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Abstract: Work ethic was a persistent concern in the work place during the 20th century and continues to be important in the
21st century as well. Key components of work ethic include interpersonal skills, initiative, and dependability. This study
examined significant changes on the work ethic differences between women and men in two samples of work ethic data
collected over a fourteen year period of time. One data set was gathered from 201 working adults in China in 2004 and the
other was collected from 248 working adults in 2018. Data was gathered using a Chinese translation of the Occupational Work
Ethic Inventory (OWEI) constructed by Petty (1993). Significant differences were measured for initiative between women and
men in the 2004 data set, but not in the 2018 data set. No significant differences were detected between women and men for
interpersonal skills or dependability in either set of data. A review of literature and discussion is provided to explain changes
over time in initiative of Chinese women and men. The findings reveal some interesting insights into the Chinese workforce
during a time when the economy has been rapidly developing.
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1. Introduction
Work ethic is one of the most critical worker qualifications
for the workplace of the 21st century and it has received
considerable attention from employers in recent years (Bengt,
Hakansson & Jan 2012; Jesook, 2011; Jill & Linda 2006). [13] Jill found that a combination of basic knowledge and
applied skills are perceived to be critical for new entrants’
success in the 21st century U.S. workforce, and the top five
“most important” work traits for employees are applied skills.
These important applied skills consisted of professionalism
and work ethic, teamwork, and collaboration and oral
communications. If employees lack work ethic and related
attributes, productivity is impacted and economic vitality is
impaired.

2. Literature Review
The importance of work ethic for success on the job is not
a new phenomenon. Weber (1905) [4] identified the
significant of the Protestant ethic, a form of work ethic, from

an economic perspective over a century ago. Others have
identified the importance of work ethic and its relevance to
well-being on the job. For example, an employee’s work
ethic can affect one’s self-esteem (Xu S，Wang Q, 2013) [5].
A low self-esteem can cause low job satisfaction and
diminished motivation resulting in poor work performance
(Cynthia Le Rouge, Anthony Nelson, J. Ellis Blanton, 2006).
[6] Previous studies have demonstrated a positive link
between a strong work ethic and worker productivity.
Merrens and Garrett (1975) found that workers with a strong
Protestant ethic spent more time working and produced more
output.[7] Their research revealed a relatively large effect
size for the impact of work ethic on time spent on task (d =
1.10) and work completed (d = 1.58). Similarly, Greenberg
(1977) found a moderate effect of work ethic on task
persistence (ω2 = 0.47). [8] Blood (1969) reported a mean
correlation of 0.17 between work ethic and job satisfaction.
[9]The evidence is clear that insights and increased
understanding of this social norm are relevant to improved
efficiency and competitiveness in the workplace.
In the competitive job market of the 21st century,
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employers are looking for employees who not only have
technical competence, but also exhibit strong work ethic
traits. Employers recognize that work ethic provides a
competitive edge in a globally competitive market because it
increases productivity (Marion Hersh, 2017; Berry & Glen,
2004).[10-11] Employees with a solid work ethic are driven
in their mind and hearts with a desire to achieve personal
excellence, satisfaction, and success through hard work while
being willing to put forth effort at all times (Yahya Safari,
Nasrin Yoosefpour, 2017; Gitmore, 2007). [12-13]
Previous work ethic research has revealed that work ethic
can vary among individuals. Some of these studies identified
work ethic differences based on demographic characteristics,
especially existing among men and women (Hamid & Mahdi,
2011,P133；John, Taylor & David, 2009, P209; DʹArcy &
Ingrid 2007, P77; Elizur, 1994, P201; Petty & Hill, 1994,
P71; Wayne 1989,P793; Furnham & Muhiudeen, 1984,P157;
Miller, 1981, P1; David J. Cherington, 1980, P45). [14-22]
Cherington reported that women scored higher than men with
regard to pride in doing a job well and on being hard
workers. Hill and Petty (1995) reported that women scored
higher than men for dependability, interpersonal skills, and
initiative, all of the work ethic attributes measured by the
subscales of the Occupational Work Ethic Inventory (OWEI).
[23]Awareness of any patterns of work ethic differences
within the workforce can provide a competitive edge to
employers seeking to place workers in optimal positions and
achieve maximum efficiencies.
Members of the business community continue to express
concerns about the work ethic—a commitment to the value
and importance of hard work—among potential employees,
and some believe that work ethic is declining both in
America as well as other industrialized countries
(Eisenberger, 1989; Michael, 2002; John 2009; Hamid &
Mahdi, 2011). [24-27] Concern has been expressed that the
decline in work ethic corresponds to lower levels of job
performance (John T. Parkhurst, Matthew S. Fleisher, etc.,
2011), [28] higher levels of absenteeism and turnover and
increases in counterproductive behavior ranging from
unauthorized breaks to employee theft (Liu Jing, 2011) [29].
Others have argued that work ethic is not in decline; rather,
the work ethic among those classified as “Generation X” is
different than that of previous generations (DʹArcy A. Becker
& Ingrid Ulstad, 2007; Mary Stergiou-Kita, Marc Lafrance,
Cheryl Pritlove, 2017) [30-31]. In 2009, Harvell completed a
study patterned on some of the initial work of Hill (1995)
[32] and found that some of the demographic differences
detected in the 1990’s workplace were no longer prominent
in 21st century workers. In particular, she found that
differences between men and women were no longer
statistically significant across the factors measured by the
OWEI. In her study, data from respondents grouped by
gender did not show any statistically significant difference
for the subscales of dependability and initiative. She did,
however, detect a significant difference between men and
women for interpersonal skills with women scoring higher
than men. Having current knowledge about differences in
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work ethic based on demographics and other trends within
the workforce is not only of interest to employers, but also
can provide a competitive advantage.
In the global economy of the 21st century, it is not
sufficient to only have familiarity with characteristics of the
workforce in the US. A major portion of the work driving the
global economy is done in other places. For example, the US
now depends on workers in China for assembly of products
such as the iPhone, iPad, Android mobile phones and other
popular electronic products, and US markets are filled with
textiles, clothing, furniture, and other goods from China. The
US- China trade figures for 2011 illustrate the continuing
increase in Chinese production that has become even more
pronounced since 2000. According to a new Manufacturers
Alliance for Productivity and Innovation (MAPI) report
(Steve, 2012) [33], in the final three quarters of 2012,
bilateral trade between U.S. and China amounted to 355.42
billion US dollars and this made China the largest exporter of
products for the western world (Lin, 2012). [34] One of the
most prominent concerns related to this shift is the quality of
these products and that is directly influenced by the
characteristics of Chinese workers. Just as in other parts of
the world, work ethic is an essential ingredient and it is
important to understand the work ethic of Chinese workers.
Little research has been conducted, however, to examine
work ethic in the context of the Chinese workplace and much
is needed.
In considering the work ethic of Chinese workers, it is
apparent that the cultural heritage and the social influences
that shape the Chinese work ethic differ from those in the US
where much of the previous work ethic research has been
conducted. While that research is based on characteristics
that contribute to success in the US workplace, most if not all
happen in the different situation.
For purposes of this study, work ethic is defined as a value
associated with people who work hard, are productive, and
who are usually successful due to their efforts (Berry & Glen,
2004). [35] According to previous research on the Protestant
work ethic, some traits associated with a strong work ethic
include asceticism, integrity, independence, diligence,
motivation, loyalty, and dependability (Hill, 1996; Petty, G.
C., & Hill, R. B, 2005). [36-37] Functionally, the subscales of
the OWEI describe the themes or categories of behaviors to
be considered in this study. While other labels for elements of
work ethic exist in the literature, this study continues a line of
work that was begun by Hill and Petty over 20 years ago and
uses descriptors that can be easily addressed by those
responsible for both worker selection and employee training.

3. Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to investigate work ethic
changes over a period of fourteen years by using a data from
working adults in Chinese workplaces. The data were
gathered in 2004 and 2018 with questionnaire of OWEI of
Chinese version in China. The study addressed these research
questions:
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(1) Is there a statistically significant difference in work
ethic scores for dependability between men and women for
workers in 2004 and in 2018?
(2) Is there a statistically significant difference in work
ethic scores for interpersonal skills between men and women
for workers in 2004 and in 2018?
(3) Is there a statistically significant difference in work
ethic scores for initiative between men and women for
workers in 2004 and in 2018?

4. Method
The survey instrument used in this study was the
Occupational Work Ethic Inventory (OWEI) developed by
Petty in 1991. The OWEI is an established instrument for
work ethic research. It has been used in previous studies by
Hatcher (1995), Hill (1992), Petty and Hill (1994). The
OWEI is comprised of 50 items. The stem of the instrument
is "As a worker I can describe myself as:" for 50 descriptors
of work behaviors that align with work ethic attributes. Each
instrument item is assigned a value by the person completing
it using a seven point Likert scale with the following labels: 1
= Never, 2 = Almost Never, 3 = Seldom, 4 = Sometimes, 5 =
Usually, 6 = Almost Always, and 7 = Always. The simplicity
of the instrument design and the universal nature of
descriptors of a positive work ethic lend themselves to a valid
and reliable instrument in multiple languages. The OWEI has
been translated into Spanish, French, German, Arabic,
Korean, Chinese, and Greek. The original translation of the
OWEI into Chinese was done by an academic who was fluent
in both English and Chinese. Reverse translations was then
completed by Chinese tour guides who had excellent English
language skills. Two iterations of reverse translation were
needed to refine the original work.
We examined gender differences of work ethic of OWEI

with 284 men and 165women respondents. Data gathered
from Chinese factories in the year of 2018 and 2004. There
were 248 effective questionnaires in 2018 and 201 in 2004
was used for our study. The demographic composition of
each year was comparable, where males were 59.27% and
40.73% females in 2018, and 68.16% males and 31.84%
females in 2004. All respondents were quite similar in terms
of demographic characteristics and they had the same work
experience in workshops.
In order to determine if work ethic differences varied by
gender among each items in the year of 2004 and 2018, we
implemented a comparative analysis. Comparison analysis
involves reviewing the data that have been collected and
comparing each item with others that have been collected,
looking for similarities between the two year's data. Through
this process, categories were formed with data that share
similar themes. Data were independently coded and themes
identified by Hill with interpersonal skills, initiative and
dependable (Petty & Hill, 2005). [38].

5. Results
Table 1 shows the frequency and percentage distribution of
respondents' gender for each year. Means and standard
deviations for interpersonal skills, initiative and dependable
are presented in Table 2. As can be seen in the table, means
on these items in 2018 were decreased both for male and
female by comparing with them in 2004. The greatest
deduction on dependable suggests that women employees
changed their perception of work ethic and they did not have
strong sense of dependable than before. Furthermore, the
means of each item for Male in 2018 was a little bit higher
than female. The higher grates of the means show that male
employees have stronger work ethic perceptions on each
items than female.

Table 1. Frequency Distribution of Sex for Each Year.
Year

2018

2004

Sex

Frequency

Percentage

Men
Women

147
101

59.27
40.73

Cumulative
Frequency
147
248

Cumulative
Percentage
59.27
100

Frequency

Percentage

137
64

68.16
31.84

Cumulative
Frequency
137
201

Cumulative
Percentage
68.16
100

Table 2. Means and Standard Deviation of the Three OWEI Subscales in 2004 and 2018.
Variable
Interpersonal skills
Initiative
Dependable

2018
Men (N=147)
M
5.5914
5.2202
5.5034

SD
0.7564
0.8100
0.8984

Women (N=101)
M
SD
5.4238
0.8681
5.2048
0.8537
5.3819
0.8579

In order to investigate that the mean differences are
statistically significant, ANOVA (analysis of variance) was
performed and the results are shown in table 3.The results of
univariate analysis of variance for all three Occupational
Work Ethic Inventory (OWEI) subscales in 2018 indicated
that the respondents grouped by gender on interpersonal
skills, initiative and dependable subscales did not meet the

2004
Men (N=137)
M
5.7586
5.4033
5.8217

SD
0.5642
0.5748
0.5661

Women (N=64)
M
SD
5.7427
0.4907
5.6416
0.5547
5.9509
0.5478

established level (.05) for significant results used in this
study (see Table 3). The F-values computed for each of the
items are as follows (a) interpersonal skills with F = 2.61*
and Pr. =.1072, (b) initiative F = 0.02* and Pr. =.8851, and
(c) dependable, with F= 1.15* and Pr. =.2856. While the
results of OWEI subscales in 2004 indicated that the
respondents grouped by gender on initiative subscales did
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meet the established level (.05) for significant results used in
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this study.

Table 3. Univariate One-Way ANOVA Analysis of Variance for the Three OWEI Subscales for the Factor of Sex in 2018 and 2004.
Variable
Interpersonal skills
Initiative
Dependable

2018
df
1
1
1

SS
1.6820662
0.0142190
0.8838584

F
2.61*
0.02*
1.15*

Pr.
.1072
.8851
.2856

2004
df
1
1
1

SS
0.01106850
2.47750268
0.72820507

F
0.04*
7.66*
2.32*

Pr.
.8463
.0062
.1294

*p<.0.05.

The findings indicated that significant differences were
detected for initiative between women and men in the 2004
data set, but not in the 2018 data set. No significant
differences were detected between women and men for
interpersonal skills or dependability in either set of data.

6. Discussion
The work ethic has obviously changed over the time in our
study. Judging from the means of our grouped scales for each
year, the scores of both the men and women for interpersonal
skill, initiative and dependable in 2018 was lower than those
in 2004 data set. The evidence of the change suggested that
the decline of work ethical behavior in workplace happed not
only on women, but also on men.
The reason for the decline of work ethic lies in the
changed ideas of today's people which caused by the rapid
economic development. Today's employee would like to bear
their responsibility based on the principle of equivalent
exchange and making money for an individual benefits rather
than devotion and sacrifice for their work unit. In the view of
today's employees, devotion and sacrifice will benefit others
at the expense of themselves. If collective honor has to be
obtained through their sacrifice, then they will carefully
consider the situation to make sure what's sacrifice can be
somehow made up for. Some researcher labeled the
phenomenon as "emphasis on material values" or "egoistic
materialism. The new trend indicated that people take more
and more personal interests and their individual needs into
consideration and make them priorities. Thus, the worship of
money have become very prevalent and money orientated
behavior are obviously among workers in workshops. This
also shows that the "danwei" (work unit) do not play any
longer a critical role in personal decision-making or in social
regulation-choosing.
The data in 2004 showed that there was only a significant
difference on initiative between the women and men. But in
the 2018 data set, there was no such significant difference
exists among the participants. One possible explanation for
the initiative change is that Chinese tradition culture and
contemporary economic policy has a great influence on
employees in the workplace.
In 2004, many women are bearers for house work
according to Chinese traditional division of men and women.
Traditional society request women stay at home to be a good
wife and loving mother. If a woman came out from their
family to work, she was very cherish the opportunity and
behaved very initiative in workplace. Meanwhile, women

have to accept the challenge from men. They always
confronted with the issues such as conflicting responsibilities
at home and at work, the obsolescence of skills, glass ceiling
phenomenon on promotion, readjustment problems and sex
discrimination. Therefore, women workers must work harder
than men to prove they can do the job as well as men can.
Furthermore, most of the women workers have been trained
with the beliefs and values of Confucianism, Taoism,
Buddhism, and folk religions which required them to take
their responsibility by their parents and leaders. Under such
guidance, female workers were willing to follow regulations,
obey the leadership, show up punctually, do work carefully,
be more honest, reliable and dependable to content their
conscience and manifest the loyalty to their employers.
Finally, the negative influence of the opening policy (decided
in 1978) had less functional impact on women workers'
ethical value at that time and job opportunity for women is
not as much as today. All of these factors kept women work
more initiative than men in 2004. However, the working
environment for women has been changed a lot in today's
society.
It is a new period now. The traditional gender division
mode of "Men outside, women inside" cannot keep up the
pace of modern society and the gender bias is gradually
eliminated for the purpose of achieving harmonious
development of society. Therefore, women's social status
have been improved a lot.
Chinese government have issued and revised a series of
laws and regulations to protect women's right such as " The
Constitution of the People's Republic of China"; "Labor Law
of the People's Republic of China"; "Labor Contract Law of
the People's Republic of China"; "Employment Promotion
Law of the People's Republic of China"; "PRC Marriage
Law"; "Law of the People's Republic of China on the
Protection of Women's Rights and Interests" and "Female
Employee Protection Ordinance". Although some of these
laws and regulations had stipulated to protect the right for
women workers for a very long time, but awareness of the
society for executing these laws and regulations in the past is
not as strong as today. These policies enhanced women's
confidence to take part in the social work and make women
act not only a single role, but also an important role in the
society. Now, more and more "Strong women" occurred in
every line of the industry and they exhibited they can do the
job good as well as men can. They also show that they have
the competency which men have. The "strong women" also
helped the other women to win their social status and earned
a good fame for women to share the domination of the world.
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The rapid development of vocational education in China
also helped women workers to get more chances to receive
better training and education to help them to improve their
knowledge and skills so that they can easily get the job in a
new, broad, free and open society than before. As we all
know, there is a worldwide financial crisis in 2007-2008.
China had already experienced a economic downturn, and the
lack in demand from abroad meant factory closures, resulting
in high job losses all over China. In order to solve the
employment issues, government had pinned great attention
on vocational education and they took vocational education
as an employment education. They designed the marketoriented lessons to train women worker adapting the modern
society. Chinese government also take measures to help
women workers sign job contract with companies, such as
enrolling order training students, free training of
unemployment women workers (JIN Fenghua, 2011) [39].
All these measures reduced the worries of women's
unemployment. Furthermore, many irresponsible workers
have lost their job during the unemployment movement in
the international financial crisis. Lianyi factory is not an
exception. They fired some workers who is lack of the sense
of good work ethic. The participants in our study just the
remain workers with strong work ethic. These workers had
cultivated a good work ethic habits and behaved themselves
very good. Therefore, there is no gender difference on
initiative in our study.
Above mentioned reasoning, however, does not account
for the fact that all women workers have the same initiative
as men. It only reflects there is no any significant difference
for initiative between men and women in our study. To
understand the whole gender difference on work ethic in
China, we need to do a further research with a large scaled
survey. We also need to examine the changing trend for work
ethic among the new generation workers, for right now, the
only one child generation (the child was born under the
policy of Chinese Family Plan) had fluxed into the work
market. They grow up accompanied by the policy of the
reform and open-up. They experienced the change of social
structure in China and received a quite different education
with the older generation. All these changes made them
formed a different belief and value on their life attitude and
work attitude.

Based on the analysis of 2018 collected data, we found all
the subscales in the
Occupational Work Ethic Inventory (OWEI) had
showed no significant difference between women and
men. However, there was a significant difference on
initiative in 2004 collected data. This suggested that the
attitude toward initiative between women and men will
change over the time. Future research could attempt to
figure out the changing trend for initiative and the change
as well as interpersonal skills and dependability of the
women and men. The present study raises issues
concerning the meaning of such a gender difference on
work ethic, but it provides only tentative examination
results to the gender difference among the three main
characters of work ethic. Although considerably more
work is required to understand the dynamics of the
development of such gender disparities on interpersonal
skills, initiative and dependability, the changing trend and
changing model would worth a further observation.
This study suggests that managers, union leaders and
public policymakers will face new challenges on how to
guide workers to form a good work ethic and apply it into
their work in the years to come. Workers should learn how to
avoid the bad influence on work ethic in the rapid changing
world and try to be a positive worker in the future.
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