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1 Introduction 
 
The Steering Committee on the Measurement of Quality of Employment proposes 
‘Workplace relationships and intrinsic nature of work’ as the seventh dimension of 
quality of employment. The working definition of this dimension is given in Box 1. It is 
clear from the given task that the interest is in work related factors that go beyond 
material working conditions and these factors are highly subjective. However, as will be 
argued later on, ‘material working conditions’ may not be completely insignificant for the 
work to be intrinsically satisfying.  
 
Box 1 Task Force’s definition of ‘Workplace relationships and intrinsic nature of work’ 

 
 

Workplace relationships and intrinsic nature of work 
 
A modern-day concern is how well we get along with our co-workers. The quality of 
workplace relationships, according to some, seems more important to overall job 
satisfaction than pay or benefits1. Not only does it improve job satisfaction, strong 
workplace relationships are also linked to skill development and use, reduced 
turnover, higher morale and reduced absenteeism. The sub-dimension workplace 
relationships focuses on inter-employee dialogue and relationships, as well as 
communications between employee and their supervisors. 
 
The final element of the quality of employment framework should be the intrinsic 
nature of the work, a dimension present in the European Union quality of work 
framework. This dimension provides information on characteristics of employment 
which are inherently satisfying to the employed person. People may choose to work 
with low pay, long hours, under unsafe working conditions etc., if the work has social 
significance or meaning to them. For example, military service – for some – has great 
intrinsic value, although it is inherently dangerous. Or, working for a religious order 
might offer very important spiritual rewards for some, although the person might vow 
to a life of poverty. Measuring this intrinsic value of work is complicated, and is 
probably the least developed of the dimensions listed above. 
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This paper investigates the concept of intrinsic nature of work and provides suggestions 
on how to further refine the definition and to achieve a conceptualisation suitable for an 
international framework of quality of employment. The concept of workplace relations is 
not considered in the paper as such but it is touch upon very briefly in the context of 
intrinsic nature of work.  
 

2 Intrinsic nature of work  
 
For exploring the concept of intrinsic nature of work theories of work design and work 
motivation give an insight on what may be behind the construct. First we will explore 
research inspired by the model of job characteristics and work motivation by Hackman 
and Oldham (1980, Ref. Furnham 2005, 313) which according to Humphrey, Nahrgang 
and Morgesen (2007, 1332) still has a central place in work design theory even though it 
was developed 30 years ago. In the model a selection of core job dimensions (skill variety, 
task identity, task significance, autonomy and feedback) contribute to critical 
psychological states (experienced meaningfulness of work, responsibility for outcomes of 
the work and knowledge of the actual results of the work activities) which in turn lead to 
personal and work outcomes such as high internal motivation, high quality work 
performance, high satisfaction with the work and low absenteeism and turnover. (Figure 
1) 
 
Figure 1 Job characteristics model of work motivation  
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Source: Hackman and Oldham (1980), taken from Furnham (2005), p. 313  
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Even if still appreciated Humphrey et al. (2007, 1332) criticise the model for focusing 
only on a limited set of motivational work factors and neglecting other important ones 
such as for example the social environment and work context. They have expanded the 
work by including these two aspects to work design model and further differentiating the 
work outcomes in more detail. (Figure 2) 
   
Figure 2 Expanded work design model 
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Source: Humphrey, Nahrgang and Morgeson (2007) 
 
 
As compared to the original motivational characteristics (or core job dimensions) by 
Hackman and Oldham, the authors have differentiated between task and skill variety. 
They argue that these two concepts should be separated as task variety is related to the 
different tasks the individual performs in the job whereas skill variety focuses on the 
knowledge and skills necessary to perform a job. Also new dimensions are integrated in 
the model. Information processing is an aspect of knowledge demands of work and it is 
the extent to which the person has to focus on and manage information as a part of the job. 
Job complexity is the extent work is multifaceted and specialization represents the depth 
of knowledge and skills necessary in a job (as compared to skill and task variety which 
reflect the breadth of behaviours and skills involved in a job). The last of the new 
motivational characteristics, problem solving, is the extent to which a job requires unique 
solutions or ideas from the worker. (Humphrey et al., 2007, 1335) 
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What comes to the other work design characters, these fall out from the scope of the 
concept of intrinsic nature of work as such even if their contribution to having a 
meaningful work is undeniable. Actually, the Social Characteristics relate quite nicely 
with the other concept described in the seventh dimension of the Framework of Quality 
of Employment, namely Workplace Relationships.  
 
Humphrey et al. further explored the relationships between the different indicators by 
doing a meta-analysis of 259 studies. They found out that overall workplace design has a 
large impact on worker attitudes and behaviours, explaining on average 43% of work 
outcomes. What is especially of interest for this paper is that, firstly, experienced 
meaningfulness is the best mediator between motivational characteristics and work 
outcomes, and secondly, in addition to skill variety, task identity and task significance 
(proposed by Hackman and Oldham), also autonomy and feedback from the job impact 
work outcomes through experienced meaningfulness. The authors conclude that ‘all the 
motivational characteristics, which are theoretically and empirically linked to internal 
work motivation, should be expected to promote meaning’. The development of meaning 
may be viewed as a process of setting and pursuing important goals and for these both 
autonomy and feedback from the job are essential. (Humphrey et al., 2007, 1346.)  
 
There seems to be a variety of concepts trying to capture the positive dimensions of work 
which contribute to work attitudes such as intrinsic work motivation. One of these 
concepts is flow at work which is described in a study conducted among Spanish teachers 
by Salanova et al. (2006, 15) as a short term peak experience characterised by absorption, 
work enjoyment and intrinsic work motivation. To define the characteristics of the 
experience more, absorption is a state of total concentration on the work, enjoyment is a 
happy feeling and it includes judging the quality of working life very positively, and 
intrinsic motivation is performing work with inherent pleasure and satisfaction in the 
activity. The authors found out there is a reciprocal relationship between resources (such 
as social support, innovation, rules, goals and self efficacy) and work flow meaning that 
positive experiences at work such as work flow build both organisational and personal 
resources but also that the resources contribute to the positive experiences.  
 
Based on the above studies, for our purposes two different illustrations could be created 
(See Figure 3). These two developments differ both in the concepts around ‘intrinsic 
nature of work’ and in their relationships. The figure is presented only for the purpose of 
clarifying the research findings to the part that might be useful for the work of mapping 
the area of intrinsic nature of work and it does not intend to reflect the research findings 
comprehensively and further, having this kind of microscopic view hides the overall 
context and other possible relationships even if it may allow grasping some core ideas 
better.  
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Figure 3 Two possible illustrations of ‘intrinsic nature of work’  
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There are also other concepts which are related to intrinsic nature of work such as for 
example work engagement and job satisfaction. In order to further investigate the area we 
are dealing with we need to have a more defined concept we are interested in. Intrinsic 
nature of work or meaningful work is too vague to be useful but intrinsic work 
motivation might be suitable for our purposes.  
 

Intrinsic work motivation  
 
Houkes et al. (2003) have studied the determinants of intrinsic work motivation, 
emotional exhaustion and turnover intention with longitudinal data. They found an 
appropriate conceptualisation of work characteristics from Janssen et at. distinguishing 
between (1) work content (2) working conditions (3) labour relations and (4) conditions 
of employment. The concept which is of interest for us, intrinsic work motivation, was 
assumed to be primarily predicted by work content variables (task characteristics) and 
support was found for this hypothesis as an increase in an index constructed from five 
task characteristics (autonomy, task variety, job feedback, task identity and task 
significance) was found to lead to higher intrinsic work motivation whereas the other 
work characteristics, workload, social support and unmet career expectations, were 
(variously) related to other outcomes i.e. emotional exhaustion and turnover intention.  
 
Kuvaas and Dysvik (2009) differentiate between two types of theories addressing work 
motivation, theories of social exchange and intrinsic motivation. According to the social 
exchange theory motivation arises from the favourable work outcomes the norm of 
reciprocity ensures. As to the other approach employees become intrinsically motivated 
because they experience pleasure, interest and enjoyment in their jobs i.e. motivation is 
seen as self determinated. The authors combined these two theories in their study to see 
how the two sources or motivation interact in predicting facets of work performance. 
They assumed that the relationship between perceived investment in employee 
development1 and work effort, work quality and organisational citizenship behavior is 
mediated by intrinsic motivation and found empirical proof for their hypothesis 

                                                 
1 Kuvaas and Dysvik (2009, 217−218) state that according to pervious studies perceived investment in 
employee development can create obligations on the part of employees to reciprocate in positive ways, e.g. 
to work harder. 
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concerning work effort and work quality even if the relationship was relatively weak for 
the latter. For organisational citizenship behavior intrinsic motivation partially mediated 
the relationship. The authors conclude that simply offering organisational inducements 
does not necessarily raise the levels of the workers prosocial behavior but it is worth 
while to include theories of intrinsic motivation to further investigate the relationship.  
 
What is interesting in this article for exploring the concept of ‘intrinsic nature of work’ is 
the essential role of intrinsic motivation in predicting positive work outcomes.  For us it 
is important to further see how intrinsic motivation is understood. From previous studies 
on intrinsic motivation it is concluded that intrinsic motivation arises from a work climate 
that satisfies three psychological needs; needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness 
so that intrinsic inducements offered by the organisation may exist both in the 
relationship or in the job (Kuvaas & Dysvik, 2009, 218−219). In the study, intrinsic 
motivation was measured by the following statements presented in Box 2 and the 
respondents answered with a 5-point likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). This operationalisation, however, seems to be focusing more on the job 
and tasks and less to the relationship dimension of the concept. 
 
Box 2 Statements measuring intrinsic motivation  

 
Source: Kuvaas & Dysvik, 2009, 235 
 
 
Even if not the key message of the above study, it is mentioned that intrinsic work 
motivation does not only come from the content of the job but also from the context in 
which the work is performed. This leads us to consider the role of these contextual factors 
in the intrinsic work motivation. In recent publication from the Work Foundation Overell 
(2008) defines meaningful work as a combination of three individual motives. Craft 
motives relate to pleasures of work for its own sake and a desire to do the job as well as 
he or she can. Compensation motives are self-interest concerns, but they go beyond pay 
including for example desires for power, authority, and recognition. Moral motives seek 
ethical standards for both the activity of work and the ends which work serves. Overell 
argues that high quality working conditions are essential for the work to be meaningful. 
This argument gets further support from a study conducted among human service 
workers, which showed that extrinsic satisfaction (e.g. with pay and recognition) and 
empowering management practices are closely related to intrinsic satisfaction with the 
work itself (Travis, 2007).  

• My job is very exciting 
• My job is so interesting that it is a motivation in itself 
• The tasks that I do at work are enjoyable 
• My job is meaningful 
• The tasks that I do at work are themselves representing a driving power in my 

job 
• Sometimes I become so inspired by my job that I almost forget everything else 

around me 
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3 Some evaluation  

Re-defining intrinsic nature of work  
 
What can be said about the working definition of the Task Force concerning intrinsic 
nature of work on the basis of the small literature review presented? First of all, the 
concept should have a narrower focus. Furthermore it might be advisable to focus on 
describing the contents of the concept rather that providing examples of occupations 
which the individuals might have chosen because of their intrinsic value for the person. 
 
For a more defined definition intrinsic work motivation which arises from having a 
meaningful work might be one option. What comes to the contents, meaningful work 
includes having valuable goals which to pursue at work as well as having the means to do 
this, in other words, having competence, autonomy and sufficient feedback from the 
work.  
 
Another lesson learned from the previous research is that ‘material working conditions’ 
matter for the work to be intrinsically motivating. The definition proposed by us would 
be more down to earth in this sense and we would argue that this approach may be more 
useful for an international framework for quality of employment as it focuses on work 
defined in a broad (contextual) way as a source of motivation rather than barely the value 
of content of the work to the individual.  
  

Indicators for intrinsic nature of work 
 
The indicators suggested by the Task Force to use for measuring the seventh dimension 
‘Workplace relationships and intrinsic nature of work’ are given in Box 3. There is no 
agreement yet on none of them but many potential indicators have been recognised. The 
focus here is, again, on the indicators for intrinsic nature of work. (Some comments on 
the indicators concerning workplace relationships are given in the other document.) 
 
Box 3 Proposed indicators for the dimensions on workplace relationships and intrinsic 
nature of work  
 
7. Workplace relationships and intrinsic nature of work  
a) Workplace 
relationships 

  Share of employees who feel they have a 
strong or very strong relationship with 
their co-workers 

 Share of employees who feel they have a 
strong or very strong relationship with 
their supervisor 

 Share of employees who feel they have 
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been a victim of discrimination at work 
 Share of employees who feel they have 

been harassed at work 
b) Intrinsic 
nature of work 

  Share of employees who feel they do 
"useful" work 

 Share of employees who receive regular 
feedback from their supervisor 

 Share of employees who feel they are able 
to apply their own ideas in work 

 Share of employees who feel satisfied 
with their work 

 
 
For the definition we arrived to basing on the short literature review the most important 
aspects of intrinsic work motivation would be having valuable goals, competence, 
autonomy and sufficient feedback from the work. The proposed indicators seem to match 
rather well with these dimensions but some comments may be worth while to make.  
 
The first proposed indicator ‘Share of employees who feel they do “useful” work’ is 
aimed at capturing the meaningfulness of the job to the individual (having valuable goals 
to pursue). This seems at first sight the most direct indicator to measure this. However, 
some caution should be borne in mind when interpreting the answers to the question, as 
proven by the qualitative post test of the European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS). 
The question results in various interpretations which may be culture-specific mainly 
depending on to whom the work is useful for, to the society, to the company or to the 
worker. One respondent even reflected that if work is not useful it is not work. (Lehto & 
Sutela, 2007, 34−35.) According to the EWCS a very high percentage, almost 80% of the 
workers in EU27 countries have a feeling of doing useful work almost always or often. 
 
Another element of the intrinsic motivation/useful work could be found in the issue 
around ‘(perceived) expectations at work’. A question to this extend will be included in 
the 5th EWCS which is planned for 2010, ‘You know what is expected of you at work’. 
The aim of the question in the survey is more a measure of role clarity but it would also 
tell if the worker knows what his/her goals are (i.e. there are goals) at work even if it does 
not touch upon the aspect if the goals are perceived as valuable.  
 
The second indicator ‘Share of employees who receive regular feedback from their 
supervisor’ fits very well together with our proposed concept. We would also argue that it 
is important to have an indicator on the feedback from the work. The only thing that 
comes to our mind that would maybe worth to consider is if the quality of the feedback 
should be included in the indicator. One option would be to ask if the employees receive 
sufficient feedback from their supervisor.  
 
The next indicator ‘Share of employees who feel like they are able to apply their own 
ideas at work’ could be linked with having the competence to reach the goals at work. 
Other indicators could be developed to measure the workers’ competence but there is also 
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a potential overlap here with the sixth dimension of the framework ‘Skills development 
and life-ling learning’.  
 
One aspect of intrinsic work motivation is missing from the list of indicators completely, 
namely autonomy. As was stated before autonomy is one of the tools to pursue 
meaningful tasks at work. According to Pinder (2008, 211), who bases his evaluation on 
the work by Hackman and Oldman, autonomy in the job is necessary for the individual to 
experience the psychological feeling of responsibility which in turn is important for 
intrinsic work motivation. If the worker has no room to decide on the job he/she is not 
likely to perceive having the responsibility of the work either. To our opinion this aspect 
should be measured also and we propose two questions from the EWCS which might 
inspire to come up with suitable indicators: 
 
Are you able to choose or change…? 

1. Your order of tasks 
2. Your methods of work 

 
These questions are rather well suited for the conceptualisation as they focus on the 
autonomy concerning the work. The question on the methods of work may grasp 
something of the worker’s competence as well, that he/she is equipped enough to decide 
how to do the work.   
 
Lastly some words about the job satisfaction indicator. As we all know, indicators on job 
satisfaction are widely used in cross-national surveys but they can be difficult to interpret 
as different explanations can be found to justify its variation within countries. 
 
In the existent literature some studies can be found supporting cultural explanations for 
the differences in job satisfaction among countries. It is for instance the case of Huang 
and Van de Vliert (2003) or Mueller at al. (2009). This latter, for instance, suggests that 
differences in ‘cultural positivity’ (i.e., the tendency of some national groups to positively 
evaluate their life) should be taken into account when interpreting results of job attitude 
measures (e.g. job satisfaction) administrated in multinational contexts. 
  
Other studies focus more on the effects of welfare regimes (Russel, 1998 in Gallie, 2007) 
and national institutional structures (Hult and Svallfords, 2002) when analysing country 
differences in job satisfaction. The general perspective of these studies is that countries 
with a solid welfare regime will tend to have higher commitment to employment and 
workers that generally give less importance to extrinsic work values. 
 
Individual-level and labour market composition explanations are also a strong group of 
possible interpretations of country variations in job satisfaction. Gallie (2007), and 
Pichler and Wallace (2009), state that differences in job satisfaction among countries are 
more an outcome of both labour market composition and subjective evaluations of the job 
than of structural national characteristics.   
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Along with the different perspectives that can be found to explain job satisfaction 
variation, one central question that has to be raised when discussing the implications of 
having a job satisfaction indicator is its relation with quality of work. Here too, there are 
divergent evidences in the literature. Llorente and Macias (2003), using data from ISSP97, 
studied the relation between a subjective indicator on job satisfaction and objective 
indicators of quality of employment, to come to the conclusion that job satisfaction is not 
necessarily a good indicator of job quality. Clark (1998), on the contrary, using data from 
ISSP89 and OECD, found out that six broad groups of attributes characterising good jobs 
– pay, hours of work, future prospects, how hard or difficult the job is, job content and 
interpersonal relationships – are significant components of workers’ job satisfaction. In 
line with these findings, Gallie (2007) and Pichler & Wallace (2009) studies show that 
part of job satisfaction differences within countries are a result of objective working 
conditions.  
 
Having these different contributions in consideration, it is important to note that the 
concept of quality of employment, as it is perceived in the international framework of 
quality of employment that is under development, include both objective and subjective 
dimensions of work in a broader perspective. Although job satisfaction is an outcome 
variable, and regardless the contradictory evidence on its relation to objective quality of 
work, both perspectives give room to the assumption that job satisfaction evaluations 
generally include the consideration of intrinsic aspects of work. Giving us information on 
the satisfaction people feel at work, this indicator put us in line with the original 
dimensions present in the definition of intrinsic nature of work – “characteristics of 
employment which are inherently satisfying to the employed person”, and for that reason 
it can be an important indicator for this dimension, especially in combination with other 
indicators as outlined above. 
 
 
Greet Vermeylen, Maija Lyly-Yrjänäinen and Margarida Barroso  
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