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Abstract: Research on temporary agency work emphasizes that temporary agency workers (TAWs), par-
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model of stigmatization, the study shows that stigmatizing treatment towards TAWs occurs across all skill 
levels, although the intensity and form of those experiences, as well as coping strategies, differ. Thereby, this 
study contributes to a more differentiated and skill level-specific understanding of how TAWs perceive and 
cope with stigmatization linked to their employment status. It also provides an important opportunity to 
advance Boyce and colleagues’ (2007) complex model of TAW stigmatization with empirical underpinnings.
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Despite its theoretical and practical rel-
evance, research on stigmatization in 
organizational settings is rather scarce 
(Summers et al. 2018). Organizations 

represent social spaces with specific power relations 
and inequalities that provide a breeding ground for 
stigma phenomena. A relationship deeply embed-
ded in the power structures and functioning of or-
ganizations is the one between permanent and tem-
porary workers (Boyce et al. 2007; Rybnikova and 
Cardone 2018). Temporary agency workers (TAWs) 
hold a lower position in client firms than the core 
workforce because of inferior working conditions. 
This issue has been frequently addressed in amend-
ments of legal regulations and union actions across 
the globe to improve TAWs’ job security and equal 
treatment (see: Pulignano and Doerflinger 2013; 
Keune and Pedaci 2020). Although these efforts have 
led to improvements, TAWs remain disadvantaged 
and short-term employment, less favorable work 
activities, lower wages, and benefits, lack of career 
opportunities, as well as separation on an artifact 
level, result in a disproportionate amount of power 
given to permanent workers within organizations 
using temporary agency work (henceforth referred 
to as client firms) (Rybnikova and Cardone 2018).

Research on occupational stigma has predominantly 
focused on forms of stigmatization linked to occupa-
tions with low prestige, associated with low status, 
power, quality of work, education or income, and on 
how people cope with the stigmas that are brought 
on to them because of their work status (Kreiner, 
Ashforth, and Sluss 2006; Benoit, McCarthy, and 
Jansson 2015; Bosmans et al. 2016; Benoit et al. 2019). 
Stigma research has also highlighted that occupa-
tional stigma is particularly dangerous, as an occupa-
tion is crucial to an individual’s self-presentation and 
is perceived to be controllable (Volpato, Andrighet-
to, and Baldissarri 2017). Work status, as opposed 
to other social categories such as ethnicity, gender 
and sex, or physical inability that are seen as inevi-
table, is believed to be chosen by those affected and 
thus makes them responsible for their own “misery” 
(Crandall 2000). Occupational stigma research has 
been criticized for considering a variety of occupa-
tions under the umbrella of “dirty work,” referring to 
occupations that are somehow socially, physically, or 
morally tainted, without emphasizing the differences 
between them (Kreiner et al. 2006). This might also 
be an explanation why stigma research has made 
only a few attempts to address particular occupation-
al fields or specific forms of work arrangements such 
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as temporary agency work. However, an exception 
represents the study of Boyce and colleagues (2007) 
that, based on a large corpus of literature, proposes 
a comprehensive model of TAW stigmatization, in-
cluding organizational conditions, perpetrator mo-
tives, forms of stigmatization, as well as stigma per-
ceptions and consequences. Their model comprises 
a large number of relevant factors and thus provides 
an adequate basis for empirical studies aimed at un-
derstanding the various facets of stigmatization in 
organizations. Yet, despite the study of Boyce and 
colleagues (2007), research on temporary work lacks 
empirical evidence in regard to understanding stig-
ma phenomena. However, several studies indicate 
a marginalization of TAWs as an inferior group of 
organizational actors associated with negative attri-
butes including a low skill set, lack of intelligence, or 
weak work ethic (Byoung-Hoon and Frenkel 2004; 
Bosmans et al. 2015a; Helfen, Hense, and Nicklich 
2015; Rybnikova and Cardone 2018; Stasiowski and 
Kłobuszewska 2018). Thus, jobs through temporary 
agency work have been identified as socially taint-
ed (Boyce et al. 2007; Winkler and Mahmood 2018), 
and there is evidence for higher risk of experiences of 
bullying for workers in these occupations (Djurkovic 
2018). Generally speaking, the prevalence of bullying 
is significantly higher for unskilled workers (Ortega 
et al. 2009; Lange et al. 2019). Consequently, this ap-
plies to a large proportion of temporary workers, of 
which, in Germany, 31% have no professional qualifi-
cation and even more (54%) are doing unskilled work 
(BA 2020). 

Furthermore, recent research has highlighted the 
negative effects of employment status on TAWs’ 
well-being, health, job satisfaction, and commitment 
(Bosmans et al. 2015b; Chambel, Castanheira, and 
Sobral 2016; Borgogni, Consiglio, and Di Tecco 2016; 
Aleksynska 2018; Imhof and Andresen 2018; Stasio-

wski and Kłobuszewska 2018; Hünefeld, Gerstenberg, 
and Hüffmeier 2020). Nevertheless, the findings of 
previous studies on temporary agency work show an 
ambivalent picture regarding the experience of poor 
treatment within client firms, indicating that it is not 
solely employment status causing these experiences. 
Other reasons can include the working conditions, 
particularly in competitive work environments in 
which permanent workers perceive TAWs as a threat, 
the stigmatizing treatment of TAWs can become 
a function of permanent workers trying to maintain 
their superior status (Boyce et al. 2007; Becker 2015; 
Bosmans et al. 2015a; Stasiowski and Kłobuszewska 
2018). Notwithstanding TAWs’ disadvantages com-
pared to permanent employees that are predefined 
by the legal framework (e.g., lower wages, higher un-
certainty), client firms have a certain degree of free-
dom to interpret legal regulations and organize the 
use of TAWs. Consequently, they have the power to 
establish management policies that shape the interac-
tions between permanent workers and TAWs (Boyce 
et al. 2007; Becker 2015). 

Furthermore, experiences of stigmatization depend 
on the individual and might differ according to the 
TAWs’ circumstances, their skill-level, and wheth-
er they are voluntarily or involuntarily employed 
in temporary agency work (Sitte and Lehmann 
2013; Selvarajan, Slattery, and Stringer 2015; Bryant 
and McKeown 2016; Stasiowski and Kłobuszewska 
2018). The legal and institutional framework of their 
employment, with respect to compensation, length 
of employment, and training opportunities, differs 
significantly depending on whether they are em-
ployed in high-skilled or low-skilled jobs (Sitte and 
Lehmann 2013; Bryant and McKeown 2016). Sitte 
and Lehmann (2013) classify TAWs according to the 
required job qualifications in low-skilled positions 
as helpers (perform activities for which no complet-
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ed vocational training is required) and high-skilled 
positions as specialists (perform activities for which 
completed vocational training is a prerequisite, but 
no academic studies), and academics (perform activ-
ities for which academic studies are a prerequisite), 
a classification adopted in the present study. 

Previous empirical research on TAWs’ integration in 
client firms has either focused on low-skilled (Boyce 
et al. 2007; Bosmans et al. 2015a; Rybnikova and Car-
done 2018) or on high-skilled jobs (Augustsson 2014; 
2016; Bryant and McKeown 2016). While TAWs in 
low-skilled jobs are mainly associated as powerless, 
involuntarily employed workers likely to be exposed 
to stigmatizing treatment by their permanent em-
ployed colleagues (Boyce et al. 2007; Rybnikova and 
Cardone 2018), high-skilled TAWs are identified as 
professionals that are voluntarily employed in agen-
cy work and have a high degree of autonomy in their 
decisions (Kunda, Barley, and Evans 2002; Vallas and 
Prener 2012). Bosmans and colleagues (2015a) even 
hypothesize that TAWs in high-skilled jobs who enter 
client firms as experts are hardly affected by stigma-
tization. Previous studies, that have mainly consid-
ered TAWs in low-skilled jobs to be at risk of experi-
encing stigmatization, provide an incomplete picture 
of stigmatization in the broader field of temporary 
employment. Bryant and McKeown (2016:390), who 
analyzed the effects of the use of TAWs with different 
motives and skill levels on the social capital of cli-
ent firms, also emphasized that TAWs’ “experiences 
are more nuanced and ambiguous than how they are 
often presented in the literature.” Their qualitative 
study with TAWs employed as IT experts revealed 
the struggles of highly skilled TAWs who identified 
themselves not only as experts but also as outsiders 
and strangers in client firms. Addressing this issue, 
this study aims to provide insights into stigmatiza-
tion experiences of TAWs engaged in both low- as 

well as high-skilled jobs and answer the following 
research question: How do TAWs across different job 
skill levels perceive and cope with employment status-based 
stigmas?

This research question is approached by adapting 
and modifying Boyce and colleagues’ model of TAW 
stigmatization and analyzing collected data from 16 
interviews with TAWs. Our sample consists of TAWs 
of different ages, gender, and work experiences in 
low- and high-skilled jobs from independent tempo-
rary employment firms in Germany. The importance 
and originality of this study are that it explores the 
stigmatization that TAWs experience with regard to 
the skill level of their position. Moreover, this project 
provides an important opportunity to advance the 
empirical underpinnings of Boyce and colleagues’ 
(2007) complex model. This study shows the multifac-
eted range of stigmatization experiences from subtler 
to more direct forms and takes a critical look at the 
working environment of client firms in Germany. 

Theory 

Our analysis is based on the conceptual framework 
proposed by Boyce and colleagues (2007). They de-
veloped a model comprising the organizational 
conditions and consequences of the stigmatization 
of TAWs. With this holistic approach, they offer an 
analytical framework for critically studying the or-
ganizational practices that might lead to the poor 
treatment of TAWs (Boyce et al. 2007). Using this 
framework empirically to provide knowledge on 
TAWs’ experiences of stigmatization may help “to 
ensure that the financial gains anticipated through 
the use of temporary workers are not offset by any 
negative consequences that result from these work-
ers being treated in a stigmatized manner on the 
job” (Boyce et al. 2007: 6). In particular, we focus 
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on the following areas that guide our study: work 
environment, stigmatizing treatment, perception of 
stigma, and coping strategies. These categories are 
described and underpinned with findings from re-
cent research in the next section. 

Work Environment

Boyce and colleagues (2007) subdivide stigmatization 
into three basic conditions: perceptions of perpetra-
tors, characteristics of the worker (referring to the 
visibility of their employment status), and charac-
teristics of the work environment. Theoretically, it is 
plausible to separate these factors, but empirically it 
is reasonable to more closely consider the interdepen-
dencies between them. Hence, this study—contrary 
to Boyce and colleagues’—subsumes and discusses 
all three aspects under the umbrella of the work en-
vironment. The work environment is crucial for stig-
ma phenomena as a stigma is a socially constructed 
perception of being tainted that is highly context-de-
pendent. While a social category might be associated 
with negative stereotypes and beliefs in one context, 
the social category might not be considered tainted in 
another (Thomson and Grandy 2018). TAWs’ stigma-
tization addresses the employment status as a socially 
tainted category, which is strongly embedded in the 
power structures and functions of an organization 
(Boyce et al. 2007). Not every work environment trig-
gers stigmatizing treatment against TAWs on a social 
level. Legal regulations provide a framework for the 
employment of TAWs that already perpetuates the 
disadvantages for them as compared to permanent 
workers. However, client firms still have the freedom 
to frame their respective work arrangements (Becker 
2015). Empirical studies provide evidence that man-
agement practices and policies are influencing the 
occurrence of interpersonal conflicts between tem-
porary and permanent workers, as well as the power 

potentials of both groups (Byoung-Hoon and Fren-
kel 2004; Håkansson and Isidorsson 2012; Viitala and 
Kantola 2016; Rybnikova and Cardone 2018). Accord-
ing to Viitala and Kantola (2016), this finding holds 
true for both, low- and high-skilled jobs. Håkansson 
and Isidorsson (2012) show that labor portfolios in 
the context of temporary agency work are diverse 
and determined by client firms’ policies in regard to 
employment duration, assigned tasks, and access to 
training for TAWs. Depending on how different the 
tasks between TAWs and permanent employees are 
and how closely their activities are interrelated, the 
separation between permanent workers and TAWs is 
weaker or stronger. Another factor that is decisive-
ly influenced by management policy is the visibility 
of employment status. Boyce and colleagues (2007) 
suggest that stigmatizing treatment towards TAWs is 
stronger in work settings in which TAWs are easily 
identifiable. Some companies reinforce their separa-
tion from the core workforce on an artifact level, for 
example, through different dress codes (Rybnikova 
and Cardone 2018). Client firm management can or-
ganize the use of TAWs and their integration in the 
organization differently, for example, through the 
workload, work allocation, length of employment, 
access to resources, formal and informal norms of 
equal treatment, or visible differentiation based on 
working status (Bosmans et al. 2015a; Rybnikova and 
Cardone 2018). Because of different everyday prac-
tices in dealing with TAWs, it is possible to promote 
solidarity or exclusionary behavior in the permanent 
workforce (Viitala and Kantola 2016; Rybnikova and 
Cardone 2018). 

In addition to the diversity of activities and interde-
pendencies in the work relations between temporary 
and permanent employees, Byoung-Hoon and Fren-
kel (2004) emphasize that a company’s history plays an 
important role in the conflicts between temporary 
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and permanent workers. Established conflict struc-
tures in client firms increase the tendency to discrim-
inate against TAWs. Previous research findings fur-
ther indicate that interpersonal problems are mainly 
an issue in organizations using extensive temporary 
work for cost reduction and to create a highly com-
petitive climate between their permanent and tem-
porary workforces. Depending on how organizations 
handle the use of TAWs, permanent workers can see 
them as competitors or a helping hand (Schwaab and 
Durian 2017). So far, the work environment has prov-
en to be relevant to the stigmatization of TAWs. 

Stigmatizing Treatment

Stigmatizing treatment does not occur in a vacu-
um; it serves the perpetrators to help achieve their 
goals. So far, the perceptions of perpetrators, such 
as permanent workers and management, play a rel-
evant role in the existence of stigmatization in client 
firms. Both management and permanent workers 
may favor excluding and discriminating against 
TAWs to maintain their power and define a target 
for downward comparison (Boyce et al. 2007; Beck-
er 2015; Rybnikova and Cardone 2018). Through 
alliance building, management and permanent 
workers can stabilize the inferior position of TAWs 
(Byoung-Hoon and Frenkel 2004). Nevertheless, in-
terdependencies in the work processes and social 
interactions between the worker groups often put 
permanent workers in a dilemma between showing 
solidarity and reacting in a stigmatizing manner 
to the perceived threat (Bosmans et al. 2015a; Ryb-
nikova and Cardone 2018). As Boyce and colleagues 
(2007) suggest, the social norms of acceptance also 
determine the extent to which permanent workers 
treat TAWs in a stigmatizing way and what forms 
of stigmatizing treatment they adopt. According to 
Boyce and colleagues (2007), stigmatizing treatment 

occurs in both overt and covert forms. While overt 
stigmatization includes direct statements regarding 
inferiority linked to employment status, the more 
subtle, covert forms can occur as nonverbal expres-
sions, such as avoiding eye contact or withholding 
resources or information (Boyce et al. 2007). Flem-
nitz (2018) found that when compared to their per-
manently employed colleagues, TAWs are hindered 
in their work by being denied access rights and by 
being confronted with poorer work conditions, in-
cluding working on short notice, holiday restric-
tions, unpleasant tasks, or not receiving benefits. 
Holm, Torkelson, and Bäckström (2016) provide sim-
ilar evidence for the poor treatment of TAWs, show-
ing that they often have less access to information, 
are excluded from professional camaraderie, and 
are mainly used to do undesirable work. In addition 
to the more covert forms of stigmatization, TAWs 
also report stronger and more overt forms of poor 
treatment, speaking of being exposed to derogatory 
comments from their permanent colleagues, being 
bullied, or threatened with physical abuse (Holm et 
al. 2016). While those disadvantages have been em-
pirically emphasized in the context of low-skilled 
jobs, highly-skilled TAWs were mainly identified to 
receive less learning and networking opportunities, 
to be kept out of decision-making processes (Au-
gustsson 2014; 2016), and to be less likely asked for 
advice (Wilkin, de Jong, and Rubino 2018). Overt-
ly hostile behavior has not been mentioned in this 
context. Regardless of the level at which stigmati-
zation takes place and whether it is overt or covert, 
it essentially serves three objectives: to keep people 
down (domination), to keep people in line (avoid 
norm violation), or to keep people away (maintain-
ing exclusiveness) (Link and Phelan 2014). Tyler and 
Slater (2018) emphasize that most concepts of stig-
ma based on Goffman’s classic approach often side-
line “questions about where stigma is produced, by 
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whom, and for what purposes” (Goffman 1990:721). 
While Boyce and colleagues (2007) considered the 
perpetrators’ motives in their analytical framework, 
Tyler and Slater (2018) still criticize the missing ac-
count of the inner organizational power structures 
that shape the perpetrators’ motives. 

Perception of Stigma

Stigma, in contrast to prejudice, considers the ac-
tual perception of the people affected. Boyce and 
colleagues (2007) identify five moderating factors 
believed to have an influence on stigma perception: 
the perceived perpetrator’s motive, the justifiabil-
ity of poor treatment, stigma consciousness, group 
identification, and employment status congruence. 
Poor treatment is not necessarily linked to employ-
ment status (Boyce et al. 2007). If TAWs associate 
poor behavior towards them with other reasons, 
such as a generally harsh attitude in the company, 
this behavior has no stigmatizing effect (Flemnitz 
2018). Justifiability determines the perception of 
stigma as follows; if TAWs perceive the treatment to-
wards them as legitimate, for example, because it is 
in line with the communicated management policy 
and their expectations, this treatment barely devel-
ops a stigmatizing nature (Boyce et al. 2007). Cham-
bel and colleagues (2016) found that TAWs tend to 
have lower expectations of client companies’ efforts 
and treatment towards them, and, consequently, 
often interpret poor treatment as in line with their 
expectations. If client companies establish policies 
in favor of TAWs, they perceive these policies as 
exceptionally positive (Chambel et al. 2016). How-
ever, if poor treatment is perceived as unjust, it is 
likely to be perceived as stigmatizing (Boyce et al. 
2007). The perception of being stigmatized also goes 
along with a conscious identification of employment 
status as a criterion for discrimination and deval-

uation. TAWs who see their employment status as 
a tainted social category are more likely to interpret 
their experiences within a company based on this 
assumption. As a consequence, they most likely de-
fine poor treatment towards them as stigmatizing 
(Boyce et al. 2007). Furthermore, the ambiguity in 
how TAWs identify themselves has been highlight-
ed in several studies. Both TAWs employed in low- 
and high-skilled jobs identify themselves simul-
taneously as employees with valuable knowledge 
and expertise, and as outsiders, whose knowledge 
is neglected (Bryant and McKeown 2016; Winkler 
and Mahmood 2018). However, as a self-protective 
coping strategy, highly-skilled TAWs are more like-
ly to define themselves as autonomous, self-direct-
ed employees seeking freedom from conventional 
work arrangements (Bryant and McKeown 2016). In 
addition, identification with employment status is 
important for the perception of stigma. According 
to Boyce and colleagues (2007), TAWs who see their 
employment status as a core part of their identity 
are more likely to perceive poor treatment as related 
to this attribute than others who are not as strongly 
committed to this social category. Previous research 
also suggests that gender affects stigma perception. 
Selvarajan and colleagues (2015) found that men see 
their job as more central to their identity than wom-
en, and, consequently, are more likely to perceive 
their status as a TAW as stigmatizing. As previously 
stated, TAWs are by no means a homogenous group. 
According to their life situations, personal attitude, 
motives for accepting temporary employment, or 
their qualification levels, TAWs might attach vary-
ing importance to how they are treated in a client 
firm (Selvarajan et al. 2015; Flemnitz 2018; Stasiowski 
and Kłobuszewska 2018). Those working voluntarily 
for a temporary work agency and who make sense 
of their work as something that gives them flexibili-
ty will have greater employment status congruence 
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and, consequently, may draw less attention to how 
they are treated by their permanent colleagues or 
client firm management (Boyce et al. 2007). More-
over, Bosmans and colleagues (2015a) assume that 
higher-skilled TAWs more easily accept their em-
ployment status and have fewer difficulties going 
along with it than lower-skilled TAWs. 

Coping Strategies 

Boyce and colleagues (2007) refer to various out-
comes of stigmatizing treatment for TAWs. Mainly, 
they address consequences for the well-being, job 
satisfaction, commitment, mood, and job-related 
behaviors of TAWs in response to perceived poor 
treatment (Boyce et al. 2007). Current empirical 
studies also provide evidence for negative effects, 
especially on the job satisfaction, commitment, and 
well-being (Boswell et al. 2012; Borgogni et al. 2016; 
Aleksynska 2018; Imhof and Andresen 2018; Stasio-
wski and Kłobuszewska 2018). In contrast, howev-
er, Winkler and Mahmood (2018) found that TAWs 
respond to poorer working conditions compared to 
permanently employed workers by a rapid adaption 
and demonstration of willingness to safeguard their 
positive self-image and im-
press client firms. Responses 
to stigmatization might be 
of a passive or active nature. 
Based on their literature re-
view, Boyce and colleagues 
(2007) refer to a lack of re-
search on more active coping 
strategies used by TAWs. One 
reason for the little empirical 
evidence of active response 
strategies might be that the 
coping resources of TAWs are 
limited due to their potential exclusion from social 

networks, a lack of representation by trade unions, 
or perceived mistrust within organizations (Bos-
mans et al. 2015a). Still, Boyce and colleagues (2007) 
refer to collective action, problem-solving, or orga-
nizational citizenship behavior as active responses. 
There is, however, evidence that TAWs might devel-
op different coping strategies due to their situations 
and employment sectors. For example, Bosmans and 
colleagues (2015a) highlight the differences between 
higher- and lower-skilled agency workers in coping 
with stigmatization. As they more often have pur-
posefully chosen their work arrangement, TAWs 
in higher positions appear to have fewer difficul-
ties in dealing with their employment status. Also, 
they are more likely to be offered opportunities for 
training and learning (Bosmans et al. 2015a). Taking 
into consideration the above-mentioned theoreti-
cal remarks, we used a condensed version of Boyce 
and colleagues’ (2007) model of TAW stigmatization 
as a starting point for our fieldwork. This model is 
shown in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. Condensed model of TAW stigmatization 

Source: Adopted from Boyce et al. (2007).
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Understanding Temporary Agency Work 
in Germany

In Germany, temporary work represents a highly dy-
namic branch of employment; since 1991, the number 
of TAWs has quintupled in size up to more than one 
million. After slightly decreasing, there are currently 
948,000 TAWs (BA 2020). In relation to the total popu-
lation, Germany is one of ten countries worldwide that 
have the highest percentage of TAWs (Flemnitz 2018). 
Agency work is most common within the manufac-
turing sector, although the service sector is gaining 
importance (Keller and Seifert 2013). Originally func-
tioning as a service provider primarily for metal and 
electrical-related jobs, temporary agency work is now 
relevant for a broader spectrum of activities (Schwaab 
and Durian 2017). From an organizational perspec-
tive, the use of temporary agency work mainly aims 
at productivity and performance enhancement. Holst, 
Nachtwey, and Dörre (2010) identified three different 
usage strategies in German client companies serving 
this objective: ad-hoc assignment, usage as flexibility 
buffer, and strategic use. The strategies differ in the 
quantity of use, the qualification and working tasks of 
the TAW, and the impact on job security and status 
of the permanent workforce. Depending on the client 
firm, the various strategies result in different interac-
tions between permanent employees and TAWs. Par-
ticularly in client firms aiming to create a competitive 
work environment between permanent workers and 
TAWs, interpersonal conflict is to be expected (Beck-
er 2015). A common employment strategy seems to be 
the assignment of more demanding tasks to perma-
nent employees while giving TAWs simpler tasks. This 
not only strengthens the permanent workers’ feelings 
of superiority but also provides a breeding ground for 
tense relationships between the two groups of work-
ers and evokes an informal hierarchy (Rybnikova and 
Cardone 2018). As mentioned before, TAWs in Germa-

ny often occupy low-skilled jobs (BA 2020). In line with 
that, the proportion of TAWs without any vocational 
qualification (31%) is almost twice as high as the pro-
portion of all employed people without a vocational 
qualification (BA 2020). Qualified work, on the other 
hand, is carried out only by a very small number of 
TAWs (Schwaab and Durian 2017). However, there 
are also highly-skilled employees working as tempo-
raries, but fewer of them. Only 10% of all TAWs pos-
sess a university degree (BA 2020). Across all job-skill 
levels, TAWs are disadvantaged with regard to wag-
es. On average, a TAW in the helper sector earns 28% 
less than permanently employed workers in the same 
sector. TAWs in the specialist sector still earn 24% less, 
and those in the academic sector 17% less compared 
to their permanently employed colleagues (BA 2020). 
Considering public discourse on temporary agency 
work in Germany, one can perceive this employment 
status as socially tainted, considered less prestigious, 
and with poorer working conditions than permanent 
workers (Summers et al. 2018; Thomson and Grandy 
2018). This negative image is additionally fueled by the 
argument that temporary agency work replaces per-
manent jobs and is used by companies to maximize 
profits and exploit the workforce (Sitte and Lehmann 
2013). There are positive effects of temporary agency 
work acknowledged in public discussions, such as the 
improvement of organizational flexibility or eventual-
ly bringing unemployed people back into the job mar-
ket (Sitte and Lehmann 2013). However, the negative 
image of temporary work dominates the discourse in 
Germany (Flemnitz 2018). Consequently, TAWs often 
have to deal with problems surrounding social recog-
nition within organizations and society. 

Material and Methods 

This study is based on a qualitative research design and 
analyzes data from 16 interviews with people working 
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for independent temporary employment firms. After 
several phases of data gathering, data collection end-
ed in 2018. TAWs were contacted via three different 
channels: a temporary employment agency, a direct 
request to a client firm, and Xing© (a social network 
for professional contacts within German-speaking re-
gions). The sample included eleven men and five wom-
en. This imbalance in favor of male interviewees can 
be explained by the structure of employment in Ger-
many. As most client firms still represent male-dom-
inated working sectors (Keller and Seifert 2013), tem-
porary agency work in Germany is, in contrast to 
other countries, a male-dominated branch consisting 
of about 70% male employees (BA 2020). For this rea-
son, our sample represents the sex division of TAWs as 
they exist in the contemporary German labor market. 
The age of the interviewees ranged from 20 to 62 years. 
They had worked for temporary employment agencies 
for two months up to 20 years. The sample consists of 
seven TAWs employed in low-skilled jobs as helpers 
and nine employed in high-skilled jobs as specialists 
and academics. This heterogeneous sample of less or 

more experienced workers, men and women, older and 
younger people, as well as those employed in low- and 
high-skilled jobs enabled us to gain rich insights into 
the various facets of TAWs’ perception and experiences 
of stigmatization (see Table 1). To ensure a low thresh-
old for participation in the interviews, we tried to pro-
vide the most convenient and comfortable settings for 
the respective interviewees. Accordingly, four inter-
views took place via telephone and twelve in person. 
The interviews lasted between 30 and 60 minutes; they 
were recorded, entirely transcribed, and anonymized 
(Davidson 2009; Dresing, Pehl, and Schmieder 2015). 
The interviews aimed at the understanding of TAWs’ 
experiences while being assigned to their client firm(s) 
and included questions about working conditions in 
the interviewee’s current client firm and their respec-
tive expectations. They also covered treatment by per-
manently employed colleagues and management, as 
well as the perceptions of poor treatment linked to the 
interviewee’s employment status. Other topics includ-
ed the visibility of working status, as well as behavioral 
consequences and possible coping strategies. 

Table 1. Interview sample

No. Job skill-level Employment position Job title Sex Age Employment duration as a TAW
1 Low-skilled Helper Production assistant m 48 2 years
2 Low-skilled Helper Forklift driver m 33 2 years
3 Low-skilled Helper Production assistant m 49 2 years
4 Low-skilled Helper Production assistant m 50 4 years
5 Low-skilled Helper Production assistant f 47 3.5 years
6 Low-skilled Helper Production assistant m 62 20 years
7 Low-skilled Helper Production assistant f 45 4 years
8 High-skilled Specialist Automotive merchant f 20 1 year
9 High-skilled Specialist HR administrator f 27 0.5 year
10 High-skilled Specialist Mechanical technician m 37 3 years
11 High-skilled Academic Project engineer m 27 1.5 years
12 High-skilled Academic Project technologist f 27 0.5 year
13 High-skilled Academic Logistics planner m 29 3.5 years
14 High-skilled Academic Development engineer m 34 3 years
15 High-skilled Academic Technical project manager m 28 0.5 year
16 High-skilled Academic Technical project manager m 30 2 years

Source: Self-elaboration.
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The material was analyzed by using qualitative 
content analysis (Mayring 2014). As was mentioned 
above, the study is based on the framework shown 
in Figure 1 and mainly relies on the four key catego-
ries stemming from the stigmatization model devel-
oped by Boyce and colleagues (2007): work environ-
ment, stigmatizing treatment, perception of stigma, and 
coping strategies. Whereas the initial coding followed 
these categories in a deductive manner, a second 

step also included inductive subcategory building. 
This means that we applied a mixed approach for 
categorization. Thus, we inductively extended the 
original analytical framework based on empirical 
evidence for additional interdependencies (Table 2). 
The basic coding scheme based on these findings is 
presented below, as well as in the discussion sec-
tion where we also conceptualize our proposition of 
a revised model. 

Table 2. Coding overview

Main- and subcategories Explanation Examples

Work environment
• Characteristics of the worker
• Characteristics of the work environ-

ment
• Perceived perpetrator motives

This category describes how client firms 
influence the stigma experiences of 

TAWs depending on their strategy of use 
and organizational practices in dealing 

with TAWs. This category also illustrates 
the perpetrator motives behind the 

stigmatizing treatment of TAWs.

“everything was explained to me in 
detail, I could participate in everything, 
there were really no restrictions and that 
was really nice. You really noticed that 

this is also a bit of corporate philosophy. 
You didn’t feel excluded.” [Int.9S]

Stigmatizing treatment
• Forms of stigmatizing treatment
• No stigmatizing treatment

This category includes all forms of 
stigmatizing treatment experienced, 

as well as all statements indicating an 
absence of stigmatizing treatment in 

client firms reported by TAWs.

“The other employees didn’t even 
know that I was from a temporary 

employment agency. They thought I was 
a permanent employee. But, when I said 

it, the behaviors towards me didn’t 
change.” [Int.11A]

Perception of stigma
• Stigma consciousness
• Justifiability
• Group identification

This category includes TAWs’ 
perceptions of poor treatment linked to 
their working status and the rationales 

they apply to those experiences.

“Why should a temp do clean, pleasant 
work and the permanent employee bend 

and work in the mud? That’s not what 
you’d expect, would you?” [Int.1H]

Coping strategies
This category includes statements of 
how TAWs deal with experiences of 

stigmatizing treatment.

“But, it’s simply a system that I don’t 
want to work for and that’s why I’m 
looking for a long-term permanent 

position.” [Int.16A]

Source: Self-elaboration.

To address possible claims of intersubjective com-
prehensibility and validity, theory-driven and com-
puter-aided data analysis has been carried out using 
software for qualitative data analysis (MAXQDA©). 

To sustain a high standard of qualitative investiga-
tion, a triangulation strategy was applied: investiga-
tor triangulation (Flick 2011; 2018). All three authors 
were equally involved in the analysis; they cross-
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checked the coding and discussed their interpreta-
tions on a regular basis (Kuckartz and Rädiker 2019). 

Results 

In the following section, the findings of the empir-
ical study will be described. Particular differenc-
es between TAWs employed in low-skilled jobs as 
helpers and those employed in high-skilled jobs as 
specialists or academics are highlighted and—in ad-
dition—critically reflected in the discussion section 
of the paper.

Work Environment

Our findings reveal that client firms differ in how 
they organize and define the work arrangements 
of TAWs, as well as their positions within the or-
ganization. The client firms’ strategy, along with 
their history of use, shapes the work environment 
on several levels. Depending on the field of employ-
ment and on basic attitude, to treat TAWs for their 
period of use as members of the organization or as 
an external group, client firms either try to keep 
the differences between temporary and permanent 
employees to a minimum or highlight these same 
differences. Highlighting differences can take place 
at the artifact level (i.e., clothes, email addresses, ac-
cess cards), by dividing tasks, as well as participa-
tion in organizational events and benefits that often 
work to the disadvantage of TAWs.

What I mentioned is that external employees are 

treated like guests at best. That you aren’t allowed 

to park in the company parking lot, but only in the 

guest parking lot is an example. But, not the one for 

the special guests, which is right in front of the en-

trance, but the one on the other side of the company 

site. [Int.14A]

Through these practices, client firms can increase 
the visibility of employment status and facilitate 
differentiating TAWs. Visibly and externally per-
ceptible differences, our results suggest, support 
the emergence of informal hierarchies and status 
differences. A common experience shared by our 
interviewees across different skill levels was the 
assignment of more pleasant, more important tasks 
to permanent employees and of less pleasant tasks 
to TAWs. Thereby TAWs become constructed as an 
inferior, subordinate group compared to the core 
workers. The resulting imbalance of power in favor 
of the permanent employees opens up opportuni-
ties for the permanent employees to act as informal 
superiors vis-à-vis the temporary workforce. How 
an interviewee reports, there are colleagues who 
treat the TAWs on equal footing. Nevertheless, there 
are also such kinds of permanent employees who 
are of the opinion that they are superior to TAWs. 
For example, this is expressed by the fact that no 
objections are accepted (Int.2H). As a result, TAWs 
receive commands from permanent employees and 
are pressured to at least partially meet their expec-
tations. Our interview partners suspect that perma-
nent employees see an opportunity in the employ-
ment of TAWs, which consists of the possibility to 
improve their work environment. On the one hand, 
this can be achieved by passing on unpleasant tasks 
to TAWs.

When it comes to the unpleasant tasks, which come 

up every now and then. Then the regularly employed 

colleague says: “I don’t need to do that, that’s what we 

have the temps for!” [Int.1H]

On the other hand, permanent employees might be 
able to improve their situation by using TAWs as buf-
fers who, due to their independence from the client 
firm, address unpleasant issues in the name of per-
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manent employees. Nevertheless, not all client firms 
equally enhance the visibility of employment sta-
tus. Particularly in employment sectors with higher 
qualification requirements, some client firms, apart 
from discreet hints in their email signature, did not 
draw attention to employment status and tried not 
to strengthen the differentiation between the core 
workforce and TAWs. Interviewee 15 even reported 
having had experienced interactions with perma-
nently employed colleagues from the client firm who 
did not know that he was employed via a temporary 
employment agency and who stated their regrets 
when his work arrangement with the client firm end-
ed. Some client firms also actively support the equal 
treatment of TAWs within their walls:

There was a company guideline that I read, and it 

said that “Temporary workers are to be treated like 

coworkers, so there should be no difference.” And if 

the company serves as a good example, then the em-

ployees will see this with different eyes and will im-

plement it accordingly. [Int.9S]

This policy was noticed and well-respected by 
TAWs. It further represents one example of how 
client firms can shape the work environment and 
work relationships with little effort.

However, unlike these positive experiences, our re-
sults show that most of the temporary employees 
interviewed experience less harmonious relation-
ships with the permanent employees at their client 
firm. Client firm policies shape the relationships be-
tween TAWs and the core workforce by pre-struc-
turing those relationships with an atmosphere ei-
ther of competition and mistrust or of equality and 
common interests. Our interviewees stated that 
their poor treatment by permanent workers might 
be based on several different fears. In the case of 

TAWs in low-skilled jobs, permanent workers’ fears 
concerned mainly status loss linked to possible de-
creased productivity from working with the un-
trained, unqualified TAWs in their team. Fears of job 
loss through competition with TAWs, as well as an 
expected increased workload due to the addition-
al training of newcomers were perceived motives 
for permanent employees’ poor treatment towards 
TAWs across the different skill levels. Additional-
ly, highly-skilled TAWs in the academic sector per-
ceived permanent workers’ fear concerning the loss 
of know-how as a competitive advantage of the cli-
ent firm as a possible motive for their poor behavior 
towards TAWs. Based on the work environment in 
which TAWs have their first experiences, our find-
ings suggest that they become more or less likely 
to perceive their employment status as something 
negative. Experiences in a work environment that is 
rather exclusive and discriminatory towards TAWs 
might leave them “branded children” (Int.10S) who 
will be more likely to suffer because of their em-
ployment status.

Stigmatizing Treatment

Focusing now on the question of what forms of stig-
matizing treatment TAWs experience, it becomes 
obvious that no clear boundary can be drawn be-
tween overt and covert forms of stigmatization. 
Nevertheless, there are a few clearly identifiable 
examples of such forms of stigmatization; howev-
er, within the majority of reported experiences, the 
boundary becomes blurred. An undisputedly overt 
form of stigmatization is illustrated clearly in the 
following sample statement:

During the meeting, it became clear that various ap-

proaches weren’t correct. So, I said to myself: “You 

can’t leave it like that, because it’s simply wrong from 

Pia Cardone, Markus Tümpel & Christian M. Huber



Qualitative Sociology Review • www.qualitativesociologyreview.org 19

a planning point of view.” Well, then I mentioned 

it and, in that context, I was told to keep my mouth 

shut, that I was only a TAW. In front of all the others! 

[Int.13A]

Even in high-skilled jobs, employment status is used 
to prevent employee resistance in problematic situ-
ations. By highlighting the lack of affiliation with 
the company, TAWs’ contributions within the work 
environment are devalued if they do not work in 
the favor of their permanent co-workers or manage-
ment. Nevertheless, it must be pointed out that in-
terviewee 13 represents an extreme case within the 
surveyed interviews. Here, TAWs were not allowed 
to share their lunchtime with permanent employees 
in the canteen and instead had to have their lunch in 
their office. They were excluded from meetings, had 
no access to work-related training, and received less 
work-related information compared to permanent 
workers (Int.13A). So, forms of distinction in more 
highly qualified sectors are less visible, but still ex-
ist. In knowledge-intensive industries, this is prob-
lematic not only for the workers affected but also 
for the company in which TAWs with no access to 
the necessary information are rarely able to perform 
their tasks to a high standard. As previously men-
tioned, the boundary between overt and covert stig-
matization is becoming predominantly blurred. So, 
being called a TAW can itself be perceived as overt 
stigmatizing treatment when the term is perceived 
to be linked to degrading features.

The only thing that bothered me was that a colleague 

in my office was always talking about me as a “tempo-

rary worker,” and I find the term “temporary worker” 

so outdated and a bit degrading. [Int.9S]

For persons employed in temporary work, terms 
that are more appreciative, for example, a “person 

who temporarily assists,” are more desirable (Int.9S). 
This may seem banal at first glance, but for people 
with low resilience, it is an important and influential 
factor for their self-esteem within a work context. 
This situation is similar to the case of interviewee 
14. Here, only permanent workers, not TAWs, are 
allowed to state their academic titles in email signa-
tures (Int.14A). This is a mechanism for enhancing 
the status differences between permanent workers 
and TAWs, including negative consequences for 
both parties, employers and employees. According 
to our interviews, financial disadvantages are also 
reflected as stigmatizing treatment. Interviewee 10 
stated that only TAWs who are on loan to the cli-
ent firm for nine months reach the same wage level 
as workers with the same qualifications. However, 
only a few TAWs are able to overcome this obsta-
cle, as they often leave the client firm before the 
nine months are reached. Hence, legal regulations 
on equal pay are thwarted by the client companies, 
which, in turn, creates additional stigmatization for 
TAWs. Interviewee 16 perceived the financial disad-
vantages as discriminatory practices, and he feels 
obliged to ask for his rights and perceives the client 
firm as being without understanding. Instead, these 
firms develop strategies to avoid the legal regula-
tions of equal pay (Int.16A). Hence, there are cer-
tainly financial disadvantages even in more highly 
qualified jobs, but payment can still be perceived 
as “good,” such as in the case of interviewee 15. It 
depends on both the temporary employment agen-
cy, as well as the client firm (Int.15A, Int.16A). The 
simultaneous dependence on two separate com-
panies has further disadvantages for TAWs. Being 
excluded from, for example, a Christmas party is 
legitimized by legal restrictions (Int.12A). TAWs in 
this client firm are not allowed to attend more than 
one company event per year. Ergo, if they partici-
pate in an event hosted by the temporary employ-
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ment agency, attending the client’s Christmas and 
summer parties is considered taboo (Int.12A). This 
was subsequently followed by a further finding that 
no defined contacts, linked to a lack of clarification 
of responsibilities for TAWs, in the client firm are 
perceived as a form of marginalization because no 
one explicitly cares about helping TAWs integrate 
into their new working environment (Int.8S). This 
is problematic not only for the TAWs affected but 
also for the company in which TAWs with no clear 
integration into their new working environment are 
less able to fulfill their tasks from the beginning. In 
the field of low-skilled jobs, open forms of stigmati-
zation are often associated with the assignment of 
unpleasant tasks. Moreover, the language used here 
seems to be “rougher” and easily might turn into 
actual chicanery and bullying. This, in the eyes of 
an interviewee, requires a certain physical constitu-
tion, as well as a certain degree of resilience on the 
part of TAWs:

For me, temporary work is almost like its own profes-

sion, which not everyone is suitable for. As a tempo-

rary worker, you have to be quite tough, and you have 

to want that! [Int.1H]

If that were not enough, TAWs not only have to do 
the “dirty work,” they are also deliberately given 
unpopular, difficult tasks:

There’s an older man with us...I think they treat him 

very much... they give him everything they don’t 

want to do. Then he has to lift the glass and put it on 

the car, and if you do that all day long, you’re beaten! 

[Int.4H]

But, this is just the tip of the iceberg. Another form of 
stigmatization is being assigned to dangerous tasks 
where the TAW is not aware of the risks (Int.1H).

It seems that permanent employees exploit the in-
experience of TAWs. As already mentioned above, 
they do this in particular to avoid unpleasant tasks 
and to simply delegate away parts of their work to 
them (Int.4H). Additionally, depending on the re-
spective company, working hours are very strictly 
monitored. The slightest break or interruption is no-
ticed, and even going to the bathroom is suspicious-
ly observed (Int.6H).

Many were there only for two days and then left. 

They don’t get the hang of it. I mean, it really gets you 

when you know that everyone’s looking at you…that 

you don’t stand around, that you’re in motion, that 

you don’t blabber. [Int.6H]

Furthermore, certain privileges and benefits, such as 
free meals, are simply not available for TAWs within 
the low qualification sector (Int.2H). Other forms of 
open stigmatization in this sector include verbal at-
tacks or deliberately ignoring legal regulations.

That’s how they hold the pistol to your head. Once, 

I had a situation when I was supposed to work the 

night shift. At noon they call me, saying I’ve to switch 

to an earlier shift. Of course, I know there has to be 

a break of eleven hours or so. And they don’t give 

a damn! They said: “You want to work, so be here im-

mediately. If not, then you don’t need to come here 

tomorrow anyways!” [Int.2H]

In contrast to the low appreciation of skills within 
the helper sector, TAWs in higher-skilled jobs en-
counter another problem tied to expectations. As 
external employees whose relationships within the 
client firm are less pronounced, they are expected to 
openly address problems and fight battles with man-
agement for their permanently employed colleagues 
who are at risk of losing status (Int.9S). However, in 
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higher-skilled areas, TAWs have to struggle with 
stigmatization in the form of financial disadvantag-
es, too. A lower salary, as well as a lower bonus or 
none at all, are perceived as a significant difference 
between permanent workers and TAWs (Int.9S). 
Now, after clearly open as well as blurred forms of 
stigmatizing treatment have been exemplified, the 
logical next step is to consider clearly covert forms 
of stigmatization. An undisputedly covert form of 
stigmatization is illustrated by the following state-
ment from an interview:

You have to say that when you went through the fac-

tory as a temporary worker and said “Good morning” 

to someone, you didn’t necessarily have to expect that 

something would come back. [Int.13A]

As a result, TAWs are partly ignored by the per-
manent workforce, or at least they assume that 
they are being avoided. On the one hand, there is 
a perceptible increase in cohesion among perma-
nent employees. On the other hand, TAWs repre-
sent newcomers and do not benefit from existing 
group cohesion (Int.10S). Interviewee 16 also lacks 
a sense of belonging. He further reports that all 
agreements that apply to permanent workers are 
not valid for TAWs and are always subject to re-
negotiations (Int.16A). Regardless of his qualifica-
tions, interviewee 14 was treated as less qualified, 
was given special attention by the permanent staff, 
and his suggestions were not taken into account 
(Int.14A). Interviewee 2 assumes that the stereo-
types that exist in the minds of the permanent 
workforce are difficult to overcome:

prejudices exist anyway. You’re a temp standing in 

front of a qualified permanent employee. And he 

thinks: “Well, he might be okay, but he’s one sand-

wich short of a picnic!” [Int.2H]

It is apparent that there are fewer discrepancies 
between TAWs in high- and low-skilled jobs with-
in covert stigma than within overt stigma. Lastly, 
what this research should not ignore is that TAWs 
also report the absence of stigmatizing treatment. 
Apart from financial differences and a margin-
al perception of the position as not a fully-fledged 
member of the company, temporary employment 
can also be perceived as a good model by those af-
fected. Certain efforts on the part of the company, 
such as a good presentation of the company at the 
beginning of the assignment or philosophy of equal 
treatment, contribute to this.

I could participate in everything, there were really no 

restrictions and that was really nice. You really no-

ticed that this is also a bit of corporate philosophy. 

You didn’t feel excluded. [Int.9S]

In the case of interviewee 12, the use of TAWs is 
deeply embedded in the firm’s history, and the firm 
constantly uses a high number of TAWs to ensure 
productivity, which is why the permanent members 
are used to working together with TAWs and do not 
perceive them as a threat, but rather as the neces-
sary support. There is even a feeling of solidarity 
towards the TAWs among the permanent staff, or 
at least this is interviewee 12’s perception (Int.12A). 
Temporary work can also be understood as a posi-
tive context in which problems can be solved with 
a flexible change of workplace. This perspective 
highlights aspects of work stability that seem to go 
hand in hand with the conscious choice of this em-
ployment status mentioned by TAWs in high-skilled 
jobs (Int.8S). On the whole, stigmatization does not 
occur at all workplaces. As expected, it depends 
on the company, organizational culture, and col-
leagues (Int.2H). There are also depictions by TAWs 
who experienced their day-to-day work as equal to 
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permanent workers (Int.5H). There are companies 
striving to integrate TAWs. Hence, TAWs are invited 
to corporate events and parties, they can participate 
in staff meetings, and they get presents and even 
bonuses (Int.6H). This, again, supports the impres-
sion that stigmatization very much depends on the 
worker’s specific context.

Stigma Perception

Our findings showed an ambivalent picture of how 
TAWs perceive their employment status and related 
stigmatization. TAWs in jobs requiring higher qual-
ifications experienced poor treatment linked to their 
employment status in person-to-person interactions 
less often than TAWs in low-skilled jobs. However, 
they perceived their employment status as stigma-
tized on a societal level based on the negative image 
of temporary work in public discourse. This public 
stigma may be one reason for TAWs in highly qual-
ified jobs to less openly communicate their employ-
ment status to others, even though their personal 
experiences within client firms are, in most cases, 
positive.

Well, that’s the thing about it. People ask: “What are 

you doing these days?” Then I say: “Well, I work at 

[client firm name].” Which is ultimately the case. I’ve 

a temporary employment contract...Only that I’m paid 

from another position. Yeah, right. As I said, I won’t 

say it explicitly now. [Int.11A]

Linked to the negative image of temporary work, 
TAWs in higher qualified jobs criticize structural 
disadvantages, addressing issues of unequal pay or 
being excluded from client firm benefits. Instead, 
TAWs in the helper sector reported experiencing 
poor treatment related to their employment status 
in face-to-face interactions within client firms and 

perceived themselves as being stigmatized, result-
ing partly in self-stigmatization. Strong awareness 
of an existing stigma around temporary work was 
also expressed by the self-descriptions of these 
TAWs: “You’re a second-class worker, you’re a tem-
porary worker. A temporary worker is a temporary 
worker. Is and will always be!” (Int.3H).

The perceptions of being degraded or placed in an 
inferior position because of employment status be-
come even more evident when reflecting on their 
level of training: “and I asked myself: ‘Why am 
I here even though I know I can do better?’” (Int.2H). 
The perception of being degraded, however, is also 
an issue that TAWs in more highly qualified jobs 
have to deal with:

But, obviously, you feel like a fool if you have studied 

at university for a few years and got a degree, and 

still receive work from someone who is formally not 

qualified and treats you like an idiot. [Int.14A]

The perception of structural disadvantages on the 
part of the majority of TAWs in specialized and 
academic employment sectors and the perception 
of interactional stigmatization of the majority of 
TAWs in the helper sector led to different rationales 
in TAWs’ narratives justifying their experiences in 
client firms. Across all job skill levels, TAWs argue 
with a specific market logic that client firms are 
following when planning to work with temporary 
employment agencies. For example, one interviewee 
considers that modern technical production cannot 
actually be marketable without TAWs because tem-
porary work has developed into a proven method 
to react in line with the market demands (Int.1H). 
Within legal restrictions, client firms are able to ex-
tend their workforce using TAWs without offering 
the same benefits they offer their core workforce.
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If there weren’t temporary workers, some regular 

workers would have to do it. But, if you’ve got the 

possibility, you take a temp, ‘cause this job is easy to 

learn or instruct. But, that’s absolutely normal, that’s 

what I’m here for…Why should a temp do clean, 

pleasant work and the permanent employee bend 

and work in the mud? That’s not what you’d expect, 

would you? [Int.1H]

Within these limits, our results suggest that TAWs 
accept being treated differently without blaming 
the client firm and its members.

TAWs in high-skilled jobs further refer to the legit-
imate fears of client companies and their attempts 
to protect themselves. They argue that client firms 
develop practices of exclusion concerning infor-
mation sharing or access rights towards TAWs to 
protect themselves from the perspective of data or 
patent law.

When I think about IT and IT security, it’s quite 

understandable. Because permanent employees 

can be threatened with being fired if they do 

something stupid, if you look at it like that. The 

company has more confidence in its permanent 

employees. I can understand that a bit and I agree 

with that. [Int.14A]

TAWs in the helper sector mainly use a completely 
different argument to justify being treated poorly 
within client firms. They see the negative image of 
temporary work and the associated negative atti-
tudes of permanent employees towards TAWs as 
being rooted in a subgroup of TAWs who fit the ex-
isting prejudices. Instead of blaming the client firm 
policies, legal restrictions, or societal discourse, 
they search for reasons among their own. Hence, 
they establish some sort of secondary order:

There are two kinds of temporary workers. There are 

people, I’ve met enough out there, they really haven’t 

learned anything in life. [Int.3H]

…the cliché isn’t far away that there really are alco-

holics or people who somehow have difficulties in 

life, who then also gain a foothold through temporary 

agency work. [Int.1H]

Although our interviewees clearly distinguish them-
selves from the group of “bad” TAWs, they assign 
to a part of their own group attributes such as being 
lazy, without skills, or acting less committed, which 
all justify the stigmatizing treatment, or at least the 
existing prejudices, towards them. Moreover, poor 
behavior towards TAWs is simply seen as an innately 
human characteristic, almost some kind of anthro-
pological constant: “Well, it’s human, I’d say…After 
all, man is a pig!” (Int.4H). Our findings suggest that 
the stigma consciousness of TAWs across different 
job skill levels differs according to the rationales to 
justify the status quo. Disadvantages at the monetary 
level associated with employment status and a nega-
tive image of the temporary employment industry, in 
general, play a more significant role in the narratives 
of TAWs in high-skilled jobs than in those employed 
in lesser-qualified jobs. In low-skilled jobs, the inter-
actional, immaterial level tends to come to the sur-
face, which can be attributed, among other things, to 
the lack of alternatives for those affected. In contrast 
to academics or specialists, TAWs in helper roles do 
not expect their situation to change in the near future 
and are more likely to accept their status as a TAW as 
part of their identity.

Coping Strategies

Turning now to the question of how TAWs individ-
ually cope with stigmatizing experiences, one can 
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observe different strategies. Whereas companies 
use the threat of immediate lay-off, TAWs also make 
use of the opportunity to leave a company:

I said: “Go, find yourself another stupid! If you don’t 

like it, you get my timesheet, you can sign it and 

goodbye.” Short, concise, functional, clear. [Int.3H]

A similar strategy is to give up temporary work to 
find a “regular” job. Interestingly, the perspective of 
potentially leaving a client firm could be found in 
all sectors, but it seems to be even more important 
for highly qualified TAWs. Here, temporary work is 
actively used as a bridge to professional life, such 
as to gain experience after graduating from a uni-
versity. The perspective of moving from temporary 
employment to normal employment quite easily or 
within a relatively short period suggests that people 
identify less strongly with their status as TAWs. In 
the same way, impression management is one strat-
egy used in high-skilled jobs to avoid being noticed 
as a TAW or in any negative manner. What appears 
to be very crucial here is the impression of having 
control of the situation. This is reflected in the per-
ception of having chosen the work arrangement and 
the feeling that it serves a certain purpose:

You have somehow in the back of your mind, may-

be you have the chance to get a foothold there, that 

means you try hard and try to do all the tasks that 

come up…I’ve used the temporary work for myself, 

I’ve acquired a lot of knowledge. [Int.13A]

This supports the idea that TAWs in high-skilled 
jobs try to avoid any form of identification with 
their employment status. This is also supported by 
the fact that this group shows no form of self-stig-
matization. For the highly qualified, temporary 
work is considered to be just a short phase or a step-

ping stone. In that regard, TAWs in the sectors with 
higher qualifications see the possibilities of training 
within client companies as further privileges that 
are rarely made accessible to TAWs in the low-quali-
fied helper sector. Even though some of the TAWs in 
the low-skilled sector try to gain skills and knowl-
edge, such as reading hand-outs and leaflets or will-
ingly taking up new tasks, they also do it with an-
other objective:

I’m paid for my time anyway and if they say now per-

haps you could do this or do that, then I’ll do that. 

It’s rewarding for me, you know? ‘Cause I learn some-

thing, too. [Int.6H]

This appears to be a form of assimilation, actively 
integrating oneself thus gradually overcoming the 
role of TAW. For example, one interviewee describes 
how he volunteered to step in for another co-worker 
to help him get a day off. On this occasion, he asked 
for a crash course to be able to take over this col-
league’s tasks. In line with these findings is a strat-
egy for making sense of one’s respective work, or 
feeling like one’s work is meaningful.

What I also think is a very liberating factor, and this is 

my deep personal impression, it is that you basically 

do an honest job where you are needed. [Int.1H]

When it comes to verbal discrimination, one coping 
strategy is to perceive it as humor, or as comments 
that are not to be understood as real attacks towards 
the TAWs, especially within highly qualified fields. 
This is a rather remarkable outcome, as this per-
ception might be a mechanism of highly qualified 
TAWs protecting their status and self-worth against 
discrimination. On the other hand, a coping strate-
gy across all sectors for dealing with poor treatment 
is to simply ignore it. This can also include a general 
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stance towards temporary work. One of the inter-
viewees describes his attitude as follows:

I believe I go there to work, I don’t care what people 

think about me. ‘Cause after work I’m with my peo-

ple, so this doesn’t matter anymore. [Int.2H]

The missing affiliation to the company and the op-
portunity to quit at any time also gives TAWs the 
opportunity to speak frankly to their superiors:

A temporary worker sometimes has a certain dis-

tance, I can talk to the really big boss without any hes-

itation. I also sometimes had the impression that he 

likes it when he gets straightforward feedback from 

the bottom. [Int.1H]

Also, the perspective of being in a company for only 
a short period seems to help when it comes to poor 
treatment and working conditions:

There are companies where I keep telling myself, 

“You’re only a holiday replacement for three to four 

weeks,” so you bear it and it’s alright. [Int.6H]

Overall, these results indicate that when it comes to 
coping strategies, an important factor seems to be 
individual resilience. 

Discussion 

Previous research on temporary agency work em-
phasized that TAWs, particularly those in low-skilled 
jobs, are likely to be exposed to stigmatization. How-
ever, stigmatization of TAWs employed in high-
skilled jobs, as well as experiences of stigmatization 
across different skill levels, have not been treated in 
much detail. With a focus on low-skilled jobs, exist-
ing research provided a rather incomplete picture of 

stigmatization within the broader field of temporary 
employment. In contrast to earlier studies, this study 
considered both TAWs employed in low- and high-
skilled jobs and has been able to highlight the differ-
ences of perceiving and coping with stigmatization. 
Using and extending Boyce and colleagues’ (2007) 
model of TAW stigmatization enabled a holistic per-
spective on stigmatization processes in client firms. 
In the literature, job-related stigma has been associat-
ed with negative outcomes for both the individual 
and the organization. This is exemplified in a study 
undertaken by Boswell and colleagues (2012:455) 
who explain how poor treatment towards TAWs and 
their self-perception as workers with lower status 
might affect their “work-related attitudes and behav-
iors which are critical to business operations.” Nota-
ble are also recent findings with regard to negative 
effects on TAWs’ well-being, health, job satisfaction, 
and commitment (e.g., Aleksynska 2018; Imhof and 
Andresen 2018; Stasiowski and Kłobuszewska 2018; 
Hünefeld et al. 2020). Other studies emphasized orga-
nizational losses caused by stigmatization, such as 
a waste of TAWs’ knowledge and skills, as well as 
a decrease in organizational social capital (Augusts-
son 2014; 2016; Viitala and Kantola 2016; Wilkin et al. 
2018; Winkler and Mahmood 2018). These findings 
demonstrate the need for better strategies to integrate 
TAWs to avoid their stigmatization in client firms. 
This study contributes to research on temporary 
work and stigmatization by providing knowledge of 
the multifaceted range of stigmatization experiences 
in jobs with different skill levels. Thereby the find-
ings may help to develop strategies to avoid negative 
consequences resulting from this type of stigma. The 
results show that the stigma experiences of TAWs dif-
fer depending on the working environment embed-
ded in different employment sectors. Regardless of 
qualification level, stigmatization was more of an is-
sue for those TAWs whose employment status visibil-
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ity was reinforced by the client firm. Such problemat-
ic measures comprised different clothing, the 
assignment to inferior tasks, or the spatial separation 
of office and lunchrooms. These status-reinforcing 
practices on an artifact level have been explicitly 
mentioned as means to promote separation between 
the core workforce and TAWs. One interviewee ex-
pressed how the treatment of TAWs drastically 
changed after a new management board was intro-
duced, which implemented procedures that resulted 
in a sudden change in the permanent workers’ be-
haviors and gave rise to stigmatizing treatment to-
wards TAWs. Organizational change, such as the 
change of management board, has been identified as 
a trigger for growing hostile work environments in 
previous studies, especially if connected to intensi-
fied job insecurity, competition, or role conflict (Skog-
stad, Matthiesen, and Einarsen 2007; Spagnoli, 
Balducci, and Fraccaroli 2017). Moreover, prior stud-
ies suggest that management and permanent work-
ers may have an interest in keeping the status of 
TAWs low to maintain their power (Byoung-Hoon 
and Frenkel 2004; Boyce et al. 2007; Becker 2015). For 
example, Rybnikova and Cardone (2018) found that 
the behaviors of core workers depend on whether 
management policies support or sanction inclusive 
behaviors towards TAWs. Our study confirms this 
argument and shows that management that pro-
motes a status-reinforcing atmosphere along with 
strong differentiation between the two groups en-
dorses permanent workers’ tendencies to distance 
themselves from TAWs. By doing so, management 
policy provides the basis for stigmatization by legiti-
mizing open discrimination of TAWs across the dif-
ferent skill levels. Several reports have shown that 
permanent workers seem to face a dilemma when 
confronted with TAWs. They are framed as outsiders 
and a threat, but permanent workers need to cooper-
ate with them to perform their jobs (Rybnikova and 

Cardone 2018). Consequently, previous findings indi-
cate that the strategic separation and devaluation of 
TAWs has negative effects on the core workforce, and 
potentially on the organization itself. With regard to 
working context, our findings show a blind spot in 
the previous model of TAW stigmatization (Boyce et 
al. 2007). An important contextual factor appears to 
be the role of the temporary employment firm and its 
relationship with the client firm, as well as with the 
employed TAW. From the experiences of our inter-
viewees, it became apparent that these relations 
shape stigma perception. On the one hand, the nego-
tiation between the companies clarifies the basic 
terms and conditions that pre-structure the TAW’s 
work arrangements. On the other hand, the actions of 
the temporary employment agency can shape the 
TAW’s perceived level of uncertainty. Our data indi-
cate that TAWs’ perception of poor treatment is less 
severe if their employment agency is supportive 
when problems arise (i.e., helping to find a new client 
firm). If the client firm and the temporary employ-
ment agency have strong ties and build an alliance to 
the disadvantage of TAWs, poor treatment in the cli-
ent firm becomes more serious. These findings are 
not taken into account in the current stigmatization 
model and represent a meaningful extension to the 
theoretical framework for future studies. One unan-
ticipated finding was that the pre-structuring effect 
the work environment has is evident for all inter-
viewees and across the different skill levels. Howev-
er, the specific forms of stigmatizing treatment dif-
fered according to the worker’s position in low- and 
high-skilled jobs. Basically, we found the forms of 
stigmatization already highlighted in previous litera-
ture (Bosmans et al. 2015a; 2015b; Helfen et al. 2015; 
Stasiowski and Kłobuszewska 2018), but we were 
able to identify which of these forms are more rele-
vant in each respective sector. While verbal discrimi-
nation (e.g., devaluing the skills and contributions of 
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TAWs) and task-related discrimination (e.g., alloca-
tion of undesirable activities to TAWs) were more ob-
vious in low-skilled jobs, TAWs employed in high-
skilled jobs more frequently reported the denial of 
information or rights—matters that were perceived 
as a lack of trust. Following the descriptions of the 
interviewees, the emergence of verbal devaluation in 
the helper sector can possibly be explained by the 
generally tougher tone in the manufacturing indus-
try. There seems to be a higher level of politeness in 
interpersonal interactions in office jobs with higher 
qualification requirements. However, this sector 
seems to be open to more subtle forms of stigmatiz-
ing treatment. For TAWs in jobs with higher qualifi-
cation requirements, these experiences led to very 
uncomfortable situations in the client firm. As our 
interviews have shown, distrust towards TAWs can 
easily develop and manifest in exclusionary practic-
es, especially in knowledge-intensive and innova-
tion-driven professions such as engineering. In pre-
vious research, there is some evidence suggesting 
that highly-skilled TAWs’ knowledge and skills are 
not efficiently used in client firms and that their op-
portunities to contribute to organizational develop-
ments are strategically cut off (Augustsson 2014; 2016; 
Viitala and Kantola 2016). Whereas those studies 
evaluated potential organizational losses, our find-
ings additionally raise awareness of how holding 
back information or denial of rights can promote the 
emergence of stigmatization. Moreover, and quite 
contrary to the theoretical framework, we found that 
the boundaries between overt and covert forms of 
stigmatizations are mostly blurred. According to 
Boyce and colleagues (2007), overt forms of stigmati-
zation include direct devaluing statements linked to 
the employment status, whereas covert forms include 
nonverbal expressions of dislike, practices of social 
exclusion, and denial of resources or information. 
Difficulties with this classification arise, however, 

when attempting to place the empirical findings in 
this framework. According to this classification, 
many of the stigmatization experiences reported by 
the interviewees in our study would have to be clas-
sified as covert forms of stigmatization, for example, 
the exclusion of temporary workers from the canteen. 
The interviewee himself, however, perceived this as 
an overt form of stigmatization, which is why we 
conclude that this classification needs revision. We 
propose to avoid the strict subdivision of overt and 
covert forms of stigmatizing treatment, even though 
differences certainly exist. Particularly for qualitative 
empirical studies, this solution offers greater flexibil-
ity. In addition, our study shows that not only do the 
forms of stigmatizing treatment differ according to 
the skill level but there are also major differences in 
the extent to which stigmatization is perceived at all. 
We found TAWs to have developed various ways of 
justifying poor treatment and defining their identity 
as a TAW, for instance, as an inferior worker. Never-
theless, all of them, albeit to varying degrees, were 
aware of the stigmatization connected to their em-
ployment status. Within the highly qualified employ-
ment sector, including specialists and academics, the 
perception of stigmatization shifted to a more struc-
tural level with regard to resource issues such as the 
denial of information, access rights, or benefits. Inter-
actional stigmatization was rather rare within this 
sector. Instead, we observed a certain consciousness 
of being poorly recognized on a societal level. As 
highlighted in previous studies, temporary work in 
Germany is socially tainted (Flemnitz 2018). It is in-
teresting to note that this aspect did not play a major 
role for TAWs in low-skilled jobs, at least in the con-
text of our study. TAWs tended to argue on an inter-
personal level and emphasized interaction with per-
manent employees as central to their experiences of 
stigmatization. In the current study, justifiability as 
a mediating factor for the perception of stigmatiza-
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tion (Boyce et al. 2007) proved to be very multifacet-
ed. Although TAWs across all sectors agreed that cer-
tain disadvantages of their employment status are 
due to market logic and the rationality of business 
organizations, the justification of practices encoun-
tered in client firms differed largely. Again, TAWs in 
high-skilled jobs relied on rather global issues such 
as legal restrictions and data protection, while TAWs 
in low-skilled jobs argued that prejudices were the 
main reason for poor treatment. They even partly 
confirmed the existence of these prejudices within 
their ranks. Whereas TAWs in higher qualified em-
ployment sectors tended to blame external factors, 
those in lower qualified sectors indirectly blamed 
themselves. Compared to specialists and academics, 
one possible explanation for the more pronounced 
self-attribution of TAWs in the helper sector can be 
found in a stronger identification with their employ-
ment status. Referring to Boyce and colleagues (2007), 
TAWs are more likely to sense stigmatization if their 
employment status is a core part of their identity.

This takes us to the coping mechanisms of TAWs 
that our study uncovered. Particularly TAWs in 
high-skilled jobs avoided identifying with their em-
ployment status. Our findings show they are more 
committed to the work activity itself and more likely 
to perceive temporary work as just a stepping stone, 
or a short stopover, while pursuing a career. Iden-
tification serves to maintain a positive sense of self 
through self-distinctiveness and self-enhancement. 
TAWs employed as specialists or academics perceive 
a greater chance of moving from temporary employ-
ment to regular employment and might experience 
no advantages from integrating their employment 
status into their core identity. Perceived as a social-
ly tainted work arrangement, classifying themselves 
as TAW might have negative effects on their sense 
of self, in contrast to commit to a specific profession 

(e.g., engineers). To strengthen one’s association with 
contributions and qualifications rather than with em-
ployment status as a TAW, another strategy of high-
skilled workers is impression management. It serves 
to manage external perceptions and can be used to 
encourage self-respect and respect from others (Win-
kler and Mahmood 2018). TAWs highlight that being 
in this work arrangement only helps them to acquire 
knowledge and develop business contacts.

In general, for TAWs across all qualification levels, 
having the perspective of leaving the client firm, 
whether it is for a better arrangement in another 
client firm or for a regular job, is a coping strategy 
that helps them take poor treatment less seriously. 
However, TAWs in low-skilled jobs often have fewer 
opportunities to engage in regular employment and 
their job might also be considered less prestigious 
compared to high-skilled jobs. This explains why the 
attachment of low-skilled workers to the TAW catego-
ry seems more likely here. 

However, TAWs employed as helpers also seek to 
maintain a positive sense of self. In this case, one 
coping strategy to protect self-distinctiveness and 
self-enhancement can be seen in downward compar-
isons within the group of TAWs. In accordance with 
Kreiner and colleagues (2006), we can state that TAWs 
in the helper sector show an ambivalent identifica-
tion with their group. In general, they identify them-
selves as TAWs, but, at the same time, they do not 
identify with the inferior parts of the group. These 
people seemingly confirm prejudices about TAWs, 
such as being lazy, less committed, or less qualified. 
Such devaluing comparison processes within one’s 
group can be understood as a form of in-group dis-
identification that aims to distance oneself from the 
stigmatized group (Bosmans et al. 2016). In this case, 
TAWs themselves contribute to the reinforcement of 
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prejudices against them. Another coping strategy we 
found to be mainly relevant to TAWs employed in 
low-skilled jobs was the valorization of work activity. 
Perceiving the tasks of TAWs as meaningful contri-
butions to the client firm’s success was reported to 
help TAWs interpret the assignment of less pleasant 
tasks more positively and to perceive their position 
within the client firm as relevant. Such reframing 
tactics have been identified in occupational stigma 
research on domestic workers (Bosmans et al. 2016). 
Through reframing, TAWs overwrite the negative as-
pects of the employment status and infuse them with 
positive values. 

Ultimately, despite job qualification level, TAWs’ nar-
ratives also showed evidence of downplaying and ig-
noring poor treatment. Consequently, not all negative 
experiences in client firms were perceived as stigma-

tization; verbal abuse, for instance, was framed as 
humor, and the exclusionary behavior of permanent 
employees was simply regarded as irrelevant. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of our study was to explore the stigma-
tization experiences and coping strategies of TAWs 
employed in both low- and high-skilled jobs. In addi-
tion, we critically analyzed the narratives presented 
by TAWs in regard to the work environments in which 
these stigmatizing experiences took place. Our find-
ings provided empirical evidence for Boyce and col-
leagues’ (2007) model and simultaneously enriched 
the framework for further qualitative research. Figure 
2 provides our proposed model of TAW stigmatiza-
tion, based on the ideas of Boyce and colleagues (2007) 
and with the integration of our empirical findings.

Figure 2. A modified model of TAW stigmatization

Source: Self-elaboration.
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Although our study provides new and valuable in-
sights, it has several limitations. Our findings reflect 
the perspective of TAWs themselves; however, in-
cluding the perspectives of management and per-
manent workers would have extended our focus 
and could have helped us dig deeper into questions 
about power structures, perpetrator motives, and 
the rationales behind certain practices. Further-
more, our findings represent a snapshot of the pe-
riod in which our data were collected. In a complex 
and highly dynamic society, stigmatization in re-
gard to a specific work arrangement might change 
over time, particularly with revolving societal dis-
courses. Another limitation of this study is the rel-
atively small sample, although the heterogeneity 
of the interviewees enabled us to identify factors 
crucial to stigmatization processes. The strength of 
this study is that it explores the multifaceted range 
of stigmatization experiences that TAWs experience 
with regard to the skill level of their position. From 
a practical perspective, a critical reflection on exist-
ing practices of client firms in dealing with TAWs 
with regard to their effects is recommended. In 
particular, for client firms employing TAWs in low-
skilled jobs, exclusionary practices on an interper-
sonal level should be reflected and avoided, where-
as client firms employing TAWs in high-skilled jobs 
should strive for more equality on a structural level 
to achieve the anticipated objectives associated with 
the use of TAWs. Furthermore, prospective studies 
could clarify the importance of trust issues in tem-
porary work. Our findings revealed a lack of trust to 

be a crucial factor in the stigma perception of TAWs 
in high-skilled jobs.

By focusing on the employment status embedded 
in specific work organizations, we have also cho-
sen to narrow our perspective and exclude other 
characteristics with the purpose of conducting an 
in-depth analysis. However, existing literature pro-
vides evidence for other drivers of stigmatization 
practices that go beyond our research focus. On the 
one hand, leadership styles, psychosocial factors, as 
well as occupational risks are mentioned as relevant 
triggers for hostile behaviors in organizations (Feijó 
et al. 2019). On the other hand, additionally to em-
ployment status, several other social categories, such 
as gender, age, ethnicity, sexual identity, religion, 
sickness, and obesity, are well-known as the basis for 
stigmatization in organizational contexts (Thomson 
and Grandy 2018). Particular emphasis is also placed 
on the intersection effects of employment status with 
other categories such as gender or ethnic origin (Ein-
arsen et al. 2011; Salin and Hoel 2013). Consequent-
ly, for future studies, it would be intriguing to focus 
on the intersections between different social catego-
ries, such as skill level and migration experiences of 
TAWs. Current developments show that migrants, 
particularly refugees, suffer from being placed in in-
ferior positions. Moreover, stigma research has em-
phasized that ethnic minority groups are segregated 
into jobs that tend to be stigmatized (He et al. 2019). 
This is a trend that should be more closely examined 
in future research. 
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