
 
 

ABSTRACT 

WILCOX, ANNIKA MARIE. Explaining the Black/White Gap in Job Satisfaction.  (Under 

the direction of Dr. Steve McDonald.) 

 

 This study examines the Black/White gap in job satisfaction and possible 

explanations for this disparity. Racial differences in job rewards and employment security 

may serve as relevant structural explanations, while explanations focusing on individuals’ 

differing experiences of job rewards and employment security may speak to differential 

valuations of job attributes by race. Drawing on data from the General Social Survey, I 

conduct ordinal logistic regression to examine whether job rewards and employment security 

help to explain the Black/White gap in job satisfaction. I also test whether Black and White 

workers value job rewards and employment security differently. Results indicate that 

employment security helps explain race differences in job satisfaction. The results also offer 

modest evidence that one aspect of employment security (i.e., recent experience of a layoff) 

is more central to the job satisfaction of Black than White workers. These findings illustrate 

the relevance of differences across both jobs and workers to explaining the race gap in job 

satisfaction, and suggest the importance of studying employment insecurity within present-

day employment relations.  
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INTRODUCTION 

  Work plays a pivotal role in almost everyone’s life due to the large amount of time it 

occupies (Padavic and Reskin 2002). Given the consequent value placed on positive work 

experiences, job satisfaction is a significant topic of interest for many sociologists (Kalleberg 

1977). However, interest in job satisfaction extends beyond sociology to include other 

disciplines such as psychology (e.g., Judge and Bono 2001; Judge, Heller, and Mount 2002) 

and economics (e.g. Clark 1996; Clark, Diener, Georgellis, and Lucas 2008). This 

widespread attention to job satisfaction is likely due to its’ implications for both workers’ and 

employers’ interests, such as worker well being, turnover, and productivity (Kalleberg 2011; 

Mottaz 1985).  

 Previous research finds that Black workers tend to report lower levels of job 

satisfaction than White workers (Banerjee and Perrucci 2010; Kalleberg and Loscocco 1983; 

Moch 1980; Mukerjee 2014; Weaver 1998), yet we know relatively little about the factors 

that might explain this disparity. Differences in overall satisfaction may be due to 

individuals’ employment in objectively worse jobs and/or their differential valuation of job 

attributes (Kalleberg 1977). These two causes of overall variation are relevant to explaining 

racialized job satisfaction more specifically.  

 Workers who fill jobs that offer fewer extrinsic and intrinsic job rewards report lower 

levels of satisfaction (Kalleberg and Griffin 1978; Kalleberg 2011). To the extent that Black 

workers are employed in substandard jobs, we can expect their satisfaction to be lower than 

for White workers. Additionally, employment security may contribute to racial disparities in 

satisfaction with one’s work. Though security can contribute to the ‘goodness’ of a job, 

insecurity is now widespread throughout ‘good’ and ‘bad’ jobs (Kalleberg 2011). 
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Employment security may mediate the Black/White gap in job satisfaction, as racial 

minorities are at greater risk of experiencing employment insecurity (see, e.g., Elman and 

O’Rand 2002; Elvira and Zatzick 2002; Fullerton and Wallace 2007). 

 Workers of different races may place different levels of importance on job rewards 

(Kashefi 2011; Martin and Tuch 1993; Shapiro 1977) and/or employment security (Shapiro 

1977) when evaluating their job satisfaction. Through a hierarchy of needs perspective 

(Maslow 1934), one may see how disadvantaged Black workers may place higher value on 

more fundamental needs which they have difficulty attaining (such as security), while White 

workers who have already attained these fundamental needs may move towards valuing 

higher needs (such as intrinsic rewards).  

 Utilizing data collected by the General Social Survey from 2002 – 2014, this study 

examines job rewards and employment security as possible explanations for racialized job 

satisfaction. I address two main research questions: First, how do job rewards and 

employment security explain the Black/White gap in job satisfaction? Second, do Black and 

White workers differently value job rewards and employment security when evaluating their 

job satisfaction? To answer these questions, I use ordinal logistic regression to separately 

examine the extent to which job rewards and employment security explain the Black/White 

gap in job satisfaction. I then examine whether race interacts with job rewards and 

employment security to uncover racialized differences in employment valuation.  
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BACKGROUND 

 Job satisfaction encompasses individuals’ feelings and attitudes toward and about 

their jobs – in other words, it “refers to an overall affective orientation on the part of 

individuals toward work roles which they are presently occupying” (Kalleberg 1977:126). 

The uniqueness of job satisfaction as a measure lies in its broad reflection of an individual’s 

feelings about job characteristics and their actual job characteristics (Kalleberg 2011). The 

lower level of job satisfaction experienced by Black workers (Banerjee and Perrucci 2010; 

Kalleberg and Loscocco 1983; Moch 1980; Mukerjee 2014; Weaver 1998) remains largely 

unexamined, despite its indication of unequal work experiences.  

 Kalleberg (1977) offers the most promising starting point for conceptualizing 

racialized job satisfaction, arguing that variation in job satisfaction may stem from both 

differences across job features and workers’ experiences of them. Though Kalleberg (1977) 

speaks to variation in overall job satisfaction, the little research that specifically focuses on 

racialized job satisfaction supports his key points, encouraging a similarly comprehensive 

conceptualization (e.g. Konar 1981; Moch 1980; Tuch and Martin 1991). ‘Structural’ 

explanations of variance in job satisfaction focus on differences in actual job features, 

assuming that these job features influence job satisfaction “uniformly and directly” (Tuch 

and Martin 1991:104). Conversely, what I call ‘differential valuation’ explanations argue that 

the unique values and needs of individuals, shaped by their life experiences, may cause 

certain groups of workers to differently evaluate job attributes (Kalleberg 1977; Tuch and 

Martin 1991). In line with previous research, I consider racial variation in job rewards and 

employment security as possible structural explanations of the Black/White gap in job 



 

 

 

4 

satisfaction. I then consider whether there is a differential valuation by race (of job rewards 

and employment security) influencing the race gap in job satisfaction.  

 

Job Rewards 

  Previous research indicates that job rewards help to explain the relationship between 

race and job satisfaction. Job satisfaction is associated with variation in intrinsic and extrinsic 

job rewards. Intrinsic rewards encompass internal rewards that individuals derive from the 

job process (Johnson and Mortimer 2011), while extrinsic rewards are more direct rewards, 

provided in exchange for completing work (McDonald and Lambert 2014). Individuals who 

hold working-class jobs with little extrinsic and intrinsic rewards tend to be less satisfied 

with their work (Ducharme and Martin 2000; Kalleberg and Griffin 1978; Kalleberg 2011), 

while those who hold higher status occupations and receive greater rewards tend to be more 

satisfied (Ducharme and Martin 2000; Kalleberg 2011). However, ‘good’ jobs, which, among 

other things, offer the most desirable rewards (Kalleberg 2011), are not evenly distributed 

across workers. 

 Autonomy, task complexity, participation in decisions, and opportunities for personal 

development are intrinsic rewards that center on increased discretion. These intrinsic rewards 

correspond to higher levels of job satisfaction: individuals in jobs that offer low levels of 

autonomy (Ducharme and Martin 2000) and complexity (Ducharme and Martin 2000; 

Hodson 1989) tend to be less satisfied, while those who experience greater opportunities to 

participate in workplace decisions and to develop their personal abilities tend to have higher 

levels of satisfaction (Kalleberg 2011). The availability of promotion opportunities is also 
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positively related to job satisfaction, though not consistently significant over time (Kalleberg 

2011).  

 Other intrinsic rewards that symbolize flexibility in one’s possible actions – such as 

authority over others at work (Ducharme and Martin 2000; Hodson 1989), and the 

malleability of one’s work schedule (Baltes, Briggs, Huff, Wright, and Neuman 1999) – are 

positively related to job satisfaction. Workers who experience high levels of intensity in their 

jobs tend to be less satisfied (Ducharme and Martin 2000; Kalleberg 2011). Extrinsic rewards 

have similar influences on job satisfaction. For example, income (Ducharme and Martin 

2000; Hodson 1989) and fringe benefits (Kalleberg 2011) are positively associated with job 

satisfaction. However, intrinsic rewards are perhaps more central to job satisfaction than 

extrinsic rewards (Mottaz 1985; Yoon and Thye 2002).  

 ‘Good’ jobs with desirable characteristics are unequally distributed by race. 

Consequently, racial minorities remain disproportionately concentrated in disadvantaged 

occupations and job positions. For instance, jobs with a higher representation of Black 

Americans or Latinos tend to pay lower wages than others (Huffman and Cohen 2004; Kmec 

2003). Individuals in racial minority-dominated occupations more often endure unreasonable 

firings, reduced cooperation with management, and lower levels of commitment (Hodson 

2001). Black workers are frequently excluded from positions of authority, and when they do 

obtain increased job authority, they receive smaller wage increases than Whites (Kluegel 

1978). Black and/or female workers often await promotions longer than White males 

(Maume 1999). White women, however, are actually more privileged than Black men in 

terms of promotion (Maume 2004). Given the concentration of racial minorities in 
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disadvantaged jobs, job rewards likely contribute to disparities across race in job satisfaction, 

and serve as one structural explanation for the race gap in job satisfaction: 

 H1: Holding job rewards equal will reduce the Black/White gap in job satisfaction. 

 

Employment Security  

 Within the context of an increasingly insecure economy and widespread precarious1 

work (Kalleberg 2011; Rubin 2012), employment insecurity has become extremely relevant 

to the work experience. Neoliberalism, which has spread since the 1970s, emphasizes the 

privatization of economic power and influence (Centeno and Cohen 2012). Neoliberal 

organizational practices such as task reorganization, repeated layoffs, and widespread use of 

contingent workers reflect employers’ attempts to maximize the efficiency of production 

(Crowley and Hodson 2014). These practices negatively impact job quality (Crowley and 

Hodson 2014) and lead to increased worker precarity (Hollister 2011). The spread of these 

practices has also intensified other changes that negatively affect workers (Kalleberg 2011), 

such as technological change and globalization, increased market competition, reduced 

government involvement in the economy, and a decline in union and worker influence 

(Kalleberg 2011; Rubin 2012). These changes have transformed the “shared understandings, 

beliefs, and ideas about structural relations” that compose the social contract (Rubin 

2012:343). While the previous social contract allowed workers to expect employment 

security in exchange for their efforts, the ‘new social contract’ centers on the precarity and 

                                                        
1 Precarity denotes working conditions that are unreliable, unstable, and risky (Kalleberg 

2009).        
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vulnerability of workers (Kalleberg 2011; Rubin 2012, 2014). This increasing precarity 

threatens traditional American work values that uphold the importance of employment 

security (Bernstein 1997), and is likely a cause of Americans’ increased valuation of security 

(Kalleberg and Marsden 2013).   

 Employment insecurity involves the daily experience of uncertainty about one’s 

future (Sverke, Hellgren, and Näswall 2002:243), and is often measured subjectively as 

perceived job security (e.g., see De Witte and Näswall 2003; Fullerton and Wallace 2007; 

Schmidt 1999). Workers’ feelings of precarity and vulnerability have increased since the 

1970s (Farber 2008; Rubin 2014), which is reflected by the decline in perceived job security 

(Fullerton and Wallace 2007; Schmidt 1999). The subjective experience of precarity (or 

instability) has generated a widespread notion that work is largely insecure (Rubin 2014). 

However, the new social contract objectively – in addition to subjectively – threatens the 

security of workers (Rubin 2014). While there is no indication that overall job loss has 

increased since the 1970s (Farber 2008; Rubin 2014), contingent and nonstandard work 

arrangements have spread (Kalleberg 2011; Smith 2016). Nonstandard work contradicts the 

‘standard’ employment expectations of full-time and reliable work performed at the 

employers’ business (Kalleberg 2000). As does the experience of being laid off, temporary 

work indicates employment insecurity: previous research considers temporary work as an 

objective measure of insecurity (De Witte and Näswall 2003). Capturing employment 

insecurity necessitates considering both its subjective and objective indicators.  

 Employment security is routinely associated with workers’ experiences in their 

current jobs rather than their overarching careers. Researchers commonly measure perceived 

security by asking respondents about the likelihood of losing their current job (e.g., Elman 
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and O’Rand 2002; Fullerton and Wallace 2007), and nonstandard work arrangements also 

indicate security as a feature of one’s job. However, the new social contract creates 

insecurities that workers may experience over the course of their careers. The rise of 

‘boundaryless careers’, characterized by high levels of job mobility (Arthur 1994), suggests 

the importance of considering broader career-based indicators of employment security. 

Workers’ maintenance of secure jobs may not reflect their experiences of vulnerability 

caused by unstable work histories. Further, workers’ feelings about insecurity in their current 

jobs may be independent from their feelings of security caused by favorable work histories. 

Conceptualizing security as a feature of jobs and careers allows one to better recognize 

variations in workers’ experiences of employment insecurity.   

 Racial minorities have more difficulties than Whites in obtaining employment 

security within new workplace relations. Blacks and Latinos are more vulnerable to 

discriminatory layoffs than are Whites (Elvira and Zatzick 2002; Wilson and McBrier 2005), 

and this gap is even larger for those in working-class (compared to middle-class) positions 

(Roscigno, Williams, and Byron 2012). After experiencing layoffs, Blacks and Hispanics 

face more difficulty in obtaining re-employment (Spalter-Roth and Dietch 1999). Workers’ 

perceptions of security parallel these disparities in job loss and its consequences. Racial 

minorities perceive greater job insecurity than do White workers (Elman and O’Rand 2002; 

Fullerton and Wallace 2007; Manski and Straub 2000).  

 Employment security likely plays an important explanatory influence in racialized job 

satisfaction, yet social scientists have little knowledge concerning this link. Previous research 

in this domain focuses mainly on examining the relationship between specific aspects of 

employment security and job satisfaction. In particular, past research notes the positive 
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relationship between perceived security and job satisfaction (De Witte and Näswall 2003; 

Kalleberg 2011), and finds that those who are self-employed may actually be more satisfied 

(than those who work full time and/or for an organization) (Hundley 2001). It also suggests a 

possible relationship between the experience of layoffs and job satisfaction. Kalleberg and 

Mastekaasa (2001) find that layoffs have no influence on job satisfaction; yet it is likely that 

layoffs negatively impact job satisfaction as unemployment is negatively associated with life 

satisfaction (Clark et al. 2008), and individuals who have recently been laid off are more 

likely to perceive their new jobs as insecure (Kalleberg and Mastekaasa 2001). Given the 

intensified insecurity experienced by racial minorities, employment security likely 

contributes to the race gap in job satisfaction, serving as another structural explanation: 

 H2: Holding employment security equal will reduce the Black/White gap in job 

satisfaction.  

 

Racial Variation in Work Values 

 Job satisfaction is a consequence of the ‘fit’ between what workers value in a job (i.e., 

what they seek from work) and what their actual job position offers (Kalleberg 1977). 

Workers who hold the same (or similar) jobs may show different levels of job satisfaction 

due to a differing valuation, or a differing assessment, of the same aspects of work 

(Kalleberg 1977). Individuals’ work values are shaped by their life experiences, such that 

predictors of job satisfaction are most similar for workers who have shared experiences 
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(Tuch and Martin 1991). 2 The race literature considers and generally supports that workers’ 

valuation of job features varies by race, and that this influences the race gaps in job 

satisfaction (e.g., Kashefi 2011; Shapiro 1977).  

 The ‘differential valuation’ explanation is most often studied in relation to job 

rewards. Blacks tend to place higher value than Whites on extrinsic rewards (Kashefi 2011; 

Martin and Tuch 1993; Shapiro 1977), and Whites tend to place higher value than Blacks on 

intrinsic rewards (Kashefi 2011; Martin and Tuch 1993; Shapiro 1977; Tuch and Martin 

1991). When comparing only Black and White workers who occupy high-status occupations, 

these race differences in the valuation of intrinsic and extrinsic rewards largely disappear, 

suggesting that race differences in work values stem from workers’ differential levels of 

access to rewards (Kashefi 2011).  

 This evidence supports a hierarchy of needs perspective (Martin and Tuch 1993), 

which argues that individuals can only be motivated to obtain higher levels of needs once 

                                                        
2 Throughout this line of study, researchers have often referred to this as a ‘cultural’ 

explanation, which provides a sharp contrast to ‘structural’ explanations, and is used to 

denote concern with the differential evaluation of job attributes by race (see, e.g., Kashefi 

2011; Konar 1981; Moch 1980). To avoid any confusion concerning the role of social 

structure in shaping how individuals experience specific aspects of work, I avoid referring to 

this type of explanation as ‘cultural’.   
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their lower levels of needs have been satisfied (Maslow 1943).3 From this perspective, racial 

variation in the valuation of rewards occurs largely due to Blacks having more difficulty, 

relative to Whites, in attaining extrinsic job rewards (which are more fundamental for 

existence than intrinsic rewards, i.e. lower on the hierarchy of needs). Thus, while there may 

be differences between Blacks and Whites in terms of their work values, differences in these 

work values are shaped by the wider structural context. Tuch and Martin illustrate this 

perspective in noting that, “Historically faced with economic disadvantage in the American 

economic system, Blacks understandably attach less importance to nonmaterial job rewards 

than Whites. Perhaps only workers relatively advantaged in obtaining secure, financially 

rewarding employment can seek, and expect, nonmaterial job rewards.” (1991:111). 

Racialized placement of workers in ‘good’ or ‘bad’ jobs contributes to the differential 

valuation of job rewards by race. My third hypotheses test this interaction between race and 

job rewards in terms of their effect on job satisfaction: 

 H3a: Extrinsic rewards will be more strongly associated with the job satisfaction of Black 

than White workers.  

 H3b: Intrinsic rewards will be more strongly associated with the job satisfaction of White 

than Black workers. 

 

                                                        
3 The hierarchy of needs as identified by Maslow (1943) are (ranging from lowest to 

highest): (1) physiological needs, (2) safety, (3) love, (4) esteem, and (5) self-actualization. 

Employment falls in the second category.  
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 Little previous research examines how Black and White workers may differently 

value aspects of employment security. Shapiro (1977) includes job security in examining 

workers’ valuation of job rewards, finding that Black workers place higher value on job 

security than do White workers. Kalleberg and Marsden (2013) lend insight into this finding, 

noting that workers who are more vulnerable to insecurity (e.g. Black workers) tend to place 

higher value on security. Generally, workers tend to highly value the aspects of work that 

they find most difficult to attain (Kalleberg and Marsden 2013).  

 These sparse findings align with knowledge of racial differences in the valuation of 

job rewards, and again support a hierarchy of needs perspective. Workers’ employment is not 

‘safe’ if they (subjectively or objectively) experience employment insecurity, and therefore, 

those who are unable to attain employment security will strongly value meeting that need. 

Given Black workers’ overall vulnerability to dismissals (Wilson 2005), discriminatory 

layoffs (Elvira and Zatzick 2002; Wilson and McBrier 2005), and greater perceived job 

insecurity (Elman and O’Rand 2002; Fullerton and Wallace 2007; Manski and Straub 2000), 

they are likely to experience the specter of layoff in ways that White workers do not. Further, 

given all this alongside Black workers’ difficulties obtaining re-employment (relative to 

White workers) (Spalter-Roth and Dietch 1999), Black workers may expect and experience 

hardships not felt by White workers when seeking re-employment after a dismissal or layoff. 

Experiences and perceptions of racial discrimination, along with higher valuation of 

employment security, may lead Black workers to disproportionately struggle with the specter 

of layoff and/or the experience of having been laid off. My fourth hypothesis seeks to further 

examine the possible interaction between race and employment security in terms of their 

effect on job satisfaction. 
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 H4: Employment security will be more strongly associated with job satisfaction of Black 

than White workers.   

 

METHODS 

 I draw on data from the 2002, 2006, 2010, and 2014 General Social Survey (GSS). 

The GSS is a repeated cross-sectional survey that conducts personal interviews (and 

occasionally phone interviews) of U.S households (National Science Foundation 2007). The 

survey uses a full-probability sampling strategy and is a representative sample of non-

institutionalized, English- and Spanish-speaking U.S. adults. Respondents who were not 

currently working at the time they participated in the survey or who were identified as a race 

‘other’ than Black or White are excluded from the sample. Many independent variables are 

pulled from the ‘Quality of Work Life’ topic module; individuals who did not participate in 

this topic module are also excluded. Once missing data on any variable are excluded from 

this analysis, the pooled sample size is 2,117 cases. Descriptive statistics are listed in table 1.  

 

Dependent Variable  

 Job satisfaction is a beneficial measure that indicates both job rewards and how 

individuals differentially value them (Kalleberg 2011). The outcome variable in this analysis 

asks respondents about their satisfaction at work (“All in all, how satisfied would you say 

you are with your job?”). I reverse code the possible responses as 1=not at all satisfied, 2=not 

too satisfied, 3=somewhat satisfied, and 4=very satisfied so that higher scores on this 

variable correspond to greater measures of job satisfaction.  
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Independent Variables 

 The key independent variable in this analysis is race. The GSS offers three possible 

options for race – White, Black, and ‘Other’. I exclude other racial minorities (N=232) in 

order to simplify my analysis, and measure Black as a dummy variable (White=reference).  

 

Job rewards 

 I use four variables to capture individuals’ job rewards – discretion, flexibility, 

intensity, and income. I conduct a principal component factor analysis with varimax rotation 

on 11 measures4, which creates a three-factor solution. These three factors are termed 

discretion, flexibility, and intensity, and signify different categories of intrinsic rewards. The 

primary indicators loading onto the first factor (discretion) include opportunity to develop 

one’s abilities, frequency of participation in work decisions, chances of promotion at work, 

amount of freedom in deciding how to do one’s job, and level of task variability (higher 

numbers indicate higher levels of discretion). Indicators loading onto the second factor 

(flexibility) include frequency of changing one’s own schedule, frequency of working from 

                                                        
4 These 11 measures are 1) opportunity to develop one’s abilities, 2) chances of promotion at 

work, 3) frequency of participation in work decisions, 4) amount of freedom in deciding how 

to do one’s job, 5) level of task variability, 6) frequency of changing one’s own schedule, 7) 

frequency of working from home, 8) authority over others at work, 9) amount of work, 10) 

speed of work, and 11) ability to take time off to be with one’s family.  
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home, and authority over others at work5 (higher numbers indicate higher amounts of 

flexibility). Finally, the indicators loading onto the third factor (intensity) include amount of 

work, expected speed of work, and ability to take time off to be with one’s family (higher 

numbers indicate lower levels of intensity). This analysis generates three standardized indices 

with a mean of zero and values corresponding to z-scores. Finally, I log respondent’s income 

(the only job characteristic variable that is not a product of factor analysis) as this improves 

the normality of the distribution.  

 

Employment security 

 I use three variables to capture employment security as a feature of individuals’ jobs 

and careers – perceived employment security, experience of a recent layoff, and type of 

work. I utilize three variables in order to develop a comprehensive measure of perceived 

security (Sverke et al. 2002). The first variable, likelihood of losing one’s current job, 

contains responses to the question, “Thinking about the next 12 months, how likely do you 

think it is that you will lose your job or be laid off – very likely, fairly likely, not too likely, 

or not at all likely?” The second measure asks, “About how easy would it be for you to find a 

job with another employer with approximately the same income and fringe benefits you now 

have? Would you say very easy, somewhat easy, or not easy at all?” These answers are 

reverse coded so that those who perceive more ease in finding a job with similar rewards are 

given higher scores. The final measure, whether one’s job security is ‘good,’ contains 

                                                        
5 Authority over others at work is a synthesis of two variables, created to measure whether 

one supervises supervisors, supervises subordinates, or doesn’t supervise others. 
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answers to the question, “Now I’m going to read you a list of statements about your main 

job. For each, please tell me if the statement is very true, somewhat true, not too true, or not 

at all true with respect to the work that you do. […] The job security is good.” These answers 

are also reverse coded so that those who perceive more favorable job security are accorded 

higher scores. I conduct a principal component factor analysis with varimax rotation to 

produce one factor measuring these individual perceptions of employment security. This 

factor serves as the subjective measure of employment security, which may be influenced by 

individuals’ specific employment conditions, and/or by a more general sense of one’s 

precarity and instability.  

 I measure experience of a recent layoff through a dummy variable. The corresponding 

question on the GSS is, “Were you laid off from your main job at any time in the past year?” 

I measure ‘work type’ as regular, permanent employee (reference category), independent 

worker, or temporary/non-standard worker. Experience of a recent layoff and work type 

serve as objective indicators of individuals’ employment security. 

 

Control variables 

 Previous research shows evidence that gender (Hodson 1989), age (Ducharme and 

Martin 2000; Kalleberg and Loscocco 1983; Wright & Hamilton 1978), year (Kalleberg 

2011), education (Ganzach 2003; Martin and Shehan 1989; Vila and Garcia-Mora 2005), job 

tenure (Bedeian, Ferris, and Kacmar 1992; Oshagbemi 2000), industry (Clark 1996), work 

sector (Steel and Warner 1990; Vila and Garcia-Mora 2005), and labor force status 

(Eberhardt and Shani 1984) are related to job satisfaction. I therefore control for each of 

these variables. As the GSS does not yet distinguish between gender and sex, I use sex 
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(male=reference) as a representation of respondents’ gender. I measure age in years. I include 

dummy variables for year (2002 [=reference], 2006, 2010, 2014). I measure respondent’s 

level of education and length of tenure in years. As the industry variable initially holds over 

200 categories, I recode this variable into 20 categories paralleling the industry 

classifications identified by the North American Industry Classification System (United 

States Census Bureau 2017). I then further simplify the categories of this variable from 20 to 

7 by combining conceptually similar groups. The final categories are: financial, professional, 

and managerial services [reference category]; manufacturing and agriculture; utilities, 

transportation, and information; wholesale and retail; education and health services; other 

services; and public administration and military. I use ‘work sector’ to denote the 

respondent’s occupation in either the private sector (reference) or government sector. Finally, 

I measure ‘labor force status’ as full-time work (reference) or part-time work. 

 

Analytic Strategy 

 Given that my dependent variable is measured on the ordinal level, I use ordinal 

logistic regression to estimate various effects on job satisfaction, comparing four models 

(results presented in table 2). Before examining results, I first test the proportional odds 

assumption; overall, a non-significant test statistic shows that the proportional odds 

assumption has not been violated. I also check for multicollinearity among the predictor 

variables, and find no collinearity issues. The likelihood-ratio chi-square test for each model 

indicates significance at the alpha level of .05. This means that each model fits the data better 

than by chance (UCLA: Statistical Consulting Group 2017).  
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics 

Variables Mean/Proportion SD Mean 

(White) 

SD 

(White) 

Mean 

(Black) 

SD 

(Black) 

Job Satisfaction 

     Not at all satisfied .026 .161 .025 .157 .033 .179 

     Not too satisfied .061 .240 .058 .233 .081 .273 

     Somewhat satisfied .431 .495 .413 .492 .529 .500 

     Very satisfied . 481 .500 .505 .500 .357 .480 

Race       

     White .843 .364 - - - - 

     Black .157 .364 - - - - 

Job Rewards       

     Discretion  0 1 -.002 .983 .013 1.09 

     Flexibility  0 1 .074 1.00 -.394 .908 

     Intensity  0 1 -.010 .996 .056 1.02 

     Income (logged) 9.81 1.53 9.87 1.60 9.49 1.00 

Employment Security       

     Perceived Employment Security 0 1 .042 .985 -.225 1.05 

     Laid Off 

          No 

          Yes 

 

.947 

.053 

 

.224 

.224 

 

.947 

.053 

 

.223 

.223 

 

.946 

.054 

 

.226 

.226 

     Type of Work        

          Permanent Employee .832 .374 .827 .378 .859 .349 

          Independent Work 

          Temporary or On-Call Work 

.107 

.061 

.309 

.238 

.115 

.058 

.319 

.233 

.066 

.075 

.249 

.264 

Control Variables       

     Sex       

          Male .485 .500 .510 .500 .351 .478 

          Female .515 .500 .490 .500 .649 .478 
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Table 1 (continued) 

Variables Mean/Proportion SD Mean 

(White) 

SD 

(White) 

Mean 

(Black) 

SD 

(Black) 

     Age (years) 43.44 13.11 43.84 13.20 41.28 12.36 

     Year       

          2002 .103 .303 .105 .307 .087 .282 

          2006 .350 .477 .346 .476 .369 .483 

          2010 .265 .441 .267 .442 .252 .435 

          2014 .283 .450 .281 .450 .291 .455 

     Education (years) 14.17 2.70 14.27 2.69 13.65 2.72 

     Tenure (years) 8.26 8.93 8.50 9.17 7.03 7.41 

     Industry       

          Financial, professional, & managerial 

services 

.139 .346 .144 .351 .117 .322 

          Manufacturing & agriculture .194 .395 .210 .407 .108 .311 

          Utilities, transportation, & info. .078 .267 .074 .262 .096 .295 

          Wholesale & retail .167 .373 .163 .370 .186 .389 

          Education & health services .243 .430 .237 .425 .276 .450 

          Other services .097 .296 .096 .294 .102 .303 

          Public administration & military .083 .275 .077 .266 .114 .318 

     Work Sector       

          Private employee .803 .398 .817 .387 .727 .446 

          Government employee .197 .398 .183 .387 .273 .446 

     Labor Force Status       

          Full-Time Work 

          Part-Time Work 

.840 

.160 

.366 

.366 

.837 

.163 

.370 

.370 

.859 

.141 

.349 

.349 

Note: N = 2,117. N (White) = 1,784; N (Black) = 333. 
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 I conduct equality of coefficients tests to identify whether controlling for job rewards 

and/or employment security creates a significant change in the coefficient for ‘Black’. After 

examining the four main models, I test whether significant interactions occur between (1) 

race and the job characteristic variables, and (2) race and the employment security variables, 

in terms of their effect on job satisfaction.  

 

RESULTS  

 In model 1 (table 2), I examine the relationship between race and job satisfaction, 

controlling for gender, age, year, education, tenure, industry, work sector, and labor force 

status. I confirm the race gap in job satisfaction: Blacks are significantly less likely than 

Whites to be satisfied with their jobs. Net of the effects of the control variables, Black 

workers have 40.2% [1 – exp(-.513) = .402] lower odds of being more satisfied with their 

jobs than Whites.  

 In model 2 (table 2), I examine the influence of job rewards on the race gap in job 

satisfaction. Discretion and flexibility are significantly and positively related to job 

satisfaction, while intensity is significantly and negatively related to job satisfaction. 

Workers who enjoy high levels of discretion and flexibility and low levels of intensity are 

more likely to be satisfied with their jobs. For each one standard deviation increase in 

discretion, the odds of being more satisfied with one’s job increase by 171.9%. Each one 

standard deviation increase in flexibility corresponds to a 35.8% increase in the odds of being 

more satisfied with one’s job. Each one standard deviation decrease in intensity parallels a 

46.9% increase in the odds of being more satisfied with one’s job. Income shows no 

significant relationship with job satisfaction in model 2. However, supplementary analyses 
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illustrate that the bivariate relationship between income and job satisfaction is positive and 

statistically significant, as is the effect of income on job satisfaction net of the control 

variables when the three other job reward variables are excluded. This demonstrates that 

controlling for intrinsic rewards overpowers the effect of income on job satisfaction, and 

supports previous findings that intrinsic rewards are more essential than extrinsic rewards to 

job satisfaction (Mottaz 1985; Yoon and Thye 2002). Overall, workers who have more 

favorable intrinsic job rewards are more likely to be satisfied with their jobs.  

 Net of job rewards, the odds of Blacks having higher levels of job satisfaction are 

41.4% less than Whites. This is notably similar to the odds ratio shown for Blacks in model 

1. An equality of coefficients test (t = b1– b2 / √(seb1)
2 +(seb2)

2 [Clogg, Petkova, and Haritou 

1995]) comparing the coefficients for ‘Black’ in model 1 (baseline model) and model 2 (job 

rewards) shows no significant difference. Despite the significant effects of intrinsic rewards 

on job satisfaction, the lack of change in the coefficients for ‘Black’ suggests that job 

rewards do not help to explain the gap in job satisfaction between Black and White workers. 

Overall, I find no support for my first hypothesis, that controlling for job rewards will reduce 

the race gap in job satisfaction. This suggests that Blacks are more satisfied with their jobs 

than one would predict given the overall low quality of their jobs relative to Whites.  

 In model 3 (table 2), I examine the influence of employment security on the 

relationship between race and job satisfaction. Perceived employment security shows a  
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Table 2. Unstandardized Coefficients for Ordinal Logistic Regressions Predicting Job Satisfaction 

Variables  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4  

Race (White=reference)     

   Black - .513*** - .534*** - .352** - .420** 

Job Rewards     

   Discretion  1.000***  .909*** 

   Flexibility  .306***  .233*** 

   Intensity  .385***  .338*** 

   Income (Logged)  - .012  - .009 

Employment Security     

   Perceived Employment Security   .741*** .538*** 

   Dismissal (Not=reference)     

      Laid Off   .388 .179 

   Type of Work (P. Emp.= reference)     

      Independent Work   .834*** .727*** 

      Temporary or On-Call Work   .322 .314 

Controls     

   Sex (Male=reference)     

      Female .044 .206* .178 .284** 

   Age .023*** .029*** .027*** .032*** 

   Year (2002=reference)     

      2006 - .307* - .220 - .315* - .229 

      2010 - .444** - .290 - .234 - .144 

      2014 - .288 - .139 - .247 - .126 

   Education .039* .003 .024 .002 

   Tenure .010 .007 - .002 - .001 

   Industry (FPM=reference)     

      Manufacturing & Agriculture - .095 .083 .027 .145 

      Utilities, Transportation, & Info. .213 .474* .267 .468* 

      Wholesale & Retail - .218 - .062 - .226 - .092 

      Education and Health Services  .388* .461** .359* .437** 

      Other Services .204 .264 .013 .122 

      Public Administration & Military .340 .187 .153 .061 

   Work Sector (Private=reference)     

      Government Worker - .070 .076 .039 .132 

   Labor Force Status (F. Time=reference)     

      Part-Time Work - .140 - .014 - .219 - .090 

LR χ2 137.03*** 667.46*** 406.26*** 797.47*** 

Pseudo R-Squared .033 .161 .098 .192 

Note: N = 2,117. Coefficients displayed. *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p<.001 (two-tailed tests). 
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significant and positive relationship with job satisfaction.6 For each one standard deviation 

increase in perceived employment security, the odds of being more satisfied with one’s job 

increase by 109.9%. Independent workers are significantly more likely than permanent 

employees to be satisfied with their jobs. The odds of independent workers being more 

satisfied with their jobs are 1.3 times larger than those of permanent employees. Recent 

layoff experience shows no significant relationship with job satisfaction. The significance of 

perceived employment security and work type illustrates that workers who experience higher 

levels of employment security have higher levels of satisfaction in their jobs, with the 

exception of independent workers (who report greater job satisfaction than permanent 

workers).7 

 Net of employment security, the odds of Blacks having higher levels of job 

satisfaction are 29.7% less than Whites. This is notably smaller than the odds ratio for Black 

in the baseline model. An equality of coefficients test comparing the coefficient for Black in 

model 3 (employment security) and model 1 (baseline model) shows a significant decline in 

the coefficient. This supports my second hypothesis that controlling for employment security 

                                                        
6 Though perceived ease of finding a similar job is conceptually important to perceived 

employment security, excluding the ‘job find’ variable from perceived employment security 

does not change the interpretation of results.   

7 A test of the zero-order effect of work type on perceived employment security shows no 

significant relationship between independent work and perceived employment security. 

Independent workers and permanent workers do not perceive significantly different levels of 

employment security.   
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will reduce the race gap in job satisfaction. Racial minorities tend to have more precarious 

work experiences than Whites, which partially explains their lower levels of job satisfaction.  

 I include a fourth model in order to examine the combined effects of job rewards and 

employment security on the race gaps in job satisfaction (table 2, model 4). The combined 

model shows effects that are consistent with models 2 and 3. Discretion, flexibility and 

perceived employment security remain positively related to job satisfaction, while intensity 

remains negatively related to job satisfaction. Independent workers remain more likely than 

permanent employees to be more satisfied with their jobs. Net of job rewards and 

employment security, the odds of Blacks having higher levels of job satisfaction are 34.3% 

less than Whites. 

 Finally, I test for statistical interactions between race and (1) job rewards and (2) 

employment security in terms of their effect on job satisfaction. I find no statistically 

significant results for the interactions between race and job rewards. This test fails to support 

my third hypotheses (A and B). Black and White workers do not differently value job 

rewards when evaluating their job satisfaction. Considering the interactions between race and 

employment security, though, I find one significant interaction. While race does not 

significantly interact with perceived employment security or work type, it does interact with 

the experience of being laid off from one’s main job in the past year, in terms of its influence 

on job satisfaction. The interaction term (Black * recently laid off) is positive and significant. 

In order to better interpret this result, I generate the predicted probabilities of each group 
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being ‘very satisfied,’ and a figure to depict these predicted probabilities.8 The predicted 

probability of Blacks who were laid off in the past year being ‘very satisfied’ with their job is 

.733, compared to a predicted probability of .379 for Blacks who did not experience a recent 

layoff. Thus, the predicted probability of recently laid off Black workers being ‘very 

satisfied’ is almost twice that of not recently laid off Black workers. In contrast, the predicted 

probabilities of being ‘very satisfied’ are .528 for White workers who were recently laid off, 

and .481 for White workers who were not recently laid off. The predicted probability of 

Whites being ‘very satisfied’ with their jobs is generally unchanged by the experience of a 

layoff. The difference between Blacks and Whites in terms of how recent layoff experience 

influences predicted job satisfaction is statistically significant at the alpha level of .05. These 

findings lend support to my fourth hypothesis, demonstrating that recent layoff experience, 

one feature of employment insecurity, is more strongly associated with job satisfaction of 

Black than White workers. 9   

                                                        
8 This interaction model is not displayed in Table 2; predicted probabilities are reported in 

Figure 1.  

9 I ran a supplementary test to examine whether perceived ease of finding a job similar to 

one’s current job helps to explain the interaction between race and one’s experience of being 

laid off. Results from split-sample cross-tabulations showed that recently laid off Black 

workers are somewhat more likely than recently laid off White workers to say that it would 

be ‘not easy’ to find a new job. However, removing the variable measuring perceived ease of 

finding a new job from the perceived employment security variable has no notable impact on 

the interaction between race and layoff experience.  
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Figure 1. Predicted Probabilities of Being ‘Very Satisfied’ by Race and Recent Layoff Experience 

 

DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION 

 This study examines the Black/White gap in job satisfaction, testing possible 

explanatory factors and whether these factors influence job satisfaction differently by race. 

Results confirm the Black/White gap in job satisfaction identified by previous researchers 

(e.g. Banerjee and Perrucci 2010; Kalleberg and Loscocco 1983; Moch 1980; Mukerjee 

2014; Weaver 1998) and find that employment security (but not job rewards) lends to an 

explanation of this gap. Results additionally show that one aspect of employment security 

(previous layoff experiences) is more strongly associated with job satisfaction for Black 

versus White workers. These findings generally suggest that both the features of jobs and 

variation in individuals’ evaluation of them help to explain race gaps in job satisfaction. The 
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mediating role of employment security in racialized job satisfaction supports structural 

explanations of job satisfaction, suggesting that the race gap in worker satisfaction is partially 

explained by Blacks’ employment in less secure jobs. Black workers’ higher valuation of one 

aspect of employment security lends modest support to a ‘differential valuation’ explanation, 

suggesting that the race gap in worker satisfaction is partially due to racial differences in 

what people seek from work. Notably, though, these group differences in work values are 

shaped by structural racial inequalities, and do not suggest inherent differences between 

races. Generally, these results illustrate the importance of employment security to workers’ 

(and especially Black workers’) job satisfaction within the context of the widespread 

precarious work.  

 In line with previous research (e.g., Ducharme and Martin 2000; Hodson 1989; 

Kalleberg 2011), this study finds that job rewards are significantly related to job satisfaction. 

Workers who experience higher levels of discretion and flexibility and lower levels of 

intensity are more likely to have higher levels of job satisfaction. One may expect that higher 

levels of income would have a similar influence on job satisfaction – however, income does 

not show a significant effect. While this contradicts some previous research (e.g. Ducharme 

and Martin 2000; Hodson 1989), it is supported by other findings suggesting that intrinsic 

rewards are more central than extrinsic rewards to job satisfaction (Mottaz 1985; Yoon and 

Thye 2002). Given the significant influence of intrinsic rewards on job satisfaction and the 

knowledge that racial minorities are often concentrated in jobs that offer substandard 

rewards, it is noteworthy that controlling for job rewards does not reduce the Black/White 

gap in job satisfaction. Blacks are more satisfied than one would expect given their generally 

low-quality job rewards.   
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 Both objective and subjective measures of employment security are relevant to 

workers’ job satisfaction. Workers who have higher levels of perceived employment security 

or who work independently are more likely to have higher levels of satisfaction. Overall, 

employment security plays a significant role in mediating racialized job satisfaction. Black 

workers tend to experience less employment security than White workers, and this partially 

explains why they tend to report lower levels of satisfaction. As little previous research 

examines the role of employment security in explaining the race gaps in job satisfaction, it is 

important to continue investigating this relationship in the future. The surprisingly high 

satisfaction of independent workers, who hold arguably less secure jobs, also warrants further 

attention.  

 The lack of interaction between race and job rewards generally contradicts the 

findings of previous research, which suggest that Black workers tend to place higher value on 

extrinsic rewards, while White workers more highly value intrinsic rewards (e.g., Kashefi 

2011; Martin and Tuch 1993; Shapiro 1977). However, much of this previous research 

measures work values through a survey question that specifically asks respondents to rank 

job attributes by their level of importance (e.g., Kalleberg and Marsden 2013; Martin and 

Tuch 1993; Tuch and Martin 1991; Shapiro 1977), or through multiple survey questions that 

ask respondents to rank the importance of job attributes separately (e.g., Kashefi 2011). The 

current study evaluates race differences in work values by examining whether race interacts 

with job attributes in terms of its effects on job satisfaction. The key difference here is 

between studying respondents’ subjective evaluation of work features or indirectly estimating 

work values by examining their effects. The latter type of evaluation offers concrete insight 

into which work values actually influence respondents’ work experiences (satisfaction). 
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Further, this type of evaluation makes an examination of work values possible even when 

drawing on survey data that does not explicitly address this topic. The dissimilar findings 

between this study and those previously conducted (in terms of workers’ valuation of job 

rewards) may be due to these measurement differences.  

 Workers’ experience of a recent layoff, one feature of employment security, interacts 

significantly with race in terms of its effect on job satisfaction, indicating how insecurity as a 

feature of one’s career differently influences the job satisfaction of Black and White workers. 

Black workers who have been laid off from their main job within the previous year are much 

more likely to be very satisfied than Black workers who have not been laid off from their 

main job recently. The job satisfaction of White workers is unaffected by recent layoff 

experiences. These findings suggest the relevance of a hierarchy of needs perspective 

(Maslow 1934) to understanding racial variation in worker satisfaction. Recently laid off 

Black workers face intensified feelings of employment instability due to their experiences 

and perceptions of racial disadvantage, and show higher levels of job satisfaction possibly 

because they are happy to simply have a job. If their feelings and perceptions of stability 

increase, these workers may then place higher value on other aspects of work when 

evaluating their job satisfaction. However, recently laid off White workers, who are racially 

privileged in the labor market, have lessened feelings of vulnerability, and place lower value 

on employment security. Black workers likely have a harder time (than White workers) with 

the experience of layoffs as a result of their racialized difficulties in the labor market and 

their corresponding high valuation of employment security.  

 Within the context of the ‘new social contract’ that highlights the precarity and 

vulnerability of workers (Kalleberg 2011; Rubin 2012, 2014), employment insecurity is 
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widespread (Kalleberg 2011) and is now a common concern. However, racial minorities 

disproportionately experience employment insecurity. Black and White workers’ differing 

experiences of employment insecurity, one consequence of structural racial inequality, 

explains part of the Black/White gap in job satisfaction. Black and White workers’ 

differential valuation of one attribute of employment security (previous layoff experiences), 

which stems from their racially distinct experiences, similarly lends to an understanding of 

the race gap in job satisfaction. This study contributes to the literature a broad 

conceptualization of employment security and an improved understanding of how 

employment security influences the Black/White gap in job satisfaction. However, this 

analysis is unable to explain the racial gap in job satisfaction in entirety. This indicates the 

existence of additional factors that further help to explain race gaps in job satisfaction and 

that are in need of identification and examination. Further, future research examining the 

causes of racialized job satisfaction should consider whether these relationships have 

changed in light of advancing neoliberalism. In recent decades, American workers 

increasingly valued security and income (Kalleberg and Marsden 2013), yet we have little 

knowledge of how these changes may have differently affected different races. Developing 

an understanding of how the causes of racialized job satisfaction have changed in recent 

years (encouraged by the logic of neoliberalism) will speak to current trends that have 

widespread consequences for workers’ experiences.   
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