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Abstract
Flourishing, a construct encompassing optimal human functioning, is an indicator of 
well-being. The purpose of this study was to examine the direct and indirect effects of 
employees’ achievement goal orientation (mastery-approach, mastery-avoidance, perfor-
mance-approach and performance-avoidance goal orientation) on flourishing, through the 
appraisal of quantitative (concerns about continued existence of the job) and qualitative 
(concerns about continued existence of important job features) job insecurity. Data were 
collected from 275 employees in an organization on the brink of a substantive downsizing. 
The results of structural equation modelling showed that mastery approach and—avoidance 
goal orientation positively predicted flourishing. Furthermore, flourishing was negatively 
predicted by qualitative job insecurity but not by quantitative job insecurity. Qualitative job 
insecurity mediated the effects of mastery- and performance-approach goal orientation on 
flourishing but the effects were not significant. Hence, in an environment with a substantial 
threat of job loss, a mastery goal orientation contributed directly to flourishing. Our results 
plead for more attention for the effects of achievement goal orientation and qualitative job 
insecurity on flourishing under uncertainty.
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1  Introduction

Job insecurity is not only associated with negative well-being, but also seems to be a cause 
of it and as such is viewed as a threat to well-being (e.g., De Witte et al. 2016). During 
their working life almost all employees are, at a certain moment, confronted with the spe-
cific adversity of uncertainty of the future of their job and job insecurity seems to have 
become reality for a vast number of employees (Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development 1997). The results of a survey among European employees showed that 
17% of them experienced job insecurity (Eurofound 2016). Job insecurity is considered to 
be one of the prominent psychosocial risk factors at work (Leka and Jain 2010) and not 
surprisingly, a considerable amount of cross-sectional as well as longitudinal research has 
been dedicated to the effects of job insecurity (e.g., Cheng and Chan 2008; De Witte 2010; 
Sverke and Hellgren 2002).

Job insecurity refers to “the anticipation of this stressful event (i.e., actual job loss) in 
such a way that the nature and continued existence of one’s job are ` to be at risk.” (Sverke 
and Hellgren 2002, p. 27). In addition to the uncertainty about the continuity of their job 
(quantitative job insecurity), employees are also facing changes in their work that can lead 
to uncertainty about the quality (e.g., stimulating job content or pay development) of their 
job (qualitative job insecurity) (Hellgren et al. 1999).

Research has consistently demonstrated that job insecurity is negatively related to well-
being and that it therefore is detrimental for both organizations and individuals (e.g., De 
Witte 2010; Griep et al. 2016). So far, research on the effects of job insecurity on well-
being typically focused on (life) satisfaction and positive and negative affect (in other 
words, hedonic well-being). However, some researchers called for a broader look at well-
being (e.g. Ryan and Deci 2001) by incorporating eudaimonic well-being as an important 
aspect of well-being. Eudaimonic well-being refers to actualizing one’s human potential 
reflected in optimal psychological and social functioning, ranging from supportive rela-
tionships to purpose and meaning in life (Deci and Ryan 2008; Keyes 2007). Eudaimonic 
well-being is relevant in relation to the effects of job insecurity on well-being, because 
eudaimonic well-being makes it possible to examine further-reaching effects of job insecu-
rity on well-being. The importance of a high eudaimonic well-being has also been demon-
strated by a study that showed that the highest mental health was found among people with 
both high hedonic and eudaimonic well-being (Keyes 2002). In addition, having a high 
hedonic well-being (i.e., being positively affective and satisfied) does not necessarily mean 
that someone has a high eudaimonic well-being. Thus, by examining the effects of job 
insecurity on eudaimonic well-being (labeled from here as flourishing), profound effects on 
well-being might be revealed that remain hidden if only hedonic well-being is considered.

Perceived job insecurity is typically characterized as a stressor in which the 
appraisal of a potential threat plays a central role (Sverke et al. 2002). In turn, personal 
goals and beliefs (e.g., self-efficacy) are important determinants of one’s appraisal pro-
cesses, which in turn mediates the relation between stressors and well-being (Lazarus 
and Folkman 1987). In relation to job insecurity, the type of goal one sets might influ-
ence whether the potential loss of one’s job (i.e. quantitative job insecurity) or val-
ued job features (i.e., qualitative job insecurity), is appraised as a threat. According 
to the achievement goal orientation theory by Dweck and Leggett (1988), people can 
have different personal goal preferences in achievement situations (e.g., work) (Payne 
et  al. 2007). Individuals’ achievement goals are relevant for the appraisal process 
of stressors, for the reason that they create the framework within which individuals 



Thriving Under Uncertainty: The Effect of Achievement Goal…

1 3

interpret and react to events (Dweck and Leggett 1988). At the same time, one’s per-
sonal goals will influence one’s flourishing, with some type of goals leading to more 
flourishing than others (Deci and Ryan 2000; Emmons 2003). In sum, the kind of per-
sonal goals someone wants to achieve could not only directly influence flourishing but 
might, by means of one’s appraisal of the insecurity of one’s job, result in differences 
in flourishing.

The present study therefore aims to contribute to the literature by: (1) investigating 
the direct effects of both quantitative and qualitative job insecurity as well as achieve-
ment goals on flourishing, (2) looking at the indirect effect of achievement goals on 
flourishing through job insecurity (quantitative and qualitative) and (3) offering oppor-
tunities to positively influence well-being in times of job uncertainty.

2 � Job Insecurity and Flourishing

Job insecurity refers to “employed people who feel threatened by unemployment” (De 
Witte 2005, p. 1), and as such it is a subjective rather than an objective phenome-
non (Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt 1984). This implies that there might be differences 
between individuals in their appraisal of job insecurity even if they are exposed to the 
same circumstances. Job insecurity is mostly viewed as an unidimensional construct; 
the threat of losing one’s job. However, Hellgren et al. (1999) argued that this unidi-
mensional construct does not take into account the threat to someone’s career options 
and employment conditions that might likely happen in times of reorganization and 
downsizing of organisations. They, therefore, summoned to make a distinction between 
quantitative and qualitative job insecurity. Quantitative job insecurity concerns the 
continued existence of one’s job, and qualitative job insecurity concerns the contin-
ued existence of important job features. Both quantitative and qualitative insecurity 
are seen as job stressors. For instance, when one’s job is not directly threatened, one’s 
career opportunities can be substantially restricted by an organizational change.

The relationship of job insecurity with flourishing (eudomianic well-being) has 
been researched only scarcely (see for an exception, Rautenbach and Rothmann 2017; 
Rothmann 2013). Given the lack of clear empirical evidence we will base our expecta-
tions on previous findings of the relationship between job insecurity and well-being 
(i.e., hedonic well-being), which has shown that perceived job insecurity reduces well-
being of employees (De Witte 2010, Griep et  al. 2016). Although the effects of job 
insecurity on hedonic well-being and flourishing may differ these outcomes are highly 
correlated (r = .79; p < .01) (Fredrickson et  al. 2013). The study by Hellgren et  al. 
(1999) found that qualitative job insecurity was clearly related to employee well-being, 
cross sectionally as well as longitudinally, whereas quantitative job insecurity only 
(negatively) predicted job satisfaction. There is also evidence that well-being outside 
the work domain (e.g., at home) is negatively affected by both quantitative and qualita-
tive job insecurity (e.g. Hellgren et al. 1999; Lim and Sng 2006; Westman et al. 2001). 
Furthermore, Vander Elst et  al. (2014a) reported that qualitative job insecurity was 
also related to depressive symptoms, such as sad feelings, a low self-worth, and a lack 
of interest in life. Based on the previous findings that job insecurity has a detrimental 
effect on hedonic well-being, a negative relation between job insecurity (qualitative 
and quantitative) and flourishing (eudaimonic well-being) is likely.
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3 � Achievement Goal Orientation, Job Insecurity and Flourishing

This study examines to what extent goal orientation has a direct and indirect effect, 
through job insecurity, on well-being (i.e., flourishing). Thus, we expect that goal orien-
tation is directly related to both flourishing and job insecurity, and that it also indirectly 
is related to flourishing. First, we will elaborate on the achievement goal theory, after 
which the expected relation between goal orientation and flourishing (i.e., well-being) 
will be described and finally, the supposed effect of goal orientation on job insecurity.

According to the achievement goal orientation (AGO) theory (Dweck and Leggett 
1988) individuals differ in their preference for certain goals in achievement situations. 
Dweck and Leggett’s AGO theory originally distinguished between a preference for 
mastery goals and a preference for performance goals, stating that mastery goals were 
more adaptive than performance goals. Their argument for this idea is that mastery goals 
focus on a task directly, and thus will contribute to learning (Dweck and Leggett 1988). 
Later, Elliot ad McGregor (2001) added a distinction between avoidance and approach 
goals to both mastery and performance goals, and argued that approach goals are more 
adaptive than avoidance goals because approach goals will help a person to reach posi-
tive outcomes (see also Elliot et al. 2011). The addition of the approach-avoidance dis-
tinction resulted in the following 2 × 2 achievement goal orientation framework: (1) a 
mastery-approach (Map), implying a focus on improvement of one’s competence and 
gaining mastery over a task, (2) a mastery-avoidance approach (Mav), in which the 
focus is on avoiding incompetency and preventing to lose mastery over a task, (3) a 
performance-approach (Pap), where the focus is on showing one’s competence and gain-
ing positive judgments from others, and (4) a performance-avoidance (Pav) approach, 
which focuses on avoiding to show incompetence and preventing unfavorable judgments 
from others.

In general, one’s goals in life and at work have been shown to be indirectly related to 
one’s well-being (e.g., by means of cognitive appraisals) but also directly (cf. Emmons 
2003). More specifically, an approach goal orientation (i.e. striving for a desired out-
come) has been demonstrated to contribute to one’s well-being, whereas an avoidance 
goal orientation (i.e. avoiding an undesired outcome) has a detrimental effect (Elliot 
et al. 1997). Furthermore, mastery goals are positively related to well-being (Dykman 
1998), while performance goals are negatively related to well-being (Kaplan and Maehr 
1999; Tuominen-Soini et al. 2008). Based on these findings we expect a positive rela-
tion between Map goals and flourishing and a negative relation of flourishing with Pav 
goals. For Mav goals, a positive effect of mastery goal orientation is expected to be 
counteracted by a negative impact of the avoidance goal orientation. For Pap goals the 
positive impact of an approach goal orientation will potentially be counteracted by a 
negative impact of a performance goal orientation. Therefore, no relation between flour-
ishing and both Pap and Mav goals are to be expected.

The (potential) threat of losing one’s job is typically viewed as a stressor, and therefore 
the expected relation between job insecurity and one’s goal orientation can be explained 
by looking at the cognitive appraisal of such a stressor. A fundamental attribute of an 
appraisal is that there is an assessment of a (potential) loss or gain (Lazarus and Folkman 
1987). Already before the concept of the appraisal of stress was advanced, Lazarus et al. 
(1952) had concluded that one’s goals play a central role in stress: “We would then think 
that stress occurs when a particular situation threatens the attainment of some goal.” (p. 
295). Therefore, the role of personal goals in the appraisal of threat is crucial.
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In a similar vein, a recent literature review on goal orientations concludes that goal 
orientations are related to cognitive appraisals; a Map goal orientation is negatively 
related to threat appraisals, a performance-avoidance goal orientation is positively 
related to threat appraisals and the relation with performance-approach goal orienta-
tion proves often non-significant (Vandewalle et  al. 2019). Moreover, adopting Map 
goals is associated with appraising an achievement situation not only as less of a 
threat, but also as more of a challenge (Elliot and Reis 2003). For example, employees 
with a higher Map goal orientation might feel less threatened by the potential loss of 
their job (compared to colleagues with a low Map goal orientation), because they see 
this more of as a challenge. In contrast, employees with a high Pav goal orientation 
might feel threatened by the potential loss of their job, because they fear the possible 
negative judgements of others when they would lose their job. Furthermore, adopting 
Map goals is positively associated with self-directed career management (Briscoe et al. 
2006), feeling employable and feeling that one’s job is secure (Lin 2015). In this way, 
we expect that employees with a high Map goal orientation will experience less job 
insecurity and those with a higher Pav goal orientation experience more job insecurity. 
However, Vandewalle et al. (2019) have unfortunately not included Mav goal orienta-
tion in their review, but earlier studies (Adie et al. 2008, 2010) among participants in a 
competitive sports setting have shown that Mav goals were positively related to threat 
appraisals. Thus, earlier research seems to suggest that employees with a higher Mav 
goal orientation will experience higher levels of job insecurity. However, recently the 
detrimental effects of Mav goals on performance and well-being have been nuanced 
by Senko and Freund (2015). Their study showed that Mav goals were more adaptive 
for older than for younger people; the negative effects on motivation and performance 
were more likely for the young than for the elderly. When Mav goals are more adaptive 
for older people, it can be assumed that these goals will also be less strongly related to 
threat appraisals among them. Our sample of working adults consists of older employ-
ees, and therefore we expect that the relation with threat appraisals will be absent. 
Thus, a relationship between both Mav and Pap goal orientation and job insecurity 
is not expected in our sample, but as it is too premature to exclude possible effects of 
both Mav and Pap goals on job insecurity, all AGO’s will be included in our study.

4 � Hypothesized Model

The present study examines the effects of AGO on flourishing and proposes that this 
effect is mediated by the appraisal of quantitative and qualitative job insecurity. Based 
on theory and previous research (e.g., Elliot and McGregor 2001; Huang 2011), we 
build a model in which Map (positively) and Pav (negatively) are related to quantita-
tive and qualitative job insecurity and flourishing, and flourishing is negatively related 
to quantitative and qualitative job insecurity (see Fig.  1). For clarity, in the hypoth-
esized model Mav and Pap goal orientation are incorporated, but no effects are hypoth-
esized. It should be noted that mediation implies longitudinal causality, which cannot 
be demonstrated with cross-sectional data (MacKinnon et al. 2007). Therefore, our aim 
is to conduct a preliminary test of the hypothesized model.
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5 � Method

5.1 � Respondents and Procedure

All employees (N = 487) of an organization in the Netherlands that provides Youth Care 
(e.g., foster care and guiding complicated family problems), were given the opportunity 
receive career advice, from an independent organization, as part of a reorganization. The 
reorganization started in the first half of 2014 and ended in the middle of 2015, resulting in 
the exit of 145 employees (30%). To get a career advice, they had to complete a question-
naire. The results were presented in a report that a career professional discussed with each 
employee in an individual interview. All employees were invited by email to fill out an 
online questionnaire in Dutch from July 2014 to November 2014, wherein the confidential-
ity of their results, report and interview was warranted. All participants were native Dutch 
and proficient in the Dutch language. By filling out the questionnaire they approved with 
the confidentiality in handling their results. The results of the questionnaire did not affect 
in any way their chance to get fired. After 10 weeks the employees who had not filled out 
the questionnaire received a reminder.

In total, 56.5% of the employees completed the questionnaire, resulting in a final sam-
ple of 275 employees (224 female, 51 male). The relative low percentage of male workers 
(22.8%) is comparable to the percentage of men in similar organisations in Youth Care 
(23% in 2014) (AZW 2017). The mean age was 43.5 years (SD = 10.81), the mean weekly 
working hours was 29.01 (SD = 6.47) and the average years of work experience was 20.50 
(SD = 10.62). Regarding the highest educational level, .7% had finished primary education; 
4.7% lower general secondary education; 14.2% higher general secondary education, and 
80.4% had finished higher vocational training.

5.2 � Measures

5.2.1 � Achievement Goal Orientation

The scales to measure the four achievement goal orientations were based on the scales by 
VandeWalle (1997) and Baranik et al. (2013). Map was measured with 4 items, an exam-
ple item is: “I enjoy challenging and difficult tasks at work where I’ll learn new skills” 

Fig. 1   Theoretical model: 
relations between achievement 
goal orientation, quantitative 
and qualitative job insecu-
rity and flourishing. Note: 
Map = Mastery-approach, 
Mav = Mastery-avoidance, 
Pap = Performance-approach, 
Pav = Performance-avoidance. 
The hypotheses are displayed by 
their abbreviations
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(α = .85); Pap (4 items), example item: “I enjoy it when others at work are aware of how 
well I am doing” (α. = 76); Pav (4 items), example item: “Avoiding a show of low ability 
is more important to me than learning a new skill” (α = .73); and Mav goal orientation (4 
items), example item: “I just hope I am able to maintain enough skills so I am competent at 
my job” (α = .77). All items are scored on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 = strongly 
disagree to 5 = strongly agree.

5.2.2 � Flourishing

Flourishing was measured with the 8-item Flourishing Scale developed by Diener et  al. 
(2010). Example items are: “I actively contribute to the happiness and well-being of oth-
ers”, “I lead a purposeful and meaningful life”, and “I am engaged and interested in my 
daily activities” (α = .87). Items are scored on a 7-point scale, ranging from 1 = strongly 
disagree to 7 = strongly agree.

5.2.3 � Quantitative Job Insecurity

A 5-item scale was used to measure quantitative job insecurity (Handaja and De Witte 
2007). An example item is: “I’m afraid to be fired” (α = .82). Items are scored on a 5-point 
scale, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. A high score indicated high 
job insecurity.

5.2.4 � Qualitative Job Insecurity

A 4-item scale was used to measure qualitative job insecurity (Hellgren et al. 1999). An 
example item is: “My future career opportunities in the organization are favourable”. Items 
are scored on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree 
(α = .79). Items were reverse scored so that a high score indicated high job insecurity. A 
confirmatory analysis (CFA; see for details below)showed that one item (“I believe that 
[the organization] will need my competence also in the future”) had to be removed due to a 
low factor loading. The reliability of the scale with the remaining items was α = .81.

5.2.5 � Control Variables

To control for potential effects of socio-demographic characteristics the following vari-
ables were measured: respondents’ gender (0 = male,1 = female), age (in years), highest 
educational level (1 = primary education, 2 = lower general secondary education, 3 = higher 
general secondary education, and 4 = higher vocational training), and weekly working 
hours. The aforementioned variables are known to be related to quantitative job insecurity 
and well-being (e.g., Argyle 1999; Cheng and Chan 2008; Näswall and De Witte 2003). 
We performed a hierarchical regression analysis in which flourishing was regressed on 
job insecurity, AGO and the control variables. The control variables were not significantly 
related to flourishing. Therefore, the control variables were excluded from further analyses.

5.3 � Statistical Analyses

Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) was applied, with Mplus (2017) and the R package 
MplusAutomation (Hallquist and Wiley 2018; R Core Team 2012), to test the hypotheses 
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with the use of the Maximum Likelihood Estimation (ML). ML makes the distributional 
assumption that variables have a multivariate normal distribution. Absolute values of 
the skew index which are higher than 3, and for the kurtosis index higher than 10, are 
regarded as violations of this assumption (Kline 2011). The observed variables met those 
requirements.

The following fit indexes were used to assess the fit of the models: Tucker-Lewis index 
(TLI), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) 
and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) (Hoyle 2012; Kline 2011). Fit 
indices above a value of .95 for the ML-based indices (TLI, CFI), a value lower than .08 
for SRMR, and a value lower than .06 for RMSEA are recommended (Hu and Bentler 
1999). A Chi square difference test was performed to compare the alternative nested mod-
els. We performed a two-step approach wherein in the first step, the measurement model is 
tested and in the second step, the structural model.

6 � Results

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, alpha coefficients and the intercorrelations 
among all variables.

6.1 � Measurement Model

We conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to investigate our measurement model 
(see the “Appendix” for the factor loadings). To reduce the number of indicators and 
improve the normal distribution of the endogenous variables, the items of the Flourishing 
Scale were parcelled. Although this procedure is not without its critics (e.g., Marsh et al. 
2013), parcelling is an approved technique to correct for measurement error, while reduc-
ing the number of indicators and improving the distribution of variables and the fit of a 
model (e.g., Coffman and MacCallum 2005; Little et al. 2013). Using single factor analy-
sis, parcels were formed by first pairing the items with the highest and lowest loadings and 
this procedure was continued until all items were paired (Landis et al. 2000). This method 
performs well when the unidimensionality of the items is defensible (Rogers and Schmitt 
2004). We followed the recommendation that a latent variable has at least three indica-
tors (Kline 2011, which implies that at least 6 items are required. Therefore parcelling was 
only applied to the Flourishing Scale. Given the number of items and the well-documented 
psychometric qualities of the Flourishing Scale (Diener et  al. 2010) parcelling with this 
method is regarded as appropriate. To form parcels, the factor loadings were determined 
with the use of CFA. One item of the Flourishing Scale, related to optimism, had a low 
factor loading. However, this 8-item scale has been extensively validated across different 
populations (e.g., Sumi 2014; Villieux et al. 2016). Therefore, we decided to keep the item. 
With the 8 items four parcels were composed.

First to investigate our measurement model, we tested a six-factor model (i.e., Map, 
Mav, Pap, Pav goal orientation, job insecurity, and flourishing), wherein the scales of job 
insecurity were combined into one factor, resulting in six latent factors, wherein the fac-
tors were allowed to covary. The goodness of fit was poor (χ2 (df =362) = 876.43, p < .001, 
TLI = .82, CFI = .84, SRMR = .08, and RMSEA = .07 (90% CI [.07 .08]).

Subsequently, a seven-factor model was tested, with a latent factor for each scale (i.e., 
Map, Mav, Pap, and Pav goal orientation, quantitative and qualitative job insecurity, and 
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flourishing), in which the factors were allowed to covary. The goodness of fit was accept-
able (χ2 (df =356) = 700.28, p < .001, TLI = .88, CFI = .89, SRMR = .07, and RMSEA = .06 
(90% CI [.05, .07]). The Chi square difference test was significant (Δχ2 = 176.16, Δdf = 6, 
p < .001), showing that the seven-factor model had better fit with the data compared to the 
six-factor model. After inspection of factor loadings one item of the Qualitative job inse-
curity scale (“I believe that this organization will need my competence also in the future”) 
was removed due to a low factor loadings. Furthermore, inspection of the modification 
indices suggested to allow the error variance of two items of the quantitative job insecurity 
scale to covary. The modified measurement model showed adequate fit, χ2 (328) = 565.96, 
p < .001, TLI = .91, CFI = .92, SRMR = .07 and RMSEA = .05 (90% CI [.04, .06]). There-
fore, this model was used to test the structural model.

6.2 � Model Testing

To test the hypothesized model, different models were specified. For clarity, in all mod-
els Mav and Pap goal orientation were incorporated. In Model 1 (full model) all param-
eters were freed, which meant that the effects of Map, Mav, Pap, and Pav goal orientation 
on quantitative and qualitative job insecurity and flourishing were included. Model 2 only 
contained the hypothesized direct effects of Map and Pav goal orientation on flourishing 
and the indirect effects for Map and Pav goal orientation through quantitative and qualita-
tive job insecurity on flourishing, which allowed us to detect any potential mediation effect 
of quantitative and qualitative job insecurity in the relation between Map and Pav goal 
orientation on the one hand and flourishing on the other. At last, we specified a model in 
which the non-significant paths (based on the results of the full model) were fixed to zero. 
More specifically, the following paths were fixed to zero: Pap goal orientation to flourish-
ing, Map, Mav, Pap and Pav goal orientation to quantitative job insecurity and Mav and Pav 
to qualitative job insecurity. The results of the different models are presented in Table 2.

Based on the Chi squares Model 1 and the measurement model have the best fit com-
pared to the other models (see Table 2). Model 2 had to be rejected because of the signifi-
cantly higher Chi square. However, the Chi square difference between Model 1 and Model 
3 was not significant (Δχ2 = 7.35, Δdf = 7, p = .39), indicating that both models fit the data 
equally well, which was also confirmed by the other fit indices (e.g. TLI, CFI). The Chi 
square index is also known to be sensitive to sample size and high correlations between 
variables, such as quantitative and qualitative job insecurity in our study (Kline 2011). 
Therefore, we compared which model fitted better with additional measures of fit: the 
Akaike information criterion (AIC) and the Bayesian information criterion (BIC). Both the 
AIC and BIC of Model 3 were lower than the other models, indicating that Model 3 had a 
better fit. Moreover, Model 3 is more parsimonious and therefore more preferable (Wang 
and Wang 2012). We, therefore, choose Model 3 as model that best fitted our data; the 
results of Model 3 are displayed in Fig. 2. It should be noted that AIC and BIC only ranks 
models, when all models are bad, they only rank from worst to even worse. The explained 
variance of the model (R2) is a better indicator of the quality of the model (Anderson 2008). 
The R2 of flourishing in the two models were comparable ( R2

Full model
 = .19; R2

Model 3
 = .18), 

indicating that both did explain variance equally well and that the quality of Model 3 is at 
least sufficient.

Inspection of the correlation matrix and the path coefficients revealed a mild suppres-
sion effect for qualitative and quantitative job insecurity and flourishing. Quantitative job 
insecurity was weakly and not significantly correlated with flourishing, while in Model 3 it 
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significantly predicted flourishing. Moreover, unexpectedly quantitative job insecurity was 
positively related to flourishing.

The expectation that achievement goal orientation predicts flourishing was confirmed; 
both Map and Pav goal orientation predicted flourishing significantly (Map: β = .18, 
p = .02; Pav: β = − .21, p = .01). In addition, although unexpected, a Mav goal orientation 
positively predicted flourishing (β = .20, p = .01), while a Pap goal orientation was not sign-
ficant. Flourishing was positively predicted (β = .24, p = .05) by quantitative job insecurity, 
and negatively predicted (β = − .26, p = .03) by qualitative job insecurity.

Our expectation that Map and Pav goal orientation predicted job insecurity (quantita-
tive and qualitative), was only partly confirmed. None of the AGOs predicted quantitative 
job insecurity. It is worth noting that the correlation matrix shows that Mav and Pav goal 
orientation were positively correlated, although small and marginally significantly, with 
quantitative job insecurity (Mav: r = .11, p < .10; Pav: r = .12, p < .10), while Map and Pap 
goal orientation correlated significantly negatively with qualitative job insecurity (Map: 
r = − .16, p < .01; Pap: r = − .15, p < .01). As expected, Map goal orientation negatively 
predicted qualitative job insecurity, while unexpectedly Pap goal orientation was also nega-
tive related.

To test any indirect effects of Map and Pav goal orientation on flourishing through quan-
titative and qualitative job insecurity, asymmetric confidence limits, based on the distribu-
tion of the product, and bootstrap estimation are most suitable (MacKinnon et al. 2007). 
Of the hypothesized effects, only a Map goal orientation was marginally significantly 
negatively related to qualitative job insecurity. The indirect effect of Map on flourishing, 
through qualitative job insecurity, was estimated with ML and subsequently bootstrapped 
(2000 samples) with the Bollen-Stine method (Bollen and Stine 1992) and proved to be 
non-significant, b = .03, 95% CI [− .01, .10]. This result implied that a mediation effect of 
Map and Pav goal orientation through job insecurity was not confirmed.

Fig. 2   Structural model with path coefficients. Note: Map = Mastery-approach, Mav = Mastery-avoid-
ance, Pap = Performance-approach, Pav = Performance-avoidance. The path coefficients are standard-
ized. †p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .001, ***p < .001. For the sake of clarity only (marginally) coefficients are 
depicted, and items serving as indicator for latent variables and error variances of the latent variables are 
omitted
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7 � Discussion

The present research replicates and extends past research on the relation between achieve-
ment goal orientation (AGO), flourishing and job insecurity (both quantitative and qualita-
tive) in different ways. As far as we know this is the first study in an organizational setting 
that incorporated eudaimonic well-being (i.e., flourishing), and related it to AGO and job 
insecurity. In line with our expectations a Map goal orientation positively predicted flour-
ishing, even when employees’ jobs were threatened. On the other hand, a Pav goal orienta-
tion negatively predicted flourishing. Surprisingly, we also found a positive relationship 
between a Mav goal orientation and flourishing, which contradicts the negative relationship 
found in previous research (e.g., Elliot and McGregor 2001). An explanation for this find-
ing might be that the relation between Mav goal orientation and well-being can be moder-
ated by achievement domains. Most earlier studies have studied a Mav goal orientation in 
an educational setting. However, the strength of effects of the different AGOs seem to dif-
fer per domain (Van Yperen et al. 2014). For instance, the focus of a Mav goal orientation 
implies that one’s competencies are up to par and will not deteriorate. Such a goal orienta-
tion could be adaptive in an environment that is primarily focused on utilizing, rather than 
developing, competencies. However, this orientation seems less adaptive in an educational 
setting, where the focus will be on further developing one’s competencies. Next to this 
notion, the effect of Mav goal orientation could be dependent on age. Maintenance and 
loss-prevention goals, which are similar to Mav goals, are more common in late adulthood, 
but they also might promote more positive outcomes in this life phase (Ebner et al. 2006, 
Freund 2006). Positive effects (e.g., task interest and persistence) of a Mav goal orientation 
have indeed been reported especially among adults (Senko and Freund 2015). Typically, 
age is higher in an organizational setting than in an educational setting. Additional research 
on the relation between Mav goal orientation and a broad perspective on well-being (i.e. 
flourishing) and the moderating effects of age and domain therefore is needed.

In addition to the effects of AGO on flourishing, in line with Hellgren et al. (1999) 
we found that qualitative job insecurity was negatively related to flourishing, indicat-
ing the importance of qualitative job security for optimal psychological functioning. 
The impact of qualitative job insecurity on flourishing is further underlined by our find-
ing that quantitative job insecurity was positively related to flourishing and acted as a 
suppressor variable for the predictive value of qualitative job insecurity on flourishing. 
Our finding is surprising considering numerous studies which show that quantitative 
job insecurity has significantly negative associations with well-being (e.g., Sverke et al. 
2002). Anecdotal examples are well-known about people who are forced to leave an 
organization feeling a relief and/or a boost to make a postponed career change. Appar-
ently the relationship between quantitative job insecurity and flourishing is more ambig-
uous than the relationship between job insecurity and hedonic well-being. This ambi-
guity is reflected in earlier studies which found no or a negative relationship between 
flourishing and quantitative job insecurity (Rautenbach and Rothmann 2017; Rothmann 
2013). All the same, the importance of qualitative job insecurity for flourishing is 
clearly supported by the present study. Qualitative job insecurity, showed to be signifi-
cantly negatively related to flourishing. Therefore, not only quantitative but also qualita-
tive job insecurity should be taken in consideration when the relation with flourishing is 
researched. Earlier research has shown that the effects of qualitative and quantitative job 
insecurity on well-being are similar to each other (e.g., De Witte et al. 2010). However, 
our results clearly show that qualitative job insecurity is more harmful to well-being 
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than quantitative job insecurity. Yet, future research needs to focus on the relationship 
between qualitative job insecurity and flourishing (i.e., eudaimonic well-being) to reaf-
firm our findings.

Our expectation that Map and Pav goal orientation were related to the appraisal of quan-
titative and qualitative job insecurity, was only confirmed for a Map goal orientation and 
qualitative job insecurity. Unexpectedly, a Pap goal orientation also proved to be negatively 
related to qualitative job insecurity. However, the relations were weak and the weakest in 
the model. A possible explanation for the weak relations between AGO and qualitative 
job insecurity is that our study used a cross-sectional design. Lazarus and Folkman (1987) 
pointed out that to examine appraisal processes persons need to be viewed over time. Con-
sidering the weak effects of Map and Pap goal orientation on qualitative job insecurity and 
the finding that Pav goal orientation had no effect on qualitative job insecurity, a longitu-
dinal design with analysis on the individual level (e.g., a diary study) might reveal stronger 
effects of AGO on the appraisal of job insecurity. Considering the relatively weak effects 
of Map and Pap goal orientation on qualitative job insecurity and the finding that Pav goal 
orientation had no effect on qualitative job insecurity, a longitudinal design with analysis 
on the individual level (e.g., a diary study) might reveal stronger effects of AGO on the 
appraisal of job insecurity. Moreover, it is known that state goal orientations are stronger 
related to outcome variables such as job performance, than are dispositional goal orienta-
tions (Latham et al. 2016). For example, a diary study in which state goal orientation and 
perception of job insecurity are assessed, might reveal stronger associations. Especially 
when these are related to potentially threatful events (e.g., a message from management 
with information about organizational downsizing).

A possible explanation for the absence of a relation between AGO and quantitative job 
insecurity is that due to massive budget cuts in this population potential job loss was a real-
ity (it was announced that nearly 30% of all employees would be dismissed). Therefore, 
the potential loss of their job (i.e. “I’m afraid I will lose my job”) was substantial. This 
notion is supported by the comparison of quantitative job insecurity between our sample 
and a sample of Dutch employees from both private and public organizations (Vander Elst 
et al. 2014a, b). An independent-samples t test was conducted to compare the quantitative 
job insecurity in the two samples. There was a significant difference between the mean of 
quantitative job insecurity in our study (M = 3.46, SD = .91) and the sample used by Vander 
Elst et al. (M = 2.47, SD = .75), t (667) = 14.86, p < .01. These results suggest that the sam-
ple in our study experienced a substantial amount of quantitative job insecurity. It might 
be possible that in an environment with a substantial threat to one’s job, quantitative job 
insecurity is more an objective than subjective experience and therefore, less susceptible 
to factors that might influence this subjective experience, such as individual differences in 
AGO. Johns (2006) points out that context can impact organizational behaviour. Referring 
to Mischel (1968), Johns (2006) states that in a strong situation there is little autonomy and 
behaviour is constrained, thereby reducing the impact of individual differences. In a con-
text of a substantial threat of job loss, we might expect that the autonomy of the employees 
with regard to quantitative job insecurity is low. This lower autonomy might obscure the 
relation of quantitative job insecurity with AGO. With respect to qualitative job insecurity, 
it is expected that employees experience more autonomy; for example, the behaviour to 
make a job more interesting is less restricted. This might explain that AGO is related to 
qualitative but not to quantitative job insecurity.

Although we found that AGO weakly influenced the appraisal of job insecurity, Map, 
Mav and Pav goal orientation were clearly related to flourishing. Hence, the experience 
of job insecurity seems not different for AGO, a mastery goal orientation (approach and 
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avoidance) contributes to flourishing, even in an environment with a substantial threat of 
job loss.

8 � Limitations

When interpreting the results from the present study some limitations should be consid-
ered. An import limitation is the reliance on self-report measures and associated concerns 
regarding common method variance. However, AGO and job insecurity constructs are sub-
jective in nature and not easily objectified. Presumably this is also the reason why research 
aimed at these constructs heavily relies upon self-reports. Thereby, the scales used in this 
study are well validated and can rely on extensive empirical evidence (e.g. Diener et  al. 
2010; Vander Elst et al. 2014a, b; Van Yperen et al. 2014).

Another limitation is that our sample consisted of employees who were interested in 
career advice. This interest could be linked to turnover intention, which is positively asso-
ciated with job insecurity (see Sverke et  al. 2002). We cannot determine to what extent 
our findings apply to employees who were not willing, for whatever reason, to get career 
advice. However, the willingness to get an advice can been seen as a sign of proactively 
coping (i.e., seeking help) given the threat of losing one’s job. Therefore, we can tentatively 
conclude that for employees who experience job insecurity but actively cope with this situ-
ation, the detrimental effect of job insecurity on well-being diminishes, as reported else in 
literature (see Klehe et al. 2012). This weakened negative effect on well-being appears to 
occur in our study, especially for employees with a high Map goal orientation and a low 
Pav goal orientation.

Another important limitation is that the study had a cross-sectional design. Any dynam-
ics in the nature of appraisal of for instance job insecurity can only be captured with a 
longitudinal design, in which intra-individual differences are measured on multiple points 
in time. Causal inferences cannot be drawn with a cross-sectional design. However, there 
is theoretical and empirical evidence that dispositional variables, like AGO, influence 
appraisal (Lazarus and Folkman 1987) and well-being (Dweck 1986) at a certain moment 
in time. Another, aforementioned, limitation might be that possible effects of AGO on the 
appraisal of job insecurity are obscured in a ‘strong’ situation. The threat of losing one’s 
job was substantial in the organization, so that for the employees of the organization job 
insecurity was more an objective fact than a subjective appraisal.

9 � Practical Implications

While a mastery goal orientation is related to flourishing, it might be useful to stimu-
late and promote this goal orientation within employees. More specifically, a Map goal 
orientation can be promoted by training (Noordzij et al. 2013) and certain interventions 
could influence the psychological mastery climate within organizations (e.g., Dragoni 
2005). Moreover, in times of downsizing, organizations can hardly influence quantita-
tive job insecurity, yet to diminish the negative effects of job insecurity on flourishing, 
organizations could focus on reducing qualitative job insecurity. This can be achieved in 
two different ways. First, by enhancing job crafting for employees who most likely will 
stay in the organization, but whose jobs will change. Job crafting provides a framework 
to strengthen valuable aspects of a job, thereby positively influencing well-being (Tims 
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et al. 2013). Secondly, by promoting career adaptability, so that employees even when 
they lose their jobs are better able to find qualitative good jobs (Klehe et al. 2012). To 
conclude, although job insecurity is becoming more inevitable and hampers well-being, 
AGO provides a promising avenue to counter these negative effects.
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Appendix: Confirmatory Factor Analysis Results for Measurement 
Model

Factor loadings (standardized)

Mastery approach
I am willing to select a challenging work assignment that I can learn a lot from 0.76
I often look for opportunities to develop new skills and knowledge 0.73
I enjoy challenging and difficult tasks at work where I’ll learn new skills 0.87
For me, at work development of my ability is important enough to take risks 0.69
I am willing to select a challenging task that I can learn a lot from 0.78
Mastery avoidance
My goal is to avoid being incompetent at performing the skills and tasks necessary for my job 0.66
I hope I am able to maintain enough skills so I am competent at my job 0.76
At work, I am just trying to avoid performing the tasks required for my job poorly 0.81
At work, I focus on not doing worse than I have personally done in the past on my job 0.56
Performance approach
I’m concerned with showing that I can perform better than my co-workers 0.61
I try to figure out what it takes to prove my ability to others at work 0.71
I enjoy it when others at work are aware of how well I am doing 0.69
I prefer to work on projects where I can prove my ability to others 0.65
Performance avoidance
I would avoid taking on a new task if there was a chance that I would appear rather incompetent to 

others
0.56

Avoiding a show of low ability is more important to me than learning a new skill 0.65
I’m concerned about taking on a task at work if my performance would reveal that I had low ability 0.86
I prefer to avoid situations at work where I might perform poorly 0.72
Qualitative job insecurity
My future career opportunities in this organization are favourable 0.88
I feel that this organization can provide me with a stimulating job content in the near future 0.83
My pay development in this organization is promising 0.61
Quantitative job insecurity
I’m afraid I will get fired 0.57
I think I will be able to stay working at this organization 0.82

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Factor loadings (standardized)

I feel insecure about the future of my job 0.55
I am sure I can keep my job 0.72
Chances are I will lose my job in two years 0.57
Flourishinga

Parcel 1 (items 1 and 5) 0.70
Parcel 2 (items 3 and 8) 0.75
Parcel 3 (items 4 and 6) 0.83
Parcel 4 (items 2 and 7) 0.82

a Flourshing (item 1 = I lead a purposeful and meaningful life, 2 = my social relationships are supportive and 
rewarding, 3 = I am engaged and interested in my daily activities, 4 = I actively contribute to the happiness 
and well-being of others, 5 = I am competent and capable in the activities that are important to me, 6 = I am 
a good person and live a good life, 7 = I am optimistic about my future, 8 = people respect me)
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