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This contribution analyses whether temporary work and (the
subjective perception of) job insecurity are associated with a
reduction in job satisfaction and organizational commitment, as
proposed in the literature. An interaction between temporary work
and job insecurity is also tested. Data from four European countries
(Belgium, the Netherlands, Italy and Sweden) are used to test the
robustness of the hypotheses. The results show that temporary work
is not associated with a reduction in job satisfaction and
organizational commitment. Job insecurity is associated with a lower
score on both outcome variables, as hypothesized. In two countries,
an interaction was found: job insecurity was only associated with a
reduction in job satisfaction and organizational commitment among
workers with a permanent contract, suggesting that the psychological
contract was violated for this category of workers.
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Introduction

At the beginning of the 1990s, researchers were still deploring
the relative lack of research on the causes and consequences of job
insecurity (e.g. Hartley et al., 1991; Roskies and Louis-Guerin,
1990). A decade later, many studies on this issue have been published
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(e.g. Klandermans and van Vuuren, 1999a; Sverke et al., 2002). In
their introduction to a special issue on the subject, Klandermans
and van Vuuren discussed various aspects of this research tradition
(Klandermans and van Vuuren, 1999b: 146-8). One of them con-
cerns the conceptualization of job insecurity: should we conceptua-
lize it as an objective or a subjective phenomenon? Psychological
research favours the study of job insecurity as the employees’ subjec-
tive perception (for an overview, see Sverke and Hellgren, 2002).
However, Biissing (1999) pleads for the inclusion of an objective
operationalization of job insecurity in research, since it offers the
possibility to contrast its consequences with that of a subjective
operationalization. According to this author, the anticipation of
unemployment, created by the threat of job loss, is the core element
of an objective conceptualization. Such a threat may originate from
an imminent bankruptcy or from the temporary nature of the job in
question. A temporary job has a limited time span by definition, thus
jeopardizing employment continuity (e.g. Pearce, 1998). Authors
such as Pearce thus suggest that temporary work can be considered
an indicator of an objective operationalization of job insecurity.
This contribution will analyse the consequences of both an
‘objective’ and a ‘subjective’ conceptualization of job insecurity.
We concentrate on the effects of temporary employment (alleged
‘objective’ operationalization of job insecurity) and the perception
of job insecurity (‘subjective’ operationalization) on employees’
job satisfaction and organizational commitment. These two out-
come variables make up crucial dimensions within industrial and
organizational psychology, relevant to individual employees as
well as to the company employing them (see, for example, Meyer
and Allen, 1997; Spector, 1997). Analysing two different operationa-
lizations of job insecurity not only allows for a comparison of the
consequences of both types, but also offers the possibility of
examining the association and the interaction between both opera-
tionalizations (see later). In this article, the term ‘temporary employ-
ment’ is used when we refer to the objective operationalization of
job insecurity. The term ‘job insecurity’ refers to the subjective oper-
ationalization, unless stated otherwise. The choice of temporary
employment as an indicator of ‘objective’ job insecurity is justified
by the discussion in the literature in which this option is proposed
(e.g. Biissing, 1999; Pearce, 1998). One of the additional aims of
this article, however, is to critically examine whether temporary
employment can indeed be used as an ‘objective’ indicator of job
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insecurity. As our point of departure, and in accordance with the
literature, we provisionally assume this to be the case. We return to
this issue in the discussion.

Temporary Employment vs ‘Subjective’ Job Insecurity
Temporary Employment

In the literature, temporary employment is often defined as (an
aspect of) ‘precarious’ employment (e.g. Letourneux, 1998), ‘non-
standard employment’ (e.g. Jenkins, 1998) or ‘contingent work’
(e.g. Sverke et al., 2000). Within the European context, temporary
employment is mainly studied as one of the aspects of ‘flexibility’
(e.g. Reilly, 1998b). According to many authors, it is a form of quan-
titative (or numerical) external flexibility, since it concerns the fluc-
tuation of the number of employees who do not actually belong
to the company (e.g. Klein Hesselink and van Vuuren, 1999). This
can be done in various ways. A fixed-term contract, a contract for
temporary work and a temporary agency contract are perhaps the
most frequent (Reilly, 1998b), although the relevant literature distin-
guishes even further types of contracts (e.g. Aronsson, 1999; Sverke
et al., 2000). These ‘contract flexibility’ types share the characteris-
tics of a temporary employment relationship. Pearce (1998) thus
considers them to be objective forms of job insecurity, characterized
by ‘an independently determined probability that workers will have
the same job in the foreseeable future’.

Contractual flexibility is predominantly driven by economic con-
siderations (Purcell and Purcell, 1998). Increased global competition
prompts companies to increasingly opt for temporary employment
relations with their employees, in an effort to deploy the available
employees as efficiently as possible. Companies also try to absorb
the sudden fluctuations in the demand for their products by increas-
ing the number of temporary employees. It thus comes as no surprise
that in the European Union the percentage of employees with a
temporary contract increased by about 50 percent between 1985 and
1998: from 8.4 percent to 12.8 percent (Natti, 2000).

This evolution prompts the question as to the effects of contractual
flexibility on employees. In the literature these effects are mainly
viewed as problematic (e.g. Reilly, 1998b). As a rule, temporary
employment is assumed to have negative consequences for individual
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employees’ well-being, work attitudes and organizational commit-
ment (e.g. Beard and Edwards, 1995; Berkhoff and Schabracq,
1992). These assumptions are based on three theoretical perspectives:
deprivation theory, psychological contract theory and job stress
theory.

One of the reasons for this assumption relates to deprivation and
(the effects of) social comparison processes. In their ‘flexible firm’
model, Atkinson and Meager (1986) state that a modern, flexible
company is characterized by a schism between a stable group of
employees forming the company’s core group, and ‘peripheral’
groups who are particularly flexible in the numerical sense. Contrac-
tually flexible employees thus belong to the company’s peripheral
group. This thesis can be linked to segmentation theory, which distin-
guishes between the primary and secondary segment in the labour
market (e.g. Steijn and Kraan, 1997). The primary segment contains
the ‘core functions’ of the Atkinson and Meager model, character-
ized by high wages and good labour quality. The secondary segment
contains the peripheral group of employees. Their functions are
characterized by lower wages and a less favourable quality of work.
By bringing both theoretical frameworks together we reach the
assumption that temporary employees are not generally considered
‘part of the corporate family’, resulting in the danger of social exclu-
sion (Reilly, 1998a; Sverke et al., 2000). According to Beard and
Edwards (1995), processes of social comparison with core employees
will lead to the perception of a disadvantaged position among tem-
porary employees. This in turn will lead to feelings of deprivation
and inequity. In addition, Beard and Edwards refer to research
showing that such feelings result in lower job satisfaction and
reduced organizational commitment.

Also according to ‘psychological’ contract theory, a negative
impact is expected of temporary employment (Beard and Edwards,
1995). The ‘psychological contract’ contains (often implicit) mutual
expectancies between employers and employees regarding obliga-
tions between both parties (Rousseau, 1995; Schalk and Freese,
1993). Various psychological contracts can be distinguished. Trans-
actional contracts refer to an exchange relationship based exclusively
on job extrinsic aspects (such as wages) and reflect a short-term per-
spective (Rousseau, 1989). In relational contracts, intrinsic as well as
extrinsic job aspects are included in the exchange relationship, which
involves a longer time perspective. Symmetrical contracts refer to
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an equal balance of power between employer and employee (Parks
and Kidder, 1994). Asymmetrical contracts are characterized by
an imbalance of power. Beard and Edwards (1995) suppose that
asymmetrical and transactional psychological contracts typify tem-
porary employment. After all, the employer provides no long-term
perspective within the organization, and makes most decisions
unilaterally concerning the use of temporary employees and their
tasks. Transactional and asymmetrical psychological contracts are
considered less favourable in the literature, and characterized by
reduced job satisfaction and organizational commitment (e.g. Rous-
seau and Parks, 1993), since the idea of balance is central to the psy-
chological contract. The employee has to feel that what the employer
has to offer is counterbalanced by what the former brings into the
relationship. When the employee perceives an imbalance, job satis-
faction and organizational commitment will be reduced in an
attempt to restore the (unequal) balance (Schalk and Freese, 1993).

Finally, the negative effects of temporary employment on the indi-
vidual can also be motivated according to ‘job stress’ theory (e.g.
Sverke et al., 2000). According to this view, temporary employment
holds more aggravating job characteristics (‘stressors’), that lead to
stress reactions or ‘strains’. This view is connected to the afore-
mentioned ‘flexible firm’ model and to segmentation theory, which
also state that the quality of the work of temporary employees is
of a lesser quality. In the literature, four categories of work stressors
are distinguished (e.g. Le Blanc et al., 2000): job content, working
conditions, employment conditions and social relations at work.
Temporary employment contains specific stressors with regard to
each of these categories.

With respect to job content, temporary employment could involve
greater role ambiguity, as temporary employees are (mostly) new to
the organization, and thus still need to get acquainted with their
role and responsibilities (Sverke et al., 2000). A secondary analysis
of the Dublin ‘Second European Survey on Working Conditions’
from 1996 (involving more than 12,000 respondents from the 15
member states of the EU), also shows that temporary employees
have less autonomy in their work (Letourneux, 1998). This research
equally shows that the jobs of temporary employees are more mono-
tonous, and offer fewer possibilities of developing individual skills."
According to job stress research, role ambiguity and limited job deci-
sion latitude (autonomy and skill utilization) are ‘classic’ stressors
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that reduce job satisfaction and organizational commitment (e.g.
Karasek and Theorell, 1990; Warr, 1987).

The working conditions of temporary employees also contain
specific stressors. According to Letourneux’s (1998) secondary
analysis of the European Dublin survey, temporary employees are
more often obliged to work in painful and tiring positions, exposed
to intense noise and required to perform repetitive movements or
short repetitive tasks. Temporary employees also report having
received less information about these aspects, and lack information
about the extent to which their physical safety on the job may be
improved (Aronsson, 1999).

The employment conditions refer to issues such as remuneration
(wages), job security and the possibilities offered for training and
career development. Research shows that temporary employees
earn less than permanent workers and get fewer additional benefits,
such as a bonus or insurance policy (e.g. Sels et al., 2002). The fact
that temporary work also implies job insecurity has already been
pointed out earlier. We return to this issue. Temporary employees
receive less training on the job (Letourneux, 1998) and more often
feel deprived as regards training opportunities (Aronsson, 1999).

Finally, the ‘social relations’ aspect refers to social relations on the
job and to the possibility of influencing the employment relationship
by means of participation and ‘having a say’ (voice). The literature
hypothesizes social support from colleagues and superiors to be
inferior for temporary employees, because the latter do not belong
to the core group of employees within the organization (Berkhoff
and Schabracq, 1992; Sverke et al., 2000). No research could be
found regarding the extent of social support from colleagues.
Recent research, however, suggests that temporary employees do
not receive less social support from superiors (van Breukelen and
Allegro, 2000). Studies do, however, show that temporary employees
are given fewer possibilities of participation. Temporary employees
indicate that they are not consulted to the same extent, and that it
is more difficult to raise criticism and to get their viewpoints heard,
resulting in less influence on the company’s decision-making process
(Aronsson, 1999; Letourneux, 1998).

The three theoretical perspectives mentioned earlier (deprivation,
psychological contract and job stress) all lead to the hypothesis that
temporary employment has a negative effect on employees’ job satis-
faction and organizational commitment. Research into job satisfac-
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tion and organizational commitment of temporary workers partly
confirms this assumption.

With regard to job satisfaction, Letourneux (1998) has indeed
found in her secondary analysis that temporary employees are less
satisfied, compared to permanent workers. Other researchers have
arrived at similar conclusions (e.g. De Witte and Lagrou, 1990;
Steijn and Kraan, 1997; van Breukelen and Allegro, 2000). A recent
review of the literature on work quality in the EU also suggests
that the transition from temporary to permanent work is accompa-
nied by an increase in job satisfaction (European Commission, 2001:
68-9). The results of previous research are not unequivocal, how-
ever, when a broader concept of well-being at work is used. Quinlan
and colleagues reviewed 24 studies on temporary employees from
the point of view of their occupational health and safety (Quinlan
et al., 2000). A negative association was found in 14 out of 24
studies. The association was unclear in eight studies, whereas in
two studies a positive association was reported. More general indi-
cators of psychological well-being usually produce few differences
between temporary and permanent workers (Sverke et al., 2000)
and sometimes even more positive results for temporary employees
(Letourneux, 1998).

As a rule, results regarding organizational commitment are more
ambiguous than those concerning job satisfaction. In line with our
theoretical assumptions, various researchers indeed found a reduc-
tion in organizational commitment among temporary employees,
compared to employees under permanent contract (e.g. Lee and
Johnson, 1991; Sverke et al., 2000; van Dyne and Ang, 1998).
A recent small-scale, qualitative research also suggests that tem-
porary employees do not feel affectively committed to the (smaller)
department in which they work, which in part may be attributed to
their more limited seniority in that particular department (Torka
and van Riemsdijk, 2001). However, various other studies found
no differences between temporary and permanent workers (e.g.
Pearce, 1993; van Breukelen and Allegro, 2000).

To put it sharply, our first hypothesis reads: temporary employ-
ment will be associated with lower job satisfaction (hypothesis 1a)
and a reduction in organizational commitment (hypothesis 1b),
once relevant demographic variables have been controlled for.
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(Subjective) Job Insecurity

The psychological concept of ‘job insecurity’ refers to concerns
about the continuation of the job (Hartley et al., 1991; Sverke and
Hellgren, 2002). It thus refers to a subjective perception among
employees, based (among other things) on interpretations of events
within their company (e.g. Sverke and Hellgren, 2002). The empha-
sis on the subjective aspect of this conceptualization implies that a
given, ‘objective’ situation (e.g. the employment contract) can be
interpreted in various ways: some will have feelings of uncertainty
which are unfounded from an ‘objective’ point of view, whereas
others, on the contrary, will feel that their job is secure, even
though they may be dismissed in the near future.

Typical for this subjective conceptualization of job insecurity is
that it concerns a feeling of insecurity about their future: it is un-
certain (and unknown) for the employees in question whether they
will retain or lose their present job (van Vuuren, 1990). This percep-
tion contrasts with the certainty of dismissal. In the latter situation,
it is clear that one will become unemployed. This allows concrete
action (e.g. to look for another job). Employees experiencing uncer-
tainty cannot prepare adequately for the future: because of a lack of
clarity about a future turn of events, it is unclear to them how to
respond.

When defining job insecurity, scholars also refer to feelings of
powerlessness in retaining desired job continuity (e.g. Greenhalgh
and Rosenblatt, 1984) and to the involuntary nature of job insecurity
(Sverke and Hellgren, 2002).

The subjective conceptualization of job insecurity can also be
operationalized in various ways. Recently, a distinction was made
between ‘quantitative’ and ‘qualitative’ job insecurity (see, for
example, Hellgren et al., 1999). Quantitative job insecurity refers
to the retention (or loss) of the job itself: people are uncertain
about whether they will be able to keep the job or become un-
employed. Qualitative job insecurity refers to uncertainty about
the potential loss of (valued) aspects of the job, such as wages, work-
ing hours or the content of the job. In this article, we concentrate on
‘quantitative’ job insecurity, since the main concern of an analysis of
(the consequences of) temporary employment is the continuation
of the job itself (job retention), rather than the future quality of
the job.
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Radical economic transformations (such as large-scale restruc-
turing processes) and the increase in the number of temporary
employees (see earlier) may have resulted in heightened feelings of
job insecurity (OECD, 1997). Job insecurity, however, does not
necessarily lead to job loss or unemployment. As a consequence,
one can assume that the job-insecure population outnumbers the
amount of employees who effectively lose their job. Estimations of
the amount of job-insecure employees vary between the different
European countries. According to a recent OECD study, in 1996,
between 23 percent and 46 percent (median: 38 percent) of the
employees in one of the European OECD member states found
that their company offered less job security than most other com-
panies in the same sector (OECD, 1997: 134-5).

An extensive research tradition over the last few decades has
documented the negative consequences of job insecurity for indi-
vidual employees (e.g. Hartley et al., 1991; Klandermans and van
Vuuren, 1999a). This research shows that job insecurity is consis-
tently negatively associated with job satisfaction (e.g. Ashford et
al., 1989; Davy et al., 1997; Hartley et al, 1991; Hellgren et al.,
1999; Lim, 1997; Rosenblatt and Ruvio, 1996; Rosenblatt et al.,
1999). Job insecurity also influences employees’ organizational atti-
tudes: the perception of job insecurity is often linked to reduced
organizational commitment (e.g. Ashford et al., 1989; Brockner et
al., 1992; Davy et al., 1997; Hellgren et al., 1999; Hom and Griffeth,
1991; Lord and Hartley, 1998; Rosenblatt et al., 1999). Longitudinal
studies suggest that job insecurity has a causal influence on these
aspects and on other indicators of health and well-being, and not
the other way around (e.g. van Vuuren, 1990; Burchell, 1994; Ferrie
et al., 1995).

In an effort to explain the negative effects of job insecurity, differ-
ent perspectives may be considered. Quantitative job insecurity
involves the perception that people may lose their present job. The
fact that this reduces job satisfaction and well-being is hardly
surprising. In our society, employment constitutes the key to
social participation and recognition. This is central to the Iatent
deprivation model’ developed by Jahoda (1982). This model maps
the needs satisfied by working, such as earning an income, establish-
ing social contacts outside the family, the structuring of time and the
need for individual and social development. The threat of unemploy-
ment implies frustration of the satisfaction of these needs, and repre-
sents an unattractive future perspective.
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In addition, factors crucial to the study of work stress may also
play a role. Furda and Meijman (1992: 133) highlight two such
factors: predictability and controllability. Job insecurity first of all
implies unpredictability: it is unclear to the persons concerned
what their future holds. This makes it difficult to react adequately,
because it is unclear if one should do something or not. Besides
unpredictability, uncontrollability also plays a part. Various authors
consider this lack of control or the experience of powerlessness to
deal with the threat, as being the core dimension of job insecurity
(Dekker and Schaufeli, 1995; Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt, 1984:
442-3). Stress research has shown that frequent confrontation
with small, yet uncontrollable work stressors (such as machine
failures) have a more serious effect on psychological well-being,
than radical but one-off events (Furda and Meijman, 1992: 133).

The finding that job insecurity also affects organizational commit-
ment can equally similarly be interpreted in various ways (van
Vuuren, 1990: 31). First, it may be indicative of resentment on the
part of the employee. Certainty about the future of one’s job consti-
tutes one of the components of the ‘psychological contract’ between
employer and employee. When this certainty is affected, the
employee may try to restore the balance by showing less interest,
motivation and commitment (Schalk and Freese, 1993). Less com-
mitment to the organization may also be interpreted as a (passive)
coping strategy. By withdrawing psychologically from the organiza-
tion, people reduce the aggravating nature of eventual job loss in
advance (‘disinvolvement syndrome’, see Dekker and Schaufeli,
1995).

Hypothesis 2 reads as follows: (the subjective perception of)
job insecurity will be associated with reduced job satisfaction
(hypothesis 2a) and reduced organizational commitment (hypo-
thesis 2b), once relevant demographic variables have been controlled
for.

The Association between Temporary Employment and Subjective
Job Insecurity

Given the preceding discussion, it seems obvious that temporary
employment will be associated with the subjective perception of
being uncertain about the future of one’s job. First of all, various
authors have explicitly linked both concepts. Pearce regards the
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possibility of losing one’s present job as the crucial aspect of tempor-
ary employment (Pearce, 1998: 34). Beard and Edwards consider the
job’s expected discontinuity as distinctive of ‘contingent’ (here: tem-
porary) employment (Beard and Edwards, 1995: 110). Next to this,
many empirical studies have also shown that temporary employees
are more uncertain about the future of their job (e.g. Klein Hesselink
and van Vuuren, 1999; Letourneux, 1998; Sverke et al., 2000;
Vandoorne and De Witte, 2002). This association is stable after
controlling for demographic characteristics (e.g. Vandoorne and
De Witte, 2002). According to the study by Kinnunen and Natti
(1994), the temporary nature of the employment relationship is
even the second most important antecedent of feelings of job
insecurity.” The association between temporary employment and
job insecurity can also be witnessed on an aggregate, plant level:
the percentage of job insecurity increased in more than two-thirds
of the companies where numerical forms of flexibility were intro-
duced (Goudswaard and de Nanteuil, 2000: 13). The association
between temporary employment and job insecurity is not perfect,
however. According to Letourneux’s European study, about a
quarter of the temporary employees considered their job to be
‘secure’, as opposed to between 66 percent and 76 percent who per-
ceived it as uncertain (Letourneux, 1998). This once again illustrates
the partly subjective nature of job insecurity.

Hypothesis 3 thus reads as follows: employees on a fixed-term
contract will feel more insecure about their jobs compared to perma-
nent workers, once relevant demographic variables have been
controlled for.

The finding that the association between both operationalizations
of ‘job insecurity’ is not maximal, offers the possibility to clarify
some of the ambiguities mentioned earlier. In reviewing the litera-
ture, it was shown that temporary employment (alleged ‘objective’
indicator of job insecurity) is not always associated with the
expected reduction in job satisfaction and organizational commit-
ment. The ‘subjective’ perception of job insecurity, on the contrary,
is consistently associated with lower scores on both outcome vari-
ables. We hypothesize that this ‘inconsistency’ relates to the fact
that the subjective variant of job insecurity is ‘hidden beneath’ its
‘objective’ counterpart: the negative effects mentioned before will
only appear if temporary employment gives rise to feelings of job
insecurity (cf. Klandermans and van Vuuren, 1999b). There are
two ways of testing this assumption.
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The first possibility is the most explicit. Here, we propose that
only the subjective variant of job insecurity is associated with job
satisfaction and organizational commitment, once both types of
job insecurity have been statistically controlled for.

This leads to hypothesis 4: after controlling for demographic
variables and temporary employment, only the subjective perception
of job insecurity will be linked to reduced job satisfaction (hypo-
thesis 4a) and reduced organizational commitment (hypothesis 4b).
The ‘objective’ operationalization of job insecurity (‘temporary
work’) will no longer be associated with the two outcome variables.

The second possibility refers to the possibility of an interaction or
moderator-effect. It is possible that both types of job insecurity
strengthen each other in a multiplicative way, as is often the case
in job stress research (see, for example, Koslowsky, 1998). This
implies that the combined effect of the two stressors leads to even
lower levels of both job satisfaction and organizational commitment
than the ‘simple’ addition of the negative effect of both stressors
taken separately. The lowest score is expected from employees
who are temporarily employed and who feel insecure about their
job. This hypothesis is called the ‘intensification hypothesis’.

An alternative interaction hypothesis is also possible. It is possible
that job insecurity has a different effect on permanent contractors
than on temporary employees. To develop this hypothesis, we once
again appeal to the notion of the psychological contract (Rousseau,
1995; Schalk and Freese, 1993). We already discussed that the idea
of balance is crucial to the psychological contract: the employee
should perceive a balance between his or her input and the recipro-
city of the employer. However, there may be a difference between
temporary and permanent co-workers regarding the expectancy
that the psychological contract involves job security. We can
assume that especially permanent employees expect their employer
to provide job security. The contract offered by their employer
was, after all, of indefinite duration. Once confronted with (subjec-
tive) job insecurity, particularly this category of employees may
experience it as a one-sided violation of the psychological contract,
an experience that will have negative effects on their job satisfaction
and organizational commitment. Temporary employees’ expecta-
tion of job security may be part of their psychological contract to
a lesser extent. They were, after all, only offered a fixed-term con-
tract by their employer. Perhaps they do not (or not as strongly)
experience the perception of job insecurity as a violation of the
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psychological contract, because it did not include job security in the
first place. According to this view, the most negative effect is
expected regarding permanent employees who feel insecure about
their job. The effect of job insecurity may be less negative (or even
non-existent) among temporary workers. This hypothesis will be
called the ‘violation hypothesis’.

Hypothesis 5 thus reads that an interaction effect will occur
between temporary employment and the subjective perception of
job insecurity with regard to job satisfaction (hypothesis 5a) and
organizational commitment (hypothesis 5b). For exploratory
reasons, we do not hypothesize about the exact nature of this inter-
action. Two options are possible. The ‘intensification’ hypothesis
assumes that employees who are temporarily employed and who
feel insecure about their job will show the lowest score on both out-
come variables. The ‘violation’ hypothesis states that the most nega-
tive score on both outcome variables is expected from permanent
employees who feel insecure about their job.

Method
Design

The data being analysed in this contribution are part of a broader
European study comparing the effects of job insecurity (for more
information, see Sverke et al., 2001). Four European countries
were involved in the project: Belgium, the Netherlands, Italy and
Sweden. In these countries, similar data sets were collected (Italy)
or composed (the three remaining countries). Our analysis thus par-
tially involves secondary data analyses of previously collected data.
We are primarily interested in the robustness of our hypotheses: the
comparison of the four countries serves to determine to what extent
the results regarding our hypotheses may be generalized. The main
aim is not to analyse country-specific results, even though we reflect
upon such differences in the discussion.

Samples

The Belgian data were collected in the autumn of 1998 via a postal
survey in the country’s three regions. The survey was aimed at



162 Economic and Industrial Democracy 24(2)

employees from the private sector, employed by companies with at
least five employees. A total of 3003 questionnaires were distributed
at random among a representative sample of 116 companies.’
In total, 1120 employees returned their completed questionnaires.
This represents an adequate response of 37.3 percent. The average
age was 36.8 years and 65.3 percent of the respondents were men.
Only 5.9 percent of them were working on a temporary contract,
and 9 percent were part-time employees. The sample was hetero-
geneously compiled with regard to educational level. About 35 per-
cent of the respondents were blue-collar workers, and 28 percent
were professionals or managers (the rest worked as white-collar
workers).

In the Netherlands the data were collected as part of the longitu-
dinal panel organized among members of the National Christian
Trade Union Federation (CNV). Only union members were thus
involved in this telephone survey. The data in this article were
collected in the summer of 1999 (‘wave 13°, response percentage:
50 percent). A total of 799 members participated in the survey.
Their average age was 42.8 years, and 72.5 percent of them were
men. Approximately 10.5 percent of the respondents were tempora-
rily employed, and 20 percent were employed part-time. The sample
was heterogeneously composed with regard to the level of education.
About 24 percent of the respondents were blue-collar workers, and
23 percent were professionals or managers.

In Italy, the data were specifically collected for this study in 2000
via a postal survey. A total of 476 employees returned a completed
questionnaire (response percentage: 55 percent). The average age
was 38.3 years, and 68 percent of the respondents were men.
Approximately 10 percent of the respondents were temporarily
employed, and 6 percent worked part-time. In Italy the sample
was also heterogeneous as regards educational level, whereas in
this case respondents from the public sector were also present
(77.5 percent were working in the private sector; the rest in the
public sector). About 24 percent of the respondents were blue-
collar workers, and 22 percent were professionals or managers.

Finally, in Sweden, the data were collected by means of a postal
survey in two large hospitals undergoing organizational changes
and restructuring. All employees received a questionnaire at home,
and 1501 of them returned a completed form (response percentage:
61 percent). On average the respondents were 42.6 years old, and
82 percent of them were women. Of the respondents, 16.7 percent
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were working on a temporary contract, and 38 percent were work-
ing part-time. The questionnaire did not register their educational
level. The sample was heterogeneously composed according to occu-
pational position: 26 percent of the respondents were blue-collar
workers, and 16 percent were professionals or managers.

The composition of the samples is thus not identical. This is rather
an advantage than a disadvantage for the purpose of this study,
since the aim of this study is not to conduct a cross-country com-
parison. Instead, we aim to test the robustness of our hypotheses
in various contexts. Using partially different samples increases this
possibility. More information on the samples and procedures can
be found in the technical report of this research project (see
Sverke et al., 2001).

Measures

A number of demographic variables, such as gender and age, are
registered in all questionnaires. However, certain demographic vari-
ables are not recorded in every survey (e.g. the level of education).
The concepts of job insecurity and organizational commitment
were operationalized with several items. All items were scored on
a five-point scale (1 = disagree and 5 = agree). For each concept,
a factor analysis was performed in each country to determine
whether the various items refer to the same dimension (for detailed
information, see Sverke et al., 2001). Consequently, scales were
computed. The descriptive characteristics of these scales are listed
in the Appendix. These characteristics (average, standard deviation,
Cronbach’s alpha and the intercorrelations between the scales) are
reproduced per country.

In all countries, the concept of ‘(subjective) job insecurity’ was
measured with three items based on Ashford et al. (1989) and
De Witte (2000). These items refer to two dimensions of job insecur-
ity (cf. Borg, 1992): a cognitive one (e.g. ‘I am sure I can keep
my job’), and an affective one (e.g. ‘I'm afraid I will get fired’).
A higher score on the scale indicates stronger feelings of job in-
security. The scales obtained from Belgium, the Netherlands and
Sweden were sufficiently reliable (Cronbach’s alpha varied between
.77 and .82; see Appendix). In Italy, the scale’s reliability is some-
what lower (Cronbach’s alpha = .67). The Appendix documents
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that respondents in the various countries feel rather secure about
their jobs (scores between 1.79 and 2.45 on a five-point scale).

Only one item was used to measure the concept of ‘job satisfac-
tion’ in the four countries. The respondents had to evaluate the
item ‘I am satisfied with my job’ on a five-point scale (1 = disagree
and 5 = agree). A high score thus indicates higher satisfaction.
A recent meta-analysis of job satisfaction research suggests that
one can adequately measure this concept with only one item
(Wanous et al., 1997). According to the tables presented in the
Appendix, respondents in the various countries are generally fairly
satisfied with their job (averages between 3.53 and 3.86 on a five-
point scale).

In the four countries, the concept of organizational commitment
was measured with the same four items (examples of items: ‘I feel
a strong sense of belonging to my organization’ and “This organiza-
tion has a great deal of personal meaning to me’). We thus selected
the concept of ‘affective commitment’. The items were taken from
the scale of Meyer and Allen (1997). Reliable scales were found
in three countries (Cronbach’s alpha between .70 and .84), with
a somewhat weaker scale in Sweden (Cronbach’s alpha = .65).
A high score indicates stronger (affective) organizational commit-
ment. Table A4 in the Appendix shows that organizational commit-
ment is rather low in Sweden (average = 2.70), which may be
attributed to the specific context of data collection (restructuring).
In the three remaining countries, the respondents scored on the posi-
tive side of the scale (scores between 3.22 and 3.58).

Analyses

Most hypotheses were tested by means of (Pearson) correlations and
(ordinary least squares) regression analysis. Hypothesis 3, regard-
ing the association between temporary work and job insecurity, is
tested by means of an analysis of variance, after which a multiple
classification analysis is performed (Nie et al., 1975: 410-18). This
method recalculates the mean scores for job insecurity for the
permanent vs temporary workers, after controlling for the demo-
graphic variables. Respondents with missing scores on one or
more variables were excluded from all the analyses (list-wise dele-
tion). This resulted in a slight reduction of the size of the various
samples.* When testing our hypotheses, four demographic variables
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(gender, age, occupational position and full-time vs part-time
employment) are statistically controlled for. These demographic
variables and the temporary nature of the employment (vs perma-
nent workers) were introduced into the analyses as dummy vari-
ables. We chose to limit the ‘control variables’ to those present in
all four data sets, in order to increase the comparability of the
results. Controlling, for example, for the educational level in one
data set and not in another makes the results difficult to compare,
thus hampering the test of our hypotheses.

In carrying out the regression analyses we followed the procedures
suggested by Aiken and West (1991). The various predictor variables
(e.g. demographics and job insecurity) were first of all centred (i.e.
put in deviation score form so that their means are zero). Multiply-
ing the two centred predictor variables (‘temporary employment’
and ‘job insecurity’) then formed the regression analysis’s inter-
action term, needed to test the moderator-effect specified in hypo-
thesis 5. This procedure was conducted separately within each
country. For each country, two regression analyses were run: one
with job satisfaction and one with organizational commitment as
outcome variable. The four demographic variables, temporary
employment, job insecurity and the interaction term between the
last two variables, were always introduced simultancously as
predictors.

Results

Because the analyses relate to three different outcome variables
([subjective] job insecurity, job satisfaction and organizational com-
mitment, respectively), we discuss the results according to each out-
come variable separately. This means that we discuss the results in a
slightly different sequence than the one in which the hypotheses are
introduced in the preceding section.

Subjective Job Insecurity as Outcome Variable

Hypothesis 3 states that (once relevant demographic variables have
been controlled for) employees on a temporary contract feel less
secure about their job than employees with a permanent contract.
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The Appendix documents that the initial (‘zero-order’) correlations
between temporary employment and job insecurity are signifi-
cant and positive in all four countries (correlations between .11
[.05 > p > .01] and .33 [p < .001]). An analysis of variance was
performed with job insecurity as dependent variable, and temporary
vs permanent work and the four demographics as independent vari-
ables. Then, a multiple classification analysis was performed, and
the means of the temporary vs permanent workers were recalculated,
after controlling for the demographics. The age of the respondents
was recoded into three categories of equal size. Table 1 shows the
results of these analyses.

The variable ‘permanent vs temporary workers’ is still signifi-
cantly associated with job insecurity in three out of four countries,
after controlling for demographics. This association is even rather
strong in Sweden and Italy (betas respectively .33 and .26;
p < .001). The association is only marginally significant in Italy,
however (p = .066). The means for job insecurity in Table 1 also
show that temporary workers feel more insecure about their job
than employees with a permanent contract in all countries. This
difference is only marginally significant in Italy. We can conclude
that hypothesis 3 is corroborated in three out of four countries.

TABLE 1
Differences in Job Insecurity between Temporary and Permanent Workers in Four
European Countries. Results of a Multiple Classification Analysis after Performing

an ANOVA
Belgium The Italy Sweden
Netherlands

Mean score for job insecurity®

Permanent workers 2.18 1.81 2.40 1.62

Temporary workers 2.66 243 2.70 2.57
Beta 2wk 26%%% .09 33wk
F-value 16,31%%* 20,05%** 3,40 139,37
d.f. (1,1046) (1,309) (1,385) (1,1212)

® 10> p > .05 *** p < .001

¢ Five-point scale (1 = disagree; 5 = agree). The means were recalculated and the
influence of age, gender, social class and working part-time (vs full-time) was elimi-
nated from the averages by means of a multiple classification analysis.
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Job Satisfaction as Outcome Variable

Table 2 contains the results of the regression analysis with job satis-
faction as outcome variable.

Hypothesis la reads that temporary employment is associated
with reduced job satisfaction, once the various demographic vari-
ables are controlled for. The tables in the Appendix show that the
initial (‘zero-order’) correlations between temporary employment
and job satisfaction are not significant in three countries (Belgium,
the Netherlands and Sweden), whereas the correlation is positive
(although rather weak) in Italy (r = .12; .05 > p > .01). The latter
contrasts with hypothesis l1a, because we expect to find the opposite,
i.e. a negative correlation. After regression analysis — and after
controlling for relevant demographic variables — the association
between temporary employment and job satisfaction is not signifi-
cant in Belgium. In Italy, the association remains positive (beta =
.11; .05 > p > .01). In the two other countries, the coefficients
become significantly positive (beta = .10 in the Netherlands and
.06 in Sweden; in each case .05 > p > .01). This surprising finding
cannot be attributed to the introduction of the demographics into

TABLE 2
Results of the Regression Analyses Concerning Job Satisfaction (Beta Coefficients)

Predictors Belgium The Italy Sweden
Netherlands
Age .07* —.02 —.10% Bl
Gender“ .01 .00 .04 .09**
Blue-collar workers? 10%* .03 .03 —.03
Professionals/managers® .02 .05 2% 08**
Part-time® .02 —.09 —.14%* —.04
Temporary workers? .00 .10* A1 .06*
Job insecurity —.30%** —.14%* —.33%** —.19%**
Interaction job insecurity— 07* .00 .07 .09**
temporary workers
R 32 18 41 .26
R? .10 .03 17 .07
F-value 14,83%** 2,65%* 11,14%%* 12,14%%*
d.f. (8,1065) (8,602) (8,434) (8,1365)

¢ Dummies. A higher score reflects women, blue-collar workers, professionals/man-
agers, part-time workers and temporary contracts respectively.
*.05>p>.01;* 01 >p=>.001; *** p <.001.
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the analysis. A separate regression analysis, in which only the demo-
graphics and temporary work were included, produced no signifi-
cant coefficient for temporary employment in the Netherlands and
Sweden. On the basis of these analyses, we must reject hypothesis
la. Temporary employment is not associated with reduced job satis-
faction in any of the four countries. After regression analysis, the
reverse was even found in three of the countries: job satisfaction
was higher among temporary employees.

Hypothesis 2a states that (subjective) job insecurity is associ-
ated with reduced job satisfaction, once the various demographic
variables are controlled for. We can already conclude from the
Appendix that the zero-order correlations between job insecurity
and job satisfaction are significantly negative in all four countries
(correlations between —.12 [.01 > p > .001] and —.32 [p < .001]).
These correlations are in line with our hypothesis. Table 2 shows
that these associations remain significant (and even virtually identi-
cal in magnitude) after regression analyses. Hypothesis 2a is thus
corroborated in all countries. As expected, job insecurity is accom-
panied by reduced job satisfaction in each country, even after
controlling for demographics.

At the same time, we can draw a conclusion regarding hypo-
thesis 4a. This hypothesis states that only subjective job insecurity
is associated with reduced job satisfaction after controlling for
demographics and temporary employment. The results of the regres-
sion analyses show that only (subjective) job insecurity is associated
negatively with job satisfaction. This applies to all four countries
under investigation. Concerning this aspect, hypothesis 4a is corro-
borated. As mentioned earlier, however, after regression analysis, a
temporary job continues to display a significant positive relation
with job satisfaction (Italy) or does so for the first time (the Nether-
lands and Sweden). This is contrary to hypothesis 4a.

Finally, hypothesis 5a states that, when analysing job satisfaction,
an interaction effect will arise between temporary employment and
job insecurity. To test this hypothesis, an interaction term was
added to the regression analysis. This interaction term is significant
in Belgium (beta = .07; .05 > p > .01) and in Sweden (beta = .09;
.01 > p > .001), but not in the two remaining countries. Hypo-
thesis 5a is thus only partially confirmed. To determine whether
the interaction between temporary employment and job insecurity
is in keeping with the ‘intensification hypothesis’ or the ‘violation
hypothesis’, the ‘job insecurity’ variable was dichotomized (medium
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FIGURE 1
Interaction between Temporary Work and Job Insecurity Concerning Job
Satisfaction in Belgium

split in both countries separately). These dichotomized variables
were then cross-tabulated with ‘performing a temporary job (or
not)’, and the average job satisfaction score was calculated for each
combination. These scores are shown in Figure 1 for Belgium and
Figure 2 for Sweden.

The results for Belgium (Figure 1) are in line with the ‘violation
hypothesis’. Among employees with a temporary contract, the
difference between those who feel insecure about their job (average:
3.77) and those who feel secure (average: 3.85) is not statistically
significant (z-value = 0,29; d.f. = 61; NS). There are, however, signi-
ficant differences between the two groups of employees with a per-
manent contract: those who feel insecure about their job score
significantly lower regarding job satisfaction than those who feel
secure (respective scores: 3.61 and 4.07; t-value = 8,03; d.f. =
1015; p < .001). We can conclude that in Belgium, job insecurity is
only associated with a reduction in job satisfaction among perma-
nent workers.

The results for Sweden (Figure 2) are similar to the results for
Belgium. These results equally confirm the ‘violation hypothesis’.
Again, no statistically significant difference in job satisfaction is
found between temporary employees who feel secure or insecure
about their job (respective averages: 3.68 and 3.78; t-value =
—0,69; d.f. = 226; NS). However, there is a marked difference
between the job-secure and the job-insecure group among employees
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Interaction between Temporary Work and Job Insecurity Concerning Job
Satisfaction in Sweden

with a permanent contract, which is in line with the violation
hypothesis: permanent workers are less satisfied with their jobs
when they feel insecure (an average of 3.57 vs 4.0 among permanent
workers who feel secure about their job; ¢-value = 7,17; d.f. = 1144;
p < .001).

Organizational Commitment as Outcome Variable

We follow the same sequence as in the discussion of the job satis-
faction results in the previous section. Table 3 contains the regres-
sion analysis results with organizational commitment as outcome
variable.

Hypothesis 1b states that temporary workers will score lower on
organizational commitment than permanent workers, after control-
ling for demographic variables. The initial (zero-order) correlations
between temporary employment and organizational commitment
are shown in the Appendix. A weak negative correlation is found
in two countries, in line with hypothesis 1b (Belgium: r = —.06
[.05 > p > .01] and Sweden: r = —.09 [.01 > p > .001]). In the two
remaining countries, the correlation is not significant. After regres-
sion analysis, the association between organizational commitment
and temporary employment disappears in Belgium and Sweden.
In Italy this association remains non-significant. The association
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TABLE 3
Results of the Regression Analyses Concerning Organizational Commitment
(Beta Coefficients)

Predictors Belgium The Italy Sweden
Netherlands
Age L gHEE A1EE .05 Ll
Gender“ —.05 13%* —.16%* —.01
Blue-collar workers” .06 .10* —.03 .02
Professionals/managers” 15 A1EE —.01 .06*
Part-time” .02 —.14%* -.07 —.08%*
Temporary workers” —.04 .10* .06 .00
Job insecurity —.19%* —. 19k —20%** —.05®
Interaction job insecurity— .08* —.05 .08 .09**
temporary workers
R .33 .27 .29 .32
R’ 11 .07 .08 11
F-value 16,46%** 5,99%** 5,00%** 10,39%**
d.f. (8,1049) (8,602) (8,430) (8,1351)

¢ Dummies. A higher score reflects women, blue-collar workers, professionals/man-
agers, part-time workers and temporary contracts respectively.
® 10> p>.05* 05> p>.01;% 01 >p> .001; ** p < 001

between temporary employment and organizational commitment
becomes significantly positive in the Netherlands, when the other
variables are kept under statistical control. The results of a separate
regression analysis show that this result cannot be attributed to the
inclusion of the demographic variables in the analysis. A separate
regression analysis with only the demographics and temporary
work (results not shown in Table 2) indicates no significant coeffi-
cient for the variable ‘temporary work’. Taken as a whole, our
results lead to a rejection of hypothesis 1b. In one country (the
Netherlands) we even found the reverse: after regression analysis,
temporary employees score higher concerning organizational
commitment.

Hypothesis 2b states that (subjective) job insecurity is negatively
associated with organizational commitment. In three of the four
countries, the initial (zero-order) correlations are indeed in keeping
with this hypothesis (correlations between —.18 and —.21; p < .001;
see Appendix). In Sweden, no significant correlation is found
(r = —.04; NS). These associations are only slightly modified after
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regression analysis: in Belgium, the Netherlands and Italy, hypo-
thesis 2b is thus corroborated. In these countries, job-insecure
employees show reduced organizational commitment. Sweden
proves to be the exception: in this country, no significant association
is found between the two variables. The coefficient in this country is
marginally significant, however (p = .07).

Hypothesis 4b states that only subjective job insecurity is nega-
tively associated with organizational commitment, once temporary
employment and demographics are controlled for. The preceding
results of the regression analyses already indicate that this hypo-
thesis is only partially confirmed. In two countries (Belgium and
Italy) solely subjective job insecurity is negatively associated with
organizational commitment. In Sweden, none of the two types of
insecurity is associated with organizational commitment. In the
Netherlands, a negative regression coefficient for job insecurity is
indeed found. In this country, however, temporary employment
is associated positively with organizational commitment, which
contradicts our expectations.

Finally, the interaction term between job insecurity and tempor-
ary employment was tested (hypothesis 5b). The results in Table 3
show that this interaction is only significant in two countries
(Belgium and Sweden). These coefficients are rather weak (beta =
.08 in Belgium [.05 > p > .01] and .09 [.01 > p > .001] in Sweden).
We must conclude that hypothesis 5 is only partially confirmed
regarding organizational commitment as well. Job insecurity was
once again dichotomized (medium split in the two countries
separately), and cross-tabulated with temporary employment vs per-
manent work. We then calculated the mean for organizational com-
mitment for each condition. These scores are shown in Figure 3 for
Belgium and Figure 4 for Sweden.

The results for Belgium (Figure 3) are again in line with the ‘viola-
tion hypothesis’. The only significant difference between job-secure
and job-insecure respondents is found among employees with a per-
manent contract: the insecure respondents score significantly lower
on organizational commitment compared to the job-secure (average
score respectively 3.6 and 3.30; z-value = 5,88; d.f. = 1000; p < .001).
Among the employees with a temporary contract, no significant
difference between the job-secure and the job-insecure employees
occurs (average score respectively: 3.14 and 3.29; r-value = —0,63;
d.f. = 60; NS). Job insecurity thus only seems associated with
lower organizational commitment among permanent employees.
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The results for Sweden are rather similar to the results found in
Belgium. Again, a significant difference occurs among the employees
with a permanent contract (average score: 2.79 for job-secure
employees and 2.67 for the job-insecure; t-value = 2,16; d.f. =
1132; p = .03): the insecure are somewhat less committed to their
organization than the secure. This is in line with the ‘violation’
hypothesis, even though the difference is rather small. Among the
employees in temporary service, however, a difference close to
being significant is found between both categories. This time, the
secure employees within this category score lower concerning orga-
nizational commitment (average score for job-secure employees:
2.36 as opposed to 2.6 for job-insecure employees; ¢-value = —1,89;
d.f. = 224; p = .06). This marginally significant result conflicts with
the ‘intensification hypothesis’, because the latter suggests that the
job-insecure group will show the lowest organizational commitment.
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Interaction between Temporary Work and Job Insecurity Concerning Organizational
Commitment in Sweden
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Summary and Discussion

This article examines the consequences of two job insecurity opera-
tionalizations: temporary employment (alleged ‘objective’ variant)
and the subjective perception of being uncertain about the future
of one’s job. In order to test the strength of the various hypotheses,
secondary analyses were performed on data collected in four Euro-
pean countries. In the previous part of this article, the results were
grouped according to the independent variables. In this concluding
section, we discuss the results in a different sequence: according to
the different hypotheses.

On the basis of three theoretical perspectives, the hypothesis was
put forward that the alleged objective operationalization of job
insecurity (cf. Biissing, 1999; Pearce, 1998), temporary employment,
would involve reduced job satisfaction and reduced organizational
commitment (hypothesis 1). These perspectives referred to depriva-
tion (e.g. Reilly, 1998a), the psychological contract (Beard and
Edwards, 1995) and job stress (Sverke et al., 2000). This hypothesis
could not be confirmed in any of the four countries: in none of the
samples did temporary employees show significantly lower job satis-
faction and lower organizational commitment than employees with
permanent contracts. After regression analysis, the opposite was in
fact found in four of the eight tests: temporary employees achieved
‘better’ scores than the permanent ones. Two conclusions can be
drawn on the basis of these findings.

First, these results conflict with the idea that temporary employ-
ment is problematic in itself. The different theoretical perspectives,
from which this hypothesis was deduced, should thus be refined:
do temporary employees really feel deprived and are they only/
mainly exposed to stressors at work? Temporary employment
might also include some positive features, which seem to be under-
exposed in the literature. As a consequence, the theoretical frame-
works used are probably incomplete, and should be supplemented
in future research. The questionnaires used in the present study,
for example, did not contain questions regarding the voluntary
nature of temporary employment. This variable emerged in various
studies as a relevant moderator: only respondents who were involun-
tarily temporary employees experienced temporary employment in
a negative way (e.g. Aronsson and Goransson, 1999; Isaksson
and Bellagh, 2002). Not controlling for this variable could have
influenced our results.
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In this study, no distinction could be made between different types
of temporary employment. Studies show the relevance of a further
differentiation between temporary contracts (e.g. Bernhard and
Sverke, forthcoming): the expected negative results do not occur
to the same extent in each category. Finally, it must be noted that
our theoretical insights as such could not be operationalized, since
the data had been collected before the initiation of the current pro-
ject. So, no direct test of the theories could be performed. This is
needed in future research, since this is the only way of determining
to what extent these theoretical frameworks are effectively refuted.
By operationalizing the different theoretical views, one could also
try to separate the effects of the variables proposed in these theories
(e.g. are the effects due to deprivation or to job stressors?). Follow-
up research is of course also needed to replicate our findings. Finally,
future research should also try to use broader measures of job
satisfaction than the single item measure used in this study. Even
though research suggests that a one-item measure could be adequate
(Wanous et al., 1997), the reliability of such limited measures
remains largely unknown.

A second conclusion concerns the ‘positive’ effects of temporary
work, as found in a number of countries. It is striking that these
positive associations with outcome variables mostly emerge after
multivariate analysis. Separate (unreported) regression analyses,
exclusively using background characteristics and temporary employ-
ment as independent variables, showed that these positive associa-
tions did not result from controlling for demographic variables.
Additional (unreported) regression analyses showed that the effect
of temporary employment was only found once (subjective) job
insecurity had been introduced into the analyses. Once the subjective
perception of job insecurity had been controlled for, temporary
employment was associated with increased job satisfaction and
organizational commitment in some of the countries. This suggests
that it is job insecurity that aggravates temporary employment, as
hypothesized in the literature (e.g. Klandermans and van Vuuren,
1999b). Our results also suggest that — once job insecurity has
been controlled for — temporary employment could involve a
number of positive job characteristics. Further research is needed
to determine these aspects. The finding that temporary employment
is associated with increased job satisfaction and organizational com-
mitment has not been reported previously in the literature. Most of
the time, a negative association is reported (e.g. van Breukelen and
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Allegro, 2000; Sverke et al., 2000). However, in most studies, the
perception of job insecurity was not controlled for, which could
account for this difference in findings.

The second hypothesis refers to the association between the sub-
jective perception of job insecurity and the variables of job satis-
faction and organizational commitment. On the basis of previous
research (e.g. De Witte, 1999; Hartley et al., 1991; Sverke and
Hellgren, 2002; Sverke et al., 2002) and on the basis of theoretical
considerations (including the frustration of needs [Jahoda, 1982]
and the violation of the psychological contract [van Vuuren, 1990]),
we hypothesized that job insecurity would be associated with a
reduction in job satisfaction and organizational commitment.

This hypothesis was largely confirmed. In all countries, job
insecurity showed a negative association with job satisfaction,
once demographic variables had been controlled for. Regarding
organizational commitment, the same was found in three out of
four countries. In the fourth country (Sweden) the association was
only marginally significant. The specific circumstances of data
gathering in Sweden could be responsible for this result: these data
were collected in two organizations in the midst of a restructuring
process. This resulted in a lower organizational commitment score
in Sweden than in the remaining countries. This specific context
could have reduced the association between job insecurity and
organizational commitment. Overall, our second hypothesis is con-
firmed. This once again shows that job insecurity constitutes a
problematic experience (cf. De Witte, 1999; Sverke and Hellgren,
2002). Job insecurity also seems to transcend the significance of
temporary employment.

Various authors assume that temporary employment is associated
with job insecurity (e.g. Pearce, 1998; Beard and Edwards, 1995).
In the literature, both variables are sometimes even considered as
operationalizations of the same, global concept of ‘job insecurity’.
This hypothesis (hypothesis 3) was confirmed in three of the four
countries. This hypothesis could not be confirmed in Italy, even
though a marginally significant association was observed. It is not
clear why this hypothesis was refuted in Italy. However, we can con-
clude that our hypothesis has (mostly) been confirmed: temporary
employment is indeed associated with job insecurity, even though
these associations are also rather small in magnitude. One reason
for these small associations could be the lack of information regard-



De Witte and Néswall: ‘Objective’ vs ‘Subjective’ Job Insecurity 177

ing promises made to the respondent by the employer. It is possible
that a number of temporary workers were offered the prospect of
permanent future employment. These respondents thus perceived
their job — rightly — as ‘secure’. Since our data sets contained no
information about such promises, this aspect could not be analysed.
It should be included in follow-up research. The presumption that
the prospect of a permanent contract was offered to some temporary
employees, suggests that it might be problematic to consider the
anticipation of unemployment as the core element of an ‘objective’
operationalization of job insecurity, as assumed by some authors
(e.g. Biissing, 1999). After all, temporary employment does not by
definition lead to unemployment. This also suggests that it might
be problematic to consider temporary employment as an (‘objec-
tive’) indicator of job insecurity at all. Our results show that it is
more important to assess the subjective perception of the contract
when we want to analyse the associations between a specific contract
and outcome variables, such as satisfaction and organizational
commitment.

In the fourth hypothesis, both operationalizations of ‘insecurity’
were contrasted with each other. We supposed that only the subjec-
tive perception of job insecurity would be associated with reduced
job satisfaction and organizational commitment, once demographic
variables as well as the temporary contract had been controlled for.
The findings regarding this hypothesis have already partly been dis-
cussed earlier. The results from the different regression analyses
indeed show that it is the subjective operationalization that is
associated with reduced job satisfaction and organizational commit-
ment. The association with organizational commitment was non-
significant in only one country (Sweden). The first part of the
hypothesis is thus predominantly confirmed: employees are dissatis-
fied with their job and less involved in their company when they feel
that their job is insecure. The second part of hypothesis 4 was refuted
in all countries. In some countries, having a temporary contract even
produced positive associations (see earlier). Overall, our results thus
suggest that (subjective) job insecurity is more of a problem for job
satisfaction and organizational commitment than its ‘objective’
variant: having a temporary contract (see also Klandermans and
van Vuuren, 1999b: 146). It is not so much the contract ‘as such’
that is problematic, but rather the perception of it.
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The last hypothesis (hypothesis 5) relates to an interaction effect
between temporary employment and (the subjective perception of)
job insecurity when determining job satisfaction and organizational
commitment. Two contrasting hypotheses were discussed. The
intensification hypothesis implies that both operationalizations of
job insecurity strengthen each other multiplicatively, since both vari-
ables are considered as stressors. A similar interaction effect is often
mentioned in job stress research (e.g. Koslowsky, 1998). The viola-
tion hypothesis builds on the theory of the psychological contract
(e.g. Rousseau, 1995). It assumes that the negative consequences
of job insecurity occur especially among permanent workers. These
employees, especially, assume that their contract provides job
security, and experience a violation of this assumption as a one-
sided violation by the employer of their psychological contract.
Employees on a fixed-term contract probably do not experience
job security as part of their psychological contract (or to a lesser
extent), because their contract is of only limited duration.

The hypothesis of an interaction between temporary employment
and job insecurity is only partially supported by our results: this
hypothesis was only confirmed in two out of four countries. In the
Netherlands and Italy, temporary employment did not interact
with job insecurity. In Belgium and Sweden, such an interaction
was indeed found. A striking finding was that the results consistently
pointed in the direction of the violation hypothesis: job insecurity
was only problematic for employees on a permanent contract.
Apparently, especially this category experienced a violation of
their psychological contract. Note, however, that the respondents’
psychological contract was not operationalized in this study, and
as a consequence, the hypothesis of a violation was not tested
directly. It is recommended to do so in future research. Corrobora-
tion for the violation hypothesis has not been reported previously in
the literature. It thus opens new research perspectives. This finding
substantiates the conclusion that the theories used in studying (the
consequences of) temporary employment should be supplemented
by additional variables, in order to fully analyse the consequences
of this kind of contract. In this study, subjective job insecurity
appears to be such a supplementary variable. As a consequence,
this variable deserves more attention in future research on the
consequences of temporary employment.

To conclude, it is remarkable that the interaction effects only
emerged in Belgium and Sweden. Both countries are countries
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with a strong union movement, and a very high percentage of
employees belong to a union in both countries (e.g. Visser, 1995).
It is possible that the strong position of the union movement in
both countries played a role in the development of this moderator-
effect.’ In countries with a strong union movement, employees are
probably offered more protection regarding their contract (e.g. by
settling more conclusive agreements when negotiating collective
labour agreements, and by enforcing them to a larger degree). This
could create stronger feelings of security among employees with a
permanent contract. When the latter experience job insecurity, this
might lead more easily to the perception of a violation of the psycho-
logical contract. Future research should try to test this hypothesis.

Notes

The research reported here stems from a European project (European Unions in the
Wake of Flexible Production, see Sverke et al., 2001), financed by a grant to
Magnus Sverke from the Swedish National Institute for Working Life through the
Joint Programme for Working Life Research in Europe (SALTSA).

1. Note, however, that the workload of temporary workers was lower than that of
permanent workers, suggesting that temporary work does not always include more
stressors.

2. Previous experience with job insecurity being the most important predictor.

3. The sample was proportional to the size of the companies.

4. N = 1058 in Belgium, 435 in Italy, 611 in the Netherlands and 1356 in Sweden.

5. The strength of a union in a given country partly depends upon the amount of
members in that country. In some countries, this density is rather low (e.g. the Nether-
lands). The sample of the Netherlands consists of union members only. This does not
contradict our argument, since we suggest that unions in the Netherlands will be less
able to offer protection to (permanent) workers, since their position is relatively weak
compared to other countries.
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