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Increasing proportions of the U .S . work force have been 
attracted to employment in private nonprofit institutions 
-organizations which constitute the third sector of the 
economy.' The popular view is that these persons are 
attracted by the ideals of selfless service and work fulfill-
ment, and have chosen to avoid the competitiveness of 
profitmaking firms, and the impersonality of government 
bureaucracy . But the view also holds that low pay, job 
pressures, and lack of resources cause these workers to 
seek employment in other sectors . This study examines 
such popular views by comparing characteristics of work 
and the work force in the for-profit, government, and 
nonprofit sectors, using data from the 1977 Quality of 
Employment Survey, conducted by the Institute for So-
cial Research at the University of Michigan . 

Sociologists, psychologists, and economists have 
treated organization size and technology, employee back-
ground and personality, and industry and occupation as 
the key explanatory factors in their models of the quali-
ty of employment . Sector-for-profit, government, or 
nonprofit-represents an important but neglected facet 

of the work environment . The nature of an organiza- 
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tion's mission-to make a profit, to serve the citizenry, 
or to educate, entertain, and cure privately but without 
profit-permeates its culture and identity . It serves 
both as a selector and a socializer, attracting particular 
segments of the work force and motivating and satisfy-
ing them with particular rewards . To assess the degree 
to which sector shapes the quality of employment, this 
study compares third-sector working people with gov-
ernment and profit-sector employees . 

Studies of the characteristics of the work force have 
been conducted in each of the three sectors, but assign-
ment of employees to sector has been based on Stan-
dard Industrial Classification codes which only approx-
imate the contours of the sectors, and the data analyzed 
have not addressed all of the questions of interest here= 
There have also been surveys of employment conditions 
in selected industries and occupations, in firms, the Fed-
eral Government, and in the work force at large .' And 
studies have compared working conditions in the pri-
vate versus public sectors .4 But these surveys and stud-
ies have varied in content, purpose, and sampling 

framework and, in the case of national surveys, have 
not compared employment conditions in the three sec-
tors . Available data suggest that the characteristics and 
earnings of third-sector workers may differ substantially 
from those employed in the other two sectors . But it is 
not known whether employee attitudes, work orienta- 
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tions, job characteristics, and motivations and satisfac-
tions differ across the sectors. 

Understanding intersectoral differences 
Theories of for-profit organization emphasize that 

there is a common bond linking the interests of stock-
holders, employees, and consumers based upon the effi-
cient distribution of resources. There is also a bond in 
government between voter-constituents and public ser-
vants based upon the equitable distribution of re-
sources. In nonprofits, however, there are no governing 
distribution criteria because it is impossible to monitor 
and measure whether beneficiaries have received dona-
tions. And, even where beneficiaries partially subsidize 
services, as in the case of public radio listeners and tele-
vision viewers, theater- and museumgoers, or private 
school attendees, it is not possible to ensure that their 
resources are used efficiently or equitably. To make the 
nonprofit form viable, or "trustworthy," Federal and 
State laws bar nonprofits from distributing net earnings 
to members, officers, or trustees .' Most nonprofit orga-
nizations are incorporated, and this "nondistribution" 
requirement ensures that no one within the firm profits 
from inefficiencies or inequities . Incorporated nonprofits 
include philanthropic organizations, private tax-exempt 
institutions to which donors' contributions are tax ex-
empt, as well as membership groups such as social 
clubs and labor unions (not included in these analyses).' 
Credit unions and other financial nonprofits are not 
treated as third-sector organizations.' 
From these legal differences between nonprofit and 

other forms of work organization, there may follow eco-
nomic, political, and social differences that invite inves-
tigation . First, the nondistribution requirement becomes 
an economic constraint limiting the earning potential of 
nonprofit employees. Does it follow that the sector may 
attract only those who can "afford" to work in non-
profits or, alternatively, those who cannot find work in 
the other two sectors? Or do other factors attract em-
ployees to the third sector and motivate them in their 
jobs? Second, the weak links among members, benefi-
ciaries, and contributors in the nonprofit sector limit 
the degree of external control over the organization's 
actions. There are few market forms of accountability 
for governmental and nonprofit workers. In govern-
ment, however, controls are internalized through politi-
cal appointments, administrative reviews, and formal 
policies, procedures, and work rules. In nonprofits, 
boards of directors perform policymaking and adminis-
trative functions, but mechanisms for translating policy 
into procedures and actions are often less formal .' Does 
it follow that alternative forms of political and social 
control may be in force? 
A third difference between sectors concerns their 

functioning . Nonprofits are an amalgam because they 

produce public goods through private means. In each 
sector, the output, particularly of service employees, is 
difficult to measure and the production process is diffi-
cult to monitor. Profitmaking firms are able to rational-
ize their production functions by assigning a dollar 
market value to components and computing a rate of 
return on resources expended . A hierarchical form of 
organization monitors the overall production process 
and employees seek efficiency in service delivery to max-
imize their earning potential. This may ensure that em-
ployees have clearer objectives and more resources to 
do their jobs in for-profit organizations . It may also 
mean that they have less autonomy and influence in the 
production process. In the same way, government bu-
reaucracy provides an administrative rationality that 
gives governmental employees a clearer perspective on 
job duties and freedom from conflicting demands. But 
it may also limit their autonomy and influence. The 
question here is whether nonprofit workers avoid both 
the costs and benefits of bureaucracy. Does it follow 
that they have greater autonomy and influence but 
more ambiguous goals and fewer resources? Further-
more, do goal ambiguity and limited resources contrib-
ute to employees' desire to look for another kind of 
job? 

Data and method for the study 
The 1977 Quality of Employment Survey was de-

signed to examine the physical and social characteristics 
of work and the work force in the United States 
through personal interviews with a representative sam-
ple of employed persons (details on the survey and its 
administration are presented in the appendix). The sur-
vey did not categorize respondents by employment sec-
tor but it did provide information needed to make this 
determination. Respondents were categorized by exam-
ining the survey forms of those persons employed in in-
dustries which might be found in the nonprofit and 
governmental sectors. Most government employees were 
clearly identifiable and those employed in religious or-
ganizations were categorized as nonprofit employees. 
Surveys of teachers, health-care employees, and persons 
employed in arts and cultural organizations were scruti-
nized for identifying information about employment sec-
tor. In this way, public and private schoolteachers and 
governmental and nongovernmental health-care and so-
cial-service employees were distinguished .' To further 
identify the employment sector of respondents, employ-
ers' names and addresses were checked against State 
records to ascertain sector status and, in some in-
stances, employers were contacted (preserving the re-
spondent's anonymity) regarding profit-nonprofit status . 
For cases lacking information about sector or place of 
employment, the Institute for Social Research contacted 
interviewers for more information. Identification was es- 



tablished for 70 nonprofit, 239 government, and 1,171 
profit-sector sector employees (35 respondents' sector 
could not be ascertained and these persons were 
dropped from the analysis) . 

Based upon the entire 1977 Quality of Employment 
sample, it is estimated that 15.8 percent of all respon-
dents work in the governmental sector and 4.6 percent 
in the nonprofit sector . These estimates are comparable 
to those based upon other data sources .'° 

Four major sets of variables were drawn from the 
survey to answer the questions posed here . First, there 
are data on the occupations and demographic character-
istics of employees in each sector . Second, there are 
data on employees' education and work experience, 
work orientation, and job mobility . These data provide 
a profile of workers in each sector and information for 
assessing the selection processes of the sectors. An un-
derlying question is whether governmental and nonprof-
it sector organizations serve as employers of first choice 
for those seeking to put their ideals and skills into prac-
tice or as employers of last resort for less educated, less 
mobile, and more "marginal" members of the work 
force. A comparison of the levels of education, maturi-
ty, and financial security of employees in the three sec-
tors helps to answer this question . Another question is 
whether women and minorities, traditionally attracted 
to and employed in second- and third-sector organiza-
tions, continue to predominate in those sectors.'' 
Do the working conditions, jobs, and roles of em-

ployees differ in the three sectors? The third set of data, 
which covers these aspects of the quality of employ-
ment, provides objective information on wages and ben-
efits and respondents' subjective assessments of their 
working conditions, jobs, and roles . The Quality of Em-
ployment survey contains no data on pay policies, gov-
ernance structures, or control mechanisms in employing 
organizations . But the survey does provide information 
on employees' ratings of the fairness of their pay, influ-
ence on job decisions, and autonomy in job perfor-
mance. On the basis of such perceptions, a comparison 
can be made among the job level political and social 
controls found in the three sectors. 
Do the rewards of working in each of the sectors dif-

fer? Are outcomes such as satisfaction, effort, and the 
desire to look for different work the same across sec-
tors? The fourth set of measures covers these rewards 
and outcomes of work and becomes a summative indica-
tor of the quality of employment in each of the sectors. 
Also reported are indicators of the quality of life off 
the job, including measures of health, political activity, 
and life satisfaction . 
Two sets of analyses were undertaken to compare dif-

ferences among the three sectors . The first compares dif-
ferences for all respondents across the sectors and 
provides basic data on employees and employment con- 

ditions . Differences are expected in worker profiles in 
each of the sectors and in the conditions of employment 
because of the predominance of particular industries in 
each sector and occupational "screening processes."" 
Thus, the second analysis compares differences for only 
those respondents whose occupations are found in all 
three sectors . This eliminates from the sample a large 
number of private-sector and a smaller number of pub-
lic-sector blue-collar workers in craft, operative, and la-
bor functions, as well as sales and farm employees . The 
blue-collar workers in the for-profit sector have been 
found to have lower ratings of the quality of employ-
ment than other occupational groups." By eliminating 
them from the second analysis, differences might be 
compared in work and in the work force in the three 
sectors, controlling for key screening processes and oc-
cupation-based differences in working conditions . '4 

Occupations and demographics 
Data on the occupations and demographic character-

istics of respondents in the three sectors show the 
prominence of professional, service, and, to some extent, 
clerical employees in the nonprofit and government sec-
tors as compared to the for-profit sector . (See table 1 .) 
These findings agree with studies of occupational pro-
files in each of the sectors drawn from the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, the Census Bureau, and related indus-
try and occupation data . Nonprofit respondents are all 
employed in service industries . Some 40.3 percent of the 
government sample are in direct government service, 
while 58 percent are employed in schools, health-care 
institutions, and other social services . The remainder are 
employed in transportation . About 17 percent of the 
for-profit sample are employed in service industries . 
The matched occupation sample represents profes-

sional, managerial, clerical, and service workers in all 
three sectors. This accounts for 100 percent of the 
nonprofit, 94.4 percent of the government, and 48.0 per-
cent of the for-profit sample. This matched occupation 
sample has a higher percentage of professional and a 
lower percentage of managerial employees in the second 
and third sectors . 
Data on year of birth show smaller proportions of 

younger (under 30 at the time of the survey) and older 
(over 55) workers in government and nonprofits as 
compared to for-profit organizations . This first finding 
is interesting as it is contrary to Sarason's speculation 
that the ideals of the "baby boom" generation were 

leading them toward nonprofit and governmental ser-
vice." One interpretation is that these idealists' entry 
into the second and third sectors has been delayed by 
their need for further education and credentialing for 
professional service. Yet, the same trend is found in the 
sample matched by occupation . Thus, it may be that fi-
nancial needs, aspirations, and opportunities are leading 
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Table 1 . Composition of sectors by selected worker characteristics 
[In percent) 

Ch t i ti 
Sector Sector 

arac er s c 
Profit Nonprofit Government 

Characteristic 
Profit Nonprofit Government 

Occupation Job tenure 

Professional . . . . . . . . . . . 8 .1 49 .5 44 .3 Less than 3 months . . . . . . 13 .7 22.5 12 .3 
Manager . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15 .1 8 .3 5 .9 3 to 12 months . . . . . . . . . . 19 .7 19.6 10 .9 
Sales . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6.2 0 .0 0 .0 1 to 3 years . . . . . . . . . . . . 21 .2 206 25 .8 
Clerical . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15 .5 18 .3 21 .0 3 to 5 years . . 11 .9 10.3 14 .3 
Craft . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16.8 0 .0 2 .0 5 to 10 years . 14 .7 19.6 18 .8 
Operative . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21 .4 0 .0 1 .7 10 to 20 years . . . . . . . . 11 .6 6.5 16 .0 
Laborer . . 3 .9 0 .0 2 .0 More than 20 years . . . . 7,3 9 2 .0 
Farmer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2 .3 0 .0 0 .0 
Farm laborer . . . . . . . . . . . . 7 0 .0 0 .0 Wages and benefits 
Service worker . . . . . . . . . . . 9 .3 23 .9 23 .2 

Annual income (in dollars) : 
Year of birth All workers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $13,236 $8,935 $13,317 

Full-time workers only . . . . . . 14,981 10,200 14,008 
1957 -6 1 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10 .5 6 .6 3.2 
1948-56 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 26 .0 23 .6 26.9 Number of fringe benefits 
1933-48 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 32 .9 37 .7 37.2 One or none . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21 .5 35 .2 10.1 
1923-32 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16 .3 20 .8 19.5 Two . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29.7 35 .2 35.0 
1913-22 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12 .2 10 .4 11 .2 Three . . . . 17.6 22 .9 40.6 
1900-12 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2 .1 9 2.0 Four . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27 .0 6 .7 14.0 

Five or more . . . . . . . . . . . 4 .2 0 .0 .3 
Sex 

Education-job match 
Male . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 64 .5 36.7 43.1 
Female . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 35 .5 63.3 56.9 Education fits job . . . . . . . . . . 48 .5 71 .3 50.7 

Overeducated for job . . . . . . . 33 .3 12 .9 34 .9 
Race Undereducated for job . . . . . . 18 .2 15 .8 15 .2 

White . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 93 .3 92.0 88 .9 Work outcomes 
Minority . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6 .7 8.0 11 .1 

Workers who wish to find 
Education different job, as percent of 

all workers . . . . . . . . . . . 63 .4 45 .8 58 .9 
8 years or less . . . . . . . . . . . 8.6 1 .8 3 .7 
9 to 11 years . . . . . . . . . . . 15 .8 11 .3 6 .9 
High school graduate . . . . . . 40.7 24 .5 27 .5 
Some college . . . . . . . . . . . 23.2 18 .9 22 .3 
College graduate . . . . . . . . . 7.5 14 .2 12 .6 
Post-graduate education . . . . 4.1 28 .3 26 .9 

NOTE : All differences between sectors are statistically significant at the .01 level in both the full sample and the sample matched by occupation . Wage differences were tested using one-way analy- 
sis of variance ; other differences were tested using a chi-squared test of independence . 

a higher proportion of young people into for-profit em- Education, experience, mobility, and orientation 
ployment . 
A higher proportion of minority workers are em- 

ployed in government as compared to the other two 
sectors . Higher wages for minorities in public service 
and traditionally greater .employment opportunities may 
be the attraction . l6 A higher proportion of women, how-
ever, are employed in the third sector, particularly in 
comparison to for-profit employment. Apart from op-
portunity, three other factors may contribute to this . 
First, there are more part-time employees proportion-
ately in the third sector and the flexibility of part-time 
employment may be especially attractive to working 
mothers . Indeed, a higher proportion of women 
employed in the third sector have children under 18 in 
their households . Second, a higher proportion of women 
in nonprofits have working spouses and/or other earn-
ers in their families when compared to women 
employed in government . In this sense, they may be 
better able to afford to work in third-sector organiza-
tions . Finally it may be that the ideal of selfless service 
simply draws proportionately more women to the sec-
tor . 

Data on the education, experience, mobility, and 
work orientation of employees in the three sectors show 
proportionately many more workers with college and 
post-graduate degrees in nonprofits (42.5 percent) and 
government agencies (39.5 percent) when compared to 
the for-profit sector (11 .6 percent) . In part, this may be 
attributable to the greater proportion of professional 
jobs in these sectors. Yet, this difference remains in the 
sample matched by occupation . Thus, it may be that 
education serves a "credentialing" as well as preparato-
ry function for employees in these two sectors. Particu-
larly for professionals, it serves as a surrogate measure 
of performance and value to the institution ." Of course, 
it may also be that employees who work in these sec-
tors simply have a greater interest in formal education . 

There is little difference in the years of work experi-
ence for employees in the three sectors; the average for-
profit worker has been in the labor force 18 years, com-
pared with 17 years for those in the other sectors. 
Nonprofit workers, however, have less tenure in their 
jobs than those employed in government and in for-pro- 



fit firms: 42 percent have been on the job less than 1 
year, compared with 33 percent in the for-profit sector 
and 23 percent in government ; and only 7 percent have 
tenure of more than 10 years, versus about 18 percent 
in the other two sectors. This may reflect the volatility 
of nonprofit organizations, but it also may reflect the 
greater mobility of nonprofit employees. Those employed 
in the sector are more likely to believe their skills will 
be valuable in 5 years than those employed in govern-
ment and for-profit firms. (See table 2.) Other things 
equal, this suggests that they have greater job mobility . 
Two other factors promoting mobility are organiza-

tion size and promotional opportunities within a firm . 
For-profit employees work in larger firms and report 
having more chances for promotion than do nonprofit 
workers . Lack of promotional opportunities may con-
tribute to the lower levels of tenure among third-sector 
people . Interestingly, government employees report hav-
ing even less chance for promotion, yet have relatively 
longer tenure than nonprofit employees . Perhaps the in-

come and job security afforded by government employ-
ment reduce the effect that lower chances of advance-
ment might otherwise have on turnover decisions . 

These findings can help address the question of 
whether employment in the second and third sectors is 
a "first choice" or "last resort ." In the sample matched 
by occupation, we found second- and third-sector em-
ployees to be better educated and somewhat older than 
their for-profit counterparts with equal levels of work 
experience, suggesting that employment in the second 
and third sectors is based upon choice. But two caveats 
need insertion . First, some employees are simply fun-
neled into jobs unique to a sector. Second, differences in 
ratings of mobility and tenure in the sectors, key indica-
tors that employment remains a choice, are less pro-
nounced in the matched occupation sample . 

Nonetheless, speculation on the factors contributing 
to the employment choice of second- and third-sector 
workers is worthwhile . The appeal of human service in 
these sectors could be a factor in the occupational deci-
sions of women and minorities . In the choice between 
government and nonprofit service, however, other fac-
tors may be present . One obvious factor could be fi-
nances . Those choosing nonprofits may have greater fi-
nancial security (women in the nonprofit sector are 
more likely to have other earners in their homes) . An-
other factor might be the work orientation of employ-
ees . Nonprofit employees are more likely to report that 
their work is more important to them than the money 
they earn ." (Differences in this nonmonetary orientation 
are also significant in the matched sample comparison.) 
Work as such is not more important to them, for em-
ployees in all three sectors indicate that working is im-
portant to them and say that they would continue to 
work even if it were not a financial necessity . But em- 

ployees in the nonprofit sector, and to a lesser extent in 
government, say that their jobs are more important to 
them than do those in the for-profit sector . 

Apparently, second- and third-sector workers bring a 
stronger commitment to their jobs than do their coun-
terparts in for-profit organizations . Data suggest that 
some government workers get locked into their jobs by 
the material security . Thus, at some point, employment 
in their jobs may become less a choice and more of a 
necessity. But others in government and those in the 
nonprofit sector may make and sustain their choices on 
an ideological basis . 

Wages, working conditions, and work roles 

Significant differences were found in wages, working 
conditions, jobs, and work roles among employees in 
the three sectors . Two income statistics are reported 

and both show nonprofit employees earning much less 
than those in the other two sectors . (See table 1 .) In the 
case of all persons employed 20 hours or more per 

week, nonprofit employees earn 67.5 percent of for-prof-
it and 67.1 percent of government wages . For persons 
employed 35 hours or more per week, nonprofit em-
ployees earn 68.1 percent of for-profit and 72.8 percent 
of government wages . These findings conform to rough 
estimates of differences in wages between sectors com-
puted by T . Nichlaus Tideman using BLs data . 

Several factors may account for the earnings differen-
tials between sectors, such as differences in occupational 
distributions, the percentage of men versus wom-
en in the sectors, and so forth." However, significant dif-
ferences were also found in the matched occupation 
sample . Again, differences in job and sex compositions 
may account for some of the differential, but it is sus-
pected that nonprofit organizations simply pay less than 
for-profit and governmental organizations . The number 
of fringe benefits received also shows sectoral differences 
in compensation . Fully one-third of those employed in 
nonprofit establishments receive only one or no fringe 
benefits, compared with one-fifth of profit-sector work-
ers and one-tenth of government employees. 
The actual earning differential between the sectors is 

reflected in respondents' ratings of their wages and bene-
fits . (See table 2.) Employees in the nonprofit sector 
rate wages and benefits less favorably than those in the 
other two sectors. Interestingly, they do not appear to 
rate their compensation as less fair in comparison to 
what others are paid, for the intersectoral differences 
are not statistically significant . 

In the total sample, government employees earned 

more than for-profit employees, but in the case of full-
time workers only, the relationship was reversed . Be-

cause wage rates between these two sectors were roughly 
comparable in 1977, the greater number of weekly hours 
(43.6 versus 40.4 in government) worked by for-profit 
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employees may account for part of this income dif-
ference. Nonprofit employees worked an average of 42.2 
hours per week, earned significantly less than their 
counterparts, but still rated their pay to be as fair as 
did those employed in the other two sectors. Two ex-
planations can be offered for these judgments. First, 
nonprofit employees' reference group may be others in 
the sector, rather than workers in government or in 
profit-making firms. Second, nonprofit employees' non-
monetary orientation toward their work would make 
wages and fringe benefits less salient rewards. 
The data show no differences across the three sectors 

in ratings of job comfort, including work hours, physi-
cal surroundings, workload, ease of travel to and from 
work, and so on . There are also no differences in ratings 
of job security . This latter statistic is surprising as we 
expected non-profit employees to have less security 
(they work in smaller firms and fewer are unionized) . 
The survey was taken in 1977, however, when unem-
ployment was lower and governmental grants to non-
profits were proportionately greater than today. More-
over, the job mobility of nonprofit people might ease 
their concerns over job security . 

There were several differences between the sectors in 
employees' ratings of their jobs . First, nonprofit em-
ployees saw more variety and challenge in their jobs 
than did those in government, and those in government 
saw more than did those in for-profit employment . Sec-
ond, profit-sector employees report the highest levels of 
feedback from the job, followed in turn by government 
and nonprofit employees. Thus, it appears that nonprof-
it employees have more interesting work but less direct 
feedback on how well they are performing . 

Several factors may account for differences across the 
sectors. The lower ratings of job challenge and variety 
in the for-profit sector may be because of the substan-
tial share of blue-collar manufacturing work in the sec-
tor. But, because this difference is sustained in the 
matched sample comparison, it is suspected that the 
economic rationality embedded in the sector has frac-
tionated the scope and variety of work of for-profit pro-
fessionals, managers, and service personnel more than in 
the other sectors. The gain is greater quantification of 
work results and, thus, more feedback for employees.z° 
In government, it is believed that, through administra-
tive rationality, the variety and challenge of service 
work has been reduced. That the structure of the work 
environment has created a "misfit" between the skills of 
employees and the demands of jobs in the for-profit and 
government sectors is evident in ratings of education 
versus job demands. More than one-third of employees 
in these sectors report they are "overeducated" for their 
work, compared with only one-eighth of nonprofit 
workers, and this difference remains significant in the 
matched occupation sample. 

Another major difference in jobs across the sectors 
concerns employees' autonomy-their freedom and re-
sponsibility to decide what to do and when . Govern-
ment employees have less autonomy than their count-
erparts in both the full and matched occupation 
samples. It may be that centralization limits the freedom 
and responsibility of government workers." In the 
profitmaking sector, however, there is also less autono-
my than in the nonprofit sector . Perhaps tighter con-
trols, as shown in work measurement and accountabil-
ity systems, limit the freedom of professional and service 
workers to set their own performance standards." 
Non-profit employees, less fettered by centralization and 
controls, have more autonomy in doing their jobs, re-
port more variety and challenge, and find that their edu-
cation is matched to their job demands. 
All of this suggests that nonprofit employees get 

satisfaction from their work which may compensate for 
lower wages and benefits." This is not to say that for-
profit employees are not satisfied with the work itself-
only that they are less satisfied than those in the other 
sectors. Nor is it to suggest that government workers 
take less satisfaction in doing their jobs . Indeed, the 
data indicate that both nonprofit and government em-
ployees find that their work is more meaningful and has 
a greater effect on others than do those in the for-profit 
sector . Human service seems a great source of satisfac-
tion for those in the second and third sectors. But 
nonprofit employees may derive greater satisfaction 
from the service delivery process itself . 
There seems to be one cost to this in the nonprofit sec-

tor: the lack of job feedback . One possibility is that 
third-sector workers rely on feedback from their peers 
and supervisors, rather than from the job itself, to learn 
about their performance. But the data do not support 
this, suggesting instead that their autonomy may simply 
leave them less informed about the results of their work . 

Data on work roles highlight other costs and benefits 
of the nonprofit organization form . In theory, nonprofit 
employees should have greater role stress . Given the na-
ture of their work, their job duties should be less clear; 
given their funding base, they should have fewer re-
sources. Finally, given that many have human service 
functions, they should report in a dual hierarchy to ad-
ministrators and supervisors and thus have more role 
conflict." Along this line of reasoning, government em-
ployees should have somewhat less role stress and for-
profit workers even less . 
The data, however, show only that nonprofit and 

government workers face more demanding time pres-
sures. Nonprofit employees have slightly more ambigu-
ous job duties, fewer resources, and more role conflict 
in comparison with respondents in the other two sec-
tors, but the differences are not statistically significant 
and disappear in the matched sample . Several explana- 



tions can be offered for these findings . 
One possibility is that stress is simply based upon oc-

cupation, independent of the organization's form . 
Another is that nonprofit and government workers have 
accomodated themselves to these stressors and come to 
regard lower levels of resources and higher levels of am-
biguity and conflict as "acceptable" in calibrating their 
ratings of their work roles . This would be consistent with 
the "burnout" literature." A third possibility is that the 
organization form in these sectors has helped them to 
adapt . Government workers have more rules and proce-
dures governing their work . Other data, while not statis-
tically significant, suggest that they receive somewhat 
more help from their supervisors and co-workers . Thus, 
collegial assistance and precise rules may clarify their job 
duties and reduce role pressures and conflicts . 
How do nonprofit workers cope? They, too, receive 

more help . In addition, W. H . Newman and H. W . 
Wallender suggest that they develop a "mystique" about 
the organization and come to accept pressures and con-
flicts as integral to their work and the organization's mis-
sion." Two findings hint at the existence of such a 
nonprofit mystique . Nonprofit workers are slightly 
(though not significantly) more inclined to rate their ser-
vices as up to public standards and are less likely to re-
port that their jobs sometimes go against their con-
science . Another factor contributing to this mystique 
could be the collegial form of governance practiced in 
many nonprofits . Private schools and colleges, and many 
of the so-called "alternative" organizations found in the 
third sector espouse and practice a democratic form of 
organization." Nonprofit workers indicate thAt they have 
more influence in work and organization decisions than 
do those in government and for-profit employment . (See 
table 2 .) This form of organization may create a greater 
sense of commitment and involvement for employees, 
and serve to clarify jobs and soften role stresses . 

There are costs associated with the organizational ad-
aptations in the second and third sectors. Bureaucracy, 
Peter Drucker notes, threatens to "swallow up" perfor-
mance in the public sector .2a Indeed, the data here show 
that governmental supervisors are seen as having lower 
performance standards in comparison to supervisors in 
the other two sectors .29 Collectivism, in turn, can also 
slow decision processes and promote "meeting mania." 
The key question, to be examined next, is whether these 
adaptations contribute to greater motivation and satis-
faction in the second and third sectors. 

Rewards and outcomes 
J . W. Porter and E. E . Lawler have argued that 

wages, working conditions, jobs, and work roles serve 
to motivate employees when they are linked to job per-
formance.'° This conception treats compensation, inter-
esting work, influence, and the like as rewards for 

employees . Two types of rewards are distinguished . 
Those linked to material gratification and advancement 
are called extrinsic rewards, while those endemic to the 
work itself are called intrinsic rewards . These research-
ers, and many others, find that individuals value these 
rewards differently ." Job satisfaction follows from the 
receipt of valued rewards . 

Employees in the for-profit sector report some likeli-
hood of receiving extrinsic rewards, whereas nonprofit 
and government employees report that it is unlikely 
they will receive a pay increase or promotion as a re-
ward for good performance. (See table 2.) By contrast, 
workers in these two sectors are more likely to feel a 
sense of accomplishment and to feel better about them-
selves when they do their jobs well . Their ratings of in-
trinsic rewards complement their higher ratings of job 
characteristics . 

Ratings of the effort expended on the job are higher 
in the nonprofit and government sectors than in the for-
profit sector, but this difference also disappears in the 
matched sample . However, ratings of higher job satis-
faction in the second and third sectors are recorded in 
both the full and matched samples . This same trend is 
evident in ratings of total effort and emotional invest-
ment in the job (a combination of effort, satisfaction, 
and job involvement ratings) . 
One interpretation of these data is that intrinsic fea-

tures of their jobs are prime motivators for profession-
als, managers, clericals, and service workers in all three 
sectors . As a source of satisfaction, however, govern-
ment and especially nonprofit employees place a greater 
emphasis on them . This would be consistent with their 
nonmonetary orientation and higher job involvement . 
Further confirmation of sectoral differences in employ-
ees' commitment to their jobs is found in ratings of em-
ployees' desires, if they could do it all over again, to 
take the same job . More for-profit employees would 
choose a different job than those in government, and 
more in government would choose differently than in 
the third sector . This trend is significant in the matched 
occupation sample as well . 

In these data, there is scant indication that the high 
quality of worklife of nonprofit employees "spills over" 
into nonwork life . 12 Ratings of satisfaction with life and 
of health are not significantly different across the sec-
tors . Government and nonprofit employees take a great-
er interest in politics and are more likely to vote and 
work in political campaigns than are those in the profit 
sector . This difference disappears in the matched occu-
pation sample, however, and is likely a result of sector 
selection processes . 

Summary and commentary 
The survey results show that employees in the for-

profit sector have higher wages, rate their benefits, 
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wages, and promotional opportunities more favorably, 
and find their extrinsic rewards to be based more upon 
their performance. In turn, third-sector employees bring 
to their jobs a greater commitment and nonmonetary 

orientation and find more challenge, variety, and auton-
omy in their jobs and more influence and, perhaps, 
mystique in, their work roles . Nonprofit workers also 
find more intrinsic rewards in their jobs . The majority 

Table 2. Workers' ratings of selected aspects of their jobs by Sector,' and statistical significance level of intersectoral 
differences 

Sector Significance level of intersectoral differences= 

Job aspect 
Profit Nonprofit Government Total sample Sample matched by 

occupation 

Job mobility 

Value of skills in 5 years . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 .4 3 .7 3.5 .01 .01 
Promotion opportunities . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 .9 3 .6 2.9 01 01 

Work orientation 

Nonmonetary orientation of worker . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 .0 4 .2 3.5 01 01 
Work involvement . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 .8 3 .8 3.8 - - 
Job involvement . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2 .8 3 .1 3.0 01 01 

Wages and benefits 

Wage and benefit rating . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 .4 2 .9 3.5 01 01 

Work conditions 

Job security rating . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 .6 3.6 3.7 - - 
Comfort on job . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2 .9 3 .0 3.0 - - 
Fairness of pay . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2 .5 2 .4 2.5 - 

Task characteristics 

Variety . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 .3 3 .8 3.5 .01 .05 
Autonomy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 .4 3 .6 3.3 01 01 
Challenge . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 .6 4 .1 3.9 01 01 
Completeness . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 .3 3 .5 3.4 - - 
Impact on others . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4 .2 4 .5 4.4 01 05 
Feedback from job . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4 .1 3 .8 4.0 01 01 
Feedback from other workers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 .4 3 .5 3.6 - - 
Meaningfulness . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4 .1 4 .4 4.3 01 01 

Work roles 

Clarity of job . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4 .2 4 .0 4.2 - - 
Under time pressure . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2 .6 2 .9 2.8 05 - 
Demands of work conflict . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 .0 3 .3 3.1 - - 
Existence of work rules and procedures . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 .4 3 .2 3.5 05 01 
Worker influence on job . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 .3 3 .7 3.3 - 01 

Work resources 

Enough information, authority, and equipment to do job . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4 .2 4.1 4 .2 - 
Enough help from supervisor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4 .5 4.6 4 .6 - - 
Rating of supervisor's standards . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4 .4 4.0 3.4 01 01 
Rating of co-workers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4 .1 4.2 4 .3 - - 

Organization standards 

Products or services up to public standards . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4 .0 4.1 3 .9 - - 
Job requires violating conscience . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2 .4 2.1 2 .4 05 05 

Rewards for performance 

Intrinsic rewards . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4.8 5.0 4 .9 05 - 
Extrinsic rewards . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.4 1 .7 1 .8 01 01 

Work outcomes 

Overall effort expended . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4.2 4 .5 4 .4 05 - 
Overall job satisfaction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3.6 4 .0 3 .9 01 05 
Total energy and investment in the job . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3.6 4 .0 3 .8 01 01 

Life outcomes 

Satisfaction with life . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3.2 3 .4 3 .3 - - 
Health a . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5.9 6 .0 5 .9 - - 
Level of worker political activity . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.5 2 .8 2 .8 01 - 

'Scale scores range from 1 (low) to 5 (high) . They were constructed by summing the survey from the authors on request . 
items which have been shown in the literature to reflect each dimension of work, and were 2 Dashes indicate that intersectoral differences, tested using a one-way analysis of variance, 
found to be adequately interrelated in these data using a principal components factor analy- were not statistically significant . 
sis. The original survey items typically asked workers to describe aspects of their jobs using 4- a The health measure was based on a seven-point scale. 
and 5-category Likert-type responses. Scale reliabilities and constituent items are available 
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would prefer to continue in their present work . 
Government employees have some of the same work 

orientation and also find intrinsic gratification in their 
jobs . However, lower ratings of autonomy and influ-
ence, and higher ratings of rules and procedures may 
dampen the effort and satisfaction of these employees . 
These trends were also present, though not as pro-
nounced, in the sample of workers in the three sectors 
matched as to occupation . 

There is growing evidence of the link between the 
quality of employment and employee productivity and 
job satisfaction . The quality of employment has also 

been linked to absenteeism, turnover, and poor quality 
workmanship." In the past several years many for-profit 
organizations have taken steps to enrich jobs and in-
crease employee influence in decision making . The data 
herein suggest that increasing these intrinsic aspects of 
work might increase the motivation and satisfaction of 
for-profit employees . Such efforts might also increase 
motivation and satisfaction in the other two sectors . But 
the data indicate that providing more performance feed-
back and reducing the role stress of government and 
nonprofit workers might pay an even larger dividend . 

Changes in civil service laws, the increased monitor-
ing of nonprofits by funding sources and agencies, and 

the wholesale importation of motivational, training, 
incentive, and performance appraisal systems are all 

seen as ways to improve efficiency in government and 
nonprofit organizations ." But will they truly improve 
productivity and quality of worklife? Standards de-
signed to increase accountability and efficiency could 
also centralize authority, limit flexibility, stifle innova-
tion, and create pressures toward achieving measured 
goals of work quantity at the expense of quality . 
Tighter controls could limit professionals' freedom and 
rigid measurement systems could alienate employees 
from not only their service but also their ideals . Increas-
ing demands for efficiency could lead administrators to 
demand too much from already time-pressured subordi-
nates . Or worse, these people, dedicated as they are to 
their jobs, might assume a greater load but at the ex-
pense of their health and satisfaction and under a threat 
of loss of their livelihood . 
The irony in all this is that just as the for-profit sec-

tor seems to be "loosening up," the second and third 
sectors are "tightening up." In our view, the move to 
run government agencies and nonprofits "more like a 
business" needs to be carefully considered . If not, they 
may lose their identities and employees' motivation and 
satisfaction may actually suffer . 0 
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APPENDIX: The Quality of Employment Survey 

The 1977 Quality of Employment Survey was de-
signed to measure the physical and social contexts of 
work in the United States through personal interviews 
with a representative sample of employed adults . Each 
survey sampled a population of persons age 16 or over 
who were employed at least 20 hours per week and who 
lived in households in the contiguous United States, ex-
cluding institutions and military reservations . Details on 
the sampling procedures, response rate, and 1977 Sam- 

ple are available from the Institute for Social Research . 
A comparison of distributions of demographic variables 
based on the 1977 survey with statistics from the appro-
priate Current Population Surveys showed considerable 
agreement, with differences (notably in education, em-
ployment status, and industry) that may be explained 
by differences in sampling frames and definitions of re-
sponse categories . 
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