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Abstract

Purpose — This study relied on the job demands and resource model to understand employees” turnover
intentions. Recent studies have consistently lent support for the significant association between role
ambiguity and turnover intentions; however, only a handful of studies focused on examining the potential
mediators in this association. The authors argued that role ambiguity positively influences turnover
intentions through affective mechanisms: job involvement and satisfaction.
Design/methodology/approach — To test the model, a large sample of working adults participated
(N =505).

Findings — Structural equation modeling results showed that role ambiguity, job involvement and job
satisfaction were significantly associated with turnover intentions. Moreover, a serial mediation was found
among the variables: employees with low levels of role ambiguity tended to report higher job involvement,
which further increased their satisfaction with the job and subsequently decreased their turnover intentions.

Research limitations/implications — The cross-sectional design is a limitation.

Practical implications — Practical suggestions regarding how organizations can reduce employee
turnover are discussed.

Originality/value — The findings provide support for theory-driven interventions to address developing
the intention to stay at work among working adults.
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Introduction

Turnover rates are a major concern for organizations as they mean that something is
not working and lead them to invest human and financial resources to recruit and train
new employees (De Clercq and Belausteguigoitia, 2017; Dodanwala et al, 2023).
Turnover intentions are related to negative perceptions about the organization and
often make employees wish to leave it (Firth and Britton, 1989). It is defined as an
individual’s awareness of leaving an organization shortly (Mowday et al, 2013). The
lack of clear information about the roles in the organization — role ambiguity (Chen ef al.,
2011) — is one of the different job conditions identified as predictors of turnover
intentions (Saberi et al, 2023). This ambiguity triggers uncertainty about how to
perform the tasks which in turn makes employees experience negative emotions, such
as frustration (Schmidt ef al., 2014). These emotions are a source of information about
the need to change, that is, the intention to leave the organization (Dodanwala et al.,
2023; Slatten et al., 2011). Hence, higher exposure to role ambiguity may predict
employees’ intention to quit (Dodanwala et al., 2021; Tijani et al., 2021).

The job demands-resources (JD-R) model (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007; Demerouti et al,
2001) explains the relationship between role ambiguity and turnover intentions.
Accordingly, role ambiguity is a job demand that accounts for the energetic process
explaining turnover (Collie, 2023). That is, in the energetic process, job demands (i.e. role
ambiguity) negatively influence employees’ mental and physical energy and, as a result,
contribute to distress and turnover intentions (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007; Carlson et al,
2017). We also argue that job demands impair the motivational process as they decrease
work motivation, work engagement (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004; Hakanen ef al., 2006) and
other affective constructs such as job involvement (the degree of employee’s involvement
with their job; Robbins and Judge, 2013) and job satisfaction — the evaluation about the job
asa whole (Warr et al, 2014).

Even though some studies have shown the role of role ambiguity in predicting turnover
intentions, only a few explored its affective mechanisms (De Clercq and Belausteguigoitia,
2017). Hence, aiming to develop a greater comprehension of how turnover intentions are
created, this study relied on the JD-R to test a serial mediation model between role ambiguity
and turnover intentions via job involvement and job satisfaction.

The results contribute to the JD-R model by further explaining the roles of motivational
mechanisms in employee attitudes. In sum, we contribute to extant research by explaining
how the two affective mechanisms of job involvement, and job satisfaction might diminish
employees’ desire to leave the organization when they face increasing role ambiguity.
Together, these two affective mechanisms represent a comprehensive set of factors that
offset the uncertainty that comes with information deficiencies in definitions of job
responsibilities (Kahn ef al, 1964; Showail et al, 2013). However, more importantly, the
findings could help organizations promote employee involvement and satisfaction while
preventing turnover.

Furthermore, in a practical vein, demonstrating that both job involvement and job
satisfaction minimize the negative effects of role ambiguity on turnover intentions may
provide empirical evidence that supports strategies based on empirical evidence. Hence,
organizations can use the findings to delineate strategies that help employees become
involved and satisfied with their jobs. If organizations fail to provide clear role information
to employees can counter the resulting uncertainty with relevant affective resources. In the
long run, it can be translated into fewer intentions to leave the organization and higher
retention rates.



Theoretical framework

Relationship between role ambiguity and turnover intentions

The concerns about turnover intentions have been noticed by both scholars and
practitioners (De Clercq and Belausteguigoitia, 2017), as there are significant costs for
organizations (Dodanwala et al., 2023; Firth and Britton, 1989). Turnover is a situation
in which an employee ceases to be a member of an organization (Ngo-Henha, 2018). It
can be classified into two dimensions: involuntary (the permanent release of an
employee from his/her employment due to diverse reasons) or voluntary (employees’
decision to leave the organization at their own will; Mbah and Ikemefuna, 2012).
Voluntary turnover might occur due to diverse reasons. Among the most identified ones
are the lack of job satisfaction, job distress or high role ambiguity (Bothma and Roodt,
2013). Irrespective of voluntary or involuntary, turnover has a significant effect on
organizations in terms of cost, knowledge and skill losses (Hinkin and Tracey, 2000;
Ramlall, 2003; Tracey and Hinkin, 2008).

Turnover intention or the intent to quit is defined as an individual’s awareness of leaving
an organization soon (Mowday et al., 2013). That is, the decision is not finalized yet, but the
intention exists (Dodanwala et al., 2023). It is the most frequently used variable to predict
turnover because it is considered the strongest predictor of actual turnover (Tett and Meyer,
1993; Joo and Park, 2010; Cho and Lewis, 2012).

The social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) may help to understand employee turnover
intentions. The core principle of the theory is that the relationship between employees and
employers depends on the extent to which each party respects the implicitly and explicitly
agreed social rules and norms of exchange (Blau, 1964; Junca-Silva, 2022). These norms and
rules might include, for instance, the level of information that employees perceive to have
about their roles — role ambiguity. Furthermore, the social rules and norms of exchange are
based on the reciprocity rule — employees should be treated according to how they treat their
employers (Junca-Silva and Silva, 2023). Hence, from a social exchange perspective, the
turnover intention is a result of the nonrespect of implicitly or explicitly agreed rules by
the employer. That is, employees might decide to leave the organization when they perceive the
existence of a breach in prior agreements. (e.g. lack of clarity about their role in the
organization). Indeed, employees may interpret this lack of information about their job duties as
a sign of disrespect, prompting negative responses to their employer (Kahn ef al, 1964). When
this happens, they may “retaliate” by looking for other alternative employers. Hence, when the
organization fails to explain their job duties clearly and does not seem to care about their
personal success it is likely that turnover intentions increase (De Clercq and Belausteguigoitia,
2017, Wong et al., 2007).

Empirically, some studies have already shown that role ambiguity leads to turnover
(Shin et al, 2020). For instance, role ambiguity was shown to positively predict both
turnover and emotional exhaustion among managers (Shin et al, 2020). Furthermore,
Hoseini et al. (2021) showed that role ambiguity led to turnover intentions among nurses.
Similarly, Hill et al. (2015) using a sample of health-care workers demonstrated that role
ambiguity positively influenced turnover intentions via role conflict over time. De Clercq
and Belausteguigoitia (2017) evidenced that employees, in the distribution sector when faced
with higher levels of role ambiguity, their turnover intentions were enhanced.

As such, relying on the social exchange theory and empirical studies, we defined the
following:

HI. Role ambiguity negatively predicts turnover intentions.
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Relationship between role ambiguity and job involvement and satisfaction

The lack of clear information about the job roles, or the so-called role ambiguity, makes
employees feel uncertain about what they have to do, how they must do and when it must be
done (Chen et al., 2011). Hence, when they do not know how to act or what is expected from
them, they tend to feel bad or frustrated, particularly if this happens regularly (Schmidt
et al., 2014). These reactions often influence the degree to which employees feel involved
with their work and their overall levels of satisfaction with it (Abramis, 1994; Orgambidez
and Extremera, 2020).

The JD-R (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007; Demerouti et al, 2001) highlight that job
demands influence employees’ burnout and mental health, thereby accounting for the
energetic process. For Schaufeli and Bakker (2004, p. 296), job demands are “physical,
psychological, social, or organizational aspects of the job that require certain sustained
physical and/or psychological effort and are therefore associated with certain physiological
and psychological costs”. Hence, in the energetic process, job demands decrease employees’
mental and physical energy and, as a result, contribute to distress (Bakker and Demerouti,
2007). However, job demands, such as role ambiguity, do not influence the motivational
process — the one that predicts affective outcomes, such as work engagement, job
involvement or satisfaction (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007).

Even though the JD-R argues that job demands have no influence on the motivational
process, we argue that role ambiguity — a very common job demand impairs the
motivational process because it decreases work motivation and work engagement (Schaufeli
and Bakker, 2004; Hakanen ef al, 2006) and other affective constructs such as job
involvement (the level/degree in which people are known from their work, participate
actively in it, and consider their achievements important for self-esteem” (Robbins and
Judge, 2013, p. 91) and job satisfaction — the cognitive evaluation about the job as a whole
(Warr et al., 2014).

Indeed, some studies have evidenced that some job demands (e.g. role ambiguity,
workload, role stress or time pressures) negatively influence the motivational process due to
decreases in the motivational and affective outcomes (Mauno et al, 2007; Orgambidez and
Extremera, 2020; Searle and Auton, 2015). For instance, the meta-analysis of Podsakoff et al.
(2007) demonstrated a positive relation between challenge demands and job motivation and
job satisfaction, and a negative association between hindrance demands and motivation and
satisfaction. Furthermore, other studies demonstrated the differential influences of challenge
and hindrance demands on the motivational process (Min et al, 2015; Tadic et al., 2014).
Moreover, Dawson et al. (2016) also showed that job demands, such as role ambiguity and
role conflict predicted the motivational process as each one influenced work engagement,
work involvement and job satisfaction. Similarly, Schmidt ef al. (2014) demonstrated the
same pattern of results.

Relying on the empirical studies described we defined the following:

H2.  Role ambiguity negatively predicts job involvement (H2a) and job satisfaction
(H2D).

Relationship between job involvement and satisfaction and turnover intentions

Job involvement (the active participation in one’s job or the degree to which employees are
actively engaged in it to achieve intrinsic needs creating feelings of satisfaction (Allport,
1958; Zopiatis et al, 2014) and job satisfaction (subjective evaluation toward all aspects of
work) have been demonstrated to be crucial antecedents of employee turnover (Ali Jadoo
et al,, 2015; Kwon and Park, 2019; Yu ef al, 2020). Indeed, when job involvement and job



satisfaction decrease, there is likely to be an increase in employees’ turnover intentions
(Dodanwala et al., 2021; Egan et al., 2004; Lee et al., 2016; Tett and Meyer, 1993).

This happens because as Paullay ef al. (1994) argued, an integral part of employees’ self-
concept is the degree to which they are involved and satisfied with their job. As a result,
when employees are involved with the job, they are more committed to their work, satisfied
with their organization and tend to exert effort to attain a job and organizational goals
(Ineson et al., 2013; Rotenberry and Moberg, 2007), and are thus less likely to have turnover
intentions (Kurutiziim et al., 2009).

Empirically, diverse studies are showing the relationship between both job involvement
and turnover and job satisfaction and turnover (Sjéberg and Sverke, 2000; Yu et al., 2020).
For instance, Mohsin et al. (2013) showed that affective constructs such as job satisfaction
influenced employees’ turnover intentions. Similarly, Jang and George (2012) showed that
job satisfaction decreased the turnover intentions of hospitality employees. Other studies
showed that when employees presented higher levels of job satisfaction and involvement,
there were fewer turnover intentions (Chen and Wang, 2019).

Hence, one can argue that both job involvement and job satisfaction may prevent the
intentions of employees to quit the organization. Relying on these findings, the following
hypotheses were defined:

H3. Job involvement (H3a) and job satisfaction (H:3b) negatively predict turnover intentions.

Serial mediation model

Even though the relationship between role ambiguity and turnover intentions has been
consistently evidenced (De Clercq and Belausteguigoitia, 2017; Demerouti et al., 2001), the
mechanisms through which it occurs have been less studied (Dodanwala et al., 2023). As we
stated before, the JD-R argued that job demands — such as role ambiguity — create a process
that de-energizes employees and thereby promotes conditions for an increase in their
turnover intentions (Singh et al, 2012). However, job demands may also impair the
motivational process because they trigger distress and other negative affective states that,
in the long run, demotivate employees, and reduce their involvement in the job and their
satisfaction with it (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004; Hakanen et al., 2006).

Indeed, when employees have to face frequent job demands, such as role ambiguity — a
hindrance demand — it may lead employees to feel uncertain about their role, contributing to
their detachment from the job and, as a result, decreasing their levels of involvement and
satisfaction with it.

Empirically, both job involvement and job satisfaction have been often identified as
mediators between diverse work conditions and turnover intentions. For instance,
professional identity was shown to have a significant indirect effect on turnover intention
through job satisfaction (Rui et al., 2018). Furthermore, De Simone et al. (2018) also showed
that interpersonal interactions at work had an indirect effect on turnover intentions via job
satisfaction. Similarly, Yu and Lee (2018) evidenced that job involvement mediated the effect
of the work environment on burnout and turnover intention.

As such, relying on the JD-R and empirical studies, the following hypothesis was defined
(Figure 1):

H4.  Job involvement and job satisfaction operate as serial mediators between role
ambiguity and turnover intentions.

Role
ambiguity to
employee
turnover

5




JOA
32,11

Figure 1.
Hypothesized
research model

Method

Participants and procedure

The sample was composed of full-time managerial, techniques and administrative
employees working in Portugal. The organizations covered four main occupational sectors
in Portugal, namely, health (13.9%), services (44.3%), administrative (22.8%) and education
(19.2%). The researchers contacted the human resource department of different
organizations to get their consent for data collection. With the help of the human resources
manager of each organization, participants were contacted and briefed about the
information related to the study. The surveys were distributed face-to-face by the
researchers after employees signed an informed consent form. Participating employees were
assured of their anonymity and confidentiality.

Overall, 505 valid responses were obtained, of which 59.8% were female. The
participants’ age ranged from 25 to 56 years, with a mean of 37.85 (SD = 9.51), and a mean
organizational tenure of 10.04 (SD = 7.71). Regarding educational degrees, 57.4% of
respondents owned a diploma or above and 27.7% had a high school diploma. Most
participants were technicians (32.5%), administrative (24.8%) or operational employees
(18.6%), whereas 24.2% described having managerial and supervision occupations.

Measures

In this research, we chose to use a seven-point agreement scale for all instruments, Lozano
et al. (2008) reliability is maximized when the response alternatives are increased.
Furthermore, Dalmoro and Vieira (2013) argue that the use of scales with different formats
tends to confuse respondents, which is why it should be avoided.

Role ambiguity. The three items that assessed role ambiguity were adapted from the
questionnaire developed by Rizzo et al (1970; eg. “In my job I know what my
responsibilities are”). All items were positively worded and could be answered using a
seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = very false to 5 = very true (Cronbach’s alpha =
0.86 and average variance extracted [AVE] = 0.60).

Job involvement. We used three items from the questionnaire developed by O'Reilly and
Chatman (1986) to evaluate the organizational commitment and psychological attachment in
a work context (e.g. “The reason I prefer this organization to others is because of what it
stands for, its values.”). Respondents indicated, on a seven-point scale, the degree to which
they agreed or disagreed with each statement (1 = fotally disagree; 7 = totally agree)
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.86; AVE = 0.78).

Job satisfaction. To evaluate job satisfaction, we used the three items formulated by
O'Reilly and Caldwell (1981). Participants indicated, on a seven-point scale, how satisfied they
were (1 —nothing satisfied; 7 — completely satisfied) (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.82; AVE = 0.74).

Turnover intentions. We used the questionnaire developed by Jenkins (1993). It
comprises three items (e.g. “I will probably look for a new job next year”), whose answers

Job
satisfaction

Job
Involvement

Role
Ambiguity

Turnover

Source: Authors’ own work



were given using a five-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree to 5 = Strongly agree)
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.77; AVE = 0.68).

Control variables

We used age and sex as control variables. Age may influence not only turnover
intentions but also the affective mechanisms (i.e. job involvement and job satisfaction)
because as individuals get older, the affective reactions tend to be less vulnerable to
the context (Dello Russo et al, 2021). We also used sex as a control because sex
differences may account for differences in the criterion variable (i.e. turnover
intentions; Weisberg and Kirschenbaum, 1993).

Data analysis

First, the multivariate normality was assessed by checking Mardia’s statistics (Mardia,
1970) using the Web Power tool available at https://webpower.psychstat.org/models/
kurtosis/. This gives information about the skewness and kurtosis coefficients and the
p-value. Byrne (2012) emphasized that Mardia’s standardized coefficient should be greater
than the threshold of 5 (p > 0.05) to consider the data as normally distributed. The result
showed that the data did not follow multivariate normality (Mardia’s coefficientyewness = 343,
p < 0.001; Mardia’s coefficientyrosis = 30.29, p < 0.001). Hence, we followed the structural
equation modeling using JASP software (Love et al., 2019).

Then, to test for the common method bias, Harman’s single factor test was performed,
using SPSS 28. The results showed that 27.36% of the total variance was explained by the
first factor, which is below the criterion of 40% proposed by Podsakoff et al. (2003). Second,
we performed the bivariate correlations procedure as suggested by Bagozzi ef al. (1991). The
results showed that the highest inter-construct correlation was 0.73, a value below the 0.90
threshold (Bagozzi et al., 1991). Third, we performed a full collinearity test, whereby the
highest pathological VIF for all constructs was 2.41, which is below the recommended
threshold of 3.3 (Kock and Lynn, 2012). Therefore, based on these findings, it can be
concluded that common method bias was not a severe issue in this study.

Results

Preliminary analyses

The ranges of skewness (from —1.06 to 1.05) and kurtosis (from —0.21 to 1.14) for all the
main variables were in the acceptable range (—2 to +2) to perform structural equation
modelling (SEM; Lam and Zhou, 2020). Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics and

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. Role ambiguity 245 1.02 (0.86)

2. Job involvement 3.63 0.96 —0.58** (0.86)

3. Job satisfaction 3.89 0.88 —0.56%* 0.73** 0.82)

4. Turnover intention 2.56 1.05 0.37%%* —0.50%** —0.52%* 0.77)

5. Age 37.85 951 0.02 —0.06 —0.09 —0.06 -
6. Gender - - —0.09 0.03 0.06 0.01 —0.09

Notes: N = 505; Cronbach’s alphas are in brackets. Gender = 1 — male; 2 — female; ***p < 0.001; **p <
0.01;*p < 0.05
Source: Authors’ own work

Role
ambiguity to
employee
turnover

7

Table 1.

Mean, standard
deviations and
bivariate correlations
among the variables



https://webpower.psychstat.org/models/kurtosis/
https://webpower.psychstat.org/models/kurtosis/

JOA
32,11

Figure 2.

Mediating effect of
job involvement and
job satisfaction on the
relationship between
role ambiguity and
turnover intention

correlations between the variables under study. All the variables showed significant
associations between them, however, neither age nor gender was significantly associated
with the main variables. Furthermore, composite reliability and AVE values for all variables
were greater than the threshold values of 0.7 and 0.5 (Hair et al., 2018), respectively.

Evaluation of the measurement model

We performed four confirmatory factor analyses using maximum likelihood estimation on
the variance/covariance matrices to estimate the reliability and validity of the main
variables. The results indicated an acceptable model fit for the proposed four-factor model
(role ambiguity, job involvement, job satisfaction and turnover): x*sy = 168.839, */df =
2.009, comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.99, Tucker Lewis index (TLI) = 0.99, root mean
square error of approximation (RMSEA) [90% confidence interval (CI)] = 0.04 [0.03, 0.05],
standardized root mean square residuals (SRMR) = 0.04. All the parameter estimates were
significant at the p < 0.001 level and the standardized estimates for all items were
acceptable, ranging from 0.57 to 0.97. Moreover, this model showed a better fit when
compared with the other tested models. Plus, the internal consistency of all the main
variables ranged from 0.77 to 0.86.

Test of the mediation model

In testing the proposed mediation model, we followed Hayes’ (2013) recommendation to
check the partial correlation between job involvement and job satisfaction while controlling
for role ambiguity. Our results showed that the initial correlation between job involvement
and job satisfaction was significant [» 3 = 0.73, p < 0.001], and that this relationship
remained significant when controlling for role ambiguity [r o3 = 0.56, p < 0.001].
Moreover, we used SEM with a maximum likelihood estimation to test whether the
relationship between role ambiguity and turnover intentions was mediated by job
involvement and job satisfaction.

As shown in Figure 2, the model fit of the serial mediation model was acceptable: /\/2(87) =
21869, y*/df = 251, CFI = 099, TLI = 099, RMSEA [90% CI] = 0.05 [0.04, 0.06],
SRMR = 0.04. Role ambiguity had a significant total effect on turnover intentions (8 = 0.36,
p < 0.001), thereby supporting H1.

Role ambiguity had a significantly negative effect on job involvement and job
satisfaction. Hence, H2 received support. Furthermore, job involvement had a positive effect
on job satisfaction, and both job involvement and job satisfaction had significant effects on

R>=0.34 R>=0.32

Turnover
Intention

0.06 (0.36*%)

R2=030
Notes: Only the latent variables are presented in this figure. Solid lines
indicate significant paths. The effects were reported in standardized values.
The total effect of role ambiguity on turnover intention was shown in
parenthesis. *p < 0.05; ***p < 0.001
Source: Authors’ own work



turnover intentions, supporting H3. When controlling for the effect of job involvement and
job satisfaction, the direct effect of role ambiguity on turnover intentions was no longer
significant (8 = 0.06, p > 0.05). Next, we estimated 5000 bias-corrected bootstraps with 95%
Cls. After the bootstrapping, we found a serial mediating effect in that role ambiguity
promoted turnover intentions through job involvement and then job satisfaction (8 = 0.30,
95% CI[0.24, 0.37], p < 0.001). Thus, H4 was thereby supported by the data.

Furthermore, we used Hayes’ (2013) SPSS macro-PROCESS (Model 6) with 5000 bias-
corrected bootstraps to examine the indirect effect of life satisfaction and perceived distress
separately. This approach allows the simultaneous examination of the indirect effect
through up to four parallel mediators and provides pairwise comparisons between the
proposed indirect effects (Hayes, 2013). The results showed that job involvement mediated
the association between role ambiguity and turnover intentions (B = 0.13, SE = 0.04, 95%
CI[0.06, 0.21)), as did job satisfaction (B = 0.07, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.03, 0.10]). The results
also supported the serial mediating effect (B = 0.12, SE = 0.03, 95% CI[0.07, 0.17]). We then
conducted pairwise comparisons among the three indirect effects to test whether they
exerted equal impacts on the association between role ambiguity and turnover intentions
(Table 2). The results indicated that the indirect effect of role ambiguity on turnover
intentions through job involvement was significantly greater than the indirect effect
through job satisfaction (B = 0.07, SE = 0.05, 95% CI [—0.02, 0.16]), which in turn was
smaller than the serial mediating effect (B = —0.05, SE = 0.02, 95% CI[—0.11, —0.01]).

Discussion

This study aims to contribute to a better understanding of how role ambiguity predicts
turnover intentions. For that, it relies on the JD-R model to test the mediating role of two
affective mechanisms — job involvement and job satisfaction — in the role ambiguity-
turnover path.

The results contribute to the JD-R model by further explaining the roles of motivational
mechanisms in employee attitudes. The findings show that role ambiguity indeed creates
conditions for employees who intend to quit the organization because they become less
involved and dissatisfied with their jobs.

The data analysis revealed that role ambiguity negatively predicts workers’ turnover
intentions, thus validating H1. These findings contradict some initial expectations (Shin
et al., 2020) and provide valuable insights into the dynamics between role ambiguity and

Bootstrapping CI
Effects B SE Lower Upper
Total indirect effect
Model 1: Role ambiguity — Job involvement — Turnover intentions 013 0.04 0.06 0.21
Model 2: Role ambiguity — Job satisfaction — Turnover intentions 0.07 0.02 0.03 0.10
Model 3: Role ambiguity — Job involvement — Job satisfaction —
Turnover intentions 012 0.03 0.07 0.17
Contrasts
Model 1 versus Model 2 0.07  0.05 —0.02 0.16
Model 1 versus Model 3 0.01  0.06 —0.09 0.12
Model 2 versus Model 3 —0.05 0.02 —0.10 —0.01

Notes: B = unstandardized beta; SE = standard error; CI = confidence intervals; **p < 0.01
Source: Authors’ own work
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employees’ tenure in the organization. According to Saberi ef al. (2023), the lack of clear
information about the role a worker plays significantly influences their desire to leave the
organization. Our data indicate that role ambiguity may, in fact, act as a protective factor
against employees’ decisions to leave the organization. Similar results were found by
Hoseini et al. (2021), suggesting that workers facing role ambiguity appear to be less likely to
consider the possibility of departure. One possible interpretation for this negative
relationship could be that, in an environment of role ambiguity, workers may be more
tolerant of uncertainty or find ways to cope with the lack of clarity. This adaptation may
reduce turnover intentions because employees may perceive ambiguity as a characteristic of
the work environment (Glazer, 2021).

The results further revealed that when workers perceive a lack of clarity regarding their
roles and responsibilities, they tend to feel less engaged in the tasks they perform. These
findings support H2a and align with studies conducted by Awan et al (2021),
demonstrating that employees expressing unawareness of their professional duties exhibit a
heightened desire to leave the organization of their employment. This lack of clarity
concerning their responsibilities and duties is reflected in the levels of work engagement,
which can significantly influence employees’ levels of commitment and satisfaction. In this
context, Martdianty et al. (2020) argue that when workers perceive their job as crucial in
attaining organizational objectives, they experience increased engagement in their tasks,
leading to higher levels of satisfaction (H2b).

In addition, it was found that work engagement (H3a) and job satisfaction (H3b) are
factors that negatively predict turnover intentions, as evidenced in the studies by Yu et al.
(2020). The data revealed that employees who actively engage in their tasks and
demonstrate a high level of commitment to their work are less likely to consider turnover as
an option. According to Dodanwala et al. (2021), this active engagement can be interpreted
as a protective factor, possibly because employees feel more connected and invested in their
responsibilities. The negative relationship between job satisfaction and turnover intentions
emphasizes the importance of promoting a work environment that meets the needs and
expectations of employees (Chen and Wang, 2019). In this context, Yu et al. (2020) argue that
when individuals engage with their work, satisfaction levels tend to increase and the
willingness to leave the organization is reduced.

Finally, it was observed that job engagement and satisfaction act as serial mediators
between role ambiguity and turnover intentions (H4). These findings align with those
reported by Ahmad ef al. (2019), asserting that a lack of clarity regarding job roles results in
a state of uncertainty, compelling employees to seek alternative workplaces. They further
posit that role ambiguity can adversely impact job satisfaction and engagement,
subsequently increasing turnover intentions (Pulawan and Nitiwidari, 2022). Understanding
these processes provides valuable insights aimed at mitigating role ambiguity, promoting
job engagement and satisfaction, thereby contributing to talent retention and bolstering
human capital within organizations.

Theoretical implications

First, the findings show that role ambiguity increases turnover intentions. This has been already
demonstrated and is theoretically supported by the JD-R. Indeed, JD-R explains that job demands,
such as role ambiguity, influence employees’ burnout distress, which serves to increase the need
and the desire to quit the organization (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007; Carlson et al,, 2017). This has
been named the energetic process as employees gradually lose their physical and mental energy
and resources to invest in the work tasks (Demerouti et al, 2001) triggering the need to leave the
organization — as a strategy to recover the lost energy and resources.



Second, this study goes further by demonstrating the role of affective mechanisms
linking job demands to turnover intentions. That is, while role ambiguity negatively
influences both job involvement and job satisfaction, both elements also negatively
contribute to turnover intentions. Furthermore, both job involvement and job satisfaction
appear to mediate the path from role ambiguity to turnover intentions. In other words, the
higher the role ambiguity, the less job involvement and job satisfaction which, in turn,
enhances turnover intentions. Even though some studies have evidenced the isolated role of
job involvement in turnover intention (Sjoberg and Sverke, 2000; Yu ef al, 2020) and job
satisfaction as well (Ali Jadoo et al, 2015; Chen and Wang, 2019; Dodanwala et al., 2023); so
far, no study has explored the serial mediating role of job involvement and job satisfaction
on the relationship between role ambiguity and turnover intentions. Hence, this research
creates a better understanding of the affective mechanisms through which role ambiguity
influences turnover intentions.

Third, the JD-R argues that job demands, particularly, hindrance demands, such as role
ambiguity, influence the energetic process and thereby increase employees’ turnover
intentions (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007; Demerouti et al., 2001; Saberi ef al., 2023). However,
this research shows that role ambiguity decreases the employees’ levels of involvement in
the job, as well as their satisfaction with it, and in turn, increases turnover intentions. Hence,
job demands, such as role ambiguity not only account for the energetic process but also the
motivational one because they influence affective constructs (job involvement and job
satisfaction) that, in turn, create action tendencies (i.e. turnover intention).

At last, the findings give support to the serial mediation model but the indirect effect of
role ambiguity on turnover intention via job involvement appear to have a stronger effect
than the model in which job satisfaction mediates the path from role ambiguity to turnover
intention and the serial mediation model. This enhances the understanding about the
differential mediating roles that job involvement and job satisfaction have on the
relationship between role ambiguity and turnover intentions. Moreover, the results also
highlight that job involvement accounted for a significantly larger proportion of the total
effect of role ambiguity on turnover intentions than job satisfaction. That is, job
involvement may play a crucial role in explaining how role ambiguity influences attitudes
toward the organization and the need to quit it.

Limitations and future divections
This research has some limitations. The first is related to the sample as mostly it is
composed of female participants. Hence, to replicate the findings, future studies could
resort to larger samples and a homogeneous quantity of both male and female
participants. The second is related to the use of self-reported data which may account for
the common method bias. Even though we have taken some measures to assess it, future
studies could rely on multiple sources of data, such as measures reported by coworkers
or supervisors. The third limitation is related to the research design. We used a cross-
sectional design to test the proposed model, however, cross-sectional designs do not
allow us to test causality (Levin, 2006); hence, findings should be understood with some
caution. Future research should consider testing the model with dynamic designs such as
daily or longitudinal ones. Daily or longitudinal designs allow the establishment of
causality in the proposed model and at the same time to understand both within-person
and between-person fluctuations (Junca-Silva et al., 2023).

Future studies could also test other affective mechanisms involved in the relationship
between role ambiguity and turnover intentions. For instance, it should be relevant to test
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work engagement or organizational commitment as affective mechanisms in the link
between role ambiguity — or other job demands (e.g. role conflict) and turnover intentions.

Practical implications

The findings present relevant conclusions for practical application, particularly for the
Portuguese working context. In the present era, Portuguese organizations find themselves
grappling with a notable surge in turnover rates, presenting a formidable challenge in the
realm of employee retention. The escalating turnover rates have manifested as a
considerable obstacle, making it increasingly arduous for these organizations to retain their
valuable workforce. This trend reflects a broader issue within the contemporary business
landscape, where the retention of skilled and experienced employees has become a pressing
concern. Therefore, the integration of role ambiguity, engagement, job satisfaction and
turnover intentions in the same model serves to highlight the importance of investing in
organizational support programs aimed at mitigating the adverse effects of role ambiguity
on employee satisfaction and retention. This has not been previously undertaken within the
Portuguese context.

The fact that role ambiguity improves turnover intentions should signal managers to
reduce role ambiguity at work. For instance, it should be relevant to improve
communication channels in organizations, clarify job rules and responsibilities and
communicate in a clearer way what is expected from each one. It is also relevant to update
the job analysis and descriptions whenever needed and actualize each employee
accordingly.

Moreover, when considering newcomers, organizations might benefit from investing in
socialization mechanisms and sustained practices that on one hand clarify job roles through
on-the-job training programs and on the other hand promote the connection between
newcomers and more experienced colleagues in similar job positions (Brown and Trevifio,
2014; Harris et al, 2014). Furthermore, socialization could also serve to promote job
involvement and in the long run, increase their satisfaction (De Clercq and
Belausteguigoitia, 2017). If organizations fail to provide clear role information to employees
can counter the resulting uncertainty with relevant affective resources. For that, managers
can also promote formal or informal meetings to better connect employees.

Furthermore, as job involvement and job satisfaction might counteract employees’
intention to quit, managers should create strategies to enhance both job involvement and
satisfaction. For example, improving or making available resources (e.g. open
communication) for employees to deal with job demands. Informal strategies such as
informal meetings could also enhance involvement in the job. Job characteristics such as
flextime, telework and job autonomy could also serve as promoters of both job involvement
and satisfaction. Improving job involvement and satisfaction could help employees contain
the detrimental effects of role ambiguity on attitudes, such as turnover intentions.

In conclusion, the recent surge in turnover rates within Portuguese organizations
underscores the need for a strategic reevaluation of employee retention practices.
Recognizing the multifaceted nature of the issue, organizations must adapt to the evolving
expectations of the modern workforce, fostering an environment that not only attracts but
also retains top-tier talent in the face of an increasingly competitive job market.

Conclusion

This study contributes to extant research by explicating how the two affective mechanisms
of job involvement, and job satisfaction might diminish employees’ desire to leave the
organization when they face increasing role ambiguity. Together, these two affective



mechanisms represent a comprehensive set of factors that offset the uncertainty that comes
with information deficiencies in definitions of job responsibilities.
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