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apply to contract trajectories combined with a change 
of employer.  Future research should focus more closely 
on factors predicting “involuntary” downward trajectories 
into precarious temporary employment or unemploy-
ment.
(J Occup Health 2012; 54: 441–451)

Key words: Health, Job attitudes, Job insecurity, Labor 
contracts, Quality of working life, Transitions

In the middle of 2011, the European workforce 
counted around 25.5 million temporary employees1) 

(14.2% of the EU active population2)), and the number 
of temporary employees is likely to increase as tempo-
rary employment is highly dependent on economic 
growth3).  Although temporary employment has impor-
tant advantages for organizations in terms of flexibil-
ity and innovativeness, the shift away from firm long-
term organizational relationships towards more flexible 
temporary relationships has raised concerns regarding 
the health and well-being of the workers involved4, 5).

Temporary work is often assumed to involve higher 
job insecurity and a lower quality of working life4), 
which in turn are expected to negatively impact work-
ers’ health, well-being and work-related attitudes5−7).  
This assumption builds upon a core-periphery model 
of employment contracts, in which permanent work-
ers are well-sheltered organizational insiders forming 
the core of an organization, which is surrounded by 
a “buffer workforce” of multiple layers of temporary 
workers with increasingly precarious employment8, 9).  
The core-periphery view stems from organizational 
segmentation theories, which differentiate between 
primary segment (core) workers and secondary 
segment (peripheral) workers9, 10).  Core workers are 
important to the organization, as they possess scarce 
skills, valuable knowledge and useful experience 
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and are hard to replace, whereas the opposite holds 
for secondary segment workers.  Consequently, core 
workers receive more secure (permanent) and higher 
quality employment (better working conditions, job 
content, work relations and terms of employment) 
than peripheral workers.  Therefore, the latter often 
receive temporary employment contracts.

Impact of contract trajectories on workers’ health, 
well-being and work-related attitudes

Building upon segmentation theories, it can be 
expected that upward contract changes (towards the 
core of permanent employment) are generally associ-
ated with an improvement in job security, the quality 
of working life and thus improved health and well-
being.  The opposite may apply to downward contract 
changes towards less secure, more temporary employ-
ment (e.g., agency or on-call work).  The few studies 
on contract transitions indeed provided some support 
for these assumptions in terms of workers’ job secu-
rity, supervisory tasks, social support from colleagues, 
engagement, work satisfaction and risk of psychologi-
cal distress11−13).  However, these and other studies also 
reported nonsignificant and even contradictory results.  
For example, no impact of a change in employment 
contract has been found regarding various measures of 
health, lifestyle, work-related attitudes and life satis-
faction11, 12, 14).  Moreover, contrary to the segmenta-
tion assumptions, downward contract trajectories have 
been associated with an increase in work engagement 
and affective organizational commitment14), whereas 
upward contract trajectories have been associated with 
an increase in work pace11) and medically certified 
sickness absence12).  These inconsistent findings chal-
lenge a segmentation approach towards employment 
contracts and therefore raise doubts concerning its 
validity.

Employment contract changes:  “deterministic” segmen-
tation or self-initiated change?

Segmentation theories reflect a rather deterministic 
view on employment contracts because they suggest 
all upward contract changes to be for the better (i.e., 
resulting in higher quality and more secure employ-
ment) and all downward contract changes to be for 
the worse.  This view ignores the fact that many 
contract changes are part of a larger, often employee-
initiated, change such as a switch in job type or 
employer, which may alter the consequences for the 
worker involved.  This latter assumption finds support 
in theories on job turnover, which generally hold that 
job search and exit behavior stem from an imbal-
ance between costs and rewards of the current job15).  
This means that employees who cannot successfully 
improve their current employment situation will try to 

switch employer or job type to acquire a better work 
situation.  Consequently, such changes may often 
result in an improvement in workers’ quality of work-
ing life and therefore also in their health, well-being 
and work-related attitudes.  This improvement may be 
independent from a possible change in contract type: 
it is conceivable that workers will leave unfavorable 
permanent employment (e.g., those who are not in 
their preferred occupation16)) when they are able to 
acquire better “fitting” temporary employment.  This 
would make a downward change in contract actu-
ally an improvement of workers’ employment situa-
tion14).  Furthermore, an employer change combined 
with the acquisition of a more stable contract is likely 
to enhance both workers’ job security and quality of 
working life, whereas receiving a more stable contract 
at the current employer may merely enhance work-
ers’ job security but not their quality of working life.  
In sum, we argue that a change in workers’ job type 
or employer may alter the impact of employment 
contract changes on workers’ health, well-being and 
work-related attitudes and may therefore account for 
(some of) the inconclusive findings in this area.

Aim of the current study
In a large and representative longitudinal sample of 

the Dutch working population, we aimed to examine 
the validity of the segmentation approach towards 
employment contract changes by taking into account a 
change of employer.  Therefore, we first differentiated 
between stable, upward and downward contract trajec-
tories, for which we tested the impact on employee 
quality of working life, job insecurity, health and 
work-related attitudes.  We started by examining 
the “segmentation approach” and tested if (a) stable 
contract trajectories (i.e., no across-time change of 
contract type) would not be associated with changes 
in workers’ quality of working life, job insecurity, 
health and work-related attitudes (also because of the 
limited time-span of the current study; Hypothesis 
1a); (b) upward contract trajectories would result in 
an improvement in scores (except for demands, which 
are often found to be higher among permanent work-
ers17, 18); Hypothesis 1b); and (c) downward contract 
transitions would result in a deterioration in scores 
(Hypothesis 1c).

Secondly, we examined whether these segmenta-
tion assumptions hold when taking into account a 
change of employer.  As turnover theories suggest 
employer changes to be generally for the better, they 
challenge the segmentation assumptions regarding 
the impact of stable and downward contract trajec-
tories (i.e., Hypothesis 1a and 1c).  Consequently, 
Hypothesis 1 may only apply to workers who do not 
change employer (Hypothesis 2a), whereas workers 
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who do change employer can be expected to improve 
in terms of their quality of working life, and thereby 
their health and work-related attitudes, irrespective of 
a change in their employment contract (Hypothesis 
2b).  We tested these two assumptions by stratifying 
all previous analyses for a change of employer.

Subjects and Methods

Sample
The current study draws on two waves of the 

Netherlands Working Conditions Cohort Study19), 
which studies the working conditions, health and 
well-being of the Dutch working population (exclud-
ing self-employed workers) over time.  The first 
wave started in October 2007 and continued until 
January 2008 (N=22,759; response rate: 32.8%) and 
was generally representative for the Dutch working 
population20).  The follow-up measurement (N=10,393; 
response rate: 54.2%) began in November 2008 and 
continued until January 2009.  A written version 
of the questionnaires was sent to the respondents’ 
homes, and the accompanying letter also mentioned 
the possibility of completing the questionnaire online.  
Note that this study fully complies with the Dutch 
law on the protection of personal data, which means 
that respondents have the guarantee that their data is 
only used for statistical purposes, and that no institu-
tion can demand access to their data.  As our analyses 
were restricted to permanent and temporary workers 
(excluding on-call workers) who filled in the question-
naire at both time points, our final sample comprised 
9,686 participants (48.5% males; M

age-T1
=42.9, 

SD=11.0).  The nonresponse rate during follow-up 
measurement was 44.6% among permanent employees 
and varied from 50% (temporary work with the pros-
pect of permanent employment) to 56.7% (temporary 
agency work) among temporary employees.  Note 
that this nonresponse rate is unlikely to be caused by 
health selection, as we found no significant health 
differences at baseline between initially temporary 
employed participants and nonparticipants.

Measures
1) Employment contract

Five contract types were distinguished using the 
question “what is the nature of your employment?” 
(1=“permanent employment [for indefinite time],” 2=
“temporary employment with the prospect of perma-
nent employment,” 3=“temporary employment for 
a fixed term,” 4=“temporary agency work,” and 5=
“on-call work”).  Note that on-call work was exclud-
ed in the current study, as a previous study among 
another cross-sectional sample of the Dutch working 
population showed these workers to differ in many 
respects from other temporary workers17).  Moreover, 

in the Netherlands, the notion of having the prospect 
of permanent employment refers to explicit clauses in 
the written formal employment contract, rather than 
the subjective interpretation of the worker involved.
2) Change of employer

Change of employer was assessed by asking 
participants: “Did you change employer in the past 12 
months?” (1=“yes,” 2=“no” [reversed]).
3) Quality of working life

Quality of working life was assessed by measuring 
psychosocial work characteristics, including physi-
cal working conditions, task demands, autonomy and 
work relations.  Adverse physical working conditions 
were measured with 7 items derived or adapted from 
the Permanent Study on Living Conditions (POLS21)) 
and the (Dutch) Labour Force Survey (EBB22)).  A 
typical scale item is “do you have to perform danger-
ous work?”, while other items referred to repeated 
movements, working in an uncomfortable stance, work 
that requires the exertion of much force, the use of 
tools that vibrate or are noisy and exposure to chemi-
cals, dust, gasses or smoke (1=“yes, regularly,” 2=“yes, 
sometimes,” 3=“no” [reversed]).  The Task demands 
scale (4 items, e.g., “do you have to perform a lot of 
work?” 1=“never,” 4=“always”) and Autonomy scale (3 
items, e.g., “can you decide yourself how to perform 
your work?” 1=“yes, regularly,” 2=“yes, sometimes,” 
3=“no” [reversed]) were both derived from the Job 
Content Questionnaire JCQ23).  Work relations were 
measured with an adapted version24) of Karasek’s 
supervisory support (e.g,. “my colleagues help me 
to get the work done”) and coworker support scales 
(e.g., “my supervisor pays attention to what I say”), 
both answered on a 4-point Likert scale (1=“fully 
disagree”; 4=“fully agree”).
4) Job insecurity

Job insecurity was measured with the items (1) 
“are you at risk of losing your job?” and (2) “are you 
worried about retaining your job?” (1=“yes,” 2=“no” 
[reversed]), which were derived from the study of 
Goudswaard, Dhondt and Kraan25).
5) Health

Health was assessed by measuring general health, 
musculoskeletal symptoms and emotional exhaus-
tion.  General health was measured with the ques-
tion “generally taken, how would you define your 
health?” (1=“excellent,” 2=“very good,” 3=“good,” 4=
“moderate,” 5=“bad” [reversed]21)).  Musculoskeletal 
symptoms were measured with four items developed 
by Blatter, Bongers, Kraan and Dhondt26).  The four 
items concerned (1) the “neck”, (2) the “shoulders”, 
(3) the “arms/elbows” and (4) “wrists/hands”; for 
example, the item for the neck was as follows: “in the 
past 12 months, did you have trouble (pain, discom-
fort) from your neck?” (1=“no, never”; 2=“sometimes, 
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short lived”; 3=“sometimes, long lasting”; 4=“multiple 
times, short lived”; 5=“multiple times, long last-
ing”).  Emotional Exhaustion was measured with an 
adapted five-item version of the corresponding scale 
of the Maslach Burnout Inventory-General Survey 
(MBI-GS27)).  A typical item is “I feel burned out 
from my work” (1=“never”; 7=every day”).
6) Work-related attitudes

Work satisfaction was measured by asking partici-
pants: “to what extent are you, all in all, satisfied 
with your work?” and “to what extent are you, all 
in all, satisfied with your working conditions?” (1=
“very dissatisfied”; 5=“very satisfied”).  In-role 
performance was measured with three items based on 
the performance indicators defined by Goodman and 
Svyantek28): (1) “I achieve all targets (work assign-
ments) that belong to my work,” (2) “I perform well 
at the tasks involved in my work” and (3) “I perform 
well at my job” (1=“fully agree”; 5=“fully disagree” 
[reversed]).  Turnover intention was assessed with two 
items derived from the study of Goudswaard et al.25): (1) 
“in the past year, did you consider to search for a job 
other than the job at your current employer?” and (2) “in 
the past year, have you actually undertaken something 
to find another job?” (1=“yes,” 2=“no” [reversed]).
7) Control variables

Gender, age as a continuous variable, educational 
level (1, 2 and 3, which respectively represented low, 
meaning no education, primary school or lowest level 
of secondary school; moderate, meaning secondary 
school and intermediate vocational education; and 
high, meaning higher education such as a university 
degree [dummy-coded]) and contractual hours were 
recorded as control variables.

The reliability of all presented scales was gener-
ally high (α=0.69−0.88), except for turnover intention 
(which was moderate: α=0.63), and explanatory factor 
analysis showed that the items of all scales loaded on 
the intended factors.  If participants did not respond 
to a question, the answer was coded as missing.  For 
each scale, the scores on the respective items that 
received a valid response were averaged.

Statistical analysis
In order to test our first hypothesis (regarding the 

impact of contract trajectories), we clustered all work-
ers into three contract trajectory groups: (1) workers 
who did not change in employment contract between 
T1 (2007) and T2 (2008) (“stayers”: n=8,614), (2) 
workers who received a more stable employment 
contract over time (“upward movers”: n=631) and (3) 
workers who received a less stable contract over time 
(“downward movers”: n=441).  Furthermore, to test 
the role of an employer change (Hypothesis 2), we 
stratified these three contract trajectory groups for a 

change of employer (no or yes), which resulted in six 
groups.

Before testing both hypotheses, we first analyzed 
possible baseline differences between the three 
contract trajectory groups (stayers, upward movers and 
downward movers) using multivariate analysis of vari-
ance (MANOVA) with the quality of working life, job 
insecurity, health and work-related attitudes indica-
tors as criterion variables.  In addition, we conducted 
Bonferroni post hoc analyses to examine the between-
group differences in more detail and computed corre-
sponding Cohen’s d values as effect size29).  Following 
Cohen30), we distinguished between small (d=0.2 to 0.5), 
moderate (d=0.5 to 0.8), and large (d ≥0.8) effects.  
Secondly, we repeated these analyses separately for 
the no change of employer and at least one change of 
employer groups.

To test our first hypothesis, we conducted a 3 (group: 
stayers versus upward versus downward) × 2 (time: 
T1 versus T2) analyses of covariance with repeated 
measures on time (RM-ANCOVA) for each quality of 
working life indicator, job insecurity and health and 
work-related attitudes indicator.  In these analyes, we 
controlled for age and educational level at baseline 
and for a change of contractual hours (by subtracting 
the number of contractual hours worked at baseline 
from those at follow-up).  Additionally, we computed 
for each contract trajectory group Cohen’s ds for the 
across-time change of workers’ quality of working 
life, job insecurity, health and work-related attitudes 
scores.

In order to test our second hypothesis, we repeated 
the previous RM-ANCOVAs for the three contract 
trajectory groups stratified for a change of employer.

Results

Baseline differences
1) Contract trajectory groups

We found many significant baseline differences in 
the quality of working life, job insecurity, health and 
work-related attitudes between stayers, upward movers 
and downward movers (see Table 1 for mean scores at 
T1: F (24, 18318)=23.42, p <0.01).  As many differ-
ences were negligibly small in terms of effect size, we 
will only report differences with a small effect size 
or more (d ≥0.20).  First, univariate analysis revealed 
that upward movers had the most favorable baseline 
scores for task demands and supervisory support, and 
compared with downward movers, they also scored 
more favorably on co-worker support, emotional 
exhaustion, work satisfaction and turnover intention 
(all Fs (2, 9169) ≥ 7.21, all ps < 0.01).  Furthermore, 
stayers were the most job secure, and compared with 
downward movers, they reported higher autonomy and 
a lower turnover intention (all Fs (2, 9169) ≥ 15.92, 
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ps < 0.01).  Note that these baseline differences were 
small, except for the difference in work satisfaction 
and turnover intention between upward and downward 
movers (respectively, d=0.50 and d=0.51) and the 
difference in turnover intention between stayers and 
downward movers (d=0.73), which represent moderate 
effects.
2) Contract trajectory—same employer groups

Among workers who stayed with the same employ-
er over time, we found similar but fewer “relevant” 
(d ≥0.20) baseline differences between the three 
contract trajectory groups (see Table 2 for mean 
scores at T1: F (24, 16668)=10.35, p <0.01).  Again, 
we found that upward movers were more satisfied 
with their work at baseline than downward movers 
and that they reported more supervisory support at 
baseline than stayers (but not compared with down-
ward movers) (both Fs (2, 8344) ≥8.09, ps <0.01).  
Moreover, stayers “still” reported the lowest base-
line job insecurity and, compared with downward 
movers, also higher autonomy; but they also reported 
the highest task demands (all Fs (2, 8344) ≥6.25, all 
ps <0.01).  All these baseline differences were small.
3) Contract trajectory—new employer groups

Among workers who changed employer between 
2007 and 2008, we found various significant and 
“relevant” (d ≥0.20) baseline differences between the 
three trajectory groups (see Table 3 for mean scores 

at T1: F (24, 1574)=3.11, p <0.01).  Upward movers 
reported the lowest task demands at baseline but also 
the lowest autonomy, and they scored more favour-
ably on supervisory support than downward movers 
(all Fs (2, 797) ≥3.99, all ps <0.05).  Moreover, 
stayers reported better baseline scores for job insecu-
rity compared with upward movers, and they reported 
better scores for emotional exhaustion and work 
satisfaction compared with downward movers (all Fs 
(2, 797) ≥4.39, all ps <0.05).  Again, these baseline 
differences were small, except for the difference in 
autonomy between stayers and upward movers (d=0.53), 
which represents a moderate effect.

Across-time changes
1) Hypothesis 1

Impact of employment contract trajectories.  The 
repeated-measures ANCOVA’s for the three contract 
trajectories (Table 1) showed a pattern of significant 
group differences over time that was similar to the 
baseline pattern, although many of these group differ-
ences seemed to have decreased over time.  In addi-
tion, we also found some significant main effects of 
time, but these were not consistent among the various 
trajectory groups.

In order to test Hypothesis 1, we focused on the 
group × time interaction effects.  First, the results in 
Table 1 support Hypothesis 1a (stable contract trajec-

Table 1.   Contract trajectories: Change in the quality of working life, job insecurity, health and work-related attitudes 

Change in contract: No change (n2=8,614) Upward (n=631) Downward (n=441) F6

T1 T2 D5 T1 T2 D T1 T2 D G T G×T

Concept (theoretical range1) M3 SD M4 SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Adverse physical working 
conditions (1−3)

1.41 0.4 1.40 0.5 −0.02 1.39 0.4 1.41 0.4   0.04 1.41 0.4 1.34 0.4 −0.16 G* T** GxT**

Task demands (1−4) 2.38 0.6 2.37 0.6 −0.01 2.18 0.6 2.26 0.6   0.13 2.36 0.6 2.25 0.6 −0.19 G** GxT**

Autonomy (1−3) 2.60 0.6 2.62 0.5   0.04 2.50 0.6 2.56 0.5   0.11 2.49 0.6 2.50 0.6   0.02 G** T*

Supervisory support (1−4) 2.84 0.7 2.84 0.6 −0.01 3.02 0.6 2.99 0.6 −0.05 2.72 0.7 2.93 0.7   0.32 G** GxT**

Coworker support (1−4) 3.27 0.5 3.26 0.5 −0.02 3.34 0.5 3.36 0.5   0.04 3.23 0.6 3.29 0.5   0.11 G* GxT**

Job insecurity (1−2) 1.15 0.3 1.16 0.3   0.03 1.28 0.4 1.14 0.3 −0.40 1.24 0.4 1.31 0.4   0.16 G** T** GxT**

General health (1−5) 3.46 0.8 3.43 0.8 −0.04 3.55 0.8 3.47 0.8 −0.10 3.53 0.8 3.55 0.8   0.02

Musculoskeletal symptoms 
(1−5)

1.91 1.0 1.87 1.0 −0.04 1.90 1.0 1.81 1.0 −0.09 1.94 1.0 1.89 0.9 −0.06

Emotional exhaustion (1−7) 1.93 1.1 1.97 1.1   0.04 1.85 1.0 1.93 1.1   0.08 2.21 1.3 1.99 1.1 −0.18 G** GxT**

Work satisfaction (1−5) 3.84 0.7 3.80 0.7 −0.05 3.90 0.7 3.86 0.8 −0.05 3.51 0.8 3.73 0.8   0.27 G** GxT**

In-role performance (1−5) 4.40 0.5 4.39 0.6 −0.02 4.33 0.6 4.37 0.6   0.06 4.35 0.6 4.29 0.6 −0.11 G** GxT*

Turnover intention (1−2) 1.35 0.4 1.35 0.4 −0.01 1.43 0.4 1.38 0.4 -0.12 1.64 0.4 1.53 0.4 −0.26 G** GxT**

1Higher scores reflect higher quantities of the measured concept. 2Maximum N: actual Ns differed per analysis due to missing val-
ues. 3Mean score T1 (2007). 4Mean score T2 (2008). 5Cohen’s D effect size for the mean difference between T1 and T2: relevant 
effect sizes are in bold (i.e., d ≥0.20). 6Significance of the F-values referring to the main effects of group (G), the main effects of 
time (T) and the interaction effects between group and time (GxT) controlled for gender, age, educational level and change in con-
tractual hours. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. 
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tories are associated with “stable” scores), since all 
Cohen’s d effect sizes for the change in criterion 
variables were negligibly small (d <0.06).  However, 
the results in Table 1 hardly support Hypothesis 1b 
(upward trajectories are for the better) and Hypothesis 
1c (downward trajectories are for the worse): although 
job insecurity improved among upward movers, all 
other indicators hardly changed over time (d <0.20).  
Moreover, many indicators hardly changed among 
downward movers, while their scores for supervi-
sory support, work satisfaction and turnover intention 
improved instead of deteriorated (small effects).
2)  Hypothesis 2: Impact of employment contract 

trajectories and a change of employer
First and partly in support of Hypothesis 2a, the 

results for workers who did not change employer part-
ly corroborated the segmentation assumptions posed 
in Hypothesis 1 (see Table 2).  As expected, scores 
among the stable group (same contract—same employ-
er) remained fairly stable over time (d <0.08) and 
various scores among downward movers (at the same 
employer) deteriorated, i.e., in terms of supervisory 
support, job insecurity, work satisfaction and turnover 
intention (small effects).  However, little evidence was 
found for an improvement in scores among upward 
movers, as only their job insecurity improved (small 
effect), whereas all other scores hardly changed.

Second, the results in Table 3 largely support 
Hypothesis 2b (all contract trajectories with an 
employer change are for the better).  Among all work-
ers who changed employer, social support (coworker 
and / or supervisory support) and work satisfaction 
increased and turnover intention decreased.  In addi-
tion, workers in an upward contract trajectory also 
improved in terms of their autonomy, job insecurity 
and emotional exhaustion (although their general 
health decreased).  Moreover, workers in a downward 
trajectory also improved in terms of their physi-
cal working conditions, task demands and emotional 
exhaustion.  Note that all these effects were small, 
except for the increase in supervisory support among 
downward movers (d=0.50) and the decrease in turn-
over intention among upward movers (d=−0.64), 
which represent moderate effects.

Discussion

Many workers enter, leave or change jobs within the 
labor market each year3).  The current study focused 
on Dutch workers who reported a change of employ-
ment contract between 2007 and 2008 using data from 
a nationally representative, longitudinal sample of 9,688 
Dutch workers.  We examined the impact of stable, 
upward and downward contract trajectories on work-
ers’ quality of working life, job insecurity, health and 

Table 2.   Contract trajectories—No change in employer: Change in the quality of working life, job insecurity, health and work-
related attitudes

Change in contract: No change (n2=8,208) Upward (n=509) Downward (n=105) F6

T1 T2 D5 T1 T2 D T1 T2 D G T G×T

Concept (theoretical range1) M3 SD M4 SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Adverse physical working 
conditions (1−3)

1.41 0.5 1.40 0.5 −0.01 1.38 0.4 1.41 0.5 0.07 1.37 0.4 1.43 0.5 0.12 GxT**

Task demands (1−4) 2.38 0.6 2.37 0.6 −0.01 2.18 0.6 2.27 0.6 0.15 2.18 0.7 2.28 0.7 0.15 G** T** GxT**

Autonomy (1−3) 2.60 0.6 2.62 0.5 0.03 2.54 0.5 2.57 0.5 0.06 2.43 0.6 2.37 0.6 −0.10 G**

Supervisory support (1−4) 2.85 0.7 2.83 0.6 −0.03 3.04 0.6 2.98 0.6 −0.10 2.91 0.7 2.75 0.8 −0.23 G** T**

Coworker support (1−4) 3.27 0.5 3.26 0.5 −0.04 3.35 0.5 3.35 0.5 0.00 3.28 0.5 3.29 0.5 0.03

Job insecurity (1−2) 1.15 0.3 1.16 0.3 0.04 1.26 0.4 1.12 0.3 −0.42 1.23 0.4 1.40 0.4 0.40 G** T** GxT**

General health (1−5) 3.45 0.8 3.42 0.8 −0.04 3.54 0.8 3.49 0.8 −0.06 3.61 0.9 3.54 0.9 −0.07

Musculoskeletal symptoms 
(1−5)

1.91 1.0 1.87 1.0 −0.04 1.87 1.0 1.80 0.9 −0.08 1.81 1.0 1.82 0.9 0.01

Emotional exhaustion (1−7) 1.92 1.1 1.98 1.1 0.05 1.79 0.9 1.95 1.1 0.16 1.90 1.2 1.99 1.1 0.08 T**

Work satisfaction (1−5) 3.85 0.7 3.80 0.7 −0.07 3.98 0.7 3.86 0.8 −0.17 3.77 0.7 3.56 0.9 −0.25 G** T** GxT*

In-role performance (1−5) 4.40 0.5 4.39 0.6 −0.02 4.32 0.6 4.38 0.5 0.11 4.33 0.6 4.38 0.6 0.09 GxT**

Turnover intention (1−2) 1.34 0.4 1.34 0.4 0.01 1.37 0.4 1.37 0.4 0.00 1.38 0.4 1.48 0.4 0.22 G* T** GxT*

1Higher scores reflect higher quantities of the measured concept. 2Maximum N: actual Ns differed per analysis due to missing val-
ues. 3Mean score T1 (2007). 4Mean score T2 (2008). 5Cohen’s D effect size for the mean difference between T1 and T2: relevant 
effect sizes are in bold (i.e., d ≥ 0.20). 6Significance of the F-values referring to the main effects of group (G), the main effects of 
time (T) and the interaction effects between group and time (GxT) controlled for gender, age, educational level and change in con-
tractual hours. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. 
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work-related attitudes from a segmentation perspective.  
We expected no change among stable trajectories, 
positive changes among upward trajectories and nega-
tive changes among downward trajectories.  As previ-
ous findings were not always in line with this view, 
we also explored the role of experiencing a change of 
employer in this relationship as a possible explanatory 
mechanism, especially since turnover theories suggest 
employer changes to be for the better irrespective 
of the employment contract trajectory workers are 
in.  Table 4 summarizes the support for each of our 
hypotheses.  Overall, it can be concluded that segmen-
tation assumptions regarding the impact of employ-
ment contract changes largely held for job insecurity, 
but not for workers’ quality of working life, health 
and work-related attitudes, as these aspects strongly 
depended on a change of employer.  In line with turn-
over theories, a change of employer had overall posi-
tive consequences regardless of the contract trajectory 
workers were in.  Nevertheless, the impact of contract 
trajectories for those workers who remained with their 
current employer was more in line with the segmenta-
tion view.

Theoretical and practical implications
First, an employer change had positive consequenc-

es in terms of workers’ quality of working life and 

their health and work-related attitudes, irrespective of 
the type of contract trajectory.  Although this find-
ing goes against segmentation theories, it corroborates 
turnover theories15), which hold that workers change 
employer to improve their current employment situa-
tion.  Interestingly, this “improvement” could also be 
achieved by a downward change in contract, as these 
workers reported an improvement in their demands, 
supervisory support, emotional exhaustion, work 
satisfaction and turnover intention.  These findings 
are in line with a recent Belgian study18) showing an 
increase in work engagement and, to a lesser extent, 
affective organizational commitment among perma-
nent workers who moved downward into fixed-term 
employment.  Therefore, many workers may accept a 
less stable contract with another employer to improve 
their initial situation, perhaps also with regard to their 
future career opportunities.

Second, segmentation theories do have explanatory 
power for understanding contract trajectories within 
the same employer.  We found stable trajectories 
(at the same employer) to be associated with stable 
outcomes and downward trajectories to be associ-
ated with deterioration in various indicators, which 
is in line with previous findings on the impact of 
contract trajectories11−14).  However, there was no clear 
improvement in scores among workers involved in an 

Table 3.   Contract trajectories—Change in employer: Change in the quality of working life, job insecurity, health and work-related 
attitudes

Change in contract: No change (n2=385) Upward (n=118) Downward (n=335) F6

T1 T2 D5 T1 T2 D T1 T2 D G T G×T

Concept (theoretical range1) M3 SD M4 SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Adverse physical working 
conditions (1−3)

1.39 0.4 1.32 0.4 −0.16 1.42 0.4 1.38 0.4 −0.10 1.42 0.4 1.32 0.4 −0.24 T*

Task demands (1−4) 2.39 0.6 2.31 0.6 −0.14 2.19 0.6 2.20 0.6 0.02 2.42 0.6 2.23 0.6 −0.30 GxT*

Autonomy (1−3) 2.59 0.5 2.65 0.5 0.11 2.31 0.7 2.50 0.6 0.30 2.51 0.6 2.54 0.6 0.06 G** T*

Supervisory support (1−4) 2.71 0.7 2.99 0.7 0.40 2.90 0.7 3.02 0.6 0.18 2.66 0.7 2.99 0.6 0.50

Coworker support (1−4) 3.23 0.5 3.35 0.5 0.23 3.26 0.5 3.38 0.6 0.22 3.21 0.6 3.29 0.5 0.14

Job insecurity (1−2) 1.20 0.4 1.20 0.4 0.01 1.36 0.4 1.22 0.3 −0.36 1.25 0.4 1.28 0.4 0.09 G** T* GxT**

General health (1−5) 3.57 0.8 3.50 0.8 −0.08 3.57 0.8 3.38 0.8 −0.25 3.50 0.8 3.55 0.8 0.06 GxT**

Musculoskeletal symptoms 
(1−5)

1.88 1.0 1.89 1.0 0.01 2.03 1.2 1.89 1.0 −0.13 1.98 1.0 1.91 1.0 −0.08

Emotional exhaustion (1−7) 2.03 1.1 1.84 1.0 −0.18 2.13 1.3 1.88 1.0 −0.21 2.30 1.3 1.99 1.1 −0.26 G*

Work satisfaction (1−5) 3.61 0.8 3.90 0.8 0.36 3.53 0.9 3.86 0.8 0.39 3.43 0.8 3.79 0.8 0.45 G**

In-role performance (1−5) 4.34 0.6 4.34 0.6 0.00 4.39 0.7 4.30 0.8 −0.13 4.36 0.6 4.26 0.6 −0.17

Turnover intention (1−2) 1.67 0.4 1.48 0.4 −0.45 1.70 0.4 1.43 0.4 −0.64 1.71 0.4 1.54 0.4 −0.44 G* T**

1Higher scores reflect higher quantities of the measured concept. 2Maximum N: actual Ns differed per analysis due to missing val-
ues. 3Mean score T1 (2007). 4Mean score T2 (2008). 5Cohen’s D effect size for the mean difference between T1 and T2: relevant 
effect sizes are in bold (i.e., d ≥ 0.20). 6Significance of the F-values referring to the main effects of group (G), the main effects of 
time (T) and the interaction effects between group and time (GxT) controlled for gender, age, educational level and change in con-
tractual hours. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. 
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upward contract trajectory, except for their job inse-
curity.  This may be explained by the fact that these 
workers “just” received a more stable contract, in 
that they kept the same employer and probably also 
the same job type over time.  With such an admin-
istrative change, not much change in their quality of 
working life, health and work-related attitudes would 
be expected.  Our study thus suggests that segmenta-
tion theory-based assumptions on contract trajecto-
ries primarily apply to stable and downward contract 
trajectories at the same employer, whereas assump-
tions from turnover theories better apply to contract 
trajectories combined with a change of employer.

Third, the current study indicates that temporary 
workers with few opportunities to change employer 
may constitute a risk group for future health and 

well-being problems due to continuous exposure to 
the negative aspects of temporary work (higher job 
insecurity and a lower quality of working life17, 31)).  
This may especially apply to workers involved in a 
downward contract trajectory at their initial employer, 
which is unlikely to have occurred “voluntarily” given 
the negative consequences of this transition in terms 
of their supervisory support, job insecurity, work satis-
faction and turnover intention.  In addition to tempo-
rary workers, permanent workers who find themselves 
in unfavorable employment (e.g., not in their preferred 
occupation16)) may also constitute a risk group for 
future health and well-being problems.  As secure 
employment is a valuable asset these days, it may 
discourage many permanent workers from changing 
employer, leaving them at risk for future health and 

Table 4.   Synthesis of evidence 

Hypothesis 1: Support1 Overall support

(H1a) No contract change=No change in
Quality of working life 5/5 + ⎫

―
⎬ +
―
⎭

Supported
Job insecurity 1/1 +
Health 3/3 +
Work-related attitudes 3/3 +

(H1b) Upward contract change=Positive change in
Quality of working life 0/5 – ⎫

―
⎬ ±
―
⎭

Partly supported
Job insecurity 1/1 +
Health 0/3 –
Work-related attitudes 0/3 –

(H1c) Downward contract change=Negative change in
Quality of working life 0/5a – ⎫

―
⎬ –
―
⎭

Not supported
Job insecurity 0/0 –
Health 0/3 –
Work-related attitudes 0/3b –

Hypothesis 2:

(H2a) No change of employer 
=Same expectations as in Hypothesis 1

Partly supported

No 
contract change

=No change

Upward 
contract change

=Positive

Downward 
contract change 

=Negative

Quality of working life 5/5 + ⎫
―
⎬ +
―
⎭

0/5 – ⎫
―
⎬ –
―
⎭

1/5 +/– ⎫
―
⎬ ±
―
⎭

Job insecurity 1/1 + 1/1 + 1/1 +
Health 3/3 + 0/3 – 0/3 –
Work-related attitudes 3/3 + 0/3 – 2/3 +/–

(H2b) Change of employer 
=Positive change in

Largely supported

No 
contract change

Upward 
contract change

Downward 
contract change

Quality of working life 2/5 +/– ⎫―
⎬ ±―
⎭

2/5 +/– ⎫―
⎬ ±―
⎭

3/5 +/– ⎫―
⎬ ±―
⎭

Health 0/3  – 1/3c +/– 1/3 +/–
Work-related attitudes 2/3 +/– 2/3 +/– 2/3 +/–

1Support level: total number of indicators for which the hypothesis is supported: +=supported, +/–=partly sup-
ported, –=not supported. aSupervisory support increased. bWork satisfaction increased and turnover intention 
decreased. cGeneral health decreased.
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well-being problems.

Strengths and limitations
The most important asset of the current study is 

probably its large and representative longitudinal 
sample of the Dutch working population.  This gave 
us the opportunity to apply a fine-grained, theory-
based approach towards examining stable, upward and 
downward contract trajectories (i.e., based on segmen-
tation theories and turnover theories), which may be 
considered a second asset of our study.  By taking 
into account employer changes, this study is one of 
the first studies that does not examine employment 
contract changes as isolated events but as changes 
that may impact workers’ entire employment situation.  
Finally, we measured a broad range of important work 
characteristics, including job insecurity, health indica-
tors and work-related attitudes, using valid and reli-
able measures.

Despite these strong points, the current study has 
also some important limitations.  First, our study only 
included two time points, covering a one-year time 
span.  Therefore, changes in the quality of working 
life, job insecurity, health and work-related attitudes 
may be small and no long-term “follow-up” perspec-
tives could be tested.  For instance, we could not 
exclude the possibility that positive consequences of 
an employer change were only temporary and due 
to a “honeymoon-hangover” effect (the pattern that 
after a job change scores often improve but in time 
deteriorate32)).  Moreover, no information was avail-
able concerning the exact moment (i.e., in which 
month) participants changed contract type and / or 
employer.  Consequently, we could not control for 
variations in the length of exposure to a new contract 
type or employer among the participants.  A final 
limitation is the lack of information on the degree to 
which contract trajectories and a change of employer 
occurred voluntarily.  Many temporary workers may 
have remained in their contract because they could 
not acquire a permanent contract, making this a “forced” 
trajectory.  The same may apply to temporary and 
permanent workers in an unfavorable work situation 
without the opportunity to change employer or work-
ers who changed employer but as a “last resort” to 
avoid unemployment.  As control over one’s work 
situation belongs to the core elements of job stress 
theories7), it may be one of the most important aspects 
in determining the impact of contract and employer 
changes on workers’ health, well-being and work-
related attitudes.

Future research
The current study suggests several avenues for 

future research.  First, a downward contract transition 

may serve as a mechanism to cope with an unfavor-
able work situation.  Moreover, many of these down-
ward transitions may not only lead to better work 
but may also serve as a bridge to future permanent 
employment, as temporary work is often used as a 
probation period before acquiring permanent employ-
ment33).  The “bridge” or “stepping stone” function 
of temporary work has only been studied for upward 
contract changes (such as trajectories involving transi-
tions from unemployment or temporary work towards 
permanent employment14, 34)).  However, downward 
trajectories from stable—but unfavorable—employment 
to less stable—but favorable—work should also be 
considered as a way to obtain both stable and favor-
able work in the future.  Second and in line with this, 
future research should study contract trajectories over 
a longer time span with multiple measurement points 
in order to identify more specific contract trajectories 
carrying risks for workers’ health and well-being.  
Therefore, future research should focus more closely 
on factors predicting workers’ (lack of) control over 
contract and employer changes.  In this respect, health 
selection mechanisms35) may be of particular impor-
tance, as healthy workers may have better chances 
of receiving permanent employment, whereas less 
healthy workers may be at risk for out-selection into 
less stable temporary employment or unemployment36).  
Besides health, other factors may warrant attention 
as well, such as employability37), work centrality17), 
type of work (e.g., low vs. high qualified work38)) and 
demographic information like workers’ age and their 
level of education.

Concluding remarks
The current study found weak evidence for a deter-

ministic, labor market-driven view of the effects of 
contract transitions on employee health and well-
being.  It is not the case that downward contract 
changes consistently and necessarily have correspond-
ing adverse consequences for the work situation or 
employee health and well-being.  Rather, downward 
transitions may often involve a conscious and volun-
tary decision to temporarily accept a position that is 
more attractive in many respects than the previous 
job, as it is likely that this (often) “probation peri-
od”33) will be followed by a transition towards an even 
more attractive permanent appointment in the same 
job.  The current study suggests that both tempo-
rary and permanent workers who find themselves in 
an unfavorable work situation without opportunities 
to change employer may constitute a risk group for 
future health, well-being and attitudinal problems and 
future unemployment, particularly during the recent 
economically difficult times in many European coun-
tries3).
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