Canadians are a dour lot when it comes to work. Globe and Mail, Oct 18th 2004

We're less happy in our jobs, less inclined to like our bosses and more likely to feel unappreciated than our counterparts in the United States, according to new research by the Gallup Organization.

Indeed, by most measures of job satisfaction, Canadian workplaces rank behind those in the United States — even though U.S. employees work longer hours and have shorter vacations, reports Gallup analyst Raksha Arora, who polled employees in the United States, Canada and Great Britain.

Are we a nation of Eeyores, or is there some basis for our discontent?

Satisfaction is “a somewhat subjective measure,” Ms. Arora said in a recent interview. Nonetheless, it's telling that 40 per cent of Americans polled say they are “completely satisfied” with their opportunities for promotion, compared with 29 per cent of Canadians and 25 per cent of British respondents, she said.

“One key to why Americans are willing to work longer hours could be that they are more likely to see greater potential reward.” 

Asked if they were completely satisfied with their boss, 60 per cent of Americans said yes, compared with 47 per cent of Canadians and 42 per cent of employees in Great Britain. On the question of recognition for accomplishments at work, 48 per cent of U.S. employees said they were completely satisfied, compared with 37 per cent of the Canadian and British respondents.

Canadians were also considerably less satisfied than the Americans about their relationships with co-workers, workplace safety conditions, the flexibility of their hours, their level of job security and the amount of vacation time they received — even though they received, on average, more. The research was based on surveys of more than 7,200 U.S., Canadian and British employees.

Workplace attitudes were just one component of Gallup's sweeping survey that also asked survey respondents about the importance of religion in their lives and mined their opinions on moral issues such as gambling, suicide and extramarital sex.

(Asked if they believe in God, 90 per cent of Americans said yes, compared with 71 per cent of Canadians and 52 per cent of Britons. Pollsters found that 70 per cent of Americans believe in the devil. 

That compared with 37 per cent of Canadians and 29 per cent of the British people surveyed. And there was even a question about angels: 78 per cent of Americans said they believe in angels, compared with 56 per cent of Canadians and 36 per cent of British respondents.)

Toronto-based industrial psychologist Guy Beaudin, of the consulting firm RHR International, was intrigued by the question about angels — “Canadians are very skeptical,” he said, with a laugh.

On a more serious note, Dr. Beaudin said the importance of faith in the lives of most Americans would indicate that they do not rely on their work, as much as Canadians do, for a sense of fulfilment.

“In Canada, we look to work more to provide us with a sense of identity and, because we are looking for that sense of meaning, I think our standards are higher in terms of what we are looking for in work.”

The Gallup poll uncovered “quite a striking difference between the United States and Canada in terms of how satisfied people are with their boss or immediate supervisors ... and I think that dimension colours a lot of the satisfaction that people derive from their work,” Dr. Beaudin said.

He said he has found, in the course of his management consulting work, that U.S. employers are ahead of Canadian employers in recognizing the importance of leadership development, and in recognizing that “leadership is more than being a strategic thinker.”

“We are willing to work harder for a boss we like and admire than we are for a boss with whom we don't have a good relationship. It's one of the fundamental dimensions of leadership, to make people feel part of something they want to devote their time and energy to....

“Because we see that better relationship with their bosses in the States, that partly explains why people want to work harder and why they report greater job satisfaction as well,” Dr. Beaudin said.

Ms. Arora said that, on average, Americans work 42 hours a week, Canadians 41 hours and the British, 39 hours.

“However, Americans do live up to their workaholic reputations in one sense — 38 per cent of Americans say they work more than 45 hours every week, versus 30 per cent of Canadians and 28 per cent of Britons,” she said.

And even though most Canadians are entitled to more than the average two weeks of vacation time that most Americans take, they are less satisfied with their vacation time, Ms. Arora said.

Dr. Beaudin expanded on that point:

Time off is important, he said, and there are limits to how much people should be expected to work.

“But, generally speaking, we'll spend more time at something we enjoy without feeling the negative consequences of it.”

