
“two Americas” that differ widely in their life chances and political atti-
tudes and preferences. The economist Richard Freeman (1997, 3)
warned of an emerging apartheid economy in the late 1990s:

Left unattended, the new inequality threatens us with a two-tiered 
society . . . in which the successful upper and upper-middle classes live
fundamentally different from the working classes and the poor. Such an
economy will function well for substantial numbers, but will not meet
our nation’s democratic idea of advancing the well-being of the average
citizen. For many it promises the loss of the “American dream.”

Chapters 6 through 8 summarize the consequences of polarized
employment systems on several key components of job quality: eco-
nomic aspects of jobs, such as wages and fringe benefits (chapter 6);
noneconomic benefits, such as the control people have over their work
activities and the extent to which they are able to obtain intrinsic rewards
(chapter 7); and how hard people work and their control over work sched-
ules (chapter 8). Chapter 9 summarizes some of the evidence on changes
in overall job quality as represented by the concept of job satisfaction, the
most commonly studied indicator of the overall quality of jobs.
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Figure 1.1 Unemployment Rates and Recessions, 1970 to 2010
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social protections. One side of this double movement was guided by the
principles of economic liberalism and laissez-faire that supported the
establishment and maintenance of free and flexible markets (that is,
the first Great Transformation in the nineteenth century). The other side
was dominated by moves toward social protections that were responses
to the psychological, social, and ecological disruptions that unregulated
markets imposed on people’s lives. The long historical struggle over
employment security that emerged as a reaction to the negative conse-
quences of precarity in the United States in the early part of the twentieth
century ended with the victories of the New Deal and other social and
economic protections in the 1930s that were solidified in the postwar Pax
Americana employment systems.14

Figure 2.1 illustrates this pendulum-like “double movement” between
flexibility and security over the past two centuries: the spread of free,
flexible markets in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries led to
demands for greater social protections and security in the 1930s (and
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arrangements in relation to employers. There has been a fairly steady
decline in the percentage of labor force members belonging to unions
since the 1950s.44 Figure 2.2 shows the trends in union membership since
the early 1970s by public and private sectors. The decline in unionization
has been concentrated in the private sector of the economy: the percent-
age of union members in the public sector first exceeded union density
in the private sector in 1974; union membership in these two sectors has
become increasingly polarized since then.45

The decline of union membership and power in the United States
occurred concomitantly with the breakdown of the postwar institutional
labor market structure (the capital-labor accord discussed earlier), which
began to unravel in the late 1970s. By the mid-1980s, scholars began
identifying a significant change in the U.S. system of collective bargain-
ing and industrial relations that reflected “deep-seated environmental
pressures that had been evolving quietly for a number of years” (Kochan,
Katz, and McKersie 1986, 4). In place of the collective bargaining system
of the postwar period, they pointed to the rise in the 1980s of an alterna-
tive, nonunion human resource management system.

The continued decrease of union density in the private sector is inti-
mately related to the macrostructural forces described earlier in this

32 Good Jobs, Bad Jobs

Pr
iv

at
e

U
ni

on
iz

at
io

n
(p

er
ce

nt
ag

e)

Pu
bl

ic
U

ni
on

iz
at

io
n

(p
er

ce
nt

ag
e)

Year

Sources: Author’s figure based on Current Population Survey data from Hirsch and
McPherson (2010) and Rosenfeld (2010).
Note: Rosenfeld provides 1982 estimates by averaging 1981 and 1983 rates.

Private sector Public sector

30

40

50

0

10

20

15

20

25

0

5

10

19
73

19
75

19
77

19
79

19
81

19
83

19
85

19
87

19
89

19
91

19
93

19
95

19
97

19
99

20
01

20
03

20
05

20
07

20
09

Figure 2.2 Trends in Unionization, Public and Private Sectors, 1973 to 2009

12457-02_PT1-Ch02-rev.qxd  4/22/11  3:02 PM  Page 32



just as much at risk as their frontline counterparts. The more important
division in the workplace that has emerged in recent years is between the
top executives and everyone else.

The relative decline in worker power is reflected in the growing gap
between company profits and employee compensation; whereas wages
and productivity both grew in the postwar period, creating a strong
middle class in the United States, the profits of organizations have not
been shared with America’s working families since the 1970s.53 Despite
the strong productivity growth in the United States during this period,
economic compensation—including wages and employer-provided
health benefits—has not kept pace for nonsupervisory workers and, in
some cases, has declined, unlike the situation with the postwar social
contract.54 The disjuncture between employers’ and employees’ interests
is illustrated in figure 2.3, which shows that the gap between productiv-
ity and compensation began to widen in the late 1970s and has grown
ever since. Indeed, the 2000s have seen a historically large gap between
productivity growth and compensation.

Economic Transformation and the Decline of Institutional Protections 35
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Source: Author’s update of Mishel, Bernstein, and Shierholz (2009), figure 3O. Used with
permission of the Economic Policy Institute.
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Education

The educational level of the labor force in the United States has steadily
increased over the past thirty years, a continuation of a trend over the
course of the twentieth century that saw the average American’s level of
schooling almost double.2 Figure 3.1 shows the growth in the percent-
ages of men and women in the workforce with some college education as
well as those with a college degree or more, in comparison with the
decline in workers who had a high school education or less. The percent-
ages of men and women who have at least a college degree increased
from 16 and 11 percent in 1970 to 33 and 36 percent in 2008, respec-
tively. By contrast, the percentages of men and women with less than a
high school diploma decreased from 38 and 34 percent in 1970 to 11 and 

New Workers, New Differences 41
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responsibilities. However, the percentage of part-time workers who
are women does not appear to have increased much during the past
thirty years.

There is also considerable inequality in job rewards by educational
groups within genders, and this within-group inequality is complex; for
example, Leslie McCall (2001) demonstrates that labor market charac-
teristics such as insecurity and casualization have different effects on the
gap between college-educated and non-college-educated women than
on the gap between these groups for men.

Dual-Earner Families

The growth in women’s labor force participation has had important
effects on the structure of families and family dynamics. The proportion
of dual-earner couples in the labor force increased since the 1970s, as did
the labor force participation of women with children. Figure 3.2 illustrates
the decline over this period in the traditional “male breadwinner–female
homemaker” model (in which the husband is the sole breadwinner) that
was dominant in the United States during the post–World War II period11

and the rise in married couples (in which both husband and wife work)
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44 Good Jobs, Bad Jobs

Table 3.1 Demographic Characteristics of the U.S. Labor Force, 1950 to 2050

1950 1980 2000 2020 2050

Labor force 62,208 106,940 140,863 164,681 191,825
(thousands)
Total labor force 59.2 63.8 67.2 65.1 61.5
participation rate, 
age sixteen 
and older

Men
Percentage of 70.4 57.5 52.4 51.9 52.3

labor force
Labor force 86.4 77.4 74.7 70.3 66.8
participation rate

Women
Percentage of 29.6 42.5 46.6 48.1 47.7

labor force
Labor force 33.9 51.5 60.2 60.3 56.6
participation rate

Race
White

Percentage of — 87.5 83.5 79.5 74.9
labor force

Labor force — 64.1 67.4 65.0 61.4
participation rate

Black
Percentage of — 10.2 11.8 13.3 14.1
labor force

Labor force — 61.0 65.8 65.0 59.8
participation rate

Asian and other
Percentage of — 2.3 4.8 7.3 10.9
labor force

Labor force — 64.6 66.5 66.4 64.9
participation rate

Hispanic origina

Percentage of — 5.8 10.9 16.0 23.7
labor force

Labor force — 64.0 68.6 67.9 63.8
participation rate
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By contrast, labor force participation rates of men have decreased sig-
nificantly over this entire period.6 The labor force participation rate of
men in their prime working years peaked at 96 percent in 1953 and
decreased to 86.4 percent in June of 2008. The explanation for the decline
in labor force participation (for both men and women) in the last part of
the first decade of the twenty-first century was the downturn in the
economy, not women staying home to raise their children.7

There are a number of reasons for the increase in female workers,
including the growth in families headed by women, due in part to
greater divorce rates; the decline in the birth rate; the increasing educa-
tional attainment of women; the availability of jobs in the service sector
and in white-collar occupations; and the stagnation of wages for men,
which made it difficult for one wage-earner to support a family. In addi-
tion, political policies in the United States—such as the replacement of
welfare by workfare programs in the mid-1990s—made it essential for
people to participate in paid employment, often forcing them into low-
wage jobs. Women composed a large portion of workers entering the
labor force during this period.

New Workers, New Differences 45

Age
Sixteen to thirty-four

Percentage of 42.0 51.0 38.6 38.6 39.3
labor force

Labor force 61.9 74.0 75.7 77.8 76.7
participation rate

Thirty-five to 
fifty-four
Percentage of 40.8 35.0 48.5 41.1 41.9

labor force
Labor force 67.0 77.6 83.8 85.3 84.9
participation rate

Fifty-five and older
Percentage of 17.2 14.1 12.9 20.3 18.8
labor force

Labor force 43.0 32.8 32.3 36.3 30.2
participation rate

Source: Author’s reproduction of Toossi (2002, tables 3 and 4).
aPersons of Hispanic origin may be of any race. Percentages of whites, blacks, and Asians
or other add up to 100 percent (deviations from this due to rounding).

Table 3.1 (Continued)

1950 1980 2000 2020 2050
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quality: on the left side of the graph are occupations generally regarded
as those with the lowest-quality jobs (which have expanded from 1970 to
2000); occupations with medium-level job quality (which have declined
in size) are located in the middle; and on the right side are occupations
with by and large the highest-quality jobs (which have also increased in
size). This pattern has continued in the post-2000 period, with jobs grow-
ing at both the top and bottom of the occupational structure.11

This figure illustrates the polarization of occupations—that is, the
expansion of occupations at the top and bottom of the occupational hier-
archy and the decline of those in the middle. Occupations that are gen-
erally regarded as good jobs, such as managers and professionals, have
grown; there has also been an increase in poorly rewarded sales and
service occupations. On the other hand, there has been a decline of many
of the middle-class occupations of yesteryear that used to provide rela-
tively steady, moderate earnings while requiring relatively little skill

64 Good Jobs, Bad Jobs

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from 1970 and 2000 U.S. Censuses (Ruggles
et al. 2010).
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Additional evidence about the popularity of the core-periphery model
is provided by the fact that over half of the managers who responded to
this survey said that they “agreed” or “strongly agreed” with the state-
ment, “Your human resource management strategy divides the work-
force into permanent and nonpermanent employees.”

The Polarization of Employment 
Relations: Standard Versus 
Nonstandard Work Arrangements

The polarization between organizations that have adopted high-road
and low-road labor market strategies is paralleled at the individual,
micro level by the divergence between standard employment relations
enjoyed by regular, “permanent” members of the organization’s core
and the nonstandard employment arrangements for temporary and
peripheral workers.38

Nonstandard work arrangements depart from standard employment
relations in several ways: administrative control over the employee is
often maintained by another organization (such as a temporary help
agency or contract company), and there is no norm of continued employ-
ment with the employer. Nonstandard work arrangements include
temporary and contract work, involuntary part-time work, self-
employment, and independent contracting. These arrangements are
often equated with work that is “contingent” on the employers’ needs
and preferences.39

The growing use of nonstandard work relations has fueled a rising
division between organizational insiders in the core and outsiders in

Dimensions of Polarity 75

Table 4.1 Models of Labor Utilization (1996 National 
Organizations Survey)

Number of High-Performance
Work Practices

Flexible Staffing Arrangement 0 1 2 3 4 N

Noa 76 75 25 12 2 190
Yesb 146 91 154 70 18 479
Total numbers of establishments 222 166 179 82 20 669

(weighted)

Source: Adapted from Kalleberg (2003), with permission.
aEstablishments use only full-time or only full-time and part-time workers.
bEstablishments use full-time or part-time workers along with some combination of direct-
hire temporaries and employment intermediaries.
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and the other forms of nonstandard work are likely to have occurred
before 1995.34

The overall proportion of American workers in these kinds of non-
standard work arrangements that were in contingent jobs declined from
4.9 percent in 1995 to 4.1 percent in 2005; this was the BLS’s broadest esti-
mate.35 This decline may reflect the tight labor markets in the United
States during this period: in periods of relatively low unemployment,
employers try to hold on to valued employees by providing them with
more incentives to remain. Of course, retention strategies are compli-
cated by the declining trust that employees have in their employers as a
result of the greater precarity of employment relations and the deterio-
ration of psychological contracts.

It is also the case that the weak employment protection that char-
acterizes the United States (and other liberal market economies, such
as the United Kingdom) is associated with relatively low levels of
temporary employment. Employers in these countries have fewer
incentives to offer fixed-term, temporary contracts since employment
protections for permanent workers are relatively weak. By contrast,
in countries where employment protections are strong, such as France

Precarious Employment Relations 91

Source: Author’s compilation of data from U.S. Department of Labor (1995, 1997, 1999,
2001, 2005).
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gests that the structural forces contributing to the growth in precari-
ous work in the United States during this period led to greater per-
ceived job insecurity, notwithstanding changes in labor force
composition that might have been expected to alter such perceptions.
Figure 5.2 illustrates this result for the summary insecurity indicator
(risk of costly job loss). The upward-sloping dashed line shows the
estimated annual trend in perceived insecurity after adjusting for the
unemployment rate and sociodemographic labor force characteristics.
Holding the unemployment rate constant at about 6 percent (its aver-
age annual level for this period), and setting all sociodemographic
variables at their mean levels, a rise can be seen in the predicted per-
centage increase from around 3 percent in 1977 to nearly 5 percent by
2006. Figure 5.2 also shows that perceived insecurity grew dramati-
cally after 1990 relative to the smaller changes before then.

This growth in perceived job insecurity appears to be fairly wide-
spread within the labor force, supporting the view that precarious work
has become more pervasive. Some people are more or less vulnerable to
job insecurity, of course. Workers of greater socioeconomic status (those

Precarious Employment Relations 101

Source: Author’s compilation of data from General Social Surveys (Davis, Smith, and
Marsden, 2009).
Note: Adjusted for unemployment and labor force characteristics.
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Figure 6.1 shows the trends in hourly wages3 from 1973 to 2009 
for men and women in the 20th, 50th, and 95th percentiles of the wage
distributions.4

This figure suggests that wages have increased substantially for those
at the top of the wage distributions. Wages for men in the 95th percentile
have increased from about $39 per hour in 1973 to about $55 per hour in
2009 (in 2009 dollars), while wages for women in the 95th percentile have
grown from about $24 per hour to about $41 per hour.

By contrast, wages have stagnated for most of the labor force since the
1970s, especially for men. Rates of real wage growth in the United States
have averaged less than 1 percent per year since 1973, according to data
from the National Income and Product Accounts (NIPA) and the Bureau
of Labor Statistics (BLS).5 Median wages for men (50th percentile) have
remained stagnant, at nearly $18 per hour, while median wages for
women have increased from $11.28 in 1973 to $14.55 in 2009. Wages for
men in the 20th percentile have fallen from almost $12 per hour in 1973
to $10 per hour in 2009; while wages for women in the lowest quintile

106 Good Jobs, Bad Jobs

30
35
40
45
50
55

5
10
15
20
25

19
73

19
75

19
77

19
79

19
81

19
83

19
85

19
87

19
89

19
91

19
93

19
95

19
97

19
99

20
01

20
03

20
05

20
07

20
09

Source: Author’s figure based on data from Mishel, Bernstein, and Shierholz (2009, tables
3.6 and 3.7). Used with permission from the Economic Policy Institute.

Year

20th percentile, male

95th percentile, male
50th percentile, female50th percentile, male
20th percentile, female

95th percentile, female

Figure 6.1 Wages for 20th, 50th, and 95th Percentiles, 1973 to 2009, 
for Men and Women

12457-06_Ch06-rev2.qxd  4/22/11  3:00 PM  Page 106

R
ea

l H
ou

rl
y 

W
ag

es
 (i

n 
20

09
 d

ol
la

rs
)



Economic Rewards: Earnings and Fringe Benefits 109

Overall inequality can be represented by the ninety-to-ten ratio, or
the ratio of the wages of the highest 10 percent of wage earners to the
lowest 10 percent. This ratio (results not presented) has been consis-
tently larger for men than women since the 1970s but has increased for
both groups since then; the ratios between the top and bottom deciles
(ninety-to-ten) increased from 1.28 to 1.55 for men and from 1.16 to 1.44
for women between 1973 and 2007.19

Figures 6.2 and 6.3 show the increase in inequality at various points
in the wage distributions for women and men from 1979 to 2008. Graphs
are presented for the top half of the wage distribution (the ratio of the
90th percentile to the median, or 50th percentile) and the bottom half (the
ratio of the median to the 10th percentile). These graphs indicate that
the trend in wage inequality in the top half of the wage distribution
(ninety-to-fifty) is very different from that in the bottom half (fifty-to-ten).

The ratio between the 90th percentile and the median has increased
steadily since 1979 for both men and women. The growing disparity
between the salaries of top managers and workers illustrates a rising
gap in the top half of the wage distribution, between the highest earners
and those in the middle. The ratio of the average total direct compensa-
tion of the CEOs of large firms to the average hourly compensation of
production or nonsupervisory employees (who make up about 80 per-
cent of payroll employment) was about 27 in 1973. This ratio shot up

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from Current Population Surveys (National
Bureau of Economic Research, various years).
Note: Bandwidth = .4.
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Source: Author’s calculations based on data from Current Population Surveys (National
Bureau of Economic Research, various years).
Note: Bandwidth = .4.
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dramatically during the boom years of the second half of the 1990s,
reaching nearly 300 by the time the high-tech bubble burst in 2000 and
then falling to 143 a few years later before rising again to its current level
of 275.20 These ratios are much higher than those in other industrial
countries. For example, Mishel, Bernstein, and Heidi Shierholz (2009,
table 3.42) report that the ratio of CEO pay in the United States was far
larger than in any of the other thirteen advanced countries for which
there were comparable data over the period between 1988 and 2005; the
next highest ratio was for the United Kingdom, another liberal market
economy, while the lowest was for Japan. Compounding these large
growing inequalities in recent years has been a regressive tax system that
has favored the unearned income of the wealthy over the earned income
of jobholders.

Trends in inequality in the bottom half of the wage distribution dif-
fered from those at the top. The ratio between the median and the lowest-
paying jobs for women (the bottom 10 percent of the wage distribution)
increased in the first half of the 1980s and has leveled off since then. For
men, median wages have actually declined relative to the 10th percentile
since the 1980s.

Therefore, it is the increase in jobs with very high wages—the top
10 percent, or even the top 1 or 5 percent—that is primarily responsible
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The passage of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act in March
of 2010 was a major step toward comprehensive health reform.69 This law,
and changes made to it in subsequent legislation, was designed to expand
health insurance coverage, control health care costs, and improve
aspects of health delivery. It did not propose to change the employer-
centered model (political opposition derailed a so-called public option
that would have provided more universal coverage) but rather built
on the current system and emulated many of the features of the 2006
Massachusetts health reform. Among the reforms contained in the law
were prohibiting health insurance companies from denying coverage or
claims based on preexisting conditions; expanding Medicaid eligibility;
and providing incentives to businesses to provide health care coverage
and to workers to purchase insurance.

Pension coverage has also declined since the 1970s; in 1979, over half
of private sector workers (50.6 percent of workers ages eighteen to sixty-
four, who worked at least twenty hours per week and twenty-six weeks
per year) received some pension plan coverage from their employers,
while in 2006 only 42.8 percent of workers had some employer-provided
pension coverage.70 The kinds of employer-provided pension coverage
also changed, as figure 6.4 illustrates. In 1980, about 40 percent of these
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ance or pension benefits and that pay in the bottom quintile of the wage
distribution (less than $6 per hour in 1995). Their analysis of data from
the 1995 CPS showed that one in seven jobs were bad in all three of these
dimensions, and only four in ten were not bad in any of these three
dimensions. In addition, they found that male and female temporary-
help agency employees, on-call workers and day laborers, and part-time
workers are consistently more likely than regular full-time workers—
and workers in the other nonstandard arrangements—to have low pay
and to lack insurance and pension benefits.

A more recent and elaborate analysis of March CPS data using this
approach is provided by John Schmitt (2007), who used information
on these three dimensions of economic compensation to define two
categories of jobs; “good jobs” are those that paid at least $17.00 an
hour (the inflation-adjusted male median earnings in 1979) and also
had employer-provided health insurance and pension coverage; while
“bad jobs” are those that paid less than $17.00 an hour and provided
neither health insurance nor pension coverage. Schmitt then examined
the share of good and bad jobs generated by the U.S. economy during
the last three business cycles up to 2006.76 His results are graphed in
figure 6.5.
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Table 6.1 Top Ten Occupations with Largest Job Growth, 2006 to 2016

Rank by
2006

Median Most Significant
Employment Change Annual Source of Postsecondary

Occupation Title 2006 2016 Number Percentage Wagesa Education or Training

Registered nurses 2,505 3,092 587 24 1 Associate degree
Retail salespersons 4,477 5,034 557 12 4 Short on-the-job training
Customer service representatives 2,202 2,747 545 25 3 Moderate on-the-job training
Food preparation and serving workers 2,503 2,955 452 18 4 Short on-the-job training
Office clerks, general 3,200 3,604 404 13 3 Short on-the-job training
Personal and home health care aides 767 1,156 389 51 4 Short on-the-job training
Home health aides 787 1,171 384 49 4 Short on-the-job training
Postsecondary teachers 1,672 2,054 382 23 1 Doctoral degree
Janitors and cleaners, except maids 2,387 2,732 345 15 4 Short on-the-job training
and housekeeping

Nursing aides, orderlies, and attendants 1,447 1,711 264 18 3 Postsecondary vocational award

Source: Author’s adaptation of data from Dohm and Shniper (2007, table 3).
aQuartile rankings: 1 = $46,360 or more (very high), 2 = $30,630 to $46,300 (high), 3 = $21,260 to $30,560 (low), 4 = up to $21,200 (very low). Wages
are for wage and salary workers. Numbers are in thousands of jobs.
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increase in routine jobs from 1960 to 1970. Manual jobs declined
steadily over the four decades. Both routine and manual jobs are
amenable to digitization and the replacement of workers by comput-
ers. By contrast, there has been an increase in the kinds of jobs that are
difficult—if not impossible—to computerize, such as jobs involving
abstract tasks.

I should note that not all of the decline in routine jobs is caused by
replacing workers with computers, however. Many routine jobs have
also been offshored to lower-wage countries. This is especially true for
manufacturing jobs, which have been outsourced to areas of the world
with lower wage costs, and often lower labor standards. A large num-
ber and variety of routine service jobs (such as form processing) have
also been offshored, but these generally involve the use of computers
that permit employers to exercise high degrees of technical control (such
as the case with call centers).

A final piece of evidence of the growth in variety of jobs (and, in turn,
the decline in routinization) is shown by responses to the following sur-
vey item:

“I get to do a number of different things on my job.” (Asked in 1977
and 2002)

Control over Work Activities and Intrinsic Rewards 141

Figure 7.1 Trends in Abstract, Routine, and Manual Tasks, 1960 to 2002
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Table 7.1 Changes in Discretion, Routinization, and Participation

Year Only Year with Controls

Year Comparisona Mean Variance Mean Variance

Discretion
Work freedom 1977 versus 2002 0.225** 0.025 0.207** 0.121

1977 versus 2006 0.210** −0.063 0.169** 0.062
Freedom to decide 1977 versus 2002b 0.080** 0.745** −0.026 0.935**
Responsibility to decide 1977 versus 2002b 0.381** 1.193** 0.277** 1.199**

Variety
Do different things 1977 versus 2002 0.298** 0.139 0.288** 0.138

Participation
Have a lot of say 1977 versus 2002 0.248** 0.099 0.279** 0.242*

1977 versus 2006 0.195** 0.164* 0.118* 0.180*

Source: Author’s compilation based on data from Families and Work Institute (2002); Davis, Smith, and Marsden (2009); and Quinn and Staines (2000).
**p < .001; *p < .05.
a2002 and 2006 values compared with 1977.
b2002 National Study of a Changing Workforce. Other surveys: 2002 and 2006 General Social Surveys; 1977 Quality of Employment Survey.
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Table 7.2 Changes in Intrinsic Rewards

Year Only Year with Controls

Year Comparisona Mean Variance Mean Variance

Opportunity to develop skills 1977 versus 2006 0.121** −0.342** 0.105** −0.189
Use my skills 1977 versus 2002 0.459** −0.067 0.443** −0.015

1977 versus 2006 0.482** −0.102 0.401** 0.001
Work is meaningful 1977 versus 2002b 0.621** 1.266** 0.475** 1.180

Source: Author’s compilation based on data from Families and Work Institute (2002); Davis, Smith, and Marsden (2009); and Quinn and Staines (2000).
**p < .001; *p < .05.
a2002 and 2006 values compared with 1977.
b2002 National Study of a Changing Workforce. Other surveys: 2002 and 2006 General Social Surveys; 1977 Quality of Employment Survey.
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time workers (especially those who worked part time involuntarily) who
wanted to work more hours.18

The use of average hours worked as an indicator of how much people
work masks an important set of diverging trends: there is a growing
polarization in hours worked that represents a time divide differentiating
people who work very long hours from those who have relatively short
schedules.19 Figure 8.1 shows the growing inequality in hours worked: the
percentages of men and women who worked more than fifty hours a
week and of men and women who worked less than thirty hours a week
were both higher in 2000 than in 1970.

Thus, there has not been a single trend in the United States either in
the growth of leisure or in the rising time demands of work. Instead,
changes in family life have affected different groups of workers, as well
as those living in different family situations, in disparate ways. There
has been a growing polarization in hours worked between highly skilled,
professional-type workers, on the one hand (who work more hours), and
lower-skilled, nonexempt workers on the other (who may work fewer
hours). Members of professional and technical occupations, as well as
managers, are exempt from the overtime regulations of the Fair Labor
Standards Act, and so they can be asked to work more hours without being
compensated economically. The standard forty-hour workweek is dis-
appearing in many occupations: professionals regularly put in extra hours
to meet deadlines, and many hourly employees are required to work

Time at Work: Hours, Intensity, and Control 153

Figure 8.1 Polarization in Total Hours Worked per Week, 1970 and 2000

Source: Author’s figure based on data from Jacobs and Gerson (2004, table 1.2).
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and Germany were much smaller. Pierre Boisard and his colleagues
(2003) also found that work intensity increased in Europe from 1995 to
2000. The overall level of work intensity in the United States appears to be
at least as great as in Europe, with 30 to 40 percent of respondents to the
General Social Surveys saying that their work was “often” or “some-
times” stressful over the period between 1989 and 2002.33

Analyzing several national survey items illuminates the trends in work
intensity in the United States. The results of these items are presented in
table 8.1.

“I have too much work to do everything well.” (Asked in 1977, 2002,
and 2006)

Too much work: Responses are scored from 1 = “Strongly disagree” to
4 = “Strongly agree.”

This item can be interpreted as an indicator of a “time famine,” which
is a feeling of having too much to do and not enough time to do it.34

Table 8.1 indicates that in 2002 and in 2006, workers were significantly
more likely to say that they have too much work to do everything well,
compared with 1977 (the difference between 2002 and 2006 is not statis-
tically significant). These findings are consistent with the hypothesis
that work intensity has increased overall since the 1970s, and the differ-
ences between years persist even after the control variables are added to
the equation. There appears to be no significant increase in polarization
among workers in the extent to which they perceive that they have too

Time at Work: Hours, Intensity, and Control 157

Table 8.1 Changes in Work Intensity

Year Only Year with Controls

Comparison Year Mean Variance Mean Variance

Too much 1977 versus 2002 0.075** 0.014 0.09** 0.02
work 1977 versus 2006 0.073** −0.046 0.07** −0.09

Work fast 1977 versus 2002 0.081** −0.196** 0.07* −0.06
1977 versus 2006 0.098** −0.250*** 0.08* −0.16

Work hard 1977 versus 2002a 0.449*** 1.198*** 0.43*** 1.23***

Source: Author’s compilation based on data from Families and Work Institute (2002); Davis,
Smith, and Marsden (2009); and Quinn and Staines (2000).
***p < .001; **p < .01; *p < .05.
a2002 National Study of a Changing Workforce. Other surveys: 2002 and 2006 General
Social Surveys; 1977 Quality of Employment Survey.
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Income was negatively related to job satisfaction in 1977, but this neg-
ative effect becomes insignificant once the demographic and work struc-
ture variables are controlled. Income was unrelated to job satisfaction in
2006. The weak or even negative effect of income on job satisfaction
likely results from people using different frames of reference for evalu-
ating their jobs (I discuss this further later in this chapter). Job security
appears to be more strongly related to job satisfaction in 2006 than in
1977, though this difference by year becomes nonsignificant when
control variables are added.

By contrast, workers who perceived that their opportunities for pro-
motion were good were more satisfied with their jobs overall in 1977,
but perceived promotion opportunities were unrelated to satisfaction in

168 Good Jobs, Bad Jobs

Table 9.1 Effects of Job Rewards on Overall Job Satisfaction, 
1977 and 2006

1977 2006

No With No With 
Job Rewards controls Controlsb Controls Controlsb

(log) Income from main job −0.26** −0.14 −0.03 0.01
Fringe benefitsa 0.32*** 0.43*** 0.21*** 0.28***
Promotion opportunitiesa 0.17** 0.33*** 0.05 0.12
Job securitya 0.31*** 0.26*** 0.59*** 0.65***
Participation (have a lot 
of say) 0.31*** 0.32*** 0.45*** 0.50***

Discretion (work freedom) 0.12 0.07 0.14 −0.06
Intrinsic rewards 
(opportunity to 
develop skills) 0.50*** 0.47*** 0.69*** 0.57***

Work intensity (too 
much work) −0.39*** −0.49*** −0.39*** −0.45***

Can take time off for 
family matters 0.07 0.09 −0.01 0.00

(pseudo) R2 0.13 0.20 0.15 0.18

N 1,133 1,063 1,284 802

Source: Author’s table based on data from Davis, Smith, and Marsden (2009) and Families
and Work Institute (2002).
***p ≤ .001; **p ≤ .01; *p ≤ .05. Italicized coefficients: p < .05. The equations were estimated
by ordered logistic regression techniques.
aFringe benefits: “My fringe benefits are good” (1 = Not at all true, 4 = Very true);
Promotion opportunities: “The chances for promotion are good” (1 = Not at all true, 4 =
Very true); Job security: “The job security is good” (1 = Not at all true, 4 = Very true).
bEquations control for demographic characteristics (gender, race, age, employer tenure, edu-
cation, part-time status, and marital status) and work structures (supervisor, establishment
size, occupational skill levels, union membership, and occupation and industry categories).
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suggests that the decline in job satisfaction is driven by changing norms,
expectations, and other attitudes—not the measures of job rewards that
are included in the model.

The results using the GSS are based on information for twenty-six data
points between 1972 and 2006. The sample pools all twenty-six General
Social Surveys conducted between 1972 and 2006; the direct indicator of
job satisfaction is available on all of these surveys.18 Most trend studies
of the U.S. labor force have relied on the General Social Surveys, which
have asked this question in each survey since 1972. When we estimate a
model containing only the mean and variance (first row), we find that
there has been a statistically significant decline in average satisfaction.19

Adding the unemployment rate—so as to control for fluctuations in
the business cycle and hence the availability of job opportunities—does
not significantly change the negative effect of year on overall job satisfac-
tion (second set of rows in panel B). The coefficient for the unemploy-
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Table 9.2 Changes in Overall Job Satisfaction, 1977 and 2006

Unstandardized Coefficient

Mean Variance

A. Quality of Employment Surveys
1977 versus 2006 −0.079 −0.089
1977 versus 2006 (controls included)a −0.082 −0.048
1977 versus 2006 (controls included)b −0.342*** −0.153

B. General Social Surveys (1972 to 2006)
Year −0.005*** −0.006**

Year −0.004* −0.004
Unemployment rate 0.009 0.22

Year 0.025*** 0.003
Unemployment rate 0.012 0.016
Cohort −0.022*** −0.003**

Year 0.022*** 0.006*
Unemployment rate 0.017 0.015
Cohort (controls included)c −0.019*** −0.005***

Source: Author’s table based on data from Davis, Smith, and Marsden (2009) and Families
and Work Institute (2002).
***p ≤ .001; **p ≤ .01; *p ≤ .05.
aControl variables are the demographic characteristics and work structures used in 
table 9.1.
bControl variables are the measures of job rewards, demographic characteristics, and work
structures used in table 9.1.
cControl variables are education, gender, race, full-time employee, occupational categories,
and real family income.
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