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between risk and opportunity.28 As employment relations have become 

unstable and careers unpredictable, she asserts, variation across settings 

and circumstances structures risk and opportunity differently. In the new 

economy, most workers face some degree of uncertainty and may take risks 

and assume responsibilities that were both inconceivable and unavailable 

several decades ago. Rather than a clear distinction between "good" jobs 

and unstable work arrangements, workers encounter a range of institu

tional contexts. 

Variation across the Contingent Workforce 

The shifting dimensions of risk and opportunity point to variation across 

occupations, industries, and labor markets that employ contingent work

ers. Institutionalized differently, specific nonstandard arrangements pres

ent different labor market structures, industry practices, and occupational 

norms. Variation extends, as well, to the terms of the standard job. Al

though standard employment once provided clear—although by no means 

equal—opportunity structures for those situated within internal labor 

markets, it too has absorbed some of the risks of the new economy. Vari

ation and volatility, experienced across the workforce, thus confront indi

viduals with a new calculus for making choices. 

Much of the analysis of nonstandard, contingent work has focused on 

lower-wage occupations and has identified conditions that offer mul

tiple means of subordinating contingent workers. Clerical and industrial 

temps, for example, earn lower wages than their counterparts in standard 

jobs; forgo most benefits of standard employment; and contend with isola

tion, disrespect, and frequent readjustment to the changing demands of 

supervisors, coworkers, and staffing agency recruiters, who demand defer

ence and control labor market access.29 When a divided workforce encom

passes a marginal segment of workers, these studies suggest, contingent 

status is a mechanism of subordination that augments individual risk and 

limits access to better opportunities. 

Nonstandard work arrangements may also exacerbate race and gender 

inequalities. For example, case studies of clerical temps document discrim

inatory practices that might well be deemed illegal for workers who hold 

standard jobs.30 Studies of part-time workers reveal a common assump

tion that part-time hours benefit women but justify lower wages.31 Studies 
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of home-based contingent workers reveal similar assumptions that paid 

work performed at home is appropriate for women, whose low wages are 

secondary to family concerns.32 Contingent status, together with accom

modation of work and family, may thus provide a pretext for inequality, as 

family needs delimit a worker's options and drive individual choices.33 

Across professional occupations, however, different opportunity struc

tures offer a varying mix of risk and choice. For example, attorneys work

ing through staffing agencies on temporary assignments report marginality 

in their profession as a whole but greater control over their time and choice 

of assignments than jobs in law firms typically allow.34 Traveling nurses, 

who move from one locale to the next, similarly avoid the heavy workloads 

and mandatory overtime so often demanded of their counterparts on hos

pital staffs.35 Unlike attorneys, however, traveling nurses also report ready 

access to standard jobs without loss of professional standing. In contrast, 

adjunct faculty members, working outside the tenured core of the internal 

labor market of academia, find their experience as teachers and researchers 

devalued and their options foreclosed.36 Here contingent status marginal

izes one segment of an occupation. 

Despite evident variation, professional occupations tend to offer those 

with nonstandard work arrangements a greater measure of autonomy 

than other contingent workers exercise. Professional work is traditionally 

associated with a status that confers prestige.37 Professionals possess expert 

knowledge, usually gained through formal education, an investment in 

human capital expected to pay off in relatively high incomes and positions 

of authority. Indeed, professionals employed in standard jobs lodged in 

internal labor markets do, in general, exercise more authority over their 

work than lower-level workers are allowed. Professionals are trusted 

workers.38 They adhere to occupational standards that help to maintain 

their status. Professionalism thus includes adherence to principles of prac

tice. It provides both a mechanism of control and a source of identity for 

professional practitioners. 

Studies of Contract Professionals 

What, then, do we know about contract professionals? Which occupa

tions constitute the workforce segment of these contingent workers? What 

norms and practices prevail on each side of the divide between standard and 
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nonstandard employment? Contract employment, by definition, is gov

erned by short-term agreements, which typically last for a defined period of 

time or for the term of a project. Contracting usually means much mobility 

and frequent negotiation as individuals move from one project to the next. 

Professionals involved in artistic production—among them screenwriters, 

film editors, and sound and light technicians—have long worked through 

contract arrangements, in fluid skill-based labor markets, with teams that 

are assembled for the duration of a project and dissolved when the effort 

ends.39 On contract, these workers apply their well-defined expertise and 

then move on, finding new projects through networks of colleagues, cli

ents, and brokers of talent. Labor markets for artistic production thus re

semble the structure of craft work before the industrial-era factory with its 

narrow jobs and institutionalized assembly line.40 

Contract professionals in print media evidence some of the same pat

terns. For example, two groups of researchers analyzing self-employed 

freelancers in Britain, one focusing on translators and the other on copy 

editors and proofreaders, found emerging occupational groups of con

tractors working on a project-by-project basis. Most of these workers ex

pressed overall satisfaction with their work arrangement, despite having 

been "pushed" into freelancing when their former employers downsized.41 

Both studies identified a preponderance of women among these contract 

workers, and both found many who considered their work arrangement a 

strategy for accommodating paid work with family responsibilities. Echo

ing debates about the contingent workforce in the United States, these 

studies document conditions in which social characteristics rationalize the 

contingent status of one segment of a labor market. 

Contractors also encompass a segment of the technical professionals— 

engineers, computer experts, and technical writers—who, as Peter Meik-

sins and Peter Whalley (2002, 11) explain, "customize" their working 

time.42 These researchers focus on experienced professionals, both women 

and men, who opted to limit their hours at work, either through contract

ing or through organization-based jobs defined as part-time. For these 

workers, standard employment had come to demand more of life than they 

were willing to give, and contingent status became a strategy for achiev

ing more autonomy to control their daily schedules. Contractors in this 

study exercised enough leverage to select assignments that allowed them 

to limit their working time. Avoiding staffing agencies for finding work, 
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they relied instead on informal networks of colleagues and clients, together 

with professional associations that helped them establish connections. De

spite their limited hours, these contract professionals navigated effectively 

within a system of employment that depends on informal social relations. 

To date, Stephen R. Barley and Gideon Kunda have provided the most 

comprehensive analysis of contract work.43 These researchers, too, stud

ied technical professionals, identifying a broad swath of workers, from 

"gurus," who develop and implement cutting-edge computer systems, to 

technical administrators, who maintain work stations and in-house net

works. Their analysis thus offers a bird's-eye view of an employment sec

tor that is more a set of occupations requiring technical expertise than a 

single, unified body of knowledge and skills. Most of the technical pro

fessionals in this study contracted with staffing agencies, which not only 

identified sources of work but also brokered "deals" between contractors 

and clients (96). Here, too, contractors moved within a system of employ

ment relations, but one in which a triangular arrangement, with a staffing 

agency as intermediary, had become the norm. Like the technical profes

sionals studied by Meiksins and Whalley, these contractors exercised more 

negotiating leverage than most lower-wage contingent workers are able to 

exert. Market conditions, human capital, and experience in the market all 

mitigated some of the uncertainty and powerlessness found among clerical 

and industrial temps. 

Barley and Kunda equate contracting with an "itinerant professional

ism" (285), through which contractors apply their expertise for a series of 

clients and maintain up-to-date skills, usually understood as knowledge of 

the latest technical tools. Itinerant professionalism conceptualizes contract 

employment as a shift from organization to occupation. Whereas employ

ees with standard jobs look first to their employing organizations as sources 

of social identity and connection, contractors look to their occupations. 

Whereas organizations depend on administrative measures—incentives, 

sanctions, rewards—to exert control over employees, contractors turn to 

the market, where reputations affect their long-term employability. 

Barley and Kunda depict contractors as strategic actors seeking to nego

tiate the best deals while simultaneously managing a set of contradictions 

that pervade the experience of contracting: respect versus resentment, tech

nical challenge versus routine work, high pay versus high exposure to the 

vagaries of market forces. These contradictions surface in contractors' 


