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While working on my master’s degree
in business administration (MBA) in

the early 1990s, I wrote a research paper
on job satisfaction vs. job performance
based upon the publicized work of others.
The prevailing theory was/is that
increased job satisfaction results in
increased performance. Intuitively this
theory makes sense. While countless hours
of research and money have been invested
in this theory, there still seems to be a
problem with encouraging high perform-
ance.

From the research I performed in the
early ’90s, I could not come up with a con-
vincing argument to back this theory. I
concluded that the two attributes, job sat-
isfaction and job performance, are too
closely linked to one another, and that they
affect each other. Here are cases in point:
If a person is highly satisfied with his/her
job, this would lead the person to want to
do a good job and to perform well. On the
other side is the person’s ability level. If
the person is struggling with performing
the job, it may give the appearance that the
person is a poor performer even though
he/she may be exhausting a great deal of
effort in trying to perform the job. This
person’s frustration then in turn leads to
poor job satisfaction.

Some researchers have expressed simi-
lar ideas, such as performance affects satisfac-
tion [1], while one researcher went so far as
to say that there is no relation [2].
Intuitively we feel that there must be a
relationship. After all, it makes sense in our
minds, researchers continue their efforts
to explore the concept, and many are hun-
gry for the latest information on the sub-
ject.

Since 1994, the federal government has
allowed the engineering pay scale to erode.
In an organization stymied by a great
bureaucracy already burdened by financial
cuts, it is extremely difficult to find the
funds necessary to cover an increase in

engineering salaries. Today, electronic
engineers within the federal government
perceive that they are making much less
than their counterparts in the private
industry. It is not surprising that recruiting
is extremely difficult and that those leaving
to take other jobs (e.g. attrition excluding
death and retirement) are greater than the
other job series on a military base, and
morale has been better.

New Measure of Performance 
So what kind of effects has this had on job
performance? Thankfully our perform-
ance is not as bad as one would predict.
We continue to deliver high quality prod-
ucts (I am unaware of any customer com-
plaints of bad quality). This observation
stirred an interest in me to go back to the
books and review the latest research on
job performance. My results were the
same as before: The two attributes, job sat-
isfaction and performance, are too closely
linked to one another. I was once again left
with the feeling that they affected each
other. Because of this observation, I start-
ed trying to find another way to look at job
performance.

To begin, I looked at job satisfaction as
a combination of three elements: task sat-
isfaction, employment satisfaction, and
market satisfaction.

Task satisfaction comes from perform-
ing the tasks required of the job.
Increasing a person’s salary may make an
undesirable task more bearable, but it
doesn’t necessarily make it more enjoyable.

Employment satisfaction consists of
elements such as personnel policies, bene-
fits, career opportunities, work environ-
ment, style of management, fit in the
organization, etc. Many of these elements
are within the company’s control; others
are not. For example, there may be very lit-
tle that a company can do for an employ-
ee who does not get along with his/her
peers. The employer can try to assure that

all individuals are treated professionally,
but the company cannot make the co-
workers become close friends.

Market satisfaction is comprised of
forces external to the company that affect
the individual’s job. Political situations and
public laws can easily affect job dissatisfac-
tion. An individual may be unhappy with
having to conform to an OSHA law but
the company cannot waive the require-
ment to improve an individual’s job satis-
faction. In most cases, market satisfaction
will be consistent across the job market;
the same external forces will be present
even if the employee changes employers.
However there are differences in the exter-
nal forces affecting jobs within the gov-
ernment and those within the private sec-
tor.

The diagram in Figure 1 illustrates the
assumed correlation between job satisfac-
tion and job performance. The theory is
that the employee’s performance is in
direct correlation to their satisfaction;
improve their satisfaction and you will
improve their performance.

In looking for a new way to look at
performance vs. satisfaction, I started with
a very basic view: comparing the satisfac-
tion and performance of a specific task. I
will refer to these as task satisfaction and
task performance. Task satisfaction is
strongly influenced by a person’s aptitude;
it is the satisfaction received by the
employee for performing that specific
task. Task satisfaction excludes any outside influ-
ences on the individual’s total job satisfaction. 

In developing this model, I considered
the research of those who have performed
a great deal of work in the field of man-
agement, including Peter Drucker,
Herzberk, and Maslow (see Additional
Reading). The test of this model was 1) it
should not strongly contradict the work
previously performed, and 2) it should
help answer the challenges of the earlier
work.
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In Figure 2, I have broken the relation-
ship of performance and satisfaction into
four quadrants to further explore and
explain the complexity of the relationship.
This figure helps to understand the com-
plexity while trying to keep the concept
manageable. There are varying degrees of
satisfaction and performance so it is diffi-
cult to state exactly where one would draw
the line between high performance and
low performance and between high satis-
faction and low satisfaction. Each person
is somewhere along those two lines. We
can only try to understand what will hap-
pen as the employees move along those
lines.

Figure 2 creates four quadrants. Two
of the quadrants are the ones referenced
by traditional theory:
• High Task Satisfaction and High Task

Performance.
• Low Task Satisfaction and Low Task

Performance.
The other two quadrants are:
• High Task Satisfaction and Low Task

Performance.
• Low Task Satisfaction and High Task

Performance.
My initial discussion using the two-

dimensional model will look at the two
axes from a positive viewpoint, i.e., the
person wants to perform well.

High Task Satisfaction and High
Task Performance. This individual loves
his/her job. He/she has the aptitude, the
skill, and resources necessary to perform
the assigned task, and he/she performs
the task quite well. A person in this quad-
rant may become so caught up in his/her
task that the person does not realize that
he/she has worked past quitting time.

Low Task Satisfaction and Low
Task Performance. The manager should
consider whether or not something is
missing. Does the employee lack the apti-
tude, the skills, or the resources necessary
to perform the task well? Being in this
quadrant does not mean that the employ-
ee is not trying! From the employee’s per-
ception, the employee may be expending
a great deal of effort in trying to complete
the task. The employee may feel that
he/she is doing everything humanly pos-
sible and he/she does not understand
why management is unhappy with his/her
performance. This person may experience
very low task satisfaction because he/she
finds it difficult or unfavorable to per-
form the task. This person may be a
clock-watcher, never arriving early or stay-
ing late without being mandated and com-
pensated.

Low Task Satisfaction and High
Task Performance. Is a person in this

quadrant really that rare? This person is
indicating that they would rather be doing
another job, but at the same time their per-
sonal values are such that they are giving
this task their best effort. I suggest that
this is a person that you want to keep. It
may well be worth your effort to look at
developing a graceful transition plan that
would allow this individual to move to
another position while minimizing the
impact to your present operations.

High Task Satisfaction and Low
Task Performance. From a positive
viewpoint, a person in this quadrant loves
his/her work but he/she is not perform-
ing as expected. The employee may find it
hard to quit working on a task knowing
that he/she can always make it better (i.e.,
a perfectionist that never finishes his task).
Or, the person may enjoy what he/she is
doing but lacks the aptitude, skill, or other
resources necessary to do the task quickly.

The discussion so far has been from a
positive viewpoint. If the person’s apti-
tude is such that they enjoy the tasks and
they have the skills to perform the tasks,

then they have the potential of being in
the high satisfaction and high perform-
ance quadrant. If the basic needs are not
met, then increasing the person’s salary is
not going to improve performance. If a
person should be in the high task satisfac-
tion and high task performance quadrant
and they are not performing as expected
then the question is one of choice, “Why
did the employee conscientiously or
unconscientiously chose to move towards
the left (decreased performance) in Figure
2?” Factors influencing the person’s con-
scious or unconscious movements along
the performance line include those related
to employment satisfaction and market
satisfaction.

While working on my MBA, I was for-
tunate to have the opportunity to take a
course on business ethics [3] in which we
explored moral reasoning. The four levels
of moral reasoning are as follows:
1. Reasoning based upon “me.” The kind

of reasoning that is seen in children
and criminals such as, “I want it there-
fore I’ll take it.”

Not Satisfied Very Satisfied

Poor Performance Excellent Performance
Figure 1: Traditional Satisfaction vs. Performance Model
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Figure 2: Two Dimensional View of Task Satisfaction vs. Task Performance
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2. Reasoning based upon outside influ-
ence like public law or religious teach-
ings such as, “It’s against the law to
speed, so I don’t speed,” or “It’s a sin
to steal, so I don’t steal.”

3. Reasoning based upon your personal
value system such as, “I believe that by
helping others I help to make the
world a better place, therefore I volun-
teer to help others.”

4. Reasoning based upon the greatest
good for the greatest number. Political
leaders are often faced with basing
decisions on this type of rational.
The lowest level of moral reasoning is

level 1; the highest level is to recognize the
various levels and understand what level of
reasoning you are using. For example, a
person may have to base a decision using
the greatest good for the greatest number
even though that decision may contradict
the person’s own personal value system.
Recognizing the different levels of reason-
ing will help the person understand why
they are anguishing over a decision. Some
decisions are made conscientiously where-
as others are made unconsciously such as
reactions.

What I am suggesting is that each per-
son is consciously or unconsciously mov-
ing along the line from low performance
to high performance based upon their
own personal value system and their moral
reasoning. This is why two individuals with
similar skills, knowledge, and capabilities
appear to be at different ends of the per-
formance spectrum. Both employees may
feel as though the company does not value
them, but the first employee’s value system
is based upon the thinking, “Two wrongs
don’t make a right, and I’m still going to
do my best.” Whereas the other employ-
ee’s value system may be based upon,
“You get what you pay for. You pay me
half of what I feel that I am worth, there-
fore I’ll produce half of what I’m capable
of producing.”

We will never be able to pinpoint an
exact correlation between job satisfaction
and performance that will work in every
situation. Doing a job well may improve
job satisfaction, being satisfied may
encourage a person to try harder, and each
person’s personal value system will have an
effect on how he/she reacts to motivators
and impediments. The best you can do is
try to understand that performance is a
complex issue, and recognize where you
have control to address issues affecting an
individual’s performance.◆
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