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Challenges in 
Researching Job Quality

Sally Wright

Introduction

Job quality has emerged as one of the key areas of interest for employers inter-
ested in how people in jobs with scope for ‘discretionary’ effort understand 
their work. It has also become an important challenge for employment and 
skills organisations across the globe, with perhaps the International Labour 
Organization’s (ILO) Decent Work decade being one of the best-known 
developments. It has also become a topic of growing interest for academic 
researchers. In many ways, however, the interest in job quality (although 
elements of it derive from longer running concerns and issues) is inchoate 
and researching job quality not only lacks a core consensus, it remains, to 
paraphrase Edwards (1979) writing on another topic, a ‘contested terrain’. 
This general contestation is coupled in Australia with the fact that overt 
interest in job quality is only just emerging after years of being subsumed 
within industrial relations concerns (Knox et al, 2011). For this reason, 
researching job quality in Australia is embryonic and in need of being 
developed, and quickly.

This chapter identifies some of the key challenges in researching job 
quality. Four particular challenges are discussed. The first challenge relates 
to clarifying the conceptual framework for understanding job quality. The 
second challenge relates to an absence of an agreed definition of job quality. 
Related to this lack of an agreed definition are problems associated with 
measuring job quality. Following these definitional and measurement issues, 
barriers arise when researchers try to operationalise multi-dimensional 
constructs of job quality. Some of the main methodological decisions faced 
by researchers when developing a multi-dimensional construct of job 
quality are discussed. In the final section of the chapter, a short review of 
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