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Abstract 

Although atypical work has been proven to hinder firms from competing in higher segments of 

markets and reduce labour productivity, companies still hire atypical workers in order to gain 

flexibility in case of unfavourable market conditions. The characteristics of jobs that lead to the 

deployment of atypical workers have been previously considered only individually. Using a fuzzy set 

qualitative comparative analysis technique, we analysed interviews with Italian firms belonging to 

the service sector to identify configurations that limit the deployment of atypical workers. We find 

that a mix of human resource practices can limit the need to turn to atypical work to gain flexibility 

also for simple and non-specific tasks.  

 

 

Keywords: Atypical work, fuzzy set qualitative comparative analysis 
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1. Introduction 

 

Most accounts have argued that firms adjust to changing market conditions by hiring non-standard 

workers (Abraham and Taylor, 1996, Storey et al., 2002). This category of employees is usually less 

costly than permanent workers especially when legal costs to hire and dismiss permanent workers are 

significant (Tsui et al., 1997, Kahn, 2010). Thereon, firms (either strategically or not) mostly end up 

deploying contingent work to cut labour costs relative to competitors (Houseman and Polivka, 2000).  

Scholars have also shown that atypical contracts exert negative effects both on the side of people 

(Sheel et al., 2013, Barbieri and Cutuli, 2016), and companies’ operations. Non-standard work does 

not help firms compete at the higher segments of markets damaging labour productivity, quality 

standards and innovation capabilities (Dolado and Stucchi, 2008, Lucidi and Kleinknecht, 2010, 

Guillame et al., 2019). Although market forces and environmental factors in general act as 

considerable constraints for managers and firms, the latter maintain the latitude to decide how to 

compete within such constraints. Thus, companies can differ in the ways they adjust to market 

demand and competition pressure (Knox and Walsh, 2005, Allen et al., 2017). Firms are not 

inevitably bound to hire a consistent number of temporary workers to meet market fluctuations. This 

principle has been shown by several studies considering different factors such as temporal flexibility 

(Wood, 2016), job rotation and training (Cappelli and Neumark, 2004), the simplicity/complexity of 

jobs (Cappelli and Keller, 2013) and firm-specific skills (Shire et al., 2009). However, these 

predictors over temporary work deployment have been considered individually. Thereon, it is not 

clear what conditions and processes lead managers to limit their deployment of atypical contracts. To 

answer the question concerning how to limit the deployment of non-standard workers, we contribute 

to the research concerning atypical employment in three different ways.  

First, we articulate theory by integrating existing perspectives and theories dealing with the use of 

non-standard contracts. We contend that this is crucial since organizations can be better understood 

as interconnected practices. A rich literature, dating from Milgrom and Roberts (1990),1 has 

highlighted the role of organizational complementarities in shaping the advantages of management 

practices and technology choices. In the presence of complementarities, business performance is not 

a matter of a single management practice, but that of several ones introduced at once. The set theoretic 

approach (Fiss et al., 2007) helps characterize a bundle of practices emerging from an empirical 

setting. Thereon, we draw on the qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) analytical technique and on 

its configurational perspective (Ragin, 2008) as a methodological basis for connecting different 

strands of literature in order to identify configurations of factors that help reduce the deployment of 

atypical workers.  

Second, as suggested by some authors (Cappelli and Keller, 2013, Bills et al., 2017), we put back 

human resource management into labour market research, thus overcoming the aggregate character 

often followed by previous studies. We concentrate on firms’ choices and strategies to find out how 

different factors are possibly related to each other in shaping decisions on temporary work 

employment (Boxall and Macky 2009, Cappelli and Keller, 2013, Allen et al., 2017). 

Third, we focus on the service sector where the employment of temporary workers is particularly 

salient. By definition, part of the service must be rendered in the presence of clients (front office), 

which affects the volatility of such sector. This component of services cannot be buffered using 

 

1 An excellent survey of that stream of literature is presented by Brynjolfsson and Milgrom (2013). 
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inventories. Moreover, firms have to comply with a demand showing both regular (particular time of 

the day, weekdays or seasons) and irregular variations (e.g. clients’ arrival for a special event) 

(Burgess et al., 2013). In this context, businesses want to keep high reversibility of resources and 

avoid freezing operational capacity thus being under strong pressure of employing contingent work.  

The article proceeds as follows. Section 2 highlights individual predictors over the hiring of non-

standard workers and the principles of the configuration perspective we will follow in the analysis. 

Section 3 presents methods, sample, procedures of analysis and measures. Section 4 illustrates the 

results while in Section 5 we point out our contributions to theory and to practice, and the limits of 

our study. 

 

2. Theoretical background and predictors on temporary work deployment 

 

2.1.  Demand uncertainty and market pressures  

 

Market pressures remain of course important to boost firms towards the hiring of people through non-

standard contracts. Overall, demand volatility over product/service and competitive pressures make 

accurate predictions harder. Under these circumstances, firms can make extensive use of short-term 

employment arrangements (Riso, 2010). European countries and Italy in particular have experienced 

this situation having been strongly hit by the 2008 economic recession and subsequently by the 2011 

sovereign debt crisis. In general, firms face specific market challenges shaped by the combined action 

of two market characteristics: variability and unpredictability (Ghosh et al., 2009). Variability entails 

uneven demand which can be however anticipated on the grounds of experience and stochastic 

calculations. On the other hand, unpredictability means that consumers’ choices within specific 

markets cannot be easily foreseen yielding further uncertainty for firms (Drago, 1998).  

 

2.2. High Road versus Low Road strategies and HRM practices 

 

The literature focusing on organizational flexibility in the service sector highlights that companies 

can take a “high road” approach in responding to market pressures. “High road” means that firms 

compete through higher quality and labour productivity by investing in the skill level of workers and 

use HRM to increase flexibility of their regular workforce (Boxall, 2003, Boxall and Macky, 2009). 

Within this business strategy, HRM practices play a critical role in order to strengthen permanent 

personnel contributions without relying on non-standard workers. Investments in the permanent 

workforce could be even favoured under market uncertainty if firms strategically act to protect their 

core capabilities (Ghosh et al., 2009). In contrast, other enterprises are bound to pursue a “low-road” 

approach through cost-cutting measures without investing in their regular personnel and by hiring a 

significant number of temporary workers as a quantitative form of flexibility. With respect to the 

service sector, studies in the UK and Australian hotel industry point out that the widespread utilisation 

of temporary workers has hindered skills upgrading and employee participation. HRM and 

organizational practices of people development result informal and unsystematic (Lucas, 2002, Knox 

and Walsh, 2005).  

Crucial HRM practices strictly shaping the “high road” approach and possibly reducing firms’ needs 

of employing temporary work to meet variable demand are represented by job enlargement and job 
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rotation, and related cross-training, and by flexible working time arrangements (Knox and Walsh, 

2005). Through job enlargement, managers can increase the number of tasks within the same job to 

motivate and qualify workers. Through job rotation, managers encourage workers to learn how to 

perform different jobs, thereby enabling them to adapt their workforce to volatile demand or to the 

need of replacement of absent workers, thus reducing the necessity of relying on temporary contracts 

(MacDuffie, 1995, Cappelli and Neumark, 2004). The implementation of job rotation systems 

requires proper training to provide workers with the necessary knowledge (Bonavia and Marin-

Garcia, 2011). Osterman (1995) within a telephone survey carried out in 1992 showed how off-the-

job training was positively associated with job rotation. These findings are relevant for the 

employment of temporary work since companies that invest in workers’ training have a strong 

incentive to hire them permanently (Davis-Blake and Uzzi, 1993). Thus, job rotation can contribute 

to reduce atypical contracts by increasing flexibility and by favouring investment in employee skills. 

HRM practices related to flexible working schedule such as overtime and part-time that are 

increasingly adopted by companies are also included within the “high road” approach (Rubery et al., 

2005, Lambert, 2008). Wood (2016) has shown that companies using temporal flexibility reduce the 

employment of temporary workers whose hiring becomes restricted to around 10% of the total 

workforce. Therefore, firms can respond to variability in markets by increasing the temporal 

flexibility of their regular workers. 

 

2.3. Job design organizational practices 

 

Studies have shown that the deployment of non-standard workers is positively correlated with work 

simplicity and well-defined elementary tasks (Voudoris, 2004, Cappelli and Keller, 2013). According 

to the core-periphery hypothesis, simpler and easily learned jobs are carried out by short-term workers 

while more complex activities are assigned to permanent and better trained employees (Atkinson, 

1984). Thus, simple jobs can be carried out by unskilled temporary workers. On the contrary, 

cognitive tasks demanding problem-solving, creativity, forming and testing hypotheses require well-

trained workers (Autor and Dorn, 2013, Autor, 2015). Cashier’s tasks in a supermarket and hotel 

chambermaid jobs can be easily learnt by a new hired worker given the low complexity of tasks. On 

the contrary, maintenance workers or commercial employees should possess cognitive, and/or 

relational skills making them less substitutable by workers hired in the spot market with short-term 

contracts. Therefore, on the grounds of previous studies we hypothesize that the simplest jobs can 

easily performed by temporary workers, while the most complex ones require highly skilled workers 

that must be hired through permanent contracts to retain them. 

 

2.4. Human capital theory and firm-specificity of tasks 

 

Human capital theorists suggest that when human capital becomes highly firm-specific, tasks require 

tacit skills and knowledge that workers must acquire in workplaces over time and through training 

(Becker, 1964). Firm-specific knowledge can be inherent to specific software systems and/or 

organizational routines (Frenkel et al., 1999). Thus, the higher the firm’s specificity, the more difficult 

it is to find in the market workers specialized in carrying out the task.  
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In the context of customer service settings, competencies and knowledge concerning the firm's 

particular customer base and work processes allow companies to differentiate themselves from the 

others in terms of quality and prompt service acquiring a source of competitive advantage (Shire et 

al., 2009). Firms have to face a strategic choice on the kind of service they want to provide. For a 

hotel, it is possible to adopt cost-cutting policies by using non-standard contracts for check-in and 

check-out operations; but this is hardly a solution if the competitive strategy is to offer tailored 

relational services, for which knowledge of languages and preferences of clients are needed. The 

firm-specificity of tasks can interact with their level of simplicity/complexity. On one end, there are 

complex tasks requiring firm-specific skills; in the middle there are tasks needing cognitive and 

relational skills that are non-firm specific, or easy tasks requiring firm-specific skills to be properly 

performed; on the opposite end, there are simple tasks that are not firm-specific, which can be 

replaced by unskilled work.   

 

2.5.  Configurational perspective 

 

As anticipated, we consider all these elements together in relation with the employment of non-

standard workers by following the set-theoretic approach of QCA (Ragin, 2008). The related 

configurational thinking has recently attracted growing attention in the management (Misangyi et al., 

2017) and human resource management literatures (De Vos and Cambré, 2017, Farivar and 

Richardson, 2019). However, so far it has not been applied in the study of temporary work 

employment. The configurational approach is based upon three forms of causal complexity2  that are 

particularly relevant for our purpose: conjunctural causation, equifinality and asymmetry (Schneider 

& Wagemann, 2012, Misangyi et al., 2017). Conjunctural causation is viewed as a “causal recipe” in 

which sets of factors interact to generate the outcome. In our study, this allows to capture how 

different factors interact to generate a limited hiring of non-standard workers and thus the resulting 

configurations enabling to achieve a given outcome. The presence of different independent variables 

shows how demanding can be for firms to avoid hiring contingent workers and how considering only 

single factors is not enough to take these decisions. Equifinality means that different causal recipes 

can be functionally equivalent and thus non-competing paths yield the same outcome (Goyer et al., 

2016). Thereon, discovered independent variables are sufficient but not necessary to produce a 

specific outcome allowing researchers to understand various paths of actions that managers can 

follow to limit their reliance over the deployment of atypical workers. Asymmetry means that one 

factor can be influential for the outcome within one configuration and be absent within others, 

depending on its combination with other factors (Ragin, 2008). This set-theoretic result can be telling 

both from the theoretical and practical viewpoint providing managers with concrete and differentiated 

guidelines to respond to market pressures by increasing the quality of their human capital instead of 

following a low-road competitive approach. 

 

 

 

 

 

2 causality must be however considered with caution in absence of longitudinal data. 
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3. Methods 

 

3.1. Data and Procedure 

 

The data were collected in 2018-2019 and consist of 39 interviews from 17 different firms located in 

North-eastern Italy and belonging to the service sector. We identified 34 occupations about which 

proper information was collected on all our variables of interest. Therefore, we rely on an intermediate 

N-sample (i.e. between 10-40 cases) that can deal with between 4 and 6 causal conditions (Kosmol 

et al., 2018) whereon being appropriate for our 5 predictors. Jobs vary in terms of complexity since, 

for instance, a maintenance worker fixing complex machineries carries out more specialized working 

activities than an employee hanging up blankets to dry. Jobs considered vary significantly in terms 

of skills required to perform the job, but are all operative, meaning that we didn’t consider 

coordination or management jobs. Research has shown that companies can differently manage 

different categories of their workforce (Schmidt et al., 2018). Therefore, we can expect to find the 

same firm adopting different HRM and organizational solutions to respond to market pressures on 

the grounds of the category of the workers considered. We also tried to consult firms presenting 

differences over the factors of interest in order to address the issue of limited diversity related to QCA 

as much as possible (Su et al., 2019). The geographic area of Northern Italy was selected given its 

economic vitality (Berta, 2016) possibly allowing to capture sophisticated organizational and HRM 

courses of action strengthening permanent personnel skills’ and flexibility rather than relying on 

short-term employment arrangements to cope with market turbulence.  

Before interviewing managers, background information concerning the company was collected in 

order to facilitate the subsequent comprehension and deepening of data during the conversation. We 

were able to interview owner-managers, members of the executive boards and heads of HR and/or 

commercial, operations departments of firms of different sizes. Managers to consult were chosen on 

the grounds of their knowledge over the themes under scrutiny. We interviewed more than one 

manager within larger enterprises in order to triangulate information whereon reinforcing the 

robustness of available data (Yin, 2014), while in small companies it was sufficient to consult with 

owner-managers. People interviewed and basic information concerning the case-study firms are 

reported in Table 1 where enterprises are only numbered to assure anonymity as agreed with them. 

We conducted all interviews face-to-face, asking in some cases further information by phone and/or 

via e-mail when we felt relevant information in the interviews was incomplete for our analysis or to 

ask for clarifications (Geary et al., 2017). We relied on a qualitative approach because it enabled us 

to understand the context of reference, HR practices and the specific content of different jobs within 

the same organization and how these interact with each other according to managers’ views and 

strategies. Interviews were recorded and then transcribed.  

We relied on semi-structured interviews because they secure a certain degree of consistency while 

assuring at the same time the interviewees to express the mechanisms underlying their choices and 

the interconnections among the variables of interest. To facilitate an open expression of ideas and 

facts by managers we assured anonymity to all the interviewees (Bader et al., 2019). Interviews were 

centered on the content of the independent and dependent variables that were also inquired through 
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indirect questions.3 Information from single cases has been very important for the interpretation of 

results. 

 

3.2.  Measures 

 

We used the fuzzy-set QCA (fsQCA henceforth, see Appendix) variant of QCA which offers the 

possibility to measure variables through graded membership within a scale of 0 (full non-

membership) and 1 (full membership). This variant is useful in our case where factors of interest are 

difficult to classify within a dichotomous logic, and more fine-grained evaluations are needed (Ragin, 

2008). For instance, it would be misleading to categorize companies abruptly as fully using or not 

atypical workers. Thereon, we turned data into a four-value fuzzy set with 1=fully in, 0.67=more in 

than out, 0.33=more out than in and 0=fully out. In turn, the four-value fuzzy set is especially useful 

in our study where we collected a substantial amount of information about cases which is however 

not systematic and not strictly comparable from case to case (Ragin, 2008). Indeed, managers 

interviewed were not always able to provide detailed answers on all the subjects inquired, while 

markets, organizational and HRM practices adopted in a hotel are not easily applicable to large 

supermarkets chain or ICT and marketing consultancy firms.  

In the QCA coding process (calibration) cases are assigned membership scores on the grounds of the 

four-value highlighted before. We used an indirect method of calibration for independent variables 

and a direct method for the dependent variable, being our study based on qualitative data (Kosmol et 

al., 2018). Previous research (see the literature highlighted in the theoretical part of the article) and 

knowledge of cases were used (Fiss, 2011). All three researchers were involved in coding activity 

given the importance of relying on more than two coders whenever possible to strengthen the 

reliability of data (Krippendorf, 2004). Calibration is reported in Table 2. Some clarifications are 

needed. As regards the independent variables, we considered the predictability of fluctuations along 

with market variability. As highlighted, variable markets with regular fluctuations present less 

managerial issues in limiting temporary work employment in comparison with variable markets with 

unpredictable fluctuations. Second, the column related to job rotation should be read by taking into 

account the peculiarity of workplaces. That is, a waiter who regularly handles clients and works in 

the kitchen further serving tables is performing a complete job rotation although carrying out three 

working activities. Third, the time required to learn a job was an important criterion to define the 

specificity of a job. About the dependent variables, we refer to contingent, non-standard workers as 

those hired by all contracts other than permanent contracts foreseeing an undetermined employment 

relation between the employee and the employer. Moreover, we systemically asked if temporary 

workers were bound to get a regular contract to understand if non-standard contracts could be 

conceived as an entry port into permanent employment within the same firm (Mitlacher, 2007).4  

The calibration frame was discussed and elaborated before and after reading together (i.e. 3 

researchers) a couple of cases. Then, we tested the applicability of the coding frame by using the 

Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC) parameter which is suitable when there are more than two 

 

3 For instance, to understand the level of jobs simplicity/complexity the characteristics of contingent pay systems were useful 

(e.g., in relation to their presence and to qualitative/quantitative criteria used) (Rubistein and Kochan, 2001).  

4 We do not report this criterion in Table 2 since it did not change what is determined by the proportion of non-standard 

employees deployed. 
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coders, and when a subset of cases is rated by multiple coders and the rest by one coder (Hallgreen, 

2012). We achieved a good intercoder reliability (ICC=0.78) (Cicchetti, 1994) on 8 cases and 19 

interviews, and assigned the remaining ones equally to single researchers. Exemplificative quotations 

of our calibration are transcribed in Table 2.  

 

 

4. Results 

 

After coding all interviews, we performed a fsQCA and following Ragin (2017) we first tested the 

necessary conditions (Table 3). In QCA necessary conditions are conditions that are able alone to 

produce the outcome. Therefore, before continuing the analysis, necessary conditions have to be 

tested. Generally, in order to consider a condition necessary for the outcome, the consistency needs 

to be higher than 0.9 (Schneider & Wagemann, 2012). Since scores for our conditions all remain 

below 0.9, we conclude that there are no necessary conditions, and it is possible to proceed including 

them all in the analysis of sufficient conditions. In turn, such an analysis of sufficient conditions 

measures the extent to which the reduced deployment of atypical contracts is causally related to the 

external and internal factors described above. In order to assess the sufficiency of causal combinations 

we used the fsQCA truth table algorithm. We will see that the sufficiency condition is also supported 

in the analysis because in further steps no condition alone was able to predict the outcome. 

We created the truth table for fuzzy sets following a two-step procedure. In the first step, we created 

the truth table from fuzzy data in which we specified the outcome (Deployment of atypical workers) 

and determined the conditions to include in the analysis. In the second step, we were able to select 

relevant cases based on frequency and consistence of the subsets. Given the small dataset, the 

frequency threshold recommended based on the number of cases is equal to two (Ragin 2017). As for 

consistency, we selected a threshold of 0.8. We then applied the standard analysis and reduced the 

truth table analysis rows into more simplified combinations using the intermediate solution. The 

results in Table 4 show the three configurations that lead to a reduced deployment of atypical workers. 

It is worth to pay special attention to the first and the second configuration, as similar results are 

driven by different group of variables. The first is a “task driven” configuration. It describes highly 

skilled workers who perform their job on a non-routine basis but remain very focused on few tasks 

with a standard working schedule. This was for example the case of workers in the deli counter of a 

supermarket, who perform few but very specific tasks during a regular working schedule. The second 

is a “HRM configuration”: it describes jobs in which workers perform a rather simple and routine 

job, but work is organized for covering many different tasks. This is for example the case of customer 

service employees in shops belonging to a large clothing company, who are not only responsible for 

check-out but also folding shirts, checking availability of merchandise in stock or rearranging the 

store. This is the most frequent solution, with a coverage of 40% (0.399) and a unique coverage of 

0.171. The third configuration gathers jobs in which all conditions are present except for routine. This 

was the case of cooks in a restaurant that faced a seasonal but predictable demand. Well-trained cooks 

covered a large variety tasks according to the different fresh ingredients available in the restaurant, 

often working overtime to complete service. 
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5. Discussion 

 

Hiring new workers can be a highly demanding process for firms. Previous studies have investigated 

the way in which different factors affect firms’ choices in the deployment of temporary workers, but 

never elaborated on the configuration of different factors which might lead to these choices. Our 

analysis highlights different configurations that directly lead to a limited deployment of atypical 

workers and how single factors do not have a one-way impact on the outcome. It is worth noting that 

in our analysis the factor which identifies the external conditions of the market is always present. This 

is a result of the fact that all firms interviewed except one faced similar market conditions, i.e. variable 

but predictable demand. Even though on one side similar market conditions result in a limited variety 

in our findings, they highlight how different firms react to the same environment and the effects of 

different choices. We identified three paths which are different in terms of present or absent 

conditions, but equally lead to the low deployment of atypical workers.  

In the “task driven” configuration we find workers in the deli counter of a supermarket, cooks in a 

restaurant and waiters in a different restaurant. All these workers share jobs which require a great 

amount of time to be performed autonomously, but who focus on their task without covering different 

positions inside their firm. In particular, they develop relevant skills which are highly firm-specific 

and become difficult to replace. Talking about cooks, the owner of the restaurant stressed on the idea 

that there is no possibility of adding different activities to cooks in the kitchen as they are the busiest 

people during service. Describing the kind of requirements needed to perform the job he stated: 

“If it was someone very experienced, who had done it for many years, I think in 20 days or so I could 

leave him the kitchen. But it’s a matter of understanding how preparations are made, because it can’t 

be any dough, I want my dough and that’s it. […] Maybe someone entering a kitchen needs more time 

because he needs to learn a lot of different dishes and new things. Someone starting from scratch 

would take a year to learn everything.” 

Interestingly, people working in these jobs find themselves in organizations which make very limited 

use of temporal flexibility whose absence represent a co-predictor for the low deployment of atypical 

workers within the “task-driven” configuration. Drawing from within-case knowledge, it comes out 

that the firm-specific character of jobs, especially their difficulty, require the hiring of full-time 

employees, while the low reliance on overtime seems related to the internal organization of shifts. At 

any rate, employers do not seem to have any need to cover their positions with temporary workers. 

The benefits gained by having workers with unique skills bring companies not to consider temporal 

flexibility, and at the same time they don’t consider hiring additional workers.  

The “HRM configuration” identifies different jobs all characterized by high job rotation. At the same 

time, employees seem to be rather quickly replaceable and follow standard procedures when 

performing their jobs, while flexibility decisions are not relevant in this configuration. It is interesting 

how in this category all three jobs carried out in a warehouse company were included. These 

employees are involved in different steps of warehouse operations with different levels of difficulty, 

but managers stressed the idea that people could be assigned to different jobs without the need for 

further training, both because jobs themselves are not difficult to learn and because over time people 

often rotate for emergency reasons and are able to learn different activities: 

“Yes, we have a good number of people who can perform different jobs. Including us of course, I 

worked in different areas of the warehouse myself, so I know how things get done. We expressly 

trained a lot of people for this need…We have this possibility…and it helps a lot. When we have an 
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emergency, we know we can take resources and place them in other units, maybe not all of them, but 

a great number. Some people are able to perform two activities, and some can perform all of them.” 

In the same configuration, we find employees of an industrial laundry who change unit every 

two/three months and whose tasks include monitoring washing machines and spreading the sheets 

after machines are done: 

“The strategic aspect here is not in the individual worker as the professional content of the job is not 

high, it’s essentially loading and unloading the machines and monitoring that they are ok…training 

on the machines does not require more than a week, it’s extremely easy form this point of view. People 

are trained by someone doing the same job. How long does the training last? Three days, maybe less 

for unloading sheets”. 

Together with these jobs which can be considered not specialized, we find employees at the reception 

of a small family hotel, and waiters in two different restaurants. From interviews with the operations 

manager of the hotel we learned that even though these workers do not need special requirements in 

order to start a career in the hotel, they are the only professionals hired with standard contracts usually 

after some months with a temporary contract. The possibility of having people able to cover different 

positions when the firm is in need even if the job is not difficult to learn and carried out on a routine 

basis, seems to bring employers to rely on the same people instead of searching for temporary 

workers. As a matter of fact, in this particular case, these receptionists also help with bar and room 

service in case of need. Therefore, such employees will more easily be hired with standard contracts 

instead of atypical arrangements. 

In the third configuration all predictors are present except routine which seems to be not relevant in 

this configuration. Jobs in this configuration are highly firm-specific, include periodic rotation on 

many activities and are subject to a high use of part-time or overtime work with the latter representing 

the main form of temporal flexibility within the most specialized working activities. Within this 

configuration, jobs included maintenance workers in an industrial laundry company and in an 

amusement park, employees with visual merchandising duties in shops being part of a large clothing 

company, stock clerks in a large supermarket and cooks in a restaurant. In the first case, employees 

daily work on machines for long hours during the night in order not to slow the operations of the firm 

which are rather stable over the year. In the second case, given the strong seasonality of the 

amusement park, which is closed in the winter season, maintenance workers are very busy in those 

months in which the park is closed and turns almost into a building site and proceed with emergency 

adjustments when the park opens. The importance of these figures inside the park is mostly 

highlighted by the fact that in high season, the company has only one sixth of its employees hired 

with a standard contract, and almost all of them are maintenance workers. It is interesting how also 

stock clerks in a large supermarket are included in this configuration. Yet interviews with directors 

highlighted how these particular workers undergo long trainings and perform many different tasks. 

The supermarket management chose in fact to have only two distinct operative jobs inside the 

supermarket: butchers assisting customers at the deli counter and workers covering all the other 

duties. This choice allows the second category of employees to rotate very often and be ready to cover 

positions whenever needed. In relation with this category of workers, the company uses several part-

time contracts in order to make employment compatible but market demand and thus with consumers’ 

flow. At the same time, overtime can be easily requested upon part-time workers to adjust to small 

additional fluctuations. The presence of cooks in this configuration indicates the presence of a 

business which, in contrast with the ones belonging to the previous configuration, trains its employees 
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to cover different activities and makes use of temporal flexibility in terms of overtime, because of the 

internal organization and the specific flow of clients. Overall, in this case the characteristics of the 

job contribute in the choice of not hiring workers with atypical contracts. Having workers who don’t 

only have firm-specific skills and are able to perform many different tasks but are also temporally 

available to perform their job brings employers to reduce the deployment of atypical contracts.  

Our findings underline that are not single conditions that lead to a more stable job, but a combination 

of different conditions might lead to the same result. Even when the nature of tasks would suggest 

contingent contracts were a cheaper way to accommodate unstable demand, human resource 

management and/or organizational practices can modify the trade off in favour of stable 

arrangements. Thereon, this article contributes to the understanding of firms’ strategies concerning 

the deployment of atypical workers and provides insights on the combinations of factors that bring 

employers to rethink this choice and select permanent contracts instead. Instead of testing individual 

measures as earlier research, we draw on configurational theory which is more suitable in the 

understanding of organizations as interconnected practices (Fiss et al., 2007). Individual factors can 

in fact be misleading when understanding organizations’ practices which require to weigh many 

different aspects. Our focus on the service sector was driven by the fact that in such sector the 

employment of temporary workers is particularly significant and constantly growing. Within the 

service sector, certain businesses such as hotels, retailing and restaurants often have a high incidence 

of temporary work since their demand is particularly uneven and seasonal (Burgess et al., 2013).  Our 

results show that even in those businesses, jobs having a certain configuration might reduce the use 

of temporary work. 

 

 

6. Managerial implications, limits, and conclusions  

 

When firms confront with volatile markets, they face a trade-off between quantitative adaptation of 

the workforce and the preservation of human capital. If a strategy of adaptation prevails, temporary 

and non-standard labour contracts limit the costs of hiring and firing. But it shrinks the core of stable 

capabilities. On the other side, if a level strategy is adopted, a bulk of permanent workers is kept, but 

the firm incurs in high costs (particularly in the service industry) of buffering variability of the 

demand.  

This study suggests that well designed Human Resource Management and job design organizational 

practices can modify the trade off, making easier to keep permanent workers, and avoid shrinking the 

human capital invested in the firm, while coping with volatile demand. Moreover, it stresses the 

importance of considering the combination of job characteristics and external factors in the choice of 

which contracts to adopt, specifically when trying to reduce the deployment of atypical contracts.  It 

is not only the specificity of jobs or the number of tasks one is supposed to perform that should be 

considered when choosing the employee’s contract, but also external market conditions or flexibility 

demands. Second, the configurational approach allows managers or business owners who are in 

charge of similar jobs to understand on which elements it would be useful to work on in order to 

reduce the deployment of atypical contracts. The paper has shown that a proper mix of HRM and job 

design organizational practices might help contain the use of atypical labour contracts also when tasks 

are simple and non-firm specific. This was the case of a warehouse company that, instead of relying 
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on atypical workers to cover routine and easy to learn tasks, accommodated flexibility needs by 

redesigning jobs and using flexible worktime. 

Limitations of this study can be found first in the specific context in which data were collected. 

Different contexts with different labour laws and incentives might lead to different results. It may be 

interesting to check if in different contexts similar configurations do emerge. Labour law is also an 

important factor which influences choices between different types of atypical contracts and standard 

contracts. Changes in national laws or temporary incentives which might favour one or the other 

option might change hiring strategies of firms. We were able to provide a picture of the Italian 

situation in the current framework, but if changes occurred configurations might also change. Further 

studies might focus on configurations in a modified framework to understand the actual importance 

of national labour laws. Second, while the low reliance on atypical contract can positively contribute 

to service quality, employee stability and career prospects, in our configurations we have also 

considered the utilization of part-time contracts. Research has shown that such contracts can have 

detrimental effects on employee economic capacity and like organization when their use and 

regulation is unilaterally determined by the company (Wood, 2016). Furthermore, as mentioned 

above, the patterns of demand we observed are rather similar: highly variable, but predictable demand 

prevails. Therefore, we have no data or results referring to highly unstable or non-predictable markets. 

Further studies might include firms with higher variability in terms of market conditions, which might 

bring out configurations we were not able to detect.  
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Tables 

 

Table 1. Case-study firms’ information and managers interviewed 

Company Business Province 
Number of 

employees 
Manager interviewed 

01 Clothing shops Venice 

(Italy) 

6.320  HR Director, Administrative HR Manager, 

Commercial Director 

02 Supermarket 

chain 

Venice 7.219 HR Director, Administrative HR Manager, 

Commercial Director Supermarkets, Commercial 

Director Superstores 

03 Supermarket 

chain 

Verona 20.921 HR Director, HR Manager Northern Italy, 

Commercial Director 

04 Electronic shops Brescia 150 Commercial Director, Commercial Manager 

Northern Italy 

05 Hospitality Verona 41 Owner-manager, Finance Director, Operations 

Manager 

06 Hospitality Treviso 15 Owner-manager in charge of HRM, Owner-

manager in charge of commercial activities, 

Finance Manager 

07 Entertainment Verona 752 HR Director 

08 Hospitality and 

bar/food 

Verona n.a. Owner-manager 

09 Restaurant Verona 6 Owner-manager 

10 Restaurant Verona 15 Owner-manager 

11  Restaurant Verona 10 Owner-manager 

12 Pizzeria and 

Restaurant 

Verona 22 Owner-manager 

13 Security Bergamo 1.205 HR Director, Industrial Relations Manager, 

Administrative HR Manager, Industrial 

Relations Employee, Commercial Director 

14 ICT and 

Marketing 

Verona 71 CEO, HR Director, Creative Office Manager 

15 Laundry Parma 1.851 HR Manager (Laundry Business), HR Manager 

(Sanitation Business), Plant Manager 

16 Warehouse Verona 464 Owner-manager in charge with commercial 

activities, Owner-manager in charge with 

operations, Shift Manager 

17 Commercial and 

Catering 

Venice 1500 (Italy) HR Director 
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Table 2. Fuzzy-set scores for independent and dependent variables 

  Job rotation 

Firm-specificity of 

tasks (time required 

to learn the job 

inside the firm) 

Routinary and 

cognitive content of 

jobs 

Working time flexibility 
Market stability and 

predictability 

Deployment of atypical 

workers 

0 No job rotation or 

sporadic (e.g. in case of 

operations emergencies) 

None (1-7 days) 
Repetitive and non-

cognitive tasks 

No part-time and 

overtime or limited use of 

one of these tools 

Completely or very variable 

and unpredictable 
40% 

Fully out 

0.33 
Rotation from time to time 

on some working activities 

Few specificity (2-4 

weeks)/ Not very 

specific (1-3 months) 

Mainly or quite 

repetitive tasks entailing 

some cognitive skills 

Limited use of both part-

time and overtime 

Variable but with the 

possibility of foreseeing 

fluctuations whose amount 

remains however 

unpredictable 

21-39% 
More out 

than in 

0.67 Quite periodic or periodic 

rotation on some or 

several working activities 

Good (4-9 months) 

or high specificity (9 

months- 1 year) 

Mainly irregular and 

non-repetitive tasks 

entailing cognitive tasks 

Frequent reliance on 

either part-time or 

overtime 

Variable but with quite or 

very foreseeable fluctuations 
11-20% 

More in 

than out 

1 
Periodic rotation on many 

or all working activities 

Very high specificity 

(more than one year) 

Irregular and non-

repetitive tasks 

requiring high cognitive 

skills 

High use of both part-

time and overtime 
Stable and predictable 5-10% 

Fully in 

Example 

quotation 

“Organization here works 

like this: if I’m a 

warehouse worker and I’m 

done with my activity; I 

can go help customers or 

fold clothes” 01 

“It generally takes 

two months to be 

independent, for a 

fast learner it can be 

half of that time” 09 

There are written 

protocols and 

procedures which need 

to be followed. Workers 

always have them 

available in front of 

them, that helps.” 15 

“Overtime is widely used 

here; together with the 

management of shifts it 

guarantees the presence 

of employees when it’s 

mostly needed” 13 

“On average we have few 

customers from Monday to 

Thursday. On Friday 

customers start growing and 

almost 50% of our revenues 

come from the weekend” 02 

“We always offer a fixed 

term contract up to 36 

months to new employees, 

which also serves a trial 

period. They are around 15-

20% of total employees.” 

04 
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Table 3. Analysis of necessary conditions 
 Consistency Coverage 

Task 0.569387 0.881513 

~ Task 0.552328 0.5993 

Specificity 0.599355 0.849118 

~ Specificity 0.583218 0.676832 

Routine 0.475795 0.816456 

~ Routine 0.676349 0.686798 

Flexibility 0.738589 0.695312 

~ Flexibility 0.428769 0.84854 

Market 0.832642 0.729697 

~ Market 0.319502 0.749189 

 

 

 

Table 4. Analysis of sufficient conditions     ● Presence of a condition, ○ Absence of a condition 

Configuration 1 2 3 

Causal condition       

Intra organization factors    

Task                                          ○ ● ● 

Specificity ● ○ ● 

Routine ● ○  

Flexibility ○  ● 

External factors    

Market ● ● ● 

Consistency 0.880723 0.897409 0.864198 

Raw Coverage 0.337022 0.399262 0.290456 

Unique Coverage 0.093592 0.171047 0.107884 
    

Empirical Cases 4,21,24 
1, 5, 12, 13, 

 14, 23, 27,31 
2, 6, 8, 11,25 

Overall Solution Consistency: 0.932561 

Overall Solution Coverage: 0.631166 
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Appendix 

 

Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) is a method based on set theory which enables to model 

equifinality, namely the principle by which multiple solutions or paths may lead to a certain solution 

(Fiss 2007). In contrast with traditional quantitative analysis techniques, QCA assumes causal 

complexity and concentrates on asymmetric relationships that create configurations that lead to a 

specific result. A configuration is a combination or variables or conditions which are minimally 

necessary and/or sufficient to cause a specific outcome.  

In a set theoretic perspective, a condition can be necessary, if it needs to be present in order to see the 

outcome, or sufficient, if its presence alone enables to see the outcome. Necessity and sufficiency are 

often considered together as the combination of the two are significant. We say that a cause is 

necessary and sufficient if it is the only one that produces the outcome. We say that a cause is 

sufficient but not necessary if it is able to produce the outcome, but it is not the only one, and that a 

cause is necessary but not sufficient if it can produce the outcome together with other causes, and we 

find it in all the combinations.  

Configurational comparative methods represent a valid approach in studies with small samples (Fiss 

2007). In particular, QCA enables to identify common causal conditions that generate a certain result 

when complex sets of inter-relations among variables are present. Quantitative methods like 

regression are more appropriate to isolate independent net effects of variables on a dependent variable 

(the outcome), while QCA identifies specific combinations of variables that lead to the outcome. 

Moreover, QCA identifies multiple valid paths to the outcome, and since non-valid paths can be much 

different from the valid ones and not just their opposite, this enables asymmetric causality.    
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The two alternatives in using QCA are determined by choosing a crisp set QCA or a fuzzy set QCA. 

The first employs dichotomous variables, meaning that a case can be either “fully in” or “fully out” 

of the set, much like binary variables. Fuzzy-set QCA (fsQCA) instead, is based on fuzzy theory 

(Zadeh 1965) which can be considered half-way between qualitative and quantitative methods, while 

transcending many of the limitations of both (Ragin 2008). In this case, variables are assigned 

different membership values between 0 and 1. The set can consist of three values (0, 0.5, 1), four 

values (0, 0.33, 0.66, 1), six values (0, 0.2, 0.4, 0.6, 0.8, 1) or be continuous in the interval between 0 

and 1. Therefore, the choice of using fsQCA instead of a traditional crisp set one, is more appropriate 

when variables considered are ordinal or continuous. With fuzzy sets a calibration process is required 

in order to assign values to each case. Calibration involves choosing known standards for variables 

which make them directly interpretable (Mello, 2019).  

QCA consists in different steps. After calibration of variables and the scoring of each case, researchers 

must construct the truth table for fuzzy data. The truth table contains 2k rows, where k is the number 

of causal conditions in the analysis. Each row represents a different combination of specific scores, 

while columns represent conditions. Cases are assigned to the range of possible configurations 

according to their scores, which involves the possibility of not displaying cases in each possible 

configuration contained in the truth table and having more cases assigned to the same configuration. 

The next step is to reduce the number of rows in the truth table. Although there are different 

algorithms which are able to logically minimize a truth table, the one used by the fsQCA 3.0 software 

we used for our analysis, employs the Quine-McCluskey algorithm which is based on Boolean 

algebra. The results given by this algorithm are a series of combinations of minimally sufficient causal 

conditions that lead to the outcome. Each solution is displayed with its coverage and consistency. 

Coverage indicates how much of the outcome Y is covered by the solution X, analogous to the R2 in 

regression analysis, computed as follows: 

CXY = Σmin(xi, yi)/Σyi 

However, coverage doesn’t necessarily coincide with theoretical significance. It is possible to have 

solutions with high coverage which are theoretically less interesting than one with lower coverage. 

Therefore, it is important not to focus on minimum coverage values and read results in light of the 

theoretical framework of the study instead (Schneider and Wagemann 2010). 

Consistency defines the “degree to which the cases sharing a given causal factor or combinations of 

causal factors agree in displaying the outcome in question” (Leisching et al. 2016) indicating the 

degree to which the solution is sufficient to produce the outcome and is analogous to a correlation 

coefficient.  

IXY = Σmin(xi, yi)/Σxi 

where X is the predictor configuration, Y is the outcome set, xi indicates the membership score of 

each case in a combination of conditions X and yi indicates membership score of each case in the 

outcome set Y. For medium sized N (between 30 and 60) consistency values in the solution should 

be higher than 0.7. It is however worth noticing that unlike statistical significance thresholds, 

consistency largely depends on the research design, meaning that quality of data, number and 

knowledge of cases, specificity of theories can influence the final consistency scores (Schneider and 

Wagemann 2010). Therefore, levels of consistency should be explained considering the research 

framework and design, rather than a conventionally accepted level of significance. 
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