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Abstract

This study investigates whether temporary employment serves as a stepping stone or a trap for
unemployed immigrants and native-born individuals. Using panel data from the Belgian Labour Force
Survey and applying a propensity score matching approach, we compare the short-term labour market
outcomes of unemployed individuals who enter temporary employment with those who remain
unemployed. The findings reveal that accepting temporary work significantly improves employment
prospects and increases the likelihood of transitioning to permanent positions, although it does not
lead to higher wages. Immigrant job seekers derive similar benefits from temporary employment as
their native-born counterparts. From a policy perspective, these results underscore the potential of
temporary employment to facilitate the labour market integration of unemployed workers in rigid
labour markets like Belgium. However, the findings also highlight disparities among immigrant
groups. Insider immigrant groups appear better positioned to leverage temporary jobs as a stepping
stone, while outsider groups face greater challenges in doing so. Moreover, temporary agency
employment demonstrates a weaker stepping stone effect compared to fixed-term contracts,
particularly for immigrant job seekers. Further research is needed to explore how these dynamics
manifest in longer-term labour market outcomes.
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1. Introduction

Over recent decades, Western European societies have become increasingly diverse due to international
migration. The integration of immigrants into the labour market has become a central policy issue, with
significant implications for both migrants and host societies. Effective labour market integration
enhances human capital, mitigates the challenges posed by population ageing, promotes economic
growth, and fosters social cohesion, thereby contributing to the sustainability of European welfare states.
On the other hand, poor integration exacerbates economic vulnerability among migrants, hampers their
social inclusion, and fuels anti-immigrant sentiments, potentially reinforcing ethnic discrimination and
further disadvantaging immigrants in the labour market.

Empirical evidence consistently shows that foreign-born workers in Western Europe tend to have worse
labour market outcomes than their native-born counterparts (van Tubergen, 2024). To address these
disparities, countries have implemented activation policies aimed at improving migrants’ employment
prospects, with increasing focus on facilitating swift entry into the labour market (Arendt, 2022; Hernes
et al., 2020). In this context, temporary employment is often seen as a stepping stone for immigrant job
seekers, providing opportunities to demonstrate skills, gain local work experience, and build
professional networks. However, does this assumption hold? Can temporary employment genuinely aid
labour market integration, or does it risk trapping migrants in precarious positions?

It is well-established that non-standard, flexible jobs are more precarious than permanent positions,
characterised by lower wages, poorer working conditions, fewer training opportunities, and limited
career progression (Booth et al., 2002; Gash & McGinnity, 2006; Giesecke & Grof, 2003, 2004). While
native-born workers may avoid temporary contracts, immigrants are more likely to accept these
positions due to persistent employment barriers such as unrecognised qualifications, limited language
proficiency, lack of inter-ethnic networks, and ethnic discrimination (Boffi, 2024; Joona & Wadensjo,
2008). Consequently, immigrants in Western Europe not only face higher unemployment rates but are
also disproportionately employed in temporary jobs (OECD/European Commission, 2023).

Despite these dynamics, research on the role of temporary work in immigrant integration remains
limited. While there is extensive literature on the consequences of temporary employment for workers
in Western European labour markets, studies examining how these effects differ based on immigrant
status are rare (for exceptions see de Graaf-Zijl et al., 2011; Hveem, 2013; Jahn & Rosholm, 2013, 2014;
Kogan, 2011). If temporary jobs function as stepping stones to stable employment, their prevalence
among immigrants may be less concerning. However, if temporary work traps immigrants in precarious
jobs with limited career prospects, their overrepresentation in these roles becomes a critical issue.

This article examines whether temporary employment acts as a stepping stone or a trap for unemployed
immigrants. Using Belgian Labour Force Survey panel data, we analyse the short-term labour market
consequences of temporary employment for both migrant and native-born job seekers. Our study makes
several contributions to the existing literature. First, by focusing on a homogeneous sample of
unemployed job seekers and applying propensity score matching, we estimate the causal effect of
entering temporary employment on subsequent labour market outcomes. We use a matching approach
to address self-selection into temporary employment, as unemployed individuals who accept these jobs
may differ systematically from those who do not. Second, while previous studies often examine a single
outcome, we adopt a multidimensional approach, analysing overall employment status, permanent
employment, and wages. This allows us to identify potential trade-offs, such as increased employment
chances at the cost of job quality. Third, we explore differences in outcomes across immigrant
subgroups, distinguishing between ‘insider' and ‘outsider' groups based on gender, region of birth, and
length of stay. Finally, we investigate how the effects of temporary employment vary by the type of
temporary contract, a dimension rarely explored in previous research (Filomena & Picchio, 2022).
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Belgium offers a compelling context for this analysis due to its rapidly growing migrant population and
one of the largest employment gaps between immigrants and native-born workers in Western Europe.
The country’s highly regulated labour market has fostered significant insider-outsider divisions, with
immigrants facing particular challenges in overcoming this divide. Consequently, examining whether
temporary employment aids or hinders labour market integration is especially relevant in the Belgian
context.

2. Literature review
2.1. Consequences of temporary employment

The potential benefits and drawbacks of accepting temporary employment versus remaining
unemployed are subject to various theoretical perspectives.

Proponents argue that temporary employment offers significant benefits for both employers and
workers. For employers, temporary jobs serve as an effective screening tool, enabling them to evaluate
a worker’s productivity and fit before offering a permanent contract (Faccini, 2014; Gash, 2008; Korpi
& Levin, 2001). For workers who pass this evaluation, temporary jobs can act as a stepping stone to
permanent positions (Booth et al., 2002; Fuller & Stecy-Hildebrandt, 2015). Improved screening may
also lead to better job matches, which may result in higher wages and greater employment stability
(Kvasnicka, 2009).

Temporary employment also facilitates the acquisition of human capital and the development of social
networks. While unemployment can cause skills to deteriorate, temporary jobs help maintain or enhance
both occupation-specific and general employment skills (Booth et al., 2002; Gagliarducci, 2005).
Additionally, temporary work often provides access to job opportunities and insights into wage
conditions that are not easily available to the unemployed (Barbieri & Scherer, 2009; Ichino et al., 2008;
Korpi & Levin, 2001). Furthermore, temporary workers can use these jobs to assess how their
gualifications are valued across different employers, which may lead to better job matches (Korpi &
Levin, 2001). Moreover, taking temporary jobs can signal skills and ambition to future employers, as
unemployment is often viewed negatively (Eriksson & Rooth, 2014; Giesecke & GroR, 2003).

However, temporary employment comes with its risks. Dual labour market theories suggest that
temporary jobs are typically part of the secondary labour market, where workers often occupy low-paid,
unstable positions with limited career advancement opportunities (Eichhorst & Marx, 2015; Kalleberg,
2000; Scherer, 2004). Once in this secondary market, workers face limited chances of moving into the
primary market, which offers more stable and well-paid jobs with growth potential (Amuedo-Dorantes,
2000; Gash, 2008; Gebel, 2013; Gebel & Giesecke, 2011). This risk is heightened when employers use
temporary contracts solely to meet short-term needs, such as covering demand fluctuations or reducing
wage costs, rather than as a pathway to permanent contracts (Blanchard & Landier, 2002; Booth et al.,
2002; D'Addio & Rosholm, 2005).

Moreover, because temporary jobs are often located in the secondary labour market, they typically offer
fewer opportunities for skill development and training (Booth et al., 2002). With temporary workers
expected to leave soon, neither employers nor workers have strong incentives to invest in job-specific
skills, potentially resulting in skill gaps. In some cases, workers who cycle through successive temporary
contracts, with frequent job changes and employment gaps, may experience a depreciation of human
capital, thereby diminishing future job prospects (Gagliarducci, 2005). Furthermore, temporary workers
may have less time to seek new employment opportunities compared to the unemployed, who can focus
solely on securing permanent jobs (Gebel, 2013; Korpi & Levin, 2001). Lastly, accumulating temporary
contracts without transitioning to permanent jobs can signal to future employers that the worker was
unable to secure a stable position, which may negatively impact future prospects (Barbieri et al., 2016;
Korpi & Levin, 2001).
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What can previous research tell us about the consequences of temporary employment? Numerous
studies have examined its effects on future employment outcomes, but the findings are often mixed due
to variations in methodologies (e.g., descriptive statistics, statistical matching, quasi-experiments),
settings (e.g., countries, regions, or specific subpopulations), and definitions of temporary work (e.g.,
temporary agency work, fixed-term contracts). This heterogeneity makes drawing general conclusions
challenging.

However, focusing on studies that compare temporary workers with the unemployed, particularly within
Western European labour markets, reveals more consistent results (see Table Al in the Appendix for an
overview). Studies comparing temporary work to unemployment generally present more positive
outcomes than those comparing temporary work to permanent employment (Fuller, 2011; Gebel, 2013;
Latner & Saks, 2022). Most research suggests that, compared to remaining unemployed, taking
temporary work (whether through fixed-term contracts or temporary work agencies) significantly
increases the likelihood of future employment, see Hveem (2013) and Korpi and Levin (2001) for
Sweden, Gebel (2013) and Hagen (2003) for Germany Barbieri and Sestito (2008) and Barbieri and
Scherer (2009) for Italy, Gebel (2013) for the UK and Switzerland, de Graaf-Zijl et al. (2011) for the
Netherlands, and Jahn and Rosholm (2014) for Denmark.

The evidence on whether temporary work acts as a stepping stone to permanent employment is more
mixed and dependent on the type of temporary work. While entering fixed-term contracts increases the
chances of securing permanent jobs in many countries, as evidenced by Hagen (2003) for Germany,
Givord and Wilner (2015) for France, and Berton et al. (2011) for Italy, temporary agency jobs improve
the likelihood of securing permanent work in some countries, see Ichino et al. (2008) for Italy and Jahn
and Rosholm (2014) for Denmark, but not in others, see Kvasnicka (2009) for Germany, Hveem (2013)
for Sweden, and (Givord & Wilner, 2015) for France. Among studies examining temporary employment
more broadly, some find positive effects on permanent employment chances, such as Gebel (2013) for
the UK and Germany and Barbieri and Sestito (2008) and (Picchio, 2008) for Italy, while others find no
significant effect, see de Graaf-Zijl et al. (2011) for the Netherlands and (Gebel, 2013) for Switzerland.
Finally, most studies agree that temporary work, irrespective of type, generally offers a wage premium
(de Graaf-Zijl et al., 2011; Gebel, 2013; Hveem, 2013; Jahn & Rosholm, 2014).

In the Belgian context, two studies have specifically explored the effects of temporary work. Verhofstadt
and Gdbel (2008) track school leavers in Flanders and find that, after an initial lock-in effect, entering a
fixed-term contract early in a career positively impacts the transition to permanent employment. Cockx
and Picchio (2011) follow long-term unemployed school leavers and find that accepting short-term jobs
(lasting three months or less) during unemployment increases the likelihood of securing a long-term job
(lasting one year or more).

The evidence from Western Europe largely supports the idea that temporary employment facilitates
integration into the labour market for the unemployed. However, while no study suggests that temporary
jobs are inherently dead-ends, there is still no conclusive evidence on whether temporary positions serve
as reliable stepping stones to permanent employment. The effects depend on factors such as the type of
temporary employment and the specific institutional and labour market context (discussed further in
section 3).

2.2. Consequences for immigrants vs native-born

The consequences of temporary employment for the labour market outcomes of unemployed individuals
also vary significantly based on individual characteristics such as gender, age, education, and immigrant
status (Gebel, 2010).

Some theoretical perspectives suggest that temporary employment may serve as a particularly effective
means of integration for immigrants (Fuller, 2011; Hveem, 2013; Jahn & Rosholm, 2013). Employers
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often struggle to accurately assess immigrants' qualifications, especially when these credentials were
obtained abroad (Kanas & van Tubergen, 2014; Lancee & Bol, 2017). Temporary employment allows
employers to evaluate migrant workers without the long-term commitment of a permanent contract,
thereby reducing the uncertainty regarding the value of their foreign qualifications. Furthermore,
immigrants often lack host-country-specific human capital, such as local language skills or knowledge
of the domestic labour market (Dustmann & Fabbri, 2003; Tubergen & Wierenga, 2011). Temporary
jobs can help them develop these skills, thus increasing their employability. In addition, temporary
positions may provide immigrants with valuable social networks, particularly connections with native
workers, which can lead to better-quality job opportunities (Kanas et al., 2011, 2012; Lancee, 2010,
2016). Moreover, temporary contracts might signal higher abilities for immigrants than for native-born
workers, as highly skilled immigrants may be more inclined to accept temporary employment due to
difficulties in securing jobs that match their qualifications in Western European labour markets (Prokic-
Breuer & McManus, 2016).

From an integration perspective, the benefits of temporary employment are expected to be even more
significant for ‘outsider immigrant groups’ at a higher risk of labour market exclusion. Extra-EU
immigrants, for example, face greater challenges in Western European labour markets than intra-EU
migrants due to less favourable migration statuses, greater barriers to the recognition of foreign
qualifications, and higher levels of ethnic discrimination, amongst others (Gorodzeisky & Semyonov,
2017). Recently arrived immigrants also face additional obstacles, including limited host country
language skills, weaker social networks, and less knowledge of the local labour market, which contribute
to lower employment prospects (Kogan, 2011; Reyneri & Fullin, 2011). Migrant women face greater
barriers to employment than men—a 'double disadvantage'— partly stemming from family migration
patterns and traditional domestic and caregiving responsibilities that often restrict their labour market
participation (Ballarino & Panichella, 2017; Rubin et al., 2008). For these groups—particularly women,
extra-EU immigrants, and recent arrivals—temporary jobs can provide a crucial entry point, helping
them overcome structural barriers to labour market integration by offering opportunities to gain work
experience, signal their abilities to employers, build host-country-specific human capital, and expand
professional networks.

However, not all theoretical perspectives are optimistic; some present a bleaker view of temporary
employment's role for immigrants. The segmentation theory suggests that migrant workers may be
particularly vulnerable to cycles of temporary employment and unemployment (Fuller, 2011). For
immigrants, especially those facing discrimination, short-term job histories can reinforce employer
biases, leading to perceptions of lower commitment to the labour force (Lancee, 2021). Additionally,
the undervaluation of foreign qualifications and work experience often confines immigrants to low-
skilled temporary jobs, which may fail to provide the necessary experience for transitioning into stable
employment in the primary labour market. Worse still, time spent in temporary roles may erode pre-
migration skills, further increasing the risk of being trapped in secondary segment jobs.

According to the segmentation perspective, the negative effects of temporary employment are
particularly pronounced for outsider immigrant groups. Female, extra-EU, and recent migrants, due to
their weaker attachment to the labour market, are more likely to occupy low-level temporary positions
with limited opportunities for advancement. A history of recurrent temporary employment can amplify
employer stereotypes, reinforcing biases about outsider immigrants' perceived lack of skills or
motivation (Fuller, 2011). These stereotypes may discourage employers from offering permanent
positions, trapping immigrant workers in precarious, low-quality jobs. In such cases, temporary
employment functions not as a stepping stone but as a cycle of instability that restricts upward mobility.
For migrant women, this dynamic may be further compounded by the frequent combination of
temporary and part-time contracts, reducing their chances of securing stable employment (Fuller &
Vosko, 2008).
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While there is an extensive body of literature on immigrant employment outcomes in general, research
specifically examining how temporary employment dynamics differ by immigrant status in Western
Europe remains limited (see Table Al in the Appendix for an overview). de Graaf-Zijl et al. (2011)
found that in the Netherlands, unemployed ethnic minority! men are more likely to transition from
temporary to regular employment? compared to native Dutch men, whereas the ‘stepping stone’ effect
for ethnic minority women is smaller than for native Dutch women. In Sweden, Hveem (2013) observed
a negative effect of entering temporary agency employment on the likelihood of obtaining regular
employment for the overall sample of unemployed workers, but no such effect for non-Western
immigrants®. In Denmark, Jahn and Rosholm (2013, 2014) found that the effect of a temporary agency
employment experience on securing regular employment is significantly higher for male first-generation
non-Western immigrants and for all female immigrant groups (including Western and second-generation
immigrants) compared to native Danes.

Overall, the existing evidence suggests that immigrants and their descendants may benefit more from
temporary employment than natives®, though these benefits vary by context and demographic factors
such as gender. This study aims to contribute to this relatively under-researched area by examining the
consequences of entering temporary employment for unemployed immigrants in Belgium.

3. The Belgian case

Belgium has long been a prominent destination for immigrants in Europe. Starting in the 1950s, active
“guest worker” policies attracted predominantly low-educated migrants—initially from Southern
Europe and later from Morocco and Turkey—to fill unskilled labour roles during the post-World War
Il economic expansion. Although these policies were intended to be temporary, many migrants settled
permanently and later brought their families to join them. Since the 1990s, the country has also
experienced periodic peaks in humanitarian migration. Combined with steady intra-EU migration, these
trends have significantly increased the foreign-born share of the population. As of January 2024, 18.4%
of Belgium’s population is foreign-born—one of the highest proportions in Western Europe, surpassing
neighbouring countries such as France, Germany, and the Netherlands (Eurostat, 2024a).

Despite its long history as a destination country, Belgium continues to face persistent challenges in
integrating immigrants into its labour market. Among Western European countries, Belgium has some
of the lowest employment and activity rates and the highest unemployment rates among immigrants
(OECD/European Commission, 2023). The gaps between native-born and immigrant labour market
outcomes are among the most pronounced in the region. While intra-EU immigrants tend to perform on
par with the native-born, extra-EU immigrants face particularly poor outcomes, characterised by high
unemployment rates and, for women, high levels of economic inactivity (Devos et al., 2024; Lens,
2022).

Several factors contribute to this situation. The immigrant population in Belgium appears to be more
negatively selected in terms of labour market attachment and skills compared to other Western European
countries. A significant share of migration inflows consists of non-labour migrants—arriving for family
reunification or humanitarian reasons—which often correlates with lower labour market attachment,
particularly during the initial period after arrival (Lens et al., 2019). Additionally, a relatively high

! ‘Ethnic minorities’ are defined in this study as people originating from Surinam, the Netherlands Antilles,
Morocco and Turkey, and include both immigrants and their descendants (the so-called second generation).

2 Regular employment typically refers to jobs that are not classified as temporary work.

3 “Non-western immigrants’ are defined in this study as people born in Africa, South America, Asia, the Soviet
Union, or European countries outside the Nordic countries and EU15.

4 By natives, we mean individuals born in the country of residence whose parents were also both born in the same
country..
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proportion of non-EU migrants in Belgium are low-educated, posing challenges in a labour market that
strongly emphasises formal educational qualifications (OECD, 2020b).°> However, individual
characteristics such as human capital and socio-demographics, while important, do not fully explain the
disparities in labour market outcomes between immigrants and native-born individuals in Belgium
(Corluy & Verbist, 2014). Amongst other factors, the country’s institutional framework and labour
market structure also play a critical role.

The Belgian labour market is typically classified as very rigid. OECD statistics consistently rank the
country among the highest in employment protection legislation and union influence on wages and
employment conditions. These rigid institutions foster stable employment relationships, good working
conditions, and high wages for insiders but create significant barriers to labour market entry and low
mobility for outsiders (McGowan & et al., 2020). Scholars have argued that Belgium’s tightly regulated
and institutionalised labour market is at least partly responsible for persistently high non-employment
among its migrant population (Devos et al., 2024; HCE, 2018). High labour costs and strong dismissal
protections discourage employers from hiring immigrants, even during periods of economic growth
(Marx, 2019; Marx & Horemans, 2021). Against this backdrop, labour market stakeholders have
regularly called for more flexibilization. Such proposals often include advocating for a more extensive
use of temporary employment contracts.

So how important is temporary employment in Belgium? In a context of strong protection of permanent
jobs and union influence, you can expect employers to want to rely on temporary contracts as a screening
mechanism, given the difficulty of dismissing permanent workers. However, the regulation of temporary
contracts in Belgium is also stringent by international standards, with only a small difference in
protection between regular and temporary contracts (OECD, 2020). Consequently, while Belgian
employers may prefer temporary contracts, their use is limited by relatively tight legal restrictions.® Only
9.3% of Belgian workers aged 15-64 were on temporary contracts in 2023, one of the lowest shares in
Western Europe and significantly below neighbouring countries.” Nevertheless, immigrants are
overrepresented in temporary work in Belgium, with 11.8% of immigrants compared to 8.7% of native-
born workers in temporary jobs. Among extra-EU immigrants, the temporary employment incidence is
even higher, at 13.1%. This overrepresentation is similar to patterns in France and Germany but less
pronounced than in the Netherlands (Eurostat, 2024b).

Belgium’s labour market characteristics likely influence the consequences of temporary employment
for unemployed workers (Barbieri et al., 2016; Gebel, 2010, 2013; Leschke, 2009; Passaretta & Wolbers,
2019). The rigid labour market structure results in a relatively low employment rate, particularly
compared to more flexible systems like those in the Netherlands and Germany. In this context,
temporary employment may serve as an important screening tool for employers, with temporary
contracts viewed more positively as a signal of employability. However, the recent decrease in
unemployment and significant rise in labour market tightness in Belgium may have reduced the
stepping-stone potential of temporary work (Jahn & Rosholm, 2018). During periods of economic
growth, a temporary job might signal lower ability to employers, making it a better strategy for
unemployed individuals to continue searching for permanent positions. This is especially relevant in
Belgium, where unemployment benefits are more generous than in many other EU countries (OECD,

5> Also when assessed by adult skill proficiency rather than educational attainment, immigrants in Belgium perform
poorly in literacy and problem-solving skills compared to international averages.

& In Belgium, employers may hire temporary workers for a maximum of four consecutive temporary contracts,
with a minimal duration of three months, spanning a maximum of two years. Exceptions are possible only via
special permission (Nautet & Piton, 2019).

7 For comparison: the temporary employment incidence was 27.3% in the Netherlands, 15.5% in France, and 12%
in Germany. The incidence of temporary employment in Belgium has also remained stable over the past two
decades (Quintelier, 2020).
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2020a), and where active labour market policies, such as job search assistance and training schemes,
help mitigate human capital depreciation and improve job search outcomes. As a result, the integration
of unemployed workers through temporary contracts may also be less beneficial in Belgium than in
other countries.

Given the challenges immigrants face in the Belgian labour market, it is crucial to assess the impact of
temporary employment on their labour market integration. This article contributes to this discussion by
examining the effects of entering temporary employment for immigrant job seekers and comparing their
experiences with those of native-born job seekers.

4. Data, method and variables
4.1. Data

Our analysis uses data from the Belgian Labour Force Survey (BLFS), a nationally representative®
quarterly survey that covers around 140,000 individuals residing in 35,000 private households each year.
This survey provides detailed information about individual workers, including demographic
characteristics and employment-related data such as job quality, workplace characteristics, and job
search processes. The BLFS identifies temporary workers by asking respondents whether their job is
permanent or temporary.® Using the respondent's perception helps avoid the complex details of
temporary work legislation, but this method might not match the legal status of the contracts exactly.*
This analysis focuses on temporary work, whether or not it involves a formal contract, although the
terms are sometimes used interchangeably.

We use a longitudinal approach that takes advantage of the fact that since 2017, the BLFS sample
structure operates as a rotating panel of households in a 2-2-2 pattern. Sampled households are
interviewed for two consecutive quarters, then leave the sample for two quarters, and return for another
two quarters. This allows us to track individuals over 15 months with observations at four waves. To
ensure a sufficient sample size, we combine data from all available BLFS panel years (2017-2023). We
end up with a balanced panel of 103,465 individuals aged 15 to 64, observed over four waves.

Our analysis is focused on the comparison of two groups: individuals who moved from unemployment
to temporary employment (the treated) and those who remained unemployed (the controls). To that end,
we develop an analytical strategy that makes full use of the longitudinal data from the BLFS (see
Barbieri & Sestito, 2008 for a similar approach). We start by sampling the unemployed at wave 1 (n=
4,179).1* Next, we identify those who found temporary jobs and those who remained unemployed at

8 The sample is drawn from the Belgian National Registry, which includes individuals registered in the population
register (Belgians residing in a Belgian municipality and foreigners with a permanent residence permit), as well as
the register of foreigners (foreigners with a temporary residence permit). The sample does not include Belgians
residing abroad, asylum applicants (who are still in the waiting register), and undocumented immigrants.

® Temporary work is surveyed as follows: 'Do you have (1) permanent employment, such as a contract for an
indefinite period or a statutory position, or (2) temporary employment?'. Temporary work includes individuals
employed through a temporary employment agency; those working under an apprenticeship or work placement
contract; student workers with a student contract, those with a fixed-term contract; and occasional work without a
formal employment contract.

101t is plausible that individuals who identified themselves as temporary workers include some with permanent
contracts but who view their job as unstable. Conversely, the category of permanent workers may include
individuals with temporary contracts who perceive their work status as permanent.

1 people are defined here as unemployed when they do not have a job but are actively looking for one. According
to our definition, one does not need to receive unemployment benefits to be unemployed.
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wave 2 (n=2,840). Then, we compare the labour market outcomes of those two groups twelve months
later, at wave 4 (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Analytical strategy

15 months
3 months
| | | | | |
Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Wave 4
(SAMPLE SELECTION)  (TREATMENT) (OUTCOMES)
Unemployment Unemployment Employment
Temporary employment Permanent employment

Wages
Permanent employment
Self-employment
Economic inactivity

Note: authors.

To address inherent differences between the two groups, we use propensity score matching. The
propensity score combines various individual and contextual factors that influence the initial transition
into temporary employment between wave 1 and 2 and may also affect the labour market outcomes at
wave 4. Notably, this score includes retrospective information from the BLFS about the unemployment
spell ongoing at wave 1 and the individual's prior work history.

To comprehensively assess the consequences of entering temporary employment versus remaining
unemployed, we examine three outcomes. We measure the probability of employment, regardless of
contract type, as an indicator of subsequent employability. Since employment status alone does not
reflect job quality, we also assess job quality by looking at the likelihood of securing a permanent
contract and the natural logarithm of gross monthly wage.'? Both employment and job quality measures
are analysed one year after exiting unemployment.

4.2. Method

We employ a propensity score matching method, a statistical technique that allows us to estimate the
effect of taking up a temporary job for unemployed workers by accounting for the covariates that predict
entry into temporary work.

We start by estimating the propensity score using a logistic regression model. The event of interest is
the transition from unemployment at wave 1 to temporary employment at wave 2. In this set-up,
individuals in the treatment group (D = 1) accept temporary positions, while those in the control group
(D = 0) remain unemployed and are actively seeking other job opportunities.*3

12 The gross monthly wage information is derived from social security and personal income tax data, with priority
given to the first data source. Due to a time lag in incorporating these administrative data into the BLFS, wages
for 2023 were not available at the time of analysis. Consequently, wage estimations in the BLFS are based on the
2017-2022 panel with fewer observations.
13 The unemployed who exit to other states such as permanent employment, self-employment or economic
inactivity are not included in the analysis.
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In the subsequent matching step, we compare the future outcomes of those who transitioned to temporary
employment with the hypothetical scenario of remaining unemployed instead. The average treatment
effect on the treated (ATT) is then defined as:

ATT =E(Y'-Y°ID=1) (1)

where outcomes (Y) are measured at wave 4 (12 months after exiting unemployment). We approximate
the scenario of not accepting temporary employment for those who did by matching them with similar
individuals who remained unemployed. Similarity is determined based on comparable chances of
transitioning to temporary employment at wave 2, given their observed characteristics (X).
Identification relies on the conditional independence assumption:

Y° 1 DIX )

This assumption posits that, after adjusting for observed characteristics (X), the treatment group
(D = 1) would have similar outcomes to the control group (D = 0) in the absence of the treatment—if
they had not taken up temporary employment at wave 2. However, if there are still differences in
unobservable characteristics (like motivational factors) between both groups, even after adjusting for
observable differences (X), the results may be biased. To mitigate this bias, we include a comprehensive
set of background characteristics in our analysis.

4.3. Variables

The first set of background characteristics focuses on job search behaviour at wave 1 and the prior work
and unemployment history of individuals up to wave 1, based on retrospective data. Specifically, we
include the duration of the job search, registration with the public employment service, receipt of
unemployment benefits, availability to start work within two weeks, any prior work experience, and
previous involvement in temporary employment4.

In addition, our analysis considers the following socio-demographic variables: gender, age, household
type, presence of children under 3 in the household, education level and a variable signalling the
transition from school to work?,

To account for local differences in labour market conditions and job opportunities, we include the
provincial unemployment rate, and the region of residence. Finally, to capture temporal changes,
including the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, year dummies are included.

All control variables are measured before individuals transition from unemployment into temporary
employment, ensuring our analysis captures relevant factors influencing their subsequent labour market
outcomes comprehensively. Summary statistics for control variables, both for the overall sample and by
immigrant status, are provided in Table A2 in the Appendix. Unlike studies that compare temporary
workers with permanent workers who likely have significant disparities in work histories, our study
focuses on a sample of unemployed workers which helps reduce heterogeneity in terms of both observed
and unobserved differences. This approach strengthens the credibility of the conditional independence
assumption.

14 \We construct adummy variable indicating individuals who left their last job due to the conclusion of a temporary
contract.

15 We construct a dummy variable indicating individuals who left the education system within 5 years preceding
the survey.
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After comparing various matching algorithms, which yielded rather consistent results®®, we opted for a
10-Nearest Neighbour (NN) matching approach with replacement and with ties, due to its superior
performance in balancing the observed covariates (see section 5.3 for further discussion). Enforcing a
common support condition did not result in the exclusion of treatment observations because the large
number of available control observations in our data facilitated the matching of treated individuals.

In this paper, our main focus is not only to examine the outcomes of a temporary work experience for
all unemployed individuals but also to assess differences in these outcomes between foreign-born and
native-born individuals. To achieve this, we split our sample according to immigrant status and estimate
all models separately for native-born and foreign-born individuals.

5. Empirical results
5.1. Unemployment exit dynamics

Summary statistics on exits from unemployment already reveal some expected differences between
native-born and immigrant job seekers in Belgium (see Table 1). Overall, 42% of individuals exit
unemployment, with native-born individuals exiting more frequently (44%) compared to immigrants
(38%). Among those who exit unemployment, native-born individuals are more likely to transition into
employment (45%) compared to migrants (33%). In contrast, migrants are more likely to exit into
inactivity (67%) than native-born individuals (55%).

Among those transitioning to employment, native-born individuals are more likely to move into
permanent employment, whereas migrants are more likely to exit into temporary employment or self-
employment. Notably, temporary employment serves as a significant pathway out of unemployment for
both groups, accounting for more than half of all employment exits. Despite the relatively low incidence
of temporary work in the Belgian labour market overall, it plays a critical role for unemployed workers
entering or returning to the Belgian labour market. This preference for hiring unemployed individuals
into temporary positions over permanent ones may be partly explained by the country’s rigid labour
market institutions (as discussed in section 3).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics on unemployment exits, by immigrant status

Total Native-born Foreign-born
(N=4,179) (N=2,688) (N=1,491)
Exit unemployment 1,747 1,178 569
(41.8%) (43.8%) (38.2%)
Exit state
Permanent employment 253 195 58
(14.5%) (16.6%) (10.2%)
Temporary employment 408 301 107
(23,4%) (25,6%) (18,8%)
Self-employment 59 38 21
(3.4%) (3.2%) (3.7%)
Economic inactivity 1,027 644 383
(58.8%) (54.7%) (67.3%)

Source: BLFS 2017-2023, own calculations.

16 Results for different matching algorithms are available from the authors upon request.
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5.2. Propensity to enter temporary employment

To investigate who transitions from unemployment to temporary work, we conduct a multivariate
analysis estimating the likelihood of unemployed workers transitioning to temporary contracts. This
analysis is performed for all unemployed workers and separately by immigrant status. The primary aim
is to estimate the propensity score for matching, while also gaining insights into the factors influencing
the likelihood of exiting unemployment to temporary work. Our focus is on transitions into temporary
work compared to remaining unemployed, excluding individuals who secured other employment
positions or who exited the labour force at wave 2 (see Figure 1).

The key findings, reported in Table 2, indicate that job search behaviour and previous unemployment
and work history significantly influence the likelihood of finding temporary work. Specifically, longer
unemployment spells decrease the chances of securing a temporary job. Job seekers not registered with
the Public Employment Service are more likely to enter temporary work than those who are registered,
irrespective of whether they receive unemployment benefits. Availability to start a job within two weeks
has no significant effect on entering temporary employment. Prior experience in temporary work
significantly increases the likelihood of exiting unemployment for temporary work, whereas general
work experience is not influential. These findings are consistent for both native-born and foreign-born
job seekers.

Regarding socio-demographic factors, the probability of entering temporary work decreases with age,
being highest for those under 25 and during the school-to-work transition period. Significant education
effects persist even when controlling for employment history. Unemployed workers with lower
secondary education or less have significantly lower chances of entering a temporary contract compared
to those with secondary or post-secondary qualifications. With few exceptions, gender, household type,
and having young children in the household does not significantly affect the transition chances from
unemployment to temporary employment once other characteristics are controlled for. In line with the
descriptive evidence in Table 1, being born abroad did not influence the probability of becoming a
temporary worker. However, models by immigrant status show that age, labour market entry, and
education effects are significant only for native-born job seekers, but this may also be due to the smaller
sample size among migrants, which inflates the standard errors.

Local unemployment rates, generally higher in Brussels and Wallonia than in Flanders, negatively
impact the probability of entering temporary work, but only for native-born job seekers. Whether the
unemployed live in Flanders, Brussels, or Wallonia does not significantly influence their likelihood of
entering temporary work, beyond local labour market conditions. Over time, there has been a rise in the
probability of entering temporary work, except during the COVID-19 years, when there was a decrease
in the likelihood of exiting unemployment for temporary work.

In summary, younger, more educated workers with shorter unemployment durations, who have not (yet)
registered with the public employment services, have previous temporary employment experience, and
live in areas with better labour conditions, were more likely to transition from unemployment to
temporary work. These individuals were more likely to be in the treatment group (those who find
temporary employment) compared to the control group (those who remain unemployed). These
distributional differences in observable covariates between the treatment and control groups are what
we aim to control for using NN-matching.
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Table 2. Propensity score estimation: logistic model for probability of entering temporary work, by immigrant

status
All Native-born Foreign-born

Coeff.  (s.e.)  Coeff. (s.e) Coeff. (s.e.)
Unemployment duration (ref: <3 months)
3 to 5 months -0.34 (0.18) -042 (0.22) -0.18 (0.33)
6 to 11 months -0.39* (0.17) -0.20  (0.20) -0.89* (0.35)
>12 months -1.24**%* (0.15) -1.20*** (0.19)  -1.35*** (0.30)
Unemployment status (ref: Registered with PES, receiving unemployment benefits)
Not registered with PES 0.57*** (0.17) 0.61** (0.20) 0.58 (0.33)
Registered with PES, not receiving benefits -0.09  (0.16) -0.27 (0.19) 0.37 (0.29)
Available to start within 2 weeks 0.34 (0.27) 0.54 (0.33) -0.14 (0.51)
Foreign-born -0.13  (0.14)
Male 0.12 (0.12) -0.03 (0.14) 0.53* (0.24)
Age (ref: <25y)
25to 34y -0.17  (0.21) -0.23 (0.25) 0.06 (0.48)
35 to 44y -048 (0.26) -0.62* (0.31) -0.30 (0.52)
45 to 54y -0.65* (0.27) -0.62 (0.32) -0.80 (0.58)
>55y -0.83** (0.31) -0.91* (0.37) -0.80 (0.65)
Household type (re: Single w/o children)
Couple w/o children -0.02 (0.21) 0.25 (0.26) -0.62 (0.40)
Couple w/ children 0.08 (0.17) 0.34 (0.21) -0.49 (0.31)
Single w/ children -0.15 (0.20) -0.06  (0.25) -0.09 (0.38)
Other household 0.14 (0.27) 0.61 (0.33) -0.85 (0.57)
Child <3y -0.08 (0.20) -0.35 (0.28) 0.26 (0.31)
Highest level of education (ref: Upper secondary)
Primary or lower secondary -0.40** (0.15) -0.37* (0.18) -0.45 (0.28)
Tertiary -0.19  (0.15) -0.14  (0.18) -0.19 (0.29)
Labour market entrant 0.51* (0.20)0 0.59*  (0.25) 0.20 (0.37)
Previous employment experience 0.22 (0.19) 0.36 (0.22) 0.05 (0.34)
Previous experience in temporary work 0.49***  (0.14) 0.45** (0.17) 0.52* (0.26)
Provincial unemployment rate -0.09*  (0.05) -0.15** (0.06) 0.04 (0.11)
Region of residence (ref: Flanders)
Brussels -0.30  (0.50) 0.24 (0.59) -1.49 (1.10)
Wallonia -0.36  (0.25) -0.09  (0.29) -0.92 (0.57)
Unemployment cohort (ref: 2017)
2018 0.46* (0.20) 0.54* (0.23) 0.35 (0.41)
2019 0.49*  (0.21) 0.48 (0.25) 0.58 (0.41)
2020 -0.11  (0.22) -019 (0.27) 0.21 (0.44)
2021 0.08 (0.23) 0.16 (0.27) 0.03 (0.48)
2022 0.44 (0.24) 0.49 (0.29) 0.52 (0.48)
Constant -0.82  (0.49) -1.04  (0.58) -0.91 (1.06)
N 2,840 1,811 1,029

Notes: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.5. Source: BLFS 2017-2023, own calculations.
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5.3. Effects of entering into temporary employment

To evaluate the consequences of taking up a temporary job for unemployed job seekers, we implement
matching based on the estimated propensity scores. This method helps us compare the labour market
outcomes of those who entered temporary work with similar individuals who remained unemployed by
accounting for the covariates predicting entry into temporary work.

Balancing tests show that 10-Nearest Neighbour (NN) matching produces a sample of matched controls
with similar observed characteristics to the treatment group. Table A3 in the Appendix reports detailed
balancing tests for all covariates regarding the outcome “employment probability after one year”, both
for the overall sample and by immigrant status. The matched sample results indicate that, with few
exceptions, the standardized differences are all close to zero, and the variance ratios are all close to one.
This means that matching on the estimated propensity score successfully balances the pre-existing
distributional differences in observable covariates between the treatment and control groups.

5.3.1. Employment chances

Table 3 displays the overall and immigrant status-specific results regarding the chances of being
employed, unemployed and out of the labour force one year later (at wave 4). The table compares the
treatment group (those who entered a temporary job at wave 2) with the matched control group (the
estimated counterfactual outcome had they not entered a temporary job at wave 2). The gap between
these estimates represents the average treatment effect on the treated (ATT).

For the overall sample, the probability of employment one year after entering temporary work is 72%,
compared to 34% for the matched controls. This results in an ATT of 38 percentage points (pp). Despite
a relatively large standard error, the estimated effect is statistically significant. Our findings show that
taking up temporary work significantly improves the short-run employability (including temporary and
permanent contracts) of unemployed job seekers, aligning with results from other studies (see Table
Al). The size of the employment effect of temporary work after one year measured in our study is
similar or compares favourably to effects documented in studies using a similar methodology for other
institutional contexts, such as Germany (40 pp) in the late 1990s (Hagen, 2003); Italy (38 pp) in the
1990s-early 2000s (Barbieri & Sestito, 2008); and West-Germany (37 pp), East-Germany (34 pp), the
UK (31 pp), and Switzerland (18 pp) in the early 2000s (Gebel, 2013).

Table 3 also shows that the gain from a temporary experience (vis-a-vis the alternative of remaining
unemployed) is similar between migrants and the native-born. While overall employment chances of
the treated and matched controls were higher for native-born workers than for foreign-born workers, the
difference between the two (i.e., the ATT) was similar for both groups, at 39 and 40 percentage points,
respectively. The results that—in the short run—the entrapment hypothesis does not apply to the
unemployed population in Belgium, thus holds similarly for both migrant and native-born job seekers.
We should nevertheless be cautious in our interpretation. High ATTs after one year may reduce
significantly over time if the unemployed who entered a temporary job lose their initial advantage.*’
Indeed, studies indicate that the employment advantages of temporary workers diminish significantly
over the first few years, but nevertheless remain positive during a five-year follow-up period (Gebel,
2013; Hagen, 2003).

17 For example, if they are displaced by new temporary workers, or if those who stayed unemployed (i.e., the
matched controls) gain access to more stable jobs.
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Table 3 shows that temporary work reduces both unemployment and inactivity, with most of the positive
employment effect driven by a reduction in unemployment. Notably, the effect on reducing inactivity is
slightly stronger for foreign-born individuals.

Table 3. Average effect of a temporary work experience on employment, unemployment and inactivity 12 months
later, by immigrant status

N N matched  Outcome Outcome ATT (s.e)
treated controls treated matched
Employment =
Total 408 408 0.72 0.34 0.38*** (0.03)
Native-born 301 301 0.73 0.34 0.39*** (0.03)
Foreign-born 107 107 0.69 0.29 0.40*** (0.04)
Unemployment
Total 408 408 0.17 0.43 -0.26*** (0.03)
Native-born 301 301 0.15 0.43 -0.28*** (0.03)
Foreign-born 107 107 0.22 0.46 -0.23*** (0.03)
Economic inactivity
Total 408 408 0.11 0.24 -0.13*** (0.02)
Native-born 301 301 0.12 0.22 -0.11%** (0.03)
Foreign-born 107 107 0.08 0.25 -0.16*** (0.04)

Notes: Results from NN-matching. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.5. “Outcome treated” measures the observed
average outcome of the treatment group (i.e., those who are taking up a temporary job instead of remaining
unemployed); “Outcome matched controls” measures the average outcome of the matched control group as a proxy
for the counterfactual outcome of the treatment group if they had not entered a temporary job. “ATT” measures
the average treatment effect on the treated for the respective outcome variable. Source: BLFS 2017-2023; own
calculations.

5.3.2. Job quality

While the analysis of overall employment chances provides initial insights into the integrative power of
temporary contracts for unemployed workers, it does not address the quality of the job positions. Higher
employment chances for those starting temporary jobs might be associated with more precarious
employment, whereas remaining unemployed might lead to higher-quality jobs.

Table 4 presents results addressing this central question. For the overall group of unemployed workers,
26% of those who entered temporary work found a permanent contract after one year. In contrast, only
17% of the control group who remained unemployed had found a permanent contract. Thus, the average
treatment effect on the treated (ATT) shows an advantage of about 9 percentage points, which is
statistically significant. The size of this stepping stone effect is substantial, given that the observed
baseline probability of holding a permanent job in the treated group is 26%. The estimated gain from
temporary work for permanent employment chances in Belgium is higher than those reported in Italy in
the 1990s-early 2000s (7 pp) (Barbieri & Sestito, 2008); and West Germany (6 pp), East Germany (4
pp), the UK (7 pp), and Switzerland (-9 pp) in the 2000s (Gebel, 2013).18

18 Other benchmark studies measure permanent employment outcomes at later time points. (Hagen, 2003) shows
for Germany in the late 1990s that the formerly unemployed who transition to a fixed-term contract raised their
probability of holding a permanent contract with 11 pp after 3 years. (Picchio, 2008) estimates that in Italy in the
early 2000s, having a temporary job rather than remaining unemployed significantly increased the probability of
securing a permanent job two years later by about 13.5-16 pp (depending on the estimator). Also for Italy, (Ichino
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Further, the gap in the probability of securing permanent work between unemployed workers who
entered temporary jobs and those who remained unemployed is slightly more pronounced for
immigrants. After one year, 23% of foreign-born workers who took temporary jobs secured a permanent
contract, compared to 13% of the matched control group, resulting in an ATT of 10 percentage points.
For native-born workers, there is also a significant effect, though smaller, at 7 percentage points.

The fact that a sizeable share of previously unemployed workers transition quickly from temporary jobs
to permanent ones, combined with positive and significant ATTSs, suggests that temporary employment
is an effective and sustainable route to permanent employment in Belgium. It appears more beneficial
for unemployed workers to accept a temporary job rather than remain unemployed while searching
directly for permanent jobs, at least when considering short-term outcomes. While the stepping stone
effect of temporary work is slightly more pronounced among migrants, the smaller ATT for native-born
workers is accompanied by higher overall chances of finding a permanent job for both the treatment and
matched control groups. Thus, native-born job seekers still have better overall chances of securing
permanent employment in the Belgian labour market.

We continue the analysis of subsequent job quality in terms of wages (see Table 4). Note that the analysis
is restricted to those treated and control units that are employed (either in a permanent or a temporary
job) at wave 4, to estimate the wage effects net of being employed. Our previous findings on job quality
in terms of permanent contracts are not confirmed. For the overall sample of unemployed workers, no
significant wage advantages are observed during the subsequent year. Taking up a temporary job instead
of continuing to search for a job (and successfully finding one) is not associated with any wage
advantage or disadvantage.

For foreign-born individuals, the effects seem more positive than for native-born individuals, but both
effects are not significant, and the results should be interpreted with caution due to the small sample
sizes in the analyses. Nevertheless, while taking up a temporary job provides employment advantages
and serves as a stepping stone towards permanent jobs, it does not appear to result in any significant
wage benefits in the short run.

Table 4. Average effect of a temporary work experience on job quality 12 months later, by immigrant status

N N matched Outcome Outcome ATT (s.e)
treated controls treated matched

& 1

Permanent employment

Total 408 408 0.26 0.17 0.09%*** (0.03)

Native-born 301 301 0.28 0.20 0.07* (0.03)

Foreign-born 107 107 0.23 0.13 0.10* (0.04)
Wages

Total 242 242 7.41 7.38 0.03 (0.08)

Native-born 183 183 7.43 7.44 -0.01 (0.07)

Foreign-born 59 59 7.34 7.05 0.29 (0.28)

Notes: Results from NN-matching. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.5. Source: BLFS 2017-2023; own calculations.

et al., 2008) show that employment through a temporary work agency increased the probability of finding a
permanent job after 18 months by 19 pp in Tuscany and by 11 pp in Sicily. (Cockx & Picchio, 2011) find that, in
Belgium in the late 1990s-early 2000s, unemployed school-leavers who accepted a short-lived job were, within
two years, 13.4 pp (for males) and 9.5 pp (for females) more likely to find a long-lasting job compared to those
who remained unemployed.
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5.4. Effect heterogeneity
5.4.1. Insider vs outsider immigrant groups

So far, we have estimated average effects for migrant and native-born unemployed workers. However,
these results may still mask heterogeneous treatment effects across subgroups. Below, we explore
differences in outcomes distinguishing between ‘insider' and ‘outsider' immigrant groups based on
gender, region of birth, and length of stay. Note that these results should be interpreted with caution due
to smaller sample sizes.®

First, we examine differences in outcomes by gender, to test the hypothesis that positions in the primary
labour market are usually male dominated, making it more likely that women are trapped by temporary
jobs in the secondary market whereas men are more likely to transition into permanent jobs in the
primary market (Fuller, 2011). In particular, we explore the intersection of gender and immigration
status, knowing that integration processes in Belgium are gendered, making labour market incorporation
especially challenging for immigrant women .

Table 5 presents the gender-specific results for employment chances and the likelihood of securing a
permanent contract. In terms of overall employment, the gain from temporary work experience
(compared to remaining unemployed) is greater for men than for women, with the difference more
pronounced among the native-born than the foreign-born. However, when assessing the stepping stone
effect of temporary employment, the impact on securing permanent employment is similar for native-
born men and women. Among the foreign-born, however, the effect is stronger for men and significantly
smaller and non-significant for women (Devos et al., 2024).

Table 5. Effect heterogeneity by gender

N N matched Outcome Outcome ATT (s.e)

treated controls treated matched

controls

Employment
Native-born men 162 162 0.73 0.27 0.46*** (0.04)
Native-born women 139 139 0.73 0.39 0.34%** (0.05)
Foreign-born men 65 65 0.74 0.37 0.37%** (0.05)
Foreign-born women 42 42 0.62 0.30 0.32%** (0.08)
Permanent employment

Native-born men 162 162 0.25 0.15 0.10* (0.04)
Native-born women 139 139 0.31 0.22 0.09(*) (0.05)
Foreign-born men 65 65 0.28 0.13 0.14(*) (0.08)
Foreign-born women 42 42 0.17 0.13 0.04 (0.04)

Notes: Results from NN-matching. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.5, (*) p<0.1. Source: BLFS 2017-2023; own
calculations.

We also explore the heterogeneous effects of temporary work based on immigrants' region of birth and
length of stay, examining whether experiences of intra-EU migrants and longstanding migrants differ
from those of extra-EU and recent migrants. The latter groups typically possess less host-country-
specific human capital, fewer social networks, and limited familiarity with the local labour market,
factors that could make temporary employment a more effective stepping stone for labour market
integration.

19 In the heterogeneity analysis, we focus exclusively on the outcomes of employment and permanent employment,
as wage data is available for too few cases within the subsamples.
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However, the results indicate a different pattern. Table 6 shows that intra-EU migrants and migrants
with longer residence (10 years or more) experience greater benefits from temporary work, both in terms
of employment chances and permanent contracts, compared to extra-EU and recent migrants (less than
10 years). This suggests that the mechanisms enabling temporary work to act as a stepping stone may
operate more effectively for those already better positioned in the labour market.

For recent migrants, the relatively lower treatment effect partly reflect the favourable employment
outcomes observed among matched controls who remain unemployed. Even without entering temporary
work, recent migrants appear to find alternative opportunities for labour market entry, reducing the
treatment effect in this group. This dynamic may indicate that temporary work plays a less critical role
for recent migrants than anticipated, as they can still leverage other pathways to employment.

Importantly, the findings also show no evidence that temporary jobs harm the short-term labour market
prospects of more disadvantaged groups, such as extra-EU or recent migrants, compared to continued
job searching. This suggests that while temporary work may not deliver disproportionately higher
benefits for outsider groups, it does not exacerbate their labour market challenges.

Table 6. Effect heterogeneity by region of birth and length of stay

N N matched Outcome Outcome ATT (s.e.)

treated controls treated matched

controls

Employment
Extra-EU migrant 65 65 0.63 0.25 0.38*** (0.03)
Intra-EU migrant 42 42 0.79 0.35 0.44%** (0.08)
Recent migrant 51 51 0.69 0.40 0.28** (0.09)
Settled migrant 56 56 0.70 0.23 0.46*** (0.04)
Permanent employment

Extra-EU migrant 65 65 0.22 0.13 0.09* (0.04)
Intra-EU migrant 42 42 0.26 0.14 0.12** (0.04)
Recent migrant 51 51 0.25 0.21 0.05 (0.07)
Settled migrant 56 56 0.21 0.11 0.10* (0.05)

Notes: Results from NN-matching. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.5. Source: BLFS 2017-2023; own calculations.
5.4.2. Type of temporary employment

Finally, we also distinguish between types of temporary employment in our empirical analysis, as
different effects may occur for different kinds of temporary jobs (Berton et al., 2011; Fuller & Stecy-
Hildebrandt, 2014; Fuller & Vosko, 2008). Table 7 shows the outcomes for fixed-term contracts and
temporary agency work respectively, which are the most important types of temporary employment in
Belgium.

In line with existing evidence, our results indicate that while both types of temporary work improve
employment prospects, fixed-term contracts have a stronger effect on transitioning to permanent
employment. This is particularly true for foreign-born workers, where fixed-term contracts result in a
larger and significant increase in permanent employment, whereas temporary agency employment does
not show a significant effect.
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Table 7. Effect heterogeneity by type of temporary work

N N matched Outcome Outcome ATT (s.e)

treated controls treated matched

controls

Employment
Native-born, FTC 121 121 0.79 0.36 0.43*** (0.03)
Native-born, TAE 122 122 0.74 0.35 0.39%** (0.04)
Foreign-born, FTC 51 51 0.75 0.35 0.39*** (0.05)
Foreign-born, TAE 35 35 0.69 0.31 0.37%** (0.09)
Permanent employment

Native-born, FTC 121 121 0.31 0.19 0.13%** (0.04)
Native-born, TAE 122 122 0.29 0.21 0.08(*) (0.04)
Foreign-born, FTC 51 51 0.33 0.14 0.19%** (0.03)
Foreign-born, TAE 35 35 0.20 0.17 0.03 (0.08)

Notes: Results from NN-matching. FTC = Fixed-term contracts, TAE = Temporary agency employment. ***
p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.5, (*) p<0.1 Source: BLFS 2017-2023; own calculations.

6. Conclusion

Using Belgian panel data from 2017 to 2023, this study examined the impact of temporary employment
on unemployed workers by comparing future labour market outcomes of those who take up temporary
jobs with those who remain unemployed. Specifically, the study explored whether and how the
consequences of temporary employment for labour market outcomes differ between migrant and native-
born job seekers.

Using a propensity score matching approach, we find that unemployed workers who accept temporary
jobs generally experience better labour market outcomes in the short run. Taking on temporary work
increases the likelihood of being employed one year later by 38 percentage points and raises the
probability of securing a permanent position by 9 percentage points. However, wages do not differ
significantly between those who take up temporary work and those who remain unemployed. These
findings highlight the integrative potential of temporary employment in helping disadvantaged
workers—specifically the unemployed—gain entry into Belgium’s rigid labour market.?

Further analysis by immigrant status reveals that both migrants and native-born individuals benefit
similarly from temporary work, lending more support to the integration perspective than to the
segmentation perspective. Notably, the effect of temporary employment on transitioning to permanent
jobs is slightly stronger for migrants than for native-born workers. This does not imply that migrants
and natives have equal opportunities in the Belgian labour market. Migrant job seekers are still less
likely to transition from unemployment to employment, and their likelihood of obtaining permanent
positions remains lower than that of native-born workers. Instead, our findings suggest that the role of
temporary work as a selection mechanism—as a way of sorting among the unemployed—operates
similarly for both groups.

The results also indicate heterogeneity within the migrant population. Insider immigrants—those who
are male, from intra-EU countries, or have longer residence durations—derive greater benefits from
temporary work than outsider immigrants, such as women, extra-EU migrants, or recent arrivals. This
suggests that the mechanisms through which temporary employment acts as a stepping stone are more

201t is important to note that our findings are specific to unemployed individuals and their applicability to other
groups, such as new labour market entrants, remains uncertain. Additionally, the external validity of our results is
influenced by the matching process, which slightly distorts the sample characteristics. As a result, our findings
primarily apply to a stronger subset of the unemployed population, characterized by younger age and shorter
durations of unemployment.
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effective for individuals already better positioned in the labour market. Furthermore, we find that fixed-
term contracts provide stronger stepping stone effects than temporary agency employment, particularly
for migrant job seekers.

Future research is needed to explore how these dynamics evolve in the long term. While the short-term
evidence presented here supports encouraging unemployed (migrant) workers to take up temporary
employment as a route to labour market entry, policymakers must also consider the potential long-term
implications. Indeed, our findings likely reflect the short-term effects of screening and signalling
mechanisms, rather than worker development processes, which typically take more time to unfold. At
the same time, issues of entrapment and segmentation might also take longer to materialise, and the
positive effects of temporary employment may fade or even turn negative if those who stayed
unemployed gain access to more stable high-quality jobs. Therefore, we particularly recommend the use
of longitudinal register data, which would allow for a more comprehensive analysis of the lasting effects
of temporary employment on the employment trajectories of both immigrant and native-born workers.
Such data would also enable better control for unobservable differences between those who enter
temporary employment and those who do not, while providing opportunities for a more nuanced
examination of the heterogeneity within temporary work, including variations by contract type, sector,
and skill level.
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Table Al. The effect of temporary employment on employment and wages compared to remaining unemployed

Study Sample Treatment Outcome Method Findings (immigrant-specific in bold)
Korpi & Levin Sweden TE E oLS Negative effect on UE; positive effect on E.
(2001) (1992-1994) UE
Hagen Germany FTC E Matching Positive effect on E and PE; negative effect on I.
(2003) (1991-2001) UE
I
PE
Barbieri & Sesito Italy TE E Matching Positive effect on E and PE.
(2008) (1993-2003) PE
Pichio Italy TE PE Multinomial logit, Positive effect on PE.
(2008) (2000-2004) selection model
Ichino et al. Tuscany TAE PE Matching Positive effect on PE in Tuscany but not in Sicily.
(2008) Sicily
(2001-2002)
Gobel & Verhofstadt ~ Flanders FTC PE Timing of events Positive effect on PE.
(2008) (1976-1981)
Kvasnicka Germany TAE UE Matching Negative effect on UE; no significant effect on RE.
(2009) (1994-2001) RE
De Graaf-Zijl et al. Netherlands TE UE Timing of events Negative effect on UE duration; no significant effect on RE.
(2011) (1988-2000) RE
Effect on RE is higher for male ethnic minorities than for
native Dutch males, whereas it is smaller for women from
ethnic minorities compared to native Dutch women.
Cockx & Pichio Belgium TE PE Timing of events  Positive effect on PE (the stepping stone effect decreases with the
(2011) (1998-2001) number of TE jobs).
Berton et al. Italy TE PE Multinomial logit ~ Positive effect on PE for training contracts, fixed-term contracts
(2013) (1998-2004) with fixed effects  and apprenticeships; no significant effect for freelance work.
Gebel UK TE E Matching Positive effect on E and W in all countries; positive effect on PE
(2013) Germany PE in UK and Germany, but not in Switzerland.
Switzerland w
(1991-2009)
Hveem Sweden TAE UE Matching and Negative effect on UE and RE; positive effect on E and W
(2013) (2001-2008) E Diff-In-Diff
RE No negative effect on RE for non-western immigrants.
w
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Jahn & Rosholm Denmark TAE UE Timing of events Negative effect on UE duration; positive effect on RE and W
(2013, 2014) (1997-2006) RE (positive in-treatment effect, but no significant post-treatment
w effect).
In-treatment and post-treatment effects on RE are higher for
male non-Western first-generation immigrants and for all
groups of female immigrants—Western and non-Western,
first and second generation—compared to their native
counterparts.
Givord and Wilner France FTC, TE PE Multinomial logit  Positive effect on PE for FE but not for AE.
(2015) (2002-2010) with fixed effects
Jahn & Rosholm Germany TAE RE Timing of events Negative effect on RE (negative in-treatment effect but positive
(2018) (1980-2012) W post-treatment effect); positive effect on W (positive in-treatment

effect and not significant post-treatment effect).

Notes: E = Employment, FTC = Fixed-term contracts, TAE = Temporary agency employment, UE = Unemployment, | = Inactivity, PE = Permanent employment, RE = Regular
Employment (outside TAE), W = Wages. 'In-treatment effects' measure the effect of currently working in TAE on the transition rate to RE compared to a similar person in UE.
'Post-treatment effects' measure the effect of having worked in TAE at least once earlier in the same UE spell on the transition rate into RE. Source: authors.
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Table A2: Sample means of control variables for treatment and potential control observations, by immigrant

status
Total Native-born Foreign-born
Control Treated Control Treated Control Treated
Unemployment duration
3 to 5 months 0.11 0.17 0.12 0.16 0.10 0.22
6 to 11 months 0.14 0.19 0.14 0.21 0.15 0.16
More than 12 months 0.60 0.26 0.58 0.24 0.64 0.31
Unemployment status
Not registered with PES 0.11 0.23 0.11 0.24 0.12 0.20
Registered with PES, not receiving benefits 0.22 0.26 0.22 0.26 0.20 0.25
Available to start within 2 weeks 0.96 0.94 0.96 0.94 0.95 0.94
Foreign-born 0.38 0.26
Male 0.55 0.56 0.56 0.54 0.54 0.61
Age
2510 34 0.26 0.30 0.27 0.27 0.23 0.40
35t0 44 0.24 0.17 0.20 0.13 0.31 0.29
45 to 54 0.22 0.13 0.20 0.13 0.26 0.12
55 or older 0.15 0.08 0.15 0.08 0.15 0.07
Household status
Couple w/o children 0.13 0.12 0.13 0.13 0.13 0.10
Couple w/ children 0.37 0.46 0.35 0.48 0.41 0.41
Single w/ children 0.19 0.17 0.21 0.18 0.15 0.16
Other household 0.06 0.06 0.05 0.07 0.07 0.05
Child <3y 0.13 0.11 0.09 0.07 0.18 0.23
Highest level of education
Primary or lower secondary 0.34 0.23 0.32 0.21 0.39 0.27
Tertiary 0.26 0.28 0.24 0.27 0.30 0.31
Labour market entrant 0.16 0.39 0.20 0.45 0.09 0.22
Previous employment experience 0.81 0.77 0.78 0.75 0.85 0.81
Previous experience in temporary work 0.27 0.37 0.26 0.35 0.30 0.43
Provincial unemployment rate 8.82 6.64 8.12 6.22 9.97 7.82
Region of residence
Brussels 0.33 0.16 0.21 0.11 0.52 0.31
Wallonia 0.43 0.36 0.52 0.39 0.29 0.28
Unemployment cohort
2018 0.19 0.22 0.19 0.24 0.20 0.17
2019 0.20 0.25 0.19 0.25 0.20 0.26
2020 0.17 0.15 0.18 0.13 0.16 0.19
2021 0.13 0.12 0.14 0.13 0.13 0.08
2022 0.09 0.12 0.08 0.11 0.10 0.13
N 2,432 408 1,510 301 922 107
Source: BLFS 2017-2023, own calculations.
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Table A3. Covariate balancing: standardised differences and variance ratio for control variables between treatment and control observations, before and after NN-matching,
by immigrant status

Total Native-born Foreign-born
Stand. Diff. Var. Ratio Stand. Diff. Var. Ratio Stand. Diff. Var. Ratio
Before After Before After Before After Before After Before After Before After

Unemployment duration

3 to 5 months 0.17 0.04 1.44 1.07 0.10 0.08 1.23 1.17 0.35 -0.06 1.97 0.93
6 to 11 months 0.14 0.02 1.29 1.02 0.18 0.01 1.38 1.01 0.03 0.07 1.07 1.14
More than 12 months -0.74  -0.01 0.80 0.99 -0.73  -0.01 0.75 0.98 -0.71  -0.01 0.94 0.99
Unemployment status

Not registered with PES 0.32 0.01 1.78 1.02 0.36 0.02 1.93 1.02 0.21 0.13 1.49 1.25
Registered with PES, not receiving benefits 0.10 -0.03 1.13 0.97 0.09 -0.02 1.11 0.98 0.11 -0.07 1.17 0.93
Available to start within 2 weeks -0.07 -0.01 1.35 1.05 -0.08  -0.07 1.40 1.34 -0.05 -0.03 1.23 1.13
Foreign-born -0.25 0.02 0.82 1.02

Male 0.01 0.04 1.00 0.99 -0.04 0.04 1.01 1.00 0.14 0.01 0.97 0.99
Age

25t0 34 0.11 0.01 1.11 1.01 -0.01 0.01 1.00 1.01 0.37 0.07 1.36 1.04
35to 44 -0.17 0.02 0.78 1.04 -0.19 0.00 0.71 1.00 -0.04 0.04 0.97 1.04
45 to 54 -0.24 0.00 0.65 1.00 -0.17  -0.01 0.73 0.98 -0.37  -0.04 0.55 0.92
55 or older -0.23  -0.01 0.56 0.98 -0.24  -0.06 0.56 0.84 -0.23  -0.05 0.56 0.85
Household status

Couple wi/o children -0.02 0.00 0.96 1.00 0.00 -0.02 1.01 0.96 -0.09 0.05 0.82 1.16
Couple w/ children 0.17 -0.01 1.06 1.00 0.26 0.01 1.10 1.00 0.00 -0.02 1.01 0.99
Single w/ children -0.04 0.04 0.94 1.08 -0.09 0.06 0.88 1.12 0.03 0.05 1.08 1.09
Other household 0.03 0.00 111 0.99 0.08 -0.04 1.37 0.87 -0.09  -0.07 0.72 0.76
Child <3y -0.05  -0.03 0.88 0.94 -0.10 0.03 0.73 1.13 0.12 0.08 1.20 1.12
Highest level of education

Primary or lower secondary -0.27  -0.01 0.77 0.98 -0.24 0.00 0.77 1.00 -0.26 0.02 0.84 1.02
Tertiary 0.03 0.01 1.04 1.01 0.06 0.03 1.07 1.04 0.02 0.01 1.03 1.00
Labour market entrant 0.54 -0.02 1.77 0.99 0.55 0.02 1.54 1.00 0.36 -0.06 2.05 0.93
Previous employment experience -0.09 -0.02 1.14 1.03 -0.07  -0.01 1.10 1.01 -0.09 0.09 1.18 0.88
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Previous experience in temporary work 0.22 -0.06 1.18 0.97 0.21 -0.02 1.20 0.99 0.28 0.03 1.18 1.01
Provincial unemployment rate -0.58  -0.06 0.98 1.04 -0.54 0.00 0.94 1.08 -0.53  -0.03 1.22 1.05
Region of residence
Brussels -0.39  -0.03 0.62 0.95 -0.26 0.01 0.61 1.02 -0.45 -0.03 0.86 0.98
Wallonia -0.15  -0.04 0.94 0.98 -0.27  -0.01 0.95 0.99 -0.02 0.02 0.99 1.02
Unemployment cohort
2018 0.07 0.01 1.10 1.01 0.12 0.04 1.18 1.06 -0.08  -0.02 0.89 0.97
2019 0.14 0.02 1.20 1.02 0.14 0.03 1.22 1.04 0.13 -0.03 1.20 0.97
2020 -0.06 0.01 0.89 1.02 -0.12  -0.03 0.80 0.94 0.08 0.03 1.15 1.06
2021 -0.05 0.01 0.90 1.01 -0.02  -0.03 0.96 0.93 -0.15 0.04 0.69 1.12
2022 0.10 -0.03 1.31 0.94 0.11 -0.02 1.38 0.96 0.10 0.05 1.29 1.12
Notes: Outcome: "employment probability after 1 year". Source: BLFS 2017-2023, own calculations.
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