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Abstract 
 

Purpose: Temporary agency workers (TAWs) have been considered workers that live 
employment conditions that facilitate high strain. In this study we considered that this 
situation is not inevitable and depends from the opportunity to have positive experiences in 
the professional context. This paper aims to propose that perceptions of the system of HRM 
practices are positively related with work engagement, which in turn, is positively related 
with context free well-being. Design/methodology/approach: These hypotheses were tested 
with two samples of TAWs, from Portugal (N=241) and from Brazil (N=228), that were 
contracted by the same international agency. Data were analyzed with multiple group 
analysis. Findings: Results confirmed that in both the Portuguese and the Brazilian samples 
the system of HRM practices relates positively with TAWs context free well-being and their 
work engagement mediates this relationship. However, we also verified that the relationship 
between engagement and satisfaction with life was stronger for Portuguese than for Brazilian 
TAWs. Practical implications: An important implication of this research is that agency 
should assume that HRM practices are an investment with return from TAWs because were 
positively related to their well-being.  

 
Introduction 

 
Temporary agency work is a category of temporary employment arrangements that is 

characterized like the others by limited duration but has the specificity of a triangular 
employment relation that include the worker, the agency – the company that contract he or 
she – and the client – the company where he/she develops his/her diary professional activity 
(Kalleberg, 2000). Forty six million people worked as agency workers and 12.4 million 
agency workers were employed daily in 2011. The USA employs the largest number of 
agency workers with 12.9 million people gaining employment through agency work each 
year, followed by Brazil [12.3 million]. Europe employs 10.4 million people in agency work 
each year, and in Portugal, like the average in European Countries, temporary agency 
employment represents 1.6% of the rate of employment (CIETT, 2013).  

Many studies focused on the effects of temporary employment on the workers’ well-
being and considered that many stressors were exacerbated in this situation conducting to 
higher strain and poor health (De Cuyper, et al., 2008). Particularly, temporary workers 
agency workers (TAWs) have more unstable and insecure work arrangements, carrying 
higher risks of unemployment, sometimes have erosion of income, deficient benefits and on-
the-job-training, lack of prospects for promotion, and are exposure to hazardous work 
conditions that can damage their health and well-being (Benach, et al., 2000; Kompier, et al., 
2009; Sverke, et al., 2002; Virtanen, et al., 2003). However, not all TAWs necessarily show 
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poor well-being and health because its may depend on the social and environmental context 
(Virtanen, et al., 2005). TAWs can have positive experiences in their professional contexts 
and show positive results (Burgess and Connell, 2006; Mitlacher, 2008). 

The objective of this research is to investigate a positive result of TAWs, namely their 
work engagement. First, we investigate whether the perceptions of TAWs regarding human 
resource management (HRM) practices receive plays a crucial role in explaining their work 
engagement. We expect that TAWs who consider that the HRM practices receive facilitate to 
obtain their goals and satisfy their necessities to be those that display the highest work 
engagement. Second, we analyze the relationship of this psychological state and TAWs 
general well-being. We also expect TAWs who have more engagement to be those who 
experience higher context free well-being, namely higher satisfaction with life and higher 
perception of health. Third, we consider that engagement is a mechanism that explains the 
relationship of perception of organizational resources and workers’ context free well-being 
(Parzefall and Hakanen, 2010). Going one step further, we also expect these relationships 
occur in Portugal and Brazil.  

 
Literature Review and Hypotheses 

 
TAWs’ Engagement and HRM Practices 

Work engagement is defined as ‘‘positive, fulfilling, and work-related state of mind 
that is characterized by vigor, dedication and absorption’’ (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004, p. 
295). Vigor is characterized by high levels of energy while working, which is conveyed 
through strong effort and persistence. Dedication is characterized by a sense of significance, 
enthusiasm, and inspiration. Absorption is characterized by being fully concentrated and with 
intrinsic enjoyment. 

Indeed, engagement implies a high level of energy and involvement with work and is 
dependent on the resources one obtains in one’s work context (Demerouti, et al., 2001; 
Schaufeli and Salanova, 2007), namely the resources which have a high potential in the 
promotion of motivation and well-being at work (Salanova and Schaufeli, 2008). In fact, 
researchers have been explored a large number of potential causes of engagement and 
according the meta-analysis performed by Halbesleben (2010), all of the studies suggested 
that job resources should increase work engagement. As a result the HRM practices might be 
related to engagement as the inducements provided by it fulfill the TAWs needs for esteem, 
approval, and emotional support. For example, rigorous recruitment and selection procedures 
may signal to the TAWs that the organization cares about the quality of the workers being 
hired and values them highly (Huselid, 1995). Similarly, socialization tactics allow 
newcomers to create identification with the organization’s values and norms as well as learn 
the cultural organizational perspective (Ashforth and Saks, 1996). This, in turn, helps them to 
adapt to the organizational context and to have an adequate performance (Slattery, et al., 
2006). In the same vein, provision of training that enables TAWs to develop skills and 
knowledge that promote employability, e.g. the acquisition of another work function within 
the same client organization or another organization within the market, fosters the perception 
of the work environment as being supportive (Finegold, et al., 2005; Forrier and Sels, 2003). 
Finally, those approaches in conjunction with a performance appraisal that is considered clear 
and fair, is clear indicator that the organization demonstrates concern with workers. These 
practices represent an organizational investment in employees and underscore their value 
within the organization (Takeuchi, et al., 2007). Thus, when the HRM practices provides 
these types of inducements the TAW perceives him/herself as having available job resources 
that stimulate personal development and work motivation (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004) and, 
consequently, he/she feels more engaged (Demerouti et al., 2001). 



Hypothesis 1: The extent to which TAWs perceive that organization develops HRM 
practices is positively related with their work engagement. 

 
TAWs’ Engagement and their Context Free Well-Being 

The focus on work engagement is increasingly prevalent among practitioners as well 
as academics, because today’s organizations need employees who feel energetic and 
dedicated, i.e., who are engaged with their work (Bakker and Schaufeli, 2008). In fact, the 
advantages of engagement for organizations was confirmed in meta-analysis studies: Harter 
and colleagues demonstrated the economic benefits of business-units with high average levels 
of engagement compared to those with lower levels of engagement (Harter, et al., 2002); 
Halbesleben (2010) confirmed the positive association between engagement and positive 
outcomes at work, namely a stronger relationship between dedication and commitment and 
turnover intention. However, work engagement may not only offer organizations a 
competitive advantage, but also benefit the worker (Bakker, et al., 2008). In fact, this positive 
psychological state at work may relates with the individual’s context free well-being because 
workers with high engagement are active and energetic which fosters the mobilization of 
resources even in challenging conditions and protect them from strain and it health negative 
consequences (Salanova, et al., 2010). Thus, engagement has the potential to promote the 
quality of life, a state of overall satisfaction derived from the realization of his/her potential, 
that include health and satisfaction with life (Hakanen and Schaufeli, 2012).  

Hypothesis 2:TAWs engagement relates positively with their context free well-being, 
namely with their perception of health (2a) and with their satisfaction with life (2b). 
 
TAWs’ Engagement Mediate Role 

While empirical research specifically on the impact of HRM practices on workers’ 
free context well-being is to-date inexistent, we could considered that when workers perceive 
these organization actions are both appropriate and useful to them because their needs and 
expectations are met (Hannah and Iverson, 2004; Kinnie, et al., 2005), they have higher 
motivation (Huselid, 1995) that is “functional” to promotes their well-being (Ryan and Deci 
2000). Parzefall and Hakanen (2010) suggested that when the organization actions fulfill the 
obligation to provide resources that will bring a high potential in the promotion of workers’ 
intrinsic motivation and well-being (Hui, et al., 2004) promoted these results in their 
employees. In fact, these authors suggested that were workers that perceived that organization 
fulfillment it obligation toward them, those that had the highest mental health. We consider 
that like the promises included in the psychological contract, as we previously presented, the 
HRM practices also triggered inducements that being responsive to TAWs objectives and 
needs and consequently, also have this potential to related positively with their well-being. In 
this study we are therefore interested in examining the potential relationship of perceived 
HRM practices as a form of resource specifically with TAWs context free well-being, namely 
their perception of health and satisfaction with life. 

However, the job demand resource (JDR) model highlighted the role of work 
engagement as a mechanism through which job resources exert their positive relationship on 
motivational outcomes or on employee well-being (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007; Demerouti 
et al. 2001; Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004). Thus we argue that the positive relationship 
between HRM practices and TAWs’ context free well-being occur through work engagement. 

Hypothesis 3: Work engagement fully mediates the positive relationship between 
TAWs percive that organization develops HRM practices and their context free well-being, 
namely their perception of health (3a) and their satisfaction of life (3b). 
  



Methods 
Samples and Procedure 

The research for this study was conducted with two samples from the same 
international agency work company, the first from Portugal (N=241) and the second from 
Brazil (N=228). The two samples included temporary agency workers from different sectors. 
In the two sample temporary agency workers were primarily female employees, had an 
average age proximal of 30 years, about half had a high school degree and previously were 
unemployed and the majority work in this agency less than a year.  

In two countries all of the participants participated voluntarily. All the respondents 
completed the survey anonymously and were assured by the researcher that their responses 
would remain confidential. 

 
Measures 

HRM practices. The scales of HRM practices developed by Lepak and Snell’s (2002) 
and Takeuchi and collaborators (Takeuchi et al., 2007) and prior training (Chambel and 
Castanheira, 2012) and socialization (Slattery, et al., 2006) scales developed with TAWs 
were selected as the basis for adapting and developing an initial pool of 34 items that covered 
the most representative HRM practices. Both company CEO read the questionnaire and 
checked for any ambiguous or unfamiliar items. These managers also examined whether it 
covered the most important aspects of HRM practices at the respective company. Based on 
their feedback some items were eliminated because they were either redundant or inadequate 
in this specific context. Thus, the research team kept a final pool of 17 items for the HRM 
practices measure that were selected by both CEO. The seventeen items evaluated the 
following parameters: staffing, socialization, training, and performance appraisal. All items 
were scored in a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 

The resulting 17-item scale had reliability of .94 for Portuguese workers and of .93 for 
Brazilian workers. These alphas were comparable to the one that Lepak and Snell (2002) 
obtained for their HR system scale (.89) and the one that Takeushi and collaborators 
(Takeushi et al., 2007) obtained for their HR system scale (.90). 

Engagement. We measured the vigor, dedication and absorption dimensions of Work 
Engagement by using the shortened version of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (nine 
items) (Schaufeli, Bakker and Salanova, 2006). Vigor was 3 items (Portuguese workers: 
Cronbach’s alpha = .91; Brazilian workers: Cronbach’s alpha = .87); dedication was 3 items 
(Portuguese workers: Cronbach’s alpha = .88; Brazilian workers: Cronbach’s alpha = .82); 
absorption was 3 items (Portuguese workers: Cronbach’s alpha = .76; Brazilian workers: 
Cronbach’s alpha = .72). The participants answered the questionnaire items using a 7-value 
Likert scale, ranging from 0 (never/nothing) to 6 (always, everyday). 
 Context free Well-being. We measured TAWs’ context free well-being with the 
assessment of Satisfaction with Life and Perceptions of Health.  Satisfaction with Life was 
assessed with the scale developed by Diener, Emmons, Larsen, and Griffin, (1985), that was 
a 5-Item Scale were scored on a seven-point rating scale from (1) (totally disagree) to (7) 
(totally agree) (Portuguese workers: Cronbach’s alpha = .88; Brazilian workers: Cronbach’s 
alpha = .82). The Health Perceptions Questionnaire developed by Ware, Davies-Avery and 
Donald (1978) was used to assess Perceptions of Health. The scale was composed of four-
items were scored on a five-point rating scale from (1) (definitively false) to (5) (definitively 
true) (Portuguese workers: Cronbach’s alpha = .89; Brazilian workers: Cronbach’s alpha = 
.86). 
  



 
Results 

 
Measurement Models and Descriptive Analysis 

In order to control for common method variance and to establish discriminative 
validity a prior test of the measurement model was conducted (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The 
one factor model exhibited poor fit to the data across samples. The Four-factor model 
obtained an acceptable fit across samples, and all standardized regressions coefficients were 
significant at the 0.01 level. Furthermore, in both samples the four-factor model fitted the 
data significantly better than the one-factor model. These analyses showed that across 
samples the factor structures of the research variables were consistent with the conceptual 
model and also that the manifest variables loaded on the latent variables, as intended. 

 
Structural Models 

The full-mediation model, fitted well the data across samples (Portuguese sample: 
χ2(437) = 954.60, p < .001; SRMR = .07; IFI = .90; CFI = .90, RMSEA = .07; and Brazilian 
sample: χ2(437) =660.83, p <.001; SRMR = .05; IFI = .94; CFI = .94, RMSEA = .05). We 
then tested an alternative partial-mediation model with paths from HRM practices to 
satisfaction with life and to perceptions of health. These models also provided an acceptable 
fit both in the Portuguese and Brazilian samples (Portuguese sample: χ2(435) = 952.49, p < 
.001; SRMR = .07; IFI = .90; CFI = .90, RMSEA = .07; and Brazilian sample: χ2(435) = 
658.36, p <.001; SRMR = .05; IFI = .94; CFI = .94, RMSEA = .05). However, this partial-
mediation model did not fit the data significantly better than the full-mediation model 
(Portuguese sample: Δχ2(2) = 2.11, n.s.; Brazilian sample: Δχ2(2) = 2.47, n.s). 

The full-mediation model was then tested in a multiple group analyses (Baseline 
Model), and showed a good fit (χ2(874) = 1615.43, p < .001; SRMR = .05; IFI = .92; CFI = 
.92, RMSEA = .04). The full-constrained model showed a poor fit (χ2(965) = 2293.88, p < 
.001; SRMR = .06; IFI = .85; CFI = .85, RMSEA = .05). The constrained model was 
significantly worse than the baseline model (Δχ2(91) = 678.45, p< .001), meaning that 
equality constraints did not hold across samples. Finally, we performed subsequent iterative 
tests to inspect the location of invariance across samples. Our final model exhibited a good fit 
to the data (χ2(888) = 1635.58, p < .001; SRMR = .05; IFI = .92 ; CFI = .92, RMSEA = .04), 
non-significantly better than the baseline model (Δχ2(14) = 20.15, n.s.).  

In this final model, we found that some coefficient paths were different across 
samples and, more importantly, structural relations between the variables studied were found 
to vary across samples of Portuguese and Brazilian workers.  

In both samples of Portuguese and Brazilian workers, HRM practices were similarly 
positively related to TAWs’ engagement (β = .46, p <.01, for Portuguese workers and β = .44, 
p <.01, for Brazilian workers), the more they perceive that organization develops HRM 
practices, the more engagement they feel toward their work, thereby supporting H1.  

As expected, the results obtained support a global overview that TAWs engagement 
contributes positively to context free well-being of those workers, which provides support to 
H2. Specifically, both for Portuguese and Brazilian sample, TAWs engagement are strongly 
and similarly positively related to perceptions of health (β = .48, p <.01, for Portuguese 
workers and β = .50, p <.01, for Brazilian workers), providing support to H2a. If to another 
relationships studied we don't find differences among Portuguese and Brazilian workers, for 
the relationship between engagement and satisfaction with life, we observed that, for 
Portuguese TAWs, engagement seems contribute more to satisfaction with their life’s (β 
=.50, p<.01, contrasting to β =.35, p<.01, for Brazilian workers). However, for both samples, 



we found positive and significantly relationships between engagement and satisfaction with 
life, providing support to H2b.  

Considering the possibility of full mediation of the relationship between HRM 
practices and free well-being by work engagement, result suggest that this full mediation 
occurs to both samples, providing support to H3. Analyzing particularly the relationship 
between HRM practices and perceptions of health, we found that work engagement seems 
function as a full mediator of these relationship (for Portuguese sample: Z= 4.89, p <.01; for 
Brazilian sample: Z= 4.73, p <.01), supporting H3a. Also for the relationship between HRM 
practices and satisfaction with life, work engagement seems function as a full mediator of 
these relationship (for Portuguese sample: Z= 4.25, p <.01; for Brazilian sample: Z= 3.82, p 
<.01), supporting H3b.  

 
Discussion 

 
Work strain has been commonly studied among TAWs’ research, but results have 

proven contradictory (De Cuyper et al., 2008). This study found support that work well-
being, namely engagement, is possible with this workers if they considering that organization 
invests in valuable resources. HRM practices relate to engagement because through them 
TAWs acquire resources that fulfill their needs for esteem, approval, and emotional support. 
The resources triggered by the HRM practices include being responsive to TAWs objectives 
and well-being, demonstrating concern with their interests, recognizing their value in the 
organization, promoting potential job opportunities outside and within the organization, and 
creating of more challenging goals (Hui, et al., 2004). These results support previous 
assumptions that stated that HRM practices should entail important workers’ resources and 
increase work engagement (Schaufely and Salanova, 2007). More interesting this study also 
demonstrated that this positive psychological state at work spillover to high levels of context 
free well-being, namely higher satisfaction with life and higher perception of health (Sanz-
Vergel, et al., 2012). Went one step further this study demonstrated that work engagement is 
a mechanism that explained the relationship of perception of organizational resources and 
workers’ context free well-being (Demerouti et al., 2001; Schaufely and Bakker, 2004). HRM 
practices are interpreted by TAWs through an evaluation process, which considers whether 
these practices provides the resources they need showed the highest work well-being, which 
in turn, is related to temporary workers’ satisfaction with life and perception of health 
(Parzefall and Hakanen, 2010)  

As expected, we observed that these relationships occurred with TAWs that work in 
two different countries: Portugal and Brazil. These TAWs were contracted by the same 
international agency with similar employment conditions that, probably, contributed to these 
similar results in these two countries. However, this study showed, that engagement had a 
stronger relationship with satisfaction with life for Portuguese TAWs than for Brazilian. We 
assumed that the result could be explained by a third variable influence, the different 
unemployment rate in these two countries: Portugal proximal to 18% and Brazil proximal 
6%.  This situation may produce different employment expectative and for Portuguese with 
lower than Brazilian, when they live a positive situation at work that entails this 
psychological state of engagement, they attribute higher value of it and show higher spillover 
to their satisfaction with life, outside work. Future studies are needed in which, in addition to 
investigating the relationship between TAWs’ well-being at work and outside work, we 
would study the nature of their employment expectative and the value of this opportunity of 
temporary employment.  

Limitations 



This research has a number of limitations that need to be acknowledged. First, this 
study has a cross-sectional design and it does not allow causal relationships to be established 
among the variables. However, the hypothesized relationships were based on generally 
accepted relationships among organizational resources, engagement and workers well-being 
(Demerouti et al., 2001; Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004). Second, variables were assessed 
through self-reported data, which raises the question of results being contaminated by the 
common method variance. Nevertheless, the research was focused on workers’ perceptions 
and reactions to their employment conditions and self-reported data seemed appropriate in 
this case. Moreover, as referred to by Spector (2006), common method variance concerns 
associated with heavy reliance on self-reported data measurements may be overstated. Still, 
in order to minimize the impact of common method variance, the statistic analysis followed 
several methodological and statistical recommendations of Podsakoff et al. (2003). Third, the 
study samples were relatively small that were contracted by the same agency and the 
possibilities for generalization to other TAWs needs to be demonstrated. Moreover, the 
agency where this research was carried out had positive attitudes and developed good 
practices toward their TAWs and this condition may have been directly related to their well-
being. However TAWs have a double employment relationship that are not independent 
(Connelly, et al., 2007; Coyle-Shapiro, and Morrow, 2006). Future research should include 
situations where TAWs had less access to positive HRM practices or had access to negative 
actions (e.g. discrimination at client) and further analysis of the relationship of these variables 
with TAWs’ well-being should be conducted. 

Implications 
This study has several implications for the daily management of TAWs. First, based 

on results, it is possible to conclude that it is also possible for TAWs to develop a positive 
employment condition that entails their positive well-being. Through a system of HRM 
practices that signals to TAWs that agency contribute with resources that satisfy their needs, 
they show a positive psychological state at work and exhibit higher context free well-being. 
These outcomes have been pointed in the European recommendations priorities in 
employment context (Commission of the European Communities, 2002; European Agency 
for Safety and Health at Work, 2005). This study shed more light onto this issue, 
demonstrating the role of employment context for TAWs. Research developed in different 
organizational contexts has shown that temporary workers have noticeably bad employment 
conditions (Benach, et al., 2000; Kompier, et al., 2009; Virtanen et al., 2003). This study may 
contribute to changing this situation. Investment in HRM practices is good for both TAWs 
and organizations, contributing to an effective employment relationship. The system of HRM 
practices of TAWs is fundamental as it is related to higher levels of their engagement. 
Establishing and maintaining this positive psychological state is vital to organizational 
effectiveness, namely it performance (Halbesleben, 2010; Harter, et al., 2002). Furthermore, 
study results showed that engagement is also associated with TAWs’ perception of health and 
satisfaction of life. Thus, organization also contribute to the fulfillment of it ethical obligation 
to construct a health employment context for their workers. 

Finally, we believe this study has critical societal implications. Given the growth of 
the number of TAWs in the world, our results demonstrated that the system of HRM practices 
is positively associated with favorable TAWs well-being; hence we believe this action can be 
a new avenue to putting an end to discrimination against TAWs.  
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