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Definition

Precarious work, in contrast to regular, perma-

nent wage work, is commonly associated to

insecure and unstable, and often poor quality

jobs. The concept of precarious work relates

either to a socioeconomic group which allows

one to refer it to a “class in itself,” or as – pursued

more recently – to the precarization process

which results in a growing fragmentation

of societal structures. Common to both concep-

tions is that they refer to the exposition of

workers to employment instability, limited

access to legal and union protection, socially

irresponsible and discriminating employment

practices, and social and economic vulnerability

in general.

Thinking of work precariousness as

a multidimensional construct it is characterized,

first, by a low degree of certainty of continuing

work, which refers to the shorter time horizon, the

irregularity, and the higher risk of job loss.

Second, it is associated with a lack of control

over work, in other words, workers and

employees are more precarious the less they can

control working conditions or the process and

content of work. The third dimension refers to

protection, for instance, through collective orga-

nization or through customary practice against

discrimination, unacceptable working practices,

or unfair dismissal, but also to social protection

such as access to social security benefits covering

health, pensions, or unemployment insurance.

Fourth, it relates to the financial situation in

terms of income often associated with poverty.

It is not the existence of one sole aspect, which

makes up precarious work, but most commonly

a combination of these factors. Such socioeco-

nomic groups in precarious jobs operate as

a functional class being part of the economic

system. They are not excluded since they are

attributed an economic role in the production

system. However, what distinguishes them from

other groups are two fundamental aspects: The

lack of social memory and occupational identity

that would raise any moral commitment to

a professional group, and the impossibility to

build any relations on future reciprocity, since

there is no stronger binding effect of continued

occupational relations.

Apart from this perspective, precariousness

also represents a danger to the core of society,

the elites, and some still relatively well-

integrated parts of the wage-earning society.

As globalization proceeds, precarization enters

also those well-protected groups, the core staff

of enterprises and other organizations. The core

staff feels the pressure of competitive “atypical

workers,” and is thus more inclined to make

concessions to maintain its contractual arrange-

ments, and therefore, loses bargaining power. In

such a reading, the precarious groups are victims

and threats at the same time. For enterprises and

organizations, the most notable consequences are

that of an erosion of employees’ occupational

identity and commitment to the firm. This is

argued to result in weaker motivation to adhere

to the corporate code of conduct, and in a rise in

costs due to increased levels of chronic strain

caused by the need to perform often multiple

tasks in a flexible manner.

Introduction

In most advanced Western societies, market

flexibilization became the organizing principle

of managing the employment relationship. At

the same time, the notion of precariousness

began its ascent in the public debate (Castel and

Dörre 2009). It was formerly applied by legisla-

tion and social administration, and only later it

became a common term pointing to the increased

risk and uncertainty associated with the changing

employment relationship. The crisis of wage

labor has been exacerbated by correspondingly

declining wage labor stability. Since then, Euro-

pean scholars have extended the precariousness

discourse from the narrow term of a residual phe-

nomenon almost exclusively linked to poverty,

employment, and exclusion (e.g., Unsicherheit

des Arbeitsverh€altnisses, précarité to refer to pre-

carious employment situations [Formes

particluières d’emploi, FPEs], or flexibility),

and speak of zones of precariousness (Castel

2003). In the last decade, scholars went one step
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further and argued in favor of a generalization of

the term as social background present every-

where in society (Boltanski et al. 2007).

Employment instability and uncertainty have

become more pervasive in the light of rising

unemployment, job insecurity, and changing

skill requirements (Gallie and Paugam 2000;

Anxo et al. 2007). On average, atypical forms of

employment such as limited duration, temporary

contracts, work on call, and part-time work have

increased significantly with respect to the number

of standard employment contracts; the rises in

unemployment reflect substantial losses of

employment among youth, lower skilled, and

older people (European Commission 2010);

the proportion of part-time and temporary con-

tracts among these groups has increased

disproportionately.

People in precarious jobs often share many

sociodemographic and economic characteristics

with the unemployed groups: lower credentials

and income, women, a migrant background,

non-white, denizens (persons who are not full

citizens). Most notably, the growth in overall

labor force participation has been due to

female part-time work in less protected sectors

of the economy and due to the entry of younger

cohorts into the labor market. Since empirical

evidence suggests that these atypical work

arrangements among the low-skilled, women,

and migrants can be as problematic as traditional

forms of unemployment for human and also

corporate sustainable development, some of the

key concerns will be pointed out in the subse-

quent section.

Key Issues

There are a number of reasons why CSR

researchers, policy makers, and social scientists

should be concerned about the growing preva-

lence of precarious work. Without the attempt

of being exhaustive, four key issues related to

precarious work will be discussed here which

have also entered the international agenda (e.g.,

ILO-ACTRAV, WHO): (a) its association with

well-being and health, (b) its relation with

poverty and effects on power, (c) its link to

worker’s rights and the role of CSR in enhancing

socially responsible business leadership for sus-

tainable human development, and (d) the gender

dimension of precariousness.

The academic interest in the last decade has

focused on the study of precarious work and its

association with well-being and adverse health

outcomes (Benach and Muntaner 2007). Most

research looked at flexible work arrangements

and perceived employment insecurity, which is

defined as the discrepancy between the level of

employment security a person experiences and

the level he/she might think is appropriate or

which he/she prefers. Several studies of self-

reported employment insecurity (e.g., after plant

closings) showed evidence for significant adverse

affects on self-reported physical and mental

health, and self-reported morbidity. These find-

ings indicate that precarious work might act as

a chronic stressor, which constitutes a substantial

cost to enterprises and society as a whole. How-

ever, there are variations in the effects of precar-

iousness to different population groups: One has

to distinguish between substantial forms of

precariousness concerning young labor market

entrants (in the literature called “transitory

precariouness”) and the unskilled, from those

“avantgardist” subgroups of the population that

work in nonstandard work arrangements (e.g., as

consultants, self-employed), are high skilled, and

earn above average incomes. The latter group is

significantly better prepared to cope with the

flexibility pressures exerted on them.

This leads us to the second key issue, its asso-

ciations with poverty and power. These aspects

may be discussed as stand-alone issues, if one

were not to argue from a resource-based perspec-

tive. Precarious work becomes problematic when

individuals cannot anymore cope with the level

of uncertainty irrespective of whether they try

hard (e.g., working poor), paralleled by the

inability of a society to maintain the overall

level of well-being of its people. In such a case,

individuals lack fundamental resources such as

income that make them resilient to increased

market pressures against which society is unable

to securitize. Anomie accompanied by a feeling
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of passivity originating from despair emerges and

destabilizes social cohesion at societal level.

Such turbulence affects organizations from

inside and outside: From inside, previously stable

groups making up the core in the organization

(elites) are afraid to lose what they regard as

their privilege – their permanent positions and

the status attached to them. Once they fear to

become precarious themselves, e.g., being trans-

ferred to a position below one’s qualifications or

being laid off, they are susceptible, vulnerable,

and lose bargaining power toward the very few

business leaders at the top of the organization.

In other words, the core gets weakened, but not

the top leadership. From outside, precarious

employees complement the core staff, and are

directly subject to the fluctuations of supply and

demand. They are usually a welcome buffer for

organizations – an external flexibility – in times

of crises since they play a supporting role in

coping with versatile markets. They also function

ultimately as a kind of “sieve” socializing

employees, some of whomwill later be integrated

in a stable way. This relationship creates an, all

but marginal, systematic “paradox” between the

well-integrated and the precarious groups. Main

consequence is an increasing competition and

thus competitiveness of corporations in the short

run, but one that corrodes the basis for

a sustainable corporate development in the long

run. Corrosion may take the form of overusing

resources (mental and physical health of

employees), constraining the bargaining power

by threatening people’s occupational legitimacy,

which finally creates an environment of disman-

tling worker’s and employee’s rights.
In this context, what can be the role of corpo-

rate social responsibility? There is a general call

for CSR to supplement rather than replace labor

law, employment protection and collective

bargaining. Multi-stakeholder codes of conduct

which involve companies, unions, human rights

groups, and communitarian organizations are

debated as concerns their provisions in monitor-

ing, verification, and certification of firms and

factories, and their potential to reinforce mecha-

nisms of compliance and transparency (Compa

2008). CSR can function as a backstop when

national governments fail at adopting and

enforcing national and international labor

standards or when “external” codes of conduct

such as that of the ILO and the OECD have little

impact at organizational level.

Apart from intervention measures in the form

of internal codes of conduct, organizations may

also implement diversity management in order to

actively include the disadvantaged granting them

access to decent work. In organizations, the

gender dimension is most prominent in this

respect, even though ethnicity is at least as rele-

vant. The economic crisis has affected these

groups more than others even if this is not well

reflected in official statistics (e.g., unpaid care

activities performed by migrant women).

Whether cause or effect, women’s growing

labor force participation has coincided with the

rise in precarious work. Women have been dis-

proportionately more likely to have fixed-term

contracts or other nonstandard contract types. It

is mostly women, who work in low-quality jobs

that constrain upward mobility and prevent them

from qualifying for alternative positions. In this

respect, job dependency and financial vulnerabil-

ity make their present and future insecure. In

advanced Western societies, women very often

enter the tertiary sector where union protection is

traditionally weaker than in the industry. More-

over, women are underrepresented at all levels of

economic decision making and overrepresented

in low-earning informal forms of employment. In

organization studies, research has found evidence

that, even though some women made it into the

boards of big companies, they often occupy

positions regarded as less advantageous, power-

ful, or prestigious.

Global estimates of the ILO show that global

female unemployment rate increased slightly

more than the male rate in the last decade.

Although these data suggest less impact of the

economic crises on women, these data have to be

interpreted against the background of an

increased influx of women into the workforce,

especially into low-earning and precarious

forms of employment that did not grant them

access to the full range of rights. Vulnerable

female work such as own account work and
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contributing family work is prevalent in many

developed and developing countries. Occupa-

tional segregation and the gender wage gap (i.e.,

in many advanced Western societies women still

earn one third less than their male compatriots) in

addition to low-quality part-time work opportu-

nities aggravate gender-specific effects of precar-

ious work. Such gender differentials lead to what

has been called the “triple burden,” the expec-

tancy that women do most of the care work for

children and the “home,” which also includes

care for the elderly, and struggle also against

discriminatory and depriving practices of compa-

nies and organizations (Standing 2011).

Future Directions

Future directions of research can either take the

form of filling research gaps, or that of

uncovering novel avenues for future research

activities. At policy level, we may think of future

policies that aim at socially responsible organi-

zational practices.

Let us start by filling the gaps and recall the

argument on well-being outcomes. Despite much

research on subjective forms of coping with

precarious work and other perceptions of the psy-

chosocial work environment, knowledge on

the structural impact of new employment rela-

tionships is rather limited. One reason for such

unidimensional treatment is the current predom-

inance of epidemiological research, while socio-

logical and socioeconomic analysis – apart from

a few studies (e.g., in economics on happiness

and satisfaction) – is still rare.

As concerns, in particular the aspect of power,

but equally health, the limitations of the

approaches mentioned above highlight also the

need to develop conceptual alternatives based on

the social structure of the organization of work.

One valuable alternative relates to an account for

regulations that support the “standard employ-

ment relationship.” At policy level, such regula-

tions should aim at assuring social equity, more

precisely reducing discrimination and gender-

based wage differentials, and equality in the

form of reducing structural inequalities. This is

relevant in so far as most developed countries

undergo major demographic transformations

and population aging will reduce the potential

of the active working population to secure health

and pension systems, in other words to meet the

generational contract which is – as it has been

designed – based on the ability of the population

to replace itself. The more polarized nations are,

in terms of, e.g., inegalitarian social policy, the

more they will struggle to mitigate the political

and social risks of economic crises. These risks

will be transferred mainly to the individual who

has to cope with its consequences in the form of

increased work stress, job insecurity, public

service cuts, and reduced consumer power

which feeds back into corporate benefit systems

and performance outcomes.

Precariousness implies that workers operate

under different power relationships, with limited

rights at work and unequal access to and control

of some primary assets. One of these assets is

economic security, which the precarious try to

attain by undergoing constant evaluation and

qualification tests, either to enter an organization

or to advance in the internal hierarchy. At policy

level, a core proposal has been that of a basic

income for every legal resident of a country or

community that is sufficient to securitize basic

needs. For organizations, it may mean to grant

employees a minimum of employment and job

security. Such ex-ante security, it is argued,

diminishes stress and affects the developments

of capacities and personal resilience, i.e., the

ability to cope with critical life events and

transitions. A resilient workforce therefore con-

tributes to a sustainable long-term corporate

development. A second crucial factor is control

over time. Two aspects, which have appeared in

the literature, are time quantum and continuity.

Declining returns to labor induce people to work

more and longer hours, spend more time on work-

for-labor (e.g., administrative issues of house-

holds) and reproduction (e.g., child care) both of

which the precarious people cannot delegate. The

second aspect is continuity of time, which has

become increasingly important in modern socie-

ties that are characterized by discontinuous time

regimes. Organizations shrink their core staff
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risking a so-called brain drain toward outsourced

partners, and employees see their career tracks

destabilized and erratic that lower their future

prospects to pursue their own career aspirations

(Hanappi 2007) and their overall commitment to

the firm.

From different configurations of those primary

assets precarious work can be analytically con-

sidered as being located on a continuum, with the
standard employment relationship (full-time,

year-round, unlimited duration, unrestricted

access to rights) at the one end, and a high level

of precariousness on the other. Historically, most

developing countries were heavily concerned and

the international agendas often linked it directly

with poverty. In postindustrial societies, how-

ever, larger parts of society are confronted with

precarious work arrangements leading to social

and material deprivation. These dynamics do also

spill over to other life spheres, and affect family

members and dependants. Such spillover effects
take, for instance, the form of higher rates of

union dissolution and divorce. Indeed, the study

of precariousness and its effects on different

spheres of life is still in its infancy, as is the

conceptualization of its basic dimensions. This

requires detailed studies to be conducted. At

national level, it requires the inclusion of minor-

ity populations into longitudinal surveys. For

firms and organizations, this implies collecting

quality data on objective and structural social

factors related to the internal organization of

work and also mental and physical health infor-

mation. Organizations can actually turn into sites

where data on multiple dimensions of precarious-

ness concerning different types of workers can be

obtained.
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