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Abstract 

Contingent workers fulfill valuable needs and have been shown to function as knowledge 
resources for organizations. Despite this, the literature suggests that a difference in treatment 
exists between contingent and standard workers in terms of their onboarding, pay for 
performance, and training and development within organizations. This paper presents an 
empirically testable framework that makes the argument for a shift in HR strategies that will 
allow for equality in treatment between standard and contingent workers within organizations.  

Introduction 

The American workforce has undergone significant changes over the past two decades. 
Increasing global competition and rising costs have forced organizations to modify their labor 
relationships in order to respond to changing market conditions (Broschak, Davis-Blake, & 
Block, 2008; Polivka & Nardone, 1989; Yang, 2012). One of these modifications has been the 
increase of contingent workers as part of organizational employment pools. Research on 
contingent workers began appearing in the literature during the 1980s. These workers are 
“employed because a company has an increased demand for a particular service or product or 
technology at a particular place at a specific time” (Freedman, 1988, p.1).  Despite the consensus 
among researchers and practitioners on the need that contingent workers fill (Boyce Ryan, Inus, 
& Morgenson, 2007; Burgess & Connell, 2006; Davis-Blake, Broschak, & George, 2003), there 
is evidence regarding the negative impact that the employment of these workers has on attitudes 
and work behaviors within organizations. A major source of these issues is attributed to the 
difference in treatment between contingent workers and standard employees (Boyce, Ryan, Imus, 
& Morgensen, 2007; Broschak, Davis-Blake, & Block, 2008; Padavic, 2005; Williams, 1989).  
 

Research Problem 
 

Research suggests that the difference in treatment between contingent workers and 
standard workers within an organization can have powerful consequences on employee 
relationships. These consequences include perceptions of job security threat (von Hippel, 2006; 
von Hippel & Kalokerinos, 2012), lack of knowledge sharing between contingent and standard 
workers (Yang, 2012), and low organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB) (Van Dyne & Ang, 
1998). As discussed, prior research has extensively studied the difference in treatment between 
contingent workers and standard employees within organizations. However, research on the 
impact that this difference has made on human resources (HR) strategies is lacking.  Ashford, 
George and Platt (2007) argue that new theories and frameworks specifically aimed at non-
standard workers are necessary because of the extreme differences in the workforce over the past 
few decades. The establishment of these new theories and frameworks for the evolving 



workforce is especially critical for HR professionals because they often own the task of 
providing strategic guidance on human capital issues. Thus, there is a need to examine how 
organizations should alter their HR strategies related to contingent workers. 

 The purpose of this research is to offer a framework that argues for a shift in HR 
treatment towards contingent workers. Using Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954) and 
Stigma Theory (Goffman, 1963), we examined the literature in three key areas of divergence in 
treatment: onboarding, pay for performance, and training and development. This led to the 
creation of a framework with empirically testable hypotheses. Finally, implications for HR 
professionals regarding ways to successfully integrate contingent workers are explored and 
future research streams are recommended. 

 
Contingent Workers Defined 

 
 Contingent employment was first defined by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics in 1989 
as “any job in which an individual does not have an explicit or implicit contract for long-term 
employment” (as cited in Szabó & Négyesi, 2005; BLS, 2005). Connelly and Gallagher (2004) 
distinguished between four forms of contingent work: temporary staffing agencies, independent 
contractors, direct-hires, and seasonal employees. Because the term contingent worker is an 
omnibus term used to cover several employment arrangements, there are several terms associated 
with contingent workers found in the literature. Broschak, Davis-Black and Block (2008) use the 
term nonstandard employee to distinguish between those workers that are hired directly by the 
organization and those who are hired for a contracted period of time. Burgess and Connell (2006) 
use the term temporary worker in their article discussing HRM challenges in supporting 
organizations who employee short term contracted workers. Despite the differing terms, one 
commonality that exists between these studies is the assertion that different treatment between 
contingent and standard employees can lead to detachment with the organization where they 
work. Burgess and Connell (2006) attribute lack of access to training, career development and 
organizational identification as the main areas that these differences in treatment occur.  

To avoid terminology confusion, this study, defines contingent workers as “self-
employed individuals who sell their services to client organizations on a fixed-term or a project 
basis” (Connelly & Gallagher, 2004, p. 961). This definition covers contingent workers who are 
full-time, part-time, direct hired, temporary and agency placed to fulfill a pre-determined need 
within an organization. 

 
Literature Review 

 
Research Methodology 

A review of the literature was conducted using Torraco’s (2005) integrative review 
method. Because HR strategies for contingent workers is an emergent topic, the goal of this 
literature review was to present a holistic synthesis of the literature to date that would support a 
new framework for future research. Peer-reviewed articles were collected from several databases 
including Google Scholar, EBSCO, ERIC and ProQuest. 57 articles resulted from the search 
using the date range of January 1989 – October 2012 and combinations of the search terms 
contingent workers, contingent employees, HR strategies, social comparison, stigma and 
challenges. Abstracts for these 57 articles were reviewed to determine if they discussed 
organizational challenges with contingent workers, social comparison or social stigma though the 



organizational lens and/or HR strategies related to contingent workers. 31 articles met these 
criteria and were used to formulate key ideas and themes related to our framework.  
 
Social Stigma Theory 
 Goffman (1963) introduced social stigma as a construct to examine how certain 
perceptions and biases arise, and the impact that these perceptions and biases have on the 
stigmatized person in society. When a person is stigmatized, they are reduced “from a whole 
usual person to a tainted and discounted one” (Goffman, 1963, p. 3). Social stigma has 
traditionally been used to examine relationships among populations in the scientific realm 
(Byrne, 2000; Herek. 1999). However, in recent years, this theory has been examined in the 
organizational context (Yang et al. 2007). In Yang’s (2012) study, stigma was examined in the 
context of moral and social decision-making. The study concluded that stigmas threaten core 
tenants for human beings, but these areas can be changed with anti-stigma intervention. Because 
social stigma theory can help explain how those with a stigma are treated with bias, it is an 
appropriate lens to examine contingent workers.  
 
Social Comparison Theory 
 Festinger (1954) introduced social comparison theory as a method that individuals use to 
determine perceived fairness. Social comparison drives self-evaluation and the need to compare 
one’s own personal skills against others in a similar environment. In cases where the comparison 
results in extreme divergence, the need for comparison decreases because the evaluator feels that 
there is no commonality. For example, a professor who is established in his field will not 
compare themselves to a first year graduate student who is just entering the field. Although this 
may seem unimportant, in the case of contingent and standard workers it is a key point of 
divergence. These perceived differences can lead standard workers to devalue the output and 
worth of contingent workers because they simply do not believe they have comparable skills and 
abilities. Additionally, this could lead to invisible silos and a lack of teamwork which could be 
counterproductive to the original reason that the contingent workers were hired. 
 Cuyper et al. (2007) reviewed outcomes between contingent and standard workers based 
on social contracts with organizations. The researchers found that contingent workers who felt 
they were not receiving the outcomes they deserved or that their role had a stigma attached to it 
could develop unfavorable attitudes towards and perform more poorly than standard employees. 
For these reasons, bias towards contingent workers must be explored and HR employees must 
consider moving towards more equality in treatment of this workgroup. 
  
Contingent Worker Advantages and Disadvantages 
 Van Dyne and Ang (1998) suggested that contingent workers perform only the required 
duties and demonstrate low organizational citizenship behavior because of the perceived 
difference in treatment between them and permanent workers. Burgess and Connell (2006) 
furthered this research by examining how the differences in treatment between contingent and 
permanent workers could lead to tension within the firm. In their study, both integration and 
separation strategies for the employment of contingent workers were empirically examined. Both 
strategy types posed issues and risks for the organization, but while integration strategies reduced 
flexibility, the quality of work produced by contingent workers increased. An increase in quality 
of work is a positive impact and suggests that a shift toward integration and equality in HR 
practices is needed. 



Pfeffer (1994) concluded that “the biggest disadvantage of contingent employment 
arrangements is the difficulty in obtaining loyalty, dedication, or willingness to expend extra 
effort on behalf of the organization” (p. 24). In addition, having a contingent pool does not align 
with the needs for training and development, which can result in the lack of company-specific 
skills and a poorly trained contingent workforce. According to the US BLS, 7.4% of the U.S. 
workforce is comprised of self-employed or wage or salary-earning independent contractors, 
independent consultants, or freelance workers (as cited by Way et al., 2010). Using contingent 
workers may result in a negative effect on standard employee employment security, POS, 
commitment, loyalty, and retention (Davis-Blake, Broshack, & George, 2003; Wilkin, 2012). 
According to Way et al. (2010), using contingent workers to decrease labor costs may result in 
increased absenteeism and turnover of regular employees. Therefore, managers must clearly 
communicate the reasons for using contingent workers to regular employees to lessen concerns 
about job security. To minimize this disadvantage, HR must consider was to effectively integrate 
contingent workers into their permanent work pool. It is acknowledged that this integration 
presents a challenge to the HR field but the resulting benefits in dedication and work effort are 
expected to be seen immediately upon implementation of these changes. 
 

Contingent Worker Integration Framework and Hypotheses 
 

One of the key responsibilities for HR employees is the management of human capital. 
Having a contingent workforce allows organizations to implement strategic changes more 
rapidly and efficiently; nevertheless, they must be hired in peripheral jobs instead of core 
functions (Hitt et al., 1998). Supporting this view, Pfeffer (1994) recommended that careful 
decisions are made on whether people would be the source of competitive advantage and 
determining the appropriate tasks for their roles. Based on this assertion, this section of the 
article presents key tenants used to create the framework and summarizes the relationship to the 
three identified variables: onboarding, pay for performance and training and development.  
 
Onboarding 

Investment in permanent employees begins immediately upon hire. Most organizations 
have an onboarding process in place designed to orient new employees (D’Azurio, 2007). The 
onboarding process is a “holistic approach combining people, process and technology to 
optimize the impact a new hire has on the organization with an emphasis on both effectiveness 
and efficiency” (Frear, 2007, p. 4). Research on onboarding for contract workers is limited, but 
suggests that this group is not afforded the same integration efforts when joining an organization 
(Padvic, 2005). Onboarding is important because it introduces workers to the culture and 
expectations of the firm. It also provides an informal contract and sense of work stability 
between the employee and the firm. Contract workers fulfill a specific need at a point in time and 
their work represents the organization to the public. As such, they must align with the company’s 
established mission, values, and goals. Thus it is hypothesized that: 

 
H1: Lack of equivalent onboarding strategies between contingent and standard workers 
will result in low company culture knowledge for contingent workers. 

Pay for Performance 
Pay, money received for work or services completed, is a central component of HR 

strategy.  Studies that examine pay structures between temporary and permanent workers show a 



difference in benefits and pay for performance (Hipple & Stewart, 1996; Allan & Sienko, 1997; 
Lautsch, 2003). This trend was seen early in the literature from a BLS study that demonstrated a 
difference of $3.72 per hour between permanent and contract workers who performed the same 
role (Williams, 1989). Additionally, these workers are not typically given company benefits, 
which further widens the gap in pay. In a study of the petrochemical industry, contract workers 
received 60 % less pay for performing the same work as permanent employees (Kochan, Smith, 
Wells & Rebitzer, 1994).  

In recent years, this gap in pay has closed and in some cases, contingent workers are paid 
a higher rate of pay than contingent workers. This shift relates to the fact that in the past, 
contingent workers were more likely to be hired for low-skill roles like construction and 
extraction occupations (Way, Lepak, Fay & Thacker, 2010). In today’s work environment, roles 
for contingent workers are more frequently in the areas of IT and managerial positions 
(Frauenhein, 2012).  Each of these studies demonstrated that differences in pay resulted in 
negative ramifications for the organization. Regardless of whether the pay rate is more favorable 
to contingent or standard workers, these findings should not be ignored by HR. Pay structures are 
frequently explored by organizations because negative feelings related to pay can lead to a 
difference in work output by employees. Thus, HR strategies must consider moving towards a 
more equality-based approach in pay structures for contingent workers. We assert that the payoff 
of higher commitment and increased quality of work are solid reasons to support the change in 
treatment. For this reason it is hypothesized that: 
 

H2: Contingent workers who receive less pay for the same role will exhibit low 
organizational commitment. Likewise, if this is reversed and contingent workers receive 
higher wages than standard workers for the same role, disruption in cohesion between 
these work groups will arise. 

 
Training and Development 

In today’s challenging economic environment, organizations increasingly rely on 
building and creating knowledge as a competitive advantage against their competition (Huber, 
1991; Nonaka, 1994; Stinchcombe, 1990). Organizations must be able to create knowledge from 
within and outside their boundaries through acquisitions, partnerships, strategic alliances and 
contingent work (Matusik & Hill, 1998). Training is one way that knowledge is created and 
disseminated throughout organizations. Training has also been shown to increase both affective 
commitment and organizational commitment, but it is often reserved for standard workers only 
(Chambel & Sobral, 2011). Chambel and Sobral (2011) argue that when contingent workers are 
allowed to participate in training activities, they tend to perceive higher organizational support, 
which leads to increased loyalty.  

Both Chambel and Sobral (2011) and Matusik (1998) successfully argued that contingent 
workers are a source of knowledge for organizations and that training is a major source for 
obtaining this knowledge. Stigmas and social comparison barriers can hinder the ability for 
sharing post-class. Therefore it is hypothesized that: 

 
H3: Knowledge sharing between contingent and standard workers is low in 
organizations where contingent workers are not included in training and development 
events. Additionally, contingent workers in this situation will exhibit low organizational 
commitment. 



 
Figure 1 illustrates this framework and the connections between the identified themes. 
 
 
Figure 1: Contingent Worker Integration Framework 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

International Managerial Implications and Future Research 
 

The present literature calls for research that focuses on the mechanisms and processes 
through which firms are able to create conditions conducive to the integration and combination 
of knowledge from different functional and disciplinary domains, as well as outside the 
traditional boundaries. Specifically, some scholars argue that contingent work affects an 
organization’s abilities to accumulate knowledge, create value, and establish competitive 
advantage (Matusik & Hill, 1998). To address these concerns, future research is necessary in a 
few key areas.  First, research on onboarding practices for contingent workers is needed because 
onboarding has been shown to increase organizational commitment among employees. In today’s 
environment, contingent workers are often placed directly into the work environment without the 
benefit of learning about cultural aspects of the organization. This onboarding is necessary to 
enhance knowledge of organizational goals and create cohesiveness between contingent and 
standard workers. Second, future research is needed to understand all human resource practices 
related to the contingent workforce. This paper has examined three key areas, but further 
examination in to organizational practices is necessary to create a holistic view. Finally, future 
research should test the framework put forth in this paper. Testing is necessary to operationalize 
the model so that further insight into organizational dynamics that affect contingent workers can 
be examined. 



Conclusion 

The various forms of contingent work arrangements differ in both contractual provisions 
and contextual factors (Connelly & Gallagher, 2004). Because contingent workers use their skills 
in numerous organizational settings, their depth of knowledge about public skills (e.g. industry 
and occupational best practices) is more developed than traditional employees (Matusik & Hill, 
1998). This research furthers that argument by asserting that a difference in treatment can act as 
a barrier to the sharing of knowledge between permanent and contingent workers in the 
organization. To overcome this barrier, HR structures that directly lead to this difference in 
treatment must be shifted if organizations are to maximize these workers. Morrow (1993) 
suggests that firms perceive contingent work as just, if not, more valuable than traditional 
resources of the organization. Thus, our goal is to make a contribution to the literature by 
formally addressing the need for HR to onboard, develop and pay their contingent workers 
equally in order to effectively and efficiently maximize their knowledge, which is relevant to 
both theory and application. To do so, examination of current practices and an understanding of 
current attitudes and work behaviors between contingent and standard workers is the first step. 
Initially, this may be a huge undertaking by HR employees, but as research suggests, the long 
term payoff can be a more cohesive workgroup and employees who are highly committed to the 
organization regardless of their work classification. 
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