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Abstract 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
“A new index of labor-market success is of little interest  

unless it tells us something new about the real world” 
 

Jencks, Perman and Rainwater (1988), p. 1346 
 
1. Background 

The Committee on Employment and Social Affairs of the European Parliament has 
entrusted LABOUR ASOCIADOS with a study on 'Indicators of job quality in the European 
Union' seeking independent expertise in order to strengthen the Committee's knowledge 
and provide a solid basis for further discussion.  The objective of the study is to provide 
an overview of existing indicators on quality of work, their development and on-going 
work at EU level, and to examine strengths and weaknesses of each set of indicators in 
order to assess their significance. Prior to this, the definition of quality of employment, 
quality of work and the different dimensions comprised by these concepts are discussed. 
The study would serve as analytical background information for the new Members of 
Parliament in the Committee on Employment and Social Affairs for the legislative period 
2009-2014, providing indications for future deliberations on the subject.  
 
“More and better jobs” has become a well known slogan and the flagship of the European 
Employment Strategy and the Lisbon Strategy. The first part, more jobs, alludes to 
something which is clear and measurable in principle. The number of people employed 
and unemployed is estimated every quarter, in every European country, and it is possible 
to follow, almost in real time, the evolution of these numbers in the labour market. The 
objective of having more jobs is also unquestionable.  
 
Although employment issues were practically absent in the Treaty of Rome, as early as 
1961 the European Social Charter stressed the importance of many dimensions linked to 
job quality, from the “right to work” (art. 1) to the “right to fair remuneration” (art. 4), 
“just conditions of work” (art. 2) or “safe and healthy working conditions” (art. 3). 
However, the focus on quantitative aspects of job creation was clearly in the spirit of the 
principles that were established in the first Employment Guidelines in 1997 
(employability, entrepreneurship, adaptability and equality of opportunities). Although 
job quality was put on the table at Lisbon, Nice and Stockholm Councils, and became a 
relevant dimension especially from the Laeken European Council in 2001 onwards, it has 
undergone no real development or enjoyed any practical operational application within 
the European Employment Strategy. This is in contrast with the interest that has existed 
and still exists on the topic: job quality has been one of the main concerns of the reports 
Employment in Europe published by the Commission, whilst the European Parliament has 
similarly paid attention to the evolution in the application of this concept, as this study 
proves. 
 
This study is aimed at researching the second part of the widely known slogan, the part 
related with better jobs. Here, both conceptual difficulties and problems of assessment 
have made it very difficult for such an ambitious goal to proceed, at the EU level, much 
beyond the phase of a declaration of intentions.  
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2. What makes a good job? 

Job quality is necessarily a multidimensional concept. The general or overall quality of a 
job is the sum of multiple aspects affecting both the employment relation and the work 
itself. This multidimensional nature of job quality makes the development of a single 
indicator or a system of indicators more difficult as, prior to such development, it is 
necessary to define what aspects should be taken into consideration and their overall 
impact on job quality.  
 
There are three possible approaches for modelling job quality: 
 
2.1. The shortcut: job satisfaction as an overall indicator of job quality 
The importance of job quality resides in the impact that a job’s characteristics have on 
the well-being of workers. It is however conceivable to posit an approach whereby, 
instead of focusing on the input (job characteristics) to assess job quality, we reverse the 
chicken and egg scenario and simply focus our efforts on measuring the output, that is, 
the well-being of workers at their job. Unfortunately, lacking a method to directly 
measure well-being, we have to turn to an indirect indicator of it. An obvious and 
common choice is to use the declared level of workers’ job satisfaction. 
 
Using job satisfaction as an overall indicator of job quality has obvious advantages, the 
most important being the fact that it simplifies the definition, modelling, measurement 
and analysis of job quality enormously. But it has very important shortcomings as well, 
which make it unsuitable, in our view, for the purposes of studying job quality from an 
international perspective.  
 
This type of measure of satisfaction entails inconsistencies and contradictions from a 
comparative perspective. Analysing the average level of job satisfaction in 33 very 
different countries using the International Social Survey Program (ISSP) microdata from 
2005, we find, for instance, that Mexico is at the top of the ranking, whilst France is 
placed at the bottom. Also, the limited variability observed between very different 
countries is hardly consistent with social research carried out and commonly accepted 
opinion. In short, it is clear that job satisfaction serves as a very unsatisfactory indicator 
of job quality, especially in an international context. 
 
Although job satisfaction might be related to job quality, there are many other variables 
not related to job quality (such as cognitive dissonance, relative thinking or adaptable 
expectations) affecting the level of job satisfaction, which makes this variable unsuitable 
as an overall indicator of job quality.  
 
2.2. An intermediate option: asking workers what makes a good job 
A second alternative is to ask workers what they consider as being more important for 
job quality, and then use their answers to model job quality. One advantage of this type 
of approach is that most surveys on the quality of working life include questions about 
the desirability of specific job attributes, so there is a wealth of worker feedback available 
for us to analyse. This is the case of the 2005 ISSP, the information of which allows us to 
compute the percentage of people in each country who consider a certain job attribute to 
be very important. 
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There are important advantages inherent to this approach that makes it very valuable for 
the development of a model of job quality. First, it gives workers a voice in the definition 
of what makes a good job. Second, it is very flexible (as long as there is the possibility of 
including such question in a survey), it can help adapting the model of job quality to 
national specificities or even to historical changes in what is considered to be a good job 
(the model can also vary over time). On the other hand, this approach carries significant 
drawbacks, too, especially if it is used as the only basis for the development of a model 
of job quality. First, it requires presenting workers with a predefined set of options 
(attributes of jobs to be ranked): identification of the elements to be included in this list 
can be almost as tricky as the model of job quality itself, and leaving out important 
elements would have a disastrous effect on the modelling of job quality. Second, if the 
model varies across countries or moments in time, the comparative factor can be 
seriously affected, compromising the usefulness of the whole work. And third, just 
because people say something is important (without any proper contextualization or 
understanding of the reasons behind their answers) may not be enough justification for 
its inclusion in a definition of job quality. Therefore, this approach is certainly very useful 
for informing the definition of job quality, but is insufficient to decide what it is exactly. 
 
2.3. Defining job quality from above: drawing from the literature of the Social 
Sciences 
In the literature of the Social Sciences, there is a long tradition of studies of how work 
and employment affects the well-being of workers, from many different perspectives and 
approaches. This literature is the most valuable tool for the development of a sound 
model to be used as a background for any job quality indicator. Drawing on this 
theoretically founded empirical evidence, a list of potential dimensions of job quality can 
be drawn up (see Table 1) in order to develop an agreed model of job quality to use as 
the basis for an indicator. 
 
Table 1. Dimensions of job quality suggested by the different traditions of the 
Social Sciences 

The orthodox 
economic 
approach: 

compensating 
differentials 

The radical 
economic 
approach: 

Behavioural 
economic 

approaches 

The traditional 
sociological 
approach: 

alienation and 
intrinsic quality of 

work 

The institutional 
approach: 

segmentation 
and 

employment 
quality 

Occupational 
medicine and 
health and 

safety 
literature: risks 
and impact of 
work on health 

Work-life 
balance studies 

Labour 
compensation: 
(1) wages 

Power 
relations: 
(2) Industrial 
democracy as 
a 
compensating 
power 

(3) 
Participation 

Objective strand: 
(4) skills 
(5) autonomy 
Subjective strand: 
(6) powerlessness  
(7) 
meaninglessness 
(8) social isolation 
(9) self-
estrangement 

(10) 
Contractual 
status and 
stability of 
employment 
(11) 
Opportunities 
for skills 
development 
and career 
progression 

Conditions: 
(12) Physical 
risks 
(13) 
Psychosocial 
risks; 
Outcomes: 
(14) Perceived 
impact of work 
on health 
(15) 
Absenteeism 

Working time: 
(16) Duration 
(17) Scheduling 
(18) Flexibility 
(19) Regularity 
(20) Clear 
boundaries 
Intensity: 
(21) Pace of 
work and 
workload 
(22) Stress and 
exhaustion 

Source: Muñoz de Bustillo et al, 2009. 
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3. Some suggestions to model job quality 

3.1. Restricting attributes to the well-being of workers  
The first issue to consider is that any job quality indicator has to be strictly restricted to 
those aspects of the job that have an impact on the well-being of workers. This implies 
the omission of many job attributes (such as productivity) which do not have a direct 
impact on the well-being of workers, as well as other factors which do have an important 
impact on the well-being of workers, but cannot be considered as attributes of their jobs 
(such as the availability of employment or income distribution). 
 
3.2. Employment and work 
Secondly, it may be useful to divide job quality into two broad areas, employment quality 
and work quality. Employment quality refers to those aspects of the employment 
relationship that have a potential impact on the well-being of workers: these are all the 
aspects related to the employment contract, remuneration and working hours, and career 
development. Work quality refers to how the activity of work itself and the conditions 
under which it takes place can affect the well-being of workers: autonomy, intensity, 
social environment, physical environment, etc. This preliminary distinction is convenient 
to divide the set of variables to be included in an indicator of job quality (Figure 1). 
 
Figure 1. Sketching a general model of job quality 
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3.3. Relationship with other social institutions 
An important issue to bear in mind when designing an indicator of job quality is its 
relation to institutions, particularly to welfare programmes and family structures. Jobs do 
not exist in a vacuum, but in a social context comprising public and private institutions 
such as the Welfare State and the family. Therefore, the impact of a given job 
characteristic on the well-being of workers depends on the interplay of such 
characteristics with the existing welfare arrangements and the supporting role played by 
the family.  
 
This does not mean, however, that variables related to the institutional context or family 
structure should be part of the job quality indicator. Rather, the institutional context 
should always be considered in the interpretation of results before drawing any 
implications from the raw comparisons of the scores registered by the indicator. The 
interrelations between job quality and social institutions must always be explicitly 
considered when undertaking international comparisons of job quality, especially when 
(as for instance, in the case of social benefits in the US and EU) there are important 
differences in the social systems of the countries involved in the comparison. 
 
4. Methodological options and dilemmas 

Even if we take a very well structured and well justified model of job quality, converting 
it into a job quality indicator implies confronting several important methodological 
dilemmas that can have a large (and in some cases, unintended) impact on the final 
results of the indicator. These are some of the most important dilemmas to be faced 
when converting the model of job quality into an indicator to be used for international 
comparative analysis. 
 
4.1. Results versus procedures 
In the process of measuring job quality it is possible to focus on the results reached in 
terms of whichever dimensions are considered to be important to job quality 
(employment security, working hours, etc.) or on the procedure, that is to say, 
participation of workers in the decisions affecting working hours, safety standards, etc. 
The former types of indicators value job quality on the basis of the output - are jobs 
safe? is employment secure?, etc.-, while the latter measures job quality according to the 
decision process followed in setting and implementing a certain job characteristic (if the 
procedure is adequate, it is assumed that the outcome will be adequate, too), or the 
inputs or resources used (for example, the existence of health and safety commissions in 
the establishment is taken as an indicator of good health and safety conditions). 
 
4.2. Static or dynamic 
During the past two decades labour economists have paid increasing levels of attention 
to labour market transition. The relevance of dynamics as a key ingredient of job quality 
is based on the fact that the implications and consequences of a certain employment 
status (for instance, temporary or fixed-term work) might vary if the status persists over 
time (for example, becoming a sort of trap of non-stable jobs). However, the focus 
should be jobs, not people hired to perform them. If workers move from a low-quality to 
a high-quality job, if both jobs were already in the economy, nothing changes from the 
point of view of the quality of the existing jobs. Based on this reasoning, an index of job 
quality does not require considering any dynamic dimension. 
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There are two cautions to be mentioned with regard to this issue. First, it can be argued 
that the implications of working in a “bad” job are different if individuals work in those 
jobs for life, as opposed to if those types of jobs are just a temporary stage in their 
career. In that case, it might be interesting to include the degree of transition as a 
separate indicator, complementing the information of the quality of jobs in a given 
country. Second, from a subjective perspective, having a job with good prospects of 
advancement, even if the present quality of the job is not so good, can be considered to 
be an important job asset in itself. 
 
4.3. Constructed at individual or aggregate level 
As job quality refers to the impact of the attributes of existing jobs on the well-being of 
workers, all measures of job quality will necessarily be based on information collected at 
the level of individual workers in one way or another. However, because of its multi-
dimensional nature, any holistic assessment of job quality will require some form of 
aggregation of information to be reached with regards to the different attributes collected 
at individual level. Depending on the intended use of the job quality indicator (or system 
of indicators), it is possible to bring the different dimensions into an aggregate collective 
at a higher level than the individual. In fact, if our only aim is to compare overall job 
quality across countries, regions or sectors, there is no difference between carrying out 
this grouping together at a higher level (based on averages or other summary functions) 
and doing it at individual level and then comparing the country averages. 
 
4.4. One size fits all?  
When we try to apply the characteristics of work and employment that affect the well-
being of the worker internationally, great difficulties arise because there are structural 
and cultural differences, as well as different levels of economic development, that make 
those "characteristics" likely to differ from country to country. In terms of structural 
differences, the main issue is probably the large diversity that exists in the design of 
social systems across Member States. Employment is embedded within an institutional 
and economic context: the characteristics of employment interact with the characteristics 
of social systems in ways that can make similar employment characteristics have very 
different implications for the well-being of the worker in different countries. Cultural 
differences across countries are equally problematic, because they imply systematic 
differences in how people evaluate their own situation, and therefore in how their 
working environment will affect their (subjective) well-being. 
 
4.5. A composite index or a system of indicators? 
The policy purpose of comparing job quality on an international level can be fulfilled by a 
system of indicators (that is a coherent and inter-related set of measures of the different 
attributes of jobs that have an impact on the well-being of workers) or by a composite 
index (a single aggregate measure synthesizing the information of all the different 
attributes of job quality). Both approaches share the object of analysis (job quality), the 
modelling of dimensions to be measured (ideally derived from theoretical models) and 
the identification of appropriate variables to evaluate such dimensions. But while a 
system of indicators stops here, once we have scores for each of the dimensions of our 
model, a composite index goes one step further and brings the measures of selected 
dimensions within a single aggregate figure. This implies a single, univocal and 
unidirectional understanding of what job quality is (no matter how many components it is 
based upon), which will unambiguously position the different countries (or whatever 
social group we are interested in studying) within a one-dimensional axis ranging from 
bad to good (a ranking). 
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The advantages and disadvantages of the composite index mirror those of the system of 
indicators. The former implies a radical simplification of a reality which is by nature 
complex and multi-dimensional. If not well constructed, it can easily lead to mercilessly 
erroneous conclusions, which can have a very bad impact on the credibility and the 
usefulness of the whole work. Even though composite indices tend to be reported 
together with the detailed systems of indicators on which they are based, the numeric 
results, rankings, etc., deriving from the index are so attractive that they tend to draw all 
the attention. On the other hand, composite indices can be very useful for policy 
evaluation and design, and they can certainly have a greater impact (and more political 
force) than complex systems of indicators because of their apparent lack of ambiguity. 
 
4.6. Technical issues involved in aggregating indicators 
The bringing together or aggregation of different pieces of information within composite 
indices involves a two-step process: first, the different elements (variables, indicators or 
dimensions) have to be standardized, so that their scales become equivalent and they 
can be added together; second, each of the standardized elements must receive a level 
of weighting (a multiplication factor proportional to the importance that we want to 
assign to each element). Once the components of the index have been standardized and 
weighted, they can be added together. 
 
The issue of weighting seems in principle solely problematic to composite indices, as the 
main result in this case is a weighted aggregate of different pieces of information (the 
dimensions of job quality). However, it would be quite wrong to imagine that by using 
systems of indicators we avoid the problem of weighting. 
 
5. An analysis of existing indicators of job quality 

Measuring job quality is no mean feat. However, this does not mean that there have 
been no attempts at it. In fact, concern over the evolution of job quality has led to the 
development of a good number of indicators and systems of indicators to measure it. 
These proposals vary widely in terms of their ambition and scope. Job quality indicators 
have been proposed not only by academic and international organizations, but also by 
trade unions or employers’ organizations.  At the end of this chapter, Table 2 presents 
the list and main characteristics of the 18 job quality indicators or systems of indicators 
reviewed here.  
 
It is not easy to summarize such an amount of information, but several substantial 
conclusions can be drawn from this review. 
  
i) Eight of the indices reviewed are not really (or not strictly) measures of job quality, 

as they comprise dimensions associated with other issues such as labour market 
access, as well as areas as unrelated to job quality as the Gini index of disposable 
income, illiteracy rate or standard macroeconomic indicators. This problem is 
especially evident in the case of the ILO decent work indices and the Laeken 
indicators. On the other hand, the EJQI, EWCS, SQWLI, QEI, DGBI and WCI, and the 
individual academic proposals manage to avoid this problem. In addition, most of 
the indices include some measure of social security, which is problematic when 
making international comparisons because of the existence of very different welfare 
regimes with very different roles for the private and the public sector. 
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ii) Certain dimensions highlighted as important in the social sciences literature are 
absent from a large number of the indicators; this particularly applies to work 
intensity, an omission largely conditioned by the absence of other sources of 
information apart from the EWCS, the periodicity of which is not annual. Only those 
indices using this quite specific survey avoid this limitation – in our view, quite 
relevant. In addition, there are some important measures (the Laeken indicators, 
DWI-1, QEI and QWF) that make no reference to wages, which is clearly a serious 
omission. 

iii) Leaving aside those proposals that limit themselves to sketching a few relevant 
dimensions, there are five indices that yield no aggregate measure of job quality, 
but only present a system of indicators. They thus avoid setting (or justifying) 
weightings for the different dimensions. However, as we have extensively discussed, 
this cannot be seen as a positive feature of an indicator, as it means the overall 
evaluation of the results can be quite ambiguous (the different dimensions can yield 
contradictory results). And in any case, each observer will use their own value 
judgments to draw their own conclusions from the results of the different 
dimensions. 

iv) The number of dimensions and measurement variables varies greatly across the 
indicators, from six variables (the GBJI) to more than a hundred (the EWCS and 
Tangian’s proposal based on it). In most cases, aggregation is done on the basis of 
equal weighting, usually without any explicit or theoretically sound explanation, 
though sometimes variables are carefully classified into different dimensions in 
advance. There are two exceptions to this rule: the SQWLI weighting for the 
importance given by each worker to each attribute and Tangian considers that the 
importance of a dimension depends on the number of questions included in the 
EWCS about it. The first approach, though quite original, has the potential problem 
of the lack of independence between real and desired job attributes. The second 
approach is likely to lead to erroneous conclusions because the number of questions 
is unrelated to the relevance of each dimension in the survey. We have 
demonstrated that further effort (justification and documentation) is needed with 
regard to the aggregation of the different job attributes and dimensions. 

v) It should be mentioned that only two of the indices reviewed – the QWF and SQWLI 
- are based solely on subjective variables. Another index (DGBI) relies on subjective 
dimensions and workers’ subjective evaluations of “objective” job attributes (noise, 
working time, etc.). Including job satisfaction together with other components of job 
quality presents the problem of using input and output indicators simultaneously, 
thus counting certain attributes twice. This problem can be observed in the QWF and 
the SQWLI, but not in the case of the DGBI. 

vi) Most indicators include variables appertaining to both procedure and results, with 
only the GBJI making reference solely to results. Another relevant aspect is the 
static or dynamic nature of the variables considered. Though there are many 
indicators including variables referring to opportunities of advancement in the 
current job, few indices – the Laeken indicators, IJQ, IQL and GBJI- are truly 
dynamic in a strict sense; that is, they use longitudinal measures of job or income 
mobility. However, as seen in section 4.1.2, it is unclear that such objective dynamic 
variable should be included in a job quality indicator. 
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vii) Many measures present methodological problems when trying to include gender or 
age group gaps. We have argued that a more appropriate approach is to compute 
index scores for specific segments of the labour market which are thought to require 
special attention (long-term unemployed, women, youth, immigrants, etc.). This 
approach is consistent with gender mainstreaming as sex differences are retained 
throughout the index rather than assigned to a single dimension. In this regard, it is 
worth mentioning that some indices reviewed here (EJQI, IJL and IQL) publish 
gender-disaggregated results as a matter of course. One way to address this 
problem in an effective way is to design indicators that can be computed at 
individual level, that is, ones that allow for the comparison of job quality for specific 
groups of workers. Eight of the indices reviewed in the previous subsection – ECWS, 
SQWLI, DGBI, WCI, QWF, Tangian’s proposal, GBJI and ICQE - have this desirable 
characteristic. 

viii) Periodicity, authorship and data sources are usually interrelated. Those indicators 
that are backed by institutions tend to be updated more regularly than those 
authored by a single researcher. In addition, while institutional indices often use 
aggregate data derived from surveys, in the case of academic proposals it is not 
uncommon to find indicators computed using micro-data and therefore permitting 
the calculation of indices by subgroups. Finally, if results are based on surveys, then 
it is obvious that regularity is highly conditioned by the periodicity of the surveys on 
which measures are based. In order to avoid these kinds of limitations, many 
proponents opt only to use labour force surveys or aggregate labour market data 
that can be obtained on a regular basis. 

ix) As far as results are concerned, and this clearly only applies to those indices that 
monitor the same countries and periods, it should be mentioned that the Nordic 
countries often head the rankings, yielding, in general, sensible and apparently 
coherent pictures of job quality. There are, of course, exceptions, like DWI-4, which 
claims that job quality in some sub-Saharan countries is superior to that of certain 
EU Member States.  

In conclusion, after thoroughly reviewing 18 existing job quality indicators, the main 
conclusion is that there is still a need at EU level for a worker-oriented, individually-
constructed and scientifically grounded job quality indicator in order to measure, 
compare and monitor job quality in the different Member States. There is already a wide 
variety of existing indicators on job quality, with different levels of merit and ambition, 
but none of them fulfils all the desirable characteristics of such an index, especially if this 
index is going to be used for EU employment policy-making. Some of the existing 
indicators are excellent, others are not so good, but all of them exhibit certain 
shortcomings which make it necessary to continue to devote resources to the 
development of a better index. The problem is not so much the lack of information about 
job quality, but the lack of consensus on what job quality is and the lack of a consistent 
source of data on this issue at EU level.   
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Table 2. List of acronyms, complete names, sources and databases of the 
analysed indices of job quality  

Acronym Complete name Scope Source Databases 

Laeken 
Laeken indicators of job 
quality 

European Union European Commission (2008) ECHP, ELFS, SILC 

EJQI 
The European Job Quality 
Index 

European Union Leschke, Watt & Finn (2008) 
ELFS, EWCS, SILC. 
AMECO, ICTWSS 

EWCS 
European Working Conditions 
Survey 

European Union Parent-Thirion et al. (2007) Itself a data source 

GJI Good Jobs Index 
Middle-income and 
developing 
countries 

Avirgan, Bivens & Gammage 
(2005) 

ILO databases 

DWI-1 Decent Work Index-1 
Developed and 
developing 
countries 

Ghai (2003) ILO databases 

DWI-2 Decent Work Index-2 
Developed and 
developing 
countries 

Bonnet, Figueiredo & Standing 
(2003) 

ILO databases 

DWI-3 Decent Work Index-3 
Developed and 
developing 
countries 

Anker et al. (2003) ILO databases 

DWI-4 Decent Work Index-4  
Developed and 
developing 
countries 

Bescond, Châtaignier & 
Mehran (2003) 

ILO databases 

QEI 
Quality of Employment 
Indicators 

Canada, U.S. and 
Europe 

Brisbois (2003) EWCS, ERNAIS 

IJQ Indicators of Job Quality Canada Jackson & Kumar (1998) GSS, SWA 

SQWLI 
Subjective Quality of 
Working Life Index 

Czech Republic Vinopal (2009) Ad hoc survey 

DGBI DGB Good Work Index Germany Mußmann (2009) Ad hoc survey 

WCI Austrian Work Climate Index Austria 
Preinfalk, Michenthaler & 
Wasserbacher (2006), 
Michenthaler (2006) 

IFES omnibus 
survey (dedicated 
module) 

IQL 
Indicators of Quality of the 
Labour Market 

Spain 
Caprile & Potrony (2006), 
Toharia, Caprile & Potrony 
(2008) 

NSI, MLI 

QWF Quality of Work in Flanders Flanders (Belgium) 
Flanders Social and Economic 
Council (2009) 

Ad hoc survey 

Tangian Tangian’s proposal European Union Tangian (2007, 2009) EWCS 

GBJI Good and Bad Jobs Index 
Middle-income 
countries 

Ritter and Anker (2002) IPSS 

ICQE 
Index of the characteristics 
related to the quality of 
employment 

Chile Sehnbruch (2004) Ad hoc survey 

Notes: ECHP = European Community Household Panel; ELFS = European Labour Force Survey; SILC = 
Statistics on Income and Living Conditions; EWCS = European Working Conditions Survey; AMECO = Annual 
Macroeconomic Database of the European Commission; ERNAIS = Ekos Rethinking North American Integration 
Survey; GSS = General Social Survey; SWA = Survey of Work Arrangements; IFES = Institut für empirische 
Sozialforschung; NSI = National Statistics Institute; MLI = Ministry of Labour and Immigration; IPSS = ILO 
People’s Security Surveys 
 
Source: Author´s analysis 
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6. The quest for a European Job Quality Indicator 

1. More and better jobs: an indispensable equation in EU employment policy. The 
Lisbon Strategy has set itself the ambitious goal of creating not only more, but also 
better jobs. Therefore, the quality dimension (of jobs) has become a central concern of 
the European Employment Policy, complementary to the job quantity dimension. 
However, if there is no adequate information on the levels of job quality across Europe 
and how they change over time, it will be very difficult to develop adequate policies to 
implement this aim of creating “better jobs”. The structural indicators of the Lisbon 
Strategy that were established to monitor the targets related to employment, and 
managed by Eurostat, have a marked quantitative component. Even though they do not 
have a quantitative aim, they are indispensable to monitoring the progress made by the 
Member States in the implementation of reforms, which vindicates the need for available 
quality indicators that will be able to measure progress in the achievement of “better 
jobs”. We are not aware of the existence of any job quality indicators at national level 
that are applied by national governments in the Member States to assess the advances 
made in the implementation of the European Employment Strategy.  

 
The actual policy impact of the Laeken indicators with respect to job quality seems quite 
mixed, even within European institutions. The 2008-2010 Employment Guidelines 
(Council of the European Union, 2008), although repeatedly referring to desirable job 
attributes beyond remuneration, make no reference to the Laeken indicators established 
in 2001. The Indicators group of the Employment Committee (EMCO) points out the need 
to work more in depth with respect to the development of the monitoring of quality in 
work. The recently revamped Eurostat database does not contain a specific section 
devoted to the Laeken indicators of job quality. In recent reports, the European 
Commission itself has assumed that the area of job quality is unsatisfactorily covered in 
the existing Laeken indicators. 
 
2. The importance of having a reliable indicator of job quality. There are very good 
reasons to take the development of a good European job-quality indicator seriously, and 
to do it now. Among these reasons, we would like to highlight the following: 
 

a) European full-time workers spend on average 42 hours a week in their jobs: 
obviously, whatever happens during this significant portion of their lives will be 
very relevant for their overall well-being. Furthermore, there is abundant evidence 
that people do not only work to earn a living, but that work is an important 
element of social and personal life in itself, an activity that is important for self-
realization and social integration. Therefore, the quality of working life is a key 
element of the quality of life. 

 
b) Job quality is central to many of the aims of the EU – sustainable employment 

rates, gender equality, developing the world’s leading knowledge economy, etc. In 
order to evaluate the functioning of the different European economies adequately 
it is necessary to know not only how many jobs they are capable of creating, but 
also what kind of jobs.   
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c) The standard analysis of the labour market usually focuses on quantity - the 
number of jobs, and their opposite number, the employment or unemployment 
rate. But jobs are a heterogeneous category. There are “good” and “bad” jobs, 
jobs come with different combinations of amenities and shortcomings, different 
bundles of positive and negative attributes. In order to evaluate the functioning of 
an economy correctly it is important to be able to assess the quality of the jobs 
created and destroyed in the process of creative destruction that informs 
economic growth.  

 
d) There is a clear link between the quality of jobs and productivity, which is the 

most important factor of long-term economic development, so an interest in job 
quality makes perfect economic sense in itself.  

 
e) In the context of accelerating economic and social change, the need for good and 

detailed information in order to be able to formulate economic and social policies 
becomes much more pressing. Having information on the implications of such 
economic and social change, not only in terms of the quantity of jobs available but 
also in terms of their qualities, would considerably increase our understanding of 
what is happening and therefore our capacity to act, too. The current economic 
crisis makes this need even more pressing: we have detailed and almost real-time 
information about the (dramatic) implications of the recession for employment 
figures, but we know close to nothing about its implications on the quality of jobs.  

 
3. It has to be recognised that measuring job quality is not an easy task. However, it 
does not necessarily pose any greater dilemmas than those posed by other areas of 
social reality, the measurement of which has been standardised (and included in official 
statistics) in recent decades, such as employment and unemployment, poverty, 
inequality or even something as evasive as human development. Job quality can be 
measured, and it should be measured if we take the aims of the European Employment 
Strategy seriously. 
 
4. Indicators of quality in the working environment: an attainable mission. 
Constructing an indicator of job quality requires an agreement on what job quality is. For 
instance, some of the most important indicators of job quality currently available 
(including the Laeken indicators proposed by EU institutions themselves) include 
measures of job quantity, which reveals an evident confusion of concepts that 
considerably limits the usefulness of these job quality indicators. Other indicators of job 
quality include measures of social protection, education and even productivity, all issues 
which are related to job quality in one way or another, but which should not form part of 
the concept. The lack of a clear unifying concept tends to make job quality indicators 
catch-all measures of anything that is arguably related to work, employment and the 
well-being of workers, while paradoxically lacking important dimensions identified in the 
literature (wages, for example, are lacking in the Laeken indicators and other relevant 
indicators). 
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5. A future system of indicators of job quality in the EU? We have tried to develop 
an open model of job quality that could serve as a theoretical basis for the construction 
of a European job quality indicator. The theoretical underpinning comes from our 
discussion of three broad approaches found in the specialised literature: a) the first one 
is based on using job satisfaction as an indicator of job quality, a methodological choice 
whose main problem is the very low variability of this indicator across individuals and 
nations; b) the second approach, to ask people about what makes a good job, might be 
affected by the fact that workers’ opinion can be biased by their current position in the 
labour market, and in any case requires a previous concept of job quality for selecting 
the attributes that will be presented to workers; c) the last and, in our opinion, preferred 
strategy, draws from the Social Sciences literature in order to identify which job 
attributes have an impact on the well-being of workers. 
 
Any future EU job quality indicator should be founded on an aggregate of information 
about those job attributes which have an impact on the well-being of workers, and 
nothing else. This implies leaving out of the index all those dimensions of social policy 
and other public and private interventions that, despite their impact on the well-being of 
workers, are not part of either the work or employment quality. This means taking a 
different strategy from the one followed by some existing job quality indexes. Instead, 
we suggest constructing a side-index with those interventions of public and private 
institutions capable of compensating the potential negative attributes of existing jobs. 
This way, the interactions between job quality and social policy can be taken into account 
without compromising the meaning of the index and its consistency. 
 
6. Job quality is a multi-dimensional concept and therefore any overall indicator will 
have to be constructed by combining all the information on the different attributes (or 
dimensions) of work and employment. Ideally, such an aggregation should be done at an 
individual level using a single source. That is to say, we should be able to generate the 
indicator for individual workers, using information regarding the characteristics of their 
jobs and about how those characteristics affect their well-being. An indicator constructed 
at individual level allows us to study the quality of jobs held by specific groups of 
workers, such as women and men, older workers or the low-paid, which is crucial for the 
fulfilment of the objectives of the European Employment Strategy. Furthermore, job 
quality indicators should be updated regularly so that they can be used to track changes 
over time, although the pace of changes in job quality is slower than that of job 
numbers, and therefore it would not need to be updated as frequently.  
 
7. Comparability, solidity and reliability of data. An important problem for 
constructing an EU job quality indicator is the source of the necessary statistical 
information. There is statistical information already available for virtually all the 
dimensions that the Social Sciences literature has defined as forming part of job quality, 
but this information comes from different sources, which makes its integration within a 
single composite indicator constructed at individual level impossible. Without such a 
single consistent source it is very difficult to carry out detailed analysis of specific or 
disadvantaged groups as required by the objectives of the European Employment 
Strategy. However, some of the indicators analysed (such as ETUI’s Job Quality Index) 
show that it is possible to present consistently gender-disaggregated results – a key 
element of gender mainstreaming – even when a variety of sources are used. In the 
absence of a dedicated survey, this approach could be adopted also for other target 
groups – older workers, young/older people, migrants, etc... 
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The European Labour Force Survey, explicitly designed to measure job quantity across 
Europe, presents some good measures of employment quality (contractual conditions and 
working time), but is extremely limited with respect to the conditions under which work 
takes place. The only existing EU-level source in this area is the European Working 
Conditions Survey, which is excellent in its design, but very limited in its statistical 
representation, and is updated only every five years. Therefore, a crucial step for being 
able to develop a good indicator or set of indicators of job quality in the EU would be to 
improve the quality of existing surveys on job quality (better funding of the EWCS or 
extending the scope of the ELFS), or alternatively, to create a new dedicated data source 
for this issue. This new (or expanded) survey would have to be harmonised at EU level, 
periodically updated and with a large sample so that detailed analysis of specific groups 
of workers can be done. 
 
8. What has to be emphasised, in any case, is that if a job quality indicator is to be used 
for policy purposes in the EU, it has to be constructed not only to the highest scientific 
standards, but with a strong and wide political consensus (Member States and social 
partners) backing it. A composite job quality index implies a clear and univocal definition, 
based on solid evidence, on what is desirable and what is not with respect to the 
conditions of work and employment, and the best way we know for defining what is 
socially desirable is through political agreement deriving from democratic principles. 
 
7. Suggestions to promote the creation of a European Job Quality 
Indicator 

Based on this report and the above conclusions, the following suggestions apply: 
 
1. There is still no established standard in the EU of what constitutes job quality or how 

it should be measured. In fact, although there are a wide variety of proposals 
available, they often contradict each other in their underlying assumptions, concepts 
and measures. Without a clear and sound EU indicator of job quality, the current 
concern of EU institutions on this issue will not be able to proceed beyond the sphere 
of a declared principle, and will not reach practical relevance in EU policy making. 
This has been demonstrated throughout the past decade, in which it has not been 
possible to measure any substantial progress made in the attempt to improve 
European job quality due to the absence of any appropriate or commonly accepted 
tool to carry this task out. This lack of a generally accepted system of indicators of 
job quality has also directly led to the undermining of the debate surrounding the 
quality of jobs created in Europe. 

 
2.  If it is agreed that the qualitative dimension of employment is just as important in 

the EU as the quantitative dimension, we must also agree that it is necessary to 
have good statistics about the former. In the current economic crisis and the 
imminent period of post-adjustment in the global and European economy, with its 
marked effects on employment, it would be highly recommended once again to take 
up the political commitment to measuring progress in the quality of the working 
environment. In particular, the European Union faces the challenge of renovating its 
Strategy for Growth and Employment for the post-2010 period. In this context, it 
would be advisable to expressly incorporate the need to apply and monitor 
homogenous and comparable indicators for the measurement of job quality into 
employment guidelines. Where agreements are reached, the establishing of target 
results should be the subject of specific debate. 

 

IP/A/EMPL/ST/2008-09 24                                                     PE 429.972



Indicators of job quality in the European Union 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

3. To establish indicators of quality constitutes a tough challenge, but it can be met. 
Other, even more complex (from the point of view of statistics or data collation), 
tasks have met with success. It is political will that marks out the priority of 
interests. The work carried out, in general, by the EMCO subgroup of indicators, 
though it does not go into the employment quality aspect in any depth, is a useful 
reference point.  

 
4. This job-quality concept has to be purged of variables that do not directly affect the 

quality of work and employment. The practice of “anything goes” in constructing job 
quality indicators has proven to be extremely detrimental to the relevance and 
usefulness of indicators. 

 
5. To implement this aim effectively, enhanced sources of job quality data would be 

required. Existing EU data sources can provide a basis for an EU job-quality indicator 
in the short term, but in order to monitor job quality adequately in a timely and 
comparable manner with full coverage of EU citizens, an expansion of existing 
surveys or a new source would be required. An expanded Labour Force Survey 
including (periodically updated although not necessarily quarterly) questions on job 
quality, and enlarged European Working Conditions Survey to allow analysis at a 
lower aggregate level, or the merging of both surveys are among the alternatives 
that could be considered to have, in the medium long-term, a sounder basis for job 
quality analysis. 

 
6. Constructing an indicator requires a clear conceptualisation of what job quality is 

with a theoretical model serving as its basis. This concept has to be constructed on 
solid scientific foundations and a wide European political agreement. The European 
Parliament could promote the development of this system of employment indicators, 
encouraging other Community institutions and European social partners to join in the 
task. The creation of a High-level Research Group with a mixed composition 
dedicated to the investigation into, and formulation of, a proposal would be an 
important step in the right direction.  

 
7. As a contribution to this task, from the analysis presented in this report we can 

conclude that any such job quality indicator ought, ideally, to be constructed from 
individual data, and include, at the very least, the dimensions and fields which have 
been analysed in the present study, and summarised in Table 3 . In any case, this 
future European Job Quality Indicator (EJQI), should be the result of a specific 
research effort aimed at solving the different problems related to the concept and 
measurement of job quality reviewed in this report.   
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Table 3. Outline for the development of a European Job Quality Indicator 

Dimension Area Existing source 

Work autonomy EWCS 

Physical working conditions EWCS 

Health implications of work (physical and 
psychological) 

EWCS 

Risks EWCS 

Pace of work and workload EWCS 

Social working environment EWCS 

Meaningfulness EWCS 

Work 

On-the-job training EWCS / LFS 

Participation EWCS 
Work and employment 

Opportunities for advancement EWCS 

Formal training EWCS / LFS 

Type of contract, stability LFS 

Working hours LFS / EWCS 

Distribution of working hours (unsocial 
hours, clear boundaries and flexibility) 

LFS / EWCS 

Wage ESES 

Employment 

Social benefits ESES / EWCS 

 
Note: for more details on the sources, see chapter 5; for more details on the dimensions and areas, see 
chapter 7. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 
By assignment of the European Parliament, LABOUR ASOCIADOS SLL has carried out a 
study into the indicators of job quality. The aim of this report is to provide an overview of 
existing indicators of job quality, their development and on-going work at EU level, in the 
context of a growing social and political concern about the evolution of job quality in 
Europe and the level of fulfilment of the goal of more and better jobs of the Lisbon 
Strategy, to assess the usefulness of the existing indicators for monitoring progress 
towards that goal, and to establish whether reliable and comparable data are available in 
the EU to ensure comparability between Member States. 
 
In order to evaluate the different available indicators or systems of indicators of job 
quality it is necessary to have a clear idea of the different steps that have to be taken in 
the process of constructing such an indicator. Even before we come to that, we must 
clearly begin by establishing the very relevance of constructing an indicator of job quality 
in the first place. The process of building an indicator is long and costly, both in time and 
resources; therefore the first thing that has to be done is to present a convincing 
justification of the need for yet another economic and social indicator.  
 
Chapter 2 introduces a list of factors which we believe justify the importance of having a 
reliable indicator of job quality. The following step is to define what is meant by “job 
quality” and make the concept operational. This phase is especially complex as job 
quality is clearly a multidimensional concept affected by the subjectivity of the observer: 
different people might look at different things when evaluating job quality. Furthermore, 
different assessments may be made for the same job depending on what specific 
dimension of its quality is evaluated.  
 
Chapter 3 of the report discusses the different approaches than can be followed in the 
process of selecting the dimensions of work and employment that are deemed relevant to 
job quality. In order to do so we discuss the virtues and shortcomings of following a 
purely subjective approach based on job satisfaction, a two-step mixed approach based 
on the subjective selection of the relevant dimensions, and its measurement using 
objective indicators, and a third approach based on different existing theoretical 
perspectives on job quality, drawing on the economic and sociological traditions.  
 
With this frame of reference, chapter 4 addresses a set of choices that have to be made 
prior to the process of selection of the dimensions to be included in an index of job 
quality. This review includes the question of its periodicity, the option of a system of 
indicators as opposed to an aggregate indicator, the use of individual or aggregate data, 
etc. Chapter 5 presents a brief introduction to the main sources of data presently 
available that would be useful in the construction of an indicator of job quality. In fact 
these sources are used in chapter 7 to present examples of the different indicators that 
can be used to capture different dimensions of job quality.  
 
Within this context, chapter 6 assesses around 20 different proposed indices of job 
quality. The aim of this chapter is to present, in a homogeneous framework, the 
characteristics, strengths and shortcomings of these indicators. After reviewing the 
existing indicators and aided by the theoretical analysis performed in chapters 3 and 4, 
chapter 7 presents the outline of an open general model of job quality, indicating the 
different dimensions that could be considered in measuring job quality and the indicators 
that could be used to “address” or give content to such dimensions.  
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It is important to stress that this chapter does not pretend to present a final model of job 
quality and, subsequently, an indicator of job quality. Its aim is, rather, to present an 
example of the type of dimensions that could be used, and the type of indicators 
available to give empirical content to the different dimensions.  
 
A separate section (section 7.3) is devoted to the analysis of how to deal with those 
interventions from the public sector affecting job quality through the provision of specific 
social services to workers (or citizens in general). Finally, in chapters 8 and 9 we present 
the major conclusions and suggestions that can be drawn from the methodological, 
theoretical and empirical analyses performed in previous chapters. 
 
Before starting the report it is important to clarify the following aspects. Firstly, it is our 
understanding that job quality is a concept that is linked with the characteristics of the 
work performed, the environment in which such a job is performed. In this report these 
aspects are referred to as characteristics of work, or the work dimension, and the 
characteristics of the employment relation, or employment dimension (wage, working 
time, type of contract, etc.). This excludes from the analysis the characteristics of other 
areas of the labour market, such as, for instance, the quantity of jobs, which may be of 
crucial impact to the well-being of workers, but which are of a completely different 
nature. We can therefore conclude that the analysis proposed in these pages focuses on 
job quality, and is worker-centred.  
 
Secondly, measuring job quality is a complex and difficult task, but no more complex 
than measuring other economic phenomena such as the price level, aggregate 
production, or employment. All of these variables, now routinely measured by the CPI, 
the GDP or the LFS respectively, were in their origin, theoretical concepts that proved 
difficult to put into operation. Their conversion into largely unquestioned statistics 
involved a lengthy process of analysis, debate, compromise and decision. To use a well 
known example, in order to be considered as employed by the Labour Force Survey, it is 
enough to have worked for one hour the week prior to the interview, a condition open to 
question, but nevertheless a convention that allows us to clearly separate the employed 
from the non-employed. Furthermore, the generation of indicators of employment, 
unemployment, and so on demands the utilisation, on a quarterly basis, of a considerable 
amount of resources. Labour Force Surveys were created with that purpose; resources 
were allocated to such end because the data on employment was considered to be of 
crucial importance to guide economic policy. Therefore neither the complexity of the 
objective, nor the lack of proper statistics should be used as an excuse to consign the 
development of an indicator of job quality. We are living in a quantitative world, where 
those variables that are not satisfactorily measured are frequently left out of the political 
arena. It is not a coincidence that while the quantitative dimension of employment is at 
the forefront of the political debate, its qualitative dimension is seldom mentioned. 
Obviously, part of the different treatment can be explained by their different position in 
terms of priorities (especially in times of high and growing unemployment), but part of it 
is related to the statistical “invisibility” of job quality. 
 
Thirdly, it is important to clarify from the very beginning the target groups of workers 
considered in our analysis of job quality. As is well known, from a statistical point of view 
there are two different kinds of workers: self-employed workers and employees. In 2007 
in the EU-27, 17 % of workers were not employees (including self-employed, employers 
and family workers), with a maximum of 36% in Greece, and a minimum of 9% in 
Denmark.  
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Although there is currently much discussion about the resurgence of self-employment in 
the 21st century, the analysis of statistical data does not bear out any such increase, as 
in the EU-15 there has only been a clear increase in self-employment over the past 
quarter of century in Germany, the Netherlands and UK (by 1.9, 2.5 and 2.7 percentage 
points respectively). In the remaining countries (countries with higher self-employment 
rate from the beginning) the tendency has been a reduction of the self-employment rate. 
The reason behind the exclusion of this group of workers from the analysis is the fact 
that self-employed, to a great extent, define their own working conditions. If this were 
true, it would not be necessary for employment policy to monitor and regulate their 
working conditions so thoroughly. However, there are two considerations that qualify the 
previous statement. Firstly, the self-employed, or at least some of them, can be driven 
by competitive pressures to “choose” unwanted working conditions in order to remain in 
business. If this were the case, there would not be much difference between self-
employed and employed workers. Secondly, nowadays there is a debate about whether 
there is a growing (and relevant) percentage who are in fact “employees in disguise” (or 
false self-employed as they are often called). This section of the working population is 
the result of the outsourcing process of undertakings and their preference for civil law 
contracts over employment contracts. Once again, the differences between employees 
and self-employees would become blurred in this case. 
 
Having said that, there are no major problems in applying the analysis presented in this 
report to that kind of worker. In particular, all the areas of what this report refers to as 
quality of work are directly applicable to self-employed workers. 
 
Another important point to clarify is the inclusion (or not) of workers in the “informal” 
economy. Even though these workers account only for a marginal share of employment 
in most of the EU, their situation is especially important for the monitoring of 
employment quality, as their conditions are likely to be worse. The mere fact of having a 
lawful contract of employment should be an important element of job quality. The 
problem is that the existing European statistical sources do not allow us to identify which 
workers do not have a formal employment contract, and therefore this information 
cannot be taken into account for evaluating job quality in Europe. Nevertheless, because 
most indicators of job quality are based on household surveys, these workers are 
included in the analysis. And therefore, even though we cannot identify who they are, if 
their conditions are worse, it will be reflected in the analysis. 
 
Before concluding this introduction it is important to point out that rather than departing 
from a ready-made definition of job quality, we have opted to present a compilation of 
the different approaches to the issue of job quality, from different economic, sociological 
and methodological perspectives, discussing their strength and weaknesses. Only after 
such discussion do we propose an encompassing model of job quality that can be used in 
the construction of a consistent indicator of job quality. Such a model will be used for 
discussing and evaluating the existing indicator of job quality.  
 
Lastly, this report has benefitted from the contributions of two external consultants: Mark 
Smith from Grenoble Ecole de Management and Kea Tijdens from the Institute for 
Advanced Labour Studies of the University of Amsterdam. In order to complement the 
available published information about existing job quality indexes, an ad hoc survey was 
sent to a sample of the institutions responsible of their elaboration; our gratitude to the 
respondents. 
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2.  MORE AND BETTER JOBS. THE IMPORTANCE OF 
HAVING A RELIABLE INDICATOR OF JOB QUALITY 

“A new index of labor-market success is of little interest 
unless it tells us something new about the real world” 

 
Jencks, Perman and Rainwater (1988), p. 1346 

 
“More and better jobs” has become a well known slogan and the flagship of the European 
Employment Strategy. The first part, more jobs alludes to something which is in principle 
clear and measurable. Every quarter, in each European country, the number of people 
employed and unemployed is estimated, and it is possible to follow, almost in real time, 
the evolution of these numbers in the labour market. The objective of having more jobs 
is also unquestionable. Work is, among many other important things, the main source of 
income for a vast majority of European families, even though Europe has been affected 
by an unemployment ‘malaise’ since the 1970’s1. The publication of Delors' White Paper 
on Growth, Competitiveness, Employment. The challenges and ways forward into the 
21st century, in the aftermath of the crisis of 1992-93, and the 1997 Luxembourg 
Summit on Employment put the “employment problem” at the forefront of European 
concerns. 
 
Although employment issues were practically absent in the Treaty of Rome, as early as 
1961 the European Social Charter stressed the importance of many dimensions linked to 
job quality, from the “right to work” (art. 1) to the “right to fair remuneration” (art. 4), 
“just conditions of work” (art. 2) or “safe and healthy working conditions” (art. 3). The 
first Employment Guidelines, in 1997, established employability, entrepreneurship, 
adaptability and equal opportunities as the main pillars of European labour market policy. 
The focus on quantitative aspects of job creation was clearly in the spirit of these 
principles. Although Wim Kok’s 2004 report2 once again emphasized quantity, job quality 
was put on the table at the Lisbon, Nice and Stockholm Councils, and became a relevant 
dimension especially from the time of the Laeken European Council in 2001 onwards. 
With the exception of the 2004 report, job quality has, since that time, become one of 
the main concerns of the Commission's annual reports on Employment in Europe. The 
present study, commissioned by the Parliament, is further proof of the interest in the 
topic from European institutions. Half a century after the Treaty of Rome, when peace 
and food security were the main goals of the Union, the well-being achieved by European 
societies has been accompanied by a partial shift of goals: from the jobs, jobs, jobs 
mantra, we have made a transition to a more balanced getting more people into good 
jobs as inspiration for EU labour market policy. 
 
A different question, however, is the second part of the slogan, the part related with 
better jobs. Here, both conceptual difficulties and measurement problems have made it 
very difficult for such an ambitious goal to go much beyond the declaration of intentions 
phase. The purpose of this report, as set out in the previous section, is to contribute to 
taking a step forward in that direction.  
 
                                          
1 See, for example, Layard, Nickell and Jackman (1991), Nickell (1997) and Elmeskov, Martin and Scarpetta 
(1998) among others. A comprehensive critique of the standard analysis of the roots of European 
unemployment problem can be found in Baker at al. (2005) 
2 Facing the challenge - The Lisbon strategy for growth and employment. Report from the High Level Group 
chaired by Wim Kok. November 2004 
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But before getting into the main body of this matter, another (and seemingly simple) 
question must be addressed: Is this goal worth pursuing? Should we care at all about job 
quality? Is job quality an issue of secondary importance when compared to that of job 
quantity? Even though it may seem obvious that job quality is an important issue, there 
are a significant number of social scientists that consider job quality to be a “non 
problem” (especially in the field of economics). And it is not unusual that in the political 
arena the question of job quality is considered as a diversion from the really important 
problem: the need to create more jobs.  
 
None of these doubts and concerns can be simply dismissed, so this report must start by 
asking why we should care about job quality. 
 
There are a number of reasons that justify research on job quality and its monitoring for 
policy purposes. In the first place, the average European full-time worker spends almost 
42 hours in his or her job (and the average part-time worker, 20 hours). That means that 
the average full-time worker works for a quarter of his/her available weekly time (the 
average part-time worker for one eighth).  It is obvious that whatever happens in that 
time will have important implications for workers’ well-being. Furthermore, there is 
abundant evidence that people do not only work to earn a living, but that work is an 
important element of social and personal life in itself, an activity that is important for 
self-realization and social integration. We can therefore argue that the quality of working 
life is a key element of the quality of life in general. In this respect, the meta-analysis of 
Dolan, Pasgood and White (2008) illustrates the way that both having work, and some of 
the job characteristics (working hours, for example), have a clear positive impact on 
subjective well-being. 
 
Secondly, the standard analysis of the labour market usually focuses on quantity, the 
number of jobs, and their opposite number, the employment or unemployment rate. But 
jobs are a heterogeneous category. There are “good” and “bad” jobs, jobs come with 
different combinations of amenities and drawbacks, different bundles of positive and 
negative attributes. In order to evaluate the working of an economy accurately, it is 
important to be able to assess the quality of the jobs created and destroyed in the 
process of creative destruction, that is, economic growth. As we will see in detail, 
mainstream economists frequently argue that there is no problem in adding good and 
bad jobs in a single employment measure because the market will homogenize the 
quality differences of job by paying higher wages to those jobs with lower quality. 
However, this position, as we will see, is highly debatable. As long as we cannot rely on 
the existence of such a process of compensation, the question of job quality will merit 
specific treatment with specific indicators.   
 
Thirdly, in these times of deep changes in the labour market (globalization, accelerated 
technological change, etc.) which some commentators have interpreted in terms of the 
rise of a new capitalism, broadening the analysis of work to take into account changes in 
new dimensions, other than employment numbers or the earning structure, can help us 
to understand the nature of the changes we are facing as a society. Improving our 
knowledge of job structure (quantity and quality) will contribute to a better 
understanding of such changes and disentangle myth from reality (Doogan, 2009). 
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The fourth reason is that it would be useful to know in detail the level and components of 
job quality in each country and their relation to job quantity as a means to detect best 
practices in the field of labour policy. In this respect, we consider that the construction of 
an index of job quality must have a practical goal, a policy intention. Knowledge is 
positive per se, but it is much more fruitful if it contributes to the improvement of reality. 
 
Three final factors can be presented in favour of the study of job quality. Firstly, job 
quality, as with quality in general, presents the characteristics of any type of goods or 
services known in economics as luxury goods. What this means is that demand for them 
grows faster than income. That being the case, it is to be expected that, in parallel with 
economic growth, workers’ interest in job quality will grow. This also means that jobs 
which at one stage may be considered as average or good quality jobs might turn, as 
time goes by, into “bad” jobs, leading to a process of social dissatisfaction even in a 
context of high employment and stable job quality. The last factor reflects the relative 
magnitudes of the people in employment versus those who are unemployed. Perhaps 
being unemployed is the worst circumstance a worker can face in terms of economic life, 
and the best example of a failure in the working of the labour market. However, we must 
bear in mind the fact that in a normal economic situation the great majority of workers 
are employed, and therefore an important part of their interest will be in how their jobs 
measure up in terms of quality: the task is not over even with full employment. Lastly, 
job quality is an important element considered by workers when deciding whether to 
engage in employment. Therefore, increasing the attractiveness of jobs will lead to an 
increase in the labour force, something that will become a pressing necessity in the near 
future of the EU because of current demographics (demographic ageing).   
 
In fact, the question of job quality is not as new as it seems. Governments have been 
regulating conditions affecting job quality since the mid-19th century: health and safety, 
extension of the working week, paid holidays, etc. Although in some areas, such as 
health and safety, regulation has been preceded by abundant research (see section 
3.3.2.3), in most cases we can say that regulation has preceded knowledge about the 
impact of a given working condition on the workers’ well-being. Improving our knowledge 
on the dimensions of job quality and integrating what is known into a unified approach to 
job quality seems to be a task well worth committing to.  
 
As this report is being written, Europe is in the middle of an unprecedented economic 
crisis with negative economic growth and growing unemployment, especially in countries 
such as Spain and Ireland. This situation has an impact on the debate of job quality and 
on job quality itself. With growing unemployment, a shift of priorities towards 
employment creation per se is probable, leaving quality on the sidelines. Does it mean 
that monitoring and evaluating job quality is not relevant in a context of economic crisis? 
We believe it is relevant for at least three different reasons. Firstly, a crisis is a period of 
sudden and rapid change in which it is more necessary than ever to monitor what is 
happening. We are fully aware, almost in real time, of what is happening in terms of 
quantity of employment, but we know almost nothing about what is happening in terms 
of employment quality. This is in itself an important argument in favour of developing a 
good indicator of job quality, especially in times of crisis. Second, the impact of the crisis 
on job quality is likely to be mixed. On the one hand, it is usually the worst jobs that 
tend to be destroyed first. This kind of dynamic can lead to an apparent improvement in 
overall job quality (due to a composition effect).  
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On the other hand, the rapid increase of unemployment weakens the relative position of 
workers vis à vis employers, forcing them to accept worse working and employment 
conditions, with a negative impact on job quality. It is crucial to be able to monitor this 
dual dynamic in order to be able to formulate effective employment and social policies to 
deal with the impact of the crisis. Last, but certainly not least, the issue of job quality is 
not a luxury that can be relegated in tough economic times. We must remember that job 
quality is directly linked to productivity and economic growth, and therefore it cannot be 
put aside in the process of developing a suitable strategy to fight the economic crisis. It 
would be short-sighted to forget this in the current situation. 
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3.  WHAT IS A GOOD JOB? ACCOUNTING FOR THE 
DIFFERENT DIMENSIONS SHAPING JOB QUALITY 

Job quality is necessarily a multidimensional concept. The general or overall quality of a 
job is the sum of multiple aspects affecting both the employment relationship and the 
work itself. This multidimensional nature of job quality makes the development of a 
single indicator or a system of indicators all the more difficult, as prior to such 
development it is necessary to define what aspects should be taken into consideration 
and their overall impact on job quality. In this section we review three different possible 
strategies to compile such a list. The first strategy starts by acknowledging the difficulty 
of accurately identifying all aspects affecting job quality and their importance, and 
proposes a short-cut for such a task based on the level of job satisfaction. The second 
strategy is based on the use of workers’ surveys to make a direct selection of those 
elements of job quality that the workers themselves consider important. The last strategy 
takes a completely different approach to the issue of job quality using the theoretical 
work of economists and sociologists on job quality as a route map to select the relevant 
dimensions of job quality. 

3.1 Subjective approach I: job satisfaction as an indicator of the 
quality of jobs 

The recognition of the complexity of this conceptual task of defining job quality, without 
even mentioning the difficulties related to the measurement of the chosen variables3, has 
led some researchers to favour a completely different approach. The argument is as 
follows: we are interested in measuring job quality because we want to measure the 
impact of job characteristics on the well-being of workers. That being the case, instead of 
focusing on the input (characteristics of jobs), we can focus our efforts on measuring the 
output, that is, the well-being of workers at their job. Unfortunately, lacking a method to 
directly measure well-being, we have to turn to an indirect measure of well-being. A 
possible choice, as shown in Figure 2, is to use the declared level of satisfaction of 
workers with their job:  
 
Figure 2. Job characteristics and job satisfaction 

 
Using satisfaction as the main indicator of job quality has several advantages. First of all, 
it allows the researcher to turn a multidimensional concept into a single index; easier to 
manage and interpret. Secondly, this perspective takes into account the differences in 
tastes concerning what is a good job: instead of using a rigid framework of good and bad 
characteristics for every worker, in this approach it is the workers themselves who apply 
their own criteria with regard to what is positive and negative about their jobs. For 
instance, if someone likes working at night, or at weekends, then they will consider it a 
positive characteristic of their work and this will contribute to their well-being and job 
satisfaction. Thirdly, it sidesteps the need to measure and weigh up the different 
characteristics.  

                                          
3 See chapter 4 of this report. 
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Fourthly, when answering to a question on job satisfaction, workers will consider many 
attributes of their job, more characteristics than can ever be included in any 
multidimensional model of job quality. Last, but not least, the information can be 
gathered easily and at a low cost. 
 
Unfortunately, this approach also exhibits significant shortcomings, which, in the opinion 
of other researchers (Muñoz de Bustillo and Fernandez-Macías, 2005), makes job 
satisfaction a less than suitable indicator of the quality of jobs, notwithstanding the 
merits for other types of research. 
 
In Figure 3 we can see the average score in terms of job satisfaction in 32 countries and 
territories with different cultural backgrounds and levels of development.4 The first thing 
that is clear from the graph is the high level of job satisfaction across the board, with an 
average of 7.08 out of 10 for the 32 sample countries.5 Secondly, it is important to note 
the small range of variation in the average level of job satisfaction across the sample, 
with figures ranging from 6.2 in South Korea to 8.1 in Mexico. The third point is the 
ordering of countries: France is the second worst country in terms of job satisfaction, 
while Mexico ranks top, well above countries such as Denmark or Norway. Both results 
are at odds with the general consensus about job quality and working conditions in rich 
and poor countries, and should be cause for doubting the use of this indicator as a proxy 
of job quality.  
 
Figure 3. Index of job satisfaction (2005) 
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Source: authors’ analysis from ISSP 2005 microdata.  
 

                                          
4 The score is constructed by giving different points, from 0 to 6 to the answer to the question “how satisfied 
are you in your (main) job?”. It is possible to choose from completely unsatisfied (0) to completely satisfied 
(6), and then the result is rescaled to the standard 0-10 scale to make it easier to interpret the results. 
5 The level of satisfaction in the 1997 wave of the ISSP for the countries in both samples was also very high, in 
fact higher than in 2005 (7.43 versus 7.11). 
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Does job satisfaction correlate with other usual indicators of job quality? There is 
abundant literature, especially in the field of social psychology, which attempts to relate 
job satisfaction with different qualitative employment aspects, such as autonomy 
(Spector 1997:31), stress (idem: 42), usefulness of the work (Mangione and Quinn, 
1975), supervisory support, job insecurity (Cornelißen, 2006; Clark, 2005), etc. These 
studies have usually found an important degree of correlation between these job 
characteristics and job satisfaction. Nevertheless, this type of study usually has a serious 
fundamental problem which casts doubt on the reliability of the results, namely that most 
of the qualitative indicators used to measure job characteristics are based on the 
worker’s own evaluations, and it is very likely that these evaluations are affected by their 
degree of job satisfaction.  
 
The degree of correlation found between these indicators and job satisfaction does not 
necessarily have to involve a causal relation, but may quite possibly merely be due to the 
fact that they are, to some extent, different ways of measuring the same thing. In order 
to avoid this problem it is convenient to use indicators of job quality that are not 
“contaminated” by the workers’ subjectivity. When indicators that are less problematic in 
this sense are used, such as wage, sector, size of undertaking or job stability (Clark and 
Oswald, 1996; Brown and McIntosh, 1998; García Mainar, 1999), correlations with job 
satisfaction are usually very low and the results not so conclusive. Indeed, different 
studies often find contradictory relationships between certain indicators and job 
satisfaction. Spector (1997: 42-46), in an extensive review of the literature on the 
determining factors of job satisfaction, found a pronounced inconsistency among the 
results of different studies on wages, workload and work-time organization. 
 
Furthermore, it can be argued that a high level of job satisfaction could simply be the 
result of a process of adaptation of the expectations of workers to the characteristics of 
their jobs, and as such cannot be interpreted in terms of the existence of good conditions 
of work and employment. Obviously, this interpretation does not mean that there is no 
information contained in the job satisfaction figures, or that such information is useless. 
It suggests that the information on job satisfaction cannot be taken as an indicator of the 
quality of the job performed (Muñoz de Bustillo and Fernández-Macías, 2005). 
 
Summing up, although job satisfaction might be related to job quality, there are many 
other variables not related with job quality (dissonance, relative thinking, adaptable 
expectation, etc) affecting the level of job satisfaction. From this perspective, this 
variable is ill-suited as an output or “catch-all variable” of job quality. Furthermore, to 
the extent that job satisfaction depends on different dimensions of job quality, it would 
be inappropriate to include job satisfaction as another element in a system of indices of 
job quality as it would mean including input and output in the same index, hence, 
counting the impact of the variables considered twice.  

3.2 Subjective approach II: asking workers about what makes a 
good job 

An alternative to evaluating the quality of jobs using a job satisfaction index, but still 
based on the assessment made by workers, is to ask workers which types of job 
characteristics they consider important when defining what is a good job, or when 
choosing a job. One advantage of this type of approach is that most surveys on quality of 
working life include questions about the desirability of specific job attributes. 
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3.2.1 The opinions of workers 
Table 4 shows the responses to the 2005 International Social Survey Program, ISSP 
(focused on work orientations) to the question: “how important do you personally think it 
is in a job…” with the following list of job attributes: high income, opportunities of 
advancement, job security, an interesting job, useful to society, help other people, work 
independently, allows someone to decide their times or days of work. We use this item 
from the 2005 ISSP as an example of this type of approach. The table includes 32 
countries from different geographical areas and quite different levels of GDP per capita, 
including 17 European countries or territories. The figures corresponding to the 17 EU 
countries included in the sample are shown in Figure 4, together with the figures from 
Japan and the US for comparison. 
 
There are several things worth mentioning in Figure 4: (1) first of all, in Europe, Japan 
and the US, a high income is not the most valued attribute of a good job. Although 
Europeans give high income more importance than workers from the US or Japan6, still 
only 35% consider this attribute important or very important (much less than job 
security, usefulness to society or that it is an interesting job). Even when viewed in the 
long term (as opportunities for advancement, supposedly also in terms of wages), only a 
quarter of those interviewed consider this attribute to be important or very important; 
(2) The most valued attribute in the US and EU (and the second most valued in Japan) is 
job security. (3) Workers are also quite concerned about the nature of the job, whether it 
is interesting and/or useful to society. (4) In contrast with the growing literature on 
work-life balance and autonomy at work, the importance given by workers to these two 
aspects seems secondary to other abovementioned attributes (29.8 and 22.3% in the 
EU). 
 

                                          
6 This difference, though, is explained by the Eastern European Countries.  
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Table 4. What makes a good job? 

 Job Security An interesting job 
Useful to 
society 

High income 
Opportunities of 
advancement 

Autonomy Help other people 
Allows to decide the 

times or days of work 

Australia 58.8 50.0 52.6 14.8 24.8 25.2 24.8 14.8 

Bulgaria 79.1 54.3 45.3 78.2 54.8 39.9 37.5 39.6 

Canada 56.1 59.8 45.6 18.3 29.8 31.7 31.4 20.6 

Cyprus 47.4 25.4 54.8 46.8 20.0 20.9 16.6 16.4 

Czech Republic 58.0 33.2 49.7 31.3 14.6 18.8 15.7 14.0 

Denmark 31.9 58.8 44.5 9.6 6.3 44.7 26.2 18.1 

Dominican Rep. 34.8 38.5 56.8 49.1 46.7 32.9 37.9 30.4 

East Germany* 74.1 49.6 49.3 28.5 19.3 40.9 29.4 13.9 

Finland 53.6 50.4 40.7 20.3 10.2 22.6 15.2 20.7 

Flanders* 54.1 40.8 48.0 17.6 22.5 25.4 20.0 21.9 

France 63.2 66.3 46.4 22.6 22.7 23.0 19.1 21.1 

Great Britain 51.9 52.4 45.6 17.5 24.9 20.6 22.2 14.3 

Hungary 72.5 29.5 50.7 42.9 24.2 27.9 23.3 15.9 

Ireland 55.9 57.4 47.1 27.1 40.9 31.5 39.1 23.7 

Israel 80.2 79.7 29.6 66.5 67.7 54.9 59.9 39.4 

Japan 34.6 23.1 56.1 23.2 4.7 8.0 14.7 10.7 

Latvia 62.4 44.9 52.3 65.5 28.5 25.6 19.8 28.4 

Mexico 75.3 57.3 39.7 60.3 68.0 46.9 48.9 40.6 

New Zealand 43.6 57.2 48.9 17.7 27.3 29.1 27.2 18.9 

Norway 51.2 49.9 47.0 10.8 8.4 23.4 15.9 18.4 

Philippines 61.3 40.0 49.8 66.3 50.2 37.8 35.4 26.6 

Portugal 62.4 50.5 47.8 42.7 45.4 32.7 40.0 24.9 

Russia 53.0 46.3 45.1 65.4 32.1 25.7 24.1 21.1 

Slovenia 54.2 46.0 55.7 41.5 27.7 35.9 31.9 26.2 

South Africa 72.2 52.9 43.2 59.5 51.6 39.9 47.3 31.0 

South Korea 60.0 55.2 49.3 42.8 48.1 24.5 31.2 23.0 

Spain 69.3 48.8 41.6 61.0 44.0 38.1 37.4 36.8 

Sweden 57.9 51.0 44.2 17.7 11.7 31.3 23.7 20.9 

Switzerland 58.9 60.3 63.4 7.6 12.8 42.8 26.3 23.0 
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 Job Security An interesting job 
Useful to 
society 

High income 
Opportunities of 
advancement 

Autonomy Help other people 
Allows to decide the 

times or days of work 

Taiwan 50.5 32.9 64.0 21.0 20.0 9.0 16.5 19.6 

United States 62.8 56.8 42.5 30.3 42.5 34.3 43.3 17.6 

West Germany* 64.8 46.7 52.0 15.4 16.8 38.0 21.1 14.4 

EU 9 56.5 52.3 45.8 25.2 24.5 30.8 26.4 21.7 

EU 27 58.7 47.3 47.9 34.9 26.0 29.8 25.6 22.3 

High income 57.7 49.7 48.0 31.1 26.4 30.3 27.2 21.7 

Medium/low income 58.2 46.2 49.7 52.1 45.2 31.0 34.5 27.5 

Mean 58.3 48.9 48.4 35.6 30.3 30.8 28.8 22.7 

Total 58.1 49.1 48.5 36.4 31.8 30.7 29.7 23.3 

* In the Survey, East and West Germany are analysed separately. In Belgium there is only data from Flanders. 
Source: authors’ analysis from ISSP 2005 microdata (Question 3). 
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Figure 4. What makes a good job in the EU-17, Japan and USA 
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Source: authors’ analysis from ISSP 2005 microdata (Question 3) 
 
Figure 5. Distribution of importance given to different job attributes in 17 EU 
countries or territories 
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Source: authors’ analysis from ISSP 2005 microdata 
 
With the exception of issues related to present and future income, with relatively high 
levels of dispersion in the importance given to them among the countries of the sample, 
the rest of the attributes have a relatively low dispersion, something which is especially 
valid for the attributes of having an interesting, useful or secure job; attributes which are 
highly valued everywhere (see Figure 5). 
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These differences point to one of the major challenges to be faced when trying to apply 
the very broad concept of job quality to the real world, namely, the existence of 
structural, economic and cultural contrasts that could make the job characteristics that 
affects the workers’ well-being different among Member States. Even job security, which 
in the previous analysis was shown to be the most widely agreed important attribute of a 
good job, does not seem to be considered such an important attribute for the workers of 
Denmark and Japan, for instance. Also, the importance of wages, by all accounts an 
important attribute of job quality, is given widely varying levels of importance by workers 
in different EU countries. The implication of such differences for the construction of a job 
quality index will be discussed in following chapters. 
 
The results provided by this type of survey point to the existence of multiple variables 
behind the concept of a “good job”, and serve as empirical evidence that, from this 
subjective perspective, job quality is a multidimensional concept. Another interesting 
result of the survey is the importance given to job security and the subordinated role 
played by wages, if only among high-income countries. This secondary role played by 
wages is also evident in the high percentage of workers, in the vast majority of countries, 
who claim that they would enjoy having a paid job even if they did not need the money, 
as we can see in Figure 6. Lastly, although there are some important similarities in the 
ranking of the different attributes considered, these similarities cannot be interpreted in 
terms of all countries adhering to a single norm in terms of importance and ranking of 
the different attributes. In fact, using cluster analysis, which allows us to group a set of 
countries according to the empirical similarities in a range of workers’ opinions on the 
importance of different job attributes, six different groups of countries can be identified 
(Table 5). 

Figure 6. Percentage of people who would enjoy having a paid job even if they 
did not need the money 
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Source: authors’ analysis from ISSP 2005 microdata. 
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Table 5. Cluster analysis of job characteristics that are very important according to national citizens in selected countries of 
Europe (2005) 

Average proportion of people considering a job attribute very important 
No. of 
cluster 

Countries Job 
security 

High 
income 

Opportunities of 
advancement 

Interesting 
job 

Work 
independently 

Help to 
other 
people 

Useful to 
society 

Flexible 
time of 
work 

1 Portugal 62.4 42.7 45.4 50.5 32.7 40.0 45.2 24.9 

2 Denmark 31.9 9.6 6.3 58.8 44.7 26.2 21.4 18.1 

3 Czech Republic, Hungary, Slovenia 61.6 38.6 22.2 36.2 27.5 23.6 23.9 18.7 

4 Bulgaria, Cyprus, Latvia, Spain 64.6 62.9 36.8 43.4 31.1 27.8 29.5 30.3 

5 Ireland 55.9 27.1 40.9 57.4 31.5 39.1 42.4 23.7 

6 
Belgium (Flanders), Finland, France, 
United Kingdom, Sweden, Switzerland, 
West Germany, Norway  

58.9 17.6 16.6 51.9 29.8 21.4 19.2 18.7 

Note: the number of clusters has been selected using the Calinski-Harabasz criterion. 
Source: Authors’ analysis from ISSP (2005) data. 
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3.2.2 Desired versus actual job characteristics 
It could be argued, however, that people might give greatest importance to precisely those 
attributes which their current jobs exhibit. There are two reasons why this might be the 
case. (1) It could be that workers select precisely the kind of job that best suits their idea 
of a good job. (2) The existence of a perfect or quasi-perfect match between job 
characteristics and desired attributes could lead to such result. Alternatively, workers might 
learn to appreciate the specific characteristics of their jobs, in a psychological process 
aimed at reducing cognitive dissonance, by which those desired attributes lacking in the job 
are underplayed, while those characteristics present in the job are overvalued. This 
process, making virtue from necessity, would be functional to the psychological well-being 
of the worker. In the latter case, it would be wrong to arrive at conclusions about the 
attributes of a good job just by looking at the opinions of workers. In order to put this 
matter to the test, we have calculated the correlation between the characteristics of the 
jobs actually held by workers and the attributes of a good job in their opinion. The results, 
per country, calculated for the whole sample of countries, show a very low correlation 
between the actual and desired characteristics7. These results can be interpreted in terms 
of the existence of a shared set of attributes of what is a good job regardless of the specific 
circumstances of the worker (in terms of their jobs’ characteristics). This, in turn, supports 
the utilization of this type of information in the construction of a list of characteristics of 
good jobs. 

3.2.3 Gender, age and desired job attributes 
As a conclusion to this section, it is interesting to address the ways in which people’s social 
and demographic characteristics might influence their statements regarding desired job 
attributes. It is possible that even if there was a common ideal job shared by all countries 
alike, the same would not be true of different groups of workers. For instance, if women, 
young workers or older men had different ideas about what makes a good job then the 
construction of a set of indicators reflecting job quality could turn into a chimera, as each 
group would have a different ideal type. We have made liberal use of the ISSP database in 
order to answer this question, analyzing the effect of sex, age and education on the 
likelihood that the respondent will name specific job attributes as more important than 
others.  
 
The first relevant conclusion obtained from this exercise is that there are several cases 
where these characteristics have no effect on the responses; for example, this applies 
especially to variables such as job interest or the possibility of helping society while 
working. Another feature of note is the differences between gender in the valuation of some 
job attributes, such as job interest or the flexibility of working time. Third, even in those 
cases where the effects of gender are of the same kind, their magnitude varies a lot across 
countries.  
 
The same happens with age and the importance given to earning a high wage. We can also 
see that there are some dimensions of quality of working life, such as job interest, the 
possibility of working independently or being useful to society, all of which are mainly 
considered very important by people with high educational attainment.  

                                          
7 The results remain relatively similar when we control for sex, age and household income, and when we limit the 
sample to the EU countries 
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This fact is probably related to some extent to the lower valuation of a job’s purely 
monetary aspects, as long as some minimum levels are guaranteed. It could reflect, in 
some sense, the decreasing positive effect of income on subjective well-being.  
In other words, it is quite likely that the valuation of job attributes is intrinsically related to 
high or low levels of job quality in other dimensions.  
 
In short, the valuation of job attributes varies according to the workers’ basic socio-
demographic characteristics and, in addition, between one country and another. The non-
negligible divergences found across the different national cases (see Table 6 for an 
example) suggest that building a job quality indicator for each country would be quite 
tedious and would reduce transparency. 
 
Table 6. Impact of being female on the importance attached to job, security, high 
wage, opportunities of advancement and control overtime 

Sex/Female 
 

+ - none 

Job security 
Norway, Sweden, Czech 
Republic, France, 
Denmark, Finland 

West Germany, 
Ireland, GB 

US,  Hungary,  Slovakia, 
Bulgaria,  Japan, Spain,  
Latvia Cyprus, Portugal,  
Belgium, East Germany 

High income  
Germany, GB, Bulgaria, 
France, Cyprus, Latvia, 
Denmark 

US, Hungary, Ireland, 
Norway, Sweden, Czech 
Republic, Slovakia, 
Rumania,  

Opportunities 
of 
advancement 

Norway, Latvia,  

West Germany, GB,  
Ireland, Japan, France, 
Cyprus, Denmark, 
Finland, Japan, 
Slovakia 

US, Hungary, Sweden, 
Czech Republic, Bulgaria, 
Spain, Rumania, Portugal, 
Belgium 

Control over 
working time 

Sweden, France 
Hungary. Ireland, 
Norway, Cyprus, 
Portugal 

Germany, GB, US, Czech 
Republic,  Slovakia, 
Bulgaria, Rumania, Japan, 
Spain, Latvia, Denmark, 
Belgium, Finland 

Source: Authors’ analysis from ISSP (2005) data. 

3.3 Selecting the attributes of a good job: the economic and 
sociological tradition 

An alternative to using surveys on desired job attributes to select the dimensions of job 
quality and their relative importance is to select such dimensions using different theoretical 
perspectives of the impact of job attributes on the well-being of workers. This approach is 
not completely incompatible with the subjective approach presented in the previous 
section, as the workers’ opinions can be one of the elements taken into consideration in the 
process of choosing the different possible dimensions of job quality. In fact, both 
approaches are clearly related. When researchers are designing a questionnaire addressing 
the issue of which attributes make up a good job, the possible answers are not randomly 
selected, nor are the respondents offered an extensive and almost endless list of attributes; 
the possible choices are selected with - either explicitly or implicitly - a model of job quality 
and previous research done in the area in mind. 
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As we shall see, the economic tradition (reviewed in section 3.3.1) is rich in approaches, 
although the dominant school focuses on only one factor: wages. In this respect there are 
overlapping areas between the subjective approach analysed in the previous section and 
the mainstream economic view: both perspectives back the selection of wages as a 
dimension to consider when building a system of indicators of job quality. The sociological 
tradition, reviewed in section 3.3.2, opens up the analysis to include intrinsic qualities of 
work such as skills and autonomy, as well as physical and psychological risks, together with 
other elements such as the pace of work, its duration, etc. It is from this perspective that 
the multidimensional nature of work quality appears in full colour, lengthening the list of 
issues that should be considered when building a system of indicators of job quality. 

3.3.1 Quality of work: the economic perspective 
Economics, as usual, does not provide a single perspective on the question of job quality, 
its measure, evaluation and importance in the formulation of labour policy. Such variety of 
approaches is precisely what should be expected in accordance with the theoretical 
complexity and practical importance of the subject. It has to be stressed, in relation to this, 
that the job quality issue has been one of the central problems of economic thought and 
has, in some measure, informed its evolution and development. No other outcome could be 
expected in view of the relevance that economic life has for individual welfare or happiness 
(see section 2). Consequently it is evident that the quality of the working experience, as 
affected by the operation and characteristics of a given economic system, should be an 
obvious and relevant element when evaluating its general economic efficiency.  

3.3.1.1 The orthodox view: the theory of compensating wage differentials 

Graphically, the theory of compensating wage differentials can be represented in a simple 
way. The worth or value of job quality for a worker may be supposed to depend on two 
factors: the wage paid and the bundle of non-pecuniary characteristics or “amenities”. For 
each worker, these two aspects of job quality will be more or less substitutive depending of 
their personal preferences for money and amenities, so different jobs in an occupation can 
have the same quality value  for a worker as far as they offer different but compensating 
combinations of wage and amenities.  
 
Nevertheless, in spite of the arguments and empirical evidence advanced by mainstream 
economists in defence of the compensating differential wage approach, the issue of job 
quality is still a point of discussion, a central question in the arguments about the 
functioning and regulation of the labour markets. Such persistence, it can be argued, can 
be considered as indirect or implicit “proof”, or evidence, that this problem is far from being 
solved for economists. By unsolved we mean the existence of jobs whose non-pecuniary 
characteristics are far from satisfying the preferences of workers, not being compensated 
by some adequate wage differentials.  
 
An obvious candidate for explaining such a situation is to consider that the changes 
produced in the labour markets in the past three decades (the creation of new forms of 
employment, the ending of long-standing jobs and occupations, the devaluation of many 
skills, the revaluation of others, and finally the opening up of many labour markets to 
unexpected competition from abroad), mainly driven by the globalisation of markets and 
the existence of a process of intense labour saving technical change, has led to a complex 
situation making the type of adjustments needed for the proper functioning of the principle 
of compensating differentials more difficult.  
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3.3.1.2 The behavioural approach: two points of view 

Elsewhere, besides these debates in the field of economics, there are two other non-
conflicting possible explanations for the persistence of poor quality jobs – those with non-
fully compensating wages and dangerous working conditions, excessive working days, 
contractual instability, lack of autonomy in the job, and so on. These perspectives 
paradoxically explain the existence of these “bad quality” jobs as the efficient response of 
the labour markets to the revealed preferences of workers when they show a preoccupation 
for the relative position or income, or when they become trapped in pre-existing norms and 
traditions regulating the conditions of the workplace.   
 
Summing up, the mainstream economic approach to job quality defends the existence of 
compensating differentials in the labour market warranting, given a set of assumptions, 
that workers with the same skills will be offered different bundles of wage and disamenities 
leading to the same job quality. Workers will then choose whatever combination best suits 
their preferences. Two different approaches criticise the applicability of compensating 
differentials in the labour market. The first casts doubts on the fulfilment in real labour 
markets of the assumptions that have to be met to allow for the full functioning of the 
principle of compensating differentials, namely: perfect information of workers of the value 
of the disamenities associated to a given job, perfect competition and full employment.  
 
The second approach is to argue that workers take their relative income into account, or 
that they take decisions not in isolation from society but as members of groups, and as 
such the compensating wage differential approach must be qualified. It is not that this 
approach is completely rejected, it is rather that even in the best of all possible worlds for 
the application of this theory, in a world of perfectly competitive labour markets with 
workers enjoying full information about the non-pecuniary aspects of their jobs and in a full 
employment economy, the free negotiation between workers and employers will not 
completely reach an efficient spectrum of wage and non-wage characteristics reflecting the 
preferences of the workers. Thus the observed wage differentials will not compensate 
adequately for the non-pecuniary aspects of the jobs and, in that case, the question of job 
quality becomes relevant in the evaluation of the efficiency of labour markets. On the other 
hand, the existence of partial compensating differentials highlights the importance of using 
both wage and non-pecuniary disamenities when measuring job quality. Otherwise, we 
would be considering a very high salary job that only partially compensates for very bad 
working conditions as a good job.  
 
Finally, it is important to highlight that from an economic perspective, the issue of job 
quality should not be seen to be reduced to a purely moral question. Job quality is not 
related to considerations of justice, but the result of the efficiency with which labour 
markets supply special “goods” (the amenities that define a “good” job) to their “users” 
(the workers). If, for whatever reasons (unemployment, non-competitive labour market, 
internal-group norms, positional competition), differential wages do not fully compensate 
the disamenities, this would be an efficiency problem from an economic point of view, a 
problem of less-than-ideal assignment of resources, much like any other efficiency problem 
that can be found in any other market.  
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3.3.2 Quality of work: sociological approach  

3.3.2.1 Alienation and the intrinsic quality of work 

Karl Marx's concept of alienation is the starting point of the sociological tradition in the 
study of job quality, which emphasises the intrinsic qualities of work as key determinants of 
the well-being of workers (without necessarily denying the importance of wages). We can 
identify two main strands in this tradition: one which has a more objective approach and 
focuses on skills (Braverman 1998, originally 1974) and one more subjectivist strand 
focused on workers’ feelings of powerlessness, meaninglessness and isolation (Blauner 
1964). 
 
In the 1970s, Braverman directly took up the Marxist tradition by arguing that the 
developments of industrial organization in the first half of the 20th Century (the 
Fordist/Taylorist system) had exacerbated the problem of alienation that Marx spoke of 
more than a century earlier: by separating conception and execution, accumulating all 
knowledge and authority in the hands of managers, these production systems transformed 
workers into "trained gorillas" (as Taylor himself famously put it). The autonomy, skills and 
pride of earlier craft workers were wiped out by this process of mechanisation and 
rationalisation of modern industry: the 20th century was a period of degradation of work 
(Braverman 1998: 316-325). Around the same time that Braverman published his theses in 
Labour and Monopoly Capital, another sociologist (Daniel Bell) presented a symmetrically 
opposed view of the impact of modern technology on the quality of work, based on the 
central idea that the United States was no longer an industrial society (Bell, 1973). In the 
new economic structure, knowledge is the key factor of production, which according to Bell 
implies a very significant upskilling of the labour force rather than a deskilling as argued by 
Braverman (as well as increased autonomy and flattened power structures; Bell 1973: 
161). This debate over whether structural change in the economy leads to deskilling or 
upskilling continues in a lively fashion today, with some new empirical evidence pointing to 
a skill polarisation (which suggests that both Braverman and Bell could have been 
simultaneously right; see Autor, Katz and Kearney 2006). 
 
Several sociologists and social psychologists have tried to put the concept of alienation into  
an operational context and measure it empirically in real-life situations — which in practice 
shifted the concept into the area of job satisfaction. The classic study of this second strand 
was "Alienation and Freedom" by Blauner (1964), who studied four types of work 
organisations associated with different production technologies. Blauner organised Marx's 
concept of alienation along four dimensions: powerlessness, meaninglessness, social 
isolation and self-estrangement. To evaluate each of those dimensions, Blauner studied the 
subjective feelings of the workers themselves, using several pre-existing surveys on job 
satisfaction and attitudes to job redesign. The four dimensions of subjective alienation at 
work identified by Blauner have been applied to different countries and work environments 
(see, for instance, Kohn 1976; Shepard 1977; Hull et al 1982; Vallas 1988). They 
constitute, therefore, a relatively well road-tested set of dimensions for measuring the 
impact of the structural and technological characteristics of work on the feeling of 
realisation and psychological well-being of workers. 
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3.3.2.2 The effect of work on health: the health and safety literature 

The traditional approach of health and safety considered the workplace as a hotbed for 
illnesses and accidents: an environment which exposed workers to a number of physical 
and psychological agents that made them sick or generated the risk of accidents (which led 
to an intervention strategy focused on minimising exposure to such hazards; see Navarro 
1982). Such an approach seems linked to the traditional economic approach of work as a 
disutility in itself, even though the perspective is obviously different. More recent 
approaches tend to take a more integrated, organisational approach, and assign a central 
role to the social determinants of health and safety problems, including motivation, decision 
latitude and equity (Wilkinson, 2001). 
 
Most health and safety studies are strongly empirical in nature, and consist of the 
evaluation of the impact of certain conditions of work on the health of workers. The range 
of conditions and outcomes studied has evolved following the changing nature of work in 
the 20th Century. Up to the 1970s, most health and safety literature focused on the types of 
risks and hazards typically found in industrial organisations, mostly those of a physical 
nature. In these earlier studies, the social aspects of work organisation were often 
neglected, focusing rather on the degree of pressure and load that the production system 
required of workers (Wilkinson 2001: 10). After the 1980s, with the decline in 
manufacturing and the increasing dominance of office and service work, the social 
environment received increasing attention, and the focus moved towards psychosocial risks 
and the various types and determinants of stress8. 

3.3.2.3 Segmentation and the importance of employment conditions 

This theory was first proposed by Doeringer and Piore (1985, originally 1970), who rather 
than segmentation, spoke about dualism. The labour market, they observed, is segmented 
into a primary and a secondary sector. The primary sector contains the good jobs, with 
high wages, secure employment and good prospects of career advancement: this sector 
corresponds to large companies which use technologically advanced production processes. 
The secondary sector contains the bad jobs, with low wages and poor working conditions, 
usually in smaller firms working in technologically less advanced activities. 
 
The explanation given by Doeringer and Piore to this dualistic pattern is primarily 
technological: the most technologically advanced sectors of the economy require a stable 
supply of highly-skilled labour, so it is in their interest to create internal labour markets 
(i.e, non-competitive, protected) that will attract and retain the highly specialised workers 
they need. The secondary sector, on the other hand, is not only technologically backward, 
requiring less specific skills, but also has to provide the flexibility that the primary sector 
lacks. Even primary sector companies rely on the secondary sector when they need 
flexibility, by hiring temporary workers (secondary workers within primary companies) or 
by directly subcontracting work to the secondary sector. 
 

                                          
8 Of all the areas of job quality, it is certainly in those related to health and safety that the European Union has the 
clearest mandate (it is estimated that around two-thirds of all social legislation at EU level is related to this field). 
This reinforces the importance of covering health and safety issues in any indicator-based approach to job quality 
in the EU. In fact, in this area, a very good European source exists that may be used as a starting point to identify 
the dimensions of health and safety to be covered by such an EU-wide job quality indicator: the European Working 
Conditions Surveys (see section 4.4), carried out every five years by the European Foundation for the 
Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (Parent-Thirion et al. 2007).  
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The radical school of segmentation theories (Gordon, Reich and Edwards 1986, originally 
1982) agreed with Doeringer and Piore with respect to the results, but not with respect to 
the causes of this polarization. According to these Marxist theorists, segmentation is a 
conscious strategy of management to undermine working class solidarity and mobilisation 
by exploiting and further developing its internal divisions. Later segmentation theories (for 
a review, see Peck 1996, 56-79) are less univocal in their explanation and in their analysis: 
rather than a single causal mechanism (be it technology or workplace politics), they 
consider segmentation a result of a multiplicity of factors, including social reproduction, 
discrimination, industrial relations systems and state regulation; and rather than dualism, 
they emphasise the multiple segmentation of contemporary labour markets. 
 
Segmentation theories emphasise the link between the conditions and characteristics of 
work within firms and the conditions and characteristics of employment in the labour 
market, and therefore provide a basis for an integrated approach to job quality (referring 
both to work and employment conditions). In particular, the segmentation approach 
highlights the importance of the conditions of the employment relation itself for job quality: 
most importantly, contractual status and stability of employment, opportunities for skill 
development and career progression. 

3.3.2.4 Because work does not take place in a vacuum: the increasing importance of work-
life balance 

In some ways, work-life balance (WLB) has always been a concern for those studying both 
quality of work and quality of life (the notion that there must be a balance between work 
and non-working life is a crucial element in any system of work values, and has always 
been present in discussions of work and leisure, the role of work in human life, etc.), but 
WLB has only come to the forefront of social research in the past 25 years. The increasing 
centrality of this issue is probably the result of the massive incorporation of women into the 
labour force after the 1970s (Gallie, 2007: 5). It is not that before the 1970s work-life 
balance was unproblematic, but it remained relatively hidden behind a division of economic 
roles by gender that assigned women the reproductive tasks at home and men the 
productive tasks in the labour market. Women’s struggle for equality in the access to 
economic resources (paid work) demonstrates that this pre-1970s work-life balance 
arrangement was far from sustainable (or equally acceptable to both parts), because of the 
power imbalances between genders that it brought about. It is when (married) women join 
the labour force in massive numbers that the (at least, potential) conflict between the 
demands of working and non-working life becomes visible, and work-life balance becomes a 
salient social issue. 
 
We can divide the literature on WLB into three categories: 1) studies of the objective levels 
of demands of work and non-work activities, and their impact on the well-being of workers; 
2) studies of the norms and values surrounding work and non-working life, and their 
relation to workers’ expectations and preferences; and finally, 3) studies of the subjective 
evaluation of workers of their situation regarding WLB (most importantly, their satisfaction 
with it), and its determinants. It is important to emphasise that, as mentioned earlier, most 
work-life balance research is either focused on gender or at least very concerned with it, as 
in advanced western societies gender is the social factor that most directly affects the level 
of demands of work and non-working life on individuals, as well as the norms and values 
surrounding work and family life. 
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Taking the work-life balance into account from an objective approach would involve a 
detailed appraisal of the level of work demands on the individual worker. In practical terms, 
this means collecting information about two main aspects of work: 1) working time, with 
the specific areas of duration of work, scheduling, flexibility (to be able to adapt working 
hours to other commitments), regularity (necessary to structure non-working life) and the 
existence of clear boundaries between work and non-working time (an area of increasing 
concern: technical advances such as the Blackberry may be blurring the boundaries, which 
has obvious implications for work-life balance); 2) the intensity of the work effort may also 
have implications for work-life balance, beyond its impact on working time (exhaustion and 
stress can lead to disruptions in life outside work). 

3.4 Conclusions: dimensions of quality of work derived from social 
research 

In this chapter we have presented a brief overview of three broadly different approaches to 
job quality. The first approach focuses on workers’ satisfaction, considering that the level of 
workers’ job satisfaction is directly related to job quality. This approach allows the 
researches to skip the difficult process of selecting the different attributes that constitute 
job quality. The second approach is also subjective in nature, as the process of selection it 
uses to formulate a list of attributes that make up a good job is based on workers’ surveys. 
It does, however, differ from the first approach in that, once the relevant dimensions have 
been selected, objective data is used to measure job quality. The third approach draws on 
contemporary social sciences literature to select the main elements of job quality.  
 
From our perspective, as explained in section 3.1, the purely subjective approach is the 
least satisfactory of the three, so we would favour a mix of the second and third 
methodological strategies. These strategies, in fact, are not mutually exclusive but 
complement each other.  
 
If this discussion has proved something, it is that job quality is a multidimensional concept 
and that there are several different aspects of work and employment that have to be taken 
into account in order to evaluate the impact of work and employment on the well-being of 
workers. This discussion can serve as a good starting point for the design of a model of job 
quality for the EU, or more specifically, to be able to select the dimensions to be covered in 
such a diverse model. The following table (Table 7) summarises the main elements 
proposed by each of the social sciences traditions covered in this chapter. 
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Table 7. Dimensions of job quality suggested by the different traditions 

The orthodox 
economic 
approach: 

compensating 
differentials 

The radical 
economic 
approach: 

Behavioural 
economic 

approaches 

The traditional 
sociological approach: 
alienation and intrinsic 

quality of work 

The 
institutional 
approach: 
segmentati

on and 
employmen

t quality 

Occupational 
medicine and 
health and 

safety 
literature: 
risks and 

impact of work 
on health 

Work-life 
balance 
studies 

Labour 
compensation 
(1): wages 

Power 
relations: 
(2) Industrial 
democracy as a 
compensating 
power 

(3) 
Participation  
 

Objective strand: 
(4) skills; 
(5) autonomy 
Subjective strand: 
(6) powerlessness  
(7) meaninglessness;  
(8) social isolation;  
(9) self-estrangement 

(10) 
Contractual 
status and 
stability of 
employmen
t; 
(11) 
Opportuniti
es for skills 
developmen
t and career 
progression 

Conditions: 
(12) Physical 
risks; 
(13) 
Psychosocial 
risks; 
Outcomes: 
(14) Perceived 
impact of work 
on health; 
(15) 
Absenteeism 

Working time: 
(16) Duration 
(17) 
Scheduling 
(18) Flexibility 
(19) 
Regularity 
(20) Clear 
boundaries 
Intensity: 
(21) Pace of 
work and 
workload 
(22) Stress 
and 
exhaustion 

 

IP/A/EMPL/ST/2008-09 51                                                     PE 429.972



Policy Department A: Economic and Scientific Policy 

 

4.  MEASUREMENT OF JOB QUALITY IN THE EUROPEAN 
UNION 

After reviewing the different approaches to job quality, this section focuses on the elements 
to be taken into consideration in the process of constructing an indicator (or system of 
indicators) of job quality. First of all the different options and choices that exist when 
defining indicators will be considered, as these will involve different approaches and, hence, 
different consequences and results. 

4.1 Results versus procedures 
In the process of measuring job quality it is possible to focus either on the results and 
outcomes in terms of the dimensions that are considered important to job quality: 
employment security, working hours, etc., or on the procedures involved: the levels of 
worker participation in the decisions affecting working hours, safety standards, etc. The 
former types of indicator value job quality on the basis of the result obtained: are jobs 
safe? Is employment secure? Etc. The latter, on the other hand, measures job quality 
according to the decision process followed in setting and implementing a certain job 
characteristic (if the procedure is adequate, it is assumed that the resultant outcome will be 
adequate too). Similarly the inputs or resources used (for example, the existence of health 
and safety commissions in the establishment) are taken as an indicator of good health and 
safety conditions. This last approach is often a second best solution resorted to on grounds 
of a lack of reliable information about the resultant output. However, it can be argued that, 
as we will see in the next section, procedures themselves can be an important (and 
positive) attribute of a job. For example, the existence of participation in the process of 
decision-making at company level can be interpreted in terms of better job quality 
irrespective of its impact on specific dimensions of job quality, as long as workers are given 
a voice. 

4.2 Static or dynamic? 
During the past decade or so, labour market economics have paid increasing attention to 
transitions, in the short, medium and long term, from one labour status to another. From 
this perspective, in order to evaluate the working of the labour market correctly it is 
insufficient to focus on the specific situation of the market and workers at a given moment 
in time (the standard approach); it is now also deemed necessary to study whether that 
situation reproduces itself through time or whether different groups of workers are able to 
significantly improve their position. From this approach, for example, temporary 
employment would have different implications if workers with fixed-term contracts were 
able to move into permanent jobs in the short or medium term (the stepping stone 
hypothesis), even if their temporary jobs remain in the market, compared to if having a 
temporary employment did not increase the probability of the worker getting a permanent 
job.    
 
From this perspective, it is the long-term situation that matters, and not so much the short 
term. Can we apply this approach to the issue of job quality? In our opinion, the 
perspective of labour market transitions is relevant when analysing workers, but not so 
much when analysing jobs. If workers move from a low quality to a high quality job, if both 
the low and high quality jobs were already in the economy, nothing changes from the point 
of view of the quality of the existing jobs.  
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Only if low quality jobs are transformed into high quality jobs, either by a process of 
creative destruction or by a process of technical change by which the attributes of the job 
are improved, would this dynamic approach be informative about job quality. But even in 
this case, the focus should be the job, not the person hired to perform it.  
 
Therefore, any analysis of job quality would have to be different from that done from a 
labour market transition perspective, where the emphasis is on workers. It is our 
understanding that if we are interested in measuring the quality of jobs, our index of 
measurement should not be affected by whether there is high or low turnover of workers 
moving between “lousy” and “lovely” jobs, to paraphrase Goos and Manning (2007). It 
could be argued that the implications of working in a “lousy job” are different if workers are 
trapped in those jobs for life, as opposed to if they are no more than a temporary stage in 
their career; in this case, we consider it to be more interesting to compute the degree of 
transition as a separate indicator, complementing the information on the quality of jobs in a 
given Member State at a given point in time. Nevertheless, it is true that from a subjective 
perspective, having a job with good prospects of advancement, even if the present quality 
of the job is not so good, can be considered an important job asset. In that case, the 
introduction of an indicator addressing the long-term perspective of the job could be 
considered. 

4.3 Constructed at individual or aggregate level? 
Job quality refers to the impact of the attributes of existing jobs on the well-being of 
workers. Therefore, in one way or another, every measure of job quality will necessarily be 
based on information collected at the level of individual workers.9 
 
However, job quality is a multidimensional phenomenon, and therefore, any holistic 
account of job quality requires making some form of sum total, or aggregation, of the 
information on the different job attributes collected at individual level.10 Depending on what 
will be the use of the job quality indicator (or system of indicators, see section 4.1.5), it is 
possible to carry out the aggregation of measures in the different dimensions at a higher 
level than the individual. In fact, if our only aim is to compare overall job quality across 
countries, regions or sectors, there is no difference between carrying out an aggregation at 
a higher level (based on averages or other summary functions) and carrying it out at 
individual level and then comparing the country averages. Constructing the indicator at this 
aggregate level has the added (and important) advantage of allowing more flexibility for 
drawing information from different sources (different surveys or registers, for instance). In 
a job quality indicator constructed at individual level, this is a practical impossibility: such 
an indicator requires having measures of the different attributes for the same individual, 
which is only possible in practice by drawing from a single source.11 
 

                                          
9 The only potential alternative would be to try to measure the attributes of the jobs themselves, understanding 
jobs as positions within productive organizations which correspond to coherent sets of tasks and responsibilities 
(for an example of such an approach, see Fernández-Macías and Hurley, 2008). However, in fact, even in this 
case, information is collected at the level of individual workers (or jobholders) rather than at the job itself. Without 
jobholders, there are no jobs. 
10 By aggregation here we only mean putting together different pieces of information within a coherent and 
structured model of job quality (even if the pieces are not mathematically added as in a composite index but just 
placed together as in a system of indicators; for a detailed discussion, see section 4.1.5). 
11 In this case, possibly surveys, since administrative registers does not usually contain very detailed information 
on workers’ characteristics. 
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For these reasons (namely, that it is sufficient for comparative purposes and more flexible 
in terms of data sources), most of the indicators on job quality reviewed here are 
constructed at the country rather than individual level. As mentioned, this is perfectly 
legitimate if the main (and only) aim is comparative. But whenever our aims become 
broader, this approach exhibits considerable and undeniable disadvantages. 
 
First, indicators constructed at the aggregate level do not allow the study of the distribution 
of the particular measure within the populations of interest. Characterising the whole 
distribution of any variable with a single number necessarily implies losing an enormous 
amount of information, and can conceal significant differences in the distribution of the 
variable across different populations (the same overall result can be the outcome of 
completely different distributions). This is particularly damaging for issues such as job 
quality, which is very likely to vary more within than between countries (for most of the EU, 
this is certainly the case, though maybe not for all countries: for some examples, see 
Parent-Thirion et al. 2007). It is also particularly damaging because often the policy focus 
is not so much on the overall level of job quality but on whether there may be some 
disadvantaged or discriminated groups which tend to get the worst jobs. 
 
There is a way to partially account for the distribution even within an indicator constructed 
at aggregate level: by simply including distributional measures within the indicator. For 
instance, ETUI incorporates not only median wages in PPS, but also the share of people 
below the poverty line, in the wages dimension of their European Job Quality Index (see 
Leschke, Watt and Finn 2008). 12 In this way, the outcome of this dimension will be 
sensitive not only to the average pay levels, but also to their distribution (for instance, a 
country with a very high median wage but a large proportion of people in poverty will 
receive a lower score than another country with a similar median wage but a more equal 
distribution). Since most of the dimensions of job quality vary considerably within 
countries, it is certainly advisable that any job quality indicator constructed at the country 
level includes such distributional measures.  
 
One common strategy employed to address the problem of the distribution of job quality 
along gender lines, used in several indicators of job quality, is to include a separate 
indicator reflecting the gender gap in a given variable (usually wages). In our opinion a 
better way to address this issue is to build separate indicators of job quality (considering all 
variables) by gender, and then calculate the overall gender gap. There are two advantages 
to this approach. First of all, it allows us to consider all dimensions of job quality from the 
gender (or ethnicity, age, etc.) perspective, offering a full picture of the gender distribution 
of job quality. As shown by Smith et al. (2008), very often issues of gender (along with 
occupational status, sector and other job characteristics) “have more influence on an 
individual’s job quality than the country (…) they are situated in” (p. 586), pointing to the 
need to develop indices of job quality that are sensitive to gender and other groups of 
disadvantaged workers. Secondly, such a method is methodologically sound insofar as it 
dispenses with the introduction of a variable not directly related to job quality, instead 
introducing a characteristic (gender, ethnicity, etc.) of people filling the different jobs. 
 

                                          
12 In fact, these two indicators have the problem of referring to different populations (the share below the poverty 
line refers to households rather than workers), but this is a different problem (discussed in section 4.2). 
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A second (and related) disadvantage of constructing the indicator at aggregate level is that 
it does not permit the study of interactions (intersections and compensations) between the 
different dimensions forming the indicator or system of indicators. Again, as job quality 
happens at the individual level, it is only at the individual level that these interactions can 
be studied, so by constructing the indicator at the aggregate level we would be losing some 
very important information. This can be illustrated by an example: let us say that we 
formulate an indicator of job quality along two axes, long hours (more than 48 a week) and 
low pay (earnings below 60% of the median). Suppose that, in a specific country, 40% of 
the working population work long hours and 40% receive low wages, we can add the two in 
a composite index or show both figures as a system of indicators. However, if we only have 
these figures for the whole population, we have no way of knowing whether the 40% of 
people working long hours is the same as the 40% receiving low wages, which is obviously 
of great importance. If the two attributes tend to affect the same people (if the two 
variables intersect), their job quality will certainly be much worse than if the two bad 
attributes affect different people (if there is no intersection), but an indicator constructed at 
national level is completely blind to this. Only with an indicator constructed at individual 
level can we take into account not only the aggregate incidence of each individual attribute, 
but the intersection between them. 
 
In short, we can say that an indicator or system of indicators constructed at aggregate 
(country) level can be sufficient if the only aim is to compare the overall levels of job 
quality between different countries (or alternatively, the evolution of overall job quality 
within each country). This has the important advantage of permitting the use of different 
sources of information for the individual dimensions and indicators. Nevertheless, to 
construct the indicator at aggregate level considerably narrows its potential for the analysis 
of job quality from a wider perspective. It does not allow us to study the distribution of job 
quality, the concentration of “good” or “bad” jobs on specific groups of workers, the 
intersection between the different dimensions of job quality or the existence of 
compensation mechanisms between them. Only an indicator constructed at individual level 
can meet those broader objectives. 

4.4 One size fits all?  
In extremely general terms, we can more or less agree that job quality refers to the 
characteristics of work and employment that affect the well-being of the worker. But when 
we try to apply this very broad definition to the real world of the EU member states, 
enormous difficulties arise, because there are structural and cultural differences that make 
those "characteristics that affect the well-being of the worker" differ from country to 
country. In terms of structural differences, the main issue is probably the marked diversity 
that exists in the formulation of social systems between Member States. Employment is 
embedded within an institutional and economic context: the characteristics of employment 
interact with the characteristics of social systems in ways that can make similar 
employment characteristics have very different implications for the well-being of the worker 
in different countries.  
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A couple of examples can illustrate this. Employment security appears systematically in 
most indicators of employment quality, but social systems which are very generous with 
the unemployed in terms of income substitution and duration of benefits will certainly make 
employment security per se a much less important element of the quality of employment 
for the individuals concerned (the advantages for the worker of the Danish flexicurity 
model, mentioned above, are not to be found in an increased level of employment security, 
which is in fact considerably lower due to the lower dismissal costs faced by Danish 
undertakings compared to other EU countries, but in the fact that it makes employment 
insecurity much less negative). The different degrees of social protection and social 
services available to the worker can also distort the impact of pay levels (another usual 
element of job quality) on the well-being of the worker: if labour income has to cover 
health costs, pensions, etc., its impact will be much larger than if most of these social risks 
are decommodified and provided as part of the social security system (or rather, the 
covering of those risks by the employer may be an important element of pay in some 
countries, as happens with health insurance and pensions for some workers in the US). 
 
Cultural and economic differences across countries are equally problematic, because they 
imply systematic differences in how people evaluate their own situation, and therefore in 
how their working environment will affect their (subjective) well-being. For instance, a 
culture that emphasises conformity can make the impact of low autonomy at work (another 
usual dimension of job quality) much less detrimental for the well-being of the worker (as 
is probably the case in Japan) than a cultural context that emphasises autonomy and 
personal achievement. These cultural variations also lead to considerable technical 
difficulties in simply measuring the different dimensions of job quality across countries in a 
truly comparable way (it makes it difficult to be sure that we are comparing the same thing 
rather than a different understanding of the same concept). 
 
The more sensitive to national specificities the construction of the indicator is, the more 
compromised the comparability of its results may become. In the extreme case of totally 
different definitions and measurements, we would in fact be comparing totally different 
issues, even if they are based on a shared underlying concept. Such an indicator would 
certainly be useful for policy making within each individual country, and probably also very 
informative for broad comparisons of overall levels of job quality (and its evolution) across 
the EU, but what possible use would it have for policy making or policy monitoring at EU 
level? How would the differences be evaluated, resulting as they would from totally 
different definitions (and measures) of what constitutes a good or a bad job? 
 
Any international comparison has to deal with the problem of how to compare different 
realities in ways that are sensitive to national specificities (so that national results 
encapsulate national realities) yet reasonably harmonized (so that the actual comparison 
can be made and the reasons behind the differences can be understood). The correct 
balance between the degree of harmonization and the degree of national sensitivity 
depends, as always, on the objectives underlying the comparison. If the role of the EU on 
this matter is purely one of monitoring and evaluating national employment policies, 
national sensitivity could be more important than harmonization, because such a role would 
largely involve making broad comparisons and national-specific policy analysis and 
recommendations. If the role of the EU in the area of employment expands into policy 
harmonization or even policy making, a strictly harmonized job quality indicator would be 
necessary, based on a common definition and common measures of job quality.  
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4.5 A composite index or a system of indicators? 
The policy purpose of comparing job quality across the EU could either be fulfilled by a 
system of indicators (that is, a coherent and interrelated set of measures of the different 
job attributes that have an impact on the well-being of workers) or by a composite index (a 
single aggregate measure synthesising the information of all the different attributes of job 
quality). Both ways of measuring and comparing job quality across the EU are perfectly 
valid, and as we will see in practice the differences between them are not as large as one 
might imagine. They do, however, have different implications for the interpretation of 
results, which have to be taken into account. 
 
In both cases, the goal is the same: to simplify a complex and multidimensional reality in 
order to understand it better (and be able to change it). In both cases, we have to 
approach our goal having first established a clear concept of what the subject or 
phenomenon of our interest (in this case job quality) involves, and the reasons why we 
want to measure it (in this case, in order to compare the quality of the jobs available in the 
different countries and to monitor their evolution). Also in both cases, we need to develop a 
theoretical model that clearly sets out what is the structure of the phenomenon we are 
trying to measure (similar to the model discussed in section 4.2), specifying its dimensions 
and sub-dimensions (if it is multidimensional), and how they relate to each other. We then 
have to find observable variables that adequately measure each of the dimensions or sub-
dimensions, check whether the structure of these variables seems to fit our model13, and if 
necessary formulate an aggregation of the measurement variables to construct the 
dimensions. All the steps up to this point are the same no matter whether we construct a 
composite index or a system of indicators. It is only in this final step that there is a 
difference: a system of indicators would stop here, once we have scores for each of the 
dimensions of our model, whereas a composite index would go one step further and 
combine all the dimensions to give one overall aggregate, composite result. Obviously, the 
dimensions will be still there: in most cases, both the overall index and its components are 
presented when the analysis of job quality is done with composite indices, so that in 
practice the composite index includes (or is based upon) a system of indicators. 
 
Nevertheless, even though a composite index can be understood as nothing more than a 
system of indicators combined in a single number, this final aggregation has very important 
implications for the overall interpretation of the results, especially in political terms. 
Precisely because the composite index combines all of the information within a single 
measure, it implies a single, univocal and unidirectional understanding of what is job 
quality (no matter how many components it is based on), which will unequivocally position 
the different countries (or whatever social group we are interested in studying) within a 
unidimensional axis going from bad to good (a ranking). In contrast, a system of indicators 
only implies defining a set of dimensions of job quality and providing measures for them: of 
course, this also implies normative choices, and within each dimension there will be better 
and worse performers; but the more dimensions there are, the more ambiguous (and 
therefore, the less politically sensitive) the overall evaluation of each country will be. 
 

                                          
13 For instance, if our model posits that five variables are measures of the same dimension of job quality, normally 
they should be highly correlated statistically, which can be tested empirically once we have identified the 
measurement variables (for instance, using Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient). 
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Therefore, a system of indicators will not in principle impose a univocal interpretation of the 
results. The system of indicators is, in this sense, closer to the reality of job quality itself, 
which is widely acknowledged to be multidimensional. Comparisons based on systems of 
indicators will necessarily be richer than those based on composite indices. On the other 
hand, a system of indicators will lead to ambiguous results, from which it can be difficult to 
draw useful political conclusions. For instance, if the aim is to compare countries, unless 
country A is better in all dimensions than country B, it will not be possible to say that 
country A provides better jobs to its citizens - even if in all dimensions but one it is better 
than B. The same can happen when studying the evolution of job quality within a single 
country: if country A has improved in some dimensions but seen a deterioration in others, 
what conclusions can we draw? 
 
The advantages and disadvantages of the composite index mirror those of the system of 
indicators. A composite index implies a brutal simplification of a reality which is by nature 
complex and multidimensional. If not well constructed, it can easily lead to unremittingly 
flawed conclusions, which could have a very bad impact on the credibility and the 
usefulness of the whole exercise of index building. Even though, as we have said, 
composite indices tend to be reported together with the detailed systems of indicators on 
which they are based, the numeric results, rankings, etc., deriving from the index are so 
attractive that they tend to draw all of the attention. On the other hand, for the reasons 
already mentioned, composite indices can be very useful for policy evaluation and design, 
and they can certainly have a bigger impact (and more political force) than a system of 
indicators because of their apparent lack of ambiguity. 
 
What has to be emphasised, in any case, is that if a composite index is to be used for 
policy-making purposes in the EU, it has to be constructed not only with the highest 
scientific standards, but with a strong and wide political consensus between all parties 
(Member States and social partners) backing it. A composite index of job quality implies a 
clear and univocal definition of what is desirable and what is not with respect to the 
conditions of work and employment, and the best way we know for defining what is socially 
desirable is through political agreement deriving from democratic principles. 

4.6 Periodicity 
Job quality indicators constructed for policy-making purposes not only aim at comparing 
countries, but also at monitoring the evolution of job quality (within and between countries) 
over time. This implies updating the indicators periodically. But how often should they be 
updated? 
 
There are three main rationales for determining the periodicity of job quality indicators: 
first, to adapt this periodicity to the needs of the users of the indicators; second, to adapt 
the periodicity of the indicators to the pace of change in job quality itself. And third, the 
more prosaic concern with the availability of periodically updated data. 
 
As far as the first point in concerned, when the indicators have been constructed with 
policy-informing purposes in mind, it seems logical to try to fix a periodicity that fits those 
purposes. In particular, the information provided by the indicators can be intended to feed 
specific political processes, such as collective bargaining periods or revisions of employment 
policies. Annual updates are often agreed upon because they are frequent enough as to be 
able to fit most policy cycles, and to feed the increasing impatience of public opinion with 
respect to statistical information. 
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But in fact, the periodicity that fits the indicators’ policy purposes might not be best suited 
to the pace of change of the phenomenon being studied. Empirical evidence suggests that 
most of the elements of job quality change relatively slowly, in the medium and long term 
rather than in the short term. For instance, after four waves and 15 years of European 
Working Conditions Survey, the European Foundation could find only relatively marginal 
changes in most areas of job quality (see Eurofound, 2006). The pace of change of job 
quality, in particular, contrasts strongly with the pace of change of job quantity: the latter 
can change dramatically over a very short period (as we are witnessing right now with the 
effects of the economic crisis on employment levels across Europe), whereas the former will 
very rarely experience a sudden change in any direction, except possibly in cases of radical 
policy shifts. 
 
To complicate matters still further, different elements of job quality can also have different 
rates of change. Earlier we grouped the dimensions of job quality under two headings: 
employment (which refers to the conditions of the employment relation) and work (which 
refers to the conditions within which the activity of work takes place). In general, 
conditions of employment tend to change more quickly than the conditions of work, 
because they are more sensitive to the situation of the labour market (especially, to the 
general level of unemployment) and can be abruptly affected by changes in labour 
regulation. The conditions of work, on the other hand, mainly depend on the technological 
and organisational characteristics of the production processes, which change relatively 
slowly and incrementally, so that only in the long term can their effects be felt clearly and 
unambiguously. Therefore, it may be reasonable to update the indicator of job quality in a 
modular way, yearly for the areas of employment which change more quickly (although 
even in this case a yearly cycle might be too frequent) and every four or five years for the 
conditions of work that tend to change at a slower pace. 
 
This leads us to the final consideration to be taken into account when deciding periodicity 
for the updating of job quality indicators: the availability of data. As discussed in detail in 
section 4.4, the two main existing sources on job quality in Europe are the European 
Labour Force Survey (ELFS) and the European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS). The 
ELFS is updated every three months (as it is the main source for estimating employment 
numbers, which have a fast rate of change as mentioned earlier) and covers most of the 
job quality dimensions of employment. The EWCS is updated every five years and covers all 
the dimensions of work quality (in fact, it also covers employment quality). Considering our 
earlier discussion on employment and work quality’s differing paces of change, the 
frequency with which these two main sources are updated does not seem entirely 
inappropriate, as they would permit a yearly update of the elements of employment (or 
even quarterly, although that would probably be unnecessarily frequent) and a five-yearly 
update for the elements of work. The only problem of such an approach is that it would not 
permit a link at the individual level between both elements of job quality (the dimensions of 
employment and work would come from different sources), thus incurring the problems 
dealt with in section 4.3. A single source with two modules (one updated yearly and the 
other every five years) would be the best solution. 
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5.  EXISTING DATA SOURCES FOR THE STUDY OF JOB 
QUALITY IN EUROPE 

The accessibility, solidity, reliability and comparability of data regarding the different 
dimensions and variables that comprise job quality constitute an essential factor in the 
analysis of the latter. 
 
In this section, we will conduct a critical review of the existing pan-European data sources 
which include information relevant to the study of job quality, and which could therefore be 
used for developing job quality indicators. The data sources we will cover are all European 
in scope, periodically updated and statistically representative. There are five European 
sources fitting these restrictive parameters: the European Labour Force Survey (ELFS), the 
European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS), the European Survey on Income and Living 
Conditions (EU-SILC), the European Structure of Earnings Survey (ESES) and the 
International Social Survey Programme (ISSP).   
 
The EWCS is, by far, the survey that covers the widest range of areas of work and 
employment quality. The ELFS also covers many areas, but mostly of employment rather 
than work issues (that is, the conditions of the employment relation). The EU-SILC has a 
rather limited scope of issues, but it has the advantage of being longitudinal and including a 
good measure of income. The ESES is even more limited and does not cover the whole 
working population, but has the best comparable measure of wages. Finally, the ISSP does 
not only cover most European countries, but also many countries outside Europe: and the 
modules on work orientations are quite rich in information on intrinsic aspects of job 
quality. Table 8 summarises the characteristics of each of these surveys. 
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Table 8. Main characteristics of the existing sources for the study of job quality in Europe 

European Labour Force Survey
European Working Conditions 
Survey

European Survey on Income 
and Living Conditions

European Structure of Earnings 
Survey

International Social Survey 
Programme

Logistics
Funding 
Organization

National governments and 
Eurostat Eurofound

National governments and 
Eurostat

National governments and 
Eurostat Each country, no central funds

Design 
Organization

Eurostat and National Statistical 
Offices (NSO) (concepts, 
definitions, principles, 
classifications, variables); NSO 
(final questionnaire, final sampling 
design)

Eurofound (with international 
team of experts)

Eurostat and National Statistical 
Offices (NSO) (concepts, 
definitions, principles, 
classifications, variables); NSO 
(final questionnaire, final sampling 
design)

Eurostat and National Statistical 
Offices (NSO) (concepts, 
definitions, principles, 
classifications, variables); NSO 
(final questionnaire, final sampling 
design)

Strong international coordination 
both in sampling and 
questionnaire design

International 
coordination Eurostat Eurofound and main contractor Eurostat Eurostat ISSP general assembly
Data collection National Statistical Institute National contractor National Statistical Institute National Statistical Institute National partner

Methodology Sample design Rotating random sample Random sample Longitudinal random sample Random sample Random sample

Reference 
population All persons in private households

All persons in employment in 
private households All persons in private households

All employees working in units of 
10 employees or more, in sectors 
C to O (excluding L) of NACE 1.1 All persons in private households

Degree of 
harmonization

Low (mainly general 
recommendations) High (strictly the same method)

Low (mainly general 
recommendations)

Low (mainly general 
recommendations)

Very low (broad variability even in 
timing)

Sample size per 
country

Variable, but in most countries 
very large 1000 (600 for small countries)

Variable, but in most countries 
quite large

Variable, but in most countries 
quite large

Minimum 1000, normally 1500-
2000

Periodicity Quarterly
Every four-five years (1991, 1995, 
2000, 2005) Yearly Every four years (2002, 2006) Each year, but different modules

Questionnaire

Degree of 
harmonization

Low (same concepts, definitions 
and classifications, but final 
questionnaires are nationally 
designed)

High (strictly the same 
questionnaire)

Low (same concepts, definitions 
and classifications, but final 
questionnaires are nationally 
designed)

Low (same concepts, definitions 
and classifications, but final 
questionnaires are nationally 
designed)

Medium (some national 
adaptation, inclusion of the 
questionnaire as module in other 
survey, exclusion of items)

Stability of 
questions

High in the concepts (changing 
them requires a new agreement), 
probably lower in implementation

Medium (some core questions 
remain since 1991, but there have 
been important changes) High

Low (big changes between the 
two waves that have been done 
so far)

The modules are repeated every 
few years (the module on work 
orientations: 1989, 1997, 2005)

Areas covered

Skill development, working time, 
contractual status (in general, the 
areas of employment)

All areas of work and employment 
quality

Income, working hours and 
conctractual status

Income, working hours and 
contractual status

Autonomy, skills, meaning, social 
environment, psychosocial risks, 
working time

Other Comments

Pros: Large sample, quarterly, 
long series, well funded
Cons: Only broadly harmonized, 
covers only employment areas 
(very little on work), no wages

Pros: The survey that covers 
most areas, very well 
documented, totally harmonized
Cons: Small sample size, sparse 
periodicity

Pros: Large sample, yearly, 
longitudinal, covers other areas 
(to link), well funded
Cons: Covers very limited areas 
of job quality, only broadly harm.

Pros: Large sample, very good 
coverage of wages
Cons: Hardly any coverage of job 
quality, sparse periodicity, not 
representative of all working pop.

Pros: Goes beyond Europe, good 
coverage of intrinsic aspects of 
job quality
Cons: sparse periodicity, small 
samples, little harmonization

Links

http://circa.europa.eu/irc/dsis/emp
loyment/info/data/eu_lfs/index.ht
m

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/d
ocs/ewco/4EWCS/ef0698/annexe
s.pdf

http://circa.europa.eu/Public/irc/ds
is/eusilc/library

http://eur-
lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriS
erv.do?uri=CELEX:31999R0530:
EN:HTML

http://www.gesis.org/en/services/d
ata/survey-data/issp/  
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5.1 The European Labour Force Survey (ELFS) 
The ELFS is the most important source of information on employment in Europe. It boasts 
the greatest resources and has been running for the longest (so that it provides information 
on the course followed by matters going back as far as the early eighties). The ELFS 
constitutes a coordinated effort on the part of all EU Member States and European 
Institutions (most importantly, Eurostat, the statistical branch of the European 
Commission), stipulated in European Council Regulations, which oblige Member States to 
follow the agreed rules and recommendations. Therefore, the funding comes primarily from 
each Member State, although the Commission funds all the coordinating and centralising 
costs. 
 
The design of the questionnaire and sampling is a two-step process: first, all National 
Statistical Offices (NSOs) and Eurostat agree on the concepts, definitions and classifications 
of the questionnaire, and on the principles and requirements for the sampling design; and 
then, the NSOs finalise the design of both the sampling and questionnaires on a national 
level. This is important, because it means that although the ELFS is comparable in terms of 
concepts, definitions, classifications and methods across EU countries, the actual questions 
and sampling design are not strictly identical from Member State to Member State. For 
instance, the definition of something as important as part-time work in the EFLS varies 
considerably across the EU: in some countries, a person is classified as a part-time worker 
if they say so (answering a simple question), in others if they work less than a certain 
number of hours a week (a number which is not the same across Europe) and in others by 
a combination of the two criteria (see Muñoz de Bustillo et al. 2008: 48-52). It is debatable 
whether this is a problem or not: sometimes it is better to leave some flexibility to adapt 
concepts to specific national features rather than strictly imposing the same formulation. 
However, the important issue is that this type of research design certainly has implications 
for the comparability of the indices of job quality, implications that must be acknowledged 
and explicitly discussed. 
 
As already mentioned, fieldwork is implemented by the NSOs. The samples are randomly 
drawn from the population (in most countries, though not all, using stratification by region 
and size of settlement, and clustering). In all cases, the samples are representative of the 
total population living in private households. One of the key advantages of the ELFS is its 
very large sample size, compared to other surveys on employment. In 2002, the sample 
size for the whole EU was about 1,500,000 individuals; at country level, it ranged from 
12,000 to 540,000 individuals (Wirth and Wolf 2009: 9). This allows for very detailed 
analysis by secondary variables (such as sector, occupation, gender or age) within each 
country, which is a very desirable characteristic of any source for the study of job quality 
(because job quality often varies more within than between countries). 
 
The main problem encountered by the ELFS in the study of job quality is that the areas it 
covers are totally restricted to employment issues (related to the employment 
relationship), without any information on the areas that we have called “work” in this study 
(related to the implications for the well-being of the worker of the work activity itself). This 
is further compounded by the fact that it does not include any information on wages, 
either. The areas that the ELFS covers reasonably well are contractual status, working time 
and training/skills development. As we have already mentioned, when using these variables 
it is important to bear in mind that comparability is at the level of concepts and definitions, 
while the actual measurement (the questions) can vary considerably among countries. The 
stability of key areas of the ELFS has been very high at least since the early 80s, which 
provides a time series going back many years. 
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So we can conclude that the ELFS is an excellent source for the study of employment 
quality: it has a large sample, it is updated four times a year and provides a long consistent 
time series. However, it does unfortunately lack a lot of information necessary to evaluate 
the quality of work from a wider perspective. 

5.2 The European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS) 
If the ELFS is the most important source of statistical information about employment 
conditions in Europe, the EWCS is without any doubt the most important source of 
information about the conditions of work. In fact, even with respect to employment issues, 
the coverage of the EWCS is unsurpassed by any other existing European survey. This is 
because, among all the surveys discussed here, the EWCS is the only one whose explicit 
single aim is to collect information about European conditions of work and employment 
(whereas the ELFS, for instance, is focused on measuring employment and unemployment 
levels, rather than employment conditions as such). 
 
The EWCS is funded, designed and coordinated by the European Foundation for the 
Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, an EU agency based in Dublin whose 
mandate is to gather knowledge that could contribute to the planning and design of policies 
to improve the conditions of life and work of European citizens. The questionnaire is 
formulated by a group of experts and policy makers in the area of work and employment, 
together with the Foundation research staff. The Foundation also prepares the principles for 
sampling and fieldwork methodology, which are then part of the technical conditions of a 
tender. The party that put in the successful tender, a large EU-wide fieldwork company 
(Gallup in the last EWCS), then finalises the design together with the Foundation and 
carries out the fieldwork under the supervision of the Foundation staff (Fernández-Macías 
and Petrakos, 2005). 
 
One of the key advantages of the EWCS with respect to other surveys (especially, to 
Eurostat’s) is the fact that the whole endeavour is funded, designed and coordinated 
centrally, by dedicated Foundation staff and the fieldwork contractor. This ensures a level 
of comparability which is much higher than that of the ELFS, at least in principle: not only 
the concepts, definitions and classifications are the same across Europe, but even the 
questions and specific items are identical. Of course, there is some flexibility for national 
adaptations — the translation process itself implies an adaptation of the questionnaire to 
national specificities (Hurley, J. 2006). Another very important advantage of the EWCS with 
respect to the other surveys included in Table 8 is the degree of transparency and 
documentation of the whole research process. 
 
The sample of the EWCS is representative of all persons in employment in private 
households of all EU Member States (and some European non-Member States, such as 
Switzerland or Turkey, see Parent-Thirion et al 2007). Also, the fieldwork procedures 
strictly follow the same principles across Europe: in all countries the sample is stratified by 
region and size of settlement, and interviews are clustered by geographic proximity. The 
actual selection of households is done by the random walk method, and within the selected 
household one employed individual is randomly selected. The sample size of the survey was 
selected with the main aim of making adequate estimations at national and EU levels, 
keeping the budget within reasonable limits. The European Foundation provides all the 
funding for the survey from beginning to end (which is also unique: in all other surveys, the 
funding comes partly from the coordinating centre and partly from the national parties).  
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The size of the sample for the latest EWCS was 1000 cases per country (except in six 
smaller countries, where the sample size was kept at 600 cases). This, in fact, is the main 
drawback of the EWCS. This sample size allows for the production of good estimates of the 
overall incidence at national level of the phenomena captured in the survey, but if we want 
to go deeper and break down the results within countries by gender, sectors, occupations 
or whatever other variables, the number of cases used for specific estimations very quickly 
becomes too small and therefore the results unreliable. 
 
The other problematic characteristic of the EWCS for monitoring job quality in the EU with 
composite indicators is its periodicity. It is only updated every five years, whereas most 
indicators of job quality aim at being updated at least every year. Whether the EWCS 
should be done more often or, on the contrary, the indicators of job quality should be done 
less frequently is, in fact, debatable. As can be seen in a Eurofound report on the trends in 
working conditions from 1991 to 2005 (using the four waves carried out so far: see 
Eurofound, 2006), the pace of change of these issues has been empirically quite low for the 
last 15 years in Europe (especially in work issues, not so much in employment—type of 
contract, working time, etc.—). This suggests that a survey cycle of five years may be 
enough. Of course, the reasons for preferring a yearly cycle are not scientific but political 
(in a wide sense): it coincides better with policy cycles, it is better for ensuring public 
attention for the indicator and for engaging with public discourse. 
 
To summarise, we can say that the EWCS is without doubt the best existing source for the 
study of job quality in Europe. Its coverage of issues is more than adequate, the items are 
very well designed and strictly comparable across countries, while the level of 
documentation and transparency of the whole process is exceptional. On the downside, the 
size of the sample is quite limited for the carrying out of detailed analysis of working 
conditions for specific groups within countries, and the periodicity might be somewhat 
lacking in terms of the objectives of monitoring job quality with a composite index. 

5.3 The European Survey of Income and Living Conditions (EU-
SILC) 

The European Survey of Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) is the EU reference source 
for comparative statistics on income, poverty and social exclusion (Eurostat 2007: 7). Job 
quality is secondary to the objectives of the survey, and therefore the number of areas 
covered is extremely limited. However we have included the survey in this list because it 
collects information on wages and labour earnings, which is not included at all in the ELFS 
and only very marginally in the EWCS. In addition, the EU-SILC is the only large-scale EU 
survey which provides longitudinal data about individual-level changes over time (observed 
periodically over a four-year period) for the variables it covers. Although the longitudinal 
perspective is not crucial with respect to job quality (the assumption tends to be that the 
characteristics of jobs are constant, even if people move between jobs, but that is another 
matter), it can certainly be of great interest to any analysis of whether it is empirically true 
that the characteristics of jobs that affect the well-being of workers are more or less 
constant. 
 
The organisation of the EU-SILC is quite similar to that of the ELFS. The questionnaire’s 
concepts, definitions and classifications, along with the principles of data collection, are 
decided jointly by Eurostat and National Statistical Offices (NSOs). These decisions are 
constrained by the need to apply the process of Open Method of Coordination (OMC) within 
the EU in areas of social protection and social inclusion (Eurostat 2009: 48).  
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The questionnaire and fieldwork design are finalised, and the fieldwork itself carried out by 
the NSOs within each Member State. Eurostat coordinates the whole process and 
centralises the resulting data at EU level. The level of harmonisation in data collection 
(questionnaire and fieldwork) is therefore relatively low (if we compare, for instance, with 
that of the EWCS): the objectives, concepts and principles are the same, but not the actual 
formulations or methods used for collecting the information. As mentioned earlier when 
discussing the ELFS, this is not necessarily a problem, but it must be acknowledged and 
taken into account when dealing with the data. 
 
The sample size of the EU-SILC is quite large, although not as big as that of the ELFS: the 
number of persons included in the sample ranges from 7,000 to 47,000 in the different 
Member States. But only a fraction of them are actually employed persons, which means 
that if the goal is to carry out very detailed multi-stranded analyses, the sample size might 
be somewhat limited. The information is provided in two different ways: cross-sectionally 
(with the reference period covering a single year, used to estimate the year-on-year 
change in the incidence of the area of interest) and longitudinally (the information is 
repeatedly measured for the same individuals over a period of four years, so that the 
change in the incidence of the area of study can be analysed at individual level). The EU-
SILC is a relatively new survey, with comparable EU data available only from 2005 
onwards14. Documentation on the survey at EU level is much more limited than for ELFS or 
EWCS. 
 
The EU-SILC includes, as already mentioned, useful information on labour earnings. It 
collects information on net labour income for all workers living in private households, 
including categories of workers that are not included in the ESES (which we will discuss in 
the following section), such as self-employed workers, workers in companies with less than 
10 employees and workers in the public sector or agriculture. It also collects basic 
information about the employment status of workers (such as occupation, sector, type of 
contract, etc.) which can be useful to link with other surveys, and includes some basic 
working time information (most importantly, working hours), which can be useful for 
building an indicator on hourly wages. 
 
Overall, the EU-SILC is an excellent survey, but with limited interest for the area of job 
quality. For our purposes its only interest is the fact that it covers labour income at EU level 
for all workers. Its longitudinal nature might also allow for some innovative studies on the 
evolution of job quality at individual level. 

5.4 The European Structure of Earnings Survey 
The European Structure of Earnings Survey (ESES) is a relatively new survey that aims to 
collect harmonised data on gross earnings, weekly working hours and annual days of leave. 
It has only been carried out twice so far (in 2002 and 2006), but the intention is to update 
it every four years. As with the ELFS and EU-SILC, it is carried out jointly by National 
Statistical Offices (NSOs) and Eurostat. Although the concepts and principles are 
harmonised, the actual implementation of the questionnaire and fieldwork is done 
nationally. 
 

                                          
14 The EU-SILC substitutes a similar survey, the European Community Household Panel, ECHP. The total duration 
of the ECHP was 8 years, running from 1994 to 2001. In the first wave, i.e. in 1994, a sample of some 60,500 
nationally represented households - i.e. approximately 130,000 adults aged 16 years and over - were interviewed 
in the then 12 Member States. Austria (1995) and Finland (1996) joined the project since then. Data for Sweden 
derived from the Swedish Living Conditions Survey and transformed into ECHP format, is available as of 1997. For 
more information see: http://circa.europa.eu/irc/dsis/echpanel/info/data/information.html 
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The ESES is the survey with by far the most limited documentation of all those covered 
here. Only the Council Regulation and some brief methodological documents are available 
through the Eurostat website. In some individual Member States, there is more 
documentation on the national surveys that make up the ESES. 
 
Although the unit of analysis of the ESES is the employee, the information is gathered 
through undertakings. Not all the employed population is covered: the survey is only 
representative of employees working in companies of at least 10 employees in sectors C to 
O (excluding L) of the NACE classification of economic activities15. Most importantly, ESES 
excludes self-employed persons, those working in companies with less than 10 employees 
and those working in public administration and agriculture16. 
 
Nevertheless, the ESES covers labour earnings and has a very large sample (it varies from 
country to country, but it is considerably larger than the EU-SILC). For this reason, it can 
be useful to compile information on labour earnings for very specific groups of workers. The 
information on earnings of the ESES is gross rather than net (contrary to the EU-SILC), 
which is sometimes preferable for doing international comparisons of wage levels. It also 
includes detailed information on the hours worked and some basic information on 
employment and contractual status (including sector, occupation and type of contract). 

5.5 The International Social Survey Programme 
The International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) is a collaborative research programme 
between research institutes and universities around the world. It is, therefore, very 
different in organisation from all the other surveys discussed here: it is not directly backed 
or supported by any international institution (although it has received grants from them), 
its orientation is academic rather than political, and its scope extends beyond Europe (most 
EU Member States collaborate in the ISSP, but not all of them; and there are many non-
European members of the consortium). The ISSP has been producing an annual survey 
since the early nineties, on varying subjects. The reason we include the ISSP in this list is 
because its 1989, 1997 and 2006 modules were directly aimed at measuring “work 
orientations”, including information on the conditions of work and employment that can be 
useful for building composite indicators. 
 
The ISSP’s degree of harmonisation is quite high as far as its questionnaires are concerned, 
but low in terms of the data collection methods. The questionnaires are designed by a 
committee of the ISSP coordinating team and pre-tested in various countries, before they 
are approved by all the participating countries. The international (English) version is then 
translated into the national languages for fieldwork. In this sense, the ISSP has a degree of 
content harmonisation that is higher than all the other surveys discussed here except the 
EWCS. 
 
With respect to the fieldwork methodology, the ISSP is much less harmonised, which can 
have a negative impact on its comparability. Harmonisation is restricted to general 
recommendations and loose coordination, and the actual sampling design and data 
collection methods are carried out by the national partners. Even the timing of the surveys 
varies considerably across countries.  

                                          
15 The economic activities excluded are: A - Agriculture, forestry and fishing; B - Mining and quarrying; L - Real 
estate activities; P – Education; Q - Human health and social work activities; R - Arts, entertainment and 
recreation; S - Other services activities; T - Activities of households as employers; undifferentiated goods and 
services producing activities of households for own use. 
16 The 2006 wave of some countries includes all establishment sizes. 
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The minimum size of the sample is 1,000 cases per country, but in most cases the sample 
ranges between 1,500 and 2,000 cases. As with the EWCS, the limited size of the sample 
size means that the possibilities for the analysis of job quality for specific groups of workers 
are severely restricted. 
 
The ISSP modules on work orientation cover many areas of potential interest for the 
development of job quality indicators. Most importantly, they cover autonomy, skills 
deployment and development, meaningfulness, psychosocial risks and working time. In 
general, the ISSP provides a reasonably good coverage of what we have called the intrinsic 
aspects of job quality, derived from the sociological tradition. 
 
Although the ISSP has a limited sample size, very restricted periodicity and insufficient 
harmonisation in its methodology, its coverage of some of the intrinsic aspects of job 
quality is good, and the fact that it goes beyond Europe means that it can be used for 
comparing job quality in Europe with other regions in the world. 
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6.  REVIEW OF EXISTING INDICATORS OF JOB QUALITY: 
APPROACH, CHARACTERISTICS AND WEAKNESSES 

Concern regarding the evolution of job quality has led to the development of different 
proposals for indicators and systems of indicators. These different proposals vary widely in 
terms of ambition, dimensions considered in the analysis, variables used to measure such 
dimensions and so on. Job quality is a topic of great interest not only for institutions and 
academia, but also for trade unions, which are making increasing efforts to measure the 
quality of working life. 
 
In this section, we will review more than 20 job quality indices or systems of indicators that 
have been proposed. These measures are grouped according to two different criteria: 
national or international scope, and whether they derive from an institutional initiative or 
from an individual (in most cases, academic) initiative. In most cases, they are still 
relatively recent proposals, with new or tentative methodologies, and in many cases are 
still open to change. The lack of a consolidated indicator (such as the Human Development 
Index, for example) is in itself a proof of the novelty of this area of analysis and the 
difficulties inherent to measuring an elusive and multidimensional concept like job quality. 
In our analysis we start with international indicators, then proceed to national indicators 
and finish with the individual (mostly academic) proposals. Section 6.20 will summarise the 
main characteristics, overlaps and differences, strengths and shortcomings of the indicators 
surveyed.  

6.1 The Laeken Indicators of Job Quality 
Along with the Charter for Fundamental Social Rights, the Laeken indicators are an 
important step in a development process that represents the cornerstone of European 
social and employment policy. Historically, the EU has played a very minor role with respect 
to social policy, an area which has remained almost entirely under the competence of 
national governments. The founding Treaty of Rome included almost no reference to social 
issues, and although recent treaties are more socially aware, the role played by EU policy 
on these matters is still marginal. However, although social policy was never a core area of 
EU competence, it has certainly been of core interest to Member States, an interest which 
materialised not only in the historical development of welfare systems across Europe but 
also in important specific treaties and agreements between EU Member States. In 
particular, the European Social Charter of 1961 (revised and ratified in 1996) aimed at 
complementing the European Convention of Human Rights of 1950 – centred on civil rights 
- emphasising the importance of many dimensions linked to job quality, from the “right to 
work” (art. 1) to the “right to fair remuneration” (art. 4), “just conditions of work” (art. 2) 
and “safe and healthy working conditions” (art. 3). 
 
In 2000, the Lisbon and Nice European Councils strongly supported the creation of a 
system of indicators to monitor poverty and social exclusion in the EU Member States, also 
recognising the need for indicators that would assess job quality. This aspect was not, 
however, included in the Employment Guidelines of 1997 for Member States on labour 
market policies, which prioritised employability, entrepreneurship, adaptability and equal 
opportunities, making no reference to the quality of job creation. The first step towards a 
practical application of the EU interest in job quality was taken in 2001, as a result of the 
Stockholm European Council, where Member States decided that the Commission and 
Council would jointly develop a set of indicators of job quality to be presented at the 
following European Council in Laeken (Belgium) in December 2001. 
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The result of this process of European reflection on job quality was the definition of two 
broad dimensional categories, denominated “Characteristics of the job itself” and “The 
Work and Wider Labour Market Context”. While the former comprises indicators of “Intrinsic 
job quality” and “Lifelong learning and career development”, the latter includes the 
remaining areas covered by Laeken measures: “Gender equality”, “Health and safety at 
work”, “Flexibility and security”, “Inclusion and access to the labour market”, “Work 
organisation and work-life balance”, “Social dialogue and workers’ involvement”, “Diversity 
and non-discrimination” and “Overall economic performance and productivity”. The EU has 
defined several specific indicators for evaluating each dimension, except in the case of 
social dialogue, where no agreement was reached. These indicators are presented in Table 
9. All the indicators were to be measured using the main data sources available at 
European level, that is, the European Community Household Panel, the European Labour 
Force Survey and other variables included in the Eurostat database. They represent a 
system of indicators and no aggregation between the different dimensions has been 
proposed. While this means that the European institutions are not making any value 
judgement on the relative importance of different attributes, each observer may use 
his/her own system of weighting, emphasising the features he/she considers to be most 
relevant. 
 
The Laeken indicators constitute the biggest attempt by the European institutions so far to 
construct an EU system of job quality indicators, and for that reason alone it merits praise 
and careful consideration. However, as is the case with all the systems of indicators 
reviewed in this section, it has important weaknesses that must be acknowledged and, 
possibly, ultimately addressed. 
 
First, there are several variables, even entire dimensions, which do not measure anything 
related to job quality (or at least certainly not directly), but are, rather, associated with the 
labour market or economic performance. Some examples of this problem are those 
variables measuring access to the labour market (dimension 6), overall economic 
performance and productivity (dimension 10) and all the other variables which measure the 
quantity of jobs (that is, employment or unemployment rates) or transitions from 
employment, unemployment or situations of inactivity. 
 
Second, both results and procedural variables are simultaneously included among the 
Laeken measures. In particular, the inclusion of job satisfaction as a key determinant of the 
first dimension is problematic. Even if we disregard the difficulties for interpreting the 
results of this variable (for a detailed discussion, see section 3.1), job satisfaction can be 
considered an overall evaluation of job quality made by the workers themselves, and 
therefore it should not be included together with other objective elements of job quality. 
Other elements of job quality should be determinants of job satisfaction: by including these 
determinants and their results (job satisfaction itself) we would simply be including 
redundant information. 
 
A third problem is the inclusion of both gender and age gaps, or in general, the inclusion of 
variables referring to specific subgroups of the population. The differences in job quality for 
specific groups are of course of great importance, but the way to reflect them is to compute 
the variables of job quality for each of the subgroups and compare the overall results 
between them. The existence of a gap in a specific dimension (or dimensions) of job quality 
(such as, for example, in wages) is a very important finding for evaluating the wider social 
implications of the quality of existing jobs, but is not part of job quality itself. 
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And finally, the list of issues covered by the Laeken indicators features a prominent 
omission: wages. Even though in most models and theoretical discussions of job quality, 
wages occupy a prominent role, not a single indicator on wage levels is included. Only 
labour productivity is included17, which is indirectly related to wages.  
 
There are other minor problems to be mentioned. For example, the indicator on part-time 
employment does not take into account whether part-time work is voluntary or involuntary. 
The fact that the indicators are aggregated does not allow for a detailed analysis of job 
quality by subgroups (as mentioned earlier, the system of indicator includes some 
distributional information by covering some gaps). The absence of any variables measuring 
social dialogue and workers’ involvement (because of a lack of agreement on the measures, 
despite the inclusion of this dimension) is also an important weakness of the Laeken 
indicators. In section 4 we reviewed several existing variables that could be used to 
measure this dimension (as coverage of collective agreements, unionisation rate or 
measures of direct participation).18 
 
The actual policy impact of the Laeken indicators with respect to job quality seems quite 
mixed, even within European institutions. The 2008-2010 Employment Guidelines 
(European Council, 2008), although repeatedly referring to desirable job attributes beyond 
remuneration, make no reference to the Laeken indicators established in 2001. The 
Indicators group of the Employment Committee, a high-level group set up by the Council in 
2000 to assist EU institutions in the development of the European Employment Strategy, in 
its latest monitoring guidelines explicitly says that “further work is needed” with respect to 
the development of the monitoring of quality in work (EMCO, 2009; p. 2 and 6).  The so-
called “EU Structural Statistical Indicators” and “Euro Indicators” (produced by Eurostat) 
include some labour market variables, such as labour cost or tax wedge on wages, which 
were not part of the Laeken measures. In fact, the recently revamped Eurostat database 
does not contain a specific section devoted to the Laeken indicators of job quality. In recent 
official documents, the European Commission itself has assumed that the area of job 
quality is unsatisfactorily covered in the existing Laeken indicators: for instance, the last 
Employment in Europe Report recognises that this set of indicators covers economy-wide 
areas which are not directly relevant for job quality, while lacking very relevant indicators 
such as wages and work intensity (European Commission 2008: 153-155). 
 

                                          
17 It could be argued that high levels of productivity would be related to high levels of job quality (as in the High 
Performance Workplace Theory), but in any case productivity would be only a proxy variable of wages. 
Furthermore, even if this variable would be a good proxy for earnings, we would not take into account, for 
instance, if wages are high enough to cover social needs, or their distribution. 
18 Beyond the positive role of collective agreements and unions in giving voice to workers, the impact of unions on 
economic and labour market performance is far from being clear. This lack of consensus is probably based on this 
circumstance and on the existence of certain academic and political European sectors defending a vision of labour 
market with negative effects of union power. 
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Table 9. The Laeken indicators of job quality 

Dimensions Indicator 

Transitions between non-employment and employment and, 
within employment, by pay level. 
Transitions between non-employment and employment and, 
within employment, by type of contract 

1) Intrinsic job quality 

Satisfaction with type of work in present job. 
Percentage of the working population age in education and 
training by gender, age group, employment status and 
education level. 

I. Characteristics of 
the job itself 

2) Lifelong learning 
and career 
development Percentage of the labour force using computers in work, with 

or without specific training. 
Ratio of women’s gross hourly earnings to men’s for paid 
employees at work 
Employment rate gap between men and women 
Gender segregation in occupations 

3) Gender equality 

Gender segregation in sectors 
4) Health and safety at 
work 

The evolution of the incidence rate (accidents) 

5) Flexibility and 
security 

No. of employees working part-time and with fixed-term 
contracts as a percentage of the total number of employees 
Transitions between employment, unemployment and 
inactivity 
Transitions between non-employment and employment or 
training 
Total employment rate, and by age group and education level 
Total long-term unemployment rate, and by gender 
Percentage of early school leavers 

6) Inclusion and 
access to the labour 
market 

Youth unemployment rate 
Difference in employment rates for individuals aged 20-50 in 
households having/not having a child aged 0-6 years 
Children cared for (other than the family) as a proportion of all 
children in the same group 

7) Work organisation 
and the work-life 
balance Employees who left their job for family duties during the past 

year and intend to go to work, but are currently unavailable for 
work 

8) Social dialogue and 
workers’ involvement 

No agreement 

Employment rate gap for workers aged  55-64 years old 
9) Diversity and non-
discrimination Employment and unemployment rate gaps for ethnic minorities 

and immigrants 
Growth in labour productivity (both per hour worked and per 
person employed) 
Total output (both per hour worked and per person employed) 

II. The Work and 
Wider Labour Market 
Context 

10) Overall economic 
performance and 
productivity Percentage of the population having achieved at least upper 

secondary education by gender, age group and employment 
status 

Source: Authors’ elaboration from European Commission (2001). 
 
The 2008 Employment in Europe Report (European Commission, 2008) proposes 
alternatives to amend some of the problems referred to above. In particular, this report 
discusses the weaknesses of some of the indicators related to the socio-economic context, 
the absence of any wage measures, the lack of measures of more qualitative aspects of 
training and indicators of work intensity.  
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The variables proposed for incorporation into the Laeken indicators are outlined below: 
 

• Perception of being well paid for the work done. 

• Wages. 

• In-work at risk of poverty. 

• Prospects for career advancement in the job. 

• Painful/tiring positions and work. 

• Repetitiveness of tasks. 

• Health at risk because of work. 

• Working to tight deadlines. 

• Working at very high speed. 

• Consulted about changes in social organisation. 

• Long working days. 

• Working at night. 

In addition, some variables are reformulated or their scope broadened. For example, the 
report suggests including involuntary part-time and fixed-time employees, the proportion of 
people in education and more types of gender and age gaps. Though these proposals would 
lead to a clear improvement compared to the original Laeken indicators, some of the 
original shortcomings remain. For example, some of the new variables have no direct 
relation with the job itself, such as in-work poverty rate (which is also affected by 
demographic variables), or the proportion of people in education. The indicators remain 
measured only at the aggregate level, and to deal with distributional aspects, some 
indicators are measured as gaps, without a separate calculation of employment quality for 
each of the subgroups. 
 
The 2008 Employment in Europe Report develops an aggregate indicator to rank countries 
on the basis of an index, and monitoring the evolution of job quality over time. The 
procedure unfolds as follows. First, variables to be included are standardised in order to 
make them comparable. Second, combined, overall indicators are calculated by adding or 
subtracting the standardised variables according to their likely impact on job quality, either 
positive or negative. This means that only variables that have an unambiguous impact on 
job quality are included (see Table 10). Finally, those values are processed in order to 
obtain the combined index. 
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Table 10. Variables used for constructing a combined index of job quality by the 
European Commission (2008) 

Variable Direction of the impact on job quality 

One year transitions form employment to unemployment + 

Long-term unemployment rate - 

Involuntary part-time - 

Share of employment with fixed-term contracts - 

Older workers (55-64) employment gap - 

Gender employment gap - 

Gender pay gap - 

Gender occupational segregation - 

Participation in education and training + 

Upper secondary education attainment + 

Non-standard hours - 

In-work accidents rate - 

Source: Authors’ elaboration from European Commission (2008). 
 
The absence of some key dimensions of job quality (wages, intensity,…) means that this 
index exhibits serious limitations compared to some of the other indices discussed below 
(such as, for instance, ETUI’s EJQI). Furthermore, from the 12 variables considered, only 
half might be regarded as being clearly related to job quality. Of the other half, two are 
related to job quantity and its implications, one to education, and four to distributional 
issues in terms of gender and age: all obviously very important issues on their own, but 
with little relevance for the measurement of the quality of existing jobs. The results for 
2004 are presented in Figure 7. Probably because of the mentioned shortcomings, it is easy 
to see some evident inconsistencies. Although, as in most of the other indicators reviewed 
here, Nordic countries rank quite highly, countries such as Ireland, the Czech Republic, 
Hungary or even Latvia have a better score than France, Spain and Italy, which is not only 
inconsistent with public perception but also with previous research (compared with the 
results of all the other indicators below).  
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Figure 7. Combined index of job quality for EU countries in 2004 
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Note: Data from Netherlands correspond to 1998, the last year available. 
Source: Authors’ construction from European Commission (2008, annex 2). 
 
Probably the most important feature of the Laeken job quality indicators is the fact that 
they reflect the increasing concern of European institutions not only about job creation but 
also about the quality of those jobs being created (even though support for these indicators 
seems to have lost some of its steam in recent years). However, in spite of this positive 
aspect, the Laeken indicators present several serious shortcomings. The methodological 
problems discussed here (inclusion of dimensions and variables unrelated to work, lack of 
some crucial aspects of job quality, inclusion of  gaps as elements of job quality, among 
others) seems to lead to clearly inconsistent results when the index is empirically used for 
comparing job quality across Europe (as shown in Figure 7). These shortcomings suggest 
that the Laeken indicators would probably need a radical reformulation based on a more 
precise definition of what job quality is, and a clearer focus on the dimensions and variables 
used to measure it.   

6.2 The European Job Quality Index (EJQI) 
In order to contribute to the monitoring and evaluation of the progress of the different 
Member States towards the “more and better jobs” goal of the European Employment 
Strategy (EES), in 2008 the European Trade Union Institute (ETUI) developed the European 
Job Quality Index. The ETUI is the research arm of the European Trade Union 
Confederation (ETUC), the most important representative body of workers at EU level, and 
therefore itself a major player (as a social partner) in the EU policy area of work and 
employment. 
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Although so far it has only been published once, the European Job Quality Index (EJQI) will 
be updated yearly, with results for the EU as a whole as well as for each Member State 
(broken down by gender). This index is totally focused on job quality from the perspective 
of workers: therefore, all the variables refer to information measured at the level of 
individual workers, with only two exceptions (the degree of training for the overall 
population of working age and the extent of union representation at workplace level). 
Nevertheless, only job quality at national level is computed (and reported), based on 
averages and percentages of different variables. This is an important feature, because it 
means that it is impossible to break down this index in order to do detailed analysis for 
specific groups of workers, by sector or type of contract. For instance, only the national 
scores can be compared. There has, however, been one notable exception to this rule, in 
that the ETUI published the index broken down by gender, thereby recognising the 
importance of gender in shaping job quality outcomes. This is also in line with good practice 
for gender mainstreaming as set out in various elements of the European Employment 
Strategy and European Roadmap for gender equality. 
 
Because the EJQI is an aggregate index, it has more flexibility to draw from different data 
sources, which widens the scope of information that can be covered. The EJQI uses five 
different sources: the European Labour Force Survey (ELFS), the European Working 
Conditions Surveys (EWCS), the Annual Macro-Economic Database of the EU (AMECO), the 
European Survey on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) and the Database on 
Institutional Characteristics of Trade Unions, Wage Setting, State Intervention and Social 
Pacts (ICTWSS). Not all of these databases are updated every year, which means that 
some dimensions of the EJQI cannot be updated annually either, but in longer cycles 
depending on the database upon which the measures are built. The EWCS database, in 
particular, is only updated every five years. We could not find any specific mention as to 
whether the ICTWSS is updated annually or not. The implication of this dependence on the 
updating procedure of different specific sources is that the year-on-year changes in the 
index, except for the years coinciding with an update in the EWCS, will be the result of 
changes only in the dimensions based on the ELFS, AMECO or EU-SILC, as we show below. 
 
The EJQI comprises 6 dimensions, based on 16 indicators which in turn are drawn from 
many more individual variables taken from the different sources. They are outlined below: 
 

1. Wages. They are entirely based on the AMECO database, and therefore updated 
yearly. Two indicators are included: nominal compensation per employee in Power 
Purchasing Parity and in-work poverty (percentage of workers living in households 
whose disposable income is below 60% of the national median). 

 
2. Non-standard forms of employment. This information comes from the ELFS, and 

therefore it can be updated yearly. It includes two indicators: percentage of 
temporary employees (and how many of them are involuntary), and percentage of 
part-time employees (and how many of them are involuntary). 

 
3. Working time and work-life balance. The measurement of this dimension is based on 

ELFS, EU-SILC and EWCS, and therefore only partially updated every year. It 
includes: share of employees working more than 48 hours a week (ELFS), share of 
workers on shift-work and unsocial hours schedules (evening, nights and week-
ends, also based on ELFS), share of voluntary part-time workers (EU-SILC) and 
share of workers who are satisfied with their work-life balance (based on EWCS, and 
therefore updated only every five years). 
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4. Working conditions and job security. This is the dimension that is by far the most 
comprehensively based on individual items, all of them computed from the EWCS. 
Therefore, it is only updated every five years. It includes the following indicators: 
work intensity, work autonomy, physical work factors, and perceived job security. 

 
5. Skills and career development. The analysis of this dimension is based on the ELFS 

and the EWCS, and, hence, only partially updated every year. It comprises two 
indicators: the share of population (25-64) participating in education and training 
(from the ELFS) and perceived career prospects from current job (from the EWCS). 
The inclusion of the first indicator is surprising, because it seems unclear why the 
share of population between 25 and 64 participating in training or education should 
be an indicator of job quality. The justification for this inclusion is that “the extent of 
skills development at the workplace will vary depending on the extent and 
formalization of initial education” (Leschke, Watt and Finn, 2008: 12), which is 
certainly true, but it is difficult to see how this variable solves the problem. In any 
case, this is the only indicator included in this composite index that might be 
regarded as unrelated to job quality. 

 
6. Collective interest representation. This dimension is based on the ICTWSS database 

and the EWCS. It is not clear in the documentation of the EQJI whether the ICTWSS 
database is updated yearly. This dimension is clearly related to job quality, although 
as argued in a previous section, it refers to procedures rather than results; that is, 
the existence of collective interest representation at the workplace allows workers to 
defend their interests better, and therefore should improve job quality, but it is not 
an indicator of job quality in itself (unless we understand that the existence of voice 
mechanisms is good in itself, for its expressive or socialising functions, but this does 
not seem to be the idea behind this dimension of the EJQI). This dimension 
comprises three indicators: levels of collective bargaining, trade union density 
(drawn from the ICTWSS) and whether the worker has been consulted about 
changes in work organization (EWCS). 

 
Overall, the EJQI is one of the indices that covers the widest ranges job quality areas as 
identified in specialised literature, although it leaves out the deployment of skills at work, 
subjective feelings of meaningfulness, social environment issues and exposure to 
psychosocial risks. Except for the case of participation in education and training, all the 
variables used are clearly and unambiguously related to job quality, and the documentation 
of the index provides some justification for its inclusion (even if the justification is more 
policy-oriented than theoretical, according to the aims of the index). 
 
The index is cumulative in that the construction of the index is based on collating the 
normalised scores of the indicators for each dimension, and then adding the scores of the 
dimensions to the overall index. As argued in the documentation of the index, it is possible 
to determine “to what extent countries accumulate ‘good’ or ‘bad’ job quality characteristics 
or, in contrast, offset good or bad elements along one dimension with opposite 
characteristics in another” this way (Leschke, Watt and Finn, 2008: 14). 
 
The indicators are normalised by rescaling each value to the proportion they represent with 
respect to the difference between the maximum and minimum values for the base year 
(which is set to 2000 for EU15 and 2007 for EU27). This system of normalisation, a widely 
used method for comparing countries’ performance (for example, in the construction of the 
Human Development Index), has the advantage of putting each value in relation to the 
best and worst cases. 
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With respect to the weighting of the indicators for the construction of the overall index, the 
EJQI uses unequal weighting for the (normalised) indicators within each dimension, but 
equal weighing for the dimensions that add up to the overall index. Therefore, each of the 
six dimensions is equally important for the overall result of the index, which involves an 
unavoidable discretionary decision by the researcher, but has the advantage of making the 
analysis and comparisons of the relative importance of each dimension more intuitive. The 
individual dimensions, on the contrary, are computed adding the lower level indicators after 
applying unequal weighting factors. For instance, the dimension “wages” is composed of 
two indicators: nominal compensation per employee in PPS (which weights 70% in the 
overall result for the dimension) and in-work poverty (which weights 30%). Again, this is 
arbitrary, but no more arbitrary than just adding the indicators (which would, in fact, imply 
assigning equal weights). In all cases the weights are documented and seem more than 
reasonable. In the main methodological paper of the EJQI (Leschke, Watt and Finn, 2008), 
the authors include an annex with a sensitivity analysis of the weightings (checking how 
much the country rankings change when the weightings are slightly altered), which proves 
that the results are quite stable even after moderate adjustments to the weightings. 
 
Overall, the EJQI is a very well-balanced and well-documented index. It covers most 
(though not all) of the important areas of job quality as they appear in the social sciences 
literature, and it is transparent and honest in its methodological choices, all of which are 
well documented and available for consultation. On the downside, its main problem is that 
it is an aggregate index which is only computed for entire countries (even if separately for 
women and men, a good practice according to gender mainstreaming guidelines), which 
means that it is not possible to carry out detailed analysis of the distribution of job quality 
within each Member State. A specific problem, and one that is relatively easy to address, is 
the consideration of in-work poverty rate instead of the low-wage work rate (under 60% of 
median wage); the former indicator is affected by elements external to job quality (family 
structure, existence of social transfers, etc.)19 
 
Figure 8 serves as an illustration of the EJQI results. It shows the overall index for all EU 
countries, for both sexes, for 2007 (the only year for which the index has been calculated 
so far). As usual, Northern European countries appear at the top of the list (this is 
remarkably consistent across all the different models), and Eastern and Southern European 
Member States at the bottom (also a quite consistent pattern). As the authors themselves 
acknowledge (Leschke and Watt, 2008: 25), the two countries that show somewhat 
surprising scores are the UK (which appears very high, at the very top of the list, especially 
for females) and Germany (which appears relatively low, below the EU-27 average). For 
the UK, as they argue, this result is in fact quite consistent with other job quality indices.20 
As for Germany, the authors of the EJQI demonstrate that its scores are rather low in terms 
of non-standard employment, working conditions and job security, even if its scores are 
higher than average on wages (Leschke and Watt, 2008: 25).  

                                          
19 It could be argued that the fact that this index aggregates information from several different sources may lead 
to problems of data consistency as well. But in our opinion, such a problem is really minor as long as the analysis 
is consistently carried out (and correctly interpreted) at national level. If the different indicators used are adequate 
representations of each of the different dimensions at the national level, there is no problem in aggregating them 
within a single index. This problem can be more important for indicators constructed at lower than national levels: 
the more detailed the analysis of subgroups, the more significant the problems of consistency can become. 
20 For instance, the UK shows a similar position in the index of Davoine, Erhel and Guergoat-Lariviere (2008); the 
report of the Fourth European Working Conditions Survey also shows the UK in a good position in many individual 
indicators, see Parent-Thirion et al. (2007). 
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The fact that the index can be easily broken down greatly facilitates the analysis of the 
possible factors behind the different country scores. As mentioned earlier, it is unfortunate 
that this index cannot be broken down to subgroups within each country (beyond gender), 
as this would further enrich the results and their potential uses. 
 
Figure 8. Job quality by countries according to the overall EJQI (2007) 

 
Source: Leschke and Watt (2008: 27). 

6.3 Employers’ reflections on job quality 
It is not only trade unions who have expressed their concern for job quality but also 
European employers, grouped together in the employers’ confederation BUSINESSEUROPE 
(formerly the Union of Industrial and Employers’ Confederations of Europe, UNICE) (UNICE, 
2001). As one might have expected, the perspective adopted, and resources devoted (on 
the basis of the research carried out and documents released) to the analysis of job quality 
vary widely from one social partner to the other. In particular, European employers 
recommend focusing on the following items: 

• Number of fatal and serious accidents at work. 

• Rates of occupational diseases. 

• Total number of days lost due to sickness. 

• Labour productivity. 

• Proportion of working population with low, medium and high levels of education (if 
possible with breakdown by gender and/or age groups). 

• Proportion of population with basic, medium and high levels of ICT literacy (if 
possible with breakdown by gender and/or age groups). 
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• Average time to find first or new job (with breakdown by gender and/or age group). 

• Employment rate and unemployment rate by gender, age group and educational 
level. 

• Proportion of working age population creating their own undertaking (with 
breakdown by gender, age groups and educational level). 

Though it is of course positive that employers contribute to the debate on measuring job 
quality, the indicators proposed by BUSINESSEUROPE do not seem very appropriate for this 
objective, as only the first three are clearly measures of job quality. Most of the indicators, 
in fact, do not appear in any of the other models or systems of indicators on job quality 
discussed in this report. The rest of the measures make reference to human capital 
formation, which, though definitely important for people’s life, does not fall within the scope 
of an index of job quality, while other measures refer to overall labour market and 
economic performance. 

6.4 The European Working Conditions Survey 
The European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS) is not really an index of job quality, but it 
can be considered a system of indicators of job quality (that is, a vector, or an index 
without the calculation of a final single number or overall score). In fact, the five-yearly 
reports based on each new wave of the survey and published by the European Foundation 
constitute a very rich source of information for the analysis and evaluation of the evolution 
and differences in job quality for the different EU Member States. And in any case, it is such 
an important source for the study of quality of work in the EU (used in many of the 
individual job quality indices), that it is well worth covering here. In this section we will 
briefly describe the EWCS as a vector of indicators of quality of work, discussing the 
questionnaire and main results of the last published report (Parent-Thirion et al., 2007). 
The technical characteristics of the EWCS as a survey, which were covered in section 4, are 
therefore not dealt with here. 
 
The survey is carried out by the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and 
Working Conditions (Eurofound), a tripartite EU agency whose mandate is to contribute to 
the planning and design of better living and working conditions in Europe. Eurofound never 
makes an explicit evaluation of national policies or performance, but tries to increase the 
knowledge on living and working conditions in ways that facilitate the formulation of better 
policies. It is probably because of this that so far it has not attempted to create any 
composite measure of job quality (which would require taking a specific political view on 
the issue and making direct policy evaluation and performance). In recent years, the 
Eurofound has monitored developments of job quality across Europe through two main 
instruments: the European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS) and the European Working 
Conditions Observatory (EWCO). In both cases, the point of departure has been a broad 
understanding of job quality and the main goal has been to try to monitor as many areas 
as possible on this issue, without attempting an explicit evaluation of the results. Many 
others (including several indices discussed here) have used this information as inputs to 
evaluate job quality in Europe. 
 
The EWCS has been carried out every five years since 1991, and there have been four 
waves so far. It covers a wide (and expanding) range of issues related to work and 
employment, most of them relevant for the purposes of job quality. Originally, the 
approach was closer to the Health and Safety tradition, but it quickly expanded to cover all 
the major areas of job quality appearing in the social sciences literature.  
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There are 63 questions and 118 individual items (many questions include several items). A 
core of key questions has been maintained since the 1991 edition of the survey, although 
most of the important variables for job quality were included in 1995 rather than 1991. 
 
The questionnaire is developed and partially updated every five years by an “Expert 
Questionnaire Development Group”, composed of representatives of national institutes 
carrying out surveys of working conditions, members of  the  tripartite  Governing  Board  
of  the  Foundation (employer associations, trade unions and governments), the European 
Commission and other EU bodies (Eurostat, the European Agency for Safety and Health at 
Work), international organizations (OECD, ILO), as well as leading European experts in the 
field of working conditions and survey methodology (see Parent-Thirion et al., 2007: 93). 
The questionnaire loosely follows the model of job quality published by Eurofound in 2002. 
This model is shown in Figure 9. 
 
Figure 9. Eurofound’s model of job quality 

 
Source: Eurofound (2002: 6) 
 
The paper (EuroFound, 2002) where this figure was included provides almost no 
justification for the indicators, dimensions or the overall structure of the model, and to our 
knowledge there is no other detailed explanation of it. The model has four main dimensions 
which roughly correspond to four of the traditions in the social sciences literature identified 
in section 3.3 of this report. The area that seems to be missing is the one related to the 
intrinsic rewards of work (autonomy, meaningfulness and social environment): but in fact, 
this area is very well covered in the EWCS questionnaire, which clearly shows that the 
design of the questionnaire did not restrict itself to the model shown in Figure 9. Regarding 
the indicators within each dimension of the graph, the list seems indicative rather than 
exhaustive. The position of some of the indicators seems rather odd: for instance, work 
organisation appears as an element of health and well-being, and income appears within 
career and employment security.  
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The model is clearly underdeveloped and somewhat discretional (as it is not its aim to yield 
a mathematically perfect index of job quality): but this did not have a negative impact on 
the development of the questionnaire, which is extremely rich and detailed, and covers all 
the major areas of job quality identified in the literature. 

6.5 ILO Decent Work Indices 
Along with social protection, job quality has been the primary focus of the International 
Labour Organization since its origin. This concern was recently translated into the concept 
of decent work and a subsequent campaign in 1999 demanding the creation of “good” jobs. 
The ILO original definition makes reference, in general terms, to basic security for all, and 
more specifically, is centred on four specific areas: employment, social security, workers’ 
rights and social dialogue, which deal with both employment opportunities, earnings, 
security and working conditions and workers’ social relations. This broad concept 
represents more an expression of social or political goals for desirable working conditions 
than an operational and policy-oriented concept.21 However, based on the spirit of the 
definition, ILO staff have developed several indices and systems of indicators of “decent” 
work, which are presented below. In the following pages, we review four different 
approaches to measuring and evaluating decent work from the ILO perspective, stating the 
main features and relevant differences among the indicators proposed. 
 
Ghai’s Decent Work Index (DWI-1) 

For the DWI-1 index Dharam Ghai (2003), Advisor at the International Institute of Labour 
Studies at the ILO, focuses on developed countries, using the ILO cross-country databases 
on labour market and social protection as the main source of information. In Table 11 we 
can observe the variables included by the author in order to account for the 
abovementioned dimensions (employment, social security, workers’ rights and social 
dialogue).  
 
Table 11. Indicators proposed by Ghai to calculate the index of decent work 

Dimensions Indicators 

Labour force participation 

Unemployment rate (1) Employment 

Gini index of income or consumption 

(2) Social security Public expenditure on social protection (% of GDP) 

Female labour force participation 

Simple average of the share of female administrative and managerial 
workers and the share of female professional and technical workers  

(3) Workers’ rights 

Ratio of female to male unemployment rates 

(4) Social dialogue Union density 

Source: Authors’ construction from Ghai (2003). 
 

                                          
21 According to ILO, decent work involves promoting “opportunities for women and men to obtain decent and 
productive work, in conditions of freedom, equity, security and human dignity” (87th International Labour 
Conference Report, June 1999). 
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The computation of the index involves a simple procedure based on averaging the ranks of 
countries in different dimensions. First, regarding employment, the author computes the 
relative ranking of countries in terms of labour force participation, unemployment rate and 
income distribution (measured by the Gini index). Then, these three rankings are averaged 
obtaining a kind of mean ranking. Based on this average ranking, countries are ordered 
again, yielding an overall quality of employment ranking. 
 
Ghai’s selection of indicators exhibits several problematic aspects. Firstly, many of them 
are not really indicators of job quality, but of job quantity (unemployment rate or labour 
participation) or the social protection system (as the whole dimension of social rights).  As 
argued previously, the inclusion of gaps between genders or ages as indicators of job 
quality is also problematic: one thing is the quality of existing jobs and another whether 
there is differential access to the good or bad jobs for different groups (which we argue 
should be analysed by comparing the index results by subgroups, rather than making an 
index composed by gap variables). Secondly, the aggregate nature of this index makes it 
impossible to do this kind of break-down, which is a further problem. Similarly, social 
dialogue is a proxy measure from the proportion of workers affiliated to a trade union, a far 
from perfect indicator (as the author admits) given that a non-negligible percentage of non-
unionised workers are usually affected by collective agreements negotiated by main unions. 
However, this shortcoming is common to most indicators that try to measure worker 
participation. Lastly, the aggregation of dimensions is quite discretional, a common feature 
with other measures, which brings into question the strength and suitability of the decent 
work indicator. The author applies the index to 22 OECD countries, with the Nordic 
countries at the top and Mediterranean countries (Spain and Greece) at the bottom of the 
job quality ranking (Table 12), results which this index shares with other indices of job 
quality. 
 
Table 12. Decent Work Ranking according to Ghai’s methodology 

Country Decent Work Ranking 
Sweden 1 
Denmark 2 
Norway 3 
Finland 4 
Austria 5 
Germany 6 
Canada 7 
Belgium  8 
United Kingdom 9 
Luxembourg 10 
Switzerland 11 
Netherlands 12 
Portugal 13 
Australia 14 
Italy 15 
Japan 16 
New Zealand 17 
United States 18 
Ireland 19 
France 20 
Greece 21 
Spain 22 

Source: Ghai (2003). 
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Bonnet, Figueiredo and Standing’s Decent Work Index (DWI-2) 

A second attempt to apply the concept of decent work to social reality is proposed by 
Bonnet, Figueiredo and Standing (2003). Their starting point is the broad definition of 
decent work as basic security for all, which they translate into seven different dimensions of 
security: labour market, employment, job, work, reproduction of skills, income and 
representation. Though they offer certain tips to adapt their proposal to lower levels of 
analysis, the indicator is originally and mainly defined at the macro level, that is, it is 
constructed from data measured at national level taken from ILO databases on labour 
market indicators and social protection. The construction of the index is based on the 
normalisation procedures followed to compute the well-known Human Development Index 
by the United Nations Development Program, which yields index of decent work ranging 
from 0 (minimum job quality) to 1 (maximum). 
 
The specific indicators included by the authors in the analysis are presented in Table 13. As 
can be seen, the list is exhaustive, including 67 static and objective variables aiming to 
encapsulate a broad range of dimensions of decent work. The final result is an aggregate 
index, which, in contrast to Ghai’s proposal, has not only an ordinal but also a cardinal 
value. DWI-2 is clearly a multipurpose indicator, as the indicators used in the construction 
of the index cover a lot of areas not strictly related to job quality, from unemployment rate 
to life expectancy. As in DWI-1, several indicators of distribution are included and the 
authors also consider some variables involving specific worker characteristics (for example, 
some ratios between male and female values of indicators), instead of computing the 
quality of jobs for such separate demographic groups using a common index. 
 
The index is applied by the authors to almost 100 countries. Figure 10 reproduces the 25 
best scores, with (as in other indices) Nordic countries in a leading position. In general, 
none of the results obtained seems to be striking, which could also be considered one of 
the index’s strong points. 
  
Overall, DWI-2 constitutes a formidable effort to make the concept of decent work 
operative. Its main strengths are the sheer quantity of information collected, its eminently 
objective nature and its aim at comprehensiveness. However, DWI-2 also presents evident 
shortcomings. In the first place, its theoretical foundations are somewhat underdeveloped, 
and the method for aggregating its very long list of basic indicators is somewhat ad hoc. 
Secondly, although dispersion indicators are included in the analysis, it is not possible to 
compute DWI-2 at individual level. Thirdly, it could be argued that a number of variables 
included in the index are not strictly speaking related to job quality; for instance, variables 
such as literacy rates or the Gini index for income. Fourthly and finally, the index can only 
be computed at national level and some indicators refer to gender or age gaps, which, as 
we argue, is methodologically inappropriate. 
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Table 13. Indicators proposed by Bonnet, Figueiredo and Standing to calculate the 
index of decent work 

Dimensions of 
security 

Type of indicator Indicators 

Ratification of Employment Policy Convention, 1964 (No. 122) 
Input indicators 

Government (or constitution) commitment to full employment 

Existence of a public employment service 

Public consumption (% of GDP) Process indicators 

Average annual growth rate (%) 

Unemployment rate (%) 

Employment change during the last decade (%) 

Ratio of male to female unemployment rates 

Employment rate (% of working-age population) 

Ratio of male to female unemployment rates 

(1) Labour market 

Outcome indicators 
(divided by ½ if the 
country is known for 
its high level of 
unpaid work or low-
paid leave) 

Wage employment share of people in income-earning activities (%, 
total and by sex) 

Input indicators 
Ratification of Termination Employment Convention, 1982 (No. 
158). 
Strictness of employment protection legislation 

Proportion of workers covered collective bargaining agreements  
Process indicators 

Existence of independent labour tribunals 

Proportion of employees in regular wage employment 

(2) Employment 
Outcome indicators 
(divided by ½ if the 
country is known for 
its high level of 
unpaid work or low-
paid leave) 

Proportion of employees in the public sector 

Existence of a law prohibiting employment discrimination against 
women 

Existence of a law providing for maternity leave  Input indicators 

Existence of a law banning discrimination against people with 
disabilities 

Overall literacy rate (%) 

Ratio of female to male literacy rates 

Ratio of the percentage of women completing post-secondary 
education to the percentage of population completing that level of 
education 

Duration of maternity leave 

Process indicators 

Level of maternity benefits (% of average earnings)  

Share of professional occupations (% of employed) 

(3) Job 

Outcome indicators 

Ratio of the percentage of professional women in total female 
employment to the percentage of professional men in total male 
employment 
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Dimensions of 
security 

Type of indicator Indicators 

Transferability of parental leave between mothers and fathers 

Ratification of seven specific ILO conventions 

Input indicators Existence of national laws providing for occupational safety and 
health, protection of disabled workers, maternity leave and paid 
leave. 

Expenditure on workers compensation and labour management (% 
of GDP) 

Existence of tripartite or bipartite boards or committees for 
occupation safety and health 

Process indicators 

Level of statutory disability or invalidity benefits provided to 
workers injured in work related accidents (% of average earnings) 

Annual number of injuries by employed people 

Average annual paid leave (vacation days) adjusted for the share 
of workers in formal wage employment 
 
Share of the economically active population with guaranteed 
compensation for sick leave and occupational injury 

(4) Work 

Outcome indicators  

Working time (average hours per week) 

Ratification of four specific ILO conventions 
Input indicators 

Statutory number of years of compulsory schooling 

Public expenditure on education (% of GDP) corrected by the 
percentage of the population under 15 years old Process indicators 

Expenditure on education per capita 

Literacy rate (% of people between 25 and 64 years old, total and 
by sex) 

Median number of years of schooling (with reference to population 
aged 25-64)  

(5) Skills 
reproduction 

Outcome indicators 
(divided by ½ if the 
country is known by 
its high level of 
unpaid work or low-
paid leave) 

Percentage of people aged 25-64 having completed tertiary-level 
education  

Ratification of three ILO conventions on social security and 
minimum wages 

Existence of a minimum wage law 

Existence of unemployment benefits 

Input indicators 

Existence of a state pension 

Public expenditure on social security (% of GDP) 
Process indicators Coverage of all social security schemes (% of population covered 

by any program) 

National poverty rate 

GDP per capita in PPP 

Gini coefficient of income 

Life expectancy at birth 

Unemployed receiving unemployment benefits (%) 

(6) Income 

Outcome indicators 

Wage share (% of GDP) 
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Dimensions of 
security 

Type of indicator Indicators 

Index of old-age income security generated from the ILO Social 
Security Database 

External debt (% GDP) 

Ratification of three ILO conventions on unionisation and collective 
bargaining Input indicators 
Absence of legal restrictions on unionisation 

Existence of a national tripartite board or council dealing with 
labour and social polices 
Promotion of workers’ interests by non-governmental organisations 
are allowed 

Process indicators 

Proportion of workers covered by collective agreements 

Union density 

Change in unionisation during the 90s 

Proportion of wage and salaried workers in total employment 

Civil Liberties Index developed by the Freedom House 

 (7) Voice 
representation 

Outcome indicators 

Change in the Civil Liberties index during the 90s 

Source: Authors’ construction from Bonnet, Figueiredo and Standing (2003). 
 
Figure 10. Decent Work Index-2 by country (25 best scores) 

 
Source: Bonnet, Figueiredo and Standing (2003). 
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Anker et al.’s Decent Work Indicators (DWI-3) 

Richard Anker, Igor Chernyshev, Philippe Egger, Farhad Mehran and Joseph Ritter (Anker et 
al., 2003), all of them at the ILO, propose a set of indicators based on aggregate data 
referring to eleven dimensions: employment opportunities; unacceptable work; adequate 
earnings and productive work; decent hours; stability and security of work; balancing work 
and family life; fair treatment in employment; safe work; social protection; social dialogue 
and workplace relations; and socio-economic context. A broad range of variables is 
suggested for each dimension (see Table 14). Anker et al. do not define a closed set of 
variables for the construction of the index of job quality, limiting themselves to pointing out 
which dimensions should be considered and possible indicators for each one (37 in total). 
 
Table 14. Indicators proposed by Anker et al. to calculate the index of decent 
work 

Dimensions Suggested indicators 

Labour force participation rate 

Employment-population ratio 

Unemployment rate 

Youth unemployment rate 
(1) Employment opportunities 

Share of wage employment in non-agricultural 
employment 

Children not in school by employment status 
(2) Skills development 

Children in wage employment or self-employment 

Share of workers with earnings below ½ of median 
hourly wage or absolute minimum, whichever is greater 

Average earnings in selected occupations (3) Career and employment security 

Employees with recent job training 

Excessive hours of work (compared to the usual 
standards) (4) Decent hours  
Time-related underemployment rate 

Tenure less than one year 
(5) Stability and security of work 

Temporary work 

(6) Balancing work and family life 
Employment rate for women with children under 
compulsory school age 

Occupational segregation by sex 
(7) Fair treatment in employment Female share of employment in managerial and 

administrative occupations 

Fatal injury rate (per 100,000 employees) 

Labour inspectors per 100,000 employees and per 
100,000 covered employees 

(8) Safe work 

Occupational injury insurance coverage 

Public social security expenditure (% of GDP) 

Public expenditure on needs-based cash income support 
(% of GDP) 

Beneficiaries of cash income support (% of poor) 

Share of population over 65 benefiting from a pension 

Share of economically active population contributing to 
a pension fund 

(9) Social protection 

Average monthly pension 
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Dimensions Suggested indicators 

Union density rate 

Collective bargaining coverage rate (10) Social dialogue and workplace relations 

Strikes and lockouts (per 100,000 employees) 

Output per employed person (PPP level) 

Growth of output per employed person 

Inflation 

Education of adult population (several sub-indicators) 

Composition of employment by economic sector 

Informal economy employment 

Income inequality 

(11) Socio-economic context 

Absolute poverty 

Source: Authors’ elaboration from Anker et al. (2003). 
 
Since some of the areas (for instance, social protection) are unrelated to jobs as defined in 
any strict sense, DWI-3 can be categorised as multi-purpose. It is worth mentioning that 
some variables are introduced with the aim of encapsulating the dispersion of attributes, 
while others make reference to specific groups of workers. There is not much more to say 
about DWI-3, as it represents only a proposal to be developed rather than an index itself. 
 

Bescond, Châtaignier and Mehran Decent Work Index (DWI-4) 

The ILO’s last approach to the concept and measurement of decent work is that proposed 
by David Bescon, Anne Châtaignier and Farhad Mehran (2003). The computation of this 
index is quite straightforward. Its main ingredients are child non-enrolment rate, proportion 
of low-paid workers (with earnings lower than 50% of the median), proportion of workers 
with excessive working hours (more than 48 hours a week), unemployment rate, youth 
unemployment rate, male-female gap in labour force participation rates and the percentage 
of old-age people without a pension. Therefore, the index can be derived from aggregate 
data. Bescon, Châtaignier and Mehran compute DWI-4 as the average value of these 
indicators, excluding the two extreme values (that is, they calculate a trimmed average). 
This procedure is outlined in Figure 11. The lower the DWI-4 result, the higher the level of 
job quality. The nature of the index is clearly multi-purpose, as some dimensions not 
strictly related to jobs are also included, such as pension coverage or unemployment. On 
the other hand, all the variables considered here are objective, static and linked to results. 
While no variable makes reference to distribution, the index includes several dimensions on 
gaps by gender or age, which, as was argued earlier, can be considered a shortcoming in 
any index (the measurement of job quality should not be affected by the characteristic of 
jobholders). 
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Figure 11. Bescond, Châtaignier and Mehran’s Decent Work Index 

 
Source: Authors’ elaboration from Bescond, Châtaignier and Mehran (2003). 
 
The index is computed for a wide range of developing, transitional and developed 
economies, with Scandinavian countries positioned (again) at the top of the ranking (Figure 
12). The ILO databases on labour market issues and social security are the main source of 
data. However, some of the results are striking when we make cross-country comparisons. 
For example, Spain ranks below Yemen, Tanzania and Mexico, and Russia is ranked higher 
than Germany or Japan. Although probably the result of acute unemployment levels among 
young people in certain developed countries, these somewhat odd outcomes suggest 
serious glitches in the DWI-4 index. 
 
In short, this last ILO index of decent work does not differ to any great extent from the 
previous three: in fact, it seems to present even more problems. In strict terms, the only 
index dimensions really associated with job quality are low pay and working hours. All other 
areas that the social sciences literature has associated with job quality are absent from the 
list, while other index dimensions (from employment to pensions) only serve to distort the 
measurement of job quality. In addition, the aggregation procedure is far from having a 
good theoretical base. The final product results in a strange and unintuitive ranking of 
countries by their levels of “decent work”. 
 
To conclude this review of decent work indicators, it is safe to say that the major 
shortcomings identified in these indicators probably derive, at least partly, from the fact 
that decent work is not entirely the same as job quality as we understand it. While the 
perspective adopted in this report stresses the usefulness of differentiating job quality from 
job quantity, the concept of decent work incorporates measures of both, adding other 
dimensions such as workers’ rights or social protection. If decent work is not the same as 
job quality, it is obvious that the former should not necessarily be a good measure of the 
latter. Nevertheless it is important to highlight that this mixed, or multi-purpose approach 
of quantity plus quality is shared by many other so-called job quality indicators. 
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Figure 12. DWI-4, scores for selected countries around 2000 
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Source: Authors’ elaboration from Bescond, Châtaignier and Mehran (2003). 
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6.6 Good Jobs Index (GJI)  
The GJI is a spin-off of a five-country study (Egypt, El Salvador, India, Russia, and the 
Republic of South Africa) produced by the Global Policy Network in 2005 for the Ford 
Foundation (Arvigan, Bivens and Gammage, 2005).22 The aim of the study was to research 
the characteristics of informal work in these countries in depth. The GJI was developed by 
Edgar Lara in the second phase of the research that looked at factors and policies 
contributing to the generation of good jobs.23 In comparison with the other indicators or 
systems of indicators reviewed in this chapter, the GJI, together with some of the ILO 
proposals, are the only indicators formulated with the aim of worldwide application. 
 
In the spirit of the concept of decent work developed by the ILO, the GJI, still at a testing 
stage, is made up of five different areas: equal opportunities for women; a living wage; job 
security (understood in terms of probability of employment); access to social security; and 
respect for core labour law. These areas define five dimensions: Equal Opportunity (IEO), 
Salary (IS), Employment (IEE), Social Security (ISS) and respect for labour laws (IRLS). As 
such, the GJI is a multipurpose index that includes a specific dimension of employment. 
Table 15 reproduces the indicators proposed to measure each of the dimensions of the 
index.  
 
These indicators are merely indicative or proscriptive, as, in the words of one of the 
creators of the index, “we found that what is important is for each country or region to 
choose the appropriate and available indicators and use those consistently” (Arvigan, 
2009). An example of this is that in the index developed for El Salvador, among other 
country-specific changes, we find the introduction of a fourth indicator in the construction 
of the IEO related to the gender gap in social security coverage. In fact the specific 
indicators used can differ from country to country depending on the specific information 
available and the characteristics of the country (in different countries the same dimension 
can be measured better by a different indicator). This makes country-to-country 
comparisons difficult, a problem which the sponsors of the index are fully aware of. 
 
Table 15. Indicators proposed to calculate the Good Job Index 

GJI Subindices Indicators needed to calculate the index 

Number of employed and unemployed men and women 

Working age population (1) Equal Opportunities Index 

Average salary for men and women 

Average wage 

Minimum wage 

Real wage 

Cost of minimum basket 

(2) Salary Index 

Index of consumer prices 

Out per employed person (PPP level) 

Growth of output per employed person 

Inflation 
(3) Employment 

Education of adult population (several sub-indicators) 

                                          
22 The Global Policy Network (www.gpn.org) is a network of union friendly research institutions in 50 countries 
around the world, more than half of them based in the developing world. 
23 See Lara and Rubio (2006) for an application of the index to El Salvador. 
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GJI Subindices Indicators needed to calculate the index 

(4) Social Security Index Percentage of workers covered by social security 

Rate of unionisation 

Rate of collective negotiation (workers who are protected by collective contracts 
(working population) 

(5) Index of Respect to Labour 
Rights 

Number of ratified ILO agreements 

Source: Global Policy Network website. 
 
As can be seen, the index includes procedural indicators (the IRLS dimension) and 
distribution indicators (in the equal opportunities dimension, but also in the salary 
dimension). For example, one of the indicators used in preparing the GJI in El Salvador, in 
the equal opportunities dimension, is the percentage of workers with wages over the 
poverty line. 
 
The GJI is the simple average of the five dimensions: 
 

5
IEO IS IEE IAAS IRLSGJI + + + +=  

In order to generate the values of the different dimensions, the indicators used in each 
dimension are standardised following a procedure similar to the one used in the 
construction of the HDI. Each index is rescaled using the minimum and maximum values of 
the index: 
 

 -  
 -  

b
b a a
a

a a

Effective value Minimum valueIndex Maximum value Minimum value=  

Where: a = specific indicator of the dimension 

 b = country 

Effective value = the value of the indicator, for example, employment rate 

Minimum value = the minimum value of the variable 

Maximum value 0 = the maximum variable 
 
After transformation, all indicators, regardless of their unit of measurement, will take 
values between 0 and 1. Within each dimension the final value is obtained as the simple 
average of the indicators used in its construction. 
 
The GJI was created as a tool to improve understanding of the evolution of the labour 
market, on a regional or worldwide scale, and to improve understanding of the impact of 
economic policies on job growth and employment stability as well as on social security and 
the respect of workers’ rights. The GJI has proven its practicality, even in countries with 
lower levels of economic and statistical development.24  
 

                                          
24 In an interesting report on the evolution of job quality in El Salvador (1999-2004) (Arvigan, Bivens and 
Gammage, 2005), we can see the combined analysis of the evolution of the GJI and the evolution of its five 
different dimensions provides valuable information about the changes produced in the Salvatorian labour market 
in a decade of growth: stagnant job quality with improvements in the dimension of equal opportunities and 
drawbacks in the dimension of respect for labour laws. 
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In short, from this report’s point of view, the GJI presents some strengths and some 
weaknesses. Among the strengths, its universal approach should be highlighted, restricting 
the selection of indicators to those likely to be available in less developed countries. Among 
its weakness, the consideration of labour force participation indicators, making the index a 
multipurpose index that contemplates not only the quality of jobs but also their availability. 
An important asset, but at the same time a potential problem, is the index’s open nature. 
The indicators included in each dimension are not set for all countries, with a certain degree 
of freedom for the researcher to adapt the indicators in accordance with their availability 
and the specific circumstances of the country. This makes the index more adaptable to 
country circumstances, but at the same time less comparable. Another interesting feature 
of the GJI is the importance given to equal opportunities, dedicating one of the five 
dimensions of the index to the issue.  

6.7 Quality of Employment Indicators (QEI) 
The QEI were proposed by Richard Brisbois, a Senior Researcher at the Canadian Policy 
Research Networks,25 and they represent a good example of a theoretically-based system 
of indicators of job quality. They were developed in order to fill the informational gap in 
terms of job quality existing in Canada, and they are computed from statistical sources 
provided by third parties (for example Statistics Canada). 
 
Taking previous work of the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and 
Working Conditions (see section 5.1.4 above), as its point of departure, this proposed set 
of indices is based on five dimensions: health and well-being; skills development; career 
and employment security; conciliation of work and personal life, and satisfaction with 
working conditions. This set of indicators is worker-oriented and comprises 11 variables, 
among which we can find both objective and subjective indicators (for instance, overall 
work satisfaction). Although their demands in terms of data are important (basically the 
QEI require specific surveys to be carried out) all indicators apart from job satisfaction are 
percentages of workers satisfying or not a certain characteristic; hence, it is based on 
aggregate data and it is impossible to determine the job quality enjoyed by specific groups 
of workers. In fact, some dimensions are even incompatible, such as long working hours 
and involuntary part-time work. The specific variables selected to measure job quality in 
each dimension are presented in Table 16. As can be seen, they make reference to both 
results and procedures but they do not include any measure of distribution. 
 

                                          
25 The Canadian Policy Research Networks (www.cprn.org) is a non-profit research organization based in Canada. 
Reports and statistical information are updated roughly every six months, and all the staff is disseminated through 
the website www.jobquality.ca. 
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Table 16. Dimensions and variables comprised by the QEI 

Dimensions Indicators 

Work continuously at rapid rate 
(1) Health and well-being 

Workers’ health or safety is at risk 

Skills match 

Received training (2) Skills development 

Work with computers 

Incidence of involuntary part-time employment 
(3) Career and employment security 

Incidence of temporary employment 

Annual hours worked 

Incidence of long hours worked (4) Reconciliation of working and non-working life  
Work-life balance (“how well your work hours allow you 
to balance work and family or social commitments”?) 

(5) Satisfaction with working conditions 
Overall self-reported satisfaction with working 
conditions 

Source: Authors’ elaboration from Brisbois (2003). 
 
 
 
The author of the index, drawing on specific surveys on living conditions, computed the QEI 
for 11 OECD countries, makes this information available at www.jobquality.ca. Most 
indicators are derived from the European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS) and the Ekos 
Rethinking North American Integration Survey (ERNAIS). Unfortunately, this information 
has not been updated recently. Some selected results of Brisbois’ analysis are presented in 
Figure 13. He focuses on developed countries with, according to received wisdom, at least, 
quite different labour markets (Canada, USA, Sweden, Spain and Germany). As can be 
seen, the indicators are not, generally, redundant. We can see that a country like Sweden 
presents overall good scores, but it is far from leading on all the dimensions considered. 
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Figure 13. QEI for selected OECD countries around 2000 
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Source: Authors’ analysis from www.jobquality.ca. 

6.8 Indicators of Job Quality (IJQ) 
The Indicators of Job Quality (IJQ) are produced by Andrew Jackson and Pradeep Kumar 
(Jackson and Kumar, 1998), two Canadian economists linked to the major trade union in 
that country, the Canadian Labour Congress. As far as we know, the IJQ are not published 
with any particular periodicity. Their proposal comprises a set of indicators referring to 
seven dimensions: pay; benefits; satisfaction with hours of work; work schedules; job 
security; physical well-being at work and the human/social/work environment. In total 27 
variables cover different objective and subjective areas in order to measure job quality 
(Table 17). It should be mentioned that a certain number of indicators cannot be illustrated 
with data because of partial or total lack of information for Canada (for example, work 
autonomy, paid vacation or reported satisfaction with work hours).  
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The IJQ are worker-oriented indicators, mainly comprising static variables, related to both 
procedures and results. The set of indices are computed from aggregate data and include a 
wage polarisation measure and the percentage of non-low-paid workers, so distribution is 
an ingredient of the IJQ. All the sub-indices are computed for men and women separately. 
Data comes from two Canadian surveys: the General Social Survey (GSS) and the Survey 
of Work Arrangements (SWA). 
 
Though the IJQ constitute a system of indicators, each qualitative dimension is measured 
by an index that is obtained by simply averaging values of the variables considered in each 
category. The purpose of the IJQ is basically to assess the evolution of job quality in 
Canada over time, so the authors express the values for all variables with respect to a base 
year, when all variables take the value 100. An outline of this process is showed by Figure 
14. 
 
Table 17. Dimensions and indicators considered in the IJQ 

Dimensions Indicators 

Real median weekly earnings 

Not low paid (1) Pay 
Polarization (Ratio of average earnings of the 10th decile 
to average earnings of the 1st decile) 

Pension plan coverage 
(2) Social benefits 

Other benefits 

Reported satisfaction 

Voluntary  part-time as % part-time (3) Satisfaction with hours of work 

“Standard” working week 

Shift schedules 

Unsocial hours 

Flexitime 
(4) Work schedules  

Paid vacation 

Permanent lay-off rate 

Temporary lay-off rate 

Probability of new job lasting more than 6 months 

Permanent versus temporary jobs 

(5) Job security 

Stress from threat of lay-off 

Incidence of occupational injuries 
(6) Physical well-being 

Exposure to/damage from workplace health hazards 

Union density 

Grievance procedure 

Access to training 

Promotion in jobs 

Work satisfaction 

Work autonomy/participation 

Demands of work 

Social support 

(7) Human/social/work environment 

Harassment/discrimination 

Source: Authors’ elaboration from Jackson and Kumar (1998). 
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Figure 14. Indicators of Job Quality 

 
Source: Authors’ elaboration from Jackson and Kumar (1998). 
 
As the index is designed for Canada and only applied to this country, we cannot draw all 
that many conclusions from a comparative point of view. Several shortcomings presented 
by the IJQ can be mentioned, with three featuring particularly prominently: first, the 
aggregate nature of the indicators (it is impossible to calculate job quality for subgroups 
beyond the gender disaggregate index presented as standard, only for the groups for which 
data sources offer information);  
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second, no variable related to work intensity is considered; last, the inclusion of job 
satisfaction as one of the sub-indices can lead to “double counting” job quality (as 
discussed in section 4, job satisfaction is not really an element of job quality, but a different 
way of measuring job quality altogether). 

6.9 Subjective Quality of Working Life Index (SQWLI) 
The SQWLI is the product of a joint project, funded by the Czech Ministry of Labour and 
Social Affairs, the Czech Occupational Safety Research Institute, the Institute of Sociology 
of the Czech Academy of Sciences and the University of Economics in Prague (Vinopal, 
2009). The aim is to propose a suitable instrument for measuring the quality of working life 
in population surveys. In particular, the authors have tried to cover the maximum number 
of dimensions of job quality from the worker’s point of view, and weight each attribute 
according to the relevance given to it by each worker. We can therefore conclude that the 
SQWLI is a purely subjective indicator. Six dimensions, all of which focus on the job, strictly 
speaking, are considered in the indicator: remuneration; self-realisation; relationships; 
time; conditions, and security. The provisional final version of the SQWLI, which is really a 
pilot project, includes 18 variables which are intended to cover the six dimensions (Table 
18). 
 
Table 18. Dimensions and indicators of SQWLI 

Dimensions Indicators 

Salary 

Remuneration fairness (1) Remuneration 

Non-financial benefits 

Self-activity 

On-the-job training (2) Social-realization 

Interest factor 

With co-workers 

With superiors (3) Relationships 

Bullying 

Working time flexibility 

Time demands (4) Time 

Harmonisation 

Equipment 

Tidiness (5) Conditions 

Safety 

Type of contract 

Post stability (6) Security 

Chances of employment 

Source: Authors’ construction from Vinopal (2009). 
 
The aggregation procedure is relatively simple. The researchers obtain two types of 
information from an ad hoc survey carried out in the Czech Republic: first, the importance 
given by each worker to each variable included in the index (from 1, definitely unimportant 
attribute, to 6, definitely important job characteristic); second, the individual worker’s 
satisfaction with each of the attributes (using a similar scale from -3, very dissatisfied, to 3, 
very satisfied with an attribute).  
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Each dimension of satisfaction is weighted by the relevance given to each area of job 
quality and then each dimension is normalised to 1 (Figure 15).26 The index is clearly 
worker-oriented, offering both a menu of indicators for several dimensions and allowing the 
reader access to a wider picture through the aggregate SQWLI. Variables have a static 
nature and make reference to both procedures and results. In contrast with most indices, 
this index can be computed at individual level. 
 
Figure 15. Construction of the SQWLI 

 
Source: Authors’ construction from Vinopal (2009). 
 
As the SQWLI is an indicator in its first stages of development, the authors have only 
applied it to different groups of workers in the Czech Republic, and cross-country 
comparisons are not possible.   
 

                                          
26 The idea of weighting using the importance given by workers to different job attributes was firstly proposed by 
Jencks, Perman and Rainwater (1988) for the United States. 
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The main shortcoming of the index is that it relies to a great extent on subjective 
indicators. Such a methodological approach, as we have explained in detail in previous 
pages, might lead to a number of different problems. In particular, the importance given to, 
and satisfaction with, each attribute might not be independent (for instance, workers can 
adapt their views to their job, valuing more those characteristics present in the job and less 
those absent from it). In addition, as we have discussed at length, levels of job satisfaction 
tend not to vary much among workers, irrespective of the characteristics of their jobs. 
Another minor disadvantage of the index, especially if we want to make comparisons from 
country to country, involves the inclusion of benefits provided by the employer, since there 
are large differences among countries in terms of private - versus socially-provided mix 
(see section 4.3).  
 
In short, the SQWLI is a valuable attempt to measure subjective job quality, displaying all 
the advantages and disadvantages inherent to indicators based on self-reported 
satisfaction. The dimensions considered by this indicator are all clearly relevant to job 
quality (contrary to many other indicators reviewed elsewhere which incorporate some 
unrelated issues). As this index represents the first fruits of an ongoing research project, it 
is expected that progress will be made in the near future, which might be helpful for 
designing an EU-wide measure.27 

6.10 DGB Good Work Index (DGBI) 
This indicator is a proposal originating in Germany’s primary trade union umbrella 
organisation, the Confederation of German Trade Unions (Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund, 
DGB). The main goal of the DGB Good Work index (DGBI) is the measurement of quality of 
work from the employees’ point of view. It has been calculated yearly since 2007 based on 
information obtained by an ad hoc survey of German employees. Each survey contains 
roughly 6,000 interviews. Some remarks on methodology and technical issues can be found 
in Mußmann (2009). 
 
The DGBI comprises three broad dimensions: resources; work-load and stress; and job 
security and income. The resources dimension includes ten sub-dimensions: skill, training 
and personnel development; creativity; promotion opportunities; possibilities of 
influencing/shaping work; flow of information/communication; management quality; 
corporate culture; cooperation/social climate; meaningful work, and working time. The 
second dimension (work-load and stress) is made up of three items: work intensity; 
emotional requirements/demands; and physical requirements/demands. Finally, job quality 
linked to job security and income is analysed using job security and future prospects and 
income. In turn, each sub-dimension is measured using a set of questions which refer to 
different indicators of quality of work (each sub-dimension includes between one and three 
questions). The particular variables on which the DGBI is based are presented in Table 19.  
 

                                          
27 The only available information on the SQWLI comes from a conference presentation on March 2009.  
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Table 19. Dimensions and variables considered in the DGBI 

Dimensions Sub-dimensions Variables 

Opportunities to acquire skills (1) Skill training and personnel 
development Work environment conductive to learning 

(2) Creativity Opportunities to contribute ideas 

(3) Promotion opportunities Prospects of in-house promotion 

Freedom to schedule one’s own work 

A say in the volume of work 
(4) Possibilities of influencing/ 
shaping work 

A say in how working hours are spent 

Access to all essential information (5) Flow of information/ 
communication Clear requirements 

Appreciation/ recognition shown by supervisors 

Work well planned by superiors (6) Management quality 
Value placed on further training/ HR 
development 

Encouragement to cooperate 
(7) Corporate culture 

Competent/ appropriate management 

(8) Cooperation/ social climate Help/ support from colleagues 

(9) Meaningful work Work valuable to society 

Freedom to take overtime off when it suits 

Working hours reliably planned 

Resources 

(10) Working time 

Personal needs considered in planning 

Unwanted interruptions 

Rushed work/ time pressure (11) Work intensity 

Job quality suffers from intense pace 

Need to hide feelings (12) Emotional requirements/ 
demands Condescending/ undignified treatment  

Heavy physical labour 

Physically monotonous labour 

Work-Load and stress 

(13) Physical requirements/ 
demands 

Noise, loud environment 

(14) Job security and future 
prospects 

Fears for occupational future 

Income and performance well matched 

Enough income 

Job security and 
income 

(15) Income 

Enough pension from employment 

Source: Authors’ elaboration from Mußmann (2009). 
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The structure of all the variables is similar, and quite simple: workers are asked how often 
a specific feature of work occurs in the workplace (never, seldom, often, or always) and 
then the follow-up question is whether and to what extent the feature (e.g. working in 
noisy surroundings) is felt to be a burden by the person concerned. Similarly, in what are 
known in the survey as work-related resources (e.g. influence over job design), the first 
question is about their degree of availability (between ‘to a great extent’ and ‘not at all’) 
and then the interviewees are asked whether a lack of resources (e.g. little or no possibility 
of influence) is perceived as a burden. Then, on the basis of the responses, each individual 
is given a score between 0 and 100.  
 
The aggregating process is not excessively sophisticated but at least it is transparent: first, 
responses are averaged by sub-dimensions, obtaining an (average) score for each one. 
Then, all sub-dimensions within one of the three broad categories are in turn averaged. 
This yields three partial indices that are one again averaged in order to obtain the DGBI. 
This process of aggregation is outlined in Figure 16.There can be no arguing with the fact 
that the DGBI is worker oriented. Though no indicator of overall job satisfaction is included, 
the nature of most of the variables is eminently subjective, though the degree of 
subjectivity varies greatly. For example, when workers are asked about noises and other 
similar kinds of physical disturbances at the workplace, the objectivity of their responses is 
likely to be higher than it would be in the case of the extent of matching between skills and 
labour income. The DGBI comprises both procedure and results variables and yields both 
an aggregate index and a system of indicators. In addition, any of the 31 variables included 
can be studied to determine the level of job quality in a particular area. All variables are 
measured using a similar scale, facilitating the interpretation of the results. Another 
important strength of the index, and one we encounter in very few of the indicators 
analysed in this report, is the possibility of computing it at worker level, which allows for 
scores to be obtained by gender, activity, occupation, unionisation status and nationality, 
among others. 
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Figure 16. Aggregation procedure of the DGB Good Work Index 

 
Source: Authors’ elaboration from Mußmann (2009). 
 
As regards disadvantages, apart from the potential problems of using subjective indicators 
for all the items (for example, a sub-dimension like wage is measured using qualitative 
questions), the weighting system adopted by the authors of the indicator may be 
mentioned: 31 variables are selected which are grouped by theoretical criteria but, when 
aggregating, all sub-dimensions have equal influence on the final result of the index. For 
example, the reasons why emotional requirements are as important as working time or 
earnings, and not more or less, are a matter for debate. This feature may be practical and 
transparent, but it is theoretically hard to justify and, by extension, open to criticism. A 
final difficulty is related to the measurement of each variable. In particular, workers’ 
responses to each question are assigned values of 0, 16, 34, 50, 67, 83 and 100 according 
to the degree of agreement or disagreement with both the presence and the influence of 
each item considered.  
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In other words, the questions –and, hence, the answers- are categorical and transformed 
into a continuous variable according to the procedure explained above. 
 
An illustration of the application of the DGBI can be found in Figure 17, which shows the 
2008 results for Germany. 
 
Figure 17. Work quality according to the DGBI in Germany in 2008 
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Source: Authors’ analysis from Mußmann (2009). 
 
In conclusion, the DGBI represents a well-limited and worker-oriented index. It makes 
reference to most of the dimensions discussed in previous chapters and it can be calculated 
on an individual worker basis. The main (minor) shortcomings of the index are related to 
the subjectivity of the variables, the (unsolved) problem of the aggregation procedure and, 
finally, the need for a very specific survey to account for all the dimensions. 

6.11 The Austrian Work Climate Index 
The Work Climate Index (WCI) is an Austrian composite index of job quality commissioned 
by the Austrian Chamber of Labour in Upper Austria (Arbeiterkammer Oberösterreich), an 
organisation representing Labour interests at the state level. Created by law, the Index was 
developed by the Institute for Empirical Social Research (IFES) and the Institute for Social 
Research and Analysis (SORA). It was conceived and first developed in 1995/1997 and has 
been continuously updated every six months since. The index has gained considerable 
public attention in Austria, where the quarterly press conferences with the new results 
often makes the national news. 
 

IP/A/EMPL/ST/2008-09 104                                                     PE 429.972



Indicators of job quality in the European Union 

 

The stated goal of the WCI is to track the changes in work satisfaction of Austrian 
employees; in the words of its authors, this is an attempt to register “the consequences 
economic change has on the subjective experience and the perception of employed 
persons” (Höflinger and Michenthaler, 1998: 1). However, despite this alleged goal, the 
WCI includes “objective” dimensions (collected through workers’ answers to a survey) such 
as the impact of work on health or absenteeism, and therefore it can be considered to be 
an index of job quality, even if it has a strongly subjective orientation. 
 
The index has four components (which we would call dimensions), with 16 sub-dimensions 
(which we would call indicators) and 25 basic indicators (which we would call variables). 
The four higher-level dimensions are society, company, job and expectations: this list alone 
establishes the WCI as something of an anomaly with respect to the other indices discussed 
here. Although the index is strictly based on workers’ responses to a dedicated survey 
module, those responses are not entirely restricted to work and employment, but include 
the perceptions of aspects related to the overall society and the companies where they 
work. The “society” dimension includes indicators of perception of the economic situation, 
the respondents’ satisfaction with their social position and employee rights. The “company” 
dimension includes indicators relating to the perception of the economic future of the 
company and satisfaction with the company’s image, leadership and social security 
benefits. The “job” dimension, obviously the one most directly linked to the job quality 
concept in this study, includes several indicators on job satisfaction (in general, with 
income, social relations, working hours and work-life balance), as well as the reported 
levels of stress, deadline pressures, loneliness and isolation, poor health conditions, 
accident risks and others. The fourth dimension, “expectations”, includes indicators on 
satisfaction with career opportunities, opportunities for further education and job market 
outlook. 
 
The Austrian WCI uses a data source with a dedicated module within an omnibus quarterly 
survey. This has many advantages: the variables used in the index were constructed ex 
professo for this purpose, rather than being ‘recycled’ from pre-existing surveys 
(constructed with different aims) as is the case in most other indices; there is higher 
consistency in the data, as all the information comes from a single source; and because the 
index is constructed with individual data, it can be broken down as much as statistical 
concerns allow (the Austrian WCI has been used for regional breakdowns, for specific 
sectors or occupations, even for specific companies; for a few examples see Michenthaler, 
2006). All indicators are standardised and added with equal weighting within each 
dimension (or sub-component), with the four variables receiving different weightings (each 
receives 20% except for “job” which receives 40%). As in other indices, theoretical 
justification of weighting is not theoretically well-justified. 
 
It is difficult to carry out an overall evaluation of the WCI, because its aims are slightly 
different to those of the other indices (it is less concerned with job quality as such than 
with job satisfaction) and its scope is national rather than European (for instance, there is 
not much documentation in English, but it may be available in German). Our impression is 
that the justification of the structure and components of the index is somewhat weak, and 
lacking in theoretical foundation. An apparent problem of the WCI, shared with most other 
measures reviewed here, is the fact that it mixes variables that are very sensitive to the 
short-term economic situation (especially those within the dimensions “society” and 
“expectations”) with variables that change very slowly and only in the long term (especially 
those in the “job” dimension), which means that the former dominate the evolution of the 
index almost completely, as the authors themselves recognise (Preinfalk, Michenthaler and 
Wasserbacher, 2006).  
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This is problematic because it can make the WCI more an index of economic sentiment 
than an index of job quality or job satisfaction. Figure 18, taken from Michenthaler (2006: 
11), shows the changes in the index from 1997 to 2006. The stated goal of the index –
monitoring working conditions focusing on Austria- obviously makes international 
comparisons impossible28. 
 
Figure 18. The Austrian Work Climate Index (1997-2006) 
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Source: Adapted from Michenthaler (2006). 

6.12 Indicator of Quality of the Labour Market (IQL) 
The Indicator of Quality of the Labour Market (IQL) has been produced by the CIREM and 
the Spanish Trade Union UGT since 2000, and published in the Socioeconomic Yearbook of 
the UGT of Catalonia.29 The IQL is a synthetic indicator that aims to compare the quality of 
the labour market in Catalonia with other Spanish and (twelve) European regions. 
According to their proponents, the guiding principles of the IQL are: (a) simplicity and 
rigour (b) balance between the goal of offering a complete view of the labour market and 
the danger of being over-exhaustive. With this aim, researchers were aware of the need to 
restrict the number of indicators used in the construction of the IQT, use only indicators 
that had proven their capacity in providing valuable information with regard to the labour 
market, and select indicators with the double aim of allowing comparison of a country or 
region over time, as well as across regions. It is computed from data from the National 
Statistics Institute (NSI) and the Ministry of Labour and Immigration (MLI). 
 

                                          
28 Following the same methodology than the Austrian WCI, an Austrian Occupational Health Monitor will be 
published soon for the first time. Parallel to this new project, a new set of questions added to the questionnaire of 
the Work Climate Index will allow to define people who are in managerial positions later in 2009 and produce an 
Austrian Management Monitor. 
29 The Centro de Iniciativas e Investigaciones Europeas en el Mediterráneo (CIREM, Centre for European 
Investigation and Research in the Mediterranean Region) - is a private non- profit foundation created in 1989 
dedicated to applied research and consultancy in the field of social sciences. For more information, see 
http://www.cirem.org. 
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The IQL is formed by eight different dimensions, with an additional core dimension of 
equality between men and women, and 34 indicators. Table 20 reproduces the dimensions 
and indicator considered in the IQL national and regional versions. 
 
The first issue that may be highlighted with regard to the IQL is its nature. The aim of the 
IQL is to measure the quality of the labour market not the quality of jobs (even if the term 
“market” is missing from the IQL acronym). Obviously, the quality of jobs of a given labour 
market is an important element of the quality of such labour market, but there are other 
elements not linked to job quality but which are, however, important when measuring the 
quality of the labour market. For example, the first dimension, access to employment, is 
important if one wants to know the quality of the labour market, but not so vital when 
measuring the quality of jobs. If a country has a very narrow labour market with very good 
jobs, in terms of the quality of jobs, such a labour market would receive high scores, but in 
terms of the labour market (one of the dimensions of a good labour market being whether 
there are enough jobs for the workers willing to work), the score would be much lower. The 
same can be said in relation to Dimension 6 - dealing with the problems of specific groups 
such as young workers, immigrants or the disabled in the labour market. Once again, such 
a dimension is important in evaluating the quality of the labour market (in terms of 
whether employment is equally accessible to all groups of workers), but is highly irrelevant 
when measuring the quality of jobs independent of who holds them (by age, gender, etc). 
In this respect, we find the strategy followed for gender equality more appropriate: to 
construct a different index for men and women, and compare the results.  
 
Lastly, the IQL includes a dimension on social protection including variables that, although 
relevant for the quality of the labour market and the well-being of workers, have no 
bearing on job quality. In fact, in many cases, this dimension deals with variables related to 
those without a job. It is also difficult to find a rationale, from the point of view of job 
quality, for the introduction of the risk of poverty, affected by a range of elements including 
those outside the realm of the labour market, for example age or household composition. 
 
Altogether around two thirds of the variables considered in the IQL are directly related to 
job quality, whilst the other third are related to the labour market, the economy (GDP per 
capita), social protection external to the employment relationship (more in section 4.3) or 
other areas clearly unrelated to any worker-centred concept of job quality (commuting 
time). 
 
The IQL index is an aggregate index that allows for international and inter-regional 
comparisons of the values obtained in the different dimensions considered, as well as the 
aggregate value of quality of the labour market.  The method used in the construction of 
the aggregate index is the following: (1) each indicator is standardised by the following 
procedure: (I1c – I1a)/σ, where I1c is index 1 of country c, I1a is the average value of 
index 1 of the countries/regions of the sample and σ is the standard deviation of the index. 
This standardisation process permits the interpretation of a value over 0 in terms of a 
higher value than the average, making it possible at the same time to aggregate variables 
with different units of measurement; (2) The value of each dimension (the average of the 
indicators used in the dimension) is transformed into a single average index of quality of 
the labour market, IQL, by means of a weighted average with the following weighting 
factors: 25% for the first dimension (access to labour), 15% for dimensions 2-4 (wage, 
security and health and safety), 10% dimensions 5-7 (work-life balance, labour insertion of 
specific groups and satisfaction), and 5 % for social  protection.  
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Table 20. Dimensions and indicators considered in the IQL (for European 
comparison) 

Dimension Indicators 

Employment rate (15-64 years old) (%) 

Full-time equivalent employment rate (15-64 years old) (%) 

Unemployment rate (15-64 years old) (%) 
(1) Access to labour 

Potential activity rate (%) (inactive persons that would like to work) 

Annual wage (PPP) (,000) 

GDP per capita (PPP) (,000) 

Rate of change of real hourly wage  

Agreed wage increase (deflated by de CPI) 

% of employees with wage under the 60% of median wage 

(2) Wage and income 

Wage dispersion index (Q3/Q1) 

Temporary employment rate 

Annual turn-over rate (3) Job security 

Quarterly turn-over rate 

Fatal accidents at work per 100,000 workers 

Serious accidents at work per 100,000 workers (4) Health and safety at work 

Standardised index of accident at work per 100,000 workers 

Weekly working hours 

Non-split working day 

Unsocial hours  

Overtime 

Time spent commuting to work 

Involuntary part-time work 

(5) Work-life balance 

Impact of parenthood on employment 

Youth unemployment rate  

Long-term unemployment rate 

Immigrant unemployment rate 

(6) Labour insertion of groups 
with problems 

Unemployment rate of disabled population 

% of workers not satisfied with their job 

Match between education and work 

Access to training 

% of workers underemployed in terms of skills 

(7) Work satisfaction  

Unskilled labour 

Minimum wage  PPA 

“generosity” of unemployment benefits in the initial phase of unemployment 

“generosity” of unemployment benefits in the long run 

% of unemployed receiving unemployment benefits 

Unemployed workers receiving training  

(8) Social Protection 

Risk of poverty rate 

Source: Caprile and Potrony (2006) 
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Unfortunately no rationale is offered for the specific weighting of the different dimensions of 
the index. The issue of gender equality in job quality is resolved by comparing the 
standardised values obtained by gender in the different components of the IQL. Figure 19 
shows the rank and value of IQL for Spanish Regions in 2007. 
 
Figure 19. Rank of Spanish Regions according to the IQL (2007)  
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Source: Authors’ elaboration from Toharia, Caprile and Potrony (2008). 

6.13 Quality of Work in Flanders (QWF) 
This set of indicators of job quality is produced by the Flanders Social and Economic 
Council. The construction of these indicators is the centre-piece of a research project 
carried out in the Flemish part of Belgium. The study comprises the period 2004-2007 and 
is organised around an ad hoc survey carried out among Flemish employees and self-
employed workers. The QWF measures are a system of indicators, not providing any 
aggregate index, based on variables purely related to working life. In particular, there are 
two broad groups of variables: risk indicators and workability indicators. Risk indicators 
comprise reported worker’s workload, emotional load, skill variety, autonomy, social 
support and physical working conditions. The workability dimension includes stress at work, 
well-being at work, learning opportunities and work-family balance (see Figure 20). All 
variables are evaluated by asking workers how problematic they find certain features (for 
example, emotional load). The available responses are “not problematic”, “problematic” and 
“acutely problematic”.  
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Figure 20. Quality of Work in Flanders 

 
Source: Authors’ construction from Flanders Social and Economic Council (2009). 
 
Although in principle all these variables can be considered objective, the particular method 
of collecting the information makes the QWF indicators quite close to subjective measures 
of job quality. Aggregation is achieved by simply counting the number of dimensions in 
which a worker reports a problematic situation. An important limitation of the index is the 
exclusion of any variables related to remuneration, something which could be particularly 
problematic if compensating differentials exist (at least partially).30 Aggregation is not 
sophisticated and has no (obvious) theoretical foundation, but at least it is transparent. The 
index is only applied to Flanders, allowing the researcher and the general public to assess 
the evolution of some key variables of well-being at work (see the example in Figure 21). 
 

                                          
30 For example, in some cases compensating is even enforced by law, establishing night rates or wage premia for 
hazardous jobs. 
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Figure 21. The evolution of workability rate in Flanders according to the QWF 
indicators (2004-2007) 
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Source: Authors’ construction from Flanders Social and Economic Council (2009). 
 
Overall, although the QWF index is quite transparent and the information is reliable (as it is 
collected using a specific survey) the list of dimensions considered is too short, some of the 
variables can be affected by subjectivity and the aggregation procedure is not satisfactorily 
elaborated from a theoretical point of view, as all dimensions are implicitly valued in the 
same way yet with no rationale. In addition, a substantial dimension of job quality like 
wages is not considered at all. 

6.14 Tangian’s composite indicator of working conditions 
In several research papers, Andranik Tangian (researcher at the Hans Böckler Foundation 
in Germany) presents a composite indicator of working conditions based entirely on the 
third and fourth waves of the European Working Conditions Survey (Tangian, , 2005, 2007, 
2008 and 2009). As such, Tangian’s proposal can be interpreted as a personal application 
of the data of the survey to the construction of an index. The explicit aim of this composite 
indicator is to contribute to EU policy monitoring and evaluation: the papers are an attempt 
to bring the EWCS one step further into policy evaluation by combining all the information 
into a single number which allows for “worse-better” judgments (Tangian, 2005: 9). 
 
Considering that the questionnaire of the EWCS itself reflects a model of job quality, the 
author does not develop any new model. Practically all of the questions are used, 109 items 
in total (excluding some that are obviously not indicators of job quality in any way, such as 
socio-demographic information), grouped into 10 dimensions, and the overall index is then 
constructed. The dimensions included are: physical work environment (10 variables); 
health (24 variables); time factors (8 variables); stress-inducing factors (15 variables); 
independence (8 variables); collectivity (3 variables); social environment (22 variables); 
career prospects-training (2 variables); work-life balance (10 variables); and subjective 
estimates (7 questions). 
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Although these 10 dimensions are little more than headings for the questionnaire, because 
they are all equally weighted but based on different number of items, there is a clear 
arbitrary element in the construction of the index.  
 
For instance, each of the three variables that constitute the “collectivity” dimension have 
much more influence in the final score than any of the 22 variables that constitute the 
“social environment” dimension. However, we may well ask why “getting assistance from 
colleagues” should be so much more important than the “ability to discuss working 
conditions with superiors”. Furthermore, the inclusion of variables in the different 
dimensions is unclear at times: for instance, it is not obvious why the “ability to discuss 
working conditions with superiors” comes under the dimension of social environment, 90% 
of which is composed by questions on violence and harassment, rather than under the 
“collectivity” dimension, which includes three variables all related to work organisation at 
the level of the individual worker (“getting assistance from colleagues”; “rotating tasks with 
colleagues”, and “working in a team”). 
 
The main problem with this composite indicator is that it relies too much on the EWCS 
questionnaire, assuming that the structure of the questionnaire itself reflects a model of job 
quality (Tangian 2005: 16), which is not really the case. As discussed earlier, even if the 
EWCS is loosely based on a model of job quality (which, by the way, Tangian does not 
claim), the inclusion or not of different items, the importance assigned to the different 
aspects of job quality, etc., is not the systematic result of any theoretical model. The EWCS 
questionnaire was constructed by a process of political and scientific consultation, and there 
are several different reasons why specific items were included or not. In some cases, they 
were included because it was considered important to cover those areas for policy 
purposes, in other cases for scientific reason, in others simply to be consistent with 
temporal trends, or for other motivation. For instance, it is common practice in surveys 
such as this (and the EWCS is no exception) to include relatively redundant questions in 
order to double-check the validity of some more complicated items: following the approach 
of Tangian, those areas would receive double weighting. 
 
However, although Tangian’s approach is relatively weak in its theoretical grounding (in the 
construction and justification of the model), it is very strong technically, discussing in great 
detail the statistical methodology followed for constructing the index, as well as potential 
alternatives and their implications. Every methodological decision is well explained and 
documented in extensive annexes to the papers. In this sense, Tangian’s papers constitute 
a good starting point for the development of more solidly grounded EU indicators of job 
quality based on the EWCS. 
 
In order to illustrate Tangian’s approach, Figure 22 shows the overall scores of individual 
countries on this composite index. The first thing to be noticed is that, with a few small 
differences, rankings are quite similar to those of other indices, for instance the EJQI or the 
composite indicator presented in the 2008 Employment in Europe report. Northern 
European countries are at the top and Southern European countries at the bottom, with 
Continental Europe in the middle. The UK is slightly lower than in other indicators and 
Germany slightly higher, but this may be partly due to the fact that the relative position of 
those two countries seemed to change fairly quickly between 2000 and 2005.  
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Figure 22. Tangian’s composite index, overall scores by country 

 
Source: Tangian (2005: 479). 

6.15 Ritter and Anker’s Good and Bad Jobs Index (GBJI) 
Joseph A. Ritter and Richard Anker (2002), though working at the ILO, have developed an 
index of job quality which is not based on the concept of decent work, but on subjective 
indicators of work satisfaction. They use data from the 2001 ILO People’s Security Surveys 
(IPSS), which allows them to derive scores at individual level and to avoid the inclusion of 
ad hoc dimensions linked to the distribution of an attribute (like gender gaps), which 
therefore stands in contrast with other measures proposed by the ILO staff. This indicator 
is computed purely from the responses of workers to a specific survey, so it is also quite 
different from the decent work indices reviewed above.  
 
Six dimensions related to both results and procedures are considered: labour income; 
social benefits; interest of the job; autonomy at work; opportunities of improving skills and 
opportunities of advancement. Workers rate their satisfaction in each dimension from 1 to 
5. The job quality index is computed simply by adding the scores in each of the dimensions, 
so all of them receive the same weighting in the index. Therefore, the index proposed by 
Ritter and Anker is always between 6 and 30. In other words, the job quality index (taking 
job satisfaction as an indicator of quality) can be expressed as 

Index = Income + Social benefits + Interest + Autonomy + Skills + Advancement 

The index is applied to five middle-income countries (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Hungary and 
Ukraine) and, according to the authors, total satisfaction levels tend to share a strong 
correlation with certain objective indicators of job quality (for example, income, safety at 
work and unionisation). The indicator, though mainly focused on purely job-oriented 
attributes, is multi-purpose, since it comprises indicators such as social benefits, with the 
problems described in detail above. The results from the application of the index (Table 21) 
reveal very little difference between countries, once more showing the problems of using 
workers’ satisfaction as an indicator of job quality31. 
 

                                          
31 A similar approach, based on a different survey, the ISSP, is presented by Clark (2005). 
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Table 21. Average job satisfaction in selected middle-income countries according 
to the GBJI 

 
Labour 
income 

Social 
benefits 

Interesting 
job 

Autonomy 
Opportunities of 
improving skills 

Opportunities of 
advancement 

Total job 
satisfaction 

Argentina 2.9 2.9 3.6 3.5 3.1 2.9 18.8 

Brazil 2.8 2.8 3.7 3.4 3.2 2.8 18.6 

Chile 2.7 3.0 3.7 3.6 3.3 3.2 19.8 

Hungary 2.6 2.3 3.8 3.7 2.9 2.7 18.0 

Ukraine 2.5 2.5 3.4 3.1 3.1 2.8 17.4 

Source: Authors’ construction from Ritter and Anker (2002). 

6.16 Duncan Gallie’s Employment Regimes and the Quality of Work 
Duncan Gallie, from Oxford University (Gallie, 2007), suggests a set of dimensions to be 
evaluated in order to assess the evolution of job quality across countries and over time. His 
proposal comprises the five following dimensions: skill level; degree of task discretion or 
autonomy; opportunities for skill development; job security, and the extent to which jobs 
are compatible with work-family balance. Furthermore, Gallie also recommends taking into 
account the issue of pressures at work in the context of work-family conflict and that of pay 
in the context of changing skill profiles. These worker-oriented dimensions are not 
aggregated, so what he proposes is in fact a system of indicators. At least in principle, the 
goal is to base the measurement of job quality on objective indicators, explicitly ruling out 
subjective measures such as job satisfaction. Gallie’s proposal is more a set of basic 
guidelines to evaluate job quality than a system of indicators in itself.  

6.17 Tilly’s assessment of job quality 
Chris Tilly, from the Department of Policy and Planning at the University of Massachusetts, 
proposes seven dimensions in order to assess the evolution of job quality in the United 
States: wages; fringe benefits; due process in discipline (protection from arbitrary 
disciplinary action); flexibility in working hours; permanence; upward mobility, and control 
over the work process (Tilly, 1996). The author relies on both quantitative and qualitative 
secondary sources in order to evaluate the evolution of job quality in these seven 
dimensions. This system of indicators is clearly worker-oriented, including not only static 
measures of job quality but also a dynamic measure (upward mobility, discussed on the 
basis of longitudinal studies). The author claims that a substantial deterioration in job 
quality has been observed in the United States during the past decades. Apart from the 
difficulties of applying the index to European countries (especially regarding the problems 
behind the inclusion of fringe benefits, see above), the main shortcoming of the index is 
that it derives entirely from analysis of secondary data (so that no comparisons between 
population subgroups can be carried out).  

6.18 Green’s capabilities approach 
The proposal of Francis Green, Professor of Economics at the University of Kent, starts by 
taking a step backward and rethinking the concept of job quality from a theoretical 
perspective (Green, 2006). Green’s concept of job quality draws on Amartya Sen’s well-
known approach to freedom, based on the concept of capabilities. Sen highlights the 
importance of a person’s capabilities, understood as the ability to be or do what people 
want to be or do. For example, according to this approach, doing a given activity is 
considered inferior to choosing and doing such activity.  
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Applying this approach to job quality, Green suggests evaluating the capabilities that are 
afforded to workers in the job to achieve well-being (dependent on the set of wages and 
other reward conditions), and achieve agency goals (the extent to which the job enables 
the individual to pursue personal goals). The author does not propose an explicit or specific 
system of measuring job quality, simply naming six dimensions that should necessarily be 
included when assessing such a task:  
 

• Skills (because of their intrinsic value and their utilisation, as they allow people to 
address a wider range of activities and they are a means for achieving self-
fulfilment).  

• Work effort (inasmuch as it is linked to stress and other health-related issues).  

• Personal discretion of workers over their job tasks and other forms of participation 
in workplace decisions. 

• Pay (including indicators of fairness of remuneration, which is mostly a subjective 
measure).  

• Risks and security (both in terms of health and safety and job stability). 

• Job satisfaction and indicators of affective well-being at work.  

In principle, Green’s proposal does not aim to construct an aggregate index, but, rather, 
sets out to be a system of indicators. This worker-oriented mixture is complex and not very 
transparent, since it includes both subjective and objective dimensions and variables 
appertaining to both process and result. 
 
In conclusion, Green’s approach is more theoretically grounded than most of the other 
proposals discussed here. Although it does not attempt any kind of aggregation (and 
therefore, there are no straightforward conclusions to be drawn from comparative 
analysis), the range of issues covered is relatively wide and balanced. This approach is 
clearly worker-oriented, which is also an important advantage. But on the downside, it 
leaves out some important areas of job quality (such as working time, for instance) and it 
includes job satisfaction as a component of job quality.  

6.19 Index of the characteristics related to the quality of 
employment (ICQE) 

This indicator is proposed by Kirsten Sehnbruch, at the Center for Latin American Studies at 
the University of Berkeley.32 The ICQE starts by recognising the undeniable limitations of 
indicators of quantity of employment (for example, unemployment rate) and is again 
inspired by Sen’s capabilities approach. Sehnbruch extensively discusses the wide scope 
afforded by the capabilities approach; however, for simplicity, the index is centred on the 
Chilean labour market and only five dimensions are ultimately included: income; social 
security coverage; contractual status; employment stability. and professional training 
received. Each dimension only comprises a variable with three possible outcomes (0, 1 or 2 
points). Then, the score of each dimension is added up for each individual and divided by 
five, which in practice simply means that all dimensions are equally weighted in the final 
index. Finally, four categories for job quality are created from the average score (very low, 
low, medium and high-quality job). The process of aggregation is briefly summarised by 
Figure 23. 
 

                                          
32 This proposal is extensively documented in Sehnbruch (2004). 
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To summarise, this index is preceded by an interesting theoretical discussion about the 
application of capabilities to job quality. However, the dimensions and variables considered, 
as well as the aggregation procedure are very similar to other indices. In addition, there 
are evident shortcomings. For instance, the inclusion of private social security cover as a 
distinctive advantage of the job does not apply to most developed European countries.33 
 
Figure 23. Construction of the ICQE 

 
Source: Authors’ construction from Sehnbruch (2004). 

                                          
33 Even in Chile, the affordability of private insurance only has to do with jobs as long as high wages allow you to 
afford a higher insurance premium, as insurance is mandatory (private or public) for employees and voluntary for 
self-employed, but it is entirely paid by the worker. 
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6.20 Comparative table 
In this section we have reviewed more than twenty approaches to the measurement of job 
quality, ranging from international and institutional indicators to proposals made by 
individual academics. The main characteristics of these indicators are summarised by 
Tables 22 and 23, which follow the principles discussed in section 4.1 of the present report. 
Obviously, all indices exhibit strengths and weaknesses (Table 24), the latter often the 
result of the lack of appropriate information sources available. 

Table 22. List of acronyms, complete names, sources and databases of the indices 
of job quality reviewed 

Acronym Complete name Scope Source Databases 

Laeken Laeken indicators of job quality European Union 
European Commission 
(2008) 

ECHP, ELFS, SILC 

EJQI 
The European Job Quality 
Index 

European Union 
Leschke, Watt & Finn 
(2008) 

ELFS, EWCS, SILC. 
AMECO, ICTWSS 

EWCS 
European Working Conditions 
Survey 

European Union Parent-Thirion et al. (2007) Itself a data source 

GJI Good Jobs Index 
Middle-income and 
developing countries 

Avirgan, Bivens & 
Gammage (2005) 

ILO databases 

DWI-1 Decent Work Index-1 
Developed and 
developing countries 

Ghai (2003) ILO databases 

DWI-2 Decent Work Index-2 
Developed and 
developing countries 

Bonnet, Figueiredo & 
Standing (2003) 

ILO databases 

DWI-3 Decent Work Index-3 
Developed and 
developing countries 

Anker et al. (2003) ILO databases 

DWI-4 Decent Work Index-4  
Developed and 
developing countries 

Bescond, Châtaignier & 
Mehran (2003) 

ILO databases 

QEI 
Quality of Employment 
Indicators 

Canada, U.S. and 
Europe 

Brisbois (2003) EWCS, ERNAIS 

IJQ Indicators of Job Quality Canada Jackson & Kumar (1998) GSS, SWA 

SQWLI 
Subjective Quality of Working 
Life Index 

Czech Republic Vinopal (2009) Ad hoc survey 

DGBI DGB Good Work Index Germany Mußmann (2009) Ad hoc survey 

WCI Austrian Work Climate Index Austria 
Preinfalk, Michenthaler & 
Wasserbacher (2006), 
Michenthaler (2006) 

IFES omnibus survey 
(dedicated module) 

IQL 
Indicators of Quality of the 
Labour Market 

Spain 
Caprile & Potrony (2006), 
Toharia, Caprile & Potrony 
(2008) 

NSI, MLI 

QWF Quality of Work in Flanders Flanders (Belgium) 
Flanders Social and 
Economic Council (2009) 

Ad hoc survey 

Tangian Tangian’s proposal European Union Tangian (2007, 2009) EWCS 

GBJI Good and Bad Jobs Index Middle-income 
countries 

Ritter and Anker (2002) IPSS 

ICQE 
Index of the characteristics 
related to the quality of 
employment 

Chile Sehnbruch (2004) Ad hoc survey 

Notes: ECHP = European Community Household Panel; ELFS = European Labour Force Survey; SILC = Statistics 
on Income and Living Conditions; EWCS = European Working Conditions Survey; AMECO = Annual Macroeconomic 
Database of the European Commission; ERNAIS = Ekos Rethinking North American Integration Survey; GSS = 
General Social Survey; SWA = Survey of Work Arrangements; IFES = Institut für empirische Sozialforschung; NSI 
= National Statistics Institute; MLI = Ministry of Labour and Immigration; IPSS = ILO People’s Security Surveys 
Source: Authors’analysis.
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Table 23. Summary of the main indicators of job quality 

Type of indicator No. of… Type of variables 
Index Multi-

purpose 
Worker-
oriented 

System Aggregate Dimensions Variables Subjective Objective Results Procedures Static Dynamic 

Individual 
data 

Periodicity 

Laeken X  X  10 25  X X X X X NO Annual 

EJQI  X X X 6 17 X X X X X  NO Annual 

EWCS  X X  4 Many X X X X X  YES Every 5 years 

GJI X  X X 5 16  X X X X  NO Single exercise 

DWI-1 X  X X 4 9  X X X X  NO Single exercise 

DWI-2 X  X X 7 67  X X X X  NO Single exercise 

DWI-3 X  X  11 37  X X X X  NO Single exercise 

DWI-4 X  X X  8  X X X X  NO Single exercise 

QEI  X X  5 11 X X X X X  NO 
Single exercise, 
with occasional 
updates 

IJQ X  X  7 27 X X X X X X NO Single exercise 

SQWLI  X X X 6 18 X  X X X  YES Single exercise 

DGBI  X X X 3 31 X  X X X  YES Annual 

WCI  X  X 4 (16) 25 X X X  X  YES Semesterly 

IQL X  X X 8 38  X X X X X NO Annual 

QWF  X X X 2 10 X  X X X  YES Every 3 years 

Tangian  X  X 10 (15) 109 (144) X X X X X  YES Single exercise 

GBJI  X X X 1 6 X  X  X X YES Single exercise 

ICQE  X X X 5 15  X X X X  YES Single exercise 

Source: Authors’ analysis. 
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Table 24. Strengths and weaknesses of the main indicators of job quality 
 

Index Strengths Weaknesses 

Laeken 

Objective variables 

Inclusion of dynamic variables 

Comparability 

Some dimensions are missing 

Multi-purpose 

No aggregation 

Unable to cover distributional issues 

EJQI 

Worker-oriented 

Comprehensiveness 

Objective variables 

Some discussion on weighting  

Comparability 

Some weighting issues are discretional 

Unable to cover distributional issues 

EWCS 

Worker-oriented 

Most comprehensive indicator 

Objective variables 

Comparability 

Individual-based 

No aggregation 

GJI 
Objective variables 

Comparability  

Some dimensions are missing 

Multi-purpose 

Discretional weighting 

Unable to cover distributional issues 

DWI-1 

Objective variables 

Simplicity  

Comparability 

Some dimensions are missing 

Multi-purpose 

Discretional weighting 

Unable to cover (most) distributional 
issues 

DWI-2 
Objective variables 

Comparability 

Some dimensions are missing 

Multi-purpose 

Discretional weighting 

Unable to cover (most) distributional 
issues 

DWI-3 
Objective variables 

Comparability 

Some dimensions are missing 

Multi-purpose 

No aggregation 

Unable to cover distributional issues 

DWI-4 
Objective variables 

Comparability 

Some dimensions are missing 

Multi-purpose 

Discretional weighting 

Unable to cover distributional issues 

Striking ranking of countries 

 

QEI 

Worker-oriented 

Comparability 

Comprehensive analysis of non-wage job 
attributes 

Some dimensions are missing 

No aggregation/ discretional weighting 

Job satisfaction and objective variables 
included at the same time 

Unable to cover (most) distributional 
issues 
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Index Strengths Weaknesses 

IJQ 

Comprehensiveness 

Inclusion of dynamic variables 

Comparability 

Multi-purpose 

Job satisfaction and objective variables 
included at the same time 

Unable to cover(some) distributional 
issues 

SQWLI 

Worker-oriented 

Comprehensiveness 

Individual-based 

Exclusively based on subjective 
indicators  

Some weighting issues are controversial 

Limited comparability (ad-hoc survey) 

DGBI 

Worker-oriented 

Comprehensiveness 

Objective variables 

Individual-based 

Discretional weighting 

Limited comparability (ad hoc survey) 

WCI 
Worker-oriented 

Comprehensiveness 

Multi-purpose 

Discretional weighting 

Limited comparability (ad-hoc survey) 

Unable to cover distributional issues 

IQL 

Comprehensiveness 

Comparability 

Inclusion of dynamic variables 

Multi-purpose 

Job satisfaction and objective variables 
included at the same time 

Discretional weighting 

Unable to cover (most) distributional 
issues 

QWF 
Worker-oriented 

Individual-based 

Some dimensions are missing 

No aggregation 

Job satisfaction and objective variables 
included at the same time  

Limited comparability (ad-hoc survey) 

 

Tangian 

Worker-oriented 

Comprehensiveness 

Objective measures 

Individual-based 

Comparability 

The foundations of its weighting 
procedure are wrong 

GBJI 

Worker-oriented 

Comparability 

Inclusion of dynamic variables 

Some dimensions are missing 

Multi-purpose 

Discretional weighting 

Exclusively based on subjective 
indicators 

ICQE 

Worker-oriented 

Objective measures 

Individual-based 

Some dimensions are missing  

Multi-purpose 

Limited comparability (ad-hoc survey) 

 
Source: Authors’ analysis. 
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7.  DISCUSSION ON POSSIBLE VARIABLES THAT 
CONSTITUTE A SYSTEM OF INDICATORS OF JOB 
QUALITY 

The purpose of this section is to present examples of the types of dimensions that could 
be considered, and the indicators that could be used to relate such dimensions to the 
practical realities of working life. The aim here is to present a list of variables that 
according to the analysis carried out in the previous chapters could be considered as 
good candidates for inclusion in an indicator of job quality, as well as to briefly discuss 
the rationale behind their inclusion and the potential problems of selecting measurement 
variables and interpreting the results. This analysis includes an example showing the 
different behaviour of EU Member States in relation to different dimensions of job quality.   
 
Job quality can be broken down into two different areas: employment quality and work 
quality. By employment quality we mean all those elements potentially affecting workers’ 
well-being related to the employment relation: wage; type of contract; working hours; 
distribution of working hours, etc. By quality of work we mean all those attributes of the 
work itself and the working environment, i.e. the productive task performed, with the 
potential impact on the well-being of workers: temperature; noise; physical effort; speed; 
autonomy, etc.34 The nature of the elements of work quality and employment quality are 
quite different; work quality is related to the material characteristics of the task 
performed and the environment within which it is performed, while employment quality is 
related to the contractual relationship between employer and employee. This 
differentiation also helps us to organise the presentation of the sets of variables to be 
included in an index of job quality in these two different areas or dimensions: work and 
employment (Figure 24). 
 

                                          
34 This differentiation is closely related with the traditional distintion between extrinsic and intrinsic dimensions 
of work. 
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Figure 24. Sketching a general model of job quality  

 
Source: Authors’ elaboration. 

7.1 Employment 
What types of variables shape the quality of employment? In Figure 24 we have listed 
several variables that are clear candidates for an index of employment quality. This list 
draws on the variables identified in the review of the Social Sciences literature on job 
quality. Such variables are wages, type of contract, working hours, social benefits, 
participation and training and skill development. We will now briefly discuss each variable 
in turn. 
 
a) Wages 
According to the ILO guidelines (the basis for the European Labour Force Survey 
definitions), the key element to determine if a person is employed or not is whether the 
person is receiving a wage or a salary, in cash or in kind, in exchange for work. If 
receiving a wage (and not performing work per se) is the defining element of 
employment, it seems natural that the wage received should be one of the elements 
considered in defining employment quality. Furthermore, work is, at least partially, 
instrumental in nature. The fact that a significant percentage of people declare that they 
would like to work, even if they didn’t need to, should not mask the fact that, for most 
people, work is the main source of income and access to goods and services.  
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In fact, if and when the theory of a compensating differential holds, disamenities in 
aspects such as working time, job security, stress, etc. should be compensated by higher 
wages. Thus, if we focus on one side of the equation when measuring job quality - the 
drawbacks associated with the job - without considering the benefits - the higher wage 
received as compensation for such drawbacks - we would be getting a false picture of the 
quality of the job. 
 
All these reasons strongly support the consideration of wages as one important element 
in the measurement of the quality of employment. In fact, it is not uncommon to rank 
the quality of jobs using wages as a single job quality variable. Recently the European 
Foundation of Dublin (Fernández-Macías and Hurley, 2008) has produced an analysis of 
the evolution of job creation in the EU from 1995 to 2006 using hourly wages to 
characterise jobs by their quality, finding very different patterns around Europe, from 
polarisation (growth of low and high quality jobs and stagnation of middle quality jobs —
the case of Netherlands, for example) to clear upgrading (faster growth of middle and 
high quality jobs — as is the case of Finland, for instance).  
 
When the analysis of job quality is performed at individual level, wages can be 
considered directly without any further treatment, having a direct relation with job 
quality: everything else being equal, a higher wage implies higher quality. But if we are 
using an aggregate measure of job quality, the introduction of average wages, as such, 
as an indicator of job quality, will not contribute to the same extent to our knowledge of 
job quality, because the same average wage can be the result of a very different 
combination of jobs with different qualities (wages). In this context, information on job 
quality given by the average wage will have to be complemented by additional 
information about its distribution. In fact, the average wage would only convey 
information of job quality in a comparative or a dynamic perspective, comparing 
countries (in Figure 25, we can see the differences in average gross wage for a sample of 
European countries), or comparing a given country at different moments in time, but not 
in a national perspective for a given year. Even in this international comparative context, 
the information conveyed by wages may not be as relevant as it seems, as the 
differences in wages are largely explained by differences in GDP per capita (Figure 26), 
and not so much by differences in the characteristics of the labour market or the jobs 
themselves.  
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Figure 25. Average gross annual earnings PPP, EU-27 = 100, 2006 
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Note: Average gross annual earnings in industry and services, of full-time employees in enterprises with 10 or 
more employees (ECU/EUR). + indicates that data are referred to 2005. 
Source: Authors’ analysis from Eurostat, SES. 
 
One option is to concentrate in the lower end of wage distribution, those jobs with wages 
under a given threshold, an indicator that can be directly interpreted in terms of “low 
paid-low quality jobs”. Although Eurostat does not provide a percentage for workers in 
“low wage work” (below 60% of the median wage)35 on a regular basis, comparative 
information about wages in the EU is available every four years in the Structure of 
Earning Survey, SES, and on a yearly basis in the Statistics on Income and Living 
Conditions, EU-SILC (see section 4.4). 
 

                                          
35 The ETUI’s European Job Quality Index uses the definition of risk of poverty in the EU (60% of equivalent 
median income) to add a second indicator to nominal compensation per employee in PPS in its wages 
dimension of job quality. Nevertheless, it is important to stress that the risk of poverty rate is affected by 
variables such as the number of family members, the level of social protection, etc., and as such cannot be 
taken as a proxy variable of low wage.  
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Figure 26. GDP pc and annual wage PPP, EU-27 = 100, 2006 
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Note: Average gross annual earnings in industry and services, of full-time employees in enterprises with 10 or 
more employees (ECU/EUR). + indicates that data are referred to 2005. 
Source: Authors’ analysis from Eurostat, SES. 
 
Another issue that has to be addressed is whether to focus on annual or monthly wage or 
hourly rates, and in the former case whether to aggregate part-time (PT) and full-time 
(FT) workers. Considering that working time is another dimension of job quality, it is 
probably more coherent to use the annual or monthly wage of all workers (FT and PT). 
This way a country with a higher share of PT work will have a lower average wage (lower 
quality in terms of income), but also lower working hours (higher quality in terms of 
working time). Finally, a decision also has to be taken in relation to gross versus net 
wage. It can be argued that the important variable is take-home pay, as that is the 
concept more closely related with disposable income, but a higher tax wedge (difference 
between gross and net income) can go together with higher public social benefits and 
lower need of private expenditure to reach a given level of consumption (also tax rates 
by may affect groups differently – parents and non-parents, women and men, etc.) 
These complexities and the higher reliability of the statistics for gross compared to net 
wages make the use of gross wages more recommendable. 
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This variable can be used to highlight the importance of applying the index of job quality 
not only to the aggregate of all workers in a given country, but to specific groups of 
disadvantaged workers, especially, but not only, women. Figure 27 reproduces the 
existing gender wage gap36 of the different EU Member States in terms of hourly wage, 
and therefore does not take into account the usually lower working hours of women (as a 
group) due to the much higher incidence of part-time employment among female 
workers.  
 
Figure 27. Unadjusted gender wage gap, EU-27, 2007 
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Source: Eurostat. 
 
b) Social Benefits 
Although wages are the main compensation for work, undertakings might offer, together 
with wages, different social or fringe benefits complementing workers’ income. Social 
benefits are payments in kind contributing to the workers’ total income, and as such 
enhancing employment quality. The high relative development of the Welfare State in 
Europe, and the important role played by public social expenditure in areas such as 
pensions or health explains the lower importance of fringe benefits in the EU compared to 
the US.  
 
In interpreting this dimension it is important to keep in mind to what extent fringe 
benefits in one country are merely providing a service that is universally provided by the 
public sector in another. Doing so allows us to avoid falling into the false logic of 
concluding that a job with fringe benefits is of better quality than one without, when in 
fact workers in both actually enjoy the same level of provision, although through 
different channels.  

                                          
36 The unadjusted Gender Pay Gap (GPG) represents the difference between the average gross hourly earnings 
of male waged employees and of female waged employees as a percentage of average gross hourly earnings of 
male waged employees. The population consists of all waged employees in undertakings with 10 employees or 
more in NACE Rev. 1.1 aggregate C to O (excluding L). 
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This is especially important when comparing US and European jobs.  As we have seen in 
chapter 6, a crucial feature of job quality in the US is having employer-provided health 
insurance and an employer-sponsored pension plan (Tilly, 1996; Schmitt, 2007). In 
2006, 53% of US employers provided health insurance and 44% sponsored pension 
plans. In contrast, in the EU the incidence of such provision by employers is so marginal 
that we do not even produce statistics on the issue. Nevertheless, this can obviously not 
be interpreted in terms of better jobs overseas, as most European employees have 
universal public health and pension cover. 
 
In short, considering the low incidence of fringe benefits in the European labour market, 
whether we need to consider this dimension at all in the measurement of job quality is 
questionable, although as explained above, this dimension has to be clearly considered 
when analysing job quality in social systems without universal provision of the type of 
services provided by undertakings as fringe or social benefits.  
 
c) Working hours 
Time is the limited resource par excellence. Working time has to be taken from the fixed 
stock of 24 hours a day available to each human being. The longer the time spent 
working, the shorter the time left for other activities needed for social and physical 
interaction. From this perspective, working time is another important dimension of job 
quality. In general terms, the relationship between working time and job quality can be 
considered to be of an inverse nature: the longer the working time (measured on an 
annual base, for example) the lower the job quality. The historical struggle of the trade 
union movement for working time reduction, resulting in the secular decrease of the 
working day from 14-15 hours at the height of the industrial revolution to the 8 hours a 
day that is standard nowadays, bears witness to the importance of working time in 
defining job quality. Figure 28 shows the average weekly working hours of employees in 
EU countries, exhibiting sizeable differences in weekly working hours across Europe, from 
less than 31 in the Netherlands to almost 42 in Romania. This difference is largely 
explained by the differing reliance on part time work across the Member States, as the 
differences in weekly working time between full-time workers are much smaller (38.5 
weekly hours for FT workers in the Netherlands compared to 41.3 in Romania). This is 
another good example of the importance of developing job quality indexes than can be 
applied to different groups of workers. As is well known, part-time employment is much 
more common among women: in EU-27, 31% of female employment is part-time (as 
much as 75% in the Netherlands), compared to 8% of male employment (23% in the 
Netherlands). 
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Figure 28. Average weekly hours of employees, EU-27, 2007 
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Source: Authors’ analysis from Eurostat database (LFS). 
 
It could be argued that shorter hours ought only to be interpreted in terms of higher job 
quality when these shorter hours are voluntary. If a person wants to work full-time, but 
due to the circumstances of the labour market has to settle for a part-time job, then this 
reduction in working hours should not be considered as an improvement in job quality, 
but, rather, the opposite. From this perspective, the relation between part-time work and 
job quality would be contingent on the preference of the worker holding the part-time 
job: whether the part-time work is voluntary or involuntary37. One option favoured by 
certain job quality researchers is to include the proportion of workers in so-called 
‘involuntary’ part-time work in the system of indicators. Figure 29 reproduces the data of 
involuntary part-time work together with the intensity of use of part-time work in the 
Member States. Three conclusions can be drawn from the figure: first, that there are 
considerable differences in the use of part-time work (from 47% in the Netherlands to 
just a few percentage points in Slovakia or Bulgaria); second, that there are also 
substantial contrasts in the incidence of involuntary part-time work (from more than 50% 
in Bulgaria to 5% in the Netherlands); and thirdly, that there seems to be no relation 
between the use of part-time work and how voluntary it is (if anything, there is a small 
inverse relationship, which suggests that the more part-time work, the more voluntary it 
is).  
 

                                          
37 The concept of “voluntary” PT is not as clear-cut as it might seem, as it is possible to find voluntary PT 
workers who would prefer to work FT if they didn’t have to take care of dependent relatives, for example. Given 
the circumstances, such PT work would be considered voluntary: but under different circumstances, for instance 
with improved public provision for children or older dependents, that person would be working FT. 
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Figure 29. Intensity of part time employment and involuntary PT, EU-27, 2007 
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Source: Authors’ analysis from Eurostat database (LFS). 
 
d) Work schedules and time flexibility 
Together with the total amount of working hours, there are two other time-related 
questions with impact on employment quality: the distribution of weekly working hours 
and the capacity of employees to adjust their working schedule to their other family or 
personal activities.  
 
One variable that is frequently used to gauge the extension of working time into those 
hours that might detract from a desirable social life or a healthy daily routine, is the 
percentage of employees usually working on Saturdays, Sundays, nights or doing shift 
work, as covered in the ELFS. The results of these variables for the EU are shown in 
Table 25. Sometimes the percentage of employees working evenings is added to these 
indicators of work during unsocial hours, although in some countries, as in Spain, due to 
the different time culture, evening work might not be considered as unsocial. 
 
As may be observed, the percentage of employees working unsocial hours varies widely 
across the different categories: weekend, night, shifts, and countries. The percentage of 
Saturday and Sunday work is relatively similar across Europe (as illustrated by the lower 
variation coefficient), whereas there are bigger differences in the cases of night and shift-
work (both categories are related, as often shift-work implies working at night). The 
differences between Denmark, with very low night and shift work (4.3 and 5.4 % 
respectively) and Slovakia, with 19.2% and 29.9%, illustrate the scale of this variability 
across Europe.  
 

IP/A/EMPL/ST/2008-09 129                                                     PE 429.972



Policy Department A: Economic and Scientific Policy 

 

Table 25. % of employees working unsocial hours (2005) 

 Saturday Sunday Night Shift work 

EU27  27.7 11.6 8.0 17.7 

DK  20.5 13.4 4.3 5.4 

FR  31.1 12.1 7.7 8.2 

NL  29.4 16.3 9.5 8.4 

CY  27.0 5.3 1.1 8.6 

BE  20.7 8.2 4.4 10.1* 

LU  20.8 11.8 6.8 11.1 

LT  14.4 5.8 3.5 14.1 

EE  18.1 11.1 6.0 15.8 

IE + 22.8 10.4 6.6 16.0 

DE  26.9 13.0 9.6 17.0 

ES  28.2 11.1 5.0 17.0 

AT  31.9 13.2 6.7 18.2 

HU  11.4 6.5 4.8 18.7 

PT  24.4 9.9 7.5 18.7 

IT  37.4 11.6 8.5 18.8 

UK * 22.4 12.6 11.7 19.1 

MT  30.3 15.1 11.4 19.3 

GR  38.2 5.8 3.9 19.4 

LV  26.2 12.5 6.0 20.8 

BG  22.4 7.6 5.9 23.1 

RO  39.0 11.3 8.2 24.9 

SE  13.8 10.9 6.1 24.9 

FI  23.8 14.0 9.8 25.0 

PL  22.5 5.2 5.1 29.1 

CZ  22.5 13.9 6.0 29.6 

SK  26.8 21.4 19.2 29.9 

SI  25.7 10.7 9.0 32.6 

Coefficient of Variation 0.275 0.331 0.478 0.377 

Note: (+) 2006; (*) very unreliable data.  
Source: Authors’ analysis from Eurostat database.  
 
The data reproduced in Table 25 also show that although we are far from being in a 24-
hour society, a sizeable percentage of employees work atypical days or hours, with a 
potentially negative impact on workers’ physical or social health (see Table 26). 
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Table 26. Summary of findings on the impact of different working time 
arrangement on workers well-being 
Type of 
working time 
arrangement 

Potential advantages for the 
workers 

Potential disadvantages for the 
workers 

Sources 

Shift and 
night work 

Higher wages 
Increase of choice of working 
time. 
Reduction in day-care cost. 
Quieter and lower supervision 
during night shifts 
 

Health (gastrointestinal, 
cardiovascular and sleep 
disorders), especially related to 
night shifts. 
Interference with social and 
family life 
Lower predictability in case of 
irregular shifts depending on the 
conditions of demand 

 
Bosworth and Dawkins 
(1981) 
Wedderburn (1992) 
Rosa and Colligan (1997) 
Janßen (1987) 
Johnson (1997) 
Wallace (1998) 
Cullen et al. (2002) 
Rajaratnam and  
Arendt (2001) 

Weekend 
work 

More free time during the 
working week 

Problems of leisure compatibility  

Flexible 
working time 

Improvement of work-life 
balance  

Longer working hours 
Increase in work intensity 

MTAS (2000) 
Golden (2001) 

Source: Fernández-Macías and Muñoz de Bustillo (2009) 
 
A different approach to measuring the potential conflict between work and other personal 
or family obligations is to look at the percentage of employees with “flexible” working 
hours, meaning the share of workers who can decide (with or without certain restrictions) 
when they start and finish their working days. The EWCS (2005) allows us to observe 
how rigid or flexible working-time arrangements are from the point of view of the worker. 
Figure 30 reproduces the degree of working-time flexibility of European employees. As 
can be seen, at EU (27) level, for almost 2/3 of employees, working schedules are fully 
fixed by the company, although approximately 9 percent of employees have the 
possibility of choosing between different working schedules set by the undertaking. The 
remaining 34.8% enjoy some timetable flexibility. The table also illustrates the wide 
variation in terms of time flexibility between EU Member States. 
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Figure 30. Who decides how working time is organized? Employees only. EU, 
2005 
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e) Job security 
Job security is a very clear candidate for inclusion in any index of job quality, both from a 
subjective and objective perspective. From a subjective perspective, as analysed in 
section 3.2, job security is a very highly ranked characteristic of work around the world; 
from an objective perspective, unstable employment is often related to anxiety, lower 
wages, lower access to training, difficulties in planning a career and long-term 
commitments, etc. 
 
There are two different ways of approaching the issue of job security. One option is to 
use subjective indicators of job security to ascertain whether a worker is worried about 
the prospect of losing his/her job. Alternatively, we can use an objective indicator such 
as the percentage of employees with temporary employment, or the job tenure of 
workers. Although there is a growing body of research on subjective job insecurity 
(Sverke and Hellgren, 2002, Witte, 1999, Näswall and Witte, 2003, Sverke, Hellgren and 
Näswall, 2002 or Muñoz de Bustillo and Pedraza, 2009), the most widely used indicator 
to measure job insecurity is the percentage of workers with temporary positions. As 
discussed earlier, when analysing the implications for job quality of part-time 
employment, it can be argued that temporary employment should be evaluated as a 
negative contribution to job quality only when it is involuntary. Nevertheless, as we can 
see in Figure 31, the percentage of voluntary temporary employment in the EU is so low 
that this does not seem a relevant issue in the EU38 and so, with regard to this variable, 
simply using the general level of temporary employment as a variable of job quality 
seems more reasonable. 
 

                                          
38 In fact, it is difficult to find any advantages, from the worker’s point of view, of having a temporary job as 
opposed to a permanent job, as open-ended contracts can be terminated without any cost for workers (only x 
weeks notice) if they decide to do so. 
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Figure 31. Reasons for having a temporary job, EU-27, 2007 
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Source: Authors’ analysis from Eurostat database (LFS). 
 
Figure 32 represents the share of temporary employment in EU-27. Once again we can 
observe notable differences, with sizable proportions of employees having temporary 
contracts in Spain and Poland, while the Baltic Countries or United Kingdom have almost 
no temporary employment. When evaluating this indicator it is important to realise that 
permanent or open-ended contracts can be of very different natures between different 
countries. In some (most) countries, a permanent contract confers certain rights in terms 
of severance payments (in case of termination from the side of the employer), while in 
others (the UK, for example), compensation is much lower (or non-existing, as in the 
US), so that there is in practice not much difference between temporary and permanent 
employment.  
 
Figure 32. Temporary employment in EU-27, 2007 
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Source: Authors’ analysis from Eurostat database (LFS). 
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The last two areas considered in the dimension of employment quality can also be 
considered as part of the dimension of work quality, as both the employment relation and 
the nature of the working activity have an impact on the development of the latter. 
 
f) Participation 
The existence of formal or informal channels of participation in the organisation of work 
and other working conditions can be considered to be an important element of job quality 
from two different perspectives. From a procedural point of view it can be argued that 
workers with an open channel of participation in the running of the establishment or firm 
will be in a better position to improve their job quality.  Assuming that to be the case, 
participation should lead to better resultant situations in terms of employment and 
working conditions, and could be used as a proxy variable to account for areas of job 
quality which are difficult to monitor using ad hoc indicators. Alternatively, it can also be 
argued that participation itself, without taking into consideration its effects from a 
procedural perspective, is an element of job quality, empowering workers and making 
them feel like agents in their own working lives as opposed to mere automatons 
performing decisions taken by others.   
 
Both perspectives support the idea of considering participation as an element of job 
quality. There are multiple potential channels, both formal and informal, through which 
workers may have a say in the running of establishments and undertakings, and each 
channel can be monitored by different indicators. Trade unions constitute a core labour 
institution and are major partners in social dialogue: therefore an obvious indicator of 
participation is union membership. It can be argued, however, that the impact of trade 
unions, at least in the European model, goes well beyond the direct participation of 
workers in the trade union movement, as in many countries collective agreements affect 
all workers, and not only unionised workers as in the US model (although there are 
several European countries where this is not the case: see Schulte, 2005). From this 
perspective, the percentage of workers covered by collective agreements can be used as 
an indicator of participation. On top of these more formal participation channels, there 
are also many informal ways of being involved in the running of an undertaking. The 
EWCS (2005), for example, asked employees whether they had been consulted in the 
previous 12 months about changes in work organisation or working conditions. 
 
Figures 33 and 34 display the results obtained in EU-27 in the three participation 
indicators mentioned. Figure 33 shows the two indicators of formal participation at the 
aggregate level: trade union density and collective coverage in the EU. It is interesting to 
note that the level of collective agreement cover is well above that of trade union 
density, so the picture painted can vary considerably depending on the indicator used. In 
relation to the indicator of participation at floor level, it is important to keep in mind that 
the question asked refers specifically to consultation in matters of work organisation. 
Nevertheless, these indicators show how the intensity of the different channels of 
participation varies between EU countries.  
 
An alternative would be to use one or several indicators to develop an aggregate index 
integrating the different approaches; the ETUI has developed an aggregate index, the 
European Participation Index, for this very purpose.39 

                                          
39 The EPI is the average of 3 different indexes: an index of participation at plant level, and index of 
participation at the board level (legal rights of employees representation in a company’s top decision making 
body) and an index of participation at the aggregate level defined as the average of the percentage of workers 
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Figure 33. Trade Union Density in the EU 
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Source: Authors’ analysis from ETUI data. 
 
Figure 34. Consultation in the workplace: % of employees consulted in the last 
12 months about changes in work organization 
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Source: Author’s’ analysis from EWCS(2005) microdata. 
 

                                                                                                                                  
covered by collective bargaining and the affiliation rate. For more details see: http://www.worker-
participation.eu/about_wp/european_participation_index_epi. 
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g) Skills development 
An important element of job quality are the possibilities available to workers to improve 
their skills in the process of working, whether by attending formal training courses 
organised by the undertaking, or through the process of work itself (on-the-job learning). 
The importance of this aspect of job quality is explained by its impact on the future 
employability of workers in a world of fast technological change that could make skills 
obsolete if not updated on a more or less continuous basis. The recognition of the 
importance for workers of having access to a continuous process of training through their 
life cycle has made Lifelong Learning an important objective of the Lisbon Strategy, 
proving its role well beyond the local impact on job quality. In the Commission’s own 
words: “Nowadays, lifelong learning is key to jobs and growth, as well as to allow 
everyone the chance to participate fully in society”.40 
 
Although lifelong learning is one of the structural indicators of the EU, for the purpose of 
evaluating job quality an alternative indicator focusing on the opportunities of following 
continuous vocational training (CVT) is more appropriate. This is because it is directly 
related to the jobs that people have (it is provided by companies themselves). Figure 35 
shows the percentage of employees following CVT in 2005, the last year for which figures 
are available. For EU-27, 34% of employees followed CVT, a percentage that may not be 
especially impressive but is at least still well over the percentage of adults (25-65) 
participating in education and training, which stands at 9.8 %. This information can be 
complemented by the average number of hours of training received, an average of 27 for 
EU-27, with a minimum of 20 seen in the UK and a maximum of 36 in the Netherlands. 
 
Figure 35. Percentage of employees receiving continuous vocational training 
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Source: Authors’ analysis from Eurostat database (Continuing Vocational Training Survey, CVTS). 
 

                                          
40 European strategy and co-operation in education and training (http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-
learning-policy/doc28_en.htm). Given the importance of lifelong learning the European Commission has 
proposed (COM(2008) 865 final) to rise the existing benchmark of 12.5% for 2010, to 15%.  
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Figure 36 depicts the results of an alternative measure of the same concept, the 
proportion of workers who took some form of on-the-job training in 2005 according to 
the EWCS. The results show a very high correlation (0.92) with the previously mentioned 
measure of vocational training. 
 
Figure 36. Percentage of employees receiving on-the-job training 
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Source: Authors’ analysis from EWCS (2005). 
 
Although the analysis performed in this section is merely informative and it was not our 
intention to cover each and every one of the many aspects of employment quality that 
could be considered in an index of job quality, the above-reviewed variables do illustrate 
the existence of important differences in employment quality in the EU countries. The 
importance of the variables discussed is highlighted by the different theories of 
employment quality reviewed in chapter 3 and, as we have seen in chapter 6, are 
included as indicators of job quality in many of the existing systems of indicators of job 
quality. 

7.2 Work 
As we argued at the beginning of this chapter, from an expository point of view it is 
convenient to differentiate between those aspects of job quality related to the type of 
work performed, the location and characteristics of the work place, etc., and those 
related with the employment relationship. In this section, we will review some of the 
areas to be considered when evaluating the quality of work and we will propose some 
examples of variables and indicators that could be used in their measurement. 
 
a) Autonomy 
As argued by many authors in the classical tradition of work sociology (see section 3.3.2 
of this report), the ever-increasing deepening of the process of labour division, although 
key to human progress as one of the main sources of productivity growth, can in certain 
industries lead to a fundamental loss in the degree of autonomy that workers have within 
their jobs. In some extreme cases workers can become appendices of machines, with 
little or no scope for the development of their capacities as human beings.  
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There can be little doubt that this is an element that lies at the heart of quality of work in 
a deep human sense: losing autonomy means a loss of potential for human self-
fulfilment at work. The European Working Conditions Survey measures the degree of 
autonomy that workers enjoy by asking them whether they can choose or change the 
order of tasks, the methods of work, the speed of work, the colleagues who they work 
with and when can they take a break (Parent-Thirion et al., 2007: 51). Figure 37 
reproduces the percentage of European employees and self-employed workers who 
report having autonomy in each of those five areas. The inclusion of self-employed 
workers in the chart allows us to contextualise the figures for employees, because self-
employed workers should by definition have the maximum possible autonomy 
(constrained by the nature of their activity, not by organisational matters).   
 
Figure 37. Autonomy in self-employment and employment, EU-27, 2005 
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Source: Authors’ analysis from EWCS (2005).  
 
Using these areas of freedom at work it is possible to build a simple composite indicator 
of autonomy as the sum of the five fields mentioned above (which results in a variable 
that ranges from 0 for those having autonomy only in one of the five fields shown above 
to 5 for those having autonomy in all of them). The results for employees in the different 
countries, reproduced in Figure 38, illustrate once again the wide diversity that exists 
across the EU: the national averages of this autonomy indicators range from 2.1 in 
Bulgaria to 3.6 in Denmark (with an average EU value of 2.8). The diversity in this 
indicator attests not only to differences in the division of labour across Europe (Member 
States with a larger share of industrial employment tend to show lower levels of 
autonomy), but also differences in forms of work organisation and work cultures (the 
Nordic countries traditionally show the highest levels of autonomy). 
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Figure 38. Autonomy composite indicator, 2005, by country (employees only) 
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Source: Authors’ analysis from EWCS (2005). 
 
b) Physical working conditions, health variables and risk of accidents 
As we have seen, one of the areas of enquiry with the longest tradition in the field of job 
quality is the analysis of the impact of work and working conditions on the health of 
workers. The relevance of this dimension is highlighted by the existence of a large 
number of health and safety regulations that address the health risks associated with 
work. There are different strategies that can be adopted to bring the dimension of work 
health-related issues within a multidimensional indicator of job quality. One possible 
approach is to focus on the physical conditions in which work takes place (the working 
physical environment): vibrations, noise, excessive or very low temperatures, breathing 
smoke or fumes, vapours, exposure to chemicals, radiation, tobacco smoke, infectious 
material or tiring/painful positions/postures. This is the approach reproduced in Table 27 
(taken once again from the descriptive report of the Fourth European Working Conditions 
Survey; see Parent-Thirion et al., 2007: 30), which shows the five countries with the 
highest and the four countries with the lowest degrees of exposure to each of these 
physical risks at work (at least a quarter of the time they are working). As was the case 
with autonomy, the levels of exposure to the different physical risks across Europe reflect 
the different specialisation of the different countries (for instance, workers in Eastern and 
Southern Member States are more exposed to agricultural and traditional industrial 
physical risks, whereas Finland has a high level of exposure to handling chemicals and 
Germany and Sweden to radiation), but they probably also reflect to some extent the 
different traditions, cultures and regulations of risk prevention in the workplace. 

Table 27. Physical risk exposure (% workers exposed a quarter of working time 
or more), EU-27, 2005 

 
Source: EWCS (2007: 30). 
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A different but complementary strategy is to focus on the perceived (subjective) impact 
of working conditions on health (that is, to measure outputs rather than inputs as in the 
previous example). For example, in Figure 39 we can observe the percentage of 
employees that consider that their work affects their health (negatively), as recorded by 
the EWCS (2005). It is important to bear in mind that this indicator is based on what 
workers themselves report, and not on any objective external evaluation of the impact of 
work on health; unfortunately, there is not much more information at European level on 
the impact of work on health.41 
 
Figure 39. Percentage of workers considering their work affects their health 
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Source: Authors’ analysis from EWCS (2005). 
 
There is one final approach which also focuses on outcomes, and yet relies on objective 
data with regard to accident risks (gathered directly by social security administrations42). 
The rate of accidents at work can be used as a proxy of physical working conditions. In 
Figure 40 we can observe the rate of serious accidents at work per 100,000 workers for 
EU-27. Using a standardised rate of accidents is common in the analysis of work 
accidents, a rate calculated considering the different composition of economic activities of 
the different countries and the different probability of risk faced by workers depending on 
the productive sector.  

                                          
41 On top of the information contained in the EWCS, there have been two modules in the European Labour Force 
Surveys (1999 and 2007) on the impact of work on health (which is also based on workers’ own evaluations). 
Eurostat also collects information on occupational diseases which are drawn from the administrative registers of 
social security systems, but this information has important problems of comparability as well (see Ennals, 
2000: 69) because of important differences in the social security systems, eligibility criteria for compensation 
claims, etc. 
42 Which has the problems mentioned in the previous note. 
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For the purpose of measuring job quality it is better to use the gross accidents rate 
(without standardisation), given that what we are trying to measure is the different 
accident risk of the jobs that actually exist in the different countries. Information on 
accident and health risks considered in the analysis of job quality can be expanded to 
include fatal accidents and occupational diseases. This approach, although free from the 
subjective nature of the previous strategy, faces the problem of the differing reliabilities 
of the national systems of data collection. Furthermore, as those countries with the best 
prevention programs are also the countries with the best health and safety data 
collection systems, such countries could paradoxically show (on paper) worse working 
conditions than other countries where health and safety data collection is not a high 
priority43. This should not prevent us from using health and safety statistics, but it 
highlights the importance of complementing the statistical information with expertise on 
the field to correct underreporting. 
 
Figure 40. Rate of serious accidents at work (x100.000)*, 2005 

 
(*)Number of accidents at work with more than 3 days' absence that occurred during the year / number of 
persons in employment in the reference population) x 100,000. 
Source: Eurostat. European Statistics on Accidents at Work (ESAW) 
 
c) Psychosocial risk factors 
There has been an increasing shift in health and safety literature in recent years towards 
focusing on a different type of risk, one that threatens not the physical, but the 
psychological condition of workers. The move towards a service or even knowledge 
economy, in which most jobs are not as physically demanding as they are in agriculture 
or in the traditional industries, probably explains the emergence of this new field.  

                                          
43 In words of J. Takala (2002) former director of SafeWork an ILO program for Safety, Health at Work and the 
Environment, and now working at the OSHA: “The most reliable figures come from those that are good at 
reporting accidents and diseases. But these are also the countries that have the best prevention programs”.  
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As in the case of physical risk factors, we can measure the incidence of these risks 
directly or indirectly, by looking at the risks themselves (such as violence and 
harassment in the workplace) or by studying their impact on the psychological health of 
workers (in terms of stress, anxiety, sleep problems, etc.). 
 
The different forms of violence at the workplace (from physical violence or threats of 
violence, to psychological violence such as mobbing and harassment) are the most 
important psychosocial risks at work. According to the Fourth European Working 
Conditions Survey, in 2005 around 5% of EU workers reported having been subject to 
mobbing and harassment in the previous 12 months. Psychosocial risks are greatest in 
services where there is close contact with the public, such as public administration, 
health, education and transport. As shown in Figure 41, this EU average conceals wide 
variations between countries, ranging from an average of 17% in Finland and 12% in the 
Netherlands to 2% in Italy and Bulgaria. It is important to highlight, in this regard, the 
fact that such differences might well respond, at least partially, to different levels of 
cultural awareness of the issue and, by extension, different levels of sensitivity to it in 
the different EU Member States. In some countries (such as Finland), mobbing and 
harassment are recognised as an occupational risk, and there are even legal procedures 
specifically designed to deal with it, whereas in other countries, it is hardly understood as 
an issue at all. This obviously means that the same situation could be identified as 
mobbing and harassment in one country but not in another. This points to the fact that, 
despite the importance of these psychosocial risk factors, problems of comparability are 
considerably higher than with physical factors because of the greater levels of cultural 
specificity. Once again, it is worth mentioning that, with few exceptions, women face a 
higher risk of being subject to this important work disamenity.   
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Figure 41. Mobbing and harassment in the EU by sex and country (% 
employees), 2005 

 
Source: EWCS (2007: 37). 
 
d) Intensity of work 
High intensity of work (excessive workload, fast pace and conflicting expectations) can 
have both a direct and indirect impact on job quality, especially when workers have low 
levels of autonomy (Karasek, 1979). It can have a direct negative impact on job quality 
because it increases work effort (making the work more exhausting) and reduces the 
time between tasks (important for relaxing or socialising with colleagues). But it can also 
have an important indirect effect, because high and continuous intensity of work is an 
important source of stress, and it can increase the likelihood of accidents in the 
workplace. The EWCS (see Parent-Thirion et al., 2007) provides an index of work 
intensity built from the answers to two different questions, whether a job involves: (1) 
working at very high speed, (2) working to tight deadlines. Figure 42 shows the rank of 
EU countries according to such an index. This indicator, which is also useful in pointing to 
psychological risk factors, shows high levels of intensity even in the most developed 
European economies.  
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Whether this results from some type of association between the intensity of work and 
productivity or from the simple fact that most developed economies tend to exhibit the 
highest levels of psychosocial risks (as we already observed in the case of mobbing and 
harassment) is something to be discussed (which is beyond the objectives of this report). 
However, it clearly highlights the fact that it is important to engage with these new risks 
in order to gather information which is relevant for European countries with different 
levels of economic development. 
 
Figure 42. Composite index of work intensity, 2005 
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Source: EWCS (2007: 58). 
 
e) Meaningfulness of work  
Work clearly has an instrumental value, given the fact that for most people it is their 
main source of income. It also has a relational value, as for most people the workplace is 
one of the major environments for social interaction. Last, but certainly not least, work 
has an intrinsic value to each worker as a means of achieving personal realisation and 
exercising their human capabilities. Feeling that work is meaningful and useful for oneself 
and others is, from this perspective, a clear element of job quality. In fact, most workers 
around the world consider meaningfulness to be one of the key attributes of a good job. 
However, most workers do consider their own jobs to be meaningful, which means that 
this variable may be of limited use in discriminating between good and bad jobs 
(meaningfulness could present the same type of problems as job satisfaction).  
 
In Figure 43 we can observe an approach to this question taken from the EWCS (2005) 
where workers were asked whether they often felt that they were doing useful work. It is 
quite obvious from a simple comparison of this graph with previous examples that 
meaningfulness has a lower degree of variability than most of the other areas of job 
quality discussed here, and therefore is perhaps less useful for identifying the quality of 
existing jobs with comparative indicators. Comparisons across countries might also be 
problematic as these areas tend to be more culturally biased.  
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Nevertheless, given the fact that the social sciences literature attests to the importance 
of meaningfulness to job quality and to the workers themselves, this dimension’s 
inclusion in any future job quality indicators probably remains well worth considering, 
even if this means trying to improve the measurement variables and their comparability 
across cultures. 
 
Figure 43. Percentage of workers having the feeling of doing useful work often 
or more 
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Source: EWCS (2005). 
 
The analysis performed in this section was only ever intended to fulfil an informative 
function, and we do not pretend to have covered all the different aspects of work quality 
that could be considered in an index of job quality. Furthermore, work conditions have so 
many differing facets and angles that it is often tempting to lengthen the list of indicators 
used to measure work quality. Nevertheless, the dimensions and indicators covered so 
far should be enough to provide an example of the types of variables that can be used in 
order to measure job quality, and its importance. The examples provided also show the 
existence of important differences in employment quality across EU countries.  

7.3 The importance of the context: institutions and job quality 
Jobs do not exist in a vacuum, but in a social context comprising public and private 
institutions like the Welfare State and the family. It is thus that the impact of a given job 
characteristic on the well-being of workers will depend on the interplay of said 
characteristic with the existing welfare arrangements and the supporting role played by 
the family. For instance, a given working schedule might or might not come into conflict 
with the employee’s work-life balance depending on the existence of a sufficient and 
affordable supply of nursery places and kindergartens to which the worker can entrust 
the care of the dependent members of the family while at work. If there is a wide 
program of public kindergartens, or a helpful retired grandmother or grandfather willing 
to watch over the children while their parents are working, the lack of family-friendly 
provisions at work might not interfere with the work-life balance of workers. This is 
especially important from a gender perspective as it is normally women who face more 
pressure to balance work with family commitments.  
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Something similar can be said about wages. A low wage might have different implications 
if there is public housing or a system of income tax credit directly or indirectly 
complementing net wages, compared to if there are no such social programmes (see 
Figure 44).   
 
As the existence of such interconnections between job characteristics, social policy and 
family supporting roles (to which we could add the employment level itself44) have clear 
and important implications in terms of the well-being of workers, it is useful to debate 
whether the indicator of job quality should account for the complementary role played by 
such aspects or not. 
 
Figure 44. Interplay of job quality and other institutional characteristics 

 
Source: Authors’ analysis. 
 
It can be argued, on the one hand, that if primary issue is the impact of a given job 
characteristic on the workers’ well-being, the existence of a specific public provision 
compensating for the lack of a job amenity (for example, an earned income tax credit 
complementing income of low-wage workers) should form part of the indicator itself. 
Otherwise we could (wrongly) conclude that a segment of workers has to cope on an 
insufficient income when this is in fact not the case owing to the existence of an income 
supplement provided by the public sector through the system of tax credits. 
 

                                          
44 It can be argued that the negative implications of the lack of employment security are different in a context 
of rising labour demand and in a context of rising unemployment.  
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A particularly relevant case related to this problem has been addressed in section 4.2, 
when dealing with the existence of employer-provided social benefits as a dimension of 
employment quality. As mentioned earlier, an important proportion of jobs have 
employer-provided health insurance in the United State, while only a minority of 
employees enjoy this type of complementary social benefits in Europe. Should we 
conclude than the quality of European jobs is worse in this respect? Obviously that is not 
the case, as in most, if not all European countries, workers have access to a public 
universal health system. The principle of homogeneity or comparability would then 
support the introduction in the indicator of those areas of public intervention (such as 
health or pensions, for example) with a direct impact on the well-being of workers, 
otherwise the results in terms of job quality could be biased against those countries with 
bigger welfare states.  
 
On the other hand, and from a different perspective, it can be argued that including in 
the system of job quality indicators a dimension of state-provided social benefits to 
workers would undermine one of the most important criteria defended so far in the 
construction of an indicator of job quality: to limit the job quality dimensions considered 
to those characteristics directly related to the job. If the unit of reference is the job, then 
whatever happens outside the job realm should not be taken into consideration in the 
measurement of job quality. Furthermore, an issue arises in the interpretation of the 
results: if the institutional context affects the impact of the different job characteristics 
on the well-being of workers, they will have to be taken into account before jumping to 
any conclusions based on the raw comparison of the scores provided by the indicator. 
Interrelations between job quality and social institutions shown in Figure 44 must always 
be considered explicitly when carrying out international comparisons of job quality, 
especially when (as in the previous example of social benefits in the US and EU) there 
are important differences in the social systems of the countries involved in the 
comparison.45 
 
To appreciate the complexity of the issue we are dealing with, we have to acknowledge 
the fact that many public interventions affecting job quality, in fact all regulations of 
working conditions (from redundancy payments to paid vacation and health and safety 
standards), with compulsory compliance by the undertaking, are direct determinants of 
key dimensions of job quality. Thus, we are not really isolating private from public, but 
isolating private job characteristics (whether product of unilateral decision taken by the 
undertaking, negotiated with workers, or imposed by the public administration) from 
other public (or private) interventions outside the realm of the work-employment 
relation. 
 
A third alternative or potential compromise is to construct a kind of satellite account46 to 
include those elements of social policy with direct impact on the well-being of workers.  

                                          
45 In fact this question is a specific example of the general problem discussed in section 4.1 dealing with 
whether it is possible to have a single set of indicators for countries that are very diverse in terms of economic 
and social development and with a different public-private mix.    
46 According to the OECD Glossary of Statistics “Satellite accounts provide a framework linked to the central 
accounts and which enables attention to be focused on a certain field or aspect of economic and social life in 
the context of national accounts; common examples are satellite accounts for the environment, or tourism, or 
unpaid household work”  
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Such an approach would obey the criteria of concentrating on the job realm when 
measuring job quality, but at the same time would force the user of the indicator to 
consider the way in which public intervention through social policy softens the negative 
impact of disamenities (and complements the amenities) of job quality on the well-being 
of workers. This type of account should include all those elements of social policy 
affecting job quality, for example: 
 

• Unemployment provisions and active labour market policy. The existence of 
unemployment provisions and active labour policies, such as training, may 
mitigate the negative impact of job insecurity. In fact the acclaimed flexicurity 
model is an example of how such public policy compensation for privately 
generated work disamenities can work in practice. 

• Public health insurance and public pensions. The existence of public pensions and 
a public health system will make the existence of employer-provided health 
insurance and pensions at least partially redundant. For example, according to 
Eurostat in 2006, public health expenditure was 8.7% of GDP in France and the 
Netherlands, compared to 3.8 in Poland or Estonia. 

• Public provisions to facilitate work-life balance. Such public provisions would 
include child care and early education services and long-term care services. For 
example, in 2005 in Denmark over 60% of children up to two years of age are in 
childcare and early education services, 20% in Spain and less than 10% in 
Germany, Italy, Greece, Hungary, Poland or the Czech Republic (European 
Foundation, 2009)  

• Tax credits or direct income transfers specifically those that favour low wage 
workers. 

From the perspective adopted in this report, the last option (the satellite account) is 
preferred as it has the virtue of limiting the analysis of job quality to characteristics of 
the job, while at the same time providing valuable information about those social policy 
interventions with a potential effect on the impact of jobs on the well-being of workers. 
 

IP/A/EMPL/ST/2008-09 148                                                     PE 429.972



Indicators of job quality in the European Union 
 

 

8.   CONCLUSIONS 
The European Employment Strategy has set itself the ambitious goal of creating not only 
more, but also better jobs. It is thus that the quality dimension (of jobs) has become a 
central concern of the European employment policy, complementing the job quantity 
dimension. However, if there is no adequate information on the levels of job quality 
across Europe and how they change over time, it will be very difficult to develop 
adequate policies to implement this aim of “better jobs”. In order to change reality, it is 
necessary to understand it; or, as one might say in this age of quantification, to change 
reality it is necessary to have good statistics about it. As we have shown in this report, 
there is already a wide variety of existing indicators on job quality in the EU, with 
different levels of merit and ambition, but none of them fulfils all the desirable 
characteristics necessary in such an index, especially if this index is going to be used for 
EU employment policy-making. The problem is not so much the lack of information about 
job quality, but the lack of agreement on what job quality is and the lack of a consistent 
source of data on this issue at EU level.   
 
There are very good reasons to take the development of a good European job-quality 
indicator seriously, and to do so now. Of these reasons we would like to highlight four. 
Firstly, European full-time workers spend on average 42 hours a week in their jobs, so it 
is obvious that whatever happens during this significant amount of their life will be very 
relevant to their overall well-being. Secondly, job quality is central to many of the aims 
of the EU – sustainable employment rates, gender equality, developing the world’s 
leading knowledge economy, etc. - and in order to reach an adequate evaluation of the 
functioning of the different European economies it is necessary to know not only how 
many jobs they are capable of creating, but also what kind of jobs. Thirdly, there is a 
clear link between job quality and productivity, which is the most important factor of 
economic development in the long-term, so an interest in job quality makes perfect 
economic sense in itself. And finally, in the context of accelerating economic and social 
change, the need for good and detailed information to be able to design economic and 
social policies becomes much more pressing. Having information on the implications of 
such economic and social change, not only in terms of the quantity of jobs available but 
also in terms of their qualities, would considerably increase our understanding of what is 
happening and therefore our ability to act. The current economic crisis makes this need 
even more pressing: we have detailed and almost real-time information about the 
(dramatic) implications of the recession for employment figures, but we know close to 
nothing about its impact on the quality of jobs.  
 
In spite of all this, there is still no established standard in the EU of what is (and how to 
measure) job quality. In fact, although we have a wide variety of proposals at our 
disposal, they often contradict each other in their underlying assumptions, concepts and 
measures. The main reason behind this lack of agreed standard at EU level is probably 
that this is still a relatively new area of policy monitoring, with the consequent theoretical 
weakness, but it also betrays a certain lack of interest (and resource allocation) in this 
area by European institutions. The development of any new indicator of well-being, 
furthermore, tends to be highly controversial, because the definition of a social indicator 
frames the future interpretation of the underlying issue and future courses of action. 
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The fact that measuring job quality is not an easy task must be acknowledged. However, 
it is not necessarily more difficult than is the case with many other areas of social reality, 
the measurement of which has been standardised (and included in official statistics) in 
recent decades, such as employment and unemployment, poverty, inequality or even 
something as evasive as human development. Job quality can be measured, and it 
should be measured if we take the aims of the European Employment Strategy seriously. 
 
The first step that is necessary when constructing an indicator of job quality is to agree 
on what job quality is. As we argued in our review of the existing proposals of job quality 
indicators, most started from different and not always clear concepts of job quality. For 
instance, some of the most important indicators of job quality currently available 
(including those proposed by EU institutions themselves, i.e. the Laeken indicators) 
include measures of job quantity, which reveals an evident confusion of concepts that 
considerably limits the usefulness of these job quality indicators. Other indicators of job 
quality include measures of social protection, education and even productivity, all issues 
which are related to job quality in one way or another, but which should not be conflated 
with the concept itself. The lack of a clear background concept tends to make job quality 
indicators catch-all measures of anything that is arguably related to work, employment 
and the well-being of workers, while paradoxically lacking important dimensions 
identified in the literature (wages for example are lacking in the Laeken indicators, DWI-
1, QEI and QWF). 
 
In this report we have tried to develop an open model of job quality that could serve as a 
theoretical basis for the construction of a European job quality indicator. The theoretical 
underpinning comes from our discussion of three broad approaches found in specialised 
literature. The first one is based on using job satisfaction as an indicator of job quality, a 
methodological choice which exhibits problematically low levels of variability across 
individuals and nations. The second approach, to ask people about what makes a good 
job, might be affected by the fact that workers’ opinion can be biased by their current 
position in the labour market, and in any case requires a previous concept of job quality 
in order to select the attributes that will be presented to workers. The last and, in our 
opinion, most appropriate strategy draws on the Social Sciences literature in order to 
identify which job attributes have an impact on the well-being of workers. Further to this 
discussion, we presented an illustrative model of job quality based on the differentiation 
of two broad areas: employment quality and work quality. Employment quality refers to 
those aspects of the employment relation itself that have a potential impact on the well-
being of workers: these are all the aspects related to the employment contract, 
remuneration and working hours, and career development. Work quality, on the other 
hand, refers to the ways that the activity of work itself and the conditions under which it 
is undertaken can affect the well-being of workers: autonomy, intensity, social 
environment, physical environment, etc. 
 
We have therefore argued in this report that any future EU job quality indicator should be 
constructed by aggregating information about those job attributes which have an impact 
on the well-being of workers, and no others. This implies leaving out of the index all 
those dimensions of social policy and other public and private interventions that, 
although with impact on the well-being of workers, are not part of either work or 
employment quality. This constitutes a strategic departure from existing job quality 
indexes. For example, Laeken indicators include an indicator of proportion of children 
cared for by non-family members; Ghai’s ILO Index of Decent Work includes public 
expenditure on social protection (% of GDP), “generosity” of unemployment benefits in 
the IQL, etc.  
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We instead suggest constructing a side-index with those interventions of public and 
private institutions capable of compensating the potential negative attributes of existing 
jobs. In this way, the interactions between job quality and social policy can be taken into 
account without compromising the meaning of the index and its consistency. 
 
We have also discussed some of the methodological problems that have to be tackled 
when measuring the different dimensions of job quality and their aggregation. Job quality 
is a multidimensional concept, and therefore any overall indicator will have to be 
constructed by aggregating information from the different attributes (or dimensions) of 
work and employment. Ideally, such an aggregation should be undertaken at the 
individual level using a single source. That is to say, we should be able to generate the 
indicator for individual workers, using information about the characteristics of their jobs 
and about how those characteristics affect their well-being. An indicator constructed at 
individual level allows us to study the quality of jobs held by specific groups of workers, 
such as women and men, older workers or the low-paid. The possibility of evaluating the 
quality of jobs held by disadvantaged workers is crucial to the fulfilment of the objectives 
of the European Employment Strategy. Furthermore, job quality indicators should be 
updated regularly so that they can be used to track changes over time, although the 
pace of change of job quality is slower than that of job numbers, and therefore it would 
not need to be updated as frequently. Finally, any EU job quality indicator has to address 
issues of comparability: because there are important structural and cultural differences 
across Europe, the definition of some of the dimensions of job quality and the measures 
themselves need to be adapted to fit national specificities. However, if this is taken too 
far, comparability itself can be compromised and therefore the usefulness of the entire 
process. For many of these methodological dilemmas there are no clear-cut measures 
that can be taken beforehand: depending on the specific objectives in each case, and the 
resources available, specific solutions will have to be sought. What is crucial, both for the 
usefulness and for the credibility of the indicator, is that each of the methodological 
decisions taken is well explained and documented – existing job quality indicators that 
are supported by such documentation, like the ETUI Job Quality Index, stand out as good 
practice for others to follow.  
 
Existing job quality indicators  

As far as the job quality indicators analysed are concerned, the huge quantity of 
information involved makes it difficult to boil the issue down to a brief summary. There 
are, however, certain conclusions that can be drawn from this report. The main 
conclusion is that, despite the current availability of several indices of job quality, there is 
still a need at EU level for a worker-oriented, individually-constructed and properly 
grounded job quality indicator in order to measure, compare and monitor job quality in 
the different Member States, as required by the objectives of the European Employment 
Strategy. Some of the existing indicators are excellent, some others are not so good, but 
all of them display some shortcoming that means it is still necessary to devote resources 
to the development of a better index. In the following pages, we will try to offer an 
overall perspective of the advantages and shortcomings of the measures presented in 
this section. 
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• Eight of the indices reviewed are not really (or not strictly) measures of job 

quality, as they comprise dimensions associated with other issues such as labour 
market access, as well as areas as unrelated to job quality as the Gini index of 
disposable income, illiteracy rate or standard macroeconomic indicators. This 
problem is especially evident in the case of the ILO decent work indices and the 
Laeken indicators. On the other hand, the EJQI, EWCS, SQWLI, QEI, DGBI and 
WCI, and the individual academic proposals manage to avoid this problem. In 
addition, most of the indices include some measure of social security, which is 
problematic when making international comparisons because of the existence of 
very different welfare regimes with very different roles for the private and the 
public sector (for a detailed discussion, see section 4.3). 

• Certain dimensions highlighted as important in the social sciences literature (see 
section 3) are absent from a large number of the indicators; this particularly 
applies to work intensity, an omission largely conditioned by the absence of other 
sources of information apart from the EWCS, the periodicity of which is not 
annual. Only those indices using this quite specific survey avoid this limitation – in 
our view, quite relevant. In addition, there are some important measures (the 
Laeken indicators, DWI-1, QEI and QWF) that make no reference to wages, which 
is clearly a serious omission. 

• Leaving aside those proposals that limit themselves to sketching a few relevant 
dimensions, there are five indices that yield no aggregate measure of job quality, 
but only present a system of indicators. They thus avoid setting (or justifying) 
weightings for the different dimensions. However, as we have extensively 
discussed, this cannot be seen as a positive feature of an indicator, as it means 
the overall evaluation of the results can be quite ambiguous (the different 
dimensions can yield contradictory results). And in any case, each observer will 
use their own value judgments to draw their own conclusions from the results of 
the different dimensions. 

• The number of dimensions and measurement variables varies greatly across the 
indicators, from six variables (the GBJI) to more than a hundred (the EWCS and 
Tangian’s proposal based on it). In most cases, aggregation is done on the basis 
of equal weighting, usually without any explicit or theoretically sound explanation, 
though sometimes variables are carefully classified into different dimensions in 
advance. There are two exceptions to this rule: the SQWLI weighting for the 
importance given by each worker to each attribute and Tangian considers that the 
importance of a dimension depends on the number of questions included in the 
EWCS about it. The first approach, though quite original, has the potential 
problem of the lack of independence between real and desired job attributes, an 
issue that has been extensively discussed in this report (see section 3). The 
second approach is likely to lead to erroneous conclusions because (as argued in 
section 5.1.3) the number of questions is unrelated to the relevance of each 
dimension in the survey. We have demonstrated that further effort (justification 
and documentation) is needed with regard to the aggregation of the different job 
attributes and dimensions. 
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• The problems of using job satisfaction as a component of job quality have been 
commented in detail in this report. It should be mentioned that only two of the 
indices reviewed – the QWF and SQWLI - are based solely on subjective variables. 
Another index (DGBI) relies on subjective dimensions and workers’ subjective 
evaluations of “objective” job attributes (noise, working time, etc.). Including job 
satisfaction together with other components of job quality presents the problem of 
using input and output indicators simultaneously, thus counting certain attributes 
twice. This problem can be observed in the QWF and the SQWLI, but not in the 
case of the DGBI. 

• Most indicators include variables appertaining to both procedure and results, with 
only the GBJI making reference solely to results. Another relevant aspect is the 
static or dynamic nature of the variables considered. Though there are many 
indicators including variables referring to opportunities of advancement in the 
current job, few indices – the Laeken indicators, IJQ, IQL and GBJI- are truly 
dynamic in a strict sense; that is, they use longitudinal measures of job or income 
mobility. However, as seen in section 4.1.2, it is unclear that such objective 
dynamic variable should be included in a job quality indicator. 

• Many measures present methodological problems when trying to include gender 
or age group gaps. We have argued that a more appropriate approach is to 
compute index scores for specific segments of the labour market which are 
thought to require special attention (long-term unemployed, women, youth, 
immigrants, etc.). This approach is consistent with gender mainstreaming as sex 
differences are retained throughout the index rather than assigned to a single 
dimension. In this regard, it is worth mentioning that some indices reviewed here 
(EJQI, IJL and IQL) publish gender-disaggregated results as a matter of course. 
One way to address this problem in an effective way is to design indicators that 
can be computed at individual level, that is, ones that allow for the comparison of 
job quality for specific groups of workers. Eight of the indices reviewed in the 
previous subsection – ECWS, SQWLI, DGBI, WCI, QWF, Tangian’s proposal, GBJI 
and ICQE - have this desirable characteristic. 

• Periodicity, authorship and data sources are usually interrelated. Those indicators 
that are backed by institutions tend to be updated more regularly than those 
authored by a single researcher. In addition, while institutional indices often use 
aggregate data derived from surveys, in the case of academic proposals it is not 
uncommon to find indicators computed using micro-data and therefore permitting 
the calculation of indices by subgroups. Finally, if results are based on surveys, 
then it is obvious that regularity is highly conditioned by the periodicity of the 
surveys on which measures are based. In order to avoid these kinds of limitations, 
many proponents opt only to use labour force surveys or aggregate labour market 
data that can be obtained on a regular basis. 

• As far as results are concerned, and this clearly only applies to those indices that 
monitor the same countries and periods, it should be mentioned that the Nordic 
countries often head the rankings, yielding, in general, sensible and apparently 
coherent pictures of job quality. There are, of course, exceptions, like DWI-4, 
which claims that job quality in some sub-Saharan countries is superior to that of 
certain EU Member States.  
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The high level of consistency across job quality rankings suggests that the differences in 
job quality between Member States are marked and consistent enough that any indicator 
which aggregates information from a sufficiently large number of relevant variables is 
likely to produce consistent results. Of course, this does not mean that it is not important 
to develop a sound theoretical framework for a composite indicator on job quality in 
Europe: this is necessary in order either to be able to interpret the results correctly, to 
make sense of any abnormality that may appear, or to give meaning to the whole 
exercise. But knowing that the different dimensions of job quality have a remarkable 
consistency among themselves, and that there are systematic and clear differences 
across Europe makes the idea of developing a good job quality index even more 
attractive. 
 
On the accessibility of sources and trust on data 

Of course, an important problem for constructing an EU job quality indicator is the source 
of the necessary statistical information. We have listed the dimensions identified in the 
Social Sciences literature as forming part of job quality, which can be understood as a 
kind of extensive “shopping list” of elements to form part of any EU indicator of job 
quality. As we have demonstrated, there is statistical information already available for 
virtually all of these elements, but this information comes from different sources, which 
makes their integration impossible within a single composite indicator constructed at 
individual level. Without such a single consistent source it is very difficult to undertake 
detailed analysis of specific or disadvantaged groups as required by the objectives of the 
European Employment Strategy. However, some of the indicators analysed (such as 
ETUI’s Job Quality Index) show that it is possible to consistently present gender 
disaggregated results – a key element of gender mainstreaming – even when a variety of 
sources are used. In the absence of a dedicated survey, this approach could be adopted 
also for other target groups – older workers, young/older people, immigrants, etc. 
Nevertheless, it is important to stress that this is only a second-best approach, as it is 
inherently inflexible and does not allow for the studying of the interactions between the 
different elements of job quality at individual of group level. For instance, without 
individual-level data is it impossible to see to what extent there are compensating 
mechanisms between the different attributes of a job. Currently, there are two main data 
sources in Europe which are methodologically sound, comparable at the EU level and 
which include information on job quality. Unfortunately, neither of them is really 
adequate in their current form for the construction of a good European Job Quality 
Indicator as implicitly required by the European Employment Strategy. 
 
The European Labour Force Survey, explicitly designed to measure job quantity across 
Europe, contains some good measures of employment quality (contractual conditions and 
working time), but is extremely limited with respect to the conditions under which work 
takes place. The only existing source of this at EU level is the European Working 
Conditions Survey, which is excellent in its design, but very limited in its statistical 
representativeness, and is updated only every five years. We can therefore conclude that 
one crucial step on the road to being able to develop a good indicator or set of indicators 
of job quality in the EU would be to improve the quality of existing surveys on job quality 
(better funding the EWCS or extending the scope of the ELFS), or alternatively, to create 
a new dedicated data source in this area. This new (or expanded) survey would have to 
be harmonised at EU level, periodically updated and take in a large sample so that 
detailed analysis of specific groups of workers can be undertaken. 
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What must be emphasised, in any case, is that if a job quality indicator is to be used for 
policy-making purposes in the EU, it will need to be constructed not only to the highest 
scientific standards, but also benefit from a broad and overwhelming political consensus 
(Member States and social partners). A composite index of job quality implies a clear and 
univocal definition, based on solid evidence, on what is desirable and what is not with 
regard to the conditions of work and employment, and the best way we know for defining 
what is socially desirable is through political agreement based on democratic principles. 
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9.  SUGGESTIONS TO PROMOTE THE CREATION OF A 
EUROPEAN JOB QUALITY INDICATOR 

Based on this report and the above conclusions, the following suggestions apply: 
 
1. There is still no established standard in the EU of what constitutes job quality or how 

it should be measured. In fact, although there are a wide variety of proposals 
available, they often contradict each other in their underlying assumptions, concepts 
and measures. Without a clear and sound EU indicator of job quality, the current 
concern of EU institutions on this issue will not be able to proceed beyond the sphere 
of a declared principle, and will not reach practical relevance in EU policy making. 
This has been demonstrated throughout the past decade, in which it has not been 
possible to measure any substantial progress made in the attempt to improve 
European job quality due to the absence of any appropriate or commonly accepted 
tool to carry this task out. This lack of a generally accepted system of indicators of 
job quality has also directly led to the undermining of the debate surrounding the 
quality of jobs created in Europe. 

 
2. If it is agreed that the qualitative dimension of employment is just as important in 

the EU as the quantitative dimension, we must also agree that it is necessary to 
have good statistics about the former. In the current economic crisis and the 
imminent period of post-adjustment in the global and European economy, with its 
marked effects on employment, it would be highly recommended once again to take 
up the political commitment to measuring progress in the quality of the working 
environment. In particular, the European Union faces the challenge of renovating its 
Strategy for Growth and Employment for the post-2010 period. In this context, it 
would be advisable to expressly incorporate the need to apply and monitor 
homogenous and comparable indicators for the measurement of job quality into 
employment guidelines. Where agreements are reached, the establishing of target 
results should be the subject of specific debate. 

 
3. To establish indicators of quality constitutes a tough challenge, but it can be met. 

Other, even more complex (from the point of view of statistics or data collation), 
tasks have met with success. It is political will that marks out the priority of 
interests. The work carried out, in general, by the EMCO subgroup of indicators, 
though it does not go into the employment quality aspect in any depth, is a useful 
reference point.  

 
4. This job-quality concept has to be purged of variables that do not directly affect the 

quality of work and employment. The practice of “anything goes” in constructing job 
quality indicators has proven to be extremely detrimental to the relevance and 
usefulness of indicators. 

 
5. To implement this aim effectively, enhanced sources of job quality data would be 

required. Existing EU data sources can provide a basis for an EU job-quality indicator 
in the short term, but in order to monitor job quality adequately in a timely and 
comparable manner with full coverage of EU citizens, an expansion of existing 
surveys or a new source would be required.  
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An expanded Labour Force Survey including (periodically updated although not 
necessarily quarterly) questions on job quality, and enlarged European Working 
Conditions Survey to allow analysis at a lower aggregate level, or the merging of 
both surveys are among the alternatives that could be considered to have, in the 
medium to long-term, a sounder basis for job quality analysis. 

 
6. Constructing an indicator requires a clear conceptualisation of what job quality is, 

with a theoretical model serving as its basis. This concept has to be constructed on 
solid scientific foundations and a wide European political agreement. The European 
Parliament could promote the development of this system of employment indicators, 
encouraging other Communitary institutions and European social partners to join in 
the task. The creation of a High-level Research Group with a mixed composition 
dedicated to the investigation into, and formulation of, a proposal would be an 
important step in the right direction.  

 
7. As a contribution to this task, from the analysis presented in this report we can 

conclude that any such job quality indicator ought, ideally, to be constructed from 
individual data, and include, at the very least, the dimensions and fields which have 
been analysed in the present study, and summarised in Table 28. In any case, this 
future European Job Quality Indicator (EJQI) should be the result of a specific 
research effort aimed at solving the different problems related to the concept and 
measurement of job quality reviewed in this report.   

 
Table 28. Outline for the development of an European Job Quality Indicator 

Dimension Area Existing source 

Work autonomy EWCS 

Physical working conditions EWCS 

Health implications of work (physical and 
psychological) 

EWCS 

Risks EWCS 

Pace of work and workload EWCS 

Social working environment EWCS 

Meaningfulness EWCS 

Work 

On-the-job training EWCS / LFS 

Participation EWCS 
Work and employment 

Opportunities for advancement EWCS 

Formal training EWCS / LFS 

Type of contract, stability LFS 

Working hours LFS / EWCS 

Distribution of working hours (unsocial 
hours, clear boundaries and flexibility) 

LFS / EWCS 

Wage ESES 

Employment 

Social benefits ESES / EWCS 

 
Note: for more details on the sources, see chapter 5; for more details on the dimensions and areas, see 
chapter 7. 
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