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The aim of this study was to investigate whether satisfied basic psychological needs reduce the perception of threat 
generated by job insecurity, defined as self-assessment of the availability of the working role to its performers in the 
foreseeable future. The study included 310 participants employed in 24 companies, who completed the Perception of Job 
Insecurity Scale and Need Satisfaction Scale. The hypotheses were tested with multiple regression analyses. The results 
point to the importance of two basic needs – Autonomy and Competence – as factors that reduce the level of perceived 
job insecurity. This study broadens the understanding of personality resources as factors that moderate the perception of 
job insecurity and confirms the self-determination theory in the organisational context. Satisfying the needs for autonomy 
and competence can serve as a basis for interventions aimed at strengthening resilience to stress in employees.
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Job insecurity can have negative consequences for both 
the employee and the employer and is one of the most 
significant sources of work-related stress (1). The stress 
arising from insecure employment adversely affects the 
physical and psychological wellbeing of employees (2), 
loyalty and commitment to the company and work 
satisfaction (3), and the general attitude toward the company 
and work-related behaviour (4). Job insecurity reflects a 
discrepancy between the experienced and preferred level of 
security (5). Davy, Kinicki, and Scheck (6) and van Vuuren 
(7) define job insecurity through expectations concerning 
the continuity of one’s work situation or employment. 
Although there are multiple definitions of job insecurity, 
generally it can be regarded as a subjective phenomenon, 
which is based on individual perception and interpretation 
of the immediate work environment (5). The perception of 
job insecurity is determined by macro (socioeconomic 
context, organisational changes and culture) and micro-level 
factors (employee demographics and personality). 
Demographic variables that can affect the perception of job 
insecurity include gender (8), age (9-11), responsibility for 
the family (12), socioeconomic status (10, 13), education 
(14, 15), and support from friends and family (16). 
Personality factors that can affect this perception include 
self-esteem and optimism (17), emotional intelligence (18), 
self-regulatory mechanisms determined by the motivational 
orientation of personality (19), superior basic self-
evaluations (20), locus of control (21), flexibility (22), 
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psychological similarity of previous and current experience 
(23). Reports about the influence of the type of organisation 
on the perception of job insecurity disagree, however. While 
a Serbian study (24) did not establish a difference between 
public and private companies, European Foundation for the 
Improvement of Living and Working Conditions reported 
lower sense of insecurity in the public sector (25), but this 
difference melted since 2012. All these studies point to a 
more intense perception of job insecurity in employees who 
dislike organisational changes and job market trends or see 
organisational culture as unfair and restrictive in terms of 
participation in making decisions. A more intense perception 
of job insecurity was also found in employees who were 
older, male, less educated, without support from friends 
and family, of lower socioeconomic status, and with 
previous experience of job loss. Psychological traits that 
stand out in those with heightened perception of job 
insecurity are lack of optimism and sense of control, low 
self-confidence, and negative self-evaluation. Differences 
in perception between private and public sector employees 
seem to have diminished.

Basic psychological needs and the perception of job 
insecurity

According to the self-determination theory, satisfied 
basic psychological needs represent significant personality 
resources and the source of individual strength (26, 27). In 
keeping with this theory, work behaviour guided exclusively 
by fear of losing one’s job is an example of unsatisfied basic 
psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness (28). Competence involves the sense of success 
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in completing challenging tasks and achieving a desired 
goal. Autonomy implies a perception of choice and a sense 
of one’s own initiative in behaviour and action, while the 
need for relatedness includes a sense of respect, care, and 
support. Satisfying basic psychological needs can change 
how one assesses their current psychological state, shape a 
stressful situation into a challenge rather than a threat (29-
32), lead to optimal motivation, greater psychological 
energy, and positive affect (33), and promote psychological 
wellbeing and various manifestations of psychological 
growth (34). Persons whose basic psychological needs are 
met are less prone to anxious reactions (35).

All this considered, basic psychological needs could 
provide a basis for creating different organisational 
interventions aimed at increasing resilience of employees 
and at reducing organisational stress caused by diminished 
job security. Accordingly, our study aimed to understand 
how satisfied basic psychological needs influence the 
perception of job insecurity. We started with the following 
hypotheses: better satisfaction of basic psychological needs 
in a working environment diminishes the sense of threat 
and powerlessness. We believe that these two are the crucial 
determinants of the perception of job insecurity.

PARTICIPANTS AND METHODS

Participants

The study included 310 volunteers – 144 male (46.5%) 
and 166 female (53.5%) – recruited by convenience 
sampling (Table 1). They were employed as workers (N= 
247; 79.7%) or managers (N=63; 20.3%) by 24 companies 
in the north of Serbia different in size (15–78 employees), 
profile, structure, and ownership. All of them provided an 
informed written consent to participating in this study.

The study took place between January and March 2014. 
The questionnaires were distributed to groups by an 
investigator and were self-administered. In two cases the 
company psychologist distributed and collected the 
completed questionnaires. Of the 319 questionnaires, 310 
were complete and statistically analysed. Participants who 
did not complete the questionnaires were excluded from 
analysis.

Instruments and statistical analysis

We used the Perception of Job Insecurity Scale (PJIS), 
which was designed earlier (36) and is based on the scales 
described elsewhere (37, 38). It has 22 items to assesses 
two affective and one cognitive dimension of job insecurity 
on a Likert-type scale (from 1 – completely disagree to 5 
– completely agree). Higher total score indicates a higher 
sense of threat and powerlessness. The three factors of the 
perception of job insecurity yielded by factor analysis were 
intensity of threat, sense of powerlessness, and the 
likelihood of job loss. The first two are affective and pertain 

to subjectively evaluated worry over job loss and a sense 
of not being able to prevent it. The likelihood of job loss is 
a cognitive factor expressed as assessment of job loss 
probability.

For the purposes of this study, principal component 
analysis identified four factors with square root values 
higher than 1, while the Scree test identified three factors. 
These were then subjected to promax rotation, which 
provided the best possible representation of data and 
explained 55.42% of the total variance.

The component matrix showed that most items grouped 
around the three isolated factors, but two items (PJIS 18 
and 9) had multiple saturations. We therefore removed them 
and repeated factor analysis. This created three subscales: 
intensity of threat – 11 items, likelihood of job loss – four 
items, and sense of powerlessness – five items. Sense of 
powerlessness had a slightly lower reliability (α=0.656) 
than intensity of threat (α=0.926) and likelihood of job loss 
(α=0.812). The total scale showed good reliability 
(α=0.903). However, since the study investigated the 
relationship between the satisfaction of basic psychological 
needs in the working environment and the affective 
components of job insecurity perception, the cognitive 
dimension (likelihood of job loss) was left out of any further 
statistical analysis.

Table 1 Sample demographics (N=310)
Descriptive characteristics of the sample

Category Number %

Gender
Male 144 46.5

Female 166 53.5

Age
20–35 years 115 37.1
36–45 years 93 30.0
46–65 years 102 32.9

Company 
ownership

State 130 41.9
Private 180 58.1

Position in the 
company

Workers 247 79.7
Managers 63 20.3

Level of 
education

Primary school 15 4.8
High school 186 60.0

College/
university 98 31.6

Master/doctoral 
degree 11 3.5

Marital status

Married 181 58.4
Single 98 31.6

Divorced 23 7.4
Widow/er 8 2.6

Socioeconomic 
status

Below average 46 14.8
Average 226 72.9

Above average 38 12.3
Previous 
experience of job 
loss

Yes 141 45.5
No 169 54.5
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The Need Satisfaction Scale (NSS) consists of 21 items 
to be answered on a five-point Likert-type scale (from 1 – 
completely disagree to 5 – completely agree). Higher score 
corresponds to a higher level of satisfaction of the basic 
psychological needs. Mladenović (39) translated and 
adapted this scale from the original developed by Deci et 
al. (40) for the purposes of her doctoral thesis. The scale 
assesses a personal sense of autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness of an employee.

Factor analysis identified three factors that explained 
46.9% of the total variance and included 21 items. Fifteen 
items grouped around these three components in the 
composition matrix, while six items had multiple 
saturations. Repeated factor analysis provided a better factor 
structure, but it still had three items with multiple 
saturations, which had to be excluded from further analysis. 
Eventually, three subscales were formed: autonomy (three 
items), competence (four items), and relatedness (four 
items). Because as many as ten items were removed from 
this scale, the reliability of subscales was lower than in the 
PJIS: α=0.615, α=0. 548, and α=0.807, respectively.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Table 2 shows the basic descriptive statistics for all the 
variables included in this study. None deviated significantly 
from normal distribution (see the index of skewness and 
kurtosis, which are both within the -1 to +1 range, except 
for intensity of threat kurtosis, which is close to the critical 
value).

Table 3 shows that the correlations between all variables 
were statistically significant.

Multiple regression analysis using the basic 
psychological needs as predictors and intensity of threat as 
the criterion variable singled out two significant predictors: 
autonomy and competence (Table 4). Higher self-perceived 
autonomy and competence entailed lower threat intensity, 
which partly confirmed our first hypothesis that basic need 
satisfaction in the working environment would diminish 
the perception of job insecurity.

Multiple regression analysis using the basic 
psychological needs as the predictor variables and sense of 
powerlessness as the criterion variable singled out 
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autonomy as the only significant predictor. An increase in 
perceived autonomy entailed a decrease in the sense of 
powerlessness (Table 5), which also partly confirmed the 
second hypothesis that basic need satisfaction diminishes 
the sense of powerlessness.

These findings are in accordance with previous studies 
of the relationship between job insecurity and psychological 
wellbeing in the working context (41, 42). Research also 
suggests that the context which promotes basic need 
satisfaction contributes to a person’s vitality and strength 
of the self, which, in turn, contribute to improved self-
confidence, mental health, and better general psychological 
wellbeing (43). It is justified to assume that these 
psychological qualities alleviate the sense of threat. 
Perceived appreciation of competences and sense of efficacy 
(mastership) are likely to be transferred onto getting to grips 
with job insecurity and decreasing the sense of powerlessness 
caused by it.

Generally, we can conclude that self-perceived 
autonomy and competence constitute psychological 
resources which contribute to the psychological 
empowerment of the employee in a demanding situation 
such as job insecurity, which is supported by previous 
studies (44, 45). These resources can encourage one to 
observe a threat as a challenge and use active and efficient 
coping strategies against stress at the workplace (20).

In the context of our own research, we can conclude 
that satisfaction of the need for autonomy stands out as the 
most important factor in diminishing the sense of job 
insecurity. The need for autonomy can be developmentally 
more relevant in the perception of threat in the working 
environment than other needs, which is in line with the 
self-determination theory, as it places the need for autonomy 
on top of all life domains (46).

Our study contributes to current research of 
organisational stress and psychological functioning of 
employees facing a threat of job loss by confirming the 
results of previous studies (47) that satisfied basic 
psychological needs provide an important psychological 
resource at work and allow employees to channel their 
energy and behaviour in constructive ways and be less prone 
to emotional exhaustion. To the best of our knowledge, this 
is the first study on perception of job insecurity in Serbia 

Table 2 Descriptive statistics for the variables used in the study
Variable Minimum Maximum Mean SD Α Skewness Kurtosis
Perception of Job Insecurity Scale
Threat intensity (11) 1.09 5.00 3.063 1.038 0.926 -0.107 -1.039
Probability of job loss (4) 1.00 5.00 2.532 0.970 0.812 0.444 -0.351
Powerlessness (5) 1.00 5.00 3.322 0.892 0.656 -0.469 -0.143
Basic Needs Satisfaction Scale
Autonomy (3) 1.00 5.00 2.917 1.011 0.615 0.040 -0.756
Relatedness (4) 1.25 5.00 3.543 0.887 0.807 -0.386 -0.448
Competence (5) 1.25 5.00 3.718 0.807 0.548 -0.428 -0.237

the number of items for each variable is given in brackets
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and the first to point out the importance of satisfied basic 
psychological needs in creating a relatively stable basis for 
resilience against work-related stress.

Implications for practice

Our findings identify two factors that meaningful 
organisational interventions should target: the satisfaction 
of the needs for autonomy and competence. Employee 
autonomy can be increased by stimulating their participation 
in the organisation through interventions such as sharing 
information, making situations predictable, providing 
meaningful explanations for work demands, showing 
respect for the employees’ opinions, and minimising work 
pressure in the form of strict control or strong expectations 
(48).

The sense of competence, in turn, can be boosted by 
increasing the level of control, creating a sense of efficacy 
and productiveness, and providing feedback. Feedback is 
a powerful motivational and educational tool, if provided 
properly. It boosts the sense of self-worth and provides ways 
of improvement.

Implications for research

Self-assessment of stress at work is influenced by 
dispositional mood factors (49). Furthermore, certain 
personality variables, such as optimism and positive affect, 
can play an important role with regard to the assessment of 
job insecurity (41). In that respect, future research should 
control emotional and personality variables. Likewise, 
considering the drop in motivation caused by the deprivation 
of a wide spectrum of needs in the situation of job insecurity, 
it would be well advised that future studies should include 
motivational variables, such as the employees’ goals, work 
engagement, commitment to the company, and work 
centralisation. Further research should explore in more 
depth the causal relations between the satisfaction of basic 
psychological needs and the perception of job insecurity. 
New variables – whether adverse or beneficial – need to be 
identified and included for us to better understand individual 
differences in the perception of job insecurity and the 

mechanisms that lie at the heart of this phenomenon. 
Besides the individual approach, future research should 
focus on the contextual/organisational level. A supportive 
organisational culture could enhance employees’ well-
being.

Designing future research in this way should be 
instrumental to companies in understanding their employees 
and creating a better working environment.

Limitations

The limitations of our study are primarily related to its 
design. Self-evaluations of work-related stress can be 
affected by dispositional mood (49) and run the risk of the 
so called “common method bias”, which can inflate the 
correlations between dimensions.

Another limitation concerns self-evaluation of the 
satisfaction of basic psychological needs. It is more likely 
to be linked to need-related motives than satisfaction of the 
need itself (e.g. the need for relatedness can be satisfied by 
belonging to a certain group, but being a group member 
can also satisfy other similar motives). In other words, 
self-evaluation may leave out needs of which persons are 
not fully aware. To overcome this limitation, the assessment 
of need satisfaction should also include sources other than 

Table 3 Correlations between variables
Variable Powerlessness Threat intensity Relatedness Autonomy Competence
Powerlessness 1
Threat intensity 0.510* 1
Relatedness -0.241** -0.175** 1
Autonomy -0.296** -0.440** 0.494** 1
Competence -0.151* -0.370** 0.450** 0.588** 1

*p<0.05; **p<0.01

Table 4 Contributions of predictors in predicting threat intensity

Predictors β F(df1, df2) R2

Autonomy -0.374**
Relatedness 0.097 21.26** (3, 227) 22%
Competence -0.194*

*p<0.05; **p<0.01

Table 5 Contributions of predictors in predicting the sense of 
powerlessness

Predictor 
variables β F(df1, df2) R2

Autonomy -0.267**
Relatedness -0.140 8.62** (3, 227) 10%
Competence 0.069

*p<0.05; **p<0.01

the questionnaire (e.g. employer’s statement or a participant’s 
journal recording their observations about the working 
environment).

Another limitation is the possibility of reverse causality. 
The employees’ perception of job insecurity could have 
affected their assessment of the basic need satisfaction. This 
issue can be addressed by a longitudinal research that would 
establish long-term effects of basic need satisfaction after 
controlling for other important factors, such as basic 
psychological needs at baseline as well as mood and 
personality factors.

Finally, samples from single companies were small and 
uneven, and future research could benefit from a larger and 
evenly distributed sample across companies.
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Uloga osnovnih psiholoških potreba u percepciji nesigurnosti posla

Cilj ovoga istraživanja je bio ispitati smanjuju li zadovoljene psihološke potrebe percepciju prijetnje koja proizlazi iz 
nesigurnosti zaposlenja, koje je određeno samoprocjenom dostupnosti radne uloge u budućnosti. U istraživanju je 
sudjelovalo 310 zaposlenika u 24 tvrtke, koji su popunjavali Ljestvicu percepcije nesigurnosti posla i Ljestvicu 
zadovoljenosti potreba. Hipoteze su provjeravane višestrukim regresijskim analizama. Rezultati su pokazali značaj dviju 
osnovnih potreba – autonomije i kompetentnosti – kao čimbenika koji smanjuju razinu opažene nesigurnosti posla. 
Proširujući razumijevanje resursa ličnosti kao čimbenika koji moderiraju percepciju nesigurnosti posla, ovo istraživanje 
predstavlja primjenu teorije samodeterminacije u organizacijskom kontekstu. Zadovoljenje potreba za autonomijom i 
kompetencijom može poslužiti kao osnova za intervencije čiji je cilj jačanje otpornosti na stres u zaposlenih osoba.

KLJUČNE RIJEČI: autonomija; kompetentnost; moderirajući efekt; percepcija prijetnje


