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ABSTRACT

BANK TELLERS: Eight Women On the Financial Front Lines

Elizabeth Anne Lautard

This study examines the working lives of eight female bank tellers in Fredericton,
New Brunswick. It considers three questions: 1) how do tellers define, and relate to, their
jobs which are subject to considerable change and are of doubtful security? 2) how do the
bank tellers cope with the daily demands of the job? 3) how do the bank tellers justify their
involvement in their work roles, and to what degree do these justifications result in feelings
of satisfaction with their jobs? The thesis considers how the bank tellers handle their
occupational roles within a job that is undergoing significant change and possible
elimination. A Goffmanesque approach focuses upon the role-playing activities of bank
tellers in their interactions with clients. Added to the analysis are the effects of
technological innovations on the interviewees’ work demands. Among the main findings
this study found that several tellers drew a comparison between telling in the past and
present. Two distinct views of bank telling also emerged from the sample; bank telling as a
profession and bank telling as an insecure, part-time job. Finally, many of the tellers
described how bank telling is perceived to be more prestigious than it actually is. The
significance of this latter finding arises from the fact that, for those who work as tellers, it
is an insecure job characterized by low pay, high targets and on-going training. These
findings extend the application of Goffman’s approach by pointing out how tellers interpret
their performance and thereby deal with role demands that offer little in the way of job

satisfaction nor job security.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

In this thesis [ wish to investigate the nature of the occupational orientation of a
small group of bank tellers. The questions to which this thesis is directed are the following:
What impact does the lack of a career path in this job have on the women who perform its’
duties? How do the women in this study deal with the changes created by new technology?
What interpretative mechanisms do the women employ in connecting their sense of self with
an occupation undergoing change and possible demise?

This occupation is of unique interest because of the nature of its historical
evolution. It was at one time the principal port of entry for men into a career in banks. From
this entry post a man could expect, or at least hope for, a career of continuous upward
mobility within the ranks of the banking organization. The nature of this occupation has
gone through two significant changes since then. It has become transformed into a job
staffed almost entirely by women and with very limited possibilities of mobility. More
recently, it has undergone an additional transformation. It is currently an occupation
continually encroached upon by technological advances. As a result, the nature of the
occupation for the few still remaining has been transformed from one of servicing the

financial requirements of individuals to providing consulting services.
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Osberg, Wien and Grude (1995) note that the stereotype of the banking world as
“being conservative institutions in which an army of poorly paid women are commanded by
a few WASP male generals...retains validity.” (113) The authors state that at Megabank
(the Canadian bank studied by the authors) “there are only seven female vice-presidents, out
of atotal of over forty, while counter-level staff remain overwhelmingly female.” (Osberg,
Wien and Grude, 1995, 113) They continue by stating that many banks promote from
within, thus “the sixty-year-olds at the top of the pyramid are drawn from the cohort of
twenty-year-olds who entered banking forty years ago, in the early 1950s.” (ibid., 113-114)
Thus, back then, “the bank hired primarily white Anglo-Saxon Protestant males for
managerial positions, and a high school education (then a relatively rare educational
credential) was all one needed for a career in banking.” (ibid., 1 14) Also interesting to note
from a historical perspective is the explanation given by one of the senior vice-presidents
about how he got into banking. He told Osberg that he had graduated from a rural high
school in a graduating class consisting of 11 students. Every year the two banks in his
hometown would each hire one young man to work in their banks. The year he graduated
he was chosen to work in one of the town’s two banks.

Women began entering this occupation during World War 1 when there was a
shortage of men in the labour market. For example, 300 banks were staffed by women
during World War 1. (Royal Bank of Canada, n.d.) Despite the fact these women could do
the jobs, and customers came to accept them in this capacity, once the war ended, so did the
employment of women. As the Royal Bank video, entitled “Quick to the Frontier: Canada’s
Royal Bank: The First 125 Years” (n.d.), put it: “though many customers felt service

improved, the change was not yet permanent.”
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Women moved into the banks once again during World War 11. This time, when
the war ended, women’s employment continued. Graham S. Lowe in his article, “Women,
Work and the office: the feminization of clerical occupations in Canada, 1901-1931",
explains women’s employment in the bank due to changes in the means of administration.
“The evolution of modern administration during the first three decades of this century in
Canada created a new stratum of clerical jobs.” (1980, 378) Furthermore, as the number of
these new clerical jobs grew, they increasingly became rationalized. Add to this partial
structural explanation the concept of job sex labelling, and women’s new found employment
in clerical, including bank telling, occupations is explained. Bank telling (and other clerical
occupations) became a female job as the new tasks and responsibilities associated with the
newly created clerical jobs were not thought to be men’s work. This meant cheap labour and
newly restructured jobs for women who were thought to have no career aspirations. Thus,
“Segmentation resulted; men became office managers and technical or professiona‘l
personnel and women occupied the subordinate clerical jobs.” (ibid., 378)

So what does it take today to qualify for work as a bank teller? Educational
qualifications for bank tellers generally requires a high school diploma. (Aba Education
Foundation, n.d.) In the U.S., “banks prefer applicants who have had high school courses
in mathematics, accounting, bookkeeping, economics, and public speaking.” (U.S.
Department of Labor and Bureau of Statistics, 1996, 260) Banks also want employees who
“enjoy public contact” (U.S. Department of Labor and Bureau of Statistics, 1996, 260).
Presumable this is also true in Canada. Finally, Kendrigan notes that future bank officers

are now usually “recent college or MBA graduates™ (1984, 55).
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Bank telling, however, is subject to a high turnover rate in the United States. (U.S.
Department of Labor and Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1996, 259) This is “characteristic of
occupations that generally require little formal education and offer relatively low pay” (ibid.,
259). Bank telling likely has a high turnover rate in Canada as well. Hence, there is a “need
to replace tellers who transfer to other occupations or stop working” (ibid). Osberg, Wien
and Grude note that “Not much training of labor is needed. Since there is little investment
in the skills of employees, high labor turnover is quite tolerable and the bank can rely
heavily on part-timers.” (1995, 117)

For their part Ollenburger and Moore (1992), in A Sociology of Women: The
Intersection of Patriarchy, Capitalism & Colonization, report similar turnover rates for
women and men, although women and men leave their jobs for differentreasons. “Men leave
their jobs to move to different jobs that provide greater promotional opportunities. Women
are more likely to leave the market to fulfill childbearing and childrearing responsibilities.”
(76) Subsequently, the results for women and men differ. While “Men make occupational
moves that enhance their promotions and take advantage of their seniority; women leave the
market and lose seniority, disrupting promotion lines, to return at a later date when their
skills may be obsolete.” (ibid., 76-7) Hence, Ollenburger and Moore explain that “Women’s
work is compartmentalized into what economists refer to as the secondary labor market,
with low wages, high job instability, and few benefits.” (ibid., 72) Women often find
themselves employed in the secondary labor market because they are often responsible for
childbearing and childrearing. This association, in turn, can lead to a negative perception

of women’s participation in the workforce even though they may leave for valid reasons.
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Technological developments have produced a further change in the nature of bank
telling. According to Royal Bank of Canada’s video, “Quick to the Frontier: Canada’s Royal
Bank: The First 125 Years”, the ATM was introduced in the 1980's. Since its’ introduction,
this technology has taken an increasingly central role in the bank’s labour process. Today
there are no full-time tellers. The same thing seems to be happening today with telephone
and computer banking. Indeed, today’s tellers no longer exclusively execute many of the
financial transactions customers request, like withdrawing cash and cashing checks. Tellers
also use new technologies, like on-line video terminals and the ATM. However, their use
of the ATM is limited to using the technology; they retrieve specific types of information
(like a customer’s balance) but are not taught to understand how the technology gives them
this information. Tellers also inform customers of new technological services and
demonstrate how to use them (for example, the ATM). So not only do bank tellers work
side-by-side with their automated counterparts, they participate in the elimination of their
own role in the labour process.

In fact, the debit card is becoming a part of our every day life. The Daily Gleaner
reports arecent study by the national Interac association which finds “millions of Canadians
are choosing the Interac Direct Payment Option (IDP), making it the most popular form of
payment after cash.” (Tuesday, February 24, 1998, C8) Today, 19,200 ABMs are available
from all financial institutions. (Canadian Bankers Association, 1997/1998, 36) Furthermore,
the number of bank ABMs has increased over the years. In 1991, the total number of bank
ABMs was 10, 272. In 1997, the total number of bank ABMs increased to 14, 484.
(Canadian Bankers Association, 1997/1998, 18) Walter Stewart describes the automated

banking situation this way, “We have 7, 744 bank branches and 15, 000 Automatic Banking
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Machines (ABMs), which makes us the most over-banked nation in the world, except for
Japan” (1997, 20).

A closerlook at the ATM, telephone and computer banking demonstrates how these
new technologies have begun to appropriate many of the transactions tellers have
traditionally been responsible for processing. According to Helping you Bank: An
introduction to bank accounts, shopping for a bank account and ways of banking, full-service
ATMs enables a customer to “withdraw cash, deposit cash or cheques, pay bills, transfer
money from one account to another [and] get your account balance” (Canadian Bankers
Association, 1998, 19). Moreover, “some allow you to update your passbook or obtain an
account statement [and] machines with an Interac logo allow you to assess your accounts
from another financial institution’s ABM” (ibid., 20). ATMs can be found in many locations
including banks, stores, and supermarkets (the Friday, August 28" issue of the Globe and
Mail reports that one church, the Unity Center of Peace Church in Chapel Hill, N.C., has an
ATM located in its’ lobby). ATMs can be accessed every day of the week, 24 hours a day.

Telephone banking use appears to be not far behind. TD currently reports *1.1
million telephone customers.” (Daily Gleaner, Thursday, March 5, 1998, B7) Meanwhile,
CIBC “customers are performing four million transactions by telephone each month” (Daily
Gleaner, Thursday, March 5, 1998, B7). According to Helping you Bank, telephone banking
may allow yyou to “pay bills and transfer funds immediately, check your account balance and
activity, get an interim bank statement or hear a list of your recent transactions, make
postdated bill payments [and] check past bill payments and postdated bill payment
information” (Canadian Bankers Association, 1998, 24). Telephone banking also allows you

to, with the help of a telephone banking representative, “apply for a loan, a mortgage or
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renew a mortgage (during certain hours - check with your bank), order cheques, make a stop
payment on a cheque, find out if a cheque went through your account, sign up for a service
plan [and] invest in GIC and term deposits” (ibid., 24). However, you cannot withdraw or
deposit cash using telephone banking. Banking by telephone can be done every day of the
week, 24 hours a day. It allows you to bank at home, office or any location where there is
a telephone (including long-distance).

Finally, Helping you Bank also lists the transactions possible when banking by
computer. You can “transfer money between your accounts, pay bills [and] check on your
account balance or activity” (Canadian Bankers Association, 1998, 25). You can bank by
computer in one of two ways: “through a special computer connection to your bank using
its software or through your bank’s web site.” (ibid., 25) But, you cannot withdraw or
deposit cash. One can perform certain financial transactions through one’s computer either
at home or at the office. TD reports that 170, 000 of their customers are using TD’s Access
PC system. (Daily Gleaner, Thursday, March 5, 1998, B7) Meanwhile, CIBC customers are
performing 3.5 million transactions monthly by personal computer. (Daily Gleaner,
Thursday, March 5, 1998, B7) Scotia Online became available for customers’ use in
September 1997. (Scotiabank, volume 3, Issue 2, March 1998, 2)

Today, new positions like that of the telephone banking representative, are now
employed by banks. In Vanishing Jobs: Canada’s Changing Workplaces, the authors
describe how some financial institutions are moving towards “telephone customer service
centres, operating on a twenty-four-hour basis from a central long distance connection.”
(Osberg, Wien and Grude, 1995, 115) In Fredericton, NB, all the major banks, Canada Trust

and Hong Kong Bank of Canada have telephone banking. The authors of Vanishing Jobs:
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Canada’s Changing Workplaces confirm that “With digital telephones and the security of
personal access numbers, there is no technical reason why customers cannot perform most
banking transactions via telecommunications from the privacy of their own homes [emphasis
mine).” (Osberg, Wien and Grude, 1995, 115) Furthermore, they note that *“although
computerization and telecommunications enable banking services to be delivered locally,
the employment they create is located centrally.” (ibid., 115) Finally, Osberg, Wien and
Grude state that “One vice-president at Megabank estimated that forty per cent of its
branches could easily disappear in the next five years, resulting in a potential loss of over
3, 000 jobs.” (1995, 115)

Branch jobs, including teller positions, may also be lost due to bank mergers;
mergers are, along with technology, today’s key banking issues. In an issue of the Socialist
Worker the current “merger frenzy” is discussed. Economist Peter Cook discusses bank
mergers in the European banking industry and how they have the same effect in Canada
(although it should be noted that banks first have to “receive the blessing of the federal
Competition Bureau, the Office of the Superintendent of Financial Institutions and Finance
Minister Paul Martin.”, The Daily Gleaner, Wednesday, August 19, 1998, D8). He says, in
part, that mergers are intended “to cut costs, to break the power of banking unions and, by
doing cross-border deals, escape the national politicians who have always been interested
in banking.” (February 11, 1998, 3) It also means eliminating “thousands of employees.”
(ibid., 3) Although the recent task force on the future of banking decided not to improve
bank mergers, it is still worthwhile mentioning.

The history of bank telling is a story of change, from an occupation designed

primarily for men, representing the first step to a long career path, to a women’s job, often
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part-time, with very limited possibilities for advancement. Further, the responsibilities of
the job have been also reduced by the stunning inroads from technology. As the
responsibilities of the job have been reduced, so has the nature of the job, moving
increasingly from one of servicing individual client accounts, to one of marketing of services
made possible by advanced technology. In this thesis, I attempt to reveal how individual
women in this occupation view their occupational involvement in a job having not only
limited career possibilities, but a job which is constantly being both diminished and
redefined by technological advances.

In Chapter 2, I draw from Goffman’s theoretical work in an effort to develop a
way of understanding the interaction between self definitions and the occupation that one
performs. In Chapter 3, I explain how I will use Goffman’s approach in analyzing the way
in which the interviewees in this study come to terms with the insecurities of their jobs. In
this chapter I also describe the research setting and the conduct of the research itself. In
Chapter 4, [ present the major findings from the interviews [ did with bank tellers. In
Chapter 5, I summarize the findings and assess the research itself. I also offer some
comments for the implications of my findings and propose some suggestions for avenues of

future research.



CHAPTER 2

THEORETICAL OVERVIEW

How do individuals cope with the demands of a job? A look at Goffman’s
dramaturgical approach helps us to understand social interaction in general, and how
individuals play their various roles and manage the impressions they communicate to the
audience specifically. Goffman believes an individual’s sense of self arises from the social
situation. However, there is often tension because there is usually a “difference between
what people expect [them]... to do and what [they]...may want to do spontaneously.” (Ritzer,
1996, 214) Furthermore, the self is composed of the many roles an actor plays. These
different roles represent different parts of the actor. The actor aims to present their varied
selves in ways that create and sustain particular impressions, especially flattering ones.
(Johnson, 1995, 87) This means there are demands made of the actor to carry out these
different performances and techniques to help her/him do it. However, the self an actor
portrays is also vulnerable due to potential disruptions that could occur during a
performance. But, there are techniques and features within social interactions (as explained
by the dramaturgical approach) that work to prevent possible disruptions.

According to the dramaturgical approach “the theater is the basis of an analogy with
everyday life.” (Jary and Jary, 1991, 130) In other words, Goffman utilizes terms like actor,

role, performance and front stage to observe and explain what is involved in social

10
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interaction. The key idea of Goffman’s work (i.e. dramaturgical approach) is impression
management. Goffman employs dramaturgical principles in order to

“consider the way in which the individual in ordinary work situations presents
himself and his activity to others, the ways in which he guides and controls the
impression they form of him, and the kinds of things he may and may not do
while sustaining his performance before them.” (Goffman, 1959, xi)

Impression management involves maintaining a definition of the situation. Inother
words, an agreed upon reality by those involved in the performance. Impression
management consists of intended action, that is, the expected performance. It is meant to
deal especially with social interaction that takes place within a physical space, like an office
or livingroom.

Goffman’s dramaturgical approach distinguished between a front stage and a back
stage. The front stage is anywhere social action takes place before an audience. It is made
up of a setting which “refers to the physical scene that ordinarily must be there if the actors
are to perform.” (Ritzer, 1996, 215) For tellers, their front stage is the counter they stand
behind to serve clients. Each actor, like the front region and its’ setting, also has their
personal front s/he presents while in the presence of others. Personal front includes “the
items that we most intimately identify with the performer himself and that we naturally
expect will follow the performer wherever he goes.” (Goffman, 1959, 24) Goffman states
that while some aspects of the performer’s personal front will vary from performance to
performance, other aspects will not (vary). Some aspects that may change from performance

to performance include clothing, posture, bodily gestures and facial expressions (ibid., 24),

while aspects that will not change include sex, racial characteristics and size and looks (ibid.,

24).
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The performer’s personal front also includes their appearance and manner. The
actor’s appearance:

“refer to those stimuli which function at the time to tell us of the performer’s
social statuses. These stimuli also tell us of the individual’s temporary ritual
state, that is, whether he is engaging in formal social activity, work, or informal
recreation, whether or not he is celebrating a new phase in the season or in his
life-cycle” (ibid., 24).

The individual’s manner “refer to those stimuli which function at the time to warn
us of the interaction role the performer will expect to play in the oncoming situation.”
(Goffman, 1959, 24) While the actor’s appearance may inform us whether they are working
or celebrating, their manner will inform us whether they expect to take control of the
interaction (for example, an assertive manner) or merely participate (for example, a mild
manner).

The backstage (or back region), on the other hand, is “where the performance of a
routine is prepared.” (Goffman, 1959, 238) Furthermore “as a place, relative to a given
performance, where the impression fostered by the performance is knowingly contradicted
as a matter of course.” (ibid., 112) A back region contradicts the impression fostered in the
front region so it is anywhere the performance breaks down; where actors are out of
character. The backstage is hidden from the audience’s view precisely because the actors
are out of character. Another region is the outside which is “a third region, a residual one,
namely, all places other than the two already identified [back region and front stage].”, ibid.,
134).

Rather then the individual, the team is the basic unit of analysis within the

dramaturgical approach. A team is “any set of individuals who cooperate in staging a single

routine.” (Ritzer, 1996, 218) Performances, and the impression being maintained, involve
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the cooperation of teams. In the bank, the bank manager, tellers, and the various other
people employed at the bank make up a team.

In putting on social performances, face-to-face interaction is constrained by a
number of factors. First, situational propriety which is what is deemed appropriate for a
given situation (like holding the door for a client). Second, appropriate involvement which
is the extent to which it is expected one will become involved in another performer’s life (for
example, one would not ask one’s supervisor about their financial situation). Next, civil
inattention often plays a part in social interaction. It involves knowing when to respect
another person’s space (an example would be when a group of people are riding in an
elevator). Finally, accessibility is a factor in face-to-face interaction. This is the degree to
which one can access another individual. For example, in a bank a customer can speak to
a teller at the service counter. But, they cannot speak to a bank employee working in an
office with the door closed.

How can actors take care to avoid an unsuccessful performance? Crucial to
impression management is dramaturgical loyalty, which means that “if a team is to sustain
the line it has taken, the teammates must act as if they have accepted certain moral
obligations.” (Goffman, 1959, 212) Dramaturgical loyalty enables a number of important
factors so that a performance can be carried out successfully. Dramaturgical loyalty fosters
high in-group loyalty as it prevents team members from identifying with the audience.
Audiences are also changed regularly so that they do not become too familiar with the
performance (nor performers with the audience).

An actor must also exercise dramaturgical discipline. “A performer who is

disciplined, dramaturgically speaking, is someone who remembers his part and does not
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commit unmeant gestures or faux pas in performing it.” (ibid., 216) A performer avoids
slips by maintaining self-control and managing the facial expressions and verbal tone.
Another key element in social performances is mystification. This involves:

“restrictions placed upon contact, the maintenance of social distance, provide
a way in which awe can be generated and sustained in the audience - a way...the
audience can be held in a state of mystification in regard to the performer.”
(Goffman, 1959, 67)

Again, actors play many different roles in many different situations. In order to
avoid slips the actors “practice audience segregation, withholding in a current situation any
sign of those other roles they play which, if visible, would threaten the impression being
given at the moment” (Jary and Jary, 1991, 130). Sometimes a performer will maintain a
certain amount of role distance. We can talk about role distance in terms of the degree to
which actors separate themselves from the role they play. They likely do so for a number
of reasons, either as a way to prevent boredom or as a way of protecting themselves from
discomfort. This may also be called self-distantiation. (Goffman, 1959, 81) Subsequent to
his The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, and also relevant to our overall discussion of
how individuals cope with the demands of work, is Goffman’s concept of role distance.
Because an actor has a large number of roles to play, Goffman argued they were unlikely
to get completely immersed in any one role. Role distance is defined by “the degree to
which individuals separate themselves from the roles they are in.” (Ritzer, 1996, 219)
Furthermore, it is a way of dealing with role conflict or role strain. Role conflict “occurs
when people are confronted with contrary or incompatible role expectations in the various

social STATUSES they occupy in their lives.” (Johnson, 1995, 237) Role strain refers to

“conflicting roles... associated with the same status” (Johnson, 1995, 237). Goffman also
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stated that “role distance is a function of one’s social status.” (Ritzer, 1996. 220) In other
words, a bank manager will have different reasons to maintain role distance then the bank
teller. In any case, actors must still always strive to present themselves in a positive light
that is also appropriate to their roles and settings. (Goffman, 1959, 102)

Goffman’s dramaturgical approach “is concerned with the structure of social
encounters - the structure of those entities in social life that come into being whenever
persons enter one another’s immediate physical presence.” (Goffman, 1959, 254) An
individual has a part to play whenever s/he finds himself before an audience. Inplaying any
role, an actor has certain demands placed upon her/him and techniques to deal with these
demands and the potential disruptions that can occur while in the presence of an audience.
Goffman argued that the many roles an individual plays are different aspects of their self.
Finally, an actor practices role distance to cope with the demands of their role.

Goffman’s ideas about public performance are particularly relevant to the bank
teller’s changing job description. The teller’s traditional job duties are being subsumed
increasingly by technological changes in the bank. At the same time, they are being asked
to sell more and more bank products and services to customers. They are told these changes
are about customer service. Some bank tellers may identify with the performance and
become the type of individual required of the role. Other tellers do not identify with the
performance and recognize they are merely playing a role. When management tells their
bank tellers to follow a script when serving customers (for example), how does the teller
who cannot maintain dramaturgical loyalty (i.e. does not agree with a certain service charge)
view the changes to her occupation versus the teller who can maintain dramaturgical loyalty?

How does the teller who is not dramaturgically disciplined ( i.e. does not follow the script)
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view her occupation versus the teller who is dramaturgically disciplined? In this study I
wish to discover the occupational orientations of a particular group of bank tellers and to
find out how these bank tellers view the changes currently going on with their roles.

Another issue many individuals have to contend with in doing their jobs has to do
with technology; specifically the impact it has on their iobs. In the introduction to her book,
In The Age of The Smart Machine: The Future of Work and Power, Zuboff presents two
possible scenarios pertaining to technology’s impact on the role of work in the future:
Technology will either increasingly take over more and more tasks leaving humans
dependent on machines, or technology will allow humans new opportunities to perform new
tasks.

Whether technology will be empowering or demeaning to workers depends on how
the technology is implemented. Again, will the technology assume more and more of the
tasks previously performed by humans, or will the technology assist humans in
accomplishing their job tasks? Shoshana Zuboff, in her book In The Age of the Smart
Machine: The Future of Work and Power, describes what often happens to teller’s jobs:

“As in most organizations, clerical work had proliferated as a means of isolating
and efficiently dispatching the most routine tasks of the organization’s work.
The new phase of technological developments would begin to reverse this
process. Routine tasks would be either subsumed by automated processes or
subcontracted out to a processing organization external to the bank... [but] [a]t
the same time we will need far fewer clerks.” (1984, 170)

The clerks in Zuboff’s book discuss (for example) being “taught to push buttons

and little else.” (ibid., 170) Clerical work, thus, is handled in this manner due to decisions

to treat the implementation of technology in a certain way. In this case, technology’s
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introduction means the on-going replacement of the worker’s role in the labour process. “In
these settings, the clerk was absorbed into the machine system”(ibid., 171). This happens:

“In the context of managerial choices that emphasize cash reductions,
productivity, and increased volume, [thus] the clerical experience became one
of labouring bodies engrossed in the demands for ongoing physical and
attentional stamina, and removed from the forms of social exchange that once
signified their integration with the managerial hierarchy.” (ibid., 171)

In other words technology is demeaning for workers, like the clerical workers,
when decisions reflected in policies take into consideration matters of cost and productivity
(for example), rather then matters relating to the human workers themselves.

What does all this mean for a worker’s job satisfaction? The issue of job
satisfaction is discussed in Joseph Smucker’s (1980) Industrialization in Canada and Krahn
and Lowe’s (1993) Work, Industry, and Canadian Society. Smucker states that “the vast
majority of workers usually indicate that they are satisfied.” (1980, 282) This finding is
consistent among Canadians, as well. Even today, Canadians still tend to report that they
are satisfied with their jobs. According to many surveys, Krahn and Lowe state, Canadians
are satisfied with their jobs. The question (or some variation of), “All in all, how satisfied
are you with your job?”, is the most commonly used measure of job satisfaction in survey
research. (Krahn and Lowe, 1993, 340) The results usually reveal that ““a large majority of
workers typically report some degree of satisfaction with their work.” (ibid., 340) One
example of a survey conducted in regards to job satisfaction is the 1987 Environics survey
which stated that, from a sample of almost 1200 employed Canadians, 51% were “very
satisfied,” and 38% were “somewhat satisfied” with their job. (ibid., 340) Studies since the

1987 Environics study report similar findings. But, if most Canadians are satisfied with their

jobs “Why, given the relatively high rates of absenteeism, high turnover rates and industrial
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sabotage, do workers respond as they have?” (Smucker, 1980, 283) James W. Rinehart also
points to the contradiction between what people say about their work and how they behave
towards it. Many individuals say they are more or less satisfied with their work but, their
actions (for example, strikes) say otherwise. Significant dissatisfaction with working
conditions is revealed through strikes, absenteeism, and high quit rates when unemployment
rates are low. (Krahn and Lowe, 1993, 340) James W. Rinehart, in his own work (1996) The

Tyranny of Work: Alienation and the Labor Process, states that among clerks and sales

workers:
“‘the symptoms of dissatisfaction are usually internalized. They emerge in
various forms - absenteeism, illness, tears or just plain bitchiness.’ Similarly, a
Labor Canada study of bank workers concluded: ‘Because their jobs do not pay
well and offer only marginal opportunity for advancement, a worker is much
more likely to quit then fight, if the job becomes too unpleasant.”” (90-91)

James W. Rinehart, in Lowe and Krahn’s (1993) Work in Canada: Readings in the
Sociology of Work and Industry, interprets this contradiction between what workers would
say in surveys and their actions at work as “no more than pragmatic judgements of one’s
position vis-a-vis the narrow range of available jobs.” (363) In other words, a job may be
better then no job at all. Workers, after considering their realistic employment choices, feel
they are relatively satisfied given their choices. (Krahn and Lowe, 1993, 340) As one
worker put it:

“‘You don’t achieve anything here. A robot could do it. The line here is made
for morons. It doesn’t need any thought. They tell you that. ‘We don’t pay you
for thinking,’ they say. Everyone comes to realize that they’re not doing a
worthwhile job. They’re just on the line. For the money.’” (Lowe and Krahn,
1993, 363)

Although Rinehart discussed this issue in relation to manual workers, one can

probably relate his findings to clerical workers, including bank tellers, as well. In other
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words, both types of jobs (i.e. manual work and clerical work) “are situated in authority
relationships in which the process and purposes of production are not governed by workers”
(Lowe and Krahn, 1993, 362). Again, Rinehart was referring to manual work when he made
this statement and spoke overall about the issue of job satisfaction. But given the nature of
bank telling today, the parallels are not so far-fetched. As glimpsed from the above quote,
Rinehart relates the dissatisfaction workers often feel towards their work to alienated labor.
Work is not organized according to workers’ best interests, but rather the owners’. With
each group’s interests pitted against the other:

“Class relations are sharply etched in the daily encounter between bosses and
workers, resulting in antagonisms which take various forms-slow downs and sit
ins, restriction of output, wildcat strikes, working to rule, absenteeism and
tardiness, personnel turnover, insubordination, and sabotage.” (ibid., 365)

As already discussed above from Rinehart’s The Tyranny of Work: Alienation and
the Labor Process, bank workers may be much more likely to internalize their feelings of
dissatisfaction.

Workers say they are satisfied regardless of how their jobs are really going much
like, as Krahn and Lowe point out, they often respond that they are fine when asked ‘How
are you today?’ no matter what may be going on. (1993, 340) They feel like they will not
look good if they tell others they are not happy with their jobs. After all, when
unemployment is high, should not one be happy that one is employed at all? We therefore
need to ask people other types of questions, other then the standard ‘How satisfied are you
with your work?’, in order to determine how they really feel about work. Krahn and Lowe

outline several alternative questions to the standard question usually asked of Canadians

designed to measure job satisfaction.
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One alternative question comes from an early 1980's British study which asked a
national sample of workers whether “they would continue to work if a job was no longer
financially necessary.” (ibid., 341) Sixty-four percent said they would, although haif of these
respondents “added that they would try to change their job.” (Krahn and Lowe, 1993, 341)
A second alternative measure comes from the 1987 Environics Survey of Canadian workers.
Init, they “asked Canadian workers whether or not they would choose the same occupation”
(ibid., 341) given another opportunity to choose. Forty-six percent answered they would
stay in their occupation, forty-two percent said they would change, while the remainder were
unsure. Other surveys have used these alternative questions to get at the rate of job
satisfaction of Canadians, including ‘Would you recommend this job to a friend?’ (ibid.,
341) Krahn and Lowe conclude that the behavioral intentions revealed in the answers to
these questions usually uncover a higher degree of job dissatisfaction (then usually indicated
by the standard question). Still another indication of job dissatisfaction is revealed when
workers will say they are relatively satisfied, but a significant minority state that their
present job is not their first choice. Questions inquiring about workers’ state of physical and
mental health would likely also yield clues to the rate of satisfaction experienced in this
country.

Smucker concurs with Krahn and Lowe that asking many, and different types of,
questions exposes a fuller picture of workers’ satisfaction rates. First ofall, “the type of job
influences indices of satisfaction when questions tapping different aspects of the work role
are asked, rather than just one question dealing with ‘satisfaction.”” (Smucker, 1980, 283)
Smucker notes in a study of Detroit factory workers where skills level and age affects a

worker’s satisfaction. Thus, “while type of job makes a difference in responses, there is also


































































































































































































































































