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Quality of Working Life of Academics and Researchers in the UK: The roles of
Contract Type, Tenure and University Ranking

Abstract
Quality of Working Life has been defined as the part of overall quality of life that is
influenced by work. We developed a mediation model where home-work interface, job and
career satisfaction, control at work, and working conditions are considered to be positively
related to employee commitment and to the absence of stress at work. These two variables
were ultimately related to general well-being. We considered possible differences between
workers with different contract types (permanent vs. temporary), as well as the roles of tenure
and average position of the University in the UK rankings. Quantitative survey data from 510
academics and researchers working in 8 British Universities were analysed via a multi-group
analysis with structural equation modelling (SEM). Our model presented a good fit, and a
bootstrapping analysis confirmed the significance of indirect effects. Significant differences
were found between permanent and temporary workers and striking results were found
regarding tenure.

Keywords: British higher education; quality of working life; permanent vs temporary work;
tenure; well-being
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Introduction
The Higher Education sector in the United Kingdom is strongly monitored, not only
in terms of the quality of teaching provided, with the work of the Quality Assurance Agency
for Higher Education (QAA), but also in terms of the quality of research, with national
assessment systems such as the Research Excellence Framework (REF). This type of
monitoring is of extreme importance as it contributes to the way higher education institutions
are ranked, but it can also become a source of strain and decrease the quality of working life
among those who work in higher education, specifically academics and researchers. In this
study we focus on the factors that determine the overall quality of working life of academics
and researchers in the UK. The three main aims of this study are: i) to theoretically develop
and empirically test an established measure of quality of working life in higher education
(Edwards et al., 2009); ii) to investigate the quality of working life of academics and
researchers with different contract types, in particular permanent (i.e., open-ended contracts)
vs. temporary (fixed-term contracts); iii) to explore the impact of tenure (i.e. number of
years/months worked) and of the average positioning of an individual’s University in the UK
rankings, on the different dimensions that compose quality of working life.
Firstly, we draw on the conservation of resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll 1989) and
on the social exchange theory (Blau 1964) in order to develop a mediation model explaining
the relationships between the different factors within quality of working life (QoWL). In
particular, we focus on six dimensions identified in previous research (Easton and Van Laar
2012; Easton and Van Laar 2013; Edwards et al. 2009): Home-Work Interface (HWI),
Working Conditions (WCS), Job and Career Satisfaction (JCS), Control at Work (CAW),
Stress at Work (SAW), and General Well-Being (GWB), and consider an additional proposed
factor – Employee Commitment to the Organisation (ECO). We develop a mediation model
where employees’ perceptions of a specific set of work characteristics (HWI, WCS, JCS and
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CAW) relate, not only to occupational health, assessed via the perceived absence of SAW,
but also to employees’ attitudes towards their University, assessed via the levels of ECO. It is
posited that the perceived absence of stress at work and high commitment to the University
ultimately be positively related to employees’ general well-being. The development of this
mediation model contributes to existing research on quality of working life as it explores the
processes through which different work and organisation-related dimensions might ultimately
influence general well-being.
The second aim of this study relates to the role of contract type on the different
dimensions within quality of working life. It is anticipated that temporary contracts (vs.
permanent contracts) are more likely to be associated with more job insecurity. However,
recent research on temporary work consistently demonstrates that the negative impacts of job
insecurity on well-being tend to be significant for permanent workers, but not for temporary
workers (e.g., Bernhard-Oettel, Sverke & De Witte 2005; De Cuyper and De Witte 2006,
2007; De Cuyper, Notelaers and De Witte 2009; De Cuyper et al. 2010; Kirves et al. 2011).
This can be seen as being associated with the content of their psychological contracts,
meaning that temporary workers may tend to be more likely to expect job insecurity a priori.
In this study, we aim to extend this body of research and evaluate the differences between
permanent and temporary academics and researchers, not only in terms of their average
scores in all different components of quality of working life, but also in terms of the paths
that explain the links between these different components, resulting in general well-being (via
a multi group structural equation modelling analysis).
The third aim of this study is to investigate the effect of objective variables such as
tenure and average positioning of one’s University in the UK rankings, on the different
dimensions that constitute quality of working life. We anticipate that the longer temporary
workers keep their temporary status (Galais and Moser 2009), the more negative
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consequences it will have for their quality of working life, when compared with permanent
workers. Furthermore, we hypothesise that the average positioning of an individual’s
University in the rankings is likely to be perceived as a factor of esteem, and so may be
related to higher scores in the different factors within quality of working life for both
permanent and temporary workers. The assessment of these additional variables is another
innovative feature of this study, and it is of relevance as the length of work and the reputation
of the organisation/University are likely to be particularly important for workers in higher
education.
The following sections of the paper will present the theoretical rationale behind our
hypotheses. Thereafter, we will describe the methods used to collect and analyse data. We
will finally describe the results and discuss them, considering implications for theory and
practice.

A mediation model for Quality of Working Life
Work-related stress has been reported to be widespread in higher education in the UK
(e.g., Tytherleigh et al. 2005) and in many other countries (e.g., Gillespie et al. 2001; Zhang
2007). The main aspects associated with stress include job insecurity, poor work
relationships, lack of job control, inadequate resources, poor communication (Tytherleigh et
al. 2005), lack of support and poor work-life balance (Kinman et al. 2006). These findings
suggest that the absence of work-related stress is perhaps associated with a set of resources
that may or may not be available to the individual. The COR model (Hobfoll 1989) postulates
that individuals seek to acquire and maintain resources, including objects, personal
characteristics, conditions, and energies, and that stress occurs when there is a loss (or threat
of loss) of these resources. In this particular study we focused on conditions related to
perceived work characteristics. Firstly, a balanced work-family interface, also addressed in
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previous literature as work-life balance, is here expected to be considered a positive resource
for individuals and positively related to the absence of stress, as demonstrated in previous
empirical studies (e.g. Chiang, Birtch and Kwan 2010). Second, the existence of adequate
working conditions, specifically concerned with physical resources necessary to perform
one’s job are also here expected to be relevant predictors of the absence of stress at work
(e.g., Evans and Johnson 2000). Third, an individual’s satisfaction with his or her current
position and career path can be seen as an important work-related resource which is likely to
be associated with the absence of stress at work (Borg, Riding and Falzon 1991). Finally, the
existence of control over decision making at work has been widely studied with Karasek’s
(1979) demands-control model, which suggests that control (whether actual or perceived) is
an important resource to deal with the actual or perceived demands of a job and thus will be
positively associated with the absence of stress. Based on this rationale, we hypothesise:
H1a) Work characteristics such as a balanced home-work interface, good physical
working conditions, job and career satisfaction, and control at work are positively related to
the absence of work-related stress.

Organisational commitment has been a widely researched construct and Meyer and
Allen’s (1997) three-component model of commitment is one of the most frequently used
frameworks. In this model, affective commitment is defined as an emotional attachment to,
identification with, and involvement in the organisation; continuance commitment denotes
the perceived costs associated with leaving the organisation; and normative commitment
reflects a perceived obligation to remain in the organisation (Meyer and Allen 1997). For this
assessment of quality of working life we focus on the affective dimension of commitment,
which is one of the most relevant forms of commitment as empirical research has consistently
demonstrated that it is related to outcomes such as reduced turnover and turnover intentions,
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low absenteeism, more organisational citizenship behaviours, improved performance and
improved well-being (Meyer et al 2002). We will focus on the antecedents of this form of
commitment, by considering the importance of social exchange (Blau 1964) and the norm of
reciprocity (Gouldner 1960). According to this theory and its inherent norm, employees will
tend to feel the need to reciprocate when they perceive that they are receiving favourable
inducements by their employers. The model suggests that they will tend to reciprocate by
developing favourable attitudes (such as organisational commitment) and by demonstrating
favourable behaviours in the organisation. For this reason, considering the overall model of
quality of working life, we anticipate that employees who perceive work-related
characteristics (home-work interface, working conditions, job and career satisfaction, and
control over decision making) as favourable to them, are likely to reciprocate with high levels
of commitment to the organisation. In particular, we anticipate that a balanced home-work
interface will be perceived as an inducement and employees will be more committed to their
organisation, as suggested by previous evidence in different settings (e.g. Huang, Lawler and
Lei 2007). Due to the same exchange mechanisms, good working conditions would also be
expected to be significantly and positively related to commitment to the organisation
(McGuire and McLaren 2009). Furthermore, job and career satisfaction would also be seen as
a work-related characteristic which is likely to be positively related to organisational
commitment (e.g. Andolsek and Stebe 2004). Additionally, control over decision making at
work should also be positively related to employee commitment to the organisation (Zaffane
1994). Accordingly, we hypothesise:
H1b) Work characteristics such as a balanced home-work interface, good physical
working conditions, job and career satisfaction and control at work are positively related to
employee commitment to the organisation.
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We additionally anticipate that a favourable perception of the above mentioned work
characteristics (HWI, WCS, JCS and CAW) is associated with higher levels of general wellbeing. However, we believe that this relationship is not direct. For the above mentioned
reasons, we believe that employees’ perceptions about their working conditions will first be
related to stress at work and to the commitment to their organisation (in this case their current
University), and these variables will ultimately be positively associated with general wellbeing. The core reasoning behind this mediation structure relates to the fact that one’s
perception about specific work characteristics is likely to first shape one’s attitudes toward
the organisation (organisational commitment) and the perceived occupational health (absence
of stress at work), and these work-focused attitudes would only then influence a more general
perception of well-being. The absence of stress at work is likely to be positively related to
general well-being, as suggested in previous research (Daniels and Guppy 1994) and,
previous studies have consistently found a significant positive relationship between
organisational commitment (specifically affective commitment) and employee well-being
(see Meyer and Maltin 2010, for a review). For these reasons we developed the three
following hypotheses:
H1c) The absence of stress at work and employee commitment to the organisation are
positively related to general well-being.
H1d) The absence of stress at work mediates the positive relationships between work
characteristics such as a balanced home-work interface, good physical working conditions,
job and career satisfaction and control at work, and general well-being.
H1e) Employee commitment to the organisation mediates the positive relationships
between work characteristics such as a balanced home-work interface, good physical working
conditions, job and career satisfaction and control at work, and general well-being.
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The Quality of Working Life of Permanent vs. Temporary Academics and Researchers
The higher education sector is characterised by the existence of numerous fixed-term
contracts, both for teaching and for research purposes. Permanent (open-ended) contracts and
temporary (fixed-term) contracts can have very different implications for their employees,
and this is particularly related to the fact that the second group can experience more job
insecurity. Previous research demonstrated that perceived job insecurity can be associated
with reduced levels of actual or perceived well-being (for meta-analyses, see Cheng and
Chan 2008; Sverke, Hellgren and Näswall 2002). In the particular context of academia, job
insecurity has been considered a key potential source of stress or distress (Gillespie et al.
2001; Tytherleigh et al. 2005). However, more recent research across different sectors,
including higher education (e.g. Kirves et al. 2011), has consistently found that the negative
impacts of job insecurity on well-being are significant for permanent workers, but not for
temporary workers (e.g., Bernhard-Oettel, Sverke and De Witte 2005; De Cuyper and De
Witte 2006, 2007; De Cuyper, Notelaers and De Witte 2009; De Cuyper et al. 2010; Kirves et
al. 2011). A proposed explanation for this draws upon one of the constructs stemming from
the social exchange theory (Blau 1964) and its inherent norm of reciprocity (Gouldner 1960):
the psychological contract. The psychological contract refers to employees’ perceptions of
reciprocal expectations and obligations implied in the employment relationship (Guest 2004;
Rousseau 1995).
While permanent workers might be more likely to expect their employer to provide
them with job security, temporary workers may be more likely to expect job insecurity as
something inherent to their psychological contracts (De Cuyper and De Witte 2006, 2007).
For this reason, the perception of job insecurity can be conceptualised as more likely to be
negatively related to the well-being of permanent workers, but is impact on temporary
workers’ well-being might be milder. Due to their reduced expectations, temporary workers
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are here predicted to perceive work characteristics (HWI, WCS, JCS and CAW) in a more
favourable manner than permanent workers:
H2a) Academics and researchers with temporary (fixed-term) contracts are likely to
have higher ratings in terms of work characteristics (HWI, WCS, JCS and CAW), when
compared to academics and researchers with permanent (open-ended) contracts.

While the previous hypothesis focuses on mean differences between permanent and
temporary academics and researchers regarding work characteristics, we also aim to further
investigate how the paths between these variables and the remaining variables in our
hypothesised mediation model will operate for the two groups of workers. Considering the
temporary nature of their contracts, temporary workers might be expected to be most likely to
differ from permanent workers in what concerns organisational commitment. It is generally
assumed that short contract duration is negatively related to organisational commitment (see
De Cuyper et al. 2008, for a review). For this reason, it is likely that no matter how good are
temporary workers’ perceptions about work characteristics (HWI, WCS, JCS and CAW), the
knowledge that work will be transitory will make it less likely that they will develop a strong
committed to the organisation, when compared to permanent workers. This means that the
paths from HWI, WCS, JCS and CAW to ECO will be weaker for temporary workers, when
compared to permanent workers. Our hypothesis reads as follows:
H2b) Work characteristics such as a balanced home-work interface, good physical
working conditions, job and career satisfaction and control at work have a weaker impact on
employee commitment to the organisation for temporary workers, when compared to
permanent workers.
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The roles of Tenure and University Rank
Temporary work is often assumed to have a stepping-stone function, i.e. individuals
often take on temporary jobs considering that there might be a possibility of moving to a
permanent contract at a later stage (De Cuyper, De Witte and Van Emmerick 2011). The
longer a temporary worker stays in a temporary contract (or in a series of temporary
contracts), the less likely it may be that they will perceive their status as a stepping stone
rather than a dead end, which might have negative implications for their quality of working
life. It can be suggested that this would be particularly true in academia, where competition
for permanent positions is often intense. For this reason, we anticipate that the longer
temporary workers keep their temporary status (Galais and Moser 2009), the more negative
consequences it will have for their quality of working life, when compared to permanent
workers. Our hypothesis reads as follows:
H3) A longer tenure in the organisation is negatively related to higher scores in the
different factors within quality of working life for temporary workers, but not for permanent
workers.

We anticipate that the quality of working life of academics and researchers in the UK
is also likely to be influenced by the status of the University that they work for. In the UK,
University rankings are a debatable topic. However, they are of great importance as they can
affect the University’s perceived reputation among applicants (not only national, but also
international). Previous research indicates that organisational attractiveness is related to more
willingness to work for that employer (Turban and Greening 1997). The average positioning
of one’s University in the rankings is likely to be perceived, not only as a source of better
working conditions (resources), but also as a factor of esteem and reputation, which suggests
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that it may be related to higher scores in the different factors within quality of working life
for both permanent and temporary workers. We hypothesise:
H4) Working for an organisation with a higher average position in the UK University
rankings is positively related to higher scores in the different factors within quality of
working life for both permanent and temporary workers.

Method
Data collection
Data were collected in eight British Universities. The eight universities that
participated in the study were from a wide range of positions in the university rankings (The
Complete University Guide, University League Tables by The Guardian and Times Higher
Education). Since positions in the rankings change every year, we considered a weighted
average of the Universities’ positions in 2011, 2012 and 2013. Our overall aim was to
identify and recruit Universities that would be heterogeneously distributed across the ranking,
in order to make our conclusions regarding the quality of working life of academics and
researchers in the UK more generalizable. We contacted several Universities in the UK
asking them to participate in our study. We were aware that several Universities would
possibly decline our research request, but we wanted to make sure that we would have a
sample that would be representative of the different positions in the UK rankings. We
calculated the sample size needed for each quarter of the rank considering a Z-score of 1.96,
a standard deviation of .5 and a margin of error of +/- 5%, which resulted in 385 respondents
needed. In order to achieve the desired sample size, we decided to have at least two
Universities from each quarter in the rankings. In particular, two Universities were from the
upper quarter of the rankings, two from the second quarter, two from the third quarter, and
two from the bottom quarter (61.5%, 19.2%, 4.7% and 14.6% of respondents, respectively).
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Although employees from top ranked Universities are over represented, the response rates
based on the total number of employees are larger for lower ranked Universities (response
rates for all University categories: upper quarter 21.75%; second quarter 24.87%; third
quarter 10.23%; bottom quarter 52.25%). The unbalanced distribution per rank does not
affect our results as we test ranking position as a predictor of the different factors within
quality of working life in our model.
All employees of these Universities were invited via an email sent by the Human
Resources department to fill out online confidential questionnaires, which resulted in a total
of 3771 responses. For the purpose of this study, we deleted all responses belonging to
employees who were not academics nor researchers. We also deleted all responses of
academics and researchers who worked part-time for the University, and decided to compare
only academics and researchers who worked full-time (i.e., for whom this was their main
job). This resulted in a total of 1095 employees. The academics and researchers held two
different contract types: permanent (n = 840) and temporary (n = 255).

Participants
Unbalanced samples may influence the results of multiple group analyses (Brown
2006). For this reason, we randomly eliminated 585 permanent employees from the sample.
This process allowed us to keep balanced sample sizes between the permanent and temporary
subsamples. We have then performed tests for equality of variances in order to compare the
sample of permanent workers removed (n = 585) with the sample of permanent workers that
remained in the final dataset (n = 255). We found no significant differences between the two
groups concerning gender distribution (F = .76; p = .38), age (F = 1.60; p = .21), tenure in the
university (F = 2.65; p = .10) and university ranking (F = 1.29; p = .26). At a later stage, we
have also inspected possible differences between the groups of permanent workers
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maintained or removed from the study by focusing on the factors within quality of working
life – no significant differences were detected (HWI: F = .02; p = .90 / WCS: F = 1.57; p =
.21 / JCS: F = .11; p = .74 / CAW: F = .00; p = .98 / OCM: F = .09; p = .77 / SAW: F = .02;
p = .89 / GWB: F = .15; p = .70).
The final sample of this study included a total of 510 academics and researchers, 255
with permanent contracts and 255 with temporary contracts. There were differences between
temporary and permanent workers on most background characteristics. First, there was a
higher percentage of females in the temporary (n = 155, 60.8%) compared with the
permanent (n = 100, 39.2%) sample, 2(1) = 18.08, p <.001. Second, the temporary sample
was on average younger (2.11 in the age categorical variable, where 1 = under 25 years; 2 =
25 to 44 years; 3 = 45 to 59 years; 4 = 60 years or over) than the permanent sample (2.70; F =
66.55, p <.001), and organisational tenure was lower for temporary workers (2.10 in the
‘years worked’ categorical variable where 1 = less than one year; 2 = 1 to 2 years; 3 = 3 to 5
years; 4 = 6 to 10 years; 5 = 11 to 20 years; 6 = more than 20 years) than for permanent
workers (3.23; F = 59.48, p <.001). Third, temporary workers were more predominantly
employed by higher ranked universities (47.21 – a lower value represents a higher rank),
compared to permanent workers (69.15; F = 137.49, p <.001).

Measures
Quality of working life. Quality of working life was measured with Easton and Van Laar’s
(2012) WRQoL (Work-Related Quality of Life) 23-item scale. The original WRQoL 23-item
scale includes six factors reflecting different elements that characterise one’s quality of
working life: Home-Work Interface (HWI), Working Conditions (WCS), Job and Career
Satisfaction (JCS), Control at Work (CAW), Stress at Work (SAW), and General Well-Being
(GWB). The WRQoL scale has been used in a wide range of settings and organisations
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across the world and has been translated into various languages (e.g., Blanch et al. 2010;
Dehghan, Tahmineh and Asadi 2011; Easton and Van Laar 2013; Vagharseyyedin et al.
2011). In order to increase the comprehensiveness of the scale, we included three additional
items generated from the literature in order to capture employees’ commitment to the
organisation (ECO) (Meyer and Maltin, 2010). All items are scored on a five-point Likert
scale from 1 = “Strongly disagree” to 5 = “Strongly agree”. A detailed description of each
factor is presented below. Items within each factor, and their respective factor loading, are
presented on Appendix 1.
Home-Work Interface (HWI). This factor is based on three items associated with
accommodation of family and work commitments. The HWI factor has a sub-scale reliability
of =.85 within the WRQoL scale, and addresses work-life balance (e.g., Lewis, Gambles
and Rapoport 2007).
Working Conditions (WCS). The WCS factor is based on three questions related to the
physical working environment, which is a key element related to occupational health, in
particular exhaustion (Demerouti et al. 2001). Reliability for this sub-scale was =.77.
Job and Career Satisfaction (JCS). The JCS factor was measured with five items
assessing the degree to which the workplace provides a person with the things that make
them feel good, such as sense of achievement, high self-esteem, and fulfilment of potential.
This factor is highly correlated with other measures of job satisfaction (Easton & Van Laar
2012) and presents a sub-scale reliability of =.83.
Control at Work (CAW). The three items on the CAW factor are associated with sense
of control over decisions at work, which has implications for health and well-being (Spector,
2002). The reliability was of =.85.
Stress at Work (SAW). Four items were used to measure the extent to which an
individual perceives they are subject to excessive pressure or experience of stress at work.
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The SAW factor has a sub-scale reliability of =.83. The items were reversed, thus for data
analyses we present the SAW factor meaning Absence of Stress at Work.
Employee Commitment (ECO). In addition to the original six WRQoL factors, three
items were included in order to further develop the scale, in particular to provide an
organisational-specific measure, acknowledging the importance of employees’ commitment
to the organisation as a relevant antecedent of well-being (Meyer and Maltin 2010). The subscale reliability was of =.86.
General Well-Being (GWB). The five items that are part of this factor are broadly
related to the general feeling of happiness and life satisfaction as individual experiences. An
individual’s sense of GWB will be to some degree independent of their work situation, and
will both influence, and be influenced by, his/her work experience (Easton & Van Laar
2012). The sub-scale reliability was of =.90.

Covariates. We added age, gender, tenure and position in the University rankings as
covariates in the model as they can influence the different factors within quality of working
life. Age was measured as a categorical variable, where 1 = ‘under twenty-five’, 2 = ‘twentyfive to forty-four’, 3 = ‘forty-five to fifty-nine’ and 4 = ‘sixty or over’. Age was included in
the module as previous research has demonstrated it is related to employee well-being (e.g.
Warr 1992). Gender (1 = male; 2 = female) was also included as a covariate due to its
relationships with factors within quality of working life, such as home-work interface also
referred to as work-family conflict (Duxbury and Higgins 1991). Tenure was measured as a
categorical variable representing the number of years worked in the University, where 1 =
‘less than one’, 2 = ‘one to two’, 3 = ‘three to five’, 4 = ‘six to ten’, 5 = ‘eleven to twenty’, 6
= ‘more than twenty’. Tenure would be strongly associated increased job security as it is
related to tenure status, which would be extremely relevant for permanent (O’Laughlin &
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Bishoff 2005), though not necessarily for temporary academics and researchers (H3).
Position in the University rankings was included as an additional covariate in accordance
with our final hypothesis (H4). The average position of one’s University in the UK
University rankings (see data collection for details) can be associated with most aspects of
quality of working life, in particular job and career satisfaction, home-work interface,
working conditions and organisational commitment.

Data analysis
Structural equation modelling (SEM) with the IBM SPSS AMOS software package
(Arbuckle 2012) was used to test and compare various competing models. Analysis were
conducted using the Maximum Likelihood (ML) iteration procedure. SEM has the advantage
of providing global measures of fit for latent variable models. As proposed by Anderson and
Gerbing (1988), we followed a two-step approach to analyse our results. First, we tested
several measurement models through confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), and then compared
competing structural models.
The degree of model-fit was assessed using different fit indices. A non-significant or
small chi-square (2) value indicates that the model fits the data well. However, in large
samples even small differences between the estimated model and the ‘true’ underlying model
will result in rejection of the model that is tested (Bentler and Chou 1987). Therefore, we also
considered other indices in judging the fit of our models, the Tucker–Lewis Index (TLI), the
Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), and
the standardised root mean square residual (SRMR). CFI and TLI values of 0.90 indicate an
acceptable fit and values higher than 0.95 a good fit. RMSEA and SRMR values of 0.10
indicate a mediocre fit, between 0.06 and 0.08 an acceptable fit, and lower than 0.06 a good
fit (Hu and Bentler 1999).
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At an initial stage, we performed a multi-group confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) on
the full hypothesised measurement model. This model (MM1) included seven factors
representing each of the dimensions within quality of working life (HWI, WCS, JCS, CAW,
SAW, ECO and GWB) and four single indicators representing age, gender, tenure and
position in the University rankings. The latent variables and the four single indicators were
allowed to correlate with each other. We then conducted a Harman’s single-factor test
(Podsakoff et al. 2003), which involves a CFA in which all variables are allowed to load onto
one general factor (MM2 = one-factor model). Afterwards, we ran an additional measurement
model (MM3) in which all indicators representing quality of working life loaded on one
single factor, but indicators referring to age, gender, tenure and position in the University
rankings were left as separate variables. In addition, we ran another alternative model with a
plausible factor structure for the different quality of working life indicators. In particular,
MM4 had four separate indicators representing age, gender, tenure and position in the
University rankings and three factors: HWI, WCS, JCS and CAW-related items (as
antecedents in the structural theoretical model) loaded on a single factor; SAW and ECOrelated factors (as mediators in the structural model) loaded on another factor; and GWBrelated items (as outcomes) loaded on another factor.
For the purpose of hypotheses testing, we first tested the structural model separately
for the subsamples of permanent and temporary workers. We tested our hypothesised
structural model which included direct structural paths from HWI, WCS, JCS and CAW to
ECO and SAW, and from ECO and SAW to GWB. After verifying whether the model had an
adequate fit in the two samples separately, it was then tested in a multiple group analysis
including both subsamples in order to assess invariance across the subsamples (baseline
model). We have then compared three models with different constraints: (1) the fully
unconstrained baseline model, where all parameters were allowed to differ in the two groups;
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(2) a fully constrained model, where all parameters were constrained to equality in the two
groups; and (3) a model where only regression weights between our covariates and latent
variables, and regression weights among latent variables were unconstrained. We finally
inspected the critical ratios for differences between parameters in order to test the hypotheses
that some regression paths are different in the two groups (Arbuckle 2012).

Results
Measurement models and descriptive statistics
Table 1 presents the goodness-of-fit of competing measurement models. We have first
verified that our theoretical measurement model (MM1) with seven factors and four separate
indicators had an acceptable fit (2 (708) = 1339.89***; TLI = .91; CFI = .93; RMSEA = .04;
SRMR = .05). In order to control for common method variance and to establish discriminant
validity (Podsakoff et al. 2003) we have compared MM1 with MM2, MM3 and MM4, by
performing chi-square difference tests. Our theoretical measurement model was significantly
more robust than the competing measurement models, which indicates that the factor
structures of the quality of working life were consistent with the previously validated
structure of the scale and that the indicators loaded on the latent variables as intended,
leaving our additional covariates as separate indicators.
[Table 1 near here]
Appendix 2 shows the means, standard deviations and correlation matrix obtained
separately for permanent and temporary workers. As expected, all factors within quality of
working life were significantly and highly correlated to each other among both permanent
and temporary workers. We have also verified strong correlations between tenure and
average position on the University rankings and the different variables within quality of
working life. In order to test H2a) we conducted independent samples t-tests where we
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compared the means in each variable in the model among permanent and temporary
academics and researchers: gender (t=-4.32; p<.001); age (t=12.43; p<.001); tenure (t=12.68;
p<.001); average University position in the rankings (t=6.93; p<.001); HWI (t=-3.70;
p<.001); WCS (t=-3.44; p<.001); JCS (t=-4.45; p<.001); CAW (t=-3.49; p<.01); SAW
(t=6.07; p<.01); ECO (t=-3.74; p<.001); GWB (t=-2.30; p<.05). These results suggest that
temporary workers report higher scores in terms of almost every aspect within quality of
working life, except for the absence of stress at work (i.e., permanent workers report lower
levels of stress), which is consistent with previous research and supports H2a).
In order to account for the possible influence of role (i.e, being an academic or a
researcher) in our results, we conducted further analyses. Considering the distributions of
academics and researchers across the two contract types, we have created a new categorical
variable with four groups: temporary researchers (186), temporary academics (69),
permanent researchers (12) and permanent academics (243). We conducted an ANOVA and
Fisher’s least significance post-hoc tests in order to compare the means of different groups in
all our control variables and main studied variables. We found no significant differences
between temporary researchers and temporary academics regarding their means in all main
variables. The exception was the fact that temporary researchers were younger and employed
by higher ranked universities, when compared to temporary academics. Permanent academics
and researchers did not significantly differ regarding any of the control nor main variables.

Structural models
The hypothesised structural model included direct structural paths from HWI, WCS, JCS and
CAW to ECO and SAW, and from ECO and SAW to GWB, as well as direct structural paths
from gender, age, tenure and average position of the University in the rankings to each of the
latent variables. This model was tested separately in the group of permanent workers and in
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the group of temporary workers, and had an acceptable fit to the data in both samples
(Permanent: 2 (359) = 754.18***; TLI = .90; CFI = .92; RMSEA = .07; SRMR = .05;
Temporary: 2 (359) = 658.67***; TLI = .91; CFI = .92; RMSEA = .06; SRMR = .05). The
model was then tested in a multiple group analysis presenting an acceptable fit (2 (718) =
1412.85***; TLI = .90; CFI = .92; RMSEA = .04; SRMR = .05). In the following step we
added constraints to inspect invariance across groups. We have first verified that a fully
constrained model (i.e. a model where all regression paths in the model where constrained to
be equal in the two groups) had a significantly worse fit than the hypothesised unconstrained
structural model (Fully constrained: 2 (747) = 1471.19***; TLI = .90; CFI = .92; RMSEA =
.04; SRMR = .05 / Fully unconstrained vs Fully constrained: 2 (29) = 58.34, p<.001). On a
second step, we compared our fully unconstrained model with a model where only regression
weights between our covariates and latent variables, and regression weights among latent
variables were unconstrained (2 (737) = 1449.01***; TLI = .90; CFI = .92; RMSEA = .04;
SRMR = .05). The chi-squared difference test demonstrated that our fully unconstrained
model was similar to this last alternative model, but the differences between the two models
were still significant at p<.05 (2 (19) = 36.16, p<.05). Thus, we chose our fully
unconstrained model in order to compare the two groups. Figure 1 portrays the final
standardised estimates between latent variables for the two groups in the model. For ease of
presentation, the regression paths between age, gender, tenure and average position of the
University in the rankings are shown on a separate table, together with critical ratios for
differences (Appendix 3). R2 values were .92 to ECO, .82 to SAW and .74 to GWB for
permanent workers and .87 to ECO, .69 to SAW and .59 to GWB for temporary workers.
[Figure 1 near here]
Our results partially support H1a) as they demonstrate significant positive
relationships between the predictors HWI and WCS, and the absence of SAW among
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permanent workers. However, JCS was negatively related to the absence of stress at work,
and CAW was not significantly related to the absence of SAW for this group of workers. For
temporary workers only a balanced HWI was related to the absence of SAW. H1b) was also
partially supported: WCS were positively related to ECO among both permanent and
temporary workers. None of the remaining regression paths were significant among
temporary workers. For permanent workers, JCS was positively related to ECO, as expected,
but a balanced HWI was negatively related to ECO. H1c) was fully supported as the absence
of SAW and ECO were positively related to GWB for both groups of employees.
In order to test the mediating roles of the absence of SAW and ECO in the
relationships between our predictors (HWI, WCS, JCS and CAW) and our outcome variable
(GWB), we inspected the strength of the indirect effects. We tested the significance of the
indirect effects using bootstrapping procedures. Unstandardized indirect effects were
computed for each of 2000 bootstrapped samples, and the 95% confidence interval was
computed. Indirect effects are presented when all paths within the mediation are significant.
For permanent workers the weights of the indirect effects were: HWI to GWB =.21 (CI -.03;
.43); WCS to GWB =.56 (CI -.20; 1.12); JCS to GWB =.215 (CI -1.57;1.38). For temporary
workers the weights of the indirect effects were: HWI to GWB =.22 (CI -.69; .55) and WCS
to GWB =.46 (CI -.93; 3.21). When all paths in the mediation were significant, indirect
effects were all within the 95% confidence interval, meaning that we partially support H1d)
and H1e).
Afterwards, we inspected the critical ratios for differences between parameters in
order to test hypothesis H2b), which anticipated that the different work characteristics would
have a weaker impact on employee commitment to the organisation, for temporary workers,
when compared to permanent workers, due to the transitory nature of their contract. Our
results reject this hypothesis as they demonstrate that only a balanced HWI is significantly
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different as a predictor of commitment among the two groups. In particular, a balanced HWI
seems to not be significantly related to commitment among temporary workers, but it is
negatively related to commitment among permanent workers.
H3 was partially supported by our results as we found that tenure was significantly
and negatively related to a balanced HWI, to CAW, WCS and JCS. Furthermore, our critical
ratios for differences suggest that the effects of tenure are significantly more negative for
temporary workers, when compared to permanent workers.
Hypothesis 4 was partially supported in that permanent workers in higher ranked
Universities have higher stress levels and temporary workers in higher ranked Universities
are more committed to them, but have a lower general well-being. Permanent workers in
higher ranked Universities perceive to have more control in terms of decision making at work
and better working conditions. Temporary workers in higher ranked Universities also
perceive to have better working conditions.

Discussion
The main aim of this study was to theoretically develop and empirically test a quality
of working life mediation model amongst academics and researchers in the UK, considering
the role of variables such as contract type, tenure, and position of one’s University in the
rankings. We collected a sample including permanent and temporary workers, across eight
Universities, and ran a SEM multi-group analyses. Our results suggest the existence of a
mediation structure wherein specific work-related characteristics first relate to the absence of
stress at work (a result explained by the COR theory; Hobfoll 1989) and to commitment to
the organisation (a result explained by the social exchange theory; Blau 1964), and these
latter variables relate to employee well-being. We were also able to elaborate on the
differences between permanent and temporary workers, not only in terms of their mean
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scores in each factor within quality of working life, but also in terms of the relationships
among these factors. We found that a longer tenure was particularly negative for temporary
workers, when compared to permanent workers. Our results are discussed in more detail in
the following paragraphs.
A particularly relevant finding of this study is the existence of significant differences
between temporary and permanent workers on the mean scores in each factor within quality
of working life. More specifically, temporary workers report higher scores in terms of almost
every aspect within quality of working life, except for the absence of stress at work (i.e.,
permanent workers report lower levels of stress), supporting H2a). These results are
consistent with previous research (e.g., Bernhard-Oettel, Sverke and De Witte 2005; De
Cuyper and De Witte 2006, 2007; De Cuyper, Notelaers and De Witte 2009; De Cuyper et al.
2010; Kirves et al. 2011) and can equally be interpreted in light of the psychological contract:
since temporary workers’ expectations and perceived obligations were narrower, they are
more likely to report more favourable perceptions of their work characteristics, attitudes and
even general well-being. However, their perceived stress levels are higher which might be
related to the extra effort they could be making in order to move to a permanent job (i.e.
stepping stone; De Cuyper, De Witte and Van Emmerick 2011).
Results concerning the differences between permanent and temporary workers on
different regression paths will be discussed considering the overall structure of the mediation
model. Our results partially supported H1a). We found that a balanced home-work interface
was positively related to the absence of stress at work, regardless of the contract type
academics and researchers have, which is consistent with previous research (Chiang, Birtch
and Kwan 2010). Physical working conditions were only positively related to the absence of
stress for permanent workers, but the relationship was not significant for temporary workers.
Control over decision making at work was not significantly related to the absence of stress at

24

work, for any of the groups, which suggests that this might not be considered a relevant
source of stress for academics and researchers. Contrary to expected, job and career
satisfaction were negatively related to the absence of stress at work for permanent workers.
As previous research suggests, a job in higher education is associated with multiple types of
stressors (Taris, Schreurs and Van-Iersel-Van-Silfhout 2001). Our results add to this body of
research, by suggesting that a fulfilling job and career in academia is associated with higher
levels of stress for academics of researchers.
Concerning the antecedents of employee commitment to the organisation (H1b and
H2b), we found that working conditions were positively and significantly related to this
variable in both groups, which is consistent with social exchange theory (Blau 1964) and the
inherent idea that employees reciprocate perceived inducements provided by the organisation
(Gouldner 1960). Job and career satisfaction was positively and significantly related to
commitment to the organisation for permanent workers, which can equally be explained by
reciprocating the favourable context for job and career development provided by the
University, with commitment toward this organisation. Control over decision making at work
was not significantly related to organisational commitment for any of the groups, suggesting
that this variable is not particularly relevant for academics and researchers. Contrary to what
was found in previous research (Huang, Lawler and Lei 2007), we found that a balanced
home-work interface was negatively related to organisational commitment among permanent
workers, and the relationship was not significant for temporary workers. This negative
relationship for the first group indicates that employees who feel that they are having more
trouble balancing time spent at work and private life are likely to associate this with their
higher commitment to their organisation, as they are likely to work more hours.
As expected, the absence of stress at work was positively related to general wellbeing for both groups (H1c). However, this relationship was stronger for permanent workers,
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when compared with temporary workers. This is associated with our finding that stress at
work was the only variable where temporary workers scored higher than permanent workers.
Temporary worker’s scores for general well-being are still higher, but it seems that the
absence of stress at work is a weaker antecedent of general well-being for temporary workers,
compared with permanent workers. We hypothesised that the relationship between employee
commitment to the organisation and general well-being was positive and significant for the
two groups, but there were no differences between the two groups concerning this path.
Indirect effects between the independent variables (that were significantly related to the
mediators) and general well-being were significant, which partially supports H1d and H1e),
indicating that work-related characteristics will first influence, not only occupational health
(measured via stress at work), but also attitudes towards the organisation (employee
commitment to the organisation), and these will ultimately influence general well-being. Of
particular interest that the combined effect of the antecedents in our model explains 74% of
the variance in general well-being for permanent workers and 59% of the variance in general
well-being for temporary workers. This suggests that general well-being is largely explained
by work-related aspects, and that this is a comprehensive multifactorial model predicting this
variable.
Partially consistent with H3, we found that a longer tenure in the organisation is
negatively related to higher scores in home-work interface, working conditions, job and
career satisfaction, and control at work for temporary workers. For permanent workers,
tenure was only negatively related to job and career satisfaction. The relationships between
tenure and the supra-mentioned variables were significantly stronger for temporary workers.
This interesting result suggests that temporary workers who have been in a temporary
contract for too long are likely to perceive their position as a dead end rather than a stepping
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stone (De Cuyper, De Witte and Van Emmerick 2011), resulting in an overall more negative
perception of their work-related characteristics.
Finally, the average position of respondents’ university in the UK rankings was
negatively related to working conditions, meaning that the higher the position in the ranking
the more favourable the scores on working conditions for both permanent and temporary
workers. Permanent workers in lower ranked Universities have less stress at work, which
may be due to the fact that lower ranked Universities are less likely to transmit pressure in
terms of the need for academic publications. Temporary workers in higher ranked universities
are more committed to these institutions, which may be related to their prestige or to the fact
that these workers may have completed part of their education in these institutions.

Limitations and future research directions
This study has two main limitations that should be acknowledged. First, we used selfreported questionnaires exclusively, which could potentially affect the results, due to common
method variance. However, in order to minimize this effect, all methodological and statistical
recommendations by Podsafoff et al. (2003) were followed. For example, we used
confirmatory factor analysis and compared several competing models, which reassures us that
the factorial structure of the model is robust. Furthermore, we have focused on objective
indicators as covariates in our model, including age, gender, tenure and average university
position in the UK rankings, which acknowledges the influence of non-perceptual elements
that could (and did) influence our results. Further research should consider the role of other
objective variables that may influence quality of working life, such as pay and objective
performance indicators. The second limitation of this study lies on using a cross-sectional
design, which does not allow us to verify the existence of causal relationships between the
variables. However, the rationale behind our mediation model was supported by two robust

27

theoretical frameworks (i.e. COR theory – Hobfoll 1989; and social exchange theory – Blau
1964) and by multiple empirical findings that support the directionality of relationships
between variables in our model. Future research should consider the confirmation of the
directionality of these paths in a longitudinal design. The third limitation of this study is the
fact that although our results can be a good portrait of the quality of working life in British
Universities, these results may not necessarily be the same in other countries (e.g., the USA
where labour legislation tends to be less protective, or Continental Europe where labour
legislation tends to be more protective). Further research should expand these results in
different contexts.

Concluding remarks and practical implications
Our study contributes to existing research by advancing a model that integrates multiple
empirical findings regarding quality of working life and explains the processes within it in the
specific context of higher education in the UK. It contributes to the literature on work in higher
education by comparing permanent and temporary academics and researchers. Our results
suggest that permanent and temporary workers differ in terms of the processes leading to
general well-being, with particular emphasis on high stress levels of academics and researchers
on fixed-term contracts. Furthermore, we note the finding of a longer tenure being more
negative for temporary workers, suggesting that they may feel trapped in a fixed-term position,
without a possibility of a stepping stone to a permanent position. These results are relevant for
human resource management in higher education institutions as they identify the work related
characteristics that might usefully be addressed in an endeavour to improve the quality of
working life of academics and researchers, and reiterate the need to adequately manage the
expectations of those on fixed-term contracts.
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Table 1. Goodness-of-fit of measurement models (best fitting measurement model in bold).
Models

2

2

TLI

CFI

RMSEA SRMR

MM1

2 (708) = 1339.89***

.91

.93

.04

.05

MM2

2 (810) = 3148.44*** Compared to MM1
2 (102) = 1808.55***

.71

.73

.08

.08

MM3

2 (798) = 3079.31*** Compared to MM1
2 (90) = 1739.42***

.71

.74

.08

.08

MM4

2 (776) = 2574.99*** Compared to MM1
2 (68) = 1236***

.77

.79

.07

.08

Note: * = p<.05; ** = p<.01; *** = p<.001

Figure 1. Final Structural Model (covariates omitted for ease of presentation)

* = p <.05; ** = p <.01; *** = p <.001
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Appendix 1. Quality of Working Life Items

Factor
HWI

Items
I am able to achieve a healthy balance between my work and
home life
My current working hours / patterns suit my personal
circumstances
My employer provides adequate facilities and flexibility for me to
fit work in around my family life

Factor
Loadings
.87
.82
.75

WCS

The working conditions are satisfactory
I work in a safe environment
My employer provides me with what I need to do my job
effectively

.84
.60
.79

JCS

I have a clear set of goals and aims to enable me to do my job
When I have done a good job it is acknowledged by my line
manager
I am encouraged to develop new skills
I am satisfied with the career opportunities available for me here
I am satisfied with the training I receive in order to perform my
present job

.68
.72

I have sufficient opportunities to question managers about change
at work
I am involved in decisions that affect me in my own area of work
I feel able to voice opinions and influence changes in my area of
work

.79

SAW

I have unachievable deadlines (-rev)
I am pressured to work long hours (-rev)
I often feel under pressure at work (-rev)
I often feel excessive levels of stress at work (-rev)

.63
.72
.75
.83

ECO

I would recommend this organisation as a good one to work for
I am proud to tell others that I am part of this organisation
The organisation communicates well with its employees

.94
.88
.74

GWB

I feel well at the moment
I am satisfied with my life
In most ways my life is close to ideal
Generally things work out well for me
Recently, I have been feeling reasonably happy all things
considered

.79
.80
.84
.75
.87

CAW

.70
.77
.71

.85
.87
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Appendix 2. Correlations and Descriptive Statistics for Permanent and Temporary academics and researchers

Gender
Age Category
Tenure
URank
HWI
WCS
JCS
CAW
ECO
Absence SAW
GWB

M
--2.70
3.23
69.15
3.20
3.34
3.01
3.15
3.03
2.62
3.23

SD
--.60
1.16
42.59
1.00
0.89
0.88
1.04
1.04
0.87
0.93

Gender
1
-.04
-.12
-.06
.01
-.05
.05
-.02
.08
-.05
-.02

Age

Tenure

Permanent
URank

1
.38***
.06
-.08
-.08
-.16*
-.10
-.06
-.02
-.12

1
.12
-.14*
-.13*
-.20**
-.13*
-.21**
-.12
-.14*

1
-.05
-.18**
-.10
-.17**
-.23***
.01
-.06

Temporary
Tenure
URank

HWI

WCS

JCS

CAW

ECO

SAW

GWB

1
.65***
.62***
.54***
.56***
.70***
.71***

1
.72***
.68***
.76***
.57***
.74***

1
.76***
.78***
.49***
.68***

1
.70***
.44***
.59***

1
.44***
.65***

1
.58***

1

JCS

CAW

ECO

SAW

GWB

1
.70***
.64***
.46***
.62***

1
.47***
.44***
.49***

1
.44***
.56***

1
.52***

1

M
SD
Gender
Age
HWI
WCS
Gender
----1
Age Category
2.11
.46
-.08
1
Tenure
2.10
.81
-.11
.23***
1
URank
47.22
27.27
-.06
.15*
-.08
1
HWI
3.52
.95
-.02
-.02
-.23***
.00
1
WCS
3.60
.82
.12*
-.15*
-.32***
-.12
.55***
1
JCS
3.35
.84
.10
-.10
-.43***
-.02
.49*** .68***
CAW
3.45
.89
.09
.04
-.32***
-.06
.46*** .55***
ECO
3.35
.86
.16*
-.10
-.30*** -.19*** .48*** .70***
Absence SAW
3.10
.93
-.06
-.14*
-.33***
.04
.64*** .49***
GWB
3.41
.86
.10
-.05
-.29***
.00
.61*** .62***
Note: * = p<.05; ** = p<.01; *** = p<.001; URank = University’s average position in the main rankings
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Appendix 3. Regression weights and critical ratios for differences for all regression paths in
the model
Path

Permanent

Temporary

Critical Ratios for
Differences

HWI  Absence of SAW
WCS  Absence of SAW
JCS  Absence of SAW
CAW  Absence of SAW
HWI  ECO
WCS  ECO
JCS  ECO
CAW  ECO
Absence of SAW  GWB
EEN  GWB

 = .83***
 = .51***
 = -.68*
 = .22, n.s.
 = -.27*
 = .58**
 = .86***
 = .22, n.s.
 = .45***
 = .53***

 = .67***
 = .11, n.s.
 = -.04, n.s.
 = .09, n.s.
 = .03, n.s.
 = .72**
 = .43
 = -.30, n.s.
 = .32***
 = .56***

Z = -0.13, n.s.
Z = -0.95, n.s.
Z = 1.40, n.s.
Z = -0.22, n.s.
Z = 2.16*
Z = 0.28, n.s.
Z = -1.53, n.s.
Z = -0.09, n.s.
Z = -2.14*
Z = 0.64, n.s.

Age JCS
Age CAW
Age WCS
Age HWI
Age ECO
Age Absence of SAW
Age GWB

 = -.10, n.s.
 = -.06, n.s.
 = -.03, n.s.
 = -.02, n.s.
 = .02, n.s.
 = .10*
 = -.11*

 = .01, n.s.
 = .16*
 = -.05
 = .02, n.s.
 = .12*
 = -.09, n.s.
 = .04

Z = 0.95, n.s.
Z = 2.28*
Z = -0.26, n.s.
Z = -0.32, n.s.
Z = 0.47, n.s.
Z = -1.63, n.s.
Z = 2.04*

Gender JCS
Gender CAW
Gender WCS
Gender HWI
Gender ECO
Gender Absence of SAW
Gender GWB

 = .03, n.s.
 = -.04, n.s.
 = -.08, n.s.
 = -.02, n.s.
 = .05, n.s.
 = .00, n.s.
 = -.02, n.s.

 = .06, n.s.
 = .07, n.s.
 = .12, n.s.
 = -.05, n.s.
 = .06, n.s.
 = -.11, n.s.
 = .03, n.s.

Z = 0.39, n.s.
Z = 1.07, n.s.
Z = 2.44*
Z = -0.31, n.s.
Z = 0.00, n.s.
Z = -1.42, n.s.
Z = 0.74, n.s.

Tenure JCS
Tenure CAW
Tenure WCS
Tenure HWI
Tenure ECO
Tenure Absence of SAW
Tenure GWB

 = -.17*
 = -.10, n.s.
 = -.13, n.s.
 = -.14, n.s.
 = -.03, n.s.
 = -.09, n.s.
 = .07, n.s.

 = -.47***
 = -.39***
 = -.36***
 = -.27***
 = .00, n.s.
 = -.11, n.s.
 = .00, n.s

Z = -4.42**
Z = -2.93**
Z = -2.94**
Z = -2.00*
Z = 0.39, n.s.
Z = -0.78, n.s.
Z = -0.73, n.s.

URank JCS
URank CAW
URank WCS
URank HWI
URank ECO
URank Absence of SAW
URank GWB

 = -.09, n.s.
 = -.16*
 = -.18**
 = -.03, n.s.
 = -.11, n.s.
 = .11*
 = .07, n.s.

 = -.07, n.s.
 = -.11, n.s.
 = -.16*
 = -.03, n.s.
 = -.12*
 = .06, n.s.
 = .10*

Z = -0.33, n.s.
Z = 0.29, n.s.
Z = -0.40, n.s.
Z = -0.1, n.s.
Z = -0.65, n.s.
Z = -0.04, n.s.
Z = 0.95, n.s.

Note: * = p<.05; ** = p<.01; *** = p<.001; n.s. = non-significant; URank = University’s
average position in the main rankings
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