


Temp Workers in the US – Muted 
Voices that Need to Be Heard

This article explores the plight of temp workers in the US,  
as revealed in some recent reliable surveys. It is important  
that  the workers themselves become aware of  the actual  
benefits offered by the workers’ compensation program.

The Woes of Temporary Workers   

Temporary workers in America lead a sordid existence as 
recent  surveys  reveal. 
Often,  temporary 
workers  are  not 
adequately  trained  for 
the  jobs  they  are 
entrusted  with  and  this 
is  seen  to  lead  to 
injuries,  with  temp 
workers  suffering 
injuries more often than 
permanent employees. The Pacific Standard carried a news 
article that highlighted the risks run by temp workers with 
little  or  no training.  It  is  rather alarming that  blue-collar 
temp work is described as “one of the fastest-growing and 
more  dangerous  segments  of  the  U.S.  labor  market.” 
According to statistics, the temp industry now has a record 
2.8 million workers. Following the recession of 2008, many 
companies started recruiting temporary employees to work 
on construction sites, warehouses and factories. It is seen 
that  temp  workers  stand  on  street  corners  or  come  to 
agency  hiring  halls  from where  they  are  rounded  up  by 
temp staffing agencies to fill a job order. These workers in 
desperate need of a job arrive at these places even as early 
as 4 AM in the morning.
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The trend of employing temp workers to do jobs they are 
not trained to do has proven to be a dangerous one. There is 
an increasing number of workers getting injured or killed 
on  the  job.  ProPublica  analyzed  millions  of  workers’ 
compensation claims and found that in 5 states (California, 
Florida,  Massachusetts,  Oregon  and  Minnesota)  that 
represented  more  than  a  5th of  the  U.S.  population, 
temporary workers are seen to face a considerably greater 
risk of getting injured on the job compared to permanent 
employees. 

Across  the  United  States,  temporary  workers  are  more 
likely to land themselves in hazardous occupations in the 
warehousing and manufacturing sectors. Disturbingly, the 
study found that the statistics for severe injuries was very 
alarming.  The  percentage  of  risk  varied  with  different 
states, with Minnesota emerging as the most risky.

More  than  100  temp  workers  across  the  nation  were 
interviewed,  and  more  than  50  Occupational  Safety  and 
Health  Administration  (OSHA)  investigations  involving 
temp worker  accidents  were  reviewed.  In  the blue-collar 
temp  world,  employees  find  themselves  engaging  in 
dangerous jobs without the adequate training for the same. 
In such a typical setting, the company overseeing the work 
is not required to pay the medical bills of a temp worker. In 
case an employee is injured on the job, a common situation 
is the temp firm and the company quarreling over who is 
responsible.  This  often  leads  even  to  delaying  the 
emergency  medical  care  that  the  injured  worker  so 
desperately needs. In fact, OSHA authorities are shocked at 
the number of temp workers being killed on the very first 
day on the job.

What a Temporary Staffing Agency Is Expected 
to Do



A company making use of temporary staffing will have its 
own  workers’  compensation  insurance  for  its  regular 
workers.  The  workers’  compensation  insurance  for  temp 
workers is to be covered by the temporary staffing agency. 
The guidelines  for  workers’  compensation for  temporary 
staffing  agencies  are  the  same  as  if  the  staff  were 
permanent,  the  only  difference  being  in  the  payment  of 
insurance premiums. 

• Each temporary employee that is sent on a job must be 
covered  with  the  correct  Workers’  Compensation 
insurance  amount.  This  must  be  ensured  by  the 
temporary staffing agency.

• Workers’ compensation classifies jobs on the basis of 
a  risk  classification.  It  is  the  responsibility  of  the 
temporary staffing agency to know the type of job an 
employee will be performing, and be fully aware of 
the  associated  risks.  This  will  help  determine  the 
correct amount of insurance coverage. 

• The  temporary  staffing  agency  is  also  required  to 
maintain  accurate  records  of  where  the  employee 
worked,  the  nature  of  work,  the  amount  of  hours 
completed and the rate of pay. It is on the basis of this 
data  that  the  premium  rates  for  the  workers’ 
compensation insurance will be decided. Besides this, 
the records should include the name of the employee, 
job title, hiring date, termination date, social security 
information,  compensation  type,  payroll  deductions, 
job classification and gross pay. 

• Direct-hire  temporary  workers  are  to  be  given  WC 
insurance coverage under the state’s WC guidelines. 
In most states, temporary workers are treated just as 
permanent workers, except with regard to the benefits 
associated. 

• Based  on  the  number  of  workers  during  a  specific 
period  and  the  number  of  hours  they  worked,  the 
workers’  compensation  premiums  for  temporary 



staffing agencies change frequently.  This means that 
the agency will have to report the hours worked for 
each employee, which includes those that are paid on a 
salary basis.

• Usually,  temp  staffing  agencies  provide  services  to 
companies that require temp workers on the basis of a 
job order or work order system (the request made by 
the prospective employer to the temp staffing agency.) 
It  is the responsibility of the temp agency to ensure 
that  the  job  order  ties  back  to  the  number  of  temp 
employees.  Only  then  can  accurate  workers’ 
compensation  coverage  be  ensured.  The  work order 
should  contain  details  such as  pay rate  information, 
type  of  job  and  the  number  of  workers  the  temp 
staffing agency is to provide to the employer.

Temp  Hiring  Often  Beats  the  Very  Purpose  of 
Workers’ Compensation

• With companies embracing the trend to employ temp 
workers,  the  purpose  of  workers’  compensation 
system  is  being  challenged.  The  companies  that 
employ these workers are not responsible for paying 
the workers’ compensation insurance. 

• The temp agency  that  is  responsible  for  paying  the 
workers’  comp  has  practically  no  control  over  job 
sites.

• Lawmakers and regulators lack the basic data such as 
whether temp workers are getting injured more than 
full-time  workers  and  therefore  cannot  bring  in 
notable  changes.  Moreover,  the  federal  government 
does  not  maintain  injury  statistics  on  temp  agency 
employees.

• It is problematic to gather statistics related to workers’ 
compensation  injuries  because  many  states  such  as 
New Jersey maintain workers’ compensation claims to 



be confidential and do not release them.  In some other 
states  such  as  New  York,  temp  workers  cannot  be 
segregated  from full  time  workers.  Texas  is  a  state 
where  it  is  not  mandatory  for  employers  to  carry 
workers’  compensation  insurance.  As  a  result, 
employers  often  do  not  report  their  employees’ 
injuries to state authorities.

However, analysis done with the existing data does reveal 
some common trends. 

• Mostly,  temps  tend  to  be  manual  laborers  who 
succumb to injury more than supervisors and skilled 
technicians.

• The claims rate of temp workers has increased in the 
states  of  California,  Oregon,  Florida  and 
Massachusetts over the past five years.

• Temp  workers  sustain  more  injuries  largely  due  to 
working in a totally unfamiliar environment without 
the training needed to handle such tasks.

The Case of Temp Workers Not Reporting Their 
Injuries

There are many instances when temporary employees do 
not report their injuries. Overall, the available data on temp 
workers’  injuries  is  far  from  being  accurate.  There  are 
workers  filing  false  claims  on  one  side,  and  employers 
discouraging  workers  from  filing  rightful  claims  on  the 
other.  Typically,  temp workers  do not  have a  union and 
therefore even if they report injuries they are likely to end 
up in the bad books of their temp agency. Many workers 
are ill-informed regarding workers’ compensation laws and 
regulations and so seldom file a claim. Some may not even 
speak English and many agencies do not document temp 
workers. Shockingly enough, data also showed that many 
workers in some of the states were not even told where they 



are  working,  which  is  something  they  need  to  file  for 
workers’ compensation.

Importance  of  Medical  Records  and  Medical 
Record  Review  in  Workers’  Compensation 
Insurance

The worker and the treating physician should ensure that 
any  work-related  injury  is  accurately  documented  in  the 
worker’s medical records. To ensure that an accurate and 
complete  medical  history  of  the  injury  can  be  obtained 
when necessary, the worker should keep a detailed list of 
all physicians he/she has seen for the injury. Typically, on 
completion  of  treatment  for  the  work-related  injury,  the 
worker  will  be  examined  by  an  independent  medical 
examiner  to  find  out  if  the  injury  has  resulted  in  any 
permanent or partial disability. This medical examiner will 
perform a detailed medical record review before arriving 
at  a  conclusion  regarding  the  nature  and  extent  of  the 
injury.             

The claimant/claimant’s attorney has to request all relevant 
medical records from every hospital/physician that treated 
the  claimant  for  the  injury.  Attorneys  handling  workers’ 
compensation  cases,  independent  medical  reviewers,  and 
physicians usually hire the services of a reliable  medical 
review company to ease the medical review process. The 
services  provided  include  medical  record  organization, 
medical record  history  and  summary and  medical  case 
chronology, all of which facilitate speedy decision making 
regarding the workers’ compensation case.  

High  Time  Workers  Educated  Themselves 
Regarding Workers’ Compensation Claims

The  plight  of  temporary  workers  in  the  US  is  indeed 
pathetic and rather disturbing. Most of these workers earn 
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just around the same amount as the old farm workers did 
around 50 years ago. There is not much change either in the 
way they are hired, how they lead their lives and what they 
get to eat.  To avoid abuse and ill-treatment,  the workers 
themselves  must  understand  that  workers’  compensation 
benefits  are  designed  to  provide  them  with  the  medical 
treatment  they  need  to  recuperate  from  a  work-related 
injury/illness.  It  will  also  replace  their  wages  partially 
while they are recovering, and help them return to work. 
Any  injury  incurred  during  work  must  be  notified 
immediately  to  the  supervisor.  This  will  help  to  receive 
immediate medical care, and avoid problems and delays in 
receiving the due benefits. Workers who don’t report their 
injury within 30 days could even lose their right to receive 
workers’ compensation benefits.
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