisfaction and psychological distress - “two of
the best-documented consequences of job insecurity’
(Richter & Naswall, 2019, p. 23). Yet, we also extend existing
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research in two key areas. First, we focus on qualitative job
insecurity (i.e., insecurity about valued features of one’s job;
Hellgren et al., 1999), whereas prior research is about quan-
titative job insecurity (i.e., insecurity about the future of
one’s job; see eg., Klug et al, 2024). Second, we argue
and show that STW may not affect all employees equally.
Instead, it may be particularly disruptive for those who least
expect job insecurity, based on organization- and industry-
level factors. This includes employees in central organiza-
tional roles or those working in sectors not typically
exposed to STW. Hypotheses are tested with data collected
from employees both affected and unaffected by STW at
two points during the COVID-19 pandemic in Belgium, with
a two-month interval between measurements.

Our study makes two contributions. First, our findings
highlight how STW is connected to insecurity about
valued job features in the future — even when a return
to “normal” is expected — and poorer work-related and
general well-being. This strengthens the conclusions of
earlier studies (e.g., Grace, 2022; Klug et al.,, 2024) and
additionally emphasizes the role of qualitative (vs quanti-
tative) job insecurity. A focus upon qualitative job inse-
curity has resonance in crises like the pandemic, where
the shock is extraordinary but may also be perceived as
temporary in nature (Ren et al., 2023). Temporality may
reduce concerns about losing the job itself, but not so
much about losing valued job features (Vander Elst et al.,
2014). Second, our results suggest that employees with
jobs at the core of their organizations or working in
sectors that are not typically affected by STW might be
hit harder by STW, rather paradoxically so. These findings
add to the limited research on how sociodemographic
and work-related factors, such as gender (Méhring et al.,
2021) or past experience with unemployment (Klug et al.,
2024), influence reactions to STW. More broadly, our study
expands on existing literature suggesting that employees
in the most precarious work situations are not necessarily
the ones who feel the most insecure or react most nega-
tively to insecurity (see e.g., Allan et al., 2021). Our findings
have also practical relevance: They show that the imple-
mentation of STW, though well intended, may have unin-
tended negative consequences, including for employees
whose employment situation may usually seem to buffer
insecurity.

Theoretical framework

STW schemes are intended to create a win-win for employ-
ers and employees. They help organizations that are going
through economic turmoil while protecting employees
from unemployment and its negative outcomes (Lee &
Sanders, 2013). Yet, this does not mean that job retention
schemes are without risks. The implementation of STW has

been associated with the loss of various resources, includ-
ing material resources, social status and pride, career stabi-
lity, social relationships, or sense of purpose at work (e.g.,
Baranik et al., 2018; Hohman et al., 2013, Mandeville et al.,
2019; Zheng et al., 2022). As STW is temporary, those risks
are meant to be temporary too. This can give the impres-
sion that STW does not represent a real threat to employ-
ees after it has ended.

We argue otherwise: Even if working conditions go back
to normal and important resources can be restored after
STW, employees may still feel insecure (Klug et al., 2024;
Schmidtke et al., 2021), with potential effects on employee
well-being despite the return to work. Indeed, STW
undoubtedly induces a state of uncertainty, since it
involves a full or partial halt in work activity caused by
a crisis (Blomqvist et al., 2023). Furthermore, disruptive
events prompt enduring thought processes regarding
work and careers (Wordsworth & Nilakant, 2021), and
employees may become more sensitive to threatening
signals in the work environment — some more than others.

We proceed by first elaborating on arguments sup-
porting the hypothesis that qualitative job insecurity
mediates the relationship between STW and employee
general (psychological distress) and work-related (job
satisfaction) well-being. We then argue that the strength
of these relationships may vary across employees. We
base our reasoning on Lazarus and Folkman'’s transac-
tional approach to stress (1984).

The indirect effects of STW on job satisfaction and
psychological distress via qualitative job insecurity

We argue that STW induces qualitative job insecurity by
threatening valued job features. Lazarus and Folkman
(1984) define threats as “harms or losses that have not
yet taken place but are anticipated” (p. 32). Qualitative
job insecurity qualifies as a threat appraisal, as it reflects
concerns about the potential future loss of valued fea-
tures of the job (see e.g., Hellgren et al., 1999; Vander Elst
et al., 2014). Like any other organizational crisis (e.g.,
restructuring or downsizing; Abildgaard et al., 2017),
STW signals economic instability, creating uncertainty
for employees about their jobs (Schmidtke et al., 2021).
In particular, it may signal prioritization in core business
activities and cost reductions (e.g., Bahmani et al., 2023).
When deemed necessary, this can result in changes that
directly impact features of the job (e.g., reduced focus on
peripheral tasks, fewer career development opportu-
nities, fewer resources for completing the same tasks,
etc.). Employees may be concerned about such changes
and more generally about their role in the organization
(Szulc & Smith, 2021) — perhaps more than about job
loss. While STW indicates the employer’s intention to
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preserve jobs (Lee & Sanders, 2013), it does not guaran-
tee the conditions under which employees will return
post-crisis. In this regard, feelings of qualitative job inse-
curity appear well-grounded: Interviews with employees
placed on STW during the pandemic indicate that sev-
eral of them indeed experienced changes in their job
content and working conditions after their return to
work (Simosi & Conway, 2024).

We then expect qualitative job insecurity to relate to
lower well-being. Numerous studies identify qualitative
job insecurity as a stressor, consistently finding
a negative relationship between qualitative job insecurity
and well-being (e.g., Callea et al., 2019; Nikolova et al.,
2023; Vander Elst et al., 2014). Following the transactional
approach to stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), stress
occurs when employees lack the necessary resources or
have insufficient resources to cope with the threat. Yet,
employees facing job insecurity ignore what will exactly
happen and when (Vander Elst et al., 2014). This makes it
difficult for them to determine which resources might be
helpful or how to cope (Cavanaugh et al., 2000; De Witte,
1999). Accordingly, scholars naturally link job insecurity,
quantitative and qualitative alike, to feelings of power-
lessness and uncontrollability (see Vander Elst et al., 2011;
2014). This sense of uncontrollability may be particularly
felt among employees on STW: They are largely invisible
within the organization and, while at home, remain unin-
volved in organizational changes (Hamilton et al., 2022).

Altogether, we hypothesize that STW may affect well-
being via qualitative job insecurity. So far, several studies
have established a negative relationship between STW
and well-being both during the pandemic (Escudero-
Castillo et al., 2021; Grace, 2022; Gray et al., 2021;
Mimoun et al., 2020; Wels et al.,, 2022) and in other
contexts (e.g., Halbesleben et al., 2013; Klug et al,
2024). Qualitative job insecurity could be one of the
underlying mechanisms. As we focus on both general
and work-related well-being, we anticipate a negative
relationship with job satisfaction and a positive relation-
ship with psychological distress. Accordingly, we
hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1: The relationship between STW and job
satisfaction (H1a) and psychological distress (H1b) is
mediated by qualitative job insecurity.

Organization- and industry-level factors as
moderators of the indirect effects

Although most studies (e.g., Mimoun et al., 2020; Wels
et al,, 2022) have shown a negative relationship between
STW and well-being, this is not always the case. Some

studies conducted during the pandemic found no sig-
nificant difference in well-being between STW employ-
ees and those in normal employment situations
(Blomqvist et al., 2023; Ferry et al., 2021), or suggested
that the effects of STW could vary based on moderators
like gender (Lee & Sanders, 2013; M6hring et al., 2021).
This may bring moderators to the fore. Our focus is upon
two categories of moderators related to the employee’s
work situation, at both organization- and industry-levels:
the employee’s position in the organization (i.e., more or
less peripheral) and the sector of activity. We argue that
these might influence how the threat of STW is per-
ceived (i.e.,, the path between STW and qualitative job
insecurity), and how this appraisal affects well-being (i.e.,
the path between STW and well-being).

Regarding the path between STW and qualitative job
insecurity, our view aligns with Lazarus and Folkman
(1984) who suggest that individuals form different apprai-
sals and thus vary in their vulnerability to certain events.
Novel or unpredictable events tend to amplify threat
appraisals, whereas recurring or expected events become
part of the environment and may elicit weaker reactions
(Fu et al,, 2021). Put differently, the relationship between
STW and qualitative job insecurity might be stronger for
employees who are more central to the organization and
typically better protected against unwanted job changes,
or for those working in sectors less exposed to instability.

Regarding the path between STW and well-being,
we argue that employees’ reactions to qualitative job
insecurity depend partly on the psychological loss
involved (Shoss, 2017) — specifically, how much they
rely on the stability of valued job features. Employees
who are typically more protected from such changes
may feel more affected by the insecurity brought by
STW, as it strongly disrupts their expectations (see e.g.,
De Cuyper & De Witte, 2007). In contrast, those in less
stable work environments may have learned to adapt,
adjusting their expectations in response to situations
beyond their control (see e.g., Park & Folkman, 1997;
Wang et al., 2024). Taken together, the result could be
that the relationship between qualitative job insecurity
and its two outcomes (i.e., job satisfaction and psycho-
logical distress) is stronger for employees in relatively
central positions or more stable sectors. In the follow-
ing, we deepen our arguments for the two categories
of moderators.

Organization-level: the degree of periphery within the
organization

The concept of “degree of periphery” comes from the
“center-periphery model” (Aronsson et al, 2002),
which divides the organization into a core segment
and peripheral layers depending on roles and contract
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types in the organization. Employees at the core are
those who are the most integrated in the organization,
have the best access to information, and are the most
involved in decisions (Bernhard-Oettel et al.,, 2017).
Such a privileged position may typically result in
higher levels of job security (e.g., Hugues et al., 2024;
Probst, 2005).

Our focus is upon managerial position (line man-
agers vs non-managerial employees) and contract type
(full-time vs part-time) as indicators of those layers.
Managers, who have greater responsibilities and access
to internal developments (Augier & Teece, 2009), are
typically more embedded in the core of the organiza-
tion than non-managerial employees. Similarly, full-
time employees tend to occupy more central roles
than part-time employees, whose reduced presence
may limit their inclusion in the organization
(Thorsteinson, 2003) and involvement in decision-
making processes (Naswall & De Witte, 2003).
Consequently, we assume that line managers and full-
time employees can generally expect greater job
security, especially concerning the nature and condi-
tions of their work. Empirical research supports this
claim, showing that managerial positions are asso-
ciated with lower levels of job insecurity (Debus
et al., 2014). Regarding working hours, studies that
did find a significant relationship between contract
type and job insecurity generally indicate higher inse-
curity for part-time employees than their counterparts
(D'Souza et al., 2003; Naswall & De Witte, 2003).

Industry-level: the sector of activity

The sector of activity has particular resonance
because STW was well-established in some sectors
before the pandemic but not in others. In
Belgium — where the data were collected — STW is

Organization-level: full-time vs part-
time, line managers vs non-
managerial employees

Industry-level: sectors usually

quite common in construction, manufacturing, and
cleaning sectors, often in response to adverse eco-
nomic conditions or operational disruptions
(Vandekerkhove et al., 2020). These sectors are also
commonly recognized across Europe for offering less
stable and more insecure employment conditions
(Keune & Pedaci, 2020; Lewis et al., 2015). During
the lockdown and economic slowdown, the Belgian
government expanded STW eligibility and simplified
the application process (Mechelynck & Neven, 2020).
This led to many employees being placed on STW in
sectors that are usually not impacted (ONEM/RVA,
2024). In short, job insecurity likely came as
a significant shock to employees in sectors where
STW had rarely been used, whereas it may have
been less surprising - and even expected - for
those in industries already familiar with the policy.

In conclusion, and as depicted in Figure 1, we
hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 2: The relationships between STW and qua-
litative job insecurity, as well as between qualitative job
insecurity and well-being, should be stronger for (a) full-
time employees than part-time employees, (b) line man-
agers than non-managerial employees, and (c) in sectors
usually not impacted, compared to sectors that are
impacted. This should result in stronger indirect effects
of STW on job satisfaction and psychological distress via
qualitative job insecurity.

Method
Context of data collection

The data came from a broader database collected in
Belgium among employees with paid employment

impacted vs usually not impacted

Short-Time Work
Vs
No Short-Time Work
(ThH

Figure 1. Theoretical model.

Qualitative
job insecurity
(TD)

_ Job satisfaction
/' (T2)
&‘
+ Psychological distress
(T2)




EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF WORK AND ORGANIZATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY e 5

between the end of March and the end of June 2020,
during the COVID-19 pandemic. At the end of
March 2020, Belgium was in lockdown. The result was
an economic slowdown and the closure of industries.
Over a million employees were put on STW (i.e.,, “tem-
porary unemployment”) between the end of March and
the end of April 2020, a record figure in Belgian history
(ONEM/RVA, 2024). Afterwards, the Belgian government
gradually lifted restrictions. This reduced the incidence
of STW.

For T1, we gathered data collected from the end of
March to the end of April 2020 - which corresponds to
the phase of the pandemic characterized by a significant
surge in STW. Data for T2 were collected two months
later, between the end of May and the end of June 2020
(depending on respondents’ response times), coinciding
with the time when restrictions began to be lifted. The
two-month timeframe therefore captured a distinct crisis
cycle within the pandemic. This enabled the measure-
ment of well-being at T2 without the confounding
effects of a resurgence in infections.

Procedure

Online surveys were administered in Dutch, French, and
English. A media campaign was initiated through news-
letters, digital media platforms, social media, and a press
release. Participants could enrol at T1 by clicking an
open hyperlink. Employees who agreed to participate
in the follow-up surveys and provided a valid email
address in a separate survey were contacted for the
subsequent measurement times. No incentives for parti-
cipation were offered. The ethical approval for the
research project was obtained from the ethical commit-
tee of the third author’s institution (no. G-2016 10 645).

Participants

In total, 7,013 employees completed the survey at T1
and consented to the follow-up surveys. We excluded
975 respondents who failed the attention check (i.e., “For
quality control purposes, select ‘rather disagree’ for this
statement”), and 390 respondents because they did not
provide information on their STW status at the start of
the pandemic. At T2, 3,193 respondents either did not
participate or did not provide sufficient information
about their work situation over the two-month period.
We excluded respondents who failed the attention
check at T2 (N = 376), and respondents who experienced
job loss (N=52), job change (N=96), or STW (N=91)
between T1 and T2, as these transitions were likely to
have impacted the relationships studied between both
measurement times. To compare participants who

completed both waves with those who dropped out,
we conducted attrition analyses using binary logistic
regressions, including demographic variables (age, gen-
der, education level, occupation, and contract type)
along with STW at T1. The results indicated that younger
(b=-.030, p<.001) and less-educated employees (b=
—-.176, p <.001) were more likely to drop out. Attrition
was not related to STW, suggesting that the loss of
respondents did not substantially bias our results.

Listwise deletion was applied to respondents for
whom no data were available at T2. This approach was
preferred over full information maximum likelihood
(FIML). FIML assumes data are Missing At Random
(Enders & Bandalos, 2001), which was not the case in
our sample.” The final sample consisted of 1,840 respon-
dents, of whom 260 had experienced STW at T1. Within
this sample, 23.9% were men and 76.1% were women.
The average age was 46.05years (SD=10.24).
Participants worked in the public and education sectors
(N=651; 36.8%), health, care, and emergency services
(N=534; 30.2%), in the manufacturing sector (N=175;
9.9%), and in various other domains (N=476; 23.1%),
including construction, recruitment, retail, transport,
hospitality, culture, and agriculture.

Measures

Work situation was asked at T1 and T2. The possible
responses included paid employment, STW due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, and absence of employment. As
we were interested in STW specifically, we created
a dichotomous variable “STW”: no STW (0) vs STW (1)~

Qualitative job insecurity (a = .82) was measured at
Time 1 for two reasons. First, primary appraisals occur
almost immediately (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Second,
we aimed to isolate the effects of STW from other factors
contributing to instability during the first months of the
pandemic (see e.g., Akkermans et al., 2020). We used the
following five items from the Job Changes Insecurity
scale (O'Neill & Sevastos, 2013): “Overall, my physical
working conditions are likely to deteriorate”, “I am expect-
ing unfavorable changes to my job", "I expect to have
fewer resources to meet the performance requirements of
my job", “The rewards of my job are likely to diminish”,
“I will probably lose many features of my job that | value
the most.”. We did not measure one item, namely “/ wish
my job could go back to the way it used to be” because it
reflects on the past while the pandemic was ongoing at
the time of data collection. All items were assessed with
5-point Likert agreement scales.

Job satisfaction was measured at Time 2 with one
item in view of questionnaire length: “How satisfied are
you with your work at the moment, all things considered?”
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(1=very unsatisfied; 7=very satisfied) based on Steijn
(2004). Validity and reliability of single-item measures
are well accepted (e.g., Dolbier et al.,, 2005; Wanous
et al., 1997).

Psychological distress (a=.90) was measured at T2
with the 12-item version of the General Health
Questionnaire (Goldberg 1978; e.g., “In the past four weeks
have you been feeling unhappy and depressed?”). The GHQ is
widely used in occupational studies (Jackson, 2007). It was
originally developed as a screening instrument for detect-
ing minor psychiatric disorders and mild symptoms of
depression (Aalto et al,, 2012). The GHQ-12 includes both
positively and negatively worded statements. Responses
were given on a four-point scale. For negatively worded
items, response options ranged from 0 (“not at all”) to 3
(“much more than usual”). For positively worded items, the
scale was reversed, ranging from 0 (“more than usual”) to 3
(“much less than usual”). Following Baksheev et al. (2011)
and Lundin et al. (2016), a total score was calculated by
summing all items, resulting in a score range of 0-36, with a
higher score indicating poorer mental health. The four-
week time frame offered a good balance between captur-
ing more than just short-term mood fluctuations and
allowing enough time for stress effects to emerge (see, e.
g., Swaen et al., 2004).

Organization- and industry-level factors were identi-
fied based on sociodemographic data collected at Time 1.
Since responses to these questions were not forced, some
data are missing. The implication is that there are variations
in sample size across the groups. The groups are: part-time
(0) vs full-time (1) employment; non-managerial employees
(0) vs line managers (1); and sectors usually impacted by
STW (i.e.,, construction, manufacturing, and cleaning sec-
tors) (0) vs all other sectors (1).

Analyses

All statistical analyses were conducted using Mplus 8.5
(MLR estimator). The MLR estimator was chosen because
it provides parameter estimates, standard errors, and good-
ness-of-fit indices that are robust to the non-normality of
the response scales used in our survey (see, e.g., Byrne,
2012). Accordingly, model comparisons were performed
using the Satorra-Bentler scaled Chi-Square difference test
(Satorra & Bentler, 2001) along two steps. First, we tested
the general structural equation model in which STW at
Time 1 was related to job satisfaction and psychological
distress at Time 2 via qualitative job insecurity at Time 1.
Second, we conducted multi-group analyses. This
approach - recommended when the moderator is
a categorical variable - allows for studying the influence
of the moderator across all model relationships (Hair
et al.,, 2014). We tested multi-group models with fixed

path coefficients across groups and compared them to
models where coefficients varied freely. If the free mod-
els did not improve fit, we tested alternatives where
either the STW - qualitative job insecurity path or the
job insecurity — outcome paths (job satisfaction and
psychological distress) remained unconstrained.
Additionally, differences between unstandardized coef-
ficients were scrutinized for each path and indirect effect
using the Model Constraint option and Wald tests.

Results
General structural model

Confirmatory factor analyses were performed to assess the
measurement model - including qualitative job insecurity,
job satisfaction, and psychological distress — and demon-
strated a good fit (%, (13) = 54.828; RMSEA = .036; SRMR
=.018; CFl=.990; TLI=.983). In particular, the scale for
qualitative job insecurity showed a very good fit (x%sp(5)
=46.142; RMSEA = .053; SRMR =.021; CFI = .987; TLI = .975),
with factor loadings ranging from .553 to .839. Table 1
presents the means, standard deviations, reliability coeffi-
cients, and correlations between the variables.

The structural model demonstrated excellent fit with
the data (x%sp(19) = 229.571; RMSEA = .070; SRMR = .041;
CF1=.948; TLI =.923). The fit further increased when add-
ing a direct path between STW and psychological distress
(Ax%(1) = 11.739, SBc = 11.856, p = .001) and was therefore
selected as the final general model (x%s, (18)=216.173;
RMSEA = .070; SRMR = .040; CFl =.951; TLI =.924).

Consistent with H1a and H1b, STW at Time 1 was
positively associated with qualitative job insecurity at
Time 1 (8=.185; p <.001). Qualitative job insecurity at
Time 1 was, in turn, negatively related to job satisfaction
(B=-.322; p<.001) and positively related to psycholo-
gical distress (8=.337; p<.001) at Time 2. STW was
related directly and negatively to psychological distress
(B=-.072; p=.001). Bootstrap analyses (10,000 boot-
strap) confirmed that the unstandardized indirect effects
of STW on job satisfaction and psychological distress via
qualitative job insecurity were significant (respectively
—.241 with BC 95% Cl = [-.319; —.168]; 1.097 with BC 95%
Cl=[.774; 1.445]). The total effect of STW on psychologi-
cal distress was not statistically significant, probably
because the positive direct effect offset the negative
indirect effect through qualitative job insecurity.

Multigroup analyses

Achieving metric invariance for qualitative job insecurity
across the groups was needed to proceed to the multi-
group analyses and validly compare unstandardized



EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF WORK AND ORGANIZATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY e 7

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations among variables.

M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5 6 7. 8 9 10. 1 12
1. Gender - - -
2. Age 46.046 10.239 —.121*** -
3. Education - - —.085%**  —219%** -
4. Full-time - - —.2871%*%  _37%*¥¥*  194%** -
5. Line manager - - —.108***  089***  070**  —.140*** -
6. White-collar (vs - - -.012 —.023  .330%**  Q78***  (081*** -
blue-collar)
7. Sectors usually - - .198*** 024 —.029  .132*%** —080** .051*** —
not impacted
8. STW (T1) - - —.001 -.004  .-128***  —022 005 —.156%%F —197*** -
9. STW (T2) - - -.025 -.022 —.046* —-.006 -.037 —.052% —.143*** - -
10. Qualitative job  2.404  .852 012 —120%** —099*** 001 -.017  .-093*** —028 184%** - 146%**  (.822)
insecurity (T1)
11. Job 4911 1404 -.085*** 043 .025 .042 .044 .050*  -.030 —.097%**  —087%** —289%**
satisfaction
(T2)
12. Psychological 13.583 6.116 .120%** —075** —072** —-059* -.009 -.055* .049* .008 .015 296%**  —532%** (904)

distress (T2)

N = 1,835. Reliability alpha values are on the diagonal. Gender was coded 0 for man and 1 for woman. Education was coded 1 for primary education, 2 for first 3
years of secondary school, 3 for last 3 years of secondary school, 4 for bachelor’s degree, 5 for master’s degree or Ph.D. Employee status was coded 0 for blue-
collar employee and 1 for white-collar employee. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

regression coefficients between variables (Leitgob et al.,
2023). To check invariance, we followed the procedure
proposed by J. Wang and Wang (2020): For each group,
we checked that the fit of the measurement model was
good. For each group comparison, we verified that the
fit of the multi-group model with unrestricted para-
meters (i.e., configural invariance) was not significantly
superior to the fit of the multi-group model where factor
loadings were constrained to be equal across groups
(i.e., metric invariance). As shown in Table 2, we found
empirical evidence for metric measurement invariance.

Table 2. Measurement invariance for qualitative job insecurity.

Hence, we could compare the different multigroup mod-
els of interest. The model fit comparisons are presented
in Table 3.

Part-time vs full-time employees

Results indicated a significantly better fit of the model
without vs with equality constraints (A)(2 (4) =8.875, SBc
=8.030, p =.045). More specifically, qualitative job inse-
curity was more negatively associated with job satisfac-
tion in the group of full-time than part-time employees
(respectively, b=-.736; b=-.456; A, - -.280, p =.007).

Measurement Model
Group compatrison invariance x>  df RMSEA SRMR CFI TLI SCF comparison Ax>sg Ay
Part-time (N = 686) vs full-time (N =1138) employees Model 2a (Configural 35.805 10 .053 .022 .988 .975 1.432 - - -
invariance)
Model 2b (Metric 41763 14 .047 027 987 .981 1334 2avs 2b 4022 4
invariance)
Model 2¢ (Scalar 49.140 18 .044 026 985 .983 1.260 2b vs 2¢ 6.277 4
invariance)
Employees (N = 1433) vs line managers (N = 308) Model 3a (Configural 43.950 10 .062 .024 .983 .967 1.384 - - -
invariance)
Model 3b (Metric 51.244 14 055 032 982 974 1315 3avs 3b 5708 4
invariance)
Model 3c (Scalar 65.116 18 0.55 0.31 .977 974 1.245 3b vs 3¢ 13.717 4
invariance)
Sectors usually impacted (N =219) vs other (N=1551) Model 5a (Configural 39.565 10 .058 .023 .986 .972 1.408 - - -
invariance)
Model 5b (Metric 45268 14 .050 .028 985 .979 1315 5a vs 5b 3316 4
invariance)
Model 5c (Scalar 74362 18 .059 .033 973 970 1.240 5b vs 5¢ 33.073 4
invariance)
Sectors usually impacted (N = 219) vs healthcare (N=Model 6a (Configural 45.037 15 .058 .025 .985 .971 1.420 - - -
534) vs other (N=1017) invariance)
Model 6b (Metric 61336 23 .053 .038 981 976 1.298 6avs6b 14683 8
invariance)
Model 6¢ (Scalar 118.246 31 .069 042 958 959 1.217 6b vs 6¢ 65.175 8
invariance)

RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation; SRMR = standardized root mean square residual; CFl = comparative fit index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis index; SCF
= scaling correction factor; Ax? sz = strictly positive Satorra-Bentler chi-square difference test.
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Table 3. Multigroup analyses.

Model
Group comparison Multigroup Model X2 df RMSEA SRMR CFI TLI SCF  comparison Ay’ g Ags
Part-time (N = 686) vs full-time (N =1138) Model 2a (Constrained 227300 48 .064 .049 946 937 1.159 - - -
employees model)
Model 2b (Unconstrained 218425 45 .065 .043 .948 .935 1.165 2avs2b 8.030 3
model)
Employees (N = 1433) vs line managers Model 3a (Constrained 214992 44 067 046 946 931 1.171 - - -
(N=308) model)
Model 3b (Unconstrained  209.911 41 .069 .044 .947 .927 1.177 3avs3b 4415 3
model)
Model 3c (Unconstrained  209.978 43 .067 .045 .947 .931 1.177 3avs 3c 5.068 1
TU->JI)
Sectors usually impacted (N =219) vs other Model 5a (Constrained 197.092 44 063 .045 952 939 1.180 - - -
(N=1551) model)
Model 5b (Unconstrained 192945 41 .065 .042 .952 .935 1.185 5avs5b 2841 3
model)
Model 5c (Unconstrained  193.690 43 .063 .042 .953 .939 1.184 5avs 5c 3402 1
TU->JI)
Model 5d (Unconstrained 196.276 42 .064 .044 .952 .936 1.182 5avs 5d 0816 2
JI - > GHQ and JS)
Sectors usually impacted (N=219) vs Model 6a (Constrained 230356 70 .062 .057 .950 .939 1.171 - - -
healthcare (N =534) vs other (N=1017) model)
Model 6b (Unconstrained 210.011 64 .062 .046 .954 .940 1.179 6a vs 6b 20410 6
model)

Note. RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation; SRMR = standardized root mean square residual; CFI = comparative fit index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis index;
SCF = scaling correction factor; Ay? s = strictly positive Satorra-Bentler chi-square difference test. For the contract type, the condition of scalar measurement
invariance is satisfied, and constraints have been imposed to ensure equal intercepts across groups. However, for the other comparisons, intercepts were

allowed to vary.

This resulted in a stronger negative indirect effect of
STW on job satisfaction (respectively, b=-.312; b=
—-.150; A, --.162, p =.031). The differences in the regres-
sion coefficients were not significant for psychological
distress. H2a was partially supported.

Non-managerial employees vs line managers

Not constraining the path between STW and job inse-
curity to be invariant across groups significantly
improved the model fit (Ax2(1)=5.014, SBc=5.068, p
=.024). STW exhibited a stronger relationship with qua-
litative job insecurity for line managers compared to
non-managerial employees (respectively, b=.624; b
=.335; A, - -.289; p=.026), translating into stronger
indirect effects on job satisfaction (respectively, b =
-403; b = -.216; A, =—-.187, p =.025) and psychological
distress (respectively, b=1.809; b=.971; A, - .838, p
=.025). Since there was no significant difference in the
paths between qualitative job insecurity and its out-
comes, H2b was partially supported.

Sectors usually impacted by STW vs other sectors
The model with constrained paths across groups did not
significantly differ in fit compared to fully or partially
unconstrained models.

Given the context of the pandemic, the healthcare
sector may warrant specific attention. Hence, we per-
formed multigroup models with the healthcare sector
(including emergency services) forming a third and
separate group. Our post-hoc analyses confirmed a lack

of homogeneity within the group of sectors not usually
impacted by STW: fully constraining paths to be equal
across groups resulted in a significantly better fit of the
multigroup model (Ax?(6) =20.344, SBc=20.410, p
=.002). The relationship between STW and qualitative
job insecurity was stronger for sectors not usually
impacted by STW when considering the healthcare sec-
tor apart (b=.605; b=.240, A, _ .365, p=.004 for the
sectors usually impacted; b=.086 (n.s), A, -.518, p =.001
for the healthcare sector). This led to stronger indirect
effects both on job satisfaction (b=-.417;, b=-.179 (n.
s.), Ay - -.238, p = .038 for the sectors usually impacted; b
=-.048 (n.s.), Ap = -.370, p <.001 for healthcare sector)
and psychological distress (b =2.023; b=.764, A, - 1.291,
p =.003 for the sectors usually impacted; b=.194 (n.s.),
Ay, — 1.829, p <.001 for the healthcare sector). There was
no significant difference between the sectors usually
impacted and the healthcare sector. Additionally, the
sector of activity did not significantly influence the
strength of the paths between qualitative job insecurity
and well-being outcomes. In conclusion, H2c was par-
tially supported — and with some nuance.

Discussion

We found that employees placed on STW report higher
appraisals of qualitative job insecurity. This finding may
seem paradoxical, as STW is set up to protect employees
and facilitate a return to normalcy. In addition, insecurity
is related to poorer well-being, particularly among
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employees who are central to the organization or work
in sectors typically not affected by STW. This too may
appear counterintuitive: Employees who are - in objec-
tive terms — more secure could suffer more.

Theoretical contributions

STW has a dark side for employees because they feel
insecure, and this may lead to poorer well-being. Yet,
more nuance is needed. One nuance concerns
a potential bright side: STW is directly linked to lower
levels of psychological distress. Another nuance relates
to varying effects among individuals. These nuances
help to explain earlier mixed results concerning the
effects of STW on well-being. In the following, we discuss
each of these aspects in more detail.

First, our study concerns employees’ early reactions
to STW in terms of qualitative job insecurity, as opposed
to quantitative job insecurity in earlier studies (Klug et al.,
2024). Qualitative job insecurity has particular resonance
in organizations undergoing change without an immedi-
ate threat to job survival (e.g., Vander Elst et al., 2014), as
was the case for many employees impacted by STW
during the pandemic. Even if intended to be temporary,
STW could have scarring effects on employees because
they worry about their future and become aware that
organizational changes could affect their employment
situation. Such scarring effects are similar to those in the
area of unemployment (see Knabe & Ratzel, 2011).

Second, we found a direct and negative path
between STW and psychological distress. Employees
may have benefited from the break STW provided, allow-
ing them to recover and mentally step away from work
(Halbesleben et al, 2013; Rauvola et al., 2022).
Conversely, individuals who still worked during the pan-
demic may have encountered other stressors, such as
the risk of infection at the workplace (Gibson et al,,
2021). This does not necessarily mean that STW employ-
ees were oblivious to job insecurity during the pan-
demic. An obvious question, then, is whether this
bright side is sustainable over time. If not, STW could
lead to “delayed” psychological distress.

Third, the dark side of STW varies among employ-
ees in two patterns. One pattern is that full-time (vs
part-time) employees seem to react more strongly to
STW-induced job insecurity, likely due to their higher
psychological dependence on work (Richter et al.,
2014) and higher job involvement (Probst, 2005).
Yet, they did not feel more insecure, possibly
because part-time and full-time employees may feel
similarly secure under normal circumstances. This
supports findings from previous studies (Keim et al.,
2014). A second pattern is that line managers and

employees in sectors usually not impacted by STW
may feel more insecure when placed in a situation of
STW, but do not necessarily suffer more from quali-
tative job insecurity. Managers may feel confident in
handling threats, given their decision-making author-
ity (Urbanaviciute et al., 2021). Regarding sectors, the
hypothesis was that employees working in manufac-
turing, construction, and cleaning had learned to
adapt to situations beyond their control. However,
the expected changes in job features (e.g., distancing,
restrictions on the number of people on-site...) may
have taken different forms during the pandemic,
leading to a different impact.

Practical implications

Policy typically evaluates the success of STW based on
unemployment and firms’ survival rates, and this has led
to a stream of research (see, e.g., Boeri & Bruecker, 2011).
Our study highlights the importance of looking beyond
mere  employment  retention and  adopting
a psychological perspective that reveals a potential dark
but hidden side: STW might reduce employee well-being
by inducing concerns about the future of their job condi-
tions. Our study also shows that expanding the scope of
STW is not without risks: The dark side might be stronger
for employees who are usually considered relatively secure.
Given that insecurity is clearly a concern, employers may
also wish to intervene to prevent job insecurity and its
negative effects on job attitudes and performance (e.g.,
Jiang & Lavaysse, 2018). Research suggests that this can
be achieved through clear communication (e.g., Vander
Elst et al,, 2011) and by involving employees in decisions
(e.g., Probst, 2005). In the case of STW, this could mean
providing regular updates, appointing a contact person,
and creating channels for employee feedback. Line man-
agers often play a key role in this process (e.g., Richter &
Naswall, 2019). However, our results suggest caution, as
managers themselves may feel insecure due to STW.

Limitations and future research

This study has limitations at the level of design, sample,
theory and potential for generalization. At the design level,
we could not control for baseline levels and test potential
reverse causality. The time lag was also relatively short.
Controlling for a baseline could have strengthened our
conclusions and would have allowed us to isolate the
effects of STW on well-being. Yet, we are confident that
the current design provides a good alternative. We mea-
sured both STW and the associated job insecurity at the
onset of the pandemic, when the new STW regime was first
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implemented. This is crucial, as it allowed to capture the
immediate effects, without potential confounding influ-
ences. Testing potential reciprocal relationships likewise
would have been ideal. Yet, our findings align with a well-
established body of research demonstrating that job inse-
curity is a stressor (De Witte et al., 2016). The relatively short
time lag of two months captured immediate threats, but
not long-term effects. An interesting route for research
could be to test whether qualitative job insecurity follows
a different trajectory than quantitative job insecurity after
the return to work (i.e, a gradual decline over time, with
synchronous improvements in well-being; Klug et al,
2024). A plausible hypothesis is that the decline could
come much later and more gradually, as changes in job
quality and underlying expectations can continue after
STW (e.g., Simosi & Conway, 2024) with potential cumula-
tive effects.

At the level of the sample, the selection of moderators
was influenced by practical constraints, as certain subpo-
pulations were too small to ensure statistical power
(Maxwell et al., 2008). Future research could explore how
temporary versus permanent contracts (cf. the centre-
periphery model from Bernhard-Oettel et al., 2017) and
blue collar versus white-collar workers (cf. prevalence of
STW; e.g., Vandekerkhove et al,, 2020) affect employees’
reactions to STW.

At the theoretical level, our focus was on the primary
appraisal in Lazarus and Folkman transactional model of
stress (1984). Our main objective was to understand how
STW may affect perceived threat about valued features of
the job and how this appraisal is influenced by certain
situational factors related to work. This is different from
a focus upon stress management or the resources available
to cope with the threat. Future research could focus on the
secondary appraisal and investigate how other moderators,
such as coping self-efficacy beliefs (Chesney et al., 2006),
influence the relationship between STW and well-being.

A final limitation concerns the generalizability of
our findings. STW schemes vary across countries in
both design and implementation contexts (European
Commission, 2020). Blomqvist et al. (2023) suggest
that differences - such as the level of financial sup-
port, which can range from generous to none - may
partly explain inconsistent findings regarding the rela-
tionship between STW and well-being. The sector of
activity may also be less relevant in countries where
STW was introduced as a temporary and pandemic-
specific measure (e.g., the UK, Canada). Future
research could explore how factors such as the
announced duration of work interruption, compensa-
tion generosity, or policy rationale influence employ-
ees’ reactions. In particular, it could examine how
employees respond to STW in non-pandemic contexts,

as their reactions might be more pronounced. During
the pandemic, employees may have felt reassured
that conditions would normalize after the crisis (Ren
et al., 2023), easing concerns about the future.
Additionally, the widespread use of STW may have
made it seem less severe than if only a small group
had been affected (see Jiang et al., 2014 for a similar
reflection on job insecurity).

Conclusion

The current study offers valuable insights into STW by
examining employees’ concerns about potential
changes to their jobs and future employment quality.
Our findings show that STW may be associated with
lower levels of well-being due to heightened percep-
tions of qualitative job insecurity. Importantly, the
experience of STW may differ among employees, as
they may be accustomed to varying levels of job stabi-
lity. With these new insights, we hope to provide scho-
lars, employers, and policy-makers with a more nuanced
perspective on the implications of STW and other job-
retention schemes for employees.

Notes

1. To check if this influenced our results, we conducted
additional analyses using FIML on the full sample,
including respondents with missing data. Results were
consistent with those obtained using listwise deletion.

2. In Belgium, employees can be placed on partial (still at
work at least one day a week or one week out of two) or
full STW. No significant difference was found between
partial and full STW.
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