Press Release 1. 

PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRACT ACROSS EMPLOYMENT SITUATIONS

Studying the relationships between temporary employment, work and organizational characteristics, and employees’ well-being and work outcomes

A research project from six European countries and Israel had studied the relationships between employment contracts and work related health and outcomes. From a sample of more than 5000 employees (permanents and temporaries) from 202 companies, the project provides results on type of contracts, job characteristics, organizational support, human resources policies, equality, employment prospects and psychological contract (mutual promises made by companies and employees to each other). The relationship of these variables on work related health and well-being and relevant work outcomes (as job satisfaction, organisational commitment and performance). Comparisons between permanent and temporary employees in such aspects are made, and perceptions from companies and employees’ point of view are compared. Implications for policy makers, unions, employers and researchers are provided. 

In recent years, a policy debate and a series of European legislative activities have been based on the assumption that workers on non-permanent contracts are significantly disadvantaged when compared with permanent employees. European Union institutions are putting their interest on job quality. In trying to balance flexibility and security, legislation needs to include job quality, in order to prevent stress and increased sickness absence. 

In this context, a large cross-national research has been developed to investigate these concerns and assumptions. The project “PSYchological CONtract across Employment Situations” (PSYCONES) has been carried out by members of the National Institute of Working Life (Sweden, coordinator), University of Gent and Catholic University of Leuven (Belgium), University of Leipzig (Germany), King’s College of London (United Kingdom), Bar Ilan University (Israel), Tilburg University (The Netherlands) and University of Valencia (Spain). 

First a pilot study was developed under the auspicious of SALTSA (Joint undertaking by the three Swedish confederations of employees - LO, TCO, SACO - and the National Institute for Working Life) to develop instruments and measures, and to test concepts and models. Data were collected from 1573 workers of different companies in three sectors (retail, health care and temporary work agencies), and representatives of each company. Results from these data has been recently published into the book "Employment contracts and well-being among European workers" (2005). 

After the pilot study, the PSYCONES project was carried out with the support of the Fifth framework programme of the European Community for research, technological development and demonstration activities, in six European countries (Belgium, Germany, Netherlands, Spain, Sweden and United Kingdom), and for comparative purposes Israel. The main objective for the study was to examine how the changing nature of employment relations in general and different forms of employment contract in particular affect the job security, well-being and health of workers. 

Data were collected from employees and their employers about a large set of issues: organisational characteristics (size, ownership, changes in workforce composition, unionisation, employment prospects), human resources practices, employment contracts and motives to hire non-permanent workers, psychological contract (from both employer and employees’ point of view), job characteristics, employee prospects and preferences for jobs and contracts, support, reported behaviours and incidents (sick leave, harassment), work and general health variables, and work-related outcomes. 

The sample included 5288 employees (1981 non-permanent and 3307 permanent employees) from 202 companies of education, industries and retail sectors. For each company participating in the research, it was intended to survey one third of non-permanent workers and two thirds of permanent ones. Different job levels were represented on, with a large group of blue collar workers but also including intermediate level white collar workers and professionals. Results seem to be valid across several job levels, but the sample is not fully representative for countries and sectors. 

Specific goals pursued by this research were to compare different types of employment contracts along different work variables, including job insecurity, job characteristics, psychological contract, work-related health and well-being, and organisational outcomes (e.g. performance, organisational commitment and job satisfaction), to understand the role that psychological contract (reciprocal promises made by employers to employees and from employees to companies, degree of promises’ fulfilment, fairness and trust in future relationships) and to analyse the influence of organizational characteristics and HR practices on the psychological contract, work-related health and work outcomes

The research provides data and suggestions to advance the debate about labour policies and labour relationships, among researchers, policy makers and social agents as well as unions and employers’associations.The main results of the project are summarized in seven further press releases covering issues such as: 

-the different treatement and humen resources policies offered by companies to permanents and non-permanent workers; 

-motives for hiring non-permanent employees and companies’ employment prospects; 

-promises made by companies to workers and promises made by workers to companies from the point of view of companies representatives

-comparison between permanent and temporary employees in a large set of variables, such as job characteristics, health and well-being and organisational outcomes (satisfaction, commitment, performance) 

-the relationships between psychological contract (reciprocal promises made by companies and workers to each other) and employees’ health and well-being

-the relationships between psychological contract and organisational outcomes (satisfaction, commitment, performance)

-comparison between the point of view of both, companies and workers, on the psychological contract (reciprocal promises made by each party). 

Implications for policy makers, unions, employers and researchers are coming soon through those press releases, written reports and academic papers. 

More information is yet available on the PSYCONES web-page (http://www.uv.es/~psycon) or through national research teams. 
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