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Abstract
Fluctuating demands and fast changing job-requirements require organizations to invest
in employees so that they are able to take up new tasks. In this respect, fostering
employees’ employability is high on the agenda of many organizations. As a prereq-
uisite for creating employability, many scholars have focused on the role of social
informal learning. In this study, we extend this perspective and examine the relation-
ships between task variety, social informal learning, and employability. We hypothe-
sized that task variety is a catalyst for social informal learning, which in turn enhances
employees’ employability. We contribute empirical evidence for this mechanism.
However, while task variety leads to social informal learning and, subsequently, the
competences needed for employability, task variety also may have negative direct
effects on employability. We discuss the implications of these findings for future
research and practice.

Keywords Employability . Social informal learning . Task variety .Workplace learning

Changing demands for numerical and functional flexibility as well as fast changing job-
requirements require organizations to invest in employees so they are able to take up
new roles, tasks, functions within and across the boundaries of their department and
even their organization. In this respect, fostering employees’ employability, or Bthe
continuous fulfilling, acquiring or creating of work through the optimal use of
competences^ (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden 2006, p. 453), is high on the
agenda of many organizations.
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As a prerequisite for creating employability, workplace learning matters. For em-
ployees to be able to handle the dynamics of the organization, of their own career and
job, and to deal with new task or role demands, they need to develop new competencies
(i.e., the integration of knowledge, skills, and attitudes; Baartman and De Bruijn 2011)
by engaging in learning activities (Pulakos et al. 2000; Van der Heijden et al. 2016).
Research on workplace learning showed that the greatest effect is to be expected from
informal learning, rather than from formal training activities such as workshops or
seminars (e.g., Enos et al. 2003). Informal learning is generally defined as learning that
is unstructured and happens spontaneously in the workplace without systematic support
for learning (Gerken et al. 2016; Hoekstra et al. 2009; Marsick and Volpe 1999; Richter
et al. 2011). According to recent research, it is especially social informal learning—
learning from colleagues in the workplace by proactively seeking for information, help,
or feedback—that may lead to the development of employability competences. For
example, Froehlich et al. (2015b) found that engaging in reflection or having a
discussion with colleagues may be very effective in enlarging employees’ employabil-
ity. More precisely, a positive relation was found between seeking feedback, informa-
tion, and help and different employability competences. Similarly, a significant positive
relation between networking in- and outside the organization and employability com-
petences was found (Van der Heijden et al. 2009a; Van der Klink et al. 2014).

While the relation between social informal learning and employability has been
studied before, the question how to foster social informal learning for employability has
not sufficiently been taken into account in those studies. In this respect, Pulakos et al.
(2000) argue on the importance of jobs offering employees plenty of learning experi-
ences and frequent opportunities for practicing. Jobs that require Bemployees to
perform a wide range of tasks on the job^ (Morgeson and Humphrey 2006, p. 1323)
challenge employees to learn. Specifically, for each novel task to tackle, the employee
has to evaluate the relevance of her current knowledge base or skills repertoire for the
task at hand and to broaden or deepen it when needed. Although earlier research has
investigated the role of task variety on social informal learning (Narayanan et al. 2009),
the mediating role of social informal learning in the relation between task variety and
employability has not been investigated. This study narrows this gap.

Theoretical Background

Competence-Based Employability

During the last decades of the twentieth century, the accelerating rate of innovation
challenged organizations to become flexible, to adapt, and to anticipate new
developments. For employees, this has resulted in fast changing job, task, and role
requirements. In this context, Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006) define being
employable as having a set of competences that enables people to fulfill, acquire, or
create work. Scholars subscribing to this competence-based approach of employability
refer to a broad package of required competences (Wright and Snell 1998) including
social and adaptive competences (Rodriguez et al. 2002) on top of technical domain
knowledge (for an overview of the historical development of the concept of
employability, see Forrier and Sels 2003; Gazier 2001).

114 D. E. Froehlich et al.



Following the competence-based view of employability of Van der Heijde and Van
der Heijden (2006), a set of five competences are distinguished. First, occupational
expertise is needed. Occupational expertise refers to the technical knowledge of the
specific job domain and is an important foundation of employability (Froehlich et al.
2018). Second, there is a need to proactively screen and prepare oneself for potential
changes in job and career requirements and conditions (anticipation and optimization).
Third, reactive adaptation and resilience to these changes is required (personal flexi-
bility). Fourth, employability implies identification with the organization’s goals and
the ability to work together with others (corporate sense). Fifth, being employable
requires balance, the ability to appropriately weigh employer’s interests against own
interests.

Learning for Employability

Positioning employability as a set of competences that are needed to be successful in a
dynamic environment implies a developmental perspective on employability. Learning
is central both to initiating change and to meeting ever-changing demands. Previous
research has focused a lot on the role of formal learning that happens within structured
environments deliberately designed for that purpose, for example, in seminars and
workshops. This makes formal learning easier to plan than informal learning (Froehlich
et al. 2016, 2014b). However, skills taught in formal learning activities need to be
transferred to the workplace through learning-by-doing (Burke and Baldwin 1999;
Froehlich and Gegenfurtner Forthcoming; Gegenfurtner and Vauras 2012), which is
one of the reasons why it is argued that formal training programs alone are insufficient
to ensure organizational flexibility. Thus, there is an increasing awareness that informal
learning is at least as important as formal learning (Boud and Middleton 2003).
Contrary to formal learning, informal learning is predominantly unstructured, embed-
ded in daily job-related activities and may happen unconsciously. Moreover, it is driven
by the individual’s choices, preferences, and intentions (Marsick and Volpe 1999) and it
is considered as more efficient and less costly in comparison to formal learning
activities (Eraut 2000). It also stands out in terms of quantity: Leslie et al. (1998)
argued that 70% of learning is from informal learning, Marsick and Watkins (1990)
claimed 80%, and Sorohan (1993) assumed that it is 90%. More recently, a study by
Borghans et al. (2011) finds that informal learning accounts for 93% of time spent with
learning content, whereas only 7% of learning activities are related to formal learning.

As Eraut (2000) describes, informal knowledge creation at work is a process that
often is embedded in social contexts. He claims that informal learning at work occurs
largely through consultation and collaboration both within and outside the working
group. A crucial aspect in this regard is the perception of social relationships at work as
opportunities for receiving feedback and support. Eraut’s emphasis on the social
context of informal learning is also in line with Marsick and Watkins’ (1990) descrip-
tion of informal learning as the development of the individual through interaction with
others. These interactions might be constituted by information-seeking, feedback-
seeking, and help-seeking, which are seen as important components of informal
learning (Bamberger 2009; Froehlich et al. 2017; Harwood and Froehlich 2017)
—and hence are in the focus of this study. Here, feedback-seeking is the proactive
search for evaluations about oneself and one’s work (Anseel et al. 2007); help-seeking
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is the proactive search for information to solve a specific problem (Lee 1997);
information-seeking means the search for other information that is neither evaluative
nor focused on a specific problem (Froehlich et al. 2017).

Although quite scarce, prior research on the role of these three social informal
learning behaviors for employability showed promising results. Van der Heijden
et al. (2009b) conducted a study with a sample of 215 Dutch non-academic university
staff members and showed that informal learning enhances all five employability
competences. Especially networking within and outside the organization is positively
related to the employability dimensions of occupational expertise, personal flexibility,
and anticipation and optimization. Similarly, in their cross-sectional research in three
Dutch and Austrian organizations, Froehlich et al. (2014a) explicated that informal
learning from others increases employees’ self-perceived employability, more precisely
the competences occupational expertise, anticipation and optimization, and personal
flexibility. In the same vein, the results of the study of Gerken et al. (2016), conducted
in the context of university teaching staff, showed that social informal learning,
operationalized as feedback, help and information-seeking, was related to the employ-
ability of faculty staff. Likewise, Evers et al. (2011) found a relationship between
participation in social networks and occupational expertise in a sample of 152 Dutch
teachers.

Hypothesis 1: Social informal learning relates positively to employability in terms
of (a) occupational expertise, (b) anticipation and optimization, (c) personal
flexibility, (d) corporate sense, and (e) balance.

Task Variety

How can (social) informal learning be triggered? Two systematic reviews of Kyndt and
colleagues (Kyndt and Baert 2013; Kyndt et al. 2016) point to many antecedents, such
as individual characteristics, job characteristics, and the organizational context. Both
reviews indicate a lack of research on task variety as antecedent for learning; the studies
that do exist reveal inconsistent findings. Task variety is defined as the degree to which
a job requires employees to perform a wide range of tasks (Morgeson and Humphrey
2006; Sims et al. 1976). Coetzer (2006) questioned 464 employees working in 31 small
manufacturing firms to study specific actions managers can take to improve support for
the learning of staff and increase staff satisfaction with workplace learning. It was
found that the learning potential of the work systems is mainly enhanced by wide task
variety. Similarly, in a questionnaire study with 542 secondary school teachers
Kwakman (2003) found a significant relation between task variety, operationalized as
learning opportunities and diversity in work, and collaborative professional learning
activities, such as social informal learning, but not with individual and instructional
professional learning activities. However, a significant relation between job variety and
professional improvement was not found.

Here, we maintain that when employees are challenged by a variety of tasks, they
are given an opportunity to apply their expertise in different ways and make use of their
adaptive competence. Both are important for remaining employable (De Lange et al.
2010; Van der Heijden et al. 2009a; Van Harten et al. 2016). Previous empirical
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research corroborates this notion. Van Emmerik et al. (2012) found positive effects of
task variety on employability measured as up-to-date skills and competences. They
investigated the relationship between resources embedded in one’s job on the one side
and self-perceived employability on the other. Drawing on the job-demands resources
model (JD-R model) of Bakker and Demerouti (2007), they assumed that job resources
such as work autonomy, feedback, and variety (defined in line with our definition of
task variety), are important antecedents to employability. These resources have moti-
vational potential and provide employees with opportunities that are decisive for the
determination of self-perceived employability. These results indicate the role of a
mediating variable between task variety and employability. Many scholars have been
arguing on the role of task variety as a learning catalyst (Ellström 2001). Literature is
consistently arguing that the kind of tasks, roles and functions individuals engage in,
can be primary sources of learning (Billett 2001; Campion et al. 1994; Eriksson and
Ortega 2006). Task variety is argued to be an important trigger for employees to learn.
In this respect, various scholars argue that individuals being frequently exposed to a
higher variation in work-related tasks are able to tackle complex problems in a specific
domain more effectively (Narayanan et al. 2009), because a higher task variety
provides the opportunity to learn, more specifically to acquire knowledge on a broader
scheme (Paas and Van Merriënboer 1994). This broader scheme, in turn, offers the
individual the opportunity to retrieve the relevant knowledge for the particular task and
to distinguish it from knowledge that is irrelevant in the particular situation. Addition-
ally, having a broader knowledge scheme may save time and effort in situations that
demand new knowledge, because it makes it easier to determine relevancy (Narayanan
et al. 2009). In sum, task variety triggers employees to undertake learning activities that
in turn enhance their employability.

Hypothesis 2: The degree of a job’s task variety positively relates to social informal
learning.
Hypothesis 3: An employee’s social informal learning mediates the relationship
between task variety and employability in terms of (a) occupational expertise, (b)
anticipation and optimization, (c) personal flexibility, (d) corporate sense, and (e)
balance.

Methods

Participants and Procedure

This study draws from data gathered in two major rounds of data collection, were we
invited employees via email to respond anonymously and voluntarily to an online
survey. The email was sent via the human resources offices of the respective organi-
zations and via organizational newsletters. After two weeks, we sent a reminder. In the
first round, we conducted a survey in a Dutch municipality. One hundred and forty-four
questionnaires were useable for this study (response rate = 10%). In an attempt to
increase generalizability of the results, we collected additional data in an industrial
context including a Dutch producer of professional medical instruments and equipment
and a German conglomerate. Ninety-two questionnaires were useable for this study
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from this round of data collection (the response rate cannot be calculated due to the
sampling procedure). Hence, we use 236 questionnaires for the analyses. Ninety-five
(40.3%) respondents were female. The respondents were 21 to 64 years old (M =
45.6 years, SD = 11.7 years) and had work experience ranging from one to 48 years
(M = 23.16 years, SD = 12.48 years).

Instruments

Previous research has found that self-ratings of employability are more important than
potential employers’ ratings, since employees act based on their own perceptions
(Fugate et al. 2004; Van den Broeck et al. 2013; Van Emmerik et al. 2012). Similarly,
Kinnunen et al. (2011) derive the importance of self-perceived employability from
Lazarus and Folkman's (1984) transactional stress theory: employees who perceive
themselves as employable feel less threatened by the environment, experience less
strain (Berntson and Marklund 2007), and perform better. Therefore, we focus on the
employees’ own perceptions of their employability in our model.

We measured perceived employability using the shortened, 22-item self-report scale
by Van der Heijden et al. (2018). Respondents answered on 5-point Likert-scales
ranging from one (Bvery poor^) to five (Bvery good^). The scales showed acceptable
to good reliabilities in our study: occupational expertise (α = .84, sample item: BI
consider myself competent to weigh up and reason out the ‘pros’ and ‘cons’ of particular
decisions on working methods, materials and techniques in my job domain^), anticipa-
tion and optimization (α = .76, sample item: BI consciously devote attention to applying
my newly acquired knowledge and skills.^), personal flexibility (α = .83, sample item:
BI can anticipate changes in my work early and benefit from them.^), corporate sense
(α = .79, sample item: BIn my organization, I take part in forming a common vision of
values and goals.^), and balance (α = .82, sample item: BI achieve a balance in alternat-
ing between reaching my own work goals and supporting my colleagues.^).

We measured task variety using Withey et al.’s (1983) seven-item Exceptions and
Analyzability-scale. This scale refers to the frequency of unexpected and novel events
that occur during the work process, resulting in a higher complexity of job demands
(Sample item: BTo do your work, to what extent can you actually rely on established
procedures and practices,^ reverse coded). Respondents answered on a 5-point Likert-
scale ranging from one (Bvery little agreement^) to five (Bagreement to a great extent^).
The scale showed good reliability (α = .89) in our study.

We gauged social informal learning using Froehlich et al.’s (2017) scales of
feedback-seeking from supervisors (Sample item: BFeedback from my supervisor
motivates me to act;^ three items), feedback-seeking from colleagues (Sample item:
BFeedback from colleagues motivates me to act;^ three items), information-seeking
(Sample item: BI participate in meetings;^ four items), and help-seeking (Sample item:
BGetting help would be one of the first things would do if I were having trouble at
work.^; two items). Respondents indicated their engagement with learning activities on
a 5-point Likert-scale ranging from one (Balmost never^) to five (Bvery often^).
Reliability estimates for the scales with three or more items (Eisinga et al. 2013) was
good (α = .89, .79, and .66, respectively). The Spearman-Brown formula to estimate
reliability for the help-seeking items, however, indicate very low reliability ρ = 0.24).
Hence, the results of this scale need to be interpreted with care.
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Gender (female = B1,^ male = B2^) and chronological age (open question) entered
the model as covariates. Gracia (2009) found gender to be an influencer for the
perception of one’s own employability. Moreover, there is profound evidence for
various influential aspects of age on one’s learning and employability
(Tikkanen et al. 2002; Van der Heijden 2002, 2009b).

Analyses

We tested the hypotheses with a path model using Maximum Likelihood estimation in
lavaan (Rosseel 2012) for R with 2000 bootstrap samples. Model fit was determined by
looking at the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), which should be above 0.90 for a well-
fitting model (Byrne 2010), the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA),
and the Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR), which both should be
lower than 0.08 (Hu and Bentler 1999).

Results

Both the CFI (CFI = 0.986) and the SRMR (SRMR= 0.035) indicate that the model fits
the data very well. Only the RMSEA is slightly below the desirable threshold
(RMSEA = 0.131; 90% CI = [0.058, 0.216]). The model explains almost a third of
the variance of anticipation and optimization (R2 = 0.316) and corporate sense (R2 =
0.320) and a fifth of the variance of personal flexibility (R2 = 0.204) and balance (R2 =
0.183). The variance explained of occupational expertise, however, was only 10%
(R2 = 0.103).

The Relationship between Social Informal Learning and Employability

Table 1 shows the direct effects of the tested model. In Hypotheses 1, we proposed that
the more expansive an employee’s social informal learning is, the more employability
the employee will show. The results show several positive relationships of feedback
from supervisors and colleagues, information seeking, and help seeking with all
dimensions of employability. Therefore, the data largely supports Hypotheses 1a-e.

The Relationship between Task Variety and Social Informal Learning

In Hypothesis 2, we proposed that a higher degree of task variety positively relates to
an employee’s social informal learning. The results show evidence for such a positive
relationship between task variety and feedback from colleagues (B = 0.298, 95% CI =
[0.175, 0.421]; see Table 1) and information seeking (B = 0.339, 95% CI = [0.202,
0.475]). This partially supports Hypothesis 2.

Social Informal Learning as a Mediator between Task Variety and Employability

In Hypotheses 3, we proposed that an employee’s social informal learning mediates the
relationship between task variety and employability. The data show such a positive
indirect relationship between task variety and anticipation and optimization (B = 0.237,
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95% CI = [0.136, 0.338]), personal flexibility (B = 0.097, 95% CI = [0.035, 0.159]),
corporate sense (B = 0.139, 95% CI = [0.052, 0.226]), and balance (B = 0.100, 95%
CI = [0.021, 0.179]). Therefore, the data supports Hypotheses 3b-e. With respect to the
direct relationship between task variety and employability, the results indicate only one
(negative) relationship with balance (B = −0.284, 95% CI = [−0.435, −0.133]).

Relationships of gender were noted on corporate sense (B = 0.245, 95% CI = [0.046,
0.444]) and feedback seeking from colleagues (B = −0.334, 95% CI = [−0.544,
−0.124]); age was related to corporate sense (B = 0.015, 95% CI = [0.007, 0.023])
balance (B = 0.023, 95% CI = [0.013, 0.033]), and seeking feedback from supervisors
(B = −0.014, 95% CI = [−0.025, −0.004]) and colleagues (B = −0.010, 95% CI =
[−0.019, −0.001]).

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationships between task variety, social
informal learning, and employability. Here, we view task variety as a learning catalyst
which enhances employees’ employability by triggering learning behavior. Three major
themes emerged from the data. First, our results support the theoretical assumptions and
the findings of a few former studies that social informal learning predicts employability.
Employees who engage in information-seeking, help-seeking, and feedback-seeking
also show higher levels of occupational expertise, anticipation and optimization,
personal flexibility, balance, and corporate sense. Especially the relation between
engaging in social informal learning and anticipation and optimization is strong. This
shows that continuously updating knowledge and skills helps employees to deal with
their organizations’ highly dynamic environments (cf. Gerken et al. 2018).

Second, the results confirm the important role of task variety as a trigger to engage in
social informal learning. When confronted with a novel task, a more elaborated
knowledge base is an important resource to retrieve the relevant knowledge for the
particular task at hand and to discover if the knowledge available is relevant in the
particular situation. If not, the employee is triggered to fine-tune the knowledge again.
By continuously revisiting the knowledge base, employees become more proficient in
evaluating the relevance of the current knowledge base as well as in fine-tuning it
(Narayanan et al. 2009). This process of updating knowledge and skills is the core of
learning. Further, the results indicate that task variety has a direct relationship to
employability and an indirect relationship through social informal learning. These
results support the view that employers can enhance their workers’ employability by
creating jobs that require employees to perform a range of tasks. This may stimulate
employees to undertake social informal learning activities and, subsequently, bolster
their employability. However, there are some caveats to note. The results show that task
variety has a stronger association with anticipation and optimization and corporate
sense, than with the other employability competences. An explanation for the
importance of task variety for anticipation and optimization is that through working
on a variety of tasks, an employee develops an open attitude toward change and is
therefore more able to foresee the changes ahead. Remarkably, although the relations
are significant, task variety plays a minor role in predicting occupational expertise and
flexibility. Also, task variety has significant negative relationships with occupational
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expertise. Narayanan et al. (2009) offer explanations for these findings. Due to limited
human working memory, a high variety of tasks to be performed can inhibit the
processing and storing of new information and, therefore, can hinder an employee to
learn from variety. This may result in lower occupational expertise. Moreover, we
focused on the process of learning and not so much on what is being learned. Socially
acquired knowledge may be inaccurate or even false, which results in lower occupa-
tional expertise, if it is not tested by reflection. In addition, exposure to task variety is an
important condition for learning, but it is not sufficient on its own. Task variety may
only facilitate learning if employees get the opportunity of being extensively involved
in the new tasks so that learning from those tasks is internalized and the development of
occupational expertise is enhanced. Under time pressure, which can be a result of high
task variety, employees are likely to fall back on routines to survive and, therefore, will
not be able to update their knowledge and skills. High task variety can lead to high
work pressure and in turn exhaustion (Van Harten et al. 2016). This may also explain
another unexpected finding: the negative relationship between task variety and balance.

Third, chronological age plays an interesting role in the tested relationships. Be-
coming older is associated with being more competent and employable, which con-
firms prior research and theorizing (Froehlich 2017; Froehlich et al. 2015a; Raemdonck
et al. 2015; Rothwell and Arnold 2007; Van Vuuren et al. 2011). However, it seems that
older employees engage less in social informal learning. The latter supports prior
research by Froehlich et al. (2014a), indicating that older employees seek less feedback
from their supervisors. However, it contradicts the findings of other studies (e.g., Berg
and Chyung 2008), which indicate a positive relation between age and informal
learning. Our findings might be explained by the proactive perspective we take on
social informal learning. We have been looking at employees’ proactive search for help,
feedback, and information. Older employees—in most cases—have more relevant
experience than their younger colleagues; they might be more inclined to give feed-
back, help, and information instead of proactively seeking for it. According to the risk-
value theory (Jia and Dyer 1996), the older employee might be more inclined to trade
off between the risk of losing face (cf. ego defense and enhancement; see Ashford et al.
2003) and the value of gaining more insights by asking feedback, help, or information.

Implications for Future Research

These three themes and the underlying research have several implications for future
research. On the one hand, the findings point to interesting avenues for further
investigation. Most prominently, the role of task variety for individuals’ employability
asks for further exploration. Future research can clarify the extent to what limited
working memory, implicit learning, superficial engagement in new tasks and time
pressure lead to detrimental effects of task variety on occupational expertise and
balance. Similarly, the role of age in predicting engagement in proactive social informal
learning asks for more research. Using Baltes and Baltes’ (1990) model of selection,
optimization, and compensation or Jia and Dyers’ (1996) risk-value theory as a
theoretical framework might be helpful in exploring if and why older employees are
reluctant to seek feedback, help, and information. On the other hand, future research
may try to improve on some of the limitations that this study has. This includes the
cross-sectional nature of the research. Although we have solid theoretical grounds for
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assuming that informal learning influences employability, we are not able to test causal
relationships. Reverse causality is possible in that highly employable people may feel
more inclined to look for learning opportunities to remain employable also in the long
run. Future longitudinal or mixed method (Schoonenboom et al. 2018) research could
clarify these relationships. Also, in this research, we were interested in the broad
relationships between the investigated concepts. In line with this, we included respon-
dents from slightly different contexts in the analyses. Given the small size of the
subsamples, we were not able to check for differences between organizations and
sectors. Future research may investigate the different contexts in greater detail than
we could in this study; for instance by using more dyadic approaches to analysis
(Froehlich and Brouwer Forthcoming; Froehlich and Messmann 2017).

Implications for Practice

In terms of implications for practice, the results of this study show that organizations
and, more specifically, managers can play an important role in enhancing employees’
employability. By creating opportunities for seeking feedback, help, and information,
they enhance employees’ level of occupational expertise, anticipation and optimization,
flexibility, corporate sense, and balance. Opportunities for social informal learning are
created when the supervisor acts as a broker of knowledge by, for example, referring
employees to other colleagues when dealing with a problem. Also, during meeting or
debriefings, managers can schedule time for asking questions and knowledge ex-
change. The manager plays a crucial role in giving the right example and being
accessible and open to questions. On an organizational level, the Human Resource
Development department could consider the implementation of an online learning
experience system, including resources and discussion fora, the ideal place to exchange
knowledge and seek for information, help and feedback.

The results indicated the important role of task variety for social informal learning.
One way to stimulate social informal learning is by offering a variety of job tasks as a
manager. Organizing a well-balanced variety in tasks stimulates employees to go into
their network and to proactively seek for information, help, and advice when facing
problems, and for feedback when reflecting on the quality of his/her work or perfor-
mance. Employees can also be invited to shadow colleagues in order to taste various
tasks and slowly become more employable.
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