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The COVID-19 pandemic has greatly altered the way employees work and has
had a significant impact on their subsequent behaviors. In this study we applied
affective events theory and developed an adjustable mediation model to
examine how COVID-19-related work changes influence employees’ behaviors.
We conducted an online survey and collected data from 571 people employed
in various businesses across several provinces in China. The results indicated
that COVID-19-related work changes positively predicted work-related
information seeking and job-seeking behaviors, with job insecurity serving as a
mediator. Furthermore, job embeddedness amplified the positive relationship
between job insecurity and the search for work-related information. The
theoretical and practical consequences of these results are discussed.
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Article Highlights

COVID-19-related work changes were found to promote employees’ job insecurity.
Employees’ job insecurity prompted them to engage in work-related information seeking and job-seeking
behaviors.
Job embeddedness enhanced the positive relationship between job insecurity and employees’ work-related
information seeking.

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic was an unprecedented event in history (Venkatesh, 2020). This global shock
has had a significant impact on organizations. For instance, to ensure the normal operation of a company and limit the
spread of the virus, organizations adopted measures such as downsizing (Dahmani & Gasmi, 2022) and mergers (Bauer
et al., 2022). Simultaneously, as employee work changes are highly related to organizational restructuring (Han et al.,
2023), during the pandemic, employees were forced to adapt quickly to flexible work arrangements, such as company
relocation, remote working, and self-isolation (Ambrogio et al., 2022; Loretto et al., 2010). Undoubtedly, the
COVID-19 pandemic instigated substantial alterations in the workplace environment for many employees and
potentially influenced their behavior.

Against the backdrop of the COVID-19 pandemic, many individuals actively sought personal work development,
including searching for job-related information and exploring other employment opportunities, yet this area remains
largely unexplored and warrants further investigation. In addition, the focus in existing research on the impact of the
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COVID-19 pandemic on employee information-seeking and job-seeking behavior has been primarily on the event itself
(McFarland et al., 2020; Pan & Zhang, 2020), and its potential impact mechanisms are yet to be revealed. Moreover,
given that multiple factors influence individual behavior in the workplace (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978), it remains
unclear whether the relationship between work changes and employee job-related behaviors varies across different
environmental characteristics or psychological circumstances.

To better understand the relationship between COVID-19-related work changes and employees’ proactive work
behaviors, we constructed an intermediary moderation model based on affective events theory (Weiss & Cropanzano,
1996), in which it is posited that work events are the direct cause of emotional reactions, which, in turn, influence
individuals’ judgment and drive their behavior. Hence, we chose job insecurity as the mediating condition to explain the
process of the relationship between COVID-19-related work changes and employees’ proactive work behaviors.

can be described as an emotional state characterized by employees’ apprehension about the stability of
their employment and the threat of job loss (Grunberg et al., 2006). In this context we hypothesized that the significant
work changes brought about by COVID-19 led to employees perceiving their jobs as unstable and at risk. Additionally,
we identified employees’ work-related information seeking and job-seeking behaviors as indicators of proactive work
behaviors, as both are active approaches employees take for their own development. In the context of the workplace,

is the process of an individual actively seeking information about the organization (Brown et al.,
2001), and refers to the specific actions and behaviors that individuals engage in when searching
for employment (Schmit et al., 1993; Wanberg et al., 1996). According to affective events theory, when
COVID-19-related work changes lead to job insecurity, employees become concerned about job stability and the
potential of being laid off, and may engage in job-seeking behaviors as a means of personal development.

Moreover, affective events theory suggests that job characteristics can moderate the impact of work-related emotions
and attitudes on judgment-driven behaviors (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). Therefore, we incorporated
as a job characteristic, which is a composite force consisting of contextual and perceptual factors that deter individuals
from leaving their current employment (T. Lee et al., 2014; Yao et al., 2004). It is a structure composed of situational
and perceptual forces that connect individuals to their workplace, involving the location, people, and issues within their
job (Yao et al., 2004). This job characteristic reflects employees’ tendency to stay within an organization (Crossley et
al., 2007). Therefore, we believed that understanding job embeddedness would be crucial in the context of work
changes related to COVID-19, as it can determine whether employees will stay and adapt or will seek new opportunities
in uncertain and insecure situations. In summary, we anticipated that varying degrees of job embeddedness would
differentially influence the relationship between COVID-19-related work changes and employees’ proactive work
behaviors. Our conceptual model is presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Theoretical Model
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COVID-19-Related Work Changes and Job Insecurity

The advent of the COVID-19 pandemic exerted a profound impact on various aspects of the resources of countries
around the world, including public health, healthcare, the economy, and the labor market (Venkatesh, 2020). Various
industries, in an effort to alleviate the impact of the pandemic, compelled employees to make flexible adjustments (X.
Liu et al., 2023), enabling survival in an environment of business downturn. This involved, for instance, embracing
telecommuting practices or restructuring various workflow models and modes of interaction among coworkers, along
with altering how employees engaged with customers at physical venues (Mihalache & Mihalache, 2022). Concurrently,
the existing literature suggests that such changes in work conditions could impact the mental health of employees (W.
Liu et al., 2021). To better elucidate the psychological and emotional responses of employees in this work scenario, we
selected a particularly critical psychological factor: job insecurity. According to affective events theory, we believed
that COVID-19-related work changes would contribute to the emergence of job insecurity. The pandemic had a
significant impact on businesses, with many companies and organizations facing the risk of supply-and-demand
disruptions (Sombultawee et al., 2022), leading to substantial layoffs of staff (Blustein et al., 2020). This posed a threat
of unemployment to the employees, thereby causing job insecurity among the staff (De Cuyper et al., 2010).
Furthermore, as the pandemic spread, employees transitioned from previously safe working conditions to an
environment with a risk of infection (Blustein et al., 2020). This shift from a traditionally secure work environment to
one that was rapidly changing and insecure may have increased employees’ job insecurity (Blackmore & Kuntz, 2011).
During the pandemic, employees had to persevere and adapt to a tense working environment, volatile work schedules,
and unfamiliar job characteristics (Mihalache & Mihalache, 2022), which may have led to psychological anxiety and
stress, thereby causing employees to have concerns about the continuity and stability of their employment. Thus, we
proposed the following hypothesis:

COVID-19-related work changes will be positively related to employees’ job insecurity.

Job Insecurity, Work-Related Information Seeking, and Job-Seeking Behavior

Information seeking includes seven components: overt questions, indirect questions, use of third parties, testing limits,
disguised conversations, observing, and surveillance (Miller & Jahlin, 1991). In the context of employees’ work this
manifests as acquiring work-related information through means such as consulting supervisors, experienced colleagues,
and other employees, as well as referring to written documents (Wolfe Morrison, 1993). Researchers have previously
found that employees’ behavior is often influenced by their emotions (Lazarus, 1991). However, the COVID-19
pandemic has introduced additional psychological, social, and occupational demands, potentially altering employees’
attitude toward their work (Mihalache & Mihalache, 2022). Consequently, when employees experience panic because
of job instability and unsustainability, they seek methods to cope with this predicament.

Using affective events theory, we proposed that in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, employees’ sense of job
insecurity would promote their work-related information seeking. Research has indicated that the inherent uncertainty
associated with experiencing job insecurity prevents employees from using effective and appropriate coping strategies
in the workplace (Sverke et al., 2002). Consequently, they engage in work-related information seeking to resolve their
own confusion. Ashford et al. (1989) suggested that job insecurity may lead to a decline in job performance; therefore,
when employees face the risk of decreased performance, they may seek information for assistance. Additionally, in the
circumstance of the COVID-19 pandemic, employees’ sense of insecurity also stemmed from concerns about their
occupational health (Venkatesh, 2020). In such circumstances, employees actively seek protective measures and
information about local epidemic policies to ensure their health and the normal progression of their work. Thus, we
proposed the following hypothesis:

Job insecurity will be positively related to employees’ work-related information seeking.

Job-seeking behavior is also an important means of coping with changes in the workplace (Schmit et al., 1993).
Similarly, job insecurity can affect employees’ willingness to stay in the organization (Astarlioglu et al., 2011). When
individuals feel insecure in their work, they are less likely to remain with the organization, which can lead to them
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engaging in job-seeking behavior. Following affective events theory, we believed that job insecurity would promote
employees’ job-seeking behavior. First, job insecurity involves internal stressors such as fear and anxiety (Ashford et
al., 1989), and employees experiencing work insecurity are inevitably driven to behaviors that have the goal of finding
new employment. Second, the COVID-19 pandemic triggered large-scale layoffs of staff, which incited panic among
employees about job instability (Blustein et al., 2020; Lian et al., 2022). Thus, when employees continually see their
colleagues being laid off, they may take the initiative to seek backup plans for themselves. Third, because of concerns
about their own physical health, employees might consider switching to a relatively safer job. Thus, we proposed the
following hypothesis:

 Job insecurity will be positively related to employees’ job-seeking behavior.

The Moderating Role of Job Embeddedness

Job embeddedness has been conceptualized as a combination of two subfactors: on-the-job embeddedness and off-the-
job embeddedness (Mitchell et al., 2001). concerns the level of individuals’ entanglement
within their workplace, whereas the focus in is on the extent of people’s integration into their
community. Each type of embeddedness comprises three foundational elements: the formal or informal ties between an
individual and institutions, places, or other individuals, which are termed ; , which is the congruence or ease
employees experience within their work and nonwork settings; and the potential loss of material or psychological
advantages that could result from exiting one’s job or community, that is, employees’ sense of .

Wheeler et al. (2012) found that job embeddedness motivates, guides, and sustains behavior. When employees have a
high degree of job embeddedness, they are more likely to remain within the organization, thereby prompting them to
compensate for any deficiencies. Drawing on affective events theory, we proposed that job embeddedness would
amplify the positive correlation between job insecurity and work-related information seeking. First, studies have
indicated that a high level of job embeddedness among employees reflects positive organizational commitment (T. Lee
et al., 2014). Therefore, when feelings of job insecurity arise, employees with high job embeddedness will actively seek
work-related information to ensure their retention within the organization. Second, Halbesleben and Wheeler (2008)
found that job embeddedness can yield additional resources within the workplace. This includes improved access to
advice or work assistance; hence, compared with their colleagues, those employees with higher levels of embeddedness
may exhibit increased information-seeking behavior. Third, during the COVID-19 pandemic, if employees were
compelled to remain within an organization, this process would inevitably lead to their insecurity, subsequently causing
them to do everything possible to seek useful and relevant information. Thus, we proposed the following hypothesis:

Job embeddedness will moderate the positive relationship between job insecurity and work-related
information seeking, such that this relationship will be stronger when employees’ job embeddedness is high (vs. low).

Unlike information seeking, which suggests a desire to remain within an organization, job-seeking behavior indicates an
employee’s intention to leave. Hence, we posited that job embeddedness would mitigate the positive correlation between
job insecurity and job-seeking behavior. First, job embeddedness often represents a state of inertia as, most of the time,
staying in one’s current employment is not even regarded as a choice process (Mitchell & Lee, 2001). For instance,
social factors such as familial responsibilities may lead to a high degree of job embeddedness (e.g., because of
economic considerations). As a result, even though a sense of insecurity among employees may prompt job-seeking
behavior, this action is often brought to a halt because of consideration for their family. Second, as previously
described, high job embeddedness implies that employees have established strong social and emotional ties with their
colleagues and the organization (T. Lee et al., 2014). Even when employees are faced with job insecurity, these robust
social connections and loyalty to the organization may incline them to stay in their current position rather than seeking
new job opportunities. Third, job embeddedness is often associated with the investments employees and organizations
have made in employees’ current role (Hom et al., 2009). A higher level of job embeddedness implies greater
investment. Consequently, even if employees with high levels of embeddedness feel job insecurity, the potential loss of
their investment may become a factor in their reluctance to seek new employment opportunities. Thus, we proposed the
following hypothesis:

Job embeddedness will moderate the positive relationship between employees’ job insecurity and job-
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Method

Participants and Procedure

The sample for this study was drawn from companies in Sichuan, Shandong, Jiangsu, and Anhui Provinces in China,
with employees working in various sectors including accommodation and catering, manufacturing, agriculture, forestry,
fisheries, and wholesale and retail industries. We began our research in October 2022, after the occurrence of a regional
COVID-19 outbreak in the country. To comply with epidemic prevention policies, we utilized an online survey for data
collection. Before the survey began, we communicated our research design and objectives to the participants, assuring
them of the confidentiality and anonymity of the survey. To decrease the likelihood of duplication, we utilized a
technique that limited the use of multiple devices for respondents, guaranteeing that each participant filled out the
survey just once. After rigorous screening by our team, we obtained 571 valid responses.

The sample comprised 266 men (46.6%) and 305 women (53.4%). Regarding age, six participants (1.1%) were aged
under 18 years, 88 (15.4%) were aged 18–25 years, 143 (25%) were aged 26–35 years, 171 (29.9%) were aged 36–45
years, 152 (26.6%) were aged 46–55 years, and 11 (1.9%) were aged 56 years or over. In terms of educational
attainment, 64 (11.2%) had finished their schooling at junior high school or below, 141 (24.7%) had a high school
diploma, 157 (27.5%) held an associate degree, 132 (23.1%) had a bachelor’s degree, and 77 (13.5%) had a master’s
degree or higher. Concerning tenure with their company, 77 (13.5%) had been with the company for 0–1 years, 127
(22.2%) for 1–2 years, 129 (22.6%) for 2–3 years, 109 (19.1%) for 3–5 years, 66 (11.6%) for 5–10 years, and 63 (11%)
for 10 years or more.

Measures

The scales were originally composed in English; thus, we arranged to translate them into Chinese using back-translation
(Brislin, 1980). We invited two assistant professors in management to conduct the back-translation. Unless otherwise
specified, items were rated using a 5-point Likert scale (1 =  to 5 =  or 1 =  to 5 = ).

COVID-19-Related Work Changes
We employed the eight-item scale developed by Madero Gómez et al. (2020) to measure employees’ perception
regarding the impact of COVID-19 on their work. A sample item is “The coronavirus has put the operations of my
workplace at risk.” Cronbach’s alpha in this study was .92.

Job Insecurity
We drew on the four-item scale developed by Schreurs et al. (2012) to measure employees’ job insecurity. A sample
item is “I fear that I might lose my job.” Cronbach’s alpha was .87 in our study.

Work-Related Information Seeking
We used the seven-item scale developed by Wolfe Morrison (1993) to measure employees’ information-seeking
behavior. A sample item is “I will ask my immediate supervisor for help.” Cronbach’s alpha in our study was .92.

Job-Seeking Behavior
We adapted a 12-item scale developed by Blau (1994) to measure employees’ job-seeking behavior. A sample item is “I
have sent my résumé to potential employers.” Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .98 in our study.

Job Embeddedness 
We measured job embeddedness with the seven-item scale developed by Crossley et al. (2007). A sample item is “I feel
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Control Variables 
To ensure the robustness of our study, we considered various characteristics of the respondents. We controlled for
gender, age, educational level, and organizational tenure to mitigate any potential impact of these demographic data on
the survey results.

Data Analysis

We used SPSS 27.0 and Mplus 8.3 for data processing and analysis.

Results

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

As depicted in Table 1, the five-factor model demonstrated an excellent fit to the data, outperforming the alternative
competing models in the confirmatory factor analysis.

Table 1. Confirmatory Factor Analysis

= 571. CFI = comparative fit index; TLI = Tucker–Lewis index; RMSEA = root-mean-square error of
approximation; SRMR = standardized root-mean-square residual.
a COVID-19-related work changes, Job insecurity, Work-related information seeking, Job-seeking behavior, Job
embeddedness; b COVID-19-related work changes, Job insecurity, Work-related information seeking, Job-seeking
behavior + Job embeddedness; c COVID-19-related work changes + Job insecurity + Job embeddedness, Job-seeking
behavior, Work-related information seeking; d COVID-19-related work changes + Job insecurity + Work-related
information seeking + Job embeddedness, Job-seeking behavior; e COVID-19-related work changes + Job insecurity +
Work-related information seeking + Job-seeking behavior + Job embeddedness.
***  < .001.

Descriptive Statistics

The mean values, standard deviations, and correlations among the measures are presented in Table 2. The correlations
observed between key variables aligned closely with our expected results, providing preliminary support for the
hypotheses.
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Table 2. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of Study Variables

. = 571. CWC = COVID-19-related work changes; JI = job insecurity; WRI = work-related information seeking;
JSB = job-seeking behavior; JE = job embeddedness. Cronbach’s alpha values are shown on the diagonal.
* < .05. **  < .01  *** < .001.

Hypothesis Testing

To test the hypotheses we constructed a structural equation model using Mplus 8.3, employing maximum likelihood
estimation and 5,000 bootstrapped resamples (see Table 3). There was a positive relationship between job insecurity
and COVID-19-related work changes, supporting Hypothesis 1. Job insecurity showed a positive relationship with both
work-related information-seeking and job-seeking behavior. Thus, Hypotheses 2a and 2b were supported.

Table 3. Summary of Direct Effects

. = 571. CWC = COVID-19-related work changes; JI = job insecurity; WRI = work-related information seeking;
JSB = job-seeking behavior; JE = job embeddedness; CI = confidence interval;  = lower limit;  = upper limit.

As can be seen in Table 4 and Figure 2, the interaction between job insecurity and job embeddedness positively
predicted work-related information seeking. The interaction between job insecurity and job embeddedness was not
significantly associated with job-seeking behavior, supporting Hypothesis 3 but not supporting Hypothesis 4. The direct
effect of job insecurity on work-related information seeking was significant at high but not low levels of job
embeddedness.
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Table 4. Summary of Moderating Effects

.  = 571. CI = confidence interval;  = lower limit;  = upper limit.

Figure 2. The Moderating Effect of Job Embeddedness on the Relationship Between Job Insecurity
and Work-Related Information Seeking

Discussion

We developed a model to elucidate the mechanisms through which COVID-19-related job changes impact employees’
proactive behaviors at work. Specifically, we focused on two variables: employees’ work-related information seeking
and job-seeking behaviors. Using affective events theory, we introduced job insecurity as a mediator and examined the
moderating effect of job embeddedness on the impact of job insecurity on work-related information seeking and job-
seeking behaviors. Our experimental results indicate that COVID-19-related job changes promoted job insecurity in
employees, which, in turn, encouraged them to engage in work-related information seeking and job-seeking behaviors.

Additionally, we found that job embeddedness positively moderated the effect of job insecurity on information seeking.
This implies that when job embeddedness is high, the positive relationship between job insecurity and work-related
information seeking is stronger. However, our research results also indicate that job embeddedness did not act as a
moderator of the relationship between job insecurity and job-seeking behavior. We believe that this result can be
attributed to the context of COVID-19. Against the backdrop of large-scale layoffs because of the pandemic, employees
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tended to engage in job-seeking behaviors resulting from immense uncertainty (McFarland et al., 2020). In such a
scenario, the effect of job insecurity might be so pronounced that it could negate the usual moderating role of job
embeddedness. Furthermore, during prolonged events like COVID-19, the relationship between job insecurity and job-
seeking behavior might change over time. Our data were collected at a single time point, which might also have
contributed to the nonsignificant moderating effect we observed.

Theoretical Implications

Our research offers numerous valuable contributions. First, we have extended the literature on the impact of
COVID-19-related work changes on job insecurity and subsequent employee behaviors. By reviewing the existing
literature, we found that the focus in previous studies was on the negative consequences of work changes caused by
COVID-19, such as burnout leading to negative employee behaviors, including decline in mental health, interpersonal
conflicts, and aggressiveness (X. Liu et al., 2023), and how job insecurity can lead to negative employee behaviors such
as reduced work engagement, participation, and professional attitudes (C. Lee et al., 2018), while neglecting the positive
behaviors employees may exhibit in this process. Consequently, our theoretical framework extends understanding of the
impact of work changes on employees to previously unexplored domains, highlighting a proactive aspect of employee
behaviors in the face of adversity.

Second, we revealed the potential mechanisms of how COVID-19-related job changes affect information seeking and
job-seeking behaviors, by emphasizing the mediating role of job insecurity. Previous researchers have concentrated on
the disruptive impact of the COVID-19 pandemic itself on these behaviors (McFarland et al., 2020; Pan & Zhang,
2020). However, relatively few scholars have studied its operating mechanisms. In this research we constructed a
framework showing how COVID-19-related job changes influence employee information search and job-seeking
behaviors through job insecurity, thereby initiating exploration of how pandemic-related job changes have affected
employees’ proactive behaviors in seeking their own career development.

Third, by recognizing job embeddedness as an important boundary condition, our study explains the moderating role of
job insecurity in the employee information-search process. Previous researchers mostly focused on job embeddedness
as a mediator directly influencing employee work behavior (see, e.g., Holtom et al., 2012), overlooking its moderating
role. Our research finding suggests that employees’ job embeddedness amplifies the process by which job insecurity
affects their work behavior, highlighting the role of job embeddedness in the context of COVID-19 and expanding the
literature in this field.

Practical Implications

Our research findings suggest three key strategies for organizations in the context of a crisis environment, such as the
COVID-19 pandemic. First, addressing the job insecurity stemming from pandemic-induced work changes is essential.
This could be done through transparent communication about job stability and introducing flexible work arrangements
to alleviate employee concerns. Second, in a crisis environment, managers of organizations should focus on the
psychological well-being of their employees to reduce turnover, making them feel valued and secure through
opportunities for professional growth. Last, enhancing job embeddedness is important because it can positively
moderate the impact of job insecurity on employees’ information-seeking behavior. Investing in employee benefits,
such as health insurance and retirement plans, can increase job commitment and foster a culture of growth and loyalty
within the organization.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

This study contains several limitations. First, the cross-sectional design we employed hinders the establishment of
causality, suggesting a need for future longitudinal studies to better understand the dynamics between
COVID-19-related work changes and the outcomes. Second, the focus on China may limit the findings’ applicability to
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other contexts, particularly in developed nations with different sociocultural backgrounds. Therefore, further research
in varied international settings is recommended. Third, the absence of a significant moderating effect by job
embeddedness on the relationship between job insecurity and employee job-seeking behavior indicates a potential area
for future research to explore alternative moderating factors.
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