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Precarious Work Versus Decent Work: 
The Precariousness From The Perspectives Of Service Sector

Employees In Turkey
The Case Of Bursa

Abstract:

The most direct consequence of the expansion of non-standard employment contracts in labour market becomes
“precarious work”, which is characterized by job insecurity, job instability and involuntariness for nonpermanent
jobs. Non-standard employment forms which are implemented increasingly in service sector as a result of attempts
to make Turkish labour market more flexible, make it compulsory to problematize the precarious experience of em-
ployees. This qualitative study aims to explore how those, who are employed under fixed-term contracts, experience
job insecurity and job instability and whether the experience of precariousness differentiates according to the age,
gender and educational level. According to the findings of the semi-structured in-depth interviews made with 21
employees working in cleaning and security sectors operating in Bursa, phenomenon of job insecurity is experien-
ced as the increase of unemployment risk, the danger of not finding a job again in the labour market after falling
out of the job, and loss of foresight pertaining to the future in the working life. As for the job instability, it arises
as both the gradual loss of employees’ abilities to build their careers and postponement of short term and long term
decisions in their everyday lives. On the other hand, all participants’ accepting their jobs compulsorily completes
the precariousness characteristics of their jobs. Furthermore, it was found that those who were influenced by job
insecurity and job instability utmost are women and young people who have high level of education. These findings
point out that precariousness peculiar to service sector jobs in Turkey causes multi-dimensional problems for tem-
porary employees.

Keywords: precarious employment, fixed-term employment contracts, job insecurity, job instability, service 
sector.
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Introduction

Global competitive pressures drive enterpri-
ses into downsizing and outsourcing, which
reconstructs labour markets by causing them
to be flexible. One of the most important re-
sults of this change experienced in labour
markets is the gradual expansion of “non-
standard” contracts. This is realised through
a transition from “permanent jobs” that are
based on full-time and open-ended employ-
ment contracts regarded as standard em-
ployment forms to “temporary jobs” that are
based on nonstandard “part-time” and
“fixed-term employment contracts” (Kalle-
berg, 2000). It is possible to observe this tran-
sition clearly in the European Union (EU)
and its 27 members. Focusing on changes in
employment forms within EU countries du-
ring 2000 – 2007, 4.9% of the relative em-
ployment increase recorded during this
period was due to full-time employment,
while 17.7% was due to part-time employ-
ment. Moreover, while 5.4% of this increase
was due to permanent employment, 24.6%
was due to temporary employment (EU
Commission, 2008: 29).

Nevertheless, differentiation arising in the
content and nature of social protection due
to expansion of non-standard employment
contracts creates many negative results for
employees; moreover, it is certain that an in-
crease in job insecurity and job instability
leads to these problems (Elliott and Atkin-
son, 1998; Heery and Salmon, 2000). Those
who are employed in temporary work ar-
rangements are particularly affected by this
situation, and as a result, the workers inclu-
ded in this group are more influenced by job
insecurity (Saloniemi and Zeytinoglu, 2007).
Furthermore, this situation inordinately af-
fects young people, women and low-skilled
individuals, the latter of whom are more fre-
quently employed with non-standard em-
ployment contracts (Tucker, 2002;
Zeytinoglu and Muteshi, 2000). Employment
that becomes precarious constitutes the basic
dynamics of the phenomenon under study.
At the same time, this situation in the labour
market has led some scholars to consider an

increase in risks and uncertainties in the la-
bour market (Davoine et al., 2008a; EU Com-
mission, 2008). Within this framework, the
concept of decent work has been raised on
the agenda of the International Labour Or-
ganization (ILO) as a way of addressing this
situation through increased social protection
and employment security to insure workers
against poor-quality, precarious employ-
ment that has emerged as a result of the
newly flexible labour markets (Boyer, 2006;
Vosko, 2002; Fields, 2003; Auer, 2006; Isigi-
cok, 2009). In this context, it is certain that
the phenomenon of decent work includes
that the basic rights of the workers are pro-
tected in their working lives; a sufficient in-
come and social security are provided; and
the quality and quantity of employment as-
sociated with an increase in the quality of
jobs together are the most efficient instru-
ments and precautions to cope with the
problems arising from labour market flexi-
bility.

The historical attempts to develop a flexible
labour market in Turkey date back to the
economic liberalisation policies, including fi-
nancial and commercial liberalisation and
opening to foreign capital and privatisation,
all of which have been applied in tandem
with the European Union membership pro-
cess since 2000s. In addition, the new labour
law no. 4857 introduced in 2003 has had a
crucial role in this matter. As a matter of fact,
the fact that this new labour law provided
the legal ground for non-standard employ-
ment forms such as “part-time working,”
“temporary employment relationship” and
“work on call” has enabled the Turkish la-
bour market to turn into a more flexible
structure. This new arrangement in the la-
bour market has brought about a significant
increase in certain kinds of employment, es-
pecially the employment of low-skilled
women and young people in the service sec-
tor (Ercan, 2007; Toksoz, 2007; 2009). Howe-
ver, this situation has increased the number
of individuals who work under non-stan-
dard employment contracts and who enco-
unter more serious job insecurities and
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instability in Turkey. Considering the gene-
ral characteristics of the Turkish labour mar-
ket, sectoral distribution and quality of
employment, it is possible to argue that pre-
cariousness is intensive in the service sector,
and thus, negative results caused by preca-
riousness have the most intense influence on
those who are employed in the service sec-
tor.

This study aims to present subjective evi-
dences pertaining to job insecurity and job
instability by discussing the precariousness
evaluations of fixed-term service sector em-
ployees in Turkey. To this end, after precari-
ous employment is outlined in the first
section of the study, in second section, the
“precariousness influence” is discussed in
terms of service sector workers in the Tur-
kish labour market. In the following section,
methodological approach relating to quali-
tative research of the study is explained and
the findings are presented. Finally, the last
section discusses the dynamics and dimen-
sions of precarious employment in Turkey.

Precarious Employment versus Decent

Employment

Although it is difficult to develop a clear de-
finition of precarious employment, the con-
cept is seen as an aggregate of job insecurity,
job instability and involuntariness for tem-
porary working, all of which are encounte-
red within non-standard employment
(Temiz, 2004). In fact, various definitions of
the concept of precarious employment have
been forwarded. For instance, the ILO defi-
ned precarious employment as employment
relations in which employment security as a
basic element of employment contracts is de-
ficient. However, as a concept, precarious
employment includes not only those wor-
king without job security but also workers
who are exposed to poor working conditions
due to high levels of employment uncerta-
inty and low wages. In this context, the con-
cept of precarious employment is used as a
general expression for “inequality,” “uncer-
tainty,” “instability” and “insecurity” rela-
ted to participation in the labour market

(Temiz, 2004).

In addition, precarious employment has a
multi-dimensional feature as a concept. In
this sense, it is beneficial to highlight the
three main elements of “job insecurity,” “job
instability” and “involuntariness for tempo-
rary employment.” We might say that job in-
security refers to a decrease in legal rights
and low-level social protection as generally
compared to employees working under
standard contract forms. In addition to the
fact that it is based on “objective” criteria
such as working conditions (i.e., the type of
contract, wages, working hours, social rights
and so on) and legal regulations that are the
indicators of increasingly insecure employ-
ment, it is necessary to take into account
“subjective” criteria, including the percepti-
ons of workers (Fournier et al., 2003; Bujold
and Fournier, 2008; Näswall and De Witte,
2003). From this point of view, the subjective
conceptualisation of job insecurity basically
constitutes a source of anxieties and threats
that individuals perceive about today’s and
the future’s employment situations (De
Witte and Näswall, 2003). Job instability, as
the second feature of precariousness, arises
as a result of an increase in non-permanent
jobs due to the increasingly transitional na-
ture of the labour market (Schimd, 2002; Ga-
zier 2002). While on the one hand, the fact
that employees work in unstable employ-
ment implies that their careers are fragmen-
ted and unclear, on the other hand,
employees increasingly lose control over
their jobs and lives (Sennett, 1998). Involun-
tary non-standard working (Gallagher and
Sverke, 2005: 183; Sverke and Hellgren,
2002), which is the last aspect of precarious-
ness, means that employees work in inferior
jobs that have poor working conditions and
are vulnerable given the requirements of
these jobs. For instance, part-time employ-
ment may be preferred voluntarily, but
fixed-term employment is accepted invo-
luntarily within the member countries of the
EU (EC, 2008: 34). This situation draws at-
tention to the relationship between fixed-
term employment and precariousness.



Measures to empirically understand the in-
fluences of precarious employment on em-
ployees and, in turn, minimise the negative
results of precariousness were introduced
for the first time when the concept of decent
work was conceptualised by the ILO in 1999
(Anker et al., 2003; Bescond et al., 2003). As
a target of these measures, decent work has
four basic elements, namely, the improve-
ment of working rights, employment, social
protection and social dialogue (Ghai, 2003).
In fact, the measurement of the dimensions
and elements of decent work both at a macro
(or national) level and at the micro (or
workplace) level continues to be studied.
With these aims, the “Tripartite Meeting of
Experts on the Measurement of Decent
Work” was arranged by ILO in 2008, and a
draft called the “Decent Work Indicators
Index” was prepared. These indicators in-
clude employment opportunities, sufficient
income, productive employment, decent
working hours, integration of working life
with family and individual life, jobs that
should be abolished, security and stability of
employment, opportunity and treatment
equality in employment, job security, social
security, social dialogue, and the represen-
tation of employees and employers. While
all of these indicators demonstrate precari-
ous employment, the security and stability
of employment and the integration of wor-
king life with family and individual life
make it possible to measure precariousness
directly (ILO, 2008). However, it is necessary
to emphasise that all of these criteria are ob-
jective criteria.

Alternatively, the job quality approach,
which was put on the agenda of European
Commission in 2001 within the scope of Eu-
ropean Employment Strategy, is integral to
the decent work approach of the ILO (Da-
voine et al. 2008b). So-called “Laekan indi-
cators” developed to measure the quality of
jobs are comprised of four dimensions. Di-
mensions (and indicators) include socio-eco-
nomic security (intrinsic job quality,
flexibility and security, inclusion and access
to the labour market, diversity and non-dis-
crimination), training (lifelong learning and

career development, overall economic per-
formance and productivity), working condi-
tions (health and safety at work, social
dialogue, and worker involvement) and the
reconciliation of working and non-working
life and gender balance (work organisation
and the work– life balance, gender equality)
(EC, 2008). Therefore, the EU’s approach to-
wards measuring job quality includes the
perceptions of employees, as this approach
takes subjective variables into consideration
as well as objective criteria, thereby taking
measurements at the workplace level.

The Impact of Precariousness on 

Employment Relations in Turkey

Since the basic characteristics of the labour
market reflect the general features of em-
ployment relations in Turkey (Yildirim and
Calis, 2008: 214), an examination of the struc-
ture of the labour market allows us to make
inferences regarding precarious work situa-
tions. In this context, it is useful to consider
the rate of participation in the workforce, the
employment rate and the unemployment
rate in the Turkish labour market. In 2008,
the rate of participation in the workforce in
Turkey was 46.9%, which is very low com-
pared to developed countries. In the same
way, the employment rate was very low as
well at the rate of 41.7%. Note that 23.7% of
those employed in 2008 worked in agricul-
ture sector, with 21% of them in the indus-
trial sector, 5.9% were in the construction
sector, and 49.5% worked in the service sec-
tor. (TÜİK, 2009). The most important reason
for these low rates is that the participation of
women in the workforce in urban areas is a
third as much as that of men (World Bank,
2006: 9). In that same year, while general
unemployment rate was 11%, this rate was
higher in urban areas. The unemployment
rate has shown an increase, particularly
among young people in the last decade, with
this rate rising to 20.5% in 2008. In addition
to this negative result, Ercan (2007: 30) dis-
cusses that “paradoxically, in an environ-
ment where average education levels are
low and employers prefer skilled workmen,
unemployment rate among the educated
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young people (high school graduates and
above) is relatively higher.” The prolonga-
tion of unemployment is among the structu-
ral problems faced in the labour market,
particularly by women (Tansel and Tasci,
2004; Tunali, 2003: 56) and young people
(Ercan, 2007).

In addition to the present situation of the for-
mal workforce, the high informal employ-
ment rate of approximately 50% of the
employed population in Turkey directly in-
fluences employment relations as one of the
basic characteristics of the labour market.
The most important factors that play a part
in the expansion of informal employment in-
clude the existence of an unskilled work-
force migrating from rural areas to the
urban; a lack of sufficient proper employ-
ment in cities; and the fact that small and
mid-size enterprises encourage informal
workforce employment and constitute 98%
of economical enterprises in Turkey. As can
be understood from several main indicators
presented above, it is possible to determine
that the structure of the labour market in
Turkey is particularly insecure for young pe-
ople, women and poor-educated individu-
als; moreover, it poses considerable risks
such that the labour market itself is directly
precarious. The reconstruction of flexible la-
bour markets under these negative conditi-
ons since the 2000s has established a
situation in which employees to encounter
increasingly precarious situations.

The flexibility of the labour markets in Tur-
key has been realised as a result of harmoni-
sation policies that Turkey has pursued as
part of the European Union membership
process as well as due to European Com-
mission directives (Taymaz and Ozler, 2004).
The most important indicator of this process
with regards to labour market policies is the
labour law No. 4857 enacted in 2003. The
most fundamental novelty introduced by
this law into employment relations in Tur-
key is the arrangements pertaining to new
non-standard contract types appearing in
the labour market. Among the most crucial
of these arrangements are contract types

such as “part-time employment contracts,”
“temporary employment relationships” and
“working on call,” all of which can lead to
the reconstruction of the labour market. Ho-
wever, this law provides some regulations
that facilitate the applicability of various al-
ready-existing contract types, such as “sub-
contracting work.” In fact, the new labour
law is a result of attempts to formalise types
non-standard insecure employment already
available in the labour market in the past
through legal legitimisation. This is summa-
rised by Çelik as follows (2007: 126): The
“new labour law is a text seeking answers
not for the main subject of labour law of
‘How to protect employees from the prob-
lems created by the market mechanism?’ but
for ‘How the needs of the market will be
met?’”

One of the most commonly-used non-stan-
dard employment contracts in Turkey is
fixed-term employment based on the em-
ployer-subcontractor relationship. As poin-
ted out by Mutevellioglu and Isik (2009:
184), “One of the flexible employment types
(with the harshest results and wide use area)
used in Turkey is employing workmen with
subcontracting, which is a kind of flexibility
implementation between the firms. To dec-
rease the number of employees and reduce
the workforce costs, mid-size enterprises
conduct contract manufacturing in certain
stages of production and transfer the gradu-
ally-increasing parts of many works previ-
ously carried out in the central enterprises to
small subcontractor enterprises.” This situa-
tion meant that most of the new jobs created
in recent years were in the service sector; as
such, the rate of employment in the service
sector reached 48% (CEC, 2008: 35). Howe-
ver, the jobs created in the service sector
have a low quality and involve a workforce
with low skills and productivity levels,
which increasingly blurs the line between
formal employment and informal employ-
ment in Turkey. This situation not only cau-
ses the labour market and employment
relations in Turkey to multipartite and stra-
tify, but it also has an influence in terms of
the social problems it implies (Celik, 2007).
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Methods

This study aims to explore (i) how those who
are employed under fixed-term employment
contracts perceive job insecurity and job ins-
tability and experience precarious work si-
tuations and (ii) whether the experience of
precariousness can be differentiated accor-
ding to the variables of age, gender and edu-
cational level. A basic assumption of the
study is that precarious experience is more
severe for temporary employees in the ser-
vice sector, and this severity depends on age,
gender and educational level. To test this as-
sumption, in-depth interviews were con-
ducted with employees. Service workers
interviewed were limited to those workers
who have not had any regular or permanent
work experience in the security and cleaning
sectors in the last three years and who have
work as a subcontractor on a fixed-term em-
ployment contract basis.

The service sector has expanded in the last
decade in Bursa Province (one of the main
industrial centres of Turkey), which is cho-
sen as the area of study, as have the textile
and automotive sectors, which are among
the main sectors of the province as they
serve as economic drivers for the city and
the country. In particular, the increase in the
number of the firms adopting outsourcing
implementations since 2000 has caused the
cleaning and security sectors to be among
the sectors with new job creation. These sec-
tors were chosen for the study, since emplo-
yees in these sectors were working on a
fixed-term employment contracts basis
under mostly annual contracts. In addition,
all firms were subcontracting, and the job
changing rates of employees working in
these firms were high. There are 67 cleaning
companies and 41 security companies cur-
rently registered and operating in Bursa. In
this study, we attempted to reach the largest
firms of each sector operating in Bursa, and
interviews were conducted in six firms,
three of which were cleaning firms and the
other three of which were security firms.

In-depth, semi-structured interviews were
conducted, since the interview was based on

both closed-ended and open-ended questi-
ons. The participants who were interviewed
were initially asked various questions about
how they experienced and perceived job in-
security. They were then asked to evaluate
job instability. Finally, they were asked ques-
tions related to the influences of fixed-term
employment on their careers and everyday
lives. As the variation between participants
was the determinant factor in the selection
of interviewees, a maximum variation sam-
pling method was used in this sample selec-
tion process. According to Patton (2002: 235),
“this method of data collection will yield
two kind of findings: high-quality, detailed
descriptions of each case, which are useful
for documenting uniqueness, and important
shared patterns that cut across cases and de-
rive their significance from having emerged
out of heterogeneity.” Using this method, in-
depth interviews were conducted with 21
participants, 10 of whom were cleaning wor-
kers and 11 of whom were security workers.
To ensure a balanced gender distribution,
particular caution was used to select the
same number of women and men intervie-
wees. Thirty years of age was accepted as the
limit in the age distribution of the participa-
ting employees; participants below this age
were coded as young people, and partici-
pants over this age were coded as adults.
The duration of the interviews varied bet-
ween thirty minutes and an hour, and all
conversations recorded.

Results

In this study, results of the qualitative rese-
arch are presented in three dimensions: ex-
periences of job insecurity; perceived job
instability and its effects on career-related is-
sues; and precarious situations and every-
day lives.

Experiences of job insecurity

Insecurity is a phenomenon shared by all
participants. The most important indicators
of insecurity include the high level of unem-
ployment risk as a result of temporary em-
ployment and poor working conditions.
Insecurity, which is emphasised by low-skil-



led cleaning workers more than security
workers, was articulated by participants as
the direct effect of the temporary working on
a fixed-term basis. One of the cleaning wor-
kers expresses his insecurity experience as
follows: 

“We work on an annual contract basis. Of
course, it is not clear what will happen
when the contract terminates if you do not
have close relations with company mana-
gement. I have been working in this job for
two years. For instance, my contract will
terminate next month. Everyone is anxi-
ous about what will happen tomorrow. We
fear for our future, job and life” (Male,
aged 36, Secondary school).

Another cleaning worker in the same com-
pany explains what insecurity means to him
as follows:

“In my opinion, there is such job insecu-
rity at the moment. If I cannot make any
future plans since I work in this job, if I
have low income, and if I have to do a se-
cond job in addition to this job, it means
that I do not have job security. Of course,
I have health insurance. If we did not have
this insurance, our condition would be
much worse. However, if you work under
annual contracts or six-month contracts,
the possibility of being dismissed at the end
of the year or at the end of the six-month
period devastates you. There is already
nothing relating to compensation. We can
do nothing in the face of this situation. We
are bound hand and foot, and therefore, we
accept” (Male, aged 41, Secondary school).

The most crucial factor regarding this kind
of insecurity experienced by cleaning wor-
kers is that these workers have low educa-
tional levels since cleaning works require
low skills. After dismissed, they cannot find
jobs rapidly, or they find unqualified jobs.
Evaluating this fact together with the limi-
tedness of the active and passive labour mar-
ket policies in Turkey, the workers explain
their felt insecurity with adjectives such as
“fear” and “catastrophe.” However, the in-

security experienced by female participants
differs from that of male participants. Inse-
curity is expressed by a female worker who
had worked for two years in cleaning: 

“I used to work in the houses as a casual
labourer beforehand. I had a job to do just
for one day, but the other day, I did not
have any work to do. Of course, in this
way, you work in a completely insecure
job. You have neither health insurance nor
employment insurance. Here, at least I am
insured and feel more secure, and this job
is more settled as compared to my previ-
ous job. However, it is open to discussion
how sure this insurance is. In any event, it
is the lesser evil” (Female, aged 44, Pri-
mary school).

As can be seen from the example above,
most of the female cleaner interviewees have
casual home cleaning work experience to
provide additional income for the house-
hold. This induces them to evaluate their
current jobs as relatively more secure. Furt-
hermore, it can be argued that the gendered
characteristics of cleaning means that
women experience less insecurity in their
jobs. The fact that all female cleaning wor-
kers over the age of 30 have casual work ex-
periences leads them to perceive
unemployment risk as less. However, there
are also female cleaning workers who eva-
luate insecurity more severely. In this res-
pect, the determinant criteria are age and
educational level. Younger cleaning workers
approach insecurity more critically. A high
school graduate explains the situation as fol-
lows:

“We work since we have to work on a
fixed-term basis. I am a high school gra-
duate. I do not think I received quality trai-
ning, but if you asked me if I want to work
in a more secure and better permanent job
with this education at this age, I surely
would answer ‘Yes.’ Who wants to be a
cleaning worker at this age?” (Female,
aged 26).

The only worker with a four-year degree
among the cleaning workers said:
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“The people around me found it strange
and asked what major was appropriate for
a university graduate to work as a cleaner.
However, I had to work. I am accustomed
to it… I graduated from the university two
years ago. I looked for a job for a long
time… I haven't got the social network.
Since I could not find any job other than
this, I started to work as a cleaner. I do not
feel any negativity about the job; the only
thing I consider is the money I have at the
end of the month” (Male, aged 24, Bache-
lor’s degree).

The ways in which young employees with
relatively high levels of education accept
jobs involuntarily increase the precarious ex-
periences of them by enabling them to be
more sensitive towards job insecurity in the
cleaning sector. First, security sector workers
are different from cleaning sector workers in
that they approach this insecurity from a
quite a different perspective. As a new wor-
king field, this sector provides employment
for women as much as men. In addition,
workers are certificated through a special
training at least to the high school level, and
job processes based on merit are listed as one
of the reasons for this difference. Men wor-
king in different security companies articu-
late their opinions with regards to job
insecurity as follows:

“In fact, insecurity in this job changes
from company to company. Since we have
project-based work, we have good working
conditions as long as the company project
is good. We select companies we will work
for by taking this fact into account. I was
very happy in many of the jobs I have wor-
ked to date, and I would be really happy to
work for any of them again if they wanted
so. In this sense, I am not able to say that
I feel insecure. It does not matter to me to
work under a fixed-term contract. Since I
do my job happily, it is not very difficult
for me to find a job in another company; I
can say that I do not have much unem-
ployment risk” (Male, aged 30, High
school).

“The big demand in this sector brings

great advantages. If you do your job well,
you will not have any problems, like not
being able to find a job. Of course, experi-
ence is very important as well. If you have
some experience, instead of waiting for
companies to choose you, you begin to
choose companies after a while” (Male,
aged 32, Associate degree).

“Although I started to work in this sector
since I was urged by necessity, I am satis-
fied with my job today. Despite the econo-
mic crisis, there are security
advertisements in the newspapers every-
day. Although everyone who is unemplo-
yed is trying to receive a certificate now, I
think this sector will expand more” (Male,
aged 26, High school).

Comparing the evaluations of these three
quotes from men in security with the clea-
ning workers, it appears that the perceived
level of insecurity is lower among security
workers. While being younger and having a
level of higher education enable workers to
be more sensitive towards their experience
of precariousness in the cleaning sector, this
is not true for the security sector. In other
words, young people with a high level of
education who are employed in security ser-
vice think that their working conditions are
safe, as they perceive their employment as
an advantageous opportunity. The fact that
the employability levels of those working in
this sector are high is an ameliorating ele-
ment with respect to insecurity.

Perceived job instability and its effects on
career-related issues

Job instability, which is another feature of
precarious employment in addition to inse-
curity, was articulated as a common prob-
lem by workers of both sectors. The
disordered structure of their jobs influences
the perceptions of workers with respect to
their future careers. Cleaning workers ans-
wered the question “What does having a
temporary job means to you?” as follows:

“To speak honestly, it does not mean much
to me. In a sense, we got used to this si-
tuation. If you are a cleaning worker, you



have to accept irregular jobs regularly. In
a manner of speaking, our order is this di-
sarrangement” (Male, aged 39, Secondary
education).

“We go wherever the employer wants us
to go. Sometimes, even I am confused
when choosing which company I will work
at during that week!” (Female, aged 44,
Primary school).

An evaluation of another cleaning worker
with regards to job insecurity is as follows:

“If you have to act under the principle that
‘I do whatever there is to do,’ you are for-
ced to work in temporary jobs” (Male,
aged 49, Primary school).

Considering these evaluations of cleaning
workers, it is possible to say that one stra-
tegy of coping with job instability is to accept
the situation by becoming indifferent to it.
Both cleaning and security workers experi-
ence the feeling of despair in the face of the
temporary nature of their jobs. Evidence of
the same approach is revealed among secu-
rity workers as well:

“All of the security men work completely
under subcontracts. An employment met-
hod other than this cannot be considered for
our sector. For that reason, individuals who
prefer this job as an occupation choose it vo-
luntarily and are aware of the situation. No
one considers himself a permanent worker
here. In any event, it is a subcontractor com-
pany. All the difficulties of the job are alre-
ady definite beforehand, but it is a new
sector, and it seems to hold many opportu-
nities. Since there is a need for employees in
the sector, you do not have any choice but to
put up with these difficulties. You start to ig-
nore whether the job is temporary or not”
(Male, aged 25, Associate degree).

“Jobs are completely irregular. You are a
security man in a buildings complex one
year, but in the following year, you work
in a shopping centre. You ensure the sa-
fety in both of them, but these are different
jobs in practice. To speak honestly, I do not
prefer building complexes. In that case, I
have to leave that job. We have a nomadic

working life!” (Male, aged 34, Associate
degree).

The most direct influence of instability on
employees is felt with respect to employee
experiences of their career. The fact that the
goal of having a long-term career particu-
larly working in the same job disappears
gradually is important evidence that emplo-
yees are influenced by this instability. Eva-
luating the sectors in terms of career
opportunities, it appears that job mobility of
cleaning workers is only limited based on
age, experience and personal abilities. A se-
curity man who has work experience of ten
months answered the question “Could you
evaluate having a temporary job in terms of
your career targets?” as follows: 

“I changed three jobs before I started to
work in this company. All of these jobs
were completely irrelevant to this job and
the education I received in the university.
I do not know how many times I will
change job from now on. What upsets me
is to be forced to work in a kind of irregu-
lar job after having received higher educa-
tion for two years. In any case, I cannot see
any future career for myself” (Female,
aged 29, Associate degree).

Although another worker wants to advance
in the same job in the future, he cannot en-
visage how this advancement will actually
take place:

“I want to continue my career as a security
man. However, I do not know how things
will take place in the future; I cannot speak
definitely. I started to work in this job; I can
work in other jobs as well, but I think the
right thing to do is to stay in this job and
advance” (Male, 30, High School).

An emphasis on uncertainty regarding career
paths and the future is shared by the workers
of both sectors. Workers of both sectors are
aware of the temporary nature of their jobs,
and they have difficulty in making long-term
plans about their jobs. Furthermore, when
participants were asked about their opinions
relating to the future of their working lives,
they implied that they had not thought about
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this question previously. Uncertainty about
the future was described by the workers as
follows:

“The word 'career' is definitely an invalid
word for this sector” (Cleaning worker, Fe-
male, aged 32, Secondary education).

“I try not to think about the future. If you
work in a subcontractor firm, you cannot
see anything clearly. Your insurance is
paid late. Your wages are paid late. And
your working hours become flexible. What
could you expect from the future under
these conditions?” (Security guard, Male,
aged 26, High school).

Precarious situations and everyday lives

The expansion of precarious conditions in
the service sector considerably influences the
out-of-work daily lives of the workers of this
sector. Considering the influences of precari-
ousness on long-term plans, such as beco-
ming a parent and having a child, as well as
its influences on short-term daily life practi-
ces, such as leisure time activities, this study
suggests that young workers in particular are
more sensitive in this matter as compared to
adults. Poor working conditions and unse-
cured and irregular jobs lead workers to lose
their ability to control their lives. The adjust-
ment of one’s life according to these jobs not
only damages the work-life balance, but it
also blurs future expectations. The fact that
the working hours of all of the participants
taking part in this study ranged from 10 to 12
hours of shift work has a considerable influ-
ence on their daily lives. Flexibility in wor-
king hours is experienced by cleaning and
security workers as follows:

“The arrangement of working hours in this
way stops us from having a daily life. In
fact, there is no point in complaining; we
accept this situation voluntarily. However,
the job itself is very hard, and when you
work for many hours in this job, you want
to go home immediately and you do not
want to go out. I spend time at house du-
ring my off-days” (Cleaning Worker, Male,
39).

“I think it is too much for a person to work

for ten hours a day. Our work does not fi-
nish here. We continue cleaning at home. I
sometimes think about returning to being a
casual home worker, but this job has insu-
rance. I used to work from 9 a.m. until 5
p.m. In this way, you have time for yourself
and for your family. Now it is very diffi-
cult” (Cleaning Worker, Female, 44).

“I experienced so many difficulties one year
after I started to work that my life was up-
side down. Especially after you work from
8 p.m. to 8 a.m. during the night shift, and
the shift occasionally reaches 15 hours
when your other workmates are late for the
morning shift. So you cannot spend regu-
lar time out of the job like other people do.
I am single, and I am already thinking of
quitting the job after getting married” (Se-
curity Guard, Male, 28).

Deep reflections on the influence of working
hours on the lives of the participants suggest
that they do not have a life outside of work,
and they cannot take part in cultural activi-
ties in their leisure time. Moreover, they do
not have sufficient time for their families. In
addition, the role that precarious jobs play in
the achievement of long-term goals is prob-
lematised, especially by young female wor-
kers interviewed in this study:

“I desire a regular life. I desire a life in
which I could go to my job, deal with hou-
sework and spend time with my family. I
do not think about getting married because
of this job. I have to postpone my decisions.
This is definitely not an appropriate job for
a married woman!” (Security Guard, Fe-
male, 29).

“I have difficulty in making decisions per-
taining to my life when I work on an an-
nual-contract basis. You ask about five
years later, but I cannot guess what will
happen even one year later. I look at the fu-
ture, but unfortunately, I cannot see anyt-
hing. I live with my family. If I did not have
them, it would be more difficult for me to
earn a living. Sometimes, I think about bu-
ying a house or a car by getting credit from
a bank, but it is not possible. It is very
risky” (Security Guard, Female, 30).
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Conclusion

By taking the supposition of Fevre (2007)
and Mills and his colleagues (2008) that
“more various and multi-factoral data per-
taining to the measurement of precarious-
ness are needed into consideration”, this
study tried to put forth the experiences of
the people employed in service sector in
Turkey under fixed-term employment con-
tracts, with regard to job insecurity and job
instability. However, it is necessary to emp-
hasize that the research had certain limitati-
ons: the fact that only cleaning and security
sectors were chosen as service sector jobs,
and that the number of firms which were
chosen and the number of people intervie-
wed was very small constituted the most im-
portant limitations of the research. It is
necessary to mention that a generalization
cannot be made, on the basis of the finding
of this research, about the precarious situati-
ons of fixed-term employees working in the
service sector in Turkey. In spite of the limi-
tations of the research, some crucial clues
were found with regard to service sector em-
ployees’ ways of experiencing the precari-
ousness.

Firstly, job insecurity was perceived by the
participants as an appearance of the dec-
rease in legal protection rights, deterioration
in working conditions, increase of unem-
ployment risk, threat of not finding a new
job in the labour market after falling out of
the job, and the loss of foresight relating to
the future in working life. Secondly, job ins-
tability arose as a direct result of partici-
pants’ working under temporary
employment contracts since they lose their
ability to build a career and postpone the
short-term and long-term decisions about
their lives. On the other hand, precarious-
ness of the jobs of both sectors’ workers and
bad working conditions which they encoun-
tered did not prevent them from accepting
the jobs though involuntarily. In other
words, the fact that they accepted the jobs
obligatorily, and the method of coping with
this obligation by them was to be indifferent
to the type of contract defined the precarious
characteristics of their jobs.

As pointed out by Bujold and Fournier
(2008), that precarious experience does not
have a homogenous characteristics and the
perception of precariousness presents vari-
ety in terms of different groups constituted
one of the main suppositions of this rese-
arch, as well. Heterogeneous structure of
precariousness arose among the participants
on the basis of some variables such as sector,
gender, age and educational level. While the
approach of cleaning workers to job insecu-
rity was severer compared to the security
guards, this severity increased especially for
the higher-educated young people working
in this sector. It is possible to clarify this cir-
cumstance with the fact that as educational
levels of the young workers increase they en-
counter with more unemployment risks, in
addition to the highness of young unem-
ployment rate in Turkey. Moreover, the
issue of mismatch between knowledge and
skills young individuals gain at school and
the necessities of the market increases the job
insecurity levels of young workers who have
high educational levels (Ercan, 2007). Irre-
gularity of jobs is perceived as a negative si-
tuation by both young and adult employees
in both sectors. It was seen that women were
more sensitive than men in this matter. Con-
sidering the low rate of participation in
workforce of women in Turkey, it is realized
that having opportunity of employment in-
creases the will for working in a regular job
in the face of temporary work. It is possible
to explain the more distant attitude of secu-
rity guards compared to the cleaning wor-
kers in the face of job instability through the
fact that security sector works are comple-
tely project-based. The situation in question
led the individuals working in this sector to
feel despair particularly about their career
targets. The influence of precarious employ-
ment on everyday lives, one of the most im-
portant appearances of precarious
employment among the employees, was the
existence of uncertainty pertaining to future.
Both male and female participants stressed
that job instability played a direct role in the
decisions such as starting a family, having a
child and owning a property.
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In conclusion, considering the precarious
structure of Turkish labour market during
the process of economic and social integra-
tion with European Union, it is necessary to
increase micro-level evaluations in addition
to the macro-level ones so as to develop so-
cial policies relating to the employment (Se-
lamoglu and Lordoglu, 2006: 235). In this
sense, handling with flexibility policies -im-
plemented extensively particularly in service
sector in Turkey- together with Decent Work
target will make it possible to develop poli-
cies for decreasing the multi-dimensional
impacts of this negativity on labour market
by enabling to problematize also the quality
of the works created (Isigicok, 2005:141).
This research should be seen as an effort to
evaluate and understand the results of chan-
ging employment relations in Turkey in
terms of temporary workers by trying to
analyze the importance of precarious em-
ployment phenomenon within the context of
service sector.
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