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JOB DESCRIPTIVE INDEX (JDI)

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Industrial/Organizational Psychology; Human Resources
Management

1. Core Definition

The Job Descriptive Index (JDI) is one of the most widely recognized and frequently utilized
instruments designed to measure job satisfaction, specifically focusing on satisfaction across
various facets of an employee's work environment. Developed in the 1960s by Patricia Cain Smith,
Lorne Kendall, and Charles Hulin (often referred to as the S-K-H model), the JDI provides a
structured, standardized method for assessing affective responses to specific job characteristics.
Unlike measures that assess overall job satisfaction using a single global score, the JDI uses a set
of 72 items, typically divided into five distinct subscales, allowing researchers and practitioners to
pinpoint specific areas where employees feel satisfied or dissatisfied. This precision is invaluable
for targeted organizational interventions and human resources planning, establishing the JDI as a
benchmark tool in organizational research for decades.

The instrument functions as an adjective checklist, requiring employees to respond "Yes," "No," or
"Can't Decide" to descriptive phrases relating to five critical aspects of their job experience. This
forced-choice, non-scalar response format is designed to mitigate certain response biases and
simplify administration across diverse organizational settings. The JDI is built upon the premise
that job satisfaction is a multi-dimensional construct, and its lasting relevance stems from its robust
psychometric properties and its ability to consistently differentiate between the varying sources of
employee contentment or discontent. Through its detailed output, the JDI allows organizations to
move beyond simple retention metrics to understand the underlying psychological states driving
employee behavior and productivity, which is crucial for maintaining a healthy and efficient
workforce.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The genesis of the Job Descriptive Index can be traced back to the burgeoning field of
Industrial/Organizational Psychology in the mid-20th century, a period characterized by intense
academic interest in the relationship between worker attitudes and organizational productivity. Prior
to the JDI's formalization, many existing measures of job satisfaction were often unidimensional or
lacked rigorous standardization and psychometric validation. Recognizing this gap, Smith, Kendall,
and Hulin initiated the development of an instrument that would be empirically sound, easy to
administer, and specifically sensitive to different facets of the job. Their foundational work,
particularly evident in their influential 1969 text, established the methodological standards that the
JDI continues to uphold.
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The initial construction involved a rigorous process of item generation and refinement, focusing on
common, descriptive adjectives related to job facets identified through extensive preliminary
research and pilot testing. The goal was to create items that were straightforward and universally
applicable, reducing potential ambiguity in interpretation by respondents from various educational
and cultural backgrounds. The enduring success of the JDI lies in its establishment during a time
when organizations were increasingly recognizing the value of worker well-being as a strategic
asset, moving beyond Tayloristic views of labor. The development coincided with the rise of human
relations theory, providing organizational psychologists with a reliable tool to quantify and analyze
these new conceptualizations of the worker experience.

Although the foundational structure of the JDI has remained remarkably consistent, the instrument
has undergone periodic revisions to maintain its relevance and applicability in modern work
contexts. The most notable update introduced the Job in General (JIG) scale, a supplementary
scale designed to measure overall, global job satisfaction, providing a useful counterpoint to the
facet-specific scores. Furthermore, efforts have been made to update and revalidate the item
content to address potentially outdated terminology and to ensure continued cross-cultural
applicability. These ongoing enhancements confirm the JDI's status not merely as a historical
artifact, but as a living instrument that adapts to the evolving nature of work while retaining its core
psychometric integrity. The continued use of the JDI, often in its revised form, underscores its
profound influence on the way job satisfaction is conceptualized and measured within academic
and commercial spheres.

3. Key Characteristics: The Five Facets of Satisfaction

The fundamental strength of the Job Descriptive Index lies in its focused assessment across five
distinct, yet interrelated, facets of the job experience. Each facet is measured by a separate
subscale, typically consisting of 9 to 18 descriptive items, resulting in the standard 72-item
instrument (or slightly fewer, depending on the specific revision used). This multi-faceted approach
provides diagnostic depth, allowing researchers to isolate the specific sources of employee
attitudes, rather than aggregating all sentiment into a single, less informative metric. These five
dimensions serve as the backbone of the JDI methodology and represent areas critical to overall
psychological engagement and retention.

The first core facet, Work Itself, addresses the employee's feelings about the actual tasks they
perform--their intrinsic interest, the sense of accomplishment derived, and the challenge level.
Satisfaction in this area is often linked to theories of motivation such as Job Characteristics Theory,

emphasizing the importance of skill variety, task identity, and feedback. The second facet, Pay,
focuses specifically on the monetary compensation and perceived fairness of the pay structure.
This measure addresses not only the absolute amount received but also the relative equity
compared to peers or industry standards, reflecting the critical role of external and internal justice
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perceptions in driving attitude.

The third facet, Supervision, assesses the quality of the immediate managerial relationship. This
involves evaluating the supervisor's competence, fairness, communication skills, and
supportiveness. Given the well-documented importance of the supervisor in mediating
organizational policies and fostering a positive work climate, this facet provides essential data on
leadership effectiveness. The fourth facet concerns Promotion Opportunities, measuring
employee attitudes toward the potential for career advancement and growth within the
organization. This subscale captures perceptions of fairness, transparency, and the availability of
development pathways, linking satisfaction directly to perceived long-term career viability. Finally,
the Co-workers facet assesses the social environment, including the friendliness, helpfulness, and
competence of colleagues. Strong satisfaction here indicates a positive social integration, which is
often crucial for team performance and organizational commitment.

4. Measurement Methodology and Scoring

The measurement methodology employed by the JDI is distinctive and contributes significantly to
its reliability. The instrument utilizes an adjective checklist format where respondents are presented
with a series of simple, descriptive adjectives or short phrases (e.g., "Fascinating," "Boring,"
"Respected") for each of the five job facets. For each item, the employee must select one of three
response options: "Yes" (Y), "No" (N), or "Can't Decide" (?). The simplicity of this format minimizes
the cognitive load on the respondent and facilitates widespread use, particularly in large-scale
organizational surveys where speed and clarity are paramount.

Scoring the JDI involves a predefined system where positive descriptors that match the employee's
experience receive a higher score, while negative descriptors that describe the experience receive
a low score (and vice versa for positive descriptors that do not apply). Specifically, for items that
positively describe satisfaction (e.g., "Challenging" under Work Itself), a "Yes" response is typically
scored 3, "Can't Decide" 1, and "No" 0. For items that negatively describe satisfaction (e.qg.,
"Tiresome"), the scoring is reversed: "No" is scored 3, "Can't Decide" 1, and "Yes" 0. The raw
scores for each facet are summed to produce five separate subscale scores.

The resulting raw scores for each facet are often converted into standardized scores for
comparative analysis, allowing organizations to benchmark their results against normative data
collected across various industries and demographic groups. This standardization enables
researchers to definitively state whether satisfaction in a particular area, such as Supervision or
Pay, is significantly higher or lower than established organizational norms. Importantly, the distinct
scoring for each facet reinforces the JDI's primary purpose: to provide highly granular, diagnostic
information. Users must recognize that the JDI deliberately avoids creating a single, overarching
satisfaction score, forcing analysis to focus on the specific dimensional contributions to overall
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employee attitude.

5. Psychometric Properties: Reliability and Validity

The longevity and popularity of the Job Descriptive Index are fundamentally attributed to its well-
established and rigorously tested psychometric properties. Decades of research have confirmed
the JDI's high levels of both internal consistency reliability and test-retest reliability. Internal
consistency, typically measured using Cronbach's alpha, consistently demonstrates that the items
within each of the five subscales are highly correlated and measure the same underlying construct.
This indicates that the JDI is a stable and dependable measure, providing consistent results when
administered under similar conditions.

Furthermore, extensive research has established the JDI's robust validity. Specifically, the
instrument exhibits strong construct validity, meaning that it accurately measures the theoretical
constructs it was designed to assess (i.e., satisfaction with work, pay, etc.). This is evidenced
through factor analyses that consistently confirm the expected five-factor structure, demonstrating
the distinctiveness of the measured facets. The JDI also demonstrates high levels of convergent
validity, showing strong positive correlations with other established measures of job satisfaction,
and discriminant validity, showing low correlations with measures of unrelated constructs.

Crucially for organizational application, the JDI has demonstrated significant criterion-related
validity. Numerous studies have shown that JDI scores are predictive of important organizational
outcomes, including reduced voluntary turnover, lower absenteeism, and improved job
performance, particularly when mediated through factors like organizational commitment and
motivation. The JDI's rigorous validation process, managed and maintained by organizations
responsible for its distribution, ensures that it remains a scientifically sound foundation for
organizational diagnosis and theory development. These strong psychometric credentials are what
set the JDI apart from less validated, proprietary organizational surveys.

6. Significance and Impact

The Job Descriptive Index has exerted a transformative influence on both academic research and
human resources practice. Academically, the JDI provided the first widely accepted,
psychometrically sound, multi-facet instrument for measuring job satisfaction, serving as the
standard measure in hundreds, if not thousands, of empirical studies concerning organizational
behavior, motivation, and attitude measurement. Its consistent structure has facilitated meta-
analyses and comparative research across different industries and countries, significantly
advancing the theoretical understanding of job satisfaction drivers. It allowed researchers to test
sophisticated models linking specific types of satisfaction (e.g., with supervision versus pay) to
specific outcomes (e.g., commitment versus turnover intention).
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In the realm of organizational practice, the JDI's diagnostic capabilities make it indispensable.
Human resources professionals use the JDI to conduct organizational climate surveys, identifying
specific departmental or job role issues that may be contributing to performance shortfalls or high
attrition rates. For instance, if JDI results show low satisfaction scores regarding the "Promotion
Opportunities" facet, management can focus on developing clearer career paths and transparent
advancement policies, rather than implementing generic interventions. This ability to isolate
organizational pain points allows for precise and cost-effective managerial responses.

The JDI's impact is also evident in its role as a conceptual model. The five facets--Work, Pay,
Promotion, Supervision, and Co-workers--have become standard categories used implicitly or
explicitly in many organizational assessments, even those not directly employing the JDI
instrument. It standardized the language through which job satisfaction is discussed, creating a
common framework for industrial psychologists globally. By providing a reliable tool that links
employee sentiment directly to organizational structure, the JDI cemented the importance of
attitude measurement as a key strategic function of modern organizational management.

7. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its widespread acclaim and robust history, the Job Descriptive Index is not immune to
academic and practical criticism. One frequent debate centers on the instrument's fixed facet
structure. Critics argue that while the five established facets were highly relevant in the mid-20th
century, they may not fully capture the complexities of the modern workforce. Contemporary jobs
often involve highly volatile factors such as work-life balance, organizational culture, technological
infrastructure, and autonomy levels, which are arguably not adequately represented by the original
five categories. As job structures become flatter and more dynamic, reliance solely on the
traditional JDI facets risks overlooking critical sources of modern satisfaction or dissatisfaction.

A second criticism involves the JDI's simplistic response format ("Yes," "No," "Can't Decide").
While this format enhances administrative ease and reduces ambiguity inherent in Likert scales, it
limits the granularity of the affective response captured. Respondents can only indicate presence
or absence of a feeling, not the intensity. This lack of a continuous scale can reduce the statistical
power available for sophisticated analysis, potentially masking nuanced variations in employee
attitudes. Furthermore, the reliance on descriptive adjectives sometimes leads to criticisms
regarding dated terminology, necessitating careful validation checks, especially when using older
versions of the instrument in contemporary or non-English-speaking contexts.

Finally, there is an ongoing debate regarding the appropriateness of using the JDI as a pure
measure of job affect (feeling) versus cognition (thought). Some researchers argue that the item
descriptors, while aiming for affective responses, inevitably incorporate cognitive judgments about
job conditions. This theoretical blurring makes it challenging to cleanly separate the emotional
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component of satisfaction from the evaluative component. Despite these criticisms, the JDI
remains the gold standard against which newer, more complex measures are often evaluated,
maintaining its foundational role in job satisfaction research due to its historical precedence and

proven psychometric reliability.

Further Reading
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