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An attempt was made to describe and to eventually implement work space that can be
defined as psychologically meaningful and which has increased during the past 5−10
years. Indications are that various researchers on different continents have embarked on a
journey to describe the meaningful workplace. Such a workplace is more than a geographical
location, it is psychological space; space where the individual employee performs tasks that
construe his or her work role, in collaboration with other individuals, within a framework of
predetermined time frames, according to certain procedures, based on identified needs and
within a formal workflow structure that is normally referred to as the organisation. Within this
framework employees become alienated as a result of which the organisation as well as the
individual suffer. The organisation experiences a loss of productivity, quality, innovation, et
cetera, and the employee a loss of meaning in life and work. Yet, the workplace remains the
space where meaning can be gained. It is both the framework and context for meaningfulness
at work. Within this framework certain factors and constitutive elements play a facilitating
role in experiencing meaningfulness. Various factors including values, and imbedded therein,
the Protestant Ethic (PE), (and various other factors, such as for instance spirituality, culture,
leadership and management style, etc.), play an important role as facilitating factors towards the
experience of meaningfulness at work. Developing a framework and context, on a conceptual
level for the positioning of these factors as contributories towards the meaningful workplace, is
a first priority. This is what this article is about: to conceptualise the workplace as psychological
space, framework and context for understanding the contributory role of PE (and other factors)
towards the experience of meaningfulness at work. The positioning of values and the PE as
Max Weber understood the concept will be presented in a follow-on article.

Introduction and purpose
Background

This article focuses on the broad framework that was developed during the research endeavour
and introduces the construct: ‘A Meaningful Workplace’. As such it provides the background to
the discussion regarding the Protestant Ethic (PE)1 as a contributory towards the construct: ‘A
Meaningful Workplace’, which will be the focus of a second article. PE as a concept, it will be
argued, is imbedded and integrated into the construct: ‘A Meaningful Workplace’, and serves
or acts as a contributory towards the creation of a meaningful workplace that is imbued with
meaningful work-related experiences.

Purpose
With this in mind, the imperative imposes itself to, first of all, briefly present the broadest possible
framework to the construct: ‘A Meaningful Workplace’, prior to embarking on a discussion of the
PE as a contributory towards a meaningful workplace.

Problem statement and purpose
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to read online.

The fundamental problem revolves around the alienation and resultant loss of meaning by
individuals in the workplace. As a result there seems to be a movement underfoot to describe the
workplace as context for the experience of meaningfulness. However the constituent dimensions
are scattered in the literature except for Terez (2000) and Chalofsky (2010). This article addresses
the problem of identifying the constituent elements of the meaningful workplace, and presents
the construct as context and framework for further investigation (of the different dimensions).
Against this backdrop a further article will explore the place and role of Protestant Ethic of the
meaningful workplace.
1.The concept ‘Protestant Ethic’ emanates from the writings of Maximilian Weber [1905] 2002, in an essay with the title: ‘The Protestant
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism’ which, according to the research results, substantially contributes towards meaningful work
experiences and (by means of inference) serves as a contributory towards the construction of ‘A Meaningful Workplace’.
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A meaningful workplace: From
theory development to applicability

2

The original study identified the dimensions (on a conceptual
level) that constitute a meaningful workplace and described
a model which can be referred to as ‘A Meaningful
Workplace’ model. The intent was to present a model,
based on a theoretical and conceptual understanding that
would serve the purpose of a parallel understanding of the
behaviour of people in an organisation; to understand the
experience of meaning and meaningfulness, whilst at the
same time providing an applicable model that could enhance
management practice in organisations. Three very specific
objectives guided the research process which eventually
resulted in the construction of an envisaged model. The
objectives are (Steenkamp 2012:70): to conceptualise the
constitutive elements of the construct: ‘A Meaningful
Workplace’; to expand the theoretical base of the construct
‘Meaningful Workplace’, as presented in literature thereby
contributing to the field of organisational behaviour, and to
present a practical implementable ‘Meaningful Workplace’
model based on the research process and as a result of the
previous two objectives.
The research program investigated the dynamics that
contribute to a meaningful workplace and discovered two
macro constitutive dimensions that provide a synergistic
perspective towards the construction of a meaningful
workplace. The first macro constitutive dimension refers
to the meaning of work and encompasses the intrapersonal
dimensions that contribute towards the experience of
meaningfulness, whilst the second macro constitutive
dimension encompasses those dimensions that, from a
management perspective, contribute towards the experience
of meaningfulness at work.3

Research methodology
The methodological dimension serves as the conduit between
the theoretical ideal and the practical ideal.4 Following Kotzé
(1995:181), who states that qualitative research, represents
a better ‘fit for the investigation of socio-behavioural
phenomena’, the research program, focussing on the
understanding (Verstehen) of lived experience in the work
place was ‘inevitably predisposed towards the broad domain
of a qualitative approach’ (Steenkamp 2012:85). A qualitative
approach utilising mixed methods, supplemented by a
phenomenological strategy and a constructivist paradigm as
the enabling perspectives to pursue the purpose and achieve
the objectives of the research program, was followed.
Qualitative researchers function under different epistemological
assumptions than do quantitative researchers. The dominant
2.The detailed discussion and reasoning is presented in Steenkamp (2012).
3.The research was conducted with a specific focus on the understanding of meaningfulness
as an adjective in combination with ‘workplace’ thus attempting to understand and
describe the meaningful workplace.
4.The discussion here is not a detailed report of all the considerations regarding of either
research per se or of qualitative research as such. It is merely intended to provide
an understanding of the process that was followed.
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view in a qualitative approach is the belief that phenomena
must be understood in context. The qualitative researcher
moves into the dynamic world of the researched phenomenon
to experience what it is like to be a part of it (Trochim 2006).
It therefore engages (even) adapts, changes and moulds the
very phenomena it examines.5 The researcher inevitably
becomes a co-participant in the research process.
Qualitative researchers also operate under different ontological
assumptions about the world and reality. There is no single
unitary reality apart from our perceptions. Each individual
experiences the world from a particular point of view and
therefore every individual experiences or construes a
different reality. Research that does not take this into account
is viewed as fundamentally violating the fundamental view
of the individual. The researcher is a unique individual,
and research is based in the individual perception of the
researcher. There is thus no point in trying to establish
validity in any external or objective sense. All that we can
hope to do is to interpret our view of the world as researchers
(Steenkamp 2012:111).
Guba and Lincoln (1994) propose four explicit criteria for
judging the soundness of qualitative research that better
reflect the underlying assumptions that are involved. These
include ‘credibility, transferability; dependability and
confirmability’ (Trochim 2006).

Data gathering techniques
Three data gathering techniques6 were employed. The first
was to analyse academic and/or scholarly publications.7
The second comprised the utilisation of semi-structured
Repertory Grid interviews (Kelly 1963; Stewart & Stewart
1990). The third data gathering method was to analyse
organisationally based documents, which included (1) a
report of an Information, Communication and Technology
(ICT) company (on why employees leave the company when
provided the opportunity) and (2) the empirical research
conducted by the CRF Institute on the ‘best employer’
to work for. All the results were aligned to determine
certain patterns regarding the construct under discussion.
Data were interpreted and purposefully converged
through a constructivist approach to eventually create a
phenomenological-orientated8 framework for understanding
work-life experiences, represented as part-theory9 towards
the enhancement of the emerging conceptual construct: ‘A
Meaningful Workplace’.
5.Following the dance metaphor (Janesick 1994) qualitative research designs, typically
commence with design decisions followed by a phase of execution and eventually
it winds down. Design decisions revolve around a question or set of questions that
guide the study towards execution. ‘Once the researcher has a question, a site, a
participant or a number of participants and a reasonable time period …, he or she
needs to decide the most appropriate data collection strategies suited to the study’
(Janesick 1994:211).
6.See Denzin and Lincoln (1994).
7.Formal texts (academic and scholarly publications) represent the results of controlled
research and therefore take centre stage.
8.See Bateson (1972); Safranski (1998); Denzin and Lincoln (2000); Gergen and Gergen
(2000); Schwandt (2000); Laverty (2003); Smith (2008), and others, a hermeneutical
process or approach is applied on a conceptual level. In this process a phenomenological
understanding according to Heidegger (see Safranski 1998) is followed.
9.As opposed to the so-called ‘grand theory’ (Hawking 1988).
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Basic assumptions guiding the research towards the
construction of the meaningful workplace
The necessity to state the basic assumptions that guided the
research process is self-evident, and follows below.
Assumption 1: Worker alienation and the experience of
meaninglessness: In the modern-day world of work, the
workplace seems to have become a ‘space’10 where workrelated activities are being performed without a sense of
meaning. Employees have to contend with various life roles
and the varying demands of these roles. This is especially true
of the individual in the work environment. The individual, as
an individual or in a group setting, is rigorously managed,
based on rational and mechanistic approaches towards work.
This has led to a fragmentation of the individual human being
– losing perspective of the individual as a whole, integrated
being (Chalofsky 2010). In the final analysis, humans suffer
from what could be described as an alienation syndrome.
Cummings and Manring (1977) describe five dimensions
of alienation of employees in the workspace; these include
‘work-powerlessness, normlessness, meaninglessness,
[negative] self-evaluative involvement, and instrumental
work orientation.’ Of the five, the significant dimension
for our purpose is the concept meaninglessness, as ‘the
inability to understand the events in which one is engaged’
(Cummings & Manring 1977:169; see also Shepard 1971:14).
Meaninglessness at work as a ‘type of alienation’, together
with other types such as powerlessness, normlessness, and
estrangement, can be identified as a ‘... lack of control on the
part of the individual over his environment, which produces
in him a sense of frustration, powerlessness’ (Ashforth
1989:208). Ashforth further postulates a ‘three stage process
of psychological adjustment.’ The first stage is described
as ‘reactance, the individual attempts to gain the control
initially expected or desired’; the second stage is referred
to as ‘helplessness’, during which the individual ‘learns
that such attempts are largely futile and abandons them’
(Ashforth 1989:208).
In the third stage of, ‘work alienation’, according to Ashforth
(1998:208) the individual comes to desire no more than
what the status quo affords. Work alienation represents
... a cognitive sense of separation of the individual from
work and the workplace that is; a lack of job involvement and
organisational identification.
The employee succumbs to an environment where he or she
has no control, harbours a dislike and as a result disengages
on a psychological level from the workplace. This results in
‘emptiness’ or a meaningless experience at work. Eventually
there develops contempt towards his own self. His existence
becomes meaningless (Ashforth 1998:208).11
The experience of meaninglessness has major effects such
as for instance, a lack of satisfaction, low organisational selfesteem, negative personal self-esteem and poor organisational
performance. The individual becomes trapped in a vacuum of
10.The workplace is viewed, primarily, as psychological space and not necessarily as
geographical space. Although the geographical dimension cannot be ignored, the
research approached the workplace as psychological space.
11.In this connection refer to the discussion by Diamond and Allcorn (2003).
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personal powerlessness that is governed by systems, processes,
structures, procedures and prescriptive regulations. Work
becomes a drudgery and a burden which is characterised by
the lack of meaningful experiences (Sievers in Chalofsky &
Griffin 2005).12 ‘Meaning’, (Chalofsky & Griffin 2005:2), ‘always
played an integral part of work when work was an integral
part in the community.’13 There is a movement underfoot that
demonstrates an interest, research, theorising and discussion
regarding the concept ‘meaning’ in various contexts such as
‘meaningful work’ the ‘meaning of work’, ‘meaningfulness
at work’ and ‘meaningful workplaces’ by authors such as
Levering (co-founder of the Great Place to Work Institute 2000),
Weisbord (1987), Terez (2000), Chalofsky (2003), May, Gilson
and Harter (2004), Mostert (2004), Wiese and Freund (2005),
amongst others. The workspace of the postmodern employee,
wherein which the individual is deprived of meaning and
meaningful experiences has become a target environment
where meaning is sought.14
Assumption 2: Positive Organisational Science (POS): Following
a positive approach, a different posture than a traditional
deficit approach is established when viewing the individual in
an organisational setting; POS follows a positive approach in
respect of the employee in organisational life. As a theoretical
framework it moves away from the tendency in psychology
to approach phenomena from a deficit assumption.
Since World War 2 (and prior to that event) pathology has
been the focus of psychology. This has led to investigations
regarding the deficit in human behaviour and attempts at
resolving these deficits. With the establishment of positive
psychology as a diametrically opposed view to the deficit
assumption, the focus falls on three specific domains, that is,
positive experiences, positive individual traits and positive
institutions (Cameron, Dutton & Quinn 2003:2).
It is overtly based on the understanding of positive states,
(e.g. resilience and meaningfulness) and the dynamics
associated with such states (e.g. gratitude, positive connections,
community in the workplace, positive workplace culture,
etc.). The primary interest is in non-linear positive dynamics,
12.It was the advent of the Industrial era (late 18th century and early 19th century)
that finally separated work from community and created an environment or an
experiential state in which people do not ‘own’ their work (Chalofsky & Griffin 2005).
13.The workplace has displaced the sport club, the social club, the church and in many
cases the family as well. In this new environment where people spend the majority
of their waking time performing work-related tasks or roles, the post modern
employee is deprived of meaning and meaningful experiences. The workplace
should also become a target environment where meaning is sought (see Shepard
[1971]; Cummings & Manring [1977]; Weisbord [1987]; Terez [2000]; Chalofsky
[2003]; Frankl [2004]; May, Gilson & Harter [2004]; Mostert [2004]; Chalofsky &
Griffin [2005]; Wiese & Freund [2005]; Chalofsky [2010]). During the 17th century
an intimate relationship existed between work and the community. Whatever
your occupation or trade, you would socialise with every other member of society.
C. 1860 approximately half of the population was self-employed and followed
some sort occupational stream, mostly based on inheritance. This situation
gradually changed. By the 1900s approximately 66% of the population were wage
earners and the clock, uniform standards and supervisors came to govern the
workplace. Workers subordinated their own experiences to the logic of efficiency
and productivity. The advent of enlightenment modernism (advent c. 1890)
with its emphasis on rationality made a significant contribution towards this
subordination of the individual worker to the logic of efficiency and productivity
under the imperative of performance. Although organisations are an integrated
part of society, people worked in demarcated areas and were effectively detached
from and separated from the larger community or society.
14.Chalofsky (2010:xiii) states that although there are many publications that relate to
meaningful work and meaningful workplaces, ‘… none of them offer a substantive
account of what constitutes meaningful work and a meaningful workplace, so that
individuals can be educated as to what goes into finding or creating fulfilling work,
and mangers and consultants can understand what it takes to create and sustain a
meaningful workplace.’
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or what can also be called positive spirals (Cameron et al. 2003).
It studies (and as a consequence builds appropriate theory
about) positive phenomena within organisational space. The
research towards constructing the meaningful workplace
has its origins in the basic ontological assumption of positive
organisational science.
Positioning of the research: Organisational Behaviour: The
study is positioned within the field of organisational behaviour,
an interdependent field of study within the management
sciences, that serves itself from subject matter of psychology,
sociology, anthropology, management theory, et cetera.
McFillen (1985) identifies the lack of a macro context within
which the study of organisational behaviour is studied,
as problematic. Macro context in this sense refers to the
organisation as context. A superficial glance at textbooks
on organisational behaviour (OB) supports this (lack of
context) and indicates a measure of fossilisation and a fairly
standardised set of topics. These standardised topics perpetuate
the fragmentation of the individual in an organisational
setting thereby exacerbating alienation and meaninglessness.
Casey (2002) argues convincingly that organisational
behaviour has been trapped in a managerialist and structuralfunctionalism based on instrumental-rationalism. As a result
the individual, has become a unit of analysis driven by a ‘…
micro-psychologism of the organization behaviourists’ (Casey
2002:83) which has become systematically accommodated in
the quest for understanding human behaviour at work. The
individual in the organisation has as a result become subject
to and forced into a culture of managerialism which is solely
influenced by a paradigm of achievement and performance
imperatives. The sense of self is construed and acknowledged
only through performance and only where such an
individual eventually becomes a marker of distinction does
that individual become self-actualised (Hancock & Tyler in
Rhodes 2003).
The individual has become the object of formal management
theory. To aggravate this situation, Industrial/Organisational
(I/O) psychology has developed organisational and
behavioural theories based on behaviourist thinking and a
humanistic paradigm, in order to understand concepts such
as motivation, leadership, organisational structures, and
development (Robbins 1998). This creates the impression that
OB is only conscious, mechanistic, predictable, uncomplicated
and easy to understand.
The last decade has seen a change of attitudes and of people’s
attitudes toward work and social life that necessitates a new
or perhaps different understanding of the world we live in
and in which we work:
Individual rationality is replaced by communal negotiating
processes; the importance of social processes in the observed
enterprise; the socio-practical function of language and the
significance of pluralistic cultural investments in the conceptions
of true and good. (Gergen & Thatchenkery 2004:239)

This change of approach has its origins in postmodernism
(Miller 1976; Gephart 1996; Cilliers & Koortzen 2000; Engholm
http://www.hts.org.za
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2001).15 According to Engholm (2001): ‘Postmodernism
developed out of a belief that the world is not accurately
described and interpreted by the modernist paradigm.’16
Postmodernism calls into question the assumption on which
modernism bases its recounting of the truth and reality, and
promotes alternative ways to understand the phenomena
it is faced with and therefore favours a constructivist type
perspective of research to understand reality. It recognises
potentialities, a statement that is concomitant with the
underlying epistemological approach of positive organisational
scholarship. Postmodernism uses a methodological strategy
that aims at understanding conditions of possibility (or
potentialities), rather than describing cause-effect relationships
in organisations (Gephart 1996). Individuals who search
for meaning in their daily life and organisational settings,
become achievers by choice, based on the meaningfulness
of their actions and behaviour, by achieving latent potential.
A postmodern and psychodynamic orientation believes that
statistical analysis tells very little that is useful about people
working in the system.17 It also rejects the notion of a grand
theory of organisation (Miller 1976).
15.The reasoning regarding organisational behaviour as the field of study and the
problems associated with the initial research process can be followed in McFillen
(1985), the lack of a macro context within which the study of organisational
behaviour is conducted; Casey (2002:83), the entrapment of organisational behaviour
in a ‘managerialist and structural-functionalism based on instrumental-rationalism’
(Chalofsky & Griffin 2005); hierarchies separate management from workers whilst
internal competition to progress, position employees against each other as
adversaries. The individual has become the object of formal management theory
in organisational life as well as in everyday life, with no or very little room for the
intra- and interpersonal construction of realty as a human being at work, at home,
on the sports field or in the social contact with others.
16.Further, according to Boje, Gephart and Thatchenkery in Engholm (2001): ‘It criticises
the modernist’s view […] that there is a universal truth, and that this truth can be
discovered by scientific methods and applied in all situations. It criticises modern
assumptions about reason and rationality, about normality and deviance and about
the best ways of dealing with practical issues of life and society.’ The observation
that existing conceptions of social life and organisational life seem deficient and
inappropriate, if not simply wrong, could be identified as the trigger mechanism
for postmodernist thought and method, with a heavier emphasis on qualitative
research methodology.
17.Industrial and organisational management gradually evolved towards a more
systematic and structured approach. The proliferation of similar industries led
owners of industry to focus on cost reduction as a result the so-called traditional or
scientific management model evolved. The style of management was authoritarian
and ignored the notion of work ethic. Scientific Management assumed that
workers were lazy and had to be coerced toward productive endeavours in the
workplace. It was assumed that employees neither desired nor were they capable
of work under their own direction or motivation, therefore being incapable of
autonomous work. Scientific Management as a concept imported concepts such
as specialisation and the division of jobs, breaking these down into the simplest of
tasks, based on the claim that in this way this way production would increase which
in turn would lead to monetary gain for the enterprise, and which would then also
improve the remuneration of workers. It was then assumed that monetary gain
was the only motivational factor towards higher productivity and product output.
Daft and Steers (1990) however indicate that other factors (than remuneration)
played an important role in the work motivation of workers. After World War II
the behaviourist school of thought started replacing scientific management (Jaggi
1988) and presented a new set of theoretical considerations for facilitating the
and managing employees. The counter-argument, that is, that workers were not
intrinsically lazy was proposed together with the perspective that human beings
were adaptive. This also applied in the workplace. The failure to challenge workers
(individually or collectively) would result in procrastination or lazy. The opposite
was also postulated as true. The response to the new theories of management
and organisational behaviour created a trend towards making jobs more fulfilling.
In spite of all the efforts (facilitating positive relationships, efforts to make people
feel useful and important in the work environment, company newsletters, awards
and recognition) the adversity between shop floor and management office
continued. The 1950s followed with the drive to enrich jobs, and created a base for
fundamental change in these relationships. It was the work of Herzberg, Mausner
and Snyderman (1969) who proposed the need to achieve, the need for recognition,
the need for responsibility and the need for personal growth that provided the
inspiration to perform better. Remuneration, policies to regulate behaviour,
management and supervisory style and relationships with fellow workers seemed
to inhibit performance if not adequately provided for, but on the other hand, did
not really improve motivation when present. A more radical break with Scientific
Management was introduced with the concept of participatory management. Jaggi
(1988:446) defines participatory management as ‘a cooperative process in which
management and workers work together to accomplish a common goal. Yet in
spite of these movements and perspectives, employees remain alienated and the
workplace a meaningless space, where the performance of work related tasks is
still without the experience of meaning.
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The meaningful workplace: A holistic conceptual
perspective

Macro Constitutive
Dimension 1: The
Meaning of Work

What follows is an extremely condensed discussion of the
meaningful workplace.
Work occupies a central role in the life of individuals and
society, and the outcomes are considered to be a central aspect
of life, as it seems to be an important catalyst for the formation
of self-esteem, identification, and self-image whilst at the
same time being a necessity for fulfilling basic needs (MOW
International Research Team 1987 in Sharabi & Harpaz 2007).
Figure 1 provides a framework for the discussion of a
meaningful workplace (as a construct). As has been stated
above, two macro constitutive dimensions each with their
respective constitutive factors and elements can be synergised
towards the conceptual construction of a meaningful
workplace. The first macro constitutive dimension is referred
to as the ‘meaning of work’ or meaningful work, which
innately refers to the activity or activities which are normally
referred to as work activities. The concept meaningful
qualifies the experience of employees whilst performing
work activities. The second macro constitutive dimension is
described as ‘meaningfulness at work’, indicating meaningful
experiences in what can be referred to as the workspace.
In spite of the indications that the ‘meaning of work differs
from person to person, and from culture to culture’ (Nelson
& Quick 2000:466) and that it is important to understand and
appreciate differences among individuals and between cultures
in this regard, it does however not imply a lack of commonality,
or shared meaning across work environments, across cultures,
and more specifically, within organisational contexts.

Meaning of work as a macro constitutive dimension of
the construct: ‘A Meaningful Workplace’18
The first macro constitutive dimension towards a meaningful
workplace is referred to as meaningful work or alternatively,
the meaning of work.
The meaning of work or in the meaningful work model
Chalofsky (2010) encompasses various factors that, in
conjunction with each other, can be construed as those factors
and elements that facilitate the experience of meaningfulness
when performing work. These dimensions represent not only a
meaningful work model but by way of implication also refer
to the whole, integrated human being who performs work in a
certain workspace. The following dimensions constitute the
meaning of work perspective or model (the distinguishable
factors and their constitutive dimensions will be identified
without embarking on a detailed discussion):
18.Work is a purposeful activity. The world, in which different generations live,
was and is created through the purposeful activity that is called work, based on
collaborative efforts to enhance our world. Once the purposeful and collaborative
efforts were or are initiated, the momentum carries on after the passing of that
generation. A next generation expands and builds on established foundations
thus creating an ever-evolving world order through the interaction of a myriad of
working activities that are continuously being strung together. Humans transform
the world according to their requirements. Yet, the affluence has exerted its cost
in terms of ‘… distant impersonal and detached social relations that characterize
many contemporary organizations’ (Collinson 1992:2).

http://www.hts.org.za

Meaning
of work

Macro Constitutive
Dimension 2:
Meaning at Work

A meaningful
workplace

Meaning
at work

Source: Steenkamp, P.L., 2012, ‘A meaningful workplace: From theory development to
applicability’, PhD thesis, Department of Economic and Management Science, University of
Pretoria

FIGURE 1: The macro constitutive dimensions of a meaningful workplace.

Moral philosophy on meaningful work: The experience
of meaningfulness while performing work, according to
Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) (Bowie 1998; see also Steenkamp
2012:177−187) is represented by the following dimensions
that emanate from a moral philosophical perspective.
Meaningful work is:
•
•
•
•
•

work that is freely entered into
work that pays a sufficient wage
work wherein which the employee can develop his or her
rational capabilities
work that supports the moral development of employees
work which is not governed by paternalistic approaches
or measures.

Where compliance with these conditions exists the organisation
can be viewed as a so-called moral organisation.
The meaning of work (MOW) project team: The MOW
International Project team gathered data in 8 countries
(Harpaz 1990) eventually contributing to an understanding
of the construct meaning of work (Morse & Weiss 1955; Sverko
1999; Magdoff 1982; Ross, Schwartz & Surkiss 1999) through
the creation of a heuristic model within which sets of variables
and relationships between variables were considered to be of
primary importance (Basini & Buckley 1996–1997). This led
to a conceptualisation of the meaning of work on multiple
dimensions, such as:
•
•
•
•
•

work centrality in people’s lives
work role identification
valued working outcomes
work goals
societal norms about working.

Findings indicate that people with a higher work centrality
inclination are more involved in their work, resulting in
a tendency to work longer hours (MOW International
Research Team 1987; Hirschfeld & Feild 2000; Snir &
Harpaz 2002), whilst acting at higher levels of performance,
and demonstrating higher levels of job involvement and
doi:10.4102/hts.v69i1.1258
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commitment to the organisation (Hirschfeld & Feild 2000;
Diefendorff et al. 2002; see also Sharabi & Harpaz (2007:96).19

Individual values and work: The value category pertaining
to meaningful work can be described according to four main
dimensions, each encompassing sub-dimensions. These
include the following:
•

•

•

•

Transcendence, constituted by:
 universalism
 benevolence.
Conservation which is construed by:
 conformity
 tradition
 security.
Self enhancement encompassing:
 power
 achievement
 hedonism.
Openness to change which is constituted by:
 stimulation
 self direction.

The necessity to establish a link between universal values
and work values has been examined by Ross et al. (1999)
who state:
Like basic values, work values are beliefs pertaining to desirable
end-states (e.g. high pay) or behaviour (e.g. working with
people). Work goals would naturally be ordered according to
their impact on outcomes or end-states. Work values are more
specific because of the fact that they are defined within context.
Despite a plethora of different labels researchers appear to
identify the same two or three types of work values (1) intrinsic
or self-actualisation values (2) extrinsic or security or material
values (3) social or relational values and (4) prestige work
values.20 (pp. 54–55)

Work ethic21: Suffice it to indicate the factors that identify
and describe the Protestant Ethic (PE) for the purpose of a
broad overview. These factors have been noted by Maximilian
Weber ([1905] 2002) in his essay: ‘The Protestant Ethic and the
Sprit of Capitalism’. The characteristic elements of PE include:
•
•

Protestant Work Ethic (PWE) believers differentiate
between extrinsic and intrinsic needs and values.
The assessment of the PWE among respondents in different
studies furthermore identify the following core values:
 Hard work as such is viewed as a moral value.
This is closely linked with what Weber referred
to as the ‘Doctrine of Calling’ and the ‘Doctrine of
Predestination’. The external signs of being one of the
elect is in the measure of success achieved in work.
 Work represents the fulfilment of earthly duties and is
viewed as a calling.
 PE accentuates individualism as a value that is
imbedded in Protestant theology, although this might
be balanced with the collective calling of the church



in the world (this seems to be one of the dialectical
moments in Protestant theology).
Protestantism underlines personal responsibility
in the intra-personal as well as the interpersonal
(social) domains and work provides the framework
for individual choice and work execution (i.e. work
behaviour as an individual).
Rational and practical asceticism without falling into
the trap of Catholicism’s separation from worldly events.
As used by Weber, it refers to a practical devotional
lifestyle that is open to the world and its realities.

Workplace spirituality: Workplace spirituality as factor in
the meaningful work model is construed by the following
elements:
•
•
•
•
•
•

a sense of meaning at work
workplace community
aligned with workplace values
intrinsic job satisfaction and involvement
organisation commitment
organisation based self-esteem.

The above factors and their respective elements represent the
descriptors that correspond with an integrated perspective
of the human as seeking a balance and meaning in work-life.

Meaningfulness at work as a (second) macro constitutive
dimension of the construct: A meaningful workplace22
The following summarised discussion represents the factors
and elements that constitute the second macro constitutive
dimension of the construct under discussion and focuses on
organisational related factors that induce the experience of
meaningfulness in or at the workspace. This dimension is
primarily concerned with those factors and their constituent
elements that create a meaningful psychological space.
The workplace as dynamic space: To make decisions we
rely on our spatial situatedness in and understanding of the
world. This is referred to as the cognitive mapping process
of the individual. This process and ability are associated
with the encoding and retrieving of information (Kitchin &
Blades 2002). This is also true of the workplace as ‘space’.
The workplace as dynamic space is underpinned by the
following elements:
•
•
•

the workplace represents psychological space
the workplace represents individual space
the workplace also represents perceptual space.

The workplace as work and job characteristics space:
Job characteristics and the psychological conditions for
meaningfulness define the workplace as characteristics
space. The following elements underpin the psychological
conditions for meaningfulness:
•
•
•

skill variety
task identity
task significance.23

20.See Steenkamp (2012:194−200).

22.See Figure 1 for the structure behind the reasoning. The meaningful workplace
is construed by means of two separate, yet interdependent macro constitutive
dimensions that collude on a conceptual level, based on which the meaningful
workplace is described and defined.

21.The second article will focus exclusively on the Protestant ethic and will thus not
be discussed here.

23.This is based on the Hackman-Oldham model (1980) and can be followed in
Steenkamp (2012).

19.See also Steenkamp (2012:188−193).
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The critical psychological states associated with these
characteristics are referred to as ‘experienced meaningfulness
at work, experienced responsibility for work outcomes, and
knowledge of actual work results’ (Hackman & Oldham
1980:n.p.).
The workplace as achievement space: Described as
achievement space the tasks associated with the work role
of the individual, requires the expenditure of energy as the
facilitating elements of work role fulfilment in order to reach
the state of productiveness by employees.
The workplace as problem solving space: Problem solving
requires the application of complex thought patterns as
required for a specific job function or sequence of workrelated roles. It requires the identification of a problem,
moving into the problem zone, searching for solutions,
choosing the best solution and applying this within the
context of the job function.

Original Research

The meaningful workplace defined
What is a meaningful workplace? (The following discussion
is based on Steenkamp 2012). The meaningful workplace is
an environment:
•

•

•

The workplace as transformation space: Work role activities,
employees who perform these activities and the organisation
as such are constantly subject to changing practices that at
times only require adjustments in work role and behaviour,
whilst at other times require radically new work role
behaviours. This implies a changed knowledge and skills
base as well as altered attitudes and cultural changes which
drastically and radically impact on relationships in the
workplace. Some transformations can be so disruptive as to
tear the fabric of the organisation apart.
The workplace as commitment space: From an organisational
or managerial perspective, commitment matters especially
in view of the many rapid changes that organisations have
to successfully negotiate for survival. Commitment is an
attitude of non-compromise applied to different workplace
dimensions and represents different dimensions such as:
•
•

•
•

•

•

commitment towards wards the personal work role
commitment to the organisation, supervisor, manager, peers,
group members, et cetera, represents other commitment
dimensions or organisational entities.

The workplace as culture space: A variety of dimensions
underpin the organisation as culture space. These include
but are not necessarily limited to:
•
•
•

•

management procedure trends
leadership style
the creation of workplace community and the supportive
characteristics of such a community
acknowledgement, acceptance and diversity dimensions
including the psychodynamic factor of diversity
organisational identity and identification of the employee
with the organisation thereby also creating an own
organisational identity
organisational ideology.

The factors that have been listed above represent those factors
that are controlled for or managed within the workplace,
that facilitate the experience of meaning in working whilst
performing work role activities.
http://www.hts.org.za

•

•

Filled with human behavioural dynamic (interactivity,
rational as well as emotionality laden) and many other
stimuli (tangible as well as intangible) wherein people do
formal work that contributes towards a meaningful life
condition.
That refers to a subjective reality filled with meaningful
experiences that are enacted through behaviour patterns
stemming from (1) an intrapersonal perspective or
approach and (2) resulting in interpersonal and interactive
cycles of activity that engender meaningfulness.
It is furthermore an environment:
 where alignment regarding the purpose and future
ideal of the organisation is achieved through
an understanding of and respect for individual
organisation members
 where organisation members are valued as humans
and not only for the contributions they make towards
achieving common goals
 where there is no limit to the growth and development
of people
 where people reach the experience of a common social
reality and belonging
 where the individual becomes an integrated role
player in and of work structure planning
 where all of factors are orchestrated to create and
sustain commitment and productive work-role
behaviour.
Wherein which an objective and achievable reality based
is created, based on practices that foster the psychological
conditions of meaningfulness.
That enables the employee to apply his or her capabilities
to transcend the self and achieve self-actualisation
through a sense of belonging and achievement. This
implies being able to commit, transform, expend energy,
create a personal space in which to solve problems, where
the culture allows self-expression without punitive
measures; an environment where the conditions for
psychological meaningfulness are mediated by skills
variety, task significance, and task identity.
Or psychological space in which the individual as
unique being is totally involved, and where, in ideal
circumstances the organisation accommodates and
supports the whole person in respect of the need for
work-life balance. This requires the alignment between
the individual’s values, life purpose, ethical orientation
towards life and work, purpose, et cetera and mission of
the organisation. This requires and implies an integrated
wholeness and healthiness of the individual and the
organisation.
Where the ‘community’ dimension is purposefully
pursued as an important dimension of meaningfulness.
Being part of the community, the employee accepts
ownership and experiences pride to be associated with
the organisation.
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The meaningful workplace: A
perspective on values with specific
reference to the Protestant Ethic

(University of Pretoria; Professor in Human Resource
Management). The resulting article was written by P.L.S. and
submitted for approval to J.S.B., who approved the article with
recommendations for content changes, which were effected.

A complex of dimensions which are clustered under the
common denominator ‘values’ as part of the meaning of
work model, can be identified as contributing towards the
construct: ‘A Meaningful Workplace’. The ‘values complex’
consists of universal individual values related to work,
specific work-type values, and the values emanating from
or as described by the ‘Protestant Ethic’ as well as spiritual
values. This cluster can be referred to as ‘values and work
ethic’. It is reasoned that this value cluster contributes to
(1) the creation of meaningful work experiences, and by
inference, (2) to the creation of a meaningful workplace. This
perspective will be addressed in a following article titled:
‘Protestant Ethic: Contributing towards a meaningful work
experience and a meaningful workplace.’
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