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FOREWORD
Nelson Lichtenstein

E

rin Hatton’s exploration of the temp industry is a most revealing
probe into the transformation of work and obligation in modern
America. Her book is important because it uncovers the shifting
ideological and cultural tropes deployed to degrade New Deal– era labor
standards and also because it explores, in a wide variety of firms and industries, how this new category of worker became highly functional to
capital in an era of economic instability and globalization. But the rise of
temping was hardly a naturalistic process, a product of some abstract
“demand” for contingent labor. Rather, it was advanced, constructed,
and legitimized by innovations in the legal environment, in managerial
practice, and in regulatory policy.
Of course, readers should not think that the temp industry, composed of well-known firms such as Manpower, Olsten, and Kelly Services, is some kind of strange encrustation attached to the main body of
a more stable and humane labor relations regime. These firms employ at
least three million workers; of even greater import, much of the strategy
they have developed is now being deployed in virtually every kind of workplace, including retail stores, high-tech offices, distribution centers, and
even many institutions of higher education. It is not just that third-party
employment is rife, but that even when a worker gets her paycheck
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directly from the firm where she works, the employment relationship has
a highly contingent and debased character.
The transformation in the very meaning and nature of work has
been institutionalized in many sectors of the economy, but perhaps nowhere with greater impact and élan than in retail, where Wal-Mart, the
nation’s largest company, built a new employment model by purposely
churning its workforce, even as its executives celebrated a corporate culture that analogized the firm to a family or a congregation. For most
Wal-Mart “associates,” an awkward shift, frustrated expectations, and
conflict with their manager leads to dismissal or a huff y good-bye within
a year or two of being hired. Turnover therefore averages between 40
and 50 percent overall, and it is far higher for those newly hired.1 This
employment pattern replicates that which the temp agencies seek to perpetuate and now constitutes a new normality for tens of millions.
But as Hatton demonstrates, this kind of chronic job insecurity actually constitutes a radical break from the managerial practice and state
social policy that was the norm, or at least the ideal, during most of the
twentieth century. When the great mass-production factories and assembly lines were built a century ago, turnover seemed the subversive handmaiden to inefficiency and social unrest. “Just as quicksand cannot be
kneaded in the hands into a solid lump,” wrote one personnel executive
in 1916, “so also will it be difficult to take hold of an ever-changing mass
of employees and transform it into a homogeneous, intelligent, contented
body.”2 World War I and the era of labor radicalism that followed seemed
to confirm that judgment. High labor turnover was economically inefficient and socially dangerous. An entire profession (that of personnel
management) and an entire corporate outlook (welfare capitalism)
were designed to promote a linkage between workers and the companies for which they worked. In the 1920s, “progressive” firms such as
General Electric, Metropolitan Life, Kodak, and National Cash Register all invested heavily in what would later be called corporate “human
relations.”3
The Great Depression proved that the provision of job security was
beyond the capacity of any individual company. We remember the Social Security Act of 1935 for the pension system it put on the books, but
that law was also designed to stabilize employment, and workers’ income, by establishing a national system of unemployment insurance and
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by putting in place a corporate tax system designed to encourage managers to provide steady employment and avoid layoffs. At that time, cyclical employment in manufacturing seemed the great problem: Retail trade,
the hospitality industry, and office work remained uncovered by the law
or unaffected by it.
But today such ser vice and retail work stands at the core of the
economy, with a workforce larger than that of manufacturing, mining,
and construction. Here the work culture and the managerial ethos stand
in opposition to much of the labor legislation put in place during the
mid-twentieth century. The forty-hour workweek, which was codified in
the 1930s and made a social norm in the 1950s, no longer exists. Hourly
employees at most retail stores and restaurants work an unpredictable
workweek that varies with the season. Meanwhile, a huge proportion
of all American workers—perhaps 30 percent— are now defined as employees “exempt” from the U.S. wage and hour laws. Professionals, consultants, subcontractors, and the self-employed are no longer covered by
overtime pay, unemployment compensation, or the expectation of steady
employment. Add to this a corporate culture that celebrates the long
workdays characteristic of high tech, finance, law, and health care, and
one gets a virtual evisceration of the eight-hour day and the forty-hour
week for tens of millions of working Americans.
Hatton concludes her book with an assessment of how courts, laws,
and unions have either constrained the growth of temporary work during the last few years or made it somewhat more palatable. I was struck
by the near banality of the new rules and regulations: They were commonsense reforms that, among other things, made the existing employer
responsible for the health, safety, and equitable wages of those who first
hired in via a temp agency. But they all required both social vision and
political will to put in place. Fortunately, Hatton’s perceptive and thorough research provides us with many of the historical and sociological
tools necessary to reconstruct the work life of millions of Americans on
a far more secure and humane basis.

PREFACE

W

hy the temp industry? I first became interested in this topic
during my years in graduate school at the University of
Wisconsin–Madison. In the 1990s, the state of Wisconsin
was an early leader of the “work first” approach to welfare policy. From
the beginning, the temp industry played a key role in the state’s new
Welfare to Work program. In fact, in the first year of the program temp
agencies were the largest provider of jobs to former welfare recipients.1
And when welfare reform went national in 1996, President Clinton invited Mitchell Fromstein, CEO of leading temp agency Manpower, Inc.,
along with a handful of other corporate executives to the White House
to talk about how their businesses could help find jobs for people on
welfare.2 This single moment seemed to capture the essence of the temp
industry at the end of the twentieth century: It was a cultural colossus at
the center of hot-button cultural, political, and economic debates. And it
was presented as if it were all so normal. How had this come to pass?
From previous research, I knew that the modern temp industry had
begun in the years after World War II. What I did not know was how
this relatively young industry had grown to such impressive proportions,
both in size and scope. Not only were temp agencies sending out millions of workers a day; the temp industry had also become a kind of
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gauge for the economy as a whole: Many economists would point to declines in temporary employment as an early sign of recession, and to
rising numbers of temps as an indication of economic recovery.3 How
was it, I wondered, that the temp industry had taken on this kind of
structural role in the U.S. labor market?
Meanwhile, in popular culture, temping had come to epitomize the
worst of the “new economy.” A slew of movies, novels, and magazines dramatized the downsides of being a temp: low pay, monotonous “dumbeddown” work, and unrelenting job insecurity with little chance of escape.
Why had temping become a cultural symbol of what had gone wrong
with the American economy? At the same time, perhaps not coincidentally, workers, activists, and journalists had begun launching very public
challenges to the temp industry, most famously Microsoft’s “permatemps” who sued the computer giant for the same benefits that regular
employees received. Why, I wondered, had the temp industry become
such an important arena for political and social conflict?
The underlying question that I kept returning to was this: How
had the temp industry become an institutionalized player in the primary
labor market, rather than remaining on the margins as contingent work
had historically done? Although sociologists and historians had not yet
asked this question, it seemed to be generally accepted that the temp industry had grown in direct proportion to business demand. According
to this logic, when employers hit hard times they naturally turned to the
temp industry as part of a broader effort to cut costs. Yet I was unsatisfied by this assumption. How did employers even know about the temp
industry in the first place, and what did they think they were getting by
using temps? How had temping become legitimate work—not just for
secretaries, but also for doctors, accountants, and engineers? And why had
the temp industry become a cultural scapegoat for America’s economic
woes?
Researching these questions led me beyond the story of the temp
industry into broader narratives about the transformation of work in
America. The degradation of work in the last decades of the twentieth
century is well-traveled territory. The temp industry’s role in that story,
however, is not. I hope that readers will find it as compelling (and surprising) as I do.
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THE TEMP ECONOMY

INTRODUCTION
The Temp Economy

I

t is almost a cliché to talk about the decline in Americans’ work lives
over the last decades of the twentieth century. Time and again, newspaper headlines have lamented what the New York Times called the
“downsizing of America”:1 wage freezes and massive layoffs; closed factories and jobs moved abroad; permanent employees replaced by contingent
workers. Wages stagnated and access to benefits declined. The possibility
of lifetime employment was replaced with the likelihood of chronic job
insecurity and episodes of unemployment. Career ladders collapsed, with
more and more workers finding themselves stuck at the bottom.
The temp industry has become a classic symbol of this degradation
of work. Temping is the quintessential “bad” job: On average, temps earn
lower wages and receive fewer benefits; and they have less job security,
fewer chances for upward mobility, and lower morale than those with
full-time, year-round employment.2 What’s more, by increasing the flexibility of the labor supply, the temp industry contributes to downward
pressure on wages, decreased employment security, and limited upward
mobility for all workers, not just temps.3
By the early twenty-first century, the U.S. temp industry had become
a behemoth, sending out some three million temps a day and reaching
an astonishing 90 percent of employers each year.4 This expanding army
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of temporary workers, and the extraordinary growth of the industry that
profits from them, has led to laments about the “temping of America”
and the “age of the disposable worker.” 5 Although on the surface these
pop-culture pronouncements seem overdrawn— after all, temps make
up less than 3 percent of the U.S. labor force—there may be more than
a kernel of truth in them. In fact, this book argues that the temp industry has been much more than just a symbol of the degradation of work.
It has been an active player in the drama. First, the temp industry’s business is literally to sell degraded work: The temp industry provides American employers with convenient, reliable tools to turn “good” jobs into
“bad” ones (and bad jobs into worse ones). But the temp industry has
also operated on another, equally important level—in the cultural arena,
where battles over “common sense” about work and workers take place.
The temp industry’s high-profile marketing campaigns have had a powerful impact on this cultural battlefield, helping establish a new morality
of business that did more than sanction the use of temps; it also legitimized a variety of management practices that contributed to the overall
decline in Americans’ work lives.
These cultural changes in the second half of the twentieth century
were indeed remarkable. By the turn of the twenty-first century, even as
some corporate executives continued to extol the value of their employees, it became widely acceptable to talk about workers—all workers,
from the highly skilled to the day laborer— as costly sources of rigidity
in an economy that required flexibility. As Berkeley economist Brad
DeLong observed in 2009, companies “used to think that their most
important asset was skilled workers. . . . Now, by contrast, it looks as
though firms think that their workers are much more disposable—that
it’s their brands or their machines or their procedures and organizations
that are key assets. They still want to keep their workers happy in general, they just don’t care as much about these particular workers.” 6 Or, as
management guru Peter Drucker said more bluntly in 2002, “Employers
no longer chant the old mantra ‘People are our greatest asset.’ Instead,
they claim ‘People are our greatest liability.’ ”7
One example of this cultural shift came in the early 2000s with the
emergence of a new catchphrase among corporate executives: “the 7 percent rule.” According to this “rule,” if a company announced major layoffs, its stock price would jump 7 percent. Although studies proved this
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to be false (in fact, stock prices often fell with reports of layoffs), business
owners continued to expect that cutting people, much like getting rid of
old, expensive machinery, would boost profits.8 It seems that some workers had even come to accept this new attitude: “If I were a business owner
and I was not making a profit,” one recently unemployed worker told the
New York Times in 2001, “I would lay people off too.” 9
Of course, not all employers described their workers as costly liabilities, nor did all employers treat them as such. Nonetheless, by the end of
the twentieth century it had become sound business sense to cut workers
in order to boost the bottom line. Perhaps the most famous example of
this was “Chainsaw” Al Dunlap, who gained fame and notoriety in the
1990s by “saving” ailing companies such as Scott Paper and Sunbeam.
He did so, in large part, by aggressively cutting thousands of employees.
During his eighteen-month stint at Scott Paper, for example, Dunlap
eliminated one-third of the company’s workforce, some eleven thousand
employees.10 And in his first year at Sunbeam, the “celebrity downsizer”
axed 50 percent of the company’s workers, reportedly the largest share of
any workforce ever laid off; then a year and a half later he laid off another
40 percent of the remaining workers.11 Although by the end of the decade
Dunlap had fallen from grace amidst accusations of fraud, throughout
most of the 1990s he was hailed as a corporate star.12 His 1996 memoir,
Mean Business: How I Save Bad Companies and Make Good Companies
Great, was a national best-seller and his business dealings were regularly
front-page news.13
Dunlap’s hard-hitting management style was perhaps extreme, but
he was very much part of a broader cultural milieu in which it was
acceptable— even advisable—to treat workers as profit-busting liabilities.
Not coincidentally, as we will see, this was the same kind of logic that the
temp industry had been pushing for decades. And by the end of the twentieth century, the temp industry was flourishing right alongside Dunlap
and the era’s many other corporate raiders. In fact, at that time the temp
industry was one of the fastest-growing sectors of the economy.14 On
bookstore shelves alongside Dunlap’s memoir sat titles such as The Temp
Survival Guide: How to Prosper as an Economic Nomad of the Nineties, offering workers advice for “survival in the post-employment age.”15
While much about this business climate was new, the view of workers as liabilities was not. It was just the latest iteration of a long-standing
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management philosophy that I call the liability model of work. This philosophy dates back to the very beginning of management theory in the
1800s. Its underlying assumption is a zero-sum relationship between
workers and profits. Any dollar spent on employees—in terms of wages,
benefits, training, and so on— directly subtracts from the bottom line.
Labor costs should thus be kept to a minimum: Employees should be paid
the lowest possible market wage; jobs should be routinized and deskilled
so that workers can be easily (and cheaply) replaced; unions should be
avoided; permanent employees should be replaced with more disposable
contingent workers; and production should be relocated or outsourced to
take advantage of lower wages and labor standards. Today, policy scholars
often refer to these as “low road” business practices.16 The liability model
of work, I argue, is the theory behind such practices.
Although the view of workers as liabilities has probably always dominated management circles in terms of prevalence and practice, it has
never wholly monopolized management thought. Rather, it has repeatedly collided with a very different business philosophy that I call the
asset model of work. This management approach rejects the assumption
of a zero-sum relationship between workers and profits, instead proposing that the two can build on each other.17 Historically, there have been
two distinct strands of the asset model. Both are important, so I will
take a moment with each in turn.
The first strand is the Human Relations approach— a management
philosophy that views workers as key generators of profits because of their
company-specific expertise and loyalty. The bottom line is still central, but
tending to employee welfare is considered profitable because it boosts
workers’ commitment, motivation, and productivity. Of course, not all
employers who claim to follow this philosophy and call their workers
“assets” actually treat them as such. For many, such language has been a
barely concealed tactic to avoid unionization—trading real benefits for
the occasional employee luncheon or “employee of the month” nomination. But in some cases, employers have genuinely embraced the asset
model by making a real investment in workers in the form of good wages
and benefits, skills training and the chance to move up, opportunities
for input and innovation, generous leave policies and other perks, strong
labor relations, and more. Policy scholars often refer to these as “high
road” practices.18 The asset model is the theory behind such practices.
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The second strand of the asset model is a labor union philosophy.
Instead of relying on the enlightened generosity of employers, this more
radical approach relies on union power and labor law to force employers
to safeguard workers’ welfare. And instead of seeing workers’ well-being
as good for the bottom line, this union approach seeks to expand the
meaning of the “bottom line” to include worker welfare. A company’s
success, according to this union philosophy, must be measured not only
by its profits but also by the success of its workers. Perhaps the best example of this union approach came in the years after World War II when,
after nearly two decades of struggle, orga nized labor managed to institutionalize the asset model for a substantial number of workers in the
unionized industrial sector. The resulting contract, famously known as
the Treaty of Detroit, has become an iconic symbol of union triumph,
economic prosperity, and greater equality. The treaty’s reach was far from
universal, but, at the time, many hoped that it would serve as a platform
to build on—to expand the meaning of a good job by increasing wages,
benefits, and job security, while also making such jobs available to greater
numbers of workers.19 And indeed many postwar employers—both union
and nonunion— soon adopted key tenets of the Treaty of Detroit, such
as annual cost-of-living adjustments and pension benefits.20
In fact, in the post–World War II era, the Human Relations and the
labor union strands of the asset model converged: Organized labor had
institutionalized asset model jobs for a growing number of workers and,
at the same time, management circles were generally inclined to believe
that tending to workers’ welfare was profitable. The result was a strong
and growing core of “good” jobs, as well as a powerful collective understanding of what a “good job” was.21 The cultural strength of the asset
model at that time had real consequences for workers: It limited employers’ ability to treat them as costly liabilities, even if they were not protected by union power. Of course, it did not prevent employers from
engaging in aggressive labor practices—red-baiting, work speed-up, and
union busting, to name a few. But even those employers who fully believed that workers were liabilities did not adopt Al Dunlap’s openly
hard-line approach—not because it was literally unavailable to them,
but because it was culturally unavailable.
All this had changed by the end of the twentieth century. Not only
had it become culturally acceptable for employers to see workers as
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nothing more than expensive liabilities; they were often expected to do
so, even by some of their own workers.22 This shift was so profound that
corporate executives had come to expect rewards for cutting employees—
in the form of increasing stock values or, for Al Dunlap and others like
him, fame and fortune. As a consequence, the 1990s witnessed an extraordinary trend: Company after company announced major layoffs,
even while reporting record-breaking profits. In the postwar era, this
might have provoked an outcry over the betrayal of workers, but by the
end of the century it was hailed as smart business sense.
What accounts for this sea change in cultural attitudes toward work
and workers? Most explanations point to what economists Bennett Harrison and Barry Bluestone called “the Great U-Turn.”23 In the late 1960s
and 1970s, massive structural changes—such as deindustrialization, globalization, and deep economic recessions—heightened competition and
put a vise grip on corporate profits. It was this harsh economic climate,
the argument goes, that imposed a new reality on American businesses.
They had to become “lean and mean” in order to compete.
As Harrison, Bluestone, and other scholars have pointed out, however, the lean and mean route— downsizing, outsourcing, slashing wages,
and attacking unions—was not the only way to survive difficult economic circumstances.24 Yet this was the path that most employers chose.
Why? How did employers come to believe that these low-road strategies
were the best route out of economic hardship? How did they even learn
what it meant to be “lean and mean”? Where did they get their information and how did they put it into practice? And, most perplexing of all:
Why did this new conventional wisdom, born out of economic calamity,
continue to gain strength even after economic prosperity returned?
Answering these questions leads us to the messy terrain of culture,
where labor market players make claims about what is— and is not—
“sound business sense.” These claims can be found in the pages of popular magazines and books, newspapers and trade journals, on television
and radio shows, and in court and congressional hearings. It is in these
arenas that CEOs and union organizers, legislators and workers, compete to define the “truth” about work. And it is in these arenas that new
ideas about work become established, with profound consequences for
American workers. Structural forces set the context for such battles, but
they do not determine the outcome.
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This book argues that the temp industry became a significant force in
these cultural battles over work in the second half of the twentieth century. Starting in the years after World War II, long before it was regarded
as a major economic player, the temp industry launched a series of remarkably successful campaigns that helped undermine the cultural
strength of the asset model and legitimize the view of workers as liabilities. First, in the 1950s, early industry leaders cast temp work as “women’s
work” in order to justify an entirely new category of “respectable” (white,
middle-class) but marginal work. In doing so, temp leaders were capitalizing on the deep cultural ambivalence about white, middle-class women
working. The result was a new and growing sector of the economy that
stood in stark contrast to the then-prevalent asset model of work. Whereas
increasing numbers of employers in the postwar era were offering workers
health insurance and other benefits, temp agencies were not. Arguing
that temps were only housewives working for “pin money,” temp executives successfully created a sector of the economy that was effectively beyond the reach of a range of worker protections—health benefits, unemployment insurance, and (in the future) antidiscrimination laws—and
that would later be resistant to union organizing efforts.
Having gained entrée into the labor market by constructing temp
work as women’s work, temp leaders then moved from the margins into
the primary sector of the economy. In the late 1960s and 1970s, they
dropped the Kelly Girl image and sold a new product: a revitalized and
fully updated liability model of work. In the temp industry’s version of the
model, human labor was analogous to machine work— only the product
of the labor had any value, while workers themselves were expendable.
Through massive advertising campaigns, temp executives sold this model
of work to business executives who were already troubled by tough economic times. Their efforts helped forge a new “common sense” about how
to manage labor and profits, and contributed to a major shift in American cultural beliefs about work. By the 1990s, the temp industry and its
liability model of work were thriving (although, as we will see in Chapter
4, organized resistance to the temp industry had also begun to emerge).
How did temp executives exert influence over such broad and dynamic social practices? In part, it was because they wielded a loud and
persuasive bullhorn. Industry leaders published books, advertisements,
articles, newspaper columns, newsletters, legal guides, pamphlets, and
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billboards. They produced radio and TV commercials, held seminars,
and spoke at conferences. They conducted national employment surveys
and served as expert witnesses in government hearings. They launched
literacy campaigns and volunteered to clean up city parks. They sponsored stock car races, held typing contests, created board games— and
much more. The targets of this remarkable campaign were both expansive and widely diverse: white, middle-class housewives and their husbands in the 1950s and 1960s, and workers of all stripes thereafter;
union leaders in the 1950s and 1960s; business owners in the 1960s and
beyond; government officials in the 1980s and 1990s; and the public at
large throughout.
To say that this campaign was influential is not to say that temp executives created or controlled such a broad social transformation. Farreaching and fundamental changes such as these are produced by a
range of actors and forces. The temp industry was not the only, or even
the most powerful, actor seeking to undermine the cultural strength of
the postwar asset model. Nonetheless, it was a persistent, creative, and
effective part of a broader coalition working to revitalize the notion of
workers as liabilities. Its unique contribution, I argue, was in modernizing the liability model of work and then delivering it in an easy-to-use
package to thousands of businesses. This alone did not transform the
meaning of work, but it was a crucial element of this change.
It is important to be clear that macroeconomic forces still matter,
even in a story driven by the purposeful actions of people. Context always matters. Most importantly, the economic squeeze of the 1970s
pushed employers to make difficult decisions about how to survive and
compete in the new global economy. And it was at that time that temp
industry employment suddenly skyrocketed. Seemingly overnight the
industry went from a cluster of small but thriving businesses to become
an important economic institution. This historical coincidence has led
many observers to assume that the industry’s success was simply a case
of being in the right place at the right time: When employers needed
flexibility, the temp industry was there to provide it.25 Industry executives themselves encouraged this interpretation of events. For example,
in 1994, Samuel Sacco, then executive vice president of the National Association of Temporary Ser vices, claimed that “for the temporary help/
staffing ser vices company, the client companies are the primary drivers.
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They drive the industry by demanding flexibility in their company’s
operations.”26 And a year earlier, Mitchell Fromstein, then president of
Manpower, declared in characteristically colorful language: “We are not
exploiting people. We are not setting the fees. The market is. We are
matching people with demands. What would our workers be doing
without us? Unemployment lines? Welfare? Suicide?”27
However, such attempts to attribute the success of the temp industry
and its model of work to market forces overlook important questions
about how and why these changes took place. For instance, how did employers come to interpret new economic pressures as a staffing problem?
And why did they turn to the temp industry to solve it? Assuming that it
was the inevitable outcome of economic change means ignoring a substantial historical record of the temp industry actively creating and shaping employer demand. The notion of workers as liabilities—as a “costly
burden” or an “expensive headache”—did not come from economic downturns. It came, at least in part, from the temp industry’s countless campaigns to “educate” employers. Temp executives told business owners
again and again that the only way to survive downturns was to cut workers; even when times were good, they argued, employers should cut workers to boost profits. In short, workers were costly liabilities.
This campaign to revitalize the liability model of work, along with
the provision of temps to implement it, made the temp industry much
more than a passive beneficiary of economic change. It was an active
player in transforming the meaning of work. Industry leaders were not
just in the right place at the right time: They gave employers directions
(and, perhaps, transportation) to the “right place,” and when employers
arrived, they were there waiting.

T

he temp industry’s ideas about work and workers would have had
little impact if it had simply implemented them in its own business
offices. But the temp industry’s survival— and its ability to expand—
depended on selling its version of the liability model to other businesses.
As Lisa Adler has noted, the success of the temp industry fundamentally
depended on “its ability to transform the labor processes of other industries.”28 Industry executives, in other words, had to persuade employers
that their model of work was a “normal way . . . to do business.”29 This
process of persuasion is the subject of this book.
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Such campaigns have a long pedigree. From the earliest days of mass
consumerism, American companies have created a “need” for products
where none existed. The classic example is Listerine’s invention of a whole
new disease—“halitosis”— in the 1920s to convince the American public
that bad breath was a serious problem that required mouthwash.30 In the
same way, the temp industry created a market for its liability model of
work. Temp leaders invented their own disease. They called it “overstaffing.” The root of the problem, they maintained, was workers who “drain[ed]
away profits in salaries, benefits, and overhead.” The “cure,” of course, was
temps. Such notions about the “problem of overstaffing” grew along with
the industry, reaching an apex during the corporate downsizing crazes of
the 1980s and 1990s. Temp industry campaigns thus penetrated not only
the economy but also the economy of ideas. The liability model they sold
became such common sense that, by the turn of the twenty-first century,
it seemed reasonable to expect the value of a company to rise when its
employees were fired.
The story of the temp industry thus offers important insight into
broader issues in the contemporary U.S. economy. At the start of the
twenty-first century, American workers are struggling with a variety of
problems: the outsourcing of jobs to developing countries, corporate restructuring, and a large-scale attack on worker organization. Although
debate continues over how these trends have affected productivity, there
is little question that workers have suffered as a consequence. In fact,
Pierre Bourdieu has argued that insecurity— or précarité—has become
the source of many social problems.31 The story of the temp industry offers a unique window into the mechanics of these problems, revealing
them as products of human effort rather than simply built-in features of
the new economy.
But the temp industry’s story is not simply a way to study economic
problems; it is also a laboratory for solving them. Knowing how a problem was constructed is the first step in understanding how to fi x it. The
story of the temp industry reveals that economic “realities” are created by
economic actors. Thus, the concluding chapters of this book look to new
actors who are trying to build a different economic reality, one that retains the flexibility of the temp industry while eliminating its exploitation. It synthesizes their diverse strategies to begin sketching an asset
model of work updated for the twenty-first century. It re-imagines the
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“workplace” as a site with substantial legal, cultural, and economic significance that counters the growing problems of volatility, insecurity,
and vulnerability that affect not only temps but all workers in America
today.

T

o tell this story it is necessary to define some key concepts. First and
most importantly, what exactly is the temp industry? In the broadest
sense, it belongs to a growing category of employment known as “contingent work.” This phrase was coined by Audrey Freedman in the mid-1980s
and generally refers to any employment relationship that departs from the
standard of full-time, full-year, fixed-schedule, single-employer work. By
definition, then, “contingent” or “nonstandard” work includes not only
temporary employment but also part-time, day labor, and on-call work, as
well as contract-company employment, independent contracting, and
other self-employment.32
The kind of contingent labor known as “temp work” is defined not by
its temporary nature (indeed, many temps work for years at a single job)
but by what is called its “triangular employment relationship.”33 In this
work arrangement, the temp agency acts as the legal employer of temps
and contracts out its workers to various businesses.34 For their part, workers sign up with one, or several, agencies and are sent out to jobs at a variety of businesses. They might work at a particular job for just one day, or
they might work there for a year or more. Although workers are “hired”
by the temp agency, they do not receive a paycheck unless they are sent
out on assignment.
Temp agencies typically charge businesses about twice the workers’
hourly wages. This means that employers sometimes pay more in wages
for temps than for regular employees, but their total labor costs still remain lower because they avoid expenses such as recruiting, interviewing,
screening, and training new workers. More importantly, employers do
not have to provide temps with health benefits, pension plans, or vacation time. Nor do they have to pay workers’ compensation or unemployment insurance taxes, which can rise significantly with each claim for
benefits. And, finally, employers can dismiss temporary workers with
little threat of legal action— and then call them back if needed.35
How do temp agencies make a profit if all of these costly expenses
are shifted to them? One explanation is simply economies of scale.
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Because temp agencies recruit, interview, train, and manage the administrative paperwork for thousands of workers, the actual cost per employee is relatively low. Unlike most other companies, this administrative work is not peripheral to temp agencies’ business; it is their business.
A second way temp companies make a profit is through their expertise in
avoiding some of these expenses, particularly workers’ compensation and
unemployment claims. Drawing on their extensive legal resources, industry leaders have aggressively disputed such claims in the courts and
have had remarkable success.36 They have also sought to avoid worker
protection costs by influencing the making of employment law itself. For
instance, industry executives lobbied for— and won in at least seventeen
states—laws that deny temps’ claims for unemployment insurance if
they fail to contact the temp agency before applying for benefits.37 This
means that temps can be required to accept any job (at any pay) before
qualifying for unemployment compensation, making it far more difficult for them to be considered “unemployed.” In those seventeen states,
at least, the temp industry has become a key broker of citizenship rights.

B

ecause it seems to embody many of the adverse changes in the U.S.
economy, the temp industry has been a central topic of concern for
labor market scholars. Although few have attended to the cultural story
I tell here, there is extensive literature that my work builds on. In general, scholars have examined three aspects of the industry: its pervasiveness in the American economy and, increasingly, the global economy; its
impact on labor market mechanisms; and the experiences of temp workers themselves.
Much of the research on the temp industry has documented its pervasive reach in the American economy— and with good reason. As many
scholars have observed, the industry has grown dramatically since the
late 1940s when the first modern temp agencies were founded. By the
start of the twenty-first century, the temp industry had become an economic powerhouse, sending out millions of workers a day.38 And recent
studies suggest that, instead of using temps to fill in for absent employees or to meet short-term spikes in demand, employers are increasingly
using temps as part of a long-term strategy to permanently “temp out”
specific jobs or job categories.39 Although temps are popularly associated
with clerical work, numerous studies have shown that the industry has
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long outgrown its pink-collar days, penetrating virtually every sector of
the economy.40 Not only has the industry expanded across sectors, researchers have noted, but it has also grown vertically with the proliferation of upper-echelon corporate temp agencies and low-end day labor
agencies.41 In addition, scholars have charted the industry’s geographical
development, from its mid-twentieth-century midwestern origins to its
global reach by the turn of the twenty-first century.42
A second area of research has examined the temp industry’s impact
on the fundamental workings of the economy. For instance, Katz and
Krueger found that temp employment accounted for half of the reduction in unemployment in the boom years of the 1990s, indicating that
the industry has taken on what Jamie Peck and Nik Theodore have called
a “quasi-structural” role in the U.S. economy.43 What’s more, according
to Peck and Theodore, the temp industry has exerted downward pressure
on labor standards for all workers in terms of wages, job security, and
advancement, as well as diminished employment growth throughout the
economy.44 Other researchers have added to this picture by arguing that
the temp industry exacerbates labor market discrimination and inequality.45 Looking at the history of the industry, George Gonos has described
how temp industry leaders’ long-term and ultimately successful legal
battle to become the official employer of temps has changed the very nature of the employment relationship. According to Gonos, the traditional
employer-employee relationship—the basis for workers’ social protection
and material well-being since the New Deal—was effectively “severed”
by the institutionalization of the temp industry’s triangular employment
relationship between worker, agency, and employer.46 Finally, Lisa Adler
and Leah Vosko have used gender as a lens of analysis in examining the
temp industry and its impact on employment restructuring. Adler found
that the temp industry’s success came from its ability to take advantage
of traditional gender narratives of women, including women as workers,
homemakers, and sexual objects.47 And according to Vosko, the spread of
temporary employment relationships once associated only with women’s
work has contributed to the “feminization” of employment throughout
the economy.48
A third brand of research has examined temporary workers themselves. Many studies have shown that temps are disproportionately
young, female, nonwhite, immigrant, and less educated than their
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permanent counterparts.49 And in terms of wages, benefits, job security,
upward mobility, and morale, temping is almost always associated with
worse characteristics than full-time, year-round work, even when controlling for differences between workers.50 Yet a number of researchers
have pointed out that temporary work may offer a rewarding entrée into
the labor force for some, particularly former welfare recipients and other
at-risk workers.51 Other studies have analyzed the motivations for working in temp jobs. Scholars have found that a variety of “push” and “pull”
factors— or choices and constraints—lead workers into temporary employment. While some have argued that independence and flexibility
“pull” people into temp work, many others have found more mixed results in weighing these factors.52
A central premise animating the best of this well-developed literature is that the temp industry has been an agent of change rather than a
passive bystander. In this vein, scholars have examined the temp industry’s role in actively shaping three different spheres: the market, law, and
culture. For example, Jamie Peck, Nik Theodore, and Cynthia Ofstead
have examined the industry’s market-making efforts by showing how
temp leaders’ decisions shaped the industry’s development against the
backdrop of larger structural forces.53 The location of a temp agency—in
inner-city immigrant neighborhoods, for example—influences not only
the resulting population of temps but also the job opportunities that are
available (or not) to workers.54 George Gonos has analyzed the temp industry’s role in the legal sphere by demonstrating that the expansion
(indeed, the very existence) of the temp industry depended on its aggressive legal battle to be recognized as the de jure employer of temps.55
The temp industry’s role in shaping American culture, however, has
been much less examined. In their book The Good Temp, Vicki Smith
and Esther Neuwirth took a first step in this cultural arena by examining temp leaders’ efforts to shape the industry’s reputation through the
creation of a new product—what Smith and Neuwirth call “the good
temp.”56 The cultural scope of The Temp Economy is at once broader
and deeper, analyzing the temp industry’s long-term campaign to define
conventional wisdom about work in the worlds of business, politics, and
law. Temp industry efforts to legitimize the notion of workers as liabilities, I argue, not only facilitated the growing use of temps but also laid
the groundwork for a host of broader changes in the workplace, includ-
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ing corporate downsizing, outsourcing, and the comprehensive attack on
organized labor—ultimately making “permanent” employment look a lot
more like temp work. In a self-reinforcing cycle, these changes strengthened the temp industry’s institutional status and the legitimacy of its liability model of work.
To tell this story, I analyzed two broad categories of data: cultural
artifacts that the temp industry produced to sell its model of work from
the late 1940s to the early 2000s, and a wide array of cultural responses
to the temp industry from other labor market actors. For the first category, I examined some fifteen hundred temp industry documents—
articles, newspaper columns, books, and much more—in both business
and popular media, as well as more than one thousand temp industry
advertisements. For the second category, I analyzed tens of thousands of
government papers and court documents from virtually every level of the
American legal system, as well as magazines and books written by temps,
popular and scholarly coverage of anti-temp activism, and union challenges to the industry. (See the Appendix for a more detailed description
of these data.)
This is a substantial body of data, and it tells a remarkable story. But
no study could cover every aspect of such a long and complex tale. This
book is not about the experience of being a temp, for example, nor does it
offer a quantitative analysis of the temp industry. And although I focus
on temp industry leaders’ campaign to modernize and market the liability model of work, I do not intend to suggest that they were the only set
of actors in this drama. Workers, union leaders, business owners, politicians, and many others took part in these battles over the meaning of
work, pushing for or against the growing strength of the liability model
in the last decades of the twentieth century.
Yet looking closely at one of these labor market actors—the leaders
of the burgeoning temp industry—is a valuable task. Beyond telling a
largely unknown story about the temp industry, it also drives home two
important but often ignored aspects of the American economy. First, it
reminds us that the meaning and experience of work are shaped by
people, not faceless economic forces. While people’s actions are influenced by macroeconomic structures, they are not determined by them.
Second, and related, it reminds us that the meaning of work is created by
people and can also be changed by people. Even though the liability

16 | INTRODUCTION

model of work has found renewed strength and acceptance at the start of
the twenty-first century, its permanence is not a foregone conclusion.
This has important ramifications for the many activists struggling to protect American workers from its often devastating impact. For this reason, the Conclusion of this book looks to workplace activists as a source
for a new model of work— a revised asset model that would reverse
many of the problems underlying the “temp economy.”

A

t the broadest level, The Temp Economy can be divided into two
parts. The first part examines the temp industry’s role in cultural
battles over the meaning of work, and the second looks at the impact of
those battles on the meaning and experience of work. The chapters are
arranged in chronological order, each focusing on an important moment
in the development of the temp industry.
Chapter 1 illustrates how temp leaders successfully gained entrée into
a postwar labor market characterized by widespread support for the asset
model of work. This was no easy task. Given the considerable power of
unions and the popular association of temp agencies with abusive employment agents, early industry leaders faced an uphill battle in establishing
temp work as a legitimate sector of the economy. To avoid these obstacles, industry executives strategically sold temp work as women’s work—
suitable for white, middle-class housewives with a little extra time on their
hands— even though the industry employed substantial numbers of men.
Temp leaders thus entered the postwar cultural debate about women and
work, often in surprising ways. For example, even as they challenged the
myth of domesticity by depicting work as the cure for “housewifeitis,”
they reinforced gender inequalities by emphasizing the secondary nature
of temp jobs—and temporary workers (“extra work for extra women”).
This strategy was remarkably successful. The “Kelly Girl”— dress, heels,
white gloves, and all—became a popular icon, and, more importantly, the
temp industry gained widespread cultural legitimacy.
Chapter 2 looks at how temp executives of the late 1960s and 1970s
sought to build on their success by expanding into new populations and
sectors, including traditionally male “breadwinning” employment. In
order to do so, however, they needed to revamp their model of work; the
Kelly Girl strategy would no longer serve. In its place, temp leaders constructed the no-holds-barred “semi-permanent employee,” an updated
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liability model of work in which permanent workers were nothing but a
“costly headache.” Indeed, it was little more than a modern-day version of
the nineteenth-century “Babbage principle,” which held that employers
should replace skilled workers with unskilled labor wherever possible. If
anything, however, the temp industry’s version went further, calling for no
commitment to workers whatsoever: All workers, skilled or unskilled—
including corporate executives— could be replaced by temps. Even though
this model of work was not new, it was a dramatic break from prevailing
theories of personnel management, which held that worker commitment
and innovation were necessary to preserve productivity and profits. Despite the presence of these competing theories, however, the temp industry’s campaign was strikingly successful: Temp employment skyrocketed
in the 1970s and continued apace in the decades that followed. More importantly, by the mid-1980s the cultural battle had largely been won.
Many employers openly declared their workers to be profit-limiting liabilities, not the profit-boosting assets they had claimed just a few years
earlier.
With such major battles seemingly won, Chapter 3 turns away from
industry efforts to sell ideas about work and focuses instead on the consequences of those efforts. Just as temp executives of the 1970s helped revitalize the idea of workers as liabilities, temp leaders of the 1980s helped
companies put this ideology into practice on an unprecedented scale. In
the 1980s, a new generation of corporate executives unapologetically laid
off thousands of workers, cut training programs, and outsourced jobs.
American businesses, they proclaimed, had to be “leaner and meaner” in
order to compete in the newly globalized economy. Lean and mean companies still needed workers, however, and they found those workers in
temps. The temp industry thus played a fundamental role in the wave of
corporate restructuring that swept the business world in the 1980s. Not
only did more companies use greater numbers of temps; they used them
to create a permanently two-tiered workforce: one group of workers that
could expect decent wages, benefits, and training, and another that could
not. The expansion of the temp industry thus affected not only temps but
virtually all workers, who experienced greater job insecurity, fewer advancement opportunities, and lower wages as a result.
At the start of the 1990s, it looked as though this seemingly limitless
expansion of the temp industry would continue unchecked. Manpower
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replaced General Motors as the largest employer in the United States, and
the temp industry continued to grow and gain power like never before.
Perhaps it was because of the industry’s new cultural and political clout
that organized opposition began to emerge on a variety of levels. In the
1990s, temps, community activists, union leaders, and government officials sought to protect workers’ interests by promoting permanent jobs
and improving temporary ones. Chapter 4 examines their campaigns.
Resistance efforts challenged the temp industry in two important
ways. First, they questioned the temp industry’s long-standing assertion
that the employer– employee relationship was defined by remuneration—
that is, by whoever issued a worker’s paycheck. They sought to revise the
meaning of employment to include issues of place, time, control, and
autonomy. In this expanded definition of work, employers could retain
flexibility by using temps, but they would not be able to exploit temporary workers by treating them as second-class, full-time employees. Second, some activists argued that temping need not be a “bad” job. By improving temps’ wages, benefits, and working conditions, as well as by
confining temping to truly temporary jobs, they sought to mitigate many
of the traditional downsides of temporary employment.
Temp industry executives were successful in fending off most of these
challenges, in part because of the growing power of both the industry and
the liability model of work. In addition, resistance efforts themselves were
isolated and piecemeal. Unable to fully dethrone the notion of workers as
liabilities, they could only chip away at some of the industry’s more extreme abuses. Yet their efforts were an important first step. Taken together,
they can be thought of as creating a blueprint for a new model of work—
one that takes the best aspects of the temp industry and adds to them the
meaningful acceptance of workers as people. Although such a blueprint is
far from displacing the liability model of work, it can be seen as a move
toward a new understanding of workers as assets. In the Conclusion, I
build on these resistance efforts to propose a new model of work—a revised asset model for the twenty-first century—that seeks to keep the flexibility of the temp industry while eliminating its exploitation.

1 | THE MAKING OF THE KELLY GIRL
“I rent women.”
–John Brandt, executive vice president
of Kelly Girl Service, 19581

A

group of suburban, white, middle-class housewives gathered in a
local hotel, not to exchange pie recipes or tips for home furnishings, but to talk about the drudgery of housework and the benefits of working for wages. They watched a film that praised working outside the home as a way for housewives such as themselves to experience
exciting opportunities and a new sense of self-fulfillment. A “consciousnessraising” group during feminism’s “second wave”? No. The year was 1961,
two years before the publication of The Feminine Mystique, Betty Friedan’s
best-selling book that is often credited with reviving middle-class feminism. Rather, this was a meeting held by the Kelly Girl Ser vice to recruit
white, middle-class housewives for temporary work. “The next time you
get fed up with the household routine,” the man in the film urged, “join
the Kelly Girl Ser vice.”2
This Kelly Girl meeting was not an isolated event. It was part of a
massive public relations campaign designed by the leaders of a “new” industry: temporary help.3 In the 1950s and 1960s, millions of Americans
were exposed to this industry through a barrage of advertisements in a
wide range of media, including magazines (from Business Week to Good
Housekeeping), newspapers, seminars, brochures, books, radio and television shows, and even songs, films, and board games produced by temp
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industry leaders. Take Elmer Winter, for example. Cofounder and president of the temp agency Manpower, Inc., Winter wrote a newspaper
column syndicated in 150 newspapers across the country, numerous
journal and magazine articles, and at least six books during the postwar
era alone. In 1960, his company purchased an entire printing company
just to produce its advertising materials. Manpower executives used it
quite heavily, distributing over seven million pieces of promotional literature every year.4
In their campaigns, industry leaders sold temporary work as “women’s work,” and white, middle-class housewives were both the target and
the product of their sales pitch.5 The image of temp work that industry
leaders marketed was best illustrated by the famous “Kelly Girl,” who
was feminine, young, white, and middle-class. With this image, industry leaders drew on the long-term cultural association of “respectable”
women (that is, white, middle-class women) with office work.6 Yet temp
executives of the 1950s and 1960s repackaged this image as their own,
flooding popular media outlets with pictures of young, white, middleclass women as temps. These images gained powerful cultural currency,
even spawning women’s career fashions and fabric prints. As the New
York Times noted in 1962, Kelly Girl “has joined with 17 leading department stores throughout the country and Henry Rosenfeld, Inc., manufacturer of popular-price misses’ dresses, to design and market special
Kelly Girl fashions.”7
The campaigns were quite a success. Although the modern temp industry had really only begun in the late 1940s, by the end of the postwar
era it had become an established sector of the economy. The handful of
small midwestern agencies that had launched the industry had grown
dramatically, opening new offices throughout the United States and
abroad. At the same time, many new temp agencies had opened their
doors—so much so that by the late 1960s some fifteen hundred temp
agencies had flooded the market, bringing in $330 million a year.8
But this kind of success was not at all certain when temp agencies
first opened their doors in the years after World War II. At that time,
industry leaders faced the possibility of substantial opposition on two
fronts. First, most people assumed that the temp industry was simply an
extension of a more familiar— and roundly condemned—kind of business: the private employment industry, which was notorious for its
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abuses of workers. Industry leaders knew that this popular assumption
could lead to major resistance from the many opponents of the private
employment industry—the social activists and policymakers who had
successfully shut it down earlier in the century. The second potential
threat came from labor unions. At that time, organized labor was near
the peak of its power. Unions represented more than 30 percent of the
workforce, and their impact on employment relations was even greater.
The worker protections that they had fought so hard to achieve—worker’s
compensation, pensions, health benefits, and more—had been adopted
by many nonunionized employers as well. But temp leaders were creating a new category of work (and workers) that would be exempt from
such protections— a fact that could lead to potentially ruinous opposition from organized labor.
The temp industry succeeded in circumventing these obstacles
through what I call the Kelly Girl strategy. They cast temp work as
women’s work, suitable for white, middle-class house wives with a little
extra time on their hands. Th is strategy allowed the temp industry to
avoid opposition on both fronts. In the fi rst case, their portrait of temporary work as white and middle-class distanced the industry from
the notorious private employment industry, which had been widely
associated with immigrants and nonwhite workers.9 And, in the second case, the Kelly Girl strategy would forestall re sistance from labor
leaders who had long been primarily concerned with male industrial
workers, often actively excluding women from their rank and fi le.10
But temp agencies did not employ solely women. Nearly all of them
employed men as well, and the leading temp agencies— Manpower in
particular— employed substantial numbers of them. Yet this fact was
almost entirely obscured by the feminized image of temporary work
that industry leaders created.
Casting temp work as women’s work also had other, unintended
consequences for the temp industry. Creating and marketing a new category of women’s work led temp leaders into the postwar cultural debate
about women and work, often in surprising and contradictory ways. For
example, even as they challenged the domestic ideal by depicting work
as the cure for “housewifeitis” (well before Betty Friedan’s “problem
with no name”), temp leaders also reinforced gender stereotypes. Drawing on the long-term marginalization of women workers as “mere seekers
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of ‘pin money,’ ”11 temp executives repeatedly emphasized the secondary
nature of both temp jobs and temporary workers (“extra work for extra
women”).12
In this apparent contradiction, temp industry leaders were not alone,
although they were unusually emphatic and outspoken. Airlines, for example, joined with the popular media to advertise flight attendants’
glamour and spunk, even while continuing to highlight their essential
domesticity. “The archetypal stewardess,” historian Kathleen Barry has
observed, “was enjoying the chance to travel briefly while training for
the ultimate female ‘profession’ of homemaking.”13 In a similar vein, the
archetypal temporary worker was already a successful homemaker, looking for a little extra money to supplement her husband’s income without disrupting her duties at home. (And for those “girls” who were not
married, temp industry leaders pointed out, temping “offers an added
benefit. . . . They have a chance to ‘case the field’ and work in as many
offices as they wish in order to expose their charms to potential
husbands.”)14
Although the Kelly Girl strategy was developed to help the temp
industry break into the postwar labor market, its significance extends
beyond the 1950s. By defining temporary work as women’s work, industry leaders did more than just add a new occupation to the expanding
pink-collar sector. They took the idea of women’s work and used it to
justify an entirely new category of “respectable” (white, middle-class) but
marginal work. With this strategy, industry leaders established a new
sector of the economy that would not only prove beyond the reach of a
range of worker protections—including health benefits, unemployment
insurance, antidiscrimination laws—but also remain resistant to union
organizing efforts. Flight attendants, for example, went on to become
successful union organizers demanding greater respect, better wages, and
increased job security for women workers.15 Temps, however, have remained on the margins—from the Kelly Girls of the 1950s to the millions of temporary workers today.
The implications of this cannot be underestimated. By creating a
new stratum of second-class “respectable” work, the temp industry established a beachhead for launching broader campaigns against the
worker obligations that had, after decades of bitter conflict, come to be
associated with the concept of “work” in core areas of the American
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economy. And it was these campaigns—launched by not just temp industry leaders, but also employers, business associations, and political
leaders—that helped undermine the cultural strength of the asset model
in the years after World War II and empower a new version of the liability model by the end of the twentieth century. The origins of this remarkable shift can be traced— at least in part—to the gendered strategies of early temp industry leaders.
This chapter begins with a brief outline of the development of the
temp industry in the postwar era and continues by examining the two
major threats to the industry’s survival: its popular association with private employment agencies and the power of organized labor. The chapter
goes on to show how industry leaders used the Kelly Girl strategy to turn
these obstacles into opportunity and launched a new way of organizing
work.

The Emergence of the Temp Industry
The early years of the temp industry were, by and large, a story of tremendous success. Despite popular perception that the industry flourished only as businesses “demanded” greater flexibility in the 1970s and
1980s, the temp industry actually came into its own far earlier.16 From
their humble beginnings in the late 1940s, industry leaders had already
established temp work as a major business by the end of the next decade.17 By 1961, fully 53 percent of businesses in the United States had
used temp industry ser vices, and throughout the 1960s industry leaders
reported remarkable growth in profit and scale.18 In 1963, for example,
there were about 1,000 temp agencies employing some 400,000 workers
a year and bringing in $160 million in sales.19 By 1970, the industry
employed 185,000 workers a day with around $2 billion in annual
sales.20
Although reliable data on the postwar temp industry are difficult to
obtain (the Bureau of Labor Statistics did not begin collecting annual
industry data until 1982), early reports indicate that its growth was
driven by the two largest temporary help agencies: Kelly Girl Ser vice
and Manpower, Inc. In 1947, William Russell Kelly founded Russell
Kelly Office Ser vice with three employees, twelve customers, and $848
in sales. In 1955, the company opened its first branch office in Louisville,
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Kentucky, and by the end of the year it had thirty-five offices across the
United States. By 1957, company sales had reached $6,751,441. In 1962,
with 148 branches and $24 million in sales, the company went public.21
By 1965, Kelly Girl was operating 169 offices and reported $37.5 million
in sales, a 22 percent increase over the previous year.22
Founded in 1948, Manpower, Inc., was run as a sideline by two Milwaukee lawyers, Aaron Scheinfeld and Elmer Winter, for the first seven
years of its existence. By 1956, however, Scheinfeld and Winter had turned
their full attention to the rapidly growing company; with 91 branches in
65 cities across the United States and ten offices abroad, Manpower had
emerged as the leader of the young industry, employing some four thousand workers a day.23 In 1957, Manpower’s sales volume was around $12
million, nearly twice that of Kelly Girl, its closest competitor. In 1962,
along with Kelly, Manpower went public with 270 offices across four continents and over $40 million in sales.24 By 1965, Manpower was operating
a total of 355 offices in the United States and 23 countries abroad, and
reported $86 million in sales (not including another $43 million in branch
sales and franchise fees), a 16 percent increase from the previous year.25 By
1967, the young temp agency had grown so much that it employed more
workers than long-standing corporate giants such as Standard Oil of New
Jersey and the U.S. Steel Corporation.26
Although Manpower and Kelly dominated the temp industry in the
postwar years, there were a handful of other early industry leaders. Workman Ser vice (later renamed Workman Girl) was reportedly the first
modern temp agency, founded in Chicago in the late 1920s. Workman
Ser vice was apparently alone in the field until the 1940s when a number
of other temp agencies were started around the Midwest. Labor Pool,
founded in Chicago in 1946, became the first modern temp agency to
focus exclusively on industrial work. A year later—the same year that
Kelly was founded in Detroit— Employers Overload was established
in Minneapolis. And in 1948, at the same time that Manpower was
founded, Western Employers Ser vice (later Western Girl) became the
first West Coast temp agency. These were not the only temp companies
at the time. Low barriers to entry meant that many agencies opened (and
closed) their doors on a regular basis, although most of them did not
follow the expansive growth trajectory that characterized Manpower
and Kelly. Nonetheless, these countless smaller temp companies ac-
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counted for a significant portion of the industry. In 1960, Fortune magazine noted that although the top five temp agencies—Manpower, Kelly,
Employers Overload, Western Girl, and Workman—took in some $67
million in sales, “an unknown number of similar firms operating on a
local level may pick up as much as $50 million more.”27
By the end of the postwar era, the temp industry was no longer just
a cluster of successful but relatively small businesses. It had emerged as a
well-established sector of the economy. In 1967, Manpower’s Elmer
Winter proclaimed that “temporary help— once the poor relation of the
employment agency business—has become a mature, fast-growing industry in its own right.”28 He was right. Early evidence of this came in
1966 with the formation of the industry’s first professional association,
the Institute for Temporary Ser vices (ITS).29 At the same time, the industry had begun to develop internationally. Not only were temp agencies such as Manpower rapidly expanding abroad; there was also a new
push to organize the industry on an international scale. In 1966, temp
leaders in Europe organized the First World Congress of Temporary Services in Paris. William Olsten, president of Olsten Temporary Ser vices,
represented the U.S. temp industry at the conference. As Olsten explained,
the purpose of the meeting was “to formalize the international confederation, elect officers, establish a code of ethics, and confirm the temporary ser vice industry’s importance as a socio-economic force in the countries in which it functions.”30
Not surprisingly, the burgeoning temp industry had begun to attract
attention in the business world. In 1965, for example, a trade analyst for
Barron’s noted that the young temp industry had already “blanketed the
country.” 31 That same year, another industry analyst proclaimed that,
“as a cost cutting technique for management, ‘renting people’ is definitely
here to stay.”32
This was a remarkable statement in 1965. Businesses at that time
were far from struggling. In fact, at that time America was in the middle
of one of the longest economic expansions in history. Corporate profits
were setting record highs and the stock market was booming. And businesses were not the only ones thriving. Workers, too, were benefiting
from the nation’s prosperity: Poverty was declining, unemployment was
down, and wages were growing.33 As economists Bennett Harrison and
Barry Bluestone pointed out, the spirit of prosperity that pervaded those
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years was aptly portrayed by David Halberstam’s description of the debut of the Ford Mustang:
It came out in 1964, at what would prove to be the highwater
mark of the American century, when the country was rich, the
dollar strong, and inflation low. . . . The economy was expanding. Though many of the forces that would afflict American industry were already beginning to form, they were not yet visible,
and the domestic economy had never seemed so strong. . . .
There was enough for everyone; the country was enjoying unparalleled prosperity, and the pie was bigger than ever. The pie
would turn out to have its limits after all, but at the halcyon moment, the future seemed unbounded.34
Yet even during those “halcyon” days, employers were “renting” people
in order to cut costs. This is significant not only because businesses were
reaping the benefits of record-breaking economic expansion, but also
because the very survival of the temp industry had been uncertain just a
few years earlier.

Padrones and the Private Employment
Industry
When the modern temp industry emerged after World War II, its founders asserted that theirs was a “new” industry. Most observers at the time,
however, did not agree. Government officials, union leaders, and social
activists widely believed that temp companies were simply newer versions
of the long-established—and highly disreputable—private employment
agencies. The ignominy of the private employment industry can be traced
to the public outrage over so-called padrones earlier in the century. In the
early decades of the twentieth century, padrones, who were often immigrants themselves, provided new immigrants with jobs and supplied companies with cheap labor. Accused of luring workers to America to take
bogus jobs, charging exorbitant fees, and ruthlessly exploiting unknowing immigrants, padrones aroused the ire of novelists such as Horatio
Alger and social reformers such as Grace Abbott in Chicago.35
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By the 1930s padrones had largely disappeared, but they had been replaced by employment agents, who were widely accused of padrone-like
abuses such as sending workers to “phony” jobs, charging excessive fees,
and physically abusing workers.36 These employment agents were said to
take advantage of not only recent immigrants, but also black southerners—
especially female domestic servants—who, at the time, were migrating in
large numbers to northern cities in search of work. Iowa’s commissioner
of labor declared employment agents to be the most “despicable, doubledyed villains that ever lived.”37 The Ohio commissioner of labor agreed,
charging that the purpose of private employment agents was “to fleece the
jobless.”38
By the 1950s virtually every state had imposed extensive regulations
on the private employment industry. These laws usually required employment agents to register, obtain a state license, and post bond; they
capped fees charged to workers; they prohibited fee sharing between agents
and employers; and they banned the practice of sending “scabs” to replace union workers on strike. Some states even required employment
agents to have lived in an area for a minimum time period, to provide
references from “reputable citizens of the community,” and to obtain the
state’s permission before moving in order to prevent them from collecting fees and leaving without providing workers with jobs.39
When the modern temp companies were founded in the late 1940s,
many observers and regulators considered them to be private employment
agencies.40 In 1955, for example, the Supreme Court of Nebraska described
Manpower, Inc., as “obviously” an employment agency and ruled, as a result, that it must comply with state licensing laws.41 One year later, the
Florida Industrial Commission argued before the Florida Supreme Court
that Manpower was just another private employment agency prone to the
many “evils” of that industry.42
Manpower and other early temp agencies strongly resisted such classification in order to avoid the thicket of regulations surrounding the private employment industry. The crux of the matter, they argued, was their
claim to employer status.43 Temp industry leaders maintained that employment agents were simply labor market intermediaries; they connected
people in need of work with employers in need of labor. Workers found
jobs through employment agents but were not employed by them. By contrast, they claimed, temp agencies did not link workers to employers but

28 | CHAPTER 1

were employers in their own right, contracting out their specialized labor
to firms. They proposed a different parallel: A temp agency was like a
painting company whose employees worked under the direction of the
homeowner, or an accounting firm whose employees provided bookkeeping services for its customers.44 In each case, employees provided services
to a variety of businesses but were not employed by them. Another key
distinction they pointed out was that temp agencies did not charge fees to
workers as employment agents did. The “mark-up”—the difference between what temp agencies charged firms and paid to workers—was not,
they claimed, a “fee.”45
In 1956 the Florida Supreme Court agreed with temp industry leaders. Manpower, the court ruled, was not an intermediary but the employer of its temporary workers. The judges found that Manpower “retains control over its employees, and can substitute one employee for
another in any particular job. It deducts the withholding tax from the
employee’s salary, pays the social security tax, carries unemployment
and workmen’s compensation on each employee, and has its employees
bonded.” 46 This did not end the controversy, however. Only a year earlier, for example, the Nebraska Supreme Court had reached the opposite
conclusion. As sociologist George Gonos has shown, these cases were
only a small part of the long and costly legal battle that industry leaders
fought for their companies to be considered official employers of temporary workers, and thus to be distinguished from the temp industry’s
disreputable ancestor, the private employment industry.47
These legal battles were crucial to the survival of the early temp industry, but they do not tell the whole story. There was another combat
zone, so to speak: culture. In the pages of newspapers, magazines, books,
and more, early temp industry leaders launched a cultural campaign
that would reify their legal claims and, more importantly, legitimize
temping as a “new” sector of the economy.

Unions in the Postwar Era
Before turning to this campaign, however, we must turn to the second
major obstacle that temp leaders faced: labor unions. In the mid-1950s,
when the first temp agencies were just taking off, unions were at the peak
of their power, representing some 35 percent of the labor force.48 Unions
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were natural opponents of the temp industry, as their strength would be
severely undermined by the emergence of a sector that relieved employers of hard-won worker protections, including pensions, health benefits,
and other elements of the newly expanding social safety net.49
Not surprisingly, union leaders resisted the incursion of temporary
work into their strongholds in the largely male industrial sector.50 For
example, in the early 1960s District 727 of the International Association
of Machinists filed a grievance against the Lockheed Aircraft Company,
demanding that the company stop using temps in an effort to erode
the union’s bargaining unit. Meanwhile, Local 887 of the United Auto
Workers filed a similar grievance against North American Aviation, charging that the company was using temps to avoid paying the higher wage
rates and benefits of permanent employees. “It’s a black market that is
fattening itself on the aerospace industry,” said union leader Thomas
McNett. “[This] makes it incumbent on this union to do all in its power
to wipe out the job black market.”51
Although nearly all of labor’s opposition to the temp industry was in
the industrial sector, there were a few exceptions. In the early 1960s, for
example, union officials at the Office Employees International Union
(OEIU) repeatedly voiced their complaints about the rapidly expanding
temp industry. As described in a 1962 OEIU pamphlet, union leaders objected to the rise of temp work because it “not only tend[s] to eliminate
permanent employment for office and clerical workers, but provides a
regular kickback of daily wages to the companies providing the ser vices.
Worse still, the OEIU has found in its experience that the Manpower
agencies are perfectly willing to provide scabs in companies against whom
we are conducting strikes.” 52
These kinds of union objections to the temp industry were surprisingly rare in the postwar era, however.53 This was, in part, because temp
executives made substantial efforts to placate labor leaders, especially in
the industrial sector. For example, it was common practice for temp executives to sign contracts affirming that temporary workers would not
cross picket lines or replace strikers.54 In fact, this would become a key
tenet of the industry’s newly minted code of ethics in the mid-1960s.55
Manpower went a step further, promising to get union officials’ approval
before sending temps into a unionized workplace. As Manpower’s Elmer
Winter proclaimed in the trade journal Steel in 1961, “We have always
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maintained good relations with the unions. In every plant where a union
is involved, we clear the use of Manpower with the union. If it objects, we
pull out.”56 Although the pamphlet from the OEIU suggests that this
promise was not always upheld, it is likely that Manpower showed greater
deference to the more powerful industrial unions than it did to the significantly weaker unions in the white- and pink-collar sectors. In point of
fact, Manpower and other temp agencies rarely had to contend with whiteor pink-collar unions, because most private-sector office workers stayed
out of the labor movement until the 1970s.57
Treading carefully around powerful labor unions helped early temp
industry leaders sidestep serious resistance in the years after World War
II. But their most important strategy was much less direct, and ultimately much more powerful. Drawing on the long-standing assumption
that women’s work was of little interest to postwar unions, temp executives launched a far-reaching cultural campaign that cast temporary
work as the domain of white, middle-class women.58 In so doing, they created a new kind of women’s work, and an influential new kind of marginal employment.

The Making of the Kelly Girl
Early temp industry leaders strategically utilized images of gender, race,
and class to construct the archetypal temp worker. Best seen in the
image of the Kelly Girl, which remains a cultural icon some half a century later, this strategy publicly cast temp work as the sphere of white,
middle-class women. Like portrayals of Rosie the Riveter during World
War II, these images showed white, middle-class women as both workers
and feminine. Unlike Rosie the Riveter, however, they showed women
working for glamour, self-fulfillment, and independence, rather than
patriotic ser vice to their country. Yet both images portrayed women as
temporary workers: Rosie was working only until her soldier came home
from the war; Kelly was working only until her kids came home from
school.
Kelly Girls were not alone, of course. Flight attendants, for example,
were also advertised as “glamour girls” working for fun, adventure, and,
ultimately, husbands.59 The ranks of temps, however—unlike the ranks
of flight attendants—included significant numbers of men, despite the
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Kelly Girl image. Why, then, did industry leaders package temp work as
“women’s work”? The Kelly Girl strategy achieved several crucial goals.
First, constructing temp work as women’s work reduced any perceived
threat that the industry might pose to “breadwinning” male jobs and the
unions that represented them. In fact, industry leaders were quite explicit
about this: “The temporary ser vice industry poses no threat to labor,”
declared the president of Olsten Temporary Ser vices, “but instead supplements the labor force with housewives and mothers—women who might
never have returned to work but for the emergence of this much needed
industry.” 60 Second, the Kelly Girl strategy allowed temp leaders to distance their industry from padrones and private employment agents. The
“respectability” of their white, middle-class “ladies” was intended to show
just how far removed temping was from padrones and their nonwhite,
foreign-born workers.61
The Kelly Girl strategy also allowed the temp industry to take advantage of the charged and contradictory gender politics of the postwar era. Even as white, middle-class women entered the labor force in
the 1950s in greater numbers than ever before, cultural pressure for
them to conform to “traditional” ideals was formidable.62 Temp industry leaders capitalized on this disjuncture by urging women to work
while at the same time promising that their jobs would not compete
with the domestic sphere. In short, they argued that temp work was
the perfect “compromise” for middle-class women in the postwar era.63
Industry executives maintained that house wives could work in temporary jobs and still keep up with their domestic duties. This contention addressed the ambivalence some middle-class women felt about
the competing roles of house wives and wage earners, while it opened
doors for others who could not work because of policies that excluded
married or pregnant women from employment.64 At the same time,
temp leaders were responding to— and taking advantage of—many
women’s interest in fi nancial independence, skill acquisition, and selffulfi llment through work.
As the examples that follow demonstrate, the images of gender, race,
and class constructed by temp industry leaders were complicated and
often incongruous. For instance, even as they opened up new ways
of thinking about white, middle-class women as viable workers— and
about domestic life as unsatisfying—these images reinforced the belief
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that women were housewives first and workers second. And, perhaps more
importantly, even as they introduced new categories of “respectable”
(white, middle-class) work, these images strengthened and institutionalized the divide between “breadwinning” (male) employment and secondary (female) jobs. Indeed, the most notable outcome of their efforts was a
new kind of work that was at once “respectable” and marginal.

T

he most basic element of the Kelly Girl strategy was to take on explicitly feminine names: Kelly Girl Ser vice, Western Girl Ser vice,
Workman Girl Ser vice, American Girl Ser vice, White Collar Girl Service, Right Girls, and more. Although Manpower was a notable exception, company leaders adopted a highly “feminine” public image as well.
Beginning in 1961, they called their temps White Glove Girls, and they
went on to lead the industry in constructing and publicizing this white,
middle-class, feminine portrait of temp work.65 (Indeed, it was Manpower that developed and distributed a board game called “White Glove
Girl.” The object of the game was to earn money for family vacations,
home remodeling, new clothes, and the like. Once this had been accomplished, the players had to return home again—the first to do so was the
winner. These themes of women working for “extras” while preserving
their domesticity dominated the temp industry’s postwar campaign.)
The fact that agencies took on feminized names did not mean that
they employed women exclusively, however. Although many began by
hiring mostly women, by the early 1960s almost every temp agency employed significant numbers of men as well. In fact, by that time, both
Western Girl and Kelly Girl had established male industrial and technical divisions— called Western Men and Labor Aides, respectively— and
nearly half of Manpower’s workers were men.66
Because the companies started out employing women workers, their
feminized names might be seen as an honest (if out-of-date) reflection
of their employee base rather than a conscious strategy. However, evidence indicates otherwise. When the first temp agencies were founded,
all had gender-neutral names. It was only in the late 1950s that temp
executives— seemingly en masse—took on female-specific company titles. For instance, the first modern temp agency, founded by Sam Workman in 1929, was Workman Diversified Enterprise, Inc., later simplified
to Workman Ser vice. In the late 1950s, however, Workman changed the
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company’s name to Workman Girls. Similarly, in 1957, William Russell
Kelly changed his company’s name from Russell Kelly Office Ser vice to
Kelly Girl Ser vice. And a year later, W. Robert Stover changed his agency’s name from Western Employers Ser vice to Western Girl Ser vice.67
Yet feminizing the industry’s image went far beyond simply adding
the word girl to agency names. In their phenomenal public relations
campaign, temp leaders emphasized again and again that theirs was an
industry exclusively for women. This theme was captured perfectly in a
1962 speech by Kelly Girl vice president Terrence Adderley before the
New York Society of Analysts. “We can think of 60,000 reasons why
our 60,000 female employees want to work on a temporary basis,” Adderley declared, “but we cannot think of one good reason why a man,
other than a student or a man between jobs, would want to work as a
temporary employee.” 68 Yet it was that very same year—1962—that
Kelly executives were adding industrial and technical divisions designed
to employ men.
Temp industry leaders were relentless in their efforts to paint a feminine portrait of temporary work. Starting in the mid-1950s, thousands
of pictures of Kelly Girls, White Glove Girls, Western Girl’s Cowgirls,
American Girls, and more dotted the pages of popular magazines and
newspapers, including Newsweek, Business Week, U.S. News and World
Report, Good Housekeeping, Fortune, and the New York Times. In a single
year—1961—Manpower executives spent $1 million to ensure that their
White Glove Girls appeared in the Sunday papers of every major metropolitan area in the country. Manpower also created a range of promotional materials that encouraged women to become one of their whitegloved temps, including posters (“Be a girl in the white gloves”) and an
official how-to instruction manual (“Girl in the White Gloves Handbook”). Meanwhile, company leaders mailed countless advertisements
directly to business owners with taglines such as “This pair of white
gloves will be important to your business” or “Office help going on vacation? Call for the girl in the white gloves.”69
The image these campaigns presented was of a white, middle-class,
and patently “feminine” workforce. A full-length picture of Kelly Girl in
1960, for example, showed a stylish young white woman wearing white
gloves, high heels, and jewelry, along with a hat and purse adorned with
the Kelly Girl logo.70 Manpower’s White Glove Girl was quite similar.
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As shown in the New York Times in 1962, she was a well-coifed Sandra
Dee look-alike, wearing a dress, high heels, and, of course, white gloves.71
Early in this campaign, Manpower’s advertisements were a “feminine”
hot pink, contrasting sharply with magazines’ black-and-white color
scheme. Typically, the ads pictured the head, shoulders, and—most
prominently—the white gloves of Judy Newton, the same Sandra Dee–
like model who became the public face of Manpower in the 1960s. “For
the very best temporary office help,” the captions commonly read, “call
Manpower for ‘The Girl in the White Gloves.’ ”72
The carefully crafted femininity of such images turned these White
Glove Girls and Kelly Girls into— as the advertising magazine Printer’s
Ink put it in 1962—“respectable sex symbols.”73 Indeed, company leaders explicitly promoted the sex appeal of their women workers. In a
highly publicized public ser vice project called the “Kelly Beautification
Program,” for example, the temp agency sent Kelly Girls to plant flowers
in New York City’s public parks. However, as an article in Time magazine quipped, “Some clients might feel piqued that the ‘temporaries’ do
not always look like the pert young things Kelly has been sending to
plant gladioli and publicity in city parks.”74
Temp industry leaders advertised male temp work as well, but minimally. Such ads represented less than 3 percent of their promotional effort.75 But, for the most part, these advertisements did not portray images of men; instead, they showed pictures of tools and, in some cases,
even women. A 1965 ad for Kelly Girl’s industrial division Labor Aides,
for example, featured a very large loading hook: “If you have boxcars to
unload, bales to lift, stock to move, or anything else that needs unskilled or semi-skilled help, Labor-Aides temporary workers will save
you money.”76 Kelly leaders produced a number of variations on this
theme, with depictions of sledgehammers, loading dollies, and a variety
of other industrial tools.
Manpower also publicized male temp work, but instead of depicting masculine tools, company leaders depicted images of White Glove
Girls faced with “unladylike” jobs. One such advertisement in the New
York Times pictured a white, middle-class woman wearing a dress,
high heels, and the white gloves that had become the company’s iconic
symbol. She held one gloved hand on her hip, the other to her chest,
and exclaimed: “Me unload lumber? Heavens no! I’m Manpower’s
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Kelly Girl, 1960
Source: Chicago Daily Tribune,
22 June 1960, p. C6

Manpower’s “Girl in the White
Gloves,” 1963 Source: U.S. News and
World Report, 20 May 1963, p. 88

‘Girl in the White Gloves’ and my job is helping you temporarily with
office work.” But the text below the image assured business owners
that Manpower did have men to handle “unladylike” jobs, including
unloading and loading, stacking and sorting lumber, and cleaning—
“you name it.”77
It is important to note what temp industry leaders were not
portraying—men and nonwhites. Doing so would, on the one hand,
highlight their encroachment into jobs claimed by powerful industrial
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Ad for “Labor Aides” from Kelly Girl Ser vices, 1965
Source: Newsweek, 19 July 1965, p. 4

unions and, on the other hand, muddle their carefully constructed
distinction from the disreputable private employment industry, which
had targeted immigrants and racial minorities. There were a few exceptions to this rule, however. In 1964, for example, Manpower ran an
advertisement in Newsweek that portrayed a white, working-class man
holding a pair of work gloves. “Need temporary help? Call for ‘the reliables’ from Manpower!”78 Images such as this, however, were extremely rare— appearing in less than 1 percent of industry ads— and
were nearly overrun by Kelly Girls, White Glove Girls, American
Girls, Workman Girls, Right Girls, and countless other feminized pictures of temp work.79
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In addition to portraying the archetypal temp worker as female, temp
industry leaders were careful to portray her as “respectable”—that is, white
and middle-class. This was most clearly evidenced in the white gloves that
were nearly ubiquitous in (and largely unique to) temp industry advertisements. Needless to say, the “class” and “femininity” conveyed by the white
gloves was no accident. In his 1968 book Your Future as a Temporary Office
Worker, Manpower’s Elmer Winter described the company’s strategy: “We
chose white gloves as a symbol . . . because they seem to represent everything that is feminine, neat, and proper. They symbolize quality and
efficiency.”80
Temp industry leaders further emphasized the class distinction of
their female workforce by highlighting their “skills,” “know-how,” and
“special training.”81 These were not recent immigrants or black migrants
looking for a break through private employment agents; they were “specially certified” (white, middle-class) workers.82 A 1960 Kelly ad in the
Chicago Daily Tribune, for example, described “the exacting Kelly Girl
testing procedure that assures you the right girl for the right job.” 83 In
fact, Kelly promoted its workers’ skills so thoroughly that it guaranteed
customer satisfaction. A 1963 advertisement in U.S. News and World Report asked business owners: “Rushed at year end? Insist on the girl with
the guarantee! She knows all about inventories. Figures and figuring are
old hat to her. You know she’s qualified by the 100% guarantee she hands
you in writing.” To emphasize this point, the ad included a miniature
copy of the “Kelly Girl Guarantee.”84
Manpower, too, highlighted its women workers’ “special skills,”
“savvy,” and “accuracy and productivity.” 85 In 1964, the company
launched a $1.5 million campaign to promote the “special training” of
its White Glove Girls.86 Advertisements in this campaign commonly
showed a White Glove Girl holding a “Certificate of Training” with her
white gloves. The headline of one such advertisement read, “SPECIAL
TRAINING makes the diff erence between Manpower White Glove
Girls [and] other temporary office workers.” 87 Another ad boasted that
Manpower’s White Glove Girls were trained “in the special skills of temporary office work by a training course that took Manpower a year’s
study to prepare. Four manuals, 25 chapters, so advanced that leading
firms and schools are asking to use them.” 88 Advertisements such as
these appeared in more than twelve million direct mailings to business
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owners, as well as in popular magazines and local newspapers across the
country.89
Industry leaders’ emphasis on the “special skills” of their women
workers differed markedly from the few ads featuring male temps, whose
skills were either not mentioned or who were vaguely referred to as “unskilled or semi-skilled.” A 1964 Manpower advertisement for industrial
work, for example, simply described male temps by their job titles: “Unloaders, warehousemen, shipping help, clean-up crew, laborers and machine operators are all a part of Manpower’s ser vice. Our men are called
‘The Reliables’— and they’re just that! They show up on time— come to
you fully bonded and insured—work hard as long as you need them.” 90
The unskilled nature of the jobs seemed to speak for itself, and the primary “skill” these workers were said to bring was punctuality. This emphasis on male workers’ lack of skill, particularly in comparison with
the glowing descriptions of female temps’ “know-how,” is not surprising,
however, given the industry’s need to avoid union opposition. Advertising skilled male workers would have encroached on union territory and
likely provoked antagonism from labor leaders.
Temp executives also emphasized the class distinction of their female workforce with frequent reminders that these women did not have
to work. Capitalizing on cultural assumptions that white, middle-class
women were financially supported by their parents or husbands, industry leaders repeatedly cast temps as “proper” (white, middle-class) housewives, dabbling in temp work in their spare time to help pay for a few
luxuries. In 1958, for example, the executive vice president of Kelly Girl
described what he called the “typical Kelly Girl”: “She doesn’t want fulltime work, but she’s bored with strictly keeping house. Or maybe she
just wants to take a job until she pays for a davenport or a new fur
coat.” 91 Elmer Winter of Manpower agreed, right down to the fur coat.
In describing the perks of work for women, Winter asked: “As for real
luxury items, why not? That space over the fireplace has been crying for
a good painting. Why not invest in one? How about that winter vacation, or that fur coat you’ve always felt you didn’t have any right to ask
for, which will not only keep you warm but do something to your
morale?” 92
The implication that these women did not need to work was captured perfectly by the title of a 1956 article in Good Housekeeping: “Extra
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Money for Extra Work for Extra Women.” The article, essentially an
advertisement for Manpower (it even concluded with the company’s
contact information), opened with the following question: “Do you occasionally have a few free hours you’d like to put to work to earn some
extra spending money?” After describing the benefits of temping, as well
as Manpower’s size and ser vices, the anonymous author advised, “If you
have extra time you would like to turn into extra money, you may want
to investigate the ser vices of a temporary help business.” 93
Describing temp work— and temp workers— as “extra” was common in industry leaders’ marketing campaigns. Temps were secondary
workers who would not undermine the authority of male breadwinners, nor would they trespass into union territory. In short, they would
not threaten the newfound cultural legitimacy of the temp industry.
The secondary status of temps was highlighted in Manpower’s 1957
self-published history, Manpower, Inc. “The opportunities afforded by
Manpower for a woman who need not earn all of her living expenses
are excellent,” the book advised. “It is ideal for a married woman with
responsibilities that do not permit her absence from the home every
day of the week.” 94 A few years later, in the women’s magazine McCall’s, Elmer Winter of Manpower echoed this message. Winter declared that temporary workers were “women who have no illusions
about embarking on a grandiose career. . . . They consider [work] simply as something nice, something extra. It is not their primary motivation.” 95 Kelly executive Norman Jackson also promoted this view of
temps. In a 1967 article in Forbes magazine, Jackson conceded, “It’s
true that temporary workers don’t get pensions or six-week vacations.”
But, he maintained, “You also have to take cognizance of the people
who want these jobs. By and large, they are married women on the
young side, who want the extra money to supplement their husbands’
incomes, or they’re older women whose children have married and
gone away.” 96 Industry leaders even went so far as to suggest that temping was not “work” at all but more like a pastime. In 1961, for example, a Kelly Girl advertisement in the New York Times blared, “HOW
TO MAKE Lots of Money WITHOUT WORKING.” Although the
text of the ad conceded that the only way to do so was to win the lottery, marry a millionaire, or inherit a fortune, the ad proclaimed temp
work to be “the next best thing.”97
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Industry leaders repeatedly described temps as marginal workers. They
were secondary earners who wanted to remain so, content to work for a
little extra money without ambition for a “grandiose career.” This claim was
not unique to the temp industry, of course. The flight attendants of the era,
for instance, were also said to work for glamour and excitement rather than
for a fulfilling career or as a way to support their families.98 But, as we will
see in the following chapters, temp executives were not simply selling a new
category of pink-collar employment. They were launching a new way of organizing work that would help revitalize and spread the liability model to
all workers, not just those on the margins.
What’s more, the portrayal of temp workers and their wages as
“extra” stood in stark contrast to the reality of most temps at the time. In
an early 1960s study, economist Mack Moore found that the vast majority of women who sought temporary jobs did so out of real economic
need. Nearly three-fourths of women cited “To earn money” as the most
important reason for working, while less than 15 percent said they
worked for “relief from the boredom of housework.” And these women
were not working to pay for fur coats, as suggested by temp industry
executives. They temped to pay household bills and to save for their children’s education. “To have extra miscellaneous items from time to time”
was listed half as many times as the need to meet daily living expenses.99
This is not surprising given that in the postwar era women had only
limited ability to support themselves and their families. They had little
access to mortgages, credit cards, or other kinds of loans because their
earnings were widely assumed to be temporary or part of a man’s “family income.” And key stepping stones to the middle class—the GI Bill
and union membership—were generally closed to them.100
Temp industry leaders thus crafted a strategic response to the obstacles presented by the disreputable private employment industry and
union power: They exploited a sector of the labor force whose employment opportunities had been restricted by both cultural norms and discriminatory employer practices. As a result, temp work became women’s
work. Yet even as they affirmed the secondary nature of temp work (and
temps), industry executives went to great lengths to emphasize the “respectability” of temping. The archetypal temp—the famed Kelly Girl—
was white and middle-class, for she did not need to work, and she was
highly skilled. The use of this image was not coincidental, nor was it
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merely a reflection of the industry’s primary workforce. And although
the image was developed in the temp industry’s self-interest, it was also
influenced by women’s interests.

Temporary Work as the “Modern
Compromise”: “What more could a woman
want?”101
Well before Betty Friedan and other second-wave feminists used the language of self-actualization to encourage middle-class housewives to pursue careers, temp executives offered similar advice. They urged women to
seek independence, equality, and even self-fulfillment through employment outside the home. Temp leaders thus unexpectedly took part in the
long-term cultural debate about women and work. In the postwar era,
this debate was once again coming to the fore, as more women than ever
before were working outside the home, particularly married women with
young children.102 Gender traditionalists responded to these trends with
a conservative backlash: There was a widespread push to contain the
“threat” of women workers by describing them as a problem that needed
to be resolved, and there were renewed campaigns to strengthen a domestic ideal that romanticized housewives and stay-at-home mothers.103 Industry leaders capitalized on this tension between the reality of women
working and the cultural pressure against it by offering temporary work
as the perfect “compromise”: Women would gain self-fulfillment through
work without dethroning the domestic ideal.104
The temp industry was not the only employer in the expanding pinkcollar sector to encourage housewives to seek work outside the home. But
few others used the proto-Friedanian language of “self-actualization” to
do so. Hospitals, for instance, urged nurses who had left the workforce to
return out of “obligation” to ease the severe nursing shortage.105 Temp
agencies, by contrast, openly encouraged married women and even young
mothers to work—not out of obligation, but to fulfill their own personal
desires. For example, in an early brochure, the leaders of Kelly Girl waxed
poetic: “In every woman’s heart there’s a yearning . . . to meet new
people . . . to go to new places . . . to earn her own money . . . to do new
things.” As described in Fortune magazine, the brochure pictured a
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“smartly clad young woman entering a lavender automobile, trying on a
new hat, and chatting over cocktails in an elegant restaurant that looks like
the Four Seasons.”106 Temp work, Kelly leaders seemed to be saying, offered
(white, middle-class) women self-fulfillment (answering that “yearning” for
something more), independence (their “own” money), and even glamour
and excitement (new people, places, and things).
Manpower also used the language of self-actualization to sell temp
work to women. For example, a 1965 ad in the Chicago Tribune depicted
a fashionable woman with a floppy, wide-brimmed hat over one eye and
a gloved finger at her lips. “Ssshhhh!” she seemed to be saying, as though
telling a secret. The text below announced:
SHE LEADS A DOUBLE LIFE . . . AND LOVES IT! She’s a
temporary office worker when she chooses . . . and a homemaker
all the time. She’s a Manpower White Glove Girl, and she loves
her double life, because it gives her a refreshing change, because
she earns good money, because it makes her happy. She works
when she wants to . . . and meets new people all the time . . .
enjoys life more. Could you lead a double life? . . . You could if
you call Manpower for an appointment, or stop in for an interview. Do it today . . . have a double life to enjoy!107
Although Manpower leaders gave lip ser vice to traditionalist concerns about women working (a “worker when she chooses . . . and a homemaker all the time”), their real emphasis was on the sense of fulfillment,
autonomy, and glamour that wage work offered. Moreover, the sexual
intrigue of the “double life” in the advertisement should not be overlooked. All the same, Manpower was no radical feminist force. Such ads
may have enticed women with seemingly dangerous rebellion—into the
world of work, and perhaps more—but they also promised to return
them home again, safe and sound, where domesticity reigned supreme.
Nonetheless, for the postwar era, temp leaders were unusually forthright about the benefits of wage work for women. This was the central
theme of Elmer Winter’s remarkable 1961 book, A Woman’s Guide to
Earning a Good Living. The Manpower president began his book by
promising to “talk to you frankly about every phase of women-in-
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employment.”108 And he did. Covering topics such as skills training,
working mothers, searching for a job, and starting one’s own business, A
Woman’s Guide was, on the whole, a celebration of working women. For
instance, Winter argued that working outside the home gave women a
new sense of independence and self-respect. At work, he explained, “you
are no longer merely the daughter, the wife, the mother, but an independent being, greeted by the elevator operator, your fellow workers, the
boss and the waitresses in the company cafeteria.” 109 Winter also previewed other key concerns of second-wave feminists, such as the importance of shared domestic duties. “At the supper table,” Winter wrote,
“it’s a pleasant relief to be able to tell stories of something that happened
somewhere else to you instead of sitting quietly while your husband
talks about his office day.”110 And this kind of equal footing at the dinner
table, Winter claimed, would give women more equality in all aspects of
domestic life. “If both wife and husband arrive home in the evening
tired from their jobs, the likelihood is that they will share the domestic
chores. . . . The stigma of housework’s being only for the sissies or the
henpecked went out with the iceman. Both partners work; both take
pride in their home. It’s a partnership all the way through.” 111
In contrast to the exciting world of work, Winter described the life of
a housewife as “depressing” and a “drudgery.” “It takes a most unusual
woman not to get fed up with the day-in, day-out round of domesticity,
despite all the mechanical aids,” he wrote. “Even the latest model in deep
freezes or washer-dryers is not the most stimulating of company as a steady
diet. Almost every woman of my acquaintance has confessed to me that
there are many times in her domestic rounds when she suffers from
‘housewifeitis.’ ”112 Working for wages, Winter promised, would give
women the cure for this “disease.” 113 “Why is it,” he asked, “that every
woman with a job she enjoys gives forth such an aura of inner fulfillment?
So often among our friends, my wife and I have seen the ‘befores’ and
‘afters’: before, neurotic, complaining, restless; after, serene and with a
renewed sense of living.”114
Other temp leaders sold work as the route to self-fulfillment as well.
In their 1963 book Work Smartly, Kelly Girl executives (and brothers)
William Russell Kelly and Richard Kelly wrote: “Many women have
the feeling that household work after a time loses importance both to
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their families and to themselves. These mothers can no longer get emotional satisfaction from housework. . . . Many women seek temporary
jobs as a means of self-expression.”115
Temp executives were selling self-fulfillment to women much as a
door-to-door salesman would have sold them a new oven cleaner. But
they were not alone. As the middle class expanded in the postwar era,
automobiles, modern appliances, and even prescription tranquilizers
such as Miltown were being sold—to middle-class women in particular—
as an essential part of a new lifestyle based on convenience and psychological self-fulfillment.116 Selling happiness to housewives through consumer goods was the product of two major cultural developments of the
1950s and 1960s. First, women and their consumption of household
items had been placed at the front lines of the Cold War by politicians
such as Richard Nixon in his famous “kitchen debate” with Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev in 1959.117 Second, rhetoric about the need for
self-fulfillment had begun to dominate pop psychology in the 1960s,
culminating in the emergence of the popular “Human Potential Movement” with its emphasis on realizing one’s potential.118 Temp industry
leaders were just a few of the many to capitalize on this cultural convergence of gender, consumerism, and psychology.
Furthermore, Elmer Winter and other temp executives were not the
only ones discussing the downsides of domestic life, even in this culturally conservative era that championed housewives and stay-at-home
mothers. As historian Joanne Meyerowitz has observed, even before feminist critiques of domesticity entered popular discourse, national media
frequently portrayed domesticity as exhausting and isolating.119 But
temp executives did more than just describe the downsides of domesticity. By promoting work as the cure for “housewifeitis,” Elmer Winter
and other industry leaders joined (at least in part) an ongoing dialogue
among elite white feminists dating back to Charlotte Perkins Gilman in
the 1890s— one that would soon be reignited by Betty Friedan and the
second-wave feminists later in the decade.
Yet, as noted before, Elmer Winter and other industry leaders were
not exactly feminists. Winter, for example, was a lawyer and a businessman. Although he was not divorced from politics (he would later become quite active in the affairs of Israel), Winter did not espouse feminism. He may have supported (some) women’s desires for independence,

THE MAKING OF THE KELLY GIRL | 45

equality, and fulfillment through wage work, but his writings repeatedly
emphasized the primacy of women’s ser vice to their husbands and families. Thus, at the same time as he quoted Simone de Beauvoir and Virginia Woolf, he also declared that “it is downright wrong for any married
woman to allow her own personal ambition (whatever her motivations) to
upset the equilibrium of those to whose welfare she should be dedicated.”120 The Kelly brothers agreed: “A wise woman is always a wife and
mother first.”121
In encouraging women to seek self-fulfillment in work without dethroning domesticity, then, temp industry leaders went only so far as
their own interests led them and no further. This rhetoric—like that of
airlines at the time, which encouraged women to work for glamour
while also imposing strict age limits and marriage bars—both exacerbated and capitalized on cultural ambivalence about women working in
the postwar era. Indeed, such cultural ambivalence provided a perfect
opportunity for temp industry leaders, who were able to promote temp
work as an ideal solution— a “modern compromise” that allowed women
to have it all, both work and domesticity. This argument was captured
perfectly in a 1960 article in Chatelaine, a popular women’s magazine in
Canada, which quoted an executive from the Canadian temp agency
Office Overload:
The modern compromise for the married woman is part-time
temporary work: working hours tailored to suit her par ticu lar
responsibilities, the bonus interest of varied offices and industries to work in, and that extra kick, a few more dollars in the
family purse! What more could a woman want? Wilbur can have
the measles without the whole fragile structure of the mother’s
working life toppling around her. . . . This compromise satisfies
some forty-thousand women across Canada who work on such a
basis for the company I represent.122
With temporary work, in other words, women would gain all the
benefits of wage work without dethroning domesticity. As a 1965 Manpower advertisement in the Chicago Tribune assured, housewives’ family
duties need not suffer because of temp work. The headline read, “ME
WORK? I’d love to but . . .”
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Try the “temporary office-work” way of working. No “buts”
about it. You’ll enjoy it, and you’ll still have time to be a good
wife and mother. You set your own work schedule when you’re a
Manpower White Glove Girl. Work near home whenever possible. Get paid highest rates. And, as a White Glove Girl, you’re
recognized as the very best in temporary office help.123
As the above quotations suggest, industry leaders promised women
workers flexibility that would allow them to walk the tightrope between
the desire to work and cultural pressure against doing so. Office Overload promised that women could tailor their work hours and still be able
to take care of their sick children; Manpower offered them the chance to
work near home, set their own schedules, and still have time to be a
good wife and mother. In a similar vein, Western Girl promised women
“dream jobs” with all the flexibility they could desire: “Hitch your
wagon to Western Girl where those ‘dream’ jobs are waiting now! Dream
of working the hours you choose . . . dream of working as long or as
little as you wish . . . dream of selecting firms, assignments and fields
you prefer . . . at HIGH temporary rates! Who has more of the ‘Dream’
temporary jobs? WESTERN GIRL.”124
For some women (or their husbands), such promises of flexibility may
have made it easier to swim against the conservative tide and work outside the home. But this did not mean that temporary work actually offered the flexibility its boosters promised. In his 1963 study of the temp
industry, Mack Moore found that women applying for temporary jobs
needed to be available to work full days every day of the week; those
available for less time were simply not called for jobs. “A very common
advertising appeal used by [temp agencies],” Moore noted, “is ‘work
at your own convenience.’ A more appropriate appeal might be: ‘Work at
our convenience, refuse work at your convenience.’ ”125 In other words, if
women wanted to work, it would be entirely at the convenience of the
temp agency. The only “flexibility” that temping offered was the ability to
turn down work—and even that was somewhat illusory, since doing so
could diminish the chances of getting future job offers.
If temping did not provide much in the way of real flexibility, it did
offer many women a way to navigate the cultural tensions surrounding
work outside the home. As limited as this empowerment may have been
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in feminist terms, the Kelly Girl strategy still proved a remarkable success, although more for the temp industry itself than for women workers. By the end of the postwar era, the industry had grown dramatically.
With origins as an industry that aroused doubt and suspicion, it had
become accepted by businesses and workers as a legitimate sector of the
economy. Kelly Girls were used to gain publicity for New York City
parks and to sell new fashion designs. And Manpower employed more
workers than quintessential American companies such as Standard Oil
and U.S. Steel.126
The story of the temp industry’s significance could have ended with
temping as a small but thriving sector of contingent work for marginalized workers. But as the next chapter will explain, industry leaders of the
1970s sought to expand beyond the walls of secretaries’ offices and into
factories, hospitals, science labs, and even corporate boardrooms. And,
thanks to their Kelly Girl strategy, the obstacles that would have prevented them from such expansion had been significantly weakened.
Temp agencies were no longer associated with exploitative private employment agents; indeed, padrones and the private employment industry
had become distant memories. And soon union power, too, would fade
as an obstacle to the temp industry. By the 1970s, temp leaders were well
situated to move beyond the Kelly Girl and create not only a new image
of temp work but a new model of employment for all workers.

2 | THE INVENTION OF THE
SEMI-PERMANENT EMPLOYEE

I

n an early 1970s advertisement, Olsten Temporary Help Ser vices
announced a new invention: “the semi-permanent employee.”
Guglielmo Marconi invented the wireless telegraph, the ad said;
Thomas Edison invented the phonograph; and Alexander Bell invented the telephone. “Now,” company leaders proclaimed, “Olsten
invents The Semi-Permanent Employee. The Semi-Permanent, a new
kind of temporary employee . . . not for days or even weeks, but for
two- and three-month periods to help your business grow more
profitably.”1
This new “invention,” Olsten told readers of the Personnel Journal,
would boost profits by shrinking the payroll (to “a slim, trim personnel
budget, not one which chokes profitability”), by smoothing the ebb and
flow of the business cycle (“you needn’t carry ‘dead wood’ for months
when business is slow”), and by cutting training costs (employers would
get “trained personnel without having to engage in expensive and unprofitable retraining”).2
Olsten was not alone. Around the same time, Kelly Ser vices (formerly Kelly Girl Ser vices) published an advertisement announcing their
own invention, the “Never-Never Girl,” who:
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Never takes a vacation or holiday. Never asks for a raise. Never
costs you a dime for slack time. (When the workload drops, you
drop her.) Never has a cold, slipped disc or loose tooth. (Not on
your time anyway!) Never costs you for unemployment taxes
and social security payments. (None of the paperwork, either!)
Never costs you for fringe benefits. (They add up to 30% of
every payroll dollar.) Never fails to please. (If our Kelly Girl employee doesn’t work out, you don’t pay.)3
With these inventions— and others like them from Manpower,
Western Ser vices, Staff Builders, Task Force, and more—temp executives of the late 1960s and early 1970s turned their attention away from
selling “extra women” to do “extra work.” They were now selling much
more: a revised liability model of work in which employers would gain
all the benefits of a long-term, productive workforce without any of the
downsides. By using semi-permanents and Never-Never Girls, industry
leaders proclaimed, business owners would no longer lose sleep over the
rising cost of health insurance, or worry that letting an employee go
would increase their unemployment insurance taxes. They would no
longer have to keep workers when business inevitably slowed, nor would
they need to train new workers when business picked up again. They
would no longer have to pay for vacations or sick days, nor would
they be troubled by injury lawsuits and the rising cost of workers’ comp.
They would not even have to pay for lunchtime or bathroom breaks.
Instead, temp leaders promised, business owners would gain “flexibility
of personnel to the nth degree” and would be able to focus entirely on
their main objective: making a profit.4
From a twenty-first-century perspective, this dual emphasis on profits
and flexibility seems unremarkable. It is largely taken for granted that employers need workforce flexibility in order to keep up in a rapidly changing
economic environment. And extra workers—like excess inventory—are
generally considered a drain on the bottom line. Successful businesses are
said to be “lean and mean,” boosting profits by increasing efficiency and
eliminating waste—in terms of inventory, machinery, and even people.
This has not always been the case. Over the course of the twentieth
century, the view of workers as profit-draining liabilities repeatedly ran
up against a very different management approach—the asset model of

Kelly Ser vices’ Never-Never Girl, 1971 Source: The Office, January 1971, p. 19
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work—in which workers were considered a key source of profits. In the
postwar era, the asset model enjoyed widespread cultural support: Labor
unions had institutionalized asset-model jobs for a growing number of
workers, and, at the same time, management circles generally believed
that tending to workers’ welfare was profitable. But by the end of the
century, this had changed. Not only had it become culturally acceptable
for employers to see workers as little more than costly liabilities; it was
considered sound business sense to do so.
Labor market scholars have traced the origins of this shift to what
has been called the “Great U-Turn” in the American economy. Th is
phrase, coined by economists Bennett Harrison and Barry Bluestone,
describes a sharp about-face in the U.S. economy away from the booming prosperity of the postwar era to a time of economic turmoil and decline.5 Economists and sociologists have explained this reversal by pointing to structural changes in the economy, such as deindustrialization,
de-unionization, globalization, and economic recession.6 These dynamic
forces built on each other, leading to worsening conditions for American
workers. The decline of manufacturing, for example, decreased the number of well-paying jobs in the unionized industrial sector, which in turn
intensified the fall of union power. Meanwhile, the rising ser vice economy replaced good jobs with so-called “McJobs”—low-wage, nonunion,
service-sector employment. Scholars such as Paul Osterman and Annette Bernhardt have argued that, taken together, these changes led to
stagnating wages and stymied upward mobility for workers.7
Workers were not the only ones suffering in the new economic environment. Business owners, too, faced severe challenges. Profit margins
declined as America’s global economic dominance gave way to intense
international competition—what Harrison and Bluestone called an “invasion of foreign business.” 8 This profit squeeze was further exacerbated
by a series of deep economic recessions, triggered by the Vietnam War,
the collapse of the Bretton Woods system of international monetary
management, and the oil crisis of 1973. Employers responded to these
exceptionally difficult times by cutting costs wherever possible: moving
factories overseas, outsourcing non-core competencies, hiring contingent workers, and crushing unions.
Employers claimed that such actions were necessary to survive in the
harsh new economic environment, but this is misleading. In truth, the
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business world of the 1960s and 1970s featured a number of alternative
ideas about how best to organize work and boost profits, even during difficult times. Employers faced a choice, not an imperative.9 The dominant
theories of personnel management, in fact—those theories that were
taught in business schools and promoted in management textbooks—
did not advocate the “lean and mean” approach at all. Rather, by and
large they promoted the view that workers were assets to the company’s
bottom line and could not be dumped without serious consequences.
One of the best-selling management books of the era, for example, was
called Up the Organization: How to Stop the Organization from Stifling
People and Strangling Profits. Written in 1970 by Robert Townsend, former president of Avis Rent-A-Car, Up the Organization was a classic example of the asset model of work. Townsend disdained managers who
made workers do all the “dog-work,” as he called it, and he urged them to
give workers the autonomy and authority to make decisions in “important
matters.”10 What’s more, Townsend strongly believed in fostering workers’ skill development and advancement up the corporate ladder. Up the
Organization quickly became a standard reference book for corporate
executives, sitting on the New York Times nonfiction best-seller list for
twenty-eight weeks—with seven of those weeks at the top.11
Thus, even the harsh economic climate of the 1970s was not necessarily hospitable to the temp industry’s semi-permanents and NeverNever Girls. The need for disposable workers was not obvious; temp executives still had to explain and justify their new products. And for this
purpose, the old Kelly Girl strategy would no longer serve. In fact, it
might hurt the industry’s campaign by suggesting that temping was only
for “extra women.” So industry leaders let “Kelly” go. In her place they
came up with a modernized version of the liability model of work. The
temp industry’s new model was a direct descendant of much earlier versions of the liability model of work, most notably the nineteenth-century
“Babbage principle,” which maintained that skilled workers should be
replaced by unskilled labor whenever possible.12 But the temp industry’s
model went even further: All workers could be replaced by temps, regardless of their skill or status.
In the late 1960s and 1970s, temp executives launched their updated
liability model of work with all the passion and ingenuity they had previously devoted to the Kelly Girl strategy. This campaign required a
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fundamental shift in strategy, however. First, industry leaders had to
turn their attention away from selling jobs to housewives and focus instead on business owners. This did not mean that industry leaders never
advertised to workers (or, specifically, women workers), but they expended
little creativity on such ads, which were generally featureless announcements of job openings and wage rates. Nearly all of temp executives’
considerable ingenuity and resources were dedicated to selling their model
of work to business owners.
Second, instead of selling “extra women,” temp executives sold “expertise” in personnel management. Indeed, they went to great lengths to
establish themselves as authorities in this field, distributing booklets,
holding seminars, and even offering on-site consultations, all of which
proclaimed the temp industry’s expertise (and business owners’ incompetence) in workforce management. This need to establish their “expertise” is hardly surprising, however, given how fully the temp industry’s
liability model of work challenged other, well-accepted experts at the
time.
Th is chapter examines temp leaders’ campaign to sell a “semipermanent” model of work, beginning with a look at the dismantling of
the Kelly Girl strategy and the industry’s successful expansion into new
sectors of the economy. The chapter then turns to a closer look at these
developments and their significance for the broader story of work in
America. This involves, first, a careful dissection of the temp industry’s
new model of work, placed in the context of the leading management
philosophies of the time. A final section takes an in-depth look at the temp
industry’s marketing campaigns that helped make the semi-permanent
model of work a “normal way to do business.” Without underplaying the
significance of macroeconomic factors, this chapter seeks to acknowledge
the importance of cultural campaigns in changing the nature of work in
the American economy.

“We won’t send a girl to do a woman’s job”:
Dismantling the Kelly Girl Strategy
We left Chapter 1 with the temp industry’s Kelly Girl strategy constructing temp work as the domain of white, middle-class housewives.
With this campaign, industry leaders established temping as a legitimate
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sector of the economy. Indeed, the industry’s remarkable success in the
postwar era testified to the ingenuity and cultural power of the Kelly
Girl approach. Yet by the late 1960s, the Kelly Girl strategy had begun
to run up against real limits. Industry executives had so profitably legitimized temporary work that they were ready to move beyond the narrow
niche of female secretarial work. In particular, they wanted to expand
their already substantial inroads into the male labor force. And this would
mean redrawing the face of temp work to include men and male “breadwinning” jobs.
The feminized names that most temp agencies had adopted in the
1950s were the first things to go. By the early 1970s, nearly all temp
agencies had removed the word girl from their company names. In 1966,
for example, Kelly Girl changed its name to Kelly Ser vices. “Obviously,
we can’t call ourselves Kelly Girl Ser vice any more,” exclaimed Kelly
leaders in a series of advertisements, noting the company’s “big, strapping” male temps.13 By the early 1970s, American Girl and Western Girl
had followed suit, changing their company names to AGS and Western
Ser vices, respectively.14 Manpower, meanwhile, discontinued its oncepopular White Glove Girl campaign.15
This shift was captured perfectly in a series of advertisements from
Olsten Temporary Ser vices, which announced, “We won’t send a girl to
do a woman’s job.” Common among the many ads in this 1967 campaign
were those featuring a young, trendy woman wearing white go-go boots
and a short miniskirt. The headline of one such advertisement read: “We
turned her down.”
She was young. And gay. But she couldn’t swing with us. Because she couldn’t do the work that our clients expect from an
Olsten woman. So reluctantly we turned her down. (Although
we did tell her, as we do with all our applicants, how to acquire
the necessary skills.) When we send you a temporary employee,
you can be sure she will get the job done. . . . We won’t send a
girl to do a woman’s job.16
Had industry rhetoric simply replaced the word girl with woman, it
would likely have been a reflection of changing gender norms rather
than evidence of any real change in strategy. But although feminism
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clearly influenced industry advertisements, temp executives were, in fact,
undertaking a much broader campaign. Beyond selling “women” rather
than “girls,” temp leaders of the late 1960s and 1970s were trying to
move away from the image of temping as marginal, feminized work;
they wanted to radically redraw the public face of temp work to include
male temps and traditionally male occupations. For instance, although
Dot Girls retained its feminized name longer than other temp agencies,
in 1974 the company launched a major publicity campaign to promote
its male temporary workers. With the tagline, “Some of the best Dot
Girls are men,” one of the advertisements read: “Our men go to work on
the jobs you wouldn’t ask our girls to do. In the stock room. Mailroom.
Shipping. Any place you need men. They may not be as pretty as Dot
Girls, but they’re just as good.”17
But moving into traditionally male employment required more than
simply advertising male temporary workers. It required a new cultural
justification for temp work. In the postwar era, industry executives
claimed that temp work would permit women to walk the tightrope between the desire to work and cultural pressure against doing so. It would
give them independence and self-fulfillment, without undermining the
domestic ideal. By the 1970s, industry leaders had revamped their rhetoric to justify male breadwinners as temps. Foreshadowing later industry
marketing campaigns that would portray temps as “free agents,”18 industry executives of the 1970s claimed that temping would give men the
“leisure time” and “flexibility” they desired.19 In a 1974 article in the
Chicago Tribune, for example, Manpower’s Elmer Winter declared that
the young adults of the 1970s did not even want permanent jobs; rather,
they wanted “a commitment to themselves rather than to a corporation.”
Winter proclaimed that temping was just the ticket for this new, more
self-concerned generation of workers.20
The most important reason to justify male temps was to break into
traditionally male occupational sectors, which were higher paid than pinkcollar work and potentially more lucrative for temp agencies. In the late
1960s and 1970s, temp agencies made a strong push into technical, medical, and engineering jobs, as well as high-level management positions. For
instance, in 1968 Manpower created an entire subdivision—Manpower
Technical Division— dedicated to supplying the technical sector with
temps. As company executives frequently bragged to business owners in
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their 1970s advertisements, “We’ve expanded our work force to include
the technicians, nurses, engineers, and other specialists your modern business requires.”21 Staff Builders, too, advertised temps in a number of traditionally male occupations, including technical, medical, and industrial
jobs.22 At the same time, both Western and Kelly Ser vices began supplying temps to the health care and marketing sectors.23
It is important to note that abandoning the Kelly Girl image did not
mean giving up strategic constructions of women in industry advertisements. In fact, many of the temp agencies that had dropped the word
girl from their company titles retained feminized names for their office
work divisions. Both Kelly Ser vices and AGS, for example, continued to
call their clerical temps Kelly Girls and American Girls, respectively, for
many years. (Indeed, Kelly did so into the early 1990s.)24 And although
the white gloves and stiff coiff ure disappeared from industry advertisements, they were replaced by highly sexualized images of women—the
same images of skimpily clad women with wind-blown hair that populated a wealth of other marketing campaigns at the time.25 “Get a free
half hour with Kelly Girl,” Kelly executives offered in an early 1970s series of advertisements portraying a tantalizing Farrah Fawcett look-alike
staring intently into the camera.26 Victor Temporaries had a similar proposal. Featuring a sultry woman better suited for a James Bond movie
than an office, the 1968 advertisement asked: “Want to meet a calculating woman? She’s got your number, and you can get hers. . . . Call on
Victor Temporaries and you’re in business.”27
The temp industry’s efforts to move beyond the Kelly Girl paid off.
Employers began “demanding” their ser vices, and throughout the 1970s
temp industry employment grew rapidly.28 In fact, over the course of the
decade, temp industry employment more than doubled, despite several
severe recessions. In 1970, the industry employed 185,000 temps a day.29
Ten years later, that number had risen to over 400,000 workers every
day—the same number employed annually in 1963.30 The bulk of the
industry’s growth was outside the clerical sector. At the start of the decade, nonclerical temp work accounted for about one-third of temporary
employment. Just ten years later, nonclerical temp work represented 45
percent of the temporary market— an increase of nearly 40 percent.31
In order to accomplish all of this, however, the temp industry needed
more than just a cosmetic face lift. It needed a new model of work— one
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that would allow it to grow past its role as an ancillary niche of the labor
market and recast it as a central fi xture of the U.S. economy. As we will
see, this would mean reviving and renovating the liability model of work
and selling it as the industry’s own.

The Temp Industry’s Model of Work:
The Semi-Permanent Employee
The underlying premise of the temp industry’s new model of work was
that employees were “expendable.”32 With “inventions” such as the semipermanent employee, the Never-Never Girl, and more, temp industry
leaders sold a model of work in which permanent employees were a
“costly burden,” a “headache” that needed relief.33 “Stop paying help
you don’t use,” advised Western Ser vices in a 1969 advertisement. “Start
using help you don’t pay.”34 In fact, temp executives repeatedly argued
that, instead of paying for workers, businesses should eliminate the human dimension of the employment equation altogether and “pay only for
production.” 35 As early as 1965, for example, Richard Kelly of Kelly Girl
told Financial World that instead of having “typists waiting for something to type, machines waiting for something to machine, warehouses
waiting for something to house,” business owners should hire temps, lease
equipment, and rent space in order “to reduce this high cost of unproductive time.” 36
This logic was pervasive in temp industry publications of the late
1960s and 1970s. In both articles and advertisements, industry leaders
urged business owners to “rent” workers (temps), much like any other expensive office equipment, rather than “buy” permanent employees who
were not continuously productive.37 In a series of advertisements in the
mid-1960s, for example, Olsten executives asked readers of the Personnel
Journal: “Need only half a girl? Why pay for a whole one?”38 “Whole”
workers, they declared, were outrageously expensive, riddled with numerous “hidden costs,” which included “exhaustive bookkeeping . . .
umpteen payments to the government, state, this health plan, that insurance company . . . stretched coffee breaks, morning gab session, [and]
afternoon washup time.” 39
Some industry leaders went so far as to explicitly liken workers to
machines.40 In the mid-1960s, for example, Victor Temporaries ran a
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series of advertisements that featured a highly sexualized woman, who
was—perhaps incongruously— described as a “business machine.”
New Victor business machine takes dictation, types, calculates,
and cooks a delicious beef stroganoff. “Business machine” is actually too hard a description for anything as feminine as the girl
you get from Victor temporaries. But she works as efficiently as
a machine because she’s been selected by Victor. . . . Find out
what a hard day’s work you can get from the softest of Victor’s
business machines.41
A few years later, in a widely published series of advertisements, Manpower also described its temps as machines. Depicting a woman sitting
at a typewriter inside a large packing crate, the ad read: “The last word in
1970 office equipment! . . . Operationally, she’s a beauty! Turn her loose
on temporary workloads of any kind and watch the work disappear.
She’s the newest model in the world’s most distinguished line of temporary office workers.” 42
Temp executives urged businesses to think of permanent employees
as office equipment too. “Would you order twenty staplers every month,
regardless of whether they were needed?” temp leaders rhetorically asked
businesses. Why, then, should anyone keep twenty employees on staff
when business is slow? Temp leaders repeatedly told employers to rethink the meaning of labor—to see it not as a fi xed cost, like rent or
utilities, but as a variable cost that could fluctuate with the business
cycle. They argued that businesses should employ a “skeletal” core of
permanent employees—perhaps just five—who could regularly be supplemented by ten, twenty, or even fifty temps when needed.43 As one
temp executive told the readers of The Office in 1970, employers should
use temps to make labor “a variable expense [that] rides with the volume
of work.” 44
The model of work that temp industry leaders promoted during this
time period was a classic restatement of much earlier versions of the liability model of work. Employers from the late-nineteenth-century Gilded
Age would have recognized the argument that workers imposed costly
rigidities that detracted from businesses’ primary focus—profits. But
temp executives did not portray their model of work as a relic of the

Manpower, “Last Word in 1970 Office Equipment!” 1970
Source: The Office, January 1970, p. 139
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Gilded Age. They argued that the semi-permanent employee represented
progress and modernity. Theirs was a “sophisticated” and “enlightened”
approach to workforce management, in sharp contrast to what they called
the “outdated” and “quaint” management styles of the past.45 And perhaps there was an element of truth to this, in the sense that their ideas
really did cut against the grain of mainstream management thought.
Because this is so important, it is worth taking a closer look at dominant
theories of personnel management of the late 1960s and 1970s.

Personnel Management in the 1960s
and 1970s
The temp industry’s model of work as embodied in the semi-permanent
employee differed dramatically from the dominant theories of personnel
management at the time. These theories can be categorized into two general groups: Human Relations and Administrative Management. The
Human Relations approach to workforce management emerged in the
late 1920s and continued to inform business circles through the 1970s.46 In
general, according to this theory, the best way to increase productivity—
and profits—was to improve employee satisfaction. Adherents to this approach argued that workers would be more productive if they felt satisfied
about their work environment. Thus, they recommended that employers
improve workers’ morale by listening and responding to their concerns,
encouraging them to participate in administrative decision making, and
enriching jobs to stave off monotony.47
The widely heralded “father” of the Human Relations movement
was Elton Mayo, a Harvard Business School professor best known for
the “Hawthorne Studies.” 48 These were a series of studies conducted in
the 1920s and early 1930s at a Western Electric plant outside of Chicago. First led by company engineers, and later by Mayo and his team of
Harvard researchers, the studies sought to examine the impact of workplace environment on worker productivity. The most famous finding
of this research became known as the “Hawthorne effect,” which held
that no matter how the workplace environment was manipulated—
in terms of worker supervision, pay, rest time, length of the workday,
etc.—productivity of the workers under study was always higher than
the productivity of the rest of the workforce.49 In short, Mayo asserted,
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workers were being positively influenced by the attention of the researchers themselves.50 Although the Hawthorne studies were roundly
criticized by scholars who objected to, among other things, their unscientific methods and Mayo’s selective reporting of data,51 the so-called
Hawthorne effect was widely celebrated, and Elton Mayo became the
leader of an influential new approach to workforce management based
on tending to the psychological needs of workers. “The ‘Cult of Mayoism,’ ” noted management scholar Thomas O’Connor, “became the predominant management philosophy in its day, as administrators everywhere sought to re-train their supervisors to play the role that Mayo’s
assistants played.”52
By the early 1960s, the Human Relations philosophy had become
conventional wisdom within management circles, although at the time
the philosophy was more commonly known as the behavioral school of
thought.53 According to management historian Sanford Jacoby, business
owners had generally begun to “approach management from a psychological point of view, rather than an economic one.” 54 Throughout the
decade and into the next, company executives widely adhered to the belief that satisfied workers meant greater profits, and they made efforts to
incorporate this version of the asset model philosophy into their business
practices. It is important to remember, however, that this asset-model
approach was still a management philosophy, and its commitment to
workers’ well-being extended only so far as the bottom line. Nevertheless, Human Relations theories did hold that, because workers were
central to a company’s success, they should be treated as key assets rather
than as costly liabilities.
Two well-known theorists led the Human Relations movement in
the 1960s: Douglas McGregor and Frederick Herzberg. McGregor was
best known for his “Theory X/ Theory Y,” which juxtaposed traditional
and behavioral styles of management. According to McGregor, the traditional style of personnel management, which he called Theory X,
assumed that people inherently disliked work and thus needed to be coerced, controlled, directed, and even threatened with punishment in
order to be productive. By contrast, Theory Y management assumed that
people did not inherently dislike work and that they would naturally be
productive if they were committed to the goals of the organization.
Theory Y managers thus allowed employees greater control over their
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work and encouraged their creativity instead of attempting to coerce or
control them. McGregor believed that the way a manager treated employees was a self-fulfilling prophecy: If workers were regarded as lazy,
they would be lazy; but if they were expected to take on greater responsibility and challenges, they would respond in kind.55 McGregor’s theories were quite influential among corporate executives, including Avis
president Robert Townsend, who, as mentioned earlier, went on to write
his own management guide based on this philosophy.56
Like McGregor, Frederick Herzberg argued that satisfied employees
were more productive and profitable. But in order for workers to be
truly satisfied, Herzberg argued, they needed more than decent wages and
working conditions. They needed challenging work, recognition for accomplishment, autonomy and authority, and opportunities for growth.
Herzberg maintained that when businesses provided their employees with
both a minimum level of job satisfaction and opportunities for promotion
and reward, they would reap the profits of a highly motivated and productive workforce.57
Although the link between worker satisfaction and greater profits
pervaded management circles at the time, this asset model philosophy
could not have been further from the temp industry’s liability model of
work. According to temp executives, employee satisfaction simply did
not matter, because employers could get productive workers without
having to attend to their psychological needs. Recall Kelly’s description
of the Never-Never Girl: “When the workload drops, you drop her.”
The temp industry’s view of workers was not only at odds with the
popular Human Relations approach; it was also dramatically different
from the Administrative Management approach—the other management theory that was well regarded at the time. The Administrative
school of personnel management sought to boost productivity by controlling the workforce from the top down, in contrast to the Human
Relations collaborative approach. The founder of the Administrative
philosophy was Henri Fayol, a French theorist whose early-twentiethcentury writings were largely ignored in the United States until after
World War II. Fayol outlined fourteen principles of management that
he believed were necessary for the efficiency (and thus success) of any
orga nization. His list was extensive, including, on the one hand, the
need to control and discipline workers and, on the other hand, the
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importance of worker innovation, low turnover, and esprit de corps. Although his overriding emphasis was on top-down control, Fayol highlighted the importance of each worker’s unique contribution to an
organization, even when it came to the need for centralized management. Perhaps unintentionally evoking Karl Marx’s critique of
nineteenth-century class structure, Fayol wrote: “Each employee, intentionally or unintentionally, puts something of himself into the transmission and execution of orders. . . . He does not operate merely as a
cog in a machine.”58
But cogs in a machine were exactly what the temp industry was selling. With the “invention” of the semi-permanent employee and the
Never-Never Girl, temp executives rejected the widely held belief that
workers’ unique skills, commitment, longevity, and creativity were vital
to a company’s success. Instead, they sought to revitalize a nineteenthcentury style of employment relations in which workers were considered
liabilities rather than assets. It was a style in which a company’s success
was in opposition to workers’ welfare rather than dependent on it.

Selling the Semi-Permanent Employee
Perhaps because the temp industry’s model of work clashed so unambiguously with prevailing views of workers, temp leaders of the 1960s and
1970s expended substantial money and effort trying to sell it. The challenge they faced was actually quite similar to the one they met in the
1950s, when they had to legitimize the industry in the face of opposition
from unions and social activists. This time, the potential for outright resistance to the industry was much lower, but the stakes were just as high.59
Selling the semi-permanent model of work was a major undertaking. It was a lengthy campaign that carefully and strategically introduced new concepts that built on each other over time. First, industry
executives successfully styled themselves as “experts” in the field of personnel management. Then, banking on their self-proclaimed expertise,
they sought to convince employers that ordinary management issues
such as the ebb and flow of the business cycle were major profit-shrinking
problems. Finally, temp leaders argued that temporary workers were the
perfect solution to such problems, and they marketed four inventive
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ways for businesses to replace permanent employees with temps. The sections that follow examine each of these steps in turn.

“Every smart businessman is wrong”: Experts
in Personnel Management
The first step in selling the semi-permanent model of work was to establish the temp industry’s expertise— and business owners’ incompetence—in the realm of personnel management. This theme was nearly
ubiquitous in temp industry advertisements in the late 1960s and 1970s.
Instead of featuring pictures of temps, industry ads more often featured
temp agency “expert” managers, who were said to be “highly trained” in
personnel management.60 Alternatively, they portrayed befuddled business managers saddled with rising costs and declining profits, clearly in
need of some expert advice.61 Many temp advertisements eschewed pictures altogether in favor of lengthy text describing the industry’s expertise in dealing with “complicated workforce problems.” 62
Consider a typical advertisement from Olsten, which introduced
business owners to one of the company’s “pro” managers. Featuring a
man holding a body-sized pair of scissors, the text read: “Meet Tom
Chalmers . . . Olsten’s Cost-Cutting ‘Pro.’ When it comes to temporary
personnel problems, his free advice and guidance can save you thousands
of dollars. He’s a ‘pro’—intensively trained like all Olsten’s managers to
act as your permanent personnel consultant.” 63
A few years later, Olsten took a different tack on the same theme, with
a number of advertisements portraying business owners in distress. One
such ad depicted a businessman wearing only a barrel, presumably having
lost the shirt off his back. He held a large graph that showed increasing
profits—and increasing costs. “A Successful Year Could Ruin You,” the
headline warned. “All those nice, fat orders are flowing in and business
couldn’t be rosier. Right? But a few more people on the payroll means
more bookkeeping cost, fringe benefits, insurance, pension fund, major
medical, hospitalization, overtime and— oops. There goes your beautiful
year right down the drain. It’s time to act with resolution and vigor. Come
to Olsten.”64 Olsten asserted that employers needed to be careful even
when things seemed to be going well—and Olsten was the authority on
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the matter. “Such good thinking,” the ad declared, “has made Olsten one
of the fastest growing, most trusted services in America.”65
Industry leaders went to great lengths to establish their “expertise”
in workforce management. In addition to publishing many similar advertisements in both popular magazines and trade journals, temp executives distributed brochures, led seminars, and even offered on-site consultations to “educate” employers on the best ways to cut costs and boost
profits.66 For example, in virtually every advertisement Olsten offered
business managers a “free money-saving booklet” that promised to explain “how to save as much as 28% in ‘hidden personnel costs’ by using
Olsten Temporaries.” Meanwhile, Manpower and Staff Builders distributed nearly identical “cost-saving” brochures, and both AGS and Dot
Temporaries sent their business clients free slide rules that would calculate the “hidden costs” of permanent employees.67
Several temp agencies took an even more proactive approach to selling
their “expertise” by conducting how-to seminars for personnel managers.
For instance, in the early 1970s, Office Overload led a series of “Clerical
Cost Control Seminars” that were said to address “setting workplace standards, determining areas of overstaffing or understaffing, measuring clerical output, and finally balancing the workforce with an eye to the economic use of temporary personnel.” 68 Office Overload was not alone. In
fact, Manpower had three full-time lecturers on staff who regularly gave
seminars to business owners on “management methods.” These personnel
consultants were reportedly quite successful. According to a 1972 article
in Industry Week, they were regularly booked months in advance.69
Temp leaders’ most aggressive tactic to establish their “expertise” in
personnel management was on-site consultations. Industry ads frequently
offered to send a “team of specialists” that would visit any business, free
of charge, and “analyze” its personnel needs.70 Staff Builders made such
an offer in a 1971 advertisement in the Personnel Journal:
If you think your business isn’t running at maximum efficiency,
we have a personnel expert who’ll help you analyze your various
departments— Free! (Maybe you don’t need a full staff at all
times). . . . Would you like to find out how to reduce your spiraling
unemployment insurance and workmen’s comp rates? That, too, is
part of Staff Builders’ personal attention policy, and again, Free!71

Olsten, “A Successful Year Could Ruin You,” 1968 Source: Personnel Journal,
September 1968, inside front cover
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The message that temp executives were the experts in managing
workers—not business owners—was clearly conveyed in a series of advertisements from AGS with the headline “He asked for a steno and we
said no.” As the text went on to explain, “We told him he really needed
a clerk, and he saw the point right away. He saved the difference ($8.75
per day) and that made the point even clearer.”72 Likewise, a 1970 series
of advertisements from Manpower proclaimed in large, bold print:
“Every smart businessman knows: when the crunch is on, you cut back
on temporary help. Every smart businessman is wrong.” Manpower told
business managers to “try thinking of temporary help as a way to help
you cut costs and protect profits. That’s what The Manpower Idea is all
about . . . a whole new concept in staffing alternatives designed to reduce costs and maximize profits.”73
Temp leaders’ efforts to be seen as experts in personnel management
were quite successful. Over the course of the 1970s, temp executives
were called on nine times to testify in congressional hearings on topics
as diverse as equal opportunity, retirement, and policies affecting middleaged women.74 Manpower in particular came to be seen as a leading
authority in business management. In addition to giving expert witness
at a 1970 congressional hearing on the impact of franchising on small
businesses, Manpower executives launched an entirely separate division
of their company— called Franchisepower— dedicated to offering businesses their expertise on expansion through franchising.75 And, perhaps
most importantly, Manpower began conducting quarterly employment
surveys, the results of which were cited in newspapers across the country.76 Thus, by the end of the decade, Manpower and other temp leaders
had positioned themselves as experts on a remarkably diverse array of
management issues, from women re-entering the workforce to alternatives to retirement, and from the franchising business model to national
employment trends.

The “Dangers of Overstaffing”: The Problem
and Its Solution
Having established themselves as management experts, temp leaders
sought to convince business owners that the ebb and flow of the business cycle was a “dangerous problem.”77 Temp executives maintained
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that when business was flowing, employers had to pay for overtime or
hire new workers to get everything done; and when business was down,
there were too many workers with too little to do. Temp leaders declared
that this was a “problem of overstaffing,” and they repeatedly advised
managers that it could ruin their business, even in good economic times.
For example, in a 1969 advertisement, Olsten warned business owners: “If you’re staffed to handle business at its busiest, (you’re overstaffed.) . . . What are some of your people doing when business is not
all that busy? Draining away profits in salaries, benefits, overhead. Better
keep your permanent staff small and call in capable, experienced Olsten
Temporaries.”78 In another of the many similar advertisements on this
theme, Olsten cautioned business managers in oversized print: “You
May Have a Severe Swelling of the Payroll.” Depicting an ill man with a
thermometer in his mouth and a towel wrapped around his head, the ad
read:
A very painful condition, this.
As you add new people to your staff things get worse. Up
go your fringe benefit costs, bookkeeping costs, overtime costs.
Down go your profits.
That’s when it really hurts. After all, new people are supposed to help add to profits, not reduce them. So what should
you do? . . .
. . . Come to Olsten Temporary Ser vices. . . .
We’ll take care of the payroll and fringe benefit nonsense.
That makes us practically painless.
Businessmen. Take the cure. Call Olsten.79
The theme of worker-induced profit loss was evocatively captured in
a series of advertisements from Uniforce Temporaries, a New York City
temp agency. Depicting three workers chatting around a water cooler,
the headline of the 1970 advertisement read: “They’re Drinking Up the
Profits.”
They’re not thirsty. They’re bored. Not enough to do. Those sounds
you hear are profits gurgling down the drain in salaries, overhead
and all those extra payroll expenses and employee benefits. That’s
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what happens when you’re staffed up to handle peak volume
business. Modern management stops the profit drain with
UNIFORCE guaranteed temporaries. Creatively used to augment a permanent nucleus in peak periods. It’s the one way to
make sure you have all the people you need only when you need
them. The result: greater efficiency and greater economy. And
we’ll all drink to that!80
Similar to the ad featuring the businessman who had lost the shirt
off his back during a successful year, these ads warned businesses that
permanent employees were little more than profit-busting liabilities—
even in good times. Industry leaders thus constructed a zero-sum equation between workers and a company’s success: More workers meant
fewer profits.
Kelly Services promised to make “costly overstaffing a thing of the
past.” In a 1969 advertisement with the headline “Here we are in the computer age . . . and office staffing is still in the gaslight era,” Kelly urged
business owners to use temps to avoid “unproductive work hours”:
Businesses are investing in sophisticated office machines that save
time and money. And losing it on outdated personnel practices.
After all, a permanent office staff (like an expensive office machine) has to have work to do in order to give you a fair return on
your payroll investment. But most offices have a fluctuating work
load. It results in paying full-time wages for part-time work on
slow days. Unavoidable overhead? Not anymore. Today, there’s a
new plus-service from the Kelly Girl temporary help people. It’s
the first practical way to match your work force to your work load.
With no unproductive work hours. You use Kelly Girl temporary
ser vices to supplement your basic staff. That way, you can make
your staff as large or as small as necessary. . . . This is the year
when you can make costly overstaffing a thing of the past.81
Kelly and other temp leaders argued that workers were like expensive
office machines: They needed to be fully productive in order to justify
their expense. Yet permanent workers could not be productive at all
times—business slowed, and workers got sick or went on vacation.

Olsten, “You May Have a Severe Swelling of the Payroll,” 1968
Source: Personnel Journal, October 1968, p. 693
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Industry leaders proclaimed that such unproductive time used to be
considered an “unavoidable expense”— but not anymore. Temporary
workers would allay the “dangers of overstaffing.”82 Toward this end,
temp executives developed and aggressively marketed four new strategies
for using temps. Underlying each strategy was a single goal: Replace permanent employees with temps.
The first strategy was called “downstaffi ng.” Temp leaders argued
that business owners should reduce staff levels to a minimum (“skeleton
staff ”) and fill formerly permanent positions with temps.83 This advice
was often implicit in industry publications that relentlessly warned
against making a “premature commitment” to permanent employees.84
Yet many temp leaders also explicitly encouraged businesses to replace
permanent workers with temps.85 For instance, in a 1971 series of advertisements with the headline “How will we ever replace Judy?” Kelly
responded, “Maybe you shouldn’t. . . . Now’s your chance to conquer
rising costs . . . to save most of Judy’s pay plus all her fringe benefits.
Simply divide her work. Between your employees— and a twice-weekly
Kelly Girl temporary. (Divide and conquer!) . . . Temporary slowdown?
Out she goes. No pink slip. No red tape. Or red eyes. When things look
up, call us.”86 Michael Notaro, president of the temp agency Task Force,
offered similar advice: “Don’t be too quick to fill a position when a vacancy occurs,” he told business executives in a 1971 article in the Personnel Journal. “What may seem to be a full time job can be filled by someone working only three days a week while your company pockets the
40% savings.”87 Likewise, a 1971 advertisement from Manpower advised, “It just doesn’t pay to fill certain jobs with permanent personnel. . . . The next time an employee leaves, save yourself the cost of a
replacement.”88
Downstaffing was recommended not only for downturns in the
business cycle. Temp leaders argued that it was a good idea during boom
times as well. As Western Ser vices told businesses in a 1971 ad, “You’ve
trimmed the fat. Now, stay streamlined. . . . There’s no need to fatten up
your staff when things start to pick up again. Instead, use temporary
help.”89
Such appeals could be quite successful. According to the trade journal Industry Week, in the early 1970s Manpower successfully convinced
one insurance company that all of its departments were “overstaffed.”
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Manpower advised the company to trim its workforce to the lowest possible level and use temps to cover its ten busy days every month instead
of staffing for the “rush period.” The company did so, and Manpower’s
Elmer Winter boasted that it saved $400,000 in the first year the plan
was implemented.90 Several years later, Manpower successfully sold this
strategy to a West Coast company that produced health care products.
As a top Manpower executive told The Office in 1976, the health care
products company was in a bind because demand for its products had
grown but the availability of raw materials was unpredictable. Manpower
advised the company to rely entirely on temps instead of hiring a permanent workforce (which would put them at risk of having too many or too
few employees). Company leaders agreed to do so, and Manpower was
soon sending between five and seventy-five temps, along with supervisors, for several shifts every day.91
Perhaps the best example of the industry’s success in selling downstaffing came a few years later with Motorola. By the start of the 1980s,
Motorola had fully embraced downstaffing as a management strategy: It
employed a small core of permanent employees that was heavily supplemented by temps. When the severe recession of 1981 hit, the strategy
paid off. While other large companies faced public indignation for mass
layoffs, Motorola preserved its well-publicized “no layoff ” policy— and
its reputation— simply by dropping three hundred temporary workers, a
move that got almost no media attention.92
The second strategy that industry leaders sold was called “permanent
temporaries,” which involved using temps on a permanent basis. In fact,
as early as 1962, Kelly had urged personnel managers to “get the Kelly
Girl habit . . . put temporary help on permanent call.”93 Within a few
years, Kelly had devised a catchy slogan for the permanent use of temps:
“the right P.T.M. (Permanent-Temporary Mix)”—that is, the optimal
ratio of permanent workers to temporary workers in an organization.94
By the end of the decade, Kelly and other industry executives frequently
counseled businesses to move beyond what they called the “original ‘fire
engine’ concept” of temps: using temps as stop-gap, short-term replacements for permanent workers. Instead, they advised companies to use
temps on a long-term basis.95 In a 1968 advertisement in Nation’s Business, Olsten executives declared the idea that temps are needed only at
desperate times to be “the most dangerous myth of all.” They therefore
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advised business readers to “use Olsten temporaries regularly and you
can cope with any situation. . . . That’s why so many companies are joining the Olsten Revolution.”96
Temp leaders had remarkable success selling “permanent temporaries.”
As early as the 1960s, in fact, some business owners had already begun to
use what industry observers today would call “permatemps.” For example,
as reported in the Wall Street Journal in 1963, the American Motors Corporation had replaced five full-time employees with five permanent temps.
As a result, the journalist boasted, the car company saved eighty hours a
week in wages.97 A decade later, Shell Canada was using five to seven temps
every day on a permanent basis simply to open envelopes. “You can’t hire
people to do that full-time,” explained a company representative.98
The third staffing “solution” that industry leaders sold involved more
than simply hiring greater numbers of temps. It called for turning permanent employees into temps—a move that industry leaders called the
“transfer of personnel” or “payrolling.”99 An industry executive explained
to readers of the Management Review in 1974 that workers would “go to
work exactly as if they were company employees. But there is one very important difference: They are employed by a temporary-help service rather
than being put on the company’s own payroll.”100 The strategy was perhaps most succinctly described in an early 1970s series of advertisements
from Western Services: “Just say goodbye . . . then shift them to our payroll and say hello again!”101
Industry leaders had begun promoting payrolling as early as the
mid-1960s. In 1965, Robert Miller, president of Employers Overload,
described it as a strategy with great potential for both business owners
and temp industry leaders, but one that as yet had been “literally untouched.”102 By the mid-1970s, industry executives were marketing the
strategy widely. They argued in countless advertisements and articles
that turning permanent employees into temps had several key advantages: “The employees do not affect the unemployment insurance rate if
they have to be terminated, they do not add to the cost of fringe benefits
or payroll maintenance, and they are outside the company’s normal
policy requirements for personnel.”103 A 1977 article in Administrative
Management was even more forthright in describing the benefits of this
strategy: “ ‘Payrolling’ is . . . used whenever a firm wants to avoid the
ever-increasing expenses of hiring a permanent employee.”104
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In the 1970s, W. Robert Stover, president of Western Ser vices, was
the leading proponent of this particularly imaginative strategy. Time after time, in both business journals and advertisements, Stover promoted
payrolling as a way to cut permanent workers and replace them with
temps. Stover argued, for example, that payrolling was especially useful
when applied to new hires. By putting new employees on a temp agency’s
payroll, he claimed, businesses would easily be able to undo a “hiring
mistake.”105 Those employees who sufficiently “demonstrated their value,”
Stover maintained, could eventually become permanent employees and
get a “psychological lift” in the process.106 This was the theme of a 1971
series of advertisements from Stover’s company, then known as Western
Girl. “Don’t hire a loser!” the headline commanded. “Instead put your
prospective employees on Western Girl Inc.’s payroll for the probationary
period. Let them prove themselves. Then transfer them to your company
payroll.”107
But payrolling was not intended to be used only for new hires. It was
also said to be an “excellent approach” for long-term employees, including those who had been laid off. By bringing “a company’s laid-off employees back on the payroll of a temporary personnel ser vice,” argued
Staff Builders in a 1975 article in The Office, “the employer is helping reemploy his older workers, is reducing his unemployment rolls, yet is
not increasing his fi xed labor costs as quickly, or creating further unemployment liabilities in the event he must make further layoffs.”108 In
other words, payrolling would allow an employer to have all the benefits
of a permanent workforce—including company-specific experience and
expertise—without any of the costs.
Industry leaders argued that payrolling, like the other staffing strategies, was profitable in boom times as well as during economic downturns. Manpower’s Elmer Winter advised that during recessions, business
owners should use payrolling to avoid the “burdensome employer obligations and hidden costs” of permanent employees.109 And “when business is expanding,” said Western’s W. Robert Stover, “the same approach
can be used . . . before a permanent commitment is made to increase the
regular staff.”110
The fourth strategy that industry leaders sold was similar to payrolling in that it involved turning permanent workers into temps. However, this strategy called for outsourcing entire departments to the temp
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industry. Temp leaders argued that outsourcing, variously called “contract staffing” and “facilities management,” would let business managers avoid the “headache” of employer responsibilities and give them
“undreamed-of flexibility to help cope with any business condition.” 111
Manpower called the strategy “contract staffing.” According to company leaders, it was “the ultimate staffing ser vice”: “a full-time work
force employed, supervised and administered by us, for you, wherever,
whenever, and for as long as it’s needed.” 112 Manpower’s extensive description of this outsourcing strategy—published repeatedly in a widely
distributed series of advertisements in the mid-1970s—is worth quoting
at length:
Manpower is . . . solving today’s more complicated and expensive staffing problems through contract staffing. We’ll employ
full-time workers for you . . . for any length of time . . . for any
task that needs doing. We’ll help you plan, set goals, define objectives, and set specifications. Then we’ll hire, train, and supervise the staff you need to meet your goals. And we’ll handle the
administrative details to keep the business flowing. What’s most
interesting about Manpower contract staffing is that you’re free
of the paperwork, administrative costs, hiring problems, and all
the management burden for a whole staff . . . from one crew to a
staff of thousands. That’s Manpower today, a total staffing and
management resource that can be more help to you in more
ways than you may have thought. Call us. Let’s talk about how
we can be of the most help in solving your staffing problems.113
The advertisement incorporates themes that reverberated throughout
temp industry publications of the time period: The temp agency was the
management expert, workers were an expensive burden, and the employer’s sole goal was profit. Contracting out entire business functions
reified each of these assertions. Manpower would take over every aspect
of staffing, from planning production to hiring and managing thousands of workers, all of which— according to the temp “experts”—were
profit-draining burdens.
These themes were captured perfectly in an early 1970s series of advertisements from Olsten, which also promoted the imaginative (and
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rather extreme) strategy of outsourcing. “Forget the rules,” the headline
read. “We’ll help you build profits. Not overhead.”
1971 is the year to discard a lot of notions about running your
business. Costs are up. New business is tough to get. Certainly
profits have been hard to come by. Olsten Temporary Ser vices
can help you make ’71 look a lot better in the profit department.
If you’re already using temporary help, you know how they can
save you money . . . and headaches. . . . It’s time to take the next
logical step. Multiply your savings. Not just a secretary to two
from Olsten. Or a file clerk. But a whole department of people to
do your shipping, filing, computer work, assembly. Whatever
you do, we do.114
As these advertisements reveal, industry leaders asserted that any kind
of worker could become a temp. And the responsibility for workers—
those costly “headaches”— should be borne by the temp industry, not
employers.115
In the 1970s, temp industry leaders encountered some success in
selling outsourcing to businesses. The best example was Manpower’s
creation of the Manpower Petroleum Division in 1975. According to
company executives, its purpose was to operate gas stations for petroleum companies across the country. Business Week reported that within
the first year, Manpower was staffing and supervising seven hundred different gas stations, earning more than $2 million a month in profit in
this division alone. Manpower president Mitchell Fromstein declared
that Manpower Petroleum was “only the first wedge in what will be a
rapidly expanding market for permanent help supplied by companies
like Manpower. . . . In the future,” he added, “I think our industry will
be handling jobs that traditionally went to full-time employees.”116 Although Fromstein’s aspirations were, perhaps, never entirely realized,
temp industry leaders continued to market their outsourcing strategy to
business owners with gradual but evident success. In fact, by the 1990s,
as shown in Chapter 4, several industry leaders—including Kelly,
Olsten, and Western—had established outsourcing divisions dedicated
to taking over entire departments for businesses—workers, supervisors,
and all.
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By the end of the twentieth century, these four temp industry
strategies— downstaffing, permatemps, payrolling, and outsourcing—
had become common, legitimate uses of temps in the business world.
Indeed, it was these kinds of practices that helped make the temp industry the poster child for the “leaner and meaner” business model at the
time. And yet they were not recent innovations; industry leaders had
been marketing them since the 1960s.117 As industry executive Samuel
Sacco wrote in Office Systems in 1993, “Office managers, human-resource
managers, and small-business owners didn’t just wake up one morning
and decide they wanted to use temporary employees in new and different ways.”118 He was right. Business owners did not just wake up one
morning and realize that they wanted to outsource the mailroom to
Manpower or put their permanent employees on Kelly’s payroll. But
while Sacco attributed the expanding use of temps to “competitive pressures,” it was in fact the temp industry’s long-term, aggressive marketing
campaigns that led employers to replace permanent workers with temps.

Conclusion
The underlying philosophy of each of the four strategies was the same:
Permanent employees were a costly and unnecessary burden that could be
easily remedied with temps. Boiled down to its essence, the philosophy
was a revival of a liability model of work that hearkened back to the
Gilded Age of the nineteenth century. Yet the business world of the 1960s
and 1970s was dominated by a very different approach to workforce management that was far removed from the Gilded Age. And although prevailing theories of personnel management of the 1970s did not embrace
the union-based asset model, which actually included worker welfare in
the definition of a company’s success, they did agree on one thing: Workers were key assets to a company, and the best way to boost productivity
and profits was to take care of workers. But in the temp industry’s model
of work, the employer–employee relationship— considered vital to a company’s success by both the Human Relations and Administrative schools
of personnel thought—became irrelevant. The lower cost of temps prevailed over the skills, loyalty, and stability of permanent employees.
The temp industry’s hard-driving and successful campaign to spread
its ideas was not contained to a small sector of the economy, the way
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it had been in the 1950s when it advertised temp work as a way for
housewives to earn pin money. By the 1960s and 1970s, temp agencies
were openly recruiting men and selling temp work in a variety of male
“breadwinning” jobs. In spreading this fractured employment relationship to the primary sector of the economy, temp industry leaders heralded a fundamentally new understanding of the role of personnel management in business; it was one that pit profit margins against worker
welfare rather than recognizing the two as interrelated. This understanding would become a guiding principle for a new generation of business leaders in the 1980s.
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n 1981, Jack Welch took over as CEO of General Electric (GE) and
became an instant icon—the ringleader of a new generation of
“leaner and meaner” corporate executives. Within just five years,
Welch cut 120,000 employees, one-quarter of GE’s workforce. “What
made Welch’s reductions notable,” observed biographer Thomas O’Boyle,
“was that his actions had been taken not to curtail losses but to enhance
profitability.”1 The business world responded to Welch with awe and
perhaps a little fear. In 1982, Newsweek dubbed him “Neutron Jack” (he
destroyed people but left buildings standing), and in 1984 Fortune magazine named him the “toughest boss in America.”2 By the end of the
decade, the trepidation Welch roused in people had turned into admiration. In 1989, Fortune called Welch “manager of the century,” and a few
years later Business Week described him as “the gold standard by which
other CEOs are measured.”3
Both cutting edge and cutthroat, Welch was a unique character. His
management style, however, was hardly unique. By the end of the 1980s,
it had become the normal way to do business. Other executives followed
in his footsteps, including “Chainsaw” Al Dunlap, whom Newsweek
called “America’s most notorious employee killer.”4 Business leaders were
not the only ones embracing a cutthroat approach. Throughout President

82 | CHAPTER 3

Ronald Reagan’s administration, government officials championed the
need to cut employees in the name of greater efficiency and less bureaucracy.5 In 1984, even the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) advocated the new conventional wisdom. “Everybody likes to make a good
wage,” the chairman of the NLRB told the New York Times, “but if your
wage and benefit package is one that makes your employer go under,
that’s part of the picture, too.” 6
Jack Welch, Al Dunlap, and the National Labor Relations Board
could say what they said—and do what they did—because of a broad
change in American culture, a transformation they not only helped create
but also benefited from. By the mid-1980s, the cultural battle between
the asset model and the liability model of work had, for the most part,
been won. Workers were generally considered profit-limiting liabilities
rather than the profit-boosting assets that management gurus such as
Robert Townsend had championed just a few years earlier.
Mainstream journalists represented the newly dominant liability
model of work as fresh and innovative, and Jack Welch and his peers
were hailed as iconoclastic heroes.7 But the understanding of workers as
liabilities was hardly new, although it was being reconstructed in novel
terms. Even in the postwar heyday of the asset model, there were plenty
in the business world who championed the idea of workers as costly burdens. And one of the loudest and most persistent of these voices was the
temp industry’s. It was not the only force working to revitalize the notion of workers as liabilities, however; the temp industry cannot be credited with causing such a broad social transformation single-handedly.
But, as illustrated in Chapter 2, temp leaders played a key role in revitalizing the liability model of work and delivering it in an easy-to-use package to thousands of businesses throughout the 1970s.
If the temp industry helped to promote and circulate the liability
model of work, it also stood to gain from that model’s success. Notions
of workers as “fat” to be “trimmed” by aggressive management helped
the industry flourish in the 1980s. The number of temps rose dramatically, and the industry expanded into virtually every sector of the economy. Its reach was so pervasive, in fact, that it became an economic institution in itself, carefully watched by economists gauging broader
economic trends and used extensively in both the private and public sector. As temp executive Robert Half proclaimed at the end of the decade,
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“We are in the midst of what might be called ‘the age of the temporary
worker.’ ”8
By the 1980s, the temp industry no longer faced a skeptical audience
that needed to be convinced of the benefits of the liability model of
work. Employers, the government, and even many workers seemed to have
accepted it as common sense, thanks at least in part to the industry’s
campaigns. Such success meant important changes for the temp industry. For the first time since the industry’s founding, temp executives did
not need to engage in a cultural battle to defend and justify the temp
industry’s existence. Gone was the 1950s need to legitimate temping
through Kelly Girl campaigns; gone too was the 1970s need to justify
the industry’s expansion into primary sector work. By the 1980s, the
vast majority of companies already used temps, and not just every once
in a while. As the U.S. Department of Labor’s Women’s Bureau reported
in 1988, “Today a company that lacks a built-in budgetary line item for
temporaries may be the exception rather than the rule.”9
The 1980s thus marked a turning point in the temp story. Temp industry marketing campaigns, which had played such an important role in
cultural battles over work from the 1950s to the 1970s, became much
more muted. Instead of seeking to convince employers to think of work
and workers in a new way, temp ads of the 1980s generally sought to gain
market share: Manpower executives wanted employers to choose them
over Kelly Ser vices, Kelly leaders wanted employers to use them rather
than Olsten, and so on.10 The real story of the 1980s lay elsewhere—in
what the temp industry did with its success. Industry leaders leveraged
their cultural triumph into even greater growth for themselves and their
model of work. Temp executives were key creators, and key beneficiaries,
of the newly dominant liability model, and they aggressively explored
every way to maximize and institutionalize its dominance. In doing so,
they helped transform the experience of work not only for temps but for
all workers in America.
Understanding the transformation of work requires widening the
narrative lens. Pulling focus away from temp industry publications and
advertisements, we now turn to the broader story of workplace change
and conflict, analyzing how temping became institutionalized in the
American economy. The story unfolds along three axes. The first is temp
industry expansion in the 1980s: The industry not only tripled in size
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but also began taking on a structural role in the United States labor
market. Second is the institutionalization of temp work: The industry
played a surprisingly important role in the wave of corporate restructuring that swept the business world of the 1980s. Last is the introduction
of temporary work into two long-standing holdouts of the asset model:
the unionized sector and the U.S. civil ser vice.
The changes introduced by the temp industry during this time period were dramatic and, in some cases, even shocking. Temp leaders
helped pioneer and institutionalize some of the most controversial elements of the new economic order. But it is important to note, again, that
the temp industry was not alone among proponents of the new liability
model, and despite its strategic importance and explosive growth, the
industry was hardly a dominant economic player. In fact, by the end of
the 1980s, it accounted for just 1 percent of U.S. employment.11 Yet this
1 percent should not be dismissed: It represented an enormous number
of employees—far more than most other industries. Temping was no bit
player. Moreover, the temp industry had a ripple effect on many workers
beyond the relatively limited circle of actual temps. Recall that corporate
executives had learned to lay off workers—in some cases, thousands at a
time— and replace them with temps; some even forced their permanent
employees to become temps. Such actions helped create a climate of insecurity even for those workers who did not lose their jobs. Even more
important, perhaps, is the fact that employers started using temporary
workers as new and powerful weapons against labor unions. As employers increasingly used temps to replace permanent employees during labor
disputes, the bargaining position of all unions was weakened, not only
those whose strikes were broken by temps.
In the 1980s, the temp industry’s model of work thus became a powerful cultural story about what could be for American workers. The industry’s campaigns helped redefine common sense about work for everyone,
not just for temps. Even if employers did not adopt all of the temp industry’s aggressive strategies, the temp model was available to them— and
workers knew it. Just as the cultural strength of the asset model had real
consequences for workers in the postwar era, the cultural strength of the
liability model had real consequences for workers in the 1980s, not only
in terms of increased job loss and lower wages for some workers but also
in heightened fear and anxiety for many more.12 The temp industry was
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actively and aggressively helping to bring about the rise of the new liability model, even as its leaders maintained they were simply passive beneficiaries of economic change.

“The Age of the Temporary Worker”:
Expansion of the Temp Industry in the 1980s
In 1981, the United States entered a severe recession, and by the end of
1982 national unemployment levels had reached 10.8 percent, the highest
since the Great Depression.13 But even as the national economy slumped
during the two-year downturn, the temp industry grew—as much as
9 percent a year. “This counter-cyclical growth,” observed labor market
scholars Nik Theodore and Jamie Peck, “suggested that the temp sector
had come to perform more than simply a ‘shock absorber’ function and
instead was beginning to establish an ongoing role within a restructuring
economy.”14 Hiring temps was no longer just a way for employers to weather
the business cycle, dumping temps when the economy took a nosedive
and hiring them back when it recovered. The temp industry was already a
well-established economic sector and an increasingly popular tool for
implementing the newly revived liability model of work.
When the recession ended, the temp industry’s growth only intensified. In the first year of economic recovery, national employment grew
less than 1 percent; temp employment spiked 17.5 percent.15 In fact, at
the time, it was the fastest-growing industry in America.16 For the remainder of the decade, temp industry employment grew, on average, a
remarkable 15 percent a year.17 As a result, during the 1980s, the size of
the temp industry nearly tripled—from 400,000 workers a day at the
start of the decade to more than one million workers a day by the end.18
Vast numbers of temp agencies, many too transitory to be counted,
popped up across the country. In 1980, industry observers estimated
that there were somewhere between twenty-five hundred and five thousand agencies in the United States; by the end of the decade, estimates
ran from seven thousand to more than ten thousand.19 Despite the growing
number of agencies, the larger, better established agencies—Manpower,
Kelly, and Olsten, along with newcomer Adia, a Swiss temp agency—
continued to dominate the industry, controlling about 35 percent of the
market at the end of the decade.20 Throughout the 1980s, Manpower
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maintained its long-held position as industry leader, both in the United
States and abroad. At the end of the decade, with 830 offices in the
United States and 1,450 offices worldwide, Manpower employed more
than 550,000 workers annually and banked $3 billion in sales.21
Yet the influence of the temp industry as a whole far outreached
even Manpower’s impressive numbers, in part because temp workers
were distributed widely among many businesses. Manpower alone provided temps to some 300,000 different employers every year.22 According to a 1980 survey conducted by the business magazine The Office,
86.4 percent of companies used temps.23 By 1986, 100 percent of companies surveyed used temps, although by the end of the decade that
number dropped to a perhaps more realistic (but still astounding) 90
percent.24 Not only were more companies using temps; they were using
them more often. In 1980, just over 5 percent of The Office survey respondents employed temps “continually,” either by retaining some temporary workers on a long-term basis or by continuously using a variety of
temps in certain jobs.25 By 1988, however, 13 percent of companies said
they hired temps continually— an increase of 160 percent.26 In just eight
years, the continual use of temp workers had skyrocketed from one out
of twenty companies to one out of eight.27 Not surprisingly, the length
of temps’ assignments also increased dramatically.28 At the start of the
decade, the average temporary job lasted just one week; by 1990, it had
more than doubled in length— and many lasted much longer.29 In 1984,
the senior vice president of Western Temporary Ser vices told Office Administration and Automation that “long-term assignments are definitely
the trend. In fact, most national contracts are now for a year. We used to
have assignments that lasted only one week, but now, we are even starting to see two-year contracts.”30 In fact, at one New York temp agency,
fully 80 percent of the temporary assignments were long-term positions,
usually lasting a year or more.31
In the 1980s, the temp industry expanded across all sectors of the
economy, reporting strong growth in all three of the major occupational
categories—pink-, white-, and blue-collar.32 In particular, industry leaders moved into the more lucrative white-collar sector, with its higher
wages and potentially higher profits. The move was evident in the proliferation of new temp agencies that specialized in highly skilled professions
such as law (The Lawsmiths), medicine (Locum Tenens), accounting
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(Accountemps), and corporate business (Corporate Staff Inc.). Meanwhile, older temp agencies continued to diversify, creating divisions that
specialized in a variety of white-collar occupations, particularly in health
care. Norrell Temporary Ser vices, for example, entered the medical field
in 1981, and by the end of the decade medical staffing accounted for 25
percent of its business.33 Olsten likewise expanded its already wellestablished health care division so aggressively that by the end of the
1980s it represented more than 30 percent of company sales.34 Even with
the push into white-collar jobs, however, the industry continued to derive most of its profits from its old standby—pink-collar work.35
Helping to justify the industry’s multifarious expansion was a new
public relations campaign casting temp work as highly skilled, familysustaining employment. As in the postwar era, temps were described as
“highly skilled professionals,” “experts,” and “specialists.” Unlike the postwar era, however, industry ads often targeted highly skilled, traditionally
male occupations. A 1981 advertisement from Dunhill Personnel Ser vices,
for example, sold engineers rather than “gal Fridays.” Featuring a picture
of Isaac Newton holding an apple (with a band-aid on his forehead), the
ad asked: “Is he right for that job in engineering?”
Searching for that unique talent to work in your engineering
department is a matter of gravity. Make the right choice and
your company’s future may be assured. Make the wrong choice
and it could be costly. Our research has shown that it may cost
an employer as much as $15,000 or more to find one qualified
$25,000 professional. . . . Would you settle for anyone but the
best in that R&D or engineering slot? Would Sir Isaac have discovered gravity if he’d been hit on the head with a fig?36
Likewise, Accountemps marketed their temps as “slightly overqualified
specialists.” With the tagline “Rent an Expert,” one of their advertisements read:
Accountemps employees are specialists . . . Ask for a bookkeeper, and we’ll send you a highly qualified one. Ask for several
accountants, and you’ll get the best for your purpose. Ask for six
auditors, and you’ll have thoroughly trained professionals. . . .
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For a day, a week, a month or longer. Call any one of 80 offices
in the United States, Canada and Great Britain. We’ll have
one or more slightly over-qualified specialists at your place of
business—immediately.37
The arguments were not new, but openly pushing temporary work
in high-wage, primary sector jobs was new indeed. Temp executives
were no longer confined to a narrow corner of the secondary labor market by their murky reputation or fear of union antagonism. By the 1980s,
the widespread resurgence of the liability model of work left industry
leaders free to move across the economy, spreading employment norms
once associated with women’s work— secondary jobs not intended to
support families—into the primary sector. According to some labor
market scholars, most notably Leah Vosko, such expansion pointed to a
more fundamental “feminization” of work in the American economy.38
Even in the 1980s, industry observers noticed the transformation. As
one expert told the New York Times in 1986, temp work (and contingent
work more generally) was “reminiscent of women’s work. Women have
always had these kinds of jobs.”39
The temp industry’s campaign to expand into the white-collar sector
presented an interesting dichotomy: On the one hand, industry leaders
described temping as legitimate, family-sustaining employment; on the
other hand, they portrayed temps as workers who wanted to be free of the
typical constraints of regular jobs. In the first case, industry executives repeatedly claimed that temping was a legitimate “career.”40 “If you have always associated this industry with bored housewives, starving actors, or
secretaries who pinch-hit while the regular employee is on vacation, you
need to be reeducated,” wrote the executives of Career Blazers in their
1988 book The Temp Worker’s Handbook: How to Make Temporary Employment Work for You. “Today you will find temps who are highly skilled,
many with college diplomas and advanced degrees. . . . For many, temporary employment offers permanent career satisfaction.”41 In the second
case, however, industry leaders argued that many workers of the 1980s
wanted emancipation from the nine-to-five regimen. They repeatedly described temps as “gypsies,” “Lone Rangers,” “freelancers,” and “workplace
nomads”—workers who craved the autonomy that temping offered.42
Robert Half, founder of Robert Half International and Accountemps,
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told readers of Management Accounting that temping satisfied workers’
desire for “a more entrepreneurial life.”43
The portrait of a new generation of workers who “demanded” autonomy and flexibility—in contrast to previous generations who desired
security and stability—was widely accepted by the popular media. Story
after story in newspapers and magazines extolled the sovereignty of this
new class of professional temps.44 A 1987 Forbes article, for example,
declared that these “Lone Rangers” preferred their “freelance” lifestyle:
What about the freelancers themselves? Do they feel neglected,
exploited, left out? Are they simply a new variation of Marx’s
army of unemployed labor, created by the capitalist bosses to
keep wages down? Some may yearn for the security of a big company payroll, but most do not. An increasing number . . . prefer
the flexibility and freedom of the freelance life. It makes them
feel like the Lone Ranger, rather than just a cog in a machine.45
One of these happily emancipated temps appeared in Newsweek in 1988.
He was a former marketing executive who had become a temp after losing his job at ( Jack Welch’s) General Electric. But he was “content with
his gypsy life,” the article observed: “As he puts it, [temping] gives you
the flexibility to go to the Caribbean when you want.” 46
Although success stories dominated popular media coverage of professional temp work, there were occasional exceptions to the rule—
white-collar temps who longed for the security (and paychecks) of permanent work. For instance, in 1987, U.S. News and World Report told
the story of Frank Heary, who had been laid off from his $44,000-a-year
job as an accountant. Two years later, he was earning just ten dollars an
hour as a temporary accountant. “I’m delivering a Cadillac for a Volkswagen price,” he lamented.47 And in 1986, the Washington, DC–based
Bureau of National Affairs publicized the story of Walter Marty, who
had been laid off from his job at a small computer design firm in Silicon
Valley. Unable to find permanent work in the depressed region, Marty
had started temping at Apple Computer. “I would rather be permanent,” he told the Bureau of National Affairs. “I don’t see any flexibility
as a temporary. There is no security, no insurance, no company
benefits.” 48
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Such stories reveal the somewhat ambivalent embrace of whitecollar temping, but they highlight something else, too: the way temping
had expanded across the economy, even into the narrowest “niche” markets such as accounting and software design. The temp industry even
reached such exotic corners as the nuclear power industry. Temp agencies Dillin Nuclear Inc. and Atlantic Nuclear Ser vices (affiliated with
Manpower) specialized in providing nuclear plants with “jumpers”—
temporary workers who would be exposed to high doses of radiation
over short periods of time. Because workers’ exposure to radiation was
limited by federal regulations, nuclear plants regularly employed temps
to do their high-exposure “dirty work.” And it could be quite profitable
for workers: Temps could earn fifty to seventy-five dollars a day, sometimes for just a few minutes of work. The New York Times interviewed one
temporary jumper, who was also a part-time college student and part-time
cab driver. “I don’t want to jump anymore,” he told the Times. “I’ve just
got a feeling that maybe I had too much. I don’t say I wouldn’t work in a
nuclear plant again, doing something else. I’m not scared of radiation. But
I’d rather not jump again.” He paused. “Unless I get really hard up for the
money. They do make it lucrative.”49
Ironically, the temp industry’s reach was perhaps best illustrated by
those businesses that stopped using temp industry ser vices. By the 1980s,
a number of large corporations had come to rely so heavily on temps that
they decided to stop using outside temps and launch their own in-house
temp ser vices instead.50 Georgia Pacific provides a perfect example. As
reported in Fortune magazine, in the early 1980s Georgia Pacific was using
temps from twenty different agencies to staff its high-turnover clerical
department when CEO Pete Correll decided to end this “costly reliance”
on outside temps. However, instead of reducing turnover by turning the
clerical jobs into well-paying, permanent positions, Georgia Pacific embraced the temp industry’s model and established its own in-house agency
called Georgia Temp. Company executives told Fortune that, as a result,
turnover among the company’s clerical temps dropped from 40 percent
to just 9 percent. The agency was so successful, in fact, that Georgia
Temp managers began marketing their ser vices to other companies in the
Atlanta area. By the mid-1990s, Georgia Temp was providing 250 temporary workers a day to Georgia Pacific and another 250 temps to various
companies around the city.51
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Bank of America took a similar course. According to a report by the
Bureau of National Affairs, in the mid-1980s the bank was relying on
numerous temp agencies to deliver as many as eight hundred temps a
month. But in 1985, company executives decided to end their “longstanding reliance” on outside temp agencies, asserting that they had become “more entrenched than they should be” in the bank’s operations.
Instead of eliminating (or even diminishing) its reliance on temp work,
Bank of America internalized the temp industry’s model and created its
own pool of 250 temporary workers, called B and A temps. Bank executives told the Bureau of National Affairs that the venture was a great success: Not only did they save money; they also secured a steady pool of
temporary workers who were more committed and productive than traditional temps.52
Thus, after investing very large sums of money, Georgia Pacific and
Bank of America gained many of the benefits associated with full-time,
permanent employees— low turnover, longevity, and even loyalty—
without any of the commitments to workers that traditional employers
assumed, such as health and pension benefits, payroll taxes, and unemployment taxes. By bringing the temp industry’s model of work “in
house,” these cases revealed just how deeply the temp industry had become rooted in business practices in the 1980s.

“A Safeguard in These Unpredictable Times”:
The Institutionalization of Temp Work
As the examples of Georgia Pacific and Bank of America suggest, temp
work had become entrenched in the American economy in the 1980s.
But hiring temps was more than just the “normal” way to do business.
The temp industry had become what sociologists call an economic institution, playing a key role in the inner workings of the economy. Th is can
be seen in the way the industry was used in the wave of corporate restructuring that swept the business world in the 1980s. During this
time, corporate executives such as Jack Welch were unapologetically laying off workers, cutting training programs, and outsourcing non-core
departments—all in the name of greater flexibility in order to compete in
the newly globalized economic environment. Welch and his followers
very publicly proclaimed that American businesses needed to be “leaner
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and meaner.” Yet lean and mean companies still needed workers, and
they found those workers in temps.
The most direct role that the temp industry played in corporate restructuring was in implementing what the business world at the time
called the “ring-and-core” approach: maintaining a small core of permanent employees surrounded by a wide ring of contingent workers that
could be adjusted according to the business cycle.53 Yet, as illustrated in
Chapter 2, temp industry leaders had been marketing this management
strategy since the late 1960s, advising businesses to keep only a “skeletal” core of permanent employees and use temps for the rest.54 In the
1980s, temp executives adopted the ring-and-core rhetoric as their own,
urging employers to create a two-tiered workforce using temps. In 1985,
for example, Manpower president Mitchell Fromstein told the New York
Times that “management [should] build a core work force that it can pay
full benefits, and commit itself to without layoffs. Temporaries are the
people who support that core.”55 Likewise, a typical advertisement from
Kelly told businesses “How to Beat the Hire/Layoff Cycle”: “Call Kelly
Ser vices. Your business seems to be beginning to pick up. For the first
time in a long time, you’re looking to hire. But you hesitate. Is now really
the time to hire full-time? What if that ‘growth’ doesn’t really materialize? Will today’s hiring merely trigger layoffs tomorrow? Kelly Ser vices
can be a safeguard in these unpredictable times.”56
Temp leaders argued that the ring-and-core strategy would not only
boost profits; it would also protect permanent employees from the layoffs that had caused widespread fear and anxiety earlier in the decade.
Thus, in an ironic twist, industry leaders were using asset model rhetoric
to institutionalize their liability model of work. For example, in a 1984
advertisement, Kelly told readers of the Personnel Administrator that
supplementing permanent employees with temps would “protect” both
profits and “the people who make your company profitable.”57 Industry
leaders maintained that permanent employees thus shielded from layoffs
would be more productive because they would feel “more secure about
their jobs.”58 Likewise, Norrell assured business owners that the ringand-core strategy would increase productivity because permanent employees would feel less “stress” and “strain.” Depicting two older men
fishing, the headline of one Norrell advertisement read: “Since he started
using Norrell, Alan Parker spends Saturdays fishing his favorite stream.”
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He used to worry about how the unexpected overtime and stress
affected his staff. Turnover and absenteeism usually increased
after particularly high volume weeks. But then he learned about
a management tool from Norrell called Peak Period Staffing.
Working with his Norrell branch manager, Alan developed a job
description of what was expected during the high volume times.
Norrell searched out the qualified employees and made sure they
were trained to handle the job so they could immediately step
into the situation. The result is that now Alan knows his permanent staff can be counted on for the routine work, and that when
the unexpected workflow begins, qualified help from Norrell is
a phone call away. The work is done faster, at less strain on his
star employees— so he keeps them longer. And Alan is able to
relax.59
It is important, however, not to overlook the fact that permanent workers were stressed, at least in part, because of the liability model that temp
agencies such as Norrell and Kelly had worked so hard to sell. Embracing the notion of workers as liabilities, many companies had downsized
dramatically. As a result, the remaining employees had to take on more
work. What’s more, when business increased, many companies quite literally did not have enough employees. The institutionalization of the
liability model thus required greater reliance on temporary workers,
reifying the strength of both the temp industry and its model of work.
Industry leaders’ use of asset model rhetoric about “protecting” permanent workers was highly strategic: It was an effort to capitalize on
employers’ fear of public backlash against corporate layoffs. And, for a
growing number of companies, it worked. Businesses such as HewlettPackard and Motorola were able to ride the considerable ebbs and flows
of the high-tech economy without committing the large-scale layoffs for
which many other companies—including Chrysler, General Motors, and
General Electric—had been vilified earlier in the decade. How so? Simply by hiring and then “letting go” hundreds of temps at a time.60
Other major corporations followed their example. For instance, at
Apple Computer, temps accounted for as much as 30 percent of the
workforce in the mid-1980s.61 In explaining this remarkably high percentage, a company executive echoed temp industry rhetoric: “We are
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basically trying to protect our full-time jobs,” he told Business Week in
1985.62 Perhaps the strategy worked, at least in terms of the company’s
reputation: When Apple faced a downturn the same year, the layoff of
seventy-five permanent employees across three factories in Los Angeles
made newspaper headlines. But there was only brief mention, buried
deep in a Los Angeles Times article, that 850 temps had already been
“trimmed” at just one of those factories.63 Indeed, the role that temporary workers played in avoiding layoffs and saving Apple’s reputation was
no secret. In 1988, Apple’s director of human resources told Fortune
magazine:
A layoff is devastating. This company never wants to have one
again. It affects every single person in the organization. The
people who remain feel guilty that they were the ones who stayed
and anger at management for letting the layoff happen. Gaining
the ability to avoid all that clearly outweighs the extra administrative cost and effort that’s required to manage a temporary
work force.64
Apple Computer, Motorola, and Hewlett-Packard were not alone in
the 1980s. Major corporations, including IBM, Lockheed, USAir, and
Ford, cut their permanent workforces and replaced them with temps.65
And by the end of the decade, companies such as Xerox, Westinghouse,
and General Electric were spending more than $20 million a year on
temporary workers.66 For these corporations and many others, the temp
industry had become an essential tool for reorganizing production according to the newest employment paradigm— the updated liability
model, articulated and sold by the temp industry and other advocates of
the new economic order.
Beyond operationalizing corporate restructuring, the temp industry
also built itself into an economic institution by becoming a leading purveyor of worker training. Not only were corporations of the 1980s lowering labor costs by cutting workers; they were also cutting training
programs. Early in the decade, temp industry leaders took note and began offering free training programs to temps, particularly in the fastchanging field of office automation. Manpower was the first and arguably the most successful to do so. In 1982, with an initial investment of
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$15 million, Manpower launched “Skillware,” a self-paced, interactive
training program that allowed its temps, free of charge, to gain skills in
a variety of computer hardware and software systems. By the mid-1980s,
Manpower had become a major training provider, not only for temps
but for permanent workers as well.67
As beneficial as such training was—for workers in need of skills and
employers in need of skilled workers—it also had significant downsides.
The temp industry’s promise of a ready supply of skilled workers enabled
employers to cut both permanent employees and training programs even
more. It thus sparked a self-reinforcing cycle: Businesses downsized their
workforces and cut training; temp agencies developed state-of-the art
training programs and offered free training to temps; then, with the expectation of getting skilled temps at no extra cost, businesses cut their
workers (and training) even more; temp agencies ramped up their training programs to get more business; and employers relied ever more on
temps. For some companies, in fact, it was training rather than price
that convinced them to go with one temp agency over another. This was
particularly true for Westinghouse, one of the companies spending more
than $20 million a year on temps.68
In sum, in the 1980s the temp industry became a fi xture of the new
economy by helping companies implement a two-tiered workforce and
by becoming a crucial provider of skills training. Temp leaders may not
have invented the new liability model of work, but they went a long way
toward implementing it for American employers. “Neutron Jack,” the corporate icon of the time period, might also have been called “Temping
Jack”: His company spent some $20 million a year on temps. And while
Jack Welch was clearly no temp industry puppet, he could not have done
what he did without temps or, more importantly, without the temp industry’s cultural influence in both modernizing and legitimizing the
view of workers as costly liabilities.

The Temp Industry and Redoubts
of the Asset Model in the 1980s
The temp industry had such success with its new liability model of work
in the 1980s that it was even able to make inroads into two longstanding holdouts of the asset model: the unionized sector and the U.S.
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civil ser vice. These sectors of the economy had retained many of their
founding asset model principles longer than most. While the liability
model of work offered employers tremendous flexibility in acquiring and
dismissing workers, in the unionized sector there were relatively strict
rules about hiring and firing employees. And while the liability model
emphasized the lack of obligation between employers and workers, the
union system was anchored in the reciprocal, long-term commitment
between the two. Worker longevity was also the basis of the civil ser vice
employment model. Founded in the nineteenth century, the U.S. civil
ser vice had been created to establish a large and stable federal workforce
that would endure despite administration changes in the White House.
Instead of rewarding workers for their political connections (the socalled spoils system), the civil ser vice rewarded workers for their merit.
Government workers were required to pass rigorous exams, and in return they got good wages and job security.
The fact that the asset model had survived in the unionized sector
and in the U.S. civil ser vice was a testament to the long-term efforts of
labor unions and workers. Amid the economic and cultural conservatism of the 1980s, however, many forces pushed against these holdouts.
The temp industry proved crucial in eventually cracking them open.
This reveals another dimension of the temp industry’s success in the
1980s and its role in spreading and implementing the liability model of
work.

“The Beginning of a More Viable
Management–Union Relationship”:
Temps and Labor Unions
In the 1980s, the temp industry helped rewrite the rules of engagement
in the battle between labor and capital. In the first place, a ready supply
of temps made it far easier for businesses to replace striking workers, and
this quickly became a powerful new weapon against organized labor. In
1981, for example, Blue Shield in San Francisco hired temps to replace
eleven hundred striking workers.69 And in 1986, AT&T hired some six
thousand temps to weather a twenty-six-day strike.70 Such replacements
had become common by the mid-1980s. As one union official told Work-
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ing Woman in 1986, “Everywhere we have a picket line . . . temporary
workers are brought in.”71
In truth, the practice of replacing strikers had long been sanctioned by U.S. labor law. In a highly controversial decision, the U.S.
Supreme Court ruled in 1938 that employers could hire striker replacement workers and did not have to discharge them when the strike
came to an end. In essence, the decision known as the Mackay Doctrine allowed employers to hire permanent replacements for strikers.
According to critics of the Mackay Doctrine, the ruling effectively allowed employers to fire striking workers. Employers rarely exercised
this power before the 1970s, but they began to adopt the more aggressive response to strikes and, after President Ronald Reagan famously
fired and replaced striking air traffic controllers in 1981, it became
common practice.72
Temp agencies originally played only a minor role in this development. Until the mid-1980s, industry leaders had explicitly banned agencies from supplying temporary workers to break strikes; in fact, this had
been a provision of the industry’s code of ethics since the 1960s. Although there was ample evidence that the restriction was not always
enforced (see, for example, the 1981 strike at Blue Shield mentioned
earlier), temp industry executives at least outwardly maintained their
respect for picket lines. But in 1985, the Federal Trade Commission
(FTC) filed a formal complaint against the temp industry’s ban on supplying striker replacements, calling it “an illegal restraint of trade.”73
In response, according to a report by the Federal Trade Commission,
“the National Association of Temporary Ser vices, Inc. (NATS) agreed
to amend its code of ethics so that the code would not restrict its
members from . . . providing ser vices to fi rms involved in a strike or a
lock-out.”74
A year later, the use of temporary workers during labor disputes was
further legitimized by the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB). In
its 1986 Harter Equipment decision and in subsequent rulings upholding
it, the NLRB found that “absent specific proof of antiunion motivation,
an employer does not violate [the National Labor Relations Act] by hiring
temporary replacements in order to engage in business operations during
an otherwise lawful lockout,” even if the lockout was not compelled by
the threat of a strike.75 In short, the NLRB ruled that employers could
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legally lock out their permanent employees and replace them with temps
if bargaining was not going their way.
Support from the FTC and the NLRB made temporary workers a
powerful weapon against organized labor in the 1980s. In the Harter
case, for example, a New Jersey–based company and officials of Local
825 of the International Union of Operating Engineers began negotiations for a new contract in 1981. Company executives told the union
that Harter was experiencing “grave financial difficulties,” and, as a result, they “sought reductions in wages and changes in the union-security
clause.”76 Union leaders rejected their proposals but offered to extend the
current contract for six months so that negotiations could continue.
Company executives would not allow the extension, nor would they permit employees to work without a contract. Instead, they locked out the
workers and replaced them with temps. In a precedent-setting decision,
the NLRB ruled in favor of the company. Arguing that the use of temps
during a lockout had only a “comparatively slight” impact on employees’
rights—the right to bargain collectively, to strike, and to engage in
union activities—the NLRB ruled that the use of temps was a “legitimate employer weapon.”77
Also in 1981, negotiations between Marquette Company, a cement
manufacturer in Catskill, New York, and the company’s clerical employees came to an impasse. As in the Harter case, Marquette locked out its
workers and used temps from Kelly Ser vices to maintain normal production levels until union leaders conceded to a more favorable contract. An
administrative law judge initially ruled against the company, arguing
that the “prolonged lockout with the use of replacements was inherently
destructive of employee rights” and was “so inherently prejudicial . . .
that no proof of antiunion motivation [was] necessary.” But in 1987, the
NLRB reversed this ruling. Citing the Harter Equipment case, the board
found that the company’s “use of temporary replacements was ‘a measure reasonably adapted to the achievement of a legitimate employer
interest.’ ”78
Other companies used temps even more aggressively. When workers
started a union drive in 1984 at Middle Earth Graphics, a small printing
firm in Kalamazoo, Michigan, company executives shifted nearly all of
their workers to Manpower’s payroll— essentially firing them and rehiring
them as temps. If the workers refused sign up with the temp agency, they
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were fired; the most strident of the union organizers were fired outright.
Manpower subsequently supplied the company with nineteen Middle
Earth employees-turned-temps along with twelve newly recruited temp
workers. Middle Earth’s astonishing use of temps did not stop there, however. Six months later, when an unfair labor practices settlement required
the company to reinstate the fired union organizers, Middle Earth executives transferred nine of their Manpower temps back to the company’s
payroll. According to the NLRB, the company was trying to “pack a prospective bargaining unit with employees of another employer (Manpower)
to offset the return of union sympathizers.” This time, the NLRB ruled
against the company.79
Company executives at M.P.C. Plating in Cleveland, Ohio, employed
a similar strategy. When M.P.C. workers started to organize a union in
1985, the company’s president told them that they would be fi red unless
they signed up with a temp agency.80 Only two of the workers agreed to
become temps, however, and the company barred the rest of the employees from the workplace. The next day, the barred workers started a strike
that lasted several months and ultimately cost most of them their jobs.
Within a week, M.P.C. hired temps to replace the strikers and, a month
later, hired permanent replacements. However, like the executives at
Middle Earth, their use of temporary workers did not end there. Six
months later, M.P.C. executives compelled their new “permanent” employees to sign up with the local temp agency; as before, they would be
fired if they refused. As in the Middle Earth case, the NLRB ruled
against the company and ordered M.P.C. to reinstitute a permanent
workforce and bargain in good faith with the union.81
The above cases were only a few of the many in which companies
used temporary workers to undermine unions in the 1980s.82 Temps were
employed to break up union-organizing drives, to put additional pressure
on workers during lockouts, and to come through employee strikes unscathed. Indeed, by the end of the decade, these practices had become so
widespread that at least one temp agency started specializing in strikebreakers. In 1989, Daniel Mordecai founded U.S. Nursing Corp., a temp
agency dedicated to providing temps to hospitals whose employees were
on strike.83 As a consequence, strikes lost power as negotiating tools for
labor unions. In fact, because of the ready availability of temps, strikes
could even be a boon to employers. As management professors John Kohl
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and David Stephens explained in the Personnel Journal in 1986, employers no longer needed to make concessions in negotiations with unions.
Instead, they could simply let workers go on strike—and then hire temps.
“Rather than ‘the end,’ ” Kohl and Stephens wrote, “a strike may actually
be a beginning of a more viable management-union relationship.”84

“A Simple Management Decision”: Temps
and the U.S. Civil Service
In the 1980s, the temp industry also made inroads into the other redoubt of the asset model of work, the U.S. civil ser vice. In 1985, the
Office of Personnel Management (OPM) took the first critical step by
significantly expanding federal agencies’ ability to hire temporary workers instead of qualified civil servants. Specifically, the new policy increased the maximum length of temporary appointments in government
jobs from two to four years, and it allowed federal agencies to hire temps
to fill much higher-level white-collar positions than before.85 Although
the policy involved direct-hire temporary workers—short-term workers
hired directly by government officials—and not temps from private agencies such as Manpower and Kelly, it opened the door for federal agencies
to hire significantly more temporary workers for civil ser vice positions.86
In fact, according to a 1988 report by the U.S. General Accounting Office, the new guidelines “encouraged agencies to use temporary employees in any situations they deemed appropriate.” 87 Furthermore, as we
will see, the policy laid the groundwork for government officials to authorize the use of private-sector temps a few years later.
A closer look at the 1985 policy suggests that, with the new guidelines, government officials were formally sanctioning the liability model
of work. For instance, the language OPM officials used to justify having
more temporary workers in the federal government was the very same
rhetoric temp executives used in their own marketing campaigns: “Temporary employment is one extremely important element in a comprehensive staffing policy and one which is very cost efficient. This type of employment gives agencies flexibility to deal with workload peaks and at
the same time can be used to protect the jobs of career employees who
are serving in activities facing cutbacks.”88 The similarity to temp ads is
remarkable. The main themes of the statement—the indispensability of
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temps in a “comprehensive staffing” plan, the need for cost efficiency
along with flexibility, and the importance of protecting permanent
employees—were virtually ubiquitous in temp industry advertisements of
the time period.
As in the private sector, underlying this rhetoric was the desire to
save money by hiring temps rather than permanent employees. An OPM
internal memo, made public by the New York Times in 1985, described
the incentive quite clearly: “Temporary employees have significantly
fewer rights and benefits than career employees.” For instance, the memo
went on to explain, temps were not eligible for federal health benefits
and could be dismissed at any time without government liability.89 Although OPM officials were not quite so candid in their public statements, they did draw parallels between private and public sectors in
justifying their decision. For instance, OPM director Donald Devine
told the Los Angeles Times that the policy was a “simple management
decision” to help government do what private industry had done using
the temp industry.90 “Recent trends in Federal agency staffing show a
disturbing growth in full-time permanent employment at the expense of
temporary, part-time and intermittent staffing,” Devine told reporters in
another Los Angeles Times article. “Automatically filling every position
with a career-conditional employee makes little sense when operations
are being cut back.” 91
However, although this “simple management decision” had become
standard in the private sector, it was far from routine in the public sector. In fact, the U.S. civil ser vice’s decision to expand its number of
temporary workers represented a radical break from its long-standing
model of employment. This fact did not go unnoticed by government
officials. Indeed, as reported by the New York Times, another confidential memo prepared for Devine admitted that the decision could be seen
as “a reversal of longstanding policy.” 92 Publicly, OPM used somewhat
more tempered language, describing it as a “big change, a significant
turnaround in this area of personnel policy.” 93 The U.S. General Accounting Office agreed, calling the policy a “major revision” of the government’s employment practices, and undertook several major studies to
examine its consequences for civil ser vice workers.94 These investigations
revealed that 25 percent of temporary appointments in federal jobs were
improperly used to fill permanent positions; moreover, in some federal
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agencies up to 20 percent of temporary workers were “making a career”
out of temp work, working continuously in one temporary appointment
after another, year after year.95
To many observers in the business community, however, the decision to hire more temps was long overdue. Soon after the OPM issued
the new policy, the editors of The Office published the following statement of support: “Federal government officials for years have been criticized for failing to conduct business more in line with practices used in
private industry. By so doing, the government would spend less money
and also increase productivity, critics have commonly claimed. Now, at
long last, there are indications that Washington is beginning to pay
heed.” 96 However, The Office editors encouraged government officials to
turn to the temp industry instead of recruiting temporary workers on
their own. The editorial continued,
At present, the government plans to hire temporaries through
public notice. . . . A much more prudent step would be for officials to contact the National Association of Temporary Ser vices
in Alexandria, Virginia, and discuss hiring help through temporary employment ser vices around the U.S. This way, the government could assure itself of enough manpower during heavy work
periods, knowing that the temporary is of high quality and performs well in the office.97
Sam Sacco, executive director of the National Association of Temporary Ser vices, agreed. “There are thousands of examples of how temporary help workers have aided private sector companies in their staffing
needs,” he declared. “But more pertinent to the federal government’s
decision to expand the use of temporaries, are the . . . cases where private sector temporary help companies have aided state and local governments with their staffing needs.”98
In 1988, the OPM followed these suggestions by recommending that
federal agencies be allowed to use private-sector temps. Using language
remarkably similar to Sacco’s, OPM director Constance Horner wrote:
For decades, private companies have turned to temporary
help firms for ser vices in emergencies, illnesses, or other
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interim circumstances when it was impractical to use their own
employees. . . . State and local governments have successfully
used temporary help firms without detriment to their civil service system. It appears the same ser vices could be utilized by the
Federal sector without compromising the civil ser vice.99
A year later, OPM officials ruled that the federal government could use
temps from private agencies such as Manpower and Kelly, just like
“every other type of organization in the United states.”100 And several
years later, as described in Chapter 4, OPM officials greatly expanded
federal agencies’ ability to use private-sector temps, successfully bringing
the government’s employment policies “more in line with practices used
in private industry”— and the new liability model of work that was
flourishing there.

Conclusion
The 1980s saw both a vast expansion of the temp industry and a fundamental transformation of its role in the American economy. Not only
were more employers using greater numbers of temps; they were using
them to change the very organization of work. In the process, many
employers embraced the liability model of work that the temp industry
had worked so hard to sell. This contributed in important ways to a
broader transformation of the American economy— away from the postwar labor market that saw workers as assets, toward the liability model
economy of corporate executives such as Jack Welch. Temp executives
had long pushed for such a shift, claiming it was necessary to their business plan; and they were not wrong: The newly favorable climate helped
the temp industry and its model of work make inroads into two of the
last significant holdouts of the asset model—the unionized sector and
the U.S. civil ser vice. The temp industry’s expansion into these sectors
was neither swift nor complete, but by the end of the decade, both unions
and the civil ser vice had been weakened to the point that they no longer
posed a viable challenge to the newly dominant liability model of work.
The temp industry’s triumph seemed nearly complete, and the “new
economy” seemed to offer it nothing but even better days ahead.

4 | BOXING IN THE TEMP INDUSTRY

I

n the early 1990s, Manpower replaced General Motors as the largest
employer in the United States, and the temp industry was one of the
fastest-growing sectors of the economy.1 By all accounts, the temp
industry’s liability model of work was poised to become the new norm.
“Chainsaw” Al Dunlap and his aggressive management style— captured
perfectly in the title of his best-selling book Mean Business—were widely
acclaimed. Reports in the popular media announced the “temping of
America” and the rise of the “disposable workforce.”2 Books such as The
Temp Track: Make One of the Hottest Job Trends of the 90s Work for You
offered workers “positive, practical advice on using temporary work to
its fullest advantage.”3 Meanwhile, magazines such as Temp Slave! documented the travails of temporary workers with bitter humor, garnering a
remarkably widespread following and even inspiring a musical comedy
by the same name. And on the silver screen, movies such as Clockwatchers portrayed temps’ mind-numbing alienation, and The Temp described
one temporary worker’s deadly plot for advancement (“Don’t Get Mad,
Get Promoted,” ran the movie’s tagline).
Yet, perhaps because of the remarkable ascendancy of the temp industry at the time, organized opposition against it began to emerge. Temps,
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community activists, union leaders, and political reformers launched
their own battles against the industry in an effort to protect workers’
interests by promoting permanent jobs and improving temporary ones.
Their efforts challenged the temp industry in two key ways. First,
there was a strong movement to redefine the very meaning of employment. A variety of activists, including temporary workers, politicians,
and labor organizers, began to question the temp industry’s long-standing
assertion that the employer– employee relationship was defined by
remuneration—that is, by who issued the paycheck.4 They sought to
broaden the definition of employment to include questions of place, time,
control, and autonomy. This expanded definition was undoubtedly more
complex and, as a result, could not be reduced to a simple, easy-to-use
legal formula. But in some ways it offered a more straightforward understanding of employment. Someone who worked every day for years at a
time at a single company, under the supervision of that company’s managers, was to be considered that company’s employee, even if his or her
paycheck was signed by a temp agency. With the new definition of employment, employers could retain the flexibility of using temps, but they
would not be able to exploit temporary workers by treating them as
second-class, full-time employees.
For those who were truly “temporary” workers, employed by their
agencies rather than the companies where they worked, a second set of
campaigns sought to make temping a decent job in its own right. On the
whole, temporary work, with lower wages, fewer benefits, and less job
security than permanent employment, was a “bad” job.5 However, a variety of social and political activists maintained that temp work need not
be intrinsically “bad,” and they sought to improve it by using three basic
strategies. First, they worked to improve temps’ wages, benefits, and
working conditions. Second, they promoted unions for temporary workers. Finally, they sought to confine temping to truly temporary jobs. In
their view, long-term temporary work was an exploitative oxymoron.
The goal of both these campaigns—to redefine employment and to
improve temp work—was to diminish the downsides of temporary employment. Long-term temps were to be considered the employees of the
companies where they worked and were to be compensated as such; temp
agencies were to become decent employers in their own right. This would
improve the work lives of temps and, perhaps more importantly, dimin-
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ish the temp industry’s downward pressure on labor market standards for
all workers.
Neither of these campaigns was entirely successful, however. They
were hampered by existing laws and the slow pace of legislative change,
the political clout of the temp industry, and the inherent difficulty of
organizing temporary workers. Their efforts were also limited because
they focused on the more extreme abuses of the temp industry rather
than the liability model of work that underpinned it. Nonetheless, their
efforts were significant—not necessarily for their achievements, which
were few, but for their potential. Outright successes may have been
scarce, but taken together these challenges to the temp industry succeeded in drawing the blueprint for a very different model of work— one
built on labor union approaches to work and workers as well as management theories such as the Human Relations approach. Instead of being
treated as costly liabilities, workers were to be treated as assets, respected
for their skills, dedication, and humanity. And instead of severing the
employment relationship—detaching workers from employers, and work
from the workplace—employers were to regain responsibility for their
workers, and work was to be rooted in a particular place and community. These campaigns, in short, pointed the way toward an updated
version of the asset model that would counter the temp industry’s newly
dominant liability model of work. Although this new model has yet to
be implemented, the critical first steps have been taken. Only human
action— similar to that of the temp industry on behalf of its liability
model—will translate these early efforts into a persuasive and transformative model to put into practice.
This chapter begins by examining the extraordinary expansion of
the temp industry in the 1990s. Industry leaders penetrated deeper into
firms’ business practices, assuming management positions and even taking over entire departments—the culmination of several decades of intense advertising campaigns. Meanwhile, the industry continued its expansion across the labor market spectrum into highly skilled white-collar
jobs and, even more, into low-skill industrial work. Perhaps most importantly, the temp industry spread across the globe, merging with overseas
competitors and pushing foreign markets to legalize temporary work.
This expansion also brought its own limits, however, including increased competition and declining profit margins. These internal dynamics
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imposed considerable constraints on the industry’s growth. But the real
potential for limiting the temp industry, I contend, came not from market forces but from the many people who challenged the temp industry
during this time. Thus, the lion’s share of the chapter will examine the
two campaigns to redefine the meaning of work in the 1990s, drawing
out their blueprint for a modernized asset model of work.

The Rise of the Temp Economy: Expansion
and Its Limits
The organized resistance to the temp industry that emerged in the 1990s
was especially striking because the industry continued to grow and gain
strength throughout the decade. Between 1990 and 2000, employment
in the U.S. temp industry nearly tripled, accounting for about 10 percent of the nation’s employment growth.6 The number of people employed as temps on a daily basis also tripled, from less than one million
workers a day at the start of the decade to nearly three million by 2000.7
Industry sales increased even more, quadrupling from $15.6 billion in
1990 to $64.3 billion in 1999.8
This spectacular growth can be attributed to three modes of expansion: penetrating deeper into firms, pushing into new occupational sectors (as well as existing strongholds), and extending across the globe.
Although these strategies also introduced limits to the industry’s growth,
altogether they resulted in a massive global industry with considerable
political clout in the United States and abroad.
First, the industry expanded by deepening the role that temp agencies played in their corporate clients’ everyday affairs. In order to gain
an edge in the increasingly competitive market of the 1990s, industry
leaders began promoting a variety of “new” ser vices that extended their
reach into the business practices of their clients. These ser vices included
“vendor-on-premise” (VOP) arrangements, in which an agency supplied
not only temps but also supervisors to manage a company’s temporary
workforce; “in-house outsourcing,” in which a temp agency assumed
control of an entire department for a client company; and “master vendor” contracts, in which one agency became a company’s “preferred supplier” of temporary workers. At least in terms of vendor-on-premise arrangements and outsourcing, however, these were not “new” ser vices at
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all. As described in Chapter 2, temp leaders had been promoting these
uses of temps since the 1960s (recall their ads for “contract staffing” and
“facilities management”). These ser vices had been only a trivial portion
of industry sales until the 1990s, however, when industry leaders repackaged and advertised them under new trade names—VOP and outsourcing, respectively.
The growth of these market-enhancing strategies profoundly affected the nature of the employment relationship both for temps and for
their permanent counterparts. In VOP arrangements, for example, temp
agencies typically provided a large number of temporary workers as well
as supervisors to oversee them. The agency thus might set up shop on a
company’s premises, recruiting, interviewing, hiring, training, and overseeing the workers.9 For example, as described in a 1993 article in the
Personnel Journal, the leaders of the Atlanta temp agency Norrell Corp.
ran what they called a “mini-branch of Norrell” inside a Michigan automotive plant. As a result, said a Norrell manager, “the company doesn’t
have to deal with managing the contingent work force; the responsibility
falls on Norrell.” The Personnel Journal reported that outsourcing both
workers and supervisors to oversee them was very attractive to the automotive company: Fully half of its workforce was temporary.10
Olsten Temporary Ser vices provided similar ser vices to the software
company Lotus Development Corp. As described in a 1996 article in the
Management Review, Lotus had only six full-time employees at its manufacturing plant in Massachusetts, but during peak production times the
company needed as many as 250 workers. Olsten not only supplied the
company with those 250 workers at a moment’s notice; it also provided
managers to oversee them. “An on-site manager takes responsibility for
Olsten employees and is the first line of contact with the client,” an Olsten
executive told Management Review. “Olsten does the packing and shipping [of the software] so that Lotus can focus on its core business: software development.” 11
This arrangement was quite attractive for many business owners in
the 1990s, especially as labor markets grew tighter toward the end of the
decade. Even so, the rise in the number of VOP contracts was astonishing, growing by more than 2,000 percent over the course of the decade.
VOP sales increased nearly as much, bringing in over $10 billion by the
end of the 1990s.12
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VOP arrangements were arguably the apotheosis of the liability model
of work that the temp industry had been selling since the 1960s. Not only
did business owners not have to recruit or hire their workers; they did not
even have to interact with them. With a simple phone call, they were able
to get as many workers as they needed, whenever they needed them, along
with managers to oversee them. No recruiting, no interviewing, no training, no paperwork, and virtually no legal obligations to the workers—only
a single bill from the temp agency. And when temps were no longer needed,
another quick phone call and the temps would disappear, no strings attached. The employer–employee relationship was “effectively severed.”13
The second way industry leaders deepened their role in clients’ business practices was by taking over entire departments, or “in-house outsourcing.” In 1994, one industry observer explained to Purchasing that
under this arrangement, temp agencies provided “full-time, permanent
employees to companies that no longer want to staff and manage noncore departments, such as the mailroom and accounts payable.” 14
The temp industry had been selling this strategy for decades, but,
because of the widespread acceptance of the liability model of work in
the 1990s, industry leaders were able to be more candid in their promotional efforts. According to temp leaders, in-house outsourcing was the
perfect way for business owners to save money by eliminating workers
who did not contribute to the bottom line. For instance, Sam Sacco,
then executive vice president of the National Association of Temporary
Services, argued that this kind of outsourcing allowed a company to focus
on “its primary tasks while the chores are handled elsewhere.” Business
owners, Sacco continued, should
[relieve] themselves of what have become burdens—functions
that have little to do with the primary product or ser vice of the
company. Therefore, the challenge to business is to identify
functions and processes that could be accomplished and managed more efficiently by outside “experts.” For some functions,
local temporary-help companies can be one of the experts. For
added profitability and efficiency, explore those possibilities.15
Thus, Sacco and other industry leaders argued, the employees who handled the mail, cleaned the offices, and answered the phones were costly
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“burdens” to be eliminated, liabilities to the bottom line. Employers
should focus solely on their “primary” product—making cars, developing software, selling insurance, or, perhaps, just making a profit— and
let temp industry “experts” handle the rest.
In-house outsourcing splintered the employer– employee relationship at both an individual and a workplace level.16 At an individual level,
each temporary worker’s employment relationship was fractured between the temp agency (the de jure employer) and the worksite employer. Although the workers were technically the employees of a temp
agency, they showed up for work every day at a different company. At a
workplace level, a company’s workforce would be divided, potentially
many times over, because temp agencies took over entire departments
within the company. The employees in the mailroom might work for a
different employer than those in the billing department, who might work
for a different employer than those in marketing, and so on.
Because of the strength of the liability model, the temp industry’s
outsourcing strategy found a receptive audience in the business world
of the 1990s. Early in the decade, the frontrunners of the U.S. temp
industry—Kelly, Western, Olsten, and Manpower— created separate divisions dedicated to providing outsourcing services to their corporate clients. In short order, outsourcing became a key part of their bottom line.
By the mid-1990s, for example, outsourcing already accounted for 15 percent of Western’s profits.17
The proliferation of call centers at this time exemplified both the
growing prevalence of outsourcing and the temp industry’s role in facilitating it. Before call centers, companies typically had a number of employees who took care of customer ser vice issues— either in a separate
department or across various departments. But that changed with the
development of call centers. Customer ser vice representatives of a particular company no longer worked on-site, employed by the company they
represented. At call centers, workers were both physically and economically separated from the business they served; they were not legally employees of the company. Thus, hundreds of customer ser vice agents might
work in a warehouse-like office, taking one phone call after the next,
often representing numerous companies at a time. The warehouses were
typically continents away from the companies they served. They were
located in India, the Philippines, Malaysia—wherever labor costs were
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lowest. Although outsourcing customer ser vice positions did not always
involve the temp industry, a number of temp leaders capitalized on the
trend. For example, Manpower created a partnership with Ameritech to
facilitate call-center outsourcing: Manpower supplied the workers,
Ameritech supplied the technology. As a result, corporate executives
were able to easily “relieve themselves of the burden” of customer ser vice
positions—positions that, in a different model of work, might have been
the first rung of the promotion ladder. Customer ser vice workers were
partitioned off, not only precluded from climbing career ladders but also
from the better pay and benefits earned by the regular employees of the
companies they represented.18
The third way industry executives extended their reach into firms’
business practices was by establishing “master vendor” contracts in which
their agency became a company’s primary supplier of temporary workers. In the case of large corporations, this meant that one temp agency
would provide them with temps on a national or even global level. As
Manpower’s Mitchell Fromstein told the Wall Street Journal in 1996,
“We like to be a preferred supplier, and if it’s on a global scale, we have
the horses out there.”19
Not surprisingly, the largest temp agencies were best able to offer—
and profit from—master vendor agreements. For example, in the mid1990s, Manpower became the sole supplier of temps to Hewlett-Packard,
and the computer company stopped using some sixty different agencies
for temps.20 Manpower also became the “preferred supplier” for MasterCard and Northern Telecom Ltd. In the latter case, the temp agency
sent two thousand workers a day to Northern’s offices across the United
States, Canada, and Mexico.21 Likewise, Kelly became the master vendor for Johnson & Johnson, as Olsten did for both Lexmark and Chase
Manhattan; and Interim Ser vices (later known as Spherion) became the
only agency to supply temps to Dell Computer.22
Taken altogether, vendor-on-premise arrangements, in-house outsourcing, and master vendor agreements linked temp agencies ever more
closely to their corporate clients. They became intimately involved in
the everyday affairs of these companies. As one corporate executive said
of his company’s temp agency managers, “I like it when they finish my
sentences—then I know that they have a good sense of the problems
we’re experiencing here.”23 According to another business executive, her
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company’s temp agency was like her “neighbor.” The temp managers,
she went on, “take us out to lunch, bring birthday gifts, and remember
us on Valentine’s Day.”24
In addition to the above-mentioned strategies for penetrating deeper
into firms’ business practices, temp industry leaders of the 1990s continued to expand across the labor market. In particular, they pushed even
higher into the upper echelons of white-collar jobs—in law, medicine,
science, and finance—which typically offered higher profit margins. The
best evidence for this trend was the dramatic increase in specialization
within temp agencies, often fueled by the acquisition of smaller niche
agencies. Kelly Ser vices’ fervid specialization over the last half of the decade was a prime example. In 1995, the leaders of Kelly Ser vices formed
Kelly Scientific Resources and bought the Wallace Law Registry, which
they later renamed the Kelly Law Registry. A year later, they acquired
the Oak Ridge Research Institute, which supplied temporary scientists
to the defense and energy industries. In 1998, company leaders launched
Kelly Engineering Services and went on to acquire other smaller engineering temp agencies to bolster this department. A year later, they started
three new high-end departments: Kelly Healthcare Resources, Kelly Financial Resources, and Kelly IT Resources. And a few years later, company executives created Kelly FedSecure to supply the federal government and government contractors with professional temps with security
clearance.25
Like Kelly, Manpower pushed even further into high-end professional and technical markets. In 1996, for instance, the company
launched its own high-tech division, Manpower Technical. A year later,
Manpower started placing scientists affi liated with the American Institute of Physics in temporary jobs. And in 1999, the agency expanded
its technical division (renamed Manpower Professional) to include a
broad range of white-collar workers, including those in information
technology, engineering, telecommunications, finance, and scientific
research.26
Temp leaders of the 1990s were quite successful in their efforts to
expand into the ranks of highly skilled professional workers. At the start
of the decade, employment in professional and technical jobs accounted
for just 15 percent of temp work. Ten years later, the number of professional and technical temps had increased 250 percent, representing
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37 percent of industry employment.27 It is not surprising, then, that
with the expansion of these high-profit sectors the volume of industry
sales grew even more rapidly than industry employment in the 1990s.
(As you may recall, while industry employment tripled, industry sales
more than quadrupled over the course of the decade.)28
The new push into high-end work did not diminish the industry’s
traditional stronghold in low-wage industrial work, however.29 Indeed,
this segment of temp work increased dramatically as well. At the start of
the decade, industrial jobs accounted for less than 28 percent of temporary work.30 By the end of the 1990s, industrial work had emerged as the
single largest sector in the industry, representing more than 35 percent
of temporary employment.31 Such a percentage was not trivial given the
magnitude of the industry at the time. In fact, according to the 2004
annual report of the Council of Economic Advisers, if official employment statistics were adjusted by the number of temps in manufacturing
(who were usually counted as service-sector rather than industrial workers), the widely noted decline in manufacturing employment during the
1990s would be nonexistent— an astonishing prospect.32
The profitable partnership between Nike and Norrell Ser vices illustrated the industry’s expansion downward into low-wage industrial work.
Nike executives owned a distribution center in Memphis, Tennessee,
where workers packaged and shipped shoes (largely made abroad) to retail outlets around the country. At the facility, Nike employed about 120
workers who earned at least $13 an hour plus benefits. The company also
employed between 60 and 225 temps supplied by Norrell, who earned
just $6.50 an hour without benefits for doing the same work.33 Norrell,
in the lucrative position of being the company’s primary supplier of temps,
went to extraordinary lengths to keep the Nike facility stocked with
skilled temporary workers. For instance, Norrell built a 4,000-square-foot
training center outfitted with the same equipment found in the Nike
warehouse where temps were trained to repackage shoes. And Norrell’s
investment paid off for both the temp agency and Nike. According to
Fortune magazine, while Nike’s permanent employees packed an average
of 210 pairs of athletic shoes an hour, their temps could pack 267 an
hour.34 This was a remarkable difference: The temps were 27 percent more
productive at half the cost (not including benefits) of Nike’s regular employees. These results demonstrate, once again, how the temp industry
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quite actively facilitated the institutionalization of the liability model of
work. As employers such as Nike came to embrace the view of workers
as liabilities— a view that the temp industry had been promoting for
decades— agencies such as Norrell were ready with a seemingly limitless
supply of trained, inexpensive, and obligation-free workers.35
Temp executives argued that their workers were helping to save American jobs. Industry leaders claimed that without the option to use temps,
employers would have to outsource production abroad. Bruce Steinberg, a
spokesperson for the National Association of Temporary Services, told the
New York Times in 1993 that “temps, in effect, are earning wages that are
competitive with worker pay in other countries.” If manufacturers did
not have access to these workers, he continued, “then a significant part of
manufacturing might be transferred outside our borders.”36 Steinberg may
have been right. But the temp industry was not a passive beneficiary of this
global economic change; it was, as we have seen, an active player in creating the cultural and institutional frameworks that made it legitimate—
and easy, and even necessary—to use temps or to outsource production
abroad.
A prime example of the downward thrust of temp work in the 1990s
was the rapid ascendance of a new division of the industry: day labor.
Agencies such as Labor Ready, Labor Connection, Labor Finders International, Able Body Labor, and many others suddenly mushroomed across
the country, especially in inner-city and immigrant neighborhoods.37 These
agencies typically supplied workers to industrial and construction work
sites. Labor Ready, founded in 1989, quickly became the leader of this new
segment of the temp industry. In fact, within a decade, it had become the
nation’s seventh-fastest-growing company. However, as Labor Ready and
its many competitors flourished, they were increasingly accused of abuses
that evoked those of the padrones early in the twentieth century: charging
workers excessive fees; failing to pay workers’ wages; exposing workers to
hazardous conditions; and generally exploiting the most vulnerable populations, particularly immigrants.38 In response, many activists organized
in opposition to day labor agencies and their abuses. For their part, however, industry leaders maintained that day labor agencies simply employed
the otherwise “unemployable.” “If they weren’t working with us,” Labor
Ready CEO Joseph Sambataro told Business Week in 2003, “they’d be on
welfare or loitering around, causing trouble.”39
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The third and final force behind the temp industry’s growth in the
1990s was its expansion across the globe. While the first two expansionary strategies—moving deeper into firms’ business practices and across
occupational sectors— drove much of the industry’s growth in the United
States, it was the temp industry’s massive expansion abroad that made it a
new global powerhouse. This global expansion was fueled by two major
industry developments: the merging of already well-established multinational temp agencies, and the opening up of “virgin” countries previously closed to the temp industry.40
The brief but action-packed history of Adecco, which emerged at the
turn of the twenty-first century as the largest temp agency in the world,
was a perfect example of how mergers and acquisitions drove the industry’s global expansion. In 1996, two major European temp agencies, the
Swiss company Adia (then second-largest in the world) and the French
company Ecco (third-largest), merged to form Adecco. Within a year, Adecco purchased TAD Resources International, a temp agency with a
stronghold in the American northeast, which moved it from fifth to
second place in the U.S. market. Then, in 2000, Adecco merged with
Olsten Temporary Ser vices, one of the largest and oldest temp agencies
in the United States. This expanded the company’s offices by another
third and revenues by another 46 percent.41 By 2004, Adecco had become the largest temp agency in the world, with more than 5,800 offices
in sixty-seven countries.42
Such mergers and acquisitions were routine in the newly globalized
temp industry of the 1990s. In 1996 alone, the Staffing Industry Report
cited 306 mergers and acquisitions, an increase of nearly 70 percent over
the previous year. The result, not surprisingly, was the emergence of a
small number of massive, multinational corporations that dominated
the temp industry on a global scale. One Wall Street Journal reporter
described the situation as “Goliath vs. Goliath.” 43
The second development fueling the industry’s global expansion was
its aggressive political campaigns to expand temp work in countries that
had previously restricted or banned it. One industry analyst dubbed
such countries “virgin territory.” 44 Their efforts to expand were highly
successful. Industry leaders secured the legalization of temporary work
in Sweden in 1993; Spain and Finland in 1994; Italy in 1997; and Japan
and Greece in 1999. Meanwhile, in other industrialized countries such
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as Denmark, Germany, Belgium, and the Netherlands, temp leaders succeeded in removing many regulations that had long kept the industry in
check. As a result, the new “Goliath” temp agencies spread their operations across the globe and became ever more powerful.45 A telling indicator of their success was Manpower’s role in the 1998 World Cup in
France: Manpower staffed and managed the entire event, hiring and
training more than twelve thousand workers.46
Ironically, however, as Peck and Theodore have observed, the same
forces that drove the temp industry’s expansion in the 1990s also imposed limits on the industry.47 First, because the number of temp agencies in United States mushroomed in the 1990s— growing 50 percent
in the second half of the decade alone— competition within the industry increased dramatically, driving down profits for individual agencies.48 Moreover, the founders and long-standing leaders of the temp
industry— Manpower, Kelly, and Olsten—were for the first time challenged by a growing number of overseas rivals. Manpower, for example,
which had led the industry since its founding in the late 1940s, lost its
first-place position, dropping to second in both the United States and
abroad. Meanwhile, Kelly plummeted from second to sixth place in the
United States, and, by the end of the decade, Olsten no longer existed,
having been bought by Adecco.49
Along with heightened competition, a number of other factors threatened temp industry profits. The rapid growth of low-wage industrial temp
work, for example, with its high turnover and low profit margins, increased the strain on earnings for many temp agencies.50 Even new upscale
ser vices, such as vendor-on-premise arrangements, which were intended
to give agencies a competitive edge and boost profits in the newly competitive environment, ultimately proved counterproductive. By the end of
the decade, business owners had come to expect on-site managers as simply part and parcel of doing business with temp agencies. Agencies that
did not provide such ser vices lost clients.51
Such internal limits, along with tightening labor markets, led to a
“flattening” of the temp industry’s growth around the middle of the decade. In the first half of the 1990s, the industry grew at a remarkable
pace: 17 percent annually. In the second half of the decade, however, the
industry’s growth rate dropped by half to a still respectable (but no longer astonishing) 8 percent a year.52
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While temp leaders of the 1990s faced heightened competition and
decreased profit margins, they also faced another challenge that did not
come from economic forces. It came from people: temps who sued their
companies for wages and benefits equal to their full-time counterparts;
community activists who campaigned to protect full-time jobs and to
improve temporary ones; union leaders who fought against hiring temps
or sought to include them in their bargaining units; politicians who introduced legislation to diminish the exploitation of temps; and government officials who overturned long-standing policy in order to protect
workers’ interests. To paraphrase one industry observer, these people were
seeking to “box in the temp industry” after nearly fifty years of virtually
unlimited growth.53 We now turn to their efforts.

Boxing In the Temp Industry
Given the power of the temp industry in the 1990s, “boxing in” the industry was no easy task. While there were some successes, there were
still more failures, and even the best successes were qualified or “contingent.” All of them, however, offered concrete plans for limiting the damage of the liability model for workers. They did so in two sometimes
overlapping ways: by revising the definition of employment, and by improving temporary work. The next sections address each of these in turn.

Redefining the Employment Relationship
One of the two major challenges to the temp industry’s model of work
was a movement to redefine the meaning of temporary employment. In
the 1950s and 1960s, as mentioned earlier, industry leaders engaged in a
costly legal and marketing campaign to be considered the employers of
their temporary workers.54 In the course of this ultimately successful campaign, temp leaders argued that the employment relationship was defined by remuneration: The entity that paid wages and payroll taxes for
temporary workers was the employer. Thus, according to the temp industry’s definition, when a company hired permanent employees along
with temp workers from a local agency, only the permanent workers were
the company’s employees because only they received a paycheck from
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the company. Even if temps worked full-time for years alongside their
permanent counterparts, they were considered employees of the temp
agency because it was the agency that paid their wages.
In the 1990s, however, legislators, judges, community activists, and
workers began to question the temp industry’s definition of employer status. Instead of defining the employment relationship by remuneration,
they took into account issues such as where the work was done, how long
it lasted, and who controlled it. Taking these more complicated workplace
issues into account, temp industry reformers maintained, made it clear
that temp agencies were not always temps’ sole employers; the companies
in which they worked also bore some responsibility. In some cases, they
claimed, workplace employers should be held fully accountable for temporary workers. They argued that if temps did similar work alongside permanent employees, especially over long periods of time and under the supervision of the company’s managers, then the temps should be considered
employees of that company. In other cases, even those involving shortterm temps, challengers of the temp industry maintained that the company and temp agency should be considered “co-employers” of temporary
workers and, as such, should both be held responsible for fulfilling employer obligations.
One case led the way in the campaign to redefine the meaning of
employment in the 1990s. In this case, the long-term temporary workers
and independent contractors who worked for the Microsoft Corporation sued the computer software giant for the same benefits that their
permanent counterparts received.55 The case sent shockwaves through
the business community. The president of the Information Technology
Association of America called it “a threat to the whole idea of the flexible
work force.” 56 And, in a way, it was. Although the so-called “permatemps” who filed suit against Microsoft did not seek to eliminate shortterm hires, they did question the company’s use of long-term temps, a
practice that had become virtually synonymous with “flexibility” in the
high-tech industry.
The Microsoft saga began in the 1980s— a time when the software
giant fully embraced the temp industry’s liability model. Microsoft employed a “core” of regular permanent employees surrounded by a thick
ring of nonstandard workers, primarily independent contractors and

120 | CHAPTER 4

temps. These “permatemps” were essentially indistinguishable from
Microsoft’s “real” employees: They did the same work, on a full-time
basis, often for years at a time.
At that time, Microsoft had classified most of these workers as “independent contractors”—self-employed workers who were supposed to
be hired for short-term projects and maintain control over their work. In
1989, the IRS became suspicious of this arrangement and launched an
investigation of Microsoft’s staffing practices. Ultimately, the IRS ruled
that six hundred of Microsoft’s independent contractors should have
been classified as regular employees, because their work was fully controlled by the company. Microsoft was held liable for paying retroactive
payroll, unemployment, and Social Security taxes for all six hundred
workers.57
In response to the ruling, Microsoft hired a small number of its independent contractors as permanent employees. But it required the vast
majority of them to sign up with a local temp agency. And that was not
all: Microsoft required hundreds of other workers who were not directly
affected by the IRS ruling to sign up with the temp agency as well. Those
workers who refused to be “converted” to temps were fired. According to
court documents, although the temp agencies officially “payrolled” the
workers—that is, issued their paychecks—“in other respects the workers’
relationship with Microsoft remained essentially unchanged.” 58 They
continued to work exclusively for the computer company, usually fulltime and for years at a time, doing the same work that Microsoft’s permanent employees did.59
Microsoft’s actions shed a fascinating light on how the temp industry had become both a crucial tool for implementing the liability model
of work and a major beneficiary of its success. In short, temp work had
become a way for businesses such as Microsoft to increase profits by paying workers less. At the time, converting more and more workers to temps
seemed like the perfect solution, and over the course of the decade Microsoft’s use of temps skyrocketed. In the late 1980s, the computer company used 440 temps at its headquarters outside of Seattle. By the end
of the 1990s, Microsoft employed some six thousand temps, who accounted for nearly a third of the company’s regional workforce.60
The Vizcaino v. Microsoft case that ultimately upended this strategy
began in 1992, when a number of permatemps filed a class action law-
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suit against Microsoft. In the suit, the workers claimed that they were
really “common-law” employees of the computer company, contrary to
their classification as “temporary” workers, “independent contractors,”
and “freelancers.” As such, they argued, they were entitled to the full
package of employee benefits that regular Microsoft workers received,
including health coverage, paid vacation, and pension benefits.
Th roughout the dispute, Microsoft executives maintained that the
temporary workers were the employees of temp agencies, not Microsoft, and they put considerable effort into distinguishing the rapidly
growing number of temps from their permanent employees. For example, Microsoft’s temps were required to wear different-colored badges;
they had different e-mail addresses; they could not drive their cars to
work; they were not allowed to buy discounted Microsoft products at
the company store; and they had no access to the many amenities offered to regular employees, including the company’s sports and recreation facilities, company parties, and social clubs. In fact, Microsoft
temps were not even allowed to participate in activities such as Take
Our Daughters to Work day. And, of course, they did not receive the
same pay and benefits.61
As Microsoft spokesperson Dan Leach insisted in the Washington
Post, “The employees of temporary staffing agencies are employees of temporary staffing agencies.”62 Temp executives agreed. A 1999 “friend of the
court” brief filed by the National Association of Temporary and Staffing
Ser vices along with a number of other business associations asserted that
“it is the temporary staffing firm—and not the client business—which is
the ultimate and sole employer.” 63
Initially, the court agreed with Microsoft’s claims that the temps
were not real employees and, as a result, should be excluded from the
class action suit. In 1998, at the behest of Microsoft’s lawyers, a district
judge restricted the case to only the relatively small number of independent contractors and removed temporary workers from the suit. This drastically reduced the size and muscle of the plaintiffs. A year later, however, the decision was overturned and the original class—which by then
included thousands of temps—was restored.64 In response, Microsoft’s
director of contingent staffing, Sharon Decker, incredulously told Business Week, “If you really look at what’s going on, it appears as if they’re
saying there’s no good reason to have temporary workers at all.” 65
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This was a telling remark. If the main purpose of hiring temps was
to avoid employer obligations, the courts had indeed decided that there
was “no good reason to have temporary workers.” Taking into account a
variety of factors—including who recruited and trained the workers,
whether Microsoft had the right to assign additional work, whether the
company controlled the relationship between the temps and their agencies, and the duration of the temps’ work at Microsoft—the courts found
that the permatemps were employees of Microsoft, not the temp agencies that issued their paychecks.66
As we will see, the outcome of the case was complicated, but to some
degree it was quite simple: The workers won their case, and the temp
industry’s model of work received its first significant setback. The protracted efforts of Microsoft’s workers, their lawyers, and the courts had
expanded the definition of temporary employment to include far more
than just remuneration. Signing paychecks did not automatically make
one the employer; place, time, control, and autonomy mattered. As one
industry observer noted, “You are what you are, the courts decided. Signing a waiver saying that you’re a temp doesn’t make you a temp—not if
you’ve been doing the work of a full-time employee all along.”67
The Microsoft case energized widespread resistance to employers’ use
of permatemps and the temp industry’s definition of employment. Following in the steps of Microsoft’s workers, long-term temporary workers
across the country sued their companies for benefits, often with considerable success. For example, in 2000, hundreds of temps working for
King County, Washington, successfully argued that they were actually
common-law employees and won $18.6 million in benefits and retirement funds in addition to accrued vacation and sick leave.68 In 2004,
nearly thirteen hundred Kelly temps were deemed common-law employees of the SmithKline Beecham Corporation, winning $5.2 million from the pharmaceutical giant.69 Other lawsuits involved temporary workers employed by the cities of Seattle, Pasadena, and Fresno;
temps working for the counties of San Bernardino and Los Angeles;
“limited term employees” at the University of Wisconsin, Madison; and
“independent contractors” at Time Warner and Hewlett-Packard. These
and other cases led to numerous media pronouncements of the “Revenge of the Temps,” the “Rise of the Permatemp,” and the “ ‘Permatemp’ Wars.”70
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One should not overstate the consequences of the Microsoft ruling,
however. Due to federal employment laws already in place, its impact
was far more limited than it might have been. Even as it offered an expanded definition of the temporary employment relationship, the Microsoft ruling left room for companies to find new ways to evade their obligations to workers. For instance, federal law gave employers considerable
flexibility in determining the pay, vacation, and health care benefits of
their workers; as a result, two employees of the same company could receive markedly different wages and benefits packages for doing the same
work. And although federal law generally mandated that a company’s
pension benefits be uniform for all employees—including “commonlaw” employees— some workers could be excluded from benefits if the
exclusion was explicit in the company’s plan.71
Microsoft’s pension plan (a stock purchase plan) did not explicitly
exclude the temps and independent contractors who were found to be
common-law employees of the company. Accordingly, the courts ruled
that these workers were eligible to participate in the stock purchase plan
retroactively, “even though they had been told when hired that they were
ineligible for such benefits and had signed contracts disclaiming them.”72
Thanks to the boom in Microsoft’s stock since the 1980s, winning backdated stock options was no small victory for the company’s temps. In
1987, Microsoft employees would have been able to buy 20 shares of
company stock for just $818; in 1998, those 20 shares would have multiplied to 720 shares worth $107,280.73 Thus, the courts calculated that
the 8,588 members of the class action suit were entitled to almost $97
million in compensation.74
In the Microsoft decision, however, the judge conceded that had the
company’s stock purchase plan specifically excluded some portion of its
employees—for instance, temporary workers paid by agencies—those
workers would have been ineligible for any compensation from the company.75 Temp industry leaders pounced on this distinction and embarked
on an aggressive campaign to educate businesses of this loophole.76 In
books, newsletters, and literature distributed to corporate executives, temp
leaders used the Microsoft case as a lesson on how to avoid such legal
troubles. “Ironically,” wrote lawyers for the American Staffing Association,
“the Microsoft case provides guidance for addressing the issue of when a
staffing firm customer may be considered the employer of staffing firm
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employees claiming benefits under the customer’s plans.”77 As demonstrated by the Microsoft ruling, temp leaders explained, if companies
amended their benefits plans to “clearly and explicitly exclude staffing
firm employees,” temps would not be eligible for benefits “even if they are
determined to be . . . common-law employees” of the company.78 Temp
executives even provided businesses with “suggested language, developed
by expert benefits counsel” that they could use “to exclude staffing firm
workers from participating in the customer’s benefits plans.”79
Once again, such “educational” campaigns highlighted the temp
industry’s role in expanding and institutionalizing the liability model of
work— a role that was embraced enthusiastically by businesses in the
1990s. Employers across the country altered their benefits plans to exclude temporary and other nonstandard workers.80 For instance, in a
lesser-known permatemp case against Verizon Communications, the
judge ruled that although the company’s temps were “indistinguishable”
from Verizon’s other employees, they were not eligible for benefits because the company’s plan explicitly excluded all workers not “paid directly” by Verizon.81 Likewise, the long-term temps who worked for
McGraw-Hill were denied compensation because the company’s benefits
plan specifically covered only those employees on McGraw-Hill’s payroll.82 Thus, because federal employment laws did not require employers
to treat all of their employees equally with respect to wages and benefits,
temp executives and their corporate clients easily found a way around
Microsoft’s predicament.
Yet despite the loopholes that weakened the ruling, the Microsoft
case should still be considered a victory for those who challenged the
temp industry’s definition of employment in the 1990s. Microsoft’s temps,
who received their paychecks from a temp agency, were found to be employees of Microsoft, not their agencies. The radical potential of this
finding cannot be overstated. It not only undermined the legitimacy of a
founding principle of the temp industry—that temps were legal employees of temp agencies alone—but also called into question its model of
work. The ruling was clear: Temps should not be treated as second-class,
full-time employees.
What’s more, the ruling gave activists a target: revising employment
law so that workers could not be exploited as Microsoft’s permatemps
had been. A number of legislators and political activists sought to amend
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federal and state laws so that employers could not treat temps differently
than permanent employees with respect to pension benefits, health insurance, and wages. For example, in three consecutive sessions (2003,
2005, and 2007), Congress considered the Employee Benefits Protection
Act, which would have required employers to treat all employees equally
with respect to pension benefits. The language of this bill directly addressed the ambiguity raised in the Microsoft case, seeking to “ensure
that employees are not improperly excluded from participation in employee benefit plans as a result of mislabeling or reclassifying their employment status.” 83 Under this law, all workers deemed to be “commonlaw” employees of the company, even those classified as temps, would
have been eligible for the company’s benefits. But the bill never made it
out of committee.
The New Jersey Senate tackled a similar problem related to health
insurance. In 2006, it debated the Responsible Employer Act, which
would have required all companies with at least one thousand employees
to contribute a minimum amount to workers’ health care benefits. According to the bill, “employees” were defined as any workers—including
temps and most other contingent employees—who worked at least thirteen hours a week.84 As of December 2009, the bill had passed the Senate Labor Committee but still needed to be approved by the Budget and
Appropriations Committee and the New Jersey Senate.
Politicians and community activists also sought equal treatment
for temps with respect to wages. In Greenville County, South Carolina, for
example, leaders of the Carolina Alliance for Fair Employment (CAFE)
successfully pressured the local government to pay temps the same wages
it paid permanent employees.85 Other efforts on this front met with less
success, however. In 1999, the Illinois House of Representatives rejected
the Equity for Temporary Workers Act, which—had it passed—would
have prevented both temp agencies and their corporate clients from paying long-term temporary workers less than their permanent counterparts
for the same work.86 A number of failed bills in Rhode Island and New
Mexico would have gone even further, defining business owners as the
legal employers of their temps for the purposes of all employment laws.87
Temp leaders, for their part, sought to preserve their status as the sole
employers of temps. And so, once again, they found themselves fighting
legal and political battles over the definition of temporary employment.
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In 1997, industry leaders lobbied on Capitol Hill for the Staffing Firm
Worker Benefits Act. The bill’s purpose was to “codify the employer status of staffing firms with respect to their workers for purposes of employment taxes and for employee benefit purposes.” 88 Although the bill did
not pass, industry leaders kept up the fight, working to block any bills
that challenged their status as the legal employers of temps.89
On this front, however, the temp industry was fighting an uphill
battle. Although little headway was made in amending employment law
to ensure equity between temps and regular workers, by the end of the
decade the temp industry’s claim to employer status had been considerably weakened. This was largely because the courts and various arms of
the federal government, which had long relied on broader definitions of
employment, began extending these definitions to temp work, as evidenced in the Microsoft case. These definitions had been developed
earlier in the century, primarily by the U.S. federal court system, to determine whether a company was the legal employer of its workers.90 Although the courts’ formulas for defining employment relationships varied, all were much broader than the temp industry’s formula. Whereas
the temp industry defined an employer as a company that issues a paycheck, the courts’ definitions resembled the understanding of employment submitted by the courts in the Microsoft case.
Likewise, government agencies such as the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), the Occupational Safety and Health
Administration (OSHA), and the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB)
all used broad as opposed to narrow tests to define employment. The
formulas they used to determine which party should be held liable in
disputes over discrimination or workplace safety hazards, for example,
were remarkably complex. EEOC officials examined whether the company had the right to control when, where, and how the worker performed the job; whether it had the right to assign additional projects;
whether the firm could discharge the worker; who set the hours of work
and the duration of the job; where the work was performed; if there was
a continuing relationship between worker and firm; and whether the
company and the worker believed that they were creating an employer–
employee relationship.91 And these were only a few of the factors considered. The courts repeatedly ruled that there was no “shorthand formula
or magic phrase” that defined the employment relationship. “All inci-

BOXING IN THE TEMP INDUSTRY | 127

dents of the relationship must be assessed with no one factor being
decisive.” 92
In the 1990s, government officials began to apply these more complicated definitions of employment to temps. For example, in 1997, the
EEOC issued a report explaining that its broader definition of employment would hold both temp agencies and work site employers responsible for complying with a variety of worker protections, including Title
VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Age Discrimination in Employment Act, the Americans with Disabilities Act, and the Equal Pay Act.93
And in 1994, OSHA issued a standard interpretation letter, which emphasized that work site employers—not temp agencies—were primarily
responsible for protecting temps from workplace hazards.94
As a result, even as temp executives continued to counsel their clients on how to avoid employer obligations to temps, they were forced to
revise their definition of temporary employment. Indeed, by the end of
the decade, the industry had largely moved away from its long-standing
claim to employer status and instead emphasized “co-employment,” the
shared responsibility for temps by temp agencies and work site employers. “Co-employment,” wrote American Staffing Association lawyers in
2000, “is an inherent aspect of the relationship between the staffing firm
and its customers.”95
The industry adopted co-employment language remarkably quickly.
The subject of co-employment first emerged in temp industry literature in
1992 when industry leaders published a slim, fourteen-page pamphlet
on the topic. By 2000, the pamphlet had become a full-length book—
Co-employment: Employer Liability Issues in Th ird-Party Staffing
Arrangements—which was already in its fourth printing. Over the next
several years, as the laws surrounding the temporary employment relationship continued to change, industry leaders published several more editions
of the book to interpret this increasingly complicated area of employment
law for their corporate clients.96
The change in the definition of temporary employment was a real
victory for the many people who sought to revise the meaning of work in
the 1990s. By the end of the decade, the temp industry’s model was no
longer the governing paradigm among lawmakers. The revised definition that emerged was much more complicated, taking into consideration “all of the circumstances” in the employment relationship.97 Yet
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this complexity captured real workplace dynamics. Someone who worked
for a company day in and day out under the direction of that company’s
supervisors would most likely be considered an employee of the company, whether or not a temp agency issued the worker’s paycheck. Shortterm temps would still be considered employees of the temp agency, but
both the agency and the work site employer could be held accountable
for protecting the workers’ rights. As a result, although employers could
continue to pay temps less in terms of wages and benefits, they could no
longer use temps to avoid liability for worker protections. They could no
longer expect to get away with discrimination against temps or unsafe
working conditions. In essence, the expanded definition of temporary
employment weakened the temp industry’s liability model of work,
which held that employees were costly headaches to be relieved by
temps. Government officials had ruled that employers could not dispense with their legal obligations simply by signing a contract for temporary workers.
The movement to revise the meaning of employment thus sought to
improve the temp industry’s model of work by retaining its advantages—
flexibility in employment—while eliminating the exploitation of workers that had been incorporated into that flexibility. In doing so, the
campaign addressed more than just the plight of temps. It took on issues
of fairness and equality for all workers. However, although these efforts
to redefine temp work made some headway—particularly in the “permatemp wars” and the industry’s new emphasis on co-employment—
significant reform of the employment relationship had not been achieved.
Most importantly, employers could still pay workers different wages and
benefits for the same work. Recall the example of Nike, whose temps
were more productive at less than half the cost of regular workers. For
many employers, the two-tiered workforce continued to characterize the
employment relationship, regardless of whether temps were considered
employees.

Improving Temporary Work
If the 1990s saw a movement to revise the meaning of temporary employment, it also saw a second kind of effort to make temping a decent job in
its own right. Much like the efforts described above, this campaign would
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preserve the benefits of temporary work while diminishing its exploitation. However, instead of focusing on the legal obligations of work site
employers, this effort was directed at temp agencies, pushing them to become good employers of temps. Under the temp industry’s liability model
of work, employees were essentially generic; even skilled employees were
easily replaced with temps. Labor was a commodity, and, as such, the
lowest-priced goods would prevail. By contrast, those who sought to upgrade temporary work argued that temps—and workers more generally—
should not be treated as the “lowest-priced goods.” Rather, they should be
valued as employees (if not key assets) who were entitled to decent wages,
benefits, and working conditions.
A variety of activists, including politicians, union leaders, and community organizers, worked to make temping a good job. In general, they
set about this problem in three different ways. First, some focused on
directly boosting temps’ wages, benefits, and working conditions. Second, some activists sought to improve temp work indirectly by promoting unions for temporary workers. Finally, some worked to restrict temping to truly temporary jobs, insisting on an end to the permatemp
phenomenon. There were plenty of successes among these efforts to improve temporary work, but there were even more failures. More important than their immediate success or failure, however, were their innovative ideas for solving the ongoing problems of equality and fairness in
the workplace.
Politicians and labor activists first sought to improve temporary
work by boosting temps’ wages, benefits, and working conditions. This
was no easy task. As we will see, legislating such improvements proved
to be nearly impossible. And although community activists encountered
somewhat greater success on a much smaller scale, they too faced numerous obstacles.
The most obvious way to improve temp work was to increase its wages
and benefits. Yet this proved to be the most difficult goal to achieve. Lawmakers in a variety of states, including Illinois, Massachusetts, New Jersey,
Rhode Island, and Tennessee, introduced legislation that would require
agencies to give temps the same wages and/or benefits that their permanent counterparts received.98 But such legislation met with almost unqualified failure. Community organizers encountered only slightly more
success in this effort. In 1999, labor activists in Silicon Valley launched
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Working Partnerships Staffing Services, a nonprofit temp agency that
promised to offer temps a minimum of ten dollars an hour, inexpensive
health care, and access to training. With this ambitious project, the founders hoped to “transform employment practices by marrying a placement
agency to an advocacy strategy that in time will raise the wage floor, allow
access to benefits, and affect overall hiring practices.”99 In short, they
wanted to push the temp industry onto the “high road,” integrating the
best aspects of the liability model with an updated asset model of work.
Despite early signs of modest success, however, the agency struggled to
survive. The need to provide continuous, multilevel training for workers,
as well as the persistent search for employers willing to pay top dollar for
temps, ultimately proved too great an undertaking; Working Partnerships
closed its doors just five years later.100
In another innovative strategy, the union Communications Workers
of America (CWA) established its own temp agencies for workers in the
telecommunications industry. The goal of CWA’s “employment centers”
was to provide workers with union jobs offering good wages, portable
benefits, and ongoing training. Like Working Partnerships, however, the
union’s employment centers faced plenty of barriers. For instance, there
were debates within the union about whether or not the employment
centers should even exist. The union had fought for so long against employers subcontracting work; now, suddenly, CWA’s own employment
centers were vying to become the contractors of choice for those very
same employers. The success of the employment centers, moreover, required the close collaboration of the union and the business owners, who
were time-honored adversaries. Ultimately, only two employment centers
in California and Ohio were able to overcome these obstacles; the rest
were shut down.101
In Tucson, Arizona, the Primavera Foundation, a nonprofit organization that served the homeless, established perhaps the most successful
nonprofit temp agency. Founded in 1996, Primavera Works connected
residents of the foundation’s homeless shelter to jobs, guaranteeing the
workers $5.75 an hour (by 2009, it had increased to $7.00 an hour). Primavera also offered the workers a wide range of support ser vices, including free bus passes, meals, clothing, work equipment, training, and case
managers to help them find and keep jobs. This was clearly more than a
typical temp agency would offer. And it resulted in more than the typi-

BOXING IN THE TEMP INDUSTRY | 131

cal temp success stories: By 2005, nearly half of Primavera’s workers had
found full-time, permanent work, and, as a result, 285 formerly homeless
men had left the shelter.102 Here was an unsurprising irony: The most successful attempt to create an asset model temp agency was one that found
permanent rather than temporary jobs for its workers. But this success
was limited: The jobs were still at the low end of the pay scale, suggesting
that the workers were only one paycheck away from critical hardship.
Although such jobs certainly were a vast improvement over unemployment and homelessness, they could only help workers who were facing
the most difficult situations.
While mandatory raises and benefits often seemed unattainable,
activists encountered more success in improving working conditions for
temps. Their efforts focused on a number of problems that characterized
many day labor agencies, including hefty fees for check cashing and
transportation, chronic uncertainty about the length and quality of assignments, and hazardous working conditions.
The fees that temp agencies charged workers became a popular target for advocates of temp industry reform in the 1990s. For example, it
had become common practice among low-end temp agencies, most notably Labor Ready, to provide cash machines so that temps could cash
their paychecks at the end of the day. In fact, “Work today, paid today”
was the company’s slogan. Although the cash machines were likely a
valuable resource for those workers without bank accounts, the agency
charged more than a dollar for each transaction, making a considerable
profit off the workers’ already meager earnings. Indeed, in 2000, the cash
machines generated $8.3 million in revenue for the company.103 What’s
more, many temp agencies charged workers for transportation to and
from the work site as well as for job equipment. Altogether, these fees
often lowered workers’ wages well below the minimum wage. In fact,
according to a 2002 study by the U.S. General Accounting Office, many
day laborers earned only two dollars an hour as a result of these fees and
other wage deductions.104
A variety of reformers sought to curb these abuses. In 2002, for example, the state of Arizona under Attorney General Janet Napolitano
filed suit against Labor Ready for charging workers unreasonable fees in
their check-cashing machines. In a settlement reached two years later,
Labor Ready was required to refund $150,000 to workers and, at least in
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Arizona, was prohibited from charging such fees in the future.105 Likewise, in Buffalo, New York, the State Department of Labor found Labor
Ready guilty of unlawful deductions from workers’ wages for transportation, equipment, and check-cashing fees. In a settlement agreement,
the agency was required to pay more than $38,000 to cover illegal
charges for transportation and equipment. The parties could not settle
the issue of the check-cashing fees, however, and left it for the courts to
decide. In November 2006, the New York Court of Appeals found the
fees to be “excessive” and in violation of labor law.106
Meanwhile, politicians in California, Florida, Illinois, Rhode Island, and Wisconsin introduced legislation that would restrict these
kinds of fees.107 For example, Illinois passed a law in 2005 that prohibited companies from charging temps for transportation and, furthermore, mandated that agency fees could not push workers’ earnings below
the minimum wage.108 At about the same time, Florida and Rhode Island capped transportation fees to three dollars.109 In other states, however, the temp industry successfully blocked similar bills.
Another target of activists’ efforts was reducing the chronic uncertainty surrounding temp work. Temporary workers—particularly in the
day labor segment of the industry— often did not know how long an assignment would last, what its wage rate was, or even what kind of work
it would entail. Thus, workers could not make plans from one day to the
next, nor could they know what kind of work they would be required to
do or what equipment they would have to use. Such ambiguity about the
terms of employment could lead to higher rates of worker injury if work
site employers required untrained workers to use complicated equipment. It also meant that the temp agency could deny any responsibility
for the worker’s injuries because— as they repeatedly argued in court—
they had not authorized the use of such equipment or, more generally,
they did not have sufficient control over the workplace to be held
responsible.110
A number of states sought to reduce such uncertainty by requiring
temp agencies to provide workers with written terms and conditions of
their employment, including the exact nature of the work and its wages,
the duration of the assignment, and any workplace safety issues. Such
disclosure would not only allow temps to know what their jobs would
entail; it would also give them legal recourse if they were injured at the
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work site. Legislators in Rhode Island were successful in this effort, passing the Temporary Employee Protection Act, which required agencies to
provide temps with formal disclosure of the terms and conditions of
their employment.111 Similar efforts in other states failed, however.
In some cases, lawmakers sought to include many of the above protections in a single all-encompassing statute. In New York, Massachusetts, and California, for example, state legislatures considered a comprehensive “bill of rights” for temps, which included minimum wages
and benefits, restrictions of fees charged to workers, and full disclosure
of the terms of employment.112 Each of these bills failed to pass, however.
As the leaders of the American Staffing Association boasted, “Thanks to
the efforts of ASA and its chapters, these bills have been defeated. The
New York bill saw no action and died when the legislature adjourned in
June. The Mass. bill is also dead, and the California bill has stalled.”113
Union leaders and community organizations met with somewhat
more success in recruiting temp agencies to voluntarily commit to a
“code of conduct” that covered a range of worker protections. The New
Jersey Temp Workers Alliance, for example, successfully enlisted thirtytwo temp agencies to endorse its “Principles for Fair Conduct for Temporary Employment Agencies,” which mandated written job descriptions for temps, adequate training, and fair treatment for workers filing
for unemployment benefits.114 In South Carolina, the leaders of CAFE
took a two-pronged approach to improve worker protections: They urged
temp agencies to sign their code of conduct and, at the same time, they
pressured the state government to use only those agencies that had
signed on.115 These movements represented remarkable victories and
were a crucial first step in moving away from the temp industry’s liability model of work, but ultimately they had only a limited impact on the
temp industry as a whole. In New Jersey, for instance, the thirty-two
agencies that committed to the code of conduct represented only 6 percent of the state’s temp industry, and in South Carolina the employment
practices of the state government had little influence on the private
sector.
Yet despite the many obstacles these efforts faced, campaigns to improve temporary work accomplished a great deal. They laid the groundwork for future efforts to improve temping not only by identifying the
aspects of temp work that needed improvement but also by devising
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strategies to make such changes happen. Their campaigns offered a
glimpse of a new model of work—an updated asset model based on
equality and fairness rather than treating workers as expensive liabilities.
The second strategy for improving temp work was to unionize temporary workers.116 Labor leaders proceeded in two ways: First, they
worked to organize unions for temporary workers and, second, they
tried to make it possible for temps to join the unions of regular employees. As with other strategies, however, their efforts met considerable obstacles. In the first place, temps were extraordinarily difficult to organize. Although temp agencies might employ thousands of temps, few of
these temps actually worked together. Most hopped from workplace to
workplace, isolated from both their temporary and permanent counterparts. And even if they did work for a prolonged time at a single work
site, few temps could risk engaging in union activities: Not only could
they be fired from the work site but they could also be removed from the
temp agency’s roster altogether. In the second place, unions were not always eager to embrace temporary workers. After all, employers had regularly used temps as strikebreakers.117 And finally, labor law itself posed a
significant barrier to organizing temps by making it nearly impossible
for them to join the unions of permanent employees.118 Despite these difficulties, however, labor leaders increasingly worked to unionize temps in
the 1990s. “Organizing temporary workers is a big part of the American
labor movement’s strategy for organizing new workers,” Gerald McEntee, president of the American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees (AFSCME), told the Wall Street Journal in 2000.119
The first way they went about organizing temps was to target work
sites that employed large numbers of temporary workers. For example, in
New Orleans, Local 100 of the Ser vice Employees International Union
(SEIU) organized the city’s temporary garbage collectors with impressive results. Years before, in the 1980s, New Orleans had privatized its
garbage collection and contracted virtually all the city’s garbage collectors to temp agencies. The upshot was that 250 public sector workers
suddenly became temps earning minimum wage and no benefits. But
then SEIU Local 100 started organizing the workers and planned a devastating work stoppage. In the middle of a hot summer in the mid1990s, the temps simply stopped collecting the city’s garbage. As the
garbage piled up on the streets, the temp agencies had to bargain with
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the workers or risk losing their contracts with the city. As a result, the
temps won wage increases across the board.120 “Too many people have
bought the notion that temporary workers are unorganizable,” said SEIU’s
Wade Rathke.121
Another effort to organize temporary workers came out of the Microsoft case. In 1998, in what was reportedly the first attempt to organize
the sprawling population of temps in the high-tech sector, several of
Microsoft’s former permatemps founded WashTech, the Washington
Alliance of Technology Workers.122 In subsequent years, WashTech made
some headway in bringing together high-tech temps and providing them
with inexpensive training. Indicative of the difficulty in organizing
temps, however, the union’s first major victory did not involve temporary workers at all but rather call center workers. In 2005, WashTech
organized nine hundred Cingular Wireless customer ser vice workers in
Bothell, Washington, securing guaranteed pay raises and inexpensive
health care as well as increased job security and opportunities to move
up the ladder.123 Although this victory had little to do with temps, in the
future WashTech might be able to leverage its success to secure such
gains for temporary workers.
While labor leaders at WashTech and SEIU sought to create a temp
workers’ union, other labor activists worked to include temps in regular
workers’ unions. But long-standing labor law made this nearly impossible. Maintaining that temps and permanent workers had two distinct
employers—the temp agency and the work site employer, respectively—
labor law regarded a union of the two as a “multi-employer” unit, which
required the consent of both employers.124
In the 1990s, labor leaders disputed this statute in a number of
cases before the NLRB.125 For example, in 1993 at a nursing home in
Brooklyn, New York, Local 1199 of the Drug, Hospital, and Health
Care Employees Union sought to include temporary nurses in the permanent health care workers’ bargaining unit.126 A year later, the United
Paperworkers International Union fought to include twenty-three temps
in the permanent employees’ bargaining unit at a paper packaging
plant in Kalamazoo, Michigan.127 And in 2000, Teamsters Local 89
campaigned to include thirty temporary workers in the regular employees’ bargaining unit at Jeff boat, a large shipbuilder on the Ohio
River in Jefferson, Indiana.128
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In the first two of these cases, involving the nurses and paperworkers, union leaders were unsuccessful. In each case, the NLRB adhered
to precedent, ruling that temps could not join the unions of permanent workers without the consent of all employers involved. In the
Jeff boat case, however, labor leaders met with resounding— and highly
controversial— success.
In the 2000 ruling for Jeff boat, commonly known as the Sturgis case,
the new Clinton-appointed majority of the NLRB ruled that temps
should be able to join the unions of permanent employees without employer consent as long as two conditions are met. First, the temps had to
share a “community of interest” with the regular employees by, for example, doing similar work at the same workplace. Second, they had to be
“jointly employed” by both the temp agency and the company, meaning
that both businesses determined the terms and conditions of employment.129 Thus, for example, if a company supervised temps on a day-today basis, disciplined them, and dismissed them (if necessary), the temps
were most likely considered to be “jointly employed.” In most cases, temp
workers easily met these two conditions. The Sturgis decision thus opened
the door for temps to join permanent employees’ unions. This amounted
to a major union victory.
Not surprisingly, the Sturgis ruling elicited strong reactions from
both its opponents and its supporters. For instance, both the National
Association of Temporary and Staffi ng Ser vices (NATSS) and the
AFL-CIO filed amicus curiae briefs presenting their opposing positions
in the case. Temp executives maintained that the decision unfairly favored the interests of union leaders, giving “unions the power to force
temporary employees into bargaining units with a customer’s regular
employees.”130 What’s more, they argued, the ruling could depress the
economy by creating a “significant chilling effect on the use of temporary workers.”131 On the other hand, AFL-CIO president John Sweeney
applauded the decision as an “important step in addressing the rights of
contingent . . . employees, who have too often been relegated secondclass status and rights—if any.”132
Despite the ruling, however, the government proved an unreliable
ally for union efforts to organize temps. As the National Labor Relations
Board shifted from a Clinton- to a Bush-appointed majority in the early
2000s, it overturned a number of rulings from the previous era, includ-
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ing the Sturgis decision. In its 2004 Oakwood Care Center decision, the
NLRB once again ruled that temps and their permanent counterparts
were legally employed by two different employers. The ruling declared
that bargaining units consisting of temps were “multi-employer” units
that required the consent of each employer.133 The reversal of the 2000
ruling was welcomed with enthusiasm by the business community, especially the temp industry. Leaders of the American Staffing Association
wrote that even though they had expected the new Bush-appointed
board to reconsider previous decisions, “the completeness of the repudiation of the prior board’s reasoning in Sturgis comes as something of a
surprise, albeit a welcome one from the standpoint of the staffing industry and its customers.”134
Thus, like the campaign to mandate better wages, benefits, and working conditions for temps, union efforts to organize temporary workers
ran into tremendous difficulty. Nonetheless, their work was not a total
loss. Their efforts proved that no one was “unorganizable.” By working to
organize day laborers, high-tech contractors, and temps of all stripes, union
leaders laid the groundwork for a powerful new labor movement for the
twenty-first century and, even more so, a revised asset model of work that
incorporated rather than excluded temps.
The third campaign to improve temporary work was somewhat different from the previous two. Instead of trying to make temp work better,
this campaign sought to ensure that temp jobs did not replace permanent
ones. Reformers tackled this issue in two ways. First, they sought to proscribe long-term temporary work. Second, they devised creative strategies
to transform temp jobs into permanent, secure positions. With their renewed emphasis on asset model “careers” rather than “no strings attached”
liability work, these efforts offered a promising alternative to the temp industry’s model of work.
The movement to circumscribe long-term temporary work was
spearheaded by a major reversal of policy at the Office of Personnel
Management (OPM) in 1994. As described in Chapter 3, in the mid1980s, the government drastically expanded its use of direct-hire temporary workers—short-term employees hired directly by federal agencies.
At that time, Reagan-appointed officials increased the maximum length
of “temporary” assignments in the federal government from two to four
years. In 1994, however, Jim King, the Clinton-appointed director of
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the Office of Personnel Management, reversed that ruling and reinstated
the two-year limit on temps.135 “The use of temporary employees in the
federal government must be restricted to jobs which are truly temporary,” King declared. “There is a legitimate role for a temporary work
force in government, although, abuse of the temporary hiring authority
flies in the face of fairness.”136
The decision to restrict public-sector temp work was prompted by a
series of investigations that revealed endemic misuse of temporary workers by federal agencies. As the inquiries revealed, the government was
inappropriately hiring temporary workers for long periods of time—up
to ten years or more—without providing them with the benefits or security that civil ser vice employment guaranteed. The investigations highlighted the tragic case of James Hudson, who had worked for the National Park Ser vice in an ongoing series of temporary appointments over
the course of eight years. In 1993, Hudson died of a heart attack after
working three shifts over a two-day weekend. Because he was a temporary worker, his family was not eligible for pension or life insurance
benefits. However, as part of the Department of Interior and Related
Agencies Appropriations Act of 1994, Congress gave Hudson’s family
$38,400, equivalent to what they would have received in life insurance
benefits had he been a permanent employee.137
In truth, the federal government employed many permatemps like
James Hudson. According to a 1992 OPM study, in some federal agencies up to 20 percent of temporary workers were “making a career” out
of temp work.138 In these agencies, government officials observed, temporary work “has expanded to become quasi-permanent employment for
many. In contravention of OPM rules, temporary employees are being
utilized to perform ongoing work.”139
The disclosure of such practices provoked considerable consternation. After hearing the testimonies of numerous temps who had worked
for years in federal jobs, U.S. Representative Frank McClosky declared,
“The fact that a temporary worker has been employed for 20 years without any rights is heinous and must not be allowed to continue.”140 The
resulting limits on long-term temporary assignments seemed to indicate
that federal employment policy had changed direction, backing away
from its former embrace of the temp industry’s liability model of work.
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Ultimately, however, this proved not to be the case. First and foremost, the impact of the 1994 policy was severely limited. It suffered from
two significant problems, one of which was lack of oversight. Although
the ten federal agencies that employed the vast majority of temps dutifully imposed the new time limits on temporary assignments, they did
not monitor workers’ total years of continuous temporary employment,
and neither did the Office of Personnel Management. According to government employment data, six years after the policy was implemented,
sixteen thousand temporary workers— or 11 percent of the government’s
temporary workforce— already had five or more years of federal ser vice,
well above the two-year limit.141
The second problem with the government’s policy was its loopholes
that allowed federal agencies to hire long-term temps. Even though two
years arguably exceeded a reasonable length of time for a “temporary”
assignment, the policy permitted extensions on the already generous
limit. For instance, federal agencies could repeatedly re-appoint or convert temporary workers to new appointments without violating the policy’s guidelines. They could also sidestep the two-year limit if temporary
employees worked less than six months a year. OPM officials found that,
as a result, thousands of park rangers were hired in temporary appointments at one park for the summer season and at another park for the
winter season, year after year, on a “quasipermanent” basis. Because the
Office of Personnel Management considered each park a separate employer, this long-term, essentially full-time employment of “temporary”
workers in federal jobs could continue unchecked. Federal agencies
could also exceed the two-year limit by obtaining approval from OPM
officials. According to the U.S. General Accounting Office, such approval was increasingly forthcoming. In 1998, OPM officials approved
110 requests for extensions of temporary assignments that affected 332
employees. The following year, they authorized 50 percent more extensions, involving 426 temporary workers. And in 2000, the numbers
continued to rise.142
But the most significant challenge to the government’s 1994 restrictions on public sector temporary workers came just two years later, as
OPM officials expanded federal agencies’ ability to use temps from
private-sector companies such as Manpower and Kelly.143 As described in
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Chapter 3, the government first authorized the use of private-sector temps
in federal agencies in 1989. Their use, however, was severely limited. Under
the 1989 policy, government agencies could not use any one temp for
more than forty-five work days (about two months), nor could they staff
any one federal job with temps for more than 120 calendar days (about
four months).144 In 1996, however, OPM officials did away with these
relatively strict limits. Under the new regulations, federal agencies could
use private-sector temps for up to 240 work days.145 Given that there are
260 federal work days in a year, the revised policy meant that temps from
Manpower and Kelly could work full-time for nearly a year in government jobs. Although this time limit was still about half that of directhire temps, the move to expand rather than contract temp work indicated
that the government had not really changed direction at all. In fact, even
in the face of significant pushback, the liability model continued to make
inroads into this last redoubt of asset model work.
In addition to seeking to proscribe long-term temporary work, activists sought to create permanent, secure positions out of temporary
ones. Relying on a combination of collective power and innovation, labor leaders in a variety of sectors sought to satisfy employers’ need for
flexibility while at the same time providing “good” jobs to workers.
The Communications Workers of America (CWA), for example, negotiated with AT&T to create a team of full-time, unionized clerical
workers who would rotate across temporary jobs in the company’s various departments, effectively eliminating the need for temps.146 Similarly, the American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees (AFSCME) successfully bargained with the state of Pennsylvania
to reduce its reliance on temps by creating an internal pool of unionized
temporary workers who would be given priority for permanent job openings.147 Finally, the Labor Pool Workers Union in Atlanta, Georgia,
pressured Emory University to give its temporary construction workers
full-time, living wage jobs.148

D

espite numerous challenges, activists and reformers mounted significant opposition to the temp industry in the 1990s. At a glance,
their campaigns could hardly be called a success: Even their greatest triumphs were severely limited in scope. This was, in part, because the
temp industry was expanding and gaining strength like never before, as
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was the liability model of work. But it was also because resistance efforts
(perhaps necessarily) challenged only the temp industry’s more extreme
abuses rather than the liability model itself.
Yet even though their efforts did not result in systematic reform of
the employment relationship, they laid the foundation necessary for such
change. Their campaigns proved that using the temp industry’s model
of work was not the only way to organize work and make a profit. They
showed that employers could gain flexibility without exploiting workers.
And, most of all, they made it possible to imagine a new model of work—
one that takes the best aspects of the temp industry and incorporates
them into a revised asset model of work for the twenty-first century.

CONCLUSION
A Model of Work for the Twenty-First Century

D

espite the emergence of organized opposition to the temp industry, the history of the industry has been, by and large, a tremendous success story. At the start of the twenty-first century,
the temp industry’s triumph seemed nearly complete: The industry employed some three million workers a day, and 90 percent of employers
used temp industry ser vices. Moreover, the liability model of work had
not experienced so much power since before World War II. Given the
scope and scale of this victory, the success of the temp industry’s model
of work might seem inevitable— almost a force of nature. But a closer
look indicates that this success was far from predetermined. It was, instead, the result of active efforts by the industry to change the way
employers— and all Americans—thought about the meaning of work.
As we have seen, the temp industry’s purposeful march through the
American economy has recently encountered challengers. These challengers have had relatively little success, but this does not mean that the
industry’s triumph is inexorable. Think of the temp industry’s story itself: It began as a marginalized business of ill-repute with formidable
enemies and became a world-renowned colossus vastly overshadowing
the opposition. It is an awe-inspiring story indeed—but not just for the
temp industry. Others who wish to bring about transformations in the

144 | CONCLUSION

meaning of work can take heart in the story as well. In this chapter, I
draw on both temp industry innovations and reformers’ challenges to
outline a new version of the asset model that brings together the best of
both.
To do this, we first need to take a clear-eyed look at the temp industry’s success. At its core, the temp industry is a genuinely innovative
idea. Many workers desire short-term work for a variety of reasons: They
may be students on summer vacation, young workers testing out jobs,
full-time workers hoping to earn extra money, retirees wanting to stay
active, and so on. At the same time, many businesses need short-term
workers when employees are out of the office, during the busy season, for
projects that require outside specialists, and for other reasons.
Thus, it is not surprising that the temp industry has emerged as an
important fi xture in the economy. In fact, it has become a key link between workers and employers, helping them find each other in an increasingly complicated economic landscape. And at a time when employers are cutting training programs and hiring already experienced
applicants, the industry has become an indispensable training provider,
equipping workers with much-needed skills while furnishing businesses with qualified employees. Finally, the industry has become a major source of flexibility in an intensely competitive, fast-paced economy.
In short, genuine innovation has helped make the temp industry an entrepreneurial success story.
Genuine innovation cannot explain all of the temp industry’s success, however. Indeed, much of its growth has come from less benign
sources. From innovative ideas metastasized an industry that mounted a
comprehensive assault on worker pay and protections. Instead of selling
flexibility to those who needed it, the temp industry promoted flexibility
for everyone, casting permanent employees as expensive inventory that
should not be kept in stock. The industry amassed profits by pushing
beyond simple economies of scale; it sought to cut costs however possible
and encouraged businesses to do the same. Thus, the positive aspects of
the temp industry have become entangled with the exploitation of workers and the degradation of work.
This need not be the case. Building on the efforts described in the
previous chapter, I propose that it is possible to create a new asset model of
work that responds to (and incorporates) the temp industry’s true innova-
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tions while limiting its harm for workers. To develop such a model, activists and lawmakers might consider four kinds of policy changes: First, relink “work” and “place”; second, decouple social welfare programs from
the workplace; third, make temping—and other low-wage jobs— decent,
family-supporting work; and finally, take temps out of the anti-labor
movement and let them into the labor movement. Taken together, these
policies outline a new model of work—an asset model for the twenty-first
century—that would strengthen the positive aspects of the temp industry
while mitigating its destructive consequences for workers.
The first step in developing a revised model of work is to re-link
“work” and “place.” In the temp industry’s model of employment, the
workplace is an abstraction— an intangible place that is the source of
temps’ paychecks but not the site of their labor. As a consequence, temps
have often slipped through the cracks of many employment laws that
attribute employer obligations to work site employers, such as those dealing with workplace safety, workers’ compensation, discrimination, wrongful discharge, and more. In the 1950s and 1960s, industry leaders inserted a wedge between “work” and “place” by creating a new category of
white, middle-class work that did not have a “place” at all because, they
argued, temps were not really “workers.” They were wives and mothers,
and their real “place” was in the home. For these women, temp work was
“something nice, something extra.”1 In the 1970s, temp leaders deepened the divide between “work” and “place.” They encouraged business
owners to replace permanent employees with “permanent temporaries,”
to shift regular employees to the payrolls of temp agencies, and to outsource entire departments of permanent workers to the temp industry.
Although at the time these strategies were only occasionally put to use,
by the early 1990s they had become a fi xture of many companies’ business practices.
As we saw in Chapter 4, the growing prevalence and publicity of the
permatemp phenomenon galvanized popular opposition to the temp industry. Activists argued that by using temps on a full-time, long-term
basis, business owners were creating a permanent tier of second-class
employees. Ultimately, although some permatemps met with success in
their court battles, little changed. Employers continued to use temps as
long-term full-time employees who did not receive the same pay and
benefits that permanent workers received. It is thus necessary to re-link
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“work” and “place” by clearly defining to what place workers belong and
by requiring the equitable treatment of all workers at that place. In the
case of permatemps, their “place” of work is clear: It is the site and beneficiary of their labor.
A greater emphasis on the connection between “work” and “place”
would affect not only permatemps but all temporary workers. As described in the previous chapter, both work site employers and temp agencies have exploited the complexities of the triangular employment relationship to avoid responsibility for workers. In the case of worker injuries,
for example, temp agencies regularly disputed liability because they did
not have sufficient control over the workplace, while businesses disputed
liability because they were not the legal employers of temps. The result
was an absurd standoff that could only be solved in the courts; meanwhile, the injured worker waited or, worse, paid legal fees.
But there was some progress in the area of worker protections. In the
1990s, the courts and federal agencies increasingly began to hold work
site employers—in addition to temp agencies— accountable for a range
of worker protections. The rules for establishing accountability have been
developed in a piecemeal fashion, however; they vary from agency to
agency and are incredibly complex, often requiring court hearings for
resolution. New policies are needed to establish clear-cut, uniform regulations that hold temp agencies and work site employers jointly liable for
a range of employer obligations, including workplace safety, freedom from
discrimination, compliance with labor laws, and lawful hiring and firing
decisions. Such policies would prevent temps from slipping through the
cracks of employment laws that attribute worker protections to a single
“place.”
Policies re-linking “work” and “place” would have a mixed impact
on the temp industry. On one hand, by reducing the incentive for businesses to use permatemps while strengthening agencies’ obligations toward temp workers, such policies would undoubtedly increase costs for
the industry. On the other hand, by requiring work site employers to
share the expense of protecting temps, the policies may actually lessen
the industry’s burden (although they might also reduce employers’ eagerness to use temps in some circumstances). The outcome for workers
would be less ambiguous. Employers could no longer treat temps as
second-class employees, nor could they evade liability for inadequate
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working conditions. In short, policies that re-link “work” and “place”
would allow the temp industry to thrive, but the industry would no longer be able to redraw the lines of the labor market so that exploitation of
workers would be a viable way to boost profits.
The second objective of the revised asset model of work is to decouple social welfare programs—such as health care benefits—from the employment relationship. In the 1950s and 1960s, early industry leaders
established a new sphere of white, middle-class work that was exempt
from the obligation to provide social protections to workers. The industry was able to do this because temps were portrayed as housewives working for pin money rather than as breadwinners supporting families. In
the 1970s, even as industry leaders expanded beyond their original niche
in the secondary labor market, they retained this distinction. In fact,
avoiding “fringe benefit nonsense” became a major selling point.2 Industry leaders repeatedly warned businesses of the high and growing costs
of worker benefits such as health insurance (“30% of every payroll dollar”).3 And many employers took the bait. As described in Chapter 3,
avoiding the cost of health insurance was a major reason for the government’s drastic increase in federal temporary workers in 1985. And as we
saw in Chapter 4, by the 1990s the disparity between temps’ and regular
workers’ access to health insurance and other fringe benefits had become
an area of intense conflict leading to the Microsoft case and many other
court battles.
Indeed, a number of recent studies have found that avoiding health
insurance costs remains one of the primary motivations for using temps.4
Not surprisingly, the consequences for workers have been dramatic.
Only 7 percent of temps (compared with 61 percent of traditional workers) receive health benefits from their employers, and this is not because
they typically get insurance coverage from other sources. According to
the research, fewer than half of all temporary workers are insured, compared with 83 percent of the regular workforce.5
Taking health care benefits out of the employment relationship
would correct this imbalance. Many activists and scholars have pointed
to the need for a single-payer, universal health care system.6 Such a policy would have a mixed effect on the temp industry. By diminishing the
incentive to use temps simply to avoid health care costs, it could lower
temp industry employment. But a universal health care system could also
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be a great boon for the industry. Without having to worry about health
insurance, workers could more freely choose temp work over permanent
employment.
If the effects of such a policy on the industry would be mixed, the
consequences for workers would be clear. They would have equal and
unimpeded access to health care, regardless of their occupation and employment status. In addition, as others have noted, universal health care
would provide a range of other social benefits, including lower health
care costs and decreased social inequality. In short, decoupling social
welfare programs from the workplace would preserve a place in the economy for those who specialize in personnel management, but it would not
allow employers to increase profits by not adequately protecting workers.
What’s more, it would eliminate a major downside of temporary employment for workers.
The third step in developing a revised model of work is to make
temping— along with other low-wage jobs— decent, family-supporting
work. The simplest way to do this would be to raise the minimum wage
to a “living wage.” As we saw in Chapter 1, early industry leaders sold
temp work as a way for housewives to earn some extra spending money.
Industry executives maintained that these were secondary jobs for secondary workers, not family-supporting jobs. In the 1970s, as industry
leaders rebuilt the model of temp work to include male breadwinners,
they continued to market temping as a source of “supplemental income”;
alternately, they argued that temps were willing to trade greater flexibility for lower wages. As shown in Chapter 3, this portrayal of temps
continued into the 1980s; industry leaders described temps as wanting a
“more entrepreneurial life,” with greater freedom, autonomy, and leisure
time— and they were willing to give up wages to get it. As evidenced by
the rash of permatemp cases in the 1990s, however, many temps worked
full-time year round—in other words, without flexibility—while earning lower wages and benefits than their permanent counterparts.
In fact, according to labor market scholars, temps earn significantly
lower wages than permanent employees, even when controlling for differences between workers.7 Not surprisingly, the majority of temps would
choose full-time, permanent work over the so-called “entrepreneurial life”
of temping.8 And the temp industry’s low wages have affected not only
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temps; a number of researchers have argued that the industry’s low
wages exert a downward pressure on wages for all workers.9
As many activists have acknowledged, one way to stop such a downward spiral would be to make temping a decent job in its own right.
However, instead of developing complicated laws that would equalize the
wages of temps and permanent workers, a simpler and more far-reaching
approach would be to boost wages across the board by making the federal
minimum wage a “living wage.” This is hardly a unique proposition. As
the real value of the minimum wage has declined over the past thirty
years, many scholars have argued for the need to increase the minimum
wage; this would help the growing population of people who are poor
despite the fact that they are working full-time and holding down several
jobs at once.10
Increasing the minimum wage would not undermine the temp industry’s positive impact on the labor market, including its role in connecting workers to jobs, providing workers with much-needed training
and labor market information, and increasing flexibility for employers.
It would, however, diminish the industry’s profits derived from paying
workers substandard wages. Yet by not forcing workers to choose between family-supporting jobs and employment flexibility, such a policy
might actually increase the ranks of temporary workers.
The fourth component in a revised model of work has two parts: First,
take temps out of the anti-labor movement and, second, let them into the
labor movement. As we saw in Chapter 1, early temp industry leaders strategically marketed temp work as women’s work in order to avoid opposition from powerful unions in the (male) manufacturing sector. This was a
clever strategy given the labor movement’s long-term exclusion of women
workers, and, for the most part, industry leaders escaped union antagonism. Even when the temp industry expanded into male breadwinning
jobs in the 1970s, temp executives continued to show great deference for
union power (even if it was not always upheld), particularly during labor
disputes.
This changed in the 1980s, however. As described in Chapter 3, two
key rulings by Reagan-appointed officials in 1985 turned temporary
workers into powerful weapons against unions. By allowing employers
to replace union workers with temps during both strikes and lockouts,
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the rulings significantly contributed to the already shifting balance of
power between labor and management. This shift was furthered by temp
leaders who launched agencies expressly to supply strikebreakers to businesses involved in labor disputes. Yet even as labor law shifted in favor of
management in the 1980s, quite a few employers exceeded the bounds
of the newly expansive laws in using temps to quash unions. In the cases
of Middle Earth Graphics and M.P.C. Plating, for example, employers
illegally forced their permanent employees onto the payrolls of temp
agencies in order to thwart union organization. These were not isolated
incidents, nor were they unique to the 1980s: Employers have continued
to use temps illegally in order to defeat labor unions.11
It is necessary to level the labor-management playing field by prohibiting such practices. During labor disputes, workers and their employers
are supposed to have reasonably equivalent incentives to reach a compromise. Locked out or striking workers lose much-needed wages, while
their employers lose production and business. However, as long as employers are easily able to replace workers, their incentive for compromise
is greatly reduced.
It is not enough, however, to take temps out of the anti-labor movement. A revised model of work requires that they be allowed to enter the
labor movement. In the postwar era, the women’s work that the temp
industry advertised was far removed from labor unions; this was, in part,
a result of unions’ exclusionary practices, but it was also because, at that
time, temps were truly short-term, interim workers. In the 1970s and
1980s, union leaders were consumed with the struggle to hold on to their
industrial base, so organizing a new population of workers, especially a
population as difficult to organize as temps, seemed a Herculean task.
But as we saw in Chapter 4, union leaders have recently begun to argue
that temps and other nonstandard workers are essential to a revitalized
labor movement. The impressive story of SEIU Local 100 and the garbage collectors in New Orleans is a case in point. But even if more union
leaders were to follow this example, only modest progress could be made
without removing the undue burden on temps seeking to join unions. As
described in Chapter 4, the National Labor Relations Board’s Sturgis
ruling was a decisive move in the right direction. Although its reversal
four years later proved just how tenuous— and controversial—the ruling
was, it also demonstrated that labor law is not irrevocable.
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With a revised asset model of work, the temp industry will continue
to thrive as an important link between workers and employers, a key
source of information and training, and a purveyor of much-needed flexibility. It will no longer be able to profit from the exploitation of workers,
but the genuine innovation of the temp industry’s model of work suggests
that it does not need this kind of exploitation to remain a healthy and
viable industry.
The version of the asset model of work described here is undoubtedly
a utopian vision. It is one in which workers can choose flexible employment without giving up decent wages, access to benefits, and basic workplace rights. In this model, all workers, including temps, have the equal
and unobstructed right to organize and bargain collectively. Employers
are free to adjust their staff levels to correspond with ebbs and flows in
demand, but they can no longer avoid responsibility for workers, nor can
they treat some workers as second-class. They also are not able to pit
workers against each other in their opposition to unions. This is indeed
an idyllic vision. And like all such visions, it will not be easy to achieve.
But with the example of the temp industry itself before us— an industry
that used a few central innovations to leverage a wide-scale transformation of work—it may not be too much to hope for.

APPENDIX
A Note on Sources

I gathered the data for this book over the course of two years. Instead of waiting
until all the data were in to evaluate them, I continually made preliminary interpretations, analyzing and writing as I went. This invariably led to new questions,
further research, other scholarly literatures, and revised analyses. Research for this
book thus took the shape of an ever-changing series of three-dimensional concentric circles— expanding horizontally into larger, broader circles while at the same
time expanding vertically into smaller, more focused ones. It was, as Howard Becker
would say, a truly “iterative process.”1 The purpose of this Appendix is to give
readers an overview of the data that were used in this process.
The data for this project can be divided into six categories of documents: industry publications; popular media; business publications; advertisements; court
cases; and government documents. The temp industry itself was an indispensable
source of data. Although few realize it today, temp executives were once prolific
authors. They produced a trea sure trove of would-be popu lar books that have thus
far escaped scholarly attention. For instance, Elmer Winter, the founder and first
president of Manpower, wrote six books: A Woman’s Guide to Earning a Good Living (1961); How to Be an Eff ective Secretary (1965); Cutting Costs through the Eff ective Use of Temporary and Part-Time Help (1966); 1,015 Ways to Save Time, Trouble, and Money in the Operation of Your Business (1967); Women at Work: Every
Women’s Guide to Successful Employment (1967); and Your Future as a Temporary
Office Worker (1968). These and more than a dozen other books written by temp
executives yielded invaluable insight into the temp industry and its rhetoric. Another source of temp publications was the industry’s trade association—first called
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the Institute for Temporary Ser vices, today known as the American Staffing Association. I analyzed two hundred of its documents, from “fact sheets” describing
the industry to legal guides for agency managers, from inventories of the industry’s legislative efforts to white papers on permatemps. These documents provided
a crucial “insider’s view” to the temp industry.
To examine popular media on the temp industry, I used The Reader’s Guide to
Periodical Literature to find some 550 magazine articles on the temp industry from
1946 to 2000. These articles came from a range of magazines, from McCall’s to
Ms. Magazine, from Retirement Living to Parents magazine (see Table A1 for a
complete list). Finding these articles required some ingenuity, however, since the
entry “Employees, temporary” was not indexed in the Reader’s Guide until 1955.
Thus, I searched for the names of individual temp agencies and their founders (for
instance, Sam Workman, generally believed to be the founder of the first modern
temp agency, debuted in the Reader’s Guide in 1949). In addition, I searched for a
wide variety of potentially related keywords, including “Employees,” “Employment,” “Employment agencies,” “Employment management,” “Office management,” “Office workers,” “Secretaries,” “Woman, employment,” “Woman, occupations,” “Working girls and women,” “Married women, employment,” “Business
and professional women,” “Work,” and “Industrial relations.” Even after “Employees, temporary” was indexed, I continued using this expanded list of keywords to
ensure a complete dataset. The articles in these magazines were quite diverse:
Many were written by temp industry executives themselves, touting the benefits of
the industry for workers, businesses, and the economy; others were written by industry boosters, encouraging housewives to try temping, for example, or describing the flexibility of the “free agent” lifestyle; and yet others worried over the
growing industry and its downsides for workers.
In order to analyze business publications, I used the Business Periodicals Index
(known as the Industrial Arts Index until 1958) to find some 820 articles on the
temp industry from 1946 to 2000. These were published in a wide variety of trade
journals, from Black Enterprise to National Petroleum News, from International
Management to Printer’s Ink (see Table A2 for a complete list). Because Business
Periodicals did not index “Employees, temporary” until 1958, I expanded my
search using the supplementary keywords described above, with the addition of

TA BLE A1

POP U L A R M AGA ZINES

Chatelaine
Collier’s
Essence
Glamour
Good Housekeeping
Independent Woman

Ladies’ Home Journal
Mademoiselle
McCall’s
Ms. Magazine
Newsweek
Parents

Reader’s Digest
Redbook
Retirement Living
Time
U.S. News and World Report
Working Woman
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a number of search terms related to the entry “Labor”— such as “Labor, cost,”
“Labor, supply,” and “Labor, casual.” Even more often than in popular media,
these business articles were written by temp industry executives themselves, describing inventive ways to use temps and the advantages of doing so; others were
written by business pundits, usually echoing industry rhetoric in describing the
cost savings of temps.
These popular magazines and business journals also yielded another crucial
source of data: temp industry advertisements. I collected nine hundred of these.
The cornerstone of this dataset was the entire population of ads from 1955 to 1995
in four trade journals that were particularly favored by temp industry marketers:
The Office, Personnel Journal, Personnel Administrator, and Administrative Journal.
At times, temp ads in these journals were nearly ubiquitous. Th roughout the
1970s, for example, Manpower published a full-page advertisement in virtually
every volume of The Office and the Personnel Journal. And in the early 1980s, the
readers of Personnel Administrator could not miss the full-page ads of the top three
temp agencies that appeared in every issue: Manpower on page 1, Olsten Ser vices
on page 3, and Kelly Ser vices on the back cover. Indeed, it was not only the content but the sheer volume of such advertisements that helped shape my argument
about the importance of the temp industry’s role in articulating and circulating
the liability model of work.
National newspapers provided an additional source of both advertisements
and popular media coverage of the temp industry. I analyzed four hundred classified ads from the temp industry in the New York Times, the Chicago Tribune, and

TA BLE A 2

BUSINESS A ND TR A DE JOUR NA LS

Administrative
Management
Advanced Management
Journal
Advertising Age
American Business
Barron’s Weekly
Black Enterprise
Burroughs Clearing House
Business Abroad
Business Marketing
Business Week
Commercial and
Financial Chronicle
Credit and Financial
Management
Dun’s Review
Editor and Publisher
Financial Times

Financial World
Forbes
Fortune
Harvard Business Review
Industry Week
International
Management
Management Accounting
Management Review
Management Today
Management World
Managing Office
Technology
Media Decisions
Modern Office Technology
National Petroleum
News
Nation’s Business
The Office

Office Administration and
Automation
Office Executive
Office Management
Office Solutions
Office Systems
Personnel Administrator
Personnel Journal
Personnel
Management
Physics Today
Printer’s Ink
Purchasing
Sales Management
Steel
Taxes
Training
Workforce
Workforce Management
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the Los Angeles Times from 1946 to 2000. At times, the industry’s advertising efforts in these newspapers were truly astounding. In the 1950s and 1960s, for instance, the leading temp agencies— Manpower, Kelly Girl, Workman Ser vice,
Employers Overload, and Western Girl—published more than six thousand ads in
the New York Times alone. These newspapers also yielded a host of useful articles
related to the temp industry, from profiles of early Kelly Girls to reports on the
“downsizing of America.”
Finally, I examined tens of thousands of pages of court cases and government
documents related to the temp industry. These included 250 state and federal
court cases, 50 pieces of legislation, 40 National Labor Relations Board cases, 32
reports by the U.S. Government Accountability Office (formerly the U.S. General
Accounting Office), 24 congressional hearings, 12 reports by the Office of Personnel Management, and an assortment of other government documents, including
reports by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission and the Federal Trade
Commission.
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