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Ambush at the Commitment Gap 

T o d a y ' s j obho lde r s , it s e e m s , like the i r jobs bu t don ' t 

like their c o m p a n i e s as p l aces to w o r k . So says Opin ion 

Resea rch C o r p o r a t i o n af ter surveying t h e a t t i t udes of 

manage r s , superv i sors , p rofess iona ls , clerical and hour ly 

worke r s . 
A c c o r d i n g to O R G , job sat isfaction is s tab le and has 

b e e n for abou t t h e past t en years . E m p l o y e e s e v e n ex-

press substant ia l c o m m i t m e n t to the i r c o m p a n i e s g rowth 

and succes s , bu t sa t i s fac t ion with c o m p a n i e s as places to 

work has b e e n s l ipping dramat ical ly . It's not tha t c o m -

m i t m e n t isn't poss ib le , t he resea rchers c o n c l u d e , it just 

isn't b e i n g mobi l ized by today 's supe rv i so r s and 

manage r s . 
A n o t h e r group, t he Publ ic Agenda F o u n d a t i o n , in 

a n o t h e r s tudy of j o b h o l d e r s , u n c o v e r e d a " c o m m i t m e n t 

gap" in t h e Amer ican work fo rce—a d i s t ance b e t w e e n 

what e m p l o y e e s can do and wha t they are willing to do . 

T h e Publ ic A g e n d a F o u n d a t i o n also conc luded tha t c o m -

m i t m e n t could b e mobi l ized by -better superv is ion and 

m a n a g e m e n t . 
T h i s sounds like good news . N o t only d o these two 

g roups of r esea rchers cha rac te r i ze c o m m i t m e n t as a 

m a n a g e a b l e p r o b l e m , b u t they suggest tha t it can be 

solved partially wi th t h e help of t ra in ing and skillful 

h u m a n resource m a n a g e m e n t . 
T o u n d e r s t a n d how, it he lps to look at wha t job-

holders value. All the g r o u p s surveyed by O R G , f r o m 

m a n a g e r s to hour ly w o r k e r s , put a high value on pay and 

bene f i t s , on t h e o p p o r t u n i t y to a d v a n c e , and on b e i n g 

t rea ted with r e spec t . All t he se highly valued quali t ies 

c o m e f r o m t h e work e n v i r o n m e n t ra ther t han t h e work 

itself and thus can b e i m p r o v e d and changed . If pay has 

high va lue , for e x a m p l e , m a n a g e m e n t ought to b e able 

to m o t i v a t e e m p l o y e e s by m a t c h i n g job p e r f o r m a n c e to 

financial r ewards . But O R G found tha t many e m p l o y e e s 

do not s ee a c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n e f fec t ive job per for -

m a n c e and r ewards w h e r e they w o r k . T h e y are no t very-

satisfied with the quali ty of m a n a g e m e n t and supervis ion 

in today ' s organiza t ions . 
E m p l o y e e s don ' t be l ieve that supe rv i so r s are p rov id ing 

e n o u g h informat ion for d o i n g a good job, and superv i sors 

don ' t th ink t hey are ge t t ing enough suppor t f r om man-

a g e m e n t or e n o u g h e x a m p l e s of e f fec t ive superv i s ion . 

Both superv isors and m a n a g e r s ag reed (hat t he r e is not 

e n o u g h training in m a n a g e m e n t skills and not enough 

quali ty in the t ra in ing tha t already is p r o v i d e d . In t h e 

op in ion of supervisors , m a n a g e r s are no t do ing a good 

job c o m m u n i c a t i n g goals and d i rec t ions . Superv i so r s feel 

tha t their organizat ions value t h e m less and less as in-

dividuals . Given t he se v iews and t h e shortfal l b e t w e e n 

what j obho lde r s value and what they be l ieve they are 

ge t t ing , it is no w o n d e r tha t c o m m i t m e n t is not 

f o r t hcoming . 
T h e Public Agenda F o u n d a t i o n c a m e to similar conc lu-

sions a long a d i f fe ren t a v e n u e of invest igat ion. T h e y 

w a n t e d to m e a s u r e s o m e t h i n g they call "discret ionary ef-

fort" wh ich thev desc r ibe as the d i f f e rence b e t w e e n the 

m a x i m u m a m o u n t of effort an individual could br ing to 

t he j o b and the m i n i m u m a m o u n t requi red to avoid be-

ing f i red. T h e impor t an t t h ing abou t d iscre t ionary ef for t 

is tha t it is cont ro l led by t h e j o b h o l d e r . 

For many w o r k e r s , this n e w leeway c o m e s f rom the 

in te rven t ion of t e chno logy into their work . M a n y jobs 

c r e a t e d by new t echno log ies are knowledge - in t ens ive . In-

s tead of s impl i fy ing and dividing tasks , a s trategy tha t 

m a k e s t h e worke r less i m p o r t a n t , m a n y new t echno log ies 

m a k e poss ib le a complex i t y of tasks in which the worke r 

is m o r e impor t an t . T h e level of individual i nvo lvemen t is 

impor t an t he re b e c a u s e n e w t echno log ies can e x t e n d 

ra ther than rep lace individual e f for t , bu t o f t e n only if t h e 

individual is mot iva ted and t ra ined to t ake advan t age of 

the o p p o r t u n i t y . T h r e e q u a r t e r s of t he j o b h o l d e r s 

su rveyed by the Public A g e n d a Founda t i on said tha t 

t echno logy had m a d e the i r w o r k m o r e in te res t ing and 

m o r e t h a n half said t e chno logy had given t h e m grea te r 

i n d e p e n d e n c e . 
In Publ ic Agenda ' s su rvey , many p e o p l e admi t t ed they 

were holding back on the j o b . F e w e r than o n e out of 

four said they were w o r k i n g at capac i ty . 

Back when the e c o n o m y was d o m i n a t e d by low-discre-

tion j o b s , it was poss ib le to t igh ten m a n a g e m e n t s y s t e m s 

while ignoring intangibles such as c o m m i t m e n t . And n o w 

that j o b s and j obho lde r s h a v e c h a n g e d , manage r s and 

superv i sors still s e e m t o b e ignoring the in tangibles . 

Both t he se surveys s u p p o r t t he suppos i t ion tha t man-

a g e m e n t is out of sync with what mot iva te s j obho lde r s 

today . And both g r o u p s agree that m o r e ef fec t ive 

m a n a g e m e n t and superv is ion might br idge the c o m m i t -

m e n t gap . T h e i r r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s include: provid ing 

rewards that are visible, tangible and valued, and t ied to 

p e r f o r m a n c e ; giving m o r e suppo r t to superv isors and 

midd le manage r s bo th b y increas ing the i r au thor i ty (flat-

t en ing the organizat ion) and by involving t h e m in t he 

e s t a b l i s h m e n t of goals and s t anda rds of p e r f o r m a n c e ; and 

finally by provid ing m o r e t ra in ing to m a n a g e r s and super -

visors to b e be t t e r mo t iva to r s of c o m m i t m e n t . 

T h e s e two su rveys and the i r r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s arc-

small islands in a sea of op in ions abou t wha t m a k e s t he 

worke r t ick m o r e p roduc t ive ly , bu t I bel ieve they are 

reliable indicators that manager ia l and superv isory train-

ing are going to b e e x t r e m e l y impor tan t in closing the 

c o m m i t m e n t gap . 
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