The Four Basic Work Perceptions 

One of the most insightful observations that has been made about human beings is that they behave consistent with their perceptions of a situation.  Perceptions represent the sense that people make out of their lives. Perceptions have a powerful impact on people. For example, research shows that people who perceive and rate themselves as being in good health tend to live four times longer than those with comparable actual health, but who perceive and rate themselves as in poor health.


It has been argued that an individual’s perceptions of their work environment and the system in which they work is what empowers each individual to take the initiative and expend energy in getting their work done.  Said more directly, "If managers and supervisors are going to get the best performance from their work groups, they must consider not only the actual work environment but employees' perceptions of the workplace.  Successful management requires supervisors to look beyond the real work world and adopt a perceptual model for influencing performance as well, focusing on the perceptions that have an impact on performance" (Kinlaw, p. 38).

Four Work Perceptions

Research and experience has taught us that four  basic perceptions head the list of critical factors that have an important impact on decisions and actions of workers:

1. An employee's perceptions of how  well his or her expectations are met by the 



organization.

2. An employee’s perceptions about what kinds of opportunities are available for 


him or her in the organization.

3. An employee’s perceptions of the degree of fulfillment he or she derives from 


work in the organization.

4. An employee’s perceptions of how  well  he or she is performing in the organization.

These four perceptions are shaped by the work environment resulting from the

interactions workers have with key elements of the system—other workers, the leaders, the work itself, the organizational structure, and organizational guidelines. The perceptions are specific to the work system in which individuals are located. Thus, workers may be more or less affected by different perceptions, and with a move from one work setting to another, they may react differently in another work system. 

When the four work perceptions are positive, they combine to create a single 

concept called vitality or dynamism.  If any one of the perceptions turns out to be negative or disappears for some reason, the overall sense of vitalization and enthusiasm is diminished. Thus, the four positive work perceptions affect decisions and actions that encourage workers to perform with disciplined  energy to achieve the goals that they have accept at work. Four empowering  perceptions described in the research of Thomas and Velthouse appear to share common components, leading to the conclusion that empowerment, as they talk about it, and dynamism and vitality, as discussed here, stem from the same fundamental perceptual bases. 


Why these perceptions vitalize individuals in the work place and lead to dynamism in an organization follows this general line of analysis.  The beginning of our careers‑‑our life's work‑‑is comprised, to some extent, of a set of expectations rooted in a series of perceived promises.  A promise is some assurance‑‑real or imagined‑‑that someone or something (often the organization) will give us or help us accomplish something in the future.  Employment itself is a form of promise.  When we get a job, the assumption is tentatively established that the future may turn out the way we imagined it would.  Continued employment reinforces the promise. Advancement on the job enables us to confirm that the promises underlying the agreement of employment are being fulfilled.  If things go well, we become confident that the promises were sincere.  Although some occasional set‑backs may occur, on the whole, a career that progresses systematically appears, more often than not, to be based on real, sincere promises.

Expectations

Most of us started working with the anticipation and hope that what we were doing would lead to continued advances in income, position, status, responsibility, or other benefits.  Reid and Evans have observed, for example, that "people begin their careers hopeful that they will be continually promoted" (p. 86).  As we live and work in organizations, promises are both kept and fail, leading to met and upset expectations.  Expectations represent what people think will happen to them.  Promises are the assurances that lead to expectations.  When we are assured that something will happen, we are led to expect it to happen. Thus, one major factor that reveals or reflects work vitality is a person's reactions to how well his or her expectations have been met by the organization where the person works.


Hellriegel, Slocum, and Woodman suggest that "burnout" among professional employees is associated with having "unrealistic expectations concerning their work and their ability to accomplish desired goals, given the nature of the situation in which they find themselves" (p. 531).  


Expectations represent anticipations, desires, hopes, and wishes for what should happen to a person at work. Expectations develop from real or imagined promises or assurances imputed to the organization about what will happen in the future as part of their association with the organization.  For  example, if the workforce is composed of highly trained and well qualified workers who have devoted many years to preparing for work in the organization, they may bring with them anticipations and desires about the work they are to do, how they are to be treated, what the organization will provide, and the proper role of the organization in society.


Anhedonia in an employee's work life is in part a failure to match expectations with realities.  Niniger found that the satisfaction levels of employees whose expectations had been met were significantly higher than  those whose expectations were not met.


Employees who perceive that their expectations are based on failed promises tend  to  became dissatisfied, disillusioned, frustrated, angry, defensive, and insecure.  The ultimate consequence for an organization in which expectations are viewed as not being met is seething unrest, potentially aggressive interaction, and low morale.

Fulfillment 


One of the reasons why unmet expectations lead to such negative consequences on employees is the keen sense that failed expectations is a sign of an unfulfilled life.  A fulfilled life is one in which the person has done things his or her way and with whatever amount of imagination, creativity, and uniqueness was available.  Fulfillment at work indicates that employees feel that they are successful in doing and achieving what they want to and in ways that they chose.


In 1946 Peter Drucker wrote that "work appears as something unnatural, a disagreeable, meaningless and stultifying condition of getting the pay check, devoid of dignity as well as of importance.  No wonder that this puts a premium on slovenly work, on slowdowns, and on other tricks to get the same pay  check with less work.  No wonder that results in an unhappy and discontented worker--because a pay check is not enough to base one's self-respect on" (p. 179).


Fulfillment at work since 1946 does not appear to have changed considerably.  In 1985 Macleod, for example, reported that many employees "think of the work place in ways that are remarkably analogous to the way one might describe a prison.  It is a place that they tolerate only because they feel they are compelled to.  They `escape' at quitting time, on weekends, for vacations--and ultimately, when they retire.  Many, including some in highly paid professional and executive positions, would ruefully admit that the term `wage slave' describes them all too accurately" (p. 215).


Macleod empathetically explains that "prison inmates surely tend to think that their only chance for happiness and satisfaction is `on the outside'. . . . [and] many employees (including professionals and executives) seem to look upon their time on the job in much the same way.  They watch the clock, they daydream, they expect little satisfaction on the job.” She raises some relevant questions: "Is it any wonder that full job involvement and satisfaction is the exception instead of the rule?  And is it any wonder that productivity, effectiveness, and efficiency are so much less than they could be?"  She makes a good argument when she says that organizations and employees must find ways to achieve fulfillment, "not only for their own sake but also for the sake of better working effectiveness, productivity, and corporate success" (p. 218).


So far two key indicators of work vitality have been discussed: expectations and fulfillment.  Two other indicators of work vitality are equally important: opportunity and performance.

Opportunity

 Opportunity represents a situation or condition favorable for the attainment of a goal.  Thus, if you are employed in an organization and there are few or no conditions that are favorable for you to achieve a goal, you will no doubt say that you lack opportunity.  If you think, for example, that conditions are favorable for you to receive a promotion or a salary increase, you will tend to feel that you have opportunity in the organization.  Employees feel enthusiastic about their work if they perceive themselves eligible for and able to advance themselves and their status in the organization.


For opportunities to exist, employees must be able to achieve their goals.  Abel  found, for example, that to fill a position successfully in the organization that he was studying, it was necessary for prospective applicants to meet certain norms and exhibit particular stylistic tendencies.  As employees understood and displayed the styles and met the norms, they were more likely to be promoted.  Individuals who were promoted to top positions in the organization exhibited styles that showed self-confidence, cheerfulness, boldness, and independence.  Employees who were able to identify the relevant norms and to display appropriate styles were those most likely to be promoted. 


Employees appear to be able to recognize when they have opportunities in an organization and when they do not.  Managers, also, tend to recognize when an employeemeets critical conditions and can report that an employee has opportunity in the organization.  In our research, one of the most consistent predictors of promotion and salary increases was the evaluation by an employee's manager of the extent of the employee's opportunities in the organization, not how well the employee was actually doing in terms of performance evaluations. Employees nearly always reported having opportunity in the same degree as perceived by their managers.


Opportunity perceptions may be the most powerful of the four, since they have such potentially devastating consequences when not present. To highlight how critical perceived opportunity is to the life of an employee, let us highlight five categories of behavior identified by other researchers (Kanter; Wheatley) that are affected by opportunity in organizations—positively  if opportunity is present and negatively if opportunity is not present.

Self Esteem


Every employee is susceptible to changes in self-esteem through the reflected image that he or she gains from others. Those who receive positive images about their abilities through comments and reward come to value themselves more highly.  Those who feel locked into repetitious tasks or who feel invisible to others, gradually lose the self-esteem they once possessed. Experienced and talented employees often voice genuine doubts about their abilities when they face continual rejection.  Employees in their mid‑forties, for example, who have been passed over for promotion often become highly self‑critical and lose confidence in the skills they once proudly displayed.  What has changed, usually, is not their skillfulness, but their perceptions of opportunity.

Aspirations


Opportunity also affects an employee's aspirations or desired achievements.  If the organization reinforces and rewards actions that support certain types of goals, employees tend to develop aspirations to reach those goals.  Employees who have been stuck in one position for a lengthy period of time tend to curtail any aspirations they might have had initially.  In the absence of such aspirations, they fail to see themselves in any other position.  If a new position is eventually offered to them, they respond negatively because they have lost the internal vision of themselves that matches the new opportunity.  Employees who consistently experience little or no opportunity gradually suppress any larger vision of their potential and represent themselves to others as tentative, self-doubting, and content to stay where they are.

Commitment


Opportunity also affects the extent to which employees remain committed to an organization.  Those who experience opportunity through personal growth and recognition tend to feed their positive feelings back to the organization.  They  become motivated to do more, to spend extra hours working, to look for additional ways to contribute, and to try innovative ways to improve productivity.  Those who receive negative information about opportunities gradually withdraw from or completely leave the organization. The withdrawal may be subtle in that they continue to do what is asked but at minimally acceptable levels.  They may, on the other hand, transfer their energy to another arena, to some other organization or activity, where the response is more positive.  

Energy 



Employees with blocked opportunity tend to turn to their peers for comfort and recognition.  The recognition obtained from friends may have less to do with how well they perform their jobs at work and more to do with how skilled they are in sports, recipes, or gardening.  They may devote more energy to contacts and information exchange on tangential activities and less to the work itself.  Employees who see high opportunity respond to recognitions of their value by becoming more focused on the task and wasting less time in contacts and interactions that are not related to completing their work.

Problem Solving


Employees high in opportunity tend to be proactive in addressing problems in their work and in the organization.  If they recognize or identify a potential problem, they act on their own initiative to solve it before it becomes a major issue in the organization.  For the person without opportunity, organizational problems reflect a personal discontent.  Instead of acting to resolve problems, they tend to wait passively and grumble. If someone suggests a solution, they are the first to criticize it. Since their own life in the organization has been primarily negative, they may even derive some satisfaction from seeing the organization in trouble.

Performance


The fourth set of work perceptions has to with an employee's performance.  Employees' perceptions of their performance concern how well they think they are doing their work. Others who have thought about this issue call these perceptions “self-efficacy” (Bandura or just plain “self-confidence” (Druckman and Bjork). Two types of behaviors or work tasks appear to encompass the critical elements of job performance: functional tasks and behavioral tasks.  The first, functional, has to do with how well an employee completes the mechanics of the job, including primarily the completion of technical aspects of the job.  The second, behavioral, has to do with how well the employee handles interpersonal activities with others in the organization, including resolving conflicts, managing time, motivating others, working with a group, and working independently.


Gilbert has framed the issue of perceptions of worker performance in a meaningful way:  "When we set about to engineer performance, we should view it in a context of value.  We should not train someone to do something differently unless we place a value on the consequence--unless we see that consequence as a valuable accomplishment." He concludes with this aphorism:  "Roughly speaking, competent people are those who can create valuable results without using excessively costly behavior"(p. 17).


When workers perceive themselves as unable to perform their work competently; that is, when they perceive themselves doing work that fails to create valuable results while consuming time, energy, and resources, they feel frustrated, disappointed, confused, and angry. They diminish the vigor with which they approach their work and reduce the effort they put into solving problems and moving ahead.


Maintaining positive work perceptions require continuous acts of courage. As Herman observed, "a thoughtful examination of the day-to-day workings of organizations will quickly reveal that at all levels, an important determinant of organization performance are the thoughts and actions of individual people. Whether it is a chief executive assuming the risk and responsibility for pursuing a new acquisition, a middle manager making a full commitment to adopting employee-involvement groups in her division, an individual contributor doggedly following through on a technological inspiration,  or an hourly employee sacrificing his free time in order to train and qualify for a new job, acts of individual courage count" (p. 16).


We have often summarized the four key work perceptions in two different ways, as an acronym representing performance, opportunity, fulfillment, and expectations:  POFE, pronounced Pofay, and as goals to be achieved in an organization. Performance is translated as the goal To Do Better; opportunity represents the goal To Move Ahead; fulfillment concerns the goal To Work Free; and expectations leads to the goal To Want More.

P = Do Better

O = Move Ahead

F = Work Free

E = Want More

Those are the code words when you talk about work perceptions. They are important in understanding why anhedonia sets in and why a resurgence of vitality occurs, resulting in an organization with dynamism.
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