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Chapter 4 

 

What Goes Around, Comes Around? Testing a Cyclic Model of 

Proactive Coping with Job Insecurity among Non-standard Workers 

 

Abstract 
Non-standard workers experience lower subjective wellbeing than workers with permanent 
contracts due to a higher sense of job insecurity. Since these workers generally lack the “safety 
net” of organizational arrangements and national policies, the current study investigates how self-
employed workers may minimize job insecurity and improve subsequent well-being through their 
own means. Based on proactive coping theory and conservation of resources theory, we propose a 
cyclic model in which proactive coping and job insecurity continuously influence each other. We 
expect that prior proactive coping relates to less job insecurity through the accumulation of career 
resources and that prior job insecurity relates to less proactive coping through psychological strain. 
We explore whether self-compassion and recovery can break this paralyzing effect of job 
insecurity. The within-person level results from our 5-wave monthly survey study among 243 self-
employed workers support the hypothesis that monthly proactive coping can decrease subsequent 
job insecurity via career resources, but indicated no relationship between job insecurity and 
subsequent proactive coping. Additionally, we found a cross-level interaction of self-compassion 
and job insecurity on psychological strain and a direct relationship between recovery and proactive 
coping. Our results underline the pivotal role of career resources and recovery in the proactive 
coping process. While we did not find support for a cyclic relationship between job insecurity and 
proactive coping in the current study, we encourage future researchers to further investigate the 
potentially paralyzing effect of job insecurity among precarious non-standard workers to guard 
against potential loss cycles. 

 

This manuscript is based on: Langerak, J. B., Koen, J., & Van Hooft, E. A. J. (under review). 
What goes around, comes around? Testing a cyclic model of proactive coping with job insecurity 
among non-standard workers. 
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Over the last decades, non-standard work arrangements are replacing the traditional 

permanent relationships between employees and employers: In the United States and Europe, the 

share of workers engaged in non-standard employment has risen to a quarter of the workforce 

(CBS, 2020; Karpman et al., 2022). Research shows that workers in such non-standard 

employment experience lower subjective wellbeing than workers in permanent contracts due to 

the experience of job insecurity (Fabrin-Petersen, 2022). Indeed, prior research has associated job 

insecurity with various harmful consequences, such as decreased physical and psychological 

health and decreased work performance (for meta-analytic reviews, see: Cheng & Chan, 2008; 

Jiang et al., 2022; Sverke et al., 2002, 2019). By looking at the role of national characteristics (e.g., 

employment protection legislation), organizational characteristics (e.g., organizational 

restructuring), and job characteristics (e.g., permanent contracts), research has identified potential 

ways to minimize job insecurity (for meta-analytic reviews, see: Jiang & Lavaysse, 2018; Jiang et 

al., 2021; Keim et al., 2014). Yet, these insights mostly benefit workers within the regulated work 

environments and workers who fall under national social security legislations. Non-standard 

workers generally lack the ‘safety net’ of such organizational arrangements and national policies 

(Retkowsky et al., 2023; Van de Ven et al., 2023). Therefore, the current study aims to investigate 

how non-standard workers can manage their job insecurity and subsequent well-being by their own 

means. 

Job insecurity refers to workers’ perceived threat to the continuity and stability of their 

employment (Shoss, 2017). While job insecurity used to be considered an uncontrollable stressor 

determined by external factors (e.g., reorganizations, economic crises), an increasing amount of 

longitudinal evidence supports the premise that workers’ individual behavior matters for their 

experience of job insecurity (e.g., El Khawli et al., 2022; Koen & Parker, 2020; Koen & Van 

Bezouw, 2021). In addition, longitudinal studies indicate that the subjective experience of job 

insecurity fluctuates within individuals over time (e.g., Klug et al., 2019; Langerak et al., 2022). 

However, whether individual behaviors can explain these within-person fluctuations has yet to be 

discovered. As such, the current study investigates the role of proactive coping − individual efforts 

undertaken in advance to manage, modify, or prevent potential stressors − in the experience of job 

insecurity among non-standard workers. Specifically, we integrate proactive coping theory 

(Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997) with conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989), to develop a 
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cyclic model of proactive coping with job insecurity and test this model in a 5-wave monthly 

survey study.  

  In our cyclic model of proactive coping with job insecurity we propose a reciprocal 

relationship in which proactive coping and job insecurity continuously influence each other (see 

Figure 4.1). Based on proactive coping theory, our cyclical model identifies the accumulation of 

(career) resources as an important mechanism through which prior proactive coping relates to less 

job insecurity. Revealing the mechanism through which proactive coping can affect change in job 

insecurity forms an important first step in understanding how we may improve its impact. For 

example, missing links between proactive coping and job insecurity in prior research may be 

explained by unsuccessful proactive coping attempts (e.g., networking may not necessarily result 

in more social resources, which may explain the null effect in Koen & Parker, 2020) or by 

deficiencies in time (e.g., skill development may take more than weeks to result in more personal 

resources, which may explain the null effect in Langerak et al., 2022). Based on conservation of 

resources theory, our model suggests that the experience of job insecurity may trigger a loss cycle 

in which psychological strain deteriorates workers ability to later engage in proactive coping. To 

prevent such loss cycles, we explore whether workers can protect themselves against the impact 

of job insecurity by being self-compassionate (Neff & Vonk, 2009) and whether workers can 

recover from subsequent psychological strain through recovery experiences (Sonnentag & Fritz, 

2007).  

  By developing a cyclic model of proactive coping with job insecurity and testing the model 

among non-standard workers in a 5-wave monthly survey study, we make three contributions. 

First, we extend Jiang and colleagues’ (2021) meta-analytic findings that personal and 

organizational resources play an important role in reducing job insecurity (an even more important 

role than removing demands), by contributing knowledge on how such resources can be developed. 

In doing so, we extend prior research that showed relationships between proactive coping and job 

insecurity (e.g., Koen & Parker, 2020; Koen & Van Bezouw, 2021), by delving into the important 

question why this relationship exists (Hayes, 2018). Second, we provide insight into the experience 

of job insecurity among non-standard workers. Despite the omnipresence of job insecurity in this 

group, non-standard workers are generally excluded from prior job insecurity research because the 

different nature of their work situation does not fit with the traditional assumptions regarding what 

a job entails (e.g., one employer, guaranteed income, sick leave), which makes off-the-shelf job 
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insecurity measures unapplicable (Bazzoli & Probst, 2022a). Third, we provide insight into how 

non-standard workers may sustain proactive coping over time − which may be a prerequisite for 

proactive coping to be successful (Giunchi et al., 2019). We do this by examining whether loss 

cycles, in which job insecurity and subsequent psychological strain deteriorates workers’ ability 

to engage in later proactive coping, can be broken through self-compassion and recovery. In sum, 

the cyclic model of proactive coping with job insecurity aims to reveal how non-standard workers 

can use and sustain proactive coping, in order to minimize their experience of job insecurity by 

their own means. 

 

Figure 4.1 

Hypothesized Cyclic Model of Proactive Coping with Job Insecurity  

 

Note. “+” denotes a hypothesized positive relationship between variables, “-”  denotes a hypothesized negative 
relationship between variables. 
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Job insecurity as a Within-person Process 
  Job insecurity reflects a state in which workers feel threatened regarding the continuity and 

stability of their employment. As a state, the experience of job insecurity likely varies within 

individuals across time. Although the vast majority of empirical studies have examined job 

insecurity as an between-individual difference, recent studies provide empirical evidence for the 

fluctuation of job insecurity within individuals. For example, Langerak and colleagues (2022; see 

Chapter 2) found negative within-person relations between current and next week’s job insecurity 

levels, suggesting that job insecurity vacillates. Moreover, Kinnunen et al. (2012) and Klug et al. 

(2019) found that job insecurity growth trajectories over time can differ depending on work 

characteristics. For example, workers with permanent contracts and public sector employees 

experience more stable low levels of job insecurity. This underlines the importance of further 

unpacking dynamic job insecurity patterns, especially in situations in which permanent contracts 

are not possible, such as among non-standard workers.  

A Cyclic Model of Proactive Coping with Job Insecurity 
To uncover how non-standard workers can best manage their job insecurity, we develop 

and test a cyclic model of proactive coping with job insecurity (see Figure 4.1) that integrates 

insights from proactive coping theory (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997) and conservation of resources 

theory (Hobfoll, 1989). In its core, this cyclic model assumes a reciprocal relationship in which 

proactive coping and job insecurity continuously influence each other. Below we first explain the 

path from proactive coping to job insecurity and then the path from job insecurity to proactive 

coping. 

How Proactive Coping Affects Job Insecurity 
 Based upon proactive coping theory (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997), we expect a negative 

relationship between prior proactive coping and current job insecurity. Proactive coping theory 

posits that individuals can manage, modify, or prevent potential stressors by taking actions before 

stressors have (fully) developed. Such actions have been termed proactive coping (Aspinwall & 

Taylor, 1997). The core idea is that proactive coping generates resources that will enable 

individuals to either prevent or mitigate stressors or better prepare for stressors – which will 

consequently minimize their impact. In the context of job insecurity, workers can for example 

build connections in multiple organizations so they feel less threatened in their employment 
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prospects if a project or contract with the current organization ends. As such, proactive coping is 

expected to generate career resources, which in turn minimizes the magnitude of later job 

insecurity. In prior research, it has been assumed yet not tested whether it is indeed the 

accumulation of career resources that explains relationships between proactive coping and job 

insecurity (e.g., El Khawli et al., 2022; Langerak et al., 2022). The current research investigates 

the pivotal role of career resources by testing the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1: The amount of proactive coping during the past month relates negatively 

to the current experience of job insecurity through the current amount of career resources. 

How Job Insecurity Affects Proactive Coping 
 Based on the integration of proactive coping theory and conservation of resources theory, 

we expect a negative relationship between the current level of job insecurity and later proactive 

coping. Conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989) posits that individuals strive to acquire 

and protect resources to maintain their wellbeing. Resource loss has a relatively large impact on 

wellbeing compared to resource gain, because resource loss is expected to initiate a chain reaction: 

After resources are lost, it becomes harder to cope with new stressors, which results in additional 

loss of resources. While conservation of resources theory specifies loss cycles for reactive coping 

(response to a stressor), we propose a similar mechanism for proactive coping (anticipation of a 

stressor). That is, both reactive and proactive coping require the investment of resources (proactive 

coping theory; Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997) and as such, a loss of resources will not only impede 

reactive coping but also proactive coping. For example, in the context of proactive coping, workers 

can work day and night to impress a client because they feel insecure about maintaining 

employment after their current assignment. However, as a result, they end up depleted of time and 

energy to be proactive and start looking for new assignments elsewhere. To measure this drained, 

resource-depleted, state we assess the amount of psychological strain workers experience. As such, 

we test the following hypotheses: 

  Hypothesis 2: The experience of current job insecurity relates negatively to proactive 

 coping during the month thereafter through the current amount of psychological strain.  
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Preventing Loss Spirals: Self-compassion and Recovery 
 In order to minimize job insecurity, an important question is: How can we prevent the 

expected loss cycle in which the experience of job insecurity is expected to increase over time due 

to an inability to engage in proactive coping? To prevent or mitigate loss cycles, conservation of 

resources theory (Hobfoll, 2018) asserts that individuals must try to protect themselves against the 

impact of resource loss and try to recover from resource loss. Therefore, we explore two factors 

that may help protect against resource loss and stimulate recovery. 

  First, we explore whether non-standard workers can protect themselves against further 

resource loss initiated by job insecurity, by being compassionate toward oneself. Self-compassion 

centers around three main components: self-kindness, a sense of common humanity, and 

mindfulness when considering personal weaknesses or hardships (Neff & Vonk, 2009). Prior 

research on self-compassion is promising regarding its protective potential: It can mitigate the later 

experience of exhaustion (Schabram & Heng, 2022) and can reduce cognitive resource depletion 

(Jennings et al., 2023). In addition, self-compassion has repeatedly been associated with improved 

mental and physical health (for a review, see Dodson & Heng, 2022). In our cyclic model of 

proactive coping with job insecurity, self-compassion may function as an indirect investment of 

personal resources: it is a personal resource that can be applied to offset the loss of other resources 

(Hobfoll et al., 2018). So, theoretically, self-compassion may compensate for the loss of resources 

through job insecurity and prevent the drained, resource-depleted, state we measure with 

psychological strain. To assess whether self-compassion can subsequently weaken or break the 

expected loss cycle, we explore a potential cross-level interaction with the following question: 

Exploratory Question 1: Is the positive relationship between the current experience of 

 job insecurity and current amount of psychological strain weaker for individuals high in 

 self-compassion?  

 Second, we explore whether non-standard workers can recover from psychological strain 

through recovery experiences. Conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989) asserts that if 

individuals can recover from resource loss, loss cycles can be mitigated or prevented. In our study, 

we focus on Sonnentag and colleagues’ (2022) concept of recovery: A restoration process in which 

a person’s level of strain is being reversed to the pre-stressor level of strain. As such, we explore 

whether recovery experiences may help non-standard workers recover from the psychological 
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strain they experience. Theoretically, recovery may function as a direct replacement of personal 

resources (Hobfoll et al., 2018): The lost vitality is being replenished by new vitality. As such, 

recovery may weaken the negative relationship between psychological strain and proactive coping. 

In line with this idea, prior research shows that daily recovery is indeed related to more proactive 

behavior in consequent days (Ouyang, 2019; Sonnentag, 2003). However, it has yet to be 

discovered whether recovery can act as a buffer against the inhibitory role of psychological strain 

for proactive coping. Therefore, we explore the following question: 

Exploratory Question 2: Is the negative relationship between the last month’s 

 experience of psychological strain and the amount of proactive coping during that month, 

 weaker when individuals have more recovery experiences during that month?  

Methods 
Study Context 

To investigate the cyclic model of proactive coping with job insecurity among non-

standard workers, we conducted an online survey study among Dutch self-employed during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. In the Netherlands, 13% of all workers and 28% of non-standard workers 

are self-employed (Flexbarometer, 2023). Job insecurity is an important issue for self-employed 

workers as they lack the ‘safety net’ of organizational arrangements and national policies, which 

makes them more vulnerable for unexpected (financial) setbacks. The COVID-19 pandemic and 

corresponding restrictions presented such an unexpected setback, which brought insecurity about 

the future of work among self-employed. Among other things, it was unclear when or in what form 

self-employed were allowed to perform their work and whether they would get by financially. 

Through investigating proactive coping with job insecurity in this particularly insecure situation, 

our research can shed light on the question whether non-standard workers are able to influence job 

insecurity by their own means despite challenging contexts.  

Participants and Procedure 
 We collected6 data from self-employed in the Netherlands during five weekends, with one 

month intervals, when COVID-19 restrictions were present. The first survey was administered in 

 
6 Before data collection, the study had been approved by the Ethics Review Board of the authors’ university. 
Participants were informed about the anonymity and confidentiality of the data and the voluntary nature of their 
participation before starting the first survey and provided their informed consent. 



4

A Cyclic Model of Proactive Coping with Job Insecurity   |   89 
 

 
 

December 2021 and the last survey in May 2022. We recruited participants via social media and 

social media advertisements. To be eligible for the study, workers needed to: 1) be between 16 and 

65 years of age, 2) not be a full-time student, and 3) spend at least 16 hours per week on their self-

employed work activities. We chose these inclusion criteria to select workers who were financially 

dependent on their work, since those who fell outside these criteria were more likely to earn income 

through other means (e.g., salaried job, student loans, retirement funds). As a token of appreciation, 

we sent participants recommendations about coping with job insecurity after study completion, a 

€5 gift voucher for completing the first survey, and a €10 gift voucher for completing all five 

surveys.  

 In total, 260 participants started the first survey. Of these, 17 respondents did not meet the 

inclusion criteria, resulting in 243 remaining responses. The mean age was 45.2 years (SD = 11.3) 

and 64.6% was female. Regarding highest level of education, 3.7% finished high school, 51.9% 

finished vocational education, 10% had a bachelor’s degree, 32.8% had a master’s degree, 1.7% 

had a doctorate degree, and 0.8% did not indicate their education level. On average, workers had 

22.9 years (SD = 10.9) of overall work experience and 9.2 years (SD = 7.5) work experience as a 

self-employed. Participants worked in a wide variety of sectors, mostly “culture, sports, and 

events” (24.1%), “education and research” (12.0%) “communication and marketing” (11.6%), and 

“care and welfare” (11.6%). Other examples of reported sectors are human resource management, 

information technology, government, financial services, and some reported being active in 

multiple sectors. Sample sizes for the subsequent monthly surveys were: NT1 = 243; NT2 = 217 

(89.3%); NT3 = 197 (81.1%); NT4 = 182 (74.9%); NT5 = 176 (72.4%). The final dataset consisted 

of 988 monthly surveys. 

Measures 
  All study variables7 were measured monthly (i.e., T1-T5) except for trait self-compassion 

and demographics, which were only measured at T1. See Appendix 4A for the measure items. 

Baseline Variables 
 Trait self-compassion was measured with the 26-item scale from Neff and Vonk (2009). 

In the current study, the Cronbach’s alpha was .90. 

 
7 The T1 questionnaire also included measures for neuroticism, proactive personality, employability, and 
experienced threat from COVID-19, but these variables are not part of the present study. 



 90   |   Chapter 4   
 

Weekly Variables 
 Job insecurity was measured with the 13-item job insecurity scale from Langerak et al. 

(2022), adapted in such a way that statements regarded the prior month instead of the prior week. 

While this scale was developed to measure all components of the job insecurity experience for a 

broad range of workers, including self-employed, we slightly altered some questions to better fit 

the context of self-employed workers by replacing the expected continuance of work by the 

expected continuance of demand for a product or service. For example, we changed “I feel insecure 

about the future existence of my work” to “I feel insecure about whether the demand for my 

product or service will continue to exist.”. The Cronbach’s alpha’s for job insecurity ranged 

between .91 and .92.  

 Proactive coping was measured with fifteen items that covered five proactive coping 

activities: career planning, skill development, career consultation, networking, and scenario 

thinking. The measures from the first four activities originate from Strauss et al. (2012) and the 

scenario thinking measure originates from Bindl et al. (2012). Where necessary, we altered the 

wording to fit the work context of self-employed. For the total proactive coping activities scale, 

the Cronbach’s alpha’s ranged between .93 and .94. 

  Career resources were measured with fifteen self-developed items that targeted each item 

of the proactive coping activities scale. For example, the item “How often have you in the past 

month… made your network aware of your ambitions and career goals?” in the proactive coping 

activities scale, resulted in the item “My network knows about my ambitions and career goals” in 

the resources scale. Consequently, the scale measured five career resources: career plan, career 

skills, career knowledge, social network, and career insight. For the total resources scale, the 

Cronbach’s alpha’s ranged between .90 and .92.  

Recovery was measured with sixteen items from Sonnentag and Fritz (2007) measuring 

recovery experiences such as detachment, relaxation, mastery, and control. In the current study, 

the Cronbach’s alpha’s ranged between .87 and .90. 

 Psychological strain was measured with eight items from Kalliath et al. (2004). In the 

current study, Cronbach’s alpha’s ranged between .89 and .93. 

Analytic Strategy 
The data had a two-level structure with repeated monthly measures at the within-person 

level (i.e., Level 1; N = 988), nested within individuals at the between-person level (i.e., Level 2; 
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N = 241). To assess the presence of variance over time we first calculated the proportions of within 

person variance for all weekly variables. Next, we tested the hypotheses with multilevel path 

analysis in Mplus 8.8. Lastly, to address the exploratory questions, we complemented the model 

with moderator variables. We person-mean centered predictor variables (i.e., proactive coping T-

2, career resources T-1, psychological strain T-1) for the within-level analyses and grand-mean 

centered self-compassion for the cross-level moderation analysis (cf. Binnewies et al., 2010). 

Results 
  Table 4.1 displays descriptive statistics, proportions of within person variance, and within-

person and between-person correlations of the study variables. We found that 17 percent of the 

variance in job insecurity resides at the within-person level. It is important to explain this variance 

in order to discern means through which workers can influence their job insecurity experience. 

Yet, it also shows that a substantial proportion of variance in job insecurity among self-employed 

workers resides at the between-person level. For the purpose of this study, we focus on how the 

within-level factors of the proactive coping cycle (with within-person variances ranging between 

20% and 36%) may explain within level-variance of job insecurity.  

Main Findings 
  The results of the multi-level path analyses testing the cyclic model of proactive coping 

with job insecurity are reported in Figure 4.2. Because we were interested in changes over time, 

we controlled for prior amounts of proactive coping, career resources, job insecurity and strain for 

the within-level analyses. A summary of most important findings can be found in Figure 4.3. 

Hypotheses Testing 

 The results from the multi-level path analyses indicate a positive relationship between the 

amount of proactive coping during the past month and the current amount of career resources of 

self-employed workers (B = 0.11, 95% CI: [0.05; 0.17], p < .01) and a negative relationship 

between the current amount of career resources and the current experience of job insecurity (B = 

-0.31, 95% CI: [-0.44; -0.18], p < .01). Our results support Hypothesis 1, as the indirect relationship 

between proactive coping and job insecurity via career resources was significantly negative (B = -

0.03, 95% CI: [-0.05, -0.01], p < .01). We found no direct relationship between proactive coping 

and job insecurity (B = -0.01, 95% CI: [-0.08; 0.07], p = .89), which implies a full mediation by 

workers’ amount of career resources.
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  Next, the results show a positive relationship between the current experience of job 

insecurity and the current experience of psychological strain (B = 0.22, 95% CI: [0.10; 0.34],  

p < .01). Additionally, next to the relation of job insecurity, we found that the current amount of 

career resources (B = -0.20, 95% CI: [-0.33; -0.06], p < .01) and psychological strain experienced 

in the prior month (B = -0.13, 95% CI: [-0.24; -0.01], p < .01 ) are negatively related to the current 

experience of psychological strain. The results further show that the expected negative relationship 

between the current experience of psychological strain and proactive coping during the upcoming 

month was absent (B = 0.04, 95% CI: [-0.08; -0.16], p = .54). As such, the results do not support 

Hypothesis 2, which stated an indirect relationship between job insecurity and proactive coping 

via psychological strain. Concludingly, our results do not support the expected cycle depicted in 

Figure 4.1 among the self-employed workers in our sample. 

Exploratory Results 

  To explore how workers can break the hypothesized cycle of Figure 4.1, we investigated 

the moderating roles of self-compassion and recovery. We found a cross-level interaction between 

self-compassion and job insecurity on psychological strain (B = -0.08, 90% CI: [-0.15; -0.01], p = 

.05; see Figure 4.4). The positive relationship between job insecurity and psychological strain 

tended to be weaker for workers high in self-compassion (i.e., 1SD above the mean; B = 0.16, 95% 

CI: [0.03, 0.28], p = .02]) in comparison to workers low in self-compassion (i.e., 1SD below the 

mean; B = 0.28, 95% CI: [0.14, 0.42], p < 0.01], p = < .01). Recovery did not moderate the 

relationship between psychological strain and proactive coping (B = 0.11, 95% CI: [-0.24; 0.46], 

p = .53). However, we did find a positive direct relationship between recovery and proactive 

coping (B = 0.16, 95% CI: [0.02; 0.31], p = .03), indicating that spending time on recovery helps 

self-employed workers to engage in proactive coping.   

Discussion 
  To discover how non-standard workers can manage their job insecurity and subsequent 

well-being by their own means, the present study developed and tested a cyclic model of proactive 

coping with job insecurity based on proactive coping theory (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997) and 

conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989). We tested this model in a 5-wave monthly 

survey study among self-employed workers during the COVID-19 pandemic. We hypothesized a 

reciprocal relationship in which monthly proactive coping could decrease future job insecurity  
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Figure 4.3 

Identified Model for Proactive Coping with Job Insecurity 

 

Note. N = 739 observations (within clusters of 214 persons). Black arrows indicate found relationships, grey 
indented arrows indicate relationships that need further investigation.  
* p < .05, ** p < 0.01 (two-tailed). 

through the accumulation of career resources, while, in turn, the experience of job insecurity could 

decrease workers’ ability to engage in proactive coping during the month thereafter through 

increases in psychological strain. To explore how this cycle can be broken, we investigated the 

moderating roles of self-compassion (Neff & Vonk, 2009) and recovery (Sonnentag & Fritz, 

2007). The results from the multi-level path analyses support our cyclical model in that prior 

proactive coping was negatively related to current job insecurity via the accumulation of career 

resources. However, no support was found for the predicted negative relationship between current 

job insecurity and subsequent proactive coping. Additionally, we found a cross-level interaction 

of self-compassion and job insecurity on psychological strain and a direct relationship between 

recovery and proactive coping. Figure 4.3 provides an overview of the main findings and the 

relationships that are in need of further investigation.   
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Figure 4.4 

Cross-level Interaction at the 90% Confidence Level Between Self-compassion and Job 
Insecurity on Psychological Strain 
 

 

Note. N = 739 observations (within clusters of 214 persons). 

Theoretical Implications 

 Our results have four main theoretical implications. First, our findings uncover the within-

person process of how proactive coping may relate to decreased job insecurity through the pivotal 

role of accumulation of career resources. Not only do the results support the hypothesis that career 

resources mediate the relationship between proactive coping and subsequent job insecurity, they 

also indicate that career resources directly relate to subsequent amounts of psychological strain. 

This is in line with proactive coping theory, which states that resources can both mitigate potential 

stressors themselves and the impact of those potential stressors (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997).  

Second, our results inform us about the possible time path of such resource accumulation. 

Whereas Langerak and colleagues (2022) did not find a relationship between proactive coping and 

later job insecurity within a week, both the current research and the research from El Khawli and 
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colleagues (2022) indicate that proactive coping can mitigate later job insecurity over the course 

of a month. This echoes the idea that proactive coping creates positive outcomes only in the 

(relatively) long term, since proactive coping may first consume resources before it results in a 

gain of new resources (Cangiano et al., 2021; Giunchi et al., 2019; Stiglbauer & Batinic, 2015).   

 Third, our findings provide preliminary insight into the relationship between recovery and 

proactive coping. That is, we found that in months where self-employed workers had more 

recovery experiences (e.g., spending time not thinking about work or feeling in control of 

situations outside of work; Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007), they also engaged in more proactive coping. 

However, considering the relatively scarce knowledge of the relation between recovery and coping 

(Sawhney et al., 2018), these results may imply multiple things. A first interpretation is that 

recovery can, albeit not as a moderator, indeed function as a direct replacement of lost personal 

resources as we hypothesized (Hobfoll et al., 2018). As such, recovery may replenish resources 

and subsequently foster workers’ ability to engage proactive coping. However, since our results 

showed that psychological strain did not thwart the amount of proactive coping, recovery may not 

replace vitality as we expected, but other valuable resources that have yet to be investigated by 

future researchers (e.g., career optimism; Eva et al., 2020). It is also conceivable that recovery can 

function as an indirect investment: from this perspective, recovery would not replace lost 

resources, but may help to compensate for the loss of other resources.  

  A second possibility, as hypothesized by Sonnentag and Fritz (2007), can be that proactive 

coping − as a coping type that is aimed at solving (potential) problems − may result in more 

recovery, as our model included recovery data with proactive coping data from the same time wave 

(see Figure 4.2). For example, because it is easier to detach and relax after a problem has been 

solved. Thirdly, it may be that both proactive coping and recovery have a common predictor. For 

example, both may be predicted by the amount of work pressure or home demands. However, 

because recovery and proactive coping show a positive relationship at the within-person level 

while controlling for prior proactive coping, but do not show a relationship at the between-person 

level (see Table 4.1), we deem the first proposition most likely: Recovery can stimulate proactive 

coping through replacing personal resources or through offsetting the impact of resource loss. 

More longitudinal research is required to further uncover the relationships between recovery, 

resources, and proactive coping.  
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  A fourth implication of our findings points towards the situational dependency of loss 

cycles and calls for more research into the potentially paralyzing effect of psychological strain 

among workers low in resources. Following conservation of resources theory, we expected that 

job insecurity would indirectly obstruct workers’ ability to engage in proactive coping because of 

personal resource depletion, which we approximated with a measure of psychological strain. 

However, while job insecurity indeed heightened psychological strain, this psychological strain 

was unrelated to the amount of subsequent proactive coping. We see two viable explanations. First, 

our sample of self-employed workers may have routinized proactive behavior because of the nature 

of their work. Routinization occurs through the repetition of behaviors and makes behaviors go 

more automatically and less consuming of cognitive resources (Ohly et al., 2006). Self-employed 

generally need to be proactive for the acquisition and execution of work, which may have created 

proactive habits. As such, they may require fewer resources to engage in proactivity and are thus 

less inhibited by personal resource depletion. Second, since our sample possessed a relatively high 

amount of career resources (M = 5.27) and low amount of psychological strain (M = 2.07), they 

may have been better prepared to offset resource loss (Hobfoll et al., 2018). Indeed, prior research 

confirms conservation of resources theory’s assertion that workers who possess more resources 

are less vulnerable to resource loss in the form of job insecurity (e.g., De Cuyper et al., 2012; 

Langerak et al., 2022). As such, while we did not find a relationship between psychological strain 

and proactive coping in the current study, we cannot rule out the existence of such loss cycles for 

workers who have not routinized proactive behavior or possess fewer resources.  

Limitations and Future Research Directions 
 Our study has some limitations that should be taken into account. First, while our study 

sample involves self-employed workers with varying education levels and from various sectors 

and ages, the relatively high amount of career resources may raise questions about generalizability 

of the findings to other types of non-standard employees. Apparently, our sample had a fairly good 

idea of their career prospects, development opportunities, and how to engage their network (M = 

5.27). Non-standard work, in contrast, is often associated with precarity: possessing low 

employability combined with high financial difficulties (Urbanaviciute et al., 2020). However, in 

the Netherlands, there are at least seven types of non-standard work arrangements (e.g., payrolling, 

0-hour contracts, secondments, etc.) and none of these are inherently indicative of low 

employability combined with high financial difficulties. Whether workers experience precarity 
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depends on more than the work arrangement alone (e.g., debts, home situation, etc.). Therefore, 

we do not expect to find different results for self-employed workers than for other non-standard 

workers. However, we do expect different results for non-standard workers with relatively low 

career resources, as this may initiate the hypothesized loss cycle (Hobfoll et al., 2018). As such, 

repeated-measures research among precarious workers can reveal whether this is indeed the case 

and provide insight into how such loss cycles may be broken.  

Second, our results could not provide clear evidence regarding the role of self-compassion 

in the relationship between job insecurity and psychological strain, as it did not show a significant 

cross-level moderation effect at the 95% confidence level. However, if self-compassion does 

indeed mitigate the positive relationship between job insecurity and psychological strain, this may 

provide a new research direction that can promote well-being among workers, since adopting a 

self-compassionate mindset can be trained (e.g., Kreemers et al., 2018; Kreemers et al., 2020). Our 

expectation remains that self-compassion may function as an indirect investment of personal 

resources (Hobfoll et al., 2018), which implies that self-compassion may compensate for resource 

loss caused by job insecurity. Next to self-compassion, we deem it likely that other trainable 

constructs, such as psychological capital, can function as an indirect investment of resources 

(Darvishmotevalia & Ali, 2020). Therefore, we encourage future researchers to further investigate 

with longitudinal designs if and how self-compassion and other trainable constructs can be applied 

to soften the job insecurity experience. 

 Third, while our results show that non-standard workers can use proactive coping to 

increase their career resources and consequently decrease job insecurity, we ask readers to stay 

mindful of contextual factors and not place full responsibility of realizing job security at the level 

of individual. Despite the positive news that workers could still assert influence on their career 

experience during the extreme external influence of the pandemic, various studies point towards 

changes in the context that may be required to further minimize job insecurity (Akkermans et al., 

2018; Forrier et al., 2018). Relatedly, we concur with Bazzoli and Probst (2022b) in that we as a 

discipline should take caution to not reduce job insecurity to an entirely individual cognitive 

process and ignore power relations and structures that create the detrimental conditions job 

insecurity generally stems from.   
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Practical Implications 
Our research provides valuable insight into how non-standard workers can manage their 

experience of job insecurity. That is, our results show that career resources (e.g., having a career 

plan, having a network that is aware of your ambitions) help to decrease job insecurity and that 

non-standard workers are able to build these resources through engagement in proactive coping. 

Since initiating proactive coping costs personal resources (e.g., energy, mental capacity), 

prolonged proactive coping can be stimulated by making it a habit (routinization makes coping 

less resource consuming; Ohly et al., 2006) or by creating enough space to recover (recovery 

regenerates resources; Sonnentag et al., 2022). We recommend some proactive coping for 

prolonged periods of time, rather than sudden increases in proactive coping when faced with 

stressful events, because increases in proactive coping relate to increased burnout symptoms in the 

form of exhaustion (Zacher et al., 2019), while the career resources created with proactive coping 

may take months, rather than weeks, of proactive coping to establish themselves. While non-

standard workers already high in career resources appear to be able to initiate and sustain proactive 

coping by their own means, we suspect that more precarious workers may require additional 

resources provided by employers or public organizations to enable proactivity.  

Conclusion 
Our study showed that monthly proactive coping can minimize later job insecurity among 

non-standard workers through the accumulation of career resources, and signals that recovery may 

stimulate this process. We did not find the expected reversed relationship between current job 

insecurity and later proactive coping, but encourage researchers to further unpack this relationship 

among precarious workers to guard against potential loss cycles. 
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Appendix 4A 

Measure items 
 

Items of the Proactive Coping Measure (Strauss et al., 2012; Bindl et al., 2012) 
Item 
Please indicate below, how often have you in the past month… 

Coping type 

1. … been planning what you want to do in the next few years of your career? Career planning 
2. … been thinking ahead to the next few years to plan what you want to do for your career? Career planning 
3. … engaged in career path planning? Career planning 
4. … thought about different scenarios for your career? Scenario thinking 
5. … viewed your work situation from different angles? Scenario thinking 
6. … gone through different scenarios in your head about how to best obtain career-related 
information and feedback? 

Scenario thinking 

7. … asked your network for advice about additional training or experience you need in order 
to improve your future work prospects? 

Career consultation 

8. … spoken to someone in your network about what training or work assignments you need, 
to develop skills that will help your future work chances? 

Career consultation 

9. … made your network aware of your work aspirations and goals? Career consultation 
10. … been building and/or maintaining a social network, in order to obtain information 
about your work and what is expected of you? 

Networking 

11. … been building and/or maintaining a social network that can help or advise you with 
your career? 

Networking 

12. … been building and/or maintaining a network that you can ask for support in your 
career? 

Networking 

13. … developed skills which may not be needed so much now, but may be  helpful in the 
future? 

Skill development 

14. … gained experience in a variety of areas to increase your knowledge and skills? Skill development 
15. … developed knowledge and skills in tasks critical to your future work life? Skill development 

Note: Respondents answered on 7-point scales, ranging from “(almost) never” to “(almost) always”. 

 Self-developed items of the Resources Measure based on the Proactive Coping Measure 

 
Note: Respondents answered on 7-point scales, ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. 

Item Resource type 
1. I have a clear picture of how I want to organize my career the coming years. Career plan 
2. I know what steps I want to take for my career the coming years. Career plan 
3. I have career plan. Career plan 
4. I have a clear picture of possible scenarios in my career. Career insight 
5. I have a complete picture of my current work situation. Career insight 
6. I know the best ways to gain information that helps me with my career. Career insight 
7. I know which skills or work experience I need for a successful career. Career knowledge 
8. I know what training or assignments I can do to improve my career prospects Career knowledge 
9. My network knows about my ambitions and career goals. Career knowledge 
10. I have a network that can provide information about my work and what is asked of me. Social network 
11. I have a network that is able to help or advise me during my career. Social network 
12. I have a network I can ask for support during my career. Social network 
13. I possess skills that may help me in the future. Career skills  
14. I possess knowledge and skills in different areas. Career skills 
15. I possess essential knowledge and skills for work related tasks in the future. Career skills 
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Items of the Job Insecurity Measure 
Adapted from Langerak et al. (2022) 

Item 
1. Chances are, the demand for my product or service drops. 
2. I am sure my product or service will stay in demand. * 
3. I think the demand for my product or service may drop in the near future. 
4. I am worried that the demand for my product or service will drop before I would like to. 
5. I feel uneasy about a decreased demand for my product or service in the near future. 
6.  I feel insecure about whether the demand for my product or service will continue to exist. 
7. My future career possibilities are favorable. * 
8. My income development is promising * 
9. I am convinced that this work can provide me with stimulating job content (in the future). * 
10. I feel worried about my career development. 
11. I worry about my future income. 
12. I worry about getting less stimulating work tasks in the future. 
13. I feel insecure about what my work will look like in the future. 

Note: * signals the item was reverse-coded. Respondents answered on 7-point scales, ranging from “strongly 
disagree” to “strongly agree”. 

 

 

 
Items of the Psychological Strain Measure (Kalliath et al., 2004) 

 
Note: * signals the item was reverse-coded. Respondents answered on 7-point scales, ranging from “strongly 
disagree” to “strongly agree”. 

 
  

Item 
1. I feel capable of making decisions about things. * 
2. I enjoy my normal day-to-day activities. * 
3. I am able to face up to problems. * 
4. All things considered, I feel reasonably happy. * 
5. I feel I cannot overcome my difficulties 
6. I feel unhappy and depressed. 
7. I lost confidence in myself 
8. I think of myself as a worthless person. 
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Items of the Self-Compassion Scale (Neff & Vonk, 2009)  

 
Note: * signals the item was reverse-coded. Respondents answered on 7-point scales, ranging from “strongly 
disagree” to “strongly agree”. 

  

Item 
1. When something painful happens I tend to blow the incident out of proportion. * 
2. When I think about my inadequacies it tends to make me feel more separate and cut off from the rest of the 
world. * 
3. When I’m down and out, I remind myself that there are lots of other people in the world feeling like I am. 
4. When things are going badly for me, I see the difficulties as part of life that everyone goes through. 
5. I’m tolerant of my own flaws and inadequacies. 
6. When I fail at something important to me I become consumed by feelings of inadequacy. * 
7. I try to be understanding and patient towards those aspects of my personality I don’t like. 
8. When something painful happens I try to take a balanced view of the situation. 
9. When I’m feeling down I tend to feel like most other people are probably happier than I am.* 
10. When something upsets me I get carried away with my feelings. * 
11. When I’m going through a very hard time, I give myself the caring and tenderness I need. 
12. I try to see my failings as part of the human condition. 
13.  I’m kind to myself when I’m experiencing suffering. 
14. When something upsets me I try to keep my emotions in balance. 
15. When I’m really struggling I tend to feel like other people must be having an easier time of it. * 
16. When I see aspects of myself that I don’t like, I get down on myself. * 
17. When I fail at something that’s important to me I tend to feel alone in my failure. * 
18. When I’m feeling down I tend to obsess and fixate on everything that’s wrong. * 
19. When I feel inadequate in some way, I try to remind myself that feelings of inadequacy are shared by most 
people. 
20. When times are really difficult, I tend to be tough on myself. * 
21. I’m disapproving and judgmental about my own flaws and inadequacies. * 
22. When I’m feeling down I try to approach my feelings with curiosity and openness. 
23. I’m intolerant and impatient towards those aspects of my personality I don’t like. * 
24. When I fail at something important to me I try to keep things in perspective. 
25. I try to be loving towards myself when I’m feeling emotional pain. 
26. I can be a bit cold-hearted towards myself when I’m experiencing suffering. * 
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Items of the Recovery Experience Questionnaire (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007) 

 
Note: Respondents answered on 7-point scales, ranging from “(almost) never” to “(almost) always”. 

Item 
Please indicate below, how often have you in the past month in your leisure time... 
1. ... not thought about your work or work situation at all?  
2. … forgotten about your work or work situation? 
3.  … distanced yourself from your work or work situation? 
4. … experienced a break from the demands of your work or work situation? 
5. … kicked back and relaxed? 
6. … done relaxing things? 
7. … used the time to relax? 
8. … taken the time for leisure? 
9. … learned new things? 
10. … sought out intellectual challenges? 
11. … done things that challenged you? 
12. … done something to broaden your horizons? 
13. … felt like you could decide for yourself what to do? 
14.  … decided your own schedule? 
15.  … determined for yourself how you spend your time? 
16. … taken care of things the way you wanted them done? 


