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Ecological dissonance in decision-making
participation systems as a predictor
of job satisfaction, involvement,
alienation, and formalization
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The discrepancy between measures of preferred and actual participation in decision making was
used as a measure of ecological dissonance for an organization and then used to assess its relation-
ship to job satisfaction, job involvement, job alienation, and job formalization. Questionnaires were
administered to 143 faculty and staff members of Mississippi State University. Correlational analy-
ses indicated mild relationships between the measures of ecological dissonance and job satisfac-
tion, job involvement, job alienation, and job formalization, thus providing support for ecological
dissonance theory (see Miller, Topping, & Wells-Parker, 1989). It was concluded that ecological
dissonance in participation in decision making was a predictor of workers’ job satisfaction, job
involvement, job alienation, and job formalization.

Based on Festinger’s (1957) cognitive dissonance theory
and Barker’s (1968) ecological theory, ecological dissonance
theory (see D. 1. Miller, Topping, & Wells-Parker, 1989)
was developed to explain the motivational dynamics that
result when environmental systems or environmental and
cognitive systems come into conflict. An example of this
type of conflict occurs when a law, such as an anti-
discrimination law, comes into conflict with the norms
of a given culture. Ecological dissonance theory proposes
that this conflict energizes forces directed at the reduc-
tion of the ecological tension being generated by the con-
flict; energy expended in dealing with the conflict is a
function of the amount of dissonance in the ecological sys-
tems, which in turn is a function of the proximity and
power of the systems in conflict. Ecological dissonance
can be reduced by mechanisms such as bargaining, medi-
ation, legal adjudication, and increased formalization; un-
til removal of the tension is accomplished, there will be
pressure on the individuals of the ecologically imbalanced
system. Finally, this pressure will be manifested in sev-
eral ways, including low worker morale (D. I. Miller
et al., 1989).

Recently, several studies have examined ecological dis-
sonance theory (D. I. Miller, Burton, Giesen, Topping,
& Reagan, 1990; D. I. Miller et al., 1992; D. I. Miller,
Majors, Giesen, & Topping, 1990; D. I. Miller & Top-
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ping, 1991), and such research has provided weak but sta-
tistically significant support for the theory.

The purpose of the present study was to examine the rela-
tionship between a new measure of ecological dissonance
and the criteria of work morale and work formalization.
The ecological dissonance measure was constructed by
using the Measure of Centralization developed by Aiken
and Hage (1968), cited in Price (1972). An index of eco-
logical dissonance was created by determining the dis-
crepancy between the perceived level of participation and
the desired level of participation. These discrepancy scores
were correlated with measures of job satisfaction, job in-
volvement, job alienation, and job formalization. As de-
duced from the theory, negative correlations were predicted
between the discrepancy scores and job satisfaction and
job involvement, and positive correlations were predicted
when correlating the discrepancy scores with job alien-
ation and job formalization.

METHOD

Subjects

The subjects were 143 faculty and staff members in various depart-
ments at Mississippi State University. The names of the subjects were
selected at random by using the 1991/1992 Mississippi State Univer-
sity faculty, staff, and student telephone directory. No incentive was
offered to the subjects.

Procedure and Materials

The survey consisted of two parts. The first part was made up of 18 items
from the Index of Participation in Decision Making developed from Aiken
and Hage’s (1968; Price, 1972) Measure of Centralization. The second
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part consisted of (1) 15 items from Hage and Aiken’s (1969) Measure
of Formalization and (2) the Index of Work Morale, which includes 18
items from Brayfield and Rother’s (1951) Index of Job Satisfaction, 5
items from G. A. Miller’s (1967) Index of Alienation, and 6 items from
Lodahl and Kejner’s (1965) Index of Job Involvement. Eight demographic
items were also included at the end of the questionnaire.

Aiken and Hage’s (1968) Measure of Centralization was divided into
two measures. The first measure was the Index of Participation in Deci-
sion Making, which indicates how much the respondent participates in
decisions about the allocation of resources and the determination of or-
ganizational policies. The second measure was the Index of Hierarchy
of Authority, which refers to decisions involving the immediate work
and indicates the degree of reliance on the hierarchy of authority in mak-
ing work decisions at the immediate workplace.

The questionnaire was modified to measure each respondent’s prefer-
ences for participation in decision making and actual participation. In
the Index of Participation in Decision Making and the Index of Hierar-
chy of Authority, the respondents were asked to indicate the frequency
of their preferred and actual participation in decision making. The dif-
ference between preferred and actual participation was the measure of
ecological dissonance.

In the Index of Job Satisfaction, satisfaction is defined as how people
feel about their jobs (Price, 1972). For this measurement, the respon-
dents were asked to respond to statements pertaining to their jobs. In
the Index of Job Involvement, job involvement is defined as the degree
to which a person’s work performance affects his/her self-esteem (Lodahl
& Kejner, 1965). For the Index of Job Alienation, alienation is defined
as the degree of dependence of the given behavior upon rewards that
lie outside the activity itself (G. A. Miller, 1967).

Formalization is referred to as the importance of rules in an organi-
zation (Hage & Aiken, 1969). The Measure of Formalization is made
up of five different types of measurement: job codification, rule obser-
vation, rule manual, job description, and the specificity of job description.

The questionnaires, with a cover letter, were mailed to 300 faculty
and staff members of Mississippi State University. The subjects were
asked to respond to the survey by following the instructions provided
for each part of the questionnaire and to return the completed survey
using the enclosed self-addressed stamped envelope.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients were
calculated to see if there were any significant relation-
ships between the measures of ecological dissonance at
the two decision-making levels (organizational and work
decision levels) and the Indexes of Job Satisfaction, Job
Involvement, and Alienation and the Measure of Formali-
zation.

There were significant negative correlations between the
respondents’ Index of Job Satisfaction and the ecological
dissonance scores for all the types of organizational deci-
sion making. The correlation coefficients yielded were
r(135) = —.29, p < .01, for decisions on the hiring of
personnel; r(135) = —.23, p < .01, for decisions on the
adoption of new policies; r(135) = —.25, p < .01, for
decisions on the institution of new services; and r(135)
= —.31, p < .001, for total organizational decisions.
Therefore, the significant negative correlations suggested
that the respondents who perceived ecological dissonance
in organizational decisions appeared to be dissatisfied with
their jobs.

Significant negative correlations were also obtained for
the relationships between the Index of Job Involvement
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and the ecological dissonance scores at the organizational
decision-making level: r(135) = —.17, p < .05, for deci-
sions on the hiring of personnel, and r(135) = —.16,p <
.05, for total organizational decisions. Very weak rela-
tionships, but in the predicted negative direction, were
observed between the Index of Job Involvement and the
ecological dissonance scores in organizational decisions
concerning promotion of personnel, adoption of new poli-
cies, and institution of new services. The significant nega-
tive correlations suggested that the respondents who per-
ceived ecological dissonance in organizational decision
making regarding the hiring of personnel and the total
organizational decisions were not involved or were less
involved in their jobs.

Significant positive correlations were observed between
the Index of Alienation and the ecological dissonance
scores at the organizational decision-making levels: r(137)
= .14, p < .05, for decisions on the institution of new
services, and r(137) = .16, p < .05, for total organiza-
tional decisions. Very weak relationships, but in the pre-
dicted positive direction, were observed between the Index
of Alienation and the ecological dissonance scores in the
organizational decisions regarding the hiring and promo-
tion of personnel. The significant positive correlations sug-
gested that the respondents who perceived ecological dis-
sonance in making organizational decisions concerning the
adoption of new policies, the institution of new services,
and the total organizational decisions were more likely
to feel alienated in their jobs.

A significant negative relationship was observed be-
tween ecological dissonance scores at the work decision
level and the Index of Job Satisfaction [r(132) = —.16,
p < .05]. No other significant relationships were observed
between ecological dissonance scores at the work decision
level and the Indexes of Job Involvement and Alienation,
although the correlations were in the predicted direction.

Significant positive correlations were obtained for the
relationships between the measure of job codification and
the ecological dissonance scores at all of the types of or-
ganizational decisions: r(141) = .21, p < .01, for deci-
sions on the promotion of personnel; r(141) = .25,p <
.01, for decisions on the instituting of new services; and
r(141) = .29, p < .001, for total organizational deci-
sions. The significant positive correlations suggested that
the respondents who perceived ecological dissonance in
all of the types of organizational decisions also perceived
job formalization in the form of job codification.

Significant positive correlations were also obtained for
the relationships between the measure of rule observa-
tion and the ecological dissonance scores in organizational
decision-making levels: r(141) = .17, p < .08, for de-
cisions about hiring of personnel; r(141) = .24, p < .01,
for decisions on the promotion of personnel; r(141) =
.23, p < .01, for decisions on adopting new policies;
r(141) = .24, p < .01, for decisions on instituting new
services; and r(141) = .27, p < .01, for the total or-
ganizational decisions. The significant positive correlations
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suggested that respondents who perceived ecological dis-
sonance in all the types of organizational decisions also per-
ceived job formalization in the form of rule observation.

Very weak correlations were observed between the eco-
logical dissonance scores in all the types of organizational
decisions and the other measures of formalization (i.e., the
measures of rule manual, job description, and specificity
of job description).

A highly significant positive correlation was obtained
for the relationship between the ecological dissonance
score at the work decision-making level and the measure
of job codification [r(138) = .46, p < .001]. A signifi-
cant positive correlation was also obtained for the relation-
ship between the ecological dissonance score at the work
decision-making level and the measure of rule observation
[r(138) = .34, p < .001].

The significant correlations suggested that the respon-
dents who perceived ecological dissonance at the work
decision level would also experience job formalization in
the form of job codification and rule observation. Very
weak correlations were obtained for the relationships be-
tween the ecological dissonance at the work decision level
and the other measures of formalization (i.e., the mea-
sures of rule manual, job description, and specificity of
job description).

The present results indicated support for the hypothe-
sis that the respondents who had experienced ecological
dissonance, as measured by the discrepancy in the mea-
sures of participation in decision making, also experienced
alienation, noninvolvement, and dissatisfaction in their
jobs. The ecological dissonance generated at the organiza-
tional decision-making level was significantly related to
the participants’ job satisfaction, job involvement, and job
alienation. Similar results were also reported by other
researchers where ecological dissonance showed a signif-
icant relationship with satisfaction, involvement, and alien-
ation (D. 1. Miller, Burton et al., 1990; D. I. Miller et al.,
1992; D. 1. Miller, Majors et al., 1990; D. 1. Miller &
Topping, 1991). Ecological dissonance at the organizational
decision-making level was found to be a good predictor
of the participants’ job satisfaction, job involvement, and
job alienation.

Discrepancy in the measure of participation in decision
making at the work decision level indicated ecological disso-
nance, but it was significantly related only to the par-
ticipants’ job satisfaction. No significant relationship was
observed with job involvement or job alienation, but the
correlation coefficients indicated that ecological dissonance
at the work decision level was related to the participants’
job involvement and job alienation in the predicted
direction.

The significant relationships between the ecological dis-
sonance scores (at both the organizational and work de-
cision levels) and the measures of formalization provided
support for the hypothesis that the respondents who had
experienced ecological dissonance would also indicate that
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they had experienced job formalization. These significant
relationships, as observed between the ecological dis-
sonance scores in all the types of decision making and the
measures of job codification and rule observation, were
what would be expected from the fourth proposition of
D. I. Miller et al.’s (1989) ecological dissonance theory,
which predicts increased formalization of interaction in
ecologically dissonant climates. Thus, the present study
showed that ecological dissonance was related to formali-
zation of interaction, specifically job codification and rule
observation. However, there is no way to tell if ecological
dissonance caused the formalization of interaction. It is pos-
sible that formalization caused ecological dissonance, or
both variables might have been controlled by a third factor.

In conclusion, the results of the present study support
the hypotheses that discrepancies in decision-making par-
ticipation measures can be a useful indicator of ecological
dissonance and a predictor of job satisfaction, job involve-
ment, job alienation, and job formalization.
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