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	 Achieving a sense of meaning—i.e., meaningfulness—in one’s life is a fundamental human craving; people long 
for purpose, belonging, and gratitude in their experiences (Frankl, 1985). Meaningfulness’s importance and timeless-
ness is emphasized through its exploration by many influential Western thinkers over time, including Socrates, Epi-
curus, Cicero, Nietzsche, Emerson and Sartre, as well as through many important works of literature such as Heming-
way’s A Farewell to Arms, Camus’s The Outsider, and Hesse’s Steppenwolf (Martela, 2010). Although the human need 
for meaning can spill into all walks of life, one especially salient domain is one’s work. Indeed, employees on average 
spend a total of 90,000 hours working over their lifetimes (Pryce-Jones, 2011). Meaningful work occurs when employ-
ees’ personal ideals and goals are in alignment with their work role and, more generally, when they view their role as 
purposeful and significant (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003; Rosso, Dekas, & Wrzesniewski, 2010).

	 Speaking to this importance, scholars argue that meaningful work is one of the most desired characteristics 
of a job for individuals of all ages (Scroggins, 2008). In fact, many individuals hold meaningfulness in work as a more 
important outcome than many other external rewards of a job, placing a desire for fulfillment of core personal values, 
meaning and purpose, self expression, and opportunities to help others as highly desired job characteristics (Caudron, 
1997; Martela, 2010). Classic views of employment suggest that workers should adapt to meet the need of an organi-
zation, but more modern perspectives convey that organizations should instead adapt to fit their workers, especially as 
individuals become more inclined to question the nature and meaning of work (Cartwright & Holmes, 2006). 
This view has seen only modest application in practice, however, some estimates suggest that as much as 87% of 
employees worldwide are disengaged in their work, in significant part due to lack of perceived meaningfulness (Keane, 
2015). Helping employees create and find meaningfulness in their work can have serious implications for an organiza-
tion’s human capital  (Herman & Gioia, 1998). Indeed, when employees find their work meaningful, they are more than 
three times as likely to stay in their jobs, are more creative in their work, and generally demonstrate more organiza-
tional commitment (Amortegui, 2014; Cohen-Meitar, Carmeli & Waldman, 2009; Steger, Dik & Duffy, 2012). Overall, 
organizations should have strong motives beyond just altruism to develop a workforce of employees who experience 
their work as meaningful.

	 The study of meaningfulness at work is rooted in identity theory, whereby meaningfulness emerges from 
a congruence between the values and personal mission of an individual and the work s/he is doing. The connection 
to identity theory sets the foundation for significant research into the antecedents and results of meaningful work. A 
variety of practices ranging from individual efforts to organization-wide programs can contribute to increasing an em-
ployee’s sense of meaningfulness in his or her work. These practices are relevant to an organization as it is able to reap 
the benefits of employees who feel their work is meaningful at a larger scale if they intentionally craft a workplace that 
promotes a sense of meaningfulness.

	 Despite the amount of research that has been done on the outcomes of meaningful work and on what con-
tributes to fostering a sense of meaningfulness, there is a lack of literature connecting and integrating these concepts. 
Addressing these concerns, this work aims to synthesize the research regarding practices that can increase employees’ 
senses of meaningfulness in their work and the results of an increased sense of meaningfulness for individual employ-
ees and organizations as a whole, with the ultimate goal of creating a taxonomy that encompasses the broad practice 
types. Moreover, I provide empirical data linking each of the broad practices types with employees’ perceived levels of 
meaningfulness and other important work outcomes. Finally, I provide a preliminary analysis regarding which sources 
(e.g., supervisors, coworkers, formal organizational practices) the various practices are most influenced by.  By linking 
and integrating these concepts, practitioners will be able to more effectively understand how meaningfulness is devel-
oped and what practices can be practically implemented to foster an environment of meaningfulness in an organization.

INTRODUCTION
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
	 People actively seek meaning in all aspects of their lives, including in their work roles (Cohen-Meitar et al., 
2009). Meaning creation is a process that individuals use in an effort to make sense of significant questions such as 
“Who am I?” and “Where do I belong?” and other similar existential thoughts (Cohen-Meitar et al., 2009). This process 
of meaning creation has created two distinct perspectives of one’s work: work meaning and meaningful work. The study 
of meaningfulness is associated with, but not the same as, meaning in work. In the section below, I distinguish between 
the two concepts. 



	 Meaning vs. Meaningfulness
	 Scholars generally define meaning in work as employees’ understandings of what they do at work as 
well as the significance of what they do (Rosso et al., 2010). Earlier studies of work meaning focus on the context 
for and motivations of sense-making in work. In an organizational setting, work meaning has focused on making 
sense of problematic experiences of work and redefining and altering the meaning of those problematic expe-
riences (Wieck, 1995). However, there is a distinction between meaning in work and meaningfulness in work 
(Monnot & Beeher, 2014). 

	 Meaning is a result of making sense of something, which in work occurs when an individual employee in-
terprets what one’s work or organizational life connotes (Gray, Bougon, & Donnellon, 1985). Perceptions of mean-
ing are determined by an individual, with influence from social contexts and are the output of having made sense 
of something, in this case, work (Rosso et al., 2010). Meaningfulness, on the other hand, refers to the magnitude or 
amount of significance one feels in work (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003). It is thus possible for individuals to assign the 
same meaning to work but experience different degrees of meaningfulness in that work (Monnot & Beeher, 2014). 
Meaningful work has become a more relevant concept in recent years because it is more closely tied to an effect on 
work outcomes due to its connection to identity. Defining the meaning of work does not necessarily constitute a 
closer connection or passion for the work, whereas fostering a sense of meaningfulness in work does. For this rea-
son, this work will focus on meaningfulness, in order to tie the effect of this sense to specific, positive outcomes.

	 Defining Meaningfulness
	 Because there are no universally accepted definitions of what constitutes a meaningful life, it is difficult 
to precisely assert what comprises meaningful work (Michaelson, Pratt, Grant & Dunn, 2014). As a result, vari-
ous literature presents different definitions of meaningfulness in work. Bowie (1998) defines meaningful work 
as work that is freely entered into, allows the worker to exercise his autonomy and independence, enables the 
worker to develop her rational capacities, provides a wage sufficient for physical welfare, supports the moral 
development of employees, and is not paternalistic. Yeoman (2014) defines it as a value that is broader and richer 
than happiness or morality that comes from engaging in work worthy of loving. Kahn (1990) defines meaningful 
work as “a sense of return on investments of self in role performance” (Kahn, 1990; p. 705) and Chalofsky defines 
it as work that “gives essence to what we do and brings a sense of fulfillment to our lives” (Chalofsky, 2010, p. 19). 
Other scholars provide facets to the definition of meaningfulness that require categorization of sources of mean-
ingfulness. Cohen-Meitar et al. (2009) describe two forms of meaningfulness: meaningfulness at work (perceived 
organizational identity and external prestige) and in work (challenge and freedom in what the person is doing). 
Rosso et al. (2010) state that meaningfulness can be defined individually or as a result of culturally or socially en-
forced worldviews or value systems, and each of these contributing factors play into shaping an employee’s sense 
of meaningfulness in work. Pratt and Ashforth (2003) also explain that meaningfulness is a subset of sensemaking, 
where the sense making attempts to answer broad, existential questions such as “Why am I here?”
	
	 The definition that is most relevant to the research conducted here is Pratt and Ashforth’s (2003) defi-
nition: meaningful work is work that is perceived as purposeful and significant. This definition is useful due to its 
broad and encompassing nature, as well as its emphasis on perception, highlighting the importance of individual’ 
unique construction and experience in crafting a sense of meaningfulness in work. 

	 Meaningfulness through Identity Theories
	 Meaningfulness has often been studied through the lens of identity theories, focused on the way in which 
we link who we are with what we do. In this regard, the “path” to meaningfulness is through identity, and is often 
associated with fit, match and alignment between identity and work (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003).  Work is said to be 
experienced as meaningful when it confirms or promotes an individual’s perception of his or her ideal self and is 
consistent with who he or she perceive him or herself to be, thus promoting a close tie between identity and sense 
of meaningfulness (Scroggins, 2008). Supporting this view, Treadgold (1999) found that there exists a positive 
correlation between an individual’s sense of meaningfulness in his or her work and his or her clarity of self-con-
cept.

	 Identity theories assert that work helps create, express, and confirm one’s self conceptions and that who 
one is, or how one identifies himself, coalesces around the roles one plays in life (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003; Stryker & 
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Serpe, 1982). Cooley (1902) discussed the idea of one’s “looking glass self” and how the way in which others view 
someone affects how that person views himself. Similarly, social identity theory describes how group categories 
and memberships contribute to the definition of one’s identity (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). Freud asserted that when 
individuals are able to engage in meaningful work that gratifies instinctual drives, that work allows for healthy ego 
development and deters neurosis (Treadgold, 1999). These theories, taken together, contribute to the link between 
meaningfulness and the people one surrounds him/herself with. In an organizational setting, this entails alignment 
with the goals, values, and beliefs of an organization (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003). 

	 Measuring Meaningfulness
	 Due to the variety of ways to define meaningfulness, as well as its intangible nature, measuring the pres-
ence of meaningfulness in an organizational setting is challenging. Nevertheless, there are several notable ap-
proaches. Pratt and Ashforth (2003) presented a very broad approach to measuring meaningfulness by proposing 
that meaningfulness is measured through evaluating the extent to which organizational practices enhance the roles, 
tasks, or work that individuals perform or enhance the characteristics of group membership and its goals, values, 
and beliefs. Hackman and Oldham (1976) developed a more quantitative measure through the Job Diagnostics Sur-
vey, which uses two pairs of items to evaluate sense of meaningfulness with regard to their personal feelings and 
perceptions of coworkers’ feelings of whether job tasks seem useless or trivial and whether the work is meaningful 
(Steger et al., 2012). Others have taken the Job Diagnostics Survey (Hackman and Oldham, 1976) and adapted it 
to more specific use, such as Steger et al. (2012), who created a scale of measurement of meaningfulness which 
measures psychological meaningfulness, making meaning through work, and greater good motivations through a 
40 question inventory based on principles of the Job Diagnostics Survey, called the Work and Meaning Inventory.

	 Sources of Meaningfulness
	 The concept of meaningful work has been studied with many approaches, which have produced a multi-
tude of understandings of the sources of meaningfulness and the categories of areas that a sense of meaningfulness 
can be developed. As a result, there are a variety of sources that contribute to an employee’s sense of meaning-
fulness. A meaningful life was described very early on as doing something one believes in, living virtuously, and 
attaining valuable goals by Aristotle’s concept of eudemonia (Cartwright & Holmes, 2006). More recently, research 
has developed similar categories for the sources of meaningfulness in work. Martela (2010) illustrated meaningful-
ness as deriving from an active, ongoing relationship between an individual, the job’s characteristics, the organiza-
tion, and society. Rosso et al. (2010) categorized this principle with four major sources of meaningfulness in work: 
the self, other persons, the work context, and spiritual life. These four categories illustrate the internal and external 
factors that can contribute to a sense of meaningfulness and demonstrate the complexity involved in developing a 
strong sense of meaningfulness in work. I will elaborate on each of these four categories by providing supporting 
research into the ways each of these sources contributes to meaningfulness, as well as providing examples as to 
how this can be practiced in an organizational setting.

	 The Self. Pratt and Ashforth (2003) assert that individuals are not just passive recipients of meaningful-
ness, but rather are active participants in creating the meanings that express and confirm their desired sense of 
self. Thus many factors contribute to fostering a sense of meaningfulness that derive from actions or perspectives of 
an individual. Employees take cues from others that help them discern the meaning of their job and seek out social 
situations at work where their view of the meaning of their job, role, and self is enforced, aligning internal and 
external sources of meaningfulness (Wrzesniewski et al., 2003). Similarly, Pratt and Ashforth (2003) explain that 
meaningfulness arises through an integration of identity with roles in work groups and Shamir (1991) explained 
that meaningfulness comes from the interaction between work tasks, the context of the work, and an individual’s 
self concept, emphasizing an individual’s process of identity integration as an important source of meaningfulness. 
Additionally, Yeoman (2014) explains that the experience of meaningfulness is more likely to occur when a person 
becomes actively connected to a worthy object, or something or someone of value, such that they are gripped, excit-
ed, and involved by it, emphasizing the need for personal connection to one’s work to experience meaningfulness.

2017 Boller Review: Journal of Undergraduate Research and Creativity 275
TEX AS CHRISTIAN UNIVERSIT Y



	 Martela (2010) also argued that meaningful work is essentially a match between an individual’s need for 
meaning and the meaning a job is able to offer, which can be understood through three key questions: 1) Where 
do I belong? 2) How do I connect and relate to others? 3) What is my value contribution to others? (Cartwright & 
Holmes, 2006). Each of these questions focus on an individual connection to work being done and require person-
al engagement in reflection and thought. Individual perspectives on work role identity, work values, and intrin-
sic work orientation also play essential roles in developing a sense of meaningfulness and are established by an 
individual (Steger et al., 2012). Pratt, Pradies, and Lepisto (2013) categorized the ways that meaningfulness can be 
experienced by an individual into a craftsman orientation, serving orientation, and kinship orientation. A craftsman 
organization entails finding work meaningful through fulfillment in the work itself and doing a job well; a serving 
orientation entails finding a job meaningful through the joy of helping others through work; and a kinship orien-
tation entails fulfillment through family-like connections with coworkers (Pratt et al., 2013). These unique ways 
an individual can experience meaningfulness demonstrate the importance of “the self” in deriving and fostering 
meaningfulness.

	 The principle can be put into practice in numerous ways, a few of which I will discuss here. First, an 
individual’s perspective on his or her work and how it connects to his or her identity is critically important in 
contributing to the degree to which s/he understand his or her work to be meaningful (Wrzesniewski et al., 2003). 
For example, hospital cleaning staff members could view their work as simply a source of income, or they may see 
themselves as an integral part of a wider organization that is saving lives and promoting better health, each pro-
ducing a widely different sense of meaningfulness (Wrzesniewski et al., 2003). Another individual practice involves 
integrating personal identity with role and membership in the organization, which is essential to capitalizing on 
the significant influence of identity theories in creating meaningfulness, as discussed earlier (Cohen-Meitar et al., 
2009). So, an individual must develop his own sense of understanding of an organization’s identity and make sense 
of that into his own self-concept in order to experience a sense of meaningfulness in his work (Cohen-Meitar et al., 
2009). Additionally, employees can engage in rewarding interpersonal encounters at work that allow them to feel 
that they are contributing value to the lives of others around them and that their time is being used in a significant 
way (Martela, 2010).

	 Other Persons. Other persons play an important role in establishing an individual’s sense of meaningful-
ness in ways including as coworkers, as members of society, as managers, and as beneficiaries of an individual’s 
work (Martela, 2010). Others outside of an organization make up society as a whole, and thus society plays a major 
role in shaping an individual’s sense of meaningfulness. Coworkers contribute to the social construction of mean-
ingfulness among individuals within work groups or departments (Pratt and Ashforth, 2003). Additionally, cowork-
ers and managers are responsible for providing feedback to individuals, which is an important source of developing 
a sense of meaningfulness (Hackman and Oldham, 1976, 1980). Providing positive feedback is especially important, 
as receiving positive feedback allows individuals to recognize the ways in which their work is fulfilling their need 
for meaningfulness in life (Martela, 2010). Positive feedback can be delivered through expressions of gratitude, 
pointing out how an individual’s work has efficacy, expressing appreciation and respect, and engaging in rewarding 
interactions, all of which boost an employee’s sense of meaningfulness (Martela, 2010).
  Coworkers also provide individuals an opportunity to engage in rewarding interactions, which boosts an individ-
ual’s sense of meaningfulness (Kahn, 1990). Relatedly, coworkers are also the reason a kinship orientation toward 
experiencing meaningfulness can exist in Pratt et al.’s (2013) model. This orientation asserts that individuals can 
understand their work as meaningful if they experience a close connection with the people they work with, again 
demonstrating the role of coworkers as others in establishing meaningfulness (Pratt et al., 2013). 

	 Team leaders, or managers, in particular have many opportunities to influence an individual’s sense of 
meaningfulness. For example, managers can foster meaningfulness in a team by articulating an inspiring vision and 
linking it to shared values (Michaelson et al., 2014). Leaders can also promote meaningfulness by creating clear 
goals for their subordinates and opportunities to see how the completion of these goals impacts the organization 
(Herman & Gioia, 1998). 

	 Beneficiaries of an individual’s work are another important group of “other persons.” In Cartwright and 
Holmes’s (2006) three questions for comprehending meaningfulness, the question of “What is my value contri-
bution to others?” demonstrates the importance of understanding the impact of one’s work in experiencing it 
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as meaningful. The serving orientation of Pratt et al.’s (2013) model also demonstrates the importance of this 
principle, as it describes how individuals can find their work meaningful in feeling like they are serving others 
and feel like they are making an impact on people outside themselves with their work. For example, a study found 
that radiologists who saw a photo of the person whose x-rays they were reading wrote longer reports and had an 
increase in diagnostic findings for those patients, along with an increased sense of meaningfulness in their work 
(Michaelson et al., 2014).

	 The Work Context. Not surprisingly, the context of an individual’s work is an important component in 
fostering a sense of meaningfulness in work (Rosso et al., 2010). Meaningfulness is derived from the interplay 
between the job, role, and self, two thirds of this equation being related to work context (Wrzesniewski et al., 
2003).  Shamir (1991) echoed this structure by proposing that meaningfulness comes as a result of the interaction 
between work tasks and self-concept. Organizations can design jobs that provide meaning to satisfy the need for 
meaning desired by individuals, the satisfaction of which brings meaningfulness (Martela, 2010). Organizations 
also can design jobs that allow employees to experience meaningfulness through at least one of the three orienta-
tions (kinship, craftsman, serving) described by Pratt et al. (2013). Kahn (1990) also explains that meaningfulness 
can come from challenge, variety, and opportunities for creativity in work, all of which are included in the work 
context. Chalofsky (2010) echoes this framework by asserting that a meaningful workplace includes elements of a 
values-based culture, how organizations care about employees, the organizational mission, and employee social-
ization within organizations. 

	 With this understanding of the characteristics that, when present in the work context, can increase an 
individual’s sense of meaningfulness, there are a few practices that organizations can implement to capitalize on 
this source. Organizations can structure jobs to include aforementioned characteristics such as opportunity for 
creativity, as well as characteristics that are a part of Hackman and Oldham’s (1978, 1980) job characteristics 
model. These factors are task identity (completing a task from start to finish), task significance (the work has 
some positive impact), skill variety, autonomy and feedback, and are powerful antecedents to experiencing mean-
ingfulness in work (Hackman and Oldham, 1978, 1980). 

	 Organizations can also strive to create a culture of community, encouraging support and collaboration be-
tween employees in order to capitalize on the role of connectedness to fellow employees in boosting experienced 
meaningfulness (Boverie & Kroth, 2001; Herman & Gioia, 1998). By creating sharing information with employees 
more openly, an organization can develop a work context of trust, which will also increase an individual’s sense 
of meaningfulness (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). An example of an effective way to create this culture is Open Book 
Management, a practice designed by Jack Stack of the Springfield Remanufacturing Company (Bowie, 1998). This 
strategy involves providing every employee with complete information, expecting them to know the financial de-
tails of the organization, and giving them power to make changes to the bottom line, as they know how their work 
contributes to the company overall (Bowie, 1998).

	 Organizations can also improve meaningfulness in the work context by considering the greater needs of 
their employees through training and education, as well as opportunities for pursuits outside of the formal job 
role. Organizations that provide training, opportunities for learning, increased responsibility, cross team collabo-
ration, and occasions for implementing solutions see an increased sense of meaningfulness among their employ-
ees, as they feel their time is being used effectively for the future and that their strengths are being developed 
(Herman & Gioia, 1998; Bowie, 1998). Organizations that offer enhancements to life outside of a job such as flex 
time, career break schemes, or the opportunity to volunteer or contribute part of their pay check to charity also 
see employees experiencing a higher degree of meaningfulness in their work (Bowie, 1998; Cartwright & Holmes, 
2006).

	 Spiritual Life. Though there is far less literature on the connection between spiritual life and meaning-
fulness in work, especially in the organizational and applied psychology literatures, spirituality is nonetheless 
a noteworthy source of meaningfulness (Steger et al., 2012).  Spirituality in work is defined by Cartwright and 
Holmes (2006) as the harmonization of an individual’s job and his or her personal values and desire to make a 
difference in the world. Dik, Duffy, Allan, O’Donnell, Shim, and Steger (2015), among others, found that supporting 
the integration of work and spirituality lead to a higher degree of meaningfulness for employees.
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Outcomes of Meaningfulness
	 Organizations that are able to effectively foster a sense of meaningfulness in the work of their employees 
impact employees individually and benefit the organization as a whole in a number of ways. Below I discuss the 
most significant outcomes for the outcomes of this study.
	
	 Individual Outcomes. Dik et al. (2015) propose that a sense of meaningfulness contributes to individual 
happiness and advances individual well-being. Similarly, Cohen-Meitar et al. (2009) argue this by explaining that a 
sense of meaningfulness is critical for enabling an individual’s identification processes and positive psychological 
experiences, which improves creativity. When an individual experiences job fit and meaningfulness, s/he is more 
likely to be engaged in his or her work and to perform with energy and enthusiasm (Shuck, Reio & Rocco, 2011). 
Additionally, employees who feel their work is meaningful view their work as more central and important (Harpaz 
& Fu, 2002), place higher value on work (Nord, Brief, Atieh, & Doherty, 1990), and report greater job satisfaction 
(Kamdron, 2005). People who feel their work serves a higher purpose also report greater job satisfaction and 
work unit cohesion (Sparks & Schenk, 2001). 

	 More specific relationships identified in the literature suggest that meaningful work is positively linked to 
organizational citizenship behaviors, career commitment, job satisfaction, intrinsic work motivations, problem-fo-
cused coping, work unit cohesion, work effort, and clarity of self-concept (Steger et al., 2012; Treadgold, 1999; 
Martela, 2010). Conversely, meaningfulness has been found to be negatively correlated with hostility, depression, 
emotion-focused coping, depression, anxiety, and substance abuse (Steger et al., 2012; Treadgold, 1999; Marte-
la, 2010). Lack of meaningfulness is also associated with worker alienation, loneliness, ostracism, rejection, and 
eventually burnout for their employees (Michaelson et al., 2014; Shuck et al., 2011). Not surprisingly, employees 
who find their work meaningful have perceptions of greater meaning in life as a whole (Dik, Sargent, & Steger, 
2008).  

	 Organizational Outcomes. Organizations as a whole can also see significant benefits from an increased 
sense of meaningfulness among their employees. In fact, meaningful experience at work is an important feature 
among the most successful and innovative companies (Bains, 2011). A study by Towers Perrin stated that building 
employee engagement through experienced meaningfulness is one of the most critical tasks facing organizations 
today (Scroggins, 2008). A sense of meaningfulness is a cornerstone to developing work related attitudes that 
influence commitment, performance and intention to stay at an organization (Shuck et al., 2011). As alluded to 
previously, employees who feel their work is meaningful exhibit more organizational commitment and many 
other underlying work motivations, making them more valuable employees in general, and also report fewer days 
absent from work and are less likely to have withdrawal intentions (Steger et al., 2012; Scroggins, 2008). 
Relatedly, meaningful work is more likely to be perceived as a calling, which leads employees to spend more 
discretionary, unpaid hours working (Wrzesniewski, McCauley, Rozin, & Schwartz, 1997), to have more faith in 
management, and to have better work-team functioning (Wrzesniewski et al., 2003). Fostering a culture of mean-
ingfulness also benefits an organization as it prompts employees to work well together, create supportive rela-
tionships, freely share information, and energize one another to create further work engagement (Cross, Baker & 
Parker, 2003). Further, teams where team members experience higher senses of meaningfulness are found to have 
less conflict, more commitment to the team, and healthier group processes (Wrzesniewski et al., 2003). Addition-
ally, organizations are able to benefit from all the individual effects that employees experience personally, as these 
create a healthier, engaged, satisfied, and committed work force for the organization. Finally, organizations that 
are perceived as meaningful workplaces have a major advantage in recruiting and selecting employees, as well as 
retaining their employees (Martela, 2010). 

	
 tants (Edris, 2007; Xu et al., 2008). The risk of thymol is the potential to cause skin irritation common among 
essential oils, but this irritation is dose dependent (Bondi, 2010). Through a research and mitigation process, a 
formulation of thymol 0.05% was shown to be non-toxic to land and aquatic life, and it met the microbiological 
requirements for EPA registration as a disinfectant. In addition, when exposing 54 human participants to thymol 
0.05%, only one participant was shown to have skin irritation resulting from application (Bondi, 2010). As this ar-
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	 The promotion of meaningfulness in the organizational context can be pursued through a variety of prac-
tices, some of which were mentioned in the sources of meaningfulness section. However, a system of organization 
or categorization of these practices does not currently exist, but the development of such a system would provide 
better understanding of the strategies and themes that influence these practices. A system of categorization for 
practices that promote meaningfulness would also provide insight into which of these themes are most influential 
in an individual’s sense of meaningfulness in his or her work. Additionally, the reviewed literature involves an 
assessment of the different sources that contribute to creating a sense of meaningfulness, but does not evaluate 
the extent to which each of these sources influences meaningfulness in comparison to each other, or in terms of 
certain categories of practices. Though meaningfulness has been linked to many organizational outcomes, there 
lacks a comprehensive investigation into these outcomes concurrently and in a quantitative way. Addressing these 
omissions in the literature, I advance the following:
	 Research Question 1: What are the different types of practices that promote meaningfulness in an 
	 organization?
	 Research Question 2: How influential is each category of practices that promote meaningfulness?
	 Research Question 3: (a)Which sources of meaningfulness are most influential in promoting 
	 meaningfulness within each category? And (b) Which organizational outcomes are most closely 
	 connected to meaningfulness?
	

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

STUDY ONE 

	 In the next section, I construct a taxonomy of the types of practices that promote meaningfulness in an 
organizational setting. This taxonomy was generated as a result the comprehensive research I conducted on the 
many factors that have been linked to an increased sense of meaningfulness for employees. The taxonomy I creat-
ed was validated through a quantitative validation study with subject matter experts. This study provides results 
for research question 1, while providing the framework to answer research questions 2 and 3. 

	 STUDY 1 METHODS
	 In order to evaluate the different types of practices that promote meaningfulness in an organization, I 
conducted an extensive literature review across many facets of the shaping of an individual’s sense of meaningful-
ness in his or her work. Using sources including Google Scholar, JSTOR, Business Source Complete, and Wiley On-
line Library, I reviewed literature from a wide variety of academic journals and books, as well as more mainstream 
media such as the Harvard Business Review. Accessing literature through this broad range of sources provided 
diversity of perspective and focus of study. This literature review comprehensively coalesced a widely 
disjointed set of literature to provide an extensive compilation of the major, most influential practices that can 
be implemented by organizations, supervisors, or individuals in an organization to increase meaningfulness for 
employees. The list of practices can be seen in table 1. In conducting this review, I became acquainted with many 
existing frameworks for understanding themes that exist among these practices, but no source provided clear 
categorization for understanding and organizing these practices.

	 Using the thematic frameworks present in the various literature I reviewed, as well as perspectives I 
developed in examining this topic extensively, I began looking for commonalities among these practices. After 
identifying these commonalities, I began using an iterative process of creating, separating, combining, and adjust-
ing categories that could reasonably contain the identified practices. After careful evaluation and modification, I 
designated six major categories in which each of the practices could be placed. These categories were:
	 (1)building/increasing trust in the workplace, 
	 (2)connecting identity and work, 
	 (3)fostering connection and community among employees, 
	 (4)allowing employee growth through training and development, 
	 (5)enhancing/considering life outside of work, and 
	 (6)job design/promoting job 
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•	 Leaders articulating an inspiring vision and linking it to shared values and goals
•	 Leaders exercising a method of transformational leadership
•	 Allowing greater transparency in the way information is shared within a team
•	 Leaders allowing team members the authority to made decisions independently
•	 Leaders creating clear goals and showing how completion of goals impacts the organization
•	 Leaders crafting a work role or assigning projects to employees that will create a fit between a worker’s self concept 

and their tasks
•	 Leaders fostering a culture of meaningfulness among all members of a team
•	 Leaders providing feedback often, directly and in a timely matter
•	 Individuals developing their own sense of understanding of an organization’s identity and making sense of that into 

personal self-concept
•	 Individuals giving positive cues to contribute to creating more meaningful work environments 
•	 Individuals engaging in rewarding interpersonal encounters at work that feel as though they contribute value to the 

lives of others
•	 Organizations structuring jobs to emphasize sill variety, task identity, task significance, autonomy, and feedback
•	 Organizations enabling employees to have challenge and freedom in their work
•	 Providing clear and attainable goals in a job or task
•	 Creating strong community in a workplace, providing a nurturing environment and fostering a sense of community
•	 Crafting an organizational setting that is sensitive to employee’s concerns outside of the workplace (such as offering 

flex time)
•	 Offering secondments and career break schemes
•	 Encouraging and offering opportunities for employees to be involved in community service or donating a percentage 

of their income to charity 
•	 Providing employees access to more information to create trust and ability to see how their work personally fits into 

an organization’s overall work
•	 Providing ongoing coaching and opportunities for feedback and encouragement toward growth
•	 Creating opportunities for employees to learn–academically, related to the job, and personally
•	 Offering employees opportunities for cross training or cross utilization in company projects
•	 Recruiting and selecting employees whose personal values connect to those of the company
•	  Implementing focus on quality
•	 Connecting employees to the beneficiaries of their work
•	 Supporting the integrating of spirituality and work 
•	 Promoting a sense of gratitude for life

Table 1

Comprehensive List that Promote Meaningfulness

Building/increasing trust in the workplace: this category includes activities that lead to an increased level of trust between 
coworkers, between supervisors and their subordinates, or other employee-to-employee relationships. These practices also 
include activities that make employees feel that the organization as a whole trusts their employees individually and as a 
whole.

Job design/promoting Job Characteristics Model: this category includes practices that can be intentionally fostered in 
crafting a role withing an organization. Specifically, this includes any practices that will allow employees to experience 
aspects of the Job Characteristics Model including skill variety, task identity, and task significance.

Connecting identity and work: Experiencing meaningfulness is closely linked to an individual’s identity (including concepts 
like self concept, value, etc.) to connect with his or her work in some regard.

Fostering connection and community among employees: this category includes activities that encourage or allow 
employees to develop friendships with each other, feel connected to each other, and experience camaraderie in the in the 
workplace.

Enhancing/considering life outside of work: this category includes practices that can be implemented to allow employees 
to maintain balance between their life as employees at the organization and other areas of their lives outside of that such as 
hobbies, family, or community interests. These practices allow employees to feel that organizations support their personal 
endeavors and are willing to accommodate to the needs of their lives outside of work.

Allowing employee growth throughout training and development: this category includes activities that allow employees 
to feel like their time working in a role is preparing them for the future, likely a higher position. This includes activities such 
as learning through unique hands-on experience or training in a “classroom” setting supported by the organization. 

Table 2

Proposed Taxonomy



Descriptions of these categories can be seen in table 2. In order to validate the results of this process, I created a 
quantitative content validation survey and elicited input from subject matter experts in the field. saying “family 
member pushback might be an issue. Whenever I buy something different… like organic mustard, the family was 
just like, ‘No, it doesn’t taste as good!’”
	

	 The content validation survey consisted of the complete list of practices I had compiled through conduct-
ing a review of existing literature and an option for each of the six categories I had created to designate if the prac-
tice did not fit at all (value=0), had some fit (value=1), or was a definite fit (value=2). Ten subject matter experts 
provided their input and the results of their evaluations were quantified and compiled. These experts consisted of 
individuals holding a PhD in Management or Industrial Organizational Psychology working at Universities across 
the United States. In creating the categories, I predicted which category I thought each practice would best fit into, 
and did not share this prediction with the respondents. For each answer, evaluated the mean of the responses of 
the ten subject matter experts to determine the placement of each practice into the six categories. 
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STUDY ONE RESULTS 

	 I organized the results of the subject matter experts by taking the average of their responses based on 
the assigned quantitative values. To determine the subject matter experts’ collective selection of a category for 
a given practice, I identified the highest mean of the six categories. The results can be seen in table 3 below. The 
grey shaded boxes represent the category selected by the subject matter experts, by taking the category that had 
the highest mean score of the 10 subject matter experts, and the asterisk designates the category I predicted the 
practice would fall into. 

	 Of the twenty-nine practices evaluated, twenty-five practices scored a mean of above 1.5 (out of two), 
designating that these categories provided a strong fit for the practices to be categorized by. Additionally, only one 
practice differed on classification between what I had predicted and what subject matter experts designated. Even 
though my prediction differed, this practice received a mean score of 1.6 in the category I had predicted it would 
fit best into, designating that does possess strong identity with that category. Only one practice, “implementing 
a focus on quality” scored very low for any category, designating that it could not be effectively placed in any of 
these six categories. With the exception of that practice, all others on the list fit well into one of the six categories, 
validating the effectiveness of a taxonomy for this designated list of practices (with the exception of the one prac-
tice). These results can be seen in table 3. 

STUDY ONE DISCUSSION

	 The results from Study 1 indicated that the most prevalent practices for increasing employee meaningful-
ness can be reasonably categorized into the six overarching categories I identified. This contribution incremental-
ly advances the existing literature on practices that induce meaningfulness into a coherent and logical framework.. 
In Study 2 I extend this contribution to examine the relative impacts of each particular practice type with employ-
ee perceptions of meaningfulness (Research Question 2) and other potential work outcomes (e.g., organizational 
commitment, creative performance, and organizational citizenship behaviors); I also explore the most common 
sources (e.g., the self, supervisors/managers, and others outside of work) from which meaningfulness-inducing 
practices emerge (Research Question 3a, b).
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Leaders articulating an inspiring vision and linking it to 
shared values and goals

Leaders exercising a method of 
transformational leadership 

Leaders showing personal commitment to the role and 
creating trust in the team by acting with integrity

Allowing greater transparency in the way information is 
shared within a team

Leaders allowing team members the authority to make 
decisions independently

Leaders creating clear goals and showing how completion 
of goals impacts the organization at large

Leaders crafting a work role or assigning projects to 
employees that will created a fit between a worker’s self 
concept and their tasks

Leaders fostering a culture of meaningfulness among all 
members of a team

Leaders providing feedback often, directly and in a timely 
matter

Individuals developing their own sense of understanding 
of an organization’s identity and making sense of that into 
personal self-concept

Individuals giving positive cues to contribute to creating 
more meaningful work environments

Individuals engaging in rewarding interpersonal encoun-
ters at work that feel as though they contribute value to 
the lives of others

Organizations structuring jobs to emphasize skill variety, 
task identity, task significance, autonomy, and feedback

Organizations enabling employees to have challenge and 
freedom in their work

Providing clear and attainable goals in a job or task

Create strong community in a workplace, providing a nur-
turing environment and fostering a sense of community

Crafting an organizational setting that is sensitive to 
employees’ concerns outside of the workplace (such as 
offering flex time)

 Offering secondments and career break schemes

Encouraging and offering opportunities for employees to 
be involved in community service or donating a percentage 
of their income to charity 

Providing employees access to more information to create 
trust and ability to see how their work personally fits into 
an organization’s overall work

Providing ongoing coaching and opportunities for feed-
back and encouragement toward growth

Creating opportunities for employees to learn–academi-
cally, related to the job, and personally

Offering employees opportunities for cross training or 
cross utilization in company projects

Recruiting and selecting employees whose personal values 
connect to those of the company

 Implementing focus on quality

Connecting employees to the beneficiaries of their work

Supporting the integrating of spirituality and work 

Promoting a sense of gratitude for life
 

0.90	 0.60	 1.7*	 0.10	 0.80	 0.3

1.44*	 .60	 1.10	 0.20	 0.44	 0.5		

2*	 0.00	 0.60	 0.10	 0.80	 0.30

2*	 0.60	 0.40	 0.00	 1.00	 0.20

1.50	 1.9*	 1.20	 0.50	 0.50	 1.50

0.70	 1.6*	 1.20	 0.00	 0.70	 0.60

0.70	 1.30	 1.8*	 0.40	 0.40	 1.20

1.40	 0.70	 1.10	 0.20	 1.7*	 0.20

1.50	 1.9*	 0.40	 0.00	 0.10	 1.50

0.30	 0.60	 2*	 0.40	 0.10	 0.10

0.80	 0.60	 0.90	 0.20	 0.9*	 0.20

0.90	 0,90	 1.20	 0.20	 2*	 0.30	

0.10	 2*	 1.00	 0.00	 0.30	 0.50

1.00	 1.7*	 1.00	 0.60	 0.20	 1.20

0.30	 1.2*	 0.20	 0.00	 0.00	 1.00

1.30	 0.20	 1.10	 0.40	 2*	 0.00	

1.20	 0.60	 0.90	 2*	 0.30	 0.10

0.70	 0.40	 0.40	 1.6*	 .10	 0.60

0.44	 0.67	 1.10	 1.7*	 0.80	 0.00

1.9*	 1.20	 1.20	 0.10	 0.50	 0.50

1.00	 1.00	 0.70	 0.20	 0.20	 1.8*

0.60	 0.60	 0.90	 1.00	 0.20	 2*

0.50	 1.60	 0.60	 0.20	 0.60	 1.88*

0.80	 0.00	 1.6*	 0.10	 0.90	 0.00

0.5*	 0.5*	 0.40	 0.00	 0.00	 0.30

0.50	 1.8*	 1.40	 0.30	 0.70	 0.30
 
0.80	 0.10	 1.6*	 1.90	 0.60	 0.10

0.50	 0.10	 1.20	 1.7*	 0.60	 0.10

Building
 Trust

Job
Design

Connecting
Identity

Non-Work
Life

Creating
Community Growth

Table 3
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STUDY TWO 

	 In order to use the categories presented in Study 1 to examine the most effective strategies for orga-
nizations to implement in promoting meaningfulness, I conducted a survey to gain insight to the experience of 
individuals in various work environments. The resulting data provides insight into the relative strength of the 
relationship between meaningfulness and each of the practices from Study 1, the relationship between meaning-
fulness and each of the six categories in the proposed taxonomy, the degree of influence of each of the sources that 
impact each category, and the relationship between meaningfulness and other organizational outcomes. 
	

STUDY TWO METHODS 

	 For this study, I aimed to assess each of the six categories extensively, including looking at the role of each 
category that promotes meaningfulness and understanding the sources that most contribute to implementing 
each category. Additionally, I wanted to investigate how closely related meaningfulness is to other organizational 
outcomes including perceived organizational performance, task performance, organizational citizenship behav-
iors, creative performance, proactivity, organizational commitment, and intentions to quit. In order to examine 
these questions, I developed an online survey for workers to self-report on their experiences of these concepts. 

	 The survey was approved by the Institutional Review Board for use on human subjects. It was built and 
administered using Qualtrics, and the respondents were identified for the survey using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 
service and were paid a small amount for their response. The respondents were filtered to only include people 
working full time in the United States. Full time work was selected to gain insight into more dynamic and compre-
hensive roles, and I chose to focus on data from the United States because the literature I reviewed was primarily 
based in the United States and I did not want culture differences to skew the data based on the design of the sur-
vey. I integrated a unique number generator into the online survey which was given to the respondent upon com-
pletion of the survey, which they were required to enter into their Mechanical Turk response. These numbers were 
matched to ensure validity of the data and respondents. Two attention checks were also integrated which simply 
stated, “This is an attention check. Select [a designated response].” Any survey responses that did not correctly 
answer the attention check questions were not used in data analysis. Additionally, any responses that included a 
response time of below 5 minutes were not used for lack of thoughtfulness in response (my internal testing sug-
gested this was not a reasonable time frame, even for extremely fast readers). This resulted in 27 responses being 
discarded from the final sample.

	 In total, the final sample consisted of 73 usable responses. Respondents represented a diverse range of 
ages, education levels, job types, and years in the role. Ages ranged from 20 years to 64 years, at an average age of 
40. Education levels included high school degree (6.8%), some college (24.7%), two year college degree (20.5%), 
four year college degree (30.1%), professional degree (16.4%), and doctoral degree (1.4%). Job types ranged 
greatly, including a bus boy, a CPA, a pastor, a university administrator, a pilot, and an X-ray tech. Time in the re-
spondent’s current role ranged from three months to twenty-seven years, with an average of 6 years. The diversity 
of respondents provided a multi-faceted data pool to investigate.
 
	 The survey was structured to measure an employee’s experience of each of the six categories at his or 
her current job, measuring the most influential sources for each category, and measuring the extent to which the 
respondent experienced different organizational outcomes. 

The survey results provided insight into each of the following variables:

	 Experience of trust in the workplace. The experience of trust was measured using four items (α = .75) that 
were developed based on the “building/increasing trust in the workplace” category proposed Study 1.



Experience of connecting individual identity and work. The experience of connecting individual identity and work 
was measured using three items (α = .73) that were developed based on the “connecting identity and work” cate-
gory proposed Study 1.

	 Experience of connection and community among teammates. The experience of connection and community 
among teammates was measured using four items (α = .76) that were developed based on the “fostering connec-
tion and community among employees” category proposed Study 1.

	 Experience of growth through training and development at work. The experience of growth through train-
ing and development at work was measured using three items (α = .84) that were developed based on the “allow-
ing employee growth through training and development” category proposed Study 1.

	 Experience of a balance between life at work and outside of work. The experience of a balance between life 
at work and outside of work was measured using five items (α = .82) that were developed based on the “enhanc-
ing/considering life outside of work” category proposed Study 1.

	 Experience of elements of the job characteristics model. The experience of elements of the job characteris-
tics model was measured using eight items (α = .64) that were developed based on the “job design/promoting job 
characteristics model” category proposed Study 1.

	 Task performance. Task performance was measured using five items (α = .91) originally developed by 
Williams & Anderson (1991). A sample item reads “In your current job, to what extent do you perform tasks that 
are expected of you?”

	 Organizational citizenship behavior. OCB was measured using nine items (α = .90) originally developed by 
Williams & Anderson (1991). A sample item reads “In your current job, to what extent do you take time to listen to 
co-workers’ problems and worries?”

	 Creative Performance. Creative Performance was measured using thirteen items (α = .96) originally de-
veloped by Scott & Bruce (1994). A sample item reads “In your current job, to what extent do you frequently have 
new and innovative ideas?”

	 Proactivity. Proactivity was measured using thirteen items (α = .84) originally developed by Bateman & 
Crant (1993). A sample item reads “To what extent do you agree with the following? If I see something I don’t like 
at work, I fix it.”

	 Job Satisfaction. Job satisfaction was measured using three items (α = .86) originally developed by Sea-
shore, Lawler, Mirvis & Cammann (1982). A sample item reads “To what extent do you agree with the following? In 
general, I like working at my company.”

	 Organizational Commitment. Organizational Commitment was measured using four items (α = .90) orig-
inally developed by Mowday, Steers, & Porter (1979). A sample item reads “To what extent do you agree with the 
following? I am willing to exert extra effort to help my organization succeed.”

	 Intent to Quit. Intent to quit was measured using three items (α = .88) originally developed by Boroff & 
Lewin, (1997). A sample item reads “To what extent do you agree with the following? During the next year, I will 
probably look for a new job outside this organization.”

	 Meaningfulness. Meaningfulness was measured using 10 items (α = .94) originally developed by Steger et 
al. (2012). A sample item reads “How true is the following statement for you and your work? I understand how my 
work contributes to my life’s meaning.”

	 Perceived Organizational Performance. Perceived Organizational Performance was measured using eleven 
items (α = .88) originally developed by Delaney & Huselid (1996). A sample item reads “Compared to other organi-
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zations that do the same kind of work, how would you compare the overall organization’s performance in terms of 
quality of products, services, and programs?”

	 Personal care products and household cleaning products are particularly dangerous for those with 
respiratory issues. Fumes and aerosolized products can exacerbate existing conditions, like Chronic Obstructive 
Pulmonary Disease (COPD) and asthma. These products can also cause long-term damage to lung cells, potentially 
contributing to the burden of respiratory disease that is already prevalent in the U.S. If hospitals encouraged nurs-
es, who carry out the majority of bedside education to patients, to teach patients, particularly patients and families 
with existing health conditions, about natural alternatives to particularly irritating products, readmission rates 
and exacerbations may decrease. This not only benefits the patient through improved health and fewer healthcare 
costs, but it also benefits hospitals, as reimbursement would increase following decreases in readmission rates. 
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STUDY TWO RESULTS  

	 Study variable descriptives, including means, standard deviations and Cronbach’s alphas, as well as 
inter-correlations are presented in Table 4. As expected, each of the practice categories identified by my taxonomy 
were positively and significantly correlated with employee’s actual perceptions of meaningfulness at work. The 
category that had the lowest correlation to meaningfulness was “building/increasing trust in the workplace,” ex-

Table 4

Female

Age

Hours Per Week

Years At Job

Education Level

Experience of Trust Practices

Experience of Job Characteristics 
Model

Experience of Identity Connecting
with Work

Experience of Community with
Co-Workers

Experience of Work/Life Balance

Experience of Growth and 
Development

Meaningfulness

Task Performance

Organizational  Citizenship
Behaviors

Creative Performance

Proactive Performance

Job Satisfaction

Organizational Commitment

Withdraw Intentions

Organizational Performance
Perceptions

0.53     

40.15 	

41.97

6.33

4.29

3.61

3.85

3.71

3.87

3.08

3.44

3.56

4.44

3.83

3.58

3.85

4.03

3.78

2.22

2.53

0.50     

10.97 	

5.12

5.82

1.24

0.84

0.70

0.86

0.71

0.99

1.09

0.95

0.62

0.74

0.86

0.62

0.91

0.94

1.13

0.57

  

0.17	

-0.16

0.07

0.02

0.14

0.16

0.19

0.08

0.03

0.02

0.21

0.16

0.10

-0.12

0.17

.361**

.256

-0.21

0.03

  

	

-0.08

.333**

0.07

-0.05

0.05

0.04

0.16

-0.06

-0.06

0.19

0.12

0.252*

0.13

0.20

0.20

0.14

-0.12

-0.02

  

	

0.03

-0.05

-0.09

0.01

0.04

-0.03

-0.06

-0.04

0.05

0.13

0.252*

-0.03

-0.06

-0.18

-0.04

-0.04

-0.16

  

	

-0.04

-0.23

-232*

-0.07

-0.07

-0.08

-0.19

0.08

0.14

0.08

0.19

0.04

-0.18

-0.06

0.11

-0.13

  

	

0.10

-0.01

-0.03

0.18

0.10

-0.10

0.04

-0.08

0.11

0.14

-0.05

-0.08

-0.04

0.10

-0.13

  

	

a=0.75

.813**

.826**

.745**

.618**

.703**

.281

0.10

0.22

0.20

.438**

.532**

.518**

-.360**

.501**

  

	

a=0.84

.749**

.649**

.565**

.654**

.441**

0.12

2.78

0.15

.505**

.622**

.584**

-.411**

.535**

  

	

a=0.73

.714**

.620**

.615**

.441**

0.18

.309**

0.21

.558**

.568**

.642**

-.422**

.485**

  

	

a=0.76

.602**

.646**

.442**

267

.459**

.358**

.521**

.450**

.540**

-.248**

.420**

  

	

a=0.82

.755**

.464**

-0.12

0.18

.373**

.426**

.329**

.433**

-.261**

.443**

  

	

a=0.84

.450**

-0.04

0.19

.374**

.457**

.380**

.398**

-.238**

.459**

  

	

a=0.94

0.08

.353**

.291*

.530**

.485**

.583**

-.385**

.418**

  

	

a=0.91

.514**

.281*

.437**

.290*

.305**

-0.13

0.08

  

	

a=0.90

.490**

.660**

.409**

.486**

-0.21

.257

  

	

a=0.96

.634**

0.10

.296*

-0.11

.362**

  

	

a=0.84

.594**

.607**

-.437

.565**

  

	

a=0.86

.747**

-.667**

.565**

  

	

a=0.90

-6.12**

.621**

  

	

a=0.88

-.436**

  

	

a=0.88

Mean     SD        1              2            3            4           5             6           7             8          9            10         11        12        13         14         15       16          17          18        19         20
Correlations

Note: Diagonal entries are scalable reliabilities. N=73.    * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).    ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).



2017 Boller Review: Journal of Undergraduate Research and Creativity 286
TEX AS CHRISTIAN UNIVERSIT Y

plaining almost 8% of the variance in meaningfulness. The category that had the highest correlation to meaning-
fulness was “enhancing/considering life outside of work” with a correlation of .464. Excluding the lowest correla-
tion, the rest of the categories all correlated with meaningfulness to a fairly similar degree, all falling within .023 
of each other (the average correlation size for the various practice types on meaningfulness was .42). In sum, the 
practices identified in my taxonomy explain anywhere from 7.9-21.5% of the variance in perceived meaningful-
ness in the current sample.

	 The organizational outcomes measured were all found to be significantly correlated with meaningful-
ness and in the expected direction (p < .05), except task performance, which demonstrated a correlational value 
that was not statistically different than zero. All were found to be positively correlated with meaningfulness, 
except intentions to quit, which is the outcome that follows the reviewed literature. Aside from this outlier, the 
other organizational outcome that had the lowest correlation to meaningfulness was creative performance at .29. 
The organizational outcome that was most closely related to meaningfulness was organizational commitment, 
with a correlation of .58. These results reflect consistency with previous research, with the exception of task 
performance.

Self	 4.15	 0.84

Supervisor	 3.51	 1.02

Organization	 2.99	 0.96

Coworkers	 3.58	 1.00

Others	 2.78	 1.12

Society	 2.38	 1.08
 

Trust       	  Mean   	 SD 

Self	 4.14	 0.93

Supervisor	 2.82	 1.23

Organization	 2.38	 1.09

Coworkers	 2.66	 1.07

Others	 23.03	 1.12

Society	 2.05	 1.10
 

Non-Work   	  Mean   	 SD 

Self	 3.89	 1.01

Supervisor	 3.52	 1.26

Organization	 3.18	 1.23

Coworkers	 2.97	 1.07

Others	 2.15	 1.20

Society	 1.95	 1.23
 

Growth     	  Mean   	 SD 

Self	 3.66	 1.04

Supervisor	 2.96	 1.15

Organization	 2.82	 1.10

Coworkers	 3.41	 1.04

Others	 2.38	 1.05

Society	 2.12	 1.08
 

Community       	 Mean   	 SD 

Self	 4.01	 0.89

Supervisor	 2.96	 1.18

Organization	 2.64	 1.18

Coworkers	 3.16	 1.22

Others	 2.60	 1.13

Society	 2.33	 1.08
 

Identity     	  Mean   	 SD 

Self	 3.68	 1.05

Supervisor	 3.68	 1.10

Organization	 3.38	 1.05

Coworkers	 3.07	 1.05

Others	 2.03	 1.14

Society	 1.79	 1.01
 

Job Design       	 Mean   	 SD 

Table 5

	 The evaluations of the sources that are most influential in creating an employee’s experience of each 
of the six categories yielded insightful results that can be seen in table 5. I evaluated the mean of each of the six 
sources for each category, quantifying the results of the responses ranging from “a very small extent” to “a very 
large extent” between 1 and 5. The source with the highest mean for all categories was “self,” with the excep-
tion of “job design/promoting job characteristics model” which had equal results for the highest mean in the 
source of “self” and “supervisor/manager.” Not including “self” the source that received the highest mean in each 
category was: “coworkers” for “building/increasing trust in the workplace,” “coworkers” for “connecting identity 
and work,” “coworkers” for “fostering connection and community among employees,” “supervisor/manager” for 
“allowing employee growth through training and development,” “others” for “enhancing/considering life outside 
of work,” and “supervisor/manager” for “job design/promoting job characteristics model.”

STUDY TWO DISCUSSION  

	 The results of this study provide insight to the answers to Research Questions 2 and 3. As expected each 
of the practice types significantly and positively influenced perceptions of meaningfulness, and, moreover, mean-
ingfulness explained significant variance in several important outcomes. Of note, however, meaningfulness did 
not explain significant variance in task performance, suggesting that meaningfulness may provide less obvious 
but nevertheless valuable gain in employee outcomes for organizations.
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	 In response to research question 3a, this study provided data that emphasized the central role that an 
individual plays in his or her own experience of meaningfulness, regardless of which category or strategy is being 
used to promote meaningfulness. It also revealed the importance of coworkers and supervisors in the creation of 
meaningfulness, emphasizing the benefits organizations can reap from hiring individuals who possess the abili-
ties to promote meaningfulness or developing and training existing employees to be able to exert these skills and 
practices to increase meaningfulness on an organization-wide basis. My results also provide some insight into the 
sources that drive each avenue for meaningfulness. Interestingly, results suggest the “the self” plays an incredibly 
important role in determining meaningfulness, though supervisors and coworkers likewise play influential roles 
for some practice types.

Summary
	 Both the literature review and the study presented provide an organized and comprehensive look at the 
topic of meaningful work. Previously, the literature on this topic existed in separate realms with distinct facets, 
without being integrated into a single location combining elements of sources of meaningfulness, individual 
and organizational outcomes of meaningfulness, practices that can be implemented across various sources to 
promote meaningfulness, and many other concepts covered in this study. By integrating this information, I have 
advanced a more integrated review of the topic, and through the creation of the taxonomy, have developed op-
portunities for more strategic practical and scholarly opportunities for further investigation. The second study I 
conducted provides much needed insight into the most influential strategies for promoting meaningfulness in an 
organization and the sources that are most influential in doing so. 

Theoretical Implications
	 This study has effectively combined a body of literature that existed in many facets, separating the 
concepts of why meaningfulness in work is important and how to create it, and combined these concepts into a 
cohesive evaluation of the concept of meaningful work. By bringing this work together, new insight can be gained 
into concepts such as how certain antecedents are specifically linked to results of meaningfulness, what individ-
uals, supervisors, and organizations as a whole can specifically do to increase meaningfulness, and how certain 
practices are specifically derived from conditions necessary to experience work as meaningful. The conjunction 
of this literature opens opportunities for further research regarding how aspects of meaningfulness such as these 
are linked to one another. 

	 In conducting a review of existing literature, I found resounding agreement among many sources of the 
positive outcomes of an increased sense of meaningfulness. The convergence among scholars as to the positive 
effects of meaningfulness demonstrates the importance of furthering the study of this concept theoretically, in 
order to provide organizations continued, refined guidance on how to effectively create a culture of meaningful-
ness among their employees. The research I have conducted contributes to the advancement of the study of this 
concept, opening doors for further development of understanding of why meaningfulness matters and how it can 
be promoted.

	 Additionally, the advancement of a taxonomy for categorizing the types of practices that promote mean-
ingfulness in an organization provides an organized method for understanding how increased experiences of 
meaningfulness among employees can be achieved. These categories provide specific guidance to organizations 
of strategies for promoting meaningfulness and shed light on the necessary factors for completely providing a full 
sense of meaningfulness to employees of many personality types. This taxonomy provides many opportunities for 
further research in understanding how organizations can promote meaningfulness and which methods are most 
effective. 

	 The areas I examined in Study 2 provide excellent examples of the type of studies that can be conducted 
using the context of the taxonomy I created in Study 1. The results of my survey illustrate the areas that are most 
influential in fostering or promoting an increased sense of meaningfulness for employees. 

GENERAL DISCUSSION  
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Practical/Managerial and Individual Implications
	 The content of this study confirms many of the existing anecdotes and research that assert the impor-
tance of fostering a sense of meaningfulness in work. A review of previous research asserts that the results of an 
increased sense of meaningfulness among a workforce provides intangible benefits such as increased happiness 
and understanding of self-concept for employees, but also provide opportunities for organizations to see mani-
festations of these changes in a quantitative way. Further, the literature agrees that as workers’ sense of meaning-
fulness increases, they are able to work more effectively in teams, they work longer hours even if not getting paid 
more, they have fewer days absent from work, and many other outcomes that allow an organization to improve 
its bottom line by investing in practices that promote meaningfulness for their employees. The content of my 
research provides further support of these trends.

	 The integration of a largely fragmented set of literature I have developed provides a comprehensive look 
at why this is important for organizations to pursue, but also how this can be achieved specifically. By linking 
these two interconnected concepts together into one cohesive source, organizations are supplied with a compel-
ling look at how to achieve an increased sense of meaningfulness for their workforces. Additionally, the creation 
of the taxonomy for organizing the many practices that can promote meaningfulness provides specific guidance 
for organizations to strategically pursue different avenues for addressing the various ways their employees can 
experience meaningfulness. 

	 The results of Study 2 provide specific insight into the strategies organizations can pursue to promote 
meaningfulness and what role each potential source plays in the promotion of meaningfulness within each of 
those strategies. The implications of these insights provide guidance for organizations as well as individuals. The 
strongest message communicated by the data is that individuals play the most influential role in creating and 
increasing their experience of meaningfulness. In evaluating all six categories in the taxonomy to determine what 
the most influential sources were, consistently, and often by a significant margin, the self was determined to be 
the most important influence on experiencing meaningfulness. This emphasizes the role an individual plays in his 
or her experience of meaningfulness and how important linking work roles and identity is. Individuals must take 
responsibility for the perspective they take in their life and work, and ensure they are intentionally aligning their 
goals and tasks if they desire a sense of meaningfulness in their work. Likewise, organizations should examine 
and find ways to select employees who are willing and able to construct meaningful experiences.
Although individuals play an incredibly important role in their own experience of meaningfulness, the focus of 
this research is on what organizations can do to promote meaningfulness among their employees. Organizations 
should not only feel compelled to provide this for employees on a moral ground, but also should be seeking ways 
to promote meaningfulness for the financial and other benefits it can offer them. The results of Study 2 provide 
insight into some of these benefits through the examination of the relationships between meaningfulness and 
various organizational outcomes. Meaningfulness was found to be positively correlated with organizational per-
formance, organizational citizenship behaviors, creative performance, proactive performance, job satisfaction and 
organizational commitment, and negatively correlated with intentions to quit. These correlations were all statisti-
cally significant and all clearly represent outcomes all organizations desire overall or for their employees. Each of 
these also represents the opportunity to earn more profits or prevent costs as employees perform more effec-
tively and creatively and show commitment to the company rather than withdrawing or quitting, saving turnover 
costs. Organizations should be compelled to promote meaningfulness based on the organizational outcomes that 
are likely to come along with this promotion. 

	 With that in mind, it is important to evaluate what organizations can do to most effectively promote 
meaningfulness. Interestingly, the category that had the highest correlation to meaningfulness was “enhancing/
considering life outside of work.” Because this was the highest correlation, this is the category that is most closely 
linked to meaningfulness based on things that organizations can directly do to improve meaningfulness. Based 
on this insight, organizations that are seeking to improve meaningfulness among their employees should strive 
to create a balance for their employees between life at work and life outside of work using the practices listed in 
Study 1 or other strategies that will improve this for their employees. For example, offering employees the 
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opportunity to take part in a sabbatical later in their careers has been found to rejuvenate their enthusiasm and 
passion for the work they are doing, even though it requires the organization to manage operations without the 
employee for a period of time (Cartwright & Holmes, 2006).

	 Allowing employee growth through training and development also was very highly correlated with 
meaningfulness. This similarly emphasizes the benefits that organizations can reap by investing in training and 
development programs for their employees or creating cross-functional teams that allow employees to grow 
their skills. These practices can lead to increased senses of meaningfulness among employees, which ultimately 
provides positive net outcome for the organization as employees become more productive and committed to
their work. 

Future Research Opportunities and Limitations
	 The creation of a taxonomy for the practices that promote meaningfulness in an organization provides 
many opportunities for future research based on these categories. Though Study 2 provided an example as to the 
types of questions that can be answered using this taxonomy, many more research opportunities exist. For exam-
ple, these categories could be studied to discover trends connected to their importance or influence depending on 
life stage, field of work, personality type, size of organization, or other similar factors. Similarly, I did not explore 
the unique interactions and combinations between various practices, which might yield even more utility.
	 The integration of the disjointed literature also provides opportunities to study other links across the 
process of creating meaningfulness and the outcomes of an increased sense of meaningfulness. By combining a 
fuller range of aspects surrounding the topic, this study demonstrates inputs and outcomes that can be further 
evaluated to understand how these specific inputs and outputs are connected and how closely they affect each 
other. 
	 The data in the content validation study is limited by the pool of subject matter experts and the method 
for establishing a designated category for each practice. The data would have been strengthened by the input of 
other subject matter experts, expanding the sample size. Additionally, the category I specified as the chosen cate-
gory for each practice was simply chosen using the highest mean score for each category. The process of identify-
ing subject matter experts’ consensus on a category for a given practice could have been strengthened by taking a 
more complex approach (e.g., factor analysis) that accounted for outlying data or other notable trends in the data. 
Additionally, the process I used did not include protocol for practices that received high scores in multiple cate-
gories, or a slightly weak score in the highest category. Further evaluation of this data with these considerations 
may give new insight to the results of the study.
	 This study is limited by a focus on literature primarily from the United States, and further research many 
include investigation as to which principles universally translate across many cultures, and which principles vary. 
Additionally, the specific relationships between meaningfulness and organizational outcomes have not been col-
lectively studied in a quantitative way to evaluate the strength of the relationships between meaningfulness and 
each outcome to determine which are most heavily influenced by an increased sense of meaningfulness.
	 The data collection for Study 2 was limited by its design as a self-response, single source survey, and 
could have been more effective if it had included evaluations from a manager or other coworkers. Additionally, 
the survey was a one-time response survey, and results could have been enhanced by evaluating respondents 
over time. These features raise substantive concerns relating to common method bias that should be overcome in 
future work.  This data also relies on evaluation of correlation, which doesn’t provide insight into causality or an 
understanding of the true role that meaningfulness or increasing meaningfulness plays in each of the outcomes 
and inputs that were evaluated. 

	 This study provides an in-depth, comprehensive review of the existing, scattered literature regarding the 
conditions necessary for experiencing work as meaningful, the sources meaningfulness can be derived from, and 
the valuable outcomes of meaningfulness that serve as a confirmation of the desirability of meaningful work. By 
bringing this data together, I was able to closely evaluate the role an organization can play in promoting mean-

CONCLUSION  



2017 Boller Review: Journal of Undergraduate Research and Creativity 290
TEX AS CHRISTIAN UNIVERSIT Y

ingfulness in work and compiled an extensive list of specific practices an organization can implement to promote 
meaningfulness. Using this list of practices and frameworks from the literature I reviewed, I was able to develop 
a taxonomy of six general categories these practices fell into, which was quantitatively validated by ten subject 
matter experts. 

	 Using this taxonomy, I explored the relationship between each of the six categories and their connection 
to meaningfulness, as well as the most influential sources in promoting each of these six categories. I also eval-
uated the relationship between meaningfulness and other organizational outcomes, most of which were found 
to have a strong correlation to meaningfulness. The results of this study point to the extremely significant role 
individuals play in their experience of meaningfulness, largely through their understanding of how their personal 
identity and values are connected to those of the organization they are working for and how they are connected 
to the physical work they are performing. Additionally, the link to organizational outcomes makes a compelling 
case for organizations to pursue promoting meaningfulness, with some of the most effective strategies predicted 
to be offering opportunities to create a balance between life at work and life outside of work and providing train-
ing and opportunities for employees to grow and develop. As future generations continue to demand meaningful 
work and organizations continue to recognize its value, we can anticipate seeing continued growth in the aware-
ness and promotion of meaningfulness in work. 	
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