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Introduction
Engineering managers who utilize contingent
engineering workers do not have any formal, legal

Roughly one-third of workers
in the U.S. are employed as
“free agents” on a contingent

supervisor-employee hierarchical relationship

basis (e.g., independent

with them. However, engineering managers

contractors, temporary

often assume a leadership role in making work

employees, freelancers),

assignments, directing activities, evaluating work

including a substantial number

products, and obtaining the best performance
from contingent workers. How can engineering

of engineering professionals.

managers best provide effective leadership to
contingent engineering workers without incurring
undesirable risk? What should engineering
managers consider in selecting optimal leadership
approaches and tactics for the contingent
engineering workforce?

33%
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The use of contingent workers allows companies

deployment of interdisciplinary work teams that

to manage the size and composition of their

span divisions and business units, even when

workforce with great dexterity and agility in

constituted solely of regular employees within the

meeting the ebb and flow of work demand

same parent organizations, leaders today need to

resulting from projects and cyclical activities

be skilled in making use of non-formal authority

(Bergstrom, 2001). In addition, contingent

in order to obtain desired business results

engineering workers allow client companies to

(Schneider, 2002).

access critical expertise and special skills that
can contribute to open innovation, adding to
the knowledge base of their regular employees
(Nesheim, 2003).

90%

Because contingent workers comprise such
a large segment of the U.S. workforce, it can
be difficult and misleading to consider the
entire cohort as a single, homogenous entity.

Conventional leader-worker relationships

Contingent workers today work in practically

More than 90 percent of

in business settings involve the presence

every occupation and job category imaginable.

contemporary businesses make

of formal authority and hierarchical power,

In this paper, we will focus on contingent

use of contingent workers

which would seem unavailable to the leader of

engineering workers.

(e.g., temporary employees,

contingent workers. However, with the increasing

freelancers, contractors,
consultants) to some extent in
some job categories, in lieu of or

Contingent engineering workers allow
client companies to access critical
expertise and special skills that can
contribute to open innovation.

in addition to regular employees
(Djibo, Desiderio & Price, 2010).
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Gaining higher
performance from
contingent workers
Illustrative of conventional thinking, Silverstein & Goselin (1996) wrote
that contingent workers have no incentive to improve productivity

It may seem counterintuitive
to some managers that a
contingent worker might show
significant commitment to a
client who is using their skills
and services for only a limited

or exhibit desired employee behavior. This thought might be

period of time. This discounts

discouraging to any client leader hoping to create an atmosphere

the professional pride taken by

for obtaining best performance from contingent workers. However,
many other researchers have found that contingent workers will

skilled engineering professionals

perform as effectively and productively as regular employees—or

in performing their duties to

even better—when given proper leadership.

the best of their abilities. In
addition, Gallagher & Parks

Many workers prefer contingent work and specifically choose
to work as temporary employees due to the flexibility, freedom,
and variety that may be available to them in such work. Ellington,

(2001) agreed that clients have
means at their disposal to

Gruys & Sackett (1998) found that the performance of contingent

improve the commitment of

workers is directly related both to their satisfaction with being a

contingent workers, and thus

contingent worker and their satisfaction with the particular job they
are assigned to. This implies that client managers can obtain higher
performance from contingent workers by taking actions which
improve their job satisfaction.

their productivity.
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Moorman & Harland (2002) found that it is

(Kelly Services ®, 2014), which found the

possible for clients to obtain high levels of

availability of training opportunities to provide

commitment from contingent workers and that

greater job appeal to contingent workers than

being a contingent worker does not, by itself,

to regular employees.

limit commitment levels towards the client. They
found that workers who take temporary positions

Many workers, contingent as well as regular

in order to improve their skills or experience show

employees, take pride in the organizations they

the strongest level of commitment. Therefore, a

are associated with (Jordan, 2003). Contingent

client leader may obtain stronger commitment

workers, particularly those on long-term

from contingent workers by offering some

engagements, are often more apt to identify

training opportunities that are directly related to

themselves with the client they are serving than

their assigned work. This is confirmed by the

the supplier that actually employs them.

Kelly Global Workforce Index study
™

It is not uncommon for contingent workers assigned to well-known
manufacturers to indicate on their résumés and LinkedIn® profiles that they
work at the well-known manufacturer “on contract” or as a “contractor,”
versus saying that they work for a temporary agency. Client leaders can
help contingent workers take pride in this association, to the limit of
co-employment concerns, by making them feel like they are part of the
team—leading to improved commitment and performance.
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The importance of effective
contingent leadership
Engellandt & Riphahn found in a 2005 study that temporary
workers can provide higher effort than regular employees, primarily
because they are conscious of the tenuous, limited-duration nature
of their engagements and believe that demonstrating high effort
might impress clients and result in extended or renewed contract
assignments. This validates a prior study by Lee & Johnson (1991),
which similarly found greater organizational commitment by temporary
employees than by regular employees.
Slattery, Selvarajan, & Anderson (2008) considered the relationship
of “new employee development” (NED) practices (e.g., on-boarding
or orientation) afforded to contingent workers and their levels of
commitment and job satisfaction. The study found that offering
proper NED to newly assigned contingent workers was associated with
higher levels of commitment and job satisfaction. This is validated by
a recent survey of more than 2,800 engineering workers in the U.S.,
which showed that proper NED processes resulted in greater positive
perception of the client organization among contingent workers than
among regular employees (Kelly Services, 2014).

Temporary workers can provide higher
effort than regular employees.
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Contingent workers who perceive they have been treated unfairly by their client leaders perform
less effectively than workers who perceive they have been treated fairly (de Jong & Schalk, 2010).
This strongly supports the need for leaders to be open, honest, and dignified in their interactions
with contingent workers. In fact, it strongly suggests that leaders who treat contingent workers
unprofessionally or unfairly might well be sabotaging whatever work effort they are trying to obtain
from the contingent workers.
Our traditional model of stable, long-term, indefinite employment of a worker by an employer is
becoming unusual. For this reason alone, engineering managers need to become adept at leading
contingent workers. However, even if traditional employment relationships do not decline in number
or percentage from where they currently are, effectively leading contingent engineering workers
will remain an area of vital importance to supervisors throughout the industry. Research has shown
that contingent worker commitment to the client organization is related to the level of supportive
leadership received from the client (Djibo, Desiderio & Price), which underscores the value to the
organization of providing leadership to these workers.

>50%

More than half of the employed U.S.
workforce may be contingent workers by
the end of the decade (Serwach, 2014).
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Avoiding the pitfalls of
co-employment
The goal in providing leadership to contingent workers
is to obtain the highest level of work performance
(quality and quantity) for the client organization, while
avoiding liabilities such as co-employment, which is a
primary employment law concern affecting leadership of
contingent workers.
Co-employment considerations restrict client leaders from many of the
tools available to leaders of regular employees, such as offers of promotion,
performance improvement discussions, or substantially changing working
conditions without the involvement of representatives from the temporary
agency. Particular dangers, in regards to co-employment concerns, are
involved when dealing with contingent workers who are self-employed
independent consultants, as it is easy to cross the threshold that legally
separates a common law employee from an independent contractor. Crossing
this threshold can potentially expose the company, as well as the contingent
worker, to a range of civil penalties and tax disadvantages.
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Some companies prohibit contingent workers

team-building events in improving cohesion

from participating in extracurricular team-building

and communications outweigh concerns over

activities, such as celebrations, company picnics,

co-employment considerations, particularly

trips to sporting events, etc., due to concerns

if contractors or temporary employees are

that involvement in these activities might imply an

specifically named as a separate invited group

employment relationship. However, many other

and the events are not referred to as events for

organizations believe that the benefits of these

“employees only.”

Client organizations need to be cautious in how contingent workers are
treated in regards to disciplinary or corrective action. To avoid potential
liabilities resulting from being found to be a joint employer of a temporary
employee by the United States Department of Labor under the National
Labor Relations Act, client leaders should take great care to avoid any
appearance of taking punitive disciplinary action (Jenero & Spognardi,
1995). Disciplinary actions, if need be taken, must be conducted by the
legal employer of the contingent worker (i.e., the temporary agency).
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How employers can
optimize contingent
engagements

In a traditional employeesupervisor relationship,
the supervisor has formal
authority and hierarchical
power as a foundation that can

From a client-provider perspective, little leadership might be
expected, just as a customer at a restaurant does not provide
leadership to the waiter or waitress serving their meal. Of course,

be resorted to if necessary.
The relationship between

in the restaurant scenario, the time expended in the relationship is

a contingent worker and a

very short. Similarly, a contingent engineering worker who is brought

supervisor is somewhat more

in by a client for a very short engagement (i.e., less than one week),

ambiguous. It is a relationship

to execute a specific task may not be offered any substance of

that combines aspects of

leadership beyond highly specific, detailed work instructions.
As the length of a contingent work assignment increases, however,
leadership becomes more important. For example, engineering
contractors engaged for the length of a 24-month project might
well benefit and display improved productivity and performance
from well-timed notes of appreciation for work well done,
celebrations of successes, and messages of encouragement. In
addition, an efficient but thorough and practical on-boarding and
orientation process helps a contingent worker feel welcomed by
the organization, learn where they fit in and what is expected of
them (Wheeler & Buckley, 2001).

client-provider as well as
worker-supervisor.
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Conversely, contingent workers who are senior engineers
may find themselves to be authorities who are brought in
by clients specifically to provide special technical assistance
on projects in which they are subject matter experts.
In some cases, rather than receiving leadership, these
contingent workers (serving as consultants) are asked to
provide technical leadership in key aspects of projects.
Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory is highly applicable in employment
settings involving contingent workers. Temporary employees and contractors,
particularly at the paraprofessional levels, often feel segregated as “secondclass citizens” and members of the “out group” on the basis of their contingent
status alone and regardless of what skill and experience they may contribute to
the client organization. Workers in these situations may find themselves in an
untenable, unsupported status in which they may feel they have no support from
client leaders, feel unwelcomed by client employees (who may feel threatened by
the presence of contingent workers) and might sometimes only receive distant,
disconnected support from their temporary agency (Browning & McNamee, 2012).
Fortunately, client leaders can do much to improve the comfort level, commitment,
and productivity of contingent workers by making them feel appreciated and their
work contributions valued.
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Many contingent workers, conscious of the importance of good
relations with client leaders and their approval of their performance
for continued contract engagements (or even potential full-time hire
offers) actively seek feedback to discover their supervisor’s goals,
expectations, and ongoing evaluation. In these cases, temporary
workers’ perception of exchanges with supervisors can closely
resemble that of permanent employees. (Lamude, Scudder & Simmons,
2000, p. 690). In other words, it is possible for contingent workers to
join the “in” group, but they generally need to be very active in their
communications with supervisors to be successful in the effort and
their contract engagement needs to be of sufficient length to make
realization of the effort worthwhile and achievable.

It is possible for contingent workers
to join the “in” group.

/13

Conclusion
Conventional thinking considers transactional

Contingent engineering workers show greater

leadership and close direction to be mainstays

commitment, effort, and improved performance

of supervising contingent workers (of any kind)

when they (1) are afforded an appropriate on-

working for client organizations. For some

boarding and orientation process, (2) are properly

engagements of very short duration or involving

integrated into their work team, (3) receive fair,

only entry-level workers, that may be an effective

dignified treatment and open communication,

and appropriate approach to leadership.

(4) are provided with development and training

However, contingent engineering workers who

opportunities appropriate to the level and

are engaged in longer-term assignments or in

duration of their work, which may further improve

highly skilled job categories may benefit from

their work performance in the project they have

and, in turn, may show improved job performance

been engaged for and (5) are made to feel

and productivity for the client when provided a

respected and appreciated for their talents and

transformational leadership approach.

the quality of their work.

Contingent engineering workers show greater
commitment, effort, and improved performance when
they are made to feel respected and appreciated for
their talents and the quality of their work.
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