Designing Jobs to Make Employees Happy?
Focus on Job Satisfaction First
Abstract
This paper examines the effects of job task characteristics and job satisfaction on subjective wellbeing, often referred to as happiness, among Japanese employees. Because past research has
recognized happiness as a source of greater performance and on account of recent events related to
‘karoshi’ – or death by overwork, its antecedents in the workplace are of great interest for both
research and practice.
This research, using conditional process analysis with data gathered from Japanese managers and
front-line workers within Japanese firms in Japan, found that job satisfaction fully mediates the
relationship between job task characteristics and subjective well-being. Among job satisfaction
factors, job satisfaction-self-accomplishment and -relatedness displayed the strongest mediating
influence between job task characteristics and positive well-being.
First, these findings suggest that companies cannot rely on job design alone to directly foster
employee well-being but must ensure that task characteristics translate into work-related outcomes,
such as job satisfaction. Second, at least for Japanese employees, careful attention to job design
fostering job satisfaction-self-accomplishment and -relatedness is necessary to enhance subjective
well-being. These results indicate that job satisfaction plays a central role in the relationship between
job design and well-being.
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1. Introduction
Changes in both demographic and economic contexts in Japan are calling for a reassessment of the
relation between organizational performance and individual well-being in the country. Japan
experienced rapid growth after the war, and with it came the worry of overpopulation for
policymakers in the 1950s and 1960s (Tadokoro, 2014). The situation has now reversed with tapering
growth and demographic decline. The Japanese population is today facing the dual problem of ageing
and low birth rate, leading to its drop. Specifically, the Japanese Ministry of Health, Labor and
Welfare is projecting the working age population (ages 15-64) to fall from 64% to 51% of the
1

population between 2012 and 2060 (Williams, 2013).
Fast economic growth after the war led Japanese companies to adopt lifetime employment and
seniority-based promotion as human resource tools to attract and retain employees, “buying” their
commitment. Since the economic bubble burst of the 1990s, however, these two human resources
management characteristics of Japanese companies have declined. In fact, part of the management
style of Japanese companies is changing. It is shifting from a seniority-based system to a performancebased one (Miyamoto, 2009). This tendency has increased in the 2000s, under the dual influence of
Carlos Ghosn’s revival of Nissan and of new global standards in corporate governance following the
2001 Enron scandal. In turn, this change of management style has given birth to a sense of insecurity
in the minds of employees, and even to mental depressions due to increased pressure at work
(Nakanome, 2009; Shimizu, 2011).
The limited labor supply is causing the same negative consequence of ‘karoshi’, or death by
overwork, as that which resulted from Japanese companies cutting their payroll and increasing
employee workload following the oil crisis in the 1970s (ILO, 1993). Ishida (2002) extensively
reviewed the socio-medical origins of karoshi and its evolution towards general labor and welfare
discussions. The word karoshi itself was coined by Dr. Tetsunojo Uehata to describe a “condition in
which physiologically unsound work processes are allowed to continue in a way that disrupts the
worker’s normal work and life rhythms, leading to a build-up of fatigue in the body and a chronic
condition of overwork accompanied by a worsening of pre-existent high blood pressure and a
hardening of the arteries, finally resulting in a fatal breakdown” (Brown et al., 1994, p. 59). Karoshi
was again in the news as the suicide of an overworked employee at Dentsu, the giant Japanese
advertising agency, caused the ousting of the company CEO and the tightening of Japanese labor
legislation (Huang and Stapczynski, 2016). Besides the growing realization that well-being is critical
to retain employees, lifetime employment and seniority-based promotion are no longer the two pillars
that allow Japanese companies to attract new employees or retain existing employees. The usefulness
of lifetime employment has been questioned (Shimoda, 2016), and both lifetime employment and
seniority-based promotion have been largely confined to large companies (Babcock, 1996).
Meanwhile, another instrument leading potentially to higher performance and to higher employee
retention – well-being – has emerged in recent research. Hence, clarifying the antecedents of wellbeing is important for companies in Japan to remain attractive by substituting well-being to declining
lifetime employment and seniority-based promotion. Well-being has been linked to important
consequences in the workplace, such as productivity, job performance, retention, sociability, and
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physical health (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005; Judge et al., 2001; Amstad et al., 2011).
Therefore, Japanese companies must rethink their work practices, mind job satisfaction, and
consider the well-being of their employees, if they want to reduce labor turnover and attract new
recruits, Japanese or foreign. In doing so, Japanese firms should examine job task characteristics and
how these affect job satisfaction and well-being. While job satisfaction has been a common concern
among companies (Spector, 1997), well-being at work has started more recently to get some corporate
attention (Great Place to Work, 2015). However, such research in Japanese businesses remains scarce
(Diener et al., 1995, Spector; 1997) although Japanese employees have displayed comparatively
lower job satisfaction in cross-national research (Sousa-Poza and Sousa-Poza, 2000).
At the same time, while the link between certain job task characteristics, job satisfaction, and wellbeing has already been established in some past research (Hackman and Oldham, 1980; Warr, 1987;
Wall et .al, 1990; Kelloway and Barling, 1991; Ilardi et al., 1993; Morgeson and Humphrey, 2006),
the literature about Japanese companies remains scarce. This paper attempts to fill the research gap
on the relationships between job task characteristics, job satisfaction, and subjective well-being
among Japanese employees. The next section reviews past literature on these concepts, followed by
the research model and methodology, analysis, discussion, and conclusion.

2. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development
2.1. Subjective Well-being
The importance of subjective well-being in the workplace has been underscored by showing its
positive influence on productivity and job performance (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005; Judge et al., 2001).
Happiness is a concept often used to describe the psychological state of contentment or joy, and in
research, it is operationalized as well-being or subjective well-being. According to Ryan and Deci
(2001), “well-being refers to optimal psychological functioning and experience” (p. 142), and that
concept is usually defined from the two approaches of hedonic and eudaimonic perspectives. The
hedonic approach equates well-being with the pursuit of hedonic pleasure or happiness whereby
subjective well-being “concerns the experience of pleasure versus displeasure broadly construed to
include all judgments about the good/bad elements of life” (p. 144). The eudaimonic view considers
well-being to be different from happiness because some desires and the pleasures derived from their
fulfillment may not lead to well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2001).
Subjective well-being denotes an overall evaluation of a good or satisfactory state of existence. It

3

is a global measure of how well one is faring in life. Diener et al. (1999) define subjective well-being
as “a broad category of phenomena that includes people’s emotional responses, domain satisfactions,
and global judgments of life satisfaction” (p. 277). As any self-evaluation of a life must be measured
against an individual’s values, personalities, goals and beliefs, it is highly subjective. For this reason,
many researchers in this area prefer the term subjective well-being when discussing appraisement of
a person’s life (Diener et al., 2003).
The primary measure of subjective well-being is separated between the assessment of emotions
and that of life in general (Helliwell et al., 2015). The first element concerns emotions, both positive
and negative, towards daily events; the second, one’s evaluation of life as a whole, which can be said
to be more fully explained by enduring life circumstances such as one’s family, social or work
relationships and environment. The first component of emotions reflects responses to shorter-term
circumstances or exchanges that occur daily, for example being recognized for a job well done, or
alternatively being reprimanded for poor performance. The second component is multi-faceted and is
influenced by all the different areas of one’s life.
These two components for measuring subjective well-being can capture the variations in emotions
one might experience in life and the overall sense of how one evaluates one’s life. This assessment
of one’s own subjective well-being using positive affect, negative affect, and satisfaction in life is
consistent with Seo et al. (2015)’s recommendation. Feelings of energy and engagement, and of
distress and anxiety, can be found as instances of positive affect and negative affect in the literature
(Olesen et al., 2015).
Because hours spent at work make up a good portion of one’s life, satisfaction with one’s job has
the potential to significantly affect subjective well-being. The role of job satisfaction on subjective
well-being has already been highlighted by Ryan and Deci (2001).
2.2. Job Satisfaction
Job satisfaction started garnering attention in the 1920s when research by Elton Mayo on working
conditions at the Hawthorne Works in Illinois (USA) highlighted the relationship between job task
characteristics and job satisfaction, which both positively affected job productivity (Mayo, 1945). Job
satisfaction, or feelings of satisfaction with one’s job and on the job, is important as it has been found
to act as a job motivator (Mottaz, 1985; Colarelli et al., 1987; Brief & Weiss, 2002). Locke (1969)
defines it as “the pleasurable emotional state resulting from the appraisal of one’s job as achieving or
facilitating the achievement of one’s job values” (p. 316) and later added to that prior definition the
“appraisal of one’s job or job experiences” (1976, p. 1304). Locke (1969) further specifies that
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“overall job satisfaction is the sum of the evaluations of the discriminable elements of which the job
is composed” (p. 330) and that typically, measurements include questions for each specific job
elements whose results are then added with possibly the use of weights based on the importance of
the constitutive elements. In broader terms, job satisfaction measures “the degree to which workers
are happy with their job and daily work life” (Yamaguchi, 2013, p. 60).
Satisfaction is usually considered from the perspectives of needs, defined as “a person’s conscious
wants, desires, or motives” and which are viewed as individual constructs (Baard et al., 2004, p. 2046).
These needs have been used to predict work-related outcomes such as job satisfaction (Hackman &
Lawler, 1971). In the study of the satisfaction of needs, the self-determination theory focused on the
three individual innate and psychological needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness (Deci &
Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000). According to that theory, individuals are self-determining and
intrinsically motivated to continue working in their current job. The need for competence is about
“succeeding at optimally challenging tasks and being able to attain desired outcomes” (Baard et al.,
2004, p. 2046). The satisfaction of this need to master challenging tasks can make use of and develop
one’s skills. The need for autonomy is related to “experiencing choice and feeling like the initiator of
one’s own actions” (Baard et al., 2004, p. 2046). The satisfaction of this need is less about the
autonomy in performing a task rather than experiencing psychological freedom (Broeck et al., 2010).
Last, the need for relatedness is concerned with “establishing a sense of mutual respect and reliance
with others” (Baard et al., 2004, p. 2046). The satisfaction of this need is related to feelings of
connection to others and membership to a group which provides support (Broeck et al., 2010).
According to the self-determination theory, these three needs must be satisfied continuously for
people to function and perform.
Basic psychological needs have been separated in different categories, such as general needs and
those in specific areas. The work-related basic need satisfaction scale has been used in most prior
research assessing job satisfaction in a work context (Kasser et al., 1992; Ilardi, Leone, Kasser, &
Ryan, 1993; Baard et al., 2004) and it has recently received additional validation as a robust scale
(Broeck et al., 2010).
The fulfillment of these needs can be affected by careful design of job characteristics; indeed,
Hackman and Oldham (1976) found that job task characteristics affect job satisfaction.
2.3. Job Task Characteristics
Task characteristics are a subset of motivational work characteristics, on par with knowledge, social,
and contextual characteristics. In a comprehensive review of the literature, Morgeson and Humphrey
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(2006) assert that, among motivational work characteristics, task characteristics have been the most
commonly examined and those cover how the work is carried out and the nature of the tasks included
in a particular job. In this research, we specifically focus on these task characteristics only because
other characteristics are inherently more subjective and answers may vary based on various
respondent attributes unrelated to their task.
The five core task characteristics consist of autonomy, task variety, task significance, task identity,
and feedback from job (Hackman and Oldham, 1974, 1976, 1980). These task characteristics have
been found to affect a number of job-related outcomes, including work motivation and job satisfaction
(Hackman and Oldham, 1974, 1980; Morgeson and Humphrey, 2006). The resulting job satisfaction
is all the more important as it is thought to act as an incentive for the employee to continue in the
accomplishment of its task, thus supporting organizational effectiveness.
Autonomy. “The degree to which the job provides substantial freedom, independence, and
discretion of the employee in scheduling the work and in determining the procedures to be used in
carrying it out” (Hackman and Oldham, 1974, p. 9). Autonomy includes the employee’s freedom in
work scheduling, decision-making, and work methods (Morgeson and Humphrey, 2006).
Task Variety. Hackman and Oldham (1974, p. 9) initially focused on skill variety, which they
defined as “The degree to which a job requires a variety of different activities in carrying out the work,
which involve the use of a number of different skills and talents of the employee”. Subsequent
research expanded the construct to include several tasks, rather than skills, and is therefore described
as the degree to which a job requires employees to perform a wide range of tasks on the job (Morgeson
and Humphrey, 2006). This shift in focus from skill to task highlights the importance of non-routine
tasks calling for a variety of skills.
Task Significance. “The degree to which the job has a substantial impact on the lives or work of
other people – whether in the immediate organization or in the external environment” (Hackman and
Oldham, 1974, p. 9). Task significance plays a role in how the employee perceived the impact of its
work and has been found to enhance the employee’s feeling of being valued by the organization and
the stakeholders who benefit from its work (Grant, 2008).
Task Identity. “The degree to which the job requires completion of a ‘whole’ and identifiable piece
of work, i.e., doing a job from beginning to end with a visible outcome” (Hackman and Oldham, 1974,
p. 9). An employee who performs a task with clear boundaries and evaluable deliverables, such as a
complete service or product, is more satisfying and motivating than piecemeal tasks whose relation
to the final outcome is difficult to fathom (Hackman & Oldham, 1980).
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Feedback from the Job Itself. “The degree to which carrying out the work activities required by the
job results in the employee obtaining direct and clear information about the effectiveness of his or her
performance” (Hackman and Oldham, 1974, p. 9). This feedback from the job itself is different from
that from others, as it relates to the knowledge created by the employee while or after having
performed the job rather than from interactions with co-workers or its manager (Hackman & Oldham,
1980).
2.4. Hypotheses Development
The relationships between these constructs have been widely researched and supported in the past
literature, as discussed below. Because the goal of this paper is to examine whether job satisfaction
mediates the relationship between job task characteristics and subjective well-being in the Japanese
context, we first decompose the mediation into three relationships and test the resulting model.
Japanese employees work long hours and take very little time off. McCurry (2015), looking at
Japanese government data, notes that about 22% of Japanese employees work more than 49 hours a
week, compared with 16% of US workers and 11% in France and Germany, and that most Japanese
workers only use nine of their 18.5 days’ average entitlement of paid holidays. The reasons stated by
Japanese workers for such long hours and so little time off include extreme fluctuation in work
amount and frequently arising sudden and unforeseen duties, insufficient number of staff, producing
products/results of satisfactory quality, nature of the work or customer demands, and unevenly
distributed work among employees (Japanese Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare, 2015).
According to a recent survey by the British-based Chartered Institute for Personnel and
Development (CIPD), Japanese workers, tied with French workers, rank last in job satisfaction among
G8 countries (Chartered Institute for Personnel and Development, 2013). Furthermore, younger
Japanese employees (under 30) report the lowest job satisfaction and highest job dissatisfaction
among South Korea, Japan, the US, the UK, Germany, France, and Sweden, as noted by an
international survey conducted by the Japanese Cabinet Office in 2013 (Japanese Cabinet Office,
2013).
These unique conditions of the Japanese work environment call for examining previous results
which were found to link job task characteristics, job satisfaction, and subjective well-being.
2.4.1. Job task characteristics and job satisfaction
Job satisfaction is usually considered in terms of its situational job antecedents, which can be
broadly traced to the works of Herzberg et al. (1956)’s motivation-hygiene theory, of Hackman and
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Oldham (1976)’s job task characteristics model, and of Warr (2007)’s comprehensive review of the
literature. Herzberg et al. (1956) were the first to underline and categorize the antecedents of job
satisfaction in two categories: real motivational factors (achievement, recognition, work,
responsibility, promotion, and growth) which positively affect job satisfaction but have no effect on
job dissatisfaction, and hygiene factors (pay, company policy, good relationships with co-workers,
and supervision) which negatively influence job dissatisfaction but have no effect on job satisfaction.
Later, Hackman and Oldham (1976) proposed and tested their job task characteristics model and
found that their five job task characteristics affected job satisfaction, “especially satisfaction with
opportunities for personal growth and development on the job” (p. 259). As stated before, these job
task characteristics have been found to affect a number of job-related outcomes, including work
motivation and job satisfaction (Hackman and Oldham, 1974, 1980; Morgeson and Humphrey, 2006).
More recently, Morgeson and Humphrey (2006) and Warr (2007) developed comprehensive models
of job task characteristics, building on Hackman and Oldham (1976)’s original model, which proved
to positively affect job satisfaction. Therefore, we hypothesize the following:
Hypothesis 1: The five job task characteristics of autonomy, task variety, task significance, task
identity, and feedback from job (Hackman and Oldham, 1974, 1976, 1980) positively affect job
satisfaction (H1).
2.4.2. Job satisfaction and subjective well-being
The link between job satisfaction and subjective well-being has been intensively examined and
debated (Unanue et al., 2018). Unanue et al. (2018) reviewed the three main conceptualization of that
relationship, namely the segmentation, compensation, and spillover hypotheses. The segmentation
hypothesis argues that there is no relationship between job satisfaction and life satisfaction, the
compensation hypothesis that people compensate for their job dissatisfaction by finding more
satisfaction in other areas of their life, and the spillover hypothesis that there is a positive relationship
between job satisfaction and life satisfaction (for a review, see Rain et al., 1991). We implicitly
adopted the spillover hypothesis, which is the most supported in the literature, and which posits that
“there is a positive relationship between job satisfaction and life satisfaction” (Unanue et al., 2018, p.
2). As for the directionality of the relationship, different results have supported both opposite causal
links (Heller et al., 2002; Judge et al., 2001) as well as bi-directional associations (Rode, 2004).
Ryan and Deci (2001) argue that the self-determination theory “posits that satisfaction of the basic
psychological needs typically fosters subjective well-being as well as eudaimonic well-being” (p.
147). They explain that satisfaction with one’s life, along with more positive affect and less negative
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affect, indicate psychological wellness or subjective well-being. Similarly, Baard et al. (2004) found
that intrinsic need satisfaction on the job predicts both performance ratings and psychological wellbeing of employees. Therefore, we hypothesize the following:
Hypothesis 2: Job satisfaction positively affects subjective well-being (H2).
Hypotheses 1 and 2 imply a mediating role of job satisfaction in the relationship between job task
characteristics and subjective well-being.
2.4.3. Job task characteristics and subjective well-being
Last, the impact of work on individual well-being has been widely supported by past psychological
research (Warr, 1987; Kelloway and Barling, 1991). More precisely, job task characteristics and job
redesign have been shown to affect psychological well-being and mental health in general (Wall et
al., 1978, 1990). Therefore, we hypothesize the following:
Hypothesis 3: Job task characteristics positively affect subjective well-being (H3).
The three hypotheses combine into a model whereby job satisfaction mediates the relationship
between job task characteristics and subjective well-being (Figure 1).

Insert Figure 1 about here
3. Method
3.1. Sample and Measures
To test the hypotheses presented above, a questionnaire survey of salaried managers and staff, all
Japanese, working in Japan for Japanese domestic companies in a wide range of industries was
conducted. The survey instrument was first built in English, and then translated and administered in
Japanese by the authors who are fluent in both languages. The data was gathered in March 2015 using
a Japanese Internet Survey service with a large database of potential respondents throughout Japan.
Respondents were selected among Japanese employees working in Japan. Respondents numbered
208, consisted of 75% male and 25% female respondents from a wide range of industries and working
in different functions, and were split evenly between those employed as general staff with no
supervisory duties (104) and managers with subordinates (104) (Table 1). The internet survey firm
sent out the questionnaire to respondents, continuously monitoring the sample composition and
closing the survey as soon as composition requirements were satisfied.
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Insert Table 1 about here

For job task characteristics, following Morgeson and Humphrey (2006)’s Work Design
Questionnaire, 24 questions were used to evaluate the respondents’ perceptions of their task
characteristics, and specifically autonomy, task variety, task significance, task identity, and feedback
from job. For subjective well-being, as emotions tend to fluctuate as a person interacts and reacts to
different exchanges and events throughout the day, Helliwell et al. (2015) propose to use measures
which address positive and negative emotions. And the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development, in its guidelines on measuring subjective well-being, recommends including a question
on overall life satisfaction (OECD, 2013). We therefore use a general question about the respondents’
overall life satisfaction, two questions about positive emotions, and three about negative emotions.
Last, for job satisfaction, we use Deci and Ryan (2000)’s Basic Psychological Needs Scale at Work
covering in 21 items the three needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness. All questions were
asked on a 5-point Likert scale.
In addition to demographic questions (gender, age), the questionnaire included items inquiring into
the respondent’s situation with the present company (number of years at the company, position,
function), the characteristics of the company (size at the location where the respondent works, in the
subsidiary including the aforementioned location, in Japan as a whole, and industry). Indeed,
demographics could influence the variables under study, as for instance, the content and nature of
work, i.e. task characteristics, are affected in part in the Japanese context by gender, age, seniority,
and position (Loscocco and Roschelle, 1991). While the management style of Japanese companies is
changing, shifting from a seniority-based system to a performance-based one (Miyamoto, 2009),
seniority-based promotion is still prevalent and differentiated career tracks exist for male and female
workers in many organizations.
The pool of respondents is 75% male with a majority of people in their 30s and 40s, half has
subordinates, a third work at companies with less than 10 employees, and a relative majority is
engaged in the manufacturing sector.
3.2. Validity and Reliability
Factor analyses were conducted with each subset of questions pertaining to each variable – task
characteristics, job satisfaction, and well-being – to ensure that the questions displayed highest
loadings on the intended constructs and to assess discriminant validity. Following Costello and
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Osborne (2005)’s recommendations, question items with excessive cross-loadings, freestanding as
one-item factors, or considerably reducing factor reliability were removed. Marked differences were
found between the intended constructs and those obtained with the current sample. All factors were
found to be reliable with Cronbach alpha scores near or above 0.7.
For job task characteristics, three factors with eigenvalues above one were generated rather than
the intended five factors; the factors obtained indicated the dimensions of job autonomy & task
identity, job skill variety, and job task significance, suggesting that in this sample job autonomy and
task identity items were answered in a similar manner. It is important to note that all questions
pertaining to job feedback displayed equal loading on the factors related to job autonomy & task
identity and to job skill variety, and therefore there were removed from the subsequent analysis
(Costello and Osborne, 2005). These factors explained 36%, 18%, and 12% of the total variance
respectively, for a total of 65%. For subjective well-being, two factors with eigenvalues above 1 were
obtained, the first one related to positive subjective well-being and explaining 39% of the total
variance, and the second one to negative subjective well-being and explaining 33% of the total
variance, for a combined total of 73%. For job satisfaction, three factors with eigenvalues above 1
were achieved, the first one consistent with relatedness and explaining 35% of the total variance, the
second one indicating self-accomplishment and explaining 19% of the total variance, and the last one
denoting competence and explaining 12% of the total variance, for a combined total variance
explained of 66%. These factors differed from the original constructs in that the autonomy-related job
satisfaction is replaced by self-accomplishment job satisfaction.
4. Analysis
4.1. Descriptive Statistics
In order to examine significant differences among the constructs and compare them on a 5-point
Likert scale, mean scores were calculated for each dimension. Overall, the means of job task
characteristics, job satisfaction, and positive well-being were found to be above 3.0, except for job
satisfaction-competence (2.9). Table 2 shows the means, standard deviations, and correlations. In
terms of gender, female respondents, compared to male respondents, were found to work in offices
with fewer employees. Position related positively to all three task characteristics, especially autonomy
& task identity, to self-accomplishment and relatedness-related job satisfaction, and to positive wellbeing.

11

Insert Table 2 about here

Several statistically significant differences, using one-way ANOVA, were found by comparing the
constructs under study with demographic data. Regarding gender, female respondents, compared to
male respondents, reported stronger relatedness-related job satisfaction (mean of 3.5 versus 3.3;
F(1,206)=6.538, p=0.011) and higher positive subjective well-being (mean of 3.3 versus 3.0;
F(1,206)=4.776, p=0.030). This result is consistent with Genda (2016)’s findings who reported that
females in Japan are generally happier than males.
Concerning the size of the companies where the respondents worked, it affected the respondents’
job satisfaction-relatedness and job satisfaction-self-accomplishment (F(4,203)=3.337, p=0.011;
F(4,203)=2.515, p=0.043) (Figure 2). Lower levels were reported for those in mid-size companies
(over 10 and below 499 employees), and higher levels for those in very small companies (less than
10 employees) and large organizations (500 employees and over).

Insert Figure 2 about here

4.2. Model
The following statistical tests use SPSS and PROCESS, a freely available computational tool for
SPSS that specifically addresses mediation, moderation, or conditional process analyses (Hayes,
2012). Although structural equation modeling (SEM) may offer greater flexibility for model
specification, it is best reserved for very complex models since it requires more effort for similar
results. Based on extensive experiments, Hayes et al. (2017) assert that “for models that are based
entirely on observed variables, investigators can rest assured that it generally makes no difference
which is used, as the results will be substantively identical” and that “the choice, in that case, is
inconsequential” (pp. 80-81).
We assessed the effect of task characteristics on subjective well-being both directly and indirectly
through the respondents’ levels of job satisfaction. This corresponds to the model depicted in Figure
3, which estimates an unmoderated mediation model. Because the previous factor analysis revealed
three components for task characteristics in our sample, three separate mediation analyses were
conducted each time with one of the three task characteristics as independent variable (Tables 3, 4,
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and 5).

Insert Figure 3 about here

Insert Tables 3, 4, 5 about here

For job autonomy & task identity, the total effect is statistically significant (0.253, p<0.001), while
the direct effect is not, indicating that higher job autonomy & task identity does not directly result in
higher positive well-being. Only the indirect effects through self-accomplishment- and relatednessrelated job satisfaction are statistically significant (0.083 and 0.149, respectively). It is important to
note that the significance of indirect effects is not assessed based on the statistical significance of the
paths that define them but rather on asymmetric bootstrap confidence intervals which are entirely
above zero (0.035 to 0.156 and 0.074 to 0.262, respectively) (Hayes, 2012). The normal theory-based
Sobel tests (Z=2.981, p<0.05 and Z=4.261, p<0.001, respectively) agree with the inferences made
using a bias-corrected bootstrap confidence interval (Hayes, 2012). These findings indicate that the
impact of job autonomy & task identity on positive well-being is fully mediated by selfaccomplishment- and relatedness-related job satisfaction, thus providing partial support for H1 and
H2, and disproving H3.
For job skill variety, the total effect is statistically significant (0.190, p<0.05), while the direct effect
is not, suggesting that higher job skill variety is not a source of higher positive well-being. Only the
indirect effect through job satisfaction-self-accomplishment is statistically significant (0.109;
asymmetric bootstrap confidence interval: 0.047 to 0.192; normal theory-based Sobel test: Z=3.622,
p<0.001) (Hayes, 2012). This result reveals that the impact of job skill variety on positive well-being
is fully mediated by self-accomplishment-related job satisfaction, thus providing partial support for
H1 and H2, and refuting H3.
For job task significance, neither total nor direct effects are statistically significant, indicating that
higher job task significance is not a source of higher positive well-being. Only the indirect effect
through job satisfaction-self-accomplishment is statistically significant (0.101; asymmetric bootstrap
confidence interval: 0.020 to 0.190; normal theory-based Sobel test: Z=3.3322, p<0.001) (Hayes,
2012). This result suggests that the impact of job task significance on positive well-being is fully
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mediated by self-accomplishment-related job satisfaction, thus providing partial support for H1 and
H2, and invalidating H3. The results for the three unmoderated mediation models are summarized in
Figure 4.

Insert Figure 4 about here

It is important to note that in this sample, task characteristics do not affect job satisfaction-competence,
and furthermore, job satisfaction-competence is not mediating the relationship between task
characteristics and positive well-being.

5. Discussion and Conclusion
5.1. Main Findings and Implications
Overall, the Japanese workers in the sample evaluate their job task characteristics, job satisfaction,
and subjective well-being as slightly higher than average but only moderately high, since those mean
scores all fall between 2.99 and 3.58. On the 5-point Likert scale, a score of 3 is neutral and a score
of 4 denotes moderate agreement. Of all the constructs, respondents rated job autonomy & task
identity the highest and job satisfaction-competence the lowest. The lower job satisfactioncompetence is consistent with previous research, which indicated a modesty bias among Japanese
workers in their core self-evaluation (Judge et al., 1998; Piccolo et al., 2005).
5.1.1. Constructs
Regarding task characteristics, the three factors of job autonomy & task identity, job skill variety,
and job task significance were identified, instead of the original four defined in the literature (minus
job feedback whose question items were removed because of excessive cross-loading), suggesting
that respondents answered job autonomy and task identity items in a similar manner. Indeed, questions
assessing job autonomy, or one’s discretion in conducting one’s work, and task identity, or a task with
clear boundaries and evaluable deliverables, all relate to the respondents taking ownership of their
specific job. High task identity can be construed as a pre-condition for job autonomy since employees
must be able to clearly identify their own tasks in order to take ownership of them.
The shift towards a performance-based system is likely to affect job design and related job task
characteristics. A key principle of performance-based management is the assignment of clear and
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identifiable tasks and performance expectations to specific individuals (Moynihan, 2008). The
relatively higher rating of job autonomy & task identity (Table 2) suggests that Japanese workers
acknowledge the performance-based nature of their employment system, although this data set does
not allow to comment on the potential evolution of their assessment.
The U-shaped curve of job satisfaction-relatedness and job satisfaction-self-accomplishment
across company size at the location where respondents are working suggests that those working in
small and larger companies feel more closely connected to others at work and more accomplished in
their job. In small offices, employees work in a family-type environment, get to know each other well,
and have to be polyvalent across a number of tasks, thus creating a sense of accomplishment. In large
offices, self-accomplishment may come from the sheer size of the organization and the fact that task
delegation has been promoted through strong training and mature business practices. Likewise, in
these larger structured organizations, employees can relate first to the name of their organization, and
second they can develop feelings of relatedness to their own division or department. In contrast,
employees at medium-sized locations were found to have lower levels of job satisfaction-relatedness
and -self-accomplishment; we can infer that in organizations with 50 to 249 employees,
organizational size may be small enough to be monitored closely, which does not support their own
sense of accomplishment, yet large enough for employees to feel somewhat detached from their
colleagues. However, little academic research in Japan differentiates small from mid-sized companies,
so it is difficult to establish whether this finding supports or contradicts past results.
5.1.2. Model
The first major finding of this survey is that there is no direct link between any job task
characteristic and positive well-being. This implies that task characteristics alone do not support
positive well-being, although they have been shown to be motivating job factors (Hackman and
Oldham, 1976, 1980). In other words, companies cannot rely only on job design to directly foster
employee well-being, but must ensure that task characteristics translate into work-related outcomes,
such as job satisfaction.
But then which type of job satisfaction matters most? According to our results, job satisfactionself-accomplishment was the only mediator between all three job task characteristics and positive
well-being. However, job satisfaction-relatedness was the strongest mediator between job autonomy
& task identity and positive well-being. This first indicates that employees’ tasks must be designed in
such a way that workers can gain a sense of achievement. Second, companies must ensure that their
employees have sufficient work autonomy and identifiable tasks to elicit job satisfaction-relatedness.
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Employees who enjoy more freedom with less fragmented tasks accomplish their work on their own
and are free to develop personal relationships at the office. We can infer here that greater job
autonomy & task identity fosters a higher degree of relatedness, which consists of both mutual respect
and support, maybe because autonomy and identifiable tasks enable personal recognition among
employees. While working in teams has clear benefits for creativity, it can cause contention and social
stress in the organization and may not be appropriate for tasks that can be successfully accomplished
by lone employees. This is somewhat in contradiction with previous research which found that jobs
with high task identity increased accountability and therefore stress (Hochwarter et al., 2005).
In the Japanese context, higher task identity which requires employees to complete a whole and
identifiable output translates into higher job satisfaction-relatedness and -self-accomplishment.
Indeed, one of the characteristics of the Japanese intellectual tradition is “oneness of self and others”
(Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995, p. 27). Past scholars have shown that this trait extends to Japanese
organizations, which can be understood as organic entities, stressing human relationships over
functional relationships, favoring harmony, networking, and socialization (Judge, Erez, & Bono,
1998).
What’s more, the strong association between job autonomy & task identity and relatedness-related
job satisfaction extends our understanding of the antecedents of job satisfaction for Japanese workers.
For instance, recent results by Drabe et al. (2015) indicated that the situational antecedents of job
satisfaction for Japanese workers consisted of having good relationships with colleagues and
management, an interesting job, and to a lesser extent independent work, but not job autonomy or
task identity. Organizations in Japan, which ensure that they create an environment where employees
feel at ease with one another, emphasizing cooperation over competition, can therefore maximize the
link between job task characteristics and well-being.
This highlights a growing challenge since some Japanese corporations have been shifting from a
seniority-based system to a performance-based one (Miyamoto, 2009), breaking the predictability of
the seniority-based promotion system Japanese workers have come to expect. Since the bubble burst
more than 25 years ago, job satisfaction has been decreasing while working hours continue to be long.
Thus, Japanese firms must focus on improving subjective well-being by understanding its antecedents,
such as job task characteristics and job satisfaction. Due to a very tight labor supply and attractive
conditions at Japan-based foreign firms, the sources of job satisfaction may not only be evolving, but
Japanese employers need to adapt to attract and retain employees.
Another major finding of this survey is to have revealed the centrality of the relatedness component

16

(among the job satisfaction components) in the relationship between task characteristics and positive
well-being in Japan. While self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000)
contends that people from all cultures share basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence,
and relatedness, our research underscores the centrality of relatedness in the context of the Japanese
workplace. Our results reveal that relatedness is, among all job satisfaction factors, a core conduit
between job design and positive well-being. Figure 4 illustrates the weight of relatedness both in the
relationship between job design and job satisfaction and in the relationship between job satisfaction
and positive well-being. Dennis et al. (2002) have showed that from a very young age, Japanese more
than Americans, are encouraged to emphasize shared rather than individual experiences. The strong
relationship between relatedness and well-being found in the Japanese sample is consistent with
Kitayama and Markus (2000)’s assertion that in East Asian cultures happiness stems from “engaging
the sympathy of others” (pp. 113-114).
Cultures that value fitting in or belonging, such as the Japanese one, support interdependent
(conjoint) agency (Markus & Kitayama, 2003), a form of agency originating and promoting
connectedness with significant others; interdependent agency differs from European and American
independent (disjoint) agencies, which emphasize “an autonomous self that is different and separate
from others” (Güngör et al., 2014, p. 1375). While Güngör et al. (2014) have already hinted at the
relationship between autonomy and well-being for the Japanese by showing that autonomy is not only
important for the Japanese, but that it also predicts their personal well-being, we have enhanced the
comprehension of this relationship by adding the pivotal and mediating effect of relatedness. The first
aspect of this centrality is the relationship between job autonomy and relatedness. According to selfdetermination theory, people feel autonomous when they behave in a way congruent with their true
interests or integrated values and desires (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Hence, “the opposite of autonomy is
not dependence but rather heteronomy, in which one’s actions are experienced as controlled by forces
that are phenomenally alien to the self” (Chirkov et al., 2003, p. 98). Hence, consensus-building and
participatory work structures, typical of the Japanese workplace culture, shape organizational
commitment and work satisfaction (Lincoln & Kalleberg, 1985).
How do these findings fit with the well-documented long hours worked and the few vacations days
taken by Japanese workers? Recent research has highlighted the moderating role of job satisfaction:
long working hours are associated with increased risk of depressive symptoms (precursors of
‘karoshi’) but only for workers who reported lower job satisfaction (Nakata, 2017). Therefore, the
role of job satisfaction, albeit as mediator in our research, is further underscored.
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On the other hand, the model did not show a link between any of the three job task characteristics
and job satisfaction-competence. This result implies that none of these three job task characteristics
(job autonomy & task identity, skill variety, and task significance achieving challenging tasks), while
all denote a meaningful job, are linked to a satisfactory sense of competence in this sample of Japanese
workers. Furthermore, a single significant correlation was found between job satisfaction-competence
and job satisfaction-relatedness (r=0.16, p<0.05). We can conclude that for Japanese workers, the
sense of competence is not predicated on the task itself, but rather on the relationships with others.
Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (2012) have convincingly showed that the Japanese are both
communitarian and outer-directed, meaning that the community comes before the individual and that
at work, they focus their actions on others, avoiding conflicts and needing reassurance about the
quality of their work. In other words, their competence self-evaluation comes from their relationships
within the group.
Additionally, while previous research showed relationships between job design and job satisfaction
(Hackman and Oldham, 1976, 1980; Morgeson and Humphrey, 2006; Warr, 2007), and between job
satisfaction and well-being (Ilardi et al., 1993; Deci et al., 2001; Baard et al., 2004), there had not
been a study investigating the links between all three. Our findings suggest that job satisfaction plays
a central role in the relationship between job design and well-being. Also, research on Japanese wellbeing at work is scarce and this study indicates that in Japanese firms at least, job satisfaction-selfaccomplishment and -relatedness strongly affect subjective well-being. In particular, job-satisfactionrelatedness was shown to have the strongest effect on subjective well-being, which is not surprising
considering the importance Japanese culture places on harmony and belongingness (Oikawa and
Tanner, 1992). These findings suggest that for Japanese employees, careful attention to job design is
necessary, but not sufficient, for promoting subjective well-being, and that firms should evaluate how
job design affects job-related outcomes.
5.2. Limitations
This study evaluates job design, job satisfaction, and subjective well-being using constructs derived
from research conducted in the United States. Different core dimensions for Japanese workers can
thus be expected. The paucity of research and the absence of native scales in Japan call for the
identification of country-specific dimensions. Factor analyses were conducted to develop and validate
constructs for the Japanese sample, and these adapted constructs are a starting point for future research.
This will enable the development of a more culture-specific theoretical framework and pragmatic
suggestions for Japanese firms.
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The sample is both relatively small in size and cross-sectional, which limits the generalizability of
the findings. While the collected data includes a diversity of respondents in terms of positions and
functions, and in terms of company sizes and industries, future research should focus on specific
businesses or activities, or particular job roles, in order to identify relevant job task characteristics
and dimensions of job satisfaction. It would be of particular interest for instance to compare job design,
job satisfaction, and subjective well-being between regular and non-regular employees. Last, data for
dependent and independent variables were collected simultaneously in the same survey instrument,
raising the risk of common method variance. To eliminate such risk, future research will collect the
same data separately.
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Table 1.

Sample demographics

Indicator
Gender
Male
Female
Age range
Under 25
25-29
30-39
40-49
50-59
60 and over
Years at company
Under 3 years
3-9 years
10-14 years
15-19 years
20 years and over
Position

N

%

156
52

75%
25%

0
5
40
69
75
19

0%
2%
19%
33%
36%
9%

34
56
27
27
64

16%
27%
13%
13%
31%

Staff
Section Manager /
Project Manager
Department Head
Division Head
Senior / Top Management
CEO / Representative
Director
Function
Sales
Marketing

104
47

50%
23%

6
2
13
36

3%
1%
6%
17%

35
4

17%
2%

31

15%

Manufacturing / Quality
Control
Administration
Senior Management
Other
Company size at location
Less than 10 employees

23

11%

30
13
72

14%
6%
35%

71

34%

Between 10 and 49
employees
Between 50 and 249
employees
Between 250 and 499
employees
500 employees and over

44

21%

50

24%

16

8%

17

13%

Technology / R&D

Indicator
Company size in subsidiary
Less than 10 employees
Between 10 and 49 employees
Between 50 and 249 employees
Between 250 and 499 employees
500 employees and over
Company size in Japan
Less than 10 employees
Between 10 and 49 employees
Between 50 and 249 employees
Between 250 and 499 employees
500 employees and over

N

%

87
55
32
9
25

42%
26%
15%
4%
12%

67
38
34
17
52

32%
18%
16%
8%
25%

2
0
0

1%
0%
0%

16
42

8%
20%

Utilities
Information and communications
Transport and postal acitivites
Wholesale and retail trade

3
8
5
18

1%
4%
2%
9%

Finance and insurance
Real estate, rental and leasing
Scientific research, professional
and technical services
Accommodations, eating and
drinking services
Living-related and personal
services and amusement services
Education, learning support
Medical, healthcare and welfare
Compund services
Services (not elsewhere classified)
Government (except elsewhere
classified)
Other

11
7
5

5%
3%
2%

8

4%

4

2%

10
10
3
36
6

5%
5%
1%
17%
3%

14

7%

Industry
Agriculture and forestry
Fishery
Mining and quarrying of stone and
gravel
Construction
Manufacturing

28

Table 2.

Means, standard deviation and correlations

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Gender
Age (1)
Experience (2)
Position (3)
Size at location
(4)
6. Job Autonomy &
Task identity
7. Job Skill Variety
8. Job Task
Significance
9. Job Satisfaction
Self
Accomplishment
10. Job Satisfaction
Relatedness
11. Job Satisfaction
Competence
12. Positive WellBeing

Mean
1.25
4.30
3.15
2.43

SD
0.43
0.96
1.51
1.93

1
1.00
-0.217**
-0.198**
0.02

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

1.00
0.338**
0.255**

1.00
0.09

1.00

2.44

1.37

-0.212**

-0.01

0.326**

-0.421**

1.00

3.58

0.64

0.05

0.148*

0.138*

0.400**

-0.09

1.00

3.52

0.77

-0.02

0.07

-0.02

0.264**

-0.02

0.614**

1.00

3.23

0.73

-0.10

-0.03

0.11

0.211**

0.09

0.277**

0.420**

1.00

3.16

0.67

0.04

0.01

-0.146*

0.229**

-0.09

0.484**

0.485**

0.348**

1.00

3.35

0.64

0.175*

0.05

-0.05

0.244**

-0.09

0.546**

0.387**

0.295**

0.618**

1.00

2.99

0.73

0.12

0.11

-0.01

0.156*

-0.02

0.08

0.05

-0.02

0.12

0.162*

1.00

3.12

0.86

0.151*

0.06

0.04

0.216**

-0.01

0.321**

0.224**

0.08

0.469**

0.502**

0.333**

*p<0.05; **p<0.01.
(1) 1: under 25; 2: 25-29; 3: 30-39; 4: 40-49; 5: 50-59; 6: 60 and over
(2) 1: under 3 years; 2: 3-9 years; 3: 10-14 years; 4: 15-19 years; 5: 20 years and over
(3) 1: Staff; 2: Section Manager / Project Manager; 3: Department Head; 4: Division Head; 5: Senior / Top Management; 6: CEO / Representative Director
(4) 1: less than 10 employees; 2: Between 10 and 49 employees; 3: Between 50 and 249 employees; 4: Between 250 and 499 employees; 5: 500 employees and over
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Table 3.

Total, direct, and indirect effects, regression coefficients, standard errors, and
model summary information for the presumed job satisfaction influence multiple
mediator model for job autonomy & task identity

Total effect of X on Y
Direct effect of X on Y

Effect
0.253
0.015

SE
0.067
0.065

t
3.753
0.235

p
0.000
0.814

Indirect effect of X on Y
TOTAL
M1
M2
M3
(C1)
(C2)
(C3)

Effect
0.238
0.083
0.149
0.006
-0.066
0.077
0.143

Boot SE
0.059
0.031
0.048
0.02
0.057
0.038
0.054

Boot LLCI
0.131
0.035
0.074
-0.035
-0.198
0.01
0.051

Boot ULCI
0.366
0.156
0.262
0.051
0.027
0.16
0.276

LLCI
0.12
-0.113

ULCI
0.386
0.144

Consequent
Antecedent

X
M1
M2
M3

M1
Coeff
.
0.238
-

SE

M2
p

0.068
0.001
R2=0.057
F(1, 206)=12.352,
p=0.001

Coeff
.
0.408
-

SE

M3
p

0.064
0.000
R2=0.167
F(1, 206)=41.166,
p=0.000

Coeff
.
0.022
-

SE

Y
p

0.070
0.753
R2=0.000
F(1, 206)=0.100,
p=0.753

Coeff
.
0.015
0.348
0.365
0.260

SE

p

0.065
0.814
0.060
0.000
0.063
0.000
0.057
0.000
R2=0.330
F(4, 203)=24.962,
p=0.000

X (Job Autonomy & Task Identity); Y (Positive Well-Being); M1 (Job Satisfaction Self-Accomplishment);
M2 (Job Satisfaction Relatedness); M3 (Job Satisfaction Competence); C1 (Job Satisfaction SelfAccomplishment minus Job Satisfaction Relatedness); C2 (Satisfaction Self-Accomplishment minus Job
Satisfaction Competence); C3 (Job Satisfaction Relatedness minus Job Satisfaction Competence)
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Table 4.

Total, direct, and indirect effects, regression coefficients, standard errors, and
model summary information for the presumed job satisfaction influence multiple
mediator model for job skill variety

Total effect of X on Y

Effect
0.19

SE

t

p

LLCI

ULCI

Direct effect of X on Y

0.029

0.068
0.061

2.78
0.478

0.006
0.633

0.055
-0.092

0.325
0.15

Indirect effect of X on Y
TOTAL
M1
M2
M3
(C1)
(C2)
(C3)

Effect
0.161
0.109
0.052
0
0.056
0.108
0.052

Boot SE
0.051
0.036
0.034
0.023
0.049
0.047
0.041

Boot LLCI
0.069
0.047
-0.008
-0.043
-0.038
0.019
-0.018

Boot ULCI
0.268
0.192
0.125
0.048
0.166
0.212
0.148

Consequent
Antecedent

X
M1
M2
M3

M1
Coeff
.
0.317
-

SE

M2
p

0.066
0.000
R2=0.100
F(1, 206)=22.960,
p=0.000

Coeff
.
0.142
-

SE

M3
p

0.069
0.041
R2=0.020
F(1, 206)=4.243,
p=0.041

Coeff
.
0.001
-

SE

Y
p

0.070
0.990
R2=0.000
F(1, 206)=0.100,
p=0.990

Coeff
.
0.029
0.343
0.367
0.260

SE

p

0.061
0.633
0.061
0.000
0.058
0.000
0.057
0.000
R2=0.330
F(4, 203)=25.027,
p=0.000

X (Job Skill Variety); Y (Positive Well-Being); M1 (Job Satisfaction Self-Accomplishment); M2 (Job
Satisfaction Relatedness); M3 (Job Satisfaction Competence); C1 (Job Satisfaction Self-Accomplishment
minus Job Satisfaction Relatedness); C2 (Satisfaction Self-Accomplishment minus Job Satisfaction
Competence); C3 (Job Satisfaction Relatedness minus Job Satisfaction Competence)
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Table 5.

Total, direct, and indirect effects, regression coefficients, standard errors, and
model summary information for the presumed job satisfaction influence multiple
mediator model for job task significance

Total effect of X on Y
Direct effect of X on Y

Effect
0.034
-0.105

SE
0.07
0.06

t
0.488
-1.751

p
0.626
0.081

Indirect effect of X on Y
TOTAL
M1
M2
M3
(C1)
(C2)
(C3)

Effect
0.139
0.101
0.048
-0.01
0.053
0.11
0.057

Boot SE
0.064
0.045
0.039
0.024
0.055
0.057
0.046

Boot LLCI
0.015
0.02
-0.03
-0.054
-0.05
-0.003
-0.033

Boot ULCI
0.271
0.199
0.121
0.044
0.171
0.221
0.151

LLCI
-0.103
-0.222

ULCI
0.171
0.013

Consequent
Antecedent

X
M1
M2
M3

M1
Coeff
.

SE

0.265

0.067

-

M2

M3

p

Coeff
.

SE

p

0.000

0.124

0.069

0.074

R2=0.070
F(1, 206)=15.578,
p=0.001

-

R2=0.015
F(1, 206)=3.214,
p=0.074

Coeff
.
0.038
-

Y

SE

p

0.070

0.584

R2=0.001
F(1, 206)=0.300,
p=0.584

Coeff
.
0.105
0.380
0.385
0.256

SE

p

0.060

0.081

0.059
0.000
0.058
0.000
0.057
0.000
R2=0.339
F(4, 203)=26.085,
p=0.000

X (Job Task Significance); Y (Positive Well-Being); M1 (Job Satisfaction Self-Accomplishment); M2 (Job
Satisfaction Relatedness); M3 (Job Satisfaction Competence); C1 (Job Satisfaction Self-Accomplishment
minus Job Satisfaction Relatedness); C2 (Satisfaction Self-Accomplishment minus Job Satisfaction
Competence); C3 (Job Satisfaction Relatedness minus Job Satisfaction Competence)
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