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The changing meaning of work in the period of social transition

Velina Topalova

WORC, Tilburg University, The Netherlands

The processes of deep transformation of Eastern European societies have largely affected the

spheres of economy and labour. The changes in the meaning of working reflect the more

general attitude to the changes taking place in social life.

Based upon the comparison of data, obtained from a series of studies carried out over the

last 20 years at the Institute of Sociology of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, on values

connected with work typical of the Bulgarian population, an attempt will be made at

establishing the more general changes that have occurred as a result of the social transform-

ations. We have used data from the national representative survey on the potentialities for

work and self-realization through work of the active population in Bulgaria, conducted in

1977 on a sample of 18 000 employed persons (Topalova, 1988); from the study, represen-

tative on a regional level, of the way of life of the Rhodopean population, which used a

sample of 3000 employed persons and was accomplished in 1984 (Dobrianov et al., 1992);

from three successive surveys using the same instruments, all within the framework of a

programme studying the changes in values, social representations, and social identity: the

first one - designed as a joint comparative Bulgarian-Polish study (Koralewicz, Ziolkowski,

1990) and using a national representative typological sample of nearly 3000 employed

persons in 1990, the second - conducted in 1991, which used a sample of 1200 persons,

representative for the country, and the third - conducted in 1993, on a sample of 1700

persons (Topalova, Quintanilla, 1992), was part of an international comparative project,

coordinated by the Oxford University. In 1992 a representative survey on attitudes to work

and market economy was carried out on a sample of 1400 subjects, as a section of an

international project, coordinated by Cornell University, with the participation of Poland,

Hungary and former Czechoslovakia, methodologically closely related to MOW international

research program (MOW International Research Team 1987). The whole empirical informa-

tion was gathered by the method of the standardized interview. In 1994 data was collected,
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which is now being processed, on the changes in the meaning of work, using some

qualitative methods, such as open interview, group discussions for the solution of problems,

etc. applied upon typological samples within the framework of an international research

project on the changes in values, social representations and social identity. As the differ-

ences in the applied instruments allow no direct comparison of data from the different

studies (with the exception of the three surveys conducted in 1990, 1991, and 1993), we

intend to outline here only the most general tendencies in the meaning of working changes.

Two basic dimensions of the meaning of work have been studied: work centrality (place of

work in the system of values) and value working outcomes (value facets of work).

The level of signiiicance or the general importance of work in a person's life, compared to

other values, is the object of ineasurement in the indicated surveys. The set of investigated

values and areas of life is different for the particular surveys, they also apply different

measurement procedures - scale scores, rank order, multiple choice, value judgement, etc.

Data based on the ranking of a set of values by the respondents, obtained from the 1977

survey of the economically active Bulgarian population show that happy family life ranks

highest in the value hierarchy. The second position is held by material welfare and the

values most closely connected with self-realization through work -'useful work' and

'uncompromising approach to shortcomings and injustice'. The quiet, uneventful life, the

developing of one's skills and abilities, as well as the attainment of social status, power and

influence take up a lower position in the value hierarchy, while the preferences for a

carefree life are the least frequent ones.

Very close to this as far as content is concerned, is the ranking of values in the 1984 survey

of the Rhodopean population. The respondents had for the purpose to choose among a set of

values those the attainment of which would make them most satisfied with life, provided

they had the opportunity to fulfil their own aspirations. Next, they had to rank on the first to

third position those of the already indicated values which they considered most important.

Thus the most important life values of the population in the region studied became evident.

The first three values: happy family life, child rearing, and good friends cover almost half

of the answers. The second level includes the values of material welfare, achievements in

work, interesting work, leisure time and entertainment, travels. Lower in the value hierarchy
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are placed the obtaining of a higher level of education and qualiiicatíon, the developing of

one's skills and abilities, recognition and fame, high social status, as well as the activities

related to policy, sports and culture. Work-related values are again situated in the second

layer of the value hierarchy - right after family and friendship relations and material welfare.

The analysis of the general structure of values characteristic of the region's population is in

itself of considerable interest. Here, however, I shall present only data on work-related

values.

The indicators of 'interesting work' and 'achievements in work' serve as a basis for

constructing the scale of the position of work in the value hierarchy, since they reveal

largely the value orientation to work. The distribution along the scale values supports the

expectations that work as a primary value does not hold a very high place in the value

hierarchy - more than two thirds of the subjects do not include it among the three most

important values as a result of which they are ranked on the lowest level of the scale.

The rank-order of values obtained in the 1990 survey - the home and the closest relatives,

the work, the circle of friends, culture, leisure time, policy, and religion - remains

unchanged in the 1991 survey. Identical are both the position of work - second after family,

and the mean score of its importance. The scores indicating the importance of family and

religion remain almost unchanged, while those of friends, culture, leisure time and policy, in

particular, decrease.

Work centrality defined in the 1992 survey as the degree of general importance that working

has in the life of an individual was measured in two ways:

1) By a question asking respondents to rank working on a seven-point scale from 1-

'one of the least' to 7-'one of the most' important things in their lives. The mean

score of the absolute work centrality for the total population studied is 5.51 (Std Dev

- 1.34).

2) The second question asked respondents to allocate 100 points between five areas of

their lives. The following ranking: family, work, leisure, religion, and community

reflects their relative importance.
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Comparison of evaluation data from surveys carried out in this period, and of value ranking

according to their importance, give reasons for the general conclusions:

First, work holds a comparatively high position in the value hierarchy of the Bulgarians,

ranking immediately after family and material welfare. Although there is a signiiicant

social-group differentiation, this position has been supported also by the data from the

international project MOW. Family, followed by work, is regarded as more important in

comparison with leisure time, religion, and community in almost all countries surveyed

(MOW International Research Team, 1987).

Second, the position of work in the value hierarchy is determined mainly by the social

structure factors - character and content of work, and education, as well as by social class

respectively, and less so by the demographic characteristics of age and sex. For white-collar

and blue-collar workers work represents a more important value than for peasants; its

importance is higher for men and younger people than for women and older people. The

analysis of factor dependencies enables us to outline the relationship of the position of work

in the value hierarchy, with the orientation to the content or instrumental aspects of work,

on the one hand, and with displaying initiative to work, on the other.

Third, a relative stability is observed of the basic values hierarchy, including the place held

by work in this hierarchy (England, 1991), which characterizes it as a comparatively stable

personality structure. For the time being, however, we have no data available which would

allow the exact assessment of the changes in the importance of work evaluation during a

longer period of time.

Work goals and outcomes is the second way of studying what is important in working life.

The values of the various work facets and outcomes represents a relatively more dynamic

and, to a greater extent, instrumentally-determined structure. A set of different work facets

and outcomes with different relative importance, expressing the meaning one attaches to

work, has been put to evaluation in the surveys conducted.

Data from the 1977 study of the economically active population outline the following

ranking of the value facets of work according to their importance: pay ranks first, signiii-

cantly outdistancing the other facets. The next two facets - social benefits, and organizational
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and technical equipment, are also instrumental in character. Among the characteristics

related to work content, usefulness of work is the most highly evaluated one, while the other

facets: interesting, autonomous, and creative work, are ranked altogether about three

positions lower than the instrumental facets. The lowest positions on the scale are held by

easy work and the opportunities of promotion and taking up influential positions.

In the 1984 survey the respondents were asked to score ten items describing the various

aspects of those work outcomes, which people consider as goals of their work activity.

The investigated Rhodopean population makes the ranking of work facets by their import-

ance in the following way: the greatest subjective importance is attached again to pay

increase or getting a bonus, to friendliness and respect from workmates, to the feeling of

having accomplished something worthwhile, and to the higher self-esteem. Less important,

in comparison, are the feeling of greater security of work, the opportunity of developing

one's skills and abilities, and the opportunity of learning new things. The least important

items turn out to be the friendly attitude and praise one gets from supervisor, and promotion

and participation in decision-making on the job. Structurally, the instrumental facets amount

of pay and relationships with workmates are evaluated as being more important as compared

to the intrinsic ones (personality development and self-realization in work). This conclusion

is also supported by the study of the content-instrumental orientation to work - giving less

interesting but better paid job the preference over the more interesting, though unpaid one.

Data from the 1992 study based upon a much more detailed set of work facets and outcomes

delineate some directions of change: The importance of two instrumental facets increased

highly - that of pay and, especially, of job security, which passes from a medium to a

second position. The category of intrinsic facets comes out as a rather important one

(interesting, useful work, recognition, matching of abilities and job requirements). Low

positions in the rank-order by importance are held by such instrumental outcomes as

interpersonal relations, benefits, promotion, influential position.

A question asked each individual also to assign a total of 100 points to six outcomes of

working to indicate their relative importance in explaining the meaning of working. Value

working outcomes representing a typology of various meanings of work were ranked once

again from income to status and prestige.

5



The motivational factors are an important aspect of the meaning of work. Already in the

study of the Rhodopean population we used methods based on the value and expectation

theories of motivation (Hackman, Lawler and Porter, 1983). We investigated not only the

subjective importance of the various work outcomes, but basically its relation to the

subjective probability of obtaining these outcomes by means of well performed work as a

basic determinant of the motivation for work intensity. The following three aspects has been

investigated: 1) the subjective importance of work outcomes; 2) performance-outcome

expectancy or the subjective probability of outcomes as a result of work performed very

well, and 3) effort-performance expectancy or the subjective probability of the connection

between personal effort input and the achievement of a high actual level of job performance.

In order to determine the performance-outcome expectancy respondents were asked to rank

the perceived probability to obtain particular work outcomes (scored according to their

subjective importance) as a result of successful job performance. At that time the respon-

dents reported that there was a comparatively greater probability for them, as a result of

very well performed work, to get the feeling of having done something useful, to deserve

their work-mates' respect, and to develop a higher self-esteem. The probability of obtaining

greater job security, of developing one's skills and abilities, and of learning new things was

small; the same was true of the items increase in pay or getting a praise from supervisor.

Taking part in decision-making, and promotion or getting a better job were perceived as the

least probable consequence of well performed work.

The conclusion suggests itself that in 1984 the employed population perceived well per-

formed work as connected with outcomes, mainly moral in nature, which stem from the

individual himself or his informal social environment, rather than from the formal system of

incentives and professional advancement. It is particularly significant to emphasize the

existing gap between the great importance and, at the same time, the small probability of

obtaining, by means of well performed work, such outcomes as increase in pay or getting a

bonus, and promotion or getting a better job. These data testify to the destroying of the

basic social-psychological mechanism of work motivation.

When estimating the third component, the effort-performance expectancy, respondents had to

indicate how often their own job inputs led to a really high level of job performance. Most
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of them feel that their personal abilities to determine the level of their job performance is

satisfactory. However, of particular importance here is that what seems to be a definitely

individual psychological characteristic, actually proves to be a strongly socially conditioned

characteristic.

According to data obtained from the 1992 study concerning the performance-outcome

expectancy, no such drastic discrepancies have been observed between the subjective

importance of work facets perception and the subjective probability of obtaining them

through good work. This discrepancy is still comparatively the largest in the cases of

working conditions, benefits, job security, recognition, and pay, and it is smaller for the less

important work facets, for example for some of its intrinsic characteristics, for relations with

supervisors, for promotion and the attaining to influential positions.

It is indicative that the ranking of work outcomes by importance and by the subjective

probability of obtaining these outcomes through good work, is now similar. This holds true

especially of pay and job security, which occupy respectively the first and the second

position in the rank-order by both indicators.

The comparative analysis of data concerning work outcomes leads to several conclusions:

First, there is a considerable differentiation in the importance of work goals and outcomes

depending on social class and education, while the differentiation depending on the character

and content of work is smaller. The differentiation by sex and age is even less pronounced.

These factors have a differentiating effect on performance-outcome expectancy in work

which is the strongest, on the subjective importance of outcomes - weaker, and on effort--

performance expectancy - the weakest.

Second, the instrumental work facets, irrespective of the social group differences, maintain a

stable greater importance in comparison with the intrinsic ones. Pay remains at the first

place, and at a significant distance ahead of others.

Third, the most impressive change occurs in the evaluation of the subjective importance of

job security which, from holding a medium position, went up to a leading one. The

importance of some intrinsic work facets is also on the increase.
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Data from our studies of 1992, 1984 and 1977 concerning value working outcomes as well

as work goals confirm that the income producing function of working is perceived as

significantly more important than the intrinsic function of working.

Fourth, we can observe already in 1992 certain tightening up of the relationship between

investments in and gains from work, a relationship that is the major regulator of the

psychological mechanism of work motivation and social justice representations.

The changes in the meaning of working are interrelated with the whole complex of percep-

tions and evaluations of the social transformation, as well as with the cognitive, emotional,

and behavioral aspects of the adaptive strategies on individual and mass levels.

The comparative analysis of data from the values and social representations surveys,

conducted in 1990, 1991, and 1993 by using identical methodology, enables the establish-

ment of some changes in the common social orientations, including the changes in the

attitude to work and unemployment.

As far as the normative attitudes and values are concerned, there is a strong increase in the

negative evaluation of the central management of the economy as well as in the positive

evaluation of the free economic competition and market-based economy as characteristics of

the 'good' society. Four times larger is the number of people who consider market competi-

tion to be of benefit rather than to cause damage, and even more people think that they

should be allowed to prosper in business and to acquire wealth. The egalitarian dispositions

show a tendency of weakening and the champions of the idea of large income differentiation

based on skills, qualification and effort, as well as on the high and responsible position

occupied, become more numerous. There is a great proportion of people who think there

should not be any restrictions (upper limit) to work incomes.

However, the high cost of transition mainly unemployment, inflation, and the mass

impoverishment of people give rise to strong self-protective psychological reactions. The

perception of a disastrous worsening of the economic conditions, both for the particular

individual and for the country at large, makes much more than half of the economically

active respondents feel somewhat worried about the near future, and over one third of the
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respondents express fear and strong anxiety. This correlation is impressively more salient

with the unemployed. Unemployment is defined as the most serious problem compared to all

other problems people in this country face today.

The strong emotional pressure and the general insecurity call forth a new strengthening of

the paternalistic and authoritarian dispositions. Considerably larger in 1991 and 1993, than

in 1990, is the proportion of people who think that the good society should provide

employment for everyone and should not allow unemployment; that there should be a strong

and well-organized government which should provide people with jobs, housing, medical

care, education, holidays, and care for the elderly.

The protective function of the attributive processes is also clearly expressed. Among the

reasons for the hardships the country experiences (system and extra-system) the provision of

full employment and the lack of unemployment is placed at the last but one position - only

natural calamities come after it. A significant number of people take a stand against the

lay-off of incompetent workers and even against the closure of ineffective jobs, as a way of

avoiding unemployment.

How is the meaning of work changing in this difficult and contradictory situation? On a

large scale, work is the major source of income that provides for a living. Almost all of the

respondents report that it is extremely important for them in these hard times to have a

secure job. At the same time, during the studied period of 1990-1993 we can observe

decrease in the proportion of people who believe that ' you can get rich by hard work', and

increase of those who believe that 'in this country many people earn more than they deserve'

and 'some people live at the expense of others'. Even greater is the increase in the propor-

tion of people according to whom those who have much money and are better off have got

ahead by 'using the existing loopholes in the law for various financial speculations', while

the proportion of people who think that the rich 'have come into possession of their wealth

by long and productive work in the state sector' or 'have used their talents and ability in

science and art' decreases drastically. The evaluation of the work-related factor, determining

the individual's place in society: 'occupation and professional qualification' and whether a

person is a'blue-collar or white-collar worker' does not change. We observe, however, the

increasing and decisive importance of one's social background (worker, peasant, administra-
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tive personnel), as well as of the sector in which one is employed (state, cooperative, or

private).

Even less people in 1991 and 1993, compared to 1990, report that they intend to deal with

the hardships caused by the crisis by working more and better; by changing their jobs with a

better paid one, even if the new one does not correspond to their professional training; or by

finding a job abroad. (At the same time, the proportion of those who believe they could rely

in increased social benefits through the social funds or at the place of work is three times

smaller.) Within the context of these data the signiiicant number of people who state that

there are only few things in Bulgaria which one can achieve by hard work, does not come as

a surprise.

The analysis of survey results are a clear evidence of the deep changes taking place in the

Bulgarian population's attitudes to work in the period of social transition. The contradictory

character of work-related values is one of the dimensions of the crisis in the old work ethics

and of the painful emerging of a new one, adequate to the changing social conditions.

Obviously, the close investigation of this unprecedented process requires also the application

of new research methods and techniques.
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WORK CENTRALITY (1977)

Coefficient of relative

importance

Happy family life 0,190

Material welfare 0,150

Useful work 0,149

Uncompromising approach

to shortcommings 0,143

Quiet, uneventful life 0,131

Self-realization through

creative work 0,114

Social status and power 0,076

Carefree life 0,047
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RANGING OF VALUES ACCORDING TO

THEIR IMPORTANCE (1984)

VALUES qo OF RESPONSES

Happy family life 18,9

Child rearing and providing 49,6

for children's future 16,7

Good friends 14,0

Material welfare 8,7

Achievements in work 8,5

Interesting work 6,4 34,2

Leisure time and entertainment 6,0

Travels 4,5

Obtaining high level of education

and qualification, developing

personal abilities 3,9

Recognition and fame 3,5

Engagement in sports 3,4

Social and political activities 2,4 16,2

Contact with works of art 2,0

High social status 1,0

Others 0,1

TOTAL 100,0
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WORK CENTRALITY (1990 and 1991)

MEAN (1-4)
1990 1991

Home and family 3.89 3.86

Job and career 3.43 3.43

Friends 3.02 2.95

Culture and cultural life 2.96 2.83

Leisure time and entertainment 2.90 2.72

Politics and public life 2.86 2.45

Religion and religious life 2.05 2.05
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WORK CENTRALITY (1992)

Mean (1-100)

Family 45,42

Work 31,36

Leisure 15,54

Religion 4,25

Community 3,41
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VALUE WORKING OUTCOMES (1977)

Coefficient

of relative

importance

Pay 0,269

Social benefits 0,171

Organization and

technical equipment 0,162

Useful 0,159

Interesting 0,111

Autonomous 0,044

Creative 0,044

Easy 0,029

Promotive 0,011
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RANGING OF WORK OUTCOMES ACCORDING

TO THEIR IMPORTANCE (1984)

ITEMS MEANS

(the lowest score-1, the highest-5)

Increase in pay or getting a bonus 4,30

Friendliness and respect received from

work mates 4,26

A feeling of having accomplished something

worthwhile 4,14

Development of higher self-esteem 3,90

A feeling of greater security in work 3,73

Opportunity of developing one's skills and

abilities 3,61

Opportunity of learning new things 3,60

Friendly attitude and praise one gets from

supervisor 3,52

Promotion or getting a better job

Increasing the extent to which one takes

part in decision making work

3,20

3,06
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IMPORTANCE OF WORK GOALS (1992)

Mean (1-15)

Pay 12,02

Security 11,65

Interesting work 9,41

Match requirements~

abilities 9,40

Interpersonal co-workers 9,39

Physical conditions 8,75

Convenient hours 8,39

Autonomy 8,20

Learn 7,93

Variety 7,59

Promotion 6,71

Recognition 11,05

Society contribution 9,81

Benefits 9,73

Supervisor relations 9,27

Influential position 7,64
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VALUE WORKING OUTCOMES (1992)

Mean (1-100)

Income 44,11

Serve society 14,88

Interesting 11,65

Contacts 11,46

Keeps occupied 9,48

Status and prestige 8,42
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RANGING OF WORK OUTCOMES ACCORDING TO

PERFORMANCE-TO-OUTCOME EXPECTANCY (1984)

ITEMS Performance-to-outcome Importance

expectancy of outcome

MEANS MEANS

A feeling of having accomplished

something worthwhile 3,94 (4,14)

Friendliness and respect

received from work-mates 3,90 (4,26)

Development of higher self-esteem 3,66 (3,90)

A feeling of greater security !

in work 3,25 (3,73)

Opportunity of developing

one's skills and abilities 3,13 (3,61)

Opportunity of learning new things 3,10 (3,60)

Increase in pay or receiving a

bonus 3,07 (4,30)

Friendly attitude and praise

one gets from supervisor 3,05 (3,52)

Increase the extent to which one

takes part in decision making in work

Promotion or getting a better job 2,13

2,66(3,06)
(3,20)

Average means 3,19 3,73

20



RANGING OF WORK OUTCOMES ACCORDING TO

PERFORMANCE-TO-OUTCOME EXPECTANCY (1992)

Performance- Importance

to-outcome of

expectancy outcomes

MEANS MEANS

Better pay 10.98 (12.02)

More secure job 10.40 (11.65)

Recognition 10.01 (11.05)

Society contribution 9.60 (9.81)

Interpersonal co-workers 9.01 (9.39)

Match requirements f opportunities 8.93 (9.40)

Supervisor relations 8.85 (9.27)

Autonomy 8.40 (8.20)

Benefits 8.04 (9.73)

Influential position 7.96 (7.64)

Opportunity to learn new things 7.95 (7.90)

More interesting job 7.93 (9.41)

Physical conditions 7.26 (8.75)

Promotion 7.20 (6.71)

Variety 7.14 (7.59)

More convenient work hours 6.64 (8.39)
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