Co-worker Relationships in Student Employment 
Abril Santos, Jimena Maida, and Larissa Rabelo
SOAN 371: Foundations of Social Science Research, St. Olaf College, Fall 2021


Executive Summary

In the fall of 2021, the Sociology/Anthropology 371 course conducted research on Student Employment. We sent an anonymous online survey to 2,249 students at St. Olaf College. We received 557 responses, a 24.8% response rate. 

Prior studies have found that college student campus employment is shaped by job search, job training, skills development, supervisor relationships, and the topic of our team’s research, co-worker relationships in the work environment.  Our research focuses on four main questions: 
1. What kinds of co-worker relationships do students have?
2. What do they gain from co-worker relationships?
3. What problems arise amongst co-workers?
4. How can St. Olaf College improve students’ co-worker relationships and the skills gained through their interactions? 
5. How does the work environment affect co-worker relationships?

The most important results of our research are: 
1. Students are experiencing disparate co-worker relationships. A plurality appears to be quite happy in their co-worker relationships, with 40% scoring 24/24 in the Quality of Co-Worker Relationships Index. At the same time, many students are not having this positive experience. More than one-third (38.7%) have scores of 20 or below, with more than one in ten (11.3%) having scores of 14 or less. 
2. Supervisors can have an active role in creating high-quality co-worker relationships. Most respondents can mention at least one thing their supervisor does to support this, but many responded that their supervisors are not doing anything. 
3. There is a positive moderate correlation between the quality of co-worker relationships and the students’ job satisfaction. 
4. Students in the Food Service jobs reported the highest frequency of working with their co-workers, but also scored the lowest in the co-worker-related skill gains. 
5. Many factors can contribute to the ability of creating these relationships, some of which can be controlled to develop connections between each other.

Based on our research, we offer five recommendations: 
   For the College:
1. Work with Bon Appetit to promote high-quality co-worker relationships, partly through job training. 
2. Standardize expectations for supervisors regarding worker job training and promoting co-worker relationships.
      For Individual Supervisors:
1. When possible, conduct student training with groups of students and include opportunities for them to get to know each other.
2. Explicitly promote co-worker communication and relationships on the job: Enable and encourage students to work together and take breaks together (especially for longer work shifts)
3. Evenly distribute work among co-workers.


LITERATURE REVIEW

Colleges and universities across the United States employ students in “work-study” jobs on and off campus. Student employment has become an increasingly important part of most students’ college experience, and many studies have examined the ways in which student employment impacts student life. 

Research has examined how work-study reduces financial stress, impacts academic performance and social life, contributes to professional development, and various other areas of impact. One main finding is that student employment not only helps alleviate financial stress but is also a source of many other benefits for college students (Burnside et al. 2019). Considering this, institutions can leverage student employment to enhance the college student experience. 

Many student jobs provide opportunities to interact with other students, staff, faculty, and more members of the community. The level and type of interaction vary depending on the nature of each job. Our research focuses on co-worker relationships, using a definition from Bergman et al. (2017): “co-workers include colleagues, but not managers, who work in the same unit and are striving towards a common goal.” It is essential to understand co-worker relationships so that institutions can maximize the benefits from student employment and to address any related issues  that arise. 

Each job involves different types of co-worker relationships, and different factors should be considered when trying to understand them. These factors include the benefits of co-worker relationships, which jobs facilitate relationship-building, and ways of establishing and strengthening co-worker relationships. Focusing on  St. Olaf College, we evaluate how these factors operate in different jobs to see how the institution can improve student employment so that it enhances students’ experiences on campus. 

Benefits from student employment 

Prior research on student employment and student workers’ relationships at their jobs identifies some of the benefits for both the student and the institution. As researchers have noted, schools can serve as both learning environments and employers. 

According to Rossmann’s discussion in More Than a Paycheck: Applied Learning Within a Student Employment Context (2019), students can gain applied learning experiences in different areas. Rossmann uses the definition of applied learning from the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U): “an understanding and a disposition that a student builds across the curriculum and co‐curriculum, from making simple connections among ideas and experiences to synthesizing and transferring learning to new, complex situations within and beyond the campus." Rossman explains how applied learning can occur in student employment, specifically in the area of diversity. Student workers can learn about and experience diversity in an academic setting and then transfer their knowledge and skills into the workplace.

In another study, Working with Others: Student Employment and Interactions with Diversity in College, Rossman and Trolian (2019) emphasize the key role student employment plays in students' experiences when interacting with peers from diverse backgrounds. Student employment, both on and off campus, was positively associated with increased interactions with diverse peers. Rossman and Trolian state that student employment can help promote diversity and provide an opportunity for students to acquire skills outside of the classroom that are attractive to future employers, such as teamwork, inclusion, communication and collaboration. Diversity in students’ employment experiences enables interactions outside of students’ social networks that would not occur otherwise. 

Benefits of co-worker relationships in student employment 

Co-worker relationships can provide many benefits to student workers. Allison Vaughn et al.’s study, College student mental health and quality of workplace relationships (2016), found that supportive co-worker relationships can improve students’ mental health and serve as a support system for students when going through a rough time, for example, by providing assistance and guidance to help students navigate through negative emotions. Vaughn et al. highlight the importance of mental health and related resources on campus. Their study measured students’ emotional wellbeing, focusing on depression, anxiety, and satisfaction with life and work. Vaughn et al. found that when people are in a positive environment they tend to be able to work better. Students who have social support from a co-worker tend to do a better job and have lower symptoms of burnout than those who lack that support. 

Another benefit of co-worker relationships, according to Amanda Duhon (2011), is that students feel more grounded on campus by building at least “weak ties'' with their co-workers. In her study, Maximizing Student Integration through Student Employment: A Study of the First-Year College Student Work Experience, Duhon defines weak ties as 'friendly' or acquaintance-level relationships rather than as true 'friends'. She follows this by quoting Granovetter, "Weak ties are here seen as indispensable to individuals' opportunities and to their integration into communities'' (1973). Duhon’s research suggests that students who form weak ties in their work environment have a higher probability of integrating within the student body and school activities than if these ties did not exist.

Ways of establishing & strengthening Co-worker relationships

Co-worker relationships tend to be formed in one of two ways: either mandated by the workplace or voluntarily chosen naturally and over time. According to Steffanie Wilk et al. (2015), one way of creating co-worker relationships is by forcing interactions through a team structure. This approach, however, may be less effective and can harm the relationship-forming process. Instead, a more effective approach is to provide everyday opportunities for formal and informal interactions such as providing employees with the same break times. Relationships between dissimilar individuals (Wilk et al. emphasize racial dissimilarity in their article) that occur by choice and develop naturally over time may be of higher quality. Relationships that occur due to structural mandates, such as when an employer puts certain workers  together in a group, may be less durable and of lower quality in comparison to choice-based relationships.

The current study

Our research aims to help fill the gap in the scholarly work about co-worker relationships among student workers. Based on the literature on co-worker relationships reviewed above, we explore these relationships and their impacts at St. Olaf College. Hence, our research  examines three questions: 
1. What kinds of co-worker relationships do students have?
2. What do they gain from their co-worker relationships?
3. What problems arise amongst co-workers?



METHODS

We conducted a survey about co-worker relationships among St. Olaf students who are currently employed on campus or through the college. We first conducted a focus group to better understand co-worker relationships and then used the results to inform our survey questions. Our survey was distributed through our institution's survey software and it was open for eight days in fall 2021. We emailed an invitation to our survey to all students currently employed by the college, a total of 2,249 students (among a student body of 3179) and received 557 responses (a 25% response rate). 

Our survey asked students about 1) whether they had any co-workers and, if so, how many; 2) the quality of their co-worker relationships; and 3) the skills they gained through those relationships. We used open-ended and closed-ended questions. Our survey questions were part of a larger survey that investigated many aspects of student employment such as the hiring process, compensation, and supervisor relationships. 

 Variables

To examine co-worker relationships, we gathered data on important variables. Our dependent variables, which are the focus of our research, include the quality of co-worker relationships, co-worker-related skill gains, and the role of supervisors and the work environment in helping or hindering co-worker relationships. We measured co-worker relationships by asking students to report their level of agreement on a five-point scale ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree with several statements such as “I trust my co-workers” and “I feel respected by my co-workers”. We measured co-worker-related skill gains by asking students to report the extent to which they have acquired skills like collaboration, conflict resolution, leadership, and teamwork on a five-point scale ranging from not at all to a great extent. Lastly, for supervisor and work environment relationships we asked open-ended questions that invited students to comment on how their supervisors and work environment support have helped or hindered their relationships with co-workers. 

For our independent variables, we asked student employees to report the number of co-workers. We gave them options ranging from 0 co-workers to 6 or more. In addition, we measured the frequency of working with co-workers. Students could respond on a five point scale from “never or not at all” to “very frequent”. For demographics, we asked respondents to report their race and ethnicity, gender, generation (first or continuing), year in school, and international or domestic student status. This enabled us to examine issues of equity and inclusion in relation to our variables.

Validity and reliability

According to Neuman (2012) validity “refers to matching a construct, or conceptual definition, with a specific measure. It tells us how well an idea about social reality ‘fits’ with actual, empirical reality.” To achieve face validity - a judgment by the scientific community that the indicator really measures the construct (Neuman 2012) - our research questions, particularly the statements to measure quality of co-worker relationships and co-worker-related skill gain, were reviewed by Prof. Ryan Sheppard. In addition, we achieved content validity by ensuring that the full content of the definition is represented in the measurement (Neuman 2012), for example, by asking statements about the different elements that indicate the quality of co-worker relationships (e.g., trust, respect, and support). 

Neuman defines reliability as dependability, meaning that the measure does not vary because of characteristics of the measurement process or the measurement instrument itself (2012). To achieve reliability, we created definitions with precise indicators. We identified the aspects of co-worker relationship quality and asked about each of them individually. We also asked respondents to express their level of agreement with each statement on a five-point scale instead of a smaller scale or a yes/no question. 

Sampling and sample 

For this research, we sent an email invitation to take an electronic survey regarding student employment and a link to the survey to 2.249 students who were currently employed through St. Olaf. We  received 557 responses, a response rate of  24.8%. The survey was available to students for a week. We used an incentive to encourage students to participate in the survey: after students responded to the survey, they could enter a raffle to receive one of twenty $20 gift cards. 

In terms of gender, our sample was 69.8% female (352), 22% male (116), and 7.1% non-binary (36). (Females are generally more likely to respond to surveys compared to males.)  In terms of class year, juniors were slightly over-represented, making up 30.3 % of our sample, and first-years were slightly under-represented, with 17.7%. International students made up 11.4% of the sample, and 19.8% of students identified as first generation and 80.2% as continuing generation. In terms of race and ethnicity, the sample was 27.9% BIPOC and 72.1% White; 11.0% of respondents self-identified as Asian, 3.3% as Black, 8.2% as Latinx, and 5.8% as Multiracial. 

Ethics 

Our research, like any other, comes with ethical issues to consider. The focus group and the survey questions were the two major components of our process where we took different steps to ensure that our research was ethical. Participants were disclosing sensitive information like their relationships with their supervisors and co-workers, so we ensured confidentiality for the focus group and anonymity for the survey respondents. It is possible that some respondents felt uncomfortable while taking the survey if they have had challenging experiences in their student employment, but this is not something we expected the majority of respondents to experience.

In our focus group, we informed all participants about the benefits and risks of participation and about the purpose of the focus group, which was to inform our survey questions by getting to know more about St. Olaf students’ work-study experience. Before engaging in conversation, we gathered informed consent from everyone present. This included the fact that anonymity could not be ensured, and that confidentiality was dependent on each person present, but that we were requesting a general agreement to maintain confidentiality. We communicated to participants that they were welcome to skip any questions or leave at any time but that we hoped that would stay and participate. 

We ensured anonymity in our survey through several steps. The list of student workers was compiled by the Human Resources Department, without the involvement of our research team. The data were gathered through an anonymous online platform, Form Creator, which does not identify respondents. The survey did not ask students to state their name or identity. We did collect demographic data, so there was a possibility of identifying someone based on that information; if that were to happen, we ensured confidentiality. We got informed consent from all respondents by including a statement at the beginning of the survey that explained that starting the survey constituted giving consent to being part of the study. 

We helped motivate students to complete the survey by giving away twenty gift cards for $20 each. If students wished to enter the raffle, they could email our professor and provide their names, but we would be unable to pair their names with their responses to the survey. 


RESEARCH RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Univariate Analysis

Number of Co-workers and Frequency of Working with Them

Table 1 below shows the number of co-workers that respondents have in their “focus job” ranging from 0 to 6 or more co-workers. (For respondents who had more than one work-study job, we provided a system for choosing one of those jobs to focus on for the survey.) As shown by the table, 16.5% of the respondents have no co-workers, while the majority have six or more co-workers.

Table 1. Number of Co-workers in Focus Job 
	Number of Co-workers
	Percent

	0
	16.5%

	1-2
	17.5%

	3-5
	16.5%

	6 or more
	49.3%



While nearly half of the respondents reported having 6 or more co-workers, their jobs may or may not always require working with others. As such, Figure 1  shows the frequency of respondents working alongside their co-workers. (Only respondents with co-workers were asked to provide this information and answer other co-worker-related questions).
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Figure 1: Frequency of co-workers working together 

Many St. Olaf students reported that their job requires working with others. Among the respondents who had co-workers, 71.1% work at least occasionally alongside one or more co-workers, and only 18.6% have reported never or almost never working with a co-worker. While the percentage of respondents that work with co-workers frequently is similar to that of those who never do, more than half of the respondents with co-workers work with them frequently or very frequently. 

Co-Worker Relationships

We asked the respondents who had co-workers at their jobs to provide information on the quality of their co-worker relationships and on their related preferences, as shown in Table 2. 

Table 2. Co-Worker Relationships Matrix
	Co-Worker Relations Item 
	Strongly Agree
	Somewhat Agree
	Neutral
	Somewhat Disagree
	Strongly Disagree

	I trust my co-workers
	54.1%
	31.1%
	11.9%
	2.4%
	  0.5%

	I have friendly relationships with my co-workers.
	61.4%
	31.4%
	  5.4%
	1.1%
	  0.8%

	I feel respected by my co-workers.
	66.7%
	25.5%
	  6.2%
	1.1%
	  0.5%

	My co-workers will help or support me if I need them.
	60.2%
	28.5%
	  8.9%
	1.1%
	  1.4%

	I feel uncomfortable with my co-workers.
	  0.0%
	18.9%
	  6.5%
	5.1%
	69.5%

	There is friction or anger among my co-workers.
	  0.0%
	12.6%
	  6.3%
	3.0%
	78.1%

	It is important to me to have friendly relationships with my co-workers.
	57.6%
	30.3%
	  9.2%
	2.2%
	  0.8%

	I am or would like to be friends with my co-workers.
	44.8%
	30.7%
	19.0%
	3.8%
	  1.6%



Many of these St. Olaf students reported overall positive co-worker relationships and experiences. As shown in Table 2, more than three-quarters reported trust in their co-workers (85.2%, or 54.1 strongly agree + 31.1 somewhat agree), friendly relationships with their co-workers (92.8% or 61.4 + 31.4), respect from co-workers (92.2%, or 66.7 + 25.5), as well as support from them (88.7%, or 60.2 + 28.5). Students also tended to disagree (strongly or somewhat) that they feel uncomfortable with their co-workers (74.6%, or 69.5 + 5.1) and that there is friction or anger among them (81.1%, or 3.0 + 78.1). None of the  respondents strongly agreed with the discomfort and friction items, although notable minorities somewhat agreed that they feel discomfort (18.9%) and somewhat agreed that there is friction or anger among their co-workers (12.6%). The data reflect some of the social dynamics that student employees experience in their work environments. Table 2 also shows that students tended to agree that it is important to them to have friendly relationships with their co-workers (87.9%, or 57.6 + 30.3), but they are not quite as likely to agree that they want to establish friendships with their co-workers (75.5%, or 44.8 + 30.7). Overall, the data provide us with insight into students’ co-worker relationships: Although a very small minority of students with co-workers lack trusting, friendly, supportive co-worker relationships and a slightly larger minority report discomfort and friction, students’ co-worker relationships tend to be positive overall. 

We also evaluated the overall quality of co-worker relationships by creating the Index of Co-Worker Relationships which combined the scores on trust in co-workers, friendly relationships, respect, support, feeling of discomfort, and friction in relationships (we “reverse-coded” these last two so that it would make sense to add them), as shown in Figure 2 below. We excluded the scores for how important it is for the students to be friends with their co-workers and whether they are friends with their co-workers because these items do not provide us with information about the quality of the relationships among co-workers. 
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Figure 2: Quality of Co-worker Relationships Index

As Figure 2 shows, a plurality of respondents appears to be quite happy in their co-worker relationships, with more than 40% having the maximum score of 24. At the same time, the figure shows that many students are not having this positive experience. More than one-third (38.7%) have scores of 20 or below, with more than one in ten (11.3%) have scores of 14 or less. The range of the scores indicates disparate experiences in the co-worker relationships students are having in their focus jobs. 

The Role of Supervisors and Work Environments in Shaping Co-worker Relationships

We asked students three open-ended questions about the impact of their supervisors and their work environment on their co-worker relationships. 

Question1: “What is one thing your supervisor at your "focus job" does that supports your co-worker relationships?”

Students responded to this question with a wide variety of things their supervisors do to support students’ co-worker relationships. Several common themes emerged in their answers: 

· Scheduling students to work together (70 respondents): Supervisors assign student workers tasks to work together on, or allow them to work in the same physical space with individual tasks, which has helped students build better relationships with their co-workers. As one student wrote: “ Has us overlap shifts so we can work on tasks together.”
· Outside-of-work activities (45 respondents): Students mentioned they appreciate having organized activities outside of work, such as seasonal events like Halloween get-togethers and other more informal ones like having coffee together. As two students wrote:“ Sometimes allows time to socialize at the end of shifts with games, hosts seasonal events/parties” and “ Promotes social activities and bonding outside of work hours.” 
· Regular check-ins (36 respondents): Supervisors have regular check-ins, individually and with all student employees. Individual check-ins give students opportunities to report any issues and give supervisors opportunities to show genuine care that leads to a better work environment. Team check-ins help co-workers get to know each other better. As a student reported, their supervisor:“ Gets in touch with us once a week to check-in.” 
· Training (32 respondents): Students benefit from opportunities to meet each other from the beginning of their job during training. Mentor-mentee relationships for initial and ongoing training also helps them connect with each other. For example:“ We all had training together, we work shifts together, and we have continued training together and monthly meetings together”, “My manager pairs experienced and new workers to build skills and relationships during shifts.” 
· Providing contact information (26 respondents): Having each other's contact information and a common channel of communication provides students with direct ways of communication and it makes them more familiar with each other. As two students wrote, some supervisors “Give us each other’s contact information.”   
· Nothing (15 students): While most of the students with co-workers gave concrete examples of what their supervisors do to support their co-worker relationships, other students reported that their supervisors are not doing anything to help them build these relationships. For example: “ I can’t think of anything at all” and “ He has not done anything.” 
Question 2: “What is one thing your supervisor at your ‘focus job’ does that hinders your co-worker relationships?

As with the responses above, students responded to this question with a wide variety of things their supervisors do to hinder students’ co-worker relationships. Several common themes emerged in their answers: 

· No opportunities for bonding (33 respondents) : Some supervisors do not organize opportunities for co-workers to get to know each other, such as group check-ins or outside-of-work activities. As a student wrote: “There really isn’t a place to establish relationships.”
· Fostering unnecessary competition (14 respondents): Some supervisors create a competitive environment at work that creates friction between co-workers. For example: “Hours are assigned through a method of seniority and first come first serve, so it seems like in the end the “favorite” co-workers, even if they did not have seniority, got the first pick at hours”. 
· Assigning too much work/ or assigning an unequal distribution of work (12 respondents): Some supervisors do not distribute work equally among co-workers, creating a situation in which one or a few co-workers are exploited by having to do more than their share of the work. This can also create friction among the co-workers. As a student wrote: “I am sometimes more responsible than some of my co-workers, so my supervisor usually asks me to stay past my shift or do extra work, which annoys me a little bit since my co-workers just stand there.” 
· Nothing (106 respondents): A plurality of respondents said their supervisors are not doing anything to hinder their co-worker relationships. As a student wrote: “My co-worker relationships are a few words exchanged a week and it’s always been positive, but my supervisor has done nothing to support or hinder those relationships.”
Respondents’ answers about their supervisors reinforce previous research that found that supervisors often serve as the main facilitators of professional development and learning opportunities for student employees and they determine whether an employment experience is unworthy or meaningful (Burnside 2019).  
Question 3: If your St. Olaf "focus job" or another job has included meaningful connections with your co-workers, did the work environment (separate from the supervisor) affect the process of creating these relationships? If yes, how did it help and/or hurt?”  

Respondents provided many reasons and examples as to how and why their work environments have affected their co-worker relationships. We offer a summary of the responses below, beginning with whether students have been able to create any “meaningful connections” with co-workers, followed by how the work environment helps co-worker relationships and then moving to how the work environment hinders co-worker relationships. Note that the question asked about the work environment at the “focus job” or at some other job.

No effect (105 respondents): Many students responded by saying that their work environment did not affect the process of creating co-worker relationships. In these responses, some students said that because they worked alone or virtually they did not develop any “meaningful connections.” Some described their interactions as supportive or friendly but never meaningful for them. Others also said that they have never met their co-workers, therefore there wasn't an opportunity for a relationship to develop. For example, one student said: “I don't really have a relationship with my coworkers because we work alone and I have never met most of them.” 

How the Work Environment Supports Co-worker Relationships

· Meeting students they would have not encountered otherwise (76 respondents): Students said that when their work environment was positive, healthy and friendly, they felt more encouraged by their job to work together and communicate. Either through work tasks or workplace events held by their employer, students were able to meet individuals whom they would not have encountered otherwise and have been able to establish good relationships with them. This finding supports prior research that found that jobs can encourage interactions that otherwise are outside of a student’s social networks (Rossman 2019). As a student wrote, “My job requires teamwork and communication which consequently has led to me getting to know my co-workers as people. It has served as an opportunity to meet other people outside of class and I have become friends/acquaintances with many people that I would not have otherwise.”

· Physical proximity (71 respondents): Sharing the same physical space for work helped students spend more time together and naturally led them to build relationships as it was the nature of the job to create these connections. As a student wrote, “​​Since the work environment is situated in a small space we get plenty of time to talk to our co-workers.” 

· Shared interests or emotions (15 respondents): Students reported being able to create meaningful connections with their co-workers once they discovered they shared something in common. Some bonded with their co-workers over the same passion or similar experiences. A handful of students reported that they created connections when they felt stressed at work and their co-workers felt the same. Sharing that feeling helped them relieve stress and get through their shift. This result echoes previous findings that supportive co-worker relationships can improve students’ mental health and serve as a support system for students when going through a rough time (Vaughn et al. 2016).  As one of the respondents wrote, “A stressful work environment puts us all on edge and more likely to make sharp comments, but it also gives us something in common to dislike and brings us closer.”  
 
· Working with co-workers with whom they have previously-established relationships (13 respondents): When respondents were scheduled with co-workers with whom they already had some type of connection, they were more comfortable around each other and worked together better. For example, “...many times we're scheduled together for certain shifts, so it's just us in the office working as a team to get our work done, which has helped a ton in creating stronger relationships with my peers.” 

· Training (5 respondents) : Some students got to know each other during workplace training thus felt more comfortable with each other. As one student wrote, “I don't see my coworkers except for at trainings or shift changes, but at these times, there are opportunities for good conversations and interactions to occur.” 

· Living in proximity with co-workers (5 respondents): Living with or in close proximity to their co-workers can promote communication and friendship. As one student stated, “In my experience with Residence Life specifically, living with my coworkers is so important and has given me some of my closest friends. The support network that we have and the shared understanding of our job and responsibilities allowed us to form strong bonds.” 

How the work environment hinders co-worker relationships
· Covid-19 (3 respondents): Many jobs have been affected by Covid-related precautions which can limit co-workers’ interaction with one another. For example, “With the clear barriers we have in the workspace due to COVID it can be harder to communicate and start conversations with coworkers…”

· Very demanding jobs (8 respondents): Some students stated that the nature of the job sometimes prevented them from developing relationships with their co-workers. For some, their job requires so much focus and attention to their duties that communication with co-workers is limited and job-specific. For example, “I don't think this job has particularly facilitated connections with coworkers because we are all focused on the task at hand.”

· Academics (5 respondents): For students whose work allows them to do homework, being busy with schoolwork and academics was another factor that limited co-worker relationships. Students whose priority is their academics will be more likely to devote the free time they have at work to working on an assignment than to becoming friends with their co-workers. As one student wrote, “The work environment doesn't affect anything- I'd say just all of our schedules and having to do schoolwork while we work hinders us.” 

Bivariate Analysis 

Does the number of co-workers impact the quality of co-worker relationships? 

To evaluate the impact of the number of co-workers on the quality of co-worker relationships, we used a Kruskal-Wallis test comparing the mean scores on the Index of Quality of Co-worker Relationships across students who had different numbers of co-workers in their focus jobs (1-2, 3-5, or 6 or more). A significant difference was found (H (2)= 10.624, p < 0.005), indicating that the quality of co-worker relationships differs across the three groups. As Table 3  shows, students with 1-2 co-workers averaged 21.71, students with 3-5 co-workers averaged 20.33, and students with 6 or more co-workers had a very similar average of 20.40. 

Table 3: Index of quality of co-worker relationships means
	Number of co-workers in “focus job”
	Means

	1-2
	21. 71

	3-5
	20.33

	6 or more
	20.40




While the results are statistically significant, the difference between the means is not very large. Students with 3-5 and students with 6 or more co-workers have very similar results, the group with the largest mean is the one with 1-2 co-workers. The analysis reveals that students with fewer co-workers are slightly more likely to have higher quality co-worker relationships. These results suggest that students experience better relationships when they have fewer co-workers. This may be because it is easier to cultivate high quality relationships with fewer students rather than many. Fewer co-workers can give more opportunities for deeper relationships and more one-on-one time. 

Does the quality of co-worker relationships vary across job categories? 

To answer this question, we used a Kruskal-Wallis test comparing the mean score on the Quality of Co-worker Relationships Index for the different job types (Education, Student Services, Special Skills, Administrative and Food Services). For this analysis we excluded the category of miscellaneous jobs. A significant difference was found (H (4)= 13.041, p < 0.05), indicating that the quality of co-worker relationships differs across the six groups. As Table 4 shows, the group means were fairly close together, but students working in student services reported the highest average scores on the index (21.52) while students working in Food Services reported the lowest scores (19.13). 

Table 4: Quality of Co-Worker Relationship Index Means (6 items) 
grouped by Types of Jobs
		Job Category
	Mean of Quality of Co-Worker Relationship Index (6 items)
	s.d 

	Education
	21.22
	3.826

	Students Services 
	21.52
	3.594

	Special Skills
	20.03
	4.074

	Administrative
	20.86
	3.818

	Food Services
	19.13
	4.566



The difference in the scores is not drastic, but there is a difference of over two points between student services and Food Services. This may be due to the nature of the Food Service jobs at St. Olaf. In the cafeteria, most student workers do not interact a lot with their co-workers and do not have many opportunities to build strong relationships with them as it is one of the most demanding jobs on campus. In addition, as we noted earlier in the analysis of answers to open-ended questions, supervisors have a role in helping or hindering co-worker relationships. Students in Food Services are under the supervision of Bon Appetit employees who perhaps prioritize the efficient flow in the cafeteria rather than students’ development of skills or high-quality co-worker relationships. St. Olaf as an institution does not have the same influence on the students’ training and supervisors’ encouragement or discouragement regarding creating co-worker relationships. 

How do Co-Worker Relations vary across demographics? 

To evaluate this question, we examined the possible relationships between co-worker relations across student demographics. We conducted these tests and comparisons to evaluate the possibility of issues of equity and inclusion in co-worker relationships. 

We calculated Mann-Whitney U tests to compare the mean Index of Co-Worker Relations scores between females and males, BIPOC and white students, domestic and international students, and first-generation and continuing-generation respondents, as shown in Table 5. It is important to note that we used binarized categories (male and female only) to test gender. Using more gender categories led to being unable to meet basic test assumptions and thus unable to run a valid test. Using only binarized gender solved this problem. 

Table 5. Index of Co-worker Relations x Binarized Demographics: Mann Whitney U Tests
	Demographic and group
	Group 1 Mean
Index Score
	Group 2 Mean
Index Score
	Mann-Whitney U-test score
	p-value

	Generation:
1=First Generation; 2=Continuing  
	21.40
	20.48
	9122.500
	0.026

	Race and Ethnicity: 
1=White; 2=BIPOC
	20.68
	20.82
	11034.500
	0.495

	Domestic and International: 
1=Domestic; 2=International
	20.67
	20.77
	7349.000
	0.830

	Gender
1=Female; 2=Male
	21.40
	20.49
	9105.500
	0.188



Our results for gender, race and ethnicity, and international/domestic status were not statistically significant (p>.05). We see no impact from these demographic variables on the quality of co-worker relationships. 

We did, however, find a statistically significant difference in the mean scores between first-generation and continuing-generation students (p<.05), with first-generation students having the higher mean (21.40 vs. 20.48), but the difference is relatively small. This may be because first-generation students are working harder to establish these relationships as they rely on them more than continuous-generation students. 

Our results depart from prior studies. There could be confounding variables that we did not account for. For instance, according to Wilk et al (2015), co-workers tend to gravitate towards similar others, and our survey does not include questions about whether or not students tend to befriend similar others. The lack of difference in our results could also be due to workers preferring to work alone, as stated in the qualitative portion “I don’t see my co-workers a lot which I prefer.” 

We also examined possible differences in the quality of co-worker relationships across different class years. We calculated a Spearman’s rho correlation coefficient and found a weak negative correlation (rho = -0.21, p<0.05), indicating a significant but very small relationship. Students in earlier class years are slightly more likely to report better co-worker relationships than students in later class years. Since juniors, seniors, and sophomores have already established friendships on campus, these results highlight the importance of positive co-worker relationships for first-year students as they work to establish a community within St. Olaf. Similarly, Duhon (2011) points out that campus employment can enhance student integration. 

Does the number of co-workers affect students’ overall job satisfaction? 

In order to explore the possible interaction of these two variables, we compared scores on the Index of Job Satisfaction across students who had different numbers of co-workers in their focus jobs. The 6-item Index of Job Satisfaction includes overall satisfaction with the job, the extent to which the job enhances the student’s St. Olaf experience, how meaningful the job is, if students would rather have a different job, if they would quit if possible, and if they would recommend the job to other students. 

We calculated a Spearman’s rho correlation coefficient for the relationship between the number of co-workers in students’ “focus job” and overall job satisfaction (the 6-item index). We found a weak, nonsignificant correlation (r=0.048, p> 0.145) which indicates that there is no linear relationship between these two variables. Our results indicate that the number of co-workers is not related to having higher or lower job satisfaction.  

Does the quality of co-worker relationships impact students’ job satisfaction? 

To explore this relationship between the quality of co-worker relations and job satisfaction, we compared the Index of Quality of Co-Worker Relationships with the Job Satisfaction Index (6 items).

We calculated a spearman’s rho correlation coefficient for the relationship between the quality of co-worker relationships (index) and job satisfaction and found a positive moderate correlation (r= 0.486, p<0.001), indicating a significant linear relationship between the two variables. Students who score higher in quality of co-worker relationships tended to report higher job satisfaction. These results highlight the importance of cultivating high-quality co-worker relationships in order to enhance students’ experiences in work-study employment. High quality relationships with co-workers influence how students feel at their jobs, and encouraging stronger relationships may improve students’ job satisfaction. Prior research stated that better co-worker relationships and a positive work environment typically meant that students were happy with their job and less likely to quit (Vaughn 2016).

Does the frequency of working with co-workers affect students’ gains in co-worker-related skills?
 
To examine the relationship between the frequency of working with co-workers and co-worker-related skill gains (the 6-item index), we calculated a Spearman’s rho correlation coefficient. We found a weak-to-moderate, significant correlation (r=0.326, p> 0.001) which indicates that there is a linear relationship between these variables. Students who work with their co-workers more frequently tend to gain more co-worker-related skills than students who do so less frequently. This is not surprising because when working alongside others students are more likely to encounter opportunities that help them develop skills such as collaboration, teamwork, and communication. 

Do job categories affect students’ gains in co-worker-related skills?

In order to examine how co-worker-related skills vary across job categories, we used a Kruskal-Wallis H test to compare the average score on the Index of Co-Worker-Related Skill Gains across the different job categories of St. Olaf student workers. The test showed a statistically significant difference in means across job categories (H(4)= 65.182, p<0.001). As shown in Table 6, students working in student services averaged the highest score at 18.85, and those in Food Services averaged the lowest score at 12.33. There is a difference of over 6 points between student services and Food Service workers. 

Table 6: Co-Worker-Related Index Means (6 Items) grouped by Types of Jobs
	Job Category
	Mean Co-Worker-Related Skills Index (6 items) score
	s.d 

	Education
	13.18
	5.436

	Students Services 
	18.85
	4.487

	Special Skills
	12.93
	5.730

	Administrative
	13.58
	6.244

	Food Services
	12.33
	5.750



Since the frequency of working with co-workers is related to gains in co-worker-related skills,  we also ran a Cramer’s V test to compare the frequency with which students in the different job types work with their co-workers. There is a statistically significant relationship between job category and frequency of working with co-workers (V=.238, p<.001). As Table 7 shows, Education workers are most likely to work alone and Food Services workers are most likely to work with co-workers very frequently (84.1 reported “frequently” or “very frequently” and none reported "Never or almost never"). Workers in Student Services and Special Skills are also more likely than not to work with co-workers frequently or very frequently (Students Services = 70.9%; Special Skills = 68.9%), but Administrative workers are more spread across the frequency categories. These results are not surprising. Students in educational jobs such as Supplemental Instruction Leaders and Tutors tend to work independently from their co-workers, while those in the Food Services are in constant company with their co-workers. In other words, Food Services workers are around their co-workers the most but have the lowest average gains in co-worker-related skills.


Table 7: Frequency at which students in the different job categories wor  with co-workers 
	
	Never or almost never
	Rarely
	Occasionally 
	Frequently
	Very Frequently
	Total

	Educational
	40.0%
	7.0%
	19.3%
	17.5%
	15.8%
	100%

	Student Services
	6.3%
	7.6%
	15.2%
	32.9%
	38.0%
	100%

	Special Skills
	6.6%
	14.8%
	9.8%
	19.7%
	49.2%
	100%

	Administrative
	26.7%
	13.3%
	20.0%
	12.2%
	27.8%
	100%

	Food  Services
	0.0%
	2.1%
	4.3%
	23.4%
	70.0%
	100%

	Total
	18.9%
	10.4%
	15.8%
	19.1%
	35.8%
	100%



These results suggest that the difference in gains in co-worker-related skills are not due to the amount of time students spend together at work, but rather to the tasks they do together and the situations they are exposed to through this collaboration. This indicates that time next to each other is not sufficient for developing co-worker-reated skills. Therefore, St. Olaf and supervisors should be intentional in the tasks assigned to students and strive for the best possible development of skills at each job, including co-worker-related skills. These changes can contribute to a more equal experience for students across job categories. 


CONCLUSION

Our results indicate that most St. Olaf student workers experience their work environment as good and positive. Students reported varying levels of connections and relationships with their co-workers, with their work environment sometimes reinforcing and strengthening these relationships but sometimes constraining them. We also found that active, collaborative co-worker experiences enable students to expand their skills and connections, and many respondents stated that these opportunities enabled them to meet and interact with others whom they would not have otherwise encountered. 

As students’ open-ended responses indicated, student employment provides an opportunity for them to learn more about themselves, their peers, and their peers’ interests and interactions. Moreover, some work factors such as elimination of unnecessary competition, number or co-workers per shift, and ability to take breaks together can be controlled and managed in ways that nurture co-worker relationships and enhance students’ work experiences.

Our research results reveal that students have very disparate experiences in their co-worker relationships in St. Olaf jobs. A plurality of students reported being happy with their co-worker relationships, but many students scored low on co-worker relationships and the related skills they gain in their work-study jobs. This is especially true for students working in Food Services, where students had the lowest average scores in quality of co-worker relationships and in co-worker-related skill gains despite being a job category in which all students reported working with co-workers. Given that student employment plays or at least can play a major role in student workers’ development of skills, it is concerning to see these disparities across job categories. 

Students’ responses to open-ended questions also indicate that supervisors can have an active role in supporting co-worker relationships. Many students reported ways in which supervisors promote students’ co-worker relationships, such as hosting regular group chec- ins, having individual check-ins, inviting the team to have meals together and having ice breakers in the beginning of the shifts. However, many other students reported that their supervisors have done nothing to promote these relationships or that supervisors hindered these relationships, for example, by assigning work unequally or by fostering overly competitive co-worker relationships. This may reflect a lack of agreement about what supervisors are expected to do in terms of promoting positive co-worker relationships, and thus co-worker-related skills, among student workers. 

Despite the disparities in numbers of BIPOC and white students on campus, our research had a fairly representative sample of the student population, which strengthens our sample and allows us to generalize the results to the larger population of St. Olaf student workers. We also had a high response rate. Although grouping respondents into binarized categories allowed us to perform valid statistical tests, using only categories such as male and female and BIPOC and white reduces the actual complexity of student demographics and experiences. 

Recommendations

Based on our analysis and on prior research, we have developed recommendations for both St. Olaf as a whole and for students’ work supervisors as well. These recommendations are approaches to how both the school and supervisors can change in order to enhance students’ work environments, their relationships, and the developmental benefits of their work-study experiences.  

For the College:

1. Work with Bon Appetit to promote high-quality co-worker relationships, partly through job training. Food service workers reported working most frequently with co-workers but they have the lowest scores in co-worker-related skill gains. We suggest that the hiring and training process articulate expectations for what students should gain from the job. 
2. Standardize expectations for supervisors regarding worker job training and promoting co-worker relationships. In their open-ended responses, students reported ways in which their supervisors can create a better and fairer work environment for their student employees, such as by allocating the same amount of work for co-workers and creating training systems that inlude opportunities for students to get to know each other during job training.    

For Individual Supervisors:

1. When possible, conduct student training with groups of students and include opportunities for them to get to know each other. This creates a space for students to get to know each other beforehand and it can make their work interactions and relationships easier to navigate.

2. Explicitly promote co-worker communication and relationships on the job. Enable and encourage students to work together and take breaks together. Doing so encourages student workers to connect with each other, which makes it more likely that they will experience their work environment as a positive space.

3. Evenly distribute work among co-workers. When supervisors rely more heavily on some workers than others to get tasks done, they can create divisions and difficult relationships between student co-workers. 
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