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NO SHORTAGE OF
‘NONSTANDARD’ JOBS

Nearly 30% of workers employed in part-time,
temping, and other alternative arrangements

by Ken Hudson

Even in the midst of a booming economy, with wages rising and unemployment at historic lows, reliance

by the U.S. economy on nonstandard jobs — part-time work, independent contracting, temping, on-call

work, day labor, and self-employment — remains as strong as ever. Employers argue that these jobs (also

called contingent work) provide the flexibility needed to be competitive. But these perceived advantages

notwithstanding, as of 1997, most nonstandard workers, on average, were paid less, were less likely to

receive health insurance or a pension, and had less job security than workers in regular full-time jobs.  The

disparities between nonstandard and regular full-time jobs persist even when comparing workers with

similar personal, educational, and job characteristics.

Some types of nonstandard work indeed pay high wages, but even these arrangements are usually

deficient with respect to fringe benefits and job security. Compared to regular employment, these jobs are

also characterized by a higher degree of wage variability among workers. In other words, while some

nonstandard workers may be highly paid, other nonstandard workers in the same type of arrangement

receive significantly lower wages, and these pay differentials are greater than the differentials for regular

full-time workers. But the most common types of nonstandard work arrangements — such as temping and

part-time work — are, on average, inferior in all respects to regular full-time jobs. Moreover, most

nonstandard workers are employed in the worst kinds of nonstandard jobs.

This report examines the Contingent Work Supplement to the Current Population Survey (CPS),

compiled by the Bureau of Labor Statistics in 1997. This survey was first fielded in 1995 and provided the
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first nationally representative examination of contingent and nonstandard work. Those data were examined

in the Economic Policy Institute studies Nonstandard Work, Substandard Jobs (1997) and Managing Work

and Family (1997). The CPS collected this data again in 1997 and 1999. This report examines the 1997

data and updates much of the analyses presented in Nonstandard Work, Substandard Jobs.  (Additional

information and updates to the tables from Nonstandard Work, Substandard Jobs not explicitly referenced

here can be found at the Economic Policy Institute Web site at www.epinet.org.)

Between 1995 and 1997, the prevalence and the quality of nonstandard work changed little.  More-

over, in the areas in which the quality of nonstandard jobs has improved, these improvements have been

far less evident for women than for men.  Women and minorities continue to be disproportionately em-

ployed in nonstandard jobs with low wages and no benefits, while white men are over-represented in

nonstandard work arrangements with the best wages and benefits.

Among the specific findings from the CPS data are the following:

• In 1997, 28.7% of American workers — about one out of three women (33.7%) and one out of

four men (24.3%) — worked in nonstandard jobs, down slightly from 29.4% in 1995.

• Workers in all nonstandard work arrangements are more likely than workers in regular jobs to

receive low- and poverty-level wages.

• Most types of nonstandard workers average lower wages than do full-time workers with similar

personal characteristics, including education.

• Among nonstandard workers, just 13.6% of women and 11.6% of men receive health insurance

coverage from their employers. Only 15.7% of female workers and 9.3% of male workers in

nonstandard arrangements receive pension coverage.

• Compared to workers with similar personal characteristics in regular full-time jobs, the hourly

wage penalties for women in nonstandard jobs are 20% for regular part-time workers, 18% for

temps, 26% for the self-employed, 20% for on-call workers, and 7% for independent contrac-

tors. For men, the wage penalties amount to 27% for regular part-time workers, 15% for temps,

11% for the self-employed, 10% for on-call workers, and 1% for independent contractors.

While it is true that many workers prefer the flexibility provided by some kinds of nonstandard jobs,

large numbers of workers feel compelled to accept these arrangements for economic and personal reasons

beyond their control. Unfortunately, given current labor market policies, nonstandard employment has the

potential to become a mechanism for providing substandard wages and benefits. Responsible public

policies should endeavor to ensure that workers are not penalized in terms of pay and benefits because of

their work arrangements.

Prevalence of nonstandard work
Nonstandard work refers to any work arrangement other than employment in a full-time wage and salary

job with a standard employer-employee relationship. (For a more rigorous definition, see the appendix.)
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Seven types of nonstandard workers are described here: part-time workers, employees of temporary help

agencies (temps), contract company workers, independent contractors (including both those who are self-

employed and those who report they are wage and salary workers),1 the self-employed, on-call workers,

and day laborers.2 Part-time workers are defined as wage and salary workers who are employed fewer than

35 hours per week and who are not employed in another type of nonstandard work arrangement.3 Regular

full-time (or standard) workers are employed in wage and salary jobs of 35 hours or more per week.

In 1997, 28.7% of American workers were employed in nonstandard jobs (see Table 1). This is a

slight decline since 1995, when the share was 29.4%. In 1997, about one out of three women (33.7%) and

one out of four men (24.3%) worked in nonstandard jobs. The largest change over this period in the

distribution of workers across work arrangements occurred among the self-employed; the percentage of

TABLE 1
Workers, by work arrangement, 1995 and 1997

Work arrangement All Women Men White Black Hispanic Other

1997
Regular part-time 13.6% 21.3% 6.9% 14.1% 12.0% 12.3% 12.2%
Temporary help agency 1.0 1.2 0.8 0.8 2.0 1.4 0.9
On-call/day labor 1.5 1.6 1.4 1.4 1.1 2.2 1.2
Self-employed 4.8 4.1 5.5 5.6 1.5 2.3 5.0
Independent contractor, WSa 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.6 0.7 0.4
Independent contractor, SEb 5.7 3.9 7.3 6.3 2.6 4.3 6.1
Contract company 1.3 0.8 1.7 1.3 1.4 0.8 1.6

All nonstandard
  work arrangements 28.7% 33.7% 24.3% 30.4% 21.3% 24.1% 27.5%

Regular full-time 71.3% 66.3% 75.7% 69.6% 78.7% 75.9% 72.5%

All 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

1995
Regular part-time 13.7% 21.3% 7.1% 13.7% 13.2% 13.8% 14.1%
Temporary help agency 1.0 1.1 0.8 0.8 1.9 1.3 1.0
On-call/day labor 1.6 1.7 1.5 1.5 1.7 2.5 1.7
Self-employed 5.5 4.8 6.1 6.3 1.5 3.2 5.5
Independent contractor, WSa 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.8 1.0
Independent contractor, SEb 5.6 3.7 7.3 6.4 2.4 3.3 4.2
Contract company 1.2 0.8 1.6 1.2 1.1 1.3 1.7

All nonstandard
  work arrangements 29.4% 34.4% 25.4% 30.8% 22.4% 26.2% 29.2%

Regular full-time 70.6% 65.7% 74.7% 69.2% 77.6% 73.7% 70.9%

All 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

aWage and salary
bSelf-employed

Source: Author’s analysis of the February 1997 Supplement to the Current Population Survey.
This table updates Table 1 in Kalleberg et al., Nonstandard Work, Substandard Jobs: Flexible Work Arrangements in the U.S. (1997).
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workers in this group fell from 5.5% in 1995 to 4.8% in 1997. Overall, there was almost no change

between 1995 and 1997 in the distribution of workers across work arrangements.

Job quality
Job quality is reflected in a number of job characteristics, including wages, fringe benefits, and job

security, all of which seem to be strongly associated; jobs that have low wages are also more likely to lack

health insurance, retirement benefits, and employment security (Hudson 1998).  In 1997, as in 1995,

nonstandard jobs were more likely than regular full-time jobs to pay low wages and less likely to provide

either health or pension benefits. Nonstandard jobs were also more likely than regular jobs to be of limited

duration. The quality of nonstandard jobs did not improve substantially between 1995 and 1997.

Wages
Average hourly wages, by work arrangement and sex, are shown in Table 2. The averages are unad-

justed for differences in education, experience, and other factors that affect wages.  Part-time workers,

temps, on-call workers, and women who are self-employed have lower average wages than regular full-time

workers of the same sex; all other nonstandard jobs pay higher average wages than regular jobs. For ex-

ample, the average wages of men who work part-time are nearly $6 per hour less than men working in

regular full-time jobs. For women, the pay difference is over $3 per hour — less than the difference for men

but still substantial. A similar wage difference exists for female temps — their earnings, on average, are also

more than $3 per hour less than those of regular full-time female workers.

Table 3 shows that workers in all nonstandard work arrangements are more likely than regular

workers to receive low- and poverty-level wages. Among both men and women, nonstandard workers were

two to three times as likely to have low hourly wages (defined as a wage in the lower 20% of the wage

scale for each sex) in comparison to regular full-time workers. Nonstandard workers were also more than

TABLE 2
Average hourly wages (1997$) and percent change in wage since 1995,

 by work arrangement and sex

All Women   Men

1997 wage % Change 1997 wage % Change 1997 wage % Change

Regular part-time $10.11 -1.4% $10.12 0.9% $10.08 -7.8%
Temporary help agency 10.78 13.0 9.85 4.6 11.84 22.3
On-call 11.87 -3.6 11.04 -4.1 12.67 -3.7
Self-employed 16.51 5.4 12.66 1.3 18.66 7.1
Independent contractor 18.27 5.8 16.45 7.5 19.18 5.4
Contract company 16.22 1.9 14.11 4.7 17.11 1.5
Regular full-time 14.74 1.8 13.21 5.1 15.91 -0.4

All $14.37 1.8% $12.64 5.3% $15.86 0.1

Source: Author’s analysis of the February 1997 supplement to the Current Population Survey.
This table updates Table 7 in Kalleberg et al., Nonstandard Work, Substandard Jobs: Flexible Work Arrangements in the U.S. (1997).
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TABLE 3
Distribution of workers, by work arrangement, among various wage and benefit categories

Received

Low wagesa Poverty-level wagesb High wagesc fringe benefits

Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men

Regular part-time 33.2% 59.3% 50.4% 59.6% 12.3% 9.0% 33.1% 22.8%
Temporary help agency 29.1 41.4 49.2 41.7 10.7 13.6 8.4 10.0
On-call 33.2 34.1 47.2 35.8 15.9 14.1 20.7 46.1
Self-employed 37.4 21.8 46.6 23.3 21.3 32.9 N/A N/A
Independent contractor 23.4 18.8 30.7 20.0 34.9 32.0 3.6e 2.8e

Contract company 22.8 16.0 35.0 18.8 33.4 32.1 43.4 69.2

All nonstandard 31.8% 32.4% 46.8% 33.6% 16.8% 23.9% 24.9% 15.7%

Regular full-time 11.4% 14.0% 22.8% 14.9% 24.6% 21.3% 80.9% 80.4%

All 20.0% 20.0% 30.1% 18.9% 20.0% 20.0% 63.8% 66.8%

aIn the lowest 20% of wage distribution, below $6.15 for women ($12,792/year working full time, year round) and $7.50/hour for men ($15,600/year).
bWage too low to raise a family of four out of poverty working full time, all year, $7.88/hour or $16,400/year.
cIn the highest 20% of the wage distribution, above $16.83/hour for women ($35,000/year) or $21.37/hour for men ($44,450/year).
dReceived health insurance or a pension from own employer who pays at least some of the cost.
eIndependent contractor wage and salary earners only.

Source: Author’s analysis of the February 1997 Supplement to the Current Population Survey.
This table updates Table 8 in Kalleberg et al., Nonstandard Work, Substandard Jobs: Flexible Work Arrangements in the U.S. (1997).
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twice as likely as regular full-time workers to receive poverty-level hourly wages (a wage too low to lift a

family of four above poverty, working full time for a full year). The percentage of jobs in each nonstand-

ard work arrangement receiving high wages (defined to be a wage in the top 20% of the wage distribution

for that particular sex) reveals the same pattern that is evident in the average wage data in Table 2. Taken

together, these data reveal some important characteristics about the distribution of wages in nonstandard

work arrangements. Compared to regular full-time workers, temps, on-call, and part-time workers of either

gender, as well as self-employed women, have a wage distribution that is extremely skewed toward the

low end of the wage scale. Other nonstandard workers, however, are, when compared to regular workers,

over-represented at both the low and high end of the wage scale. This indicates that, compared to regular

full-time workers, nonstandard workers are more concentrated at both the top and the bottom of the wage

scale, with fewer in the middle. In other words, these wage distributions have a high degree of wage

inequality when compared to regular full-time jobs.

TABLE 4A
Hourly wages of nonstandard workers, compared to regular full-time workers,

by work arrangement and sex, 1997 (difference in %)

Women Men

Controlling for
personal characteristics
Regular part-time -20%*** -27%***
Temporary help agency -18%*** -15%***
On-call -20%*** -10%***
Self-employed -26%*** -11%***
Independent contractor -7%*** -1%
Contract company -6% 8%**

Controlling for personal
and job characteristics
Regular part-time -6%*** -8%***
Temporary help agency -4% 1%
On-call -6%* -5%
Self-employed -7%* 19%***
Independent contractor 13%*** 20%***
Contract company 2% 7%**

*    0.01 < p < = 0.05
**   0.001 < p < = 0.01
*** p < = 0.001

Note: The dependent variable is log (wage). The model of personal characteristics controls for four race/ethnicity categories, six
education levels, four Census regions, three urbanicity categories, age and age squared, two marital status categories, being a leased
worker, and whether born in the U.S. The model, which includes job characteristics, also has controls for 14 industries, 12 occupations,
receipt of either employer-sponsored health insurance or a pension, and union membership or coverage by a union contract.

Source: Author’s analysis of the February 1997 Supplement to the Current Population Survey.
This table updates Table 12 in Kalleberg et al., Nonstandard Work, Substandard Jobs (1997).
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Another important consideration is the effect of work arrangement on wages for workers with similar

characteristics. Table 4A shows that most types of nonstandard workers receive lower wages than full-time

workers with similar personal characteristics, including education. (Data for 1995 are included in Table 4B

for comparison.) For example, regular part-time employees are paid substantially less per hour—reductions

average 27% for men and 20% for women—than are regular full-time workers with similar characteristics.

Temps average 15-18% less per hour, and on-call workers get 10-20% less.  These pay penalties have

changed little since 1995. Contract company workers and male independent contractors are paid more,

on average, than their regular full-time counterparts with similar personal characteristics.

When the wages of nonstandard workers are compared to those of standard workers with the same

job characteristics (industry, occupation, union representation, and receipt of health insurance and/or a

pension) and the same personal characteristics, then the pay penalties shrink and the pay premiums grow

TABLE 4B
Hourly wages of nonstandard workers, compared to regular full-time workers,

by work arrangement and sex, 1995 (difference in %)

Women Men

Controlling for
personal characteristics
Regular part-time -20%*** -24%***
Temporary help agency -17%*** -21%***
On-call -21%*** -9%**
Self-employed -25%*** -13%***
Independent contractor -14%*** -5%***
Contract company — 7%*

Controlling for personal
and job characteristics
Regular part-time -5%** -10%***
Temporary help agency — -8%*
On-call -6%* —
Self-employed -6%* 8%**
Independent contractor 7%** 12%***
Contract company 11%* 9%***

*    0.01 < p < = 0.05
**   0.001 < p < = 0.01
*** p < = 0.001

Note: The dependent variable is log (wage). “—” indicates the difference is not significantly different from zero. The model of personal
characteristics controls for four race/ethnicity categories, six education levels, four Census regions, three urbanicity categories, age
and age squared, two marital status categories, being a leased worker, and whether born in the U.S. The model, which includes job
characteristics, also has controls for 14 industries, 12 occupations, receipt of either employer-sponsored health insurance or a
pension, and union membership or coverage by a union contract.

Source: Author’s analysis of the February 1995 Supplement to the Current Population Survey.
This table appeared as Table 12 in Kalleberg et al., Nonstandard Work, Substandard Jobs (1997).
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(see the bottom half of Tables 4A and 4B). In other words, some nonstandard workers’ wages are compa-

rable with (or even exceed) the wages of standard workers when the comparison is limited to workers with

similar job and personal characteristics. This seeming contradiction occurs because nonstandard jobs are

concentrated in low-paying occupations without fringe benefits or union representation.

When we control for personal and job characteristics, independent contractors make 13% (women) to

20% (men) more per hour than standard workers; self-employed men make 19% more. Between 1995 and

1997, there was a notable increase in wages for men who were either self-employed or working as inde-

pendent contractors. In total, 37.2% of nonstandard workers (62.4% of men and 14.0% of women) are in

nonstandard work arrangements with average wages higher than those of workers in standard jobs with

similar personal and job characteristics. Unfortunately, the pay penalties experienced by workers in most

of the low-wage nonstandard work arrangements (part-time workers, temps, on-call workers, and self-

employed women) persist even when controlling for job and personal characteristics. Some 61.2% of all

nonstandard workers are employed in the types of arrangements that, on average, pay less than regular

full-time jobs occupied by workers with similar characteristics.

Fringe benefits
The share of nonstandard workers receiving fringe benefits from their employers follows the pattern found

for wages. All types of nonstandard workers are less likely than regular full-time workers to have either

employer-provided health insurance or pension benefits (see Tables 5 and 6). The disadvantages of nonstand-

ard work arrangements with respect to fringe benefits persist even when controlling for personal and job

characteristics.4 Although some temporary help agencies claim to offer health insurance to their employees,

the overwhelming majority of temporary workers of both sexes have jobs with no health care or pensions.5

Job security
Nonstandard workers are more likely than regular full-time workers to have jobs of limited or uncertain

duration. Table 7 shows the percentage of wage and salary workers who reported that their jobs were

temporary, or who could not work in their current jobs as long as they wished (even if their work perfor-

mance was satisfactory).6 It also reports the percentage of the self-employed and self-employed indepen-

dent contractors who expect their jobs to last less than one year.7 Among the various nonstandard work

arrangements, temps were the most likely to report having a job of limited duration. The gender differ-

ences among the self-employed are striking: women who are self-employed and who are self-employed

independent contractors have rates of limited job duration almost twice that of their male counterparts. The

insecure nature of nonstandard jobs persists even when controlling for personal and job characteristics.8

Who works in nonstandard jobs?
Nonstandard work arrangements vary significantly in their gender and racial composition. Women are

generally over-represented among nonstandard workers: 33.7% of women work in nonstandard jobs

compared to 24.3% of men. Women are also concentrated in the nonstandard work arrangements that have
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the poorest-quality jobs. For example, regular part-time employees and temps — work arrangements with

the largest pay penalties and the lowest likelihood of providing health insurance and pensions — are

disproportionately female (Table 8). In contrast, independent contractors — the best-paid type of non-

standard work — are disproportionately male.

Workers are also sorted into types of nonstandard work by race and ethnicity. Temps are dispropor-

tionately black and Hispanic (Table 9). Whites are over-represented among independent contractors and

the self-employed. Tables 10 and 11 show work arrangements by race and sex. The best types of non-

standard work (i.e., independent contracting and self-employment for men) are disproportionately filled by

white men, while the worst types of nonstandard jobs (i.e., regular part-time and temp work) are dispro-

portionately filled by women and minority men. Despite this tendency, blacks and Hispanics of both

genders are under-represented among nonstandard workers and over-represented among regular full-time

workers.

TABLE 5
Health insurance coverage, by work arrangement and sex, 1997

All Women Men

Any Through own Any Through own Any Through own
coverage employer coverage employer coverage employer

All 83.7% 52.8% 84.9% 49.7% 82.7% 56.4%

All nonstandard arrangements 74.5% 12.4% 76.7% 13.6% 71.9% 11.6%

Full-time
Temporary help agency 43.1% 6.8% 47.8% 6.3% 38.0% 7.4%
On-call 69.0 42.4 66.8 23.3 70.0 51.3
Self-employed 82.1 N/A 79.5 N/A 83.2 N/A
Independent contractor, WSa 67.6 28.9 66.8 20.5 68.1 34.1
Independent contractor, SEb 75.6 N/A 79.1 N/A 74.7 N/A
Contract company 81.4 57.9 80.7 49.3 81.6 60.5
Regular full-time 87.4 69.0 89.1 66.7 86.2 70.7
All 85.9 61.4 87.7 61.5 84.6 61.3

Part-time
Temporary help agency 59.7% 1.8% 74.0% 2.4% 22.4% 0.0%
On-call 66.0 9.0 75.5 4.1 47.8 18.3
Self-employed 79.8 N/A 81.4 N/A 76.6 N/A
Independent contractor, WSa 70.7 9.6 74.7 9.1 61.4 11.0
Independent contractor, SEb 70.6 N/A 78.3 N/A 60.8 N/A
Contract company 73.3 5.3 74.4 6.2 71.5 3.7
Regular part-time 75.3 18.0 77.6 18.6 69.1 16.1
All 74.4 14.3 77.7 15.1 66.5 12.4

aWage and salary
bSelf-employed

Source: Author’s analysis of the February 1997 Supplement to the Current Population Survey.
Because of changes in analysis of the data, this table should be compared not with the earlier report but with the 1995 data shown in
Table S9 in the online Data Supplement to this report.
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Employment preferences and reasons for working nonstandard jobs
The extent to which nonstandard workers prefer their current work arrangement over a regular full-time

job is highly correlated with the quality of their jobs. Table 12 shows the percentage of workers in selected

nonstandard work arrangements that would prefer standard employment. The majority of temps and on-

call workers would rather have a regular full-time job. In contrast, independent contractors and self-

employed workers overwhelmingly prefer their nonstandard work arrangements. This is true even for self-

employed women who earn less than their counterparts in standard jobs. However, in 1997, over 75% of

self-employed women were white and married. This suggests their preference for self-employment

may have been influenced by their ability to rely on the earning power of their husbands to main-

tain their standard of living. A preference for nonstandard work can reflect constraints faced by

workers with conflicting obligations. For example, 74.6% of the men and 30.6% of the women who

TABLE 6
Pension coverage, by work arrangement and sex, 1997

All Women Men

Any Through own Any Through own Any Through own
coverage employer coverage employer coverage employer

All 56.9% 46.6% 55.0% 45.3% 58.5% 47.8%

All nonstandard arrangements 34.2% 12.8% 33.2% 15.7% 35.3% 9.3%

Full-time
Temporary help agency 16.3% 5.1% 14.1% 5.6% 18.6% 4.5%
On-call 48.6 36.1 43.7 26.9 51.0 40.4
Self-employed 47.3 N/A 39.4 N/A 50.8 N/A
Independent contractor, WSa 40.2 15.9 35.0 11.8 43.3 18.4
Independent contractor, SEb 42.4 N/A 43.4 N/A 42.2 N/A
Contract company 52.2 43.0 45.7 34.2 54.3 45.8
Regular full-time 66.0 60.3 66.2 60.6 65.8 60.0
All 63.1 53.7 63.7 55.8 62.7 52.1

Part-time
Temporary help agency 12.6% 0.0% 12.6% 0.0% 12.5% 0.0
On-call 23.2 10.3 26.7 11.7 16.5 7.6
Self-employed 40.4 N/A 38.8 N/A 43.7 N/A
Independent contractor, WSa 30.6 10.0 27.9 9.1 36.5 12.0
Independent contractor, SEb 33.7 N/A 36.3 N/A 30.4 N/A
Contract company 20.6 8.8 24.8 7.0 13.7 11.9
Regular part-time 28.2 19.2 32.1 21.7 17.3 12.4
All 29.0 15.4 32.2 17.8 21.1 9.5

aWage and salary
bSelf-employed

Source: Author’s analysis of the February 1997 Supplement to the Current Population Survey.
Because of changes in analysis of the data, this table should be compared not with the earlier report but with the 1995 data shown in
Table S9 in the online Data Supplement to this report.
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TABLE 7
Jobs of limited or uncertain duration, by work arrangement and sex, 1997

Work arrangement Female Male

Regular part-time 10.5% 15.2%
Temporary help agency 68.8 66.2
On-call/day laborers 100.0 100.0
Self-employed 9.3 4.7
Independent contractor, WSa 19.7 14.5
Independent contractor, SEb 10.1 5.9
Contract company 18.5 13.5

All nonstandard work arrangements 17.1% 16.5%

Regular full-time 4.3% 4.6%

All 8.6% 7.5%

aWage and salary
bSelf-employed

Source: Author’s analysis of the February 1997 supplement to the Current Population Survey.
This table updates Table 24 in Kalleberg et al., Nonstandard Work, Substandard Jobs (1997).

TABLE 8
Workers, by work arrangement and sex, 1997

Work arrangement Women Men All

Regular part-time 72.8% 27.2% 100%
Temporary help agency 55.9 44.1 100
On-call/day labor 49.8 50.2 100
Self-employed 39.2 60.8 100
Independent contractor, WSa 50.7 49.3 100
Independent contractor, SEb 31.6 68.4 100
Contract company 29.9 70.1 100

All nonstandard work arrangements 54.6% 45.4% 100%

Regular full-time 43.2% 56.8% 100%

All 46.5% 53.5% 100%

aWage and salary
bSelf-employed

Source: Author’s analysis of the February 1997 supplement to the Current Population Survey.
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prefer part-time work cite school attendance as the reason for their preference. Another 44% of the women

who “prefer” part-time work cite “family or personal obligations” as the reason.

Workers were also asked about their reasons for working in nonstandard work arrangements. These

reasons typically fall into three categories: (1) economic reasons (i.e., they chose nonstandard jobs for

economic reasons beyond their immediate control);9 (2) flexibility and family (they chose nonstandard jobs

to have more flexible schedules or to allow them to care for their children or other family members); and

(3) personal reasons. This last category encompasses a broad range of responses, such as the desire to seek

training or education and a preference for short-term work.

Workers’ reasons for working in nonstandard work arrangements mirror their preferences (see Table

13). Workers who prefer nonstandard work are more likely to work in those arrangements for reasons other

than economic necessity. They are also likely to be employed in nonstandard work arrangements that have

relatively better wages and benefits. Women working on-call are somewhat of an exception, however.

Although these women, like most workers in low-quality nonstandard jobs, prefer traditional employment,

41.6% report they work on-call for flexibility and family reasons. This suggests that when some women

“choose” to work in poor-quality nonstandard work arrangements, possibly because of family consider-

ations, they would actually prefer to have regular full-time jobs.

To what extent are nonstandard workers also attending school and planning to get better jobs once

they finish? Table 14 shows that only a small percentage of nonstandard workers aged 18 to 24 are

students. While it is true that a large percentage of part-time workers in this age group are students, most

are not.

TABLE 9
Nonstandard workers, by race/ethnicity, 1997

Work arrangement White Black Hispanic Other All

Regular part-time 78.3% 9.3% 8.7% 3.7% 100.0%
Temporary help agency 63.0 20.2 13.0 3.8 100.0
On-call/day labor 73.8 8.1 14.7 3.4 100.0
Self-employed 87.9 3.2 4.7 4.3 100.0
Independent contractor, WSa 78.5 9.3 9.9 2.3 100.0
Independent contractor, SEb 83.5 4.8 7.3 4.4 100.0
Contract company 76.8 11.8 6.3 5.1 100.0

All nonstandard work arrangements 80.1% 7.8% 8.1% 4.0% 100.0%

Regular full-time 73.9% 11.6% 10.3% 4.2% 100.0%

All 75.7% 10.5% 9.7% 4.1% 100.0%

aWage and salary
bSelf-employed

Source: Author’s analysis of the February 1997 supplement to the Current Population Survey.
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Long-term trends
The growth in nonstandard work arrangements over the past 10 to 20 years is difficult to assess. While the

data used in this analysis were gathered in a survey designed specifically to assess participation in non-

standard work, this survey was first fielded in 1995. Thus, it does not provide information on long-term

trends in nonstandard work arrangements. Other surveys (especially the basic component of the CPS) can

be used to examine the time trends in a few types of nonstandard jobs: part-time employment, employment

in the personnel-supply-service industry, and self-employment. However, the basic CPS uses somewhat

different definitions of work arrangements than does the Contingent Work Supplement. While the basic

CPS data are consistent over time, in any given year they will be somewhat different from data collected

in the Contingent Worker Supplement.

TABLE 10
Workers by work arrangement, sex, and ethnicity, 1997

Work arrangement All White Black Hispanic Other

Female
Regular part-time 21.3% 22.6% 15.7% 20.2% 16.6%
Temporary help agency 1.2 1.1 2.0 1.6 1.1
On-call/day labor 1.6 1.6 1.3 1.9 1.2
Self-employed 4.1 4.7 1.4 1.9 4.2
Independent contractor, WSa 0.8 0.8 0.7 1.3 0.3
Independent contractor, SEb 3.9 4.4 1.3 2.9 5.2
Contract company 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.8 1.2

All nonstandard 33.7% 35.9% 23.2% 30.6% 29.7%

Regular full-time 66.3% 64.1% 76.8% 69.4% 70.3%

All 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Male
Regular part-time 6.9% 6.7% 7.8% 7.1% 8.5%
Temporary help agency 0.8 0.7 1.9 1.2 0.9
On-call/day labor 1.4 1.3 1.0 2.5 1.3
Self-employed 5.5 6.4 1.5 2.6 5.7
Independent contractor, WSa 0.7 0.7 0.6 0.4 0.5
Independent contractor, SEb 7.3 8.1 4.1 5.2 7.0
Contract company 1.7 1.7 2.2 0.8 1.9

All nonstandard 24.3% 25.5% 19.1% 19.7% 25.7%

Regular full-time 75.7% 74.5% 80.9% 80.3% 74.3%

All 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

aWage and salary
bSelf-employed

Source: Author’s analysis of the February 1997 Supplement to the Current Population Survey.
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Part-time employment varies with the fluctuations in the business cycle, rising during recessions and

periods of slow economic growth and falling during periods of strong growth (Kalleberg, Wenger, and

Hudson 1999). The total proportion of workers in part-time jobs has increased since 1973 (Table 15). The

share of workers employed part-time involuntarily (i.e., workers who want full-time work but cannot find

it) has declined over the 1990s with improvements in the economy.10

While employment in the personnel-supply-service industry11 makes up a very small portion of the

nonstandard workforce, two facts about these jobs stand out. First, they are among the worst jobs in the

American economy. Second, these jobs are also one of the fastest-growing sectors of the labor market. Since

1982, the proportion of workers in temp jobs has increased more than fourfold, from 0.5% to 2.3%.

The basic CPS shows the level of self-employment over the last two decades has been fairly stable,

TABLE 11
Work arrangement, by sex and ethnicity, 1997

Work arrangement White Black Hispanic Other All

Female
Regular part-time 80.2% 8.8% 7.8% 3.2% 100.0%
Temporary help agency 66.2 19.6 10.7 3.5 100.0
On-call/day labor 77.2 9.8 9.9 3.1 100.0
Self-employed 87.6 4.3 4.0 4.2 100.0
Independent contractor, WSa 74.0 10.7 13.9 1.4 100.0
Independent contractor, SEb 84.5 4.0 6.1 5.4 100.0
Contract company 75.5 10.6 8.1 5.8 100.0

All nonstandard 80.7% 8.2% 7.5% 3.6% 100.0%

Regular full-time 73.2% 13.9% 8.7% 4.3% 100.0%

All 75.7% 12.0% 8.3% 4.1% 100.0%

Male
Regular part-time 73.3% 10.4% 11.1% 5.2% 100.0%
Temporary help agency 58.8 21.0 15.8 4.3 100.0
On-call/day labor 70.3 6.4 19.5 3.8 100.0
Self-employed 88.0 2.5 5.1 4.3 100.0
Independent contractor, WSa 83.2 7.9 5.7 3.2 100.0
Independent contractor, SEb 83.1 5.1 7.8 4.0 100.0
Contract company 77.3 12.4 5.5 4.9 100.0

All nonstandard 79.5% 7.3% 8.9% 4.4% 100.0%

Regular full-time 74.5% 9.9% 11.6% 4.1% 100.0%

All 75.7% 9.2% 10.9% 4.2% 100.0%

aWage and salary
bSelf-employed

Source: Author’s analysis of the February 1997 supplement to the Current Population Survey.



15

TABLE 12
Nonstandard workers who prefer standard employment, by sex, 1995 and 1997

Regular Temporary Self- Independent Independent
Response part-time help agency On-call employed contractor, WSa contractor, SEb

1997
Female
Yes 23.3% 57.6% 52.6% 7.8% 13.3% 8.5%
No 68.9 34.4 41.0 85.5 73.7 86.4
Depends/other 7.8 5.3 4.6 4.8 9.4 4.2

Male
Yes 29.6% 64.1% 56.3% 5.9% 16.6% 9.0%
No 62.8 29.9 32.0 88.0 72.3 84.9
Depends/other 7.6 4.8 8.4 3.6 7.1 4.3

1995
Female
Yes 23.2% 57.9% 56.0% 10.0% 21.9% 8.5%
No 69.7 30.6 38.3 83.0 69.1 85.2
Depends/other 7.1 9.8 4.9 5.0 6.2 5.3

Male
Yes 33.4% 72.8% 67.2% 5.6% 20.4% 8.1%
No 60.6 18.4 26.9 87.9 71.5 85.2
Depends/other 6.0 6.8 4.0 4.3 5.6 5.3

aWage and salary
bSelf-employed

Source: Author’s analysis of the February 1997 supplement to the Current Population Survey.

with some slight decline since the end of the last recession in the early 1990s. In comparing the data in

Table 15 with the rest of the data on self-employment in this report, it should be noted that there are two

important differences. First, the data in Table 15 include both the self-employed as well as independent

contractors who are self-employed. Second, the data on self-employed workers in Table 15 do not include

self-employed workers who are incorporated.

Conclusion
Between 1995 and 1997 there was little change in the share or quality of nonstandard jobs in comparison

to standard employment. This is somewhat surprising — the economy experienced good rates of growth

during this period (2.1% and 3.6% in 1995 and 1996, respectively) and the minimum wage increased in

1996. The minimum wage increase alone should have improved the wages of the lowest earners and

helped to narrow wage differentials between the lowest-wage earners and higher-paid workers.

Unemployment, however, changed little in the period examined, hovering around 5.4% for most of the two
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TABLE 13
Reasons for working in nonstandard employment, by sex, 1995 and 1997

Temporary Self- Independent Independent
Reasons given help agency On-call employed contractor, WSa contractor, SEb

1997
Female
Economic 57.3% 36.1% 8.0% 17.5% 8.0%
Flexibility, family 23.7 41.6 36.0 41.2 46.4
Personal 19.0 20.4 53.7 38.3 44.3

Male
Economic 69.5% 60.2% 10.8% 20.5% 11.3%
Flexibility, family 10.7 18.9 13.9 25.5 18.7
Personal 18.4 18.9 70.9 48.5 66.8

1995
Female
Economic 55.8% 41.8% 5.8% 16.9% 7.3%
Flexibility, family 21.3 40.0 40.7 41.1 40.8
Personal 20.3 17.1 51.0 40.1 50.9

Male
Economic 77.7% 61.6% 6.7% 22.2% 8.8%
Flexibility, family 6.0 14.4 13.1 16.4 16.1
Personal 15.9 22.5 76.8 59.2 72.7

aWage and salary
bSelf-employed

Source: Author’s analysis of the February 1995 and 1997 supplements to the Current Population Survey.

years.  These moderate improvements in both the overall economy and the minimum wage could be

expected to shrink wage differentials and improve the quality of nonstandard jobs, but these changes seem

to have had little effect on the share or the quality of nonstandard work.

Nonstandard work arrangements continue to be troubling because so many of them are of low

quality. While these jobs may afford certain workers and their employers a measure of flexibility, they pay

less and provide fewer fringe benefits than regular full-time jobs, even when the workers have similar

education and experience. Policy makers and working people are rightly concerned that nonstandard

employment has the potential to become a mechanism for paying substandard wages and benefits. Public

policies are needed to ensure that workers are not penalized with respect to their pay and benefits simply

because of their work arrangement.

December 1999

EPI would like to thank the Ford Foundation for its support of this project.
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TABLE 14
Percentage of workers aged 16-24 enrolled in school,

by work arrangement, 1995 and 1997

Work arrangement Female Male

1997
Regular part-time 18.5% 40.4%
Temporary help agency 2.4 3.7
On-call/day labor 7.3 7.1
Self-employed, other 0.5 0.4
Independent contractor, WSa 2.9 0.4
Independent contractor, SEb 0.7 0.7
Contract company 3.3 2.7

Regular full-time 1.5% 1.2%

Total 5.2% 4.0%

All nonstandard workers 12.4% 12.5%

1995
Regular part-time 17.5% 37.2%
Temporary help agency 3.4 6.6
On-call/day labor 7.0 6.5
Self-employed, other 0.5 1.5
Independent contractor, WSa 1.8 1.8
Independent contractor, SEb 0.8 0.4
Contract company 5.1 2.0

Regular full-time 1.6% 1.3%

Total 5.0% 3.9%

All nonstandard workers 11.7% 11.7%

aWage and salary
bSelf-employed

Source: Author’s analysis of the February 1995 and 1997 supplements to the Current Population Survey.



18

TABLE 15
Employment in nonstandard work arrangements

(share of nonagricultural employment)

Part-timea

Temporary
Involuntary Voluntary Total help agency Self-employmentb

1973 3.1% 13.5% 16.6% N/A 6.7%
1979 3.8 13.8 17.6 0.5c 7.1
1989 4.3 13.8 18.1 1.1 7.5
1993 5.5 13.3 18.8 1.5 7.7
1995 3.7 14.7 18.4 1.9 7.3
1996 3.5 14.6 18.1 2.0 7.3
1997 3.2 14.5 17.8 2.2 7.2
1998 2.9 14.6 17.5 2.3 7.0

aShare of all persons at work in nonagricultural employment working fewer than 35 hours per week.
bExcludes the incorporated self-employed.
cData for 1982.

Note: Part-time workers are a share of all persons at work. Data for part-time workers and the self-employed (basic CPS) are from
BLS, Employment and Earnings, Tables 15 and 21, various years. Temporary workers are all persons employed in the help-supply-
services industry (SIC 7363); data from the BLS web site. Data are not available prior to 1982.

Appendix

DISTINGUISHING BETWEEN REGULAR FULL-TIME AND NONSTANDARD WORK
Nonstandard arrangements differ from regular full-time jobs in at least one of the following ways:

(1) the absence of an employer, as in self-employment and independent contracting;
(2) a distinction between the organization that employs the worker and the one for whom the person works,

as in contract and temp work; or
(3) the temporal instability of the job, characteristic of temporary, day labor, on-call, and some forms of

contract work.

DEFINING THE TYPES OF NONSTANDARD WORK
Regular part-time
Workers in this group were respondents who reported they were wage and salary workers and that they
worked less than 35 hours each week, and they were not classified in any of the other nonstandard work
arrangements (NSWAs) listed herein.

Temporary help agency (or temps)
Workers in this group were respondents who reported being a wage and salary worker and answered “yes” to
the following question: “Are you paid by a temporary help agency? (A temporary help agency supplies
workers to other companies on an as-needed basis or supplies workers to other companies primarily for short-
term assignments.)”
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On-call
Workers in this group were respondents who reported being a wage and salary workers and answered “yes” to
the following question: “Some people are in a pool of workers who are only called to work as needed, al-
though they can be scheduled to work for several days or weeks in a row, for example substitute teachers, and
construction workers supplied by a union hiring hall. These people are sometimes referred to as ‘on-call’
workers. Were you an on-call worker last week?”

Day labor
Workers in this group were respondents who reported being self-employed and answered “yes” to the follow-
ing question: “Some people get work by waiting at a place where employers pick up people to work for a day.
These people are sometimes called day laborers. Were you a day laborer last week?”

Self-employed
Workers in this group were respondents who reported being self-employed and answered “yes” to the follow-
ing question: “Are you self-employed,” for example “as a shop or restaurant owner?”

Independent contracting—wage and salary
Workers in this group were respondents who reported being a wage and salary worker and answered “yes” to
the following question: “Last week, were you working as an independent contractor, an independent consult-
ant, or a freelance worker? That is, someone who obtains customers on their own to provide a product or
service. Independent contractors, independent consultants, and freelance workers can have other employees
working for them.”

Independent contracting—self-employment
Workers in this group were respondents who answered “yes” to the following question: “Last week, were you
working as an independent contractor, an independent consultant, or a freelance worker? That is, someone
who obtains customers on their own to provide a product or service. Independent contractors, independent
consultants, and freelance workers can have other employees working for them” and answered “yes” to the
question “Are you self-employed as an independent contractor, independent consultant, or freelance worker?”

Contract company
Workers in this group were respondents who reported being a wage and salary worker and answered “yes” to
the following question: “Some companies provide employees or their services to others under contract. A few
examples of services that can be contracted out include security, landscaping, or computer programming. Did
you work for a company that contracts out you or your services last week?”

We classified as “contract workers” all persons who did contract work, regardless of whether they work at the
employers’ work site, the work site of a single contractee, or the work site of more than one contractee. This
conception of contract work differs from that used by the BLS, which does not classify as contract workers persons
who did not work at the contractee’s work site. BLS requires a respondent to answer “no” to the question,
“Are you usually assigned to more than one customer?” and “yes” to “Do you usually work at the customer’s
work site?” We do not require any particular answer to those questions.

Regular full-time
Workers in this group were respondents who reported that they were wage and salary workers, worked 35
hours or more each week, and were not classified in any of the nonstandard work arrangements listed above.

INDEPENDENT CONTRACTORS
In both the 1995 and 1997 Contingent Work Supplements, the Bureau of Labor Statistics has made a distinc-
tion between independent contractors who report they are wage and salary employees and those who report
they are self-employed. The reasons for this response are unclear, but the data from the surveys reveal
important distinctions between these two groups of nonstandard workers. Wage and salary and self-employed
independent contractors often differ on the basis of their occupational characteristics as well as the quality of
the jobs and the personal characteristics of those who fill them. The most frequently occurring occupations of
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wage and salary and self-employed independent contractors are listed respectively in Tables S20 and S21 in
the online Data Supplement (www.epinet.org). Two distinctions are readily apparent. First, many wage and
salary independent contractors are employed in occupations where workers are paid a base salary in addition
to some type of commission or additional pay for each product sold or customer served. Second, self-em-
ployed independent contractors are more likely to work in higher status and “professional” occupations than
their wage and salary counterparts.

ON-CALL WORKERS
Unlike the February 1995 survey, the February 1997 survey makes a distinction between on-call workers who
“only work when called” and those who “work regular hours but must be available” when called. Among all
on-call workers, 43.2% indicated that they had a regular schedule in addition to being on call, while 52.3%
indicated they only worked when called. Another 4.1% responded “other.” This indicates that the on-call
group, which made up 94.1% of the on-call/day laborer group in the 1995 survey and 98.5% in 1997, includes
a substantial portion of workers who have jobs with regular schedules, although they also work when called.

There are significant job-quality differences between these two types of on-call workers. The jobs of
on-call workers with regular schedules are much more likely to resemble the jobs of regular, full-time wage
and salary workers. However, as Tables S22, S23, and S24 in the online Data Supplement (www.epinet.org) show,
there are large pay penalties for the on-call workers who work only when called. Table S25 in the Data
Supplement shows the share of these workers with health insurance and a pension.

PART-TIME WORKERS
In addition to workers who work part time in what are otherwise regular jobs, a substantial portion of other
nonstandard workers also work part time. Table S26 in the online Data Supplement (www.epinet.org) shows that
nonstandard workers, especially women, are much more likely than regular wage and salary workers to work part
time.

MULTIPLE JOB HOLDING
In 1997, nonstandard workers were more likely than regular full-time workers to hold more than one job.
Table S27 in the online Data Supplement (www.epinet.org) shows that the highest rates of multiple-job holding are
among wage and salary independent contractors and among female contract company workers. (Note: in Table S27,
as in all of the tables, workers are categorized according to their “primary” job.) Among men, on-call workers with
regular hours were more likely than other on-call workers to have multiple jobs. The opposite was true for women
on-call workers.
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Endnotes

1. See “Independent Contractors” in the Appendix to this report.

2. Survey respondents were categorized into work arrangements based on their responses to a series of questions. See
"Defining types of nonstandard work" in the Appendix to this paper.

3. See “Regular Part-Time” in the Appendix to this report.

4. See Table S11 in the Data Supplement to this paper, available on the EPI web site (www.epinet.org).

5. While many nonstandard work arrangements purport to offer health insurance or pensions, these fringe benefits are
frequently offered only on terms that are either prohibitively expensive or impossible to meet. The negative effects of
nonstandard work on receipt of health and pensions benefits persist even when considering employers’ offers of benefits and
not just the actual provision of the benefits (see Kalleberg, Reskin, and Hudson, forthcoming).

6. All on-call/day laborers were regarded as having jobs of limited duration

7. It is possible that the lower percentages for the self-employed and self-employed independent contractors compared
to the wage and salary workers is due in part to the difference in the way "limited duration" is measured for the two groups.

8. See Table S12 in the Data Supplement to this paper, available on the EPI web site (www.epinet.org).

9. The “economic reasons” category includes the following: (1) “laid off and hired back as a” nonstandard worker, (2)
“only type of work could find,” (3) “hope job leads to permanent employment,” and (4) “other economic.”

10. The decline in involuntary part-time employement also is due to a change in the questions asked by the basic Current
Poplulation Survey.  This change was implemented in January 1994 (see Nardone, Tom, 1995, "Part-Time Employment:
Reasons, Demographics, and Trends," Journal of Labor Research, Vol. 26, pp. 274-92).

11. Employment in the personnel-supply-service industry (BLS detailed industry code 731) is the best longitudinal
measure available for estimating the relative portion of the workforce employed by temporary help agencies.  However, it
should be noted that, while the two overlap considerably, they are not completely contiguous.
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