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JOB DIAGNOSTIC SURVEY (JDS)

Introduction and Historical Context

The Job Diagnostic Survey (JDS) stands as a seminal instrument within the fields of organizational
psychology and human resource management, designed explicitly for the rigorous assessment of
job characteristics inherent in a specific role or position. Developed during a critical period of
inquiry into workplace motivation, the JDS provides a robust, questionnaire-based methodology to
guantify the psychological states, satisfaction levels, and motivational potential experienced by
employees performing their assigned duties. This powerful diagnostic tool was the direct result of
pioneering research conducted by Professors J. Richard Hackman and Greg Oldham, faculty
members at the University of Michigan, who introduced the instrument in the mid-1970s. Their
work sought to move beyond simplistic views of job satisfaction, establishing a complex, data-
driven framework for understanding how the intrinsic nature of work itself influences employee
attitudes and performance outcomes.

Before the advent of the JDS, organizational interventions often focused primarily on extrinsic
rewards, such as compensation or benefits, or environmental factors, frequently overlooking the
fundamental structure of the work task. Hackman and Oldham recognized that sustained
improvements in employee engagement, productivity, and organizational commitment could be
achieved by systematically redesigning jobs to align with core human psychological needs for
challenge and mastery. The development of the JDS was thus inextricably linked to the creation of
their overarching theoretical framework, the Job Characteristics Model (JCM). The JDS serves
as the empirical arm of the JCM, allowing practitioners and researchers alike to precisely measure
the conditions hypothesized by the model and predict subsequent behavioral and psychological
outcomes across various organizational contexts.

The initial development and subsequent validation of the JDS were meticulously documented,
cementing its status as a reliable and valid measure in organizational research. Its introduction
marked a significant shift in organizational theory, providing managers not just with anecdotal
evidence of dissatisfaction, but with quantifiable data regarding the perceived characteristics of a
job, thereby facilitating informed, targeted decisions about job redesign initiatives. The instrument
is fundamentally rooted in the premise that jobs can be objectively analyzed based on a few critical
dimensions that stimulate the psychological experience of meaningfulness, responsibility, and
knowledge of results, ultimately driving intrinsic work motivation among employees.

Theoretical Foundation: The Job Characteristics Model (JCM)

The structure, methodology, and interpretative framework of the Job Diagnostic Survey are entirely
predicated upon the robust theoretical architecture of the Job Characteristics Model (JCM), a
leading paradigm in work design literature. The JCM posits that job satisfaction and internal work
motivation are not random phenomena but are systematically driven by five core dimensions
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inherent in the design of the work itself. These five dimensions influence three critical Critical
Psychological States (CPS) experienced by the employee: experienced meaningfulness of the
work, experienced responsibility for outcomes of the work, and knowledge of the actual results of
the work activities. The JDS is specifically constructed to operationalize and measure these
complex relationships, providing a quantitative link between job structure and predictable
psychological and behavioral outcomes.

The JCM establishes a clear causal pathway: the five core job dimensions lead directly to the three
critical psychological states, which, in turn, lead to desirable personal and work outcomes, such as
high internal work motivation, high quality work performance, high satisfaction with the work, and
low absenteeism and turnover. For instance, the dimensions of Skill Variety, Task Identity, and
Task Significance are theorized to converge, collectively contributing to the feeling of
Experienced Meaningfulness of the Work. The dimension of Autonomy leads directly to the
feeling of Experienced Responsibility for Outcomes, ensuring the employee feels personally
accountable for the successes and failures resulting from their efforts. Finally, Feedback provides
the employee with Knowledge of the Actual Results of their activities, allowing for immediate
self-correction and continuous performance improvement.

A crucial element distinguishing the JCM, and consequently the JDS, is the inclusion of individual
differences as key moderators of the model's effectiveness. Specifically, the model recognizes that
the relationship between the objective job characteristics and the resulting motivational outcomes
is not universal but is significantly moderated by an employee's Growth Need Strength (GNS).
Individuals with high GNS--those who possess a strong desire for personal growth, challenge, and
continuous learning--are predicted to respond much more positively to jobs that are highly enriched
and score highly on the five core dimensions. Conversely, those with low GNS may find highly
complex, enriched jobs overwhelming, stressful, or simply not worth the added effort. The JDS
includes specific psychometric items designed precisely to measure GNS, thereby enabling
organizational managers to tailor job design strategies based on the psychological profile of the
specific employee population being assessed.

The Five Core Job Dimensions

The JDS instrument dedicates significant measurement effort to thoroughly capturing the
employee's perception of the five core dimensions that define the potential for job enrichment and
intrinsic motivation. These five dimensions form the analytical backbone of the assessment and are
critical components required for calculating the overall motivating potential of any job role.

Skill Variety (SV): This dimension measures the degree to which a job requires a variety of
different activities, necessitating the use of several different skills, talents, and specialized
knowledge sets of the employee. A job high in skill variety demands the employee to draw upon a
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broad range of competencies, preventing monotony, stimulating continuous engagement, and
contributing positively to the experienced meaningfulness of the work.

Task Identity (TI): Task Identity refers to the degree to which the job requires completion of a
whole and identifiable piece of work--that is, performing a job from beginning to end with a visible,
tangible outcome. If an employee only handles a small, fragmented segment of a larger
organizational process without seeing the final product or service, task identity is low. High task
identity helps the employee perceive their total contribution as significant, coherent, and complete,
reinforcing their sense of meaningfulness.

Task Significance (TS): Task Significance is the degree to which the job has a substantial,
perceived impact on the lives or work of other people, whether those people are immediate
coworkers within the organization, external customers, or society at large. When employees feel
their work matters fundamentally to others, they attribute greater meaning and importance to their
efforts, elevating the psychological state of meaningfulness.

Autonomy (A): Autonomy is a critical dimension linking job structure directly to responsibility. It
reflects the degree to which the job provides substantial freedom, independence, and discretion to
the individual in scheduling the work, determining the specific procedures, and managing the
overall workflow. High autonomy directly fosters the feeling of personal responsibility for the
outcomes generated by the work, whether those outcomes are positive or negative.

Feedback (F): Job feedback is the degree to which carrying out the work activities required by the
job itself results in the individual obtaining direct, clear, and actionable information about the
effectiveness of their performance. This feedback must be inherent in the job itself (e.g., a software
engineer immediately seeing their code compile successfully), rather than provided solely by a
manager, ensuring the employee possesses immediate and objective Knowledge of Results.

The careful measurement of these five dimensions through the structured questions of the JDS
allows organizational management to identify specific, precise deficiencies within a job design. If,
for example, an analysis shows that a job scores highly on Autonomy and Skill Variety but poorly
on Task Identity, the resulting data suggests a highly targeted intervention is necessary--perhaps
restructuring the workflow so the employee handles an entire unit of service delivery rather than
just one segmented step--rather than a vague, resource-intensive attempt to "increase job
satisfaction" generally. This diagnostic precision is the central utility and defining advantage of the
JDS methodology.

The Job Diagnostic Survey Instrument Structure

The administration of the Job Diagnostic Survey typically involves a highly structured process
centered on the psychometrically validated survey questionnaire. This questionnaire is the core
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data collection tool, comprising multiple distinct sections aimed at measuring the employees'
perceptions of the five core job dimensions, their critical psychological states, their satisfaction
levels across various facets of the job, and their individual growth need strength. The questionnaire
typically utilizes specific response scales, most often seven-point Likert-type scales, to capture the
intensity of the employee's agreement or disagreement regarding statements describing their job
role and their feelings about it.

The design of the JDS questionnaire is carefully constructed to maximize reliability and validity
while minimizing common response biases, such as social desirability or the halo effect. Items
measuring a single job dimension are often interspersed throughout the survey, rather than being
grouped together, to prevent the respondent from easily identifying the construct being measured
and artificially inflating their scores on related items. For instance, questions specifically targeting
Task Significance might be presented alongside questions measuring general satisfaction with
supervision or organizational climate, thereby encouraging thoughtful, item-specific responses. The
resulting numerical data derived from these carefully crafted items allows for sophisticated
statistical analysis, including the calculation of mean scores for each job dimension across a group
of employees occupying the same role. This aggregation provides an empirical benchmark for
comparison across different departments, job families, or organizational units.

While the questionnaire provides the essential quantitative data for calculating the Motivating
Potential Score (MPS) and identifying specific dimensional deficits, the JDS methodology
sometimes incorporates an individual follow-up interview component, which serves a vital
qualitative function. The interview is used to gain deeper, contextual understanding regarding the
employee's overall job satisfaction and motivation, often exploring specific examples of high or
low performance experiences. This qualitative data is invaluable to organizational development
specialists as it aids in the accurate interpretation of potentially ambiguous quantitative results. For
example, if the survey indicates low overall satisfaction despite a calculated high MPS score, the
interview might reveal that the dissatisfaction stems from interpersonal conflict, poor
compensation, or inadequate training, rather than the job structure itself. This dual, mixed-methods
approach ensures both objective measurement and rich contextual understanding of the factors
influencing employee motivation.

The Motivating Potential Score (MPS)

One of the most powerful and frequently utilized outputs derived from the Job Diagnostic Survey is
the calculation of the Motivating Potential Score (MPS). The MPS is a single, compaosite
summary index that quantifies the overall degree to which a specific job possesses the
characteristics necessary to foster high internal work motivation. It effectively represents the
theoretical potential of a job to be intrinsically motivating to the average employee, contingent upon
that employee having a sufficiently high desire for growth and personal development. The
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calculation is rooted directly in the JCM's theoretical structure, emphasizing that certain
dimensions are multiplicative and essential in their contribution to motivation.

The formula for the Motivating Potential Score explicitly highlights the interdependence of the core
job dimensions and the absolute necessity of both responsibility and feedback:

MPS = ((Skill Variety + Task Identity + Task Significance) / 3) multiplied by Autonomy multiplied by
Feedback

This mathematical formulation reveals several critical psychological assumptions inherent in the
JCM. First, the dimensions contributing to Experienced Meaningfulness (SV, TI, TS) are
averaged together, suggesting that a deficit in one of these three elements can potentially be
compensated for by strengths in the other two. However, the resulting average score for
Meaningfulness is then multiplied by the scores for Autonomy and Feedback. Since Autonomy is
crucial for the psychological state of responsibility and Feedback is necessary for the knowledge of
results, the structure dictates that if either the Autonomy score or the Feedback score approaches
zero (meaning the job offers virtually no employee independence or no direct performance
information), the entire MPS score is severely attenuated or approaches zero, regardless of how
highly the meaningfulness dimensions are rated. This algebraic structure mathematically reinforces
the foundational belief that a job cannot be truly motivating unless the employee feels personal
accountability and receives clear performance data.

The MPS provides organizational managers with a standardized, objective, and comparative
metric. Jobs that consistently yield high MPS scores are those most likely to result in positive work
and personal outcomes, while jobs with low MPS scores are identified as primary candidates for
job redesign interventions, typically involving strategies of job enrichment. By comparing the MPS
of different roles across the organization, or by tracking the MPS of a single role over time following
an intervention, organizations can empirically validate the effectiveness and impact of their
structural changes. A consistently high MPS score suggests that the job structure itself is
psychologically sound, placing the burden of any observed poor performance or low satisfaction on
potential issues external to the job design, such such as inadequate resources, training
deficiencies, or external stressors.

The Role of Growth Need Strength (GNS)

As previously established, the JCM and the JDS acknowledge that individuals are not homogenous
in their psychological response to job complexity, challenge, and structure. The concept of Growth
Need Strength (GNS) addresses this individual variability, acting as a crucial psychological
moderator in the relationship between the job characteristics (as measured by the JDS) and the
resulting motivational and satisfaction outcomes. GNS reflects the extent to which an individual
possesses a strong desire for personal accomplishment, continuous learning, and development
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derived specifically from their work activities. The JDS contains a specific, validated set of items
designed to reliably measure an employee's GNS, often presented in sections related to personal
preferences, career goals, or desired workplace challenges.

The inclusion of GNS measurement allows for a significantly more nuanced and accurate
interpretation of the overall JDS results. For employees identified as having high GNS, the
predicted positive correlations between placement in a high MPS job and the achievement of high
internal motivation are robust and consistent. These individuals inherently thrive when given
challenging, complex, and autonomous work; they are internally rewarded by the successful
completion of difficult tasks and the opportunity to utilize diverse skills. Conversely, employees
demonstrating low GNS are not predicted to experience the same magnitude of positive
psychological states or motivational outcomes when placed in highly enriched jobs. For this group,
a job scoring high in skill variety and autonomy may be perceived not as an engaging challenge,
but rather as an unwelcome source of anxiety, stress, or excessive workload complexity, leading to
withdrawal or resistance.

From an organizational management perspective, understanding the GNS profile of the workforce
is essential for optimizing selection, placement, and redesign efforts. If the JDS reveals that a
particular job has a very low MPS, management must determine if this is a systemic issue requiring
immediate job enrichment. However, if the JDS further reveals that the employees currently
occupying that low-MPS job also have uniformly low GNS, the priority for structural redesign might
be lowered, or management might conclude that the job is appropriately structured for the specific
population it currently serves. Critically, if high-GNS individuals are consistently placed in low-MPS
jobs, the JDS provides clear empirical evidence that those employees are likely to experience
severe frustration, job dissatisfaction, and significantly higher rates of voluntary turnover, signaling
an urgent need for structural modification or reassignment to maximize organizational talent
retention.

Applications and Organizational Utility

Since its foundational introduction, the Job Diagnostic Survey has become an indispensable and
widely utilized tool across a diverse array of organizational settings, spanning manufacturing,
technology development, healthcare, and service industries globally. Its primary utility lies in
providing management with a systematic, evidence-based approach to assessing and improving
the internal quality of work life. The diagnostic data derived from the JDS is foundational for
successful organizational development initiatives, particularly those centered on improving
employee retention, enhancing performance efficiency, and boosting overall job satisfaction.

The most common and impactful application of the JDS is in guiding strategic job redesign and
job enrichment efforts. By pinpointing exactly which of the five core dimensions are deficient in a
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given role, the JDS prevents generalized or ineffective interventions that fail to address the root
psychological cause of motivation deficits. For instance, if the JDS data shows low scores on Task
Identity and Task Significance but adequate scores on Autonomy, management can focus
resources specifically on creating "natural work units" where employees own a complete segment
of the process and understand the impact of their contribution, rather than attempting costly,
misdirected interventions related to feedback mechanisms or skill training which are already
perceived as adequate. This targeted, data-driven approach maximizes the efficiency and return
on investment for organizational change programs.

Furthermore, the JDS is highly valuable in evaluating the longitudinal impact of organizational
change. Organizations that implement job enrichment programs often utilize the JDS as a pre-test
and post-test measure, administering the survey before and after the structural modifications. A
comparison of the MPS scores across these two time points provides objective, empirical proof of
whether the changes successfully enhanced the perceived motivational characteristics of the job.
Beyond redesign, JDS data can inform sophisticated recruitment and selection strategies, helping
organizations match job candidates with high GNS to complex, high-MPS roles, thereby optimizing
the critical person-job fit and promoting long-term employee satisfaction, motivation, and
organizational commitment.

Critiques and Limitations

While the Job Diagnostic Survey and the associated Job Characteristics Model are highly
influential and generally well-supported by decades of empirical research, they are not immune to
scholarly critigue and possess certain inherent limitations. One major limitation frequently raised
concerns the inevitable reliance on self-report data. The JDS necessarily measures the
employee's perception of the job characteristics, rather than objective characteristics determined
by an external observer. Critics argue that an employee who is already satisfied for entirely
external reasons (e.g., high pay, excellent benefits, or positive coworker relationships) might
unconsciously inflate their subjective perception of the job's autonomy or significance, leading to a
potential halo effect that compromises the pure objectivity of the MPS score. Although Hackman
and Oldham included specific measures to test for this potential bias, the inherent subjectivity of
perception remains a methodological limitation when attempting to analyze the pure causal link
between objective job structure and motivational outcomes.

Another significant area of academic debate centers on the generalizability and cross-cultural
applicability of the JDS framework. The model was developed primarily within Western, highly
individualistic cultural contexts, which place immense value on autonomy, self-direction, and
individual achievement. In highly collective or power-distant cultures, the emphasis on individual
autonomy might not produce the same magnitude of positive critical psychological states or
motivational outcomes. Researchers have found that the importance and weighting of the five core
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dimensions can vary significantly across different national and organizational contexts, suggesting
that the JDS may require careful adaptation, translation, or extensive validation before being
universally applied in global organizations or non-Western settings where interdependence is
valued over independence.

Finally, there is ongoing academic discussion regarding the specific mathematical formulation of
the MPS. Some researchers question whether the strictly multiplicative relationship between the
Meaningfulness dimensions and Autonomy/Feedback is always appropriate, suggesting that in
certain organizational or industry specific situations, an alternative additive model might provide a
more accurate reflection of a job's motivating potential. Despite these limitations--primarily
surrounding measurement technique and cultural context--the JDS remains the most widely
recognized, extensively validated, and frequently utilized tool for diagnosing job structure, largely
due to its strong theoretical grounding and its demonstrated practical utility in guiding actionable,
effective job enrichment strategies across a wide variety of organizational environments.

Conclusion and Further Reading

The Job Diagnostic Survey remains an exceptionally important and enduring tool for organizational
management, providing a standardized, systematic method for measuring the psychological quality
of work experienced by employees. By translating the complex theoretical framework of the Job
Characteristics Model into a functional, quantifiable instrument, the JDS empowers organizations
to move beyond mere guesswork and implement targeted modifications to job characteristics that
are empirically linked to improved employee performance, reduced voluntary turnover, and
significantly higher levels of intrinsic motivation. Understanding the interplay between skill variety,
task identity, task significance, autonomy, and feedback is essential for creating robust work
environments where employees can experience genuine psychological fulfillment and sustained
motivation.

The JDS continues to serve as a crucial benchmark in academic research and practical
organizational application, providing critical insights into how the fundamental design of work
impacts human behavior and contributes directly to organizational success. Organizations that are
committed to optimizing human capital and achieving long-term competitive advantage recognize
that the JDS offers the necessary blueprint for systematically identifying and modifying job
characteristics that may be impeding employee potential and diminishing overall job satisfaction.

For professionals and researchers seeking deeper scholarly understanding of the development,
validation, and application of this foundational instrument, the following resources are highly
recommended:

Hackman, J. R., & Oldham, G. R. (1976). Motivation through the design of work: Test of a theory.
Organizational Behavior and Human Performance, 16(2), 250-279.
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Oldham, G. R., & Hackman, G. R. (1980). Work redesign. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.

Nguyen, H. T., & Nguyen, D. H. (2014). The job diagnostic survey: A review of the literature.
International Journal of Management, Accounting and Economics, 1(6), 471-477.
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