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ABSTRACT 
The aim of this thesis is to explore and explain how job quality in organizations using 
temporary agency work (TAW) is shaped by national regulatory regimes and how 
organizational practices and employee experiences in this context relate to patterns of 
workforce segmentation. The thesis also aims to contribute to the development of the 
PDR model of workplace health (Quinlan et al., 2001), testing it as a conceptual 
framework through comparative case studies in the context of TAW use.  
The thesis draws on the multilevel mixed-methods comparative case study 
methodology. Data is collected at the two manufacturing sites of one multinational 
company (MNC) using TAW in contrasting EU regulatory regimes: Sweden and 
Poland. The MNC has the same production system, follows the same flexibility 
strategy and uses agency workers and user firm employees in the same jobs at both 
sites. As such, this data allows a unique opportunity to “control for” organizational 
level variables in exploring the impact of regulatory regimes. Throughout the study, 
qualitative data from expert interviews with employer and union representatives, 
documents and on-site observations is sequentially integrated with survey data at 
employee level. 
Empirical part of the thesis relies on three studies. Study I investigates the role of 
regulatory regimes in shaping workplace level occupational health and safety (OHS) 
in using TAW. Results illustrate how workplace level practices that impact OHS are 
overwhelmingly shaped by economic pressures and suggests a hierarchical 
relationship between the factors of the PDR model, with economic pressures and work 
disorganization moderating the effect of regulatory failure. Study II explores social 
support at workplaces using TAW, contextualizing employee-level survey results in 
qualitative data at organizational and regulatory level. Results indicate higher 
perceived support for agency workers when compared to user firm employees, 
particularly in the context of organizational segregation and exclusion. Qualitative 
data allows to conclude that exclusionary practices increased agency workers’ need 
for support as well as reliance on informal support mechanisms and while that need 
was met in the user firm, there was an associated risk of insufficiency of support for 
regular employees. Study III explores the role of regulatory and organizational level 
contextual factors in shaping OHS outcomes in the form of work accidents and work-
related exhaustion. The results show higher accident risk for TAW in both cases, but 
different comparative pattern for exhaustion, where higher level of exhaustion for user 
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firm employees could be explained by segregation of TAW into organizational 
periphery and increased task complexity for user firm employees.  
In conclusion, this thesis connects national regulatory regimes to organizational 
practices of TAW use, showing that job quality in general and OHS in particular are 
largely shaped by regulation addressing economic pressures rather than work 
disorganization. In capturing the complex, interconnected and contextual nature of job 
quality experiences in organizations using TAW, this thesis finds that the inconclusive 
associations between TAW and health outcomes is an inevitability and research into 
job quality in TAW needs to address contextual pathways and mechanisms.  
 
Keywords: job quality, OHS, temporary agency work, employment regulation, 
workforce segmentation, workforce flexibility, PDR model of workplace health 
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SAMMANFATTNING PÅ SVENSKA 
Syftet med denna avhandling är att utforska och förklara hur nationell reglering 
formar organisationers användning av inhyrd personal. Vidare undersöks hur 
mönster av integrering respektive segmentering i organisationerna påverkar 
kvaliteten i arbetet för de som arbetar där, både inhyrda och ordinarie anställda. 
Avhandlingen har särskilt fokus på arbetsmiljö - ett område som är hårt 
reglerat men ändå utmanande för alla former av anställningar och särskilt för 
bemanningsanställda.  

Avhandlingen syftar också till att bidra till en teoretisk utveckling av en modell 
för arbetsrelaterad hälsa med uttryckligt fokus på arbetsmiljöns kontextbundna 
drivkrafter - Economic Pressures-Work Disorganization-Regulatory failure 
(PDR) (Quinlan et al., 2001). Detta görs genom att testa modellen i 
organisationer som använder inhyrd personal i två olika nationella kontexter. 
Modellen är ett ramverk som tidigare pekats ut som lovande för att förstå 
mekanismerna bakom arbetsrelaterad hälsa hos bemanningsanställda 
(Hünefeld, Gerstenberg & Hüffmeier, 2020).  

Avhandlingen adresserar två huvudsakliga luckor som identifierats i 
forskningen. För det första saknas kunskap om regleringens inverkan på 
användningen av inhyrd arbetskraft och hur detta påverkar kvaliteten i arbetet 
och välbefinnande. För det andra ägnar forskningen och praktiken 
förhållandevis lite uppmärksamhet åt effekterna av användningen av dessa 
atypiska anställningsformer på organisationsnivå. Detta trots att användningen 
av extern arbetskraft sannolikt även påverkar organisationens ”insiders” 
(ordinarie anställdas) arbete, deras möjligheter och relationer på arbetsplats. 
Den här typen av undersökningar blir allt viktigare i en tid då beslutsfattare 
och praktiker all oftare dras in i en effektivitetsdiskurs om användningen av 
flexibel arbetskraft, samtidigt som arbetsgivare möter en åldrande arbetskraft, 
kompetensbrist och växande mänskliga, ekonomiska och samhälleliga 
kostnader för ohälsa på arbetet (Landsbergis, Grzywacz & LaMontagne, 
2014). 

Avhandlingen bygger på en fallstudie-design där kvalitativa data såsom  
expertintervjuer, dokument och observationer på organisationsnivå integreras 
med kvantitativa data från enkäter besvarade av anställda och inhyrda. 
Datainsamlingen har genomförts på två olika arbetsplatser inom ett 
multinationellt företag (MNC) som använder inhyrd personal. Arbetsplatserna 
har likartade produktionssystem och följer samma globala flexibilitets-
strategier. Fallstudierna är valda så att de representerar två kontrasterande 
institutionella system för inhyrning av arbetskraft inom EU: Sverige och 
Polen. Sverige utmärks av en liberal reglering för användning av inhyrda 
samtidigt som de bemanningsanställda har ekonomisk trygghet. Det polska 
regelverket syftar till att begränsa användningen av inhyrd arbetskraft men 
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bidrar också till otrygghet för de bemanningsanställda. Genom att välja dessa 
två kontexter ges en unik möjlighet att studera två arbetsplatser med liknande 
organisatoriska och uppgiftsrelaterade faktorer, samtidigt som valet av 
fallstudier erbjuder maximal variation på nationell nivå.  

De empiriska delarna av avhandlingen består av tre artiklar baserade på dessa 
två jämförande fallstudier. Den första studien bygger på 14 semistrukturerade 
intervjuer med arbetsgivare och fackliga representanter. Studien undersöker på 
vilket sätt den nationella regleringen formar hur organisationen använder 
bemanningsanställda och hur ledningen arbetar med arbetsmiljö. Studie II och 
III inkluderar individperspektivet genom en enkätstudie omfattar både 
anställda och inhyrda på de båda arbetsplatserna. Studie II fokuserar på den 
sociala aspekten av arbetet genom att undersöka upplevt sociala stöd från 
överordnade och kollegor medan Studie III fokuserar på kontextuella 
förklaringar till arbetsolyckor och arbetsrelaterad utmattning. 

Avhandlingens resultat illustrerar hur regelverk formar arbetsplatsernas 
användning av inhyrda vilket i sin tur har betydelse för de anställdas och de 
inhyrdas arbetsmiljö och kvalitet i arbetet. Den svenska regleringen har 
underlättat en långsiktig strategisk integration av inhyrda i 
arbetsorganisationen. Inhyrda och ordinarie anställda utför samma 
arbetsuppgifter och deltar i gemensamma utbildningar och möten. Den 
restriktiva lagstiftningen i Polen visade sig inte förhindra inhyrning utan ledde 
snarare till att inhyrda används som en flexibel buffert, segregerad i 
lågkvalificerade uppgifter i organisationens periferi. De inhyrda är 
exkluderade från formella sociala arrangemang samt saknar möjlighet till 
kompetensutveckling.  

De arbetsmiljömässiga resultaten från de två arbetsplatserna speglar dessa 
integrations- respektive segmenteringsmönster men synliggör också en trade-
off där den ordinarie personalen upplever hög arbetsintensitet och lågt socialt 
stöd liksom hög förekomst av arbetsrelaterad utmattning. Detta gäller särskilt 
när inhyrningen speglar ett segmenteringsmönster. Det avsedda syftet med 
strikt reglering för att skapa ”harmonisering” får därmed sägas ha misslyckats. 
Dessutom visar resultaten från det svenska fallet att även när de 
bemanningsanställdas arbetsförhållanden låg i linje med ordinarie anställdas 
förhållanden upplevde de bemanningsanställda trots detta en hög subjektiv 
osäkerhet – något som för övrigt har bidragit till debatten om möjligheten att 
utvidga anställningsskyddet för atypiska anställningar (Rubery et al., 2018). 
Avhandlingen bidrar även till att visa att det råder ett hierarkiskt förhållande 
inom dimensionerna för PDR-modellen för arbetsplatshälsa (Quinlan et al., 
2001), där brist på (eller misslyckad) reglering formar ekonomiskt press och 
organisatorisk oordning. 

Pille Strauss-Raats 

 

Sammanfattningsvis visar denna avhandling betydelsen av regleringens 
påverkan avseende hur arbetsförhållanden och arbetsmiljö utformas i 
organisationer som använder inhyrd arbetskraft. Vidare belyses hur 
användningen kan påverka kvaliteten i arbetet negativt, inte bara för 
bemanningsanställda utan också för deras kollegor med ordinarie anställningar 
på samma företag. 
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FOREWORD 
Occupational health and safety has perhaps never before been as 
relevant to the public at large as it is now in the midst of the global 
pandemic of Covid-19, resulting in unprecedented shutdowns of 
economies, social isolation of friends, families, colleagues and 
communities, experiences of illness, fear and loss of life. As a stark 
contrast to the world “before”, everyday public discourse now abounds 
with discussions of necessity of personal protective equipment, 
proportionality of regulatory measures to deal with health risks in 
relation to economic loss, the balancing of outcomes of physical disease 
or mental health problems, and last but not least, the impact of labour 
practices such as use of flexible workforce. In Sweden, after years of 
cost-cutting and practices encouraging use of precarious labour in the 
care sector, the pandemic has forced decision-makers to face the fact 
that rather than blaming individual workers for showing up sick or not 
following the rules, the devastating spread of Covid-19 into nations’ 
care homes can be largely traced back to work organization, shaped by 
political and economic choices. Though in a very different context, the 
same themes are also central to this thesis, exploring how contextual 
constraints and opportunities shape jobs and work-related health. In this, 
my hope is that the explored themes and findings of this thesis have 
wider relevance and can contribute not only to “existing knowledge” on 
paper, but also to improving “real” jobs in practice. 

Combining practice and academia has coloured my own path to this 
point, with twists and turns across academic disciplines but also 
workplaces, institutions and country borders. To “walk the talk” of 
insecurity and precarious employment, the “otherness” and exclusion, 
but also privilege in opportunity, resources and growing inclusion in the 
path to PhD has been invaluable, even if not exactly a health-promoting 
experience. Still, I would do it again in a heartbeat and am thankful for 
the chance (and also that it is now all over!).  
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Never takes a vacation or holiday, never asks for a rise. 
Never costs you for slack time. Workload drops, you drop her. 
Never has a slipped disc or a loose tooth. Not on your time anyways. 
Never fails to please. 
 
This “dream” of an employee, the Kelly girl from the 1950s US, 
signifies the birth of modern temporary agency work (TAW), but has 
also been contributing to a normative change that has shaped 
employment relations in general (Hatton, 2008). TAW, also called 
labour hire, temporary staffing or leasing of workers, is a form of 
atypical work notable for its triangular contractual relationship that 
combines business and employment relations, playing increasingly 
important role in organizational flexibility networks (Kalleberg, 2001). 
Though contractual patterns and regulatory conditions can differ, most 
commonly an agency worker is hired by a temporary work agency 
(TWA) and dispatched to work at user firm premises. The work is thus 
carried out under user firm supervision and control, while the TWA 
retains employer responsibility that includes wage and social security 
payments, but importantly, also duty of care for health and safety at 
work. Motivations for using TAW are commonly explained by the need 
for flexibility to adjust workforce numbers and skill levels to fluctuating 
demand (Davis-Blake & Uzzi, 1993, Purcell, Purcell & Tailby, 2004), 
but also to screen employees before hiring decisions, both justified by 
rigidities and high protection levels in regulatory frameworks for 
standard employment relationship (SER) (Autor, 2003, Houseman, 
Kalleberg & Erickcek, 2003). Several authors emphasize risk-sharing as 
a factor underlying user firm strategic decisions for TAW use – TAW 
exposes workers to a higher level of market pressures (Rubery et al., 
2018) and allows a level of risk outsourcing in terms of both 
employment costs and potential negative health externalities (Davis-
Blake & Uzzi, 1993, Doeringer & Piore, 1985, Peck & Theodore, 1998, 
Quinlan et al., 2009). At the same time, TAW is seen by some as an 
empowering answer to workers’ increasing wishes to self-steer their 
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careers, offering access to labour markets and skill development for 
vulnerable groups as well as ability to combine work and private 
interests (Handy, 1995, WEC, 2018). By this logic, TAW answers the 
flexibility needs for both sides of the labour relations in our “era of 
flexibility” (Isidorsson & Kubisa, 2018). 

However, as has been increasingly pointed out in the academic research, 
the win-win outcome in flexibility through TAW is hard to reconcile 
with the “never fails to please” expectation enforced by economic 
insecurities (Hall, 2016, Underhill & Quinlan, 2011). As emphasized by 
Jonsson (2007), work-related flexibility for one party is likely to have a 
flip side of instability/insecurity for the other that, considering labour 
market power relations, tends to be increasingly biased towards workers 
(Rubery et al., 2018). Increase in low-quality precarious jobs 
characterized by insecurity and lack of choice (McKay et al., 2012) has 
consequences for living situations, health and wellbeing of not only 
workers themselves but also the communities they are embedded in 
(Landsbergis et al., 2014, Cazes, Hijzen & Saint-Martin, 2015), with 
ample evidence connecting insecurity with poor physical and mental 
health (Ferrie et al., 2008, De Witte, Pienaar & De Cuyper, 2016, 
Sverke, Hellgren & Näswall, 2002, Virtanen et al., 2005, 2011). 
Furthermore, precarisation has consequences for (in)stability of social 
structures, contributing to social exclusion and increasing inequalities 
in wealth and opportunity (Standing, 2010, 2011). 

What is known of job quality and its outcomes in TAW supports these 
concerns, as TAW jobs tend to be described as precarious, associated 
with high insecurity, poor working conditions and increased risk for 
injury (Håkansson, Isidorsson & Strauss-Raats, 2013, McKay et al., 
2012, Underhill & Quinlan, 2011). Much of the underlying causes are 
attributed to ambiguities in employer responsibility and organizational 
membership, arising from the triangular nature of TAW, but also the 
insecurity of TAW short-term nature and the economic vulnerability of 
workforce engaged in the sector, impairing individual and collective 
voice (Aletraris, 2010, Underhill & Quinlan, 2011). Poor support from 
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TWA, outsider status and temporariness risks supportive relationships 
at workplace and exposes workers to conflict risk (Cornes et al., 2013, 
Garsten, 2008, Winkler & Mahmood, 2015). TAW is commonly used 
in hazardous jobs and sectors, the safety risks exacerbated by changing 
assignments and low tenure, poor training and worker inexperience 
(Håkansson et al., 2013). While these factors can be conducive to poor 
health outcomes on their own, their combination can spawn a synergistic 
detrimental effect (Ferrie et al., 2008). However, beyond this trend of 
poor TAW conditions in comparison to standard employment, there is 
diversity that calls into question the “all-bad” nature of TAW. 

Thus, even if being relatively few and fragmented, there are examples 
where agency workers’ experiences do not differ from other groups in 
terms of job quality or they evaluate certain characteristics of their jobs 
more highly than those working in standard employment. In a Dutch 
representative sample, Kompier et al. (2009) did not find differences in 
perceived social support and found agency workers to experience lower 
pace of work than those in SER. Interviewing UK call centre workers, 
Biggs and Swailes (2006) reported perceptions that agency workers 
could more easily say no to the “extras” on the job whereas direct-hired 
employees were expected to perform additional tasks without added 
compensation. In the Swedish context, Allvin, Jacobson and Isaksson 
(2003) found better role clarity, more control over working time and 
lower exhaustion levels among nurses hired through an agency rather 
than directly by local municipalities. Similarly, de Ruyter et al. (2008), 
reported better pay and control over working time as “pull” factors into 
TAW in the UK care work. It is relevant to note for the latter examples 
that the relatively poor quality of jobs in direct-hired employment 
served as a comparison point and a “push” factor into TAW. Similarly, 
TAW emerges as of good quality when the comparator is undocumented 
work, zero-hour contracts or some forms of self-employment as well as 
gig work in the platform economy (de Groen et al., 2018, McKay et al., 
2012). Agencies’ own websites thus commonly emphasize eligibility 
for vacation, sick pay and social insurance as benefits rather than the 
basic standard of decent employment. 
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Further emphasizing the interconnected and relational nature of work 
practices and employee experiences, the use of precarious employment 
is associated with segmentation and/or driving down job quality in 
general, both in terms of objective working conditions but also 
subjective perceptions (Adams & Deakin, 2014, Rubery et al., 2018). 
An example is offered by the “locked-in” phenomenon in Sweden where 
after significant labour market flexibilization in the 1990s it emerged 
that workers tended to stay in no longer satisfactory SER jobs as flexible 
alternatives were perceived to be worse in comparison (Aronsson & 
Göransson, 1999, Stengård et al., 2016). However, while at labour 
market level the polarization and segmentation trends are a prominent 
research theme, along with debates over deteriorating employment 
standards, organizational processes have received less attention, as 
those working in SER contracts have largely been depicted as being 
privileged in comparison to those in atypical work. Even as some 
authors do point out that TAW is likely to change workplace dynamics 
and culture (Gundert & Hohendanner, 2014, Holst, Nachtwey & Dörre, 
2010, Ward et al., 2001), empirical research investigating the why and 
the how of this impact from an organizational perspective is very 
limited.  

Small but emerging literature that does look into this includes examples 
of job content impoverishment, deterioration of social relationships 
within user firms (Davis-Blake, Broschak and George, 2003, Wilkin, de 
Jong and Rubino, 2018) and increasing perception of insecurity 
(Banerjee, Tolbert and DiCiccio, 2012), that in turn can incentivize 
compliance with increasing managerial demands (Taylor, 2013) and 
intensify work process (Holst et al., 2010). In the UK, Bryson (2013) 
showed association between the presence of TAW and anxiety for user 
firm employees, likely due to higher intensity of work. 

Even as there is a relative consensus over general factors contributing 
to poor occupational health and safety (OHS) in precarious labour, 
captured by the economic pressures-work disorganization and 
regulatory failure (PDR) model by Quinlan and colleagues (2001), there 
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is also notable diversity in conditions across countries, sectors and jobs, 
which makes it difficult to identify specific contextualized pathways of 
impact (McKay et al., 2012, Håkansson et al., 2013, Hünefeld et al., 
2020). TAW can thus entail open-ended employment protected by 
collective agreements as in Sweden (Håkansson & Isidorsson, 2016) or 
daily assignments characterized by “warm bodies delivered on time” in 
the US (Peck & Theodore, 1998). As much of research into TAW has 
been conducted in liberal market economies such as Australia, US and 
the UK where employers are less constrained in their choices by 
regulatory frameworks (Kalleberg, 2001), findings from these contexts 
may not be representative for the conditions in more protective 
institutional regimes. Considering the context-bound, interconnected 
and multidimensional nature of job quality (Munoz de Bustillo et al., 
2009, Cazes et al., 2015), any conclusions on specific job quality 
mechanisms in TAW must thus be drawn with caution. There is an 
acknowledged lack of in-depth comparative research exploring how 
organizations adapt their strategies and implement regulatory 
requirements within their specific institutional contexts and how 
employees experience these conditions, paying attention to relations 
between different employee groups (Holman, 2013, Isidorsson & 
Kubisa, 2019, Kalleberg, 2001). 

Addressing the impact of TAW use on experiences of workers 
employed on different contracts has increasing relevance. While it 
might be argued that after initial growth, TAW has stabilized and is still 
a relatively minor player at most labour markets, the ripple effects of its 
use are likely to extend much further than the category of “currently 
employed”. The “real” share of TAW employment is increased by high 
mobility in this sector (Ward et al., 2001), exemplified in Sweden by 
yearly employee turnover at ca. 50% (Andersson Joona & Wadensjö, 
2010). Additionally, TAW is mainly used in large undertakings. 
Swedish data shows that more than half of enterprises with over 100 
employees use TAW services (Håkansson & Isidorsson, 2016), meaning 
that the share of workforce working side-by-side with agency workers 
and thus likely being affected by this practice is considerable.  
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1.1 AIM AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
This thesis aims to explore and explain how job quality in organizations 
using TAW is shaped by national regulatory regimes and how 
organizational practices and employee experiences in this context relate 
to patterns of workforce segmentation. The thesis also aims to contribute 
to the theoretical development of the PDR model of workplace health 
(Quinlan et al., 2001), testing it as a conceptual framework through 
comparative case studies in the context of TAW use.  

Overall research questions guiding this investigation are: 
1. How do regulatory frameworks shape organizational-level 

practices in using TAW, with focus on organizational 
integration and OHS practices? 

2. How could employee experiences of job quality in TAW use be 
explained in different organizational and regulatory contexts? 

3. What are the relevant aspects of economic pressures, work 
disorganization and regulatory failure that shape job quality in 
TAW use in different regulatory settings and how are these 
aspects interrelated?  

Pille Strauss-Raats 

 9 

1.2 ORGANIZATION OF THE THESIS 
Following the introductory chapter, the thesis will present the 
background to the nature and development of TAW industry in Chapter 
2. This is followed by Chapter 3 presenting theoretical frameworks that 
form the conceptual basis of this research. First, an overview will be 
given of the concept of job quality in its multidimensional and 
contextual form, relying on the job quality framework by Munoz de 
Bustillo et al. (2009). Social dimension of job quality along with OHS 
and work-related wellbeing are presented in more detail, including 
pathways from job characteristics to risk and harm to employee health. 
Workforce segmentation will be discussed in relation to institutional and 
organizational contexts and PDR model of workplace health (Quinlan 
et al., 2001) will be introduced as the key conceptual model underlying 
the empirical exploration. Chapter 4 presents existing research of job 
quality in TAW, divided into dimensions of employment quality and 
work quality. It will also present evidence on work-related health 
outcomes for temporary agency workers and introduce the limited 
research looking into the impact of TAW on user firm work 
organization. The chapter will conclude with reflections on data 
availability and reliability in OHS in the context of TAW. Chapter 5 
provides a background to regulatory regimes of TAW in the European 
Union (EU), with more detailed overview of Sweden and Poland as case 
contexts for the empirical material in this thesis. Chapter 6 is a 
methodological chapter, describing research design and process. 
Chapter 7 presents the three individual studies and Chapter 8 draws on 
the main findings of these studies in general discussion, along with 
practical implications and suggestions for future research. Finally, 
Chapter 9 presents an overall conclusion for the thesis. 
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2 BACKGROUND TO TEMPORARY 
AGENCY WORK 

After the initial disrepute arising from exploitative practices and 
regulatory opposition, the TAW industry is gaining prominence 
worldwide, strategically carving markets towards higher skilled sectors 
and new economic areas (Coe, Jones & Ward, 2010, Hatton, 2008, Peck, 
Theodore & Ward, 2005). In 2018, members of the World Employment 
Confederation (WEC, previously Ciett), the trade federation of private 
employment agencies, placed about 58 million workers into 
assignments and TAW is showing strong growth in global turnover, 
with temporary work agencies now among the worlds’ largest 
employers (WEC, 2018). 

In Europe, following a strong initial growth phase starting in the 1990s, 
largely opened up by the adoption of ILO Convention 181 on the Private 
Employment Agencies, TAW penetration rates have reached a level of 
relative stability at around 2-3% of labour force while showing a slight 
upwards trend (WEC, 2020). There is a significant national variation in 
characteristics of workers employed in TAW and its main sectors of use, 
this having relevance when interpreting TAW characteristics and job 
quality experiences across countries. In Poland, TAW is most prevalent 
in manufacturing and low-skilled or unskilled occupations (Mrozowicki 
& Maciejewska, 2016) while manufacturing and administrative jobs are 
nearly equally prevalent in Swedish TAW (Bemanningsföretagen, 
2013). Exemplifying gender differences, employment of men and 
women is nearly equal in Swedish TAW whereas there is a strong 
overrepresentation of men in Germany but women in Russia (Ciett, 
2013). Overrepresentation of young and relatively low-skilled workers 
characterizes TAW everywhere, though the practice is expanding 
upwards and outwards from low-skilled blue-collar and secretarial jobs 
to new sectors, high-skilled jobs, and also wider worker demographics 
(Contouris et al., 2016). The potential hold that TAW can have over 
labour markets is illustrated by the industry’s control over access to jobs 
in certain segments or industries (McKay et al., 2012, Ward et al., 2001), 
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exemplified by the manufacturing sector in some German industrial 
regions where employment opportunities outside TAW are scarce 
(Holst et al., 2010). Though there is some regional or individual 
variation, only limited empirical support exists for the claim that TAW 
forms a steppingstone into better-quality permanent employment 
(Hveem, 2013, Kvasnicka, 2009). Limited access to user firm internal 
labour markets is exemplified in Poland where according to TAW 
representative organization, only about 15% of agency workers were 
hired on permanent contracts by their host organizations (PFHR, 2015).  

Even though employment protection legislation (EPL) in general or 
restrictions to TAW practice in particular are debated as facilitators or 
hindrances to TAW use, there is increasing evidence that local 
expansion patterns of TAW tend to be disconnected from their 
regulatory regimes (Contouris et al., 2016). Sweden and Poland can 
serve as examples, representing very different regulatory contexts but 
being both among EU countries that have experienced some of the 
strongest growth in TAW (McKay et al., 2012). In Sweden, TAW 
employment has risen to over 260 000 in 2018 from the starting point 
of near zero in 1993 when labour mediation for profit was first legalized 
(Kompetensföretagen, 2020). In Poland the growth of the industry got 
its formal start at around 2003 when the Employment of Temporary 
Agency Workers Act came into force, reaching the level of employing 
over 700 000 workers in 2014 (Lewandowski & Magda, 2017).  

Even as the keyword used to describe TAW is flexibility, its use helps 
user firms to achieve not only flexibility but also stability of labour use 
- keeping workforce levels “lean” through the opportunity to quickly 
replace absent employees or temporarily increase staff in response to 
peaking demand (Håkansson & Isidorsson, 2007, Kalleberg, 2001). 
Flexibility as a desired variation in response to change (Jonsson, 2007) 
can take various forms, though most critical for TAW is the 
differentiation between numerical and functional flexibility, reflecting 
debates on workforce segmentation. Organizational strategies of 
numerical flexibility are thus built on changing workforce size, retaining 
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a share of core workers with specialized knowledge while increasing 
and decreasing the number of those in peripheral positions, the role of 
which are often externalized to agency workers. Functional flexibility 
describes multiskilling of employees so that they can move between 
tasks, with agency workers’ external position often limiting their 
opportunities for skill development to fulfil this role (Kantelius, 2012).  

The key feature of TAW, rationalized by employers as a means to 
achieve flexibility and efficiency (Ward et al., 2001), is not its 
temporariness but rather the triangular contractual relationship that 
combines business and employment (Figure 1). Critically, it allows 
“outsourcing” of not only administrative and labour costs and financial 
risks but also workplace hazards, employer duty of care and negative 
health externalities to work agencies and employees (Kalleberg, 2001, 
Quinlan et al., 2009). The extent of this allowance depends on the nature 
and strength of regulatory standards and labour market power relations.  

TAW thus contrasts with SER, defined as full-time continuous 
employment relationship between a worker and an employer complete 
with a social wage but being additionally characterized by one 
employer, work under the supervision and control of this employer as 
well as normally taking place at employer’s premises (Vosko, 2011). 
The triangular nature of TAW introduces uncertainty and ambiguity into 

Employment Supervision Business

SER

Worker

Employer

TAW

(Agency) Worker

Employer -
Temporary Work

Agency
User Firm

Figure 1. Comparison of employment, supervision and commercial relationships in 
standard employment relationship and temporary agency work. (Strauss-Raats 2019: 
214). 
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employer responsibility over working conditions and work-related 
health outcomes (Gonos, 1997, Underhill & Quinlan, 2011). Further, it 
exposes agency workers to a higher degree of market pressures than 
those in SER and contributes to economic vulnerability, the outcome 
described as a developing regime of precariousness (Ward et al., 2001).  

Building on Deakin and Wilkinson (2005), Rubery et al. (2018) describe 
non-standard forms of employment such as TAW to diverge from SER 
in four key aspects: security of income during work and non-work, 
opportunity for skill and career development, fair treatment and life 
outside work (SOFL framework). Those with conditions farthest from 
SER are thus likely to have the most insecure and vulnerable jobs and 
conversely, extending protections of SER to atypical employment is 
proposed to improve TAW jobs through employee empowerment and 
reduced vulnerability to market forces (Adams & Deakin, 2014, Rubery 
et al., 2018). Others have voiced criticism towards attempts at 
improving atypical jobs by approximating it to standard employment on 
the basis of equal treatment while ignoring structural inequalities and 
vulnerabilities faced by workers in these jobs (Standing, 2011, Vosko, 
2011).  
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3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
Following sections will give an overview of the key theoretical and 
conceptual frameworks this study relies on, discussing the concept of 
job quality in general while paying specific attention to two of its facets 
that are in focus for the articles included in this thesis – occupational 
health and safety and the social dimension of job quality. The concept 
of precarious work will be introduced as the flip side of job quality, 
relevant for debates on labour market segmentation both at the 
institutional and the organizational level. Finally, a detailed account will 
be given of the PDR model of workplace health (Quinlan et al., 2001, 
Quinlan & Bohle, 2004) as a key conceptual framework used in two of 
the included studies and a focus point of theoretical contribution of this 
thesis. 

3.1 THE MULTIDIMENSIONAL CONCEPT OF 
JOB QUALITY 

“More and better jobs” was the agenda that brought job quality into the 
focus of European employment policy as a response to the need to 
ensure economic competitiveness and social sustainability in response 
to globalisation (European Commission, 2001). Since then, job quality 
has received increasing attention both in policy and research. As there 
is no one acknowledged definition of job quality and the elements it 
includes, the term is used as an umbrella concept covering a number of 
employment and work characteristics (Burchell et al., 2013, Holman, 
2013, Muñoz de Bustillo et al., 2009, Cazes et al., 2015). As an example, 
Muñoz de Bustillo et al. (2009), in framing job quality for European 
Parliament, have defined it as features of work and employment that are 
associated with employee wellbeing. Job quality is connected to the 
concept of precarious work, though while the latter has its focus on 
particular negative dimensions of work such as insecurity and lack of 
control, job quality is at least by name inherently salutogenetic (Munoz 
de Bustillo et al., 2009). Neither job quality nor precariousness are 
intrinsically polarized ideas but can be viewed on a continuum, 
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reflecting an extent to which work and employment promote wellbeing 
or induce insecurity (Green, 2006, McClelland & Holman, 2015). While 
work in all types of contracts entails both “good” and “bad” elements, it 
has been consistently shown that “bad jobs” with their precarious work 
and employment conditions tend to cluster, commonly in connection 
with particular atypical forms of employment such as TAW (Gallie, 
2013, Kalleberg, 2011). 

Operationalizing and measuring the quality of work and employment 
has gained prominence through the attempt to move on from evaluating 
societal development purely by economic indicators and the need to 
capture the effects of globalisation and deindustrialisation (Burchell et 
al., 2013). Interest in capturing and measuring job quality is manifested 
in a wide array of job quality frameworks in use by policy makers, social 
partners and researchers. A few examples include ILO Decent Work 
Indicators (ILO, 2012), UNECE framework for measuring quality of 
employment (UNECE, 2015), Eurofound Job Quality Framework based 
on the European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS) (Eurofound, 
2012) and OECD Job Quality framework (Cazes et al., 2015). 
Reflecting conceptual diversity in this field, the named frameworks 
include considerable variation both in operationalizations and 
measurement approaches, though there is a general understanding that 
job quality is a dynamic multilevel and multidimensional concept, 
covering both employment and work-related factors (Figure 2).  

Acknowledging that job quality is a multidimensional concept with a 
degree of interconnections and trade-offs between its components 
(Isidorsson & Kubisa, 2019, Muñoz de Bustillo et al., 2009, Cazes et al., 
2015), it is essential to pay attention to interrelationships among its 
dimensions at multiple levels of impact. Thus, while particular job 
characteristics can be agreed upon as outcome measures of job quality, 
the processes set up to achieve desired outcomes are defined as its 
procedural elements (Muñoz de Bustillo et al., 2011). In the context of 
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OHS, an inclusive process of workplace risk assessment can thus be 
defined as a procedural aspect of job quality while both hazard exposure 
and work accidents are outcomes. In another example illustrating wide-
reaching multidimensional effects, work-related insecurity can lead to 
detrimental outcomes in income, skill development opportunities, 
autonomy, control and participation, but also hazard exposure and 
collegial relationships, impacting health and wellbeing through a variety 
of mechanisms (De Cuyper et al., 2008).  

Following this logic, there is also potential for multidimensional 
improvements in job quality. Isidorsson and Kubisa (2019) propose a 
concept of “flexiquality”, switching focus from hindrances to 
opportunities in search of practices that offer flexibility while improving 
(or less ambitiously, at least not deteriorating) job quality. While the 
feasibility of this agenda can be questioned based on what is so far 
known of the relationship between flexibility for employers and job 
quality for employees (Karlsson, 2019), the concept has merit in 
emphasizing the necessity to balance flexibility with not only security 
(particularly in its limited format focused on labour market transitions) 
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but with job quality in its multidimensional and contextually bounded 
form (Muñoz de Bustillo et al., 2009, Holman, 2013). 

3.1.1 SUBJECTIVE VS OBJECTIVE APPROACH TO 
JOB QUALITY 

An ongoing debate concerning job quality and its components relates to 
its assessment as either an objective or a subjective concept. Objective 
dimensions are those that exist independently of subjective awareness 
and can be assessed by external observers based on specific criteria. 
Subjective dimensions in turn are accessed through self-reporting of 
worker’s own experiences (Veenhoven, 2002). Accordingly, elements 
of objective dimensions of job quality include aspects like wages and 
working time, opportunities for collective representation or exposure to 
a particular noise level. Measures such as perception of workload, 
autonomy at work or social support most often include a subjective 
assessment. Exemplifying this division through job insecurity – a job 
can objectively be classified as insecure based on an atypical contract 
but is subjectively insecure when an employee worries over high 
likelihood of job loss (Probst, 2005).  

To an extent, the objectivist tradition considers job characteristics as an 
end in themselves (share of atypical labour in the workforce for 
example) while the subjectivist approach relies on fulfilment of 
preferences, with satisfaction, happiness or health as the goal (Austin, 
2016). As such, subjective measurements collected through self-
assessments can be criticized as being unstable, incomparable and easily 
manipulated (Veenhoven, 2002), reflecting personal dispositions and 
circumstances and relying on social comparison where a particular 
reference group can have poor standards or low expectations. As pointed 
out by Vosko (2006), how job features are understood and perceived is 
normatively embedded in historical and cultural norms and 
expectations, rendering any subjective measurement of job quality to be 
inevitably relative. In practice, the objective-subjective distinction can 
be difficult to make as measurement of job characteristics often entails 
self-reported assessments and any association to wellbeing inherently 
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includes a dimension of preference fulfilment. In recognition of these 
considerations, as well as in acknowledgement of multi-dimensionality 
of job quality, analytical frameworks tend to combine both objective 
and subjective dimensions (Munoz-Bustillo et al 2009, Cazes et al., 
2015). 

As emphasized by Muñoz de Bustillo et al. (2009), job quality as a 
multidimensional concept inherently entails an aggregated combination 
of dimensions of work and employment. This thesis does not aim for a 
comprehensive aggregated single measure but strives to capture a 
selected set of procedural and outcome dimensions that are particularly 
relevant for the context of TAW use. Additionally, while job quality 
frameworks tend to pay little attention to associations between different 
job attributes, this study explores how different elements of employment 
and work are interconnected. In doing so, both objective and subjective 
measures are included, with focus on OHS as well as social dimension 
of jobs. 

3.1.2 THE SOCIAL DIMENSION OF JOB QUALITY 
Inclusion of the social work environment in job quality frameworks is 
inconsistent, surprisingly so considering the fundamental effect of 
social relationships on human wellbeing (Johnson & Hall, 1988, Thoits, 
2011). Need for companionship is understood as a basic human need in 
theology (Lane, 2000), developmental and community health (Hughes 
& Gove, 1981), psychology (Eisenberger & Lieberman, 2004) as well 
as sociology (Putnam, 2000, Berkman et al., 2000). Satisfaction with 
social relations has been found to influence wellbeing more than income 
(Lane, 2000) and estimated damage of social isolation on health has 
been compared to obesity or smoking (House, Landis & Umberson, 
1988).  

Job quality frameworks that do include social aspects of work capture it 
through the availability of help and support from supervisors and co-
workers, having friends at work or feeling as a part in a workplace 
community. Diversity in operationalizations reflect differences in 
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theoretical approaches, methodological choices and data availability as 
well as context-specificity. Muñoz de Bustillo et al. (2009) capture the 
social aspects of jobs through the dimensions of collegial support and 
workplace friendships, while others use concepts such as social support 
(McClelland and Holman, 2015), comradeship (Green, 2006), 
collegiality (Tangian, 2007), interpersonal relationships (Clark, 2005) 
and social connections (Stiglitz, Sen & Fitoussi, 2009). Importantly, 
social relations can include a negative dimension of social strain (Rook, 
1990), captured by measures such as intimidation and discrimination 
(OECD, 2016) but evident also in practices of avoidance, exclusion and 
conflict (Viittala & Kantala, 2016). Most of these conceptualisations are 
strongly subjective, though some of their elements, such as social 
connections or participation, can be measured objectively. 

Social support, a resource developing in social networks (Coleman, 
1988), is thus the most common dimension of social work environment 
in studies of job quality. Support is always positively intended, defined 
as perception of care, esteem and value, feeling part of a community, 
communication and assistance networks (Wills, 1991). It includes 
elements of emotional care and understanding, practical instrumental 
help as well as informational assistance and feedback (House et al., 
1985). Social support can benefit health either through direct effect, 
with emotional support and understanding enhancing self-esteem and 
thus resistance to environmental stressors (Berkman & Glass, 2000, 
Cohen & Wills, 1985, Thoits, 2011). Alternatively, stress-buffering or 
matching hypothesis see support as a resource for alleviating strain in 
response to particular environmental demands, mobilised in challenging 
situations and shielding from adverse consequences of stress, for 
example through practical help with high workload (Thoits, 2011).  

Furthermore, social support can be defined as either perceived or 
received. Perceived support describes a generalized belief in availability 
of support while received support captures actually experienced 
supportive actions by others. Perceived support shows stronger 
associations to mental health and well-being (Uchino, 2004). Perceived 
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support is also particularly relevant in the context of TAW with its 
changing assignments and short-term employment where there may be 
little opportunity and time to base estimations on “real” social work 
environment at the place of assignment and estimations are built upon 
previous experiences or expectations.  

Availability of social support is thus conditioned by one’s integration in 
relevant social networks (Brissette, Cohen & Seeman, 2000). In the 
context of atypical labour such as TAW, the “outsiders” to the 
organization can thus be at risk for lower support while situational 
insecurities may at the same time increase their need for support as a 
coping resource (Bosmans et al., 2015, Isaksson & Bellaagh, 1999, 
Smith, 1998). Outsider status can be amplified by visible and invisible 
organizational borders, for example through different uniforms, access 
to formal information sources such as meetings or documents, exclusion 
from informal networks of relations that take time to develop but also 
by symbolic gestures such as not receiving a Christmas present along 
with other employees (Byoung-Hoon & Frenkel, 2004, Garsten, 2008, 
Gundert & Hohendanner, 2014, Smith & Neuwirth, 2008, Viittala & 
Kantala, 2016, Winkler & Mahmood, 2015). As a compensatory 
mechanism in case of organizational exclusion, employees may increase 
their efforts to form personal connections and build informal networks 
(Bosmans et al., 2015, Vajen, 2014, Viittala & Kantala, 2016). It has 
been suggested that, in the context of TAW use, positive relationships 
between agency workers and user firm employees are facilitated by 
long-term assignments and organizational integration (Toms & Biggs, 
2014).  

3.1.3 OHS: HAZARD, HARM AND WELLBEING 
At a general level, it can be said that all aspects of job quality are part 
of the theme of OHS, encompassing work-related aspects that are 
associated with employee health. As such, OHS can be understood as 
the flip side of job quality, covering work characteristics that are 
detrimental to health. However, job quality frameworks tend to 
conceptualise OHS as one of its sub-dimensions, describing aspects 
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such as hazard exposure, accident risk or occupational illness. 
Procedural aspects of job quality specifying how certain outcomes are 
to be achieved are particularly relevant for OHS, considering that 
regulatory frameworks have increasingly shifted from outcome-based 
prescriptive standards to process- and management-based standards and 
self-regulation (Johnstone, Quinlan & Walters, 2005, Leka et al., 2016). 
Key principles of occupational health and safety management (OHSM) 
in most modern regulatory contexts thus include continuous 
improvement based on prevention principles, worker consultation and 
participative risk assessment, access to safety induction, availability of 
forums to take up safety concerns and access to preventative 
occupational health services. While efficient implementation of these 
standards can be challenging in any form of employment, it is 
particularly problematic for atypical labour such as TAW (Johnstone et 
al., 2005, Johnstone & Quinlan, 2006). 

Research looking into procedural elements of OHS is relatively scarce, 
especially in the context of atypical labour. One of the better-covered 
areas is worker involvement, with participative mechanisms associated 
with lower injury and illness rates, improved OHS management 
practices and regulatory compliance in different national contexts (see 
Johnstone, Quinlan & Walters, 2005, for an overview). Illustrating 
complex interdependencies between different procedural and outcome 
measures, Dellve, Skagert and Eklöf (2008) showed in a Swedish study 
of healthcare workers how well-organized OHSM structures and 
routines were associated with increased attendance but paradoxically, 
also higher incidence of injuries. Injury reporting was suggested to 
reflect its function as a tool for OHSM, feeding into improvement of 
working conditions and employee wellbeing. This echoes Robinson and 
Smallman (2006), suggesting that accident reporting, particularly for 
minor incidents, can be associated with positive aspects of risk 
awareness and training and not only poor work environment.  

Framing accident reporting through a positive lens serves as a reminder 
for the problem of information gathering in this field, with a general 
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concern for data availability and quality. In work organizations there is 
an acknowledged risk of incident under-reporting, either strategically, 
or incidentally encouraged or discouraged by organizational practices. 
Employees may thus fail to report safety incidents due to lack of access 
to a reporting system, incentives not to report or active discouragement 
to report, lack of knowledge of the nature and obligations in relation to 
work-related health or lack of status to warrant inclusion in reporting 
systems, such as can be the case for TAW (Dorman, 2000, Frick & 
Wren, 2000). A recent meta-analysis found a negative association 
between job insecurity and safety behaviour (Sverke et al., 2019). As 
incident reporting is an aspect of safety compliance, under-reporting 
may be more prevalent among workers who experience high insecurity. 
Furthermore, raising safety concerns relates to social construction of 
risks and injuries, influenced by aspects such as cultural values and 
previous experiences but also clarity over the definitions and procedures 
to be followed (Chen, Tuckey & Cigularov, 2014, Dellve & Hallberg, 
2008, Hall, 2016).  

Care in defining and operationalizing health and illness in the context 
of work is necessitated by complexity of health pathways as well as 
potential legal consequences. ILO (1998) defines a work accident as an 
occurrence arising out of or in the course of work, resulting in injury. 
Accidents are categorized based on their severity, ranging from near 
misses to minor, severe and fatal. According to the logic of the widely 
used “Heinrich’s pyramid”, incidents and minor accidents serve as a 
signal for predicting overall safety performance as they commonly share 
the same underlying causes (Marshall, Hirmas & Singer, 2018, Yorio & 
Moore, 2018). While specific criteria and procedures for classifying an 
accident or an illness as an occupational injury may differ in different 
regulatory regimes, establishing some form of causal connection 
between work and health is always necessary (Takala, 1999). This has 
consequences for employer liability if duty of care in ensuring safe work 
has not been fulfilled, and determines worker access to compensation 
and benefits. However, while for regulatory purposes the emphasis is on 
medical diagnosis, much of research focuses on sub-clinical aspects of 
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wellbeing (or illbeing) in the form of self-rated health, energy or 
exhaustion, affective dimensions of stress or happiness and cognitive 
and attitudinal aspects such as job satisfaction or engagement (Green, 
2006, McClelland & Holman 2015, Warr, 1990). Diversity in outcome 
measures is suggested as one explanation for inconsistency of 
associations between TAW and mental health (Hünefeld et al., 2020).  

It is relevant to keep in mind that not all workplace risks necessarily 
manifest in actual harm, but depend on exposure time and intensity, 
success of risk mitigation mechanisms as well as individual 
physiological, psychological or behavioural responses. The system of 
health determinants includes personal characteristics and situational 
expectations as well as a wide range of contextual factors at work 
organizational, institutional level and more (Dellve et al., 2008). Injury 
can occur directly as in the case of accident due to slipping on a wet 
floor, or in a combination where stressful work can contribute to the risk 
of cardiovascular disease through raised blood pressure or through 
incentivizing unsafe behaviours (Cox, Griffiths & Rial-Gonzalez, 2000, 
De Cuyper et al., 2008, Kivimäki et al., 2012, Landsbergis et al., 2014). 
As occupational diseases take years to develop and have multifactorial 
underlying mechanisms, but injuries are easier to detect and associate 
with specific job conditions, the focus of OHSM has traditionally been 
on accidents rather than illness (Taylor et al., 2003, Bain, Baldry & 
Taylor, 1999). This imbalance is of particular concern for atypical forms 
of labour such as TAW where employees’ work trajectories include 
many short-term assignments and jobs with deficient monitoring of 
hazard exposure, in combination with poor access to occupational health 
services (Quinlan et al., 2001), hampering not only diagnosis of work-
related diseases but also their prevention. Research directly addressing 
this aspect in TAW in particular is nearly non-existent (Håkansson et 
al., 2013).  

For agency workers, inconsistencies in work-related health outcomes 
despite the tendency for objectively precarious terms of work have been 
explained by their younger age and better general health, lower tenure 
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or shorter working hours, but also different expectations to employment 
situation in the form of psychological contract (De Cuyper et al, 2019, 
Hünefeld et al., 2020). The psychological contract perspective 
(Rousseau, 1995) thus explains different responses to objectively 
similar working conditions through personal preferences, expectations 
and needs. Building upon the principles of social exchange and norm of 
reciprocity, trust and fairness (Blau, 2017, Rousseau, 1995), 
relationship between employer and employee is in essence described as 
a trade-off in a series of mutual entitlements and obligations towards 
each other (Isaksson et al., 2010). The nature of the psychological 
contract is shaped by organizational practices and has both transactional 
and relational elements, the former based on short-term focus on 
economic incentives and the latter on long-term commitment (Holland, 
Hecker & Steen, 2002). Within work organization, there can be different 
parties to a psychological contract, for example managers and 
colleagues (Svensson & Wolvén, 2010) but also the organization as a 
whole, thus connecting to the concept of organizational commitment.  

Lower commitment, resignation, stress and long-term health 
impairment (Guest & Conway, 2003) can occur when psychological 
contract is breached, characterized by a mismatch between efforts and 
expected benefits. For the multi-organizational and short-term 
relationships within TAW, it has been proposed that psychological 
contracts tend to be transactional rather than relational (De Cuyper et 
al., 2008) and thus easier for employers to meet (Chambel et al., 2016, 
Isaksson et al., 2010). This is an important aspect of precarious work, 
meaning that the transactional content of a psychological contract 
deemed “sufficient” for eliciting commitment can be as modest as just 
having a job, without elements of job quality such as decent wage or 
advancement opportunities. Permanent employees on the other hand are 
likely to have more relational and harder to meet expectations (Isaksson 
et al., 2010), offering one explanation to why exposure to poor job 
characteristics have been found in some studies to be more harmful for 
their well-being (Bernhard-Oettel, Sverke & De Witte, 2005, Julia et al., 
2017).  
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These debates link back to the question of the nature of job quality as 
either subjective or objective, either having value on its own or being 
mainly relevant as a determinant for health and wellbeing. Objectively 
“bad jobs” can thus be associated with better wellbeing outcomes, at 
least in the short term, as limited labour market opportunities and poor 
quality of work on offer create low-quality reference points and 
expectations. However, with increasing diversity of employment types 
and conditions, the picture is complex.  Employers can build their 
practices on the assumption of transactional interaction, such as when 
using outsourcing through TAW, while employees develop relational 
expectations in long-term assignments, particularly when actively 
investing in workplace relations as a means to improve employment 
prospects.  

3.2 WORKFORCE SEGMENTATION AND 
PRECARISATION 

Debates on workforce segmentation address division of labour markets 
into the “core” of secure good quality jobs and the “periphery” of 
different degrees of precariousness in low-quality employment 
(Atkinson, 1984, Barrientos, 2013, Doeringer & Piore, 1985). The 
concept of precarious work has developed over the last decades 
somewhat in parallel with job quality debates, serving as a general term 
to describe employment conditions characterized by institutionalized 
insecurity and exclusion as well as lack of choice (Anderson, 2010, 
McKay et al., 2012, Standing, 2009, 2011, Tompa et al., 2007, Vosko, 
2006). Just like job quality, precarious work is a multidimensional 
concept, though with an emphasis on absence of aspects that support 
decommodification of labour and protect it from market forces, enacted 
through diminishing protection in employment rights and social 
protection (ILO, 2016, Rubery et al., 2018). The key manifestation of 
precariousness for workers is instability, the flip side of employer 
flexibility of labour use (Jonsson, 2007). This refers to factors such as 
non-standard contractual arrangements, low bargaining power, lack of 
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rights or abusive employer practices, associated with hazardous 
working conditions, insufficient wage, labour market vulnerability or 
insecurity about employment future and financial opportunities (Benach 
& Muntaner 2007, Benach et al., 2014; Lewchuck, 2017, Rönnblad et 
al., 2019, Tompa et al., 2007).  

Many debates in this field relate to the nature of labour market divisions. 
Comparative institutional approaches (Grimshaw et al., 2017, Rubery et 
al., 2018) emphasizes the process of fragmentation, describing how 
working conditions are an outcome of diverse institutional factors 
including labour market conditions, strength of collective bargaining 
institutions, employment regulation, allowances for atypical labour and 
enforcement mechanisms but also social security systems and 
opportunities for skill development, technological developments as well 
as cultural norms. Some of the elements identified as determining 
organizational strategies for flexible workforce use include regulatory 
administrative burden and workforce costs, including costs of hiring and 
firing, nature of demand fluctuation at product markets, job complexity 
and required skill levels (Kalleberg, 2001).  

With work organizations being the arenas where institutional power 
balance is played out, inequalities in distribution of employment 
conditions can be traced to employer strategies in workforce selection, 
use and management and employees’ willingness to take on the jobs on 
offer (Grimshaw et al., 2017). Structural constraints from the workforce 
supply side that reduce employee bargaining power include overlapping 
vulnerabilities arising from multiple disadvantages, inequalities and 
risks (Grimshaw et al., 2017, De Stefano, 2014). Examples of such 
“risks” include relatively young or old age, immigration background, 
disability, limited work experience and lack of access to relevant social 
networks, but also skill profile that allows for easy replacement in the 
labour process (Doeringer & Piore, 1985, McKay et al., 2012). 
Employee vulnerability manifests in practice when workers consent to 
precarious work as a trade-off to work opportunity but also as they 
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actively take on extra tasks and risks to build relations for continuity of 
employment (Hall, 2016).  

Research on employer strategies of labour use shows increasing 
workforce differentiation and externalization in search of efficiency 
(Kalleberg, 2001). According to the core-periphery model, companies 
use highly skilled workers at their functional core in relative protection 
from market forces, while flexible periphery constitutes an external 
labour market that serves as a buffer to meet variable demand and 
market uncertainties (Amuedo-Dorantes, 2000, Atkinson, 1984, 
Doeringer & Piore, 1985). In terms of human resource management 
(HRM), strategies aimed at the core tend to be described as “high-
commitment” practices with development and learning opportunities, 
good wages and job security, while “low-commitment” practices are 
marked by exclusion and insecurity (Kalleberg, 2001, 2011, Kehoe & 
Wright, 2013). However, as low-commitment practices largely rely on 
managerial control over labour process for eliciting effort but are at the 
same time characterized by managerial distance, they are vulnerable to 
performance risk (Hall, 2016, Hopkins, 2014, Koene & van Riemsdijk, 
2005). When coercion into compliance is not successful, the result can 
be disengagement, low performance but also poor safety motivation 
(Probst & Burbaker, 2001).  

Importantly, the risks and trade-offs associated with “low-road” 
strategies can extend atypical labour and be detrimental to business 
productivity due to general underinvestment in skills but also indirect 
impact on engagement of direct-hired employees (Kalleberg, 2001, 
2003, Rubery, Keizer & Grimshaw, 2016). Ward et al. (2001) 
emphasize managerial naïveté in expecting dualism within 
organizations where practices and conditions for different employee 
groups inevitably intertwine. They use cases of corporate workforce 
externalization through TAW to exemplify problems in overseeing and 
managing emerging complexity and unpredictability in such contexts, 
for example in handling staff morale and continuous training needs in 
the context of high turnover and lack of full control over employment 
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relationship. Furthermore, the exclusionary practice of TAW has been 
shown to be perceived as unfair by user firm employees, risking their 
own organizational commitment (Biggs & Swailes, 2006, Viittala & 
Kantala, 2016, Ward et al., 2001). 

However, it is also emphasized that rather than being unaware of the 
interplay between conditions for different employee groups, employers 
actively take advantage of it and use division of labour into segments of 
different interests to increase control over labour process (Gordon, 
Reich & Edwards, 1982). In this perspective, introducing external 
workforce to an organization brings also external competitive cost and 
performance pressure closer to the insiders (Ackroyd & Proctor, 1998, 
Cappelli et al., 1997). Holst et al. (2010) demonstrate this in a German 
manufacturing company where managers described the “beneficial side-
effect” of TAW use as it put pressure on permanent employees’ work 
intensity. Håkansson & Isidorsson (2012) show how organizational 
adaptation to using short-term TAW led to general decline in job 
quality, pushing all workers closer to the periphery.  

Problematically, these fragmented realities tend to be ignored and 
permanent contracts with decent wages, job security, training and career 
opportunities are increasingly depicted as privileges in comparison to 
atypical labour, the costs of which are used to justify the dismantling of 
labour securities. The “privileged insider” construct as an obstacle for 
economic recovery gained particular popularity in the context of 
austerity measures in the aftermath of the Great Recession, though the 
de facto effect of the reforms ended up being further precarisation and 
commodification (Burroni & Keune, 2011, Rubery et al., 2018). De 
Cuyper et al. (2019) discuss how insecurity has recently become more 
widespread among both temporary and permanent workers, implying a 
level of general structural instability. Precariousness can thus 
increasingly be described as a continuum of insecurity and fractured 
employment conditions, affecting - to a varying extent - not only those 
in atypical jobs but also workers in standard employment (Julia et al., 
2017). Accordingly, job quality does not always follow the core-
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periphery pattern but includes different variations of precarious 
conditions for workers on all types of contracts (Benach et al., 2014, 
Grimshaw et al., 2017, Standing, 2011). 

3.3 PDR MODEL OF WORKPLACE HEALTH 

3.3.1 BACKGROUND 
The PDR model of workplace health is a conceptual framework 
explaining effects of work organization on workplace health and safety 
(Bohle et al., 2015, Quinlan, Mayhew & Bohle, 2001). Developed on 
the basis of literature reviews on the associations between precarious 
employment and OHS (Quinlan et al., 2001), the model has been later 
elaborated and refined in a series of studies (Bohle et al., 2015, 2017, 
Mayhew & Quinlan, 1997, 1999, Quinlan & Bohle 2004, 2008, 
Underhill & Quinlan, 2011). PDR model incorporates three key 
dimensions that have been found to negatively affect OHS by 
exacerbating existing workplace risks and contributing to the emergence 
of new ones in any occupational setting but particularly in precarious 
employment: economic pressures, work disorganization and regulatory 
failure. Though the conceptualization of these three dimensions has seen 
some modification over the years and in different applications, the 
“core”, as presented by Quinlan et al. (2001), has largely remained the 
same (Table 1).  

The model’s components reflect determinants of precarious work from 
an institutional perspective, whereby contextual factors on one hand 
shape employer needs and opportunities to use precarious labour and on 
the other hand employee vulnerability to meet employer demands, with 
conditions and outcomes of OHS emerging in this interplay. 
Furthermore, the dimension of work disorganization acknowledges 
detrimental effects of organizational disturbances that arise from the use 
of precarious labour. Finally, the regulatory dimension re-connects to 
the macro-level in recognizing a gap in regulatory protective 
mechanisms for the increasing share of precarious workers while also 
emphasizing that the increasing use of atypical employment challenges 
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existing regulatory mechanisms. As such, the model complements 
existing workplace health frameworks such as Effort-Reward 
Imbalance (Siegrist, 1996), Demands-Resources (Demerouti et al., 
2001) or Demand-Control (Karasek, 1979), by its more explicit focus 
on multilevel contextual dependencies and pressures. In allowing to 
incorporate a wide range of OHS aspects, both procedures as well as 
outcomes (Underhill & Quinlan, 2011), the model has high practical 
value at different levels of impact. 
 
Table 1. Dimensions of risks associated with precarious employment as presented in Quinlan 
et al. (2001:345). 

Economic and reward pressures 
• Competition for work/underbidding for tenders 
• Taskwork/payment by results 
• Work intensification, overwork, rushing, and long hours 
• Lack of logistical resources (small businesses) 
• Off-loading high-risk activities 
Work disorganization 
• Exacerbation of complexity/ambiguity in rules and procedures and hidden changes to 

work practices 
• Fracturing of OHS knowledge and interference with inter-worker communication/task 

coordination 
• Attenuated lines of management control and fracturing of OHS management 

(including surveillance/reporting and provision of occupational health services) 
• Underqualification, inadequate training and inexperience 
• Inability or greater difficulty for contingent workers to organize/protect themselves 
Regulatory failure 
• Multi-employer worksites, situations with complex webs of legal responsibility and 

difficulty to locate/monitor workplaces/workers for which conventional regulatory 
regimes are not designed and which require substantially more logistical resources 

• OHS laws focusing on permanent employees in large enterprises, with enforcement 
agencies slow to produce new support materials and modify compliance strategies 

• Weakening of conventional surveillance and reporting systems 
• Problematic coverage of minimum employment standard laws 
• Problematic coverage by, knowledge of, and access to workers’ compensation 

 
Over time, the PDR model has gained increasing research attention, 
emerging from a “hopefully useful crude typology of risk factors” (a 
compilation of the authors’ own words in Quinlan et al., 2001) to a 
promising framework to shed light on mechanisms behind work-related 
health in atypical labour (Bohle et al., 2015, Hünefeld et al., 2020, 
Pilbeam et al., 2020). The PDR model was recently specifically pointed 
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out as a framework that has the potential to advance understanding of 
the association between TAW and work-related health (Hünefeld et al., 
2020).  

3.3.2 DEVELOPMENT 
The narrative review providing the key empirical ground for the model’s 
development (Quinlan et al., 2001) included five employment practices 
associated with precarious work: outsourcing (including TAW), 
organizational restructuring, temporary employment (with tenure up to 
one year), part-time work and small businesses. Categories of OHS 
indicators included in these studies were registered injuries, subjective 
self-reported health, sickness absence, knowledge of OHS rights and 
responsibilities and finally OHS policies, procedures and training. 
Inclusion of the knowledge and awareness aspects among OHS 
measures is important, with the authors emphasizing that OHS impacts 
are not limited to direct health effects but also aspects such as workers’ 
ability to access regulatory entitlements (Quinlan et al., 2001).  

The three risk categories emerging from categorizing and combining 
review findings consisted in their original form of economic and reward 
pressures, association of precarious employment with disorganized 
work processes and the weakening or bypassing of regulatory standards 
(Quinlan et al., 2001). Work disorganization emerged as the most 
common explanatory factor for both objective and subjective outcome 
measures, followed by economic pressures and regulatory compliance. 
The authors emphasize that all three dimensions are not expected to be 
present in or equally relevant for all contexts and forms of work but their 
underlying mechanisms merit consideration (Quinlan et al., 2001). 
Causal pathways and connections within and between the three 
dimensions are exemplified in Quinlan et al. (2001) and later 
applications (Bohle et al., 2015, Underhill & Quinlan, 2011). While 
OHS risks have been indirectly referenced as being a function of 
legislative requirements (Pilbeam et al., 2020, Quinlan & Bohle, 2009), 
with Underhill and Quinlan (2011) suggesting this dimension to partly 
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underlie the other two factors, the hierarchical structure of the model 
has not been explicitly elaborated on.  

At a conceptual level, the model places precarious employment 
practices at the centre (or in the background) of all three dimensions at 
different levels of impact, showing their effect on workers but also how 
they challenge work organization, existing regulatory frameworks and 
stakeholders outside employment relationships (for example labour 
inspectorates or occupational health service providers). Applying the 
model in a literature review on OHS of outsourced work, Pilbeam et al. 
(2020) found that the three dimensions were applicable to analyse both 
firm-individual as well as firm-firm relationships.  

3.3.3 THE THREE FACTORS 

3.3.3.1 ECONOMIC PRESSURES 
Economic pressures cover employment and income related insecurities, 
the defining feature of precarious jobs. While economic pressures also 
encompass market pressures faced by employers, dealt with practices 
such as underbidding in competitive tendering, accepting high-risk tasks 
or overbooking work, eventual consequences of these are largely 
transferred to workers (Quinlan et al., 2001). Later elaborations of the 
model thus lean towards employee perspective, emphasizing pressure 
from competition over getting and keeping jobs as well as earning a 
liveable income (Quinlan & Bohle, 2004). Accordingly, financial 
pressures reflect insufficient income and relate to wider labour market 
conditions and reward pressures link to specific jobs, capturing how 
payment systems such as piece-rate payment incentivize work 
intensification and safety shortcuts (Bohle et al., 2015, Quinlan et al., 
2001). Bohle et al. (2015) stresses subjective pressure arising from 
irregularity and contingency rather than objective employment 
characteristics as a key feature of this dimension. As emphasized in the 
model, other research has illustrated how insecurity can be conductive 
to poor OHS not only through worry and associated stress reaction but 
also through behaviour modification, for example in accepting 
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hazardous tasks, excessive pace, refraining from reporting safety 
problems in fear of reprisals or working when sick or injured (Hall, 
2016, Låstad et al., 2015, Quinlan & Bohle, 2004, Robinson & 
Smallman, 2006, Virtanen et al., 2005). Hall (2016) thus describes 
agency employees’ “taking the risk of reporting a risk” while being 
vulnerable to job loss.  

Literature reviews have been consistent in reporting associations 
between job insecurity and physical (Sverke et al., 2002, Virtanen et al., 
2005) as well as mental health (Rönnblad et al., 2018), with this 
relationship suggested as one of the key moderators between TAW 
contract and poor health outcomes (Hünefeld et al., 2020). However, 
while not explicitly emphasized in the original PDR model (Quinlan et 
al., 2001), features of job and employment functioning as rewards and 
therefore potentially as reward pressures can extend financial aspects, 
in line with debates over qualitative and quantitative insecurities at work 
(Greenhalgh & Rosenblatt, 1984). From this perspective, economic 
pressures can encompass not only risk of job loss but also insecurity 
related to continuation of valued job features (Hellgren et al., 1999, 
Sverke, Hellgren & Näswall, 2006). Research distinguishing different 
dimensions of quantitative and qualitative insecurity is relatively scarce 
but indicates potential differences in their effects. Låstad et al. (2015) 
thus found quantitative insecurity to be associated with high work 
intensity and poor work-life balance while qualitative insecurity 
predicted psychological distress and self-rated health. Qualitative 
insecurity in terms of loss of valued assignment, involuntary change of 
workplace and tasks as well as loss of workplace community is of 
particular interest in the context of TAW. 

3.3.3.2 WORK DISORGANIZATION 
The dimension of work disorganization includes aspects related to the 
dismantling of SER, short-term use of labour and workforce 
externalization (Bohle et al., 2015, Quinlan & Bohle, 2004). Work 
disorganization is manifested in low-commitment practices, 
fragmentation and disruption of established processes as well as 
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communication and command lines, insufficient training and 
development, and unclear lines of responsibility, including in risk 
assessment and safety induction (Johnstone & Quinlan, 2006). Saksvik 
and Quinlan (2003) identify leadership, feedback routines, employee 
participation and evaluation as the most important preconditions for 
successful systematic management of OHS, all of which are vulnerable 
for disruption in precarious employment. This mirrors safety literature 
from a system perspective, with higher organizational complexity 
understood to inevitably introduce heightened uncertainty and risk of 
disturbances (Leveson, 2015) as well as disconnect in feedback 
mechanisms required for efficient risk prevention (Casey et al., 2017). 
Accordingly, Quinlan and Bohle (2004) point out that work 
disorganization is inherent in a fractured employment relationship and 
is not necessitated by purposeful neglect of employer responsibilities. 
In a recent literature review on OHS in outsourcing relationships, 
Pilbeam et al. (2020) found that while economic pressures dominated 
risks in outsourcing from firms to individuals, work disorganization was 
the key dimension in firm-to-firm relationships.  

At employee level, the consequences of work disorganization can be 
task mismatch, role ambiguity, uncertainty and powerlessness (Bohle et 
al, 2015). Precarious workers tend to have fewer qualifications and 
experience, are less familiar with local conditions and both formal and 
informal regulations and are weakly tied to workplace communication 
networks (Quinlan et al., 2001, Cornes et al., 2013, Rotenberg et al., 
2009, Smith & Neuwirth, 2008). They are also less likely to be 
unionized and less involved in consultative processes at the workplace 
(Hall, 2006), leaving them vulnerable to higher risk exposure. Based on 
a literature review on effectiveness of OHS regulation, MacEachen et 
al. (2016) emphasize that workplace power imbalance leaves 
increasingly disproportionate influence over how risks are understood 
and managed to employers, at the cost of employee interests.  

In the context of the current trend for overall employment 
flexibilization, it is relevant to note that effects of disorganization may 
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not be limited to current employment relationship but can extend over 
time. Similar to the “scarring effect” of unemployment (Mousteri, Daly 
& Delaney, 2018), previous experiences of low-commitment employer 
practices can colour employee experiences in their next employment, 
for example in the form of mistrust to report incidents even when current 
employer encourages this practice (Hall, 2016). Furthermore, as 
described above when discussing workforce segmentation, effects of 
work disorganization can extend to those working in SER. Illustrating 
this phenomenon, Lamm et al. (2014) discuss how proliferation of 
precarious employment in New Zealand’s construction industry has had 
negative implications for the training of all employees in the sector.  

3.3.3.3 REGULATORY FAILURE 
Generally, the aim of policies addressing working conditions in 
precarious labour is to reduce health inequalities by eliminating 
incentives to use harmful work practices, to set standards for healthy 
and safe organization of work and to ensure accountability for negative 
externalities of labour use (Baldwin, Cave & Lodge, 2012, Quinlan, 
2015). The dimension of regulatory failure describes gaps in regulatory 
coverage for atypical workers and inefficiencies in applying existing 
regulatory frameworks constructed for SER to atypical contractual 
relationships, including disputed employer responsibilities, weakened 
collective representation as well as poor oversight and enforcement of 
legal standards (Underhill & Quinlan, 2011). Acknowledging that OHS 
concerns risk to be subordinated to business law and interests (Quinlan 
et al., 2001), it is relevant to note that the regulatory standards in 
question should not be limited to those explicitly addressing OHS but 
include regulation of working time, coverage of social security systems, 
employment protection and minimum wage arrangements. This aspect 
is particularly relevant for TAW which already balances between 
business and employment (Bercusson, 2008). At individual level, 
regulatory failure is manifested in workers’ low awareness of their 
rights as well as in hindrances for exercising existing rights (Bohle et 
al., 2015).  
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An additional relevant regulatory debate relates to the increasing role of 
self-regulation and process-based OHS management that relies on 
participative mechanisms and “community of interest” at workplaces 
(Leka & Jain, 2014, MacEachen et at., 2016). Lamm et al. (2014) 
identify failure of self-regulatory approach in ensuring sufficient OHS 
standards in the New Zealand construction industry as an outcome of 
passive and consultative state enforcement, deficient mechanisms for 
employee involvement and regulatory capture by interest groups.  

Among empirical evidence on regulatory failure, union presence is 
consistently associated with fewer accidents, while agency workers in 
many contexts face obstacles for collective representation (Walters, 
Wadworth & March, 2012, Robinson & Smallman, 2006). In addition 
to trade unions’ critical role in setting labour standards, in many 
countries also monitoring and enforcement systems are built upon union 
structures and presence, leaving agency workers at a potential 
disadvantage (Arrowsmith, 2008, Walters et al., 2012). Weakening 
union impact increases reliance on state enforcement agencies, which in 
turn are poorly equipped to deal with complex work organizations and 
risks. As exemplified in Australia by Quinlan, Johnstone and 
McNamara (2009) and in Sweden in reports by the Swedish Labour 
Inspectorate (Arbetsmiljöverket, 2013, 2018), labour inspectorates face 
challenges in accessing TAW workplaces, determining employer status 
and inspecting connections between risk management practices and 
factual workplaces.  

Quinlan et al. (2001) discuss regulatory failure in relation to 
rehabilitation practices, as precarious workers risk losing out on both 
formal and effective coverage due to higher administrative complexity, 
lack of knowledge, but also their own unwillingness to raise claims in 
fear of economic risks. Access to rehabilitation thus exemplifies 
interconnections between all three components of the model, with 
regulatory coverage setting the stage for rights and obligations, work 
disorganization deteriorating knowledge and awareness of rights and 
economic pressures impacting upon exercising these rights.  
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In general, while regulatory and institutional approaches in addressing 
job quality are under active debate (Contouris et al., 2016, Lee & 
McCann, 2011, Leka & Jain, 2014, Rubery et al., 2018), exploring 
regulatory effects at workplace level in the context of OHS is less 
common (Pilbeam et al., 2020). This can be attributed to disciplinary 
boundaries (Quinlan & Bohle, 2009) as well as data availability, with a 
high degree of contextual diversity making it difficult to isolate 
particular impact mechanisms in policy assessments (Landsbergis et al., 
2014, Quinlan et al., 2010).  

3.3.4 PREVIOUS APPLICATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR 
FURTHER DEVELOPMENT 

Most of the previous applications of the PDR model have used it in 
qualitative contexts when exploring associations between work 
organization and OHS in precarious employment in general (Quinlan & 
Bohle, 2004) or TAW in particular (Quinlan, Bohle, & Rawlings-Way, 
2015, Underhill & Quinlan, 2011), in downsizing and restructuring 
(Quinlan & Bohle, 2009), construction (Lamm et al., 2014), long-haul 
trucking industry (Quinlan, Johnstone & Mayhew, 2006) or outsourcing 
and subcontracting (Quinlan, Hampson & Gregson, 2013, Pilbeam et 
al., 2020).  

Only two quantitative applications were found. First, Bohle et al. (2015) 
explored associations between the model’s three dimensions to general 
mental health and work-life conflict in a representative sample of 
Australian older workers. Second, an exploratory study in a small 
sample of Australian hospitality workers looked at associations between 
the model’s elements and experiences of bullying behaviour (Bohle et 
al., 2017). Both of these studies use a sample of employees from 
different work organizational settings and capture the PDR dimensions 
through four factors: financial pressures, reward pressures, work 
disorganization and regulatory failure. Operationalizations of the 
dimensions are overlapping but not identical, with Bohle et al. (2017) 
building on Bohle et al. (2015). Using a combination of existing 
validated scales and self-constructed items, economic pressures were 
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operationalized through economic insecurity and payment systems 
incentivizing unsafe behaviours, disorganization by individual 
evaluation of procedural compliance or disruption and communication 
in work organization, and finally regulatory failure through awareness 
of legal rights, confidence in reporting safety concerns along with union 
support and assessing perceptions of OHS rules at workplace. Bohle et 
al. (2017) found that when controlling for elements of the PDR model, 
disorganization and regulatory failure were positively associated with 
exposure to bullying. Bohle et al. (2015) showed that mental health and 
work-life conflict were both associated with financial and reward 
pressures and regulatory failure. The same study found work 
disorganization to be associated with work–life conflict but not with 
mental health, with the authors suggesting that future research should 
explore both different operationalizations of model’s elements as well 
as other outcome measures such as injuries. Work disorganization could 
thus be addressed by capturing disruption, poor communication and 
constraints more widely instead of narrow attention to OHS procedures. 
Additionally, it was suggested to add objective measures and use more 
extensive and complex study designs to better capture causal 
relationships.  

Exploring associations between individual elements of the model and 
different health outcomes can benefit intervention design in policy and 
practice (Bohle et al., 2015, 2017). Testing and developing the PDR 
model in specific contexts of employment such as TAW can be 
particularly valuable from this perspective (Hünefeld et al., 2020, 
Quinlan et al., 2001). Based on literature incorporating a wide range of 
precarious work, the model in its general form may thus miss more 
nuanced aspects specific to TAW. Furthermore, as the original model 
was developed 20 years ago based on literature reaching further back in 
time, changes in labour markets, regulation and societies in general may 
have changed the relevance of the themes included in the model’s three 
dimensions in particular contexts.  
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As the model has not been applied for TAW in an organizational 
perspective nor in a case study incorporating a quantitative element, the 
rich contextual multilevel data of this research is particularly suitable 
for exploring the relevant content and the interconnections of the 
model’s three dimensions in TAW. In exploring both procedural 
dimensions of OHS as well as health outcomes, this study also responds 
to the call by several authors to address links between regulation and 
business practices (Deakin, 2011, Leka & Jain, 2014, Quinlan et al., 
2001, Quinlan, 2015).  

Concluding the theoretical chapter, it can be seen that job quality in 
TAW use is a meeting point for a variety of perspectives, interests and 
forces of impact. Institutional level factors such as regulatory regimes, 
labour market conditions and more shape employer opportunities and 
constraints for flexible labour use but also employee opportunities to 
either accept, reject or respond otherwise to employer practices. This 
interplay manifests in job quality, understood as a multidimensional and 
multilevel contextual concept connecting characteristics of work and 
employment with employee wellbeing. Contract type as a dimension of 
employment quality is one of the most significant predictors of job 
quality, with atypical contracts commonly exposed to poor work when 
compared to SER. This connects to the literature on workforce 
segmentation into the good-quality organizational core and outsourcing 
of hazardous tasks, risks and negative health externalities. However, 
there is significant variation in objective working conditions across jobs, 
sectors and countries, as well as diversity in how job characteristics are 
subjectively valued, raising questions of what can be considered a 
“good” job and how contextual factors play into that. A useful model 
for exploring this is the PDR model of workplace health (Quinlan et al., 
2001), a multilevel contextual framework that accounts for pressures 
arising from both economic vulnerability as well as the complexity of 
organizational systems in precarious forms of work, along with paying 
attention to the shaping of these systems at regulatory level. The next 
chapter will take a more in-depth look into existing empirical evidence 
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on job quality and work-related health in TAW and identify particular 
gaps where this thesis can contribute. 
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4 STATE OF KNOWLEDGE: JOB QUALITY 
AND WORK-RELATED HEALTH IN TAW 

4.1 TAW AND EMPLOYMENT QUALITY 
Employment quality includes contractual aspects such as job security, 
working hours, wage and access to social benefits (Munoz de Bustillo 
et al., 2009), with conditions in TAW varying in these dimensions 
within and between countries, sectors and firms (Contouris et al., 2016, 
Hall, 2016, Håkansson & Isidorsson, 2012, Hünefeld et al., 2020). The 
precarious position of agency workers is marked by the trend of TAW 
to closely follow economic fluctuations, with agency workers first to be 
hired but also fired (Theodore & Peck, 2013). Even as previous accounts 
of TAW experiences range from extreme insecurity of “temps-in-
waiting” lining up for daily assignments (Mehta & Theodore, 2006, 
Peck & Theodore, 1998, Smith & Neuwirth, 2008) to “permatemps” 
with open-ended agency contracts and years spent in the same user firm 
(Håkansson & Isidorsson, 2012, Holst et al., 2010, Smith & Neuwirth, 
2008), insecurity still appears to be an inherent feature of TAW. 
Håkansson, Isidorsson & Kantelius (2012) have thus reported high 
insecurity for agency workers with open-ended employment, explained 
by the fluctuating demand for agency labour, risking job loss in a 
downturn when alternative assignments are in short supply.  

However, work-related insecurity can extend to other valued job 
attributes in addition to fear over job loss (Hellgren et al., 1999), with 
precariousness characterised as a combination of insecurities relating 
also to income, workplace, representation, skill development or working 
hours (Hopkins, 2014, 2017, Standing, 2011). In the EU where the TAW 
“equality directive” 2008/104/EC foresees wage equality but includes 
loopholes for its application, TAW wages still tend to be low both in 
absolute and in relative terms (Countouris et al., 2016, Lewandowski & 
Magda, 2017). In many contexts, TAW is associated with limited 
opportunities for collective voice, being de facto excluded from 
workplace consultation processes and lacking opportunities for trade 
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union membership (Johnstone & Quinlan, 2006, Walters & Nichols, 
2007). TAW has a structurally conditioned overrepresentation of young 
workers, justifying considering aspects such as age and tenure among 
elements relating to employment quality. The TAW risk of being new 
and an outsider is exemplified by Underhill and Quinlan (2011), relying 
on compensation claims to demonstrate how 35% of injured agency 
workers had been harmed during their first month at a workplace, with 
only 5% of direct-hired employees injured that early into employment.  

A recurring theme in TAW research is employee avoidance to take up 
safety concerns or otherwise raise their voice in order not to compromise 
future employment (Forde and Slater, 2005, 2006, Hall, 2016, Quinlan 
& Mayhew, 1999, Smith and Neuwirth, 2008, Underhill & Quinlan, 
2011). Hopkins (2014) emphasizes relative gains and losses in the 
insecurity-effort trade-off, showing that when compared to both 
standard employees and agency workers, direct-hired temporary 
workers perceived highest pressure for presenteeism and work intensity 
in UK food manufacturing. Employers could thus increase compliance 
and performance pressure for atypical workers by keeping an open door 
to direct employment, while grounding hiring principles on low absence 
rates and high productivity. However, much of this research comes from 
liberal regimes such as Australia, US or UK with weak employment 
protections, and insecurity mechanisms may act differently in contexts 
such as Sweden or Germany with more secure open-ended TAW.  

4.2 TAW AND WORK QUALITY 
Key dimensions of job quality characterizing work tasks and work 
environment include autonomy, physical working conditions, social 
work environment and speed or pace at work (Munoz de Bustillo et al., 
2009). Though connected to employment and economic factors, here the 
“problem” of TAW relates mainly to the complexity of the triangular 
contractual relationship, diverse workplaces and fractured social 
relations, accounted by the work disorganization element of the PDR 
model (Quinlan et al., 2001).  
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To begin with, TAW tends to be over-represented in hazardous 
industries and jobs (Fabiano et al., 2008, Smith et al. 2010, Storrie, 
2002), as well as harmful tasks such as repetitive movements and high 
work intensity (Merillie & Paoli, 2001). However, higher production 
intensity has been found to characterize TAW user firms in general, thus 
affecting also user firm’s own employees (Bryson, 2013, Holst et al., 
2010). High intensity associated with TAW can partly be associated 
with the logic of TAW contracting to quickly and efficiently ramp up 
productivity. As shown by Kantelius (2012) in a sample of Swedish 
agency workers, this logic can in turn inhibit workers’ opportunities for 
skill development, as competence development takes time off from 
immediate productivity. High intensity can also be facilitated by reward 
systems, as illustrated in a study from India where piece-rate pay for 
agency workers was shown to incentivize high pace and safety 
shortcuts, eventually contributing to safety incidents (Saha et al., 2004). 
Furthermore, ECWS data has shown agency workers to have lower 
control over their work than those in SER (Merillie & Paoli, 2001).  

Risk outsourcing to TAW can be a strategic choice by the user firm 
(Kalleberg, 2001) but agency workers’ exposure to workplace hazards 
can also be a consequence of information mismatch on workplace 
conditions and employee qualifications and abilities for the task 
(Merillie & Paoli, 2001, Underhill & Quinlan, 2011). Employer’s 
dismissal of agency workers’ safety complaints, firms transferring these 
to “the other” employer, or failure to involve agency workforce in user 
firm OHS prevention systems (Hall, 2016, Underhill & Quinlan, 2011), 
can be an intentional choice as well as an unintended outcome of the 
blurred responsibilities in OHS management in TAW (Connell & 
Burgess, 2002, Håkansson & Isidorsson, 2016, Quinlan et al., 2009). 
Problematic risk prevention extends to work equipment and personal 
protective equipment (PPE). Hopkins (2017) describes how, in the UK 
food manufacturing, agency employees were forced to use (and 
sometimes share) PPE that was of poorer quality and visibly different 
from that in use by their user firm colleagues. 
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Previous research has shown that while social inclusion can be directly 
linked to organizational practices, it is partly mediated by supervisory 
or collegial behaviours. Of the few quantitative studies addressing social 
support in TAW, results are mixed. Paoli and Merillie (2001) reported 
lower support levels for agency workers in EWCS data while Kompier 
et al. (2009) found no contract differences in a nationally representative 
Dutch sample. Qualitative studies tend to reflect a darker picture. User 
firm employees have thus been described to avoid forming social 
relations with agency colleagues who are expected to stay only short 
term, or to express hostility due to the perceived threat to their own job 
security. Outsider status may be amplified by organizational segregation 
practices in different clothing or exclusion from social events (Smith & 
Neuwirth, 2008). Risk for conflict increases where behaviours of the 
“outsiders” are perceived to not align with user firm values (Druker & 
Stanworth, 2004, Holst et al., 2010, Viittala & Kantala, 2016), even as 
opportunities to learn and enact these values are limited for agency 
employees by how work is organized. Interestingly, Allvin et al. (2003) 
describe how Swedish nurses took advantage of their outsider status as 
it allowed them to remain outside of workplace conflicts at user firm. 
Underhill and Quinlan (2011) on the other hand describe the effects of 
social exclusion where reporting of an accident was problematic for an 
agency worker as they could not name the colleague witnessing the 
event. Thus, while being exposed to many social contacts, agency 
workers face a risk for poor quality of relations (Cornes et al., 2013, 
Garsten, 2008, Isaksson & Bellaagh, 1999, Smith & Neuwirth, 2008, 
Winkler & Mahmood, 2015).  

It has been suggested that agency workers’ attitudes towards user firms 
are particularly influenced by their relationship with user firm 
supervisors as their closest contact at a workplace (Chambel, 2014). 
Linking back to the tendency for high work intensity in TAW, Hopkins 
(2017) described in a study in the UK manufacturing how overburdened 
managers’ lacked time for proper safety induction for the often-
changing agency workforce, agency workers’ induction was shorter 
than that for regular employees and they were also expected to attend 
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this without pay. Similar themes have emerged in research from other 
contexts, with TAW commonly associated with poor safety induction 
and lack of knowledge on workplace risks and safety regulations 
(Aronsson & Göransson, 1999, Johnstone & Quinlan 2006).  

Financial dependency of TWAs on user firms can limit agencies’ 
opportunities and motivation to set OHS requirements for assignments 
(Underhill & Quinlan, 2011). Failure to include agency workers in user 
firm’s risk assessment processes results in TAW-specific risks not being 
monitored and while it has been described how permanent workforce 
considers work alongside “high-risk” agency workers dangerous, there 
is little empirical evidence of user firms considering TAW presence as 
an OHS risk in itself (Underhill & Quinlan, 2011).  

4.3 TAW AND WORK-RELATED HEALTH 
Most studies investigating injuries in TAW conclude that agency 
workers run a higher risk of work accidents when compared to 
employees on standard contracts. Notably, this is a consistent trend 
across different contexts and methods of data collection (Hintikka, 
2011, Hopkins, 2014, Picchio & Van Ours, 2017, Underhill & Quinlan, 
2011). The Swedish Work Environment Authority (Arbetsmiljöverket, 
2013) found a 50% higher frequency of work accidents in TAW than at 
the labour market in general. Similarly, accident rates in TAW among 
Belgian manual workers were nearly 2.5 times higher than for those 
working on SER (Contouris et al., 2016). In Finland where work injuries 
in general show a declining trend, they have been on the rise in TAW 
(Hintikka, 2011). Higher severity for injuries in TAW has been found 
in Italy (Fabiano et al., 2008) as well as the US and Australia (Silverstein 
et al., 1998, Underhill, 2002). In Canada, agency workers have been 
found to receive less rehabilitative support (Lippel & Thebauld-Mony, 
2020) and others have shown longer periods for returning to work after 
an injury (Lilley et al., 2012, Ervasti et al., 2014). An Australian study 
of workplace injuries found that agency employees were less likely to 
return to their latest workplace at all (Underhill 2010).  
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As an exception, Garcia-Serrano, Hernanz and Toharia (2010), using 
Spanish representative data, did not find higher injury levels for agency 
workers. In the UK, Robinson and Smallman (2006) used Workplace 
Employment Relations Study data and found agency workers in 
manufacturing to have lower injury rates, explained by higher 
prevalence of TAW use in larger enterprises that also have better 
prevention systems and lower injury rates in general.  

Research on occupational illness in relation to TAW is notably scarce. 
As diagnoses are based on long-term monitoring and documenting of 
occupational exposure levels, this is particularly problematic for TAW 
where employees often switch employers and workplaces (Eurofound, 
2007, Håkansson et al., 2013, Quinlan & Mayhew, 1999). More is 
known about various subclinical mental health outcomes such as 
subjective wellbeing, exhaustion or depressive symptoms (Håkansson 
et al., 2013). Kompier et al. (2009) found in a Dutch nationally 
representative study that while temporary agency workers reported 
more depressive symptoms than employees on standard contracts, there 
was no difference in perceived mental exhaustion. They hypothesized 
that the positive association between TAW and depressive symptoms 
could be explained by “bad work characteristics” or job insecurity. 
Allvin et al. (2003) on the other hand found significantly lower 
exhaustion levels for Swedish nurses hired through agencies than those 
directly employed. Acknowledging the likely effect of national settings 
on the association between TAW and health, Hünefeld et al. (2020) 
limited their review on mental health in TAW to European studies and 
found results to be inconclusive, though there was limited evidence of 
association between TAW and specific outcomes such as depression and 
fatigue, along with some support for likely mediating effect of job 
insecurity and working conditions.  
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4.4 DATA AVAILABILITY AND RELIABILITY ON 
JOB QUALITY AND HEALTH IN TAW 

The fragmented picture of working conditions and health outcomes in 
TAW in existing research has been explained by the considerable 
heterogeneity in the operationalization of concepts, study designs, 
samples, confounding variables as well as national contexts, along with 
the relative scarcity of studies comparing agency workers to permanent 
employees or across national contexts (Håkansson et al., 2013, Hünefeld 
et al., 2020). The problem begins with defining TAW in different 
regulatory contexts, with TAW being used both in temporary forms but 
also on a permanent basis (De Cuyper et al., 2008). Furthermore, the 
conceptual complexity risks biasing large-scale surveys as workers 
themselves may misunderstand the specific nature of their contract 
(Contouris et al., 2016).  

The data gap on TAW prevalence is reflected in the inconsistencies 
depending on data sources (Contouris et al., 2016). For example WEC 
whose data is commonly used to illustrate TAW penetration rates, 
presents numbers based on its member organizations and thus excludes 
workers whose employers are not WEC members or for whom TAW is 
not a core business but a side activity. Poor data on health outcomes in 
TAW has multiple layers, starting with workplace level reporting, as 
described above, and ending with availability of consolidated data at 
sectoral or national level (Hopkins, 2017). Reliance on official OHS 
statistics that are mostly based on employer reporting or worker 
compensation claims has a significant risk of underreporting, as 
described in previous sections (Quinlan et al., 2001). Furthermore, there 
is a method bias where qualitative and quantitative research tends to 
yield diverging findings, with qualitative accounts more strongly 
emphasizing the precarious conditions of TAW while quantitative 
research reflects more heterogeneous patterns. Research on TAW in 
general and in comparative or longitudinal perspectives in particular 
faces a further difficulty with access to workers. 
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In order to better understand drivers of job quality in TAW and by 
extension, how it could be improved, there is a need for comparative 
studies that would take into account its contextual factors. Addressing 
this gap, this thesis aims to explore and explain how regulatory regimes 
shape organizational practices of using TAW and how job quality is 
experienced by both temporary agency workers and their direct-hired 
counterparts. This multilevel exploration is framed by dimensions of 
economic pressures, work disorganization and regulatory failure. In 
order to do this, the thesis takes advantage of a unique data set, with 
comparative information collected from agency workers and their user 
firm colleagues doimg same jobs in two comparable manufacturing sites 
of same MNC situated in contrasting regulatory regimes. This allows a 
level of “control” of organization level factors and enables to explore 
contextual explanations for job quality in TAW use along with health 
outcomes both in short and long term. 
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5 REGULATORY REGIMES OF TAW 

5.1 EU REGULATION OF JOB QUALITY IN TAW 
Job quality within the EU is framed by the combination of various 
strands of regulation, from supra-national EU directives and local 
statutory legislation to collective agreements, soft-law measures and 
voluntary standards (Leka et al., 2010). This reflects the understanding 
of regulation as intentional use of authority by both state and non-state 
actors (Black, 2008) and regulatory regimes as a combination of 
elements of policy and institutional context, covering legal authority as 
well as other forms of social and economic influence (Baldwin, Cave & 
Lodge, 2012, Lodge & Wegrich, 2012). Collective bargaining 
embedded in local industrial relations systems is of particular relevance 
in the EU for standard-setting but also monitoring and enforcement of 
working conditions at various levels of impact (Holman, 2013, McKay 
et al., 2012). In line with a broad view to regulatory regimes, there is a 
multitude of policy areas that are relevant for TAW job quality and some 
of these will partially be touched upon1, but the main focus in this thesis 
will be on specific regulatory standards for TAW use and OHS. 

The purpose of regulating TAW and its working conditions as stated in 
EU directives and strategic documents is twofold: to ensure quality of 
work while facilitating job creation through flexible forms of 
employment (Contouris et al., 2016). The need for specific regulation 
arises from the acknowledged power imbalance between capital and 
labour, leading to market failure in ensuring working conditions to 
satisfy Article 31 of Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European 
Union, stating that “every worker has the right to working conditions 
which respect his or her health, safety and dignity”2 and that employees 

 
1 Besides labour code, connected areas thus include OHS, working time and wage regulation, 
OHS legislation, legal acts relating to social welfare, unemployment and active labour market 
policies, procedures for settlement of employment disputes, national strategies for work life 
quality, soft law measures such as instructions and guidance. 
2 Council Directive 89/391/EEC of 12 June 1989 on the introduction of measures to 
encourage improvements in the safety and health of workers at work 
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In order to better understand drivers of job quality in TAW and by 
extension, how it could be improved, there is a need for comparative 
studies that would take into account its contextual factors. Addressing 
this gap, this thesis aims to explore and explain how regulatory regimes 
shape organizational practices of using TAW and how job quality is 
experienced by both temporary agency workers and their direct-hired 
counterparts. This multilevel exploration is framed by dimensions of 
economic pressures, work disorganization and regulatory failure. In 
order to do this, the thesis takes advantage of a unique data set, with 
comparative information collected from agency workers and their user 
firm colleagues doimg same jobs in two comparable manufacturing sites 
of same MNC situated in contrasting regulatory regimes. This allows a 
level of “control” of organization level factors and enables to explore 
contextual explanations for job quality in TAW use along with health 
outcomes both in short and long term. 
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5 REGULATORY REGIMES OF TAW 

5.1 EU REGULATION OF JOB QUALITY IN TAW 
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employment (Contouris et al., 2016). The need for specific regulation 
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labour, leading to market failure in ensuring working conditions to 
satisfy Article 31 of Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European 
Union, stating that “every worker has the right to working conditions 
which respect his or her health, safety and dignity”2 and that employees 

 
1 Besides labour code, connected areas thus include OHS, working time and wage regulation, 
OHS legislation, legal acts relating to social welfare, unemployment and active labour market 
policies, procedures for settlement of employment disputes, national strategies for work life 
quality, soft law measures such as instructions and guidance. 
2 Council Directive 89/391/EEC of 12 June 1989 on the introduction of measures to 
encourage improvements in the safety and health of workers at work 
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in TAW “can be more exposed to the risk of accidents at work and 
occupational diseases than other workers”3. Harmonized standards aim 
to prevent a “race to the bottom” where employers compete based on 
the lowest employment cost to the extent that it would lead to negative 
externalities in employee health and safety. At the same time, the EU 
regulatory framework acknowledges diversity in member states’ 
institutional settings, allowing a level of differentiation in transposing 
the directives’ minimum requirements into national regulatory regimes. 
This partially explains why the same legal standards are associated with 
different outcomes in member states (Contouris et al., 2016). 

Job quality in TAW forms a meeting point of two regulatory strands: on 
one hand prescribing terms for TAW use and its basic working 
conditions and on the other hand for management of health and safety 
at workplaces using atypical contracts. Addressing OHS, the framework 
directive 89/381/EEC4, along with its “daughter” 91/383/EEC5 for 
fixed-term work, sets standards for work organization, information and 
employee participation in OHS prevention, emphasizing that working 
conditions should not be secondary to economic considerations and that 
changes to the work environment need to be made in consultation with 
workers or their representatives. This regulatory strand exemplifies a 
management-based approach to OHS, relying strongly on reflexive self-
regulation with standards for obligations, processes and self-monitoring 
(Jespersen, Hasle & Nielsen, 2016, Leka et al., 2010). While this 
approach should be relatively well suited for complex issues such as 
psychosocial risks that are difficult to standardize and control in a 
technical manner (Jespersen et al., 2016), they also set high 
requirements for employer awareness, skills, motivation and resources 

 
3 Council Directive 91/383/EEC of 25 June 1991 supplementing the measures to encourage 
improvements in the safety and health at work of workers with a fixed-duration employment 
relationship or a temporary employment relationship 
4 Council Directive 89/391/EEC of 12 June 1989 on the introduction of measures to encourage 
improvements in the safety and health of workers at work 
5 Council Directive 91/383/EEC of 25 June 1991 supplementing the measures to encourage 
improvements in the safety and health at work of workers with a fixed-duration employment 
relationship or a temporary employment relationship 
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(Johnstone, Mayhew & Quinlan, 2000). With oversight increasingly 
shifting from public enforcement agencies to trade unions or employers 
themselves, process-based self-regulation risks being non-inclusive and 
vulnerable to conflicts of interests (Gunningham, 2008).  

The recent “equality” directive 2008/104/EC6 aims to improve the 
quality of TAW through the principle of equal treatment in respect to 
basic working conditions (Contouris et al., 2016). Though the directive 
has no formal connection to OHS, it sets standards for a range of aspects 
in work and employment quality, including wage, working time, breaks 
and leave7, with additional measures facilitating access to vacancies as 
well as physical facilities within the user enterprise. While the 
directive’s key principle states that that conditions for agency workers 
should be at least the same as if the worker were directly recruited for 
the same job, there is an ongoing debate over defining who is a “suitable 
comparator” (Contouris et al., 2016, Vosko, 2011).  

Three other themes stand out in questioning if the equality directive is 
fit for purpose to deliver the mutually beneficial balance between 
employer flexibility and employee security as well as harmonize 
working conditions to an acceptable level of protection (Contouris & 
Horton, 2009, Contouris et al., 2016, Howes, 2011). First, its emphasis 
on equal treatment has been criticized for obscuring employment 
inequalities and insecurities that cannot be addressed through this clause 
(Davies, 2013, Vosko, 2011). Second, use of derogations in transposing 
the standards leave a significant part of the workforce outside the 
protective measures, as exemplified in the UK that applies a 12-week 
qualification period, resulting in over half of British agency workers not 
being entitled to wage equality in practice (Contouris et al., 2016). 
Third, in its parallel aim of reducing restrictions for TAW, the practice 
in fact received a significant push for liberalization in member states 
upon its adoption. First impact evaluations of 2008/104/EC show low 

 
6 Directive 2008/104/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 19 November 2008 
on temporary agency work 
7 CJEU, see Case C-533/13, AKT 
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3 Council Directive 91/383/EEC of 25 June 1991 supplementing the measures to encourage 
improvements in the safety and health at work of workers with a fixed-duration employment 
relationship or a temporary employment relationship 
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6 Directive 2008/104/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 19 November 2008 
on temporary agency work 
7 CJEU, see Case C-533/13, AKT 
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correlations between restrictions set for TAW and its spread (Contouris 
et al., 2016) within an overall trend of substitution where standard 
employment is replaced by non-standard forms of work (Maciejewska, 
Mrozowicki & Piasna 2016, Piasna & Myant, 2017).  So far, however, 
there is a lack of research looking into the “grassroots level” 
implementation of European TAW regulatory regimes at workplaces, 
particularly in a comparative perspective. 

5.2 CASE CONTEXTS: SWEDEN AND POLAND 
The following sections will provide an overview of the regulatory 
frameworks and institutional settings for TAW in Sweden and Poland, 
forming a background to the case comparisons in job quality and health 
outcomes based on data from the organizational and individual level. 
Comparing Sweden and Poland when exploring contextual drivers for 
job quality has several analytical strengths. While subject to common 
directives within the EU, these two countries diverge in transposition 
and application of the standards in line with their differences in 
industrial relations and political traditions. “The Swedish model” is 
characterized by strong and representative trade unions, active 
collective bargaining at all levels and low state interference in labour 
relations (Ahlberg & Bruun, 2008). The regulatory framework of TAW 
is predominately collective in nature (Contouris et al., 2016), supported 
by a relatively strong welfare state (Kim et al., 2012). The Polish 
regulatory regime of employment is coloured by fragmented and 
politicized labour market parties, low unionization rate, irregular 
collective bargaining that is most active at company level and high 
involvement of the state in labour market regulation (Eurofound, 2015). 
A specific characteristic of the Polish labour market is the very high 
prevalence of non-standard labour, with share of temporary 
employment the highest among the EU countries (Eurostat, 2015). 

Avoidance of the costly protections of regular employment is often 
named as one of employers’ motivations for using TAW. The OECD 
employment protection legislation (EPL) measure shows relatively high 
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protection levels in both Sweden and Poland for areas of individual and 
collective dismissal for standard employment. However, while 
protection for temporary employment is also high in Poland, Sweden 
has a two-tiered system where protection for temporary employment is 
notably low (OECD, 2016). This contrast is reflected in the 
categorization of Poland as a “regulated” context for TAW, while 
Sweden is representative of a “liberal” regulation (Sartori, 2016). 
However, as the main focus of EPL indicators is on restrictions and 
allowances for TAW use (OECD, 2016), they say relatively little on job 
quality and complementary supportive mechanisms when in 
employment. 

5.2.1 SWEDEN 
While being described as “liberal” due to the near absence of restrictions 
to TAW use, TAW in Sweden is among the most secure for workers. 
Described as “The Swedish Staffing Model” by TAW employer 
organization to mirror the sector’s alignment with general labour market 
(Kompetensföretagen, 2021), TAW falls under the protective 
mechanisms of self-regulation through sectoral collective agreements 
and is closely aligned with regular employment (Coe, Johns & Ward, 
2009, Håkansson et al., 2013). Nearly all TWA-s are bound by 
collective agreements, this being a precondition for joining employer 
federation, and helping the industry to establish itself as a “serious 
employer” in the Swedish tradition of co-determination (Contouris et 
al., 2016).  

In statutory law, TAW is regulated by The Temporary Agency Work 
Act defining basic obligations for TWA and user firms but is otherwise 
aligned with regular employment, including applicability of the 
Employment Protection Act and Co-Determination Act. While this 
allows for a “hybrid model” where fixed-term, open-ended as well as 
part-time contracts can be used, about 80 percent of agency workers 
have an open-ended contract in alignment with the general norm as set 
out in collective agreements (Contouris et al., 2016). About 97 percent 
of agency workers are covered by collective agreements and union 
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membership in the sector is about 60 percent (Bemanningsföretagen, 
2021). Based on the Employment Co-determination Act, an employer is 
obliged to consult planned TAW use with unions who may veto its use, 
although this is rarely implemented in practice (Contouris et al., 2016). 

The term “temporary” in Swedish TAW thus signifies not the contract 
type but the temporary nature of an assignment. At the time of data 
collection, reassignments for blue-collar agency workers to a different 
user firms were not restricted in time but only by geographic distance of 
75 km from the respective TWA office (LO, 2013). Even so, Swedish 
TAW stands out in international comparison for relatively long 
assignments, generally lasting over three months (Ciett, 2013).  

The general basis for equal treatment as stated in the TAW Act is “as if 
recruited directly by the user undertaking doing the same job, including 
any applicable collective agreements”, with the TWA responsible for 
its application. The collective agreement covering blue-collar workforce 
sets as a point of comparison a “wage equal to what is paid on average 
for comparable work in the user undertaking” (LO, 2013, 2021). 
Collective agreements in TAW also include a clause for a guarantee 
wage between assignments, consisting of 90% of the average wage 
received over the previous three months (Contouris et al., 2016). The 
user firm needs to ensure equal access to collective facilities for agency 
employees and inform agency workers of vacancies.  

State social security is complemented by provisions through collective 
agreements, including insurances for occupational pension, work-
related injuries and career readjustment. Voluntary unemployment 
insurance schemes are administered by trade unions, with qualification 
periods based on worked hours. While user firm union clubs’ safety 
ombudsmen represent all workers in OHS matters, user firm union clubs 
cannot legally represent agency workers in employment issues and this 
support is available for agency workers through regional union offices 
(Håkansson & Isidorsson, 2014). Division of responsibilities in OHS are 
described as shared between the work agency and the user firm 
(Håkansson & Isidorsson, 2016). Both carry the responsibility for the 
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overall systematic work environment management in relation to their 
operations, with further responsibility on the TWA for long-term OHS, 
competence development and rehabilitation (Arbetsmiljöverket, 2018). 

A voluntary TWA authorisation scheme is run by the sectoral employer 
federation Kompetensföretagen (translated as “competence business”, 
changing from Bemanningsföretagen meaning “staffing business”, in 
2018) in cooperation with trade unions. The scheme includes a 
requirement for a representative from a member organization to pass a 
training on OHS, and states adherence to an ethical code of conduct 
(Kompetensföretagen, 2021). However, inspecting TWA-s and user 
firms in 2017, the Swedish Work Environment Authority found 
problems in systematic work environment management in 65% of 
enterprises, with a similar share of problems found in both. For user 
firms, the main problems were poor awareness of their responsibilities 
in relation to agency workers and the management of workplace risks, 
while for work agencies the problems were insufficient consideration of 
working conditions at the user firm along with deficiencies in work-
related rehabilitation and adjustment (Arbetsmiljöverket, 2018). 

5.2.2 POLAND 
Contrasting with the Swedish “liberal” but collectively regulated TAW, 
regulatory mechanisms in Poland acts through strict statutory legislation 
on individualized contracts between employee and agency as well as 
agency and user firm, representing the strategy of restricting TAW use 
(Contouris et al., 2016). Poland transposed the EU “equality” directive 
without derogations (Lewandowski & Magda, 2017). TAW is not 
regulated by sectoral collective agreements, though some collective 
bargaining over TAW conditions does take place at enterprise level in 
larger organizations with union representation (Maciejewska & 
Mrozowicki, 2016). The widespread use of TAW is particularly 
associated with multinational companies applying strict headcount 
restrictions despite fluctuations in demand (Grześ, 2014). 

Statutory law prohibits use of TAW in specific hazardous jobs and 
replacement of workers on strike or immediately after redundancies, 
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while also specifying particular situations where TAW is allowed: 
seasonal and periodical work, work that could not be performed by the 
user firm employees under deadline or work that was performed by an 
absent employee (Lewandowski & Magda, 2017). TAW contracts are 
based on the Act on the Employment of Temporary Workers8 and are 
restricted to fixed term for the duration of an assignment. Maximum 
length of consecutive assignments at one user firm is 18-months within 
a 36-month period, though the number of assignments is not limited 
(OECD, 2019). A common practice is the “rotation” of agency workers 
between agencies and user firms to avoid restrictions for assignment 
lengths (Grześ, 2014, Lewandowski & Magda, 2017). 

TAW can be used on the basis of an employment contract but also of 
civil law contracts, the latter being particularly problematic for 
employment quality (Maciejewska & Mrozowicki, 2016). Notice 
periods for terminating TAW contracts can be freely agreed upon 
between agency and user and if not agreed, can be terminated at one 
week’s notice if contract exceeds 2 weeks. However, mutual agreement 
on termination without notice is allowed (MEDLT, 2020). 

In terms of the equal treatment principle, agency workers cannot be 
treated less favourably than workers employed in the same or similar 
jobs by the user firm. This includes competence development, with a 
user firm required to include agency workers in trainings on equal terms 
to direct-hired employees if their employment exceeds 6 weeks 
(MEDLT, 2020). Among other strictly regulated contractual provisions 
is a prohibition to re-assign an agency worker within the user firm to 
different tasks than specifically stated in the contract with the worker 
(Grześ, 2014). 

Big multinational staffing companies have a strong presence in Poland, 
but a specific characteristic of Polish TAW is the large number of small 
agencies established to service one particular user firm (Maciejewska & 

 
8 Act on the Employment of Temporary Workers of July 9th, 2003 (Journal of Laws of 2003, 
No. 166, item 1608)  
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Mrozowicki, 2016), with nearly 40% of agencies in reality being self-
employed sole traders acting as TWA-s (PFHR, 2015). Municipalities 
govern a licencing system in addition to voluntary authorization 
schemes (including codes of conduct) ran by three competing sectoral 
employer federations (Maciejewska & Mrozowicki, 2016). However, 
market barriers are described as low and agencies’ turnover high, 
leaving workers at risk of missed wages and social security 
contributions in case of agency bankruptcy (Lewandowski & Magda, 
2017).  

At the time of data collection, agency workers were unable to join union 
organizations at their user firms9 , sectoral union organizations were 
uncommon and union presence in TAW generally very low 
(Maciejewska & Mrozowicki, 2016). Safety representation in terms of 
directive 89/391/EEC is tied to union representation through the 
function of “social labour inspectors”, a position equivalent to safety 
ombudsmen in Sweden. Social labour inspectors are available for advice 
for all employees at a workplace in safety matters. The division of 
employer responsibilities, including those in OHS, is specified in detail 
in Polish statutory law, with the user firm being specifically obliged to 
provide agency workers with work clothing and footwear, personal 
protective equipment and safety training (MEDLT, 2020).  

In view of the relative stringency of labour standards in Poland, 
enforcement is reported to be weak and abuses of atypical contractual 
arrangements widespread (Lewandowski & Magda, 2017). According 
to a survey by the Polish Labour Inspectorate in 2012, 19% of agency 
workers should have been employed on a different contract, 46% had 
experienced miscalculations of pay and benefits and 18% of user firms 
had not followed OHS regulations (PIP, 2013).  

 
9 This changed in 2019 when local unions were able to organize also employees not directly 
hired by the employer (Fulton, 2021). 
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while also specifying particular situations where TAW is allowed: 
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8 Act on the Employment of Temporary Workers of July 9th, 2003 (Journal of Laws of 2003, 
No. 166, item 1608)  
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Mrozowicki, 2016), with nearly 40% of agencies in reality being self-
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6 METHOD 

6.1 EPISTEMOLOGICAL ASSUMPTIONS 
This research is positioned within a critical realist perspective, looking 
at social reality - and the knowledge of it - as multi-layered and 
multilevel, with social structures and mechanisms manifesting through 
their effects (Bhaskar, 2016). Thus, while acknowledging the existence 
of an objective world outside of the observer, the knowledge of this is 
rooted in social construction (Elger, 2010), with social realities existing 
not in isolation but as part of complex open social systems (Ackroyd & 
Fleetwood, 2000). 

In its multidimensional nature, job quality may thus be understood 
differently in different contexts, with diverging interconnections 
between its elements constituting “job quality” in each particular 
organizational case at that particular point in time. Contextual diversity 
and different subjective realities lead to assumptions of equifinality – 
suggesting that causality is not necessarily uniform in different contexts 
and multiple causal paths may lead to similar outcomes (George & 
Bennett, 2005). In line with this understanding, Griffiths (1999) 
emphasizes the relevance of paying attention to not only outcomes but 
also processes when conducting organizational research in real-life 
settings, with the understanding of context-specific causal mechanisms 
having the potential to contribute to a more general understanding of the 
workings of social structures. Accordingly, this thesis explores job 
quality both through its outcome as well as through procedural elements 
(Munoz de Bustillo et al., 2009), using a comparative case study 
methodology to shed light on its multilevel causal mechanisms in the 
context of TAW use. 
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6.2 RESEARCH DESIGN: MULTILEVEL MIXED-
METHODS COMPARATIVE CASE STUDY 

Case study methodology allows to explore complex social phenomena 
in their real-life contexts (Yin, 2014), with comparative case studies 
particularly suitable for theory testing and investigating hypothesised 
pathways of impact in the context of causal complexity within 
theoretical frameworks still under elaboration (George & Bennett, 2005, 
Landman, 2002, Rueschemeyer, 2003). The method is thus fitting for 
the purpose of this research, which aims to gain a better understanding 
of the multilevel contextual drivers of job quality in TAW use and of 
the ways these factors are interrelated, while also contributing to the 
development of the PDR model of workplace health (Quinlan et al., 
2001) by testing it as an analytical framework in this context. 
Acknowledging that findings from case studies are contingent on 
particular context (George & Bennett, 2005), this research does not aim 
for unconditional generalization but offers an empirical and theoretical 
“building block” by identifying pathways of impact in processes 
shaping job quality in TAW use. Scientific inferences from the study 
are supported by purposeful case selection as well as focused and 
systematic comparative analysis, combining within-case and between-
case comparisons, in line with suggestions in George and Bennett 
(2005).  

Cases are defined as instances of organizational use of TAW, 
incorporating organizational practices in relation to TAW as well as 
employee-level experiences. Case selection is based on both theoretical 
and pragmatic grounds. First, as described in case contexts (section 5.2), 
Sweden and Poland offer “least-likely” and “most-likely” (Bennett, 
2004) regulatory regimes of TAW for economic pressures. Sweden’s 
regulatory framework thus constitutes a “least-likely” case for worker 
insecurity as it offers very high level of protection from economic 
pressures when compared to most other regulatory contexts, particularly 
the liberal regimes of Australia, US and UK that commonly form the 
context of TAW studies. If economic pressures are thus found to 
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negatively impact OHS in the Swedish case, it is plausible that a similar 
effect would be found in regulatory contexts with less institutional 
security. Poland, in contrast, can represent a “most-likely” case for 
insecurity for TAW within the EU. In terms of work disorganization, 
Poland in turn has a regulatory regime that is highly prescriptive in 
dividing employer OHS responsibilities while Swedish shared 
responsibilities are highly ambiguous.  

In terms of pragmatic reasons for case selection, this research was 
conducted within the frames of a Marie Curie ITN programme, with 
access to the two comparable production sites of the MNC facilitated by 
its project partnership. Besides allowing access, the MNC had no further 
impact on research focus, nor was it involved in the research financially. 
Conducting a comparative study in units of the same MNC following 
same global HR policies and using same production system in 
producing same products provides a unique opportunity to “control for” 
organizational level factors, including impact of product market, 
occupational settings and organizational policies, the diversity in which 
can otherwise make meaningful cross-country comparisons difficult. 
However, a limitation of the study is, admittedly, its inability to account 
for other cross-country differences such as cultural norms or 
institutional contexts in their full complexity.  

The MNC can be described as a “high-road” organization in both 
employment practices and product quality that publicly emphasizes its 
commitment to following legal obligations. As violations of legal 
standards are widespread in TAW (Arbetsmiljöverket, 2013, 2018, 
Mehta & Theodore, 2006, PIP, 2013, Underhill & Quinlan, 2011), using 
a “best case” TAW use fits the purpose of following the law in practice 
as intended – even if not representing “average” TAW. By this logic, 
gaps and failures in achieving regulatory aim in these cases are of 
particular interest, as the “average” user of TAW is likely to fall short 
of legal requirements to a larger extent. 

In order to capture the practice of TAW in a holistic organizational 
perspective, individual-level data is collected not only from agency 
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workers but also their direct-hired colleagues, assuming 
interrelationships between job quality experiences among employee 
groups sharing the same workplace. As such, the study involves 
comparisons at different levels: within-case comparisons of agency 
workers’ and user firm employees’ conditions and experiences but also 
between-case comparisons involving organizational practices and 
comparative patterns of employee experiences. Between-case 
comparisons follow the “most similar” case design (George & Bennett, 
2005), with similarity in organizational and occupational elements and 
divergence in regulatory regimes of TAW. The study takes advantage 
of both qualitative and quantitative methods to capture different 
dimensions of organizational complexity, adding complementary 
insights for theory development (Lewis & Kelemen, 2002, Pink et al., 
2016, Seawright, 2016).   

6.3 MULTILEVEL APPROACH AND 
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

The study’s multilevel approach is based on the idea of tracing relevant 
policies from EU legislation to grassroot level implementation and 
outcomes. Two key legislative strands related to TAW and OHS are thus 
followed through their national transpositions and organizational 
implementation down to employee experiences of job quality and 
wellbeing (Figure 3). This is, admittedly, a simplification and it has to 
be acknowledged that the institutional context relevant for job quality is 
wider, involving both top-down and bottom-up processes (Quinlan et 
al., 2001). The choice to focus on top-down application of these “core” 
regulatory strands accounts for the need to limit the research scope to a 
manageable extent considering time and data availability while also 
capturing the most relevant expected pathways of impact. 

As outlined above, the overarching conceptual frameworks guiding data 
collection and interpretation at different stages included institutional 
and regulatory regime perspective, the concepts of job quality and 
workforce segmentation along with the PDR model of workplace health 
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Figure 3. Multilevel framework and key themes of interest. 

 
(Quinlan et al., 2001). All of these are multilevel and multidimensional 
perspectives, complementing each other in connecting macro-level 
processes with individual-level experiences.  

In alignment with the institutional approach, regulatory regime is 
understood in a broad perspective to encompass social and economic 
influence by state and other stakeholders, enacted deliberately through 
a specific set of commands and enforcement mechanisms that 
encompass also incidental actions and unintended effects (Baldwin et 
al., 2012). Key stakeholders include the state and its enforcement 
agencies but also social partners, the employing MNC and workers. 
Consultations and negotiations between social partners are ongoing 
throughout this process in different configurations at different levels. 
The complementary role of work agencies and other associated parties 
is acknowledged where relevant.  
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In this perspective, regulatory success or failure to ensure job quality is 
viewed through the specific goals of TAW and OHS regulation, enacted 
through actions and interactions between different stakeholders at 
different levels. As an example, the principle of equal treatment is set 
out in general terms at EU level, specified in national transpositions in 
accordance with local conditions and norms, enacted through employer 
HR strategies and practices and finally manifested in employee 
objective and subjective experiences of job quality.  

Employment and work quality as the composite parts of job quality are 
explored in relation to employment contract, focusing at organizational 
level on key procedural elements prescribed in regulatory frameworks 
and matched to the conceptual model of the PDR framework (Quinlan 
et al., 2001). At employee level, the PDR framework has informed 
statistical models to capture both objective and subjective elements of 
job quality. Procedures and outcomes of job quality at organizational 
and individual level within and across cases are viewed through the lens 
of workforce segmentation. Psychological contract theory (Rousseau, 
1995) further supports explaining the associations between 
organizational practices and diverging employee experiences. 

The PDR framework thus has a central role in combining the different 
perspectives and levels of impact included in this project. First, the 
dimension of economic pressures connects to debates on precarity and 
employee vulnerability, shaped not only by organizational practices but 
also wider institutional context. Second, the dimension of work 
disorganization adds a layer to workforce segmentation in practice, 
considering how job quality is enacted in work organizations that 
increasingly rely on low-commitment practices, externalization and 
risk-shifting for parts of the workforce. Finally, the focus on regulation 
draws attention to higher-level contextual factors and the success or 
failure of regulatory mechanisms in their respective national contexts to 
create environments of sufficient protection from economic pressures 
and setting standards for employment conditions and OHS management 
with sufficient coverage.  
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6.4 DATA SOURCES AND DATA COLLECTION 
Forms of access and data collection method were separately negotiated 
in both cases through the respective HR departments by myself and my 
supervisors. I presented a project proposal with an outline of overall 
aim, main research questions and proposed method, timeline as well as 
access and resources needed from the case company to the 
representatives of the MNC at both sites and we agreed upon the terms 
of the study. Sources of evidence at the organizational level consisted 
primarily of 14 semi-structured interviews, complemented with 
documents and on-site observations. At the individual level, survey 
questionnaires were distributed to all blue-collar workers at the two 
sites.  

In the Polish case there were two periods of site visits, consisting of one 
preparatory visit and two days of interviews in period one (autumn 
2014) and a week spent at the manufacturing floor for collecting survey 
responses (spring 2015), during which there was an opportunity for 
informal chats with employees and observations of work process and 
premises. In the Swedish case there were four site visits for interviews 
and conducting the survey (spring 2015 and autumn 2015), with access 
to factory floor first as a guided tour and later more informally for 
questionnaire distribution at production meetings. I wrote field notes 
after each visit, including reflections on on-site conversations with 
workers, as well as impressions on work environment and work process.  

The main focus of the observations was on manifestations of safety 
practices and workforce integration/segregation, including visual 
differentiation of employees based on contract type, access to and use 
of social areas such as canteens, information on notice boards and safety 
communication, as well as following work process in terms of perceived 
intensity, hazard exposure and control measures over the work process. 

6.4.1 DOCUMENTS AND INTERVIEWS 
As the first stage, relevant policies and documents at EU and national 
level were used to gather information on the regulatory and institutional 
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background. These included legal acts, collective agreements, 
membership terms and codes of conduct from temporary work agencies’ 
professional organizations, statistical data as well as reports and 
guidance material issued by both state institutions and social partners. 
At the company level, publicly available policies and reports were 
accessed through the MNC website, complemented by documentation 
made available by the interviewees. Key internal documentation 
included HR policies, a workforce flexibility assessment tool and the 
clarification of task distribution between the MNC and the work agency.  

I conducted 14 semi-structured expert interviews, 8 in the Polish and 6 
in the Swedish case (Table 2), with interviewees purposefully sampled 
based on their professional status to capture different perspectives with 
regards to both planning and implementation of HRM and OHS policies 
in relation to TAW use. The number of interviewees was limited by the 
number of persons in relevant positions at the user firm, as well as time-
limited access granted by the MNC. Both employer and trade union 
representatives were interviewed to enhance reliability of findings 
through cross-checking and inter-group comparisons (Silverman, 2013). 
Considering the triangular contractual relationship of TAW, 
interviewing work agencies would have been desirable but despite 
inquiries, I was not able to establish contact with agencies cooperating 
with the MNC. Agency practices are therefore covered only to a limited 
extent, based on the information provided by the user firm and from a 
trade union perspective. As this introduces a potential bias, information 
on agency practices is used cautiously for background only, with the 
focus on user firm perspective.  
Table 2. List of interviewees and interview languages in the two cases. 

 Polish case Swedish case 
HR manager/specialist a 2 (English) 1 (English) 
Line/production manager a 2 (English) 1 (English) 
Policy manager a 1 - 
Head of local trade union b 1 (Polish, interpreted into English) 1 (English) 
Trade union head safety rep b 1 (Polish, interpreted into English) 1 (English) 
Company safety rep a 1 (English) No comparable function 
Regional safety rep b No comparable function 2 
Total interviewed 8 6 
a Employer representative, b Trade union representative  
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after each visit, including reflections on on-site conversations with 
workers, as well as impressions on work environment and work process.  
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6.4.1 DOCUMENTS AND INTERVIEWS 
As the first stage, relevant policies and documents at EU and national 
level were used to gather information on the regulatory and institutional 
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background. These included legal acts, collective agreements, 
membership terms and codes of conduct from temporary work agencies’ 
professional organizations, statistical data as well as reports and 
guidance material issued by both state institutions and social partners. 
At the company level, publicly available policies and reports were 
accessed through the MNC website, complemented by documentation 
made available by the interviewees. Key internal documentation 
included HR policies, a workforce flexibility assessment tool and the 
clarification of task distribution between the MNC and the work agency.  

I conducted 14 semi-structured expert interviews, 8 in the Polish and 6 
in the Swedish case (Table 2), with interviewees purposefully sampled 
based on their professional status to capture different perspectives with 
regards to both planning and implementation of HRM and OHS policies 
in relation to TAW use. The number of interviewees was limited by the 
number of persons in relevant positions at the user firm, as well as time-
limited access granted by the MNC. Both employer and trade union 
representatives were interviewed to enhance reliability of findings 
through cross-checking and inter-group comparisons (Silverman, 2013). 
Considering the triangular contractual relationship of TAW, 
interviewing work agencies would have been desirable but despite 
inquiries, I was not able to establish contact with agencies cooperating 
with the MNC. Agency practices are therefore covered only to a limited 
extent, based on the information provided by the user firm and from a 
trade union perspective. As this introduces a potential bias, information 
on agency practices is used cautiously for background only, with the 
focus on user firm perspective.  
Table 2. List of interviewees and interview languages in the two cases. 

 Polish case Swedish case 
HR manager/specialist a 2 (English) 1 (English) 
Line/production manager a 2 (English) 1 (English) 
Policy manager a 1 - 
Head of local trade union b 1 (Polish, interpreted into English) 1 (English) 
Trade union head safety rep b 1 (Polish, interpreted into English) 1 (English) 
Company safety rep a 1 (English) No comparable function 
Regional safety rep b No comparable function 2 
Total interviewed 8 6 
a Employer representative, b Trade union representative  



Temporary safety 

 66 

I conducted all the interviews individually, using meeting rooms at 
factory premises that offered auditory privacy. An exception was 
interviewing regional safety representatives in the Swedish case. These 
interviews were conducted together by me and my supervisor Tommy 
Isidorsson at regional union offices. All interviews lasted between 30 
and 120 minutes. For informed consent, each interview started with 
briefing participants on the aim of the study and expected duration of 
the interview, scientific affiliation and independent funding, connection 
to the MNC, as well as key principles of data management and ethical 
considerations, providing the contact details of myself and my 
supervisors for any further inquiries. It was emphasized that 
participation was voluntary, that the interview could be stopped at any 
point, and it was pointed out that any views expressed would be treated 
in a confidential manner. The cover letter included a statement that data 
was not going to be made accessible for MNC or trade unions and would 
be presented only as generalized results for scientific purposes. Due to 
the relatively low number of interviewees, the data was anonymised to 
the level of employer representative/union representative and excerpts 
used in publications do not include further identification. In Sweden, all 
interviews were recorded and transcribed in verbatim by me. In the 
Polish case, recording was not permitted. I thus relied on taking notes, 
complemented with field reflections written each day after site visits.  

Data collection was adjusted to my limited use of local languages. 
Google translator was therefore used to access contents of some of the 
national-level documentation. In both cases, on-site communication was 
conducted in a mix of English and Swedish/Polish. In the Swedish 
context I was able to communicate in basic Swedish myself and 
understand written text. In the Polish context I enlisted help from two 
native-speaking colleagues for arranging the survey, with additional 
support from a HR specialist assigned to assist the project from within 
the MNC. However, as translation assistance was not consistently 
available during the week of data collection, access to information was 
(frustratingly) limited at times in Poland. Union interviews were in the 
Polish case translated by the HR manager and HR specialist. While this 
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raises a question of validity, the critical opinions that were voiced 
suggest that union representatives expressed their views openly. 

As described in the conceptual framework, the interview themes 
focused on practices of TAW use and OHS from an organizational 
perspective, framed by the general regulatory principles stated in EU-
level directives 2008/104/EC and 89/391/EEC and their local-level 
transpositions. In general, the same key lines of inquiry were followed 
in both cases, including distribution of employer responsibilities, work 
organization and task distribution, induction and training, risk 
assessment and preventative health services as well as social relations 
at work. Associated themes were contracting and monitoring practices 
as well as feedback mechanisms (see Table 4 in Annex for interview 
themes). While the themes largely overlapped for all interviews10, there 
were some modifications on the basis of the interviewees’ role as either 
employer or union representative and their particular professional 
position. Themes of interest emerging in the course of the interviews 
were explored more in depth if they were relevant for the overall focus. 

6.4.2 QUESTIONNAIRE DEVELOPMENT 
The survey questionnaire aimed to capture different aspects of job 
quality within the context of using TAW, including both procedural and 
outcome measures. Rather than incorporating different dimensions into 
one or few combined job quality measures as is common in large-scale 
comparative cross-national research (Holman, 2013, Gallie, 2013), a 
choice was made to include separate scales or items for different job 
quality dimensions and categorize them according to the theoretical 
framework. This approach allowed for a more varied insight into diverse 
aspects of work at the organizational level, being of both theoretical and 
practical interest. In capturing the most relevant dimensions of both 
procedural and outcome measures of job quality, a difficult task was to 
keep the response burden reasonable and enable completion of the 
questionnaire within 30 minutes. Key job quality outcomes used as 

 
10 With the exception of the interviews with regional union representatives, which focused on 
union role in relation to TAW job quality and OHS at a more general level. 
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10 With the exception of the interviews with regional union representatives, which focused on 
union role in relation to TAW job quality and OHS at a more general level. 
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dependent variables in Study III include work accidents and work-
related exhaustion. While the first addressed more immediate 
consequences of unsafe work practices, the latter aimed to capture long-
term health effects through symptoms of physical and mental 
exhaustion, considered as predecessors for more severe disorders such 
as burnout (Demerouti et al., 2001, Schaufeli et al., 2001). 

The final version of the questionnaire included 45 items. Where 
suitable, well-established previously adapted and validated tools 
available in both Polish and Swedish were used (COPSOQ II11, 
EWCS12). Some measures were tailor-made based on interview data for 
particular organizational conditions (list of social activities for social 
participation measure for example) or adapted from existing 
measurement tools for TAW use. Due to the specific context of TAW 
where agency workers may have several employer organizations and 
general wording may be misleading, wording of all survey items was 
adapted to reflect this particular MNC. To avoid procedurally 
emphasizing contract type, the same questionnaire form was used for all 
workers, with a few specifying questions aimed only at agency 
employees. An example includes ‘Why do you work for the temporary 
work agency (if you selected this option in the last question)?’. Visual 
design of the survey was carefully considered in terms of usability, for 
example in spacing and positioning of questions. ITN 
ChangingEmployment visual identity was emphasized to clearly 
differentiate the survey from MNC. 

A draft questionnaire in English was first developed by me. Two-way 
translation into Swedish and Polish was carried out to ensure that the 
correct meaning was conveyed for tailor-made items where prior 
translations were not available (Geisinger, 1994, Hambleton, Merenda 
& Spielberger, 2005). Items were thus first translated from English by 
academic professionals who were native speakers of Polish and 
Swedish. This was followed by back-translation by professional 

 
11 Copenhagen Psychosocial Questionnaire (Pejtersen et al, 2010) 
12 European Working Conditions Survey (Eurofound, 2010) 
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interpreters who had English as a mother tongue and who were not 
closely familiar with the subject area. Original translators together with 
myself compared back-translations to the original English text and 
Polish and Swedish translations. Where wording was inconsistent, 
differences between versions were discussed and the best wording 
decided upon. In both languages, the questionnaire was piloted on a 
small sample of 4-5 respondents of different backgrounds, resulting in 
minor adjustments to wordings of some items.  

Despite these measures, an error to survey design occurred that was not 
discovered at testing. It thus emerged only after questionnaires in the 
Swedish case were distributed that in printed form the last and “most 
positive” response option for some scales was left outside of the 
printable area, thus missing from the paper questionnaire that was 
distributed (this was not a problem in the Polish version, containing full 
scales). Details on scales that were affected are presented in Table 5 in 
the Annex. It is hard to estimate the precise effect of this error. 
Technically, the lower number of response points may decrease the 
scale’s internal consistency reliability (Preston & Colman, 2000), 
offering an explanation for relatively low Cronbach’s alpha scores on 
Swedish COPSOQII scales. Even as both 4- and 5-point scales should 
offer sufficient options to capture variability of responses, unbalanced 
scales have likely biased results towards lower scores on the affected 
dimensions in Swedish case. However, steps were taken to correct for 
the error to the extent possible in data analysis. First, scales were 
converted into standardized 0-100-point score to enable more consistent 
comparison. Second, as employees of different contracts within cases 
were using the same scales, for comparative purposes the error affected 
only between-case comparisons. Considering this, I decided not to 
incorporate data from the two cases into same statistical models but to 
compare result patterns between-case qualitatively. This means that the 
data gathered on the affected scales and items is not suitable for making 
comparisons on if employees perceive social support in the Polish case 
lower or higher compared to the Swedish case, but it is possible to 
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compare for example if agency workers within the Polish case perceive 
higher support than their user firm colleagues. 

As a tailor-made social support scale is used in two of the three articles, 
a short overview will be given of its design process. My decision to 
construct a scale was based on inability to identify a suitable pre-
existing scale that would be validated in both languages and that would 
sufficiently capture different dimensions of social support in form of 
emotional, instrumental, informational and feedback support (House et 
al., 1985) but could also be applied to different sources of support within 
and outside the workplace – colleagues, supervisor, family and friends. 
COPSOQII (Kristensen et al., 2005) that was incorporated in the study 
does have a separate scale for managerial support, but collegial relations 
are captured by dimensions such as community membership, work in 
isolation or negative interactions (all of which were also incorporated in 
the study as complementary measures).  

The original scale first used in the Polish version consisted of 8 items 
on four dimensions. The questions formed a follow-up to a general 
heading How do you agree with the following statements about the 
people you have contact with at work? based on specific contact groups: 
My direct supervisor here in MNC/My co-workers employed by work 
agency (if you work for a temporary work agency)/My friends and 
family. While supervisor support at the work agency or specifying 
support perceived by MNC employees from their agency colleagues 
would also be interesting, these dimensions were omitted to limit 
response burden in a context where the research focus was on the user 
firm but also to avoid emphasizing contract differences. 8 items in the 
original Polish version included 3 questions capturing informational and 
feedback support (…listens to my work-related problems, …gives me 
advice on how to handle things when I need it, …gives me information 
I need), 3 items on emotional support (…is easy to talk to when I need 
to discuss important personal matters, … considers how I am feeling at 
work, … is nice to me) and 2 items on instrumental support (…helps me 
out when things get tough, … helps me get things done). Principle 
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component analysis was carried out to check how the items clustered 
together, showing differentiation on the basis of the source of support 
but reflecting a one-factor structure for support dimensions. When later 
preparing the survey for the Swedish case, there was a need to shorten 
the questionnaire and the scale was changed to include 5 items. First, 4 
items were removed that were considered not to differentiate 
sufficiently between different support aspects (and some of which had 
raised questions of interpretation in the Polish case during the survey 
week). Second, one item was added to better capture supportive 
feedback, in the form of …lets me know how well I am doing in my job. 
The scale as used in articles II and III is thus based on the 4 matching 
items in both cases; as seen in table 4 they reach acceptable levels of 
Cronbach’s alpha.  

6.4.3 SURVEY SAMPLE AND DATA COLLECTION 
The survey sample included all blue-collar workers at the two sites, both 
direct-hired and those employed through TWA-s. A pen-and-paper 
survey was chosen to make the survey more accessible to all workers 
than a web-based survey, taking into account potential differences in 
computers skills as well as access to a computer and internet. 
Acknowledging that achieving high participation rates in organizational 
research is difficult, measures suggested in Rogelberg and Stanton 
(2007) were taken to encourage response. Information of the upcoming 
survey was thus publicized about a week beforehand in notice boards 
and team leaders were encouraged to introduce the project and survey 
to employees at team meetings. Questionnaires were anonymous and it 
was made sure that data was collected and coded at a level that ensured 
anonymity (for example combining smaller departments), so that 
tracing responses back to a particular individual would not be possible.  

In Sweden, where the research was assigned 30 minutes of monthly 
department meetings, me and 8 research assistants distributed the 
questionnaires to all production workers during the meeting, remaining 
in the room while they were filled in, and collected completed 
questionnaires. It was emphasized that filling out the questionnaire was 
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voluntary and empty questionnaires could be returned. Of 209 
questionnaires distributed, 202 were collected back (RR=97%), 
resulting in capturing in essence full population of blue-collar workers 
in the Swedish case. 

In Poland, production time could not be allocated for the survey, leading 
to an unfortunate difference in data collection methodology in 
comparison to the Swedish case. As a pragmatic compromise, in the 
Polish case the questionnaires were distributed at the workplace to be 
completed at home. Participating in a work-related survey during 
workers’ free time had both risks and benefits. On one hand, completing 
the questionnaire off-site allows distance to workplace social norms and 
may reduce bias towards socially desirable responses. On the other 
hand, the survey may be perceived less relevant and more burdening, 
requiring special consideration for respondents’ capacity and 
motivation to participate (Tomaskovic-Devey, Leiter and Thompson, 
1994). In the end, nearly 50 team leaders and supervisors distributed 
1215 questionnaires to all workers during working time, to be returned 
to locked mailboxes at the workplace. It was especially emphasized that 
also agency workers were to participate – diverging from within-MNC 
employee surveys that excluded agency workforce. Response boxes 
were distributed to 6 different canteen areas for easy and undisturbed 
access. It was agreed with production management that no negative 
consequences would follow if an employee would be filling in the 
questionnaire during working time, though this would not be actively 
encouraged. To incentivize response through invoking the norm of 
reciprocity, each cover letter (similar to the one used in Swedish case) 
included a token reward in the form of a coupon that could be exchanged 
for a chocolate bar in the factory canteen (funded by the research 
project). A native-speaking research colleague and I were on site for the 
first week of survey to answer questions regarding the project as well as 
to encourage response. Response rate was monitored daily and when it 
became apparent that response was slow, I participated in a production 
meeting to encourage line managers to remind workers to return surveys 
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to response boxes. To offer extra time for returning questionnaires, the 
initial response period of one week was prolonged by a week.  

At the end of the 2-week response period, 498 responses were collected 
out of the 1215 questionnaires distributed (RR=40.9%). Non-response 
in organizational research is a common and increasingly prevalent 
problem (Rogelberg & Stanton, 2007, Tomaskovic-Devey et al., 1994), 
leading to potential bias that occurs when those responding to survey 
differ from those who did not respond on variables that have relevance 
for the survey topic (Rogelberg & Luong, 1998). Rogelberg and Stanton 
(2007) call for non-response bias impact assessment irrespective of 
achieved sample size (short of achieving full sample). By using data on 
workforce composition provided by the MNC, it emerged that the 
average age between respondents and total workforce differed only by 
a year (44 vs 43 years), it being thus not likely to bias results. However, 
agency workers were somewhat under-represented in the survey, 
constituting 11% of the sample whereas the proportion of TAW stood 
at 15% in the organization at the time. In other terms, survey responses 
were collected from among 44% of direct-hired employees and 27% of 
agency workers. As contract type is a key variable in the study, caution 
is thus called for when generalizing results for the two contract groups 
within the organization, particularly for agency employees. Abstaining 
from the survey may be related to attitudinal or motivational factors, 
with the survey being perceived as less relevant for agency workers, but 
also failure to sufficiently communicate that the questionnaire was to 
include also agency workforce who otherwise are excluded from MNC 
surveys. Low response among TAW may be particularly relevant for 
social support as a dependent variable, as those taking the survey may 
have felt more integrated and supported within the MNC. Similarly, 
potential bias introduced by low TAW response rate but also low 
response rate in general calls for caution when interpreting work-related 
exhaustion as a dependent variable - those employees who felt 
particularly exhausted may have been less likely to return 
questionnaires. As a remedy to mitigate the risk of biased inferences, 
Rogelberg and Stanton (2007) recommend using alternative sources of 
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to response boxes. To offer extra time for returning questionnaires, the 
initial response period of one week was prolonged by a week.  
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data in parallel. Therefore, addressing research questions from different 
perspectives and using contextual data in a mixed-methods case study 
methodology can be used to validate survey outcomes when in 
alignment or emphasize potential bias in case of conflicting patterns. 
Description of samples by contract type in the Swedish and Polish case 
are presented in Table 6 in the Annex. 

6.5 ANALYTICAL STRATEGY 
The overall case study incorporating the three papers relies on “most 
similar” case design (George & Bennett, 2005), with the two cases 
matched by their similarity in organizational level characteristics and 
variation in regulatory regimes as the independent variable (George & 
Bennett, 2005, King, Keohane & Verba 1994). Qualitative and 
quantitative data was sequentially integrated at different stages of 
research to complement each other in terms of their relative strengths 
and limitations (Seawright, 2016). In both cases, data collection was 
structured on the basis of the same general research questions and the 
overall analytical strategy was built on structured and focused 
comparisons, combining within-case analysis and between-case 
comparisons (George & Bennett, 2005). 

Different dependent and independent variables were incorporated into 
analysis at different stages and levels of research. There are two main 
independent variables of interest: national-level regulatory regimes and 
employment contract types. While at a general level, the dependent 
variable can be understood as job quality, its operationalization differs 
in the three articles, capturing organizational practices (Study I), 
managerial and collegial support (Study II) and OHS outcomes in the 
form of work accidents and work-related exhaustion (Study III).  

Organizational-level documentation and interview transcripts were 
subject to content analysis, with key themes identified based on 
theoretical frameworks: dimensions of job quality, exclusion/inclusion, 
economic pressures, work disorganization and regulatory failure. For 
Study I, empirical evidence of the factors shaping TAW use and OHS 
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were linked to the research framework of the PDR model through the 
process of pattern matching (Almutairi, Gardner & McCarthy, 2014, 
Trochim, 1989, Yin, 2014). Wherever possible, interview data on 
organizational level practices was complemented by information from 
documents and observations. As an example, accident frequency and 
reporting procedure in the document specifying employer 
responsibilities was covered in interviews with both employer and union 
representatives, as well as observations of the promoted ‘days without 
accidents’ displayed on a factory wall. Social integration “in practice” 
could be exemplified through visual differentiation in uniforms – thus, 
although similarity of uniforms was emphasized as a measure of social 
integration in the Polish context, it was observed that while user firm 
employees had their names printed on clothing, agency workers were 
anonymous. 

However, in combining data from qualitative and quantitative methods 
across the thesis, the goal was sequential integration rather than parallel 
triangulation, in acknowledgement that different methods inherently 
provide answers to questions that are different in kind (Seawright, 
2016). By way of example, Study I, which relies on interviews with 
employer and union representatives, identified organizational practices 
that potentially increase safety risks for agency workers through 
diverging mechanisms but included no data from an employee 
perspective in support of this claim. Study III, building its main 
inferences on survey data, uses information from Study I, incorporating 
practices that were likely to be associated with heightened risks into 
quantitative models to capture employees’ own experiences. In 
simplified terms, based on perspectives at different levels and 
representing different interests, these two studies are not able to answer 
the same research question of “if agency workers are more at risk” but 
first can answer the question if organizational practices create more 
high-risk contexts for agency workers and the second, if agency workers 
perceive higher risk.   
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The software package STATA 15.1 was used for analysing survey 
results. As the first step of quantitative analysis reported in Studies II 
and III, bivariate correlations between variables of interest were studied 
for correlations. To facilitate comparability and interpretation of 
regression coefficients of bivariate and ordinal scales, all the scales of 
independent variables were mean-centred and divided by one standard 
deviation. In both studies, some of the initially incorporated control 
variables were removed as they were not associated with dependent nor 
any of the other independent variables (Agresti & Finlay, 2013). Study 
II used ordinary least squares regression (OLS) in a stepwise manner to 
evaluate associations between contract type, selected job characteristics 
and social integration with perceived social support from user firm 
supervisors and colleagues. Study III also relied on OLS to investigate 
associations between work-related exhaustion and elements of 
economic pressures and work disorganization. Additionally, Study III 
used logistic regression for work accidents as a dependent variable. To 
explore if dimensions of economic pressures and work disorganization 
have different impact on employees on different contracts, interaction 
effects were tested in both models. Further detail on statistical methods 
is found in included articles. 

The choice not to incorporate employee level data from the two cases 
into one multilevel statistical analysis and instead use qualitative 
between-case comparisons of within-case outcome patterns was made 
in acknowledgment of limited ability to ensure equivalence of 
measurement across cases (Harkness et al., 2003). This was partly due 
to differences in data collection procedures as well as measurement 
scales as described above. Even if questionnaires were translated in 
accordance with acknowledged practices for cross-cultural test adaption 
(described in more detail in section 6.4.2), direct comparability was 
assumed to be problematic for specific tailor-made items capturing 
particular OHS and social practices in the two contexts. Furthermore, 
direct comparison cross-nationally may overlook differences in how 
respondents with diverse backgrounds interpret and respond to survey 
items due to cultural values, work experiences and language proficiency 
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(Chen et al., 2014). Focus on within-case comparisons at employee level 
and cross-case comparisons of within-case patterns, supported by 
qualitative data, is intended to mitigate the problem of direct 
comparability. Consultation with an occupational health physician can 
be an example, diverging qualitatively in terms of focus and regulatory 
access principles within the two cases, with interviews revealing that 
this has mainly a rehabilitative focus in the Swedish and a more 
preventative role in the Polish case. This qualitative difference is not a 
hindrance for within-case comparison of employee groups exposed to 
the same overarching contextual factors but would mean comparing 
essentially “apples to pears” in direct between-case comparisons 
without contextual information. 

In conclusion, the analytical strategy of this thesis relies on sequential 
integration of qualitative and quantitative data with an aim to trace 
“policy in practice” in shaping job quality in organizations using TAW, 
using within case-comparisons at individual level and cross-case 
comparisons of patterns of individual-level differences. Using the rich 
multilevel comparative data that allows keeping the organizational level 
constant while diverging at the national level, the analytic goal is to 
identify causal pathways from regulation to practice and, in doing that, 
to contribute to a better understanding of the mechanisms behind job 
quality in TAW use. Furthermore, the aim was to contribute to further 
development of the PDR model of workplace health in a multilevel 
perspective (Bohle et al., 2015, Quinlan et al., 2001). 

6.6 LIMITATIONS AND ETHICAL 
CONSIDERATIONS 

While this research has several unique strengths, particularly in its 
multilevel comparative design facilitating exploration of regulatory 
effects, there are also weaknesses and limitations. Much of the 
limitations have already been discussed under relevant methodological 
themes but will be briefly summarized here. First, control of 
confounding variables is inevitably limited in real-life social settings 
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(George & Bennett, 2005, King et al., 1994) and contextual differences 
in areas such as labour market conditions and associated institutions and 
cultural norms introduce a level of uncertainty. Second, even though 
similarity in survey procedure was aimed for, it was not possible due to 
practical concerns related to time resources (completing survey on 
working time). Differences in data collection methodology may thus 
introduce a response bias, as described above in 6.4.3, This is mitigated 
by comparing employee groups within-case where all employees were 
subject to similar data collection procedure and basing between-case 
comparisons on qualitative comparison of within-case patterns. 
However, for certain questionnaire items that may be associated with 
particular contextual organizational knowledge or culture there is a risk 
for systematically different understandings by agency workers and user 
firm employees. Furthermore, large differences in sample sizes 
introduced by differences in data collection methodology introduce 
uncertainty for interpreting results of statistical tests, particularly in 
relation to using and interpreting statistical significance (Greenland et 
al., 2016, Wasserstein & Lazar, 2016). Third, the role of employees 
working within HR in interpreting was a pragmatic compromise, raising 
the question whether the consent of interviewees exposed to employer-
employee relationship can be considered fully voluntary or if there is a 
risk for social desirability bias. Reflecting on the interview situation, the 
risks were mitigated by the expert role of the interviewees, being chosen 
by their professional status as trade union representatives and having, in 
their role, legal protection from unfair treatment. The focus of the 
interviews was on organizational practices rather on than personal 
views, with interviewees expressing also critical opinions, indicating 
openness but perhaps also participants’ experience of negotiations and 
bargaining around the same topics with employer representatives.  

The project was conducted in line with fundamental ethical principles 
as set out in the guideline for project applications under the 7th 
Framework Programme (FP7) (European Commission, 2013). 
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6.7 CASE ORGANIZATION 
The following section will give an overview of the case organization. 
Based on data collected in the qualitative stage of the research, the focus 
is on work organization and OHS in connection with TAW use at the 
two sites within divering national contexts. 

The MNC is a global manufacturing company, positioning itself through 
“high-road” practices in both product quality and employee relations, 
emphasizing safe working conditions and strict adherence to legislative 
requirements. Commitment to good employment practices is 
highlighted online but also visually at the Polish site in particular, where 
the guest entrance presents awards displayed in recognition of this. 
Guests to the factory premises were given a brief safety introduction and 
required to use PPE.  

The MNC operates in a heavily competitive and volatile product market, 
with both sites manufacturing the same highly customized product, 
requiring high levels of company-specific skills. The production process 
is based on principles of lean production and work is organized in multi-
skilled teams that move between timed stages on a production line, 
rotating between stations. Employer rep described rotation in the 
Swedish case as a measure to allow efficiency through functional 
flexibility but also to prevent physical strain. Tasks on the production 
line are inter-dependent and rely on cooperation and teamwork. Each 
team is assigned a team leader while a line manager oversees each line. 
The scale of production is somewhat larger at the Polish premises when 
compared to the Swedish site. 

The same global workforce flexibility targets apply in both subsidiaries, 
with strict restrictions on blue-collar direct hiring. Temporal, financial, 
functional and numerical flexibility is used to adjust workforce levels to 
production needs. Though considered expensive by employer reps in 
both cases, use of TAW was described as an inevitability to achieve 
necessary flexibility of workforce. Regular employment was considered 
insufficiently flexible due to limited overtime allowance according to 



Temporary safety 

 78 

(George & Bennett, 2005, King et al., 1994) and contextual differences 
in areas such as labour market conditions and associated institutions and 
cultural norms introduce a level of uncertainty. Second, even though 
similarity in survey procedure was aimed for, it was not possible due to 
practical concerns related to time resources (completing survey on 
working time). Differences in data collection methodology may thus 
introduce a response bias, as described above in 6.4.3, This is mitigated 
by comparing employee groups within-case where all employees were 
subject to similar data collection procedure and basing between-case 
comparisons on qualitative comparison of within-case patterns. 
However, for certain questionnaire items that may be associated with 
particular contextual organizational knowledge or culture there is a risk 
for systematically different understandings by agency workers and user 
firm employees. Furthermore, large differences in sample sizes 
introduced by differences in data collection methodology introduce 
uncertainty for interpreting results of statistical tests, particularly in 
relation to using and interpreting statistical significance (Greenland et 
al., 2016, Wasserstein & Lazar, 2016). Third, the role of employees 
working within HR in interpreting was a pragmatic compromise, raising 
the question whether the consent of interviewees exposed to employer-
employee relationship can be considered fully voluntary or if there is a 
risk for social desirability bias. Reflecting on the interview situation, the 
risks were mitigated by the expert role of the interviewees, being chosen 
by their professional status as trade union representatives and having, in 
their role, legal protection from unfair treatment. The focus of the 
interviews was on organizational practices rather on than personal 
views, with interviewees expressing also critical opinions, indicating 
openness but perhaps also participants’ experience of negotiations and 
bargaining around the same topics with employer representatives.  

The project was conducted in line with fundamental ethical principles 
as set out in the guideline for project applications under the 7th 
Framework Programme (FP7) (European Commission, 2013). 

Pille Strauss-Raats 

 79 

6.7 CASE ORGANIZATION 
The following section will give an overview of the case organization. 
Based on data collected in the qualitative stage of the research, the focus 
is on work organization and OHS in connection with TAW use at the 
two sites within divering national contexts. 

The MNC is a global manufacturing company, positioning itself through 
“high-road” practices in both product quality and employee relations, 
emphasizing safe working conditions and strict adherence to legislative 
requirements. Commitment to good employment practices is 
highlighted online but also visually at the Polish site in particular, where 
the guest entrance presents awards displayed in recognition of this. 
Guests to the factory premises were given a brief safety introduction and 
required to use PPE.  

The MNC operates in a heavily competitive and volatile product market, 
with both sites manufacturing the same highly customized product, 
requiring high levels of company-specific skills. The production process 
is based on principles of lean production and work is organized in multi-
skilled teams that move between timed stages on a production line, 
rotating between stations. Employer rep described rotation in the 
Swedish case as a measure to allow efficiency through functional 
flexibility but also to prevent physical strain. Tasks on the production 
line are inter-dependent and rely on cooperation and teamwork. Each 
team is assigned a team leader while a line manager oversees each line. 
The scale of production is somewhat larger at the Polish premises when 
compared to the Swedish site. 

The same global workforce flexibility targets apply in both subsidiaries, 
with strict restrictions on blue-collar direct hiring. Temporal, financial, 
functional and numerical flexibility is used to adjust workforce levels to 
production needs. Though considered expensive by employer reps in 
both cases, use of TAW was described as an inevitability to achieve 
necessary flexibility of workforce. Regular employment was considered 
insufficiently flexible due to limited overtime allowance according to 



Temporary safety 

 80 

working time regulations, but it was also said to require costly and time-
consuming dismissal procedures, including union consultations. 
Furthermore, using TAW was discussed in both sites by employer reps 
as a protective mechanism for public image, with media paying more 
negative attention to large-scale workforce reduction among “in-house” 
employees than reducing the presence of contracted workforce. In the 
Polish context TAW also allowed easier access to sufficient number of 
workers. This was necessary due to high fluctuation of workforce needs, 
regulatory restrictions that allowed only short-term TAW contracts and 
thus led to high turnover among temporary workers but also limited pool 
of workers with right competencies at the labour market. 

The work organization could be described as “core-core” in the Swedish 
case and “core-periphery” in the Polish case. The core of regular 
employees was stable at both sites, with very low turnover and 
extremely limited direct hiring. Fluctuations in workforce take place on 
account of TAW in both cases, and in the Polish case also by using 
temporary direct-hired workers. Temporary direct contracts in the 
Polish case were enforced through firm-level agreement with local trade 
union as a trade-off to TAW use, to be offered to selected agency 
workers when a cap of 15% TAW was reached. Though this offered 
extended work at the MNC, direct employment was an option only in 
exceptional circumstances for those with very specific skill sets.  

In the Swedish “core-core” work organization, employer reps described 
agency workers to be the most skilled, and also as the best performers. 
Key workers offering functional flexibility were thus a group of multi-
skilled agency employees who rotated between stations and tasks to fill 
in gaps. Need to retain company-specific skills was noted by both 
employer and employee reps to be behind a recent decision to offer 
direct employment to a group of agency workers, fuelled by emerging 
dissatisfaction among agency employees wishing to gain direct 
employment after years in the MNC.  

In both cases the specialist education leading to licensing or certification 
was considered the responsibility of TWA-s. As the presence of agency 
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workers in the MNC was limited to 18 months by law in Poland, 
employer reps described in interviews how the MNC lacked motivation 
to offer competence development for agency workers, using them in the 
simplest tasks that could be learned quickly. The “core-periphery” 
pattern was thus based on both terms of employment and skills, with 
TAW use as a flexibility buffer, offering only numerical flexibility. As 
a consequence of this type of work organization however, the regular 
high-skilled employees were “left with” complex tasks, including 
training and quality control obligations.  

Flexibility of workforce use for the firm was directly associated with 
instability for workers in both cases but particularly in Poland. As there 
was no regulation to restrict consecutive contracts during the 18-month 
period, agency workers’ contracts were commonly renewed monthly 
(sometimes notifying workers only a week ahead). In the Swedish case, 
TAW was used on open-ended contracts, but the associated job security 
came with a trade-off in insecurity of assignment as agency workers 
could be reassigned to another user firm at a day’s notice. Taking 
advantage of this flexibility, the Swedish subsidiary operated a TAW 
pool where employees came on site at the start of the working day to fill 
in for daily absences, with those not assigned dispatched to alternative 
assignments. If refusing another assignment, workers forfeited their 
right for guarantee pay. On some occasions, however, unassigned time 
was used for on-the-job training at the user firm, with the agency 
carrying the wage costs. Direct-hiring decisions at both sites were made 
by supervisors but coordinated with higher management. The criteria 
for direct hiring were said to be specific skills and the ability to “learn 
fast” as well as having the “right” attitude towards work. In both cases, 
the limited blue-collar hiring was mediated by TWA-s.  

Wage was described by both employer and employee representatives to 
be competitive in both cases for their respective areas and industries. 
For TAW wage equality, the “relative comparator” differed, however. 
In the Swedish case, the basis was the average wage for workers doing 
the same jobs at the MNC. As regular workers had relatively long 
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workers in the MNC was limited to 18 months by law in Poland, 
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tenures and high wages on average, this resulted in a situation where 
agency workers could receive higher wages than lower-tenured direct-
hired employees. In Polish case the comparison accounted for skill and 
tenure. As agency workers tended to have relatively lower skills and 
short tenure, their wage was relatively lower when compared to direct-
hired employees.  

The Swedish subsidiary had a strategic cooperation with one TWA, with 
the “preferred partnership” facilitating recurring assignments and skill 
development opportunities for agency workers. In the Polish case, the 
MNC cooperated with several TWA-s to ensure a sufficient scale of 
service in the context of growing workforce needs and short-term TAW 
assignments. TAW contracting was based on time, cost and quality of 
service but in both cases employer reps also emphasized alignment of 
agency practices with the MNC values. However, in both cases 
interviews with both employer and employee reps revealed problematic 
labour practices such as pressure to take unpaid leave over Christmas 
break (the Swedish case) or late payment of wages (the Polish case). 
Civil law contracts that are common for TAW in Poland were explicitly 
not in use for TAW assignments at this MNC. 

All interviewees in both cases said that there was a strong preference 
among employees for direct MNC contracts, with a union rep in the 
Swedish case emphasizing that also regular workers considered TAW 
practice unfair and would prefer overall standard employment. At the 
Polish site, both union and employer reps described initial hostility 
towards agency workers, with regular employees withholding relevant 
information and support. However, according to union reps this changed 
when TAW was no longer seen as a threat to regular jobs. Agency 
workers were fully integrated in formal social activities such as 
meetings and trainings at the Swedish subsidiary but excluded in the 
Polish case. However, employer and employee reps described informal 
social integration and cohesion in both cases. This was only somewhat 
affected in the Swedish case by generational difference among the 
employee groups. At the Polish site, union reps emphasized how social 
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cohesion was supported by a union initiative to implement common 
clothing, differing only in colour of the identification card (even as 
TAW uniforms were anonymous whereas regular employees had their 
name printed on their clothing). In the Swedish case, TAW identity as 
separate from the MNC was emphasized by different colour of uniform. 

Agency workers in the Swedish case had double-supervision, both at the 
MNC and at the TWA. The agency coordinator was on-site at the MNC 
each day and the TWA arranged social activities for its workers. An 
interviewed employer rep considered close contact between agency 
workers and the agency to be important for sustaining TAW “identity” 
as separate from the MNC, in order to prevent expectations for MNC 
employment that could not be met. In Poland, agency workers’ contact 
with their respective TWAs was described by employer reps to be very 
limited, with user firm supervisors mediating problem-solving in issues 
such as correct wage payments by the agency. Working time and sick 
leave were reported to the MNC in the Polish but to the agency in the 
Swedish case. All employees irrespective of contract type had access to 
all facilities in both cases. 

Both subsidiaries had an active local trade union organization, with 
union relations described as cooperative and constructive from both 
parties. Union membership was uniformly high in the Swedish case but, 
while about half of Polish MNC employees were union members, none 
of the agency workers were. As agency workers could not join the local 
MNC union and there were no union organizations at the agencies, 
agency workers lacked direct representation. Unions played an essential 
role in OHS monitoring and enforcement in both cases through the role 
of safety ombudsmen in the Swedish and social labour inspectors in the 
Polish case, both elected from among the MNC employees but 
representing everyone at the workplace. However, this representation 
did not extend to general employment matters. Unionized agency 
workers in the Swedish case had an option to turn to regional 
representatives for help, though the interviewed union reps claimed that 
many turned first to the local union because regional representation was 
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more distant. Agency workers turned to company union also at the 
Polish site and, despite the union’s lack of official mandate, employee 
representatives stated that they generally tried to offer assistance.  

While the MNC systematically assesses risks and opportunities related 
to workforce flexibility, considering costs and competence retention 
among other concerns, OHS is not part of this assessment. The main 
risks that employer reps identified in relation to TAW during interviews 
differed in the two cases. In the Swedish case, the key theme was the 
risk to lose of firm-specific competence but in the Polish case, the 
primary concern was misbehaviour – manifesting as unexplained 
absenteeism, carelessness and quality problems. Informal discussions at 
both sites indicated a level of intra-MNC comparison and competition, 
seen particularly in the Swedish case in reflections over the need to raise 
production efficiency. This mirrors field notes observing higher work 
intensity at the Swedish site through observance of break times and 
visible pace of work. A risk for safety from a recent push for work 
intensification was mentioned at a union interview in the Swedish case.  

OHS function was integrated into line management at the Swedish site, 
with managers being responsible for OHS in their respective areas. In 
the Polish case, there was a separate OHS structure from the firm side, 
providing expert support but also taking on many of the tasks that were 
managerial responsibility in Sweden (arranging for risk assessments or 
occupational health services for example). According to the safety 
routines, all employees were to turn to either their direct supervisor or 
safety rep with OHS-related concerns at both sites, including reporting 
of work accidents and safety incidents. In neither case were agency 
workers involved in the internal employee survey, which was the main 
tool for capturing employee perception of social and organizational 
work environment, nor did agency workers have performance appraisals 
at the user firm. In both cases, the user firm conducted internal physical 
risk assessments and forwarded results to work agencies. The main 
hazards as described by safety reps included chemicals, noise and 
welding in the Polish case but truck driving, cuts and bruises and 
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posture-related issues in the Swedish case. The differences were due to 
the extended production scale at the Polish site.  

Safety induction and introduction to the workplace was ostensibly one 
full day with focus on internal regulation, company policies and 
production process in the Polish case and three days in the Swedish case, 
with costs covered by the MNC in Polish but the TWA in Swedish case. 
This introduction was followed by supervised work where the worker 
was expected to be productive, with most being capable of independent 
work in “standard” jobs after 2-3 months and rotating between tasks 
after six months. The learning period was shortened to 1-4 weeks for 
agency workers in the Polish case. Occupational health services were 
available for “in-house” workers on-site in both cases. These services 
could be accessed by the agency workers in case of emergencies, as the 
routine health checks were arranged by TWA. PPE was provided by the 
MNC in both cases.   

These case contexts show similarities under the same MNC policies and 
production but also critical differences in how work is organized and 
what are the institutional frames, vulnerabilities and buffers for 
employers as well as workers.  
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7 THE THREE STUDIES 
The three articles included in this thesis (Table 3) explore contextual 
drivers for different dimensions of job quality and compare how 
working conditions are experienced by temporary agency workers and 
their direct-hired counterparts. All studies consist of comparative case 
studies within one multinational company with comparable production 
facilities in contrasting European regulatory regimes: Sweden and 
Poland. Study I uses qualitative data from interviews, documents and 
observations to explore regulatory impact on organization-level 
practices in relation to OHS in the context of TAW use. Study II uses 
also employee-level data to investigate the social dimension of job 
quality in the context of TAW use, looking at patterns of social 
integration and perceived supervisor and co-worker support and how 
these are influenced by organizational practices and regulatory contexts. 
Study III builds on Study I and includes data from employee surveys on 
subjective perceptions of OHS procedures and outcomes. Focusing on 
contextual factors for work accidents and work-related exhaustion from 
an organizational perspective, the study explores differences in job 
quality experiences for agency workers and user firm employees doing 
same jobs, relying on the PDR model of workplace health (Quinlan et 
al., 2001). The three studies combined enable to gain a contextualized 
overview of how both procedural and outcome measures of job quality 
in general and OHS in particular are shaped by constraints and 
opportunities of regulatory regimes for TAW use as well as of 
interactions between different dimensions of job quality. 
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Table 3. Overview of the three studies. 

Objective Theoretical 
foundations 

Method Key results and conclusion 

Study I Temporary safety. Regulating working conditions in temporary agency work 
Investigating if and 
how regulatory 
regimes shape 
workplace level OHS 
in using TAW. 
Theoretical 
contribution by 
exploring 
interconnections 
between PDR model’s 
three factors. 

PDR model of 
workplace 
health (Quinlan 
et al., 2001) 

Comparative 
qualitative 
case study.  
 
Data 
sources: 
interviews, 
documents, 
observations
.  

Results illustrate how workplace level 
practices that impact OHS are overwhelmingly 
shaped by economic pressures and suggests 
a hierarchical relationship between the factors 
of the PDR model, with economic pressures 
and work disorganization moderating the effect 
of regulatory failure. 

Study II The social dimension of job quality. Perceived social support in contrasting regulatory 
contexts for temporary agency work. 
To explore how the 
practice of TAW 
affects perceived 
social support for 
agency workers and 
direct-hired employees 
in user firms, framed 
by contrasting national 
regulatory contexts. 

Job quality 
(Munoz de 
Bustillo et al., 
2009), social 
support (House 
et al., 1985) 
workforce 
segmentation 

Multi-method 
comparative 
case study. 
  
Data 
sources: 
interviews, 
documents, 
observation, 
employee 
survey 

Temporary agency workers were seen to 
perceive higher levels of support than user 
firm direct-hired employees. Work 
organizational segregation by contract type 
was associated with contractual differences 
in perceived support when controlling for job 
characteristics. A plausible explanation for 
contractual differences in perceived support 
in the context of organizational segregation 
is the function of individual support as a 
compensatory mechanism to cope with 
workplace demands when excluded from 
formal information channels. As a flip side, 
the results indicate a risk for insufficient 
availability of support for user firm 
employees. Overall, these results illustrate 
how regulatory frameworks shape TAW use 
and integration, with a restrictive regulatory 
regime associated with exclusionary 
practices.  

Study III. Trading health for safety: contextual drivers for work-related health outcomes in using 
temporary agency work. 
Exploring the role of 
regulatory and 
organizational level 
contextual factors in 
shaping OHS 
outcomes in 
organizations using 
temporary agency 
work (TAW).  

PDR model of 
workplace 
health (Quinlan 
et al., 2001) 

Multi-method 
comparative 
case study.  
 
Data 
sources: 
employee 
surveys + 
interviews, 
documents, 
observations 

The results demonstrate diverging regulatory 
impact in the two cases on organizational 
use of TAW either in strategic integration or 
as a peripheral flexibility buffer, shaping 
OHS outcomes. While aligning with previous 
literature in showing an “inherent safety 
problem” in TAW in terms of work accidents, 
the outcome pattern for work-related 
exhaustion reflects trade-offs and 
unintended consequences for OHS in the 
user firm, particularly in the context of 
workforce segmentation.  



Temporary safety 

 86 

7 THE THREE STUDIES 
The three articles included in this thesis (Table 3) explore contextual 
drivers for different dimensions of job quality and compare how 
working conditions are experienced by temporary agency workers and 
their direct-hired counterparts. All studies consist of comparative case 
studies within one multinational company with comparable production 
facilities in contrasting European regulatory regimes: Sweden and 
Poland. Study I uses qualitative data from interviews, documents and 
observations to explore regulatory impact on organization-level 
practices in relation to OHS in the context of TAW use. Study II uses 
also employee-level data to investigate the social dimension of job 
quality in the context of TAW use, looking at patterns of social 
integration and perceived supervisor and co-worker support and how 
these are influenced by organizational practices and regulatory contexts. 
Study III builds on Study I and includes data from employee surveys on 
subjective perceptions of OHS procedures and outcomes. Focusing on 
contextual factors for work accidents and work-related exhaustion from 
an organizational perspective, the study explores differences in job 
quality experiences for agency workers and user firm employees doing 
same jobs, relying on the PDR model of workplace health (Quinlan et 
al., 2001). The three studies combined enable to gain a contextualized 
overview of how both procedural and outcome measures of job quality 
in general and OHS in particular are shaped by constraints and 
opportunities of regulatory regimes for TAW use as well as of 
interactions between different dimensions of job quality. 

  

Pille Strauss-Raats 

 87 

Table 3. Overview of the three studies. 

Objective Theoretical 
foundations 

Method Key results and conclusion 

Study I Temporary safety. Regulating working conditions in temporary agency work 
Investigating if and 
how regulatory 
regimes shape 
workplace level OHS 
in using TAW. 
Theoretical 
contribution by 
exploring 
interconnections 
between PDR model’s 
three factors. 

PDR model of 
workplace 
health (Quinlan 
et al., 2001) 

Comparative 
qualitative 
case study.  
 
Data 
sources: 
interviews, 
documents, 
observations
.  

Results illustrate how workplace level 
practices that impact OHS are overwhelmingly 
shaped by economic pressures and suggests 
a hierarchical relationship between the factors 
of the PDR model, with economic pressures 
and work disorganization moderating the effect 
of regulatory failure. 

Study II The social dimension of job quality. Perceived social support in contrasting regulatory 
contexts for temporary agency work. 
To explore how the 
practice of TAW 
affects perceived 
social support for 
agency workers and 
direct-hired employees 
in user firms, framed 
by contrasting national 
regulatory contexts. 

Job quality 
(Munoz de 
Bustillo et al., 
2009), social 
support (House 
et al., 1985) 
workforce 
segmentation 

Multi-method 
comparative 
case study. 
  
Data 
sources: 
interviews, 
documents, 
observation, 
employee 
survey 

Temporary agency workers were seen to 
perceive higher levels of support than user 
firm direct-hired employees. Work 
organizational segregation by contract type 
was associated with contractual differences 
in perceived support when controlling for job 
characteristics. A plausible explanation for 
contractual differences in perceived support 
in the context of organizational segregation 
is the function of individual support as a 
compensatory mechanism to cope with 
workplace demands when excluded from 
formal information channels. As a flip side, 
the results indicate a risk for insufficient 
availability of support for user firm 
employees. Overall, these results illustrate 
how regulatory frameworks shape TAW use 
and integration, with a restrictive regulatory 
regime associated with exclusionary 
practices.  

Study III. Trading health for safety: contextual drivers for work-related health outcomes in using 
temporary agency work. 
Exploring the role of 
regulatory and 
organizational level 
contextual factors in 
shaping OHS 
outcomes in 
organizations using 
temporary agency 
work (TAW).  

PDR model of 
workplace 
health (Quinlan 
et al., 2001) 

Multi-method 
comparative 
case study.  
 
Data 
sources: 
employee 
surveys + 
interviews, 
documents, 
observations 

The results demonstrate diverging regulatory 
impact in the two cases on organizational 
use of TAW either in strategic integration or 
as a peripheral flexibility buffer, shaping 
OHS outcomes. While aligning with previous 
literature in showing an “inherent safety 
problem” in TAW in terms of work accidents, 
the outcome pattern for work-related 
exhaustion reflects trade-offs and 
unintended consequences for OHS in the 
user firm, particularly in the context of 
workforce segmentation.  



Temporary safety 

 88 

7.1 STUDY I. TEMPORARY SAFETY. 
REGULATING WORKING CONDITIONS IN 
TEMPORARY AGENCY WORK 

Aim. TAW has emerged as one of the most problematic forms of work 
in terms of job quality in general and OHS in particular. This article 
investigates if and how regulatory frameworks shape OHS at 
workplaces using TAW in the contrasting regulatory regimes of Sweden 
and Poland under the EU “umbrella” of directives. As a conceptual 
framework, the study relies on the three-factor PDR model of workplace 
health (Quinlan et al., 2001). 
 
Method. Qualitative comparative case study.  
 
Findings. Results indicate that OHS was significantly shaped by the 
way TAW was integrated within work organization at the user firm; this 
was in turn conditioned by the regulatory frameworks that set minimum 
standards for basic working conditions such as contract length and 
wage. Organization-level data showed that restrictiveness of TAW 
regulation did not affect organization’s decision if to use TAW but 
rather how to integrate it. The legally prescribed restrictive short-term 
perspective to TAW in the Polish case was thus associated with 
segregation of agency workforce into low-skilled tasks at the 
organizational periphery where it offered numerical flexibility. In 
contrast, a legal framework that allowed long-term TAW use, as 
exemplified by the Swedish case, was found to incentivize 
organizational integration, on-the-job training and upskilling of agency 
workforce. However, despite the differences in TAW use, interviews 
with employer and union representatives in both cases suggested that 
agency workers were considered to be exposed to higher OHS risks than 
user firm employees. This was explained by the effect of economic 
pressures in both contexts, though acting through different mechanisms. 
In the Polish case, the data indicated externalization of some workplace 
hazards to TAW but also that the “poor” TAW jobs were not conductive 
to eliciting safety compliance from employees. In the Swedish case, the 
data showed that agency workers’ fear of assignment change 
incentivized risk-taking despite relative job security. Even as the study 
identified problematic work organizational factors in risk prevention in 
the context of the triangular contractual relationship, the results 
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indicated a stronger impact to safety from the dimension of economic 
pressures. 
 
Contribution. While concurring with previous research in reflecting 
higher safety risks for agency workers and work organizational 
difficulties in risk prevention in TAW (Håkansson et al., 2013, 
Underhill & Quinlan, 2011), this paper sheds light on how these 
outcomes are shaped by regulatory frameworks’ allowances for either 
short-term or long-term TAW use. Time perspective to TAW use was 
seen to be critical to incentivize either organizational integration or 
segregation, affecting OHS outcomes through diverging attitudinal 
mechanisms at employee level. A hierarchical relationship between the 
factors of the PDR model is suggested, with economic pressures and 
work disorganization moderating the effect of regulatory failure. In 
pointing out the role of economic pressures for OHS, this study calls 
attention to the relevance of a broad perspective on regulatory regimes 
when aiming to improve OHS. 

7.2 STUDY II. THE SOCIAL DIMENSION OF JOB 
QUALITY. PERCEIVED SOCIAL SUPPORT 
IN CONTRASTING REGULATORY 
CONTEXTS FOR TEMPORARY AGENCY 
WORK 

Background and aim. Temporary agency workers are commonly 
reported to face challenges in supportive social relationships at work, as 
existing research suggests a pattern of social exclusion, strained 
relationships and stigmatization. This comparative case study explored 
perceived managerial and co-worker support for employees in work 
organizations using TAW, aiming to understand the drivers for the 
social dimension of job quality in organizational contexts, as they are 
framed by regulatory regimes.  

 Method. Comparative mixed-methods case study, sequentially 
integrating qualitative and quantitative evidence from interviews, 
observations and employee surveys. 
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indicated a stronger impact to safety from the dimension of economic 
pressures. 
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relationships and stigmatization. This comparative case study explored 
perceived managerial and co-worker support for employees in work 
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Findings. Survey results showed that agency workers perceived higher 
support from user firm supervisors and colleagues than direct-hired 
workers in both cases. However, while this was explained by job 
characteristics in the Swedish case, the TAW effect strengthened when 
controlling for these aspects in the Polish case. Between-case 
comparison of work organization and regulatory regimes shows that the 
two cases diverge in how TAW is integrated with direct-hired 
workforce, in access to work-related information and in the extent of 
managerial contact. Polish restrictive legislation to TAW was shown to 
incentivize work organizational segregation and exclusion from user 
firm formal communication networks while the short-term nature of 
TAW in this context also limited agency workers’ contact with their 
TAW supervisor. It is thus plausible that these aspects heighten agency 
workers’ need for support to cope in their jobs, with user firm 
supervisors and colleagues in this “high-road” MNC matching the need. 
However, lower perceived support among regular employees suggests 
that TAW use may negatively affect availability of social for direct-
hired employees. 

Contribution. The study sheds light on social support as an essential 
element of the multi-dimensional and context-specific understanding of 
job quality, drawing attention to how its need and availability are shaped 
by other job characteristics in the context of TAW. Findings from this 
study also highlight the multidimensional character of workplace social 
relations, illustrating how a narrow focus on one dimension such as 
exclusionary practices may mask more nuanced social realities at 
workplaces. Finally, while showing how exclusionary practices in work 
organization may paradoxically be conducive to higher collegial and 
managerial support for agency workers, these results also caution that 
as support is a limited resource, user firm own employees may miss out 
and risk associated health consequences over long term. 
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7.3 STUDY III. TRADING HEALTH FOR 
SAFETY: CONTEXTUAL DRIVERS FOR 
WORK-RELATED HEALTH OUTCOMES IN 
USING TEMPORARY AGENCY WORK 

Aim. This article investigates which factors explain work-related health 
outcomes for agency workers and their direct-hired counterparts doing 
comparable jobs in the context of TAW use in diverging regulatory 
contexts, using the PDR model of workplace health (Quinlan et al., 
2001) as a conceptual framework. 
Method. Comparative mixed-methods case study, sequentially 
integrating qualitative and quantitative evidence from interviews, 
observations and employee surveys. Main inferences are based on 
regression analysis of survey data, with work accidents and work-
related exhaustion as dependent variables.  

Findings. Aligning with much of previous research, the results of this 
study show a higher prevalence of safety incidents for agency workers 
in both cases. While explaining a significant share of accident risk for 
employees on both types of contract, the elements of the PDR model as 
captured in this study did not fully explain particular safety risk in TAW. 
Unexpectedly, the results revealed higher levels of work-related 
exhaustion for user firm employees. When controlling for economic 
pressures, work disorganization and individual factors, agency contract 
remained significant predictor for accidents in both cases but predicted 
lower exhaustion only in the Polish case where TAW was segregated 
into simple tasks in the organizational periphery. In the Swedish case, 
where TAW was fully integrated into work organization, contract 
differences in work-related exhaustion were explained by job 
characteristics. Based on qualitative data, a plausible explanation for 
this pattern is that assigning the simplest tasks to the often-changing 
agency workers had burdened regular employees with higher task 
complexity, training obligations and quality control, with an associated 
increase in work-related exhaustion. The results also indicated higher 
vulnerability to exhaustion due to economic pressures among agency 
workers in the Polish case where TAW is notably insecure. Among 
dimensions of work disorganization, interaction effects indicated that 
inclusion in discussions on workplace risks had protective effect for 
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regular employees but not for agency workers. Work organizational 
choices of TAW use are traced back to regulatory restrictions and 
allowances. 
Contribution. This study demonstrates context-dependency of OHS 
outcomes in TAW use. Regulatory contexts that facilitate the long-term 
strategic integration of TAW into the user firm are also favourable to a 
smaller health divide in long-term health effects. However, the findings 
indicate unintended consequences of TAW use for user firms due to 
work disorganization, with the disruption risking long-term health of 
user firm employees. The article also argues that the PDR framework is 
a valuable lens through which OHS outcomes can be systematically 
analysed, showing that the effects predicted by the PDR model are 
context dependent, with regulatory factors being of central importance.  
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8 DISCUSSION 
This thesis aims to explore and explain how job quality in organizations 
using TAW is shaped by national regulatory regimes and how 
organizational practices and employee experiences in this context relate 
to patterns of workforce segmentation. The thesis also aims to contribute 
to theoretical development of the PDR model of workplace health 
(Quinlan et al., 2001), testing it as a conceptual framework through 
comparative case studies in the context of TAW use.  

Taking advantage of a mixed-method case study methodology in a 
comparative perspective, the three empirical studies included in this 
thesis provide an in-depth contextualized view to the multilevel 
structures that underlie both the processes and outcomes of job quality 
at the organizational and the individual level. Previous knowledge of 
job quality in TAW tends to portray it as being at high risk for poor job 
quality but leaves a fragmented picture due to understudied dimensions 
but also due to the lack of research into contextual mechanisms that 
shape TAW jobs – a notable gap considering that job quality is 
inherently contextual, and there is considerable contextual diversity. 
Contextualizing cases of TAW use in national regulatory regimes has 
particular relevance due to the assumed role of EU regulatory efforts in 
framing employer practices towards harmonization, but also the 
regulatory potential for large-scale improvements in working conditions 
(Leka et al., 2010). Importantly, this thesis considers TAW as a practice 
in an organizational perspective, paying attention to the 
interdependencies of work experiences for workers employed on 
different terms of employment. Finally, in applying the PDR model of 
workplace health (Quinlan et al., 2001) to the context of TAW, the thesis 
explores which aspects of economic pressures, work disorganization 
and regulatory failure explain OHS risks and outcomes in different 
regulatory settings and how these aspects are interrelated with each 
other. 
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8.1 REGULATORY REGIMES SHAPING JOB 
QUALITY IN TAW 

One of the key focus points of this thesis was addressing the significant 
gap in research connecting regulatory regimes and business practices 
(Deakin, 2011, Kalleberg, 2001, Leka et al., 2010, Quinlan et al., 2015), 
exploring how regulatory frameworks shape organizational-level TAW 
use, with particular attention to OHSM practices and implications. 
Better understanding of these associations is important for taking 
advantage of potential for interventions at regulatory and organizational 
level, moving from individual-level blame to addressing contextual 
structural factors (Quinlan et al., 2001). That this is urgently needed is 
clear from previous research addressing job quality in TAW, showing 
that despite some variation, agency workers do tend to be at higher risk 
for poor job quality, particularly in terms of insecurity of employment 
and workplace injuries.  

To address the regulatory impact - or regulatory failure - if using the 
language of the PDR model of workplace health (Quinlan et al., 2001), 
the study used the contrasting regulatory regimes of Poland and Sweden 
as “most different” cases for TAW regulation in the EU, representing 
diverging industrial relations traditions, historical, political and 
economic contexts as well as labour market conditions. Some of the key 
organizational level factors were kept “constant” by collecting data from 
one MNC with the same “high-road” HR policies, same production 
system and same product, demanding relatively high firm-specific skill 
levels. Connecting regulatory regimes, understood to encompass legal 
authority as well as forms of social and economic influence (Baldwin et 
al., 2012), with organizational practices, this thesis illustrates how 
liberal and restrictive regulatory regimes (Sartori, 2016) respectively 
either incentivized strategic integration of TAW into the organizational 
core or its use as a flexibility buffer in organizational periphery. Both of 
these strategies were associated with a range of consequences for 
different aspects of job quality in the user organization. Importantly, in 
current cases regulatory impact was observed to be minimal for the 
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decision to use TAW. Considering this and keeping in mind the EU 
regulatory aims of integration and harmonization, as well as the goal of 
Polish TAW regulation to restrict its use, the regulatory effect of TAW 
segregation can thus be described as a regulatory failure in line with the 
PDR model (Quinlan et al., 2001).  

8.1.1.1 NOT IF BUT HOW: REGULATORY IMPACT ON TAW 
USE AND INTEGRATION 

The key regulatory aspect that emerged as critical for how TAW was 
used within the two organizations was the time perspective of TAW use. 
That, in turn, was consequential for several other dimensions of job 
quality – most critically for skill development. Regulatory allowance to 
use TAW either in long-term or short-term perspective thus facilitated 
respectively either integration or segregation, with the MNC balancing 
between striving for workforce flexibility and maximising TAW 
assignment lengths to take advantage of agency workers’ developing 
workplace-specific skills. This is in line with Håkansson and Isidorsson 
(2012) as well as Ward et al. (2001) in pointing out that qualification 
needs and expected assignment length are important determinants of 
TAW integration into user firm work organization. However, current 
comparative study adds to the previous in being able to demonstrate how 
organizational choices were directly connected to regulatory regimes.  

It has been argued that reducing incentives for TAW, for example 
through legal restrictions, could be an effective strategy to address the 
problem of poor-quality TAW jobs (Quinlan, 2015). At the same time, 
a recent ILO report of TAW in selected EU member states finds a 
notable disconnect between legal restrictions to TAW use and its 
prevalence (Contouris et al., 2016). Findings of this thesis add to this 
debate in providing a grassroot-level empirical snapshot: the strategic 
choices of the MNC presented in Study I thus show that regulatory 
regime and legal restrictions were consequential, though not for the 
decision if to use TAW but how to use it. The decision to contract TAW 
was taken on a corporate level strategies, with national subsidiaries 
adjusting their practice to local conditions. In the Polish regulatory 
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context where TAW was legally restricted to “temporary substitution” 
and limited in time, it was apparent how the employer took advantage 
of ambiguity in legal standards, mixed interests in worker representation 
and weak monitoring by the state (facing little challenge in the question 
if to use TAW). At the same time, following the legal prescription for 
short-term TAW law shaped how TAW was used. Critically, findings 
from the Polish context show that restrictive regulation intended to curb 
TAW use can have unintended detrimental effects on job quality. 

The job quality dimensions most directly affected by regulatory contexts 
were integration into labour process in terms of tasks, skill development 
opportunities and formal social inclusion. Procedural aspects relating to 
OHSM and work disorganization, such as contested employer 
obligations, safety induction or risk assessment showed less divergence. 
This may indicate that OHSM is more harmonized at the EU level, but 
perhaps also that it is more easily amenable through organizational-level 
policies – exemplified how potential ambiguities in Swedish work 
environment legislation were addressed by a TWA-MNC agreement. In 
the Swedish case where agency workers were employed on open-ended 
agency contracts and assignment length was not restricted, long-term 
and recurring assignments in the user firm incentivized company-
specific skill development and facilitated TAW use for both numerical 
and functional flexibility, thus exhibiting characteristics of “good jobs” 
(Broschak, Davis-Blake & Block, 2008, Kalleberg, 2001), even if 
atypical. As employment practices in the Swedish case could be 
described as high-commitment for employees on both contracts 
(keeping also in mind open-ended agency contracts and relatively long 
assignments), the same applied only for the user firm employees in the 
Polish case. The regulatory framework that restricted TAW use to a 
“standard” of 18 months, with agency contracts tied to the duration of a 
particular assignment, diminished employer incentives to upskill 
temporary workforce and led to TAW use for numerical flexibility in 
low-skilled jobs. Previous studies have shown different organizational 
strategies of TAW use within the same regulatory context or within-
industry (Håkansson & Isidorsson, 2012, Holst et al., 2010, Ward et al., 
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2001), so the proposition here is not that regulatory regime is 
deterministic, but current results shed light on how national regulatory 
frameworks shape organizational practices in where organizational 
goals and strategies are the same.  

8.1.1.2 FORMS OF REGULATORY INFLUENCE: ECONOMIC 
PRESSURES AND (DIS)ORGANIZING OHS 

Findings from all three studies showed how regulatory impact on job 
quality was largely tied to regulatory standards of TAW use and its basic 
working conditions (directive 2008/104/EC), with its impact mainly 
through factors that can be categorized under the dimension of 
economic pressures of the PDR model (Quinlan et al., 2001). 
Addressing economic insecurities is in line with the flexicurity-
principles the TAW “equality” directive builds upon – ensuring a level 
of security for workers while encouraging removal of restrictions for 
TAW use (Sartori, 2016). However, while the Swedish case can be seen 
as the “model” combination of employee security and employer 
flexibility (Rönnmar, 2010), Study I illustrates how in both cases 
employer and union representatives perceived economic factors to 
overrule OHS prevention principles in action – exemplified by 
employees taking safety shortcuts or avoiding incident reporting in their 
strive for continuity of assignments. At the organizational level, the very 
use of TAW can be seen as a manifestation of economic pressures - 
described in both cases as an economic necessity to meet product market 
volatility. As TAW use was shown to carry potential health and safety 
implications through work disorganization in OHSM within the user 
firm, the overriding impact of economic pressures was evident again. 
This aligns with the PDR model of workplace health (Quinlan et al., 
2001) and institutional perspectives of job quality (Rubery et al., 2018), 
emphasizing that work practices and working conditions in 
organizations are dependent on the interplay between different 
economic pressures and vulnerabilities - shaped but not determined by 
their regulatory and institutional contexts. 
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Furthermore, the cases also demonstrated the critical role of collective 
bargaining as an essential element of regulatory regimes. Sectoral-level 
collective agreements thus buffered potential insecurities of the 
otherwise notably liberal statutory regulation of TAW supply in Sweden 
(Sartori, 2016), resulting in a “most secure” TAW in terms of exposure 
to economic pressures. Consequentially, it is relevant to note that liberal 
statutory TAW regulation is likely to have very different job quality 
implications in different industrial relations regimes, and as there is also 
high divergence in collective bargaining at sectoral level, conditions for 
agency workers may diverge notably in different sectors.  

8.1.1.3 EQUALITY VS EQUITY IN WORKING CONDITIONS 
The fairly new European directive 2008/104/EC that directly addresses 
economic pressures in TAW through setting minimum standards for 
basic working conditions has been subject to doubt and criticism for its 
well-intended equality principle (Contouris & Horton, 2009). On the 
one hand, the equality principle leaves room for confusion in 
establishing a suitable comparator and on the other, it allows for opt-out 
through derogations, risking exclusion from protective mechanisms for 
a significant share of TAW workforce (Contouris et al., 2016). 
Furthermore, equality is considered insufficient to address underlying 
inequities and vulnerabilities arising from different terms of 
employment (Vosko, 2011). 

Use of the “Swedish” derogation from equal pay for those in open-ended 
TAW was balanced in this case context by comparable provisions in the 
sectoral collective agreement, defining the comparator as a comparable 
occupational group at a workplace. As such, the negotiated provision 
resulted in relatively high TAW wages within the user firm but, 
considering the MNC’s high-road practices, also in comparison to 
alternative options at the labour market. In the diverging Polish context 
following statutory regulation in wage setting, the MNC was able to 
adjust the comparator to skill level and tenure. Even if being competitive 
locally, this resulted in relatively lower TAW wage in comparison to 
regular employees. These examples of diversity in “equal” TAW wage 
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in practice reflect more favourable terms for TAW in the context of 
direct representation of TAW interests. However, mirroring the caution 
voiced by Vosko (2011), wage equality and open-ended contracts were 
shown in Studies I and III to be insufficient to ensure equitable 
employment terms, as relative job security of open-ended TAW 
employment was in the Swedish context balanced by nearly unrestricted 
opportunities for change of assignments between different user firms. 
Equal pay in this high-wage user firm in combination with assignment 
changes was seen to fuel competition for work among agency workers, 
rather than (or in addition to) acting as a buffer from insecurity. Findings 
of this thesis thus call attention to the interconnections and trade-offs 
between different dimensions of flexibility of labour use and show that 
while addressing economic pressures is unquestionably an important 
step towards better-quality TAW, it is essential to take into account how 
different dimensions of flexibility and insecurity interrelate. 

8.1.1.4 THE TRIANGULAR TAW: WORK DISORGANIZAITON IN 
PRACTICE 

Findings of this thesis are in line with the assumption that increase in 
organizational complexity, in this case different patterns of task 
distribution, social integration and flows of changing workforce, can 
bring about higher organizational disturbances (Leveson, 2015). 
Combining qualitative and quantitative data, this thesis demonstrates 
how short-term TAW and segmentation practices lead to a continuous 
“inflow” of newcomers in need of training, support and quality control, 
and the deteriorating job quality in turn contributes to long-term health 
risks for the user firm employees. The key dimensions of job quality at 
risk were shown to be social support and work intensity, particularly 
task complexity. These interconnections in job quality experiences 
between contract groups point out that emphasis on the TAW’s 
triangular composition is a simplification of complex workplace 
realities in situations of its use, with user firm colleagues constituting a 
fourth party that both impacts agency workers and is affected by the 
practice.  
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Going into more detail into how organizations manage workplace 
health, the comparative view into OHS “regulation in practice” provided 
in this thesis adds insights to “the problem of OHS” in TAW in key 
procedural aspects of the risk-based self-regulation that modern OHSM 
is built upon. Study I showed several gaps in the process of risk 
assessment in the complex triangular relationship of TAW, with a 
particularly notable blind spot from the user firm perspective in failing 
to reflect on risks or disruptive effects that incorporating TAW into the 
organization may entail for their OHSM.  

In the Polish case of segmentation and also higher disruption, employer 
representatives reflected on TAW effect on quality and “setting a bad 
example” for their own employees, as well as high workload due to 
increased need to train others and oversee quality. Importantly, other 
negative implications for the safety within user organization were not 
explicitly mentioned. Rather the opposite, union representative 
described a practice of risk externalization and how the MNC can “keep 
the company statistics clean”. While not explicitly elaborated upon by 
interviewees, findings from the Swedish case showed how TAW 
presence risked a change in organizational safety culture by encouraging 
and valuing performance over safety precautions when evaluating 
agency workers’ performance. User firms’ “blindness” to potential 
organizational disruptions from TAW use when focusing on labour cost 
and efficiency, particularly in the context of workforce segmentation, 
aligns with Ward et al. (2001) who emphasize employers’ short-
sightedness with regards to effects of externalization practices.  

These findings relate directly to debates over problematic systematic 
risk assessment process in flexible forms of work while the tools for 
OHSM are built on traditional employment (Papadopoulos et al., 2010).  
Providing a snapshot into practice through the example of TAW, it was 
shown in Study III that in the Polish case, even if agency workers were 
included in discussions over workplace risks at the user firm, this did 
not have a protective effect on their work-related health (whereas it did 
predict lower exhaustion for direct-hired employees). This may indicate 
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disruption in safety feedback mechanisms (Casey et al., 2017) where 
agency workers’ input into user firm OHSM fails to be incorporated into 
preventive measures, or where the key risks seen by agency workers are 
out of scope for user firm OHSM to mitigate. However, the complexity 
in risk mitigation is further exemplified in finding very low effect of 
inclusion in risk assessment for both accidents and exhaustion in the 
Swedish case. A likely explanation for cross-case differences risk 
assessment effects is plausibly a different approach to the practice - 
based on either individual or collective approach in Polish and Swedish 
case, respectively. Though far-reaching generalizations cannot be based 
solely on the outcomes of a case study, these findings show a pattern 
that warrants exploration in further research. Further gaps in practice 
were identified in agency workers’ exclusion from evaluating social and 
organizational risks at the user firm and lack of systematic feedback 
from work agencies into user firm prevention activities.  

8.1.1.5 FRAGMENTED COMMUNITY OF INTEREST: 
REGULATORY GAP IN EMPLOYEE PARTICIPAITON 

Systematic risk assessment relies on two basic assumptions: employer 
knowledge and motivation to identify and assess risks, and employee 
participation, either directly or through their representatives (Johnstone 
et al., 2005). Employee participation is particularly important for 
cooperative self-regulatory systems that assume a “community of 
interest” between employer and employees or their representatives 
(MacEachen et at., 2016), challenged by the fragmentated TAW. 

Besides the diverging economic interests of the TWA and the user firm 
(Underhill & Quinlan, 2011), current cases exemplified how the 
common ground of interests can be disrupted on the side of employees.  
Thus, while local union in the Polish case negotiated agreements to 
improve TAW quality, this was done on behalf of user firm workers to 
avoid a general decline in job quality and not to directly address TAW 
conditions. Agency workers were not active participants but objects of 
negotiations, without direct voice for their own specific interests. This 
may explain why some user firm practices such as chemical risk 
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externalization were not challenged by the local union, being an area 
where interests for employee groups diverged.  

That local union did not explicitly address hazard exposure is notable, 
as union safety representatives did have a mandate to represent all 
workers at the workplace, including agency employees. The system of 
safety ombudsmen/social labour inspectors thus served in essence as the 
main enforcement mechanism for OHS standards. In many other matters 
however, these representatives did act as an important source of overall 
support to agency workers in both cases, sometimes balancing on the 
limits of their mandate. The help and support that was sought by agency 
employees was thus not limited to OHS but included concerns over 
employer practices in various work-related matters, such as wages or 
career development. At a time where psychosocial risks are increasingly 
the cause for work-related ill health, separating matters of OHS and 
employment is increasingly arbitrary and problematic, as exemplified in 
these two cases, risking a gap in monitoring and enforcement for agency 
workers. Exemplifying employment matters as OHS matters, Study III 
found assignment insecurity to be a predictor for work accidents just 
like for example exposure to chemical hazards.  

In the Swedish context, even if general support was available at the 
sectoral level for unionized agency workers, organizational (and 
geographic) distance created access barriers, coupled with regional-
level unions’ restricted opportunities to effectively intervene at firm-
level when compared to local presence. This is an important 
observation, considering that the Swedish model of regional 
representatives has been suggested as a benchmark for improving OHS 
in atypical labour (Johnstone et al., 2005). Overall, while the regulatory 
assumption of shared interests between employer and employee is 
considered problematic in traditional employment (MacEachen et at., 
2016), it was seen to be magnified in the triangular TAW. 
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8.2 EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCES OF JOB 
QUALITY 

As outlined above, the organizational use of TAW followed the classical 
pattern of segmentation into the core and periphery (Atkinson, 1984) in 
the Polish case, contrasting with organizational integration into the “all-
core” in the Swedish case (Håkansson & Isidorsson, 2012). These 
patterns match the categories of flexibility buffer and strategic use in the 
typology of TAW use proposed by Holst et al. (2010). Mirroring 
propositions of segmentation theories, the “core” jobs in Swedish case, 
even if TAW, had objectively “good” characteristics (Broschak et al., 
2008) such as open-ended employment, good wage (along with 
guaranteed wage between assignments in TAW), availability of 
collective representation, opportunities for skill development and social 
integration in the user firm. Peripheral positions of agency workers in 
the Polish case were in turn characterized by short-term temporary 
contracts, no wage guarantees between employment, assignment to 
simple tasks and exclusion from competence development as well as 
formal social gatherings at the workplace. To retain agency workers’ 
developing skills, the MNC had also opened up its internal labour 
market in the Swedish case while low-skilled TAW workforce in the 
Polish case was easy to replace and even if advancing to MNC contracts, 
these were known to be temporary.  

These patterns reflect characteristics of high- and low-commitment HR 
practices, contrasting for employees on different contract types in the 
Polish case while being similar for all employees in the Swedish case. 
Low-commitment jobs also appeared to elicit lower commitment from 
employees and were easier to replace at the labour market, evident in 
interview accounts presented in Study I where employer reps expressed 
concern over agency workers’ absences, low work effort and associated 
quality problems, thus illustrating the flip side of low-commitment 
transactional employment relationship (Borschak et al., 2008). 
However, subjective perceptions collected directly from employees 
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through the survey did not match the neat dual division into good and 
bad jobs.  

8.2.1.1 THE GOOD JOBS AND THE BAD JOBS FROM THE 
EMPLOYEE PERSPECTIVE 

Studies II and III, using data from employee surveys, thus showed that 
the clear-cut division into the “good” and the “bad” jobs did not match 
employee experiences, the reality being much more complex. Despite 
“objectively” good jobs and integration into the organizational core, 
survey results showed agency workers to experience much higher 
subjective insecurity of job, wage, employment and assignment when 
compared to user firm employees in the Swedish case. In the contrasting 
Polish case where working conditions of agency workers were 
objectively precarious compared to “in-house” employees’ secure 
conditions, perceptions of insecurity were in notable alignment between 
the two employee groups, reflecting overall high levels of economic 
pressures in this context.  

These findings partly mirror the data collected in interviews, 
highlighting the relational aspect of job quality perceptions. As 
predicted by the PDR model (Quinlan et al., 2001), both employer and 
union reps in the Swedish case emphasized that insecurity of 
assignments incentivized agency workers to take safety risks. While a 
strive for employment continuation was mentioned in the Polish case, it 
was significantly less prominent theme in this context, and TAW safety 
risks were instead explained through low motivation and “not caring”. 
These patterns reflect the two pathways that are commonly used to 
describe poor OHS in TAW. First, the “vulnerability hypothesis” stating 
that insecure workers are incentivized to take risks and restricted in their 
opportunities to speak up in safety-related matters, their safety 
performance vulnerable to conditions of insecurity (Probst et al., 2018, 
Sverke et al., 2019, Underhill & Quinlan, 2011). Second, a perspective 
presuming that low-commitment employment practices are conducive 
to a counter-reaction of organizational non-compliance, including in 
safety performance (Probst & Burbaker, 2001).  
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While finding support for the vulnerability-pathway in the Swedish 
context of the “most secure” TAW was unexpected, these results align 
with results from a recent meta-analysis by Sverke et al. (2019), 
showing a stronger association between job insecurity and safety 
performance in regulatory regimes with higher social protections. 
Findings from this thesis also support the tentative explanation by 
Sverke et al. (2019) that workers in these regimes are likely to have 
higher expectations for work-related security and thus react more 
negatively to the lack of it. Furthermore, in addition to the role of 
societal norms and expectations in relation to employment (Vosko, 
2006), the long-term presence of agency workers in the Swedish MNC 
may have facilitated developing relational expectations in terms of 
workers’ psychological contracts (Rousseau, 1995), whereas in the 
short-term Polish context the psychological contract is likely more 
transactional. However, in showing how safety behaviour and outcomes 
were shaped by assignment insecurity, current results emphasize the 
need for nuance in exploring and addressing precarious conditions at 
work.  

Considering that the Swedish regulatory framework objectively aligns 
TAW closely with SER employment in areas of security, opportunity 
and fair treatment (Rubery et al., 2018), and could be expected to act as 
a considerable buffer against economic pressures, subjective precarity 
in employee experiences in this context is notable. While only an 
empirical snapshot into a particular organizational context using TAW, 
these results do support the doubts voiced by Vosko (2011) on the 
efficiency of SER-centric alignment of employment conditions in order 
to achieve good jobs and empower workers in atypical forms of work 
(Rubery et al., 2018). On the other hand, the high levels of work-related 
insecurities among regular employees in the Polish context, even when 
covered by relatively high standards for job security considering EPL 
and local union support, align with prior research emphasizing that 
precarity should not be used as a polarized concept but a continuum 
(Benach et al., 2014, Julia et al., 2017), affecting employees irrespective 
of contracts. 
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Furthermore, the findings of this thesis highlight that the flexibility-
instability trade-off (Jonsson, 2007) is relevant not only in employee-
employer relations but also between the different dimensions of job and 
employment. This is exemplified in the Swedish context, where the 
stability of open-ended TAW contracts was traded for instability of 
assignments and associated instability of workplace and income, 
considerably shaping the overall exposure to economic pressures.  

8.2.1.2 OHS OUTCOMES: WORK ACCIDENTS AND WORK-
RELATED EXHAUSTION 

Previous sections have discussed the role of procedural elements of 
OHS and safety behaviour in shaping workplace risk exposure. 
However, not all risks or inadequate safety performance inevitably 
manifest in injury or ill health. At a large scale, this is evident in the 
trend identified in prior research that associates TAW with higher 
accident rates (Håkansson et al., 2013) but finds inconclusive 
associations between TAW and mental health (Hünefeld et al., 2020).  

In exploring OHS outcomes, this thesis focused on work accidents and 
work-related exhaustion, captured through self-reports in a survey. In 
finding higher odds of work accidents for agency workers, results of this 
thesis thus concur with previous research (Håkansson et al., 2013) and 
further highlight the “inherent safety problem” in TAW. The underlying 
mechanisms for this “problem”, however, were not fully disentangled. 
While aspects of economic pressures and work disorganization of the 
PDR model of workplace health (Quinlan et al., 2001) as captured in 
this study did explain a significant share of variation of work accidents 
in both cases, survey evidence did not indicate that agency workers 
would have been particularly vulnerable to these dimensions. These 
findings are important as they demonstrate a higher accident risk for 
agency workers in situations where they are working side-by-side with 
those in regular employment, doing the same jobs in the same firm and 
sector, but also in divergent national contexts. As one explanation set 
forth in prior literature to explain higher accident risk in TAW is its use 
in hazardous sectors and jobs (Fabiano et al., 2008, Smith et al., 2010), 
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findings from this thesis emphasize that it is worthwhile to look for 
explanatory mechanisms for this pattern from organizational level 
processes (though as discussed above, acknowledging their dependence 
on regulatory regimes).  

Interestingly, associations between contract type and OHS were more 
nuanced for work-related exhaustion as an outcome. In line with 
suggestion by Hünefeld et al. (2020), association between insecurity and 
work-related health was seen to depend on contract type, but only in the 
Polish context. Finding higher vulnerability of agency employees to job 
and income insecurity, but user firm employees to be more affected by 
employment insecurity in the Polish but not in the Swedish context 
supports the perspective that institutional buffers mitigate insecurity 
effects at the individual level (Kim et al., 2012). In demonstrating 
contract type to interact differently with different dimensions of 
insecurity, the findings of this thesis thus partially align with prior 
research suggesting insecurity to have different health effects on 
permanent and temporary employees (De Cuyper et al., 2008). 
However, rather than showing higher vulnerability of permanent 
workers and a level of “immunity” for more precarious employees to 
insecurity (Bernhard-Oettel et al., 2005, Julia et al., 2017), current 
findings point to nuances in these interactions, with permanent and 
agency workers vulnerable to different aspects of insecurity.  

However, in the background of this vulnerability debate is the finding 
that not agency workers but direct-hired employees experienced higher 
levels of work-related exhaustion in both cases. In the Swedish case of 
work organizational integration this effect was largely explained by age, 
along with aspects of economic pressures and work disorganization 
(mainly hazard exposure). Interpreting the Polish results in light of the 
interview data, higher exhaustion for regular workers can be plausibly 
explained by high task demands in terms of complexity, an unintended 
“spillover” from short-term TAW use as described above. This finding 
is relevant not only from the perspective of employee wellbeing and 
organizational performance but can have detrimental long-term 
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consequences for workers’ future employment opportunities (Wagenaar 
et al., 2012). 

Previous research has found inconclusive associations between TAW 
and exhaustion in the European context, with more consideration 
warranted to account for outcomes of work design such as insecurity 
and working conditions (Hünefeld et al., 2020). Results from Study III 
confirm that the PDR model can provide a useful tool for novel ways of 
understanding associations between TAW and health (Hünefeld et al., 
2020), calling attention to contextual and work organizational 
associations.  

8.2.1.3 THE HIDDEN COST OF TAW: SOCIAL SUPPORT 
Study II explored the social dimensions of job quality through social 
participation (inclusion in MNC-arranged workplace events, meetings 
and informal social activities) and perceived social support from user 
firm supervisor and colleagues. Earlier studies have overwhelmingly 
leaned towards describing agency workers’ experiences of social strain, 
exclusion and stigmatisation, fuelled by their outsider status and 
temporary presence (Byoung-Hoon & Frenkel, 2004, Garsten, 2008, 
Gundert & Hohendanner, 2014, Smith & Neuwirth, 2008, Winkler & 
Mahmood, 2015). In contrast, current results showed that while 
organizational practices diverged in line with overall organizational 
integration (formal social inclusion in the Swedish and exclusion in the 
Polish case), agency workers were highly involved in informal social 
activities at workplace and perceived higher support from their user firm 
supervisors and colleagues than user firm’s regular employees in both 
cases. The relationship between contract and perceived support was 
explained by job characteristics and social participation in the Swedish 
but not in the Polish case. On the contrary, in the Polish context, 
accounting for these dimensions increased contract effect.  

Earlier quantitative accounts of social support in TAW are very limited, 
particularly in organizational contexts. Kompier et al. (2009) found no 
contract differences in a nationally representative Dutch sample and 
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looking beyond TAW to temporary employment in general, De Cuyper 
et al. (2010) found in a random sample of employees in different 
European organizations temporary workers to experience higher social 
support than permanent workers. As a potential explanation, they 
suggest that temporary workers’ support comes at the cost of permanent 
workers, as temps receive extra attention due to being new to the job. 
Findings from Study II provide further support to this presumed 
mechanism that aligns with the matching hypothesis of social support 
(Thoits, 2011) while also calling attention to social support as a limited 
resource. Higher levels of perceived support among agency employees 
in the Polish context are plausibly associated with the constant inflow 
of new workers needing urgent help to manage their tasks and be 
productive – in line with organizational expectations. Limited contact 
with agency supervisor and exclusion from formal information channels 
such as meetings is likely to heighten agency workers’ reliance on 
informal connections. As a flip side, regular employees carry ‘the 
hidden cost of temporary employment’ (De Cuyper et al., 2010) in terms 
of lower availability of support. As for other dimensions of job quality, 
support and social integration patterns were eventually seen to be 
conditioned by regulatory regimes, mainly through the restrictive short-
term nature of Polish TAW that disincentivized organizational 
integration and inclusion both at the user firm as well as in the TWA. 

Additionally, in demonstrating the unexpected associations between 
different aspects of the social dimension of job quality, where higher 
support from managers and co-workers was associated with practices of 
organizational exclusion, Study II highlights that narrow and one-
dimensional operationalizations of workplace level social relations fall 
short when the aim is to capture the complex social realities at work. 

8.2.1.4 CONTEXTUAL, MULTIDIMENSIONAL AND 
RELATIONAL JOB QUALITY IN USING TAW 

As discussed above, the combined findings of the articles included in 
this thesis illustrate the considerable complexity in how objective and 
subjective dimensions of job quality intertwine at the employee level 
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and how differences in work and employment conditions for employees 
sharing the same workplace can impact perceived job quality. Job 
quality is thus seen to be not only multidimensional and contextual but 
also relational, including an element of social comparison and 
expectancies on the employment relationship, emphasizing the role of 
social norms (Vosko, 2006), in line with the perspective of 
psychological contract (Rousseau, 1995).  

Furthermore, considering the implied connection between job 
characteristics and employee wellbeing in the concept of job quality 
(Munoz de Bustillo et al., 2009), current cases of TAW use raise 
questions of what can be understood as a good-quality job. These results 
thus call attention to divergence between objective and subjective 
measures of job quality that are conditioned by their particular 
contextual circumstances but also interconnections between different 
dimensions. Comparing and contrasting the two cases, results from this 
thesis suggest that while OHS outcomes largely depend on particular 
job characteristics rather than contract type, the distribution of these job 
characteristics is still largely dependent on contract types and their 
regulatory frameworks. Current findings also confirm that differences 
in national contexts and regulatory regimes are an important, even if 
partial, explanation for the inconclusive associations between TAW and 
work-related health (Håkansson et al., 2013, Hünefeld et al., 2020).  

In line with this, discrepancies between objective exposure to precarious 
conditions and subjective experiences call for caution in equating job 
quality experiences to contract type and objective conditions, 
emphasizing that job quality can be understood on a scale rather than as 
a polarized concept (Benach et al., 2014). Rather than neat segments and 
pathways, the emerging picture is complex and fragmented. Critically 
for the user firm perspective, the findings of this thesis call for attention 
to potential unintended consequences of TAW use, to avoid overall 
deterioration of job quality. While it has been pointed out before (Ward 
et al., 2001, Holst et al., 2010) that introducing low-commitment 
practices to a part of workforce is likely to have an overall 
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organizational impact, this aspect has been largely neglected in OHS 
research. By connecting work organization and OHS, all three included 
studies demonstrate higher organizational disruption in the case of TAW 
segregation when compared to integration into user firm work 
organization. Thus, rather than outsourcing or externalizing OHS risks 
to the organizational outsiders, some of the negative consequences in 
terms of high demands, low support and high exhaustion were 
unintentionally exacerbated for the user firm’s own employees. 

8.3 PDR MODEL OF WORKPLACE HEALTH IN 
THE CONTEXT OF TAW 

Though developed on the basis of a general literature review on 
precarious work in late 1990s and early 2000s (Quinlan et al., 2001), the 
PDR model has mainly been used in empirical research in relatively 
liberal labour markets (Bohle et al., 2015, 2017, Lamm et al, 2014, 
Underhill & Quinlan, 2011). While firms in liberal regimes may have 
higher discretion in shaping their policies (Kim et al., 2012), this thesis 
showed that the model’s factors were highly relevant also in the more 
regulated European context of TAW use. In line with suggestions by the 
authors of the model (Bohle et al., 2015, Underhill & Quinlan, 2011), 
the model’s dimensions were adjusted for the particular context of TAW 
use, sequentially integrating qualitative and quantitative data. The 
resulting quantitative models were seen to work well in capturing 
underlying contextual diversity for both short-term (accidents) and 
long-term (exhaustion) OHS outcomes, indicating that the model can 
serve as a general conceptual framework while its practical value is 
enhanced by adjustments for specific contexts.   

This thesis also aimed to explore how the three dimensions of the model 
interrelate in TAW. Study I, relying on qualitative data, identified 
hierarchical relationship between the model’s elements, with regulatory 
failure in terms of regulatory regimes of TAW use and OHS emerging 
as an underlying factor for economic pressures and work 
disorganization. Additionally, qualitative accounts emphasized how 
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risk-taking was incentivized by economic pressures, partly overruling 
disorganization aspects such as provision of safety knowledge. In line 
with these findings, a hierarchical model is proposed (Figure 4).  
 

Figure 4. Hierarchical conceptualization of the PDR model (own elaboration). 

 
 

8.3.1.1 CONNECTING THE DRIVES OFJOB QUALITY 
While the term “job quality” is not explicitly addressed in the 
development and previous applications of the PDR model, its relevance 
can be assumed, considering the interconnections between the concepts 
of job quality and OHS. Furthermore, as applications of the model are 
increasingly addressing not only traditional OHS outcomes but different 
aspects of job quality such as work-life balance (Bohle et al., 2015) or 
exposure to bullying at work (Bohle et al., 2017), paying attention to the 
contact points for job quality and PDR model is relevant for its further 
development. 

Aligning the PDR model and job quality (Munoz de Bustillo et al., 
2009), it is evident that the three dimensions of the PDR model as 
previously conceptualized (Quinlan et al., 2001, Bohle et al., 2015) 
include a mix of interconnected factors at different levels of impact. In 
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incorporating contextual causal factors, firm-level procedural elements 
as well as individual-level outcomes of job quality, the model can 
capture the pathway from regulatory and work organizational aspects to 
risks and harm. Using an example: individual OHS knowledge can serve 
as an independent outcome measure of OHS, while organizational 
provision of sufficient OHS knowledge can be understood as a 
procedural measure capturing an aspect of work disorganization.  

With its explicit focus on contextual mechanisms, the model reflects 
drivers of job quality from institutional perspective (Grimshaw et al., 
2017) whereby institutional factors on the one hand frame employer 
opportunities to take advantage of atypical labour, and on the other 
hand, also influence employees’ economic vulnerability to respond to 
employer demands. Furthermore, dimension of work disorganization 
acknowledges inevitable organizational disturbances that can arise from 
the use of precarious labour and influence organizational safety culture 
through disrupting communication networks, feedback mechanisms and 
OHS management (Casey et al., 2017). Finally, regulatory dimension 
re-connects to the macro-level in emphasizing the gap in regulatory 
protective mechanisms for the increasing share of precarious workers, 
but also in acknowledging that use of precarious labour challenges 
existing regulatory mechanisms.  

8.3.1.2 CONNECTING WORK AND HEALTH IN TAW 
Hünefeld et al. (2020) have suggested that the PDR model has potential 
to advance understanding of associations between TAW and health in 
the European context – a relationship that has been inconsistent in prior 
research. As demonstrated in this thesis, the model does indeed prove 
helpful in untangling some of the explanatory mechanisms for job 
quality and wellbeing in TAW. Most critically, it has helped to isolate 
the regulatory impact that further shapes organizational practices and 
employee-level job quality outcomes. However, findings from Studies 
I-III suggest that the previously found inconsistency of associations 
between TAW and health (Håkansson et al., 2013, Hünefeld et al., 2020) 
is an inevitability, considering the complex contextual interplay 
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between different dimensions of economic pressures, work 
disorganization and regulatory impact, both in their objective 
manifestations and subjective perceptions.  

The authors of the model make a point of its dimensions potentially 
exacerbating OHS risks and contributing to new ones in any 
occupational setting. Hünefeld et al. (2020) suggest incorporating 
TAW-specific characteristics to theoretical frameworks, as did Bohle et 
al. (2015) in calling for examining the associations between the PDR 
and health in different groups of precarious workers and also refine its 
measures and operationalizations through more expansive and complex 
research designs. The three studies of this thesis respond to these calls, 
identifying and incorporating TAW-specific aspects at various levels of 
impact. Findings of this thesis point to the relevance of the PDR model 
not only for precarious workers but more generally in the contexts of 
using precarious work, as the disturbances and pressures associated with 
TAW are shown to bring unintended consequences for working 
conditions for all workers.  

8.3.1.3 HIERARCHICAL RELATIONSHIP WITHIN THE PDR 
Relying on both objective and subjective data sources at regulatory, 
organizational and individual levels, the articles included in this thesis 
demonstrate a causal pathway from regulation to organizational 
practices and OHS outcomes, indicating a hierarchical relationship 
between the model’s dimensions. Using a comparative perspective, 
Study I thus illustrates how user firm with same product, process and 
flexibility policy adjusted its organizational practices to local regulatory 
contexts, with the regulatory allowance for either long-term or short-
term TAW emerging as the key determinant. This, in turn, had a 
cascading effect on elements of economic pressures and work 
disorganization, for example in job insecurity, training opportunities 
and social integration.  

Furthermore, the regulatory impact was evident in different patterns in 
how subjectively perceived dimensions of economic pressures and work 
disorganization were associated to workplace injuries and exhaustion. 
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This is shown in significant effect of assignment insecurity to 
exhaustion in the Swedish context, while in the Polish context 
exhaustion was predicted by all four facets of insecurity. While it has 
been previously suggested that regulatory failure partly underlies the 
other two dimensions of the model (Bohle et al., 2015, Lamm et al., 
2014, Quinlan et al., 2001, Underhill & Quinlan, 2011), these 
relationships have not been explicitly elaborated and model’s 
conceptualizations as well as applications tend to pay little attention to 
the implications this may have for prevention in practice.  

In highlighting how regulatory effect on workplace level OHS is 
dominated not by OHS regulation but legislation that shapes basic 
working conditions such as contract length and wage levels, with the 
social partners an essential actors in both standard-setting and 
enforcement, this thesis makes a point that exploring regulatory impact 
benefits from a wide perspective to regulation (Baldwin et al., 2012, 
Black, 2008), including different forms of economic and social 
influence, from both state and non-state actors.  

8.3.1.4 DIFFERENTIATING BETWEEN ORGANIZATIONAL AND 
INDIVIDUAL LEVEL MECHANISMS AND OUTCOMES 

As argued above, the conceptualizations and forms of application imply 
associations between the model’s dimensions across individual, 
organizational and regulatory levels. Through integrating the concept of 
job quality (Munoz de Bustillo et al., 2009) with the PDR model, this 
thesis stresses the relevance of differentiating the levels and pathways 
of impact from hazard to risk to harm within the model’s dimensions. 
As intermittently pointed out (Quinlan et al., 2001, Underhill & 
Quinlan, 2011), economic pressures and work disorganization can 
manifest at both organizational and individual level. Studies I and III 
explicitly differentiate between these levels, with Study I focusing on 
organizational level pressures, practices and risks and Study III 
extending the pathway of impact to pressures and work experiences at 
individual level, incorporating actual harm in health outcomes. The 
hierarchical conceptualization of the PDR model, developed on the 
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between different dimensions of economic pressures, work 
disorganization and regulatory impact, both in their objective 
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basis of Studies I and III, is provided in Figure 4. This proposed model 
differs from a hierarchical conceptualization presented in Study I by 
separating organizational level risks from individual-level risks and 
including work-related health as a separate outcome level. 

Interconnections across levels of impact for economic pressures are 
exemplified by the very use of TAW described as an inevitability to 
meet market/economic pressures. “Offloading” hazardous tasks may 
indicate user firm’s externalization strategy, not contested by the agency 
who is financially dependent on the user firm. Employees’ experiences 
of economic pressures were seen as a trade-off to organizational 
flexibility – associated in Study I at organizational level to injury risk, 
with some of these risks predicting actual harm as shown in Study III.  

Similarly, work disorganization manifested at organizational level in 
differences in how safety induction was arranged for agency workers 
and user firm employees, in unbalanced task distribution, or in 
fragmented communication networks. At individual level the same 
dimension was operationalized as perception of workload, sufficient 
managerial support or being involved in workplace risk assessments – 
all of which showed significant associations to health.  

Such between-level division diverges from Bohle et al. (2015, 2017) 
who have previously operationalized work disorganization through 
individual perception of general organizational practices and processes 
(for example “communication between workers is effective”) rather than 
explicitly individual-level subjective experiences, for example of 
receiving all the information needed for doing one’s job. Bohle et al. 
(2015) have previously called for developing more objective 
organizational measures within the PDR framework, and differentiation 
of the organizational and the individual factors in this thesis is a step in 
this direction. In line with objective-subjective debates in job quality, 
this thesis strived for a level of objectivity in capturing organizational 
level aspects, relying in identifying organizational-level policies and 
practices on expert interviews. Employee-level perspective on 
perceived pressures and disorganization relies on self-reports and is 

Pille Strauss-Raats 

 117 

acknowledged to be mostly subjective, though some objective measures 
on work disorganization could be accessed through company statistics 
on a more “objective” basis, for example information on individual 
provision of training or absence rates.  

Furthermore, Bohle et al. (2015, 2017) captured the three dimensions of 
the PDR model through combining selected items under four scales: 
financial pressures, reward pressures, work disorganization and 
regulatory failure. In current thesis, economic pressures and work 
disorganization are used as broader categories, each captured through a 
set of scales and measures allowing to differentiate specific work 
organizational aspects. While the downside of this approach is a large 
number of variables that sets demands on statistical models in relatively 
small organizational samples, it has high practical value for intervention 
design at different levels of impact. As an example, the model’s 
quantitative application captured a gap in procedural element of job 
quality in Swedish case where agency workers reported no contact with 
preventative occupational health services despite this service nominally 
available for them.  

8.3.1.5 OPPORTUNITIES FOR PRACTICE 
By bringing into focus the shortcomings of regulatory regimes in 
addressing OHS in precarious work, along with economic pressures 
shaping the strategies and choices for both firms and individuals, as well 
as organizational disorganization threatening efficient OHSM and 
cohesive organizational communities, the model can have an important 
role in transferring focus from individual blame to systemic and 
institutional contextual factors. As such, it responds to the “risk-
shifting” discourse in relation to precarious work, whereby 
organizations increasingly take advantage of legal loopholes and 
opportunities to externalize workplace risks and their negative health 
consequences (Quinlan et al., 2009, Underhill & Quinlan, 2011). The 
studies included in this thesis show that the PDR model can serve as a 
bridge between debates over institutional determinants of workplace 
health, organizational practices and outcomes – the potential value of 



Temporary safety 

 116 

basis of Studies I and III, is provided in Figure 4. This proposed model 
differs from a hierarchical conceptualization presented in Study I by 
separating organizational level risks from individual-level risks and 
including work-related health as a separate outcome level. 

Interconnections across levels of impact for economic pressures are 
exemplified by the very use of TAW described as an inevitability to 
meet market/economic pressures. “Offloading” hazardous tasks may 
indicate user firm’s externalization strategy, not contested by the agency 
who is financially dependent on the user firm. Employees’ experiences 
of economic pressures were seen as a trade-off to organizational 
flexibility – associated in Study I at organizational level to injury risk, 
with some of these risks predicting actual harm as shown in Study III.  

Similarly, work disorganization manifested at organizational level in 
differences in how safety induction was arranged for agency workers 
and user firm employees, in unbalanced task distribution, or in 
fragmented communication networks. At individual level the same 
dimension was operationalized as perception of workload, sufficient 
managerial support or being involved in workplace risk assessments – 
all of which showed significant associations to health.  

Such between-level division diverges from Bohle et al. (2015, 2017) 
who have previously operationalized work disorganization through 
individual perception of general organizational practices and processes 
(for example “communication between workers is effective”) rather than 
explicitly individual-level subjective experiences, for example of 
receiving all the information needed for doing one’s job. Bohle et al. 
(2015) have previously called for developing more objective 
organizational measures within the PDR framework, and differentiation 
of the organizational and the individual factors in this thesis is a step in 
this direction. In line with objective-subjective debates in job quality, 
this thesis strived for a level of objectivity in capturing organizational 
level aspects, relying in identifying organizational-level policies and 
practices on expert interviews. Employee-level perspective on 
perceived pressures and disorganization relies on self-reports and is 

Pille Strauss-Raats 

 117 

acknowledged to be mostly subjective, though some objective measures 
on work disorganization could be accessed through company statistics 
on a more “objective” basis, for example information on individual 
provision of training or absence rates.  

Furthermore, Bohle et al. (2015, 2017) captured the three dimensions of 
the PDR model through combining selected items under four scales: 
financial pressures, reward pressures, work disorganization and 
regulatory failure. In current thesis, economic pressures and work 
disorganization are used as broader categories, each captured through a 
set of scales and measures allowing to differentiate specific work 
organizational aspects. While the downside of this approach is a large 
number of variables that sets demands on statistical models in relatively 
small organizational samples, it has high practical value for intervention 
design at different levels of impact. As an example, the model’s 
quantitative application captured a gap in procedural element of job 
quality in Swedish case where agency workers reported no contact with 
preventative occupational health services despite this service nominally 
available for them.  

8.3.1.5 OPPORTUNITIES FOR PRACTICE 
By bringing into focus the shortcomings of regulatory regimes in 
addressing OHS in precarious work, along with economic pressures 
shaping the strategies and choices for both firms and individuals, as well 
as organizational disorganization threatening efficient OHSM and 
cohesive organizational communities, the model can have an important 
role in transferring focus from individual blame to systemic and 
institutional contextual factors. As such, it responds to the “risk-
shifting” discourse in relation to precarious work, whereby 
organizations increasingly take advantage of legal loopholes and 
opportunities to externalize workplace risks and their negative health 
consequences (Quinlan et al., 2009, Underhill & Quinlan, 2011). The 
studies included in this thesis show that the PDR model can serve as a 
bridge between debates over institutional determinants of workplace 
health, organizational practices and outcomes – the potential value of 



Temporary safety 

 118 

which has been pointed out specifically for TAW (Hünefeld et al., 
2020). 

8.4 PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 
The thesis has practical implications for both policy and practice. First, 
in illustrating regulatory impact on organizational practices and 
individual-level experiences, it emphasizes both intended and 
unintended consequences of diverging regulatory strategies and relative 
costs and benefits of liberalised and restrictive TAW regulation and the 
essential role of general employment regulation in shaping OHS.  

Second, findings of this thesis contribute to the field of HRM in drawing 
attention to the “hidden” organizational implications of workforce 
externalization practices, showing how complex workplace realities do 
not follow the neat lines of core-periphery or good and bad jobs and how 
inclusion of external workforce can impact job experiences for everyone 
at a workplace. Importantly, this includes the risk for unintended 
negative consequences for job quality and health for user firm.  

The thesis also elaborates on the problematics of risk assessment as an 
essential element of OHSM in the context of TAW. Implications of 
TAW use on the process of risk assessment thus include the need to 
acknowledge potential implications of TAW use for OHS from an 
organizational perspective, effort to effectively involve agency workers 
in risk prevention at user firm premises and also the need to 
systematically address the divide between physical and psychosocial 
risk prevention in practice.  

The latter connects to the identified gap in local safety representatives’ 
capabilities to address psychosocial working conditions for agency 
workers in the context where they lack equal opportunities for collective 
voice and support.  

Finally, the PDR model of workplace health emerged as a useful 
practical tool for identifying pathways of impact at different levels of 
impact. With flexibility in its three key dimensions to adjust to particular 
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context, the model can contribute to design context specific OHS 
interventions. 

8.5 FUTURE STUDIES 
Future studies could use PDR model of workplace health in different 
contexts both at national and organizational level for its further 
elaboration and test its usability not only for OHS outcomes but to 
capture different dimensions of job quality procedures and outcomes. 
Association between regulatory frameworks and organizational 
practices warrants further attention, expanding comparative exploration 
also to different TAW strategies for similar organizations within same 
regulatory regimes. Social dimension of job quality in its 
multidimensional nature is another important avenue for future research 
in TAW, for example taking advantage of the method of social network 
analysis to capture potential homophily effects or types of resources that 
are passed between workers on different contracts, as well as effects of 
these opportunities and constraints on other job quality dimensions and 
employee wellbeing. Finally, finding higher accident risk for agency 
workers doing same jobs in same organizations, and thus accounting for 
a variety of sectoral and occupational effects calls for further research 
into identifying the mechanisms behind the “inherent” safety risk in 
TAW. 
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9 CONCLUSION 
Overall, the results of this thesis indicate that regulatory regimes of 
TAW have been highly consequential for how case organizations use 
TAW but less so for the decision for if TAW to be used. The two 
contrasting cases show how the integrative long-term approach, as set 
out in the regulatory regime in Sweden, facilitated the strategic use of 
TAW and its full integration into the “core” of user firm work 
organization. The Polish short-term restrictive regime, in contrast, was 
shown not to inhibit TAW use but to incentivize workforce 
segmentation and TAW use as a flexibility buffer, with agency workers 
assigned to low-skilled tasks in the organizational periphery.  

This work organizational division in turn was shown to be influential 
for employee job quality and work-related health outcomes. The 
practice of integration was associated with fewer contract differences in 
job quality as well as health. The practice of segmentation in turn 
resulted in higher levels of organizational disturbances along with 
unintended consequences in the form of high work intensity, low social 
support but also high exhaustion levels for user firm employees. 
Importantly, the user firm was found to be largely unaware of potential 
negative OHS implications of TAW use for its own organization.  

As a partial explanation for this omission, it was shown that the 
economic pressures and work organizational complexities of triangular 
TAW challenged OHSM practices at the organizational level, 
particularly in risk assessment as the corner stone of the OHSM 
prevention. Notably, agency workers were exposed to higher accident 
risk in both cases, further confirming the “inherent” safety risk in TAW 
and pointing to the need for further research to disentangle its 
mechanisms. 

The PDR model of workplace health (Quinlan et al., 2001) proved to be 
a valuable conceptual tool for capturing the multilevel drivers of job 
quality. Using the rich contextual data from comparative cases, a further 
development for the model was suggested by specifying hierarchical 
associations within and between the model’s elements. 
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Findings from the Swedish case illustrate that even when TAW 
conditions were closely aligned with SER in terms of security, skill 
development and fair treatment, agency workers can still perceive high 
work-related insecurity, contributing to the debate on the feasibility of 
empowering precarious workers by extending SER protections (Rubery 
et al., 2018, Vosko, 2011). As such, the Swedish case can hardly 
represent a case of “flexiquality” as the sought-after compromise 
between flexibility for employers and job quality for workers 
(Isidorsson & Kubisa, 2019). 

Earlier studies have been inconclusive in connecting TAW, job quality 
and health outcomes (Håkansson et al., 2013, Hünefeld et al., 2020). In 
capturing the complex, interconnected and contextual nature of job 
quality experiences (Munoz de Bustillo et al., 2009) in organizations 
using TAW, this thesis finds that the inconclusive associations between 
TAW and health outcomes is an inevitability and, instead of searching 
commonality in outcome patterns, research into job quality in TAW 
would benefit from more focus on contextual pathways and 
mechanisms.  
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APPENDIX 
Table 4. Interview themes for semi-structured interviews. 

What is size of the workforce and its composition? Main developments in TAW use over 
time? 
Why is TAW used? Where are decisions made in regard to workforce composition and 
flexibility strategies? Important changes over time? 
Are there company-level agreements on TAW use with trade unions? How is TAW use 
handled in union cooperation? 
How do contracting practices for work agencies look like? What are criteria and how much 
impact is there over choice at local level? 
How is the hiring of agency workers arranged? How is it ensured that agency worker 
matches tasks in terms of competence, health etc. 
How are agency workers and own employees used in production process in terms of tasks, 
job rotation, competence development. Are there any roles that agency workers are 
excluded from? 
How is supervision arranged for agency workers? Task distribution between MNC and 
agency? 
If and how do basic working conditions (wage, working time, vacation, access to facilities) 
differ for employees on different contracts?  What are the main hazards in the factory? 
What is the OHS structure/how is OHS arranged? Are there any adjustments for TAW? 
What is union role in OHS and are there differences for members and non-members? 
When was the last accident and what kinds of incidents do you usually have? What are the 
routines for work accidents and occupational illnesses? Have agency workers been 
involved and how has it been handled? 
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and PPE, health checks and risk assessment, accident registration and investigation. How 
are changes coordinated? 
What kind of tools are in use for creating social community and engagement? Are agency 
workers included? 
How do the first days look like for a new employee? Are there differences for own workers 
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Who is a good temp? What criteria is used to decide direct employment and how does this 
process look like? How do agency workers get feedback in their work? 
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If and how are agency practices monitored? Do agency workers turn to MNC and local 
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Table 5. Variables used in the three articles. 

Data 
dimension 

Description Response 
options/coding 

Cronbach’s 
alpha 

Study Reference 

Contract 
type 

Employment 
contract type 

Dichotomous variable
: 
temporary agency 
work (1) vs user firm 
contract (0) 

- II, III - 

Work 
accidents 

Self-reported 
experience during 
the past 12 months 
of an accident at 
work  

Dichotomous variable
: 
1 if respondent has 
answered positively to 
either a) or b), 0 
otherwise  
 

- III a) European 
Labour 
Force 
Survey ad 
hoc module 
Accidents at 
work and 
other work-
related 
health 
problem 
(Eurostat, 
2017) 

Work-
related 
exhaustion 

Intensive physical, 
affective and 
cognitive strain in 
response to job 
demands, 8-item 
scale from 
Oldenburg Burnout 
Inventory 

4- point Likert scale 
from ‘Strongly agree’ 
to ‘Strongly disagree’ 

.82 Polish 
version 
.83 Swedish 
version 

III Demerouti, 
Mostert & 
Bakker 
(2010), 
Swedish 
adaptation 
in (Peterson 
et al., 2008), 
Polish in 
(Baka and 
Basinska, 
2016) 

Co-worker 
support 

4-item self-
constructed scale 
capturing 
dimensions of 
perceived 
emotional, 
informational and 
informational 
support from co-
workers in MNC 

4/5-point scale 
ranging from 
‘Always’ to ‘Never’ in 
Poland and ‘Often’ to 
‘Never’ in Sweden 

.94 Polish 
version  
.90 in 
Sweden 
version 

II, III Based on 
dimensions 
of social 
support by 
House et al. 
(1985) 

Managerial 
support 

4-item self-
constructed scale 
capturing 
dimensions of 
perceived 
emotional, 
informational and 
informational 
support from 
supervisor in MNC 

4/5-point scale 
ranging from 
‘Always’ to ‘Never’ in 
Poland and ‘Often’ to 
‘Never’ in Sweden 

.93 in both 
Poland and 
Sweden 

II, III Based on 
dimensions 
of social 
support by 
House et al. 
(1985) 

Formal 
participation 

Participation in 
MNC meetings, 
trainings and 

Sum of 1 = never, 2 = 
occasionally 
and 3 = often 

- II - 
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company 
celebrations 

Informal 
participation 

Participation at 
MNC in coffee 
breaks, lunches or 
celebrations with 
colleagues 

Sum of 1 = never, 2 = 
occasionally 
and 3 = often 

- II - 

Affective 
job 
insecurity 

Worry over 
becoming 
unemployed 

4/5-point scale 
ranging from 
‘To a very large 
extent’ to ‘To a very 
small extent’ in 
Poland and ‘To a 
large extent’ to ‘To a 
very small extent’ in 
Sweden 

- III - 

Affective 
income 
insecurity 

Worry over 
reduction in salary 
that would make it 
difficult to make 
ends meet 

4/5-point scale 
ranging from 
‘To a very large 
extent’ to ‘To a very 
small extent’ in 
Poland and ‘To a 
large extent’ to ‘To a 
very small extent’ in 
Sweden 

- III - 

Affective 
employment 
insecurity 

Worry over about it 
being difficult for 
you to find another 
job that is as good 
or better if you 
become 
unemployed 

4/5-point scale 
ranging from 
‘To a very large 
extent’ to ‘To a very 
small extent’ in 
Poland and ‘To a 
large extent’ to ‘To a 
very small extent’ in 
Sweden 

- III - 

Affective 
assignment 
insecurity 

Worry over being 
transferred to 
another job against 
your will 

4/5-point scale 
ranging from 
‘To a very large 
extent’ to ‘To a very 
small extent’ in 
Poland and ‘To a 
large extent’ to ‘To a 
very small extent’ in 
Sweden 

- III - 

Cognitive 
job 
insecurity 

I might lose my job 
in the next 6 
months. 

4/5 point Likert scale 
from ‘Strongly agree’ 
to ‘Strongly disagree’ 
in Poland and ‘Agree’ 
to ‘Strongly disagree’ 
in Sweden 

- II - 

Cognitive 
assignment 
insecurity 

I might be 
transferred 
to another job 
against my will 

4/5 point Likert scale 
from ‘Strongly agree’ 
to ‘Strongly disagree’ 
in Poland and ‘Agree’ 
to ‘Strongly disagree’ 
in Sweden 

- II - 

Skill 
discretion 

2 items from 
COPSOQ II ‘Does 
your work require 

4/5-point scale 
ranging from 

.735 in 
Poland 

II COPSOQ II 
(Kristensen, 
Hannerz, 
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Table 5. Variables used in the three articles. 

Data 
dimension 

Description Response 
options/coding 

Cronbach’s 
alpha 

Study Reference 

Contract 
type 

Employment 
contract type 

Dichotomous variable
: 
temporary agency 
work (1) vs user firm 
contract (0) 

- II, III - 

Work 
accidents 

Self-reported 
experience during 
the past 12 months 
of an accident at 
work  

Dichotomous variable
: 
1 if respondent has 
answered positively to 
either a) or b), 0 
otherwise  
 

- III a) European 
Labour 
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Survey ad 
hoc module 
Accidents at 
work and 
other work-
related 
health 
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(Eurostat, 
2017) 

Work-
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exhaustion 

Intensive physical, 
affective and 
cognitive strain in 
response to job 
demands, 8-item 
scale from 
Oldenburg Burnout 
Inventory 

4- point Likert scale 
from ‘Strongly agree’ 
to ‘Strongly disagree’ 

.82 Polish 
version 
.83 Swedish 
version 

III Demerouti, 
Mostert & 
Bakker 
(2010), 
Swedish 
adaptation 
in (Peterson 
et al., 2008), 
Polish in 
(Baka and 
Basinska, 
2016) 

Co-worker 
support 

4-item self-
constructed scale 
capturing 
dimensions of 
perceived 
emotional, 
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informational 
support from co-
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4/5-point scale 
ranging from 
‘Always’ to ‘Never’ in 
Poland and ‘Often’ to 
‘Never’ in Sweden 

.94 Polish 
version  
.90 in 
Sweden 
version 

II, III Based on 
dimensions 
of social 
support by 
House et al. 
(1985) 

Managerial 
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4-item self-
constructed scale 
capturing 
dimensions of 
perceived 
emotional, 
informational and 
informational 
support from 
supervisor in MNC 

4/5-point scale 
ranging from 
‘Always’ to ‘Never’ in 
Poland and ‘Often’ to 
‘Never’ in Sweden 

.93 in both 
Poland and 
Sweden 

II, III Based on 
dimensions 
of social 
support by 
House et al. 
(1985) 

Formal 
participation 

Participation in 
MNC meetings, 
trainings and 

Sum of 1 = never, 2 = 
occasionally 
and 3 = often 

- II - 
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company 
celebrations 

Informal 
participation 

Participation at 
MNC in coffee 
breaks, lunches or 
celebrations with 
colleagues 

Sum of 1 = never, 2 = 
occasionally 
and 3 = often 

- II - 

Affective 
job 
insecurity 

Worry over 
becoming 
unemployed 

4/5-point scale 
ranging from 
‘To a very large 
extent’ to ‘To a very 
small extent’ in 
Poland and ‘To a 
large extent’ to ‘To a 
very small extent’ in 
Sweden 

- III - 

Affective 
income 
insecurity 

Worry over 
reduction in salary 
that would make it 
difficult to make 
ends meet 

4/5-point scale 
ranging from 
‘To a very large 
extent’ to ‘To a very 
small extent’ in 
Poland and ‘To a 
large extent’ to ‘To a 
very small extent’ in 
Sweden 

- III - 

Affective 
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insecurity 

Worry over about it 
being difficult for 
you to find another 
job that is as good 
or better if you 
become 
unemployed 

4/5-point scale 
ranging from 
‘To a very large 
extent’ to ‘To a very 
small extent’ in 
Poland and ‘To a 
large extent’ to ‘To a 
very small extent’ in 
Sweden 

- III - 

Affective 
assignment 
insecurity 

Worry over being 
transferred to 
another job against 
your will 

4/5-point scale 
ranging from 
‘To a very large 
extent’ to ‘To a very 
small extent’ in 
Poland and ‘To a 
large extent’ to ‘To a 
very small extent’ in 
Sweden 

- III - 

Cognitive 
job 
insecurity 

I might lose my job 
in the next 6 
months. 

4/5 point Likert scale 
from ‘Strongly agree’ 
to ‘Strongly disagree’ 
in Poland and ‘Agree’ 
to ‘Strongly disagree’ 
in Sweden 

- II - 

Cognitive 
assignment 
insecurity 

I might be 
transferred 
to another job 
against my will 

4/5 point Likert scale 
from ‘Strongly agree’ 
to ‘Strongly disagree’ 
in Poland and ‘Agree’ 
to ‘Strongly disagree’ 
in Sweden 

- II - 

Skill 
discretion 

2 items from 
COPSOQ II ‘Does 
your work require 

4/5-point scale 
ranging from 

.735 in 
Poland 

II COPSOQ II 
(Kristensen, 
Hannerz, 
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you to take 
initiative?’, Do you 
have the possibility 
of learning new 
things through your 
work? and 
additional item ‘Do 
you gain knowledge 
and skills at your 
current job that you 
can use in other 
companies?’ 

‘To a very large 
extent’ to ‘To a very 
small extent’ in 
Poland and ‘To a 
large extent’ to ‘To a 
very small extent’ in 
Sweden 

.695 in 
Sweden 

Høgh & 
Borg, 2005) 

Workload 3 items from 
COPSOQ II ‘Do 
you have to work 
very fast?’, Is your 
work unevenly 
distributed so it 
piles up?’ and 
‘How often do you 
not have time to 
complete all your 
work tasks?’ 

4/5-point scale 
ranging from 
‘Always’ to ‘Never’ in 
Polish case and from 
‘Often’ to ‘Never’ in 
Swedish case 

.627 in 
Poland 
.535 in 
Sweden 

II COPSOQII, 
/(Kristensen
, Hannerz, 
Høgh & 
Borg, 2005) 
Pejtersen et 
al., (2010) 

Work 
intensity 

‘Do you have to 
work very fast?’ 

4/5-point scale 
ranging from 
‘Always’ to ‘Never’ in 
Polish case and from 
‘Often’ to ‘Never’ in 
Swedish case 

- III COPSOQII, 
/(Kristensen
, Hannerz, 
Høgh & 
Borg, 2005) 
Pejtersen et 
al., (2010) 

Hazard 
exposure 

2 items for self-
assessment of 
exposure to 
chemical and 
physiological 
hazards, ‘Breathing 
in smoke, fumes 
such 
as welding or 
exhaust fumes, 
powder or dust etc’ 
and ‘Tiring or 
painful positions, 
repetitive hand or 
arm movements’ 

5-point scale ranging 
from 
‘All the time’ to 
‘Never’ , responses to 
two items combined 

- III European 
Working 
Conditions 
Survey 
(EWCS, 
2013) 

Risk 
assessment 

‘Has someone at 
this workplace 
asked you about 
what kind of health 
and 
safety risks do you 
yourself see at your 
current job?’. 

Dichotomous variable
: 1 if Yes, 0 otherwise 

- III - 

Preventative 
occupationa
l health 
service 

‘Have you ever 
discussed your 
current job here in 
MNC with a 
doctor/occupationa
l health service to 

Dichotomous variable
: 1 if Yes, 0 otherwise 

- III . 
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understand if it is 
suitable for you 
and does not harm 
your health?’. 

Low tenure Tenure in the MNC 
under 1 year 

Dichotomous variable
: 1 if low tenure under 
1 year, 0 otherwise 

- III - 

Temporary 
contract 

Temporary-
permanent 

Dichotomous variable
: 
temporary (1) vs 
permanent (0) 
contract 

- II - 

Age Age in years Continuous variable - II, III - 
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Table 6. Description of samples by contract type in the Swedish and Polish case. 

 Polish case Swedish case 

 User 
employees 

Agency 
workers 

Sig User 
employees 

Agency 
workers 

Sig 

n 419 
(89%) 

49 
(11%) 

 118 
(63%) 

58 
(31%) 

 

Age (M, SD) 44.9 
(10.2) 

36.9 
(12.3) 

t=4.94 
p=.001 

44.9 
(10.7) 

28.4 
(6.7) 

t=10.14 
p=.001 

Females  10% 12% chi2=0.349 
p=0.555 

15% 16% chi2=0.019 
p=.889 

Tenure under 1 year 3% 48% chi2=124.1 
p=.001 

4% 38% chi2=35.16 
p=.001 

Work accident 8% 20% chi2=8.26 
p=.004 

27% 36% chi2=1.53 
p=.217 

Work-related 
exhaustion (scale 1-4, 
M, SD) 

2.48 
(.55) 

2.30 
(.67) 

t=1.95  
p=.05 

2.54 
(.53) 

2.39 
(.55) 

t=1.72 
p=.087 

Income insecurity ª º 29% 29% chi2=1.11 
p=.292 

9% 45% chi2=9.60 
p=.002 

Job insecurity ª º 25% 76% chi2=10.36 
p=.001 

10% 72% chi2=25.36 
p=.001 

Employment 
insecurityª º 

75% 61% chi2=.456 
p=.500 

38% 52% chi2=4.37 
p=.037 

Assignment 
insecurity ª º 

43% 59% chi2=.052 

p=.819 

36% 71% chi2=22.96 
p=.001 

Involvement in risk 
assessment  

78% 65% chi2=4.63 
p=.031 

57% 70% chi2=2.84 
p=.092 

Occupational health 
services 

72% 84% chi2=3.07 
p=.08 

40% 2% chi2=28.55  
p=.001 

Supervisor support º 
(scale 0-100, M, SD) 

54.45 
(24.35) 

65.20 
(25.06) 

t=-2.88 
p=.005 

60.76 
(27.32) 

67.94 
(25.64) 

t=-2.88 
p=.005 

Co-worker support º 
(scale 0-100, M, SD) 

55.63 
(22.82) 

64.32 
(23.47) 

t=-2.488 
p=.013 

68.73 
(22.37) 

75.68 
(19.54) 

t=-2.004 
p=0.047 

Formal social 
integration (scale 3-9, 
M, SD) 

5.7 
(1.4) 

5.0 
(1.2) 

t=-3.273 
p=.001 

5.7 
(1.3) 

6.1 
(1.4) 

t=-1.999 
p=.05 

Informal social 
integration (scale 3-9, 
M, SD) 

5.2 
(1.5) 

5.4 
(1.3) 

t=-0.922 
p=.357 

6.0 
(1.2) 

6.3 
(1.3) 

t=-1.747 
p=.083 

Work intensity º 
(scale 0-100, M, SD) 

66.34 
(23.02) 

59.18 
(22.65) 

t=2.06  
p=.04 

83.19 
(20.69) 

83.98 
(21.83) 

t=-.236 
p=.814 
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Chemical hazard º 
exposure (scale 0-
100, M, SD) 

33.78 
(37.32) 

40.96 
(39.16) 

t=-1.24 
p=.215 

16.06 
(29.52) 

13.21 
(25.61) 

t=.602 
p=.548 

Physiological hazard 
exposure º (scale 0-
100, M, SD) 

50.85 
(36.45) 

51.02 
(36.43) 

t=-.031  
p=.975 

60.55 
(33.08) 

58.48 
(37.42) 

t=.366 
p=.715 

Job rotation 59% 67% chi2=1.006 
p=.316 

61% 57% chi2=0.217 
p=.641 

ª For more intuitive interpretation, insecurity dimensions show proportion of workers reporting worry to a 
high or very high degree. 
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