What’s Wrong with Casual Work?
[WORKING PAPER ONLY – NOT FOR CITIATION]
Is the growth of causal work in Australia such a bad thing, and if so, why?1
On one hand, the contractual conditions of casual work look very poor by
comparison to other employment types. To see this, it is important to distinguish
casual labour from part-time labour, and from contractual work which provides the
benefits of standard employment on a roughly pro-rata basis. Unlike part-time work
and such pro-rata contracts, casual work is structured to exempt workers from
standard employment benefits: workers have no holiday pay, sick pay or right to
regular shifts, and they can lose their job without notice. For these reasons, among
others, Iain Campbell and John Burgess have termed casual work an “officially
sanctioned gap in protection” [emphasis in original].2
On the other hand, there appears to be a surprising lack of discontent amongst
casual workers themselves with these conditions. First of all, there is little social or
political struggle around casual work in Australia, especially in comparison to social
campaigns around precarious work in Europe. This is despite the political potency of
workplace issues in Australia—as most recently demonstrated by the response to
the Howard Government‟s “Work Choices” legislation, and despite casual labour
appearing to violate historically significant workplace norms in Australia, like that of
equal pay and conditions for those for performing the same work.3
Second, important national surveys have not revealed widespread dissatisfaction
amongst casual workers in comparison to workers in more “standard” employment
relationships. I will focus here on Mark Wooden‟s and Diana Warren‟s 2004 study of
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the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) data, which found
that only casual workers who were working full-time hours reported significantly
lower levels of overall job satisfaction than other workers, and even then this
dissatisfaction was primarily limited to men. Wooden and Warren concluded that
attempts to “inhibit the diversity of employment options that are available to
employers will often not result in changes in working arrangements that will be
unambiguously preferred by employees.”4 Or in other words, regulation or industrial
action that aims to limit casual employment may not actually be in the interests of
casual workers themselves.
So the more precise questions of this paper are these: is causal work really harmful
to workers; and if so, why does this not flow through to higher rates of dissatisfaction
amongst casual workers in large quantitative studies? To address these questions, I
begin by distinguishing three possible ways that critics of casual work could respond
to these questions, and then try to contribute to the third.

Response 1
The first possible response is to follow Ian Watson‟s 2005 reply to Wooden and
Warren.5 Watson argues that rather than measuring casual workers‟ satisfaction with
their work, a more precise and more pressing assessment of the quality of casual
work are the wages that casual workers receive. Watson conducts his own review of
the HILDA data and finds that casual workers generally suffer a wage penalty,
because the wage loading that casuals are supposed to receive in exchange for the
loss of security and leave entitlements—theoretically between 15 and 30 per cent—
is not proportionally reflected in their actual wages.
Watson also questions the accuracy of the subjective measures of job satisfaction
that Wooden and Warren use, but note that from his perspective, what quantitative
studies show about casual workers‟ opinions need not be a decisive consideration in
determining the quality or desirability of casual jobs. For example, Watson observes
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that casual workers are actually more likely than other workers to agree with the
statement that they are fairly paid. But if being paid fairly requires—among other
things—that workers receive similar benefits to others when performing the same
work (i.e. that casual wages are equivalent to the wages, entitlements and conditions
of other workers6), then casual workers may be simply wrong to believe this. So on
this issue, one way to interpret the HILDA data is as showing that casual workers are
not good judges of what their labour is actually worth.

Response 2
A second possible response to the apparent lack of widespread discontent amongst
casual workers is to say that while casual workers overall may be satisfied with their
work, this does not hold true for specific industries and individuals. An industry
specific example is Anne Junor‟s quantitative study of casual workers in universities,
which found that the majority of these casual workers would indeed prefer more
secure employment.7
The most widely cited qualitative study of particular experiences of casual work in
Australia is Barbara Pocock et al.‟s report on in-depth interviews with 55 casual
workers, which was released just months before Wooden‟s and Warren‟s paper.8
Pocock et al. found that most of the casual workers that they interviewed were
negative about their experiences, many were very negative, and that many had also
tried to get more permanent work without success. An indicative example of such
negative sentiments from Pocock et al.’s research are the remarks of Alice, a 43
year-old word-processor operator in the engineering industry, who states that:
Well I think you are used and abused…I was always under the impression
that casual workers were there for overload situations, emergencies, or
whatever but I‟ve been casual for five years now…„We‟ll look at that next
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year‟ is the general reply to any request for permanency…So, yeah, I
think used and abused is the best description I can come up with.9

A practical advantage of this second strategy—of focusing on specific cases of
discontent amongst casual workers—is that it can provide an argument for political
or industrial action to restrict or improve casual work in these instances, as in the
National Tertiary Education Union‟s current campaign to (again) place limits on the
use of casual labour in universities.

Response 3
I find both these first two responses compelling; however, there are also limitations
to each approach. First, Watson rightly notes the difficulty of accurately measuring
the subjective job satisfaction of casuals, and also convincingly shows the wage
penalties that casual workers tend to suffer. Yet as qualitative studies show, for
those casuals who are dissatisfied with casual work the lost wage benefits or
entitlements are only part of what makes them dissatisfied, and not always the most
important part. This means that a full evaluation of the desirability or otherwise of
casual work must somehow include the “subjective” elements of this work, even if
this dimension of work is not easily measured. Or in other words, even if casual
workers were actually paid the full casual loading, qualitative research indicates that
there would still be reasons for casual workers to be dissatisfied with their conditions,
and a comprehensive analysis of the effects of casual work would therefore need to
take these other forms of discontent into account.
The second strategy—that of contrasting the quantitative and qualitative studies of
casual work—does support a critique of casual work that incorporates both material
and experiential costs of casual work in particular industries and cases. However,
and second, without further engagement with the quantitative data it does not
support a robust critique of casualisation, since such a broader critique must
demonstrate that there is something generally problematic about the growth of
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casual work, rather than just specific instances of discontent. Nor does simply
highlighting the differences between quantitative and qualitative data adequately
explain the puzzling gap between these two types of research.
This leads to a third approach, which is to maintain that casual work tends not to be
in workers‟ interests, but in ways that are not well captured in existing quantitative
studies. There are different versions of this third approach, one of which is to
question whether comparing the job satisfaction of casual workers to the job
satisfaction of workers on standard employment contracts adequately measures
casual workers‟ satisfaction with their conditions. For example, in contemporary
societies workers on standard contracts face their own particular forms of
dissatisfaction such as over-work, which means that the satisfaction of workers on
standard contracts with their conditions may provide an insufficiently neutral point of
comparison against which to assess how satisfactory casual working conditions in
fact are.10 In turn, if an assessment of how satisfied casual workers are with their
conditions must be substantive rather than comparative, then there is good reason to
think that qualitative rather than quantitative studies will best satisfy this demand.
My particular contribution to the third approach though is to try and specify more
precisely likely effects of experiences of casual work on workers‟ well-being,11 and
then review the extent to which these effects are included in relevant quantitative
studies. I begin this task by locating the dissatisfaction with casual work visible in the
qualitative research within a broader philosophical account of how work in general
can improve or undermine workers‟ well-being. I then use this account to argue that
casual work has structural tendencies to undermine workers‟ well-being, but that
these tendencies are not adequately measured by the data that Wooden and Warren
use (and perhaps not in any quantitative data, although I will not defend this claim
here).
The philosophical account of work that I will sketch out in the next section elucidates
two ways that experiences of work in general can affect workers‟ well-being, which is
by allowing—or not allowing—workers to: (1) exercise and develop their capacities;
10
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and (2) be recognised by others. Of course, these effects do not by any means
exhaust the contributions that work can make to workers‟ well-being. However, I will
argue that delineating these effects clarifies problems that casual working conditions
tend to create, and—when combined with qualitative research—provides reasons to
think that these problems are more widespread than quantitative research into job
satisfaction currently suggests.

Work and Capacities
The first idea—that work can improve well-being by allowing workers to exercise and
develop their capacities—applies a broadly Aristotelian concept of well-being to
work.12 While Aristotle himself would not endorse the view of work posited below,
James Murphy has shown how Aristotelian concepts can nonetheless be usefully
applied to work.13
The most relevant Aristotelian idea here is the claim that well-being consists
principally in the exercise of realised capacities; which is to say first of all, principally
in what we do rather than in what we have. On this point, one contribution of work in
general to well-being is that work is paradigmatically an activity where we exercise
our capacities to act in the world. A second dimension of this Aristotelian approach is
that well-being is increased by the exercise of more fully developed or realised
capacities. John Rawls has summarised this latter view in his “Aristotelian principle,”
which states that:
other things equal, human beings enjoy the exercise of their realised
capacities (their innate or trained abilities), and this enjoyment increases
the more the capacity is realised, or the greater its complexity.14
Again, work can have a critical role here, because the actions we take at work can
develop or degrade our capacities over time, through the actions we repeatedly
perform and through the guidance of, or collaboration with, our colleagues. This kind
12
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of satisfaction is also highlighted by Richard Sennett‟s analysis of “craftsmanship,”
since Sennett‟s concept of craftsmanship includes the particular satisfaction that is
found in progressively mastering the skills of one‟s work over time.15

Recognition and Work
A second contribution of work in general to well-being is the opportunity that work
can provide for workers to be recognised for the capacities they employ, and for the
contribution that their work makes to others. The concept of recognition I use here is
drawn from Axel Honneth and Christophe Dejours, both of whom view recognition
from others as a pre-condition of autonomous action.16 Very briefly put, Honneth‟s
claim is that autonomous action requires certain types of self-conception; for
instance, minimal levels of self-respect and self-confidence. But these selfconceptions cannot be achieved in isolation, but rather requires that aspects of
oneself are adequately recognised by others. For instance, it is difficult to maintain a
healthy sense of self-respect in a society that consistently treats you or your social
group with disdain, even—or perhaps especially—where this disrespect is
undeserved or unwarranted.
From Honneth‟s perspective then, to be recognised by others is not simply a
pleasurable experience, but rather provides a kind of platform for successful or
healthy action. Conversely, to be persistently denied legitimate recognition is not
simply a form of suffering, but may create various dysfunctions or pathologies at the
level of self-identity. I will illustrate what these claims mean more concretely by
reviewing two forms of recognition that bear directly on work: rights and esteem.
Rights: For Honneth, rights are a form of recognition because of what rights imply
about how a person is viewed by others. Specifically, Honneth argues that in being
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recognised as bearers of rights, we are acknowledged as sharing a basic equality
with others; namely, that of being equal rational agents. Such recognition in turn
enables us to regard ourselves as proper objects of respect, and so supports a basic
level of self-respect.
Now while Honneth does not directly apply his approach to workplace rights, his
analysis can easily be extended to include such rights. In particular, if workplace
rights are conceived of as markers of respect in Honneth‟s sense, then such rights
do not only protect workers‟ entitlements. Rather, workplace rights also facilitate a
particular stance to self and others, whereby workers can view themselves and
others as sharing a basic equality before the law. So for instance, with shared
workplace rights, an otherwise marginalised worker may face her co-workers aware
that she is the proper subject of at least the basic forms of mutual respect that are
embodied in industrial agreements and laws. Conversely, inequities in workplace
rights may not only entrench unequal access to entitlements, but also create
formalised systems of disrespect, and so undermine the positive self-relations that
institutionalised respect from others supports.

Esteem: Where rights recognise our fundamental equality with others, to be
esteemed is to be acknowledged for what is distinct and valuable about us in
particular. For example, when we recognise career achievement, we express esteem
for the particular abilities a person has exercised over their working life. As being
recognised with rights enables a person to view themselves as a proper object of
respect, being esteemed enables a person to see themselves as a unique object of
value, which is to say, to develop self-esteem.
We can further distinguish two distinct types of esteem that work may provide. One
is esteem for the contribution that a person‟s work makes to society, as reflected
most notably in wages and in general social discourse about his or her work. For
example, both the wages and social position of surgeons represent high esteem for
the contribution that surgeons make to social health. By contrast, the wages and
social discourse around care work represents low esteem for this work, despite the
significant contribution that care work in fact makes to the social good.

8

Yet Dejours also emphasises a second type of esteem that work may provide, which
is recognition of the particular skills and capacities that a person exercises at work.
For example, we may find that while a particular surgeon is well-regarded in society,
she is not esteemed by her colleagues and co-workers, who think her skills mediocre
and her work ethic poor. Conversely, we may find that a care worker who is poorly
paid and barely acknowledged by society is nonetheless held in high esteem by
other carers for her skills and commitment to her patients.
Casual Work and Well-Being
Having sketched out two ways that work in general can contribute to well-being, I
now argue that the conditions of casual work have structural tendencies to
undermine these contributions, in at least three ways.
First, the lack of rights and minimal legal status of casual work threatens not only
these workers‟ access to resources and entitlements, but also to the type of selfrespect that equal rights supports. This is especially problematic in those industries
where casual workers are performing the same tasks as workers on more standard
employment contracts, because this expansion of dual employment systems within
the one workplace tends to formalise unwarranted hierarchies of (dis)respect, and
hierarchies which workers will confront on a daily basis. Such ongoing
misrecognition—especially for workers in the oxymoronic category of “long-term
casuals”—may in turn threaten workers‟ conceptions of themselves as sharing a
basic equality with other workers on these terms.
Second, the process of casualisation means that casual workers increasingly lack
access to career paths, because much casual work lacks possibilities for career
progression comparable to standard employment relationships. For example, a
corollary of casualisation in universities is that casual positions that may once have
been stepping stones into tenured positions are increasingly long term
experiences.17 Yet casual positions typically have little opportunity for career
progression within this employment type; for instance, casual teaching positions in
universities include only two employment categories: (a) workers with a doctorate;
17
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and (b) workers without a doctorate. Such a lack of career progression for casual
workers has obvious material costs; however, it is important to note that in
contemporary “work societies” a career path is not simply a determinant of income.
Rather, a career path also designates a progression from less to more demanding
work, and career progression is (still) one significant form of social esteem. By
limiting access to career paths, casualisation thus tends to undermine both the
development of skills and capacities and workers‟ access to legitimate esteem for
the work that they perform.18
Third, casual work also tends to undermine workplace esteem through the typically
smaller presence or “voice” that casual workers have in the workplace. An example
from Pocock et al.‟s study are the following remarks by “George,” a forty year-old
technician who has been “casually” employed by the same firm for 10 years. George
states that as a casual worker:
You don‟t ever feel that you fit in as part of the team properly. For instance
they have work days where you are just rostered off and you‟re not even
thought of so you know you‟re paid for that day but you‟re not also
included in the things like the picnic days, the Christmas shows, any other
functions that might be happening…
Sometimes I feel like dirty dishrags where I‟ve just been wiped … you
know. Because it‟s downgrading, it‟s depressing…
I mean a lot of times the comments made are „he‟s just a contractor‟. Well,
I may be just a contractor but I‟m also part of that team when I‟m needed
and an integral part of that team. But they always say „Oh, you‟re just a
contractor‟ or „Contractors aren‟t allowed…‟ and you know, that reflects on
your family life as well. You get depressed about it and you come home
depressed … It‟s a really hard existence.19
The misrecognition George experiences here can be termed a structural
consequence of casual employment because his contribution to the workplace is
judged commensurately with the marginal status of his contract, rather than with the
actual contribution that his work makes to his organisation. In the present context, a
striking feature of George‟s remark is how he reports his experience of
misrecognition at the level of self-conception. That is, what George finds depressing
is that his view of himself as an “integral part of that team” is not reflected in the way
18
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others view him as “just a contractor.” On this issue, George‟s experience not only
illustrates how misrecognition at work can damage well-being, but more precisely
how it can do so by undermining one pre-condition of a healthy self-conception,
which is the need for the view we hold of ourselves to be to some extent reflected
and confirmed in the eyes of others.

So What?
So what—if anything—does this analysis of casual work add to our understanding of
the apparent lack of discontent amongst casuals in quantitative data?
First, the analysis above delineates effects of casual work that the HILDA data that
Wooden and Warren use is unlikely to capture. In particular, the HILDA data only
asks respondents to numerically rank their satisfaction with five features of work: job
security; work itself; hours worked; flexibility; and satisfaction overall. Yet as regards
the issues just raised, these measures are frustratingly vague, and in some cases
contradictory. For instance, what exactly does a worker‟s satisfaction with “work
itself” designate? Does it refer to how interesting the worker‟s task is, how well it
challenges and develops her skills, or how well she is recognised by others for
performing this task?
While no study can be expected to capture all relevant variables, the analysis above
highlights specific cases where the different effects that these variables putatively
measure will tend to pull in opposite directions. For instance, in casual academic
teaching work, an extremely interesting task is coupled with low pay and conditions
relative to other workers, and a lack of recognition in typically “casual” ways.20
Asking these casual workers whether they are satisfied with the “work itself” or “work
overall” thus encompasses two fundamental but diametrically opposed effects of
work on well-being. On the one hand, there is the satisfaction of an interesting task
with unique opportunities for capacity development. On the other hand though, there
20
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is the lack of workplace esteem for that task, both formally in the lack of career
progression and informally though workplace marginalisation.
This tension—between satisfaction with one‟s work task and dissatisfaction with the
casual conditions under which a person works—has of course been identified
elsewhere.21 However, the framework above not only allows this tension to be put
more precisely, it also provides a case for extrapolating such costs of casual work to
a wider set of casual workers, provided that the tension here is indeed a
consequence of some more general pre-conditions of human well-being at work.
Otherwise put, if the philosophical framework developed here is plausible, then it
provides independent reasons to think that the forms of “dissatisfaction” we see in
qualitative studies of casual work will—to a greater or lesser extent—extend into the
experiences of other casual workers, at least insofar as these types of discontent are
not adequately captured by the limited quantitative measures of worker satisfaction
used by Wooden and Warren.

However, and second, the above analysis also implies that there are unique
difficulties in accurately measuring satisfaction at work where the types of recognitive
processes that Honneth and Dejours identify are involved. For instance, if the
analysis so far is right, then one effect of the lack of rights and esteem for casual
workers will be to undermine workers‟ sense of themselves as equal participants in
the workplace, and as making a valuable contribution to the production process.
From this perspective, one partial reason why workers may not express greater
dissatisfaction with their conditions is that the conditions themselves create and
sustain the impression that casual workers are not of great value to the organisations
which employ them, even when—objectively speaking—this is clearly not the case.
For example, even with up to 40 or 50 per cent of university teaching being
performed by casual staff,22 casual academic workers still often report their role as
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being in some sense illegitimate or peripheral to their employer. For example, one
casual academic remarks that:
Well you‟re not a real staff member, you‟re not at staff meetings, you‟re
not aware of what is happening in the university in a broader
sense…You‟re just picked up the week before the semester starts and
dropped when the semester ends [emphasis added].23
This quote initially supports a contention by Pocock et al. that “permanency confers
voice,” because this casual worker clearly thinks that participation in her workplace is
conditional on a permanent employment contract. However, if workers judge how
“real” their engagement in the workplace is in part by whether their views are sought
or considered, then it might be said that the converse is also true—i.e. that “voice
confers permanency”—at least in so far as “permanency” designates how a worker
experiences their attachment to a workplace rather than their formal employment
terms. If this is right, then the tendency for casual workers to be marginalised in
workplace deliberation and activities will compound in these workers‟ subjective
experience the already marginal terms of their contract.
Another way to articulate this second point is by noting that this casual academic
worker‟s perception of herself as peripheral to her workplace does not come from nowhere, but rather is consistently reinforced by the conditions of her work, such as by
the frequent lack of even a stable physical presence for these casual workers within
their workplaces (i.e. a desk). More generally speaking then, if one effect of casual
working conditions is to sustain a perception amongst casual workers that their work
does not make a valuable contribution to their organisations, then casual workers‟
apparent satisfaction with their conditions may be to some extent a consequence of
casual work, rather than—as Wooden and Warren claim—a justification for it.
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