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Achieving Flexibility through Insecurity:
A Comparison of Work Environments in

Fixed-term and Permanent Jobs in Finland
and Canada
ABSTRACT ■ In this comparative study of Finland and Canada, we use
representative data to examine work environments in fixed-term and
permanent jobs. Results are similar for all workers regardless of whether they
are employed on fixed-term or permanent contracts. All workers feel their
working hours are inflexible, but feel they have control over the tasks they
perform and they have low risk of accident. The only difference is in the
feelings of job insecurity: fixed-term workers, in both Finland and Canada,
feel more insecure than those in permanent jobs. Our findings indicate that
the global trends in flexibility and insecurity permeate all workers.
KEYWORDS: Canada ■ Finland ■ fixed-term jobs ■ flexibility ■ insecurity
■ permanent jobs
ntroduction

ver the last two decades, the labour markets in Canada and Finland as
ell as in most other industrialized countries have been experiencing major
ansformations. Countries are seeing the employment scene change from
latively secure full-time employment dominated by the manufacturing
ctor to a more flexible, insecure labour market where new entrants are
ostly on part-time or fixed-term contracts in service or information
chnology sectors. By fixed-term jobs we refer to employment on an
terim basis with a predetermined employment termination date.
Intergovernmental organizations are promoting working time flexibili-
, labour cost flexibility and employment flexibility (Casey, 2004; OECD,

003a). Fixed-term employment has now become a permanent fixture in
bour markets in most industrialized countries (Auer and Cazes, 2003).
 Finland, 18 percent of paid workers are on fixed-term contracts
ehto and Sutela, 1999), and 13 percent in Canada (Galarneau, 2005). 
DOI: 10.1177/0959680107073971



While there seem to be good intentions in promoting fixed-term jobs for
those who have difficulty entering the labour market, concerns are raised
about the quality of these jobs (Gonäs, 2003; ILO, 2003; Maxwell and
Saunders, 2003). There is accumulated literature showing that those in
fixed-term jobs in Canada and in other Anglo-Saxon countries experience
poor working conditions compared to those in permanent jobs.
Conversely, Nordic studies from Finland and Sweden, for example, show
more positive working conditions for workers in fixed-term jobs
(Saloniemi et al., 2002, 2004; Sverke et al., 2000). However, for these work-
ers the duration of temporary employment is relatively high. In Finland,
the median duration of fixed-term employment before moving into per-
manent employment is more than three years (Kauhanen, 2002); in
Canada, the median duration is two years (Kapsalis and Tourigny, 2004).

Despite the accumulating evidence on fixed-term employment and its
established share in the labour market, the literature on how fixed-term
workers feel about their jobs is sparse. In this article, we examine fixed-
term workers’ perceptions of flexibility and insecurity in their work
environments. We also compare their views to those of employees in per-
manent jobs. We focus on two OECD member countries, Finland and
Canada. In the field of international and comparative industrial relations,
published research has rarely focused primarily on either country. The
general view has been that knowledge of the USA would be sufficient to
understand the Canadian industrial relations environment, and likewise a
study of Sweden would suffice for understanding Finnish industrial rela-
tions. Both assumptions are questionable, and in this study we attempt
partially to close the gap in knowledge of these two countries.

We test the hypothesis that workers in fixed-term jobs will perceive
high levels of job insecurity, time inflexibility, low control over work and
high accident risk as compared to workers in permanent jobs. We discuss
our findings in a comparative perspective of similarities and differences
in fixed-term employment in Finland and Canada, and link the findings
to global trends in labour flexibility and insecurity and to the promotion
of short-term employment for flexibility in labour markets by govern-
ments and some intergovernmental organizations.

The Conceptualization of Labour Flexibility and Job
Insecurity

Our study adopts the broad conceptualization of labour flexibility and job
insecurity proposed by Standing (1997). In this conceptualization, the
employer achieves flexibility by imposing a number of insecurities on
workers. We take a broad view of flexibility and use employment (numer-
ical) flexibility as the overarching form of flexibility. We focus on working
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time flexibility, work task flexibility, and the flexibility of shifting risks
onto workers. While there can be flexibility approaches that are mutually
beneficial to both employees and employers, generally speaking flexibility
for employers tends to create inflexibility and job insecurity for workers.

In this study we focus on how workers feel about their employment
security. Working time flexibility is worker empowering where workers
have the freedom to decide on the starting and ending time of their work-
day. Work task flexibility is likewise empowering if workers have control
over how to perform the tasks involved in their jobs: the lowest measure
of workers’ control over their work. Lastly, we focus on whether increased
flexibility is shifting risks onto workers. We examine this through workers’
perceived accident risk in the work environment, but it can also be exam-
ined as an outcome of working-time flexibility, work-task flexibility, and
the general flexibility of shifting risks onto workers.

Globally, research shows that job security and the protection built
around traditional employment relationships are being challenged by
new forms of work including fixed-term contracts (ILO, 2003).
Comparing two Anglo-Saxon countries – Britain and Australia – de
Ruyter and Burgess (2003) show growing labour insecurity in both coun-
tries in the 1990s despite employment growth. In other industrialized
countries throughout the 1990s, workers increasingly felt insecure in
their jobs (Auer and Cazes, 2003). While an argument can be made that
those in fixed-term jobs have more freedom to negotiate variations in
their work obligations because of the flexible nature of their jobs, many
workers on fixed-term contracts do not in fact have such luxury to pick
and choose their hours of work and how to perform their tasks. They
work in jobs with time inflexibility and low control over work. Workers
in fixed-term jobs are often not given sufficient training and orientation
to their work environments, and thus they are more prone to accidents
and injury. Thus, we hypothesize that workers in fixed-term jobs will
perceive job insecurity, time inflexibility, low control over work, and
high accident risk in comparison to workers with permanent contracts.

Background on the Labour Market Regimes in Finland and
Canada as Related to Fixed-term Jobs

Research on Finland and Canada shows that despite some affinities to the
Anglo-Saxon model in Canada and the Nordic model in Finland, in each
country there are many unique features of the industrial relations
environment and many distinctive solutions to labour market problems.
More importantly, as we will show below, the employment conditions of
workers in fixed-term jobs are similar in both countries. In this
background section, we discuss the economic systems and labour
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markets, legal and collective agreement protections, unionization rates,
and the ethnic/racial/immigrant composition for both Finland and
Canada.

Background on Finland

In terms of geopolitical location, Finland is on the periphery of the eco-
nomic power and market scope of the EU. With a population of just
over five million it is one of the smallest member states, and until the
collapse of the Soviet Union its economy was strongly oriented to the
Russian market, which still remains important. It became a member of
the EU in 1995, and is the only Nordic country to have adopted the
single currency.

In terms of its economic and labour market regimes, Finland was a
latecomer in the development of a centralized industrial relations system
and an extensive welfare state in comparison to other Scandinavian coun-
tries. Presently Finland seems to be departing from the ‘traditional’
Nordic model towards a hybrid one combining some Nordic features
with neoliberal approaches (Aho and Lehtonen, 2002; Kettunen, 2001).
The recession of the early 1990s caused a permanent restructuring of
labour markets. During its deepest phase, the unemployment rate
reached nearly 20 percent; since then it has declined but is still above the
EU average. One result of this employment crisis is a decline in perma-
nent employment; employers in both public and private have become less
willing to create permanent jobs.

All workers in Finland, whether on permanent or fixed-term
employment contracts, have good legal protection. In the application of
the law, however, there may be discrepancies between the two groups
of workers; but we know of no studies that show the application and
effectiveness of labour laws for fixed-term workers in the Finnish labour
market.

On the other hand, the regulation of the labour market through collec-
tive bargaining plays a more important role than the legislation. Collective
bargaining coverage is high (90 percent), and the agreements apply to fixed-
term as well as permanent workers. Still, this has not guaranteed equality
between workers in fixed-term and permanent jobs: those working on a
fixed-term basis tend to have lower wages as well as lower unemployment
insurance. They also receive lower retirement benefits and holiday entitle-
ments. A substantial proportion of workers in fixed-term jobs have to
resort to social assistance (Kauhanen, 2002).

The unionization rate is high in Finland, not only for workers in
permanent jobs but also for those on fixed-term contracts. Reported
percentages differ depending on how union membership statistics are meas-
ured. However, nearly 80 percent of workers were members of trade unions
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in the late 1990s (Lehto and Sutela, 1999), and in 1997 the unionization rate
among workers in fixed-term jobs was 74 percent (Ahtiainen, 2003).

Finland has historically been a country of emigration, and today it
does not have an active immigration policy. Though there are some for-
eign workers and refugees, the number of foreign workers in the labour
force is very small (1.8 percent), the lowest proportion in the EU. The
largest group of foreign workers comes from the former Soviet Union,
particularly Estonia. The next largest groups are from Sweden and the
UK. Lastly there are some foreign workers from Africa. These workers
are the most marginalized of Finland’s foreign workers, not only because
of their small numbers but also in terms of their status in the labour mar-
ket. They work in the least desirable jobs and face the highest rate of
unemployment. For example, although the unemployment rate is high
among foreign workers (24 percent), the rate is nearly double among
those who have emigrated from Africa (OECD, 2003b).

Background on Canada

Canada’s close proximity to the USA and the sheer power of the US
economy have always affected the Canadian economy and its labour
policy. Since the USA is Canada’s largest trading partner and many
companies in Canada are subsidiaries of US multinationals, there is an
inevitable effect on Canada’s employment regime. The increasingly
flexible US labour market of the last three decades has led to changes
in Canada, making its labour market also more flexible for employers
and insecure for workers. Permanent full-time employment declined
in the last two decades and has been replaced by a variety of flexible,
non-standard, fixed-term employment forms. Currently, the percent-
age of workers in permanent full-time jobs is below the 1989 levels
(Vosko et al., 2003).

Employment regulation involves a mixture of the French legislative
approach and Anglo-Saxon laissez faire. In comparison to the USA,
Canadian workers enjoy a favourable social policy environment with
universal health care coverage and relatively good (un)employment
insurance coverage: Canada is considered ‘the welfare country of North
America’. In terms of legislated benefits for workers, a broad legal gov-
ernance regime covers employment standards, health and safety, and
labour laws at both provincial and federal levels. Though only about 10
percent of the working population falls under federal jurisdiction, this
sets the standard for provincial regimes. Thus despite some differences
between federal and provincial employment and labour laws, there are
many similarities.

Formally, federal and provincial laws provide the same protection to
all workers regardless of employment status. However, the reality for
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workers in fixed-term jobs is that they rarely meet the conditions in
terms of continuous working hours or stable relationship with an
employer to be eligible for coverage under employment and labour
laws. And in some cases, fixed-term workers are excluded from legal
protection because they are considered self-employed, rather than
dependent employees. The protection that the laws provide to full-
time permanent workers may not be better than for fixed-term
workers (Chaykowski, 2005), though there is little systematic empiri-
cal evidence on the extent of compliance with existing legislation. Just
over 30 percent of workers in Canada are unionized (more than double
the rate in the USA), but the unionization rate is lower (20 percent) for
fixed-term workers.

Canada has an active immigration policy, and thus its population is
much more diverse than Finland’s. Earlier immigrants to Canada came
from Europe, but since the 1960s most immigration has been from
countries with non-White populations and often diverse religious and
cultural backgrounds. These immigrants and their Canadian-born
descendants are called ‘Visible Minorities’. The last census shows that 
19 percent of Canadians are immigrants and 13 percent are Visible Minori-
ties. However, about 75 percent of the immigrants who arrived in the last
two decades are Visible Minorities (Bélanger et al., 2005). A racialized
segregation (Zeytinoglu and Muteshi, 2000) is emerging in the Canadian
labour market with Visible Minorities employed in the most marginalized
forms of employment.

In terms of the ethnic/racial/immigrant composition of the labour force
in fixed-term jobs, on the surface there seem to be clear differences with
Finland. However, close examination of the labour market and employ-
ment prospects of the marginalized groups reveals more similarities than
differences. Both countries employ their White workers in better jobs, and
disproportionately more Visible Minorities work in marginalized jobs.
The only difference between the two countries is the proportion of Visible
Minorities or foreigners in the labour force.

Data and Analysis

Against this background, we now turn to our data and examine the per-
ceptions of fixed-term workers as compared to those in permanent jobs.
We use data from two surveys carried out by Statistics Finland and
Statistics Canada. The two surveys are substantially similar in their
questions, allowing us to compare the work environment for fixed-term
and permanent workers in both countries. Since the two surveys were
not designed to be used in comparative studies, an essential task was to
check and define the congruence of the variables between the surveys.
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We first compared definitions of fixed-term versus permanent jobs in
each survey, since this is the main independent variable in our analysis.

In the Finnish survey, respondents were asked ‘is your job permanent
or fixed-term?’, and in the Canadian, this is phrased ‘is your job perma-
nent or not?’ Prior to starting the analysis of the data, we discussed the
meaning of the two questions and response options in the context of both
countries’ experience with non-permanent employment. We decided that
for those whose jobs are not permanent the responses mean essentially the
same in each survey. In both countries, respondents are saying that they
do not have an employment contract which is permanent. They know that
their employment contract will end at a specified date, or when the
required tasks are over or the product or service is delivered. Thus we
decided that the concept of ‘fixed-term’ applied equally in both surveys.

Finnish Data: Variables and Analysis

The Finnish data are from the Quality of Work Life survey 1997 carried
out by Statistics Finland. The survey was conducted through face-to-face
interviews with employees aged 15 to 64. Out of 3895 people contacted,
2978 (79 percent) agreed to participate. Data are representative of the
population in Finland (Lehto and Sutela, 1999).

Perceived job insecurity, time flexibility and control over work are
traditional psychosocial dimensions of work, while accident risk is a
physical work environment factor. In the survey, workers gave their per-
ceptions of their work situation. These factors are the dependent variables
in our study. The Finnish survey asked workers whether their present
jobs carried a risk of temporary lay-off, dismissal or unemployment.
Those who perceived one or more of these threats in their jobs were
classified as workers with perceived job insecurity. Time flexibility was
investigated by the question ‘do you have strictly set starting and finish-
ing times for your work, or can you personally influence them by at least
30 minutes either way?’ Participants who gave the second answer were
categorized as employees with time flexibility. Control over work was
explored with the following question: ‘are you able to influence your
working methods a lot, quite a lot, little or not at all?’ Employees who
chose the alternatives ‘a lot’ or ‘quite a lot’ were considered to have high
control over work. Lastly, for accident risk the survey asked ‘in your
work, do you experience accident risk as a distinct hazard, think about it
occasionally or experience it as no hazard at all?’ Participants who agreed
with the first alternative were classified as those with high accident risk.

Along with these questions, we used variables describing participants’
demographic and human capital characteristics, sector and unionization
to control for the effects of these variables on perceived job insecurity,
time inflexibility, control over work and accident risk. The demographic
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characteristics are age, gender, marital status, and having children younger
than 15. Human capital characteristics are occupation, level of education,
and supervision responsibilities. Occupation is used as a proxy for socio-
economic status and is separated into three groups: upper white-collar,
lower white-collar and blue-collar occupations. We classified workers
into five sectors: manufacturing, construction, transport, private sector
services and public sector services. Unionization identifies whether the
job is unionized or covered by a collective agreement.

In analysing the data we first conducted frequency distributions and
then tested for differences between permanent and fixed-term workers’
work environment using cross-tabulations and chi-square tests. Next, we
conducted logistic regression analyses to examine the associations
between fixed-term jobs and the four work environment dimensions
while controlling for other factors.

Canadian Data: Variables and Analysis

Canadian data are from the General Social Survey (GSS) Cycle 9 carried
out in 1994 by Statistics Canada. The survey covers 10,000 individuals
aged 15 and over in all 10 provinces of Canada. The response rate was 83
percent. For this study, only those with a job are selected, constituting a
sample of 6365 workers. On a weighted basis this is 13,034,502 workers.
The weighted Canadian data are representative of the population. The
respondents from the GSS do not form a simple random sample of the
target population. Therefore the survey weights must be used in perform-
ing analysis in order to account for the over-and-under representation
(GSS User’s Guide, 1995). The basic sampling weight assigned to each
sampled individual has been adjusted to reflect the age and sex composi-
tion of the various provincial populations as projected by the Labour
Force Survey for each month of 1994. The GSS User’s Guide (1995)
explains the steps for using the working weight for each individual. These
guidelines were used in the analysis of the Canadian data. For the per-
ceived job insecurity variable, the survey asked whether workers thought
they would lose their jobs or be laid off in the next year. Those who said
very likely or somewhat likely are coded as workers with job insecurity,
and those who said somewhat unlikely and very unlikely are coded as
having job security. Time flexibility was investigated by asking ‘do you
have a flexible schedule that allows you to choose the time you begin and
end your work day?’ Respondents who gave a positive answer were
categorized as employees with time flexibility. For control over work,
respondents were asked to indicate their agreement or disagreement with
the following: ‘there is a lot of freedom to decide how you do your work’;
those who agreed were considered to have high control over their work.
For accident risk the question was ‘has the risk of accident or injury in
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your work environment caused you worry or stress in the past 12
months?’ Those who agreed were coded as perceiving high accident risk.

We use the same type of variables explained above for Finnish data
to describe Canadian respondents’ demographic and human capital
characteristics, their employment sector, and whether or not the job is
unionized. We follow the same type of analysis for the Canadian data.
In all analyses, weighted data are used. Table 1 summarizes the demo-
graphic characteristics of respondents in both countries.

Characteristics of Workers in Fixed-term Jobs in Finland
and Associations with Work Environments

Workers in fixed-term jobs comprised 18 percent of the Finnish respon-
dents in 1997 (though the proportion had declined to 14 percent in 2003;

TABLE 1. Characteristics of Survey Respondents (%)

Canada Finland

Fixed-term contract 9 18
Gender: Female 45 53
Industry:

Manufacturing 16 24
Construction 5 6
Transport 13 9
Private services 40 24
Public services 27 37

Education:
Less than high school 21 24
High school 29 31
Community college 30 25
University or higher 20 20

Socio-economic status
Upper white-collar 14 22
Lower white-collar 46 40
Blue-collar 40 38

Union member 11 79
Married/cohabiting 68 74
Age

�29 28 20
30–49 54 60
�50 18 20

Children under 15 35 41
Supervisory responsibilities 31 32
Total 6365 2978
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Sutela and Lehto, 2005). In Table 2 we focus on the characteristics of fixed-
term workers. The majority are women (62 percent), and 56 percent are in
public services. They are younger than permanent workers and more like-
ly to be single and without dependent children. There are no major differ-
ences between fixed-term and permanent workers in terms of educational
level or occupational status. As already indicated, fixed-term workers are

TABLE 2. Characteristics of Permanent and Fixed-term Workers in Finland (%)

Permanent Fixed-term Proportion
employees employees fixed-term

Gender
Men 49 38 15
Women 51 62 21

Industry
Manufacturing 26 13 10
Construction 6 8 23
Transport 9 5 11
Private services 26 19 14
Public services 33 56 27

Education
Less than high school 24 20 16
High school degree 32 29 17
Community college 24 30 22
University degree 20 21 18

Socio-economic status
Upper white collar 22 22 18
Lower white collar 39 43 20
Blue collar 39 35 17

Union membership
Yes 80 74 17
No 20 26 23

Marital status
Married/cohabiting 75 64 16
Single/divorced/widowed 25 36 24

Age
�29 15 42 38
30–49 63 49 15
�50- 22 9 8

Children under 15
Yes 43 34 20
No 57 66 15

Supervisory responsibilities
Yes 34 22 13
No 66 78 21
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almost as highly unionized as those with permanent jobs. However, they
are significantly less likely to have supervisory responsibilities.

In Table 3 we analyse associations between workers’ employment sta-
tus and job insecurity. While only 30 percent of all respondents say that
they are likely to lose their job, 64 percent of fixed-term workers expect
to. The responses are significantly different between permanent and
fixed-term workers. After adjusting for all the control variables, the per-
ceived risk of losing their jobs is more than seven times higher among
fixed-term workers. We further analysed this finding using logistic
regression analysis and controlling for the demographic, human capital,
sector and unionization characteristics. When we control for the effects
of these factors, results again confirm that those in fixed-term jobs per-
ceive higher job insecurity than permanent workers. This finding is in
line with our hypothesis and gives an indication of how marginalized
these workers have become in terms of job security.

None of the other work environment factors, that is, perceived time
flexibility, control over work, or accident risk, showed significant differ-
ences between fixed-term and permanent workers in Finland. Close to
half of all respondents said that they did not have time flexibility in
deciding when to start and end their work day; the response was similar
for those in fixed-term jobs. The majority of, workers, permanent and
fixed-term, believed that they had control over their work tasks. Lastly,
only a small minority of all workers and of those in fixed-term jobs per-
ceived a significant accident risk in their work environment.

We conducted further analyses on these issues using logistic regression
analyses controlling for the effects of demographic, human capital, sector
and unionization characteristics. Results again showed no significant
effects of fixed-term or permanent employment on working time flexi-
bility, control over work tasks, and accident risk. Thus contrary to our
hypothesis, for these work environment outcome factors, those on fixed-
term contracts did not perceive their work environment to be worse than
those in permanent jobs. On the contrary, both groups of workers had
similar perceptions in terms of time flexibility, work autonomy, and acci-
dent risks. Because of space limitations we do not present the detailed
tables. They are, however, available from the authors.

Characteristics of Workers in Fixed-term Jobs in Canada
and Associations with Work Environments

Workers in fixed-term jobs make up nine percent of the respondents in the
Canadian data (see Table 1). This percentage is similar to the proportions in
studies using other data sets (Galarneau, 2005). There is a regular (continu-
ous) part-time worker group consisting of 11 percent of the work force.
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These workers provide continuity in service to employers while proving
them with flexibility in scheduling. The survey respondents in Canada are
similar to Finland in terms of demographic characteristics of age, gender,
marital status and dependent children. In terms of human capital charac-
teristics, about a fifth of Canadians are in the lowest and highest education
levels respectively, and about a third have supervisory responsibilities.
The majority of workers are in lower-white collar and blue-collar occu-
pations. Most workers are in the services sector.

The General Social Survey (GSS) is designed to capture the Canadian
population and the weights are assigned to represent the population, not
the labour force. Thus, 11 percent reporting union membership is lower
than the known union membership rate. Still we use these data because
this is the only Canadian survey that incorporates questions on workers’
perceptions of their work environments.

Fixed-term employment accounted for almost one-fifth of the overall
growth in paid employment between 1997 and 2003 (Galarneau, 2005).
The proportion of the labour force with fixed-term jobs was 11 percent
in 1997 and 13 percent in 2003. Contract workers are the largest group of
fixed-term workers, constituting five percent of the paid workforce in
1997 and six percent in 2003. Among contract workers, women (57 per-
cent) and those with higher education (community college or university
degree) (80 percent) make up the majority. Seasonal and casual workers
within the fixed-term employment category each make up about three
percent in 1997 and 2003. Agency workers comprise only 0.2 percent of
paid workers in each year.

Turning to our dataset, as we show in Table 3, focusing on all respon-
dents and using the weighted data, only 15 percent of Canadian workers
perceive their job as insecure. However, among those in fixed-term jobs,
57 percent perceive job insecurity, and the difference is statistically sig-
nificant. The logistic regression analysis, controlling for demographic,
human capital, sector and unionization characteristics, confirms the sig-
nificant difference between workers in fixed-term versus permanent jobs.
This finding supports our hypothesis that those in fixed-term jobs will
feel higher job insecurity than those in permanent jobs.

In terms of perceived time flexibility, as we show in Table 3, the
majority of the workers in permanent jobs and on fixed-term contracts
in Canada say that there is no time flexibility in their jobs and they can-
not adjust the starting and ending hours of their work day. In particular,
66 percent of all workers and 72 percent of those in fixed-term jobs say
that there is time inflexibility in their jobs. Logistic regressions confirm
that there is no difference between fixed-term and permanent workers in
terms of time flexibility. Thus, contrary to our hypothesis, those in
fixed-term jobs as well as those in permanent jobs in Canada feel time
inflexibility in their jobs.
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Examining workers’ perceived control over how they do their work,
the majority of Canadian workers believe that they have such control
(76 percent). Among those on fixed-term contracts this figure is 70 per-
cent. The statistical analysis shows a weak significant difference between
those in fixed-term and permanent jobs (see Table 3). However, when
we conduct further analysis, using logistic regression and controlling for
demographic, human capital, sector and unionization characteristics,
results show no significant difference between workers in fixed-term
and permanent jobs. In other words, when we control for many other
factors, Canadian workers with permanent or fixed-term jobs feel simi-
larly about the amount of control they have over how they perform
their work tasks.

Canadian workers feel overwhelmingly positive about the accident or
injury risk in their jobs. In terms of perceived accident risk, 86 percent of
all workers in Canada do not perceive such a risk in their work environ-
ment, and among fixed-term contract workers, 86 percent do not perceive
such a risk (see Table 3). The logistic regression analysis shows no signif-
icant difference between workers with fixed-term or permanent jobs.
Thus, contrary to our hypothesis, fixed-term workers do not perceive any
more risks than those with permanent jobs.

Discussions and Conclusions

In this comparative analysis of fixed-term and permanent employment,
we examined work environments in Finland and Canada. We applied
Standing’s (1997) flexibility and job insecurity conceptualizations to
workers’ experiences and focused on four dimensions of the work envi-
ronment: perceived job insecurity, time inflexibility, low control over
work and high accident risk. We expected to find generally poorer work
environments for workers in fixed-term jobs in comparison to workers
in permanent jobs. However, what we found was that although in both
countries a higher percentage of fixed-term workers were concerned that
they were likely to lose their jobs, none of the other work environment
factors showed significant differences between workers with fixed-term
or permanent jobs. This was contrary to general expectations and our
hypothesis.

Our results, however, are an indication of how work environments
have become similar for all workers regardless of the employment con-
tracts they have. Both those in permanent jobs and in fixed-term jobs
similarly feel the negative aspects of flexibility, that is, job insecurity and
time inflexibility, and, on the positive side, they similarly feel in control
of how to perform the tasks of their jobs and believe that their work
environments are free of accidents or injuries.
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In addition to the analysis of workers with fixed-term versus permanent
jobs, our study offered a comparative analysis of working life in Finland
and Canada. More Finnish workers believed that they were likely to lose
their jobs than those in Canada, and a large majority of workers in Canada
and close to half of the workers in Finland felt time inflexibility in their
jobs. On the other hand, Canadian employees felt they have more control
over their work than their counterparts in Finland. In the perceptions of
accident risks, the results were essentially the same in both countries with
most workers feeling their jobs were accident or injury free. When we
analysed both the Finnish and Canadian data controlling for many factors
that can affect work environment, we found that workers in both countries
have very similar work experiences. By and large, in terms of workers’ per-
ceptions of their work environment, our results stress more similarities
than differences between Finland and Canada.

Although our results accurately represent the perceptions of the
respondents, there are some limitations of the data that do not permit us
to conduct a more comprehensive analysis of the hypothesized work
environment differences. First, different types of employment within the
fixed-term job category are not captured in our study. In the Finnish sur-
vey, there are categories which distinguish different types of contract
within fixed-term employment, but the numbers are too small for such
an analysis. In the Canadian survey there are no comparable questions to
examine similar issues. We recommend further research to focus specifi-
cally on the experiences of workers in different types of jobs within
fixed-term employment to capture their perceptions of flexibility and
insecurity in their work environments.

Second, while surveys provide data on a large number of workers
allowing for generalizations for the population, they hardly reach the
most marginalized jobs, that is, those that are so casual in terms of the
number of hours worked in a single workplace that they are often not
included in the surveys. Recent discussions stress that problems in fixed-
term employment tend to concentrate in these marginalized employment
forms. In Finland, we know that there are workers from Russia and
Estonia employed on construction sites as illegal labour, but there are no
studies capturing their experiences to give us a better understanding of the
work environments in these marginalized jobs. In Canada, there are many
casual part-time workers in marginalized jobs, but they are difficult to
capture in large datasets. They have insecure jobs, time inflexibility, no
control over how to perform the tasks of their jobs, and, as an extension
of these factors, many have no control over their lives. They cannot make
plans for their personal lives because they do not know whether they will
be employed next week or the hours of their employment if they do
obtain work. They earn very low wages and have no benefits. They can-
not even get a bank loan to improve their lives such as buying a house or
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a car as banks do not give credit to people who have casual jobs. They are
unable to change their working conditions for fear of losing their hard-
found jobs. They are not given training on workplace hazards and are
prone to accidents and injuries. We suggest that further studies should
focus on workers in these most marginalized jobs to provide evidence on
their working conditions.

We should also stress that we used only a few questions, limited in
scope, in examining workers’ perceptions of their work environments.
These questions accurately captured workers’ perceptions, but they con-
centrated on the immediate work and work environment. Questions
dealing with incomes, future employment prospects, incremental effects
of these working conditions on the emotional health of workers and their
families, and the connections between personal and work lives as other
possible indicators of perceived flexibility and job insecurity were not
captured in these surveys. We recommend further studies to examine
these issues.

In conclusion, our study showed that the work environments are very
similar in Canada and Finland and for most workers in each country
regardless of working in fixed-term or permanent jobs. This finding, we
argue, should be analysed in the light of the global phenomenon of
employers’ goals of achieving labour flexibility at the expense of
workers’ security. As Léonard (2001) has shown, the socio-political envi-
ronment in Europe in the 1990s allowed negotiators at company level to
conclude agreements with enhanced flexibility and adaptability in
workplaces. Most of the flexibilities were achieved through permanent,
full-time workers since they also started to increasingly feel insecurity in
their jobs (see, for example for Italy, Baldassarini et al., 2004; and for
France, Setti and Brosnan, 2004). Similarly, in Finland (Lavikka, 2004)
and in Canada the restructured work environments are enhancing
employers’ flexibility while deteriorating job security for most workers.
An increasing number of workers in Canada are now ‘vulnerable’ regard-
less of whether they have permanent or fixed-term contracts. And in
Finland the improvements in the economy in the late 1990s did not bring
back the traditional job security (Lehto and Sutela, 2005). The trend
towards fixed-term employment, particularly for newcomers to the
labour market, is now established as regular practice although savings
achieved are hard to show (Kauhanen, 2002).

Our results are in line with studies pointing to the complex nature of
work environments and the dynamics between working conditions and
type of job. There are broader trends in labour flexibility and growing
insecurity for most workers in all types of jobs (Dickens, 2003). There is
an erosion of working conditions across many countries and the ‘periph-
eralization’ or ‘casualization’ of ‘core’ employment alongside a growing
number of fixed-term, non-standard workers. Such developments are
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blurring the boundaries between the internal and external labour markets
(Grimshaw and Rubery, 1998). Not only are work relationships changing,
organizational forms are also changing and reshaping the employment
contract. Fixed-term employment is becoming a form of self-employment
with each worker left on his/her own to find continuous work in the
labour market (Marchington et al., 2005). The important point here is that
these workers are in the labour market on a continuous basis, but their
jobs are fixed-term, and they have consistently to be seeking new jobs in
order to have continued employment income. In some cases, fixed-term
jobs are being disguised as permanent employment in outsourced
companies. The companies themselves are precarious and function like a
fixed-term job market, where the company survival is based on short-
term contracts (as the example of the home care sector in Ontario, Canada
shows).

As Hyman (2003) argues, the widespread and increasing sense of inse-
curity among workers is reflecting the risks that have pervaded the
contemporary capitalist society. It is frequently the least powerful work-
ers who are forced to take these risks. We argue that in the long-term,
negative effects of these jobs on individual workers, their employers and
the society will outweigh the short-term benefits. Certainly some
companies that have outsourced jobs, even to offshore companies, are
starting to see the importance of those jobs in supporting their core activ-
ities and are starting to ‘insource’. Many of these jobs must be converted
to better quality permanent jobs if companies are expected to be efficient
and profitable. Otherwise, low quality jobs will bring low quality service
and products, making customers or clients increasingly dissatisfied and
ultimately resulting in low, if any, profits.

As Wilkinson and Lapido (2002) suggest, while achieving flexibility,
employers can also aim to improve the working lives of the workers. This
needs to be supported by statutory protection or protective social policy
(Zeytinoglu and Muteshi, 2000). Laws in most countries, however, are not
aligned with the new work environment and workers in a variety of periph-
eral jobs tend to fall outside legal protection. Most workers, regardless of
working in fixed-term or permanent contracts, are now feeling insecure.
Relaxed labour protection has given employers the unilateral power to dic-
tate to workers the conditions of work, and workers, being powerless, are
accepting those employment conditions through force majeure.

We concur with Hyman (2003) that the widespread and growing
sense of insecurity among workers reflects the increasing extent to
which risks of all kinds have pervaded the contemporary capitalist soci-
ety. There are choices to be made at the societal level. The choice has to
be between creating huge inequalities in our society for the profit
motives of the capitalist economy, or in providing fulfilling work and
personal life, decent standards of work and earnings to all workers, and
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distributing the profits equitably among those who contributed to their
creation. We recommend choosing the latter in order for society, not

European Journal of Industrial Relations 13(1)

109-128 EJD-073971.qxd  3/2/07  4:28 PM  Page 126
only in Finland and Canada but also globally, to progress and prosper.
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