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Abstract
In this article, the relationship between study programs in higher education and the risk of 
holding a temporary contract is investigated in a comparative perspective. We fi nd that the 
effects fi elds of study have on the type of contract can be better explained by their link to 
occupational positions than by fi eld specifi city differentials. Furthermore, fi elds of study 
are more important in explaining the individual risk of holding a temporary contract in the 
German rather than in the UK labor market. This may be attributable to the higher degree 
of standardization of the German educational system.

Key words: fi elds of study • fl exibilization • higher education • institutional 
arrangements • labor market • temporary employment

INTRODUCTION

It has been argued that, in addition to educational levels fi elds of study consti-
tute an important element for predicting individual labor market outcomes (van 
de Werfhorst and Kraaykamp, 2001). In this article, we argue that the value of 
fi elds of study as an additional determinant of graduates’ labor market careers 
depends on the institutional arrangements that are relevant for shaping indi-
vidual employment outcomes. We support this argument by presenting empir-
ical evidence about fi elds effects on the incidence of temporary employment – a 
dimension of labor market outcomes, which has been widely discussed in recent 
years (e.g. Giesecke and Groß, 2003; Kalleberg, 2000; Polavieja, 2006) but has 
not been systematically related to fi elds of study yet (one exception being de 
Vries and Wolbers, 2005). We restrict our considerations to higher education 
graduates in order to hold vertical educational levels constant, that is, we focus 
on matters of the tertiary graduate labor market and the role of academic fi elds. 
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To examine how institutional factors infl uence the role fi elds of study play in 
determining individual labor market chances, we compare two countries that we 
think represent examples of opposite ends: the UK, where both the educational 
system and labor market regulations presumably lower the importance of fi elds 
of study, and Germany, where institutional settings can be expected to enforce 
the impact of subject studied.

The article starts with a theoretical discussion of the underlying mechanisms 
linking fi elds of study with temporary employment and their expected cross-na-
tional variation. This section is followed by the description of the data used in 
the empirical part and a discussion of the main results of the statistical analyses. 
The last section concludes the article. 

THE NATURE OF TEMPORARY EMPLOYMENT

Temporary employment is frequently considered to be means of maintaining 
economic competitiveness and of counteracting high unemployment rates by in-
creasing employers’ fl exibility (e.g. OECD, 2002). However, the reasons why em-
ployers offer temporary contracts are heterogeneous. Besides for tasks that are of 
a real fi xed-term nature (project work, substitution for employees on maternity 
leave, etc.), employers make use of temporary contracts as a means of screen-
ing job applicants and/or of directly reducing labor costs. Prolonging the regular 
probationary periods (i.e. screening) might be necessary in case the productivity 
of an applicant is unclear and the correction of potential mismatches are costly 
(for example, due to high training costs or because of restrictions stemming from 
employment protection legislation). But temporary contracts can also be used to 
reduce labor costs by allowing employers to adjust the number of employees to 
the requirements of production, which is particularly important if there are high 
levels of demand volatility. Moreover, using temporary contracts as a sort of buf-
fer can help to shelter permanent jobs from fl uctuations in labor demand (a pat-
tern that is typically found in internal labor markets), but might also increase the 
incentives of temporary workers to be productive if they want their fi xed-term 
contracts to be transformed into permanent ones (Polavieja, 2003).

While for employers temporary jobs can be regarded as being advantageous, 
for employees they are likely to be associated with disadvantages such as job 
insecurity, fewer promotion prospects and lower wages and fringe benefi ts (e.g. 
Booth et al., 2002). The disadvantages might be less severe in the academic labor 
market (Mertens et al., 2007), but if evaluated against the standard employment 
relationship,1  temporary employment still comprises a less valuable option that 
bears additional individual risks for employees (Giesecke and Groß, 2004).

The Link between Fields of Study and Flexible Work

Fields of study may be related to temporary employment for at least two reasons. 
First, fi elds provide graduates with certain skills, which in turn directly enhance 
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or lower their risk of holding a temporary contract. As outlined above, whenever 
an employer is facing uncertainty about the potential productivity of a job appli-
cant, a temporary contract might be a way to screen the potential employee and 
thereby to reduce costs associated to possible mismatches. As different fi elds 
generate different degrees of specifi city (in terms of skills and knowledge), the 
extent of an employer’s uncertainty about the potential productivity of an appli-
cant, as well as the amount of needed human capital investment, can be expected 
to vary with fi eld of study. This means that graduates from fi elds with a nar-
row occupational profi le (i.e. fi elds with a high degree of educational specializa-
tion) will face comparatively low risks of being exposed to fi xed-term contracts. 
Simultaneously, graduates from fi elds with a rather general orientation signal 
more uncertainty about their productivity and higher investment costs, which in 
turn enhance their risk of being screened on a temporary contract.

Second, fi elds of study can be indirectly related to temporary employment by 
infl uencing the likelihood of entering positions that exhibit higher/lower risks of 
being temporary. Specifi cally, temporary contracts can be regarded as a conse-
quence of certain characteristics of the occupational position itself. If there is a 
structural relation between fi elds of study and positions that exhibit either high 
or low levels of temporary employment, fi eld-specifi c rates of temporary jobs 
appear to be mediated by positional characteristics. Such positional differences 
regarding temporary employment can be found at the level of industry sectors, 
as empirical results show (e.g. Boockmann and Hagen, 2001; Polavieja, 2006; 
Uzzi and Barsness, 1998). These industry differentials might be explained by dif-
ferences in the degree of employment protection for permanent positions. We 
assume temporary jobs to be used more frequently for screening and buffering 
purposes in industry sectors with higher degrees of employment protection for 
the permanent staff. Thus, the public sector in particular, which exhibits above-
average employment protection for permanent jobs, can be expected to use 
fi xed-term contracts more often than other sectors (Giesecke, 2006). Moreover, 
the incidence of temporary jobs might differ between industries because some 
industry sectors are partly composed of fi rms that are exposed to high fl uctu-
ations in the demand for their goods or services. Those fi rms, which represent the 
major part of the secondary labor market segment, can be expected to make use 
of temporary contracts mainly to buffer demand fl uctuations.

Besides effects of industry sector, positional characteristics infl uencing the 
incidence of temporary employment may also be expected for an occupation’s 
degree of task specifi city. As Polavieja (2003) points out, the degree of task-
specifi city is infl uenced by the amount of specifi c human capital that is necessary 
to exercise the task and the level of diffi culty in monitoring employees. As both 
investments into fi rm specifi c capital and monitoring costs are highest among 
service class positions, it seems to be rational for employers to offer long-term 
employment relationships in order to retain employees (Goldthorpe, 2000). 
Thus, temporary employment within the service classes can be expected to be 
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mainly a matter of screening. However, given high conversion rates of tempor-
ary to permanent employment, the average level of fi xed-term employment can 
be assumed to be fairly low for service class positions. Empirical results indeed 
show lower temporary employment rates for the service classes when the whole 
population of employees is considered (e.g. Polavieja, 2006).

Insofar as both industry sector and occupational class position (i.e. task specifi  city) 
are related to fi elds of study and temporary employment, these positional character-
istics operate as mediating structures for the fi eld-specifi c rates of temporary jobs. 
Thus, high shares of temporary jobs in certain fi elds may be explained by a  stronger 
association of those fi elds with industries or occupational positions exhibiting high 
rates of temporary employment and vice versa. For example, as education and med-
ical fi elds are very likely to lead to positions in the public or the service sectors, these 
fi elds can be expected to show considerably high rates of temporary employment. 
Likewise, graduates of humanities or the social sciences may be more likely to enter 
non-service class jobs (e.g. because of a lower demand for their specifi c skills), which 
in turn would increase their risk of holding a temporary contract.

CROSS-COUNTRY DIFFERENCES

Based on the empirical fi ndings of the research on school-to-work transitions, 
which show that different systems utilize different mechanisms in the allocation 
to employment (e.g. Allmendinger, 1989; Müller and Gangl, 2003), we can expect 
an impact from institutional arrangements on the role fi elds of study play in the 
process of allocating graduates to temporary versus permanent jobs. To investi-
gate this issue, we compare two countries that show marked differences in these 
institutional settings: Germany and the United Kingdom.

First, regarding the tertiary educational system of the two countries, the most 
striking differences are related to the degree of standardization (Allmendinger, 
1989; Giesecke and Groß, 2004). In Germany, higher education degrees equip 
students of a certain fi eld with a similar stock of knowledge – independently of 
the institution they have been awarded their degree. Therefore, the degrees are 
highly standardized and comparable across institutions. By contrast, in the UK, 
the specifi c contents are quite heterogeneous even within the same study pro-
gram categories. Thus, comparability of degrees is rather limited in the British 
educational system – the degree of standardization is low. The differences in 
standardization are refl ected in the degree of signaling that is argued to be more 
pronounced in Germany (Breen, 2005). German employers are assumed to be 
generally more aware of the kind of knowledge graduates from specifi c fi elds 
possess (which can be either specifi c or general), whereas uncertainty about the 
skills of applicants is comparatively high for British employers – even if they 
consider fi elds of study as additional information.

Moreover, in addition to the higher degree of standardization, the German 
higher education system comprises many study programs with a clear occupa-
tion-related profi le (see Müller et al., 1998), while the British system is geared to 
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providing more general skills across the board. Thus, the linkage of the educa-
tional system with the labor market is much stronger in Germany.

In summation, the German system features many more educational signals 
for the labor market, with a strong emphasis on subject studied, whereas in the 
UK fi elds of study are no adequate indicator for reducing employer’s uncertainty 
about the productivity of a job applicant. Therefore, fi elds of study are expected 
to be more important for the process of allocating graduates to temporary jobs in 
Germany than in the UK. Furthermore, the link between fi elds and labor market 
positions is much looser within the British context. Thus, it seems reasonable to ex-
pect positional characteristics to be less capable of explaining variation in the shares 
of temporary jobs between fi elds of study in the UK compared to Germany.

Second, Germany and the UK differ not only in their institutional settings 
of their respective educational systems, but also with respect to labor market 
institutions: the UK labor market is usually regarded as a rather open one with 
low levels of employment protection, whereas the German labor market is char-
acterized by a high degree of employment protection (OECD, 2004). These dif-
ferences suggest that temporary employment as a means of increasing fl exibility 
is of less importance in the UK labor market, as restrictions against dismissal of 
employees holding permanent contracts are rather low. Indeed, overall rates of 
temporary employment are higher for Germany than for the UK, though the 
difference is less than expected if only differences in employment protection 
are considered (Giesecke, 2006; OECD, 2004). However, we believe that the 
overall degree of employment protection is of only minor relevance for explain-
ing cross-country differences in the relative effects fi elds of study have on the 
individual risk of holding a temporary contract. 

DATA AND VARIABLES

Our analyses are based on the German and the UK Labor Force Surveys for 
the year 2004. We restricted the samples to employees with higher education 
degrees, aged 20–39, who were not enrolled in education at the time of the inter-
view. Taking into account missing values on the variables used, information of 
2107 German men and 1594 women as well as 2108 British men and 2396 women 
could be analyzed.

The variables used attempt to capture important individual as well as job 
characteristics. The dependent variable type of contract is coded 0 for permanent 
employment and 1 for temporary employment. Fields of study are coded into ten 
categories: engineering/applications, science/mathematics, social sciences,2  edu-
cation, business/fi nance, medicine, media, humanities, arts, and law/administra-
tion. Although our sample is restricted to higher education degree-holders, we 
distinguish higher and lower degrees to capture some within group variation.3

As indicator of fi eld of study specifi city, we constructed a dispersion index (de 
Vries and Wolbers, 2005; Dekker et al., 2002). This index is a measure of concentra-
tion, focusing on the distribution of occupations within a certain fi eld (fi eld-based 
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dispersion). It ranges between 0 and 1, higher values indicating fi elds with a het-
erogeneous distribution across occupations.4 We additionally constructed an index 
indicating for each occupation the degree of heterogeneity of its employees’ edu-
cational background (occupation-based dispersion).5

Other individual characteristics are measured by age, nationality, and marital 
status. We use age in years and age squared to control for (non-linear) lifecycle 
effects. Nationality is measured as a dichotomous variable, distinguishing be-
tween citizens and non-citizens of the respective country. Marital status distin-
guishes married from non-married respondents.

Apart from individual characteristics, we constructed indicators for positional 
features. In order to capture characteristics that are related to task-specifi city, 
we use a variable for the class position proposed by Erikson and Goldthorpe 
(1992). We distinguish between positions of service class I, service class II, and 
below service class. Industry sector distinguishes ten categories: agriculture, en-
ergy, manufacturing, construction, trade/hospitality, transportation/communica-
tion, banking/insurance, education/health, other services, and public sector. In 
order to provide a more substantial explanation of industry sector effects, we 
additionally constructed indicators for industry properties: the share of service 
class positions as well as the share of women measured at the industry level. We 
further use the industry sector expansion between 1999 and 2004, measured as 
relative growth in the industry specifi c (highly educated) workforce, in order to 
capture differences in the development of labor demand. Firm-size distinguishes 
small fi rms (less than 20 employees) from middle-sized fi rms (between 20 and 50 
employees) and large fi rms (more than 50 employees).

Finally, as we expect the relevance of fl exible employment to vary with eco-
nomic cycles, we control for overall unemployment rates during the school-to-
work transition, that is, at the time of highest qualifi cation obtainment.

All models are estimated separately for male and female employees to allow 
for gender-specifi c effects due to distinct labor market processes for men and 
women.

RESULTS

The empirical section of the article is divided into two main parts. First, the as-
sociation between fi elds of study and the individual risk of holding a temporary 
contract is evaluated by descriptive measures. Field-specifi c rates of temporary 
employment and their variation between the German and the UK labor market 
will be discussed. Furthermore, the association between fi elds, specifi city, indus-
try sector, and occupational class will be explored to understand the latter fac-
tors’ power to explain the effects fi elds have on the type of employment contract. 
Second, these issues are further investigated. Using multivariate analyses, the 
fi ndings of the descriptive section are tested for their statistical robustness, taking 
into account the joint effects of various factors explaining fi eld-specifi c rates of 
temporary employment. 
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Descriptive Findings

Figure 1 depicts rates of temporary employment by fi elds, gender, and country. 
There are four aspects that should be particularly highlighted. First, the indi-
vidual likelihood of holding a temporary versus a permanent contract is related 
to the specifi c fi eld studied. There is considerable variation in the proportion 
of temporary jobs between fi elds. This fi nding clearly underlines the consider-
able heterogeneity of highly educated employees in terms of their (early) career 
chances. However, from a cross-national comparative perspective, there are both 
clear-cut similarities and striking differences between the UK and Germany. 
Similarities can be found for arts and humanities (high proportions of tempo-
rary jobs) and for business/fi nance (very low proportions of temporary jobs). 
Differences between the countries are obvious in the cases of medicine and 
science/mathematics, with relatively high risks of temporary employment for 
German employees in those fi elds.6  Second, the higher variation between fi elds 
indicates a closer association between fi elds and type of contract in Germany 
than in the UK, a result that is also confi rmed by Cramer’s V, which summa-
rizes the association in one number.7  Third, as indicated by the vertical lines in 
Figure 1, the average risk of temporary employment is higher for the sub-sample 
of tertiary degree-holders than for the entire workforce. This effect seems to 
be more pronounced for women, particularly in Germany. Gender differences 
are also demonstrated by the fact that temporary jobs are more likely for women 
than for men. Fourth, the risk of being employed on a temporary basis is lower 
in the UK than in Germany. Remarkably, this is true for every fi eld, as well as for 
the entire workforce. This presumably refl ects the lower employment protection 
legislation in the UK labor market, which makes the use of temporary employ-
ment as a means of fl exibilization less likely.

To investigate how such factors as specifi city, industry sector or occupational 
class might explain fi eld-specifi c risk patterns, Tables 1–3 depict important as-
pects of the association between these factors and fi elds of study.

As can be seen from Table 1, specifi city (measured by fi eld- as well as by occu-
pation-based dispersion) varies over fi elds. Certain subjects (media, humanities, 
arts, social science) are connected to a rather high number of occupations (high 
fi eld-based dispersion) and to occupational positions that are fi lled by gradu-
ates from various fi elds (high occupation-based dispersion), respectively. Other 
fi elds (medicine or law) clearly lead only to particular and more homogeneous 
occupations. These patterns are quite similar in Germany and the UK, as well 
as for men and women. The most striking between-country difference is the 
higher average dispersion found in the UK compared to that found in Germany. 
This difference can be found for all fi eld categories. This result is in line with 
the assumption of a much stronger association between educational titles and 
job placement in the German labor market compared to the British one. With 
respect to the potential of the specifi city measure to explain some part of the 
fi eld-effects on type of contract, it becomes apparent that there are some fi elds 
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Figure 1 Share of temporary employment by fi eld of study, gender, and country
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that match the hypothesized pattern of high (low) specifi city and high (low) 
rates of temporary jobs (e.g. science/mathematics, arts), while others clearly do 
not match this pattern (e.g. medicine, business/fi nance). As the correlation coef-
fi cients indicate, the statistical association of the two measures of specifi city and 
the type of contract is rather weak and, in the case of Germany, even negative. 
This means that graduates from more specifi c fi elds are more likely to hold a 
temporary contract. Given these results, the degree of fi eld-inherent specifi city 
does not seem to be a powerful explanatory factor for the observed effects fi elds 
have on the risk of holding a temporary contract, and it is thus expected to be of 
only minor relevance in the multivariate analyses.8

With respect to the relationship of fi elds and industry sector, Table 2 reveals 
that there are clear patterns of association.9 Some fi elds (e.g. education, medicine) 
are very likely to lead to positions in the public sector, which exhibits the highest 

Table 1 Specifi city and temporary employment by fi eld of study, gender, and country

 UK Germany

 Men Women Men Women

 Dispersion Dispersion Dispersion Dispersion

 I II I II I II I II

Engineering/Appl. 0.87 0.62 0.93 0.81 0.65 0.39 0.78 0.56
 0.04   0.06  0.08  0.15
Science/Maths 0.92 0.71 0.96 0.78 0.89 0.53 0.94 0.52
 0.06    0.10  0.21  0.35
Social Science 0.95 0.78 0.97 0.77 0.89 0.53 0.89 0.60
 0.07  0.13  0.22  0.22
Education 0.80 0.79 0.73 0.70 0.74 0.49 0.76 0.42
 0.07    0.12  0.23  0.18
Business/Finance 0.88 0.79 0.89 0.84 0.93 0.63 0.94 0.70
 0.03    0.06  0.06  0.07
Medicine 0.83 0.44 0.77 0.39 0.17 0.09 0.47 0.23
 0.14    0.05  0.54   0.38
Media 0.91 0.79 0.91 0.81 0.85 0.65 0.89 0.71
 0.12  0.13  0.30  0.14
Humanities 0.95 0.82 0.95 0.82 0.82 0.73 0.95 0.72
 0.09  0.11  0.21  0.22
Arts 0.93 0.80 0.95 0.83 0.77 0.74 0.71 0.70
 0.13    0.14  0.30   0.44
Law/Administration 0.76 0.67 0.73 0.62 0.71 0.32 0.66 0.36
 0.04    0.12  0.21  0.25

Total 0.89 0.72 0.87 0.70 0.74 0.46 0.79 0.52
 0.06  0.09  0.15  0.20
Correlation with 0.02 0.02 0.05 0.05 �0.16 �0.11 �0.14 �0.14
type of contract

Notes: Dispersion I: Field-based dispersion index; Dispersion II: ISCO-based dispersion index (mean); high 
numbers indicate low fi eld specifi city and vice versa; temporary employment rates in italics. 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on UK and German LFS 2004 data, person-specifi c weights are used.
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shares of temporary jobs. Graduates of engineering/applications are more likely 
to get a position in the private non-service sector, which is characterized by low 
rates of temporary jobs. Other fi elds, such as science/mathematics, social science, 
are more likely to lead to positions in the private service sector, which shows 
rates of temporary employment that are slightly below total average. Finally, 
there are differences in the distributional patterns of fi elds over industry sectors 
between Germany and the UK. The most striking differences can be found for 
business/fi nance (very high shares in the private service  sector in the UK), medi-
cine (very high shares in the public sector in the UK), and law/administration 
(high shares in the public sector in Germany and the private service sector in the 
UK). Moreover, the overall strength of association between fi elds and industry 
sector (measured by Cramer’s V) is higher in the German labor market, which 
again demonstrates the stronger relationship between educational titles and job 
placement than in the UK.10 Given the rather similar sectoral differentials in the 
overall rates of temporary jobs (see fi rst row in Table 2), the potential of indus-
try sector to explain fi eld-effects on type of contract can thus be expected to be 
somewhat higher in Germany than in the UK. This might be interpreted as a fi rst 
support for the hypothesized relation, though multivariate analyses are clearly 
called for to address problems stemming from endogeneity.

Finally, Table 3 allows further insight into the association between occupa-
tional class, temporary employment and fi elds of study. Clearly, holders of higher 
degree certifi cates have a rather high chance of entering a service class posi-
tion: on average, 80 to 90 percent work in service class occupations (see Kim and 
Kim, 2003). Yet, there is considerable variation between fi elds. While some fi elds 
(engineering or science) are more likely to lead into occupations belonging to the 
service class I, other fi elds (humanities, social science, media) increase the likeli-
hood of entering positions below service class I. In both countries, women are more 
likely than men to work in occupations of service class II or even lower. This is true 
for almost all fi elds, the exceptions being media and law. The cross-national compar-
ison reveals that in Germany higher degree-holders are more likely than their UK 
counterparts to work in occupations belonging to the service class I. Furthermore, 
as indicated by Cramer’s V, the association between fi elds and occupational class is 
higher in Germany than in the UK, although this difference is more pronounced for 
men than for women. All these patterns (variation between fi elds, gender, and coun-
tries) may help explain fi eld-specifi c rates of temporary employment if there is an 
effect of occupational class on the type of contract. However, multivariate analyses 
are clearly needed to take into account the impact of occupational class, fi elds, and 
other important infl uencing variables on the type of contract simultaneously. 

Results from Multivariate Analyses

To evaluate the association between fi elds of study and type of contract more 
closely, the determinants of temporary employment are analyzed by using log-
it models. Table 4 displays the results of different model specifi cations, which 
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were estimated separately by gender and country. Because the estimates are to 
be compared across models, y-standardized coeffi cients are calculated (Long, 
1997). Due to space limitations, only the effects of variables that are explicitly 
discussed are reported.1 1

In the fi rst model specifi cation, only fi elds and control variables are included. 
This model closely mirrors the descriptive fi ndings (see Figure 1), though the 
effects of fi elds are net of the impact of the control variables and signifi cant tests 
for the fi eld-differentials (with business/fi nance being the reference category) 
are available. As is evident, not all differences are statistically signifi cant, espe-
cially for the UK sample. However, the main fi ndings of the descriptive analysis 
on fi eld-differentials are supported by this model.

In addition to testing fi eld-effects on type of contract, this model can be used to 
check the strength of association between fi elds and the individual risk of holding 
a temporary contract and its variation between countries. The descriptive fi ndings 
already indicated a higher association between fi elds and type of contract for the 
German labor market. By considering the Pseudo-R2 values (at the bottom of Table 
4), it is clear that the model fi t is much better for Germany: compared to the UK, 
the variables utilized are more closely associated with the type of contract. To inves-
tigate the part of the association that is solely due to fi elds (net of the control vari-
ables), the Pseudo-R2 values of the fi rst model can be compared with those values 
from a base model specifi cation (containing no fi elds, but only the control variables). 
This comparison clearly shows a higher association for the German data: Pseudo-R2 
increases by about 8 and 5 points for German men and women, but only by about 3 
and 1.5 points for British men and women, respectively. Thus, the hypothesized rela-
tion is supported by the data in both the bivariate and multivariate analysis.

The second model, which contains the fi eld-based dispersion index instead of 
the fi eld dummies used in the fi rst model,1 2  is used to check the hypothesis that 
the degree of specifi city can contribute to the explanation of the fi eld-effects on 
type of contract. If the hypothesized relation was true, a higher dispersion value 
should increase the risk of holding a temporary contract. However, the descrip-
tive analysis of the association between fi elds and specifi city already cast some 
doubts on the potential of the degree of specifi city to explain fi eld-effects. The 
results of the multivariate analysis are in line with these fi ndings: while in the 
UK sample the coeffi cient of the fi eld-based dispersion index is very low and not 
signifi cant (and thus not displayed in Table 4), it turns out to be negative in the 
German case, indicating a higher risk of holding a temporary contract for gradu-
ates from more specifi c fi elds. The latter effect is partly driven by the special pat-
tern of medicine: if graduates from the fi eld of medicine are excluded from the 
sample, the effect of the dispersion index shrinks toward zero and is no longer 
signifi cant (results not shown). Thus, the degree of fi eld specifi city does not seem 
to contribute to the explanation of the fi eld-effects on type of contract.

To test if the effects fi elds have on the type of contract are mediated by sec-
toral effects, information on the industry sector was added to the specifi cation 
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of the fi rst model (see column III and IV). The descriptive analysis of the last 
section already provided some support for the hypothesized relationship. In a 
multivariate setting, this issue can be checked by comparing (y-standardized) 
coeffi cients across models. If fi eld-effects are mediated by industry sector, they 
should decline in size once information on industry sector is included in the 
model. To explicitly model the impact of sectoral differentials in the degree of 
employment protection, the third model (column III) uses a condensed version 
of the industry sector variable, distinguishing only between the private sector 
(service and non-service) and the public service. As the results show, there is a 
higher risk of holding a temporary contract for graduates working in the public 
sector compared to those in the private sector. This is true for men and women, 
and for both countries under investigation. Moreover, as some fi elds (particu-
larly education, medicine, humanities) are more likely than others to lead to po-
sitions in the public sector where temporary contracts are used more often than 
in the private sector(s), sectoral effects play a substantial role in explaining the 
observed fi eld-differentials in the rate of temporary employment for most fi elds 
of study, the exception being the fi eld of engineering/applications. On  aver age, 
this link can help to explain 15 to 25 percent of the fi eld-effects on type of con-
tract, though there is clearly variation between fi elds.

If the industry sector variable is further differentiated (thereby explicitly 
modeling some of the heterogeneity within the private service and non-service 
sector), the mediating role of industry sector is even more pronounced (see col-
umn IV). As the results of the fourth model show, in addition to the public sector, 
there are industry sectors that also make use of temporary employment more 
frequently than other sectors (e.g. health/education).1 3  Taking into account these 
conditions, as well as the association between fi elds and industry sector, helps to 
explain, on average, 25 to 47 percent of the effects fi elds have on the type of 
contract. Thus, together with the descriptive fi ndings, these results support the 
hypothesis that fi eld-effects on type of contract can (at least partly) be explained 
by sectoral effects. With respect to between-country differences in the amount 
fi eld-effects are being mediated by industry sector, the results suggest that (with 
the exception of media) fi eld-differentials are better explained by sectoral dif-
ferences in Germany than in the UK. Combined with the descriptive fi ndings 
of a tighter association between fi elds and industry sector in the German labor 
market these results confi rm the theoretical refl ections on this matter.

To determine to what extent the effects of industry sector on the type of con-
tract can be ascribed to processes of industry expansion or to labor market seg-
mentation, the fi fth model uses relative expansion rates as well as the share of 
female/service class workers (average values per industry) and the size of the 
fi rm the employee is currently working at as additional information, the latter 
three being indicators of the labor market segments a particular industry be-
longs to.14 As the results show, these indicators capture some of the mediating 
effects of industry sector (about 50 percent and about 30 percent in the case of 
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the UK and Germany, respectively).15 Moreover, by taking these indicators into 
account, the model fi t is higher than that of the fi rst model, though it is lower 
when compared to the third and the fourth models. In sum, these results indicate 
that a substantial part of the mediating as well as the direct effects of industry 
sector cannot be attributed to the used indicators. Thus, fully equating industry 
effects on temporary employment with effects of secondary labor market struc-
tures seem to be unwarranted.

Finally, in the sixth model, positional effects are investigated with respect to 
the occupational class. To do so, information on the class position (distinguishing 
service class I, service class II and positions below service class) was added to the 
model. By looking at the effects of class position, as well as at the model fi t, it is 
clear that occupational class is an important predictor of the risk of holding a tem-
porary contract in the UK, but is not so in the German labor market. For the UK, 
the results indicate that positions below service class II are more likely to be tem-
porary, particularly for men. However, there does not appear to be a difference in 
this likelihood between the service classes. Contrary to this, in the German labor 
market, the incidence of temporary jobs seems to be evenly  distributed among 
classes, once fi elds of study are controlled for.16 Moreover, as an additional ex-
planatory factor of the effects fi elds have on the type of contract, the class position 
turns out to be of ‘value’ only in the case of British women, for whom the average 
explanation of fi eld-effects is increased to about one third. For British men,  taking 
into account the class position is relevant for enhancing the explanation of the 
effects of social science and arts, but is of the opposite effect in most other fi elds. 
Thus, the hypothesized relation is only supported for the sample of women in the 
UK. Furthermore, since there are no signifi cant effects of occupational class, for 
the German case this variable cannot be regarded as being an explanatory factor 
for the effects fi elds of study have on the risk of holding a temporary contract.

CONCLUSION

While there have been some studies either on fi elds of study or on labor mar-
ket fl exibilization, there has so far not been a study that connects both strands 
of research. In this article, we attempted to do so by investigating the effects 
fi elds have on temporary employment, a very prominent form of fl exible work. 
Empirically, a clear variation in the rates of temporary employment between 
fi elds can be found, which suggests that fi elds play a role in the process of allo-
cating people to positions with temporary contracts.

One possible way to explain these differentials is to refer to the degree of fi eld 
specifi city. However, as the empirical analyses showed, there is almost no sup-
port for this notion from the data. An alternative argument suggests positional 
characteristics to be of importance for explaining differing shares of temporary 
jobs between fi elds. The results support this argument by showing industry sec-
tor to be indeed a relevant explanatory factor for the effects fi elds have on the 
risk of holding a temporary contract.
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Furthermore, as the empirical analyses revealed, institutional settings exert 
an important infl uence on the relation of fi elds and the type of contract. The 
nexus of educational titles and labor market positions clearly infl uences the 
role fi elds play in the process of allocating people to (temporary) jobs. A high 
degree of standardization (as it is found in Germany) strengthens the link between 
educational qualifi cations and occupational position, thereby making fi elds more 
important for the allocation process to jobs.

These results clearly underline the signifi cance of structural factors for the 
explanation of labor market outcomes. The fi eld-specifi c risk of holding a tem-
porary contract is not so much infl uenced by (perceived) productivity differen-
tials, but to a large extent by the direct link of fi elds and occupational positions. 
Furthermore, institutional settings are affecting both the overall differentials 
and the way these differentials develop. The labor market chances of individu-
als are thus not only governed by individual productivity traits (as suggested 
by many economic labor market theories), but also by the effects of structural 
conditions, which are independent of individual characteristics.

However, a substantial part of the association of fi elds and the type of con-
tract remains unexplained. For most fi elds, the observed differentials are only 
partly explained by specifi city and positional characteristics. This suggests that 
other unobserved factors, which might be exogenous (e.g. ability) or endogenous 
(e.g. detailed fi rm characteristics) to fi elds, are affecting the association between 
fi elds and temporary employment. Moreover, there are clear gender differences 
in both labor markets under investigation. Women are more likely than men 
to hold a temporary contract, while at the same time the variables used in the 
model are less capable of explaining this individual risk as well as the effects 
fi elds have on it. Clearly, further research is needed to investigate these issues 
more thoroughly. 

Finally, as the results indicate the importance of fi elds for the allocation of 
people to temporary jobs, it seems to be seminal for future studies to expand 
research to other forms of fl exible employment, such as part-time work or forms 
of precarious self-employment. This could help to shed more light on the role 
fi elds of study play in the process of labor market fl exibilization.
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NOTES

 1  The standard employment relationship is usually defi ned as being full-time, perma-
nent, and non-self-employment.

 2  It was not possible to separate social sciences and law for combined subjects in the 
UK LFS. Thus, this category includes a few students of law in a combined subject. 
However, law as single subject was coded as ‘law/administration’.
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 3  This distinction refl ects the differences in the CASMIN classifi cation (group 3b ver-
sus 3a). For the UK, the focus on higher degrees implies that below-degree certifi -
cates or diplomas (as BTEC, HND, HNC, etc.) are not considered.

 4  Dispersion-index according to Dekker et al. (2002):
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� �
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⎜
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  De � dispersion of ISCO-occupations (ISCO-88 3-digits) for fi eld of study e.
  Geo � number of graduates of fi eld e with ISCO-occupation o
  Ge � number of graduates of fi eld e
  O � total number of ISCO-occupations. 
 5  In order to check the validity of the dispersion indices, we used external data (several 

German graduate surveys) that allowed us to calculate correlations of these indices 
with alternative indicators of fi eld specifi city. As both indices were highly correlat-
ed with these alternative measures, we are confi dent using valid indicators of fi eld 
 specifi city.

 6  The strikingly high rate of temporary employment among German medics is partly 
due to the peculiarities of the medical training in Germany. However, even if the age 
range is extended to 20–65-year-olds, high rates of temporary employment can be 
observed for the fi eld of medicine. 

 7  Cramer’s V is a standardized �2-based measure of association, which can be used to 
compare the strength of association between two variables across different samples. 

 8  To check to what extent these results are driven by the exceptionally high specifi city of 
medicine, we recalculated the correlations without medicine. While this had little im-
pact for the UK sample, the correlations for the German sample became less negative 
and shifted toward zero. Thus, even without medicine, there seems to be no relation-
ship between fi eld specifi city and the individual risk of holding a temporary contract. 

 9  Due to space limitations, the association between industry sector and fi elds is dis-
played only for three broad categories of industry sectors. 

10 Here, all ten categories of the industry sector classifi cation were used. 
11 Full details are available on request. 
12 As this indicator is fully collinear with the variable ‘fi eld of study’, the dummy vari-

ables representing fi elds had to be removed from the model. When the occupation-
based dispersion index is used instead of the fi eld-based index, the results are very 
similar to those reported. 

13  Because of space limitations, only the effects of ‘health/education’ are shown in Table 4. 
14 See Section 3 for more details on the indicators used. As some of the indicators are 

fully collinear with the variable ‘industry sector’, the dummy variables representing 
industry sectors had to be removed from the model. 

15 As it turned out, in both countries, high shares of female workers increase the risk of 
holding a temporary contract (for men and women). Furthermore, in the case of the 
German labor market, the share of service class workers is positively related to the 
risk of holding a temporary contract, while higher expansion rates decrease that risk. 
Firm-size turned out to be statistically not signifi cant, except for German women, 
who are more likely hold a temporary job if they are working in a large fi rm.  

16 In addition to the models presented in Table 4, we ran a model where information on 
occupational class was entered before the information on industry sector. Since the 

 © 2008 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at Universiteit van Amsterdam SAGE on August 10, 2008 http://cos.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://cos.sagepub.com


Giesecke and Schindler Field of Study and Flexible Work 303

results of this model are fairly identical to the one reported above, we conclude that 
the order of entering the positional characteristics does not exert an infl uence on the 
conclusions drawn. 

REFERENCES

Allmendinger, J. (1989) ‘Educational Systems and Labor Market Outcomes’, European 
Sociological Review 5(3): 231–50.

Boockmann, B. and Hagen, T. (2001) ‘The Use of Flexible Working Contracts in West 
Germany: Evidence from an Establishment Panel’, ZEW Discussion Paper No. 01–33.

Booth, A.L., Francesconi, M. and Frank, J. (2002) ‘Temporary Jobs: Stepping Stones or 
Dead Ends?’, Economic Journal 112(480): 189–215.

Breen, R. (2005) ‘Explaining Cross-National Variation in Youth Unemployment – Market 
and Institutional Factors’, European Sociological Review 21(2): 125–34.

de Vries, M.R. and Wolbers, M.H.J. (2005) ‘Non-Standard Employment Relations and 
Wages among School Leavers in the Netherlands’, Work, Employment and Society 
19(3): 503–25.

Dekker, R., de Grip, A. and Heijke, H. (2002) ‘The Effects of Training and Overeducation 
on Career Mobility in a Segmented Labour Market’, International Journal of 
Manpower 23(2): 106–25.

Erikson, R. and Goldthorpe, J.H. (1992) The Constant Flux: A Study of Class Mobility in 
Industrial Societies. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Giesecke, J. (2006) Arbeitsmarktfl exibilisierung und Soziale Ungleichheit. Wiesbaden: 
Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften.

Giesecke, J. and Groß, M. (2003) ‘Temporary Employment: Chance or Risk?’, European 
Sociological Review 19(2): 161–77.

Giesecke, J. and Groß, M. (2004) ‘External Labour Market Flexibility and Social 
Inequality – Temporary Employment in Germany and the UK’, European Societies 
6(3): 347–82.

Goldthorpe, J.H. (2000) On Sociology: Numbers, Narratives, and the Integration of 
Research and Theory. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Kalleberg, A.L. (2000) ‘Non Standard Employment Relations: Part-Time, Temporary 
and Contract Work’, Annual Review of Sociology 26: 341–65.

Kim, A. and Kim, K.-W. (2003) ‘Returns to Tertiary Education in Germany and the UK: 
Effects of Fields of Study and Gender’, MZES Working Paper No. 62.

Long, J.S. (1997) Regression Models for Categorical and Limited Dependent Variables. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.

Mertens, A., Gash, V. and McGinnity, F. (2007) ‘The Cost of Flexibility at the Margin. 
Comparing the Wage Penalty for Fixed-term Contracts in Germany and Spain Using 
Quantile Regression’, LABOUR 21(4/5): 637–66.

Müller, W. and Gangl, M. (eds) (2003) Transitions from Education to Work in Europe – 
The Integration of Youth into EU Labour Markets. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Müller, W., Steinmann, S. and Ell, R. (1998.) ‘Education and Labour-Market Entry in 
Germany’, in Y. Shavit and W. Müller (eds) From School to Work. A Comparative 
Study of Educational Qualifi cations and Occupational Destinations, pp. 143–88. 
Oxford: Clarendon Press.

OECD (2002) ‘Taking the Measure of Temporary Employment’, in OECD (ed.) OECD 
Employment Outlook, pp. 127–85. Paris: OECD.

 © 2008 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at Universiteit van Amsterdam SAGE on August 10, 2008 http://cos.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://cos.sagepub.com


304 International Journal of Comparative Sociology 49(4–5)

OECD (2004) OECD Employment Outlook. Paris: OECD.
Polavieja, J.G. (2003) ‘Temporary Contracts and Labour Market Segmentation in Spain: 

An Employment-Rent Approach’, European Sociological Review 19(5): 501–17.
Polavieja, J.G. (2006) ‘The Incidence of Temporary Employment in Advanced Economies: 

Why is Spain Different?’, European Sociological Review 22(1): 61–78.
Uzzi, B. and Barsness, Z.I. (1998) ‘Contingent Employment in British Establishments: 

Organizational Determinants of the Use of Fixed-Term Hires and Part-Time Workers’, 
Social Forces 76(3): 967–1005.

van de Werfhorst, H.G. and Kraaykamp, G. (2001) ‘Four Field-Related Educational 
Resources and Their Impact on Labor, Consumption, and Sociopolitical Orientation’, 
Sociology of Education 74(4): 296–317.

Johannes Giesecke is senior researcher at the Social Science Research Center 
Berlin (WZB). His research interests lie in social stratifi cation, labor markets, and 
quantitative methods. He has published articles about labor market fl exibilization 
in, among others, European Sociological Review and European Societies. Address: 
Social Science Research Center Berlin, Reichspietschufer 50, 10785 Berlin, Germany. 
[email: johannes.giesecke@wzb.eu] 

Steffen Schindler is researcher at the Mannheim Centre for European Social Research 
(MZES). His research interests include social stratifi cation and inequality, sociology of 
education, and labor market transitions. Address: University of Mannheim, MZES, 68131 
Mannheim, Germany. [email: steffen.schindler@mzes.uni-mannheim.de] 

 © 2008 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at Universiteit van Amsterdam SAGE on August 10, 2008 http://cos.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://cos.sagepub.com

