The Modern American Worker

Evaluating satisfaction in an evolving workplace

By Chase Harrison and Kenneth Dautrich

The nature of work in America is changing. The shift to a
service-oriented economy, the proliferation of global markets,
and increased productivity demands are among the major
factors influencing the modern American workplace. A better
understanding of the impact of these changes on the workforce
is critical for a variety of reasons, not the least of which is their
relative impact on employee motivation.

The extent to which employees like their jobs is an important
consideration in understanding work habits and an individual’s
work ethic. Early research on this topic in the 1930s and "40s
argued that job satisfaction is critical in assessing the behavior
of the workforce.! While a portion of the more recent research
questions the impact of job satisfaction on productivity, the
larger body of available data suggests satisfaction influences
employee commitment, turnover, and absenteeism.” Job sat-
isfaction remains one of the central tenets of organizational
theory, and many claim it is fundamental to understanding
workforce dynamics. Even those who claim job satisfaction
does not have a direct impact on productivity recognize the
potential indirect effects of satisfaction on productivity mea-
sures.

This analysis of job satisfaction is based on the “Work Trends:
Americans’ Attitudes About Work, Employers and Govern-
ment” project, which includes quarterly surveys conducted by
the University of Connecticut’s Center for Survey Research
and Analysis (CSRA) and the John J. Heldrich Center for
Workforce Development at Rutgers University. Data evalu-
ated come from two waves of the project conducted in August
1998 and February 1999 with approximately 1,000 randomly
selected adult members of the American workforce.’

verall, American workers report very high levels of
satisfaction with their current jobs. In February
1999 nearly nine in ten (89%) of workers surveyed
reported they were satisfied with their jobs, including more
than half who said they were very satisfied (55%). In contrast,
only eight percent said they were dissatisfied (see Figure 1).

These findings of high job satisfaction are not new. The
General Social Survey conducted by NORC has been measur-
ing overall job satisfaction in the United States since 1972. The
percentage of workers satisfied with their jobs typically has
ranged between 80% and 85%, with the average percent “very™
satisfied between 45% and 50%. The February 1999 CSRA
survey does show satisfaction levels slightly higher than the
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1998 GSS results, but this is not surprising, given current
unemployment rates and the high level of public confidence in
the nation’s economy.

he American workforce is not monolithic. Many

different kinds of jobs exist, and the demographic

characteristics of the workforce are diverse. Workers
differ based on demographic characteristics, structural factors
associated with their places of employment, and in qualitative
factors related to their jobs.

In terms of overall job satisfaction. 55% of men and women in
the February CSRA survey reported being very satisfied with
their jobs. Older cohorts tended to report heightened satisfac-
tion incomparison with younger workers. Results pooled from
the August and February surveysindicate that workers 30t0 49
years of age (57%), 50 to 64 (58%), and 65 and older (61%)
were all more often very satisfied with their jobs than workers
between 18 and 29 vears old (48%).* Given notable differ-
ences in other characteristics between these groups, including
income level, for instance, this effect was not determined
solely by age.

While broad levels of educational attainment did not lead to
differences in satisfaction, examining the data by race finds
slightly more white workers (56%) very satisfied with their
jobs than non-white workers (50%). And, not surprisingly,
higher income workers expressed higher levels of satisfaction
with their jobs (those earning over $40K, 59%) than lower
income workers (under $40K, 47%).

Figure 1

Question: ...Please tell me whether you are very satisfied,
somewhat satisfied, neither satisfied nor dissatisfied, somewhat
dissatisfied, or very dissatisfied with... your job overall?
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satisfied satictied
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3% 2% “ dissatisfied
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Source: Survey by CSRA at the University of Connecticut and the
Heldrich Center at Rutgers, February 5-22, 1999.



Further, self-employed workers were more likely to report
being very satisfied with their jobs (68%) than people who
work for others (private sector, 52%; public, 54%:; nonprofit,
56%). Although these findings are consistent across both
waves, because of the relatively small sample of those self-
employed in each survey, the results are only statistically
significant when the data are pooled.

overall job satisfaction should be, in part, a function of

the relative importance workers place on that attribute.
The August 1998 “Work Trends” survey took 16 separate job-
related factors and asked respondents to report how important
each item was to them and then how satisfied they were with
each of these aspects of their jobs.

T he degree to which each element of a job contributes to

Figure 2

The ratings of the individual attributes, as shown in Figure 2,
provide a picture both of the relative importance of different
aspects of work, and the relative satisfaction of the workforce
with each.

Generally, a majority of those interviewed reported being
satisfied with most aspects of their jobs. However, respon-
dents showed greater satisfaction with factors directly related
to their daily work environment, in contrast to evaluations of
traditional employer-provided benefits such as income and
medical coverage.

Another way of analyzing these attributes is to examine the
relationship between relative importance and relative satisfac-
tion on a two-dimensional scale. This technique—one of a
family of perceptual mapping techniques—displays the large

Questions: I am going to read you a list of things that might describe a job. Please tell me how important each of these is to you. Is it
extremely important, very important, somewhat important, not very important or not important at all?... I'd like to find out how satisfied
you are with different aspects of your job. For each, please tell me whether you are very satisfied, somewhat satisfied, neither satisfied
nor dissatisfied, somewhat dissatisfied, or very dissatisfied with it. How satisfied are you with...7

Extremely/Very important

87%

85%

84%

82 %

81%

81%

78 %

77%

75%

72%

62 %

60%

58%

57%

55%
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Ability to balance
work and family

Health and
medical coverage

Total annual
income

Job responsiblities
and tasks

Quality of working
environment

Job security

Relationship with
co-workers

Retirement and
pension plans

Relationship with
supervisors

Opportunities for
advancement

Education and
training

Total weekly
hours worked

Vacation time

Flexibility in hours/
days worked

Age of probable
retirement

Commute to work

Very/Somewhat satisfied

87%

68%

75%

91%
88%
86%

92%

86%

64 %

87%

78%

83%

68 %

86%

Source: Survey by CSRA at the University of Connecticut and the Heldrich Center at Rutgers, August 53-16, 1998,
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