
The Rise of Temporary Work in Seattle and Washington State

Over the holiday season, tens of thousands of workers across the nation will be temporarily hired in retail stores, 

warehouses, customer service centers and factories to meet seasonal demands. Current local and national trends 

show that temp work, however, has become a mainstay of our economy. This edition of Beyond the Headlines 

examines the trends in temporary work in Seattle and Washington State and the opportunities and challenges this 

type of employment presents to workers.

The temporary help services industry includes business establishments, often known as temporary staffing or temp 

agencies, that are primarily involved in supplying workers to other businesses for limited periods of time. Temporary 

workers hired by temp agencies are employees of those agencies, but are typically supervised by the businesses to which 

they are supplied. Between 2001 

and 2014, the number of workers 

in temporary agencies in the U.S 

grew by 22 percent, from 2.3 to 

2.8 million workers. Seattle and 

Washington State have exhibited 

similar trends. Chart 1 shows 

the number of jobs in temporary 

help services in the Seattle 

Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) 

and Washington State between 

2001 and 2014. Employment in 

temporary help in the Seattle area 

grew by 13 percent over this time 

period, and increased by 33 percent 

in Washington State.
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CHART 1:

Jobs in Temporary Help Services, 2001-2014
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Sixty percent of temporary workers in the Seattle MSA in 2014 worked in transportation and material moving, office 

and administrative support, or production-related occupations. While most temporary work in the U.S. has traditionally 

been viewed as office-related work, blue-collar work in factories and warehouses now makes up a larger percentage 

of temporary employment.1 Chart 

2 shows the top 15 occupations 

employing temporary workers in 

the Seattle area in 2014.

Some workers appreciate the 

flexibility of temporary work and are 

able to stitch together enough jobs 

to build a solid career and source 

of income. Others use temporary 

work as a secondary source of 

income or as an opportunity to build 

their skills or work experience and 

transition to full-time employment.  

Temporary work, however, can 

present many challenges for 

workers. Temporary jobs offer 

little security and typically do 

not provide benefits. A survey 

of workers employed by temp 

agencies in 2005 found only 8 percent had employer-provided health insurance.2 Wages are often lower in temporary 

work when compared to other sectors. For example, laborers and freight stock and material movers in the U.S. earn 

a median of $11.52 an hour overall, but earn only a median of $9.47 an hour when employed in the employment 

services sector.3 Temporary workers in the U.S. earn 25 percent less than permanent workers on average.4 Some 

research has shown that temporary workers are also more likely to be the victims of labor violations such as wage 

theft, and are more likely to be injured on the job. A study in Washington State revealed that temporary workers in 

construction and manufacturing were twice as likely to be injured compared to permanent workers doing the same 

jobs.5 The use of temporary agencies has also created a complex layering of contracting and subcontracting that has 

made it difficult to hold businesses accountable for worker safety and pay violations.
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CHART 2:

Top 15 Occupations Employing Temporary Workers in Seattle MSA, 2014
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Perhaps the most worrying trend 

in temporary work is its projected 

growth. Chart 3 shows the 

projected change in employment in 

temporary help services compared 

to the economies as a whole in the 

Seattle MSA, Washington State, 

and the nation. Employment in 

temporary help services in the 

Seattle area and Washington State 

are expected to grow by nearly 

60 percent, nearly four times the 

growth of the overall economies in 

these geographies. 

A handful of states have passed legislation to protect temporary workers6 and many workforce development 

organizations have developed strategies, including alternative staffing organizations,7 to help workers navigate the 

world of temporary work. Policymakers and workforce development stakeholders in Seattle and Washington should 

consider doing the same. 
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CHART 3:

Projected Change in Employment, 2014–2024
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BEYOND THE HEADLINES: Policy & labor Market Updates for Those Working to help low-income and low-Skill 

individuals Advance through Education, Training & living-Wage Jobs

About Seattle Jobs Initiative

Seattle Jobs initiative creates opportunities for students, workers and business to succeed by helping education and 

job training programs meet the demands of a new economy. We find and apply solutions for people to gain the skills 
they need for good jobs that create prosperity for all in today’s marketplace.

Supported by the City of Seattle Office of Economic Development

Contact Information

For questions or suggestions, please email: 

Matt helmer  |  SJi Senior Policy Analyst  |  mhelmer@seattlejobsinit.com
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