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The increased use of temporary contracts has instigated debates on possible implications for
employees’ attitudes, well-being and behaviour. The complex issues related to this debate
are reviewed from a theoretical, empirical and conceptual point of view. First, the definitions
of temporary employment that are currently used in OECD countries are reviewed. Second,
theoretical views concerning possible determinants are elaborated. The theoretical frame-
works discussed include Work Stress Theory, Social Comparison Theory and Social Exchange
Theory. The determinants proposed in these theories have served to form the basis of
hypotheses on differences between temporary and permanent workers on various
psychological outcomes. Third, research on associations between temporary employment
and the variables job satisfaction, organizational commitment, well-being and behaviour are
reviewed. These variables are most frequently used in the realm of temporary work research.
This review concludes that research results have been inconsistent and inconclusive, unlike
the predictions that follow from the theoretical frameworks. This leads to a fourth section in
which potential explanations for these inconsistent findings are advanced. In conclusion, a
conceptual model is developed to inspire future research.

 

Introduction

 

Researchers have identified the growth in
temporary employment, beginning in the 1980s
and spanning into the mid-1990s, as one of

the most spectacular and important evolutions
in Western working life. Forecasts indicate
that this trend will continue, although at a
more moderate pace (Campbell and Burgess
2001a; Guest 2004; Organization for Economic
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Co-operation and Development (OECD) 2002).
The growth in temporary employment is
driven mostly by employers’ demand for more
flexibility and innovation, and by their
wish to reduce labour costs and administrative
complexity (Brewster 

 

et al.

 

 1997; Burgess and
Connell 2006; Kalleberg 

 

et al.

 

 2003; Matusik
and Hill 1998; Von Hippel 

 

et al.

 

 1997; Vosko
1998). In spite of speculative debates on the
growing group of boundaryless workers who
seek financially lucrative temporary jobs
(Sullivan 1999), labour force supply factors are
unlikely to play a significant role in explaining
the growth in temporary employment arrange-
ments (Brewster 

 

et al

 

. 1997; De Grip 

 

et al.

 

1997; Kalleberg 

 

et al.

 

 2000).
The observation that the evolution towards

increased use of temporary employment was
not initiated or desired by employees has
raised concerns about the impact of temporary
employment on the individual. This has fuelled
psychological research aimed at comparing
temporary and permanent workers on
employees’ attitudes, well-being and behaviour.
In the following, we review this body of
literature. The review is based on an extensive
literature search of published studies, includ-
ing studies not published in English, and
unpublished studies reported from 1995 on.
Even though the search was aimed at all OECD
countries, the majority of studies come from
the US, Australia, Canada and, in particular,
Europe. As Campbell and Burgess (2001a,b;
see also Wooden 2004) note, European studies
dominate research in the realm of temporary
employment, possibly because they are facilit-
ated by data such as the European Labour
Force Survey, which are readily available
and accessible.

The paper is organized as follows: we
begin by reviewing the definitions of temporary
employment that are currently used in OECD
countries. Secondly, we describe theoretical
views concerning possible determinants. The
proposed determinants are the basis of
hypotheses on potential differences between
temporary and permanent workers on various
psychological outcomes. Thirdly, we review

research on associations between temporary
employment and workers’ attitudes ( job
satisfaction, organizational commitment),
well-being (mental and physical health) and
behaviour (performance). We conclude from
this review that results are inconsistent and
inconclusive. As highlighted in the fourth
section, this signals the need for explanation,
as well as for advanced empirical research.
We conclude by formulating a conceptual
model that may inspire future research in
the realm of temporary employment.

 

Defining Temporary Employment

 

International studies on the growth of temporary
employment and its possible impact for the
individual have been hampered by the absence
of a universally accepted vocabulary and
definition (Gallagher and McLean Parks 2001;
Kalleberg 2000). With respect to vocabulary,
contingent employment is used most pre-
valently in US and Canadian literature,
while temporary, fixed-term or non-permanent
employment are used interchangeably in
European research (Connelly and Gallagher
2004; De Cuyper 

 

et al

 

. 2005a). In Australia
and New Zealand, the term casual employment
is perhaps the best available equivalent to
temporary employment, even though it is also
distinct in important respects that will be
outlined below (Burgess 

 

et al.

 

 2005; Burgess
and Strachan 1999; Campbell 2004; Campbell
and Burgess 2001a,b; Junor 2004). For reasons
of consistency, we use temporary employment,
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except in specific cases where it is important
to highlight the distinct nature of casual
employment in Australia.

With respect to definitions, authors agree
that temporary employment departs from
the standard employment relationship (SER)
on three or, in the US, four dimensions (e.g.
Burgess and Strachan 1999; Campbell 2004;
Cranford 

 

et al.

 

 2003; Gallagher and McLean
Parks 2001; Gallagher and Sverke 2005;
Kalleberg 2000; McLean Parks 

 

et al.

 

 1998;
Olsen and Kalleberg 2004; Polivka and
Nardone 1989; Wiens-Tuers and Hill 2002).
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First, the SER is characterized by permanency
and continuity of employment, whereas the
notion of ongoing employment is absent in
temporary employment arrangements. Instead,
temporary employment is of limited duration
and often includes a fixed termination date.
Second, under the SER, employees work at
the employer’s workplace and on the employer’s
premise, under his or her supervision. In
contrast, some temporary employment arrange-
ments are market mediated, as in the case
of temporary agency workers. Third, unlike
temporary employment in most countries, the
SER is associated with extensive statutory
benefits and entitlements such as minimum
wage, unemployment insurance, protection
against unfair dismissal and paid leave. A
fourth element is specific for the US, namely,
the association between the SER and waged
work. This means that, in the US, self-
employment, as in the case of independent
contracting, for example (Connelly and
Gallagher 2006), falls into the category of
temporary employment. However, researchers
of temporary employment, particularly those
in Australia and Europe, have argued for the
exclusion of the self-employed (Bernesak and
Kinnear 1999; Campbell 2004; Guest 2004),
because self-employment is regulated differ-
ently by law. Given the vast number of studies
specifically focused upon self-employed
persons, this is the approach followed in this
review. This choice is in line with the OECD
(2002, 170) definition that temporary employ-
ment is ‘dependent employment of limited
duration’. Following this definition, the share
of temporary employment is estimated at 15%
in Canada and at 4% in the US. The incidence
of temporary employment in Europe varies
from 4% in Luxembourg up to 35% in Spain,
with the average being about 15%.
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 The
estimations for Australia vary from 4% when
limited to temporary employment as understood
in Europe and the US (Wooden 2001) to well
over 25% when relying on national statistics
(Campbell and Burgess 2001b; Wooden 2004).

Defining temporary employment as depend-
ent employment of limited duration may serve

as a first step towards useful international
comparisons. However, considerable caution
is warranted, owing to the particularities of
national regulations, institutional settings
and legislation (Olsen and Kalleberg 2004),
as well as to the large heterogeneity of the
temporary workforce (De Cuyper 

 

et al

 

. 2005a).
With respect to national regulations and
legislation, two issues stand out. First, com-
pared with Australian, Canadian and US
regulations, European employment regulations
for temporary work are quite protective
(Vosko 1998; Zeytinoglu and Muteshi 2000).
Most European countries have established a mini-
mum level of rights that are typically associated
with permanent employment but have also
been made applicable for temporary workers.
The Australian casual workers are perhaps
at the other extreme, as they are not entitled to
paid annual leave, paid sick leave, paid public
holidays, notice of dismissal or redundancy
pay (Campbell 1998, 2004). The US countries
have opted for non-regulation, with employees’
protection, benefits and entitlements being
conditional upon the employer’s choice. In
Canada, there are some directives aimed at
improving the situation of temporary workers.
There are considerable difficulties with
their implementation, however, particularly
with respect to workers in tripartite employ-
ment relationships (Zeytinoglu and Muteshi
2000).

Secondly, specifically in Australia, casual
employment is defined with reference to the
absence of entitlements and benefits and lack
of protection (Burgess and Strachan 1999;
Campbell 2004; Campbell and Burgess 2001a;
Wooden 2001). Not being entitled to sick leave
and paid holiday leave implies the status
of casual worker and this, in turn, defines
one’s permanency status.
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 In contrast, reduced
access to benefits and entitlements and limited
protection is the consequence of being tem-
porarily employed in other OECD countries.
Even though this difference has led Wooden
(2001) to suggest that casual and temporary
employment are not comparable in any respect,
it could be argued that comparisons may be
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useful (Campbell 2004; Campbell and Burgess
2001a,b). First, from a theoretical point of
view, both temporary and casual employment
highlight a labour market divide, which is
particularly large in Australia. Secondly, casual
employment is the most widespread form
of non-standard employment in Australia, and
the growth in casual employment is similar
to the increase in temporary employment in
many European and US countries. Thirdly,
even though casual work is forbidden in most
countries, it still exists in some forms that are
typically classified as temporary, for example,
day labourers and on-call workers. Accordingly,
and in line with the international OECD
survey, we view casual employment as a
particular form of temporary employment,
but with its own distinct character.

With respect to the large heterogeneity of
the temporary workforce, most authors
distinguish between workers who are directly
hired by the company and those who are
involved in a tripartite employment relationship
(Cranford 

 

et al

 

. 2003; De Cuyper 

 

et al.

 

 2005a;
Feldman 2005; Kalleberg 2000). The latter are
hired by a third party (the 

 

de juro

 

 employer)
to perform work at the user’s firm (the 

 

de facto

 

employer) in times of high demand (e.g.
temporary agency workers) or to provide
specific and predominantly specialized services
that are outside the core business of the user
organization (e.g. outsourcing) or are not needed
on a long-term basis (e.g. subcontracting).
Furthermore, temporary employment arrange-
ments may differ on various indicators of
employment stability (OECD 2002). Daily
or on-call contracts are described as extremely
precarious, owing to their very short contract
duration. In contrast, replacement, training and
seasonal contracts in many countries are used
to screen potential permanent employees, and
thus they may offer the prospect of ongo-
ing or long-term employment (Aronsson 

 

et al.

 

2002; Connelly and Gallagher 2004). This
heterogeneity in type of temporary arrange-
ment and its implications for employment
stability and future employment prospects may
further complicate theoretical and empirical

research on the psychological impact of
temporary employment.

 

Determinants of Temporary Workers’ 
Attitudes, Well-being and Behaviour

 

The majority of studies on the impact of
temporary employment for the individual
are either largely atheoretical in nature, or are
uncritically grounded in theoretical designs
that have proved valuable in explaining the
attitudes, well-being and behaviour of per-
manent workers (Connelly and Gallagher 2004),
as in the case of studies related to work stress,
for example. In addition, some attempts have
been made to understand temporary workers’
responses in terms of psychological processes
involving the perception of fairness. These
attempts can be organized under the headings
of Social Comparison Theory and Social
Exchange Theory.

 

Work Stress

 

Many studies focused on permanent workers
have identified a number of possible deter-
minants of work strain. In general, these work
stressors are exacerbated in temporary employ-
ment arrangements, and hence, they have
been used to predict unfavourable attitudes,
poor well-being and undesirable behaviours
among temporary workers. In particular,
three groups of possible stressors have been
identified. To begin with, theories of labour
market use, such as the Flexible Firm
(Atkinson 1984), Internal Labour Market
Theory (Doeringer and Piore 1971), Human
Capital Theory (Becker 1993) and Segmentation
Theory (Amuedo-Dorantes 2000), suggest that
temporary workers are considered peripheral
workers in whom employers are unlikely to
invest in the way typically done to foster
long-term organizational commitment and
loyalty towards the organization (Zeytinoglu
and Cooke 2005; Zeytinoglu and Mutheshi
2001). Lack of these investments may contribute
to job strain, which, in turn, may relate to
poor well-being (De Witte and Näswall 2003;
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Zeytinoglu 

 

et al.

 

 2004). The association
between temporary employment and low
employer’s investment in terms of wages (e.g.
Bhandari and Hesmati 2006; OECD 2002;
Wooden 2004), fringe benefits (e.g. Kalleberg

 

et al.

 

 2000; Mangan and Williams 1999; Nollen
1996; OECD 2002), promotion (Zeytinoglu

 

et al

 

. 2004) and training opportunities (Arons-
son 

 

et al

 

. 2002; Connelly and Gallagher 2004;
Forrier and Sels 2003; Hoque and Kirkpatrick
2003; OECD 2002; Wiens-Tuers and Hill
2002) finds overwhelming support.

Secondly, temporary workers are thought to
be vulnerable to job strain owing to poor job
characteristics, most notably reduced control,
role stress and limited support. In particular,
the Second European Survey on Working
Conditions (Benach 

 

et al.

 

 2002; Goudswaard
and Andries 2002; Letourneux 1998) shows
that temporary workers experience less auton-
omy than permanent workers. Furthermore,
their work is often highly monotonous, thus
implying few possibilities for skill utilization
(Hall 2006). Temporary workers also appear
to have little influence on workplace decisions
(Aronsson 

 

et al

 

. 2002; Parker 

 

et al.

 

 2002).
Other likely stressors are role-related:
temporary workers may experience role stress
because they are newcomers in the organization
and not yet acquainted with organizational
procedures, or because they are assigned little
time and support to understand their role
responsibilities (McLean Parks 

 

et al

 

. 1998;
Sverke 

 

et al

 

. 2000). Finally, temporary workers
may receive little support from their permanent
co-workers (Byoung-Hoo and Frenkel 2004)
or the union. Temporary workers are less
likely to join the union, and their rights have
typically not been the main concern of unions
(Gallagher and Sverke 2005; Wooden 2004;
Zeytinoglu and Muteshi 2000). This, in turn,
may hamper temporary workers’ attempts to
raise voice (Aronescu 

 

et al.

 

 2004), especially
as they may have insufficient expertise as
well as little information on organizational
practices and procedures to initiate a construc-
tive dialogue (Aronsson 1999). The large
volume of studies on the unfavourable effects

of low control, role stress and lack of support,
as well as the difficulties in adjusting to this
situation, suggest overall negative psychological
outcomes for temporary workers compared
with permanent workers.

The third stressor for temporary workers
has been termed employment strain and was
developed by Lewchuk 

 

et al.

 

 (2005), following
suggestions by Cooper (2002) and Quinlan

 

et al. 

 

(2001). Employment strain combines
high demands and low control but, unlike the
Karasek’s Job Demand Control Model (Karasek
and Theorell 1990), is shaped by the employ-
ment relationship rather than by the job. High
demands in this case are associated with
the constant search for new employment, the
effort to keep employment, the need to ensure
a positive employer assessment of work per-
formance and, for some workers, the effort to
balance demands from multiple job holdings
and multiple employers. These demands con-
tribute in predicting poor self-rated health in a
study by Lewchuk 

 

et al

 

. (2005). Low control
reflects increased uncertainty with respect
to the terms and conditions of employment
and one’s job in the future. Specifically, as
highlighted by other authors, temporary
workers have little control over the design,
implementation and nature of their work (Beard
and Edwards 1995; Krausz 2000; Wheeler
and Buckley 2001). For example, compared
with permanent workers, temporary workers are
more likely to hold physically uncomfortable
jobs (Paoli and Merllié 2002; Quinlan 

 

et al

 

.
2001; Saloniemi 

 

et al.

 

 2004) or jobs which
other organizational members consider least
satisfying in terms of job content or work
schedules (OECD 2002; Sverke 

 

et al

 

. 2000).
Furthermore, temporary employment is likely
to generate job insecurity (Beard and Edwards
1995; Bernhard-Oettel 

 

et al.

 

 2005; De Witte
and Näswall 2003; Felstead and Gallie 2004;
Mauno and Kinnunen 2002; Parker 

 

et al

 

.
2002; Sverke 

 

et al

 

. 2000; Van Breukelen and
Allegro 2000). In a study by Lewchuk 

 

et al

 

.
(2005), uncertainty was related to poor self-
rated health and tension at work. In the case
of job insecurity, unfavourable results can be
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generalized to attitudes, well-being and
behaviour (for a review of studies, see De
Witte 1999, 2005; Sverke 

 

et al.

 

 2002).
To summarize, various work stressors among

permanent workers have been related to unfa-
vourable psychological outcomes. Researchers
have drawn on this body of research to predict
unfavourable attitudes, poor well-being and
undesirable behaviour among temporary
workers, owing to their increased vulnerability
to stressors related to the job, as well as to
their specific form of employment.

 

Social Comparison and Social 
Exchange Theories

 

Social Comparison and Social Exchange
Theories hypothesize that employees’ reactions
are monitored by perceptions of fairness.
Using social comparison processes, employees
evaluate how the outcomes they receive
compare with the outcomes received by
referent others (Feldman and Turnley 2004;
Thorsteinson 2003). In cases where this evalu-
ation leads temporary workers to feel they are
not receiving the outcomes they deserve, and
where they can see that permanent workers
do, in fact, receive these outcomes, temporary
workers may come to feel a sense of depriva-
tion. This may generate more unfavourable
psychological outcomes among temporary
workers than among permanent workers.

Secondly, Social Exchange Theories highlight
the norm of reciprocity along which outcomes
are compared with input. This has often been
formulated in psychological contract terms.
Rousseau and Schalk (2000) and others
(Chambel and Castanheira in press; Claes

 

et al

 

. 2002; Coyle-Shapiro and Kessler 2002;
De Cuyper and De Witte 2006, 2007a, in press;
De Cuyper 

 

et al.

 

 in press; Guest 2004;
Millward and Brewerton 1999, 2000; Millward
and Hopkins 1998; Rousseau 1995; Van Dyne
and Ang 1998) argue that the psychological
contract of temporary workers compared with
permanent workers is narrower in terms of
number and quality of content items. Further-
more, the psychological contract of temporary

workers, unlike that of permanent workers,
may be asymmetrical, i.e. monitored by the
employer (Beard and Edwards 1995; De Cuyper

 

et al

 

. in press). The psychological contract
that is dominant among temporary workers
(i.e. narrow and asymmetrical) may prevent
the development of a trust relationship with the
employer and, hence, may lead to undesirable
employees’ attitudes and behaviours: temporary
workers’ responses may be contingent upon their
perception of underinvestment, calculated
investment (Coyle-Shapiro and Kessler 2002;
Koh and Yer 2000) or poor treatment by
employers (Davis-Blake and Uzzi 1993).
Related frameworks such as Siegrist’s Effort-
Reward Model have formulated similar
predictions: temporary workers are likely to
perceive an imbalance between their efforts
and rewards (Isaksson and Bellaagh 2002),
which is, moreover, monitored by the employer
(Saloniemi 

 

et al

 

. 2004). Temporary workers may
react to this inequity by developing unfavourable
attitudes and by performing poorly.

 

Temporary vs Permanent Workers’ 
Attitudes, Well-being and Behaviour

 

In the previous section, we summarized
theoretical views on possible determinants
that can explain temporary workers’ attitudes,
well-being and behaviour. Specifically, we
highlighted that temporary workers are more
vulnerable than permanent workers when it
comes to work and employment strain, and
perceptions of unfairness. These variables are
well known to cause unfavourable psychological
experiences. In the following, we assess the
extent to which the theoretical views are
supported by empirical results on comparisons
between temporary and permanent workers
on various psychological outcomes. European
studies dominate these comparisons, possibly
because of the lack of appropriate datasets in
other countries (Campbell and Burgess 2001a,b),
but also because unfavourable outcomes among
temporary and especially casual workers have
often been taken for granted (Veenstra 

 

et al.

 

2004; Wooden 2004).
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We grouped psychological outcome variables
along a two by two dichotomy to guarantee
a comprehensive coverage of themes that
dominate psychological literature on the
implications of a changing work life (for
further discussion, see Sverke 

 

et al

 

. 2002).
The first dichotomy distinguishes between
outcomes that are affected directly (proximal),
such as attitudes, and those that are affected
indirectly (distal), either because they develop
over time or because they are conditional upon
other processes (e.g. mediation by proximal
variables; Chirumbolo and Hellgren 2003;
De Cuyper and De Witte 2007a). Effects on
distal outcomes are likely to be somewhat
weaker than those on proximal factors. The
second dichotomy distinguishes between
variables that have direct consequences for the
individual and possibly indirect consequences
for the organization, and those variables that
are primarily relevant for the organization. The
latter may show that temporary employment
is not entirely cost-free for the organization.
For each combination, we selected a variable
that was used in a substantial number of studies
in the realm of temporary work research:
job satisfaction for the combination ‘proximal-
individual’, organizational commitment for
the combination ‘proximal-organization’, well-
being

 

5

 

 for the combination ‘distal-individual’,
and productive behaviour for the combination
‘distal-organization’.

 

Proximal and Individual: Job Satisfaction

 

Much research has concerned the relationship
between temporary employment and job
satisfaction. However, results until now have
been inconclusive. Some studies establish
higher job satisfaction among permanent
workers than among temporary workers
(Benavides 

 

et al.

 

 2000; Forde and Slater
2006; García-Montalvo 

 

et al.

 

 2003, in Caballer

 

et al.

 

 2005; Hall 2006; Letourneux 1998;
Merllié and Pascal 2002; Paoli and Merllié
2002; Rödiger 

 

et al.

 

 2003; Zant 

 

et al.

 

 2000),
while others find the opposite pattern (De
Cuyper and De Witte 2005, 2006a, 2007a;

Galup 

 

et al.

 

 1997; Mauno 

 

et al.

 

 2005; McDonald
and Makin 2000; Werthebach 

 

et al.

 

 2000;
Wooden 2004). Still others do not find signi-
ficant differences (Bernhard 2001; Claes 

 

et al

 

.
2002; Krausz and Bar-Yosef 1999, in Krausz
and Stainvartz 2005; Van Breukelen and
Allegro 2000). In this respect, it should be noted
that Australian studies do not find lower
job satisfaction among casual workers than
among permanent workers, except perhaps
in the case of part-time male casual workers
(Hall and Harley 2000; Hall 

 

et al.

 

 1998;
Wooden 2004).

The inconsistencies are exacerbated in
studies using multi-country samples or
sampling different types of temporary workers.
For example, data from the European House-
hold Panel point to higher job satisfaction
among permanent workers, but not in Belgium
and Finland (Kaiser 2002; OECD 2002).
Similarly, in their four-country sample, De
Witte and Näswall (2003) find non-significant
differences between temporary and permanent
workers in Belgium, the Netherlands and
Sweden, and poorer results for permanent
workers in Italy. Furthermore, temporary
agency workers are least satisfied and fixed-
term contract workers are most satisfied with
their job in the study by Guest 

 

et al.

 

 (2003).
Permanent workers are situated in-between.
The British Household Data do not establish
a significant effect of contract type, except
for lower job satisfaction among casual or
seasonal workers (Bardasi and Francesconi
2000; Booth 

 

et al.

 

 2000).

 

Proximal and Organization: 
Organizational Commitment

 

The relationship between temporary employ-
ment and organizational commitment has also
been frequently investigated. It is generally
assumed that short contract duration is nega-
tively related to organizational commitment
(De Jong and Schalk 2005; Pearce 1993; Rigotti
and Mohr 2005; Torka and Van Riemsdijk
2001). While this hypothesis finds considerable
support (Coyle-Shapiro and Kessler 2002;
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De Gilder 2003; Eberhardt and Moser 1995;
Forde and Slater 2006; Guest 

 

et al

 

. 2003;
Krausz and Bar-Yosef 1999, in Krausz and
Stainvartz 2005; Sverke 

 

et al

 

. 2000; Van Dyne
and Ang 1998), other studies do not find
significant differences between temporary
and permanent workers (De Witte and Näswall
2003, for the Belgian, Italian and Swedish
sample; Rödiger 

 

et al

 

. 2003; Tansky 

 

et al.

 

1995; Van Breukelen and Allegro 2000; Vander
Steene 

 

et al.

 

 2001), or they find lower com-
mitment among permanent workers than among
temporary workers (De Cuyper and De Witte
2005, 2006a, 2007a; De Witte and Näswall
2003, for the Dutch sample; McDonald and
Makin 2000). Furthermore, a Dutch study
by Klein Hesselink 

 

et al.

 

 (1998) shows lower
commitment among temporary agency workers
than among both permanent and fixed-term
contract workers.

Some researchers have addressed the issue
of dual commitment among temporary agency
workers; i.e. their commitment towards the
agency and towards the user firm. Results
seem to point to higher levels of commitment
towards the user firm than towards the agency
(Barringer and Sturman 1998; Benson 1998;
Van Breugel 

 

et al.

 

 2005). Commitment to
the agency is, however, conditional upon the
number of assignments, as well as upon the
tenure length with the agency (Gallagher
and Futagami 1998; Gallagher and McLean
Parks 2001).

 

Distal and Individual: Well-being

 

Until recently, few studies have extensively
addressed the long-term consequences of
temporary employment for the individual
(Bardasi and Francesconi 2004; Connelly and
Gallagher 2004). Most evidence originates
from Scandinavian research. For example,
Finnish research has investigated various
aspects of health and well-being in relation
to contract type. The findings until now are
inconclusive: with respect to issues of general
health, temporary workers report better
(Liukkonen 

 

et al.

 

 2004) or comparable health

compared with permanent workers (Virtanen

 

et al.

 

 2003b). With respect to mental health,
temporary workers indicate better (Liukkonen

 

et al

 

. 2004) or poorer (Virtanen 

 

et al.

 

 2002)
mental health than permanent workers. In
their meta-analysis on 27 studies, Virtanen

 

et al

 

. (2005) conclude that the association
between temporary employment and various
indicators of well-being is likely to be nega-
tive. However, the association varies from
weak to moderate or strong with increased
employment instability. Quinlan 

 

et al

 

. (2001),
in their review on the association between
temporary employment and occupational
health and safety, have reached similar
conclusions.

The mixed findings are further illustrated
in other studies: some studies do not find
significant differences between permanent and
temporary workers (Artazcoz 

 

et al.

 

 2005;
Bardasi and Francesconi 2000; Bernhard-
Oettel 

 

et al

 

. 2005; Claes 

 

et al

 

. 2002; De Cuyper
and De Witte 2005, 2006a, 2007a; Goudswaard

 

et al. 2000; Houtman et al. 2000; Sverke et al.
2000), while others find poorer health among
permanent workers (Martens et al. 1999;
Solano et al. 2002, in Caballer et al. 2005) or
among temporary workers (Benavides et al.
2000; Isaksson et al. 2001; Lasfargues et al.
1999; Parker et al. 2002). The inconsistent
results are clearly illustrated when using
samples from different countries: for
example, Rodriguez (2002) finds no contract-
related differences on general health in a UK
sample, and poorer health for fixed-term
contract workers in a comparable German
sample.

Distal and Organization: Productive 
Behaviours

A final set of outcomes concerns productive
behaviours. Again, the pattern of results
does not allow firm conclusions. For example,
permanent workers engage in more organiza-
tional citizenship behaviours than temporary
workers in the studies by Coyle-Shapiro and
Kessler (2002), De Gilder (2003), Guest et al.
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(2003) and Van Dyne and Ang (1998). Engel-
landt and Riphahn (2005), however, find
the opposite pattern. Furthermore, the type
of temporary arrangement is found to be an
important factor in the study by Chambel and
Castanheira (2006) among Portugese workers:
permanent and fixed-term contract workers
engage in more organizational citizenship
behaviour than temporary agency workers do.
With respect to performance, Kalleberg (2000)
suggests that productivity may be lower for
temporary workers, possibly because they are
new to the job and thus need to learn work
processes (Nollen and Axel 1996). This is
supported in the study by Van Dyne and
Ang (1998). However, other studies find no
significant differences between temporary
and permanent workers with respect to per-
formance (De Cuyper and De Witte 2005;
Ellingson et al. 1998). Finally, managers
are more satisfied with the performance of
temporary workers than with permanent
workers in the study by Van Breukelen and
Allegro (2000).

In sum, our review underlines the conclusion
put forward by Connelly and Gallagher (2004)
and others (De Cuyper et al. 2005b; Guest
2004; Virtanen et al. 2005) that results on
the psychological impact of temporary employ-
ment are inconclusive and often contradictory.
Even though we selected only four outcome
variables for illustration, we are confident
that this conclusion will apply to other psycho-
logical variables, as well. The inconsistencies
are likely to go beyond differences in national
legislation and labour market conditions
(e.g. Australian studies on job satisfaction
among casual workers; Finnish studies on
health and well-being), although these factors
definitely contribute towards an understanding
of the impact of temporary employment.
Furthermore, it could be argued that the mixed
findings reflect the heterogeneity of the
temporary workforce, as a considerable number
of studies have highlighted differences
between various forms of temporary employ-
ment. This explanation, among others, will be
discussed in detail below.

Explaining the Inconsistent Findings

Speculative attempts to explain the discrepancy
between theory and research and, in particular,
to explain the inconsistent findings with
respect to the impact of temporary employ-
ment, have greatly multiplied in recent years.
Some researchers have criticized assumptions
underlying the aforementioned theories on
possible determinants of temporary workers’
attitudes, well-being and behaviour, while
others have focused upon shortcomings in
research designs. As regards the latter, four
avenues have been taken. First, most
researchers seek to explain the mixed findings
by pointing to the methodological limitations
and drawbacks of earlier studies. Others
have highlighted the huge heterogeneity of
the temporary workforce. Still others have
moved one step away from discussing method
problems: they have initiated more complex
research designs by considering possible
positive aspects of working temporarily or by
introducing potential moderators. Finally, a
fourth group of authors have speculated upon
the potential hidden costs associated with per-
manent employment, with likely unfavourable
outcomes for permanent workers. In the
following, we first discuss the shortcomings
in theoretical frameworks. Then, we address
each of the four avenues related to shortcom-
ings in research designs.

Shortcomings in Theoretical Frameworks

Even though the ideas advocated in widely
applied frameworks such as Work Stress
Theory, Social Comparison Theory or Social
Exchange Theory align with conventional
thinking and are popular still today, they
may be criticized for reasons other than not
explaining the mixed findings. To begin with,
one aspect of Work Stress Theory assumes
that strain develops from a clear division
between organizational insiders and outsiders,
as formulated in theories on labour market
use. However, these boundaries may, in fact,
have faded (Saloniemi et al. 2004) or may not
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be perceived by employees. In fact, contract
type is not a crucial predictor of perceived
insider status in the study by Stamper and
Masterson (2002). Furthermore, theories on
labour market use fail to notice that a series of
temporary jobs may provide opportunities for
the development of general skills which are
transferable to other organizations, and that it
may, moreover, advance access to professional
networks which may lead to stable employ-
ment (Gagliarducci 2005). Other studies in
the realm of Work Stress Theory have focused
upon job characteristics, mostly in the tradition
of Karasek’s Job Demand Control Model
(Karasek and Theorell 1990). These studies
reveal lower levels of control among temporary
workers than among permanent workers.
However, Parker et al. (2002), Saloniemi et al.
(2004), as well as De Cuyper and De Witte
(2006b), establish that temporary employment
is associated with reduced role overload,
which may, in turn, reduce possible negative
effects of low control or autonomy.

Secondly, a critical issue in Social Com-
parison Theory concerns the assumption that
temporary workers choose permanent workers
performing similar jobs as referent others
based on proximity considerations. It could be
argued that temporary workers are likely to
compare themselves with temporary workers
in other organizations or departments based
on perceived similarity (De Gilder 2003;
Thorsteinson 2003).

Finally, Social Exchange Theory has
attracted criticism for two reasons. First,
temporary employment may provide inade-
quate opportunity for exchange or reciprocity
owing to its short duration (Connelly and
Gallagher 2004). Temporary workers may
instead focus upon inducements that could
unfold in the future (Chambel and Castanheira
2006). Second, various studies have shown
that the psychological contract of temporary
workers is less prone to breach or violation by
the employer, possibly because their psycho-
logical contract is narrower and, hence, easier
to monitor, or because temporary workers
may have greater tolerance for organizational

practices and procedures (Connelly and
Gallagher 2004; Coyle-Shapiro and Kessler
2002; McDonald and Makin 2000; Millward
and Brewerton 2000). It might be that many
temporary workers derive satisfaction from
the tangible nature of their psychological
contract and its limited potential for breach.

Shortcomings in Research Designs

Explanation 1: Limitations of earlier studies.
In most explanations, researchers have criti-
cized earlier studies on their methodological
and conceptual soundness. In this vein,
Connelly and Gallagher (2004) and Kalleberg
et al. (2003) suggest that part of the inconsist-
encies across studies may relate to differences
in sampling procedures, most notably with
regard to the specific type of temporary
arrangement that was included. Indeed, this
issue reflects concerns about the importance of
considering the heterogeneity of the temporary
workforce, which will be detailed in the
second explanation below. Others have argued
that a significant share of temporary workers
perform the exact same job as permanent
workers do, especially so when sampling
temporary workers who are hired to replace
permanent workers (Beard and Edwards 1995;
Sverke et al. 2000). This may explain the non-
significant differences between temporary and
permanent workers in many studies. Further-
more, Holtom et al. (2002) see differences in
the psychometric properties of the outcome
variables as problematic when comparing
research results. Others have highlighted the
failure to control for important background
or work-related variables that may mask or
inflate differences between temporary and
permanent workers (Bernhard-Oettel et al.
2005; Holtom et al. 2002; Rigotti and Mohr
2005; Van Breukelen and Allegro 2000).
Finally, most studies could not control for
possible selection effects, which may bias the
results. Virtanen et al. (2005) suggest that
there could be a positive health selection into
temporary employment: healthy members of
the labour market reserve are more likely to
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seek employment than are unhealthy members.
Similarly, employers are likely to systematically
choose the healthiest among the available
workforce. Furthermore, the ‘healthy worker
effect’ may fade out over time or with exposure
to work-related stressors. This may eventually
lead to poorer health, especially among
permanent workers. In contrast, Galais (2003)
provides evidence in her longitudinal study
for negative health selection into temporary
employment: agency workers who report
somatic complaints are less likely to gain
permanent employment. Similarly, Virtanen
et al. (2002, 2003a) finds that good rather than
poor health and job satisfaction predict
transition to permanent employment. Similarly,
it is plausible that employers will tend to
select workers who report favourable attitudes
towards the organization when hiring for
permanent employment.

Taking a conceptual stance, Gallagher and
colleagues (Connelly and Gallagher 2004;
Gallagher and McLean Parks 2001; Gallagher
and Sverke 2005) have formulated concerns
about the relevance of well-established
constructs and theories for research on tem-
porary employment. For example, conventional
definitions of organizational commitment
are grounded in the traditional permanent
employee–employer relationship, i.e. an
employment relationship in which satisfactory
performance is rewarded by ongoing employ-
ment (De Gilder 2003). Many of the traditional
antecedents of organizational commitment
may not apply in the case of temporary workers,
particularly not in the case of temporary agency
workers: their commitment may concern the
user organization, the intermediary organization
or both, and the various foci of commitment
may be nested within each other (Barringer
and Sturman 1998; Gallagher and Sverke 2005;
Feldman et al. 1994). Other authors have
highlighted still other foci of commitment,
such as commitment to the job or the profession,
which might be particularly important for
non-standard workers and, more specifically,
for temporary workers (Felfe et al. 2005). In
much the same way, job dissatisfaction and

job insecurity may be less predictive for turn-
over among temporary workers, although it is
considered central to all turnover theories.
In the case of temporary workers, turnover is
expected and agreed upon (Aronescu et al.
2004; Guest and Clinton 2005; Isaksson and
Bellaagh 2002). Furthermore, temporary and
permanent workers may differ in their inter-
pretation of what constitutes organizational
citizenship behaviour. Specifically, permanent
workers may consider some organizational
citizenship behaviours as part of their job,
and they may perform these behaviours out of
professionalism. In contrast, temporary workers
may have a fairly liberal interpretation of
out-role behaviours (Connelly and Gallagher
2004), and they might be more likely to
engage in organizational citizenship behaviour
to reciprocate fair treatment by employers
(Coyle-Shapiro and Kessler 2002; Coyle-
Shapiro et al. 2004; Van Dyne and Ang 1998).

Explanation 2: The heterogeneity of tempo-
rary workers. Many authors argue that the
heterogeneity of the temporary workforce
may account for the mixed findings discussed
earlier. Various authors have highlighted
huge differences between specific types of
temporary arrangements, most notably with
regard to employment stability (Virtanen et al.
2003b), and with regard to background variables
such as age, gender, education and tenure
between workers occupying similar positions
(Cohany 1998; DiNatale 2001; Wooden 2004).
Specifically, directly hired, fixed-term contract
workers are assumed to be most similar to
permanent workers, while temporary agency
workers and, in particular, casual and on-call
workers may occupy the most peripheral
positions (Aronsson et al. 2002; Bernhard-
Oettel et al. 2005; Chambel and Castanheira
2006). This coincides with the findings reported
earlier on the lower levels of job satisfaction
among agency workers (Guest et al. 2003)
and on-call workers (Bardasi and Francesconi
2000; Booth et al. 2000).

A critical issue, however, concerns the
definition and measurement of employment
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stability in these studies: the same label used
for a specific category of temporary employment
(e.g. agency work) may have different meanings
in different countries. This may hamper cross-
national comparisons. For example, agency
workers have temporary contracts with the
agency in some countries, and they have
permanent contracts with the agency in
others. Instead, characteristics such as contract
duration or time left before the contract expires
may more objectively define employment
stability. In this respect, Feldman (2005)
suggests that longer contract duration may
relate to increased responsibility, interesting
work, social support from colleagues and
lower job insecurity. Contract duration may
furthermore monitor access to HR practices
such as training, and to benefits and privileges
(OECD 2002), and it may reduce risks of
becoming trapped in a cycle of unstable,
low paid jobs and spells of unemployment
(Hancock 1999; Scherer 2004; Wooden 2004).
These factors, in turn, may predict various
psychological outcomes. For example,
Engellandt and Riphahn (2005) find that
long-term temporary workers are more
likely to put in extra effort as compared with
those on short-term contracts. Surprisingly
few studies have investigated the impact of
time left before the contract expires, even
though this may well relate to issues of
job insecurity.

Other authors have explored the heterogeneity
of temporary workers in factors related to
choice and preferences. In particular, volition
or contract preference has been suggested to
be the most important dimension in describ-
ing the heterogeneity of temporary workers
(Connelly and Gallagher 2004; Isaksson and
Bellaagh 2002). This idea dates back to the
early 1970s with the work of Gannon (1971,
1974, 1984), and it has regained interest in the
realm of part-time work research (Krausz et al.
2000; Morrow et al. 1994). Favourable out-
comes are expected among those preferring
temporary to permanent employment –
voluntary temporary workers – compared with
those who do not prefer it – involuntary

temporary workers. First, volition may express
perceived control, for which favourable effects
are well documented, both theoretically in
Self Determination Theory (Deci and Ryan
1987) and empirically (Beard and Edwards
1995). Second, the person–job fit is much better
for voluntary temporary workers (Holtom et al.
2002), and these workers may be more sensi-
tive to positive aspects of working temporarily
(Feldman et al. 1994). In contrast, involuntary
temporary workers may have little incentive
for performing beyond the minimum job
requirements (Moorman and Harland 2002).
Empirical findings have provided moderate
support. Voluntary compared with involuntary
temporary workers are more satisfied with their
job (Barringer and Sturman 1998; Ellingson
et al. 1998; Krausz et al. 1995) and more
committed to the organization (Von Hippel
et al. 1997). Furthermore, volition is associated
with fewer somatic complaints (Isaksson and
Bellaagh 2002).

More recently, researchers have raised con-
cerns about the relevance of this explanation
in labour markets where choice is limited
(De Cuyper and De Witte 2007b; Guest 2004;
Parker et al. 2002; Saloniemi et al. 2004; Van
Dyne and Ang 1998). Various studies signal
that most temporary workers are forced into
temporary employment: European (Amuedo-
Dorantes 2000; Isaksson and Bellaagh 2002;
Tremlett and Collins 1999) and US (Barringer
and Sturman 1998; Morris and Vekker 2001;
Polivka 1996; Von Hippel et al. 1997) reports
estimate the share of voluntary temporary
workers at 30% at best. These numbers may
be somewhat higher among Australian casual
workers (Wooden 2004), possibly because
casual workers are sometimes granted higher
pay in exchange for a lack of benefits (‘cashing
out’; Campbell 2004). Furthermore, a critical
issue in volition research is the lack of control
groups, namely a comparison of voluntary and
involuntary temporary workers to permanent
workers (De Cuyper and De Witte 2007b; for
an exception, see Krausz et al. 1995). This is,
however, crucial in establishing firm evidence
on the importance of volition in explaining
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potential differences between temporary and
permanent workers.

Others have argued that motives for accepting
temporary employment may more accurately
capture issues concerning choice: involuntary
status does not imply that the decision to
accept temporary employment is outside the
employees’ control and vice versa for voluntary
status (De Jong et al. 2005; Ellingson et al.
1998; Marler et al. 2002; Polivka 1996; Tan
and Tan 2002). For example, it might be that
employees’ non-work responsibilities cause
them to accept temporary employment.
Neither does voluntary status relate to overall
favourable outcomes, and involuntary status to
overall unfavourable outcomes. For example,
voluntary temporary workers may want to
distance themselves from the control of the
employer (Aronescu et al. 2004). Similarly, it
has been argued that involuntary workers are
highly motivated to gain permanent employ-
ment, and that this motivation monitors
high levels of performance and cooperation
(De Cuyper and De Witte 2006c; Moorman
and Harland 2002; Van Dyne and Ang 1998;
Von Hippel et al. 1997). Aronsson and Göransson
(1999) also add issues related to occupation of
choice and workplace of choice as reasons
for accepting a temporary assignment: work-
ing in a desired occupation or in a workplace
with good career opportunities may be more
important than degree of contract security.
Research including motives is, however,
limited, and until now, exploratory.

Explanation 3: More complex research designs.
A third avenue in explaining the inconsistent
findings on the psychological impact of
temporary employment has been to initiate
more complex research designs. Specifically,
researchers have reflected upon possible
positive aspects of temporary employment or
they have introduced possible moderators.

To begin with, possible favourable features
of temporary employment are not considered
in most studies, although they may balance or
buffer negative aspects (De Cuyper and De
Witte 2006a; Hoque and Kirkpatrick 2003):

temporary workers may have a better work–
life balance (Polivka 1996); they may benefit
from scheduling flexibility, skill training and
maintenance; and they may enjoy the variety
of experiences (Hardy and Walker 2003;
Kalleberg 2000; Krausz et al. 1995). Some
authors moreover question whether so-called
unfavourable aspects of temporary employment
are perceived as such by employees. They
argue that risks may be formulated as oppor-
tunities and vice versa (Garsten 1999; Kunda
et al. 2002). For example, the feeling of being
at the organization’s periphery could be framed
as the freedom of not engaging too intensively
or as a way of not getting involved in organiza-
tional problems and politics. This line of
research is promising in terms of explaining
the inconsistent results, but it has not been
sufficiently explored to date.

Secondly, it could be argued that the
responses of temporary workers are contingent
upon aspects that are less predictive for
permanent workers’ responses and vice versa.
This may hold for issues concerning motiva-
tion or for specific work stressors. For example,
the stepping stone or foot-in-the-door hypo-
thesis suggests that many temporary workers
are strongly motivated to secure permanent
employment, and that they may want to signal
their potential value as permanent workers to
the organization by providing high levels of
effort and by showing constructive behaviour
(Connelly and Gallagher 2004; De Cuyper
and De Witte 2006c; Feather and Rauter
2004; Mauno et al. 2005). Furthermore,
temporary workers may be reluctant to report
poor health, as this may lower their chances
of permanent employment (Liukkonen et al.
2004; Virtanen et al. 2002), especially in
times of high competition for jobs (Virtanen
et al. 2005). Alternatively, temporary workers’
responses may anticipate the desired outcome
of permanent employment. In this respect,
research on anticipatory socialization has
established that observance and commitment
to the norms is often higher among those
outside the high prestige group but wishing to
join in than among core members (McDonald
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and Makin 2000; Von Hippel 2006). Even
though research on the stepping stone hypo-
thesis is scarce, results reported by Goudswaard
et al. (2000) provide supporting evidence:
temporary workers perceiving their chance of
a permanent contract or renewed contract as
high compared with low report higher levels
of job satisfaction, and are less often absent
because of sickness.

Recent studies have also demonstrated
that job insecurity may have different effects
for permanent and temporary workers. More
specifically, job insecurity reduces job satis-
faction and organizational commitment among
permanent workers, whereas it does little in
explaining the responses of temporary workers
(De Cuyper and De Witte 2005, 2006a, 2007a;
De Witte and Näswall 2003; Mauno et al.
2005). Similarly, the interaction term between
contract type and job insecurity adds in
explaining psychological distress, health
(Bernhard-Oettel et al. 2005; Sverke et al. 2000;
Virtanen et al. 2002) and turnover intention
(De Cuyper and De Witte 2005): permanent
workers experience higher distress and poorer
health, and are more inclined to quit the
company when feeling insecure than are
temporary workers, for whom job insecurity is
not predictive of these outcomes. This pattern
of results is explained mostly by referring to
differences in expectations: Klein Hesselink
and Van Vuuren (1999), for example, argue
that the discrepancy between the level of
expected and perceived job insecurity is more
dramatic for permanent than for temporary
workers, and this, in turn, may account for the
results. This suggests that job insecurity is
problematic only if it represents an unwelcome
organizational change (Pearce 1998) or a
betrayal of the psychological contract (De Witte
and Näswall 2003; Mauno et al. 2005), both
of which reflect a violation of employees’
expectations. Evidence for this hypothesis
was reported by De Cuyper and De Witte
(2006a, 2007a). Others have argued that
permanent workers have more to lose and,
hence, their reactions may be stronger
(Klein Hesselink and Van Vuuren 1999). Pearce

(1998), however, questions this explanation:
she argues that loss of work may be costly,
and that it may imply financial difficulties,
especially for temporary workers, who often
find it difficult to find alternative employment.
Finally, it is possible that employability
represents an alternative to job security for
temporary workers, implying that low employ-
ability rather than job insecurity might be
problematic for temporary workers (De Cuyper
and De Witte in press; Forrier and Sels 2003).

Explanation 4: Hidden costs for permanent
workers. Some researchers have sought
explanations for the mixed findings reported
earlier by considering potential stressors or
hidden costs for permanent workers. Aronsson
and Göransson (1999), for example, argue that
issues related to continuance commitment,
such as seniority principles and the attraction
of permanent employment, may compel per-
manent workers to stay in a position that does
not match their preferences or aspirations.
This, in turn, may negatively affect their
attitudes, health and behaviours.

US researchers in particular have argued
that extensive use of temporary workers may,
in fact, unintentionally affect the working
conditions of permanent workers (Broschak
and Davis-Blake 2006; Davis-Blake et al. 2003;
Liukkonen et al. 2004; Wright and Lund 1996).
More specifically, using temporary workers
may increase the level of responsibility
and the supervision demands for permanent
workers, without simultaneously increasing
their rewards. This may then increase percep-
tions of workload among permanent workers
(Pearce 1993). It is also possible that temporary
workers are hired when permanent workers
are already overworked. Hiring temporary
workers may also change the nature of tasks
that are assigned to permanent workers (Ang
and Slaughter 2001; Pearce 1993). Supervisors
typically delegate less complex tasks and
tasks low in interdependence to temporary
workers, implying that tasks high in both
cognitive and social demands are shifted to
permanent workers (Connelly and Gallagher
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2004; Davis-Blake and Uzzi 1993). Permanent
workers may be worrying about implications
for developmental and internal mobility oppor-
tunities (Geary 1992; Kalleberg 2000). They
may feel that the pool of potential rivals has
increased, especially for those at the lower
end of the organizational hierarchy (Broschak
and Davis-Blake 2006). Finally, in organiza-
tions with many temporary workers, permanent
workers may feel they are easily replaceable,
which may increase their perceptions of job
insecurity (Campbell 1998; Davis Blake et al.
2003). In turn, permanent workers may feel
that they cannot trust their organization, or
that their psychological contract has been
violated. They may then respond with lower
commitment towards the organization and with
unproductive performance (Ang and Slaughter
2001; George 2003; Pearce 1993).

These effects are likely to be conditional
upon the proportion of temporary workers
and upon permanent workers’ assumptions
concerning the reasons for hiring temporary
workers. For example, Chattopadhyay and
George (2001) observe negative effects only
for permanent workers working in groups
dominated by temporary workers. Broschak
and Davis-Blake (2006) have also demonstrated
a relationship between the degree of hetero-
geneity in employment arrangements in a
work group and turnover intention, as well
as a relationship between heterogeneity in
employment relationships and poor relations
with supervisors and colleagues. The authors
argue that permanent workers may feel that
their high prestige status and positive social
identity is threatened by the dominance of
temporary workers. In contrast, the number
of temporary vs permanent workers does not
affect temporary workers under any condition,
possibly because they are used to coping with
situations in which they are the minority or
because they already anticipate this situation.
Alternatively, they may derive prestige and,
hence, favourable attitudes, by working along-
side permanent workers (Chattopadhyay and
George 2001; Von Hippel 2006). Kraimer et al.
(2005) go on to suggest that the costs of hiring

temporary workers are moderated by the
organization’s motives for doing so: when
permanent workers trust that the organization
does not threaten their interests but, instead,
that the organization relies on temporary
workers to meet business demands, negative
effects are unlikely. In contrast, when per-
manent workers interpret the presence of
temporary workers as management’s intentions
to change internal structures or to identify
qualified job candidates, they may respond
unfavourably. In their study, Kraimer et al.
(2005) reveal that permanent workers with
low levels of job security are less likely to
trust the organization’s motives for hiring
temporary workers and feel less obligated to
perform well. Those with high levels of job
security, in contrast, are likely to evaluate the
organization’s intention positively and are
motivated to reciprocate by performing well.
The Kraimer et al. (2005) interpretation may
also explain the research findings reported by
Davis-Blake et al. (2003), where the negative
effects of hiring temporary workers are found
to be weaker among permanent workers with
high wages or among those workers who have
supervision demands.

Conclusion: A Conceptual Model for 
Future Research

This review has highlighted the complexity
of research on the psychological impact of
temporary employment. More specifically, it
has emphasized the lack of theoretical founding
in many studies, or has questioned the validity
of widely applied theoretical considerations.
For example, the prediction of more unfavour-
able outcomes among temporary workers
than among permanent workers is based on
a presumed increase in vulnerability for job
and employment strain, which may then
have harmful implications in terms of social
exchange and social comparison. However, our
review of empirical research on the relationship
between temporary employment and job
satisfaction, organizational commitment, well-
being and productive behaviours highlights



16 © Blackwell Publishing Ltd 2007

Literature review of temporary employment

the fact that findings are inconsistent and
inconclusive. This fact has inspired researchers
to implement more sophisticated research
designs, which have been integrated into our
conceptual model as shown in Figure 1.6 The
sections below highlight each of these issues.

Control Variables

Researchers have identified various variables
that should be controlled for in all analyses
aimed at comparing temporary and permanent
workers. There may be many potential control
variables, including work-related variables (e.g.
occupational status, weekly working hours)
and individual background variables (e.g. age,
gender, education). In addition, there may be
context-related factors (e.g. employment sector,
country) that should be controlled for, or,
when informative for the specific research
question, that should be introduced in a multi-
level research design. A systematic account of
control variables may also at least partially
counter effects of sampling strategies.

The Independent Variable: 
Heterogeneity of Temporary Workers

Temporary workers are not a homogeneous
group and, hence, should not be treated as
such in empirical designs. A possible, objective
indicator of the heterogeneity of temporary
workers is the specific type of temporary
arrangement. Research studies, especially those
aimed at making international comparisons,
may, however, benefit from a detailed
specification of contract types along dimen-
sions reflecting employment stability, such
as the number of parties involved, contract
duration, time left before the contract expires,
unemployment experiences or future employ-
ment prospects. This may be a good response
to the difficulties concerning inconsistent
vocabulary and definitions across countries.
The heterogeneity of temporary workers has
also been addressed along subjective dimen-
sions, most notably volition: temporary workers
preferring their arrangement are expected to

report more favourable attitudes than those
who do not. Possibly, motives for accepting
temporary employment, including motives
related to preferences for a specific occupation
or workplace, may also play an important
role. They may give a more detailed account
of how voluntary status is interpreted, as well.
For example, some temporary workers may
interpret voluntary status as an ideal: they
may be involuntarily employed when accepting
temporary employment for non-work related
reasons. Others may reflect on a realistic
situation: they may perceive temporary employ-
ment as the best option at that very moment,
even when they are forced into temporary
employment because of non-work related
reasons. A detailed specification of how the
heterogeneity of the temporary workforce may
affect research results should be part of
all analyses on temporary employment. These
analyses may include specifications on how
the heterogeneity is related to employees’
demographics, and how heterogeneity indicators
and demographics may interact in predicting
employees’ responses. For example, it could
be that females are more likely than males to
highlight voluntary motives related to other
than work obligations (Casey and Alach 2004),
which may affect responses on psychological
outcomes.

Outcome Variables: Validity 
and Interpretation

Researchers have formulated both methodo-
logical and conceptual concerns with regard
to various traditional psychological outcomes.
The psychometric properties of the constructs
may be different for temporary and permanent
workers. This urges researchers to carefully
document the measurements used, for both
temporary and permanent workers. A related
issue concerns potential differences in
interpretation of well-established constructs
and their theoretical foundation. This has been
documented for theories on organizational
commitment, and to a lesser extent for con-
structs such as turnover intention, organizational
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Figure 1. A conceptual model.
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citizenship behaviour and other similar
constructs.

Positive Aspects of Working Temporarily 
and Negative Aspects of Working 
Permanently

Recently, researchers have introduced inter-
vening variables that may balance or buffer
negative aspects that are associated with
temporary employment. More specifically,
they have reflected upon the possible benefits
of temporary employment. For example,
reduced workload among temporary workers
may buffer the potential negative effects of
low autonomy. Similarly, the psychological
contract of temporary workers is less prone to
breach, which may balance possible negative
effects of its narrower content. Other positive
aspects are work-life balance and variety of
experiences, among others. These should be
considered in addition to, and possibly in
interaction with, negative aspects of temporary
employment.

In much the same way, there may be hidden
costs for permanent workers: permanent
workers may feel locked into their jobs more
than temporary workers do, because they
may fear the costs associated with leaving.
Furthermore, permanent workers may perceive
increased supervision demands and reduced
promotion opportunities and job security
when temporary workers are hired. The effects
are conditional upon factors such as the
proportion of temporary workers, the reasons
for hiring temporary workers, and their position
in the organization. Future research may want
to develop this line of research by completing
the list of potential benefits and drawbacks
for both temporary and permanent workers.

Moderators: Motivation and Expectation

Few researchers have investigated possible
moderators of the relationship between tem-
porary employment and outcomes. Some have
emphasized that temporary workers’ motivation
to gain permanent employment may be highly

predictive for psychological outcomes, probably
even more predictive than permanent workers’
work motivation. Temporary workers may
perceive ‘foot-in-the-door’ opportunities, which
they exploit by signalling excellent citizenship
attitudes and behaviour even under non-optimal
working conditions. This issue is related
though clearly distinct from motives for
accepting temporary employment: while motives
for accepting temporary employment underline
the huge heterogeneity of temporary workers,
motivation issues are relevant for both tem-
porary workers and permanent workers.

Temporary workers may also have learned
to adjust their expectations downward or may
compare their situation to previous unem-
ployment experiences, which may lead to a
favourable evaluation of temporary employment.
This was illustrated by research on job
insecurity: while job insecurity was harmful
for permanent workers, it did not affect tem-
porary workers’ responses. It is possible that job
security is simply not part of the expectations
held by temporary workers, although it is
crucial to permanent workers. To the extent
that temporary workers value employability
as the new security mechanism on the labour
market, it might be that temporary workers’
reactions are monitored by employability
considerations.

Methodological Issues

An important methodological drawback of
contemporary research on the psychological
impact of temporary employment concerns the
lack of longitudinal designs (for an exception,
see Galais 2003; Parker et al. 2002; Virtanen
2003; Virtanen et al. 2005). These may, how-
ever, provide a long-term perspective on the
impact of temporary employment. It may be
particularly interesting to investigate mobility
patterns of temporary workers, the role of
motives for accepting temporary employment,
and the stepping stone function of temporary
employment. It may also provide a better
check for possible selection effects: until now,
the extent to which and the way ‘the healthy
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worker effect’ adds to the mixed findings on
the psychological impact of temporary employ-
ment is unclear. It could be that temporary
workers get trapped into a cycle of unstable
jobs owing to, for example, poor health
(Chambel and Castanheira 2006). Alternatively,
there could be positive health selection into
permanent employment (Virtanen et al. 2005).
We realize, however, that the high turnover
among temporary workers and their huge
variation in contract duration may hamper
a follow-up design. In this respect, the design
advanced by Gash et al. (2006) may be
particularly useful. These authors investigate
health changes when transitioning from unem-
ployment to employment. Follow-up in such
designs may be somewhat easier. The authors
find health improvements for both temporary
and permanent workers. However, the gains
were considerably greater among permanent
workers.

Concluding Remarks

We have reviewed theory and research on the
psychological impact of temporary employment.
An important observation was that European
studies dominate research in the realm of
temporary employment. This is somewhat
surprising, given the high numbers of temporary
or casual workers in other OECD and non-
OECD countries. Furthermore, it appears that
the research results on the effects of temporary
employment for the individual are inconclusive,
and that widely applied theoretical frame-
works on possible determinants of employees’
attitudes, well-being and behaviour cannot
account for this. Many researchers have
pointed to problems related to the definition
of temporary employment and the huge heter-
ogeneity of temporary employment in many
aspects. They have also identified a range of
variables that should be controlled for. While
these issues are of crucial importance, we feel
that more elaborated theoretical considerations
are necessary to advance this line of research.

In particular, both favourable and unfavour-
able aspects of temporary employment, as

well as the motivations and the expectations
of temporary workers, should be taken into
account. Furthermore, potential hidden stressors
related to permanent employment may be
equally important for understanding the
complex pattern of results. Finally, researchers
may consider adding mediators and/or
moderators to their design. Overall, this review
invites researchers to explore our conceptual
model further, and to provide empirical
evidence for explanations that have remained
largely speculative.

Notes

1 Address for correspondence: Nele De Cuyper,
Research Group for Work, Organization and
Personnel Psychology, K.U Leuven, Tiensestraat
102, 3000 Leuven, Belgium; Tel: +32 16 32 60
14; e-mail: nele.decuyper@psy.kuleuven.be

2 Contingent employment is often understood as
referring to all non-standard employment relation-
ships, including part-time employment or tele-
commuting. To avoid confusion, we decided to use
temporary employment.

3 www.oecd.org
4 Some Australian authors distinguish between

regular, long-term, permanent or ongoing casual
workers and short-term or true casuals based on
the duration of employment (e.g. Campbell 2004).
However, casual employees in both cases are not
entitled to a period of notice before dismissal and
do not have an implicit or explicit contract for
long-term employment, both of which are aspects
commonly associated with temporary employment
(e.g. McLean Parks et al. 1998).

5 We did not distinguish between psychological or
mental and physical well-being, as this distinction
was blurred in some studies.

6 This model builds on the model formulated by
De Cuyper et al. (2005b).
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