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Abstract

Orientation: The demand for retaining top talent in the highly competitive and turbulent working environment has made retention research relevant and important. A central question in retention research revolves around the psychological factors that drive employees to remain at an organisation.

Research purpose: This research explores the mediating and conditional (moderating) processes underlying the link between employees’ job embeddedness and satisfaction with organisational retention practices.

Motivation for the study: Several research studies are available with regard to the association between job embeddedness and retention practices. However, there seems to be a paucity of information available on the psychological process of workplace friendship underlying the job embeddedness–retention practices satisfaction link, as well as the boundary conditions of this process as set by employees’ career concerns.

Research design, approach and method: The study followed a cross-sectional, quantitative research design. Data were collected from a convenience sample of (N = 200) permanently employed staff members within a South African higher education institution. Moderated-mediation analysis was performed to achieve the research objective.

Main findings: The findings indicated career concerns as important boundary conditions for the psychological (mediating) process of workplace friendship in the job embeddedness–retention practices satisfaction link.

Practical/managerial implications: Enhancing work conditions and practices to support the evolving career development needs and concerns of valuable employees may be key to maintaining person–environment correspondence and retaining them.

Contribution or value-add: The findings extend retention theory by adding new insights into under what circumstances employees’ job embeddedness positively influences their satisfaction with organisational retention practices. The study provides new evidence of the important role of employees’ career development needs in retention theory and practice.
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Introduction

Key focus

Several recent research studies have focused on the importance of retaining valuable human capital in today’s competitive world of work (Deas, 2017; Khaleel, Chelliah, Khalid, Jamil, & Manzoor, 2016; Stoltz, 2015; Van Dyk, 2012). Higher education institutions are specifically vulnerable to losing their highly qualified staff to the private sector and to other higher education institutions that offer better rewards and benefits (Erasmus, Grobler, & Van Niekerk, 2015; Samuel & Chipunza, 2009). For organisations and practitioners, the retention of employees generally alludes to understanding the psychological factors and practices that bind the employee to the organisation and facilitate person–environment correspondence or fit (Döckel, 2003; Stoltz, 2015). The notion of person–environment correspondence (Dawis, 1996; Dawis & Lofquist, 1993) has become important in the retention literature because it speaks to the mutual needs of employees and organisations. Employees are more satisfied, productive and committed when they perceive a fit between their job and career development needs and work environment conditions and practices, which in turn also addresses the organisation’s need to retain high-performing employees in a competitive business environment (Capuzzi & Stauffer, 2006; Döckel, 2003; Kim, 2017).

Job embeddedness has emerged as a retention construct that indicates employees’ sense of person–environment fit (Johnson, Sachau, & Englert, 2010). Employees’ decision to leave an organisation is not made in isolation but is shaped by the environment in which the individual is embedded (Lee, Mitchell, Sablynski, Burton, & Holtom, 2004; Mitchell, Holtom, & Lee, 2001a). Research suggests that employees who are highly embedded in their jobs might choose to stay with an employing organisation even if circumstances are less than ideal (Asgharian, Yusof, YaserMazhari, & HazratSoltan, 2013). Research has further established retention practices such as training and development opportunities, career development opportunities, job characteristics and supervisor support as positive predictors of employees’ job embeddedness (Van Dyk, 2012). Although linear links have been established between job embeddedness and retention practices satisfaction, research on the psychological processes and circumstances under which the link between employees’ job embeddedness and retention practices satisfaction is strengthened or weakened is lacking, especially in the higher education environment. The objective of the present research was therefore to explore the mediating and conditional (moderating) processes underlying the link between employees’ job embeddedness and satisfaction with organisational retention practices.

Background of the study

Because person–environment fit theory (Dawis, 1996; Dawis & Lofquist, 1993) indicates employees’ career development needs as central to the interaction between them and the work environment, the present study was interested in exploring the moderating role of employees’ career concerns in the job embeddedness–retention practices satisfaction link. Research on person–environment fit also established workplace affiliations as important social support mechanisms in employees’ job embeddedness and career development (Jiang, 2017; Ng & Feldman, 2009). The present research was therefore also interested in exploring workplace friendship as a mediating psychological process in the job embeddedness–retention practices satisfaction link. Although contrasting results were found with regard to the advantages and disadvantages of workplace friendships (Bayes & Kelly, 1994; Paul, 1994), several research studies confirmed that employees who have high-quality friendships at the workplace were more satisfied with their jobs, which positively influenced their retention (Khaleel et al., 2016; Nielsen, Jex, & Adams, 2000; Riordan & Griffethc, 1995). However, research on the mediating role of workplace friendship in the job embeddedness–retention practices satisfaction link is lacking.

Replicating research that suggests employees’ job embeddedness and satisfaction with retention practices are important factors in the question of which psychological factors drive employees’ intentions to remain at the organisation (Van Dyk, 2012), the present research adds new insights into understanding the job embeddedness–retention practices satisfaction link. Van Dyk’s (2012) research was conducted in the ICT environment and treated retention practices satisfaction as predictors of job embeddedness. The current study treats job embeddedness as an explanatory mechanism of employees’ satisfaction with retention practices satisfaction in the higher education environment, which makes the study unique. Seen through the theoretical lens of person–environment fit theory (Dawis, 1996; Dawis & Lofquist, 1993), the research aims to illuminate the psychological mediating process of workplace friendship underlying the job embeddedness–retention practices satisfaction link, as well as the boundary conditions of this process, as set by employees’ career concerns. This approach extends retention theory, and the new insights may help to inform retention practices in the higher education environment.

Trends from the research literature

Person–environment fit theory (Dawis, 1996; Dawis & Lofquist, 1993) suggests that the relationship between employees and the organisation is one of mutual responsiveness and that both the person and environment strive to achieve and maintain correspondence with each other. Employees’ needs and expectations are primary in their influence on fit. Person–environment correspondence is indicated by an employee’s overall job satisfaction; satisfaction with work environment conditions and culture; and satisfaction and fulfilment of career development needs, aspirations and expectations (Capuzzi & Stauffer, 2006; Dawis, 1996). Employees’ skills and career development needs are changeable, along with the evolvement of their self-concepts (Super, 1990). Adjusting to ever-evolving personal career–life needs, along with changing working conditions and organisational requirements, is therefore inherent to the employees’ process of achieving and maintaining person–environment correspondence. Adjustment subsequently implies that employees’ needs and expectations will change over time. Based on the principle of mutual responsiveness, the organisation also has to adjust to the changing needs and expectations of their employees. Satisfaction is core to the process of adjustment and is a consequence of perceived person–organisation correspondence, which leads to job tenure and better job performance (Dawis, 1996).

Satisfaction with retention factors

Organisational retention practices facilitate employees’ intention to stay or to leave an organisation (Döckel, Basson, & Coetzee, 2006; Netswera, Rankhumise, & Mavundla, 2005). Research has established that human resource practices, such as compensation and benefit packages and policies, job characteristics (i.e. job autonomy and variety), personal and job-specific training and development opportunities that build employees’ competence and need for personal growth, career advancement opportunities and supervisor support and work–life balance policies, foster employees’ job embeddedness and commitment to the organisation (Döckel, 2003; Van Dyk, 2012). Employees’ overall level of satisfaction with organisational retention practices further significantly predicts their overall sense of job embeddedness (Van Dyk, 2012). Seen through the theoretical lens of person–environment correspondence (Dawis, 1996), organisational retention practices reflect the work culture of the organisation and the attempts made by the organisation to achieve and maintain correspondence with the needs of their employees. As such, employees’ overall satisfaction with organisational retention practices will reflect their perception of person–environment correspondence. Research found in this regard that employees’ perceptions of the state of the psychological contract (i.e. fulfilment of mutual expectations) explained their satisfaction with retention practices (Deas, 2017).

Job embeddedness

Employees’ job embeddedness represents the collective, generally non-affective reasons why they would not leave a job or organisation. Job embeddedness presumes person–environment correspondence and relates to how well an employee perceives himself or herself to be a good job fit in his or her current job or with the organisation, the ties (links) they have with people at work and what benefits they would have to sacrifice should they decide to leave the organisation (Mitchell et al., 2001a; Mitchell, Holtom, Lee, Sablynski, & Erez, 2001b; Van Dyk, 2012). Seen through the theoretical lens of person–environment correspondence (Dawis, 1996), job embeddedness represents employees’ psychological attachment to personally valued job characteristics and working conditions that influence their satisfaction levels. The more connections the employee has, for example, with individuals at the workplace, the more the employee is bound to the job and the organisation (Mitchell et al., 2001a, 2001b). The better the fit between employees’ career development needs and expectations (i.e. career goals and future plans) and the workplace, the less likely it is that they will have the intention to leave the organisation (Holtom & O’Niel, 2004; Mitchell et al. 2001b). The more benefits (i.e. perks, career advancement opportunities, compensation and health benefits) employees would have to give up when leaving, the more difficult it is to leave the organisation (Mitchell et al. 2001b). The link between employees’ overall job embeddedness and their satisfaction with organisational retention practices reflects the principle of mutual responsiveness in the person–environment relationship. In line with previous research (Van Dyk, 2012), it was therefore expected that employees’ overall job embeddedness would be positively related to their satisfaction with organisational retention practices.

Workplace friendship

Workplace friendship is an interpersonal relationship that includes shared interests and values, mutual commitment and trust between employees at a workplace (Berman, West, & Richter, 2002; Nielsen et al., 2000). Workplace friendships develop from employees’ innate psychological need for belonging and having close relationships with others (Khaleel et al., 2016). The opportunity for and prevalence of positive workplace affiliations (i.e. opportunities to communicate and work collectively with other employees within the organisation and the perception of friendships characterised by trust, confidence and a strong mutual desire to connect and interact inside and outside the workplace) are seen as aspects of person–environment correspondence (Capuzzi & Stauffer, 2006; Jiang, 2017; Rumens, 2010). Workplace friendship has a supportive function in helping employees advance in their careers through network connections, adjust to changing workplace conditions and is a source of information including the provision of work-related resources that help employees perform better (Jiang, 2017; Mao & Hsieh, 2012). Although research on workplace friendship is limited, preliminary research shows that employees who perceive that they work with friendly people have high job embeddedness because of the valued ties they form with people at work (Bartelli, 2006; Golden, 2007; Regts & Mollemen, 2012). Perceived social support in the workplace has been suggested to promote person–environment fit and increase positive outcomes in career development processes (Jiang, 2017). Allen, Robbins and Casillas (2008) further found a positive link between social connectedness, job embeddedness and retention. Although the role of workplace friendship in the job embeddedness–retention practices satisfaction link is unknown, it was therefore expected that employees’ perceptions of workshop friendship would function as an underlying psychological mechanism in explaining this link.

Career concerns

Employees’ career concerns allude to their career development needs for getting established in a job and career (i.e. fitting into the work group, developing job competencies, making career progress in the organisation), adapting to changing work and employment market conditions (i.e. upskilling, career changes for further growth and development, sustaining employability) and achieving work–life balance (i.e. adjusting one’s work schedule, developing closer ties with one’s community and work group and balancing work–life needs meaningfully; Coetzee, 2015, 2017). Seen through the theoretical lens of person–environment fit theory (Dawis, 1996; Dawis & Lofquist, 1993), employees’ career concerns reflect their cognitive appraisal of their own and the organisation’s responsiveness in adjusting to and addressing their evolving career development needs, expectations and aspirations in interaction with changing conditions in the work environment. The career development process is seen as the unfolding of the employees’ abilities, needs and requirements in interaction with the work–life environments of the individual (Capuzzi & Stauffer, 2006). Individuals engage in cognitive appraisals of their career development progress within the work environment and may see workplace conditions and practices as either challenging them to adjust to new expectations or as a hindrance to their career progress, which may give rise to specific career concerns.

Research shows that low levels of career concerns are related to higher levels of career satisfaction, which implies positive perceptions of person–environment correspondence (Bester, 2017; Takawira, 2017). Coetzee (2015) found that employees with high career concerns have lower organisational commitment. Given the centrality of employees’ career development satisfaction in the person–environment correspondence system (Capuzzi & Stauffer, 2006), the present study explores employees’ career concerns as a boundary condition for the indirect effect between job embeddedness and retention practices satisfaction through workplace friendship. Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual model of the research. The following is hypothesised.
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Research hypothesis: Career concerns moderate the indirect effect between job embeddedness and retention practices satisfaction through workplace friendship. Specifically, the indirect effect of job embeddedness on retention practices satisfaction through workplace friendship is stronger when career concerns are low versus high, and the moderation effect occurs between (1) job embeddedness and workplace friendship and (2) job embeddedness and retention practices satisfaction.

The research hypothesis is based on the premise that employees’ career concerns may either reflect positive or negative cognitive appraisals of working conditions and practices, which could influence the link between their job embeddedness and retention practices satisfaction.

Research design

Research approach

This research study followed a cross-sectional quantitative research approach. Non-probability convenience sampling was used to collect primary data in a higher education institution. The retention of valuable knowledge workers in the higher education environment has become a primary concern in South Africa (Deas, 2017).

Research participants

Data were collected from a convenience sample of permanently employed staff members (N = 200; 58% academic level and 42% administrative staff level) within a higher education distance learning institution. The sample of participants comprised white (52%) and black (48%) employees. The sample was further represented by female (60%) and male (40%) employees who were predominantly in their early and middle career-life stages (78%: 26–55 years; 22%: 56–65 years). In terms of tenure, the participants had between 1 and 10 years (53%) and between 11 and 20 years (47%) of service at the institution. Sixty-two per cent were married and 38% were categorised as single/widowed/separated/divorced.

Measuring instruments

Job embeddedness

The Job Embeddedness Scale (JES), developed by Mitchell et al. (2001b), was used to measure participants’ overall job embeddedness. The JES (Mitchell et al., 2001b) is a self-rated measurement and consists of 17 items measuring fit (7 items; e.g. ‘My values are compatible with the organisation’s values’) and sacrifice (10 items; e.g. ‘I would sacrifice a lot if I left this job’). The JES links subscale was not included in the research because it measures only the number of co-workers the individual has links with. The fit subscale measured inter alia the individuals’ perceptions about the link with co-workers, which was more relevant to the research focus of the present study. Respondents were required to rate each item on a six-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree; 6 = strongly agree). Research by Mitchell et al. (2001b) confirms the construct validity of the JES. In terms of reliability (internal consistency), the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient obtained for job embeddedness was 0.87.

Retention practices satisfaction

The Retention Factor Measurement Scale (RFMS), developed by Döckel (2003), was used to measure respondents’ overall satisfaction with organisational retention practices. The RFMS (Döckel, 2003) is a self-rated scale that consists of 39 items that measure satisfaction with six retention practices: compensation (13 items; ‘On my present job this is how I feel about the company’s pay structure’), job characteristics (4 items; ‘The job requires me to use a number of complex or high-level skills’), training and development opportunities (6 items; ‘There are enough development opportunities for me in this company’), supervisor support (6 items; ‘My supervisor often lets me know how well she/he thinks I am performing on the job’), career opportunities (6 items; ‘My chances for being promoted are good’) and work–life balance (4 items; ‘My job has negative effects on my personal life’), measured on a six-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly dissatisfied; 6 = strongly satisfied). An overall Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.91 was obtained for overall satisfaction with retention practices. Research by Deas (2017) confirms the construct validity and reliability of the RFMS.

Career concerns

The Psychological Career Preoccupations Scale (PCPS) developed by Coetzee (2015) was used in order to measure the overall career concerns of each participant. This self-rating measure consists of 26 items measuring the following three concerns: career establishment (13 items; ‘To what extent are you concerned about fitting in with others in your job group?’), adaptation (5 items; ‘To what extent are you concerned about how your concept of your interests, talent and capabilities fit with your current job or career?’) and work–life adjustment (6 items; ‘To what extent are you concerned about balancing work with family responsibilities?’). Respondents were required to rate each item on a five-point Likert-type scale (1 = not concerned; 5 = extremely concerned). An overall Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.93 was obtained for participants’ overall career concerns. Research by Bester (2017) confirms the construct validity and internal consistency reliability of the PCPS.

Workplace friendship

The Workplace Friendship Scale (WFS) used in this study was developed by Nielsen et al. (2000) and was used to measure the participants’ overall perceptions of workplace friendship. This self-rating instrument consists of 12 questions measuring the following: friendship opportunity (6 items; ‘In my organisation I have the opportunity to talk informally and visit with others’) and friendship prevalence (6 items; ‘Being able to see my co-workers is one reason I look forward to my job’), measured on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). Research by Nielsen et al. (2000) confirms the construct validity of the WFS. An overall Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.89 was obtained for participants’ overall perception of friendship at work.

Research procedure

The research institution’s online survey facilities were utilised to collect the data from the participants. Ethical clearance and permission to conduct the research were obtained from the management of the university. Participants were invited to voluntarily participate in the research study. The online questionnaire included an informed consent form.

Statistical analysis

SAS version 9.4 (2013) software was utilised to perform the statistical analyses. Descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations [SDs] and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients), bivariate (zero-order) correlations and moderated-mediation statistics were performed. The practical significance (Cohen, 1992) for interpreting the correlations (r) was as follows: r < 0.10 for a small practical effect, r < 0.30 for a moderate practical effect and r > 0.50 for a large practical effect. Multicollinearity concerns were set at r > 0.90. Hypothesis testing was conducted by performing a regression-based moderated-mediation analysis using the PROCESS version 2.13 for SPSS procedure developed by Hayes (2013). The Preacher and Hayes (2008) bootstrapping procedure (bootstrap samples = 5000) was applied to test the proposed conditional indirect effects outlined in the research hypothesis. Bootstrapping is a more stringent bias-correcting procedure that involves resampling and building a non-normal sampling distribution of the indirect effect, from which confidence intervals can be constructed. This approach reduces the likelihood of type I error (Preacher & Hayes, 2008; Hayes, 2015). The 95% lower confidence interval levels (LLCI) and upper confidence interval levels (ULCI) were used as the threshold for examining the significance of direct and indirect effects. Following the guidelines of Shrout and Bolger (2002), LLCI and ULCI ranges that did not include zero provided evidence of significant direct and indirect effects.

The cross-sectional research design of this study did not permit causal interferences from the data analysis (Wu & Zumbo, 2008). The research hypothesis therefore tested the magnitude of the interaction (moderation) and conditional direct and indirect effects among the variables. In order to decrease multicollinearity among the main and interaction effects, all continuous variables were mean centred before analysis (Aiken & West, 1991). The moderated-mediation analysis also controlled for the biographical variables of race, gender, age, marital status, position and tenure as control variables because previous research suggested that these variables may influence retention practices satisfaction levels (Deas, 2017; Stoltz, 2015; Van Dyk, 2012).

Ethical consideration

Ethical clearance and permission to conduct the research were obtained from the management of the university. Participants were invited to voluntarily participate in the research study. The online questionnaire included an informed consent form. The privacy, anonymity and confidentiality of all the participants were ensured and honoured.

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations

The reliability coefficients reported in Table 1 show acceptable internal consistency reliability of the four overall scales, with the coefficients for all four scales being higher than the threshold value of >0.70. As can be seen from Table 1, the biographical variable of race had significant negative associations with job embeddedness, career concerns and workplace friendship. Age, position and tenure had significant negative associations with only career concerns. The correlations ranged between r ≥ -0.17 and r ≤ -0.49 at p ≤ 0.01, a small to moderate practical effect. Job embeddedness, workplace friendship and retention practices satisfaction had no significant correlations with career concerns. The correlations between job embeddedness, workplace friendship and retention practices satisfaction ranged between r ≥ 0.38 and r ≤ 0.68 at p ≤ 0.001, moderate to large practical effect. No multicollinearity concerns were detected.
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Testing main and interaction effects

The first step in testing the research hypothesis was to assess the main effects of and interaction effects between job embeddedness and career concerns on explaining the variance in (1) workplace friendship and (2) retention practices satisfaction. Table 2 shows that only job embeddedness had a significant main effect (β = 0.36, p = 0.001, bootstrap LLCI = 0.25; ULCI = 0.48) on explaining the variance in workplace friendship. The biographical (control) variables had no main effects on workplace friendship. The interaction term (job embeddedness × career concerns) was insignificant. The moderation regression model explained 21% (R² = 0.21; F = 5.42; p = 0.000; moderate practical effect) of the variance in workplace friendship.
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As shown in Table 3, both job embeddedness (β = 0.56, p = 0.001, bootstrap LLCI = 0.46; ULCI = 0.66) and career concerns (β = -0.11, p = 0.04, bootstrap LLCI = -0.20; ULCI = –0.02) had significant main effects in explaining the variance in retention practices satisfaction. The interaction term (job embeddedness × career concerns) was insignificant. The moderation regression model explained 52% (R² = 0.52; F = 20.11; p = 0.000; large practical effect) of the variance in retention practices satisfaction. With the exception of position (β = 0.19, p = 0.05, bootstrap LLCI = 0.02; ULCI = 0.36), the biographical (control) variables had no main effect on retention practices satisfaction.
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Testing moderated-mediation effects

Overall, the results provided evidence in support of the research hypothesis: career concerns moderate the indirect effect between job embeddedness and retention practices satisfaction through workplace friendship. Specifically, the indirect effect of job embeddedness on retention practices satisfaction through workplace friendship is stronger when career concerns are low versus high, and the moderation effect occurs between job embeddedness and retention practices satisfaction.

The conditional direct and indirect effects were analysed with the values of career concerns (moderator) set at the mean and plus or minus one SD from the mean. As shown in Table 4, the mean of career concerns was zero because the score was mean centred. Table 4 reveals that at all three mean score values of career concerns (moderator), the conditional direct effects of job embeddedness on retention practices satisfaction were significant (i.e. the bias-corrected bootstrap LLCI and ULCI did not include zero in the confidence interval [CI] values range). This implies that, although no interaction effect between job embeddedness and career concerns was detected in explaining the variance in retention practices satisfaction, the positive link between job embeddedness and retention practices satisfaction is conditional (i.e. dependent on the participants’ scores – high and low – on career concerns).
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Table 4 further shows that workplace friendship did not have a significant mediating effect on the job embeddedness–retention practices satisfaction link (β = -0.004, bootstrap LLCI = -0.03; ULCI = 0.01). However, low scores on career concerns also functioned as moderating mechanism when observing the link between job embeddedness and retention practices satisfaction through workplace friendship as mediator. That is, the indirect effect of job embeddedness on retention practices satisfaction through workplace friendship is conditional on low score values of career concerns: career concerns value = -0.90; β = 0.04, bootstrap LLCI = 0.001; ULCI = 0.10. In other words, when participants had low career concerns, the link between their job embeddedness and satisfaction with retention practices through their perceptions of workplace friendship was positive and significant.

Discussion

A central question in retention research revolves around what psychological factors drive employees to remain at an organisation. Replicating research that suggests employees’ job embeddedness and satisfaction with retention practices are important factors in this question (Van Dyk, 2012), the present research added new insights into understanding the job embeddedness–retention practices satisfaction link. Seen through the theoretical lens of person–environment fit theory (Dawis, 1996; Dawis & Lofquist, 1993), the results help illuminate the psychological process of workplace friendship underlying the job embeddedness–retention practices satisfaction link, as well as the boundary conditions of this process as set by participants’ career concerns.

The results indicated that the participants’ career concerns moderated the indirect effect between job embeddedness and retention practices satisfaction through workplace friendship. Although job embeddedness had a significant main effect on retention practices satisfaction, the job embeddedness–retention practices satisfaction link was also significant at low and high scores of participants’ career concerns. Low career concerns had also a significant main effect on higher levels of retention practices satisfaction.

Person–environment fit theory (Dawis, 1996; Dawis & Lofquist, 1993) posits that employees’ needs are primary in their influence on fit, and perceived correspondence between the employee and work environment leads to satisfaction. The positive link between job embeddedness and retention practices satisfaction could be attributed to the premise that employees’ job embeddedness is a consequence of perceived positive forces that strengthen the correspondence between the employee and the work environment. Employees often value developing close ties with co-workers and workgroups (links), are usually pleased to find jobs that are compatible with their goals and values (fit) and that provide desirable perks (sacrifice), all of which influence their satisfaction levels (Ng & Feldman, 2009; Van Dyk, 2012).

The results suggest that the positive link between employees’ job embeddedness and their satisfaction with organisational retention practices is dependent on the strength of their career concerns. The conditional effect of participants’ career concerns in the job embeddedness–retention practices satisfaction link could be attributed to the premise of person–environment fit theory (Dawis, 1996) that the employee–environment relationship is one of mutual responsiveness. The interactive process between the employee and the organisation is characterised by ongoing and ever-changing adjustment from both sides (Dawis, 1996). Organisations introduce and revise certain human resource practices that support the job embeddedness and retention of valuable employees, while employees’ self-concept and career development needs evolve and change over time, which influences their satisfaction with work environment conditions (Döckel, 2003; Stoltz, 2015). Employees’ career concerns allude to their preoccupations with adjusting to the work environment in order to maintain person–environment correspondence. Career concerns relate to their career development needs for getting established and making progress in a job and adapting to changing work and employment market conditions, which involves sustaining their employability and marketability through upskilling and career advancement and finding meaningful work–life balance based on changing needs (Coetzee, 2015, 2017). According to person–environment fit theory, both the employee and work environment are subject to change and will therefore influence each other (Capuzzi & Stauffer, 2006; Dawis, 1996). This premise suggests that while it is known that employees’ career concerns change over time as the self-concept evolves (Super, 1996), so may their satisfaction with work environment conditions and practices also change. Organisations can therefore not only rely on strengthening employees’ job embeddedness to enhance their satisfaction but should also take note of the changing career development needs of their employees and adjust their retention practices accordingly.

An interesting finding is that workplace friendship had no direct effect on retention practices satisfaction and did not directly mediate the job embeddedness–retention practices satisfaction link. This finding is contrary to previous research indicating workplace friendship as an important social support mechanism in employees’ career development, job success and satisfaction, job embeddedness and perceived person–environment fit (Bader, Hashim, & Zaharim, 2013; Jiang, 2017; Rumens, 2010). It was therefore expected that in line with previous research, workplace friendship would explain the positive link between job embeddedness and satisfaction with retention practices. However, workplace friendship had a conditional indirect effect when participants’ career concerns were low. Specifically, when participants had low career concerns, the link between their job embeddedness and satisfaction with retention practices through their perceptions of workplace friendship was positive and significant. The findings suggest that participants’ career concerns served as important boundary conditions for the psychological mediating process of workplace friendship in the job embeddedness–retention practices satisfaction link. The findings corroborate the premise of person–environment fit theory that the unfolding of employees’ career development process is central to the interaction between the person and the work environment, which may explain the boundary conditions of career concerns on the mediating effect of workplace friendship (Capuzzi & Stauffer, 2006; Dawis, 1996).

Practical implications

The centrality of employees’ career development needs and resultant preoccupations in the job embeddedness–retention practices satisfaction link has implications for organisational retention practices. Managers and practitioners should ensure that they frequently review employees’ career concerns through formal career discussions. Such discussions should evaluate the relevance of current retention practices and their suitability for addressing the career development needs and concerns of employees. An evaluation of employees’ sense of job embeddedness (i.e. the forces and conditions that tie them to their jobs) and their current satisfaction levels with organisational retention practices may be a valuable exercise. Enhancing work conditions and practices to support the evolving career development needs of valuable employees may be key to maintaining person–environment correspondence and retaining them.

Research limitations and directions for future research

Several limitations need to be noted in the interpretation of the results. Firstly, owing to the cross-sectional design of the research, no cause–effect relations could be established. Longitudinal studies are recommended to establish the conditional effects of career concerns in the job embeddedness–retention practices satisfaction link through the psychological process of workplace friendship. Secondly, owing to the sample characteristics, the results cannot be generalised to other occupational and demographical settings. It is thus recommended to replicate this study with a larger sample and within other industries as well. Thirdly, the study is regarded as a preliminary, exploratory study because it utilised only the overall scores of the measuring instruments. Future research could replicate the study by utilising the subscales in analysing the psychological processes and boundary conditions of the processes influencing the job embeddedness–retention practices satisfaction link. Finally, the use of self-report measures could potentially have made the findings vulnerable to common-method bias. However, the effects of common-method variance were minimised by ensuring the anonymity and confidentiality of the responses.

Conclusion

This study contributed new knowledge to contemporary retention theory by providing new evidence of the important role of employees’ career development needs in retention practice. Seen through the theoretical lens of person–environment fit theory, the findings added new insights into the circumstances under which employees’ job embeddedness positively influences their satisfaction with organisational retention practices. Addressing employees’ career concerns may hold the key to strengthening the link between their job embeddedness and satisfaction with organisational retention practices. It is trusted that this research will inspire further research on the topic, which is of current importance for both the organisation and the employee.
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TABLE 4: Moderated-mediation results: Direct and indirect effects.

Variables Variables Effect p SE t Bootstrap 95% CI
L uLc
Conditional direct effect of job embeddedness on retention practices satisfaction at the values of career concerns (moderator)
Values of career concerns at -0.90 054 0.06 9.07* 0.43 066
22::)("'“5/"”““5 oneSDlte 0.00 056 0.05 11.38* 046 066
090 057 0.06 9.40% 0.45 069
Conditional indirect effect of job embeddedness on retention practices satisfaction through workplace friendship at the values of career concerns (moderator)
Mediator (workplace friendship) -0.90 0.04 003 - 0.001 0.10
(a;g‘dee‘,’:gff OFCaSEreancns 0.00 0.04 0.02 - -0.001 0.09
090 003 0.02 - -0.001 0.10
Indirect effect of workplace friendship on job embeddedness-retention practices satisfaction link
Mediator (workplace friendship) - -0.004 001 - -0.03 001

Cl, confidence interval; LLCI, lower level confidence interval; ULCI, upper level confidence interval; SE, standard error; SD, standard deviation.
N'=199.
* 5<0.001.
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TABLE 2: Moderated regression results: Interaction effects of job embeddedness
and career concerns in explaining workplace friendship.

Variables Coefficient estimates Bootstrap 95% CI
[ t L uLcl
Model - - - -
Constant 3.50 24.16% 3.22 3.79
Job embeddedness (A) 0.36 6.08* 0.25 0.48
Career concerns (B) -0.03 -0.40 -0.15 0.10
Interaction term: AxB -0.04 -0.70 -0.14 0.07
Race -0.09 0.74 -0.34 0.15
Gender 0.04 035 -0.17 0.24
Age 0.07 0.54 -0.18 031
Marital status 0.18 1.69 -0.03 0.38
Position 0.10 0.82 -0.13 0.32
Tenure -0.19 -1.54 -0.42 0.05
Model info - - - -
Fp =5.42* - - - -
R?=0.21 - - - -
N=199.
* p<0.001.

€I, confidence interval; LLCI, lower level confidence interval; ULCI, upper level confidence
interval.
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TABLE 3: Moderated regression results: Interaction effects of job embeddedness
and career concerns in explaining retention factor satisfaction

Coefficient estimates Bootstrap 95% CI

[ t LLCI uLcl
Model - - - -
Constant 3.44 15.64°* 3.01 3.88
Workplace friendship 0.10 1.88 -0.01 0.21
Job embeddedness (A) 0.56 11.38%* 0.46 0.66
Career concerns (B) 011 -2.29% 0.20 0.02
Interaction term: AxB 0.02 0.40 0.06 0.09
Race -0.01 -0.11 0.19 0.17
Gender -0.02 -0.27 -0.18 0.13
Age 0.07 0.71 0.12 0.25
Marital status 0.02 0.21 0.14 0.17
Position 0.19 2.21* 0.02 0.36
Tenure -0.03 -0.36 0.21 0.15
Model info - - - -
Fp =20.11%* - - - -
R?=0.52 - - - -

€I, confidence interval; LLCI, lower level confidence interval; ULCI, upper level confidence
interval.

N=199.
* p<0.0f

* 5<0.001.
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TABLE 1: Descriptive statistics: Means, standard deviations, internal consistency reliabi

ity coefficients and zero-order correlations.

Number Variable Mean (D) @ 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1 Race - . - - B E : B B : . _
2 Gender - - o B 2 . . B B . B B
3 Age - s B - - - - - - . - -
4 Marital status - - - - - - . e . - - -
5 Position ) - . B - : - 2 s . . _
6 Tenure = - & 2 2 . 2 B 2 E z Z
7 Jobembeddedness 444 (0.87)  0.87 0.17%* 0.09 007 0.0 -0.06 0.03 - - : -
8 Retention practices  3.91(0.74) 091 -0.05 0.05 011 0.08 013 003 068+ - = =
9 Career concerns 333(091) 093  -049%% 010  -029%%* 005  -022%%  -0.23%** 009 -0.09 - -
10 Workplace friendship 354 (0.77)  0.89 -0.15% 0.06 -0.08 -0.10 0.06 0.08  041%* 0385 004 -

Source: Authors’ own work
SD, standard deviation

N=200

*5 <0.05; **p < 0.01; **¥p < 0.001
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FIGURE 1: Conceptual model: Moderated-mediation effects of career concerns
(moderator) and workplace friendship (mediator) on the job embeddedness—
retention practices satisfaction link.
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