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A

GENERAL INTRODUCTION

1.1 Modern working life: a worker's meat or poison?

In modern Western society work occupies a prominent role in the lives of many people.
Present-day work fulfils a series of important functions. Not only does it provide income, but
it also provides social status, personal identity, experienced meaningfulness, self-realization
and growth. As a social phenomenon, work can also provide social contacts, thus
functioning as a major psychosocial resource (Baker & Green, 1991).

At the same time, however, today's work claims more and more from its employees. There
is a shift in the modern industrial world away from old-fashioned manufacturing, metals,
chemicals, and other industries to work characterized by knowledge and delivery of services
(Johnson & Hall, 1994; Offermann & Gowing, 1990). Consequently, new sources of work
stress' are emerging, psychosocial risk factors in particular. For instance, new ‘bad’ jobs
might be characterized by little freedom to perform even the most basic tasks, nothing to
be learned, high quality demands, long periods of intense time pressure, and social isolation
(cf. Houtman & Kompier, 1995; Karasek & Theorell, 1990).

In this ever-changing environment, increasing social, technological and economic pressures
may cause physical, chemical or biclogical hazards. What is more, various psychosocial risk
factors have an increasing influence on employees’ well-being and health. It is therefore not
surprising that working life within modern complex organizations proves to be a primary
source of work stress exposures {Carayon, 1993; Johnson, Hall, Stewart, Fredlund &
Theorell, 1991).

One of the fast growing service industries that employs vast numbers of people is health
care, in which many employees are exposed to - modern - risk factors at work. Several
important developments are changing the face of health care (cf. De Jonge, Janssen &
Landeweerd, 1994; Schaefer & Moos, 1993). The first is concerned with rapidly expanding
medical technology and the increasing job complexity and ethical dilemmas associated with
it. Cost containment programmes which restrict the resources staff have available is a
second key development. A third change concerns the completion of new care delivery
systems, which have important consequences for the method of working in health care.
Finally, people are getting older and older, which increases the number of potential
patients. Health care is confronted with new diseases, not only those of old age, but also
new viral and infectious diseases. Consequently, there is a trend towards more ‘care’
instead of more ‘cure’.

Although health care settings are very diverse, many health care workers are working in
relatively large institutions. Because of the bureaucratic and professional nature of these
institutions, the structure and the functioning of their organization are important sources of
work stress (e.g., Lindstrém, 1992; Parkes & Von Rabenau, 1993). For example, cost
containment programmes and hierarchical decision making can increase job demands and
may limit the worker's freedom. In addition, health care employees have often been termed
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“dependent practitioners” because of their reliance on physicians and, consequently,
relative lack of job autonomy (Jonas, 1990).

Finally, health care workers are faced with a number of risk factors which are inherent to
the specific nature of their job. Health care workers are “people-processing”, and they deal
with their patients in situations of suffering and death (cf. Hingley & Cooper, 1986; Payne &
Firth-Cozens, 1987). These close care provider-recipient relationships can be fraught with
emotional strain, possibly leading to occupational burnout (Maslach & Schaufeli, 1993).

For the past decade there has been a growing interest for a greater understanding of
psychosocial risk factors at the workplace. For example, the International Labour Office
urged concern for physical and psychosocial risk factors by commissioning 19 stress
prevention studies in nine countries (for a review, see Karasek, 1992). Action to combat
work stress also include legislative responses by national governments. The Dutch Work
Environment Act, for instance, comprises several provisions (article 3 in particular) which
take account of physical and psychosocial risk factors in the workplace (cf. Kompier, De
Gier, Smulders & Draaisma, 1994).

With regard to psychosocial risk factors in the workplace, existing evidence supports the
case that at least two key properties of the job are critical with respect to well-being and
health (e.g., Hackman & Oldham, 1980; Karasek & Thearell, 1990; Landsbergis & Vivona-
Vaughan, 1995; Schnall, Landsbergis & Baker, 1994): (1) psychological job demands; and (2)
job autonomy (or related concepts like job control, job decision latitude and job discretion).
Today the main problem seems not that one should resist the inevitable demands of work,
but rather develop strategies to enhance job-related resources for controlling these
demands. That is a reason why the concept of job autonomy has been recognized more and
more as an important determinant of employee's well-being and health (e.g., Johansson &
Aronsson, 1991; De Jonge, 1992; Kahn & Byosiere, 1994; Karasek, 1990; Sauter & Hurrell,
1989).

In work and organizational literature, the job autonomy concept can be placed under the
wide-ranging umbrella of job control research (see figure 1.1). Many of the research studies
concerning job autonomy have been formulated in terms of job control (Evans & Fischer,
1992; Ganster, 1989; Spector, 1986). Generally, job control can be defined as the
opportunity to exert some influence over one’s work (cf. Frese, 1989; Ganster, 1989).
Having influence means being able to take job-related decisions. If the work environment
does not provide the freedom to decide, the employee does not have any job control.
As shown in figure 1.1, the concept of job control has been central in two prominent
research traditions, namely (1) research on participative decision-making and (2) research on
job redesign (cf. Evans & Fisher, 1992; Ganster, 1989; Jackson, 1989; Landsbergis & Vivona-
Vaughan, 1995; Spector, 1986). Spector (1986), for instance, reviewed the literature and
subsumed employee participation and job autonomy under a second-order job control
factor. In addition to this, he found that both variables were associated with a number of
psychological outcomes (like job satisfaction and emational distress). We will briefly discuss
the two research traditions.

4
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@b control researca
participative job
decision-making redesign

( participation ) [ job autonomy)

Figure 1.1 The structure of job control research

Participative decision-making, or PDM?, is a method of joint decision-making to motivate
employees, which may lead to increased satisfaction and productivity. The central concept
of PDM, employee participation, refers to the amount of involvement in the process of
reaching decisions (Ganster, 1989; Locke & Schweiger, 1979; Monge & Miller, 1988). PDM
is relevant to job control to the extent that employees who participated in making decisions
have (more) influence in processes regarding the workplace (Ganster & Fusilier, 1989).
Inextricably linked to the notion of job control appeared to be the concept of job autonomy.
If job autonomy is restricted only to the first part of the most commonly cited definition
(Hackman & Oldham, 1975, p. 162), as relating to '... freedom, independence, and
discretion to the individual in scheduling the work ..., then it measures a type of individual
control in a specified domain - that of the worker's tasks (cf. Aronsson, 1991; Ganster,
1989; Hodson, Creighton, Sorenson Jamison, Rieble & Welsh, 1994).

As a consequence, job autonomy has been one of the most important characteristics within
the job redesign tradition (e.g., Hackman & Oldham, 1980). Job redesign is a reaction to the
job design paradigm (e.g., Smith, 1776; Taylor, 1911). The central idea of job redesign is
projecting jobs so that they offer more intrinsic rewards to the worker, like intrinsic work
motivation and job satisfaction. Instead of the division of labour and work simplification as
indicated by job design, a wider range of tasks must be included in jobs and more

autonomy should be granted to employees over the execution of work (Wall & Martin,
1987).
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Research into job redesign is guided by two approaches. The first approach could be
labelled as “job enrichment”. Job enrichment has its origins in Herzberg's Two-Factor
Theory of satisfaction and motivation (Herzberg, Mausner & Snyderman, 1959). Herzberg's
theory was superseded by the Job Characteristics Theory (cf. Turner & Lawrence, 1965;
Hackman & Lawler, 1971; Hackman & Oldham, 1976). The basic idea of this latter approach
is to build into jobs those characteristics that create conditions for job satisfaction and work
motivation, such as autonomy, variety, and the scope of responsibility.

The second approach within job redesign could be labelled as the “socio-technical systems
approach” (cf. Trist, 1981). The primary focus of this approach is creating work systems in
which social and technical aspects are integrated. A key feature of this approach to job
redesign is the creation of semi-autonomous work groups. These work groups allow
employees a high degree of autonomy in their work.

In the last two decades, many attempts have been made to develop theories, perspectives,
and theoretical models that relate job autonomy with outcome variables such as well-being
and health (cf. Kahn & Byosiere, 1994; Landsbergis & Vivona-Vaughan, 1995). Increasingly,
however, several questions can be posed concerning the current status of job autonomy
research. Firstly, while growing evidence supports the importance of job autonomy,
fundamental questions remain as to the conceptualization and operationalization of this
construct. The definition of job autonomy (or its related concepts) usually follows that used
by most job redesign researchers: mostly in a narrow manner suggestive of Hackman and
Oldham's (1975) definition of job autonomy (see also chapter 2). Many job autonomy
studies, in practice, have failed to treat this job characteristic with any level of breadth and
depth (Breaugh, 1985; Ganster, 1989; Ganster & Fusilier, 1989). Additionally, several -
recent - measurement instruments appear to be too general and too vague to be useful in
describing this specific characteristic of the work setting. Moreover, they appear to overlap
with other job characteristics like skill variety and task independence, which seem theoret-
ically distinct from job autonomy (cf. Breaugh, 1985; Ganster & Fusilier, 1989; De Jonge,
Landeweerd & Van Breukelen, 1994; Kasl, 1989; Sauter & Hurrell, 1989; Spielberger &
Reheiser, 1995).

Secondly, a variety of methodological difficulties have been observed, making precise and
robust conclusions very hard (e.g., Ganster, 1989; Kasl, 1987, 1989; Spector, 1992). For
instance, different ways of objective as well as subjective assessments of job autonomy have
been used in the prediction of psychological outcomes (e.g., expert ratings, occupational
grouping, and self-reports). Another methodological issue concerns the kind of relationship
between job autonomy and psychological outcomes. While there is some general
agreement that several relationships do exist, there is still some disagreement about the
specific nature and the magnitude of the associations (e.g., De Jonge, 1992; Karasek, 1989;
Parkes, Mendham & Von Rabenau, 1994; Warr, 1994). For example, existing evidence has
shown that job autonomy acts not only as an independent variable, but also combines with
other job characteristics to affect well-being and health - so-called interaction effects (e.g.,
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De Jonge, Janssen & Van Breukelen, in press; Karasek & Theorell, 1990; Parkes, Mendham &
Von Rabenau, 1994). Additionally, empirical findings provide evidence of non-linear
relationships between job autonomy and psychological outcomes (Fletcher & Jones, 1993;
De Jonge, Schaufeli & Furda, 1995; Warr, 1990b). Furthermore, many research designs
appear to be cross-sectional. Longitudinal studies are relatively scarce, which means that
(strong) causal relationships between job autonomy and outcome variables are lacking.
Finally, comprehensive empirical tests of all postulated relationships by means of sophis-
ticated statistical techniques, such as latent variable models, have not yet been
accomplished (Karasek & Theorell, 1990; Muntaner & O'Campo, 1993; Parkes, 1989; Warr,
1994).

In sum, job autonomy has appeared to be an important determinant of employee's well-
being and health. At present, however, there is a need for a conceptual clarification of this
construct, which may possibly generate a more profound operationalization. Moreover, it
seems dangerous and premature to make generalizations about the effects of job
autonomy on employee’s well-being and health, because of the lack of theoretical and
conceptual clarity, global and narrow measurement, different ways of assessment, and non-
systematic and superficial (statistical) approaches to the particular kind of relationships.

1.2 Research problem and aims of the study

The present study focuses on job autonomy primarily in the context of job redesign, and
elaborates the issues discussed earlier. Despite what is already known about the theoretical
and practical implications of job autonomy, there are several unresolved questions. We need
therefore to know something about (1) the concept of job autonomy and (2) the processes
by which job autonomy affects well-being and health. As a consequence, the first issue of
this thesis concerns the conceptualization, operationalization and assessment of job
autonomy. The second issue deals with the specific function of job autonomy in the
associations between job characteristics and psychological outcomes like well-being and
health.

As expressed in the subtitle of this thesis, this is a study among health care workers, rather
than health care as a topic per se. We chose health care workers as study population for
several reasons. For instance, job autonomy is a key issue in many of the new combined
management and care delivery systems in health care. In addition, health care workers are a
relatively heterogeneous group, which may lead to sufficient statistical variance and diversity
in observations (cf. Fox, Dwyer & Ganster, 1993).

The following general research problem is evaluated in this thesis:

“What is the role of job autonomy in the relationship between job characteristics
on the one hand, and well-being and health on the other?*

1
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The aim of the study is twofold accordingly. First, the main emphasis is to gain more insight
into, and understanding of the concept of job autonomy. The second aim is to gain a better
understanding of the specific nature and magnitude of the effects of job autonomy
(whether or not in combination with other job characteristics) on well-being and health. We
intend to study the job autonomy-outcomes relationships in a meaningful way. Therefore,
job autonomy is embedded in three prominent theoretical models (ie., the Job
Characteristics Model, the Demand-Control-Support Model, and the Vitamin Model). In
addition to this, we will employ sophisticated statistical techniques which allow for
multivariate, simultaneous, and comprehensive tests of the postulated relationships in these
models.

Based on its results, the study should contribute to further theory development in job
autonomy research and, more generally, in job characteristics research. Furthermore, the
study could produce a few suggestions for implementing organizational policy (particularly
in health care) with respect to job redesign and employees’ well-being and health.

1.3 Overview of the thesis

The present thesis consists of eight chapters. Chapter 2 examines various conceptualizations
of job autenomy, followed by a discussion about the measurement and assessment of job
autonomy. Chapter 3 extends this theoretical reflection from a stand-alone job autonomy
term to the embedding of job autonomy in three theoretical models. We will therefore use
the Task Characteristics Approach as classification system. The research method is presented
in chapter 4. That is, the study design, the population, and the procedures involved will be
discussed. Chapter 5 is devoted to a study of the psychometric properties of the
measurement instruments used. Chapters 6 and 7 address the results of the analyses on the
cross-sectional and longitudinal data, respectively. Finally, chapter 8 concludes this thesis by
means of a discussion of the findings. Additionally, this chapter presents several theoretical
and practical implications as well as some recommendations for further research.

NoTes

1. The term “work stress” is used in this thesis to refer to a range of job risk factors and their mechanisms
that affect employee's outcomes in terms of well-being and health.
2. Appendix 1 gives a list of abbreviations used in this thesis,
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Chapter

JOB AUTONOMY

2.1 Introduction

This chapter deals with the concept, measurement, and assessment of job autonomy.
Anyone who proposes to study job autonomy has to look for a theoretical definition of job
autonomy (cf. Farh & Scott, 1983). Therefore, this common language term has to be more
precisely defined or redefined. Accordingly, the first section begins with the etymology of
the word “autonomy” and its general definition in several English dictionaries. In the next
section, the concept of “job autonomy” is presented, followed by several prominent
definitions within the job redesign tradition. In addition, this section addresses some salient
measurement scales of job autonomy within the area of job redesign. The last part of this
section discusses the way job autonomy has been - or could be - assessed in the prediction
of well-being and health: either objectively or subjectively. This chapter ends with some
concluding remarks, followed by a few recommendations for the development of a new job
autonomy measurement scale.

2.2 The nature of autonomy

Regarding the etymology of the concept of autonomy, we have to go back to the old
Greece. The Greek term for autonomy is “autonomia”. Autonomia is derived from the word
"autonomos”; “autos” means self and “nomos” means habit, principle, rule or law
(Dworkin, 1988; Van Veen, 1993). Nomos itself comes from the Greek verb “nemein”,
which means more or less to take or to manage (Van Veen, 1993).

Autonomy has to be viewed in the historical context of city law (cf. Dworkin, 1988). In
Greece, there were several city states like Athens and Sparta. A city had autonomia, or self-
government, when its free citizens had the opportunity to make their own laws, as opposed
to being under control of another city state.

One of common contemporary definitions of autonomy still relates to the old Greek

concept of self-government; that is, having the opportunity to make its own laws and to

administer its own affairs. A consultation of several dictionaries (e.g., the 1961 Oxford

English Dictionary, the 1971 Webster's Third New international Dictionary, the 1991 Collins

English Dictionary) revealed, however, that autonomy has more meanings, such as:

» self-determination (physical, psychological): the opportunity or freedom to appoint one’s
own actions or behaviour;

» independence (philosophical, biological): moral or organic independence;

» freedom (metaphysical): liberty to follow one's will, personal freedom.

Thus, autonomy comes from the Greek and played a major role in Greek city law. However,

used in everyday language, autonomy has acquired different meanings depending on the

field in which the term has been used.

1
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2.3 Job autonomy: concept, measurement, and assessment

2.3.1 A typology of the job autonomy concept

Schwab (1980) has emphasized that a clear conceptual understanding of a variable is critical
for its proper operationalization. As mentioned earlier, autonomy is a term derived from the
vernacular and has many different meanings in different - research - fields. Therefore, it
requires a more precise definition before it can serve effectively in scientific discourse (Farh
& Scott, 1983).

Many of the job autonomy studies may be placed under the job redesign tradition (see
chapter 1). The job redesign literature has revealed a broad spectrum of definitions,
descriptions and operationalizations of job autonomy. Yet, it is striking that all efforts have
not resulted in a clear integrative concept of job autonomy (Breaugh, 1985; Farh & Scott,
1983; Ganster & Fusilier, 1989; De Jonge, 1992; De Jonge, Landeweerd & Van Breukelen,
1994; Kiggundu, 1983). A comprehensive study of the literature has resulted in a typology
of job autonomy, which represents the framework of the next subsections. On the basis of
relevant studies (e.g., Bailyn, 1985; Breaugh, 1985; Frese & Zapf, 1988; Ganster, 1989) the
following typology of job autonomy was generated:

1) job autonomy as an absolute or a relative concept,

2) job autonomy as a global (undifferentiated) or a multi-facet (differentiated) construct;

3) general level (unidimensional) versus multi-level (multidimensional) job autonomy;

4) objective versus subjective job autonomy.

These criteria are not mutually exclusive: combinations of aspects do occur. For example, job
autonomy as a relative concept requires more than one single task element. Additionally,
subjective assessment of job autonomy might be unidimensional as well as multidimen-
sional. We will discuss these aspects in the next three subsections.

2.3.2 Towards a definition of job autonomy

The pioneering work of Turner and Lawrence (1965) provided researchers with rudimentary
instruments to assess job characteristics. Turner and Lawrence developed six Requisite Task
Attributes (RTAs), among which was job autonomy. They viewed job autonomy as ‘... the
discretion the worker is expected to exercise (assumed in the design of the job) in carrying
out the assigned task activities' (Turner & Lawrence, 1965, p. 21). According to the Job
Characteristics Theory (see chapters 1 and 3), Turner and Lawrence considered job
autonomy as an objective property, or characteristic, of the job. Hackman and Lawler (1971)
noted, however, that autonomy as viewed by Turner and Lawrence seemed to tap the
degree to which workers feel personal responsibility for their work [italics added]. Such a
definition is of little use because it refers to a behavioural effect rather than to a character-
istic of a job (Farh & Scott, 1983). Consequently, Hackman and Lawler (1971, p. 265)
defined job autonomy in a more objective way as ‘... the extent to which employees have a
major say in scheduling their work, selecting the equipment they will use, and deciding on
procedures to be followed' [italics ours).

One of the most commonly cited definitions of job autonomy is that formulated by
Hackman and Oldham (1975, p. 162). They defined job autonomy as ’... the degree to

12
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which the job provides substantial freedom, independence and discretion to the individual
in scheduling the work and in determining the procedures to be used in carrying it out’. This
is a more restrictive and precise definition than that of Hackman and Lawler (1971), but the
circumstances under which a job provides “substantial freedom” remain obscure (Farh &
Scott, 1983). In addition to this, Breaugh and Becker have criticized this conceptualization
of job autonomy (Breaugh, 1985, 1989; Breaugh & Becker, 1987). They noted that
Hackman and Oldham's job autonomy definition comprises of two different concepts,
namely discretion and independence. This is surprising because Turner and Lawrence
(1965), on whom their work has initially been based, viewed job autonomy solely in terms
of discretion. Turner and Lawrence introduced the job characteristic “required interaction”
to encompass employee independence. Kiggundu (1983) and Breaugh (1985) argued that
job autonomy and task independence are distinct constructs and should be conceptualized
as such. Finally, an ambiguity is seen in the last part of the definition. If the job performer
determines the procedures to be used, it is hardly possible that two people could be
regarded as doing the same job. In that way, job autonomy cannot be viewed as
independent of other job characteristics like, for example, skill variety (Farh & Scott, 1983).
The same ambiguity can be found in the definition of Hackman and Lawler (1971).

So far, it is remarkable that job autonomy had been considered too much as an absolute
and, consequently, global phenomenon (cf. Breaugh, 1985; Ganster, 1989; Mok, 1980).
In practice, job autonomy boils down to the question: ‘Who in the end determines the work
situation?’. The only facets, or elements, which have been delineated are work scheduling
and work procedures (cf. Breaugh, 1985).

In a relative sense, job autonomy refers also to the opportunity workers have to determine
several elements of their - direct - work situation. In this context, job autonomy is also a
relative term, and is more or less restricted to facets of the worker's task (Mok, 1980). For
example, Chung (1977) discussed job autonomy in terms of the degree to which a worker is
able to determine several task elements, like the work method, the work schedules and the
pace of work. In addition, DeCotiis and Koys (1980) viewed job autonomy as self-determi-
nation with respect to work procedures, goals and priorities. Finally, Breaugh's (1985)
definition of job autonomy pertained to the degree of control or discretion a worker is able
to exercise with respect to some work facets (i.e., method, scheduling and criteria).

In sum, autonomy as a job characteristic is mostly described in terms of self-determination,
discretion and freedom. These descriptions come close to the psychological and
metaphysical meaning of everyday autonomy. Following the same train of thought, job
autonomy can be theoretically defined as the worker’s self-determination, discretion or
freedom, inherent in the job, to determine several task elements.

The next logical step is to specify which task elements can be differentiated. Some of them
have been already mentioned, namely method of working, pace of work, procedures,
scheduling and work criteria. Other relevant elements mentioned in the literature are work
goals, workplace, work evaluation, working-hours, kind of work and amount of work (cf.
Breaugh, 1985; Chung, 1977; DeCotiis & Koys, 1980; Ganster, 1988, 1989; Van Hoof,
1963; Karasek, 1979; Warr, 1987).

13
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In addition to the different elements of job autonomy, the literature reveals several levels, or
dimensions, of job autonomy (Aronsson, 1989a, 1989b; Bailyn, 1985; Bazerman, 1982;
Breaugh, 1989; Ganster & Fusilier, 1989). In order to understand this multi-level job
autonomy, we will venture into the hierarchy within organizations and the corresponding
personnel structure.

JOB AUTONOMY
input > > E"-i-n-te-r;\a-l-le-v;l-"i - > output
external level
worker’s job

Figure 2.1 Multi-level job autonomy

Control within organizations includes an interplay of forces between the management and
the employees (Van Dijck, 1987; In ‘t Veld, 1981). In other words, both management and
employees will attempt to exercise control. The management wants to ensure that a
predictable level and type of performance is attained and maintained; most employees want
opportunities to determine their work (cf. Child, 1984). Frequently, a worker has various
opportunities to carry out his tasks in different ways, depending on the outcome of the
interplay of forces between management and employees.

In this situation, two levels of job autonomy can be distinguished, as shown in figure 2.1:
(1) an external level; and (2) an internal level. It should be noted, however, that job
autonomy is still restricted to direct task elements. The external level of job autonomy
concerns the employee’s opportunities to determine several input and output requirements
of his tasks. In other words, this level of job autonomy refers to the norms of a part of the
production process; that is, the worker’s job. We will therefore speak about the “contextual
aspects” of job autonomy. To pause in the work whenever the employee wants and to
determine the amount of work are two examples of these contextual aspects. On the other
hand, the internal level bears upon the opportunities within given job standards, which will
be called the “content aspects” of job autonomy. Examples of these content aspects are to
evaluate the work yourself and to determine the method of working yourself.

In a similar vein, Bailyn (1985) distinguished between strategic autonomy (the freedom to
set one's own agenda) and operational autonomy (the freedom, once a problem has been
set, to attack it by means determined by oneself, within given constraints). Bazerman (1982)
argued as well that two critical levels of work-related control (‘job autonomy’) should be
distinguished: (1) control over outcomes; and (2) control over activities (see also Jackson,
1989). The former is defined as the degree to which outcomes are contingent on
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performance; the latter refers to the discretion to use methods and activities chosen in
carrying out the job, which is analogous to Breaugh's work method autonomy. Another -
quite similar - distinction was made by Aronsson (1989a, 1989b), namely control over and
within a work situation'. Control over a situation means power to change the existing rules,
while control within a situation means to be master of several work aspects within the
existing situation.

Taken together, the whole spectrum of a worker's job autonomy consists of (1) external
opportunities (i.e., contextual autonomy, strategic autonomy, control over outcomes, or
control over work), and (2) internal opportunities (i.e., content autonomy, operational
autonomy, control over activities, or control within work). The breadth of this spectrum is
related to the chosen analytical level, or subsystem, by the management. For example,
when an individual worker is the subsystem to be studied, the internal opportunities, and
especially the external opportunities are limited. If the unit or work group is selected as
subsystem, there are more opportunities to determine task elements, and even more kinds
of task elements. Within a unit or group context, an individual worker derived his opportu-
nities from those afforded to the unit or group, and he can expand his job autonomy in line
with his skills, needs and hierarchical position (e.g., Gardell, 1982; Jackson, 1989; In 't Veld,
1981).

Socio-technical researchers in particular have a very good grasp of this idea: the opportu-
nities within a semi-autonomous work group are more widespread, and, hence, may
provide for a higher degree of job autonomy (cf. Gardell, 1977, 1982; Susman, 1976; In 't
Veld, 1981).

2.3.3 The measurement of job autonomy

The instruments described in this subsection are designed to measure autonomy as a
characteristic of jobs themselves. In their compendium and review of measurement
instruments, Cook, Hepworth, Wall and Warr (1981) reported a number of instruments
reflecting some kind of job autonomy. Additionally, a study of the literature revealed some
other job autonomy instruments. These measurement instruments and those mentioned by
Cook, Hepworth, Wall and Warr (1981) will be discussed below.

Turner and Lawrence (1965) developed 18 scales to measure the six task attributes, each
assessed by the investigators. Job autonomy was operationalized using five items, with
aspects like work methods, work sequence and work pace. The measurement scale was
designed to range from 1 to 9, using a 5-point response format. In addition, the Requisite
Task Attributes were combined into a single RTA-index because of the highly positive
association with one another. That is the reason why it is not possible to evaluate the
psychometric properties of this autonomy measurement scale.

Hackman and Lawler (1971) created the Yale Job Inventory (YJI). This self-report
questionnaire opened up job characteristics research to the survey methods (Taber & Taylor,
1990). A 3-item measurement scale was provided for job autonomy (7-point response
rating scale). The operationalization of the three items included words like autonomy,
independence and freedom. Hackman and Lawler did not report any factor-analytic results
of their scales. Internal consistency reliabilities (Cronbach’s alpha, or a) of the YJI autonomy
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scale were .68 for supervisor ratings and .77 for employee ratings. The interjudge reliability
for the researchers’ assessments was .89.

Stone (1974) designed the 13-item Job Scope instrument as an improvement upon the
scales of Turner and Lawrence (1965) and Hackman and Lawler (1971). Five job character-
istics were constructed, one of which was autonomy. Autonomy contains four different
itemns (i.e., method, order, speed and tools) with responses upon a 5-point continuum. The
itemns of all characteristics are combined to an overall measure of Job Scope. Similar to the
scale of Turner and Lawrence, it is therefore not possible to evaluate the psychometric
properties of the Job Scope autonomy scale.

One year later, Hackman and Oldham (1975) published the Job Diagnostic Survey (IDS). The
DS consists of five scales measuring several care job characteristics like job autonomy and
feedback from job (see also chapter 3). Job autonomy was operationalized by three items,
of which one item was negatively worded. In addition, the items had different response
formats (i.e., 7-step rating format or 7-point Likert scale).

Based on the results of 48 samples (cf. Fried, 1991; Fried & Ferris, 1987), the internal consis-
tencies (Cronbach’s a) of the JDS autonomy scale ranged from .35 to .90. Test-retest coeffi-
cients ranged from .55 to .81, with retest intervals varying from one to five months (Taber &
Taylor, 1990).

Many studies have examined the dimensionality of the JDS, and the results indicated
different factor solutions. With regard to job autonomy, unstable factor results were found
(cf. De Jonge, 1992; Taber & Taylor, 1990). For example, Dunham (1976) found a four-
factor structure, in which one factor was comprised of autonomy and variety. In addition,
one factor of Fried and Ferris’ (1986) three-factor structure was defined by autonomy,
variety and identity.

A number of explanations for this inconsistency were mentioned in the literature (e.g.,
Boumans, 1990; Breaugh, 1989; Dunham, Aldag & Brief, 1977; Harvey, Billings & Nilan,
1985; Idaszak & Drasgow, 1987; Roberts & Glick, 1981). First, the factor structure could be
dependent on specific kinds of study populations (homogeneous versus heterogeneous
samples). Second, the content of items overlapped with other job characteristics, due to
inaccuracy of items. Third, negatively-worded items caused the conflicting findings. Finally,
the use of different response formats was a reason for the different factor solutions.

Sims, Szilagyi and Keller (1976) developed a measure of six job characteristics, the Job
Characteristics Index (JCI). The JCI can be considered as an extension of the Hackman and
Lawler (1971) measurement approach. The JCI was undertaken parallel to - but separate
from - the work of Hackman and Qldham (1975, 1976). Sims and colleagues retained
Hackman and Lawler's (1971) initial set of six job elements. Job autonomy was defined in
the same way as Hackman and Lawler's definition. The JC| autonomy scale, however,
consisted of six items with responses on two different 5-point formats. The JCI was also
subject to investigation in Fried and Ferris’ meta-analytic studies (Fried, 1991; Fried & Ferris,
1987). Based on 15 samples, Fried and Ferris reported internal consistencies of JCI job
autonomy ranging from 56 to .99. Only Sims (1977) described an average test-retest
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