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H

as the era of lifetime jobs in the United
States vanished and, in its stead, a “justin-time” age of “disposable” workers
appeared? Even though the majority of studies
have found no change in workers’ overall job tenure, reports of corporate downsizing, production
streamlining, and increasing use of temporary
workers have caused many to question employers’ commitment to long term, stable employment relationships. 1 There also is a growing
sense that employers, in their attempts to reduce
costs, have increased their use of employment intermediaries such as temporary help services and
contract companies and are relying more on alternative staffing arrangements such as on-call
workers and independent contractors.
This article discusses the definitions of contingent workers and alternative work arrangements used by the Bureau of Labor Statistics to
analyze data from a special supplement to the
Current Population Survey (CPS), and presents
aggregate estimates of the number of workers in
each group thus identified. This analysis is
supplemented with data on workers in alternative employment arrangements from the 1994
National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY).
The article concludes with a discussion of the
overlap between contingent workers and workers in alternative arrangements.
Subsequent articles in this issue use the CPS
data to develop profiles of contingent workers
and workers in alternative arrangements, examine the wages and nonwage benefits these workers receive, and explore contingent and alternative workers’ preferences for and transitions into

their current arrangements.2 An article using
NLSY data to examine changes in wages and
hours for those who switched jobs, and the influence of life events, such as the birth of a child, on
the likelihood of later working in a full-time, parttime, or alternative employment arrangement is
also included in this issue.

Defining contingent work
The term “contingent work” was first coined by
Audrey Freedman at a 1985 conference on employment security to describe a management
technique of employing workers only when there
was an immediate and direct demand for their
services.3 Within a few years of its initial usage,
however, the term came to be applied to a wide
range of employment practices including parttime work, temporary help service employment,
employee leasing, self-employment, contracting
out, employment in the business services sector,
and home-based work. In fact, to some, virtually
any work arrangement that might differ from the
commonly perceived norm of a full-time wage
and salary job would fall under the rubric of contingent work. Although these employment practices are interesting to study in their own right,
referring to them as contingent work causes many
workers to be misclassified and many analysts to
be confused about what exactly is being described or studied.
For instance, while working part time certainly is different from working 40 hours a week
from nine to five, being part time does not in of
itself denote a contingent employment relationMonthly Labor Review
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ship. In fact, in January 1991, half of all part-time workers
aged 25 and older had been with their employer at least 3.3
years and, in February 1995, the mean years of job tenure for
part-time workers 25 and older was 6.8 years. Also, according to the February 1995 supplement, 65.8 percent of workers in the business services industry were full-time wage and
salary employees. On the other hand, some workers who are
clearly temporary, such as those who are directly hired to meet
an increase in demand during holidays, would be missed by
an analysis confined to employment in the temporary help
supply industry.
To return the focus to the transitory nature of the employment relationship and to identify a common underlying characteristic with which to classify workers, BLS in 1989 developed the following conceptual definition of contingent work:
“Contingent work is any job in which an individual does not
have an explicit or implicit contract for long-term employment.”4 In essence, a contingent worker was defined as anyone who was in a job currently structured to be of limited
duration.

Counting contingent workers
In operationalizing the BLS definition of contingent work,
several pieces of information were collected in the February
1995 supplement to the CPS from which such a transitory arrangement could be discerned. These included whether the
worker’s reported job was temporary or not expected to continue, how long the worker expected to be able to hold the
job, and how long the worker had held the job. For workers
who had a job with an intermediary, such as a temporary help
firm or a contract company, information was collected about
their employment at the place they were assigned to work by
the intermediary and about their employment with the intermediary itself.
The key factor used to determine if a job fit the conceptual
definition of contingent work was whether the job was temporary or not expected to continue. The first questions of the
supplement were:
1. Some people are in temporary jobs that last only for a
limited time or until the completion of a project. Is your
job temporary?
2. Provided the economy does not change and your job performance is adequate, can you continue to work for your
current employer as long as you wish? 5
Respondents who answered “yes” to the first question, or
“no” to the second, were then asked a series of questions to
distinguish people who were in temporary jobs from those
who, for personal reasons, were temporarily holding jobs that
offered the opportunity of ongoing employment. For example,
4

Monthly Labor Review

October 1996

college students working part time in fast-food restaurants
during their summer vacations might view these jobs as temporary, because they intend to leave them at the conclusion
of their vacations. The jobs themselves, however, would continue to be filled by other workers once they left, and thus the
jobs would not be contingent.
Jobs were defined as being short term or temporary if the
worker was working only until the completion of a specific
project, was temporarily replacing another worker, was hired
for a fixed time period, was filling a seasonal job that was
available only during certain times of the year, or if other
business conditions dictated that the job was short term. Individuals who expected to work at their current job for a year
or less for personal reasons, such as returning to school, retiring, or obtaining another job, were asked if they could continue working at their jobs were it not for these personal reasons. If the job could not have continued, these workers also
were classified as having a temporary job.
In addition to being asked whether they perceived of
their jobs as temporary or not lasting as long as they might
have wished, respondents also were asked how long they expected to stay in their current jobs and how long they had
been with their current employer. The rationale for asking
how long an individual expected to remain in his or her current job was that being able to hold a job for a year or more
could be taken as evidence of at least an implicit contract for
ongoing employment. In other words, the employer’s need
for the worker’s services is not likely to evaporate tomorrow.
By the same token, the information on how long a worker
had been with an employer indicates whether a job has been
ongoing. Having remained with an employer for more than a
year may be taken as evidence that, at least in the past, there
was an explicit or implicit contract for continuing employment. Exhibit 1 contains the questions respondents were actually asked and indicates the path wage and salary employees could have taken through the first part of the February
1995 supplement.

T

o assess the impact of altering some of the defining factors on the estimated size of the contingent work force,
three measures of contingent employment were developed.
Under estimate 1, which is the narrowest, contingent workers were defined as wage and salary workers who indicated
that they expected to work in their current jobs for 1 year or
less and who had worked for their current employer for 1
year or less. Self-employed workers, both incorporated and
unincorporated, and independent contractors were excluded
from the count of contingent workers under estimate 1. The
rationale for their exclusion was that people who work for
themselves by definition have an ongoing employment arrangement, albeit with themselves. Individuals who worked
for temporary help firms or contract companies were consid-
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ered contingent under estimate 1 only if they expected their
employment arrangement with the temporary help or contract company to last for 1 year or less and they had worked
for that company for 1 year or less. In other words, for these
individuals, employment under estimate 1 was defined with
respect to their temporary help or contract company. Consequently, workers employed by a temporary help company were
not considered contingent if they expected to be able to stay
with their temporary help company for more than a year or
had been with that company for that amount of time, even if
the places they were assigned to work by the company changed
frequently. Under this definition, 2.7 million workers—2.2
percent of the work force—were in contingent arrangements.
Estimate 2 expands the measure of the contingent work
force by including the self-employed, both incorporated and
unincorporated, and independent contractors who expected
to be and had been in such employment arrangements for 1
year or less. (The questions asked of the self-employed were
different from those asked of wage and salary workers featured in exhibit 1.) In addition, temporary help and contract
company workers were classified as contingent under estimate 2 if they had worked and expected to work for the customers to whom they were assigned for 1 year or less. In other
words, actual and expected job tenure was measured from the
perspective of where individuals were working. For example,
consider a “temp” secretary who is sent to a different customer each week but has worked for the same temporary help
firm for more than a year and expects to be able to continue
with the temporary help firm indefinitely. Under estimate 1
this individual would not be counted as contingent, but under
estimate 2, this individual would be counted as contingent. In
contrast, a “temp” who was assigned to a single client for more
than a year and expects to be able to stay with that client for
more than a year is not counted as contingent under either
estimate. Using this definition, 3.4 million workers—2.8 percent of the work force—were in contingent arrangements.
Estimate 3, the broadest measure of contingency, removes
the 1-year requirement on both expected duration of the job
and current job tenure for wage and salary workers. Consequently, this estimate effectively includes all wage and salary
workers who do not expect their jobs to last. For instance, a
wage and salary employee who had held a job for 5 years
could be considered contingent if he or she now viewed the
job as temporary for reasons related to the structure of the
job. These conditions on expected and current tenure were
not relaxed for the self-employed and independent contractors because they were asked a different set of questions from
wage and salary workers. As in estimate 2, only the self-employed and independent contractors who had been self-employed or independent contractors for a year or less and expected to remain in such an arrangement for a year or less
were counted as contingent in the third definition. Using these
6
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criteria, there were 6.0 million contingent workers in February 1995, 4.9 percent of the work force.

Comparing CPS and previous measures
The February 1995 supplement to the CPS offered the first
comprehensive and unified measure of the number of contingent workers in the U.S. work force. Prior to the supplement,
analysts tried with only limited success to obtain a measure
of the number of contingent workers by combining data from
various sources. For example, one analyst tried to obtain an
estimate of the size of the contingent work force by adding
the number of workers in business services and a fraction of
employment in the temporary help supply industry from the
Current Employment Statistics survey to the number of selfemployed workers and workers on part-time schedules as
measured in the CPS. Using data from these various sources,
this analyst projected that between 25 percent and 30 percent
of the work force were contingent.6 However, as was argued
above, being a worker in one of these categories does not
necessarily make one contingent. Classifying workers on the
basis of characteristics that are not directly related to contingency may misclassify many individuals who are actually in
long-term, stable work arrangements. For example, using the
BLS estimates of contingency presented above, the proportion of part-time workers who were contingent in February
1995 only ranged from 5 percent to 11 percent, and of all
workers who were in business services—which would include individuals working in advertising, credit reporting and
collection, computer and data processing services, research
and development, and management consulting—only 12.8
percent were contingent under the broadest definition in the
February 1995 survey.
In addition, combining workers in various categories and
using data from different sources resulted in double and even
triple counting of some workers. For instance, according to
the February 1995 CPS, one-fifth of those who worked for
temporary help firms were part-time workers and 15.1 percent of the self-employed worked part time. In addition, 11.8
percent of the self-employed were in the services industry, a
subset of the self-employed that partially overlaps those who
were working part time. Combining all these groups together
as if they were mutually exclusive artificially inflates the estimates of the number of contingent workers in the U.S. labor
force. Still, far more than the double and triple counting, the
definition of contingency as relating specifically to the permanence of the employment arrangement separates the BLS
estimates from previous ones.

Alternative work arrangements
Researchers studying the nature of employment relationships
in the United States also are interested in employees in alter-

native work arrangements. These are defined either as individuals whose employment is arranged through an employment intermediary such as a temporary help firm, or individuals whose place, time, and quantity of work are potentially unpredictable. The February 1995 CPS supplement
measures workers in four such arrangements: independent
contractors, on-call workers, workers paid by temporary help
firms, and workers whose services are provided through contract firms.7 The 1994 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth
(NLSY) identifies workers age 29 to 37 who were independent
contractors and temporary help agency employees at the time
they were interviewed or in their most recent previous job.

I

n the February 1995 CPS supplement, all individuals who
identified themselves as independent contractors, consultants, and freelance workers were classified as independent
contractors regardless of whether they were identified as wage
and salary workers or self-employed in response to the monthly
CPS labor force status questions. In asking the self-employed
if they were independent contractors, an attempt was being
made to distinguish the self-employed—both the incorporated
and unincorporated—who considered themselves to be independent contractors, consultants, or freelance workers from
those self-employed who were business operators such as shop
owners or restaurateurs. Among those identified as independent contractors, 85 percent were identified as self-employed
in the main questionnaire, while 15 percent were identified as
wage and salary workers.8 Conversely, about half of the selfemployed—incorporated and unincorporated combined—
identified themselves as independent contractors. Overall,
approximately 8.3 million workers were identified as independent contractors in the February 1995 CPS supplement,
which is equivalent to 6.7 percent of total employment.
In the NLSY, 2.0 percent of those who were interviewed
were identified as independent contractors or consultants. The
CPS estimate for those 29 to 37 years old, the equivalent age
group to the NLSY, was 6.2 percent in February 1995. The
difference between these estimates is probably due to differences in the questions, differences in relative sample sizes,
the extended time frame over which the NLSY data were collected as opposed to the single month in which the CPS data
were collected, and other survey differences. For example, in
the NLSY all individuals in alternative work arrangements were
identified through the question: “Are you a regular employee
at this job, do you consider yourself a temp worker, a consultant, or contractor, or are you an employee of a contractor? By
‘THIS JOB,’ we mean the one you are actually doing the work
for NOT a temporary agency or a consulting or contracting
firm that may have sent you there at first.” In the CPS, wage
and salary workers were identified as independent contractors through the question: “Last week, were you working as
an independent contractor, an independent consultant, or a
freelance worker? That is, someone who obtains customers

on their own to provide a product or service?,” while those
identified as self-employed in the main CPS were asked: “Are
you self-employed as an independent contractor, independent
consultant, freelance worker, or something else such as a shop
or restaurant owner?”
Another difference is that CPS data were collected for the
job held during the week of February 12th to 18th, 1995. The
majority of NLSY data were collected for jobs held during the
time period from June to October 1994, although some of the
information collected referred to jobs that had ended sometime in 1993. Finally, the CPS collects data for approximately
120,000 individuals per month. In February 1995, information was collected for 20,324 individuals between the ages of
29 to 37.9 The NLSY sample consists of 8,891 respondents
including an oversample of blacks and Hispanics. NLSY respondents were first interviewed in 1979 and, by and large,
have been interviewed once a year since.
After independent contractors, the next largest group of
workers in alternative work arrangements as measured by the
CPS was on-call workers. On-call workers are individuals who
are called into work only when needed. Examples of on-call
workers are substitute teachers, nurses, and construction workers hired through union hiring halls. Individuals with regularly scheduled work, which might include periods of being
“on call” to perform work at unusual hours, such as medical
residents, should not be classified as on-call workers. In the
CPS, on-call workers were identified through the following
question: “Some people are in a pool of workers who are ONLY
called to work as needed, although they can be scheduled to
work for several days or weeks in a row, for example substitute teachers, and construction workers supplied by a union
hiring hall. These people are sometimes referred to as ONCALL workers. Were you an ON-CALL worker last week?”
Through this question, 1.6 percent of the employed in February 1995, or 2.0 million workers, were identified as on-call
workers.

P

erhaps the group of workers in alternative arrangements
that has received the most attention is temporary help service workers.10 In the February CPS, temporary help agency
workers were identified through two questions. Individuals
who said their jobs were temporary were asked: “Are you
paid by a temporary help agency?” Those who did not say
that their jobs were temporary were asked: “Even though you
told me your job is not temporary, were you paid by a temporary help agency?” The latter question was added to capture
individuals who did not consider their jobs to be temporary
even though their employment was arranged through a temporary help firm. Approximately 20 percent of those who said
that they were paid by temporary help agencies did not identify their jobs as being temporary or jobs at which they could
not stay as long as they wished. The phrase “paid by a temporary help agency” was used to avoid confusion caused by the
Monthly Labor Review
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phrases “work for”and “employed by” Table 1.
Employed workers with alternative arrangements by contingent and
among individuals who considered
noncontingent employment, February 1995
their employers to be the client to whom
Contingent workers
they were assigned rather than the temNonporary help agency. It is interesting to
Total
Alternative
contingent
(thousands)
arrangements
note that in response to the main CPS
workers 1
Estimate 1
Estimate 2 Estimate 3
questions: “Were you employed by
government, by a private company, a
Independent contractor ............
8,309
(2)
3.8
3.8
96.2
non-profit organization, or were you
On-call workers ........................
1,968
17.6
18.0
35.2
64.8
self-employed?” and subsequent indusTemporary help agency
workers ...................................
1,181
39.4
48.0
66.5
33.5
try questions, approximately 56 percent
Workers provided by
of the temporary help workers identicontract firms ..........................
652
7.7
11.7
19.8
80.2
Workers with non-alternative
fied in the supplement provided infor111,052
1.6
1.8
3.6
96.4
arrangements3 ........................
mation related to their customers rather
1
than the temporary help firm.11 Using
Noncontingent workers are those who do not fall into any estimate of “contingent” workers.
2
Independent contractors, as well as the self-employed, are excluded from estimate 1.
these questions, 1.2 million workers
3
Workers with non-alternative arrangements are those who do not fall into any of the “alternative arwere identified as temporary help
rangements” categories.
agency workers in February 1995, or
NOTE: Detail by type of arrangement may not sum to totals because a small number of workers may be
both “on call” and provided by contract firms. Also, detail may not sum to totals due to rounding.
approximately 1.0 percent of all those
employed.12
In the NLSY, after the initial question, unstructured followhave been in existence for decades. The ranks of independent
up probing was conducted by the interviewers to determine
contractors include construction workers and farm hands
whether individuals who identified themselves as “temp
working in arrangements that have evolved little in the last
workers” were employed by a temporary help agency. NLSY
century. On-call workers include substitute teachers, regisestimates indicate that approximately 0.9 percent of the emtered nurses, and performance artists, three other relatively
old professions in which the manner of obtaining work has
ployed in the relevant age groups were temporary help agency
changed relatively little. On the other hand, temporary help
workers, whereas for the same age group, the CPS estimates
agencies only trace their widespread existence in the United
indicate that, in February 1995, 1.1 percent of the employed
States to shortly after World War II.14 There also is evidence
were temporary help agency workers. Again, differences between CPS estimates and NLSY estimates are probably due to
that the provision of employees to fulfill the administrative
differences in the time frame over which questions were
or business needs of other companies is a spreading phenomasked,13 and wording differences, along with other sample
enon.15 Consequently, given the diversity of the origin and
and methodological differences.
length of time the various alternative arrangements have been
The final group of workers identified as being in an alterin place, it would be inaccurate to automatically ascribe the
native arrangement were contract company workers. In the
existence of each of these arrangements to evolving labor
February CPS supplement, to be identified as a contract commarkets.
pany worker an individual had to usually have only one customer and usually work at the customer’s worksite. The last
AS NOTED ABOVE, not all workers in alternative work arrangetwo requirements were imposed to avoid classifying as conments meet the definition of being contingent, and not all
tract workers individuals who worked for companies that
contingent workers were in alternative work arrangements.
obtained contracts to carry out work assignments such as adTable 1 presents the proportion of workers in the various alvertising agencies, military equipment manufacturers, lawternative work arrangements who were contingent. Under the
yers, or employees of economic “think tanks.” Rather, the
broadest estimate of contingency (estimate 3), the majority
intent was to identify individuals whose employment could
of employees of temporary help firms were in contingent jobs
be said to be intermediated through a contract company. Usand a substantial proportion of on-call workers were contining these criteria, there were 652,000 workers identified as
gent. However, only about 20 percent of contract company
contract company employees in February 1995, or 0.5 perworkers and 4 percent of independent contractors were
cent of the employed.
contingent.
It is important to note that, although interest in workers in
Looking at the data another way, independent contractors,
alternative arrangements is relatively recent and there has
on-call workers, temporary help workers, and contract combeen a dearth of data to quantify the number of workers in
pany workers who were also contingent accounted for only
these arrangements, some of these alternative arrangements
31.2 percent of all contingent workers under the broadest es8
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timate. It does not necessarily follow that a firm’s use of workers in alternative arrangements matches one for one the number of workers in contingent arrangements or automatically
shifts the job tenure distribution toward the lower end. Individuals in alternative arrangements such as contract company
workers, independent contractors, and on-call workers, instead of developing a stable relationship with the firms for
which they are providing services, could instead be developing stable relationships with the contract company or the occupation inherent in their employment arrangement.
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