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Abstract
This study examines how perceived organizational support (POS) can be leveraged 
to provide employees with guided responses to disruptive events. Specifically, this 
study addresses a previously overlooked yet practically relevant aspect of POS—
its communicative role in managing employees’ feelings of job insecurity. Drawing 
on the social identity perspective and research on individuals’ psychological states 
of uncertainty, we argue that POS can have both direct and indirect influences on 
the sense of job insecurity in times of external threats. With this in mind, we used 
COVID-19 and resulting lockdowns in China as specific context examples of a dis-
ruptive event to administer a two-wave lagged survey measuring POS, perceived 
control, lockdown loneliness, and job insecurity. Theoretical arguments are put for-
ward regarding organizational support for fostering individuals’ social identity and 
emotional well-being under deeply disruptive work situations. Overall, this study 
offers insights into how managers may develop risk management and organization-
ally adaptive practices.

Keywords  External threats · Perceived organizational support · Uncertainty · Job 
insecurity · Perceived control · Emotional well-being · COVID-19 · China

Introduction

Disruptive events have been on the rise in recent years, spinning from labor dis-
putes and demonstrations to the shortage of global supply chains and, most recently, 
the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Gustafsson et  al., 2021; Lin et  al., 2021; Oehmen 
et  al., 2020). Unfortunately, organizations have little influence or control over the 
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occurrence of these adverse events (Hartmann & Lussier, 2020). As the impact of 
the current COVID-19 disruption demonstrates, the toolbox for organizational adap-
tive responses needs to be updated and further developed (Butt, 2021; Haak-Saheem, 
2020; Henry et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2020). The prolonged COVID-19 pandemic has 
spread long-lasting anxiety among communities and has fostered a general sense 
of insecurity at the sociopolitical, economic, and cultural levels, dramatically dis-
rupting everyday life and business activities (Debata et al., 2020; Horn et al., 2021; 
Probst et  al., 2020). Under these circumstances, an unprecedented magnitude of 
uncertainty has been experienced collectively regarding the threats and challenges 
of the COVID-19 outbreak. From a conceptual point of view, experienced uncer-
tainty can derail how individuals respond to external threats and shape how they 
adapt themselves to their organizations’ responses to disruptive events (e.g., Liu 
et al., 2022; Slaughter et al., 2021; Tuan, 2022).

To our knowledge, few studies thus far have investigated the impact of organiza-
tional adaptive practices on employees’ responses to external threats under high lev-
els of uncertainty (Oehmen et al., 2020). In response, the current research examines 
the communication function of perceived organizational support (POS) in relation 
to employees’ emotional responses, as well as perceived job insecurity during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In doing so, social identity theory (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; 
Dutton et al., 2010) was used along with prior research on emotions under the state 
of uncertainty (Slaughter et al., 2021). The social identity perspective, as it relates 
to employee identity and identification in the organization, is often used as a theo-
retical lens to explain different forms of work-related identities and organizational 
outcomes (Dutton et al., 2010). POS has been shown to manifest itself in communi-
cative functions for supportive work conditions and reinforcement of the socioemo-
tional needs of employees (Brown & Roloff, 2015; Neves & Eisenberger, 2012). 
Additionally, POS has often been linked to organizational response strategies and 
management communication effectiveness, especially in cases when employees are 
exposed to disruptive events (Gustafsson et al., 2021; Kurtessis et al., 2017). Draw-
ing from this line of research, the underlying role of POS in how employees respond 
to external threats from workplace disruptions was examined.

External threats can trigger high levels of fear of uncertainty, which has nega-
tive repercussions for individuals’ well-being and ontological insecurity—that is, 
a person’s sense of “being” in the world (Campbell et  al., 2020). We believe that 
POS can manifest itself in the working life of employees in disruptive situations 
of uncertainty by fostering the employee’s emotional attachment and identification 
with the organization (Slaughter et  al., 2021). For instance, a state of uncertainty 
that is experienced as threatening to the self instills a stronger reliance on emotions 
(or affective inputs) that are closely linked to the self (Faraji-Rad & Pham, 2017). 
That is, when a threatening situation emerges, there is automatically greater adap-
tive attention to the self (Campbell et al., 2020). Furthermore, a sense of uncertainty 
also stimulates information-seeking behaviors (Fung et  al., 2018; Huang & Yang, 
2020; Kahlor, 2010). In this context, organizations can arguably be positioned as a 
more authentic source for information seeking in the face of a disruptive external 
threat and, thus, fulfill a key role in shaping affectively driven inputs to ward off the 
fear of uncertainty. Interestingly, cross-cultural research has suggested that in the 
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case of exposure to external threats, perceived organizational support is more recep-
tive in Eastern cultures, for employees are culturally more likely to see the self as 
interdependent. Additionally, they are more attuned to organizational support as an 
identity-related cue (Rockstuhl et al., 2020).

The effects of disruptive events and psychological states of uncertainty could 
be contingent upon the perception of being in control (e.g., Brown & Siegel, 1988; 
Klein & Helweg-Larsen, 2002; Thompson et al., 1993). The COVID-19 pandemic 
has provoked extreme uncertainty and substantial fear among people, particularly 
during lockdowns and other social restrictions (Brodeur et al., 2020). As such, it is 
important to consider the contingent role of internal locus of control on how POS 
translates into employees’ responses to disruptive situations. Individuals with high 
perceived control are more likely to maintain an active mindset, triggering more pro-
nounced adaptiveness to organizational efforts for alleviating disruptive situations. 
In general, it is anticipated that organizations can leverage the role of POS in shap-
ing individuals’ affective inputs (that is, lockdown loneliness under the COVID-19 
pandemic), which leads to their subsequent judgments of job insecurity, a particu-
larly important facet of ontological insecurity in deeply unsettling work situations. 
Henceforth, such causal relationships may be contingent on the perceived locus of 
control over the threatening nature of the phenomenon (Morgeson et al., 2015).

The context for this study entails survey data collected from two waves during 
the lockdown periods of the COVID-19 pandemic in China. The goal of the study 
is to unravel the POS effects on employee responses to such disruptive events in 
the Chinese context. In doing so, we deepen our understanding of POS literature 
and more specifically enhance our insights into management’s adaptive practices 
aimed at fostering employees’ social identification in Eastern cultures (Rockstuhl 
et al., 2020). In short, the disruptions and uncertainties that have arisen due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic offer an excellent field context to illustrate how insights from 
research on organizational support help to improve our understanding of employees’ 
job insecurity.

Theoretical background

Perceived organizational support (POS) refers to an employee’s general perception 
about the organization’s readiness to respond to their socioemotional needs and 
value their contributions to the organization (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). The 
concept of POS was developed to explain the development of employee commit-
ment to an organization (Eisenberger et al., 1986). To date, a large body of research 
shows that POS has a considerable impact on a wide range of organizational out-
comes, including employees’ increased job satisfaction, productivity, and psycho-
logical well-being (Kurtessis et  al., 2017). A core perspective adopted to explain 
POS effects is social identity theory (e.g., Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Tajfel, 1978). 
According to social identity theory, the key role of POS is in building the self-iden-
tification of the employee with the organization (or organizational identification) 
that matters in developing organizational commitment (Lam et al., 2016). Rockstuhl 
et al. (2020), drawing on a cross-cultural meta-analysis of POS effects, found that 
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the social identity perspective offers a solid explanation for POS effects in the con-
text of Eastern cultures. In a broad sense, organizational identification refers to an 
individual’s psychological attachment to an organization (Ashforth & Mael, 1989) 
and mirrors the underlying link or bond that exists between the employee and the 
organization (Dutton et al., 1994). One central assumption seems that when people 
receive favorable identity-relevant cues from membership in an organization, they 
are more likely to internalize organizational values that can help them to act in ways 
that benefit the organization (He & Brown, 2013).

The centrality of being well informed about organizational issues and the empha-
sis on one’s role as an important member in contributing to the organization’s suc-
cess shape employees’ development of emotional intimacy and feelings of self-
worth with the organization. Such emotional attachment translates into increased 
organizational identification (Sguera et  al., 2020; Smidts et  al., 2001). Hence, 
management communications will signal an organization’s approval, care for, and 
respect to its employees and offer important cues for employees’ identity formation 
and sensemaking of POS effects (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002; Yue et al., 2021). 
In this regard, employees who perceive their organization as supportive are likely 
to incorporate organizational membership into their social identity. Perceived sup-
port helps to encapsulate attention to relational ties that bind people together (Dut-
ton et al., 1994). Additionally, in cultures that promote vertical collectivism, these 
relationship-based identities are more likely to be salient in explaining POS effects 
(Rockstuhl et al., 2020). Drawing from these studies, this paper intends to finetune 
the understanding of how POS shapes employees’ sense of job insecurity under dis-
ruptive situations.

Research hypotheses

The direct effect of perceived organizational support on job insecurity

When people’s normal and anticipated lives are disrupted, they experience insecu-
rity, uncertainty, and anxiety (Freedy et al., 1994). Disruptions can shake people’s 
confidence in “the continuity of their self-identity and the constancy of their social 
and material environment of action” (Giddens, 1991, p. 92), resulting in ontological 
insecurity. Giddens (1991, p. 37) describes ontological security as a “person’s fun-
damental sense of safety in the world and includes a basic trust of other people,” and 
obtaining this trust is “necessary in order for a person to maintain a sense of psycho-
logical well-being and avoid existential anxiety.” The extent to which people experi-
ence ontological insecurity is associated with feelings of job insecurity, particularly 
when the workplace is disrupted in unforeseen ways (Lin et al., 2021). Job insecurity 
in this sense reflects a perceived threat to the continuity and stability of employ-
ment as it is currently experienced (Shoss, 2017). While the fear of losing one’s 
job can be imaginative and visualized under external threats (Greenhalgh & Rosen-
blatt, 1984), the perception of job insecurity is not just about financial losses, but 
also encompasses the emotional and affective aspects of the threat to self-identity 
in the workplace, particularly in the Asian context (Rockstuhl et al., 2020). For this 
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reason, organizations may find themselves in the position to help employees better 
cope with the negative emotional arousal of job insecurity by reestablishing organi-
zational identification and trust in a world that is perceived as stable and predictable 
(Gustafsson et al., 2021).

POS qualifies as a socioemotional need for affiliation, self-control, and psycho-
logical support, which are all valued aspects that contribute to psychological resil-
ience and subjective well-being (Baran et al., 2012). In this regard, POS manifests 
itself as a key communicative function for supportive work conditions and reinforce-
ment of the socioemotional needs of employees (Brown & Roloff, 2015; Neves & 
Eisenberger, 2012). This communicative function becomes more critical in times 
of major organizational changes (Gigliotti et al., 2019) or crisis situations (Callison 
& Zillmann, 2002). Extending the communicative function of POS, an organiza-
tion may foster employees’ sense of security, as manifested by providing emotional 
comfort, facilitating problem resolution, and reinforcing social attachment (Bowlby, 
1988; Feeney & Collins, 2015). By redirecting individuals’ attention to organiza-
tional identification, POS enables employees to make sense of their social environ-
ment and their position within it and guides their behavior and evaluations (Ashforth 
& Mael, 1989; Dutton et  al., 1994). In view of the heightened threats and uncer-
tainty of the COVID-19 outbreak, it is argued here that POS serves as an important 
social resource for creating a sense of social identity that helps alleviate people’s 
psychological depletion of cognitive and emotional resources during prolonged 
lockdowns (e.g., Faraji-Rad & Pham, 2017). By fulfilling a restored sense of collec-
tive good and organizational identity, POS is likely to reduce employees’ perception 
of job insecurity in times of external threats. Therefore, the following hypothesis is 
proposed:

H1  Perceived organizational support (POS) leads to a decreased level of employees’ 
sense of job insecurity in times of external threats.

Emotional well‑being as a mediating path

Emotional well-being refers to one’s ability to produce positive emotions, 
moods, thoughts, and feelings and adapt in the face of adversity and disruptive 
situations (Slaughter et al., 2021). It entails emotional states and self-appraisal 
over external threats and uncertainty. Job insecurity is related to multiple health 
outcomes, including but not limited to psychological strain and subjective well-
being (Campbell et al., 2020; Cheng et al., 2012; Shoss, 2017). When job secu-
rity is at risk, people tend to experience heightened levels of uncertainty drain-
ing their emotional well-being (Campbell et  al., 2020). Despite these insights, 
relatively unchartered territory remains the study of how uncertainty-triggered 
emotions relate to felt job insecurity in times of external threats. In this context, 
Faraji-Rad and Pham (2017) noted that uncertainty triggers people’s greater 
attention to the self-relying on their momentary feelings, moods, and emo-
tions to reaffirm the self-status. This research suggests that feelings of fear and 
uncertainty increase people’s reliance on affective inputs in making meaningful 



1572	 L. Zhou et al.

connections to the self. Interestingly, such reliance on feelings may also improve 
people’s ability to predict future outcomes (Pham et  al., 2012). Hence, emo-
tional well-being should be especially valuable in gauging one’s sense of job 
insecurity under external threats and uncertainty.

Relevant to the external threat of the COVID-19 outbreak, people have expe-
rienced global lockdowns and closures of nonessential business as part of efforts 
by governments to stymie the spread of the virus. These widespread lockdowns 
have caused a great deal of depression, loss of freedom of movement, social 
isolation, anxiety, and loneliness, compounded by uncertainty about work in the 
shape of fears about future job prospects and heightened feelings of job insecu-
rity (Debata et  al., 2020; Probst et  al., 2020). In particular, the so-called lock-
down loneliness or the situational emotions of anxiety, fear, and social isolation 
that accompany lockdown experiences (Cable, 2020; Luchetti et al., 2020) have 
been at the top of the mental health crisis during periods of pandemic disruption 
(Brodeur et  al., 2020; Hamermesh, 2020). Henceforth, lockdown loneliness is 
considered a specific state of emotional well-being and how the indirect rela-
tionship between POS and employees’ sense of job insecurity can be explained 
through this emotional state is examined.

Organizations have an important role to play in offering a supportive role to 
employees when social isolation and its negative impact on psychological well-
being risks spiraling over to the workplace (Bentley et al., 2016). Organizations 
provide access to resources, which help employees cope with external threats 
and challenges. In the case of the loss of such resources or the threat of losing 
resources, an enormous strain is placed on coping abilities to deal with chal-
lenging and stressful situations (Palmwood & McBride, 2019). As a consider-
able amount of resources is consumed when individuals cope with traumatic 
events, the impact of resources on psychological well-being in times of a crisis 
is particularly relevant. With their fundamental socioemotional needs fulfilled, 
individuals with ample resources are more likely to be able to adapt and cope 
with the psychological distress caused by disruptive traumatic events, whereas 
individuals with limited or depleted resources are even more psychologically 
vulnerable to the adverse consequences of trauma caused by such events. In this 
context, as threatening as COVID-19 is, it is the availability of resources that 
determines people’s emotional coping with the uncertainties caused by the pan-
demic. In a situation such as COVID-19, social support in the form of POS is 
very relevant to helping employees cope with emotional discomfort by restor-
ing their sense of the self in relation to organizational identification. Based on 
the above observations, we argue for the salient and impactful role of affective 
inputs in judgment and behaviors under states of uncertainty (Faraji-Rad & 
Pham, 2017), translating the impact of POS on job insecurity through the medi-
ating role of lockdown loneliness. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H2  Lockdown loneliness mediates the relationship between perceived organiza-
tional support (POS) and employees’ sense of job insecurity.
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The contingent influence of perceived control

Perceived control is defined as the belief in one’s ability to exert control over 
situations or events (e.g., Lee et al., 1990; Skinner, 1996; Spector, 1986) and has 
a rich research tradition. Multiple theories have attempted to identify the under-
lying processes that explain the emergence of perceived control, as well as the 
power of the locus of perceived control on human functioning, such as mental 
health and behavioral actions (e.g., Ajzen, 2002; Brown & Siegel, 1988; Rotter, 
1966; Skinner, 1996).

Common to these theories is the notion that there is a fundamental psychologi-
cal need and desire for control over one’s situation and that there are processes (or 
means) to enact that control (Liu et al., 2012). Advanced arguments point to the 
importance of understanding perceived control as a more generalized and power-
ful way of thinking about individual-environment dynamics, particularly relevant 
to coping with adverse situations or negative life events (Hobfoll, 2002; Klein & 
Helweg-Larsen, 2002).

Perceived control has instrumental value to assist people in coping with the 
strain from a traumatic event, such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Hobfoll, 1989, 
2011). The coping function of perceived control is pivotal in mitigating the effect 
of stressful events on health outcomes (e.g., Poon, 2003; Schmitz et  al., 2000). 
For instance, Schmitz et al. (2000) found that the relationship between stressors 
and burnout was stronger among nurses who attributed protection from an aver-
sive event to a less stable external origin (lack of perceived control) in compari-
son to those who attributed the cause of protection to the self or an internal ori-
gin. Similarly, Poon (2003) noted that perceived control moderates the effect of 
organizational politics on job stress and the intention to quit. The adverse effects 
of organizational politics on job stress and turnover intentions only occurred 
when employees reported low levels of perceived control.

Recognizing the central role of perceived control in mental health, studies have 
suggested that attributions of negative life events to uncontrollable causes are 
likely to shape feelings of anxiety, stress, and psychological well-being (Brown 
& Siegel, 1988; Kehner et al., 1993). In the case of a traumatic large-scale event, 
the attribution of protection against its detrimental impact is often a function of 
the event’s characteristics rather than stable internal characteristics. As it stands, 
an event becomes severe and threatening to the self when it is perceived as novel, 
disruptive, and critical (Morgeson et al., 2015). Additionally, the same event can 
be interpreted and responded to very differently by different individuals (Lin 
et al., 2021). Low levels of perceived control may be indicative of resource deple-
tion, causing a negative loss spiral and thus making it more difficult for people 
to adapt and embrace supportive social conditions (e.g., organizational support). 
In contrast, individuals who perceive the external threat as temporary and more 
controllable (i.e., high levels of perceived control) may maintain an active mind-
set, leading them to be more adaptive to organizational efforts toward alleviating 
disruptive lockdown loneliness (or improving emotional well-being). Based on 
the above, the following hypothesis is proposed:
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H3  Perceived control over an external threat moderates the relationship between 
perceived organizational support (POS) and lockdown loneliness, such that the rela-
tionship is more pronounced when perceived control is high versus low.

Methods

Research context

Our research framework was tested in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Two-
wave lagged survey data were collected during the periods of pandemic lockdowns 
across different regions in China. COVID-19 has caused enormous disruptions to 
the taken-for-granted norms, beliefs, and routines that comprise our experiences of 
the world in general and the workplace in particular (Brammer et al., 2020; De Mas-
sis & Rondi, 2020; Liu et al., 2020; Spicer, 2020). Given its magnitude and scale of 
disruptiveness, COVID-19 represents an opportunity for scholars to develop a more 
nuanced understanding of managerial actions and implications with regard to threats 
caused by catastrophic events.

Survey description and procedure

The survey design started soon after the COVID-19 outbreak in China. To mitigate 
sampling bias, a proportionally stratified probability sampling approach was used. 
Using the respective numbers of infected COVID-19 cases across different regions 
of China as of July 29, 2020 (the time when the first-wave survey was conducted), 
our target population was divided into three strata. The first stratum was Hubei Prov-
ince (with the epicenter Wuhan city included), where the COVID-19 pandemic was 
the most severe, reporting 68,135 confirmed COVID-19 cases in the province and 
representing 77.7% of the 87,680 total cases of infection in China. The Province’s 
permanent resident population of 2019 was approximately 4.2% of the Chinese pop-
ulation. The second stratum consisted of provinces of moderate severity, including 
Guangdong, Henan, Zhejiang, Hunan, Anhui, and Heilongjiang. By July 29, 2020, 
there were a total of 7177 confirmed COVID-19 cases in these provinces, 8.2% of 
the total cases in China, with each province having approximately 1000 cases or 
more. The permanent resident population of this stratum in 2019 was approximately 
31.5% of the total Chinese population. The third stratum represented all other prov-
inces of the lowest severity. By July 29, 2020, there were a total of 12,368 confirmed 
COVID-19 cases in this stratum, accounting for 14.1% of the total cases in China. 
The permanent resident population of this stratum in 2019 was approximately 64.3% 
of the total Chinese population.

Taking the number of confirmed COVID-19 cases and the population propor-
tions in the above three strata into account, we targeted approximately 20% or 400 
observations collected in the first stratum and approximately 40% or 800 observa-
tions in the second and third strata. Since the severity of the pandemic varied enor-
mously across these three strata, our sampling method would reasonably ensure that 
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respondents in the survey were better represented across major regions in China. 
While each stratum was involved in different levels of lockdown restrictions, 
national protocols were strictly implemented regardless of the location.

Two specialized data service companies (GrowthEase and WJX) in China were 
commissioned in administering the surveys. A total of 2157 online questionnaires 
were completed, with a valid sample of 1805 observations. Breaking down the data, 
358 (19.8%) respondents were taken from the first stratum, 745 (41.3%) from the 
second stratum, and 702 (38.9%) from the third stratum, providing a good repre-
sentation of the target population. Additionally, the data collection procedure had 
protocols in place to guarantee that all respondents were employed at the time of the 
lockdown, had experienced the pandemic lockdowns and were employed during the 
period of disruption.

Measures

This study relied on psychometrically robust scales to measure the core constructs. 
Unless otherwise noted, the response anchors for all measurement items had five-
point Likert formats ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). Table 1 
offers a more detailed description of the scales used.

Perceived organizational support

A 4-item scale was adapted to measure POS by referring to the research on thriv-
ing through adversity and communicative functions of POS (Brown & Roloff, 2015; 
Feeney & Collins, 2015). This scale yielded excellent internal consistency (Cron-
bach α = .858).

Lockdown loneliness

A 5-item scale for lockdown loneliness was adapted based on the scale for measur-
ing loneliness by Hughes et al. (2004) and Schrempft et al. (2019). Related to our 
conceptualization, these measures mostly reflect emotional well-being during the 
lockdowns. The reliability for this scale was very good (Cronbach α = .880).

Job insecurity

This variable was adapted from Anderson and Pontusson (2007) and Carr and 
Chung (2014) using a 4-item scale to measure employees’ sense of job insecurity 
under the COVID-19 lockdown. The multi-item scale demonstrated excellent reli-
ability (Cronbach α = .884).

Perceived control

Perceived control over the COVID-19 pandemic was measured with a 5-item scale 
adapted from previous studies (e.g., Frazier et  al., 2011; Mirowsky & Ross, 1991; 
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Table 1   Description of measurement scales

Scale items (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) Sources of reference

Perceived organizational support (POS) (CR = .867, 
α = .858, AVE = .685)

 During the COVID-19 lockdown, Feeney and Collins (2015), Brown and Roloff 
(2015)  My workplace maintained frequent contact with 

me through WeChat
  My workplace provided me with regular updates 

as the coronavirus outbreak continued to evolve
  My workplace made continuous efforts for facili-

tating preparation for engagement in positive 
changes in routine activities

  My workplace generally acted as a haven for 
relief from fear and anxiety through various 
means of communications

Job insecurity (CR = .883, α = .884, AVE = .716)
 During the COVID-19 lockdown, Anderson and Pontusson (2007), Carr and Chung 

(2014)  I often felt that my workplace might reduce staff 
due to business lockdowns

  I often felt that I might be laid off due to business 
lockdowns

  I couldn’t stop thinking of the difficulty of finding 
a new job

  I often felt that my current job might become 
unstable due to the pandemic

Lockdown loneliness (CR = .880, α = .880, 
AVE = .647)

 During the COVID-19 lockdown, Hughes et al. (2004), Schrempft et al. (2019)
  I often felt that I lacked companionship
  I often felt that nobody could truly understand me
  I often felt left out
  I often felt that I lacked having someone I could 

be close to
  I often had feelings of being isolated and lonely

Perceived control over the COVID-19 (CR = .857, 
α = .851, AVE = .666)

 During the COVID-19 lockdown, Frazier et al. (2011), Newsom et al. (1996), 
Mirowsky and Ross (1991)  I often felt that the spread of virus was hard to 

control
  I was very worried that most people would even-

tually be infected by the virus
  I was very concerned how the pandemic situation 

could be under control
  I had a hard time in putting worrisome thoughts 

out of my mind
  I generally found it difficult to cope with potential 

risks involved
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Newsom et al., 1996). The scale reflects people’s beliefs about the controllability of the 
novel coronavirus, as well as their ability to control threats and uncertainties. This scale 
yielded excellent reliability (Cronbach’s α = .851).

Control variables

The different regions in our sample implemented different levels of lockdown restric-
tions. These differences might affect the hypothesized relationships of interest and 
therefore should be controlled for. The variables included are lockdown status (full 
restrictions vs. semi restrictions), work status (working from home vs. not working 
temporarily), family companions, gender, age, levels of education, and income.

Control for common method variance

To minimize potential concerns about common method variance (CMV), attention was 
paid to the research design and data collection phases, as suggested in the literature. 
Following the suggestion of Podsakoff et al. (2003), statistical testing for the presence 
of CMV was conducted. Harman’s single-factor test, using exploratory factor analysis 
(EFA), showed that a single factor accounted for 30.21% of the covariance among the 
measures, below the threshold of 50% (Harman, 1976). As an extension of Harman’s 
single-factor test (e.g., Fuller et al., 2016), confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was used 
to test whether all the variables specified in the study loaded onto one common fac-
tor. The fit of the one-factor CFA model (CFI = .444, TLI = .332, χ2(65) = 7135.373) 
was compared with that of our four-factor measurement model (CFI = .984, TLI = .979, 
χ2(59) = 260.408). The four-factor CFA model generated a significantly better fit 
(ΔCFI = .540, ΔTLI = .647, Δχ2(6) = 6874.965, p < .001), reducing concerns about the 
potential for CMV (Lattin et al., 2003).

In addition, we also applied a CFA marker procedure by Williams et al. (2010). The 
method factor is a conceptually unrelated marker variable, namely, a 12-item mindful-
ness scale (Cronbach’s alpha = .795), developed by Feldman et al. (2007). According to 
Williams et al. (2010), the marker factor loadings are forced to be equal in the Method-
C model and are freely estimated in the Method-U model, while in the Method-R 
model the substantive factor correlations are restricted to values obtained with the 
Baseline Model. As shown in Table 2, the latent marker variable effects were signifi-
cant (Δχ2 = 22.049, Δdf = 1, p < .001, Baseline vs. Method-C), and CMV was signifi-
cantly different for all the indicators (Δχ2 = 218.783, Δdf = 12, p < .001, Method-C vs. 
Method-U). Comparing the Method-U and Method-R models showed that the marker 
variable did not significantly bias factor correlation estimates (Δχ2 = 11.703, Δdf = 6, 
p > .05, Method-U vs. Method-R), thus providing further evidence for alleviating con-
cerns about CMV.
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Analyses and results

Assessment of the measurement model

Prior to testing the hypothesized framework, the measurement model was 
assessed in terms of construct reliability and convergent and discriminant validity 
(Fornell & Larcker, 1981; Hair et  al., 2010). Construct reliability reflects inter-
nal consistency in scale items measured by composite reliability. As shown in 
Table  1, all composite reliability scores were acceptable. Convergent validity 
refers to the extent to which measures of a specific construct “converge” or share 
a high proportion of variance in common (Hair et al., 2010). Consistent with the 
recommendations in the literature (e.g., Hair et  al., 2010), factor loadings and 
average variance extracted (AVE) were examined for convergent validity. The 
results showed that the factor loadings are strongly related to their respective con-
structs, with standardized loadings all above the .70 threshold (Hair et al., 2010). 
The AVE for each construct varied from .647 to .716 and thus exceeded the .50 
threshold (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Overall, these tests offered strong support 
for the convergent validity of the scales used in this study.

To establish discriminant validity, or the extent to which a construct is truly 
distinct from other constructs (Hair et  al., 2010), the amount of variance cap-
tured by the construct (AVE) and the shared variance were compared with other 
constructs (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). In support of discriminant validity, all 
AVE estimates were greater than the corresponding interconstruct squared cor-
relation estimates. In addition, the measurement model was adequate, CFI = .984, 
TLI = .979, RMSEA = .043, 90% C.I. of RMSEA = [.038, .049], SRMR = .024, 

Table 2   Alternative model comparisons for CFA marker procedure

Method-C with the marker factor loadings forced to be equal; Method-U with the marker factor loadings 
set up as free; and Method-R with the substantive factor correlations restricted to the values obtained in 
the Baseline Model
CFA confirmatory factor analysis; CFI comparative fit index

Model χ2 df CFI

1. CFA 737.443 109 0.957
2. Baseline 954.307 120 0.943
3. Method-C 932.258 119 0.945
4. Method-U 713.475 107 0.959
5. Method-R 725.178 113 0.958

Chi-square model comparison tests

ΔModels Δχ2 Δdf p

1. Baseline vs. Method-C 22.049 1 0.000
2. Method-C vs. Method-U 218.783 12 0.000
3. Method-U vs. Method-R 11.703 6 0.069
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df  = 4.414, p < .001. Finally, the descriptive statistics and correlations 
between the constructs are displayed in Table  3.

Structural model evaluation

To test the hypotheses, structural equation modeling (SEM) and latent moderated 
structural equations were conducted (LMS, Klein & Moosbrugger, 2000) using 
Mplus 8.3. We first estimated the mediation-effect-only model, that is, excluding 
the interaction effect (i.e., POS × Perceived Control), which yielded a satisfactory 
model fit, CFI = .960, TLI = .953, RMSEA = .045, 90% C.I. of RMSEA = [.042, 
.049], and SRMR = .054, �2

/

df  = 4.665, p < .001. Next, we estimated the com-
plete model with the interaction effect included. Adding the interaction signifi-
cantly improved the model fit (− 2ΔLL = 13.396, Δdf = 1, p < .001) (Gerhard et al., 
2015).1 As shown in Fig. 1, POS had a significant, negative effect on job insecurity 
(c = − .181, p < .001), suggesting that perceived organizational support helps allevi-
ate employees’ sense of job insecurity and thus confirms Hypothesis 1. Moreover, 
in support of Hypothesis 2, the mediation effect of POS on job insecurity via lock-
down loneliness (a1 × b = − .075, p < .001) was obtained. POS improves lockdown 
loneliness (a1 = − .165, p < .001), which in turn shapes one’s sense of job insecurity 
(b = .455, p < .001).

Furthermore, the results also indicated that the interaction between POS and per-
ceived control had a significant, negative effect on lockdown loneliness (a2 = − .093, 
p < .001). In support of Hypothesis 3, the results suggest that the impact of POS 
on lockdown loneliness was more pronounced as perceived control increased. More 
interestingly, we also observed a moderated mediation via lockdown loneliness for 
the perception of job insecurity (a2 × b = − .043, p < .001). To further assess the pat-
tern of the moderating effect, we used subgroup analysis. The sample was divided 
into two groups based on a median split (e.g., DeCoster et al., 2011). The low (high) 
perceived control subgroup comprised respondents below (above) the median. The 
Wald test of parameter constraints within Mplus indicates that the effects of POS on 
lockdown loneliness between the low and high perceived control groups were sig-
nificantly different (− .095 vs. − .314, low vs. high perceived control; �2 = 14.859, 
df = 1, p < .001). For a further understanding of the pattern, Fig.  2 graphically 
illustrates the moderation effect of POS and perceived control on lockdown loneli-
ness. At low levels of perceived control (1 SD below the standardized mean), the 

1  The overall goodness-of-fit of our hypothesized model was further tested with other alternative model 
specifications. Model 1 included direct effects only pertaining POS and perceived control, respectively, 
to lockdown loneliness and job insecurity. Model 2 included both the direct effects of POS on lockdown 
loneliness and job insecurity, and the interaction effects of POS × perceived control onto lockdown lone-
liness and job insecurity. According to Williams and Holahan (1994), among the parsimony-based fit 
indices for multiple-indicator models, the AIC value performed the best—the lower AIC indicates a bet-
ter balance of model fit with parsimony. We found that the overall goodness-of-fit of these alternative 
models (AIC = 58,202.865 for Model 1; AIC = 58,189.597 for Model 2) were all inferior to that of our 
hypothesized model (AIC = 58,041.627).
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regression line was tilting to the higher right; at high levels of perceived control (1 
SD above the standardized mean), the regression line tilted to the lower right.

Follow‑up robustness test

Since the beginning of the COVID-19 outbreak, China has continued to implement 
stringent restrictions and regional lockdowns in highly affected areas. During the 
second wave of the lockdown period in Xi’an city from December 2021 to January 
2022, the second round of data was collected using a similar sampling approach and 

Fig. 1   Structural estimates of research model. Notes a1 × b is the mediating effect of POS on job insecu-
rity through lockdown loneliness. a2 × b indicates that the moderation effect is mediated via lockdown 
loneliness

Fig. 2   Graphical illustration 
of the moderating effects of 
perceived control
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survey questionnaire as described earlier. GrowthEase, one of the two data service 
companies used previously, were commissioned to administer the online survey. A 
total of 1680 questionnaires were completed, with a valid sample of 1460 respond-
ents. All the respondents confirmed that they were living in Xi’an city, experiencing 
the lockdown, and were employed during the pandemic. Next, these data were used 
to test the robustness of the original findings.

First, the convergent and discriminant validity of the measurement scales 
were assessed with the Xi’an dataset. The results of confirmatory factor analysis 
(CFA) showed that the measurement model was adequate, CFI = .987, TLI = .983, 
RMSEA = .043, 90% C.I. of RMSEA = [.037, .049], SRMR = .026. All items loaded 
high onto their respective constructs and were statistically significant (p < .001). The 
composite reliability of the constructs ranged from .848 to .921, the average vari-
ance extracted (AVE) ranged from .653 to .760, and Cronbach’s alphas ranged from 
.842 to .919.

Next, the LMS method was used to estimate the structural equation model. In 
line with the previous results, POS had a significant negative effect on lockdown 
loneliness (a1 = − .186, p < .001), lockdown loneliness resulted in a significant posi-
tive effect on the perception of job insecurity (b = .466, p < .001), and the mediation 
effect of POS on the perception of job insecurity via lockdown loneliness was also 
significant (a1 × b = −  .087, p < .001). These findings suggest that both the direct 
and indirect effects of POS on job insecurity (via lockdown loneliness) remain sta-
tistically significant and as impactful as before. However, the interaction between 
POS and perceived control on lockdown loneliness was not significant (a2 = .022, 
p = .604). Furthermore, no significant mediated moderation effect was detected 
(a2 × b = .010, p = .605). These findings may suggest that the event impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic is no longer perceived as novel and critical, as observed in the 
first wave of data collection.

Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused major global challenges for organizations and 
has impacted their need to learn to adapt rapidly (Carnevale & Hatak, 2020; Cooke 
et al., 2021; Horn et al., 2021; Li et al., 2020). As the event impact made abundantly 
clear, there is a set of external threats that occur irregularly and unpredictably; these 
include natural disasters, foreign invasions, civil war, and rapid economic, institu-
tional, and technological changes. External threats are much harder for businesses 
to anticipate and control for, yet they are often extremely disruptive to people’s lives 
and can have catastrophic consequences for industries and companies. With this in 
mind, organization studies should go beyond the contemporary circumstance mind-
set and help organizations to be better prepared for other disruptive events that may 
occur in the future. In view of the disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic 
and its allied consequences for employees in terms of perceived ontological insecu-
rity and employment uncertainty, the role of perceived organizational support (POS) 
was examined in managing employees’ sense of job insecurity.
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Mainly drawing on social identity theory and supportive findings from research 
on emotions under psychological states of uncertainty, it is argued that POS as a 
favorable social identity cue helps to mitigate the fear of threats to the self and, as 
such, leads to an improved sense of job insecurity. Alternatively, POS may help to 
foster individuals’ reliance on emotions and other affective inputs in assessing job 
insecurity under disruptive uncertainty. As such, lockdown loneliness, as a specific 
manifestation of emotional well-being, is a pivotal mediating mechanism in explain-
ing the impact of POS on job insecurity. As people likely respond to the same exter-
nal threat to varying degrees and have different beliefs in their ability to exert con-
trol over the situation (Lin et al., 2021; Morgeson, 2005), the variable of perceived 
control was incorporated into the framework and its moderating influence on the 
effect of POS on lockdown loneliness was identified. Based on two-wave lagged sur-
vey data collected during lockdowns across multiple cities in China, the proposed 
research framework was largely confirmed, offering support for a range of important 
theoretical contributions and practical implications.

Theoretical contributions

The current study has several important theoretical contributions. First, the research 
provides an emerging perspective on organizational adaptive practices to exter-
nal threats. Specifically, by focusing on event-induced ontological insecurity and 
employees’ concerns with workplace disruption, the framework offers useful insights 
into the role of POS in managing organizational responses to employees’ socioemo-
tional needs and reactions in times of threats and challenges. Although POS has 
been widely studied in the literature, we believe that it is important to further deepen 
its theoretical relevance in the context of disruptive events. The approach brings the 
social identity perspective and uncertainty-based emotions to the forefront, contrib-
uting to a more comprehensive understanding of the psychological underpinnings of 
POS effects. Additionally, the adopted perspective appears more salient for Eastern 
cultures, where social identity theory has been found to be a more pivotal theoretical 
framework to account for POS effects (Rockstuhl et al., 2020). In general, this study 
has paved the way for future work to uncover the interplay surrounding organiza-
tional adaptive practices and employees’ reactions to disruptive situations.

Second, the majority of previous research has shown a direct relationship 
between employees’ job insecurity and their psychological well-being under con-
temporary circumstances (Shoss, 2017). Scholars have shown that job insecurity 
has detrimental consequences for employees’ mental health and affective commit-
ment to the organization. However, what has been largely overlooked is emotional 
inputs in shaping employees’ sense of job insecurity. As the disruptiveness of the 
COVID-19 pandemic continues globally, the focus on addressing people’s emo-
tional well-being has emerged as a top priority (Brodeur et al., 2020; Hamermesh, 
2020). As the adverse impact on psychological well-being caused by the pandemic 
goes well beyond an organization’s control, the ability of an organization to pre-
pare for, respond, and adapt to disruptive events can help establish ways to foster 
employees’ psychological resilience. In this regard, this research contributes to the 
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theoretical development of affective inputs in response to event uncertainty in rela-
tion to employees’ sense of job insecurity.

Third, we demonstrated that an individual’s perceived control over disruptive 
events matters when modeling organizational adaptive responses to external threats. 
People who consider a disruptive event to be external and controllable tend to have 
an active mindset in searching for event-relevant information (Huang & Yang, 2020). 
Hence, they are likely to be more approachable to organizational support in chal-
lenging or threatening times. Relevant to the COVID-19 pandemic, recent research 
suggests that individuals respond to the same disruptive event to varying degrees 
with respect to event novelty, disruption, and criticality, resulting in different inter-
pretations of the event, as well as subsequent levels of perceived job insecurity (Lin 
et al., 2021). In brief, accounting for event characteristics in the form of perceived 
control represents an important integration of previous literature on POS effects and 
research on emotions under external uncertainty.

Practical implications

Navigating external disruptions, organizations that have embraced digital tech-
nologies for virtual collaboration and business practices as the new normal are 
more likely to be well positioned to sustain the challenges of the future workplace 
(Papadopoulos et al., 2020; Shah et al., 2020). The ability to adopt a ‘new’ normal 
requires organizations to build a stronger and more resilient response mechanism 
that can help employees adjust to ever-changing and disruptive circumstances while 
simultaneously caring for their physical and mental well-being (Caligiuri et  al., 
2020; Hu et al., 2020). In this context, an important resource at organizations’ dis-
posal is organizational support, with an important communicative function role that 
extends into building an organizational platform that strengthens physical and men-
tal health among its employees (Carnevale & Hatak, 2020). More specifically, the 
pandemic has offered a great opportunity for organizations to display their human 
side by offering tools and solutions that help foster emotional well-being and organi-
zational identification. For instance, building a digital workplace signifies organiza-
tional support in the shape of the commitment of organizations to connect with their 
employees and illustrates their concern and care for their employees’ well-being and 
resilience in disruptive times (Gigauri, 2020).

In view of our findings, POS can foster not only social identity with the organ-
ization, but also regulate emotional well-being (or lockdown loneliness under the 
pandemic context) and, as such, offers an important resource for employees to with-
stand unexpected stressful changes in the external environment. When employees 
are faced with increasing emotional instability due to unexpected events, it is essen-
tial that organizations promote well-being through measures of precaution and pro-
vide leadership that encourages aspirations of thriving through adversity (Brown & 
Roloff, 2015; Feeney & Collins, 2015). This means that POS should go beyond the 
traditional approaches of care and social exchange functions. In doing so, the focus 
should be on cultivating self-regulatory resources and social identity cues. Further-
more, our findings also demonstrate the contingent conditions of perceived control 
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for a better understanding of the effectiveness of organizational support, especially 
in times of uncertainty. Hence, individuals’ interpretations and reactions to disrup-
tive situations should not be underestimated, especially when external threats are 
perceived as novel, disruptive, and critical (Lin et al., 2021; Morgeson et al., 2015).

Finally, the COVID-19 pandemic has caused an abrupt shift from the traditional 
‘office workplace’ to working from home during the pandemic, turning remote work 
into a permanent feature of the new occupational landscape (Carnevale & Hatak, 
2020; Donthu & Gustafsson, 2020; Kaushik & Guleria, 2020). Adapting to this new 
reality, and given our observations, when redesigning or crafting jobs, it is desirable 
to integrate aspects, such as emotional management and psychological well-being, 
into the narrative (Kniffin et al., 2021). For instance, a transition to telework or other 
alternative work arrangements will require thoughtful leadership to adapt to the new 
normal by focusing on the communicative function of POS for building organiza-
tional resilience (Brown & Roloff, 2015).

Limitations and future research

There are several limitations associated with this study. The first-wave data were 
collected a few months after the nationwide lockdown in China. Hence, the retro-
spective nature of the data might suffer from retrieval bias in respondents (Huber & 
Power, 1985). To address this retrospective aspect of the survey, participants were 
asked to “think aloud” about what they experienced (Kuusela & Paul, 2000). In a 
follow-up robustness test of the model, we collected “experienced” data during the 
second wave of lockdown. In the follow-up study, the moderating role of perceived 
control was no longer significant—somehow different from the observations made 
in the first wave. It appears that risk perceptions changed and collectively evolved 
as the coronavirus pandemic progressed over time. Taken together, our results sug-
gest that event characteristics and individuals’ interpretations are relevant to theory 
development for organizational adaptive practices to external threats (Lin et  al., 
2021).

Another concern entails common method variance (CMV), which cannot be 
completely ruled out due to the nature of the data. However, it should be noted that 
attempts were undertaken to limit its effects at the research design stage. Addition-
ally, statistical tests were conducted to alleviate the concern of CMV. Despite the 
limited potential for CMV, future research should attempt to corroborate the causal 
relationships in our research model by engaging in creative research designs (e.g., 
lab experiments) to validate the underlying theoretical processes.

Similar to the observation above, another potential drawback is the cross-sec-
tional design of this study, which may have failed to map the effects of within-
subject variation in experienced perceived control, lockdown loneliness, and 
job insecurity. Longitudinal designs could test for such variability and offer 
more insights into the causality of the relationships between the core variables. 
Finally, further investigation concerning the generalizability of the findings to 
other country contexts or unexpected life events should occur. Unlike many other 
countries, China implemented some of the most stringent and prolonged national 
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COVID-19 lockdowns that shaped the perception and experience of lockdown 
loneliness. Notwithstanding potential cross-country differences, lockdown lone-
liness has been widely considered a global phenomenon; therefore, the study’s 
findings offer an important platform for future research that helps to advance our 
knowledge about ways to cope with the negative impacts of adverse events on 
psychological well-being.
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