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This study utilises two types of qualitative methodology in order to address an under-researched population in an innovative fashion. The research presents the findings of a mixed qualitative methodology that uses both semi-structured interviews with 50 participants, and exploratory audio and written diaries with six participants, to unearth the challenges and experiences facing clerical temporary agency workers.  The aim of the research was to extrapolate important factors that can contribute to stress and well-being outcomes throughout the whole of the employment cycle, and to compare the different experiences of male and female employees in order to better explore the emotional impact of an alternative way of working. The innovative use of longitudinal techniques as well as interview data offers many advantages. Ruspini (2000) explains that longitudinal methodology can aid the discovery of the links between variables occurring over a given time period, and allows “the analysis of duration; permits the measurement of differences or change in a variable from one period to another, that is, the description of patterns of change over time; and can be used to locate the causes of social phenomena” (Menard 1991 in Ruspini 2000). 

The research described here forms the first and second stages of a three-stage multiple method research methodology. The first stage of the research process comprises of fifty qualitative interviews and unearthed some interesting findings with respect to factors that were shown to impact upon well-being and stress outcomes and gender differences for this workforce. These included: lack of training and learning opportunities; the inability to progress to a permanent job; sexual harassment and bullying from co-workers; difficulties in adjusting into the job role; role ambiguity and role conflict; and lack of organisational support (Crozier and Davidson, 2007). These themes were derived from a thematic analysis of the interview transcripts. It was found that there were a number of issues for which length of employment and individual circumstances needed to be taken into account further. The present authors reasoned that these complexities may become clearer should participants be followed throughout a period of their employment, thus building upon a single interview technique (Cassell and Symon, 1994, 2002). To address this, the longitudinal audio diaries were conducted following an idiographic case study approach, and involved six temporary workers recording their thoughts and feelings about their job role twice a week for a four-week period

Six temporary workers (3 male and 3 female) were recruited for the longitudinal phase of the study and were selected based upon their demographic information so as to represent a range of individual circumstances and diversity facets. Participants were all at different stages within temporary employment, thus the data collected provided a ‘snap shot’ picture of a number of different temporary workers’ lives over a four-week period. This was important for two reasons. Firstly, given the time constraints of the research timeframe it was logistically difficult to attain a sample where all participants were beginning temporary employment at the same time. Secondly, if all temporary workers were captured as they began a temporary assignment, this would perhaps overshadow some of the important facets of this type of employment, such as gaps between assignments, the search for temporary work, etc. Participants recorded their responses to a number of prompts derived from the themes identified by the interview stage and had the opportunity to discuss any other issues they believed to be important. Participants independently tape-recorded their responses twice weekly at specific times. In addition, a diary was provided for the participants to add any written notes on issues that they wished to discuss in between tape recordings, so as to minimise poor or inaccurate recall. It was decided that verbal data would be used predominantly because the task would be less onerous for participants than writing, and more spontaneous. Participants were offered an incentive for taking part in this stage of the research, so as to minimise attrition (Robson, 2002). The tape recordings were transcribed and analysed thematically, along with any data collected in the written diaries.

The findings from the longitudinal phase added substantial detail to the interview data gained at stage 1 of the research process, particularly with respect to unearthing the complexities between demographic circumstances and the challenges experienced in terms of emotional turmoil and associated stress outcomes. In addition, new findings were uncovered and a number of possible well-being and stress determinants arose from this stage of the data collection, particularly with respect to how stressors develop throughout different stages within the employment, and how they could be mitigated. Males and females were shown to experience different stressors from one another, and these are discussed with reference to gender diversity theory. A key finding was the tendency for male participants to report stressors linked to career progression issues, more so than females, who focused on the difficulties with relationships within their employment. Similarly, there were pertinent differences in emotional impacts of the stressors experienced, where female participants expressed more anxiety than their male counterparts. Males, on the other hand, specified more frustration and regret with respect to their employment circumstances. In addition, the findings present important implications about the use of verbal diary studies of a longitudinal approach, where advantages and disadvantages of this seldom used methodology are discussed in detail. This stage of the research design informed the third stage of the research process, where a quantitative questionnaire was distributed to a large sample of temporary workers with the aim of validating some of the qualitative findings from stages one and two. This process is discussed, along with the development of a theoretical model of how stress and well-being outcomes manifest themselves throughout different stages of the employment process for male and female temporary workers in the UK. 
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