|
H
t
é
i
l
L.

The MYth of Job Enrichment*
MITCHELL FEIN

PRACTICALLY all writing that deals with worker boredom and frustra-
tion starts with the idea that the nature of work in industry and offices
degrades the human spirit, is antithetical to workers’ needs and dam-
ages their mental health, and that the redesign of work is socially desirable
and beneficial to workers. Curiously, however, this view is not supported
by workers or their unions. If workers faced the dire consequences of
deprivation projected by the behaviorists, they should be conscious of the
need to redesign and enrich their jobs. (The term “behaviorist” is used
in this article to include psychologists, social scientists, and others who
favor the redesign of work and job enrichment as a way to enhance the
quality of working life. Many behaviorists, in fact, may not hold these
views. Still, there is a sharp difference of opinion between what workers
say they want and what behaviorists say workers want.)

WHO SPEAKS FOR WORKERS?

Workers’ feelings about their work and what goes on at the workplace
are expressed quite freely by workers themselves and their spokesmen
in the unions. Since no union has yet raised the issue of work boredom
and the redesign of jobs, is it not reasonable to assume that the question
is not important to workers? Workers are not bashful in their demands,
and worker representatives are quite vocal in championing workers’ needs.
One might argue that workers do not comprehend the harmn that is done
to them by their work and that they must be shown that many of their
problems and troubles really stem from the nature of their jobs. But that
assumes that workers are nuive or stupid, which is not the case.

* This article first appeared in The Humanist, September-October 1973, pp. 71-77,
and is reprinted by permission.
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nts of those advocating job changes derive from people
| Maslow would characterize as “superior people (called
elf-actualizers) who ave also superior perceivers, not only of facts but of
calues, . . . their ultimate values [are then used] as possibly the ultimate
values for the whole species.” These advocates of change maintain that
liealthy progress for people is toward self-fulfillment through work, and
they see most jobs as dull, repetitive, seemingly meaningless tasks, offer-
ing little challenge or autonomy. They view the nature of work as the main
Jdoterrent to more fulfilling Jives for the workers and the redesign of jobs
45 the keystone of their plans for accomplishing the desired changes.
Paul Kurtz has stated: “[Tundanists today attack all those social forces
which seck to destroy man: they deplore the Jehumanization and aliena-
tion of man within the industrial and technological society. . . . and the
failure of modern man to achieve the full measure of his potential ex-
cellence. The problem for the humanist is to create the conditions that
would emancipate man from oppressive and corruptive social organization,
and from the denigration and perversion of his Lhuman talents. . . 2 TTuman-
ists” goals and hehaviorists objectives appear similar. Both accept Mas-
low's selfcactualization concepts as the preferred route to fulfillment. But
by what divine right does one group assume that its values are superior to

““he judgme
vhom Abrahan

others an
attitudes toward work
have no moral right to press their normative

are uniquely personal. The judges of human values
concepts on others as

preferable.

SATISFACTION AND ACIITEVEMENT

The fundamental question is whether or not the nature of work pre-

vents people from achieving the full measure of their potential. When =

Lehaviorists view people at work they see two main groups: e who
wose who are not.

are_salishetr s
ese are eager, encrgetic people, who are generally

what theéysee:
..:n::..&r.vmms%ﬂ t their jc
them up as ideal and prepare to convert the dissatisfied.

Tu contrasting the satisfied workers with the ‘dissatisfied ones, behav-
igrists sve the nature of the work performed as the main difference. So
teey propose to change the work of the dissatisfied to more closely resem-
e that performed by the satisfied. But there is 2 large “if” in this ap-
4. What if the nature of the work is not the reason for the satisfaction?
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d should be accepted as normal? Both the selection of goals and _

ey examine the satisfied and Jike—-

ol amd. life in. general, H_..E..,_v/a__sﬁo_.mﬁm hold-~

’ o M.aslow, The Farther Reaches of Human Nature (New York: Viking,
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~ ¢ Paul Rintz, “\What Ts Humanism?” in Moral Problems in Contemporary Society:
IR AL 1 1 Veers [Ruffalo: Prometheus Buuks, 1973), p. 11.
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It could very well be that the satisfied have more drive, which create
greater material wants and higher goals, which in turn motivates them
to make more-effective efforts in the workplace and to bid for more high'y
skilled jobs, and so on. Hwﬁm_dngasm the work and creating new cE::w
tunities may make somé people enthusiastic, but to what extent is the
nature of the work the determinant of a person’s drive?

There are no data that definitively show that restructuring and enriching
jobs will increase the will to work or give workers greater satisfaction.
Similarly, I have not seen any research data that show that a person with
dvive is deterred from reaching his potential by the nature of the work.

I believe that ethical considerations alone should keep behaviorists from
setting up their values as the ideals for society. In addition, T will attempt
to demonstrate that the behaviorists’ views on redesigning jobs are mis-
guided; they do not understand the work process in plants, and they mis-
judge workers’ attitudes toward their jobs. .

WORKERS' ATTITUDES TOWARD
THEIR WORK .

A 1972 Gallup Poll found that 80 to 90 percent of American workers are
satisfied with their jobs. A 1973 poll by Thomas C. Sorenson found that
from 82 to 91 percent of blue- and white-collar workers like their work.
He asked, “If there were one thing you could change about your job, what
would it be?” He found that “Astonishingly, very few mentioned making
their jobs ‘less boring’ or ‘more interesting.’ "3 .

Behaviorists and humanists find it difficult to understand how workers
can possibly say they like their work when it appears so barren to intel-
lectuals. This view was recently expressed by the behavioral scientist
David Sirota, after making a study in a garment plant. He was surprised ta
mwm that most sewing-machine operators found their work interesting.
Since the work appearcd highly repetitive to him, he had expected ::..—_~
they would say they were bored and that their talents were not fully uti-
lized. These workers’ views are supported in a study by Emanuel Wein-
traub of 2,535 female sewing-machine operators in seventeen plants from
Massachusetts to Texas. He found that “most of the operators like the
nature of their work.” What the behaviorists find so difficult to compre-
hend is really quite simply explained: Workers have similar attitude:
toward their work because they are not a cross-section of the 33:;.5.::.
but rather a select group.

8 Thomas C. Sorenson, “Do Americans Like Their Johs?” Parade, Jnne 3, 1973,

mm%. Mﬂ“:.mo_ <<m_=n._.==_u.m ..wm?. Job Enrichment Been Oversold?” an acdiess to
ual convention of the Americs stitute strial Engineer L
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