
What Employees Want
From Their Work

We need to bring the problem of employee morale down to proper
size so that we can understand the forces at vî ork and apply the
principles to our everyday administration of industrial relations.

By Robert Saltonstall

What goals are we shooting for in our indus-
trial relations work today? How can we measure
progress toward our goals? These are among the
most important questions confronting manage-
ment in the handling of human relations. To
answer these questions we must devote more
attention to defining in a realistic way the full
range of basic satisfactions that employees want
to get from their work.

In recent years a mass of literature has been
turned out under the broad general heading of
human relations. Many valuable research proj-
ects have given us a close look at different aspects
of human relationships as they exist in different
types of companies. New and more dependable
information is now available to help manage-
ment gain a greater insight into the why's and
wherefore's of industrial behavior at all levels
from chief executive to worker in the plant.

In this article I shall endeavor to bring to-
gether some of these findings and present them
in a way that should help management to obtain
a better grasp of the over-all integrated picture

* See Opinion Research Corporation, The Big Boss as
the Employee Sees Him (Princeton, October 1948); and, in
the HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW, F . J. Roethlisberger,
"The Foreman: Master and Victim of Double Talk,"
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of human relations at the worker's level. We
shall look at the job from the worker's point of
view, with particular emphasis on the basic satis-
factions that he hopes to get from his work.

Management Failures

It is probably fair to say that most manage-
ments have approached human relations in the
factory by saying, "Let's do what we think would
best satisfy our workers and result in maximum
output of quality work at low cost." Not enough
attention has been paid to the way the workers
themselves feel about the satisfactions they are
seeking from their jobs. Significantly, only a
few articles have discussed the work situation
from the points of view of those involved in it.*
However, recent attitude surveys and close
studies of the work situation have revealed that
this approach is badly needed.

It is true that progressive management think-
ing is far ahead of what it used to be. We do
realize today that the pay check and tangible
job benefits are only a small part of the over-all
needs that must be met by management to create

Spring 1945, p. 283; Leonard R. Sayles and George
Strauss, "What the Worker Really Thinks of His Union,"
May-June 1953, p. 94; Chris Argyris, "Human Problems
with Budgets," January-February 1953, p. 97.



a bigb level of morale. Tbe pay check is cer-
tainly regarded by workers as baving very great
importance; but when tbey feel certain tbat tbeir
employer is paying tbe going rate or better, tbey
may take tbe wage level for granted and turn
their attention to other, more personal and in-
tangible needs. As stated by one autbority:
"Some [needs] are more basic tban others, and
tbe less basic ones become real demands only
after tbe more basic ones bave been satisfied." ̂

In the parlance of industrial relations tbese
personal needs are described by sucb words as
participation, recognition, consultation, oppor-
tunity, security, and communication. Because
tbey are not always consciously felt or explicitly
expressed, management is often unaware of tbem
or overlooks tbeir importance to workers. So-
pbisticated executives, bowever, are now guid-
ing tbeir industrial relations activities to meet
more and more of tbese needs as tbey come to
recognize tbem.

Different Meanings

So far, so good. But bere is where tbe trouble
comes: tbese words mean different tbings to
different people. Therefore, when we in man-
agement attempt to meet the need for "security,"
for example, we adopt a plan or policy to pro-
vide security as we understand it, from our point
of view. We are inclined to reason like this:

To answer the need for We should adopt
A plan for multiple man-
agement
A merit award system
A policy of promotion from
within
A pension plan
A plant house organ

But if, say, we adopt a pension plan wbereas
the kind of security our employees feel tbey need
above all else is tbe assurance of steady work,
we are missing tbe point. My contention is tbat
until we analyze such needs from the point
of view of the employee and of the satisfactions
he wants to get from his work, and grasp their
interrelationships, we may be spending consid-
erable amounts of money on programs that either
have no pay-off value in improved morale or
even are received by our workers witb suspicion.

Morale cannot be cbanged overnigbt by one-
sbot attempts to curry favor. It results from tbe

'Mason Haire and Josephine S. Gottsdanlcer, "Factors
Influencing Industrial Morale," Personnel, May 1951,
p. 451.
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5. Communication
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individual feelings of workers about everything
that they experience in their working environ-
ment. When management fails to take this into
account, its plans and programs are likely merely
to scratch the surface or even to go haywire.

Equally important, we need to realize tbat
employee attitudes are often subtle and shifting.
Tbey are not stereotyped. Tbe employee's reac-
tions to company plans, systems, and policies
depend on various and sometimes conflicting
considerations. For example, be may feel bappy
tbat be bas a cbance to get abead tbrough a
policy of promotion from within; and yet sucb
promotion may involve a loss in job security for
him wbicb be feels is important, or it may mean
moving to work witb anotber group of fellow
employees wbo consider bim an "outsider" and
not one of the gang.

These broader considerations are tbe key-
stone of a successful industrial relations pro-
gram. Time after time in the past management's
failure to recognize them has accounted for
its failures to build good morale and get a fair
return on its investment in industrial relations.

Work Satisfactions

It follows tbat tbe important tbing for man-
agement to do is to produce a satisfactory bal-
ance from the employees' point of view among
tbe full range of satisfactions wbicb tbey demand
from tbeir work. Since eacb worker attacbes
continually cbanging values to tbese various
satisfactions, it will be a major job to produce
sucb a balance. Moreover, management must
keep tbe needs of employees in perspective witb
tbe needs of tbe company, wbicb are also con-
tinually fluctuating. How can tbis be done?

The Employee's Roles

Tbe first step is to bring tbis matter of work
satisfactions down to a size we can cope witb.
Instead of talking about tbem in general, as
vague terms, we need to nail tbem down. Tbe
clue to doing this lies in tbe fact that the basic
satisfactions wbicb tbe employee wants from bis
work take mucb of tbeir cbaracter from tbe dif-
ferent roles be plays:

(1) As an individual — Every worker has a
strong sense of individuality with a desire to ex-
press his free will and meet his own personal needs.
This should never be forgotten, no matter how
strong his common interests with other employees.
Actually, pressures to conform as a result of these
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interests may even lead him to attach greater im-
portance to the fact that he is a unique individual.

(2) As' a member of a work group — The in-
dustrial plant is like a small town, and its environ-
ment has a similar influence on the individual to
conform. The employee is ordinarily in close con-
tact with other members of his department, occu-
pation, shift, and section, who have developed their
own group codes of behavior to meet their group
needs, as they see them. Much of his work satis-
faction is derived from the social standing awarded
him hy his group — the feeling of helonging, asso-
ciations at work, prestige within the group, mutual
protection, and so on.

(3) As a company employee — When this role
is uppermost in the employee's mind, he identifies
his success with the success of the company and at
times suhordinates his individual interests to the
goals of the organization, and the henefits it con-
fers. Accordingly he is likely to view a pat on the
back from his superior for extra effort put on a rush
job after working hours as more rewarding at the
time than anything else, whereas failure to receive
such recognition usually results in a "don't-give-a-
damn" attitude when the next crisis comes. The
influence of this role varies with the company
size, ownership, and other factors.

(4) As a union member — Inasmuch as over
17 million workers are now listed as active union
memhers, we must take into account the satisfac-
tions that an employee hopes to achieve through
his union. Some of these may be termed positive
satisfactions — for example, the right to vote at
meetings or run for election, more money, or a
greater feeling of security. However, the worker
also looks to his union simply for protection —
from favoritism and from the arbitrary acts and
decisions of management on such matters as dis-
charge, rate setting, and technological change. The
desire for comradeship in a common cause may
weigh heavily when the employee is functioning
in this role.

Quite obviously tbese roles lead to conflicts
in feelings. Tbe fellow wbo gains recognition
from tbe boss for good work will acbieve satis-
faction in tbe tbird role, as a company employee,
but not in tbe second, where he may feel the
impact of being regarded as a "stooge" by bis
work group. Again, tbe worker wbo seeks rapid
advancement as an individual may find tbat tbe
union contract provision dealing witb seniority
prevents bim as a union member from gaining
promotion when be feels entitled to it.

But despite tbis fact, and despite tbe fact tbat
the importance of different satisfactions to in-
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dividuals varies continually depending on age,
health, length of service, and a host of otber
factors, management has a sound basis on which
good morale may be developed. This is because
employees naturally react on tbe basis of certain
common experiences. As Fritz J. Roetblisberger
has observed:

"Each person in this country has gone through
a certain cultural sieve whieh gives him something
in common with his fellow men. . . . Through
participation in common educational, religious and
political associations, [people] have heen hrought
up to share certain common values, to have com-
mon hopes, faiths and standards of living. . . .
Without some such common feelings and senti-
ments, effective cooperation is impossible." *

Specific Analysis
Having obtained an understanding of tbe

different roles tbat employees play, we can pro-
ceed to a specific analysis of tbe work satisfac-
tions wbicb tbey feel are important. ExHiBrT r
represents tbe results of my own efforts along
this line. I do not pretend that this chart is at all
definitive; and I recognize it, in fact, as only a
first attempt of tbis kind, altbougb in tbe rigbt
direction. Doubtless other researchers will be
able to improve on it in substance and presenta-
tion. In any event, here is how I went about
constructing it:

The chart is based on my impressions gained
through varied work experiences in industry, on a
review of employee attitude surveys, and on recent
research and literature in the human relations field.

The words express not tangible, logical facts hut
feelings. They convey how Joe Smith says he
would like to feel about his job situation. Such
feelings can only he gained over a period of time.
They may be modified by Joe Smith's past experi-
ences and influenced by the views of fellow workers
as well as by his situation outside the plant.

After listing a multitude of satisfactions which
employees feel they want from their jobs, I found
that they could he classified in the i o categories in
the lefthand column of the chart.

It soon became apparent that the worker's feel-
ings in each of these categories eould be classified
in realistic form by the four groupings across the
top of the page. As my study progressed, the fact
that the worker in an industrial plant identifies
himself primarily with one role or another on dif-
ferent occasions hecame more and more apparent.

Let me emphasize, however, that the horizontal

^ Management and Morale (Cambridge, Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1941), p. 119.
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and vertical arrangement of the items is purely
arbitrary; it is not intended as a ranking in relative
importance.

I did not attempt to go beyond the plant environ-
ment to the other needs and satisfactions which
must be met in order for the worker to be a well-
adjusted individual at work. Family circumstances
and his position in the social, recreational, and re-
ligious life of his community may have a distinct
bearing on the attitudes he brings to the job, but
my principal concern was with those feelings over
which the employer has some degree of influence
within the plant itself.

Management Action

Let us turn now to the practical implications
for company policy of the analysis of work satis-
factions in EXHIBIT I. IS it possible for manage-
ment both to create conditions within the plant
which will answer all these basic satisfactions
that employees want from their work and still
run a profitable business in a competitive world?
In view of the fact that each worker is a unique
individual whose specific needs vary with time,
can management ever hope to create and main-
tain a high level of satisfaction for all its people?
Are these needs inconsistent with management's
responsibilities to its stockholders, customers,
and the public? As a practical matter, what
should management's goal be, and how can it
achieve that goal?

It is fortunate that reasonable answers to
these questions can be found in industry today.
Some progressive companies have had extraordi-
nary results in the way of employee response to
evidence of management's concern with their
job satisfactions — for example, McCormick
and Company,^ Johnson & Johnson, Lincoln
Electric Company,^ Pitney Bowes, Inc., Stand-
ard Oil Company of New Jersey, and Weirton
Steel Company, all top performers in their com-
petitive fields.

Many similar examples could be cited, partic-
ularly among smaller companies where the per-
sonal contact between top management and the
workers tends to provide an easier opportunity
to establish the pattern of management behavior
that leads to improved morale. By recognizing
the full range of basic satisfactions employees
want from their work, and achieving a good
batting average of success in meeting such needs,
companies like these have improved their com-

' See Tfee Power of People (Baltimore, McCormick
and Company, 1951).

petitive positions and at the same time provided
a better-than-average return for their owners.

Pattern of Behavior

The pattern of management behavior may
manifest itself to workers in deceptively simple
ways. More often than not, in fact, worker atti-
tudes are influenced by the seemingly unim-
portant acts of top executives or foremen. A
belief on the part of management in the essential
dignity of each worker, who has hopes, fears,
and aspirations of his own ("just the way I do
as boss"), inevitably filters down from the boss
through all levels of management to the em-
ployees. Workers can see evidence that this be-
lief exists by observing their supervisors' every-
day conduct and manner: the way the superin-
tendent treats the foremen, and particularly the
way the foreman handles his relationships with
the men. To illustrate:

An emergency arises in the power plant requir-
ing workers to pitch in on a dirty manual job to
replace the mechanical stokers; and top manage-
ment sees to it that the workers get special and
prompt recognition for this.

Or, the men are working at a tough outside job
on a cold winter day; and the foreman appears un-
expectedly with some hot coifee.

Such instances of management's behavior,
which are small in themselves, convey an atti-
tude to the employee that "you count for some-
thing around here." When employees take
them as just some more evidence of the kind
of desirable conduct which "we have learned
to expect from management people," their feel-
ings of satisfaction that "this is a good place
to work" are further reinforced.

Additional proof of management's interest
in the welfare of its employees comes through
the wage system, holidays and vacations, group
insurance and pension programs, provision for
the health and the safety of the workers, and
assistance with social and recreational plans.
By themselves such programs are likely to be
ineffective. But when built upon a pattern
of management attitudes and behavior which
reflects a sincere appreciation of all the basic
human needs of workers, these tangible bene-
fits become convincing evidence that manage-
ment recognizes the workers as self-respecting

° See James F. Lincoln, Incentive Management (Cleve-
land, Lincoln Electric Company, 1951).



individuals all of whom have the normal hu-
man desire to lead a happy, worth-while, and
productive existence.

Realistic Goal
Can management ever hope to create and

maintain a bigb level of satisfaction for all
people in the company? Tbe answer seems to
be yes — provided the goal is envisaged real-
istically. Complete satisfaction is not possible.
If every last detail were to everyone's liking,
tbere would not be much spirit in tbe individ-
uals. Tbat is why it has been said of the Army
tbat one indication of bigb morale is tbe exist-
ence of some good bealthy griping. Look at it
in another way: As individuals, do we ever
achieve absolute satisfaction witb life; do we
ever reach the point when there are no worries
at all on our minds? Tbe answer is probably
no. A noted psycbiatrist, William C. Mennin-
ger, M.D., put it as follows:

"Always the problem is one of achieving a bal-
ance between what we want and what we get.
We all want things, but the more adult among us
learn to master our frustrations and to recognize
that often we eannot have what we want when we
want it. To he truly adult and efficient persons,
we have to learn to find satisfaction in daily life." ®

Similarly, in industry, where we are dealing
with large groups of workers, each of whom
brings his own unique background, experience,
and attitudes to work every day, tbe best we
can bope for is to create a state of balance
wbere the great majority of employees feel
tbeir long-term satisfactions so far outweigb
tbeir temporary gripes tbat tbe prevailing feel-
ing is "We're doing fine." Balance is main-
tained when employees and their representa-
tives feel "we can be sure tbat all levels of
management recognize and accept our needs
and are doing tbeir utmost to satisfy us as part
of their responsibility for running a successful
business." As James C. Wortby of Sears, Roe-
buck and Co. bas observed:

"Our studies indicate the existence of a highly
complex set of interdependent factors which com-
bine in subtle and obscure ways to produce a par-
ticular level of employee satisfactions or dissatis-
factions. Whether high or low, this level of sat-
isfaction, in turn, seems to reinforce many of the

' What Makes an Effective Man, Personnel Series No.
152 (New York, American Management Association,
1953); p. 26.
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factors producing it, thus setting in motion a kind
of 'circular reaction' which tends to keep good
morale good and poor morale poor." ''

To achieve this goal does not mean that
management will have to take a soft attitude
toward employees or adopt costly programs to
buy their favor. Let us clearly recognize that
there will be many decisions wbicb manage-
ment must make tbat may upset tbe balance of
employee satisfactions. In order to keep com-
petitive, for instance, management will un-
doubtedly bave to introduce new macbines and
new methods wbicb will temporarily create a
feeling of insecurity for those affected.

At tbe same time, tbe way in which manage-
ment acts in the particular instance and also
the background against wbicb it acts are im-
portant. If employees bave come to trust man-
agement's good faitb and accept management's
objectives in employee relations, and if the
change is consistent with tbese conceptions,
employees will be likely to say, "Somebow, tbey
will take care of us like tbey always bave." Tbe
opportunity for management to re-establisb
balance or avoid a lack of balance during tecb-
nological cbange has been proved again and
again by tbe experience of employers wbo take
normal employee hopes and fears into account
in tbeir planning and action.

Using the Chart

In acbieving its goal in industrial relations,
management sbould find a cbart of employees'
work satisfactions sucb as tbat sbown in EX-
HIBIT I useful in a variety of practical ways:

Such a chart should help management to under-
stand more clearly and dispassionately "why our
employees behave as they do from day to day on
the job."

It should provide a useful cheek list for man-
agement people to keep in mind when formulating
plans and reaching decisions affecting employees.

It should serve as a means for gauging the effec-
tiveness of line and staff work in all phases of per-
sonnel administration.

With the help of an attitude survey keyed to the
chart, management should he able to get more de-
pendable insights into the real state of morale and
find out where corrective action is called for.

Also, foremen and superintendents could use
the chart as a means of self-evaluation and as a

' "Factors Influencing Employee Morale," HARVARO
BUSINESS REVIEW, January 1950, p. 65.
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help in answering the question: "To what extent
do I provide the opportunity for my people to get
the satisfactions they want from work under me?"

The basic satisfactions which employees want
from their work are especially pertinent to super-
visory and executive training discussions. The
discipline of studying and articulating these
satisfactions is invaluable. Whether or not the
results vary from the analysis in EXHIBIT I is
not crucial; the important thing is to expose
supervisors to the experience of thinking through
from the employee's point of view what the
worker really wants from his job. My experience
is that this comes hard, but that the results are
rewarding in helping the supervisor to develop
for himself his own standards for dealing effec-
tively with human relations at the worker level.

In conclusion, we should endeavor not to
oversimplify the problem of employee morale or
to overcomplicate it. We need to bring the prob-
lem down to proper size so that we can under-
stand the forces at work, evolve some principles,
and apply them to our everyday administration
of industrial relations.

The practical experience of companies, the
literature of human relations, and the recent
research can be very helpful in this effort. We
can use all these aids in developing more real-
istic points of view and tapping more of the
energy locked up in individuals and groups.
Through further research we must gain a clearer
understanding of the goals we are shooting at in
industrial relations work, improve our methods
for achieving these goals, and find dependable
ways to measure our progress.

e Readers may be interested to know that the HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW
has published a series of articles on the general subject of human relations:

Chris Argyris, Human Problems with Budgets (January-February 1953)
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F. J. Roethlisberger, Traiwing Supervisors in Human Relations (September 1951)
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1953)
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e A complete set of reprints of the above articles, plus the one in this issue by
Mr. Saltonstall, can be obtained for $5.00 from Reprint Department, HARVARD
BUSINESS REVIEW, Boston 63. Please specify the "Human Relations Series."






