The Quality of Jobs

hat makes jobs “good”? Time was

\ N / when most of us would have answered

that question simply in terms of pay.

Today, we are likely to ask also about benefits

offered, about steadiness of the work, and about
other job conditions.

Four articles in this issue of the Monthly

Labor Review explore different ways we assess

job quality.

Job characteristics. Because people devote
so much time and effort to their jobs, the nature
of the job as well as the conditions of the work-
place are, along with pay, important determi-
nants of the value of employment. In “More
than wages at issue in the job quality debate,”
Neal Rosenthal provides a review of the job
attributes most commonly valued by workers in
looking at the quality of the job they do.

Rosenthal notes that developing measures of
overall job “quality” is difficult because the
same job characteristics may be valued quite
differently by different persons (for example,
some may seek outdoor work while others shun
it). Although the pay level established for the
position is important, job attributes and working
conditions also are of wide interest.

Contingent work. Among the most valued at-
tributes of a job of high quality is security and
constancy of employment. While part-time em-
ployment and flexibility in working hours meet
the needs of many workers and their families,
concern has developed about the phenomenon
of contingent jobs. These are jobs in which se-
curity of ongoing employment is limited. Be-
cause “contingency of employment” is difficult
to measure directly, some researchers have used
new groupings of employment statistics to esti-
mate the extent of contingent employment.

In “On the definition of ‘contingent work’,”
Anne E. Polivka and Thomas Nardone evaluate
these data and assess their adequacy in provid-
ing the information needed. The authors con-
clude that existing employment data are not
well-suited to measure contingent employment,
and outline the steps needed to collect the type

of data they believe will better identify this seg-
ment of the labor market.

Flexible benefits. What were once called
“fringe” benefits have become essential to many
workers and their families. Increasing attention
has been focused on noncash benefit compensa-
tion, such as pension rights, health insurance
coverage, and employee leave. Some employee
benefits plans now let workers choose the types
of benefits they want their employers to pro-
vide. These plans reflect the diversity of work-
ers’ needs, and help employees balance their
work and family responsibilities.

In “Flexible benefit plans: employees who
have a choice,” Joseph R. Meisenheimer II and
William J. Wiatrowski report on the prevalence
of flexible benefit plans among medium-sized
and large employers, and review case studies of
employee choices made when such plans are
introduced.

Costs versus value. How much do workers
value these noncash benefits? When is the value
to the employee equal to the dollar cost of the
benefit to the employer? Melissa Famulari and
Marilyn E. Manser tackle these difficult ques-
tions in “Employer-provided benefits: employer
cost versus employee value,” by reviewing
measurement issues and relating them to eco-
nomic theory.

They recognize that cost may not be a good
proxy for the value of the benefit to the worker.
They suggest that more could be learned about
how to value benefits by surveying workers to
determine whether they would choose less bene-
fits in exchange for more cash, and by studying
the relationship between family spending pat-
terns and employer-provided benefits.

THE DIVERSITY OF THESE ARTICLES illustrates the
complexity of job quality issues, and of the whole
range of expectations and needs that workers
have from their jobs. Wider recognition of this
diversity will help us improve our understand-
ing of the labor market and suppress the inclina-
tion to classify jobs as “good” or “bad.” []
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The Quality of Jobs \

More than wages at issue
in job quality debate

Nonwage characteristics of jobs

play a role in employment decisions;
workers often trade wages for job security,

status, and other job attributes

differs, but determining if one job is bet-

ter than another can lead to great debate.
Whether jobs have qualities deemed positive
(*good jobs”) or negative (“bad jobs™) depends
on the criteria used to evaluate the job as well as
who does the evaluation. Economists focus their
good jobs-bad jobs debate on wages, while
individuals, as well as counselors and psycholo-
gists, who are primarily concerned with a com-
prehensive view of an individual’s well-being,
also consider the importance of job satisfaction,
job security, and many other factors.

This article discusses the effect of nonwage
attributes of jobs on the perceptions of job qual-
ity. It broadens the good jobs-bad jobs debate by
considering factors in addition to wages which
may be important to individuals in determining
the quality of their jobs. The intention is not to
detract from concerns about the economic bene-
fits of work, but to highlight important aspects
of job quality other than wages.

Everyone agrees that the quality of jobs

Individual values

Individuals consider a multitude of factors in
addition to earnings when characterizing a job
as “good” or “bad.” For purposes of this discus-
sion, these factors are grouped into five cate-
gories: job duties and working conditions, job
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satisfaction, period of work, job status, and job
security. Although many of the factors are asso-
ciated with specific occupations, it is important
to remember that they can vary within an occu-
pation. Just as earnings may have a wide range
within an occupation, so may working con-
ditions, job security, and determinants of job
satisfaction.

The value individuals place on different job
attributes varies and is determined by many fac-
tors. These values are derived from the socio-
economic background and the environment in
the geographic area in which they live. In addi-
tion, different interests, perceived abilities, and
interests in activities other than work, such as
leisure or family responsibilities, result in indi-
viduals viewing the quality of a job from differ-
ent perspectives.

It is not surprising that there is great diversity
in how jobs are valued. This country’s popula-
tion has very diverse backgrounds. People live
in inner cities, suburban areas, and rural areas.
The population includes foreign born immi-
grants, sons and daughters of immigrants of dif-
ferent cultures, and those whose ancestors have
been in the country for many generations. Edu-
cational attainment varies from high school
dropouts to recipients of doctorate and other
advanced degrees. Family economic back-
grounds range from the very wealthy to those




living in poverty. Each background would influ-
ence a person’s perspective of the quality of his
or her job.

Individuals from these diverse backgrounds
have widely different interests and abilities.
Some have artistic and creative talents, others
work well with their hands. Some people are
endowed with above-average intellectual abili-
ties, and some are not. Some like to work with
people, others prefer to work alone. Some
prefer to work outdoors, others like an office
environment. Structured working conditions are
preferred by some, while others prefer unstruc-
tured conditions. Each individual reflects a
unique combination of interests and abilities.

Job characteristics

Just as individuals differ, the characteristics of
jobs differ. Many job characteristics are com-
monly perceived to be positive and others
negative. Hazardous conditions and lack of job
security are viewed by most workers as nega-
tive. However, all jobs with these characteris-
tics are not undesirable. Playing professional
football, for example, is certainly hazardous to
one’s health and lacks job security, but most
athletes are not deterred from pursuing a profes-
sional career in the National Football League
because of this.

Whether job characteristics are deemed nega-
tive or positive depends on each individual’s
personal view. For example, artistic jobs are
viewed as desirable by many, but common per-
ception does not indicate that nonartistic jobs
are undesirable. Nevertheless, someone without
artistic talent would likely be extremely frus-
trated in a job which required artistic abilities.

The following discussion defines some char-
acteristics that may determine an individual’s
perception of a job’s desirability. Nonwage
benefits that translate into earnings, such as
employer-paid health insurance, employer con-
tributions to pension plans, and paid vacations,
are not discussed, although, like earnings, they
are important to a job’s desirability. Some job
attributes that relate to earnings, such as ad-
vancement opportunities, are discussed. Com-
monly held perceptions of the effect of a
characteristic on job quality and specific occu-
pations associated with the characteristic also
are included.

Job duties and working conditions.  The actual
tasks performed on the job and the environment
in which the tasks are performed, both the phys-
ical workplace and relationships with others, are
important in evaluating the desirability of jobs.

Hazardous jobs involve work with dangerous

equipment or materials or in dangerous sur-
roundings. In general, hazardous jobs are
viewed as less desirable than those that have
little or no risk to the worker’s physical well-
being. Nevertheless, millions of workers are in
jobs with potential hazards—construction craft
occupations, metalworking occupations, driv-
ing occupations, and a variety of production
occupations in manufacturing industries, to
name a few.

Repetitious jobs requiring the same tasks to
be done over and over again are, in general, not
considered as desirable as jobs in which the
tasks are varied. Jobs on the assembly line in
manufacturing are commonly used to exemplify
repetitious work, but many clerical workers are
in occupations having this characteristic, for in-
stance, word processors, statistical clerks, and
file clerks.

Physical stamina is required in some jobs, as
workers may have to lift heavy weights, walk
long distances, stand for long periods, or stoop
frequently. For many, such activity is undesir-
able. A variety of workers require physical
stamina to perform their duties, including con-
struction craft workers, postal mail carriers, la-
borers, and food counter workers. In contrast,
sedentary jobs, such as those performed at a
desk in an office, may be considered undesir-
able by many people.

A generally confined work space which re-
quires workers to be in one place most of the
time during the workday, rather than moving
from place to place, is often considered an unde-
sirable characteristic. Among the workers expe-
riencing this characteristic are long distance
truckdrivers, telephone operators, and cashiers.

At the other extreme are jobs that require
workers to be on the move with little time in one
place. These jobs may be desirable or undesir-
able, depending on individual preference. Sales
representatives, insurance adjusters, mail carri-
ers, and telephone and cable television line in-
stallers are typical workers of such occupations.

Stress is created in some jobs because of
deadlines, life-threatening situations, and su-
pervisory pressures. Air-traffic controllers are
commonly used as an example of workers in a
stressful occupation. Most workers consider
stress to be undesirable, but some receive a feel-
ing of importance and vitality while under
stress.

Autonomy is lacking in jobs that are closely
supervised or where the tasks have to be done in
a very specific way. Some jobs are in settings
that make it difficult to receive or make personal
phone calls, receive visitors, or leave the work-
site for any reason without obtaining the super-
visor’s permission. Such restraints make the job
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undesirable to some workers. In general, jobs
that permit more initiative in determining how
the work should be done and more freedom in
deciding one’s movements are more desirable.

Some occupations are subject to more or
fewer constraints than others. For example, as-
semblers in a manufacturing plant tend to have
less autonomy than newspaper reporters cover-
ing a sporting event. However, the degree of
autonomy in a specific job is often determined
by regulations imposed by employers or indi-
vidual supervisors rather than the occupation
itself. Because of the value placed on auton-
omy, it is not surprising that self-employment is
a goal of many workers.

Working with detail is required in some jobs
requiring precision in handling or dealing with
specific items. There is no generally held view
that this characteristic makes good jobs or bad
jobs, although individuals may strongly believe
that this characteristic is either desirable or un-
desirable for them.

Workers in occupations requiring attention
to detail include accountants, optometrists,
drafters, watch repairers, machinists, air-traffic
controllers, surveyors, and dental laboratory
technicians.

Working as part of a team is important in jobs
requiring cooperation with coworkers in order
to accomplish objectives. While this character-
istic is not considered positive or negative, indi-
viduals may have strong feelings about its effect
on job quality.

Many projects may require workers in differ-
ent occupations to work together as a team.
Construction projects, scientific research proj-
ects, professional team sports, performing arts,
and advertising campaigns all may require indi-
viduals in different occupations to work as a
team. Conversely, each of these activities are
conducted in some settings by individuals work-
ing independently.

Job satisfaction. Many job characteristics re-
sult in intrinsic satisfaction. For the most part,
all the characteristics listed below are positive,
but the lack of the characteristic is not necessar-
ily negative.

Ability to see the results of a job in a physical
product can give a worker a sense of pride and
satisfaction. Brickmasons, chefs, choreogra-
phers, artists, and architects are in occupations
that possess this job attribute.

Problem solving, that is identifying a prob-
lem or goal and deciding what must be done to
achieve a successful solution, is an important
part of some jobs. Automobile mechanics, in-
dustrial production managers, physicians, po-
lice detectives, and engineers are among the
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workers having problem solving as a significant
job attribute.

Creativity involves designing new products
or services, procedures for making work more
efficient, ways to accomplish a task or goal, or
composing a song. Architects, designers, ad-
vertising workers, industrial engineers, and
performing artists are in occupations where cre-
ativity is a significant job characteristic.

Recognition of a job well done is an aspect of
some jobs. Some occupations lend themselves
to public acclaim or appreciation by supervisors
and associates for the accomplishments of the
workers. Writers and editors, public officials,
and performing artists commonly are identified
with this characteristic. Of course, they can
elicit just the opposite reaction.

Ability to influence others is needed in some
jobs in order to stimulate others to think or act
in a specific way. Teachers, counselors, psy-
chologists, salesworkers, and managers are as-
sociated with this characteristic.

Ability to fully utilize the skills that individu-
als have obtained through work experience and
school training is possible in some jobs. This
characteristic is generally not associated with
specific occupations, but is determined more by
the manner in which employers use their work-
ers. In general, workers with the most formal
education view this characteristic as more im-
portant than those with little education. Studies
have shown that this attribute is very important
to workers. !

Opportunities to learn new skills is available
in some jobs. New skills or training usually will
enhance opportunities for advancement. This
characteristic often is associated with the prac-
tices of employers rather than with a specific
occupation. Research shows it is important to
many workers.?

Possible advancement opportunities can be
an important characteristic of a job and can lead
to increased earnings and other desirable job
attributes, or to a reduction in undesirable at-
tributes. Most occupations have advancement
potential, but to widely different degrees. Occu-
pations having little or no advancement poten-
tial are known as “dead-end jobs.”

Period of work. The hours of work differ
among jobs in terms of total hours worked per
week and the hours when workers must be on
the job. Some periods of work are generally
viewed as negative aspects of a job and others
are considered positive.

Weekend and shift work are required in some
jobs. That is, workers are assigned work during
the weekend or on shifts other than the usual
workday. In general, these work schedules are
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considered undesirable, but they may be wel-
comed by full-time students or persons in search
of a second job.

Jobs in retail sales, food service, and health
service often are associated with weekend
and/or shift work. Other activities that may re-
quire unusual hours of work are police and fire
protection, public transportation, performing
arts, power generation and distribution, and
some manufacturing operations.

Overtime is often needed on some jobs during
peak times or to meet deadlines. The chance to
earn overtime pay periodically may be consid-
ered desirable by some workers, but others may
not appreciate spending the extra time at work.

Overtime is not associated with specific occu-
pations, but is generally more common in indus-
tries in which deadlines are important to meet or
in which some segments of the work must be
completed before others can begin, such as
construction, durable goods manufacturing, and
advertising.

Flexible work hours allow workers to set their
own hours of work within some time framework
as long as the required total number of hours are
worked and the job is done. Such arrangements
are considered desirable by workers.

The availability of flexitime generally is de-
termined by the employer rather than by the
occupation, and is more common in office-
related work environments. Salesworkers also
have great freedom in setting their own sched-
ules to conform to the times when the customer
load is heavy.

Part-time work (fewer than 35 hours a week)
may be considered desirable by workers who
have family commitments or prefer more leisure
time than would be available with a full-time
job.? To the contrary, a part-time job may not be
desirable if an individual would like to work full
time and increase his or her earnings.

Although part-time jobs are found in most
occupations, jobs in some occupations are
largely part time, especially in food service and
retail sales activities. Many clerical occupations
also have above average numbers of part-time
jobs, as employers can organize the work to
accommodate part-time work schedules.

Job status. How the importance of a job is
perceived has an effect on an individual’s view
of the quality of his or her job. One’s socioeco-
nomic background has a great impact on how a
specific job is viewed by each individual.
Social status is recognized as being associ-
ated with occupations.* Those having high
status are naturally more desirable. A person’s
socioeconomic status has some bearing on how
he or she ranks occupations by status, but stud-

ies have shown remarkable consistency in the
ranking among different groups and over time.’

Occupations that rank high in social status
generally require high educational achievement
and include physician, lawyer, college profes-
sor, engineer, and architect. Occupations re-
quiring little education are usually at the lower
end of the spectrum and include laborer, janitor,
and private household worker.

Status within an organization has a bearing
on job satisfaction and is important to workers
in evaluating a job’s desirability. This charac-
teristic is determined by the actions of the orga-
nization in which an individual is employed,
rather than the occupation.

Job security. The chance of keeping a job de-
spite economic conditions or other factors, can
be a significant and positive aspect of a job. The
amount of security associated with a job is more
commonly determined by the employer or activ-
ity than by the occupation. Jobs in government
are more secure than construction jobs, given
the high risk of layoff because of seasonal and
cyclical factors that affect the construction
industry.

Tradeoffs

Everyone would like the perfect job—a job with
varied duties, little stress, a product that can be
seen, problem solving tasks, recognition from
the public, flexible hours, high social status,
and security, along with high wages. Very few
individuals, however, have jobs with all of
these qualities. But individuals usually try to
choose a job that has more of the qualities that
are most important to them and avoid those that
have characteristics that seem undesirable.
Wages are generally considered the most im-
portant determinant of job desirability.® One
reason is that higher pay may enable one to
obtain greater enjoyment of life away from
work. For example, enjoying leisure, caring for
family, and the ability to meet one’s needs for
food, clothing, and shelter depend largely on
the level of one’s wages. Most workers spend
about one-fourth of each week at work and,
therefore, nonwage attributes of a job can be
very important in determining job quality.
Individuals, therefore, usually consider non-
wage job characteristics when selecting a job,
in some cases trading wages for these non-
wage characteristics. The more education and
experience an individual has, the greater the
variety of jobs available to him or her, com-
pared with counterparts with lesser education or
experience. Yet, data show that job shifting is
greater among young workers and workers in
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low paying jobs.” This may be because young
workers have little understanding of what job
characteristics are important to them, and gain
that knowledge through experience in different
jobs. Because wages are so important to most
workers, many often leave a low paying job
for a higher paying position, but they may also
leave because of concern about other job
characteristics.

Measurement difficulties

The values placed on each job characteristic dif-
fer among individuals. Studies have attempted
to identify which characteristics are important
to job satisfaction and to establish relative
measures of the importance of different charac-
teristics. Measurement poses significant prob-
lems to researchers engaged in these efforts
because of the highly subjective nature of the
responses to questions in the surveys used in the
studies.® For example, individuals are usually
asked to rank specific job attributes in some
subjective way, such as high, medium, or low.
The results of studies using this type of response
can be very tenuous. In addition, problems arise
when studies on job satisfaction are compared
because the job attributes being measured often
reflect the special interests or theories of the
researchers.

Some job satisfaction studies can be very in-
formative, however, especially if they focus on
a very specific job characteristic. For example,
as part of a supplement to the Current Popula-
tion Survey in May 1985, information was gath-
ered on whether employees would prefer to
work more, fewer, or the same number of hours
at the same hourly rate of pay they were cur-
rently earning. About a fourth of the respon-
dents said they would prefer to work more hours
and earn more money; nearly 10 percent pre-

Footnotes

ferred to work fewer hours and earn proportion-
ally less; and the majority indicated they would
prefer the same number of hours. While this
survey lacks information on the relative impor-
tance of part-time work to job satisfaction, it
does provide information on the extent to which
workers are satisfied with their current hours of
work.?

In contrast to other job characteristics, earn-
ings do lend themselves to statistical measure-
ments that allow comparisons among jobs and
occupations, and cross classification by sex,
race, and other characteristics. For this reason,
earnings studies are perhaps the most reliable
evaluation of job quality, although they do not
represent a truly comprehensive measure.

The value of nonwage attributes of jobs has
traditionally been part of the theoretical con-
cepts used to explain labor market behavior.
However, these attributes have, for the most
part, been ignored in the debate concerning
good jobs-bad jobs. Yet, trends indicate
changes have occurred over time that affect
nonwage attributes of jobs. Technology has had
a great impact on reducing hazardous, tedious,
and dirty jobs. Occupational safety and health
legislation has improved workers’ safety. Em-
ployers, in attempts to reduce labor turnover,
have adopted practices to improve job quality
and job satisfaction. For example, new manage-
ment practices focus on reducing occupational
rigidities and involving employees at all levels
in the decisionmaking process concerning a
variety of subjects affecting job quality. And
finally, labor organizations increasingly have
focused on nonwage aspects of jobs, such as job
security, in labor-management negotiations.

Wages may be the most important concern in
the good jobs-bad jobs debate, but they should
not be the only concern in this very important
issue. O
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