
Work occupies a significant part of the waking hours of the
majority of European adults and in most cases provides the
basic means of economic sustenance. Work also
contributes to a sense of social identity and usefulness
within the context of the immediate work environment –
through relationships with one’s colleagues, boss, clients,
patients, etc. – and within society as a whole. Given the
central place of work, a measure of the psychological well-
being that individuals associate with their work can also be
seen as an indicator at a collective level of how well work
meets the professional, private and social needs of
individual workers.

Despite the acknowledged importance of work satisfaction
in employment policy and research – reflected at EU level
in its inclusion as an indicator of ‘quality of work’ in the
European Employment Strategy – it is important to point
out that it is a subjective measure. As a consequence, it may
be less empirically reliable than more objective or verifiable
work–life indicators – for example, working hours or
exposure to physical risks. Workers may report high levels
of work satisfaction for reasons to do with personal
disposition or outlook rather than the quality of the work
or working conditions. A worker in an ostensibly ‘good’ job
– well-paid, secure, with a generally positive working
environment – may report a lower level of work satisfaction
than someone in a more menial, less well-paid job, because
the two have very contrasting expectations of work. 

It is also the case that in all surveys workers generally
appear predisposed to report high levels of satisfaction with
working conditions. Over three quarters of workers will, on
average, report themselves ‘content’ or ‘very content’ with
their job or working conditions when questioned, and the
fourth European Working Conditions Survey is no exception
to this pattern. 

Main trends

The last three European Working Conditions Surveys, in
1995, 2000 and 2005, have included a question on work
satisfaction or satisfaction with working conditions: in each,
five out of six workers consistently reported themselves
‘satisfied’ or ‘very satisfied’ with working conditions in their
main paid job.1 There has been little change in the aggregate
proportions of workers expressing satisfaction with working
conditions, as Figure 10.1 shows.

If the EU15 countries are compared over the period 1995–
2005, a remarkably consistent proportion of workers
(between 83% and 85%) report themselves satisfied or very
satisfied with their work. What is clear, however, is that
these aggregate figures conceal large differences between
different groups of countries. 

From the more detailed country breakdown of the 2005
survey shown in Figure 10.2, it can be seen that the
Netherlands and the Nordic countries generally show high
levels of satisfaction with working conditions, with
Denmark and Norway recording the highest levels. The
difference between the old and new Member States is clear
in the country comparison: most of the EU15 Member
States are above the EU average, in terms of respondents
reporting themselves satisfied or very satisfied with their
working conditions, with the exception of three southern
European countries – Italy, Spain and Greece; by contrast,
all but one of the new Member States (Cyprus) are below
the EU average. In general, national levels of satisfaction
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1 There was a change of question wording from 1995 to 2000. In 1995, the question asked was ‘On the whole, are you very satisfied, fairly satisfied, not very
satisfied or not at all satisfied with your main job?’ In 2000, this was changed to ‘…are you […] satisfied with working conditions in your main paid job?’ and
this formulation has been retained in 2005. 

Figure 10.1: Work satisfaction trends, 1995–2005 (%)
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2 See the Foundation study, Measuring job satisfaction in surveys, available online at http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/ewco/reports/TN0608TR01/
TN0608TR01.htm

with working conditions appear to track closely standard
measures of national wealth: countries with higher GDP per
head report generally higher levels of satisfaction. 

Indicators of satisfaction with work

The fourth European Working Conditions Survey includes a
number of new questions which are intended to throw light
on the different elements of work satisfaction. As indicated
above, working conditions surveys tend to reveal a high
proportion of individuals who report satisfaction with their
work. However, to gain a more accurate picture of work
satisfaction, it is necessary to examine in detail the various

factors contributing to satisfaction, such as income, working
time arrangements, possibilities for skills development and
career advancement, and the degree of individual control
over work.2

The questions (37 a–f in the questionnaire) relating to these
factors are in the form of statements and do not explicitly
mention ‘satisfaction’; nevertheless, they can be considered
useful proxies for frequently cited components of job or
work satisfaction. Thus, a respondent who agrees or
strongly agrees with the statement ‘I am well paid for the
job I do’ can reasonably be said to be expressing a positive
opinion about or satisfaction with their pay. 

In general, the high level of general work satisfaction
demonstrated in the single question on satisfaction with
working conditions (question 36) is only partially reflected
in respondents’ assessment of key elements of work
satisfaction – see Figure 10.3. Once these are considered on
an individual basis, a more nuanced picture emerges. For
the two questions relating to the respondent’s sense of
social integration in the company, (‘feel at home in the
organisation’ and ‘have very good friends at work’), there
are comparably high proportions of positive responses.
Similarly, the majority of respondents were also optimistic
about their job security: only 13% – less than one in seven
– considered it likely that they would lose their job over the

78

Fourth European Working Conditions Survey

DK

NO

UK

CH

AT

BE

DE

NL

LU

IE

SE

PT

FI

CY

FR

EU27

CZ

MT

ES

PL

IT

HU

SK

EE

HR

SI

LV

BG

LT

EL

RO

TR

very satisfied satisfied not very satisfied not at all satisfied

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Figure 10.2: Work satisfaction, by country (%)

Figure 10.3: Satisfaction with positive job elements (%)

Note: Data based on answers to questions 37 a–f. 

* Job security: Results were obtained from a reverse coding of the answers to
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ensuing six months. However, at least one third of workers
consider themselves to be underpaid; while about the same
proportion are optimistic about their prospects for career
advancement in their current job. Figure 10.3 indicates, in
particular, that workers are much less optimistic about their
prospects for career or personal development in their work
than the high levels of overall satisfaction with working
conditions might suggest. 

Respondents who reported that their working hours fitted
not very well or not at all well with their family or social
commitments not surprisingly reported lower levels of
satisfaction with working conditions (Figure 10.4). 

Based on an analysis of the correlation between the main
job satisfaction question (Q36) and other questions with a
possible bearing on job satisfaction (Q18, Q25 h–m, Q27,
Q37 a–f and EF5), the most important factors correlated
with general satisfaction with working conditions are a
sense of belonging in one’s company or organisation (‘I feel
at home in this organisation’) and a perception of being well
rewarded. 

Significantly, the perception of being well paid appears to be
much more important than actual income itself (as
indicated by the place of respondents in the income
distribution scale). Developmental possibilities in work

(‘opportunities to learn and grow’ and ‘prospects for career
advancement’) and work–life balance are also significantly
correlated with overall satisfaction with working conditions.

Intellectual and emotional demands

A second set of questions (25 h–m in the questionnaire),
introduced for the first time in the 2005 survey, explores
aspects concerning psychological well-being at work: the
feeling of doing useful work and a job well done, finding
work either intellectually or emotionally demanding, having
opportunities to do one’s best and apply new ideas in the
job. As with the previous questions related to work
satisfaction, the overall picture is positive (Figure 10.5). A
high proportion of workers in Europe consider that they do
useful work and that their job gives them the feeling of work
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Figure 10.4: Level of work–life balance and satisfaction
with working conditions (%)

Note: Responses (‘very well’, ‘well’ etc.) are based on answers to question 18:

‘Do your working hours fit in with your family or social commitments outside

work?’ 

Figure 10.5: Aspects of work-related well-being (%)
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Figure 10.6: Intellectual and emotional demands of
work, by sex (%)



3 ISCED (International Standard Classification of Education) is a classification system designed by UNESCO in the early 1970s to serve ‘as an instrument
suitable for assembling, compiling and presenting statistics of education both within individual countries and internationally’.

well done: the ratio of such positive statements to negative
statements is over 10:1. In terms of how work presents
opportunities for using one’s own ideas, the responses are
still positive but less emphatically so. Two out of three
workers report that they often or almost always have the
opportunity to do what they do best at work. 

Figure 10.6 indicates that broadly similar proportions of
men and women consider their work to be intellectually
demanding (just under 50% of both indicate that this is
often or almost always the case), while more women than
men find that their work imposes emotional demands. 

Dissatisfaction with work

Given the high levels of overall satisfaction with working
conditions reported in the survey, it is worthwhile
concentrating on the minority of workers actively
dissatisfied with work and see how these are distributed
according to standard background variables (age, sex,
employment status, education etc.) 

In general, men, particularly younger men, report higher
levels of job dissatisfaction than do women. By
occupational type, white-collar workers report less
dissatisfaction than do blue-collar workers. Public-sector
workers are less dissatisfied than their private-sector
counterparts and, among employees, those with an
indefinite-term contract have higher levels of satisfaction 
with their working conditions than their fixed-term or
temporary-agency counterparts (grouped under ‘Temporary’
in Figure 10.7). 

There is a clear relationship between the educational level
attained by respondents and their satisfaction with working
conditions: lower levels of educational attainment are
associated with higher levels of job dissatisfaction. It is also
the case that higher levels of education are associated with
greater work satisfaction: 51% of workers with an advanced
third-level degree (ISCED 63) report being ‘very satisfied’
compared to an average of 25% for the sample as a whole.

It should be emphasised that in most categories less than
one in five workers declare themselves to be ‘not very
satisfied’ or ‘not at all satisfied’ with their work. It is true
that blue-collar workers, workers with a lower secondary
level of education or less, those holding temporary or fixed-
term contracts and male workers under 30 years of age
report higher levels of dissatisfaction; however, even in
these groups, the proportion of dissatisfied workers is
around one in four or lower. 
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Figure 10.7: Dissatisfaction with working conditions, by
group (%)

Figure 10.8: Satisfaction with working conditions, by
sector (%)
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There is a contrast between high satisfaction levels in
predominantly office-based service sectors (such as
financial intermediation and real estate) and low levels in
traditional, non-service sectors. In particular, there are
notably high levels of job dissatisfaction in the agriculture
and fishing sectors, where overall sectoral retrenchment
may contribute to such dissatisfaction, in combination with
other negative work aspects identified elsewhere in this
report – long working hours and high levels of physical risk
exposure (see Figure 10.8).

Key determinants of work satisfaction

Various work-related factors impact on reported levels of
satisfaction with working conditions. Long or non-standard
working hours, high levels of work intensity, low levels of
job control and exposure to physical or psychological risks
(with the associated negative effects on health) all tend to
be linked to lower levels of satisfaction. By contrast, greater
autonomy over how work is carried out and greater
intellectual demands (without excessive pressure or work
intensity) tend to be associated with high levels of
satisfaction with working conditions. 

An important indicator of work satisfaction is the extent to
which respondents consider that their health and safety are

at risk or affected by their work. As Figure 10.9 shows,
workers who report that their work affects their health and
that their health and safety is at risk in their workplace are
much more likely to be dissatisfied in their work than those
who do not consider their health to be affected or at risk. 

Jobs that involve solving unforeseen problems, performing
complex tasks and learning new things are associated with
higher levels of work satisfaction (see Figure 10.10). In this
case, level of job content may just be one of a number of
contributing factors to greater work satisfaction. Jobs that
make more sophisticated intellectual demands tend to be
associated with higher educational qualifications and also
with higher levels of pay, both of which independently
correlate with greater work satisfaction. 
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Figure 10.9: Satisfaction with working conditions, by
extent of health outcomes (%)

Figure 10.10: Work satisfaction and cognitive demands
(%)

Note: The level of job content is a composite variable (Cronbach’s alpha 0.64)

based on the average scores for Q23c (job involves solving unforeseen

problems on your own), Q23d (monotonous tasks – reverse coded), Q23e

(complex tasks) and Q23f (learning new things).
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