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the advantages or disadvantages of military
service. For women, pay and job benefits are
more equal in the military than in the civilian
labor force. But popular notions of hostility
toward women in the military suggest that they
would have less job satisfaction compared to
women in the civilian occupational sector. Even
if the media overplay female marginalization in
the military, women are still minorities in their
occupational areas. Consequently, they may be
more aware of gender inequity than women in
the civilian sector, who work in more sex-
segregated work occupations. Overall, I sus-
pect that women in the military have lower
satisfaction than men, but that black women
have higher satisfaction levels than white
women, given the countervailing positive forces
of reduced racial disparities in the military.
Comparing available data on non-military and
military personnel largely supports these pre-
dictions.

Figure 1 shows job dissatisfaction across mil-
itary and non-military respondents. The right
side shows responses from the 1998 General
Social Survey (GSS), the left side shows
responses from the 1999 Survey of Active Duty
Personnel (SADP). The figure shows only
black—white differences because the GSS does

Figure 1.

not contain a large subsample of Latinos. For a
basic comparison, I show two similar attitudi-
nal assessments from each survey: job loyalty
and job satisfaction. For job loyalty, the GSS
asks: “All in all, how likely is it that you will try
to find a job with another firm or organization
within the next 12 months?” The SADP simi-
larly asks: “Suppose that you have to decide
whether to stay on active duty. Assuming you
could stay, how likely is it that you would choose
to do so?” Response categories for both ques-
tions range from very likely to very unlikely and
the figure shows the combined answers of like-
ly and very likely (and unlikely and very unlike-
ly for the SADP because it asks the reverse
question). For job satisfaction, the GSS asks:
“On the whole, how satisfied are you with the
work you do?” The SADP asks: “Now taking all
things together, how satisfied are you with mil-
itary life?”” Response categories for both range
from very satisfied to very dissatisfied, and the
figure combines the unsatisfied and very unsat-
isfied responses from each survey.

In general, the GSS gender and racial/ethnic
patterns support what the literature has repeat-
edly documented. Blacks express higher job
dissatisfaction than their white counterparts and
are less committed to their jobs. Consistent with

Ethnic and Gender Hierarchies in Job Satisfaction and Job Tenure (Survey of Active

Duty Personnel and the General Social Survey)
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the contentment paradox, white women express
the lowest level of job dissatisfaction. By con-
trast, job dissatisfaction levels among military
members in the SADP are much more compa-
rable across racial and ethnic groups. Notably,
blacks express the least job dissatisfaction and
the least inclination to leave their jobs. White
women indicate the lowest level of job com-
mitment but otherwise differ little from white
men in expressed dissatisfaction.

Although we cannot directly compare dif-
ferences in magnitude (since the instruments and
samples are different for each survey), the dif-
ferences in the direction of the trends do sug-
gest that common race—gender patterns of
civilian society are less applicable in the mili-
tary environment. Compellingly, population
demographics in military society are highly
skewed relative to civilian society in ways that
underestimate these notable differences across
the samples. Military respondents are much
younger, half as many have college degrees,
and they are mostly male. Because the literature
notes that older age, higher education, and being
female are all associated with higher levels of
job satisfaction, it is likely that controls for
demographic variables would considerably
lower dissatisfaction levels in the SADP. These
descriptive statistics, in combination with the
already unusual racial/ethnic—gender patterns,
suggest that the military has a different dynam-
ic of job satisfaction than the civilian sector.

DATA

Data are drawn from the Pentagon’s Survey of
Active Duty Personnel (SADP). This cross-
sectional data set was collected by mail in 1999,
yielding a 50 percent response rate. I use sam-
pling weights in all descriptive and multivariate
analyses to adjust for disproportionate sam-
pling and nonresponse. The sample size for the
population analyzed in this article is 30,489
individuals. Although results from a more recent
SADP survey have just been released, I use this
earlier survey because the data were collected
prior to military engagements abroad and thus
represent the experiences of active duty per-
sonnel during peacetime.

Table 1 shows descriptive data from the SADP
for service personnel grouped by gender and
ethnic group; asterisks denote significant dif-
ferences from white men. The first two columns

pertain to non-Latino black men and women, fol-
lowed by non-Latino whites, and the final two
columns show Latinos. The survey data do not
specify the national origins or nativity of the
respondents, but it is likely that most of the
Latino military population is Mexican American
or Puerto Rican (the two largest Hispanic back-
ground groups in the United States).

Military members are young compared to
the overall U.S. population; this is particularly
true for Latino members, who are about 26
years old. Within each ethnicity, more women
than men joined the military with a college
degree or higher; whites overall have the high-
est education levels at entry. Accordingly, more
whites are officers, a function of education level
at the time of enlistment. The educational ben-
efits variable indicates whether the service
member received either tuition assistance or
continuing education over the past year. Every
group reported this benefit at higher levels than
white men, particularly black women and
Latinas. It is noteworthy that black men tend to
be concentrated at the higher enlisted ranks
than white men, whereas other groups are clus-
tered at lower pay grades than white men.

The largest military branch, the Army, has the
greatest proportional representation of most of
the six groups, with minority members partic-
ularly overrepresented. Time served in the mil-
itary correlates with pay grade, showing that
black men have served longer in the military
than white men; all other groups have served
less time than white men. Men, especially black
men, are more likely to be currently married
than are women, and, accordingly, are more
likely to report children in their households.
Among female service members, black women
report higher percentages of children and lower
percentages currently married than do white
women and Latinas.

More minority than white military members
are currently stationed overseas. While those
serving at home are still partially integrated
into U.S. civilian culture, living outside the
United States may promote more dependence on
the military base. Finally, Table 1 does not show
occupational areas within each military branch
because they are too numerous (92 categories).
The eccentricities of military occupational cat-
egories do not make for obvious standardization
according to census occupational categories.
Furthermore, work conditions in each military
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Table 1. 1999 Weighted Survey of Active-Duty Personnel; Variable Averages and Means
Black Men Black Women White Men White Women Latinos Latinas
Independent Variables (3,954) (1,213) (19,086) (2,689) (3,021) (524)
Age (years) 30 29 29 28 27*%* 25%
Education Upon Joining
No high school degree 05%%* .02 .03 LQ1%** .03 0r1*
High school degree .54 43HE* .53 Q4 55 .50
Some college 34x%% 45%F* .29 35%** 36%*F* 39%*x
Bachelor’s degree 6% ** 09 13 Blau 00%Fx (9
Graduate degree > 1 *** LQ1F** .02 .04%%* > 1*** O1%*
Used Education Benefits ~ .47%* 61 F¥* 33 43 A41* S5
Pay Grade/Rank
Enlisted 1-3 .14 21 .18 23 28Rk 33k
Enlisted 4 .19 25%* 21 26%** 25%kk 3Rk
Enlisted 5-6 43k 36k 31 23k 31 19
Enlisted 7-9 Bl Lk 12 L08H** Q9F*FE - (3
Warrant Officer 1-5 Qo Q1 .02 Q1 F** O1F*% > ] ***
Officer 1-3 Q4% L5 1 2%k 05%FF Qo
Officer 4-6 03 2% .08 .07* 2%k K
Service Branch
Army A48k 53k 32 30%* 39k Q%
Navy 24 2] .26 24 25 25
Marines 10%* L4k 13 L06*** QgFRE QR
Air Force Bl 23k .26 3k de*** 30
Coast Guard > Q] *** > Q] *** .03 Q2% ¥ 02%*E o (2¥H*
Time in Service
4 years or less 3 A3 38 AT S2%kE - poRH
5-6 years .07 .10 .09 Bk .10 11
7-10 years 17 .14 15 2k 2% A1
11-14 years B 16* 13 R B (UGN (S
15-16 years .08%* .06 .07 NI L05%* Q3%
17-20 years A5 LQ9#** 12 10#** NN N
21-25 years .05 2% .04 03 F** 027K > (R
26-30 years > 0]** > 0]%** .01 > 0]%** >01*%*  >01
31+ years >.01 >.01 >.01 >.01 >.01 >.01
Married .67 A5 .65 52k LO0FFE 4k
Children in Household 66F** .56 .52 3Gk .50 Rhiou
Stationed Overseas Bk 20%x* 15 .16 20 2]FEE

*p<.05; % p<.01; *** p <.001 (two-tailed tests for difference from white men).

occupational specialty vary greatly depending
on which branch the job is located in and
whether it is held by an enlistee or an officer. I
include these 92 occupational dummies in the
analyses that follow to capture the full variation
across the six gender—ethnic groups along
branch, officer versus enlisted rank, and occu-
pational concentrations.

The job satisfaction literature shows that
demographic factors such as college education,
older age,* being married with children, and

4 As in a civilian occupation, selectivity increases
with age with satisfied soldiers more likely to reenlist.

occupational prestige are associated with high-
er levels of satisfaction. This may explain some
of the SADP patterns in Figure 1. Although
black men in the military have lower educa-
tional levels than white men, they are slightly
older and have higher levels of job tenure. They
are therefore more concentrated at the higher
enlisted ranks and pay grades than white men
(there are more white men at officer levels, but
enlisted ranks make up the majority of the armed
services). Add to this black men’s higher like-
lihood of benefiting from the military’s educa-
tional benefits and the reversal in race
satisfaction becomes clearer. Black men in the
military are in a more elevated occupational
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position than white men. Regarding gender dif-
ferences, men are older and more are married
with children, implying overall higher job sat-
isfaction for men than for women. Black women
also enjoy somewhat higher occupational pres-
tige than white women within the enlisted ranks.
They are also more likely to benefit from mil-
itary educational assistance benefits. This like-
ly explains why black women, although less
satisfied than black men, still have higher lev-
els of job satisfaction than white women (see
Figure 1). In the analyses that follow, I assess
the extent to which satisfaction varies by gen-
der and race/ethnicity in the presence of controls
for such occupational and demographic com-
position differences.

MEASUREMENT

Service in the all-volunteer military is as much
a lifestyle as an occupation given that individ-
uals live, work, and socialize within its purview.
It is likely then that the military’s EEO policy
permeates many other aspects of personal life
beyond the workplace; it extends to geograph-
ic surroundings and local institutions, living
arrangements, and relationships with co-work-
ers in one’s neighborhood and general social cir-
cle. I therefore ran a series of ordinal logistic
regression models, each with a different depend-
ent variable outcome scale capturing individual
assessments of satisfaction and happiness along
various dimensions of military life. The SADP
contains a large number of items tapping sim-
ilar themes, which I combined into a succession
of scales to reduce single indicator measurement
error and to increase measurement reliability.
The outcome of interest in each model is how
overall perceptions vary along each of the eth-
nic—gender group variables relative to white
male assessments.

Each outcome scale is made up of equally
weighted variables. I standardized them to range
across five discrete categories, from -2 to +2,
with the lowest number representing a nega-
tive assessment of military service and the high-
est number representing a positive ranking.’
The Cronbach’s alpha (o) indicates scale relia-

3> In cases where variables predict in the opposite
direction, I reversed their coding to match the rest of
the variables in the composite index.

bility and estimates the correlation between the
observed value of the scale and the “true value”
if all possible items could have been measured.
The first three scales are conventional measures
of job satisfaction, encompassing the dimen-
sions of work characteristics outlined in job
satisfaction theory (Kalleberg 1977). Because
the military has been described as a “greedy
institution” (Segal 1986), extending far more
than other occupations into the personal lives of
service members and their families, I include
two additional scales that assess perceptions of
family policies and living conditions.

The first scale is the Overall Quality of Life
indicator. Two variables make up the scale: one
measures respondents’ satisfaction as a whole
with life in the military and the other measures
whether respondents’ lives have been better or
worse than they initially expected upon enlist-
ment (o« =.72). This scale is akin to conventional
global satisfaction measures.

The second scale is the Employment
Opportunity indicator. This scale is made up of
five variables that instruct respondents to answer
(1) how satisfied they are with their basic pay,
(2) if they think they will be fairly promoted in
the military, (3) if they believe there is much to
be gained by sticking with the military, (4) how
satisfied they are with specific assignments,
and (5) if their work has been better or worse
than expected upon enlistment (a = .60).
Although the alpha is low for this scale, results
are virtually unchanged in separate analyses
that use each of these variables as outcome vari-
ables. Rather than running five different mod-
els, I use the scale for parsimony.

The third scale, the Career Commitment indi-
cator, is similar to conventional organizational
commitment scales and made up of four vari-
ables. The first two variables measure turnover
intention and ask respondents to assess the like-
lihood of staying with the military in the short
term and the long term. The second two vari-
ables ask respondents whether they talk highly
of the military to others, and whether they would
encourage others to join the military (o = .76).

The fourth scale, the Family Benefits indi-
cator, is made up of five variables that ask
respondents if they are (1) satisfied with med-
ical care for family, (2) satisfied with family
support programs, (3) satisfied with family den-
tal care, (4) satisfied with on-base youth activ-
ities, and (5) satisfied with area schools (o = .68)
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(again, although the alpha is low, results differed
little when run as five separate models). This
scale applies to a subset of military members
who have dependents. The military is well
known for its adherence to family benefits as a
way to retain personnel. Family benefits may
have special salience for female soldiers, as
they are more likely than male soldiers to be sin-
gle parents.

The fifth scale, the Housing and
Neighborhood indicator, is made up of three
variables instructing respondents: (1) to rate
their satisfaction with housing quality, (2) to
assess the safety of their neighborhood, and (3)
to rate the condition of their residence (o =
.78). Not all active duty personnel live on base;
however, military base location does influence
the type of neighborhoods in which personnel
live and their access to services. This is of par-
ticular relevance when considering that geo-
graphical relocation upon military enlistment
likely removes black families from inner-city
neighborhoods and school districts with con-
centrated disadvantages.

For each of the five SADP models, I ran ordi-
nal logit models predicting positive ratings of
military experience. Also known as propor-
tional odds or cumulative logit models, this
type of regression is used when dependent vari-
ables have three or more ordered discrete cate-
gories (in this case, there are five ordered
categories ranging from —2 to 2). The coeffi-
cients for each independent variable can thus be
interpreted as the effect of the variable on the
probability of being in a higher category rather
than a lower category, where higher categories
reflect more positive ratings of the military.

The primary independent variables of inter-
est are the race/ethnic—gender categories: black
female, back male, Latina female, Latino male,
and white female. The comparison category for
each dichotomous variable is white male.

ANALYSES OF RACE, GENDER, AND
SATISFACTION IN THE MILITARY

Tables 2 through 4 report ordinal logistic
regression results for each of the five satis-
faction scales. The gender—ethnicity identity
coefficients of interest are shown at the top of
each model. Analyses predicting satisfaction
on the Overall Quality of Life Scale and the

Employment Opportunity Scale appear in
Table 2.

The first analysis indicates that, in the
absence of controls, every minority group except
Latinas reports a higher quality of life in the mil-
itary than do white males (Model 1). This effect
does not diminish in Model 2 with the inclusion
of demographic variables, current education,
family structure, and age. In fact, the effects for
black women and Latinos strengthen. The effect
for Latinas gains statistical significance and
magnitude in the same direction as the other
minority groups. The inclusion of military-
specific controls, paygrade/rank, duty location,
tenure, educational benefits, and occupation
within service branch (Model 3), affects the
magnitude of the gender—ethnicity coefficients
only marginally. Minority males express the
highest quality of life, with odds 57 percent
greater (e**%) for black men than for white men,
followed by 54 percent greater for Latinos, 50
percent for black women, 39 percent for Latinas,
and 25 percent for white women.

Notably, although my hypotheses predict race
satisfaction differences will disappear in the
military, the direction of the race coefficient
instead reverses itself from conventional satis-
faction race patterns among civilians. The effect
for women, however, is positive, in keeping
with standard female contentment paradox find-
ings, despite my hypothesis that it, too, would
disappear. None of the control variables outlined
in Table 1 account for these racial/ethnic patterns
among military members.

To uncover the causal nature of these results,
Models 4 and 5 add attitudinal controls that
may mediate dimensions of military satisfaction
beyond population composition differences.
Model 4 includes a variable measuring the
extent to which respondents share values in
common with the military. It stands to reason
that individuals with a particular kind of pre-
disposition toward the military may be willing
to overlook some hardships of military life,
thereby rating military life more highly. Perhaps
the military attracts minority groups who hold
a stronger military ideology than do white
males, thus explaining their higher satisfaction
in the first three models. The coefficient for
this variable indicates that lesser shared values
negatively predict satisfaction with military life;
yet the impact on the race—gender coefficients
upon inclusion of this measure increases the
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magnitude of relative satisfaction ratings for
black women and men. This indicates that blacks
are less likely than white males to share military
values, which biased their satisfaction with mil-
itary life downward in previous models. None
of the other groups appear to differ from white
males in their degree of shared military values.

Model 5 adds variables that account for the
relative deprivation and advantage comparison
framework to help explain why minority groups
assess quality of life in the military more high-
ly than do white males. It is likely that minori-
ties’ position of disadvantage in the civilian
world drives their higher satisfaction in the mil-
itary, more so than any aspect of military life that
benefits them more than white men. Similarly,
white men’s lower rating of life quality in the
military may reflect that the military has large-
ly eliminated, or at least reduced, pervasive
white male privilege. This final grouping of
variables assesses whether respondents rate the
military more highly than their experience in the
civilian world in terms of quality of life, pro-
motional opportunity, and pay. The inclusion of
three civilian—military comparison controls limit
the race and gender coefficients on life satis-
faction to assessments beyond simply how mil-
itary life may be better or worse than civilian
life. Model 5 shows that including these vari-
ables dramatically changes the race and gender
satisfaction coefficients. Compared to Model 4,
including the civilian—military comparisons
fully explains the higher life quality satisfaction
of white women and Latinas, rendering their
coefficients insignificant. It explains almost 50
percent of the higher satisfaction coefficients
that black respondents previously reported, but
only some of Latinos’ higher life-quality assess-
ments. From the full models, the odds of hav-
ing greater satisfaction than white males are 41
percent higher for black males, 32 percent high-
er for black females, 36 percent higher for
Latinos, and white females and Latinas no
longer differ from white males on this measure.

Similar patterns hold in the second set of
models, which predict military employment sat-
isfaction. Similar to previous models, each
group except Latinas is more likely than white
men to be satisfied with military employment
before adding controls. The coefficient for
Latinas becomes significant in the second
model. Although the coefficients for white
women change little across the first three nest-

ed models, each addition of variable groupings
increases the likelihood of a positive rating (rel-
ative to white men) for the remaining groups.
Model 3 indicates that minority women have the
highest satisfaction levels, at odds close to 50
percent higher than white males. Black men
show 33 percent higher odds and Latinos 28 per-
cent higher. The opinions of white women on
employment satisfaction differ least from white
men, yet are still about 14 percent more posi-
tive. The controls for shared military values
have the same effect as they did in the quality-
of-life scale analysis. There is no evidence that
ethnic or gender differences in personal com-
monality with military values drive higher sat-
isfaction levels with the military; in fact, the
opposite seems true for blacks because includ-
ing this control significantly increases their
higher rating of the military. Similar to the pre-
vious analyses, Model 5 makes a compelling
case for the influence of relative deprivation
and advantage. Considering the military’s
employment opportunities relative to those in
the civilian world, Latinos, Latinas, and white
women no longer hold significantly different
levels of satisfaction from white men. This con-
trol does not fully explain blacks’ higher satis-
faction; however, compared to Model 4, it
reduces its statistical significance and substan-
tially diminishes the degree of difference from
white men. The full models show that the odds
of satisfaction are still 6 percent higher for black
men and 10 percent higher for black women
compared to white men.

Table 3 shows analyses for the Career
Commitment Scale and Housing Quality and
Neighborhood Safety Scale. Before adding con-
trols, only black men show greater levels of
career commitment than white men. The effect
for black men changes little across the first
three nested models, but the coefficients for
Latinos and Latinas become significant and
positive when demographic controls are includ-
ed. In Model 3, which eliminates the influence
of population composition differences, Latinas
have 40 percent greater odds of commitment to
the military than white males, Latinos 37 per-
cent, and black males 30 percent. This is not the
case for white or black women, who show no
significant difference from white men. By
Model 4, which controls for degree of person-
al affiliation with military values, black women’s
greater commitment to the military becomes
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marginally significant and the coefficient for
black men’s commitment to the military is
strengthened. Military—civilian comparison con-
trols in Model 5, however, completely explain
away greater Latina and black female career
loyalty and substantially diminish the size and
the significance of greater black male and
Latino career commitment. White women, who
previously showed no difference on this dimen-
sion of military satisfaction from white men,
emerge for the first time as significantly less
content than white men. Their odds of lessened
commitment to the military are 16 percent lower
than for white men, once the influence of rela-
tive advantage from civilian life is eliminated.
The odds for black males and Latinos are still
16 and 20 percent higher, respectively, than that
for white men.

In the initial models assessing the Housing
and Neighborhood Scale, only white women
and Latinos show a significantly different rat-
ing from white men. Although white women are
more positive on this dimension than white men
in Model 1, Latinos are more negative than
white men. The negative effect disappears when
demographic controls are included and the coef-
ficient for Latinos loses its statistical signifi-
cance. Including military controls in Model 3
results in a new statistically significant rela-
tionship between being black and rating the
military more highly than white men on this sat-
isfaction dimension. Overall, when controlling
for population composition, white women have
29 percent greater odds of satisfaction, black
women 24 percent, and black men 15 percent.
Latinos and Latinas do not differ from white
men in their opinions on this scale. Unlike the
previous analyses, black respondents’ lack of
shared military values has little impact on their
assessments of this scale in Model 4. The intro-
duction of relative deprivation and advantage
controls in the final model fully explains high-
er black male satisfaction with housing quality
and neighborhood safety, and it reduces black
and white female ratings somewhat. The odds
of ranking the military higher on this scale as
of Model 5 are 19 percent greater for black
women and 22 percent greater for white women.

Finally, the Family Benefits Scale, shown in
Table 4, is limited to the subsample of respon-
dents who have dependents. Overall, in assess-
ing satisfaction with military family benefits, all
of the groups show uniformly higher levels of

satisfaction than white men and this remains
generally consistent across each nested model.
The coefficients for the ethnic—gender groups
attenuate mostly between Models 4 and 5; how-
ever, Latina satisfaction with family benefits
also diminishes across the first three models,
becoming nonsignificant in the final model. In
Model 5, greater satisfaction with family ben-
efits is still 73 percent higher for black men than
for white men, 93 percent higher for black
women, 50 percent higher for white women,
22 percent higher for Latinos, and 50 percent
higher for Latinas.

Beyond ethnicity and gender, the direct
effects of the remaining control variables are not
a focus of this article; however, I will summa-
rize their effects briefly. Generally, a higher
education level predicts more positive assess-
ments of the various dimensions of military
life. After the addition of full controls, though,
this positive effect often reverses because the
controls for pay grade and rank are correlated
with education. Being married generally has
little to no effect on military satisfaction levels,
except for when considering housing. The effect
of marriage in the Family Benefits Model is
insignificant, meaning that single parents do
not necessarily rate the military higher on its
family benefits than do married parents, despite
what one might expect given the military’s rep-
utation for comprehensive childcare. I was also
surprised that the use of military educational
benefits is not positively correlated to satisfac-
tion in more of the models. It predicts higher lev-
els of satisfaction in overall quality of life, but
its effect is not very strong.

Parenthood has little to no effect in most of
the models; however, it does predict greater
career commitment to the military. Being sta-
tioned abroad predicts lesser satisfaction with
housing and neighborhood safety but greater
satisfaction with military benefits. There are
no large or consistent effects of military tenure
across the models and the varying effects of
the 92 occupational dummies are too numerous
to list. Finally, and not surprisingly, a lack of

¢ T also tested for interaction effects in this model
between gender—ethnic groups and marital status,
given that single parenthood is more common among
women than among men. There was no evidence for
interactions.
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Table 4. Survey of Active-Duty Personnel Predicting Happiness/Satisfaction in Military by
Ethnicity: Family Benefits Model
Family Benefits in the Military (N = 17,263)
Ordered Logit: Predicting Very Satisfied

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5
Independent Variables Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE
Black men 57 .06%*FF 58 06%*F* .65 .06%** .67 .06%** 55 06%**
Black women 6 L1FEE 720 1]k 730 12%%* 79 12%FF 66 12%**
White women .64 .07FFF 60 .08*** 49 .08F** S50 .08¥**F 40 .08***
Latinos 30 .08%**F 28 Q8*** 30 .08%** 25 .08** 20 .09%*
Latinas .80 23%*x 7] 22%** 59 23%* 58 23%* 41 24
Associates degree .02 .06 .02 .06 .00 .06 .03 .06
College degree .02 .05 -12 .08 —11 .08 .00 .08
Masters degree or more 23 .05%¥**  —08 .09 -06 .09 A1 .09
Married -.07 .07 —-.05 .08 —-06 .08 -.05 .08
Have children n/a n/a n/a n/a
Age —02 .00%** .00 .01 .00 .01 —02 .01%**
Pay grade/rank .00 .04 —-06 .04 —-06 .04
Stationed abroad .16 .05%* A8 .05%** 18 .05***
Years served —07 .02¥*¥* 07 .02%%* —05 .02%
Received educational benefits .04 .04 .04 .04 .04 .04
Occupational area by officer/enlisted (92 categories) Not shown Not shown  Not shown
Do not share military values —29 .02%*%* 23 (Q2%**
Quality of life better in military 209 .023*%**
Pay/compensation better in military 166 .022%**
Promotion better in military 075 .022%%*
Log Likelihood —19995 —19953 -19721 —-19524 -19177

Note: Respondents in this model are limited to those with dependents.

*p<.05; %% p<.01; *¥** p <.001

shared values with the military strongly pre-
dicts dissatisfaction, and positive military-to-
civilian comparisons are predictors of higher
overall reported satisfaction in the military.

DISCUSSION

Although one of my hypotheses is that negative
assessments by black men should disappear, I
did not expect the trend to reverse itself, with
blacks expressing significantly higher satisfac-
tion levels than whites. The first four models of
every analysis show this finding, a notable
departure from most of the literature on job sat-
isfaction and from the GSS pattern depicted in
Figure 1. A similar pattern also applies to the rest
of the minority groups, both male and female.
The civilian reference group comparison drives
a large part of this reversal, indicated by the dra-
matic diminution of the race—gender coeffi-
cients in the fifth models. Focusing on the
satisfaction trends before accounting for civil-

ian comparison controls (the fourth models),
black men and women express higher satisfac-
tion than white men on every domain of job sat-
isfaction. Latinos and Latinas express higher
satisfaction than white men in each domain
except housing quality. And white women rate
military life more highly than do white men,
except for career commitment. For a crude
assessment of how the groups compare as a
whole in their military experience, one might
add the statistically significant coefficients in
the fourth models for each of the groups across
the analyses (excluding Analysis 3 because it
applies to only half the sample). Black women
rank the highest in terms of level of satisfaction
and consistency of statistically significant
results. Black men rank second highest, fol-
lowed by Latinas, and then Latinos. White
women fall last, suggesting that they differ least
from white men in their satisfaction with mili-
tary service.
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It is noteworthy that perceived benefits of
military service for ethnic and gender minori-
ties go beyond extrinsic benefits like pay and
promotion. This suggests that improved condi-
tions extend beyond that dictated by EEO
enforcement. Although the coefficients are large
for minority status in assessing pay and pro-
motions via the Employment Opportunity Scale,
the models with the strongest results are those
regarding family well-being and overall life sat-
isfaction. The higher ratings by blacks than
white men on the scale measuring neighbor-
hood safety and housing indicate that military
service may indeed provide respite from racial-
ly segregated conditions of civilian life
(although this does not explain why white
women’s ratings are also higher on this scale).

Reference group comparisons, as originally
theorized by Mead (1934), best explain the pat-
terns observed in these analyses; they are the
result of relative deprivation. An identical term
of military service experienced by a black man
and a white man may be interpreted by each in
divergent ways based on their different civilian
baselines. The final models reflect this when
controlling for the mitigating effects of civilian
comparison. More equitable circumstances in
the military than the civilian world explain a
great deal of why groups that ordinarily express
lower satisfaction than whites in the civilian
world express higher satisfaction in the military
context. This within-group comparison reduces
black men and women’s higher satisfaction by
about half in most of the models. It accounts
completely for why black women indicate more
commitment to the military and why black men
are happier with housing and neighborhood
quality. The military’s relative superiority to
civilian life also influences Latino ratings. It is
the primary reason why Latino soldiers rate
employment opportunities higher than do white
soldiers, and it reduces Latinos’ higher opinions
along the other scales. Civilian—military com-
parisons play an especially strong role for
Latinas and white women, explaining away their
higher assessment of both life quality and
employment opportunities. This also accounts
for why Latinas express greater career com-
mitment than white men. And, in fact, this is the
only reason why white women do not indicate
less commitment to the military than white men.
As for white men, it is unlikely that they are dis-
advantaged relative to other groups in the armed

forces; rather, they are likely experiencing both
relative and absolute deprivation of status. They
experience less advantage relative to ethnic
minorities (and possibly also women) than they
do in the civilian world. And their civilian ref-
erence group is, on average, more advantaged
than they are, unlike the case for minorities’ ref-
erence groups. White military men may have
greater human capital than other groups with-
in the military, but compared to white male
civilians they have less (Teachman and Segal
1993).7

I also originally speculated that the “paradox
of female contentment” should disappear in the
military context for two reasons: (1) the insti-
tution’s troubled history with gender integration
and (2) military women work in less sex segre-
gated conditions, a setting associated with lower
female satisfaction. My results indicate that, at
least in one realm, white women are less com-
mitted than white men to the military as a career;
however, this is only the case once I control for
white women’s belief that the military has bet-
ter opportunities for them than the civilian
world. Without such controls, white female sat-
isfaction generally outstrips white male satis-
faction, just as it does in the civilian world.
Unlike their civilian counterparts, the fact that
civilian—military comparisons largely drive
white women'’s higher satisfaction indicates that
their contentment in the military is less para-
doxical than reflective of an EEO environment.
Indeed, in occupational contexts where women
are the minority, female dissatisfaction should
only apply when male pay and privilege are
superior to women’s. If the military truly reduces
occupational gender inequity, then being an
occupational minority should lose some of its
negative impact. That said, the fact that white
females indicate lower career commitment after
controlling for the advantages of military over
civilian employment may be evidence for the

7 Reported enlistment intentions may also explain
why white men have lower satisfaction. Whereas
black enlistees report joining the military for eco-
nomic and career advancement, white enlistees are
more likely to report joining for short-term reasons,
such as money for school and job training for tran-
sition into civilian life (Gifford 2005). A shorter term
commitment to military service may drive higher
levels of discontent.
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hypothesized atmosphere of sexual harassment
or tokenism that the military’s EEO policy only
partially cancels.

I also predicted that black women should
have higher satisfaction levels in the military
than white women. This appears to be the case.
Unlike patterns in the GSS showing that black
women report less satisfaction than white
women, black military women report higher
levels of satisfaction than both white women and
white men, even after accounting for reference
group comparisons.® Overall, the differences
between women’s and men’s responses are less
extreme than those between women of each
ethnicity. This indicates that, at least in the mil-
itary, ethnicity makes a bigger difference than
gender in self-reported job satisfaction.

CONCLUSION

By evaluating job satisfaction along racial and
gendered lines in a context where common soci-
etal norms do not always apply, this article con-
tributes several important findings to the
existing literature. Most importantly, it suggests
that structural inequality, rather than cultural
differences in preferences or standards, pre-
dominantly drives the black—white disparities in
job satisfaction in civilian society. In an envi-
ronment where racial stratification has been
substantially reduced, traditional racial dispar-
ities across a variety of well-being dimensions
reverse themselves. By including Latinos, I
show that other minority groups clearly bene-
fit from the meritocratic conditions of military
life in similar ways as blacks. Moreover, this is
one of the few analyses of satisfaction to account
for both gender and ethnicity, finding that black
women and Latinas report extensive gains from
military service relative to their white counter-
parts. White women also appear to have more
positive experiences in the military than white
men, though the differences are not as extreme
as seen with other groups. A comparative cal-
culus that considers military employment oppor-
tunities to be superior to those in civilian society

8 In analyses not shown, I tested whether the mag-
nitude differences in the female coefficients are sig-
nificantly different from one another by running
models with white women as the comparison
category.

largely drives women’s higher satisfaction.
Consequently, the results make a stronger case
for the structural conditions hypothesis than for
the female contentment paradox.

These results are a notable departure from the
sparse body of earlier work that has evaluated
job satisfaction in the military. Studies from
the late *70s and early ’80s found no racial
(black—white) differences in military job satis-
faction among men. I find that there are indeed
ethnic differences, but in the opposite direction
of the civilian world. This analysis improves
upon earlier studies with its large sample size,
its inclusion of all military branches, and its
attention to both gender and ethnicity. It is also
more timely;® the military has implemented
additional racial and gender equality reforms
since the time of many of the initial studies.
During the same time, economic conditions
have contracted and even declined for many
working-class civilians, leading to compara-
tively increased advantages associated with mil-
itary service. An additional strength of this
analysis is its increased analytic power with
controls for the influence of relative deprivation
through the inclusion of civilian experience
comparisons. Finally, although my findings are
important for understanding inequality in gen-
eral, job satisfaction in the military is—in and
of itself—a topic that should concern all of us,
especially given the current geopolitical cli-
mate and concerns over national security. An
illuminating question, which I hope to pursue
with the release of the more recent Survey of

? One exception is Sanchez and colleagues (2004)
who, using a different data set, found that active duty
black men are less satisfied than white military men.
They also found no difference for active duty Latinos
or active duty women as a group (there was no con-
trol for women’s ethnicity). It is likely that differences
in model specification drive the varying effects. The
authors did not look specifically at race effects and
so their models are over-controlled to this end. They
include independent variables for physical health,
mental health, life satisfaction, job pressure, and life
problems all in the same model (it is unclear what the
status of their race coefficient for blacks was prior to
the inclusion of these controls). In contrast, I use
life satisfaction, for example, as a dependent outcome
in one of my models rather than as an independent
variable (although it is positively, not negatively,
associated with ethnicity and gender).
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Active Duty Personnel, is whether these find-
ings hold when asked of respondents during
war time.

More important than simply documenting
minority and gender group job satisfaction out-
comes is being able to capture underlying
causality. The data at hand are limited in this
regard. Available demographic and military-
specific controls in the SADP data do little to
alter minorities’ higher satisfaction reports
across the first four nested models. Most of the
explanatory power emerges in the final models,
indicating that women and minorities believe
their quality of life, level of pay, and promotional
opportunities are far better in the military than
in civilian society; white men, in contrast, view
them as worse. But reference group comparisons
do not fully explain higher satisfaction among
all the groups in each of the dimensions. Black
women and black men still show the greatest and
most consistent levels of satisfaction, even after
accounting for civilian comparisons. One pos-
sibility is that these unexplained higher satis-
faction levels reflect selectivity on
characteristics that are not necessarily repre-
sentative of the larger civilian population. I thus
cannot rule out the possibility that the control
variables fail to capture the influence of personal
characteristics that vary by gender and race,
variables that also happen to be correlated with
job satisfaction. However, I believe that the
residual higher satisfaction with military
employment among minorities is rooted in the
military’s meritocratic organization. Having
attributed specific characteristics to the expe-
rience of peace-time military service for minor-
ity groups, any continuing departure from
average civilian trends in job satisfaction is
most likely attributable to unmeasured dimen-
sions of more equitable conditions associated
with military life. In the absence of civilian—
military comparison variables that explicitly
capture how racial discrimination and segrega-
tion differ across the two environments, military
affiliation is the best proxy for such conditions.
Such high minority satisfaction in the military
demonstrates that the structure of organizations
is powerful enough to reverse differences in
relative satisfaction among key status groups.

Minorities’ marked preference for military
life over civilian life on such a range of char-
acteristics makes a strong case for their con-
tinued position of disadvantage in the civilian

world. Similarly, white men’s consistently
low scores of satisfaction with military life
likely reflect a pervasive privilege in the larg-
er society that the military has either elimi-
nated or substantially reduced. Such findings
suggest that workplace structure, not ethnic
identity, predicts perceptions of well-being
in occupations.

Jennifer Hickes Lundquist is an Assistant Professor
of Sociology and Associate Director of the Social and
Demographic Research Institute at the University of
Massachusetts, Amherst.
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