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ABSTRACT:  There is an increasingly widespread belief that staff on fixed-term contracts, fearful that their contracts will not be renewed, are "hungrier" and work harder than staff on permanent contracts.  Other hypotheses are possible, such as that suggested by the UK's Oughton Report (1993), that contracts need to give security if they are to draw out the best performance - an assertion recalling psychological work on job insecurity by Greenhalgh and others.  The present article describes a quantitative analysis of personnel records in two public sector organisations, one in Scotland and one in Wales, covering analysing the differences between recruitment and appraisal scores of permanent and temporary staff.  It concludes that performance appears to be poorer for fixed-term contract staff, but may be mediated by grade, and reflects on this conclusion.  It illuminates these quantitative findings with a small programme of semi-structured interviews.  Finally it offers conclusions on useful directions for further research.
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Effects of Fixed-Term Contracts on Employee Performance
Introduction


Fixed-term appointments are one of several "non-standard" work patterns which have recently become important.  The use of fixed-term contracts appears to have been increasing for some years (Pfeffer & Baron 1988 p 270); less than half the European Union's labour force are now employed on full-time permanent contracts (CREHRM 1993).  Any effects of fixed-period contractual terms on performance are clearly of great importance to managements and to staff.  The present study sought to explore this issue in two public sector organisations in the UK.  It used personnel records rather than a survey approach, and this note draws attention to some of the difficulties involved.

Potential psychological effects of short-term contracts

Two models of effect


Fixed-term contracts are not used simply to avoid the inflexibility of permanent contracts: there are often motivational effects intended as well.  Several established psychological theories are in principle applicable to the motivational and performance effects of fixed-term contracts, notably those of reinforcement, commitment (v Burchell 1989), equity (v Thierry 1992, Dickinson & Emler 1992), expectancies, the psychological contract, organisational rôles and intergroup relations.  But in practice two models of the effects of fixed-term contracts are widely in use.  The UK's recent Sheehy report (1993) implied that police on fixed-term contracts, anxious that their contracts will not be renewed, will perform better in order to enhance their track record.  This is a long-standing model of the performance effects of job insecurity (eg Northcote & Trevelyan 1853): it causes people to work better.  It is here termed the positive insecurity model.  There is a contrary view, that fixed-term contracts are demotivating and lead to poorer performance (eg Oughton 1993), which has been the line taken in recent psychological work (eg Greenhalgh & Rosenblatt 1984).  This is here termed the negative insecurity model.  The current study had as its primary research question which, if either, of these models was supported by the fieldwork, and secondarily sought to use the study evidence to examine other issues in the recent literature.  

Job peripherality


A number of terms are used in this area, not always clearly.  Job peripherality (a term applied both to job insecurity and to the experience of jobs perceived as insignificant, and recently reviewed in Legrow 1992) has in all studies dealt with part-time, not fixed-period, employment terms.  The marginality in question is likely to be different from that associated with fixed-term contracts (eg part-time workers are often older women child-carers or ethnic minority members, while fixed-term workers are often young and in very different life-career positions).  While workers under both conditions are in some sense marginal, the peripherality material has little to offer when looking at fixed-term contract employment.  

Job insecurity 


Argyle in 1972 summarised 1930s research in the UK and USA which showed security as the most important aspect of people's jobs.  More recent work still rates it very high (eg Dooley et al 1987); indeed, Littler (1985) argued that for many people paid employment acts as a "psychic glue" holding the individual together and giving identity.  Academic interest in job insecurity increased in the 1980s, when a major review explored it in detail (Greenhalgh & Rosenblatt 1984), a symposium in Aachen launched a research network and ultimately a collaborative book (Hartley &c 1991), and work was also funded by the ILO (Rodgers & Rodgers 1989).  The relationship between job insecurity and effort was unclear (though expected to be negative) (Greenhalgh & Rosenblatt 1984).  There have been a number of recent studies.  Notable findings have been that:

(i)
a positive dispositional trait protects against perceptual exaggeration of long-term low-level job insecurity, and encourages better coping mechanisms (Roskies et al 1993).  

(ii)
dependence on a threatened job is related to insecurity, but not performance (Orpen 1993).

(iii)
insecurity is related to distress, poorer health and negative work behaviour (Roskies & Louis-Guérin 1990; cp Earnshaw et al 1990).

(iv)
(despite the suggestion that "lifetime employment helps foster loyalty and identification with the firm...in many Japanese establishments" (Pfeffer & Baron 1988, citing Abbeglen & Stalk 1985)) organisational commitment and extra-rôle behaviour (see Williamson 1975) are not less for temporary staff than for permanent employees (Pearce 1993) . 

(v)
the presence of temporary staff does not cause employees to question the fairness of their organisation and so lead them to perform more poorly (Pearce 1993)

Face validity of relevance of work on insecurity 


As with peripherality, the relevance of work on insecurity to fixed-term contracts is important.  Two questions occur here: (i) are the same kinds of staff involved? and (ii) are the assumptions relating to them different in any important ways?  


Jacobson & Hartley 1991 suggest four types of worker affected by job insecurity: (i) Casual, seasonal or agency staff; (ii) Freelance workers on short-term contracts; (iii) Newcomers to an organisation; (iv) Permanent employees who come to believe that their status is no longer safe.  Category (iv) has been the focus of most recent work on job insecurity, with one study (Pearce 1993) addressing category (i) - viz casual staff without the relative security offered by a contract running for at least a year (Wagner &c (1987) found job involvement rising sharply for staff who had been in post for two years or more; see also Salengros &c 1989).  The fixed-term staff in the present study, though insecure, were in a more stable position than temporary or casual staff, both in terms of contract length and (according to the results of the interview programme) their professional orientation.  Recent job insecurity findings therefore do not deal with the same kind of staff as the present study.  


In the work following Greenhalgh & Rosenblatt 1984 there is a general assumption that it is violation of the psychological contract which is the basis of the reactions studied (see Kolarska & Aldrich 1980, Drake & Drake 1988, Herriot 1992, Robinson & Rousseau 1994, Syrett & Lammiman 1994).  It is arguable, however, that fixed-term staff enter their employment contracts freely, and therefore suffer no violation of the psychological contract.  Studies suggest that permanent staff working alongside temporary staff may see that the employer is prepared to engage staff on a non-permanent basis, and therefore develop anxieties about their own security (v Pearce 1993).  The contrary is also possible: that permanent staff may believe that the employer is introducing staff on a non-permanent basis in order to avoid a need for redundancies among the permanent workforce, and therefore feel reassured about their own security.  

Group interaction theory


Group interaction theory would suggest that, where staff have usually been employed on permanent contracts, an afflux of staff on fixed-term contracts would bring difficulties.  If the conditions of fixed-term staff are similar to those of permanent staff, the former may be made aware of their job insecurity, and resent their relative disadvantage.  If, however, fixed-term staff have enhanced conditions, permanent staff may argue that the differences in job security are formal rather than real, and may see themselves as disadvantaged (Bosworth 1991, Pearce 1993).  The situation of short-term contract staff thus seems certain to be capable of giving rise to in-group/out-group behaviour, whether more overtly, in the form of rivalry and hostility, or, more covertly, through dissatisfaction, demotivation and lack of commitment.

Research design


Fieldwork for the study was carried out between January and July 1994.  It involved staff in two organisations, both public sector bodies, in Wales (CCW) and Scotland (SO).  The primary concern was to establish whether the positive insecurity model or the negative insecurity model, or neither, applied in the organisations.  


A survey was rejected, and personnel records were used, as allowing less distortion than self-report approaches.  The study examined recruitment scores and subsequent performance appraisal data separately for permanent and for fixed-term staff, reduced each to a numerical scale on a common basis, and then compared the differences for the two groups of staff.  This was intended to show whether fixed-term contract staff were seen to perform at standards different from those of equivalent permanent staff .  This would enable conclusions to be drawn whether significant performance differences existed, and if so in what direction.  


Such a process would not offer conclusions about the causes of differences.  Hence there would also be a small interview programme, which might enable issues raised by recent work, particularly on job insecurity, to be explored, and assessed as topics for future work.  

The performance study

The study populations


In CCW (a new agency for Wales set up in April 1991, and drawing staff from the Great Britain-wide NCC) the study began by considering all the 87 staff recruited between April 1991 and March 1992, probably the period of greatest turbulence in the organisation.  After discussions with personnel managers, recruitment and appraisal data were examined.  Duplicate, erroneous, partial or unavailable data were rejected; since it had been particularly difficult to maintain appraisal disciplines during this period, only 48 records were sufficiently complete for analysis.  This number of staff in the study population resulted as inconveniently small, and its boundaries were extended to cover five staff recruited under similar conditions immediately before 1 April 1991, bringing the total of records analysed to 53.  All the 22 fixed-term staff studied were scientists, while the 31 permanent staff were spread across the disciplines, including administrators and non-scientific professionals.  .


In SO there was not a tradition of recruiting on fixed term contract.  Provoked by budget uncertainties, however, a programme of fixed-term recruitment had begun in 1992, and the present study covered recruits between April 1992 and December 1993.  On confidentiality grounds SO did not make data available on recruits from all grades and disciplines, but from two grades only, both in the administrative (non-specialist) category - a junior supervisory and a clerical grade.  Both permanent and fixed-term contract staff were available for study in each. 

Fixed-period contract terms


Both organisations gave fixed-period and permanent staff similar conditions, including holidays, pension schemes, and consideration for developmental training or compassionate/study leave
.  However, SO contracts were generally of at least two years' duration, while in CCW there was a change in contract terms, whereby most staff were initially recruited on very short-term contracts, which on expiry were generally renewed for a 4-year period.  

Recruitment during the study period


CCW recruits had been assessed by a panel of three or four.  Candidates had been solicited by advertisement and reduced to manageable numbers through a sift using biodata such as qualifications and number of years' experience, then interviewed.  The panel had used three elements in the selection decision: 

i)
biodata in the form of experience and qualifications; 

ii)
references, or (for civil service candidates) several years' detailed appraisal reports; and 

iii)
the interview itself.  

The panel had followed standard civil service guidance in arriving at an overall suitability score between A and G.  Members had normally been CCW's own staff, though for two major recruitment exercises a recruitment agency had provided one panel member.  Normally the panel would have formally agreed the qualities being sought and the weight to be allotted between them, though this had not been universally done.  In the present study it was judged that neither of these inconsistencies (in the composition of the panels, and in the formality of criterion establishment) was likely to have materially affected the overall recruitment process.


In SO the recruitment procedure had been similar.  Though the category descriptions for grading candidates had been identical to those used at CCW, and steps had been similarly anchored by category description, scoring by interview boards had generally been out of 100 instead of an A to G scale.
Appraisal during the study period


In CCW basic interim and final probation reports, consisting of short narratives by the immediate supervisor and by the supervisor's supervisor, had been completed within six months of appointment on all externally recruited staff (but not those drawn from elsewhere in the civil service).  


Regular appraisal procedures were in flux during the period.  The procedure inherited from NCC had involved a line manager completing a form each April.  This showed job elements and targets with a narrative assessment of performance against each, an overall performance score on a five-box marking system, a score with annotations against sixteen personal qualities (a mixture of cognitive skills such as intellectual ability, personality characteristics such as "drive and determination" and more blurred experiential skills such as "staff management", with additional measures of specific expertise and of effort), an overall narrative assessment, a promotability assessment, and a training needs statement.  The overall score, promotability score and narrative had been endorsed by the report author's own line manager.  Standards used in the report had been endorsed by the officer one grade higher yet (the "great-grandfather" of the officer reported on).  This had been the procedure used for appraisal in April 1992, though for most staff recruited towards the end of 1991/92 forms had not been returned for the year 1991/92; and staff on fixed-term contract had at this time been exempt from the appraisal procedure.  


In April 1993 a new system had been introduced.  This appraised performance only, leaving promotion, training and development aside.  The elaborate assessments of personal qualities had been abandoned, but the overall markings made more sensitive by dividing Boxes 2 and 3 ("above-average" and "satisfactory" performance) into upper and lower bands.  


In SO performance appraisal was stable during the period.  A form similar to the earlier CCW one was in use each April, and was used for probation as well as annual assessment.  

Extraction and manipulation of data


In the present study, records of recruitment boards were examined, and the agreed scores extracted.  Then, in the case of CCW, appraisal papers were examined.  Where probation reports were available, a content analysis was made, and a marking on a five-point scale assigned by the researcher, who was familiar with the organisational culture and hence with the organisational use of language (this method was used for assessing all narratives).  All permanent staff recruited early in 1991/92 had been appraised around April 1992, and these reports were examined: a record was made of the overall marking, of the balance of markings at each of the five ratings against the sixteen personal qualities, and of the narrative score.  Staff (other than any who left) were reported on with the new more simple form at April 1993; these reports were also examined and the overall ratings and narrative scores recorded.  April 1994 reports were also examined, but the number available at the time (July 1994) was not sufficient for meaningful analysis.


The ratings were then converted into comparable scores as follows.  


The recruitment ratings, though nominally running from A ("an outstanding candidate") to G ("not in the running"), did not occur below E ("below an acceptable level").  On the other hand, it was not uncommon for boards to mark at "BC" or "B+", though there was no provision for such marks in the rubrics.  It was here assumed that the markings could be regarded as linear in value increments, and they were scored between E=0 and A=8.   Thus A (which never actually appeared) would score twice the value of C, the most common score securing appointment.


Under the more complex system of the earlier annual staff reports the overall markings nominally ran from Box 1 ("outstanding") to Box 5 ("unacceptable").  Boxes 4 & 5 were disciplinary markings, and like Box 1 very rarely awarded; Boxes 2 & 3 were the vast majority.  In the scoring mechanism of this study Box 3 of the markings was treated as equivalent to a C marking in recruitment, and scored equally at 4, while Box 2 was seen as equivalent to a B marking, and so scored at 6.  Because of the relative insensitivity of the overall marking with most marks in Box 2 or 3, and as a check on internal reporting consistency, it was decided to modify the overall marking by two control assessments:  

i)
In relation to the 16 personal qualities the relative balance of ratings was compared to the overall marking: for these purposes, again, 1 was given a weight of 8, 2 a weight of 6, &c.

Assumptions about linearity of scales

The method used to standardise both recruitment and appraisal ratings for analysis assumed that the various recruitment categories (eg B or C in CCW, or numerical score ranges in SO) or appraisal box markings 1 to 5 are linear in value - eg that the difference in quality of someone's performance between Box 2 and Box 3 is the same as between Box 3 and Box 4.  The existence of the scales implies this, but it may not be so.  It is, however, a necessary simplification for convenient quantitative analysis.  Any errors introduced by this assumption were not judged materially to affect the outcomes.
ii)
A content analysis was again made, as with probation reports - this time of the narrative part of the appraisal report.  This was assessed on a ten-point scale.


Under the new less complex system of the later annual staff reports, the scoring of personal qualities was discontinued, but in the general rating scale Points 2 and 3 of the five points in the previous scale were sub-divided (L=low, H=high).  These sub-divisions were now scored as permitting half-steps up from the previous arrangements, so that 3L scored 4, 3H scored 5, 2L scored 6, 2H scored 7, and 1 scored, as before, 8.  The narrative was assessed as before.

All the scores were finally standardised for clarity and ease of manipulation to a base of 100.  


In the case of SO, data were taken from the personnel database.  The general performance rating was used, modified to a weight of one-quarter by the proportions of ratings of personal qualities, and using the same numerical values as in the comparable operation with the CCW data.  The whole was again standardised to a base of 100.

Output construction


Three key outputs were derived: 

(i) a recruitment output taken from the recruitment score, 

(ii) in CCW a proximal performance output taken from the April 1992 appraisal weighted one-half to the overall rating and one-quarter to each of (i) the balance of ratings of personal qualities and (ii) the narrative; or (if this was unavailable) from the probation reports.  

(iii) a distal performance output, which in CCW was taken from the April 1993 appraisal, weighted three-quarters to the overall rating and one-quarter to the narrative; and in SO was taken from the April 1994 appraisal, weighted three-quarters to the overall rating and one-quarter to the balance of ratings of personal qualities.  

These were used to produce the key measure used in the study: the recruitment-to-appraisal measure or difference score obtained by deducting the relevant appraisal score from the recruitment score.

Results


The general distribution of the data is shown in Graph 1.  This shows the larger size of the population studied in SO, and also that, while none of the populations studied was near to a normal distribution, the larger populations were closer to that pattern: the proximal difference scores for CCW fixed-term staff, where comparatively few records were available, are particularly skewed.  There is a bias towards the right in the SO data as compared to the CCW data, showing a preponderance of higher values: given the basic similarity of the recruitment and appraisal methods, and of the ways in which the raw data from each source was prepared for analysis, this 


Graph 1: Frequency distribution of results overall
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Source: CCW and SO personnel records.  The legend on the right shows the interval points in recruitment to appraisal scores.
is likely to imply that SO staff, both permanent and fixed-term, proved more disappointing after a couple of years in post than did CCW staff. 

The CCW results


The key measure used for all analysis was the difference between the recruitment score and the relevant performance score.  In CCW the population of those who survived to the distal performance point without leaving the organisation was analysed in relation to both proximal and distal performance points using the t-test.  On a basic analysis of the whole population where any difference could be calculated (totalling 29 permanent and 22 temporary staff), mean differences (recruitment-to-appraisal scores) were found in relation to the last available performance score of  = 6.39 for the fixed-term staff, with a p value again not significant at 0.879.  Although none of these results reached significance, this seems to be at least in part simply due to the low data numbers, since the mean differences between recruitment and appraisal scores at proximal appraisal point (within approximately one year of recruitment) were very pronounced, while those at distal appraisal point were minimal (and the significance level accordingly very low).
 = 5.73 for the permanent staff and  = 12.10 for the fixed-term staff,  with a p value not significant at 0.213; at the distal point  = 5.24 for the permanent staff and  = 9.79 for the fixed-term staff, with a p value not significant at 0.207.  Distinguishing between the proximal and distal performance appraisal points, at the proximal point the mean difference was  = 3.30 for the permanent staff and 
The SO results


The data obtained from the SO study enjoyed larger populations (74 taking both permanent and fixed-term staff together, compared with a maximum of 44 for any particular performance assessment in the CCW study).  The overall results showed even less difference than at CCW between performance records in permanent and fixed-term staff, with mean differences between recruitment and appraisal scores for the two groups of 22.8 and 20.3 respectively.  


Disaggregated by grade, however, very different results emerged: the descriptive statistics are shown in Graph 2 and the results of inferential analysis in Table 1.  Within the supervisory grade, performance of staff on fixed-term contracts was significantly worse than that of staff on permanent contracts, relative to recruitment scores.  It will be seen that the very high value differences between the two means are sufficient for significance despite the 


Graph 2: SO data by grade




Source: SO personnel records.  Note that the higher the score the lower the performance at appraisal relative to the capacities judged at recruitment; hence the reversed scale on the y-axis.  Note also the heavy weight of fixed-term supervisory scores and permanent clerical scores towards the bottom of the graph, indicating more disappointing performance in these groups.
small size of the permanent staff population.  With the clerical staff it will be seen that the performance of staff on fixed-term contracts was better than that of staff on permanent contracts, though the results are not significant.  However, the low number of fixed-term contract recruits here (only 8), coupled with a value difference which while still substantial is much lower than in the case of the supervisory grade, makes this lack of significance unsurprising.

Check for possible age effect


Since nearly all the supervisory staff were young, but a number of the clerical staff were older women returners, it was possible that the sharp differences in performance between fixed-term and permanent staff at the two different grade levels was in fact better represented by an age effect than a grade effect - perhaps with younger staff feeling themselves more employable 


Table 1: Analysis of Scottish Office data disaggregated by grade

	Grade
	Contract type
	Populat'n size
	Mean score
	Significance

	supervisory grade
	permanent staff
	n = 12
	 = 10.3
	p = 0.034

	
	fixed-term contract staff
	n = 28
	 = 19.6
	

	clerical grade
	permanent staff
	n = 25
	 = 28.7
	p = 0.229

	
	fixed-term contract staff
	n = 8
	 = 22.7
	


Source: SO personnel records; author's calculations.  The result for the supervisory grade is significant.

elsewhere, and taking a less cooperative attitude in reaction to being engaged on fixed-period contract.  To test this additional hypothesis a correlation was carried out between (i) age and (ii) difference between recruitment and appraisal scores. 


The result was  = <0.01, indicating no relationship.  This was checked by dividing the population of fixed-term contract staff into two groups aged 25 & under and 26 & over, and calculating means of the differences between recruitment and appraisal scores for each group; there was virtually no difference, and it would have been otiose to run a t-test.  The check was run again using age 30 as a break-point, and the same results were obtained.  The wide scatter of this data is shown in Graph 3.
Graph 3: Lack of relationship between age and performance for fixed-term contract staff
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Source: SO personnel records.  The wide scatter reflects the lack of correlation in age effects.
Discussion


The significance in the results for SO supervisory staff dominates the findings of this study.  Given the significance found in the SO results, the directions and magnitudes of the CCW results - even though with small data numbers these were non-significant - are at least of some interest, particularly the direction of the variance: performance is comparatively worse for fixed-term than for permanent staff.  This might suggest that the positive insecurity model (fixed-term contracts associated with better performance) could be incorrect, although the lack of significance suggests that the effect in this case was minor.


The overall direction of the results in the SO data is different from that in CCW, with the average downward shift in score between the two measurement points being slightly more pronounced for permanent, rather than fixed-term, staff.  Differences in the data by sex are not significant.  However, there are substantial variations by grade, and once these are disaggregated it is clear that an important result is obscured by the crude data.  The SO results differ not just in degree but in direction: for the supervisory grade the average shift in score is almost twice as great for fixed-term staff as for permanent staff, while for clerical staff there is a less marked but still substantial difference in the opposite direction.  However, the results for the supervisory grade are significant, while those for the clerical grade are not.

Conclusions of the performance study


In the CCW results the distal scores for permanent and fixed-term staff are very close, while the proximal scores are far apart.  Possible explanations are:

(i)
people getting fixed-term contract posts tend to resent them initially and to perform worse than permanent staff as a result; later they grow reconciled to the situation; or

(ii)
since many initial contracts were very short-term, these may have provoked higher insecurity at the early stage before longer contract terms were introduced; or

(iii)
compared with the permanent recruits (many of whom transferred from other Government agencies with broadly similar structures, procedures and cultures), the fixed-term staff may have had more difficulty with rôle-receiving or with the work-rôle transition more generally - a comparison perhaps exacerbated by a general lack of clarity about rôle expectations in a new organisation where rôles were still being created and negotiated as new staff arrived to fill them.

The interview programme (below) gave some grounds to discount the suggestion at (i) that people become reconciled to fixed-term contract status over time.  


The SO study is important because the supervisory grade results were clearly significant.  They show that fixed-term contract supervisors in the SO performed more poorly than equivalent permanent staff recruited at the same time.  They also form a good basis for attempts at replication elsewhere.  However, the differences in results by grade are of considerable interest, and - though the clerical results were not significant - suggest an hypothesis that, the more routine a job, the less staff performance will benefit from the employment security offered by permanent contractual terms, or suffer from the insecurity of fixed-term contracts.  This possibility was borne in mind in the interview programme, and rather different conclusions were finally reached (below).  

The interview programme


There was no opportunity in this study to explore the psychological implications of the results in depth.  However, a limited semi-structured interview programme was carried out in CCW in the hope of obtaining qualitative data to illuminate the findings.

Design of the interview programme


Interviews, with six staff at CCW, included individuals with higher scores at appraisal than at recruitment as well as those with lower, and included both permanent and fixed-term staff in each category.  Interviews were structured by a standard list of guideline questions covering the theoretical grounds and hypotheses in the introduction above, viz that a positive dispositional trait may protect against exaggeration of long-term low-level job insecurity and encourage coping mechanisms (Roskies &c 1993); that dependence on a threatened job is related to insecurity, but not to performance (Orpen 1993); that the presence of temporary employees may lead permanent staff to question the fairness of their organisation, and hence to perform more poorly (Pearce 1993) or otherwise lead to in-group/out-group behaviour; that insecurity is related to distress and negative work behaviour (Roskies & Louis-Guérin 1990; Earnshaw et al 1990).  

Results of the interview programme


All fixed-term staff expressed unhappiness with their status, even though all had by now been in post for some three years, and had already in that time had fixed-term contracts renewed (this mirrors dissatisfaction with temporary contracts found by other researchers, eg Kunda 1992 p 126).  They cited, as reasons for this unhappiness, both questions of fairness and practical issues such as difficulties in getting a mortgage - though scientists were more tolerant of fixed-term contracts than others, and one scientist was, indeed, so bound up with the work he was doing that he could not remember the length of his contract.  It was not thought by anyone that fixed-term staff worked less hard, were less skilled, or produced less than permanent staff (except perhaps in the last few weeks of a contract); nor that recruitment standards were lower for fixed-term than for permanent staff.  Some fixed-term staff expressed frustration at not being able to see the job through fully, and losing control of it just as it was completed.  It was generally felt, however, that fixed-term contract status diminished commitment to the organisation, even among scientists:

They think - I don't mean that people don't work as hard or as conscientiously - but I think at the back of their minds there's the feeling, well if they can't make a commitment to me, why am I...doing all this overtime and getting unpaid and...grievances can come to the fore at times...

Informant at CCW, Wales, July 1994


There was a feeling that how well one coped with the insecurity of fixed contract terms was a "very personal matter".  The implication to be drawn from this was not, however, as Roskies &c 1993 would suggest, that differences were due to disposition, so much as to external circumstances such as financial or family commitments, or personal relationships tying one to the local area.  Such practical considerations were mentioned over and over again in interviews.  They were also seen as the only basis for judging a difference between men's and women's reactions to fixed-term contract status.  They led to the observation that fixed-term contract recruits tended to be younger than permanent recruits, and to the opinion that, although circumstances differed, young people found such status easier to deal with than older people (who might have more personal responsibilities, and perhaps also a feeling that a permanent contract represented a higher level of achievement which was appropriate at their career stage).


Fixed-term scientists were said often to be so committed to a specialist field that they saw the opportunity to continue work in it as more important than job security.  There were also strong indications among professionally-qualified staff of confidence at the prospect of getting alternative employment, even if in another part of the country.  On the other hand, fixed-term scientists did seem to feel pressure to seek permanent external posts if these should arise, and also to maintain a stream of publications so as to preserve or enhance professional marketability.  


There was a general feeling that managers would not think less of fixed-term staff merely because of their status.  However, they might well be hesitant to fund training, and also to be reluctant to allocate longer-term tasks (which might also be the more interesting and challenging tasks).  This was not necessarily related to the remaining term of an individual's contract, since it was recognised that even staff with four years of a five-year contract still to run might well disappear at short notice if they secured the offer of a permanent post:

A project is an investment...there's a less certain return on the investment if you're an FTA [fixed-term].  I'm sure that people regard you as less permanent even within your period of contract...

I don't think you ever stop looking.  You always browse in the papers, whatever profession you're in, and the closer you get to the end of your contract the more actively you're going to seek work... 

Informants at CCW, Wales, July 1994
Managers remarked on the turnover problems posed by fixed-term contract employment, especially in disruption to teams when individual members left.


Only one of the interviewees thought that people in the organisation might know who was on fixed-term and who on permanent contract, and the suggestion of any friction between the two groups was universally greeted with incomprehension.  

Discussion of models


In terms of psychological theories, the interview programme afforded data supporting approaches through equity theory, the psychological contract, and the concept of commitment - all areas explored by recent work in job insecurity.  The potential application of group interaction theory, which could be expected to have suggested tension between fixed-term and permanent staff, was not supported.  


Specific work on job insecurity, however, (nearly all dealing with permanent staff in insecure jobs) is only partly supported by this material (derived from the rather different class of fixed-term contract employees).  Suggestions that a positive dispositional trait safeguards people against perceptual exaggeration of long-term low-level job insecurity, as well as encouraging better coping mechanisms for dealing with the stress involved (Roskies &c 1993), or that dependence on a threatened job has a relationship with insecurity, but none with performance (Orpen 1993), are not supported by these findings.  Nor does this study corroborate the suggestion in the one recent study of casual workers (Pearce 1993) that the presence of temporary employees causes permanent staff to question the fairness of their organisation, and hence is likely to lead them to perform more poorly.  There is, however, some support for the suggestion that insecurity is related to distress and negative work behaviour (Roskies & Louis-Guérin 1990; Earnshaw et al 1990).  

Conclusions


The basic finding of the studies is thus that the use of fixed-term contracts seems likely to have a depressing effect on staff performance.  The data from CCW go some way to suggest (on data that did not reach significance) that fixed-period contract terms may be associated with slightly worse performance than permanent terms.  The SO study, with larger data numbers, suggests a more complex picture.  Here fixed-term contract supervisors showed a statistically significant falling-off of performance scores, compared with recruitment scores, vis à vis their permanent colleagues.  Clerks on fixed-term contract, however, showed better performance than those who were permanent, though this is merely suggestive, as the result did not reach significant levels.  


The main differences between these two groups, the supervisors and the clerks, appear to be that: 

(i)
the supervisory group are likely to have more demanding, but also more intrinsically rewarding, jobs than the clerical group;

(ii)
the supervisory group have more qualifications, and hence readier access to alternative employment, than the clerical group;

(iii)
the supervisors are younger, and hence less subject to local ties, than the clerks (often returning mothers who might well find a geographical move to another job impossible).

The first of these characteristics is not readily mapped on to any of the issues explored in this note.  Illuminating the last two, however, the interviews at CCW showed:

(i)
some resentment by fixed-term staff of their insecure status, often expressed in terms of equity or the psychological contract; 

(ii)
some confidence among professionally-qualified staff at the prospect of getting alternative employment; and 

(iii)
concern for the practical inconvenience of moving job, in terms of the likelihood of having to move from an area where personal ties have been forged.  

These attitudes suggest that the differences in the data might be accounted for by differences between supervisors and clerks in real opportunities of alternative employment.  Other research has found workers on low incomes, or whose fathers were not skilled, to be most anxious about job insecurity (Burchell 1989); and the fixed-term clerical staff in this study, with less opportunity for alternative employment, may have reacted with anxiety, by working harder and striving to please the superiors who would appraise them.  The fixed-term supervisors however - better qualified and freer from local ties - may have reacted with resentment, by withdrawing commitment, and performing more poorly than they would otherwise have done.  


The significant quantitative findings at SO are suggestive, especially in the light of the grade effects.  However, because of the inconclusive findings of the quantitative study at CCW this study is more tentative in its conclusions than it might have been.  It nevertheless permits some confidence in the overall results.  In general, fixed-term employment contracts appear to be a way by which organisations have hoped to retain the advantages of knowledge, skill, internal communications and perhaps loyalty offered by permanent staff, while still getting the cost flexibility of outside contracting.  This study, however, gives some grounds to doubt this hope, by concluding that:

(i)
Offering recruits fixed-term contracts is likely to have effects on their performance;

(ii)
These are more likely to be deleterious than beneficial;

(iii)
The greater the possibilities of alternative employment, the more deleterious the performance consequences may be.

It also suggests a possibility that:

(iv)
The potential for intergroup conflict between permanent and fixed-term staff seems unlikely to be a fruitful field for research.

Both CCW and SO were organisations with similar histories and subject to similar pressures: there was in particular a general tradition of permanent employment which may well have affected the psychological contract.  Further work in other organisations might elucidate this.  
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