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Employee Performance and
Employee Need Satisfaction
Which Comes First?

SIP*-ASSUMING MASLOW'S HIERAKCHY OF WEEDS

THEORY IS CORRECT,^

• What is the cause and effect relationship between
employee performance and need satisfaction?

• Does high performance result in satisfaction of
needs?

• Does satisfaction of needs result in improved per-
formance?

• Or is there a circular relationship, each contribut-
ing to the other and each being affected by the
other?

These are difficult questions. Brayfield and
Grockett established in 1955 that "satisfaction with
one's position in a network of relationships need not
imply strong motivation to outstanding performance
within that system."- Roberts et al. conclude there is
no present technique for determining cause and
effect of performance and satisfaction.^ Porter and
Lawler state that the greatest future research need
is for data to provide evidence on the direction of
causality in their model relating performance and
satisfaction (see Figure 1).*
in a study of factory employees found that giving
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A number of authors state or imply that satisfac-
tion contributes to improved performance and pro-
ductivity. Herzberg et al. examined studies in
which the effect of job attitudes on productivity was
measured. They found "that in 54 percent of the re-
ported surveys high morale was associated with
high productivity" although the correlations in
many of these studies were low; they concluded
there was "frequent evidence for the often sug-
gested opinion that positive job attitudes are favor-
able to increased productivity."^ Sorcher and Meyer
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FIG. 1.—PORTER-LAWLER THEORETICAL MODEL

(Reprinted by permission of the publisher from Lyman W.
Porter and Edward E. Lawler, Managerial Attitudes and Per-
formance Homewood, 111.: Irwin, 1968), p. 165.
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more meaning to routine jobs, making them more
satisfying, and meeting some of the human needs of
workers resulted in greater productive motivation
and higher quality workmanship." Pigors and Myers
state a working hypothesis that job satisfaction of a
certain kind and at a given level may have a posi-
tive relationship to individual productivity.' And
Sutermeister proposes a generalization for individu-
als who have strong egoistic needs: that the chances
of motivating good employee performance are
greater if the egoistic needs are fairly well satisfied
on a continuing basis or if the employees feel that
their present activities will lead to such satisfaction
in the future.* The suggestion is that satisfaction
(now or anticipated) of needs (especially egoistic)
leads to improved performance.

Other authors state or imply a different point of
view: that outstanding performance leads to
greater satisfaction of needs. Miles, Porter, and
Graft state that work satisfaction may improve as a
by-product of subordinates' making full use of their
resources; that satisfaction is intrinsic in the work;
that subordinates get a major portion of their re-
wards merely from their own feelings of accom-
plishment and doing the job well."

The Porter and Lav^ler Model
Porter and Lawler devised perhaps the most com-

plete model of a satisfaction-performance relation-
ship in their study of managerial attitudes and per-
formance. Their model predicts that satisfaction re-
sults from performance itself, the rewards for per-
formance, and the perceived equitability of those
rewards.^" (Ideally rewards come as a result of per-
formance, but actually people can and often do re-
ceive rewards unrelated to performance.) However,
they are careful to point out that the direction of
causality the model predicts remains to be validated
in future research.

In the Porter and Lawler model, if an individual
is attracted by the value of the reward he envisions
for a higher level of performance, and if he per-
ceives as highly probable that increased effort will
lead to that reward, he will increase his effort. And,
if he has the required abilities and accurate role
perceptions, his performance or accomplishment
will improve. If the intrinsic and extrinsic rewards
he receives from improved performance are per-
ceived as equitable, then satisfaction will result, sat-
isfaction being the difference between perceived
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equitable and actual rewards. In short, the model
predicts that performance leads to satisfaction
rather than satisfaction to improved performance.

The Cycle Concept
It may be useful to think of the performance-sat-

isfaction relationship in terms of a series of cycles.
The Porter-Lawler study did not collect data to pre-
dict how "changes in level of need satisfaction affect
the future values of certain rewards." This is a ma-
jor area well worth further study and research.

Since psychologists seem agreed that a satisfied
need is no motivator, one could hypothesize that if
an individual's needs are met and satisfaction has
been achieved, he would not be motivated to im-
prove his performance. Such an hypothesis over-
looks the possibility that higher level needs may be-
come activated, and the individual may now be mo-
tivated to satisfy them. It may be helpful to view
satisfaction in the Porter and Lawler model as the
end of one cycle and as the beginning of another.

It is difficult, of course, to pinpoint the end of one
cycle and the start of another. In general it might
be said one cycle ends when the individual receives
his rewards, whether intrinsic, extrinsic, or both.
Some people whose satisfaction depends mostly on
pay (as an extrinsic reward) receive their rewards
annually at pay increase time. Other people whose
satisfaction depends mostly on intrinsic rewards
may receive their rewards in the form of recognition
and accomplishment at annual performance review
time (which may be different from pay increase
time). For others, who view their most important
rewards as meeting challenges and self-fulfillment
through utilization of their highest capacities, the
rewards may be self-bestowed and come at any
time. Thus various individuals are likely to have dif-
ferent times for ending one performance-reward cy-
cle and starting the next.

Life Cycle and Aspiration Level
In addition to considering a performance-satisfac-
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tion cycle, it is convenient to consider a "life cycle"
through which each person passes.

The young man getting out of school and embark-
ing on his career is likely to be eager and enthusiastic
and his aspiration level high. The role which he
plays during these early years in his career may be
quite different from the roles he plays later on.
Money may be an important incentive as he tries to
carve out his niche among his peers. On the other
hand, some individuals are more interested in the
opportunities a job offers than in its immediate finan-
cial reward. If they feel the job is "leading to some-
thing," represents a path to a goal they have set for
themselves, the money may be of secondary impor-
tance.

A man's turning point often conies in the middle
of his career. Here he may find a definite fork in the
road. If he has accumulated a string of successes in
achieving his goals, he may follow one fork and set
his cap for a higher goal; or if he has become
thwarted in achieving his goals, he may follow the
other fork and resign himself to something less than
he had started out to achieve. This is a critical pe-
riod in which the "climber" may change into the
"conserver," when reality may replace idealism and
one may compromise or settle for less tlian earlier
goals.̂ ^ The level of aspiration a person now adopts
will depend on whether he has achieved his previ-

ously set levels of aspiration or whether he has
failed to reach them and now therefore lowers his
aspirations.

In his late career a man is even more likely to be-
come a conserver and hold on to what he has. He
may feel that insu£Scient years remain for him to
achieve the high-level goals sought in his youth, so
he may be tempted to ride out his career until re-
tirement at 65.

This description of a life cycle represents, of
course, a general pattern. Specific individuals vary
widely from the described scheme. Many men are
going strong at 65 and have distinguished careers
into their 8O's and 9O's. Others become conservers
and "retire" at 30. The important point is not that
there is a single pattern the same for everyone, but
rather that the position one occupies in his life cycle
is likely to have a great bearing on his level of aspi-
rations.

Level of Needs.—At the end of a cycle, and refer-
ring only to needs activated on the job, have the in-
dividual's needs been fully met or are they unful-
filled? Has the fulfillment of certain egoistic needs
been followed by activation of higher-level needs?
For some individuals higher-level needs are never
completely satisfied. Fulfillment of one need simply
activates a higher-level need in a never-ending
striving for complete self-fulfillment.
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Alternatives for the Unsatisfied
Let's assume for the moment that at the end of a

cycle the individual's needs are not satisfied (see
Figure 2). Whether he begins a search for a way to
satisfy them depends upon his level of aspiration,
which in turn is affected by his position in his life
cycle.

• A person late in his life cycle may have become a con-
server or a backslider and have lowered his level of as-
piration; or,

• Even if he is a climber in his life cycle, his failure to
satisfy his needs in the previous cycle could lower his
level of aspiration in the new cycle; or,

• He may have a high level of aspiration and intensify
his need-satisfaction search.

He may do this by seeking a diflFerent job in the
same firm or in a new firm. He may do this by exert-
ing greater effort on his present job, provided, in ac-
cordance with the Porter-Lawler model, the value
of the reward he anticipates in the next cycle is
high enough, and the effort-reward probability
strong enough.

If he becomes convinced that his chances of satis-
fying his needs are not good or are not worth the
effort, he may give up his search. Thus his actual
behavior will be strongly influenced by his level of
aspiration, which in turn is affected by what hap-
pened in the previous performance-satisfaction cy-
cle and by his place in his life cycle.

Alternatives for the Satisfied

Now let's assume that when the individual re-
ceives his reward he perceives it as equitable and is
satisfied (see Figure 3). He now has to plan his be-
havior for the next cycle.

• Will bis effort drop to a lower level?
• Will he maintain it at the present level?
• Will he try to improve it?

If a satisfied need is no motivator, his initial reac-
tion may be to reduce his effort. His decision again
will depend on a number of factors.

• What is the individual's level of aspiration as influ-
enced by his position in his life cycle?

• Have higher-level needs been activated?
• If so, is the anticipated value of the reward in the next
cycle satisfactory?
• And, is the effort-reward probability perceived as sat-
isfactory?

For some individuals higher-level needs may be-
come activated. They may be in a climbing period
in their life cycles, or for other reasons have high
aspiration levels; and if the value of reward and
perceived effort-reward probability are satisfactory,
they may be motivated to greater effort and im-
proved performance. (A unionized worker may find
his higher level needs activated. But if his rewards
come from higher pay, and pay is determined
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through union negotiations and not through per-
sonal effort, there is low probability of effort leading
to reward. In the new cycle, then, his effort and per-
formance are not likely to be high. )̂ 2

A second group of individuals may decide that
they would like only to continue enjoying their
present satisfaction. They may be in the middle of
their life cycles, and have become conservers, wish-
ing merely to retain their present level of power,
prestige, and income. Their needs are satisfied, but
this does not mean that they have no motivation.
Rather they are motivated to continue their efforts
at a level which will retain the rewards they now
enjoy, provided, of course, the value of the reward
and the perceived effort-reward probability remain
the same.

A third group of individuals may decide to lower
their levels of aspiration. Perhaps they are far along
in their life cycles and desire to ease up on their ef-
forts and be satisfied with a lower reward. In this
case the value of the reward and the perceived ef-
fort-reward probability, even if high, are of little
concern.

Conclusion

The degree of satisfaction at the end of one per-
formance-satisfaction cycle and the individual's po-
sition in his life cycle will affect his level of aspira-
tion in the new performance-satisfaction cycle. If
his level of aspiration is raised, and if the value of
the reward and the perceived effort-reward proba-

bility appear satisfactory to him, he will be moti-
vated to improve his effort and performance in the
new cycle. If his level of aspiration remains the
same, and value of reward and perceived effort-re-
ward probability remain the same, he will be moti-
vated to continue his previous level of effort in the
new cycle. And if his level of aspiration is lowered,
he will reduce his effort in the new cycle regardless
of the value of reward and perceived effort-reward
probability.

We may theorize, then, that effort and perfor-
mance affect satisfaction, and that satisfaction by its
infiuence on level of aspiration affects subsequent
effort and performance. Thus it would seem as if
the satisfaction-productivity relationship is circular,
as the final figure shows.
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