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Abstract

“The Changing American Workplace and the Sense of Mastery:

Assessing the Impacts of Downsizing, Job Redesign and Teaming”

Using a large representative sample from one of the America’s largest manufacturing
companies, we test a set of hypothesesrdigghow downsizingiob reengineering and
redesign, and the introduction of team forms gfamization affect individual's sense of mastery.
We hypothesize that personal closeness to fedflaxperience, as well as judgments about top
management’s unfairness during layoffs, willdssociated with a low sense of mastery as will
those aspects of job redesign that lowergeabautonomy at work. We hypothesize, moreover,
that being on a work team and experiencing@omy-enhancing job redesign, will be associated
with a high sense of mastery. We use OLSasgjon to test the hypotheses. The results strongly
confirm our expectations about how importauairkplace changes are affecting employees’ sense

of mastery.



Introduction

We ask in this article whether employepsychological well-beig is enhanced or
diminished by a range of organizational innovatithat are currently transforming the American
workplace. We are interested, in particulatthia effects of what we take to be the most
important of these organizational innovations—dseizing, job reengineering, and teaming
(Reich 1992; Drucker 1993; Sabel 1993; Appelim and Batt 1994; Drucker 1995; McKenna
1997, Pfeffer 1998) —upon the sense of mastery ifarmbnverse, the sense of powerlessness) of
employees. We focus on the sense of mastery (and the sense of powerlessness) as the dependent
variable in our investigation for a number esons: because of the historic association in the
scholarly literature between the sense of mastedythe content and social relations of work
(Argyris 1957; Seeman 1959; Blauner 19B#ymberg 1968; Kohn and Schooler 1983;
Greenberg 1986); because the sense of mastery hashzeemn to be highly influential in shaping
a broad range of attitudes and behavibes)d because some aspects of downsizing, job
reengineering and teaming would seem, on their face, to disempower employees, while other
aspects, on their face, would seem to empower .thethis article, we test the hypothesis that
structural transformations in the workplagkich empower employees will increase their sense
of mastery, while structural transformations which reduce the power and autonomy of employees
will undermine their sense of mastery (or increase their sense of powerlessness).

There is a long research tradition that suppautsbelief that job experiences in general
and the relative degree of the exercise of power and autonomy at the workplace in particular are
associated with the shaping oftbgob attitudes and more basic psychological orientations. As

Melvin Kohn put it in a review of the relentliterature, “...these studies uniformly support the



proposition that the conditions of work exgerted by gainfully employeed men an women
affect their values, self-conceptions, orientatitimsocial reality, and cognitive functioning...and
the effects of job conditions on personalitg &r from trivial in magnitude...”(Kohn 1990:40)

A similar conclusion is reached by Lennon anag&dield and Cooper in their reviews of the
research literaure on the relationships among job conditions, job attitudes and psychological
orientations (Spenner andt® 1984; Lennon and Rosenfeld 1992) (also see Andrisani 1978;
Brousseau 1978; Kohn and Schooler 1983; SpeammetOtto 1984; Karasek and Theorell 1990).

In this analysis, we examine whether downsizing, job reengineering and teaming
affect levels of perceived mastery. Our saniplgrawn from a single, large company, so broad
generalizations about the American workforoe ianpossible to draw. On the other hand, our
sample allows for an intensive examinatadrthe workplace experience and how it affects
mastery and powerlessness, and permits therg@me of what we hope are highly suggestive
conclusions.

Mastery and Powerlessness

Our focus in this article is on the sulijee senses of mastery and powerlessness. In our
view, they are not so much different concepts as the end-point anchors of a continuum. At one
end of the continuum, the sense of mastery may be understood as an outlook in which the
individual believes that he or she is efficaciagsoss a broad range of life domains, that he or
she “can and does master, control and shape ongidife.”(Geis and Ross 1998:233) At the
other end of the continuum, the sense of pagsriess may be understood as an outlook in which
the individual believes “that outcomes of situatians determined by forces external to [himself
or herself]...that [he or she] is powerless toiaeé desired ends.”(Geand Ross 1998:233) It is
a sense of personal inefficacy, a sense that @fi@gs do not make a difference (Seeman 1959).
It is important to note, however, that while sugygest that organizational transformations affect
the senses of mastery and powerlessness of employees, we are not making a claim that the senses

of mastery and powerlessness are wholly, or enaimly, explained by experiences at work.



By their very nature, work teams are an organizational innovation that decreases the
degree of direct control by supervisors anaings varying degrees of autonomy and decision
making power to groups of employees workingagarticular process or project. If exercising
power on the job contributes to perceived mastery, then membership on a work team logically
ought to enhance the sense of mastery.

H4. The effects of job reengineering innovations on employees’ sense of mastery will be
variable, with the most empowering innovations associated with the highest levels of mastery.

We believe, on the basis of interviews d&ocdus group sessions (to be described below)
that the job and workplace changes that have mestituted in this and other large companies
are, on balance, empowering rather than disempowering. Many of the job redesign initiatives
require that employees take on more responséslifearn new ways of doing things, and work
with a broader range of people in their camp. Though these changes may well increase stress
levels, they also ask that employees mollg fise their capacities and talents on more
challenging problems. Based on a theoretical and empirical research tradition going all the way
back to Marx, there is every reason to beliewa such enriched experices, especially those
that enhance employees’ control over thekptace and autonomy in their jobs will enhance
employees’ perceived mastery. Some innovations, for example, might enhance the skill of
employees, or give them more say in decision making. Others might so overload employees with
added responsibilities that they come to feat thatters are out of control. The former, we
suggest, will be associated with higher levels o€pieed mastery; the latter, with lower levels.
We shall have more to say about the hypothesized effects of job reengineering changes in the
section on variables where we describe mesasof the principal domains of workplace

innovation.

Methods

Study Site
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The study was conducted in the largest division of a very large manufacturing company
on the west coast of the United States thatymwes high technology products. The company is
the dominant firm in its product line and an im@ot U.S. exporter. The division in our study
employed well over 80,000 people at the timewfinvestigations, with employees occupying
posts stretching across a wide range of job skill$ occupational categories, from high level
design engineers to semi-skilled assemblers, fooountants to receptionists. The division
operates in an industry subject to cyclical fladtons in demand. As we began our study, the
division was just completing a four-year-long process of layoffs that had reduced the workforce
by 27 percent (and was actually beginning a process of rehiring to meet higher demand). The
layoffs were distributed across all job classificas (known as paycodes in the organization) in
rough proportion to each paycode’s representation in the division. Additionally, many employees
received “warn notices” notifying them that they might be laid off should further workforce
reductions prove necessaryhe layoffs were undertaken in this instance both as a response to a
decline in market demand and as part of a long-term strategy to restructure the design and
production process. The strategy included conger a computerized and streamlined design
and part-ordering system, the introduction of lean manufacturing modeled on the Toyota system
(Womack, Jones et al. 1990) as well as experiments with cross-functional teams in certain areas
and product lines. These changes were designed to raise productivity by cutting cycle time and
costs across the entire division.

The division cooperated fully in the studlowing us to examine important documents
and statistical information, giving us acces&dg policy makers and employees on condition of
complete confidentiality. We also sought anthgd the support of the two labor unions that
together represent about 70 percent of company employees. One union represents line-

manufacturing workers; the other represents engineers and technicians.
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Data Collection

This analysis is but a small part of a ml&tger, longitudinal-panel study that seeks to
examine the impact of layoffs, job reenginagrand redesign, and teaming on employees. This
article reports results from the first cross-sectiona gathered in Fall, 1996 and Winter, 1997.
Data were collected in three forms. First, theipterviews lasting from one to two hours were
conducted with a randomly selected sample oéloyees, representing all job categories and
management levels. Interviews weileo held with top managers in order to gain a sense of the
company’s rationale for layoffs, reengineerimgl deaming and where these changes fit in their
strategic vision for the company. Secondeéhfocus group sessions, involving 22 employees,
were conducted by the principle investigators. Both the employee interviews and focus group
sessions were taped and transcribed for latereée. The purpose of the employee interviews
and focus groups was to gain a sense from theayes$ of the range of changes going on in the
firm, their jobs and workplace social and sujsy relations, their feelings about the changes
going on around them, participation in problematitaviors (like alcohol abuse) connected to
changes at work, and possible tensions betwe®k and family responsibilities. Third, a
questionnairéwas sent to 3,700 randomly selected employees who had worked for the firm for at
least two year$. 2,279 valid questionnaires were reeainrepresenting a 62 percent return rate.
Respondents were 75 percent male, had a meaafalgl, and a mean company tenure of 14.6
years. The mean level of education was “Asstes Degree,” roughly two years of college, and
the mean household income of respondents was close to $60,000. Among the respondents, 9.1
percent had received a “warn notice” (putting themmotice that they were candidates for being
laid off) within the last five years, but less thhpercent had actuallyebn laid off and rehired
within that time period. 35 percent had a clbgend at work who had been laid off, however,
while 50 percent knew other co-workers who badn let go. 42 percent of employees in this
sample are currently on a work team, 36 percenblead on a work team in the past but were not

presently on one, while 22 percent had never been on a work team.
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Variables

In this section we describe the main vamglbdnd measures used in this analysis. For the
most part, the measures take the form ofdesliconstructed from multiple questions. Some of
the measures used in the analysis are stdmdaasures from the social science literature,
validated across a wide range of studies. Othersores have been created specifically for this
study, based on questions suggested by tpthdeterviews and focus groups sessions. For these
latter measures, we performed a combination of item and scale analyses (e.g. item-to-total
correlations, exploratory factor analysis, and Crohlsinternal consistency analysis for simple

additive indices (Cronbach 1951)). Below idescription of the scales used in this sttidy.

MasterylIn this study we measure the sense a$tary using the seven item, widely-used and
validated mastery scale created by Pearioh &chooler. (Pearlin and Schooler 1978). To
accentuate the point that mastery and powerlessmes®r two ends of a single continuum, the
guestions that make up the scale ask abotit mastery and powerlessness, with the
powerlessness items reverse coded to credttevdlf the mastery questions. Mastery scores
range from 8 to 35, with an Alpha score of .82.

Closeness to Layoffhis scale is original to this study.s constructed from four multi-item

guestions that probe the details of respondentsttand indirect experience with layoffs in their
present company. The questions ask respondentfevtiteey had in recent years been laid off

and then rehired, received a notice that they nbghaid off in the nextound of layoffs, or had
close friends and/or co-workers laid off. In artietake account of the relative intensity of the
layoff experience, items were weighted sudt theing laid off was scored as “4”, receiving a
warning that one might be laid off in 60 days was scored as “3”, having a friend in the company
laid off was scored as “2”, and having a co-kesrlaid off was scored as “1”. The resulting index

ranges from O to 10.
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Sense of Layoff JusticBwo questions original to this study make up this additive index. One

asks whether the respondent believes the compaed &itly in selecting those who were to be
let go during the last round of layoffs; the other asks how well the company treated those who
were let go. The scale range is 2-8, with an Alpha score of .66.

Experiences With Job Redesifjhe questionnaire included 11 questions that asked respondents

“how has the work you do at X company changeer the past two years.” Each question had a
5-point response pattern ranging from “much @ia@o “much less.” The questions were grouped
into four principal domains of job redesign on the basis of confirmatory factor analysis
procedures. The questions in each domain werre dlygregated into four additive scales, and
tested for internal consistency.

The indices of the four principal domains of job redesign are described here:

Job Redesign Subscale: Skill Enhanceméhis scale is comprised of four questions asking

about the extent to which job redesign experienced by the employee has involved learning new
skills and working on new problems, requiringlaitnal training. We hypothesize, based on our
previous discussion, that innovations thatr@ase employee skill sets will enhance perceived
mastery. The range for this scale is 4-20, with an Alpha score of .83.

Job Redesign Subscale: Work Overloahis scale is comprised of three questions that focus on

the degree to which job redesign experiencslihvolved the addition of unwelcome time,
meetings and tasks to existing job responsibilitlés.suggest that innovations that lead to what
has conventionally been called “work overloadll @ecrease the sense of mastery of employees.
The range for this scale is 3-15, with an Alpha score of .59.

Job Redesign Subscale: CompufEnss scale is comprised of two questions that ask about the

need to learn more about computers and softwW&'e are agnostic about the probable outcomes
of innovations that lead to more usage ahpaters. Some employees may feel empowered by it;

others overwhelmed. The range for this sea-10, with an Alpha score of .77.
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Job Redesign Subscale: Autonofityis scale is comprised of two questions that ask about

increased autonomy (working with less supeorisbeing more responsible for setting work

goals). As suggested in the literature revémgtion, we believe that job reengineering

innovations that enhance employees’ actual autonomy, that is, give them more control over their
jobs, will enhance their sense of mastery. The rémgthis scale is 2-10, with an Alpha score of

.66.

Presently on a Work Teanfhis is a dummy variable in which “1"= “presently a member of a

work team” and “0"= “have been on a work teanthe past, but not now,” or “have never been
on a work team.” The measure is done in thghfon because of preliminary analyses that show
that, with respect to all measures in the study g$imply those relevant to this article), having
been on a work team in the past has norlggjualities. Those who were on work teams in the
past, that is to say, are in every important eesgimilar to those who had never been on a work
team and distinct from those presently on a team.

Control VariablesIn addition to a number of traditionebntrol variables that have been shown

to be associated with perceived mastery @maerlessness—namely, sex, income, education and
age (Seeman 1983; Schieman and Turner 199&) use a job-category control variable
throughout the analysis that we have desigh&taycode,” borrowing the terminology from the
company used in this study. We do so tmgeize the likely possibility that much of what goes

on in the workplace, from layoffs, to job reemggéring and assessments of top management, will
be influenced by the kind of job one has and where one fits in the organizational hierarchy. For
the purposes of this study on mastery and p@ssrless, we created a dummy variable designed
to take into account the varying degreepmiver and autonomy various job classifications
exercise. High autonomy job categories—professionals, administrators, and middle managers—
were coded “1”, while lower autonomy job ogeies—hourly production workers, secretaries,
technicians and engineers—were coded “0.”

Data Analysis
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We have described the demographic characteristics as well as team and layoff experience
information above in the section on data collect®mmmary statistics for ¢hscales used in this
analysis are reported in Table 1. A number of observations are in order. First, employees cluster
near the lower end of the “closeness to layoffsegience,” confirming that the vast majority of
our sample has not had direct experienith layoffs, though many had seen friends or co-
workers laid off. Second, employees tend to feat the layoff process has been handled justly,
with the mean score on the scale near the upper end of the scale. Third, employees have
experienced a fair amount of job reengineeraapfirming our findings from interviews and
focus groups. And, also as expected, job reengineering has involved each of the four domains,
with employees reporting substantial change irrtlegels of autonomy, use of computers, skills,
and work overload. Finally, employees demonsteat impressive level of perceived mastery,
something that might be expected, given the radtiiigh levels of education and income of our
respondents.

TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE

We use OLS regression as our primary analystaktegy in this article, given our use of
continuous variable-type scales and dummyaldeis and our belief that the relationships
considered here are linear. We confirmedamgumptions about linearity after examining
scatterplots of the standardized residuals usiagsSPSS statistical package. The results of the
regression equations are reported in Table 2.

We begin by examining the effects on the serfiseastery of the main control variables.
The results are found in column 1. As expectapk is negatively associated with the sense of
mastery and income is positively related. Unexpeiddke finding that neither level of education
nor job category (e.g. paycode) are significantly assediwith perceived mastery. This is true,
as well, for gender.

We test H1 by regressing the sense of emgtcale on the control variables and the

layoff experience scale. The results are report@ahbie 2, column 2. As predicted, the layoff
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experience scale is significantly associated tithsense of mastery, confirming the hypothesis.
Thus, the closer respondents are to layoffs, the lower is their sense of mastery.

We suggested in H2 that it is not relativeseness to the layoff exjence that counts in
the long run so much as employees’ assessment of how their company’s top management went
about the business of conducting layoffs. We argued that employees would feel less at the mercy
of unseen forces, and more in control of their owedjvf layoffs were seen to be being done in a
fair and just manner. We test this hypothesisnyoducing the sense of layoff justice measure
into the previous regression equation. The resuéshown in Table 2, column 3. The hypothesis
is support; not only is the coefficient for sensdéagbff justice statistically significant, but the
coefficient for the closerss to layoffs measure becomes diatily insignificant. This suggests
that the sense of layoff justice is an importantiating variable in the story of the relationship
between the sense of mastery and layoffs.

We hypothesized in H4 that being a member of a work team would be associated with
higher levels of mastery. Our reasoning was as follows: real autonomy on the job is associated
with a sense of mastery (a finding well suppoitethe research literature, as reviewed above);
being on a work team increases worker autondrepce, being on a work team is likely to
enhance the sense of mastery. We test H4 byigdde dummy variable for “presently on a work
team” to the previous equation. We note in Té&hleolumn 4 that, as predicted, being on a team
matters for mastery. The hypothesis is supported. It is also worth pointing out that the layoff
justice scale remains significant, indicating its independent effect on employees’ sense of
mastery.

In H5 we predicted that job reengineeringuld affect the sense mastery, but in different
ways, depending on the types of workplau®vations involved. We argued that job
reengineering that enhanced autonomy would becedsd with higher levels of mastery and that
job reengineering that undermines autonomy and control in the workplace would be associated

with lower levels of mastery. We test thispaghesis by adding the four job reengineering domain
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scales to the previous equation. The results aretegpior Table 2, column 5. Variability of effect
among the job reengineering scales is quite evident. Higher levels of mastery, for example, are
associated with those workplace innovations that involve increasing employees’ autonomy on the
job--working with less supervision and gaigi more responsibility for setting work goals—and
elevating their job skills—by allowing emplegs to work with new technology and on new
tasks-- and by increasing their training. Lower levels of mastery, as predicted, are associated
with job reengineering innovations that ovedaamployees: working too many hours, taking on
the tasks of others as well as ones own, anddittg too many meetings. Simply working with
new computers and software, controlling foradher aspects of job reengineering, has no
statistically significant effect on employees’ sense of mastery. Some aspects of increasing
computer use may raise skill levels and autonparhile other aspects may simplify and render
routine that which had required implicit jobhéwledge. The predictive direction of such job
reengineering changes, then, is unclear in terfaatbrs that might affect the sense of mastery.
Our agnosticism was warranted.
Conclusion and Discussion

Each of the five hypotheses posited earlighia article is supported by the regression
equation results reported in Table 2. We dematedrthat the most important changes now going
on in the American workplace—downsizing as a p@rent feature of the corporate economy, job
reengineering to enhance the performance of labor while cutting its costs, and teaming as a
strategy for both eliminating layers of supeimisand tapping the creativity and skill synergies of
a cooperative workforce—have consequerioethe sense of mastery among affected
employees. We also demonstrated that a simple “black and white” portrait of the effects on
employees of these workplace changes is inapprop8atee changes, such as teaming, we have
found, have positive consequences for masterjlewlthers, such as relative closeness to layoffs,
have negative consequences for employees. \Wenlgrated, moreover, that the perception of

the company’s behavior as it conducted layoffs mase important for the sense of mastery than
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was employees’ relative closeness to the layoffedence itself. Finally, we demonstrated that
different aspects of job reengineering sasfenhancing skills and autonomy, increase
employees’ sense of mastery, while others ‘thagrload” tasks and responsibilities, undermine
it.

We must caution about the generalizability of our findings, given the fact that our study
was conducted within a single, large compduse of a representative, random national survey
would increase our confidence in the generalizability of our findings, of course, as would a
comparative company design that would pull resfemts from a wide cross-section of American
economic sectorsHaving said that, the advantage of the study design used here is the
opportunity it has given us to explore job and kpdace change in greater detail than is the norm
in national surveys and comparative compangists and to link these rtiple changes to an
important mental perspective that has bé@ws to influence a wide range of attitudes and
behaviors

Our interest is in workplace innovations and hbey affect the sense of mastery. We
have shown significant size effects of workplacenggavariables. We do not claim that we have
explained the etiology of mastery, however. The R2 statistics suggest that other factors in the
lives of these employees are more central tdabkioning of the sense of mastery, some from
their personal histories and social relationsliptside of the workplace, no doubt, and some
from additional unmeasured influences on the dwertheless, we have shown that certain
kinds of innovations made in the work envire@mhenhance the sense of mastery, while others
undermine it. We suspect that the positive arghtiee effects of workplace changes accumulate
over time and that the results are likely to beremnore dramatic as changes and outcomes are
tracked over timé.If this proves to be the case, it argémsworkplace interventions of the kind

that enhance employee autonomy and skills.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics: Scales

N Min. Max. Mean  Std. Dev.
Closeness to Layoffs 2211 0.00 10.00 1.50 1.89
Layoff Justice 2142 2.00 8.00 5.70 1.40
Mastery 2226 8.00 35.00 26.25 4.72
Reengin.: 2213 2.00 10.00 7.25 1.71
Autonomy
Reengin.: 2230 3.00 15.00 10.83 2.13
Overload
Reengin.: 2227 4.00 20.00 14.63 3.03
Skill
Reengin.: 2242 2.00 10.00 7.50 1.74
Computers
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Table 2

OLS Regression Equations With “Sense of Mastery” as Dependent Variable

1 2 3 4 5
Age -.02* -.03* -.02* -.02* -.02*
(.012) (.012) (.012) (.012) (.013)
Education .08 .07 13 .08 .08
(.072) (.073) (.076) (.077) (.079)
Income .30%** .20%* .18** A7 19%*
(.069) (.070) (.072) (.073) (.074)
Paycode .40 .40 31 .24 .18
(.246) (.249) (.256) (-259) (.265)
Gender .19 .16 .20 .15 .05
(.240) (.245) (.253) (.255) (.262)
Closeness to Layoffs -.15** -.10 -.10 -.09
(.055) (.057) (.057) (.058)
Layoff Justice .38x** .38x** 3L Ee*
(.077) (.077) (.080)
Presently on a work .58** 54*
team (.225) (.233)
Reengin.: 30***
Autonomy (.074)
Reengin.: -.08
Computers (.074)
Reengin.: -.29%**
Overload (.000)
Reengin.: 2+
Skill (.046)
Adjusted .01 .02 .03 .03 .06
R2
N 2151 2094 1978 1954 1861

Significance levels: ***p=.001; **p=.01; *p=.05
Standard errors are in parentheses béf@wunstandardized regression coefficients.
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Appendix

Questions Used to Construct Scales

Closeness to Layoffs

Concerning X Company layoffs, have you experienced any of the following over the last five
ears?
)(/yes-no format)
1. People you have worked closely with at X Company have been laid off.
2. Close friends at X Company have been laid off.
3. You've been laid off.
4. You've received a “warn notice.”

Sense of Layoff Justice

1. During the last major round of layoffs, how fair was the procedure that X Company used
to select those who were to be let go? (4-item response format, from “very fair” to “not
fair at all”)

2. During the last major round of layoffs, how well did X Company treat those who were let
go?

(4-item response format, from “very well” to “not well at all”)

The Job Reengineering Experience

Eleven questions asking how much “the work ylo has changed over the past two years.” Each
uses a 5-item response format, from “much rhtwémuch less.” The scale for which each
qguestion is used is indicated in the paneses with S=skill enhancement; W=work overload,;
C=computers; and A=autonomy.

1. using skills in new ways (S)

learning new technologies (S)

working on new problems and tasks (S)
upgrading skills and training (S)

working with less supervision (A)

taking on more responsibility for setting work goals (A)
working longer hours (O)

taking on tasks done by others in the past (O)
attending more meetings (O)

learning to use computers ©

learning new software programs ©

©® NG AN

e
= o

Sense of Mastery

1. | have little or no control over the things that happen to me.
There is really no way | can solve some of the problems | have.
There is little | can do to change marfythe important things in my life.
| often feel helpless in dealing with the problems of life
Sometimes | feel that I'm being pushed around in life.

a bk wbn
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6. What happens to me in the future mostly depends on me.
7. | can do just about anything | really set my mind to do.
(4-item response format, from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree”)
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! The literature for this claim will be cited below.
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Managers admitted that they handed out many mattgesk “warn notices” than were actually activated,

an action that damaged employee morale more than was necessary.
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* This was done because our main focus in this studyigyofi survivors, those who have been through
substantial layoffs but who contintework for the firm. Because thestamajor round of layoffs occurred
roughly 18 to 22 months prior to our survey, the “two year” filter allowed us to exclude new hires who had

not experienced “downsizing.”

® Questions used to create these measures may be found in the Appendix.

® Our long term goal is to dsuch a comparative company study.

" The larger study, of which this paper is but & mxamines such “outcorsieas work performance,
family-job conflict, mental health, political and community involvement, and problem behavior such as
alcohol abuse.

8 The overall design of this study is a longitudinaiglaWe shall be able to test our prediction once the

second wave of the survey is conducted.
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