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To introduce myself, I am a researcher at the Finnish Institute of 
Occupational Health. I was hired as a biostistician in 1971 by our 
Symposium organizer Timo Partanen. I don't know how wise his 
decision was, but at least I have been a permanent employee 
and still continuing in the job. 
My other position is an Adjunct professor at the University of 
Helsinki.
This talk is based on paper that was published last month in the 
Scandinavian Journal of Work Environment and Health. 
I also edited the Journal for 20 years.



2

I have worked also under a fixed-term employment contract in 
Australia for a shorter period of time in the early 1990s. 
And the collaboration with my Australian colleagues has 
continued in various reseach projects until today. 
I'm very pleased see that the last speaker here today is Dr Ann 
Williamson who was my workmate in Sydney. 
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A year ago in May I was in Sydney working and read one 
morning the local newspaper. This extract concerns the 
Australian Workplace Agreements, which, before the last 
election, the backbone to the Government’s Work Choices 
legislation. 
In television drama series McLeod’s Daughters featured Patrick 
the mechanic being pressured to sign an agreement by an 
unscrupulous boss.

“It’s not actually your choice,” Phil the boss told his employee. 
“You either sign this contract or I have to employ someone else 
... it’s either my way or ... ”  
“I’ll take the highway,” Patrick replied, and out he walked.
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There two ways to look at fixed-term employment. 
On can argue that fixed-term work is always better than no work at 
all. 
A counter-argument is that it becomes stressful when fixed-term forms 
a trap of insecurity from where the only escape is unemployment.
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Some people experience the insecurity of this type of 
employment contract as negative, especially. women working as 
deputies for ‘chained’ periods in the municipal heath care sector 
who get their pay from employment funding.

Others feel positively that their position in the work community 
is strong and demanding, e.g. professional men aged under 40 
years, hired in well-paid and challenging projects that 
requirehigh-level expertise in the info-tech field.
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Among the cogent concerns are:
Frangmentary work periods
Demands for flexibility in working hours
Multiple insecurieties
Financial instability
Loose commitment to work, and
Uncertainty of the future working life
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There are many different types of employment contract. 

Permanent contract is signed ‘until further notice’
According to the Finnish Employment Contracts Act, fixed-term 
worker can be hired, but only for a justified reason.  
Some persons are hired for a trial period.  
Others are project workers, substitute workers, seasonal 
workers, hired agency workers, or casual workers.
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In everyday language, ‘casual employment’ means itinerant or 
relief work, that is, intermittent or short-term jobs
Casuals may be regarded as the least privileged and most 
insecure group in that their work rarely leads to permanent 
employment. 
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In the Australian labour law, ‘casual employee’ means a person 
engaged by the hour and paid on an hourly basis.
In the case of the Australian system, casuals have remarkably 
few rights, benefits and forms of protection.
They lack any rights to: paid annual leave, paid sick leave, 
bereavement leave, public holidays, redundancy payments, or 
even notice of dismissal. --- Dr Williamson may want comment 
on this later.
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On the other, hand many casual workers do have: 
Ongoing relations with their employers 
Contracts not necessarily limited to short periods 
Reasonably predictable working patterns and  regular earnings, 
and
Expectations of permanent employment

Casual employment is a distinctive feature, esp. of the Australian 
system

It accounts for 20% of the labour force 
Most are directly employed, not via agencies
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But casual work may not be so bad after all. Eventhough you 
may not have an office, you can wear a casual outfit, and you 
don't have any fixed office hours either. And Manly Beach is a 
lovely place to work.
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Now back to Finland. This graph shows the frequency of female 
Finnish fixed-term employees at ages from 15 to 64 years during 
the decade 1997 through 2006. 
The poverall prevalence of fixed-term employment relationships 
in Finland is at 16 per cent. Among women it is 20% and among 
men only 13%. 
This graph shows the relative frequency of female fixed-terms 
workers by calendar year and age. We can see that they have a 
high representation of young wemen in their twenties. These are 
typically well-educated persons employed in the public sector 
and at the universities. 
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Here is a pretty good example of such a person. She happens to be my daughter 
Laura.
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Until now, there has not been no knowledge of how long fixd-
term employees continue working under such contracts.  
I have estimated what is called the Working Life Expectancy for 
the Finnish fixed-term employees. This term means the duration 
of future time at work or the length of a persons totatal working 
career. A 15-year old Finnish male is expected to work a total of 
4 years in fixed-term employment over consecutive or separate 
time spans, that is 8 per cent of his maximum career until final 
retirement. For a female the expectancy is longer, 6 years or 12 
per cent of her worklife duration
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Throughout the decade 1997-2006 there was a consistent 
increase in the number of female fixed-term workers, whereas 
for men there was a slightly attenuating development. 
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The next issue that I want to bring up in globalization. 
It causes production and jobs to be moved to countries with 
cheaper labour costs
Thus there is less need for corporations to hire permanent, full-
time employees 
Companies are less inclined to offer benefits or compensation
Job security and communication is a major issue with contingent 
work  
The case in point is Nokia Corporation
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Nokia is the world market leader in mobile phones, and also a 
Finnish company. This picture shows its headquarters adjacent 
to Helsinki in a beautiful marine environment.
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But there the backyard behind the facade. Nokia closed down a 
plant in Gernany this spring, and ‘deleted’ 2 300 permanent 
employees. A crow of 20,000 workers demonstrated against 
NOKIA for their lost jobs.
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There are also concerns about possible adverse health effects 
among temporary workers. I will very briefly run down some 
main results from recent Finnish sudies. For details, you may 
consult the original publications. The references are given here 
and they can also be found from my article.

First, there is evidence that temporary workers have a raised 
psychological morbidity and high employment instability 
compared with permanent employees.
Another study found that contingent employees fared better in 
both respects than their permanent counterparts. However, no 
difference was found in the prevalence of diagnosed diseases 
and minor psychiatric morbidity between the compared groups.   
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A labor market questionnaire study on perceived morbidity found 
fewer fixed-term employees than permanent employees 
reporting work-related illnesses and symptoms.
A register linkage study of over 65,000 civil servants of ten 
Finnish towns found that temporary employment is associated 
with antidepressant use among women and men, and that this is 
more pronounced when employment is unstable.
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Another epidemiologic study reported that temporary 
employment carries higher risk of mortality, especially from 
alcohol-related causes and smoking-related cancer, compared to 
the risk among permanent employees. Moving from temporary 
to permanent employment lowered significantly the risk of 
death.
Yet anther result is that good health status seems to promote 
the chances for a fixed-term hospital employee to reach 
permanent employment
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A further study of initially fixed-term employees in the public 
sector evidenced a health-related selection into employment 
trajectories which carry different health consequences:

A trajectory that tarketed to stable employment was associated 
with a decreased risk of psychological distress 

A trajectory to the labour market periphery related to increased 
risk of nonoptimal health, compared to the state of remaining in 
fixed-term employment 
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What are then the current concerns in Finland? I can mention 
several of them.

Fixed-term contracts often incur unsatisfactory conditions

Fixed-term workers with a higher education are willing to accept 
a lower-ranked position, with a smaller salary than what their 
qualification would entitle, given that the available job is a 
permanent one

University lecturers in fixed-term jobs find it hard to apply for 
scholarships because, if they do not have a permanent position 
to return to, they become unemployed and risk loosing a 
compensation 

Researchers often choose not to continue their professional 
career if it means temporary assignments in project work; 
instead they prefer to seek permanent, perhaps less challenging 
work in private companies
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And the list continues:

Labour unions do not seem to be particularly interested in the 
problems of fixed-term employees who are predominantly young 
women, often unorganised freelance workers.

The employers' policy of hiring fixed-term and short-term 
employees can be counter-productive to women's reproductive 
plans  

The constant insecurity of the continuation of work contract can 
cause exhaustion and in case of temporary unemployment 
depressive episodes can occur
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The socioeconomical policy question then is:
Whether to actively influence the development of fixed-term 
employment or let it flow volatilely with the economic currents?

A possible solution is regulation. A Finnish law was enacted in A Finnish law was enacted in 
2008, which is aimed at reducing unjustified fixed2008, which is aimed at reducing unjustified fixed--term work term work 
contracts; and infringement will be penalized by a fine.contracts; and infringement will be penalized by a fine.
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Alternative suggestions include:

Better deployment of fixed-term labour so as to not undermine 
its longer term development

Good practices and work arrangements such as professional life-
long training and new forms of parental leave

Balancing of work, family life and private activities
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As for my future occupational plans, I shall retire from the 
Finnish Institute at the end of this year, and start a MarkStat 
Consultancy firm. I will mix professional ambitions with fun by 
playing tennis.
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This picture is from my visit to New Zealand last December. 
Thank you very much! 


