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Cultivating meaningful work for

early-career professionals

f‘) Check for updates

Orientation: The concept of meaningful work has gained considerable attention in research,
yet limited focus exists on early-career professionals” workplace experiences.

Research purpose: This study explored how organisations can cultivate meaningful work for
early-career professionals and how these professionals perceive and derive meaning from
their work.

Motivation for the study: Understanding early-career professionals’ perceptions of meaningful
work is essential for fostering engagement, satisfaction and retention within organisations.

Research approach/design and method: Eleven early-career professionals participated in
semi-structured interviews using purposive-convenience sampling. Data were analysed using
Braun and Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis, identifying five themes.

Main findings: Early-career professionals derive meaningful work through personal growth,
impact, supportive relationships, values alignment and resilience, enabled by organisational
support, feedback, mentorship and proactive strategies amidst workplace challenges. An
interplay of factors shapes early-career professionals’ perceptions of meaningful work,
highlighting the need for targeted support, mentoring and coaching.

Practical/managerial implications: Organisations should adopt leadership and management
practices supporting early-career professionals’ development and meaningful work
experiences. Structured interventions, such as mentoring and coaching, contribute to improved
job satisfaction and organisational commitment.

Contribution/value-add: This study contributes to meaningful work literature by focusing
specifically on early-career professionals, providing actionable insights for organisations to
enhance employee engagement and retention within this crucial group.

Keywords: meaningful work; meaning; graduates; early-career professionals; careers.

Introduction

The pursuit of meaningful work has garnered significant attention from scholars, practitioners
and policymakers (Bailey et al., 2019a; Blustein et al., 2023; Lysova et al., 2019) and is considered
a critical factor in enhancing individual well-being, organisational success and societal impact.
For early-career professionals, meaningful work is especially vital, influencing their engagement,
retention and career trajectories (Van der Marel et al., 2023). As workplaces evolve because of
technological advancements, hybrid work models and shifting workforce demographics,
understanding how early-career professionals experience meaningful work has become
increasingly relevant (Arora & Garg, 2024; Coetzee et al., 2023), and early-career professionals
remain relevant in organisations (Dhanpat et al., 2019).

This study investigates the factors that contribute to cultivating meaningful work experiences
for early-career professionals, including their perceptions, the role of organisational culture, career
development opportunities and personal values while also exploring strategies and interventions
to enhance these experiences and providing actionable recommendations for HR practices.
Moreover, meaningful work is a cornerstone of personal and professional fulfilment (Bailey et al.,
2019a), significantly influencing employee engagement (Geldenhuys et al., 2014; Kahn & Fellows,
2013), retention (Oprea et al., 2022) and overall organisational performance (Hasan et al., 2022).
Research has highlighted the numerous benefits associated with meaningful work, including
higher job satisfaction (Bailey et al., 2019a), greater engagement (Faisaluddin et al., 2024), enhanced
mental health outcomes and improved overall well-being (Steger et al., 2012). This study aims to
shed light on how early-career professionals perceive and sustain meaningful work.
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Background to the study

The concept of meaningful work has gained significant
attention from scholars, practitioners and policymakers
because of its demonstrated benefits for individual
fulfilment, organisational effectiveness and societal well-
being (Bailey et al., 2019b; Blustein et al., 2023; Lysova et al.,
2019). Defined as work that provides a sense of purpose and
serves a greater societal goal beyond monetary gain,
meaningful work is intrinsically linked to individuals’ sense
of calling and professional fulfilment (Steger et al., 2012).
Theoretical frameworks such as self-determination theory
(Deci & Ryan, 2000), job crafting (Wrzesniewski & Dutton,
2001) and social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) highlight the
role of autonomy, relatedness and competence in fostering
meaningfulness at work.

Zeglat and Janbeik (2019) highlight how meaningful work
motivates employees to focus on organisational goals and
align their personal values with professional pursuits.
However, despite its critical role in organisational success,
meaningful work remains a complex and multifaceted
construct requiring deeper exploration to address theoretical
and empirical gaps (Tanetal.,2023). While existing quantitative
studies have predominantly focused on measuring correlations
between meaningful work and outcomes such as job
satisfaction (Allan et al., 2018), engagement (Albrecht et al.,
2021) and performance (Van Wingerden & Van de Stoep,
2018), these approaches have provided limited insight into the
underlying mechanisms, contextual factors and subjective
experiences that constitute meaningful work. Early-career
professionals are described as being in the ‘exploration and
establishment’ phases of their careers (Stumpf, 2014) and face
distinct challenges in finding meaningful work. This group
navigates a critical period of exploration and self-discovery
while attempting to establish their professional identity and
lay the foundation for future career success (Nystrom, 2010).
The transition from academia to the workforce can be
daunting, marked by the realities of adapting to organisational
cultures and aligning personal aspirations with professional
expectations (Faisaluddin et al., 2024).

The evolving nature of work in the 21st century is shaped by
technological advancements (Stofile et al., 2023) globalisation,
and shifting socio-economic trends further complicates the
pursuit of meaningful work. Traditional career pathways are
increasingly replaced by non-linear trajectories, necessitating
a re-evaluation of conventional notions of success and
fulfilment (Faisaluddin et al., 2024).

Despite growing academic interest in meaningful work,
the experiences of early-career professionals remain
underexplored. Few empirical studies examine how personal
values, organisational factors and targeted workplace
interventions shape their perception of meaningful work
(Charles-Leija et al., 2023; Coffey et al., 2021; Stump, 2014).
Addressing this gap is crucial for advancing theoretical
understanding and informing practical strategies to enhance
the work experiences of early-career professionals.
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While research has often overlooked the unique difficulties
early-career professionals face, such as aligning personal
values with organisational roles, insufficient support and
constrained growth opportunities (Bailey et al., 2019b;
Bjorklund et al., 2023), effective workplace support systems
are essential in helping them navigate these challenges and
capitalise on development opportunities (Anderson et al.,
2021). These challenges lead to disengagement, low
confidence and unmet expectations, hindering their ability to
find purpose and value in their work (Cao et al., 2023).
Organisations struggle to implement tailored evidence-based
strategies to foster meaningful work for early-career
professionals. Poor onboarding processes, lack of inclusivity
and minimal organisational support exacerbate feelings of
fear and disconnection, reducing their potential to thrive and
contribute meaningfully (Bjorklund et al., 2023).

The main objective of this study is to investigate how early-
career professionals cultivate meaningful work experiences
by examining their perceptions, identifying contributing
factors and exploring the roles of organisational culture,
career development opportunities and personal values, with
the aim of providing actionable HR strategies to enhance
meaningful work.

Literature review

Definition and conceptualisation of meaningful
work

Several researchers have defined meaningful work (Bailey
et al., 2019a; Bailey et al., 2019b; Charles-Leija et al., 2023;
Weeks & Schaffert, 2019). Meaningful work has been
conceptualised as the degree to which individuals perceive
their work as purposeful and valuable, enabling them to
contribute to a greater good (Steger et al., 2012). It represents
work that is regarded as important, positive and fulfilling
(Rosso et al., 2010).

While some scholars conceptualise meaningful work as a
unidimensional construct focused primarily on the
subjective experience of purpose and significance
(Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009), others propose
multidimensional frameworks that encompass distinct
but interrelated facets such as positive meaning (Rosso
et al., 2010), meaning-making mechanisms and greater-
good motivations (Steger et al., 2012). Specifically, Steger
et al. (2012) identify three dimensions of meaningful
work such as psychological meaningfulness, meaning-
making and greater-good motivation. Psychological
meaningfulness pertains to how individuals perceive
the value of their work. Meaning-making refers to how
people derive meaning and purpose in life. Greater-good
motivation involves the desire to create positive change
and contribute to a larger societal benefit (Faisaluddin
et al., 2024).

Historically, work has played a significant role in individuals’
lives by shaping their identities, showcasing their abilities
and motivating them to strive for success (Ghadi et al., 2015).
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Scholars have consistently regarded meaningful work as a
topic of interest. For instance, May et al. (2004) argue that
meaningful work enhances employee performance, yields
personal and professional benefits and fosters engagement
and commitment to the organisation. Similarly, Ghadi et al.
(2015) suggest that many people dedicate their lives to their
work because it offers a sense of self-worth, purpose and
financial freedom. As such, managers must understand
employees’ perceptions of their work to create environments
that motivate and engage their workforce effectively.

However, these established conceptualisations may not fully
capture the unique experiences of early-career professionals,
who face distinct challenges. Unlike established professionals,
early-career individuals may prioritise different dimensions
of meaningful work, such as learning opportunities, skill
development and alignment with personal values over
traditional markers like autonomy or impact. Yet it remains
unclear whether these benefits manifest similarly for early-
career professionals who may still be developing their
professional identities and understanding of what constitutes
meaningful work in their specific context.

Importance of meaningful work experiences for
early-career professionals

Meaningful work has been associated with improved
wellness and engagement in the workplace (Albrecht et al.,
2021; Bailey et al., 2018). Bailey et al. (2018) also demonstrate
its role in enhancing motivation and performance. Studies
reveal that employees increasingly seek purpose and
meaning in their work, leading to greater happiness,
engagement and reduced turnover (Charles-Leija et al., 2023;
Kun & Gadanecz, 2023). Similarly, Steger et al. (2012)
highlight the positive relationship between meaningful work
and job satisfaction, well-being and other beneficial job
outcomes. Allan et al. (2019) identify meaningful work as a
predictor of engagement, life satisfaction and overall well-
being. Early-career development cultivates meaningful work
by enabling young professionals to align their skills and
values with organisational roles. Structured support like
mentoring enhances this sense of purpose, boosting
engagement (Kulkarni et al., 2018), while its absence often
leads to disengagement (Chang et al., 2021).

Factors contributing to meaningful work
experiences

Meaningful work experiences emerge from a combination of
individual and organisational factors, each contributing to
how employees perceive purpose and value in their
professional lives. At an individual level, the subjective
interpretation of work’s meaning is deeply personal and
shaped by career values, motivations, personal goals and
aspirations (Lips-Wiersma & Wright, 2012). Wong et al. (2017)
highlight the intrinsic connection between career motivations
and employee commitment, which can be understood through
frameworks such as Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow,
1943). Similarly, Barhate and Dirani (2022) found that early-
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career professionals often blend personal and professional
aspirations, prioritising work-life balance and inclusivity as
significant elements influencing meaningful work.

Organisational factors also play a critical role in shaping
meaningful work experiences. Organisational culture,
structure and leadership profoundly influence employee
engagement and (Antonacopoulo &
Georgiadou, 2021; Lasardo & Kasseem, 2021). Employees
derive meaning when their work is embedded in a supportive
and inclusive organisational culture that fosters a sense of
belonging and self-worth (Warrick, 2017). A dynamic and
inclusive atmosphere reduces turnover while enhancing
employee dedication and performance. Career development
opportunities further amplify meaningful work experiences
by providing avenues for growth and skill enhancement,
directly benefiting both individuals and organisations (Lee
et al., 2019). These opportunities, when strategically aligned,
promote retention by supporting employees’ professional
aspirations and reducing turnover rates (Modaou et al.,
2018). Leadership support emerges as another crucial factor,
with supportive leaders improving morale, boosting
engagement and fostering meaningful connections within
the workplace (Frémeaux & Pavageau, 2022; Mehrad et al.,
2020). When employees perceive their leaders as invested in
their growth, they are more likely to find purpose and
fulfilment in their work roles.

commitment

Individual-level and organisational-level
interventions

Meaningful work can be cultivated through targeted
individual-level and organisational-level interventions.
At the individual level, strategies such as goal setting and
self-reflection are critical. Dhanpat et al. (2021) emphasise
that setting challenging goals fosters creativity, proactivity
and determination among employees, enabling them to
achieve career objectives. This process is underpinned by
self-regulation, defined as a deliberate series of cognitive,
emotional and behavioural activities aimed at goal attainment
(Margaryan et al., 2013). Self-regulation incorporates critical
elements such as self-monitoring, reflection and adaptation,
all of which contribute to individual growth and knowledge
expansion. These strategies align with self-management
approaches (Dhanpat et al., 2021), which have been shown to
enhance innovative skills and workplace performance
(Unsworth etal., 2016). Combining self-regulatory techniques
with organisational interventions, such as training
programmes, allows employees to align their behaviours
with organisational goals while fostering their professional
growth (Dhanpat et al., 2021).

Job crafting offers another significant avenue for fostering
meaningful work. Employees play a central role in
reshaping their job roles to better align with their skills
and aspirations, ultimately contributing positively to
organisational outcomes (Dhanpat, 2019). When employees
identify misalignments between their roles and capabilities,
they can make proactive changes to their tasks or work
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environments, thereby increasing engagement and creating
more fulfilling experiences (Sanchez-Cordona et al., 2020).
Research suggests that granting employees autonomy in
job crafting enables them to construct meaningful and
inspiring work experiences, fostering a deeper sense of
purpose (Berg et al., 2013).

At the organisational level, interventions such as employee
development programmes and work design strategies play a
vital role (Daniels et al., 2017). Employee development
programmes enhance employees’ skills and capacities,
contributing to retention and organisational success (Nda &
Fard, 2013). These programmes are often shaped by factors
such as globalisation, competition and organisational change,
which influence the career experiences sought by employees
(Pinnington et al., 2022). Similarly, work design and job
redesign are effective strategies for improving job quality. By
modifying job characteristics, organisations can address
employee needs and align tasks with organisational
objectives (Daniels et al.,, 2017). Whether initiated by
managers (top-down) or employees (bottom-up), redesigning
work fosters engagement and satisfaction. Oldham and Fried
(2016) suggest that structuring duties and activities to suit
both organisational goals and employee strengths are integral
to creating meaningful work experiences.

Research design
Research approach

A qualitative research approach was adopted in this study,
suitable for generating detailed descriptions of social
phenomena (Nguyen et al., 2021). The study focused on
meaningful work for early-career professionals, aligning
with qualitative research strengths in capturing experiences
(Jackson et al., 2007). Qualitative research was particularly
suitable here, offering clarity on participants’ experiences,
beliefs and organisational matters (Saunders et al., 2019).

Research philosophy

An interpretivist research philosophy was employed,
detailing two research assumptions, namely ontology and
epistemology. Ontology examines the nature of reality and
influences what researchers study (Mauthner, 2020; Saunders
et al., 2023). This study focused on uncovering the subjective
reality of meaningful work for early-career professionals and
its implications. Epistemology concerns how knowledge is
acquired and evaluated (Mauthner, 2020). It defines how
researchers understand and assess data quality (Saunders
etal., 2023). Here, epistemology sought to determine whether
meaningful work exists for early-career professionals and
how to identify it.

Population and sample

Early-career professionals from diverse industries were
selected using a non-probability purposive-convenience
sampling method. Purposive sampling was used to ensure
participants met clearly defined inclusion criteria aligned
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with the study’s aim (Bakkalbasioglu, 2020) to explore how
early-career professionals experience and make sense of
meaningful work in the first years of employment.
Convenience sampling was used to recruit participants who
were accessible to the researcher and willing to participate,
such as those referred through professional networks.

Participants were required to:

* Have between 1 and 3 years of full-time work experience,
ensuring they were beyond the new entrant stage but still
in the early-career phase;

e Hold at least a wuniversity diploma or degree,
demonstrating foundational professional training and

* Be employed in roles requiring independent task execution
and exposure to organisational processes.

This ensured that participants could meaningfully reflect on
their roles, emerging professional identity and perceptions of
work. Individuals such as students, interns without full-time
employment or professionals with more than 3 years of
experience were excluded to maintain a focused early-career
sample.

Although the inclusion criteria allowed for some flexibility
across sectors and roles, participants were selected to ensure
variation in professional fields, job levels and graduate
programme exposure, factors considered influential in
shaping the experience of meaningful work. This blend of
purposive and convenience sampling allowed for the
collection of rich, relevant and diverse data.

Table 1 presents the biographical profiles of the participants.
The group comprised predominantly African female
participants (seven out of 11 participants) with ages ranging
from 22 years to 35 years. Most participants (nine out of 11)
had at least 1 year of experience within the organisation, with
some having up to 3 years. Educational qualifications ranged
from national diplomas to advanced degrees, with four
participants having completed a graduate programme. The
job levels varied from wunskilled or junior to middle
management, reflecting a range of organisational experiences.

Data collection

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews that
included open-ended questions, allowing the interviewer to
explore and compare participants’ views. The semi-structured
format allows researchers to clarify responses through
follow-up questions (Kallio et al., 2016). A standardised
interview guide was developed, and the questions developed
were based on achieving the research objectives of the study.
Participants were contacted through email via the researchers’
professional networks. Participants were asked a series of
questions to explore their experiences of meaningful work.
These included questions such as: What elements or aspects
of your job make it feel meaningful to you? How have your
expectations regarding the meaningfulness of your work
changed since you started your career? What factors do you



http://www.sajip.co.za

TABLE 1: Biographical profile of participants.
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Participant Age Gender Race Level Tenure Qualification Part of graduate
number (years) (years; month) programme
il 25 Female Black African person Junior 3;0 National Diploma in Public Relations and Communications No

2 27 Male Black African person Graduate Intern 1;8 BA in Human Resource Management Yes

3 26 Female Black African person Entry Level 1;10 BA in Human Resource Management No

4 33 Female Black African person Junior Manager 1;9 BTech in Human Resource Management Yes

5 32 Female Black African person Junior Manager 0;11 BTech in Human Resource Management No

6 22 Female Black African person Junior Manager 0;11 BCom in Business Management No

7 26 Female Black African person Middle 3;0 Advanced Diploma in Safety Management No

8 34 Male Black African person Junior Site Engineer 1;8 National Diploma in Civil Engineering No

9 26 Female Black African person Middle 3;0 Degree in Diagnostic Radiation Yes

10 35 Male Black African person Middle 30 Advanced Diploma in Human Resource Management Yes

11 26 Female Indian person Junior 2;0 Diploma in Human Resource Management No

believe contribute most to your sense of meaningful work?
All interviews were audio recorded, with video features
disabled to ensure participant anonymity. Interviews lasted
between 45 min and 60 min on average and were scheduled
at times convenient for participants. Two researchers
attended each interview: one facilitated the discussion, while
the other documented field notes and provided additional
support. Following the interviews, one researcher transcribed
the audio recordings, and the other reviewed the transcripts
while cross-checking with the recordings to ensure accuracy.
Both researchers remained visible to participants throughout
the process to foster engagement and transparency.

Data analysis and interpretation

Thematic analysis was employed to analyse the data (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). This was considered suitable as thematic
analysis systematically organises and interprets qualitative
data to uncover patterns and themes (Moser & Korstjens,
2018). Initially, we familiarised ourselves with the data
through transcription, repeated review and note-taking to
gain a deep understanding. In the second phase, data were
systematically codified into categories by identifying key
aspects across the dataset. Next, codes were grouped into
potential themes and sub-themes, organising data into
meaningful patterns. Themes were then reviewed and
refined at two levels: firstly to ensure logical coherence and
secondly to address inconsistencies and refine alignment
with the data. Subsequently, themes were defined, named
and examined for relationships or sub-themes to enhance
clarity and comprehension. Finally, a comprehensive report
was produced, linking themes to evidence and demonstrating
their relevance to the research findings.

Ensuring quality in data

To ensure the quality of qualitative research data,
trustworthiness was evaluated based on the criteria outlined
by Lincoln and Guba (1985): credibility, transferability,
dependability and confirmability. These criteria provided a
comprehensive framework to maintain data reliability and
integrity. Credibility was established by ensuring that
participants verified recorded data, ensuring an accurate
representation of their input. An audit trail documented each
step of the research process, enhancing transparency (Cope,
2014). Dependability, which addresses the consistency of
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data, was reinforced through peer review, where researchers
reviewed and approved the recorded information to confirm
accuracy (Stahl et al., 2020). Transferability, reflecting the
relevance of findings to other contexts, was supported by
providing sufficient detail to allow readers to understand
and relate to the research findings (Cope, 2014).
Confirmability, which ensures objectivity, was achieved by
presenting participants’” responses verbatim, avoiding
researcher bias, and clearly explaining the data analysis and
conclusions (Amankwaa, 2016; Elo et al., 2014). These
measures collectively ensured that the research findings
were credible, reliable and applicable while maintaining a
high standard of trustworthiness.

Ethical considerations

Adhering to ethical considerations is essential in research to
protect participants and maintain data integrity (Arifin, 2018).
The study followed rigorous ethical protocols, receiving
approval from the University of Johannesburg’s research ethics
committee (ethical clearance number IPPM-2024-891(H)).
Participants, through an informed consent, were informed about
the study’s purpose, objectives and voluntary nature, including
their right to withdraw at any stage without repercussions.
Consent was obtained from the individual participants through
written forms detailing their rights and the study’s scope. They
were also briefed on the audio recording of interviews and given
opportunities to ask questions or voice concerns.

Confidentiality was prioritised by anonymising participant
responses and assuring them that their identities would
remain protected. Participation had no bearing on their
employment or organisational relationships. To further
safeguard privacy, the recordings were stored in password-
protected folders accessible only to the research team.

Results

The study aimed to explore how early-career professionals
find meaning in their work. Through thematic analysis of the
data collected, five key themes and 15 sub-themes were
identified: perceptions and definitions of meaningful work,
factors contributing to meaningful work, personal values
and meaningful work, strategies and interventions
for enhancing meaningful work and challenges with
coping mechanisms. Table 2 summarises these themes and
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sub-themes, offering a structured overview of the factors
influencing individuals” experiences and interpretations of
meaningful work.

Theme 1: Dimensions of meaningful work

This theme explores how early-career professionals cultivate
meaningful work through their contributions, personal
fulfilment and social connections in the workplace. The
findings highlight three key processes: Creating Impact and
Purpose, Experiencing Personal Growth and Fulfilment and
Building Supportive Workplace Relationships.

Sub-theme 1: Creating impact and purpose

This sub-theme reflects how participants derive meaning
from work that contributes positively to others, whether
through success, community development or
workplace safety. Meaningful work is cultivated when
individuals see their efforts leading to tangible outcomes and
making a difference in their respective fields. Participant (1)
shared:

client

‘Meaningful, meaningful work, to me, means contributing
positively to my client’s success and making a tangible impact
through communications.” (Participant 1)

Similarly, Participant 8 found meaning in work that improves
community well-being:

‘It’s going to change the livelihood of the communities, it’s going
to make people get water, so it’s my responsibility to make sure
that [ build them to the best of my ability.” (Participant 8)

Other participants highlighted the role of their work in
shaping people’s lives:
‘I found meaningfulness in doing something like changing
people’s lives, for example being in a recruitment team,

developing people in terms of providing training, customer
service and also having interpersonal skills.” (Participant 5)

‘What makes it meaningful for me is playing a part or a role in
ensuring that people understand that we work in a hazardous
environment, there are risks, and we have to be on our toes each
and every single day.” (Participant 7)

Sub-theme 2: Experiencing personal growth and
fulfilment

Participants cultivated meaningful work through a sense of
personal growth, job satisfaction and alignment with their
purpose. Work that fosters psychological well-being, skill
development and a sense of accomplishment was considered
meaningful:

‘Doing work that I feel hore [that] it's adding a positive vibe or a
positive feeling to myself. So, whatever that I'm doing, if it’s
adding to the level of excitement about my career, I think that is
meaningful.” (Participant 2)

For Participant 3, meaningful work was about:

‘Just being content with the work that you do, knowing that
you're serving your purpose and feeling psychologically safe
in your workspace and being fulfilled.” (Participant 3)
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TABLE 2: Themes, descriptions and sub-themes related to meaningful work.

Themes

Sub-theme

Description

1. Dimensions of
meaningful work

2. Organisational enablers
of meaningful work

3. Core workplace values
and professional conduct

4. Enhancing work
meaningfulness through
supportive strategies

5. Overcoming challenges
and cultivating
resilience

Creating impact and
purpose

Experiencing personal
growth and fulfilment

Building supportive
workplace relationships

Supportive leadership

Organisational values and
culture

Growth and development
opportunities

Structured mentorship

Ethical principles in
practice

Trust and confidentiality

Responsibility and
support for others

Goal-oriented planning

Skill development and
growth

Constructive feedback
and communication

Mentorship and
networking

Navigating organisational
change and work-life
balance

Communication gaps and
delays in data processing

Adapting to challenges
and developing coping
mechanisms

Fostering personal and
professional growth for
meaningful work

Employees find value when
their work contributes to a
greater good and aligns
with personal and
organisational goals.

Meaning arises when work
provides opportunities for
self-development, learning
and a sense of
achievement.

Interpersonal connections
and a sense of belonging at
work enhance perceptions
of meaningfulness.

Leaders who inspire, guide
and empower contribute
significantly to meaningful
work experiences.

A culture that aligns with
employees’ values fosters a
deeper connection to work.

Access to continuous
learning and career
advancement reinforces
work meaning.

Formal mentoring
structures support
professional growth and
promote meaningful career
journeys.

Upholding integrity and
ethical behaviour in daily
work reinforces meaning
and purpose.

A workplace built on trust
ensures psychological safety
and respect for privacy.

Being accountable and
offering help to colleagues
contributes to a positive
and meaningful work
environment.

Clear, purposeful planning
helps individuals align their
work with broader
objectives.

Continuous upskilling
empowers employees and
enhances their
engagement.

Regular, clear and helpful
feedback improves
performance and
strengthens work
connections.

Building networks and
receiving guidance from
mentors promote long-term
career fulfilment.

Balancing change and
personal demands requires
adaptability and support
structures.

Addressing breakdowns
in information flow is
key to sustaining
effective and meaningful
work.

Resilience is built through
learning to handle
difficulties and persevere
through setbacks.

Turning challenges into
growth opportunities
contributes to sustained
work meaningfulness.

Others reinforced the link between meaningful work and job

satisfaction:

‘Meaningful work drives job satisfaction more than ever,

meaning it is an important component of creating a better

workplace.” (Participant 4)
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‘The confidence that I have now speaking in front of people, I
didn’t have it. So, one thing that my job helps me with on a daily
basis is to build up the courage to be able to speak and to address
people. And I really love it.” (Participant 7)

Sub-theme 3: Building supportive workplace relationships

Social interactions, teamwork and shared professional values
were central to how participants cultivated meaningful work.
Strong workplace relationships and collaboration provided
emotional support, guidance and collective purpose:
‘I initially expected my work to involve creative expression and
relationship-building, but I didn’t fully grasp how impactful
public relations could be on a brand’s success and reputation.’
(Participant 1)

Participant 2 highlighted the role of shared professional
commitment:

‘To have a team that shares the same sentiments about the
importance of the job or the career that we are in, so it is, I
expected my colleagues to have the same sentiments, to have to
treat it as important as I feel it is to me.” (Participant 2)

Similarly, Participant 11 found meaning in contributing to
collective success:

‘Helping the team to succeed and knowing that we contribute to
an overall success of the organisation.” (Participant 11)

Theme 2: Organisational enablers of meaningful
work

This theme highlights the organisational elements that
contribute to meaningful work, encompassing five key
sub-themes: Supportive Leadership, Organisational Values
and Culture, Growth and Development Opportunities,
Structured Mentorship and Workplace Relationships and
Communication.

Sub-theme 1: Supportive leadership

Support from leadership plays a crucial role in shaping
employees” work experiences and fostering a sense of
meaningfulness. Participants highlighted how managerial
support enhances confidence, performance and career
progression. Participant 1 and Participant 6 shared:

‘The support has shaped the work thatI do in every way possible.
I've gotten so much support I don’t think I would be where I am
without all of that support.” (Participant 1)

‘The support I got from my supervisor or the court manager, it
was very helpful.” (Participant 6)

Similarly, Participant 4 and Participant 7 emphasised the
importance of an open-door policy:

‘Currently in the organisation I am working at, I have received
support from my superior in the aspects that I am not familiar
with like skills development, and leave administration, they
have an open-door policy to help me to grow in my career.’
(Participant 4)

‘Management have ... fostered an open-door policy whereby we
are urged to report issues or challenges that we come across
without fear.” (Participant 7)
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Sub-theme 2: Organisational culture

Organisational culture shapes the way an organisation
operates and influences how employees experience their
work. A strong culture fosters inclusivity, psychological and
financial well-being and meaningful work. Participants
highlighted aspects such as teamwork, collaboration,
innovative thinking, recognition and open communication as
key contributors to a positive workplace culture.

Participant 3 and Participant 10 shared:

‘So they actively encourage things like diversity and inclusion,
psychological safety, mental and financial well-being.’
(Participant 3)

‘The organisational culture is very inclusive and supportive.
There is a strong emphasis on teamwork and collaboration.”
(Participant 10)

Beyond inclusivity, the culture also prioritises meaningful
work:

‘When it comes to fostering meaningful work, I feel like that’s
something that they prioritise a lot.” (Participant 1)

However, Participant 6 described the culture as
overwhelming:

‘The culture of the organisation I work in, like the way we do
things, how we handle the public, how we deal with the justices,
how we render support to the judiciary. It’s, it's overwhelming,
honestly, not in a bad way, in a good way.” (Participant 6)

Recognition and communication were also highlighted as
crucial cultural elements that contribute to workplace
satisfaction. Participants valued environments where their
contributions were acknowledged and where effective
communication was encouraged:

‘I think the people, the culture, knowing that the ideas that I
contribute are being taken into consideration and just being
recognised for the work that I do.” (Participant 3)

’So, communication really goes a long way in the work that I do.
So, it's such a huge factor for me to find good ways to
communicate, also to allow people to be comfortable in
communicating challenges that they come across that relate to
their well-being, that relate to their safety and their health.’
(Participant 7)

A supportive culture also fosters relationship building and
work-life balance:

‘Building relationships with colleagues, the other one I could say
regular feedback and opportunities for professional growth and
career advancement, having a balance between work
relationships and personal lives to prevent burnout and also
maintain overall well-being.” (Participant 5)

Additionally, Participant 11 highlighted the role of innovative
thinking and taking initiative in making work fulfilling:
‘There is a lot of encouragement for innovative thinking and

taking initiatives, which adds value to our work and makes it
fulfilling.” (Participant 11)
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Sub-theme 3: Growth and development opportunities

Access to training and development programmes enhances
employees” skills, confidence and long-term career
prospects, making work more meaningful. Participants
expressed the value of certifications and professional
development.

Participant 1 and Participant 4 shared:

‘Recently I completed an SEO certificate and completed a content
marketing certificate.” (Participant 1)

‘T have just received training on the PERSAL system I managed

to get a certificate which is an advantage when you apply for jobs
in government.” (Participant 4)

Participant 10 reflected on continuous professional
development:

“The continuous professional development sessions have helped
me stay updated with industry trends and improve my
performance.” (Participant 10)

Participant 7 shared their experience of employer-sponsored
education:

‘They do have bursaries that are available for employees. The
course that I said I'm currently doing ... it has been fully paid by
the organisation.” (Participant 7)

Sub-theme 4: Structured mentorship

Guidance from mentors significantly influences employees’
career trajectories and enhances their sense of meaning at
work. Participants highlighted the benefits of structured
mentorship programmes, including regular feedback and
skill development. Participant 3 described their mentorship
experience:

‘T've been put through the HDI programme, so it basically
analyses your brain and personality, and this has assisted me in
understanding myself and as a result of that, I'm able to be a
better service renderer.” (Participant 3)

Participant 8 shared how mentorship contributes to their
work efficiency:

‘T've been given a mentor. They conduct KPIs, like, on a
three-month basis. They check the activities and tasks that
I'm given, am I completing them in time, the software that
I'm using, am I using them effectively and efficiently.’
(Participant 8)

Participant 10 reflected on the impact of senior mentorship:
‘A standout initiative was the mentorship programme that was
paired with me, with my senior leader, who provided valuable
guidance and insights that have greatly influenced my career
growth and job satisfaction.” (Participant 10)

Theme 3: Core workplace values and
professional conduct

The findings revealed that individuals’ core values
significantly influence their professional conduct and sense
of meaningful work. Three key sub-themes emerged: Ethical
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Principles in Practice, Trust and Confidentiality and
Responsibility and Support for Others.

Sub-theme 1: Ethical principles in practice

Having strong ethical values, such as integrity and honesty,
plays a crucial role in professional settings. These values
ensure that individuals remain truthful about their
capabilities, maintain ethical standards and produce high-
quality work.

Participant 7 and Participant 10 emphasised the importance
of integrity:
‘There’s that great value of integrity ... I have to uphold ethical

standards and have to be honest and transparent in all my
interactions at work.” (Participant 7)

"My personal values such as integrity, teamwork and continuous
improvement closely align with my work.” (Participant 10)

Similarly, Participant 2 and Participant 6 highlighted honesty
as a core value:
"My personal values, basically my personal values are I would

say honesty and loyalty ... my job requires those values.’
(Participant 2)

‘I value more honesty and loyalty ... me being honest as one of
my personal values really assists me in dealing with that aspect
of my work.” (Participant 6)

Sub-theme 2: Trust and confidentiality

Trust and confidentiality are fundamental to maintaining a
respectful and secure work environment. Employees who
uphold these values are trusted with sensitive information
and contribute to a culture of respect and professionalism.

Participant 6 and Participant 11 spoke about the significance
of confidentiality:

‘I have access to information that is of high confidentiality.”
(Participant 6)

‘With my personal value, I value more honesty and loyalty ...
some information is very confidential.” (Participant 6)

‘Talways make sure that there is respect between the two of us as
well as confidentiality ... I believe a lot in confidentiality.’
(Participant 11)

Respect was also emphasised, particularly in relation to
cultural values:
‘In our black culture o tthompha batho ba bagolo [you respect the

elders]. When it also gets to the work environment, you, by all
means, try to help the elderly people first.” (Participant 9)

Sub-theme 3: Responsibility and support for others
Taking responsibility for one’s actions and providing support
to others enhances both professional growth and job
satisfaction. Many participants linked their personal values
to a sense of duty towards others.

Participant 3 reflected on balancing discipline with
compassion:
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‘The work that I do requires one to have a heart for people, but
also to maintain discipline and follow the law and rules. So, that
aligns greatly with my personal values of just being kind and
dependable, but also being assertive and accountable.
(Participant 3)

Similarly, Participant 2 stressed the alignment between
personal values and job expectations:
‘So, with those personal values, they align perfectly because my

job requires those values, for one to have those values. So, I
would say they align perfectly.” (Participant 2)

Participant 5 connected integrity and honesty to the value of
helping others:
‘The first one is integrity and honesty. The second one, I would
say it’s helping others ... aligns more with my values in terms of
helping other people to learn what was taught to me.’
(Participant 5)

Lastly, Participant 7 highlighted empathy and compassion as
essential workplace values:

‘I care about the well-being and the safety of others ... sometimes
I have to demonstrate empathy to people and compassion to
people.” (Participant 7)

Theme 4: Enhancing work meaningfulness
through supportive strategies

The findings on strategies and interventions for enhancing
meaningful work highlighted four key sub-themes: Goal-
Oriented Planning, Skill Development and Growth,
Constructive Feedback and Communication and Mentorship
and Networking.

Sub-theme 1: Goal-oriented planning

Setting clear goals and planning effectively offers employees
a sense of direction and purpose, helping them stay focused
on achieving their objectives. This sub-theme explored how
goal setting contributes to finding meaning in work.

Participant 2 emphasised the importance of planning:

‘I think planning the work, planning the work, and yeah, just
always planning ahead. Always staying ahead of the curve, like
making sure that everything plays out in a sequence, even
though sometimes you can get interrupted in your rhythm of
work, but always getting back to planning it, then you always
get back on your path of doing well in whatever that you have
been tasked.” (Participant 2)

Participant 5 further supported the significance of goal
setting:
‘First thing I would say is setting clear goals. Establishing a clear

achievable goal which will help me to see the progress and
understand the impact of my work.” (Participant 5)

Participant 6 shared a similar perspective on goal-oriented
planning;:

‘I think it’s my ability to be able to say, okay, this to deal with
things according to the deadline. So, okay. If I put, okay, this is of
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high importance. I have to deal with this first. So, it assists me in
adding value to my job and it makes it easy.” (Participant 6)

Sub-theme 2: Skill development and growth

Training and development initiatives play a vital role in
equipping individuals with the necessary skills to perform
their work effectively. Participants highlighted the
importance of continuous learning, particularly for early-
career professionals.

Participant 4 expressed the need for training programmes:

‘I think they should provide training to the new employees so
that they can familiarise themselves with the new environment,
the new culture in the department and also the policies. It can be
maybe 2 to 3 weeks of training so that they can familiarise
themselves with the new department or new organisation and
their duties as well.” (Participant 4)

Participant 5 emphasised both technical and soft skills
development:

“The other one I would say is training and development. This is
by offering training programmes that will cover the technical
skills as well as the soft skills. For example, Microsoft, Word, and
Excel are relevant to their roles, ensuring that they are well-
equipped and ready to perform their duties.” (Participant 5)

Participant 1 also stressed the importance of professional
development:

‘I think maybe create programmes that make it a point to ...
develop you professionally, you know, like, especially because
then you start those and not the things that you're thinking
about ... within the first three months of your employment,
there’s something that you must have achieved, not just in terms
of your role, meeting targets know, but in terms of developing
yourself and your professional.” (Participant 1)

Sub-theme 3: Constructive feedback and communication

Effective feedback and communication are crucial for
fostering engagement and building positive work
relationships. This sub-theme explored how feedback and
open communication enhance employees’ sense of
meaningful work.

Participant 5 highlighted the value of seeking regular
feedback:

‘The second one I would say it’s seeking feedback. Regular
feedback from colleagues or supervisors can help me see the
value of my contributions in the organisation.” (Participant 5)

Participant 11 focused on the importance of communication
in leadership:

‘It’s communication and leadership between HR manager and
the team members.” (Participant 11)

Participant 7 echoed the sentiment about feedback:

‘And also getting regular feedback, you know, from the team,
acknowledging achievements, you know, we work so many hours
and there hasn’t been an incident, there hasn’t been an injury.
We have to applaud such achievements or targets.” (Participant 7)
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Sub-theme 4: Mentorship and networking

Providing mentorship and networking opportunities is
essential for supporting early-career professionals. This
sub-theme focused on the benefits of mentorship and
networking in fostering professional growth and
connection.

Participant 3 and Participant 5 highlighted the value of
networking:

‘I think promoting cross-functional projects so that they can
identify and encourage the unique skills that young professionals
have to offer and also just providing people with networking
opportunities.” (Participant 3)

‘The other one I would say is network opportunities whereby
creating opportunities for early-career professionals to connect
with colleagues across the organisation through team building,
social events.” (Participant 5)

Participant 2 suggested improvements for internship
programmes:

‘To properly induct employees in the workplace and put up
better infrastructure for interns, like find out what would make
the job easier for the interns and take whatever they have
specified it would make their job easier and put it in place
because it’s different for every intern.” (Participant 2)

Participant 8 reflected on the importance of mentorship for
career development:

“Young professionals need to get mentored, you know, I
remember at first it was hard for me to, when I first got to site, it
was hard for me to jell well in the team. So I believe proper
mentorship is very important.” (Participant 8)

Theme 5: Overcoming challenges and cultivating
resilience

This theme explores the challenges faced by early-career
professionals in finding meaning in their work and the
strategies they use to overcome these obstacles. It captures
how personal and professional growth, effective coping
strategies and adaptability play a crucial role in navigating
workplace difficulties.

Sub-theme 1: Navigating organisational change and
work-life balance

Organisational changes, particularly structural shifts like
retrenchments, as well as the struggle to maintain a healthy
work-life balance, emerged as significant challenges.
Participants highlighted the emotional and psychological toll
that changes in the organisation had on their sense of job
satisfaction and meaning in their roles.

Participant 10 shared the following:

‘Key challenges, like I indicated in my progression in terms of
promotion, there was the section 189 whereby people were laid
off. ButI think the most key one was dealing with the organisational
changes, like section 189 retrenchment. But managing work-life
balance and occasionally feeling that the efforts were not fully
recognised or impacted fully so.” (Participant 10)
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Participant 1 mentioned:

‘Key challenges at first was having clients who I feel like did not
align with what I was doing, but that’s not something that you
have much control over because sometimes the company will
pick up clients as they need to. Another key thing would be, key
challenges to what?.” (Participant 1)

Participant 3 spoke about leadership challenges:

‘T only have one which is kind of being under the leadership of
someone who has an autocratic leadership style that can make it
umm yeah, it’s kind of difficult to manoeuvre sometimes. So,
you feel unheard unrecognised at times.” (Participant 3)

Participant 7 highlighted administrative burdens:

“You know, sometimes the administrative part of the work
that I do, you’d find that you can literally spend the whole
day in an office because there’s just too much admin work.’
(Participant 7)

Sub-theme 2: Communication gaps and delays in data
processing

Ineffective communication and delays in the receipt of critical
data emerged as a significant barrier to meaningful work.
Participants emphasised that waiting on information and
dealing with unresponsive colleagues could diminish their
ability to perform tasks efficiently, affecting their overall job
satisfaction.

Participant 11 shared:

‘Sometimes, lack of managers giving us our data on time like our
inputs on time that would be one of the challenges that gives me
less meaning in my work because then I'm literally waiting on a
manager to give me my input and letting me know when
someone started on time so I could be more prepared when I
recruit a new employee. It makes me look incompetent in my
job.” (Participant 11)

Participant 6 noted:

‘The challenge that I find in finding meaning to my work is
dealing with difficult clients, people who find it difficult to
understand or to listen to the directives that I'm giving them. So,
that is a challenge.” (Participant 6)

Participant 5 mentioned technological challenges:

‘The key challenges that I faced in finding meaning in my
work was the time when I was working as an HR practitioner.
We were working on the Nasi Ispani project, which is the
recruitment process. This is where the community had to
register online in order to apply for a specific post. But
sometimes, the system would just crash or send out an error
message.” (Participant 5)

Sub-theme 3: Adapting to challenges and developing
coping mechanisms

Participants shared a range of coping strategies they
employed to overcome workplace challenges, such as
maintaining open communication with superiors, focusing
on professional development and taking proactive measures
to address problems as they arose.
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Participant 10 explained:

‘I've managed them by seeking feedback. I always prioritise the
task and I always maintain open communication with my
superiors and the team. Additionally, I always focus on
continuous personal and professional development, which
helped me to stay motivated and finding this meaningful in
work.” (Participant 10)

Participant 11 described her proactive approach:

‘What I do is I would ask a manager in advance to send me an
email with the history of the person’s name and initials with
their ID and then I will prepare all the induction documents in
advance.” (Participant 11)

Participant 5 and Participant 9 shared how they adapted to
unexpected challenges:

‘So the first thing since the recruitment system crashed, we
would move to the manual part, there we had to print out the
783 form as well as the candidate CVs, those who did not have
printing machines, we managed to print the CVs as well as Z83
to complete manually.” (Participant 5)

‘With difficult patients, the aim is not to snap but to just smile
and pretend as if you've got this under control.” (Participant 9)

Sub-theme 4: Fostering personal and professional growth
for meaningful work

The pursuit of personal and professional growth was
identified as a key factor in overcoming workplace
challenges. Participants discussed how mentoring,
self-care and developing positive relationships with
supervisors played vital roles in maintaining job
satisfaction and work meaning.

Participant 4 explained how mentorship contributed to her
growth:

‘I have managed to work with my superior to learn other HR
functions like currently I am receiving mentoring on leave
administration.” (Participant 4)

Participant 3 shared how building a positive relationship
with leadership helped:

‘I have tried to build a relationship with my leader. I avoid
conflict. I just focus on my work, and I try to communicate with
as much clarity as I possibly can.” (Participant 3)

Participant 1 spoke about self-motivation and mental health:

‘For me, I've managed them personally, like I don’t think the
organisation played a role in me, you know? But umm, with me
it involved a process of working on my mental health, working
on my health, my health and well-being mina self [myself]. You
know to be able to get to a point where I change my perspective
and motivate myself, it's more especially because we are flexible,
we are a hybrid company, motivating myself to keep that
positive perspective and find meaning in the work that I do.’
(Participant 1)

Participant 8 emphasised advice from a mentor:

"My mentor told me that I need to take it easy on me, get to know
people and then eventually that fear will go away.” (Participant 8)
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Discussion
Theme 1: Dimensions of meaningful work

The study reveals that early-career professionals cultivate
meaningful work through three primary processes: creating
impact and purpose, experiencing personal growth and
fulfilment and building supportive workplace relationships.
These dimensions align with contemporary literature on
meaningful work and highlight its role in enhancing job
satisfaction, engagement and well-being (Liona & Yurniardi,
2020; Rothausen & Henderson, 2019). The findings highlight
the importance of work that contributes positively to others,
whether through client success, community development or
safety. Studies have indicated the significance of prosocial
motivation in fostering meaningful work (Abid et al., 2018;
Liao et al., 2022). Participants in this study noted the value of
seeing tangible outcomes and the positive impact of their
efforts, reinforcing the notion that meaningful work is
derived from contributing to alarger societal or organisational
goal (Bassi et al., 2013; Lysova et al., 2019).

Experiencing personal growth and fulfilment emerged as a
crucial factor in cultivating meaningful work. Participants
linked meaningfulness to job satisfaction (Bailey et al., 2019a),
skill development and a sense of accomplishment
(Rothausen & Henderson, 2019). It is known that work that
promotes personal growth and psychological well-being
leads to greater job satisfaction (Autin et al., 2020). Studies
on psychological engagement suggest that meaningful
connections with colleagues enhance one’s sense of purpose
and belonging in the workplace (Filstad et al., 2019; Maslach &
Banks, 2017). The findings also support Wrzesniewski and
Dutton’s (2001) concept of job crafting, where individuals
actively shape their roles to align with personal interests and
strengths and in doing so find meaning in their work
(Dhanpat et al., 2019).

The findings highlight that building supportive workplace
relationships highlights the role of teamwork, social
interactions and shared professional values. Positive
relationships at work were found to foster emotional support
and a sense of belonging (Waller, 2020). The importance of
collaborative environments in cultivating meaningful work
is also emphasised and suggests that social connections
enhance both job satisfaction and work meaningfulness
(Lysovaetal., 2019). The satisfaction derived from meaningful
work supports the view that it is inherently fulfilling and
enhances overall job satisfaction (Allan et al., 2019; Kulkarni
et al., 2018).

Theme 2: Organisational enablers of meaningful
work

The organisational elements that foster meaningful work are
pivotal in shaping employees” work experiences and their
sense of purpose within the workplace (Asik-Dizdar & Esen,
2016). Findings of the study highlighted key enablers,
including supportive leadership, organisational culture,
growth and development opportunities, structured
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mentorship and positive workplace relationships. These
factors align with existing literature that highlights the
significant role of organisational support in cultivating a
meaningful work environment (Bhatnagar & Aggarwal, 2020).

Supportive leadership emerged as a significant factor, with
participants emphasising how managerial support positively
impacted their confidence, performance and career
progression. Leadership behaviours significantly influence
employee engagement and job satisfaction (Wirawan et al.,
2020). Open-door policies and continuous support from
managers enable employees to feel valued, fostering a sense
of belonging and commitment (Waller, 2020). In line with
Schein’s (2010) work on organisational culture, the study also
reveals that a supportive, inclusive and collaborative culture
strengthens the meaningfulness of work by promoting
psychological safety and work-life balance.

Moreover, opportunities for growth and development,
particularly through training and professional development
programmes, are crucial enablers of meaningful work
(Budiadi et al., 2024; Duffield et al., 2014). Participants
highlighted how certifications and continuous learning
opportunities contribute to both personal and professional
growth, reinforcing the positive relationship between skill
development and work meaningfulness (Fletcher, 2019). The
availability of structured mentorship programmes also
played a significant role in providing employees with the
guidance and feedback necessary to grow in their careers
(Mcilongo & Strydom, 2021). Mentorship positively impacts
career advancement and job satisfaction (Balinda, 2023), an
idea echoed by participants who shared how their mentors
helped them align their professional goals with organisational
objectives. When organisations provide resources, guidance
and feedback, they create an environment where meaningful
work can flourish (Kulkarni et al., 2018).

Theme 3: Core workplace values and
professional conduct

Core workplace values such as integrity, trust, responsibility
and support for others are essential in guiding professional
conduct and contributing to meaningful work experiences.
Weeks and Schaffert (2019) suggest that when personal values
align with organisational values, employees are more likely to
find meaning in their work. This theme highlights the
importance of aligning personal values with job roles, as
employees who integrate ethical principles into their work are
more likely to perceive their roles as meaningful. Values-
driven employees are more engaged and find deeper meaning
in their work because they can connect their personal principles
to their professional responsibilities (Kolodinsky et al., 2018).

The emphasis on integrity, particularly honesty and
transparency, was strongly reflected by participants who
described how these values guided their professional conduct.
The alignment between personal values and work has been
well documented, suggesting that when employees perceive
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their work as consistent with their core values, they are more
likely to find it meaningful (Widodo & Suryosukmono, 2021).
This alignment reinforces the idea that meaningful work is
deeply personal and connected to one’s identity and moral
compass (Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009; Steger, 2016).

Additionally, responsibility and support for others were
found to significantly influence employees’ sense of job
satisfaction and professional fulfilment. Participants
expressed that taking responsibility for their actions and
helping colleagues were integral to their work experiences.
These findings are consistent with Kahn’s (1990) theory of
engagement, which posits that employees who feel
responsible for their actions and those of others are more
likely to be engaged and find meaning in their work. The
sense of duty and support for others enhances both individual
job satisfaction and collective organisational well-being
(Hennicks et al., 2022), fostering a collaborative environment
where work becomes more fulfilling (Albrecht et al., 2021).
Research suggests that such values-driven work fosters a
deeper sense of purpose and satisfaction, contributing to
overall job meaningfulness (Soren & Ryff, 2023).

Theme 4: Enhancing work meaningfulness
through supportive strategies

The findings revealed that goal-oriented planning emerged
as a foundational strategy for driving meaning in work.
Participants consistently associated planning and clear goal
setting with increased direction, alignment and motivation.
This aligns with research suggesting that goal clarity
promotes meaningfulness by linking daily tasks to broader
organisational and personal objectives (Allan et al., 2022).
When individuals understand the why behind their efforts,
they are more likely to experience a sense of purpose. The
importance of clear and achievable goals aligns with goal-
setting theory, which posits that specific, challenging goals
lead to higher performance and greater work meaningfulness
(Dhanpat et al.,, 2021). Planning and organising work
effectively also contribute to a sense of control and
accomplishment, both of which are key to meaningful work
(Dhanpat et al., 2021).

Skill development and growth were highlighted as other
critical enablers. Participants emphasised the importance of
onboarding, continuous learning and both technical and soft
skill development. These findings resonate with recent calls
for developmental job resources as a pathway to meaningful
work (Albrecht et al, 2021), especially for emerging
professionals navigating new roles (Martela & Riekki, 2023).
Opportunities to grow professionally not only enhance
performance but also promote self-worth and long-term
commitment to the organisation (Mackay, 2017).

Participants described how regular, appreciative feedback
and transparent communication improved their awareness
of impact and contribution (Lee et al.,, 2021). Literature
supports this, noting that feedback mechanisms are vital for
reinforcing employees’ role significance and promoting
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a sense of mattering at work (Bailey et al., 2019b). Open
communication from leaders fosters psychological safety and
connection, further anchoring meaningful work experiences
(Paulus, 2023). Effective communication fosters transparency
and trust, vital for creating an environment where employees
feel their work is meaningful (Imran & Khattak, 2022).

Mentorship and networking were identified as further
interventions that organisations can use to improve
meaningful work. Participants advocated for formal
mentorship structures, peer guidance and collaborative
exposure. These strategies are consistent with findings that
relational support enhances meaningfulness (Lin et al., 2021).
For early-career professionals, mentorship serves both as a
developmental and motivational resource (Kase et al., 2019),
reinforcing a coherent professional identity (Simmonds &
Dicks, 2018).

Theme 5: Overcoming challenges and cultivating
resilience

The findings of the study highlight the complex realities
early-career professionals face as they seek meaningful work
amidst workplace adversity. The findings reflect the dynamic
interplay between organisational structures, personal
resources and adaptive strategies that contribute to resilience
and purpose at work. In line with recent research, the
experiences of participants show that cultivating meaningful
work is not solely about job design or leadership but also
about how individuals navigate and grow through challenges
(Bailey et al., 2019a; Trevor-Roberts, 2020).

The findings revealed that navigating organisational change
and work-life balance was cited as a source of disconnection
from meaning. Structural shifts such as retrenchments,
leadership tensions and administrative overload disrupted
employees’ sense of control and recognition. These sentiments
resonate with prior findings that organisational instability
and autocratic leadership can hinder the psychological
conditions (Lepisto & Pratt, 2017; Schoel et al., 2015) needed
for meaningfulness, such as autonomy, relatedness and
impact (Bailey et al., 2019b). Moreover, the tension between
professional demands and personal well-being echoes broader
discussions on the need to support work-life balance to sustain
engagement and meaning (Chalofsky & Cavallaro, 2019).

Communication gaps and delays in data processing emerged
as practical, yet deeply consequential barriers. Delayed
feedback, unresponsive colleagues and unreliable systems
not only frustrated participants but also eroded their sense of
competence and contribution. Meaningful work is often
undermined when employees are cut off from timely,
relevant information needed to perform effectively
(Albrecht et al., 2023; Burghardt & Moéller, 2023). Effective
communication is not only a functional need but also a
relational mechanism for signalling value and inclusion,
needed for meaningful work (Robertson et al., 2020).

The findings revealed that resilience is actively cultivated
through strategies such as proactive communication, task
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reprioritisation and behavioural flexibility. These strategies
reflect key elements of positive organisational behaviour,
particularly job crafting and self-leadership, which help
individuals shape their work experiences under pressure
(Costantini & Weintraub, 2022). Participants” willingness to
take initiative, seek feedback and learn from setbacks
supports the idea that resilience enhances both individual
well-being and perceptions of meaningful work (Kuntz et al.,
2017; Mahmoud & Rothenberger, 2019).

The findings further revealed that mentorship, self-care and
supportive leader relationships were key buffers against the
stressors identified. Relational support and opportunities for
self-development are central to sustaining meaning,
particularly during challenging career transitions (Jakubiak &
Tomlinson, 2020). Importantly, participants did not always
rely on formal organisational support, indicating that self-
directed growth and reflective practices are also essential in
meaning-making processes (Valquaresma, 2024).

Implications for practice

To foster an environment where early-career professionals
can thrive, HR practitioners must focus on enhancing the
onboarding process to create a positive initial experience
(Bjorklund et al., 2023; Jeske & Olson, 2022). This includes
clearly defining expectations and responsibilities and
aligning tasks with personal values, enabling employees to
make a meaningful impact (Lysova et al., 2019). A supportive
work environment tailored to their needs, coupled with
structured mentorship, continuous learning and skill
development opportunities, fosters personal growth and is
an essential driver of work meaningfulness (Mcilongo &
Strydom, 2021). Line managers play a significant role in this
developmental process. Their leadership style should
emphasise support, mentorship, accessibility and fostering
psychological safety to help employees navigate challenges
with resilience. At the individual level, employees must
actively engage with their roles and take ownership of their
career development by seeking feedback, asking questions
and immersing themselves in the organisation’s activities.
This proactive approach not only helps them adapt but also
cultivates a sense of purpose, increasing job satisfaction and
long-term retention (Lin et al., 2021; Wrzesniewski & Dutton,
2001). Ultimately, HR practices that integrate job crafting
and relational support contribute to a meaningful work
experience, reinforcing engagement, satisfaction and
retention of early-career talent.

Limitations and recommendations for future
research

Several limitations require acknowledgement. This study
examined early-career professionals across multiple
industries, providing broad insights into their experiences.
However, the diverse organisational contexts necessitate
caution when interpreting and generalising findings.

Most participants held Human Resource Management
qualifications, which may limit the broader applicability of
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findings. Different professions may experience distinct
drivers of meaningful work. Future research should examine
other fields to understand how industry context influences
these perceptions.

Although our sample provided valuable insights, future
studies would benefit from greater demographic diversity to
capture broader perspectives on meaningful work
experiences. Future research could adopt a more targeted
approach by examining early-career professionals within
specific industries or organisational settings. Investigating,
particular sectors, financial services, healthcare, technology
or education, may reveal unique challenges and opportunities
influencing meaningful work experiences. This focus would
provide practitioners and managers with sector-relevant
insights into fostering meaningful work.

While this study offers in-depth qualitative insights into
early-career experiences, it does not establish causal
relationships or statistically significant trends. Future
research could employ quantitative methodologies to
examine associations between meaningful work and key
outcomes such as job satisfaction, organisational commitment
or turnover intentions. Survey-based studies could quantify
these relationships across larger, more diverse samples,
enhancing generalisability and testing statistical significance.

Longitudinal research could investigate how meaningful
work perceptions evolve as professionals advance their
careers. Tracking changes over time would reveal how career
progression or organisational changes influence meaningful
experiences. Finally, as this study was conducted in South
Africa, findings may reflect local contexts. Future research
could explore how cultural and geographical factors influence
meaningful work perceptions across different regions.

Conclusion

This study defines and measures early-career professionals’
perceptions of meaningful work. It finds that these
professionals perceive meaningful work as a sense of personal
fulfilment and satisfaction in the workplace. The results
highlight that meaningful work is shaped by factors such as
personal fulfilment, organisational support and alignment
with values like integrity and respect. Participants emphasised
the importance of goal setting, training, feedback and
mentorship in enhancing job satisfaction and fostering a sense
of purpose.

Future research should investigate how industry-specific
factors influence perceptions of meaningful work by
comparing sectors such as healthcare, technology and
engineering. This would assess the transferability of
these insights across fields. Additionally, employing
quantitative methodologies, including longitudinal studies,
could deepen our understanding of how perceptions of
meaningful work evolve over time and their effect on
key employee outcomes such as job satisfaction and
organisational commitment.

Page 14 of 17 . Original Research

http://www.sajip.co.za . Open Access

Acknowledgements

This article is based on the authors’, L. Mabeso., M.M., K.M.
and L. Mashanye’s Honours study entitled, ‘Cultivating
meaningful work of early career professionals’, towards the
degrees of Bachelor of Commerce and Bachelor of Arts
Honours in Human Resource Management in the
Department of Industrial Psychology and People
Management, University of Johannesburg, South Africa,
with supervisor, Nelesh Dhanpat.

Competing interests

The authors declare that they have no financial or personal
relationships that may have inappropriately influenced them
in writing this article. The author, N.D., serves as an editorial
board member of this journal. The peer review process for
this submission was handled independently, and the author
had no involvement in the editorial decision-making process
for this manuscript. The authors have no other competing
interests to declare.

Authors’ contributions

The study is part of an Honours study. N.D. was the
supervisor of the study, and N.D. assisted with the writing
and editing of the manuscript. LM., M.M., KM. and L.M.
wrote the original draft of the article.

Funding information

This research received no specific grant from any funding
agency in the public, commercial or not-for-profit sectors.

Data availability

The data that support the findings of this study are available
from the corresponding author, N.D., upon reasonable
request.

Disclaimer

The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of
the authors and are the product of professional research.
They do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position
of any affiliated institution, funder, agency or that of the
publisher. The authors are responsible for this article’s
results, findings and content.

References

Abid, G., Sajjad, I., Elahi, N.S., Farooqi, S., & Nisar, A. (2018). The influence of prosocial
motivation and civility on work engagement: The mediating role of thriving at
work. Cogent Business & Management, 5(1), 1493712. https://doi.org/10.1080/2
3311975.2018.1493712

Aguboshim, F.C. (2021). Adequacy of sample size in a qualitative case study and the
dilemma of data saturation: A narrative review. World Journal of Advanced
Research and Reviews, 10(3), 180-187. https://doi.org/10.30574/wjarr.
2021.10.3.0277

Albrecht, S.L., Furlong, S., & Leiter, M.P. (2023). The psychological conditions for
employee engagement in organizational change: Test of a change engagement
model. Frontiers in Psychology, 14, 1071924.

Albrecht, S.L., Green, C.R., & Marty, A. (2021). Meaningful work, job resources, and
employee engagement. Sustainability, 13(7), 4045. https://doi.org/10.3390/
su13074045



http://www.sajip.co.za
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311975.2018.1493712
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311975.2018.1493712
https://doi.org/10.30574/wjarr.​2021.10.3.0277
https://doi.org/10.30574/wjarr.​2021.10.3.0277
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13074045
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13074045

Allan, B.A., Batz-Barbarich, C., Sterling, H.M., & Tay, L. (2019). Outcomes of meaningful
work: A meta-analysis. Journal of Management Studies, 56(3), 500-528. https://
doi.org/10.1111/joms.12406

Amankwaa, L. (2016). Creating protocols for trustworthiness in qualitative research.
Journal of Cultural Diversity, 23(3), 121-127.

Anderson, V., & Tomlinson, M. (2021). Signalling standout graduate employability: The
employer perspective. Human Resource Management Journal, 31, 675-693.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1748-8583.12334

Antonacopoulou, E.P., & Georgiadou, A. (2021). Leading through social distancing: The
future of work, corporations and leadership from home. Gender, Work &
Organization, 28(2), 749-767. https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.12533

Arora, N., & Garg, N. (2024). Meaningful work in the digital age — A comprehensive
review and framework. Human Resource Development International, 28(2),
169-193. https://doi.org/10.1080/13678868.2024.2336866

Asik-Dizdar, O., & Esen, A. (2016). Sensemaking at work: Meaningful work experience
for individuals and organizations. International Journal of Organizational Analysis,
24(1), 2-17. https://doi.org/10.1108/1J0A-12-2013-0728

Autin, K.L., Herdt, M.E., Garcia, R.G., & Ezema, G.N. (2022). Basic psychological need
satisfaction, autonomous motivation, and meaningful work: A self-determination
theory perspective. Journal of Career Assessment, 30(1), 78-93. https://doi.
0rg/10.1177/10690727211018647

Bailey, C., Lips-Wiersma, M., Madden, A., Yeoman, R., Thompson, M., & Chalofsky, N.
(2019a). The five paradoxes of meaningful work: Introduction to the special issue
‘Meaningful work: Prospects for the 21st century’. Journal of Management
Studies, 56(3), 481-499. https://doi.org/10.1111/joms.12422

Bailey, C., Yeoman, R., Madden, A., Thompson, M., & Kerridge, G. (2018). Meaningful
work: An evidence synthesis. Human Resource Development Review, 18(1), 83—-113.

Bailey, C., Yeoman, R., Madden, A., Thompson, M., & Kerridge, G. (2019b). A review of the
empirical literature on meaningful work: Progress and research agenda. Human Resource
Development Review, 18(1), 83—113. https://doi.org/10.1177/1534484318804653

Bakkalbasioglu, E. (2020). How to access elites when textbook methods fail? Challenges
of purposive sampling and advantages of using interviewees as ‘fixers’. The Qualitative
Report, 25(3), 688—699. https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2020.3976

Balinda, J. (2023). The impact of mentorship programs on career advancement and
satisfaction. International Journal of Human Resource, 1(1), 36—-47.

Barhate, B., & Dirani, K.M. (2022). Career aspirations of generation Z: A systematic
literature review. European Journal of Training and Development, 46(1/2),
139-157. https://doi.org/10.1108/EJTD-07-2020-0124

Bassi, M., Bacher, G., Negri, L., & Delle Fave, A. (2013). The contribution of job
happiness and job meaning to the well-being of workers from thriving and failing
companies. Applied Research in Quality of Life, 8, 427-448. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s11482-013-9170-9

Berg, J.M., Dutton, J.E., & Wrzesniewski, A. (2013). Job crafting and meaningful work.
In B.J. Dik, Z.S. Byrne, & M.F. Steger (Eds.), Purpose and meaning in the workplace
(pp. 81-104). American Psychological Association.

Bhatnagar, J.,, & Aggarwal, P. (2020). Meaningful work as a mediator between
perceived organizational support for environment and employee eco-initiatives,
psychological capital and alienation. Employee Relations: The International
Journal, 42(6), 1487-1511. https://doi.org/10.1108/ER-04-2019-0187

Bjorklund, T.A., Gilmartin, S.K., & Sheppard, S.D. (2023). The dynamics of innovation
efforts in the early career. Creativity and Innovation Management, 32(1), 80-99.

Blau, P.M. (1964). Exchange and power in social life. John Wiley and Sons.

Blustein, D.L., Lysova, E.I., & Duffy, R.D. (2023). Understanding decent work and meaningful
work. Annual Review of Organizational Psychology and Organizational Behavior,
10(1), 289-314. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-031921-024847

Boikanyo, D.H., & Naidoo, M. (2023). The influence of organisational support,
advancement, meaningfulness and psychological safety on employee engagement
in a petrochemical organisation. WSEAS Transactions on Business and Economics,
20, 98. https://doi.org/10.37394/23207.2023.20.98

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research
in Psychology, 3(2), 77-101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp0630a

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2021a). To saturate or not saturate? Questioning data
saturation as a useful concept for thematic analysis and sample-size rationales.
Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise and Health, 13(2), 201-216. https://doi.or
g/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1704846

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2021b). Can | use TA? Should | use TA? Should | not use TA?
Comparing reflexive thematic analysis and other pattern-based qualitative
analytic approaches. Counselling and Psychotherapy Research, 21(1), 37-47.
https://doi.org/10.1002/capr.12360

Brough, P., Timms, C., Chan, X.W., Hawkes, A., & Rasmussen, L. (2020). Work-life
balance: Definitions, causes, and consequences. In T. Theorell (Ed.), Handbook of
socioeconomic determinants of occupational health: From macro-level to micro-
level evidence (pp. 473-487). Springer.

Budiadi, H., Hasbi, M., & Setiyowati, S. (2024). Employee development strategies to
improve skills and job satisfaction. Global International Journal of Innovative
Research, 2(9), 1997-2006. https://doi.org/10.59613/global.v2i9.292

Burghardt, J., & Mdller, K. (2023). The use of management controls to enhance the
perception of meaningful work—a systematic literature review and conceptional
model development. Journal of Accounting Literature, 45(2), 209-255.

Campbell, S., Greenwood, M., Prior, S., Shearer, T., Walkem, K., Young, S., Bywaters, D.,
& Walker, K. (2020). Purposive sampling: Complex or simple? Research case
examples. Journal of Research in Nursing, 25(8), 652—661. https://doi.org/
10.1177/1744987120927206

Canning, J., & Found, P.A. (2015). The effect of resistance in organizational change
programmes: A study of a lean transformation. International Journal of Quality and
Service Sciences, 7(2/3), 274-295. https://doi.org/10.1108/1)QSS-05-2014-0036

Page 15 of 17 . Original Research

http://www.sajip.co.za . Open Access

Cao, W., Chen, Y., & Wu, L. (2023). The impact mechanism of university graduates’
organisational commitment on turnover intention in early career stage: The
moderating role of career resilience. Journal of Human Resource and Sustainability
Studies, 11(2), 381-400. https://doi.org/10.4236/jhrss.2023.112022

Chalofsky, N., & Cavallaro, E. (2019). Well-being and meaningful work. In B.J. Dik, Z.S.
Byrne, & M.F. Steger (Eds.), The Oxford handbook of meaningful work (p. 100).
Oxford University Press.

Chang, P-C., Xiaoxiao, G., & Wu, T. (2021). Sense of calling, job crafting, spiritual
leadership and work meaningfulness: A moderated mediation model. Leadership
& Organization Development Journal, 42(5), 690-704. https://doi.org/10.1108/
LODJ-09-2020-0392

Charles-Leija, H., Castro, C.G., Toledo, M., & Ballesteros-Valdés, R. (2023). Meaningful
work, happiness at work, and turnover intentions. International Journal of
Environmental Research and Public Health, 20(4), 3565. https://doi.org/10.3390/
ijerph20043565

Coetzee, M., Ferreira, N., & Potgieter, I.L. (2023). Pathways to meaningful work in the
digital workspace: A qualitative exploration. SA Journal of Industrial Psychology,
49(1), 1-9. https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v49i0.2080

Coffey, J., Farivar, F., & Cameron, R. (2021). The job seeking experiences of international
graduates in the host country: Australia’s lost opportunity? The International
Journal of Human Resource Management, 32(4), 846—870. https://doi.org/10.108
0/09585192.2018.1504106

Cope, D.G. (2014). Methods and meanings: Credibility and trustworthiness of
qualitative research. Oncology Nursing Forum, 41(1), 89-91. https://doi.
org/10.1188/14.0NF.89-91

Costantini, A., & Weintraub, J. (2022). The benefits of being proactive while working
remotely: Leveraging self-leadership and job crafting to achieve higher work
engagement and task significance. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, 833776. https://
doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.833776

Daniels, K., Gedikli, C., Watson, D., Semkina, A., & Vaughn, O. (2017). Job design,
employment practices, and well-being: A systematic review of intervention studies.
Ergonomics, 60(9), 1177-1196. https://doi.org/10.1080/00140139.2017.1303085

Deci, E.L., & Ryan, R.M. (2000). The ‘what’ and ‘why’ of goal pursuits: Human needs
and the self-determination of behavior. Psychological Inquiry, 11(4), 227-268.
https://doi.org/10.1207/515327965PLI1104_01

Dhanpat, N., Danguru, D.L., Fetile, O., Kekana, K., Mathetha, K.N., Nhlabathi, S.F., &
Ruiters, E. (2021). Self-management strategies of graduate employees to enhance
work engagement. SA Journal of Industrial Psychology, 47, 1-12. https://doi.
org/10.4102/sajip.v47i0.1857

Dhanpat, N., De Braine, R.T., & Geldenhuys, M. (2019). Weekly job crafting and weekly
meaningful work. A diary study (pp. 1-27). European Academy of Management.

Diedericks, J.C., Cilliers, F., & Bezuidenhout, A. (2019). Resistance to change, work
engagement, and psychological capital of academics in an open distance learning
work environment. SA Journal of Human Resource Management, 17, all42.
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajhrm.v17i0.1142

Duffield, C., Baldwin, R., Roche, M., & Wise, S. (2014). Job enrichment: Creating
meaningful career development opportunities for nurses. Journal of Nursing
Management, 22(6), 697—706. https://doi.org/10.1111/jonm.12049

Faisaluddin, F.,, Fitriana, E., Nugraha, Y., & Hinduan, Z.R. (2024). Does meaningful work
affect affective commitment to change? Work engagement contribution. SA
Journal of Industrial Psychology, 50, a2143. https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.
v50i0.2143

Filstad, C., Traavik, L.E., & Gorli, M. (2019). Belonging at work: The experiences,
representations and meanings of belonging. Journal of Workplace Learning, 31(2),
116-142. https://doi.org/10.1108/JWL-06-2018-0081

Frémeaux, S., & Pavageau, B. (2022). Meaningful leadership: How can leaders
contribute to meaningful work? Journal of Management Inquiry, 31(1), 54—66.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1056492619897126

Geldenhuys, M., Taba, K., & Venter, C.M. (2014). Meaningful work, work engagement
and organisational commitment. SA Journal of Industrial Psychology, 40(1), 1-10.
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v40i1.1098

Ghadi, M., Fernando, M., & Caputi, P. (2015). Describing work as meaningful:
Towards a conceptual clarification. Journal of Organizational Effectiveness: People
and Performance, 2(3), 202—223. https://doi.org/10.1108/JOEPP-11-2014-0064

Hasan, H., Nikmah, F., & Wahyu, E.E. (2022). The impact of meaningful work and work
engagement on bank employees’ performance. International Journal of Research
in Business and Social Science (2147-4478), 11(3), 161-167. https://doi.
org/10.20525/ijrbs.v11i3.1699

Hennicks, E., Heyns, M.M., & Rothmann, S. (2022). Social well-being, job satisfaction,
organisational citizenship behaviour and intentions to leave in a utility
organisation. SA Journal of Industrial Psychology, 48, 1928. https://doi.
org/10.4102/sajip.v48i0.1928

Isa, M., & Indrayati, N. (2023). The role of work-life balance as mediation of the effect
of work-family conflict on employee performance. SA Journal of Human Resource
Management, 21(0), a1910. https://doi.org/10.4102/sajhrm.v21i0.1910

Jackson Il, R.L., Drummond, D.K., & Camara, S. (2007). What is qualitative research?
Qualitative Research Reports in Communication, 8(1), 21-28. https://doi.
org/10.1080/17459430701617879

Jakubiak, B.K., & Tomlinson, J.M. (2020). The role of social support in promoting self-
development. In B.A. Mattingly, K.P. Mcintyre, & G.W. Lewandowski Jr. (Eds.),
Interpersonal Relationships and the Self-Concept (pp. 125-143). Springer.

Jeske, D., & Olson, D. (2022). Onboarding new hires: Recognising mutual learning
opportunities. Journal of Work-Applied Management, 14(1), 63-76. https://doi.
org/10.1108/JWAM-04-2021-0036

Kahn, W.A. (1990). Psychological conditions of personal engagement and
disengagement at work. Academy of Management Journal, 33(4), 692—724.



http://www.sajip.co.za
https://doi.org/10.1111/joms.12406
https://doi.org/10.1111/joms.12406
https://doi.org/10.1111/1748-8583.12334
https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.12533
https://doi.org/10.1080/13678868.2024.2336866
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJOA-12-2013-0728
https://doi.org/10.1177/10690727211018647
https://doi.org/10.1177/10690727211018647
https://doi.org/10.1111/joms.12422
https://doi.org/​10.1177/1534484318804653
https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/​2020.3976
https://doi.org/10.1108/EJTD-07-2020-0124
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11482-013-9170-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11482-013-9170-9
https://doi.org/10.1108/ER-04-2019-0187
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-031921-024847
https://doi.org/10.37394/23207.2023.20.98
https://doi.org/10.1191/​1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1704846
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1704846
https://doi.org/10.1002/capr.12360
https://doi.org/10.59613/global.v2i9.292
https://doi.org/10.1177/1744987120927206
https://doi.org/10.1177/1744987120927206
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJQSS-05-​2014-0036
https://doi.org/10.4236/jhrss.2023.112022
https://doi.org/10.1108/LODJ-09-2020-0392
https://doi.org/10.1108/LODJ-09-2020-0392
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20043565
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20043565
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v49i0.2080
https://doi.org/10.1080/09585192.2018.1504106
https://doi.org/10.1080/09585192.2018.1504106
https://doi.org/10.1188/14.ONF.89-91
https://doi.org/10.1188/14.ONF.89-91
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.833776
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.833776
https://doi.org/10.1080/00140139.2017.1303085
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327965PLI1104_01
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v47i0.1857
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v47i0.1857
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajhrm.v17i0.1142
https://doi.org/10.1111/jonm.12049
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v50i0.2143
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v50i0.2143
https://doi.org/10.1108/JWL-06-2018-0081
https://doi.org/10.1177/1056492619897126
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v40i1.1098
https://doi.org/10.1108/JOEPP-11-2014-0064
https://doi.org/10.20525/ijrbs.v11i3.1699
https://doi.org/10.20525/ijrbs.v11i3.1699
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v48i0.1928
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v48i0.1928
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajhrm.v21i0.1910
https://doi.org/10.1080/17459430701617879
https://doi.org/10.1080/17459430701617879
https://doi.org/10.1108/JWAM-04-2021-0036
https://doi.org/10.1108/JWAM-04-2021-0036

Kahn, W.A., & Fellows, S. (2013). Employee engagement and meaningful work. In B.J.
Dik, Z.S. Byrne, & M.F. Steger (Eds.), Purpose and Meaning in the Workplace (pp.
105-126). American Psychological Association.

Kallio, H., Pietila, A.M., Johnson, M., & Kangasniemi, M. (2016). Systematic
methodological review: Developing a framework for a qualitative semi-structured
interview guide. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 72(12), 2954-2965. https://doi.
org/10.1111/jan.13031

Kase, R., Saksida, T., & Miheli¢, K.K. (2019). Skill development in reverse mentoring:
Motivational processes of mentors and learners. Human Resource Management,
58(1), 57-69. https://doi.org/10.1002/hrm.21932

Kolodinsky, R.W., Ritchie, W.J., & Kuna, W.A. (2018). Meaningful engagement: Impacts
of a ‘calling’work orientation and perceived leadership support. Journal of
Management & Organization, 24(3), 406-423. https://doi.org/10.1017/
jmo.2017.19

Kulkarni, K., Muia, J., Boulaftali, Y., Blondon, M., & Lauw, M.N. (2018). Early career
professionals: A challenging road. Research and Practice in Thrombosis and
Haemostasis, 2(1), 11-13. https://doi.org/10.1002/rth2.12070

Kun, A., & Gadanecz, P. (2022). Workplace happiness, well-being and their relationship
with psychological capital: A study of Hungarian teachers. Current Psychology,
41(1), 185-199. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-019-00550-0

Kuntz, J.R., Malinen, S., & Naswall, K. (2017). Employee resilience: Directions for
resilience development. Consulting Psychology Journal: Practice and Research,
69(3), 223. https://doi.org/10.1037/cpb0000097

Lasrado, F., & Kassem, R. (2021). Let’s get everyone involved! The effects of
transformational leadership and organizational culture on organizational
excellence. International Journal of Quality & Reliability Management, 38(1),
169-194. https://doi.org/10.1108/1JQRM-11-2019-0349

Lastad, L. (2015). Job insecurity climate: The nature of the construct, its associations
with outcomes, and its relation to individual job insecurity. Doctoral dissertation,
Stockholm University.

Lee, JY., Yoo, S., Lee, Y., Park, S., & Yoon, S.W. (2019). Individual and organisational
factors affecting knowledge workers’ perceptions of the effectiveness of informal
learning: A multilevel analysis. Vocations and Learning, 12, 155-177. https://doi.
0rg/10.1007/s12186-019-09218-z

Lepisto, D.A., & Pratt, M.G. (2017). Meaningful work as realization and justification:
Toward a dual conceptualization. Organizational Psychology Review, 7(2), 99-121.

Liao, H., Su, R., Ptashnik, T., & Nielsen, J. (2022). Feeling good, doing good, and getting
ahead: A meta-analytic investigation of the outcomes of prosocial motivation at
work. Psychological Bulletin, 148(3-4), 158. https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000362

Lin, L., Cai, X., & Yin, J. (2021). Effects of mentoring on work engagement: Work
meaningfulness as a mediator. International Journal of Training and Development,
25(2), 183-199. https://doi.org/10.1111/ijtd.12210

Lincoln, Y.S., & Guba, E.G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Sage.

Liona, R.C., & Yurniardi, M.S. (2020). The contribution of work engagement and job
satisfaction to workers’ psychological well-being. Humanitas, 17(2), 94. https://
doi.org/10.26555/humanitas.v0i0.16251

Lips-Wiersma, M., & Morris, L. (2009). Discriminating between ‘meaningful work’ and
the ‘management of meaning’. Journal of Business Ethics, 88, 491-511. https://
doi.org/10.1007/s10551-009-0118-9

Lysova, E.I., Allan, B.A., Dik, B.J., Duffy, R.D., & Steger, M.F. (2019). Fostering meaningful
work in organizations: A multi-level review and integration. Journal of Vocational
Behavior, 110, 374—-389. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2018.07.004

Mackay, M. (2017). Professional development seen as employment capital.
Professional Development in Education, 43(1), 140-155. https://doi.org/10.1080/
19415257.2015.1010015

Mahmoud, N.N., & Rothenberger, D. (2019). From burnout to well-being: A focus on
resilience. Clinics in Colon and Rectal Surgery, 32(06), 415-423.

Margaryan, A., Littlejohn, A., & Milligan, C. (2013). Self-regulated learning in the
workplace: Strategies and factors in the attainment of learning goals. International
Journal of Training and Development, 17(4), 245-259. https://doi.org/10.1111/
ijtd. 12013

Martela, F., & Riekki, T.J. (2018). Autonomy, competence, relatedness, and beneficence:
A multicultural comparison of the four pathways to meaningful work. Frontiers in
Psychology, 9, 327587. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01157

Maslach, C., & Banks, C.G. (2017). Psychological connections with work. In C. Cooper
& M. Leiter (Eds.), The Routledge Companion to Wellbeing at Work (pp. 37-54).
Routledge.

Maslow, A.H. (1943). Preface to motivation theory. Psychosomatic Medicine, 5(1),
85-92. https://doi.org/10.1097/00006842-194301000-00012

Mcilongo, M., & Strydom, K. (2021). The significance of mentorship in supporting the
career advancement of women in the public sector. Heliyon, 7(6), e07321. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2021.e07321

Mehrad, A., Fernandez-Castro, J., & Gonzadlez Gdmez de Olmedo, M.P. (2020). A
systematic review of leadership styles, work engagement, and organizational
support. International Journal of Research in Business and Social Science, 9(4),
66-77. https://doi.org/10.20525/ijrbs.v9i4.735

Modau, F.D., Dhanpat, N., Lugisani, P., Mabojane, R., & Phiri, M. (2018). Exploring
employee retention and intention to leave within a call centre. SA Journal of
Human Resource Management, 16(1), 1-13. https://doi.org/10.4102/sajhrm.
v16i0.905

Moser, A., & Korstjens, . (2018). Series: Practical guidance to qualitative research. Part
3: Sampling, data collection and analysis. European Journal of General Practice,
24(1), 9-18. https://doi.org/10.1080/13814788.2017.1375091

Page 16 of 17 . Original Research

http://www.sajip.co.za . Open Access

Nda, M.M., & Fard, RY. (2013). The impact of employee training and development on
employee productivity. Global Journal of Commerce and Management
Perspective, 2(6), 91-93.

Nguyen, T.N.M., Whitehead, L., Dermody, G., & Saunders, R. (2022). The use of
theory in qualitative research: Challenges, development of a framework, and
exemplar. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 78(1), e21-e28. https://doi.org/10.1111/
jon.15716

Nystrém, S. (2010). Graduates ‘doing gender’ as early career professionals. Career
Development  International,  15(4), 324-337. https://doi.org/10.1108/
13620431011066222

Oldham, G.R., & Fried, Y. (2016). Job design research and theory: Past, present, and
future. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 136, 20-35.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.0bhdp.2016.05.002

Paulus, P. (2023). The role of psychological safety in team communication: Implications
for human resource practices. Golden Ratio of Mapping Idea and Literature
Format, 3(2), 156—-166. https://doi.org/10.52970/grmilf.v3i2.399

Pinnington, A., Aldabbas, H., Mirshahi, F, & Pirie, T. (2022). Organisational
development programmes and employees’ career development: The moderating
role of gender. Journal of Workplace Learning, 34(5), 466—496. https://doi.
org/10.1108/JWL-08-2021-0103

Richter, A., & Naswall, K. (2019). Job insecurity and trust: Uncovering a mechanism
linking job insecurity to well-being. Work & Stress, 33(1), 22-40. https://doi.org/1
0.1080/02678373.2018.1532068

Robertson, K.M., O’Reilly, J., & Hannah, D.R. (2020). Finding meaning in relationships:
The impact of network ties and structure on the meaningfulness of work.
Academy of Management Review, 45(3), 596—619. https://doi.org/10.5465/
amr.2015.0242

Rothausen, TJ., & Henderson, K.E. (2019). Meaning-based job-related well-being:
Exploring a meaningful work conceptualization of job satisfaction. Journal of Business
and Psychology, 34, 357-376. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-018-9545-x

Sanchez-Cardona, 1., Vera, M., Martinez-Lugo, M., Rodriguez-Montalban, R., &
Marrero-Centeno, J. (2020). When the job does not fit: The moderating role of job
crafting and meaningful work in the relation between employees’ perceived
overqualification and job boredom. Journal of Career Assessment, 28(2), 257—
276. https://doi.org/10.1177/1069072719857174

Saunders, M.N.K., Lewis, P., & Thornhill, A. (2019). Research methods for business
students (7th ed.). Pearson.

Schoel, C., Stahlberg, D., & Sedikides, C. (2015). Psychological insecurity and leadership
styles. In PJ. Carroll, R.M. Arkin, & A.L. Wichman (Eds.), Handbook of Personal
Security (pp. 73-92). Psychology Press.

Simmonds, A.H., & Dicks, A.P. (2018). Mentoring and professional identity formation
for teaching stream faculty: A case study of a university Peer-to-Peer mentorship
program. International Journal of Mentoring and Coaching in Education, 7(4),
282-295. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJMCE-02-2018-0012

Soren, A., & Ryff, C.D. (2023). Meaningful work, well-Being, and health: Enacting a
eudaimonic vision. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public
Health, 20(16), 6570. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20166570

Srivastava, S.B. (2015). Network intervention: Assessing the effects of formal
mentoring on workplace networks. Social Forces, 94(1), 427-452. https://doi.
org/10.1093/sf/sov041

Stahl, N.A., & King, J.R. (2020). Expanding approaches for research: Understanding
and using trustworthiness in qualitative research. Journal of Developmental
Education, 44(1), 26-28.

Steger, M.F. (2016). Creating meaning and purpose at work. In L.G. Oades, M.F. Steger,
A. Delle Fave, & J. Passmore (Eds.), The Wiley Blackwell Handbook of the Psychology
of Positivity and Strengths-Based Approaches at Work (pp. 60-81). Wiley.

Steger, M.F.,, Dik, B.J., & Duffy, R.D. (2012). Measuring meaningful work: The Work and
Meaning Inventory (WAMI). Journal of Career Assessment, 20(3), 322-337.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1069072711436160

Stofile, P, De Braine, R., & Dhanpat, N. (2023). Experiencing work in the fourth
industrial revolution: A qualitative study on work identity and new ways of work.
EUREKA: Social and Humanities, 4, 3-12. https://doi.org/10.21303/2504-
5571.2023.002955

Stumpf, S.A. (2014). A longitudinal study of career success, embeddedness, and
mobility of early career professionals. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 85(2), 180—
190. https://doi.org/10.1016/].jvb.2014.06.002

Tan, K.L., Sim, L.K.S., Yap, S.S.N., Vithayaporn, S., & Rachmawati, A.N. (2023). A
systematic review of meaningful work unifying 20 years of theoretical and
substantive contributions (2000-2020). Journal of Advances in Management
Research, 20(3), 462-512. https://doi.org/10.1108/JAMR-11-2022-0225

Trevor-Roberts, E. (2020). Navigating the future of work to build meaningful careers.
In A. Wilkinson & M. Barry (Eds.), The Future of Work and Employment (pp. 204—
222). Edward Elgar Publishing.

Ullah, S., Imran, M., & Khattak, S.R. (2022). Reducing cyberloafing behaviors among
followers: Important roles of supervisor communication styles and meaningful
work. Journal of Management Research, 8(2), 160-169.

Unsworth, K.L., & Mason, C.M. (2016). Self-concordance strategies as a necessary
condition for self-management. Journal of Occupational and Organizational
Psychology, 89(4), 711-733. https://doi.org/10.1111/joop.12149

Valquaresma, A. (2024). Creativity, agency and meaning-making: Unfolding
developmental possibilities in twenty-first-century learning environments. In A.,
Valquaresma, L., Dantas de Paula, & T.K., Rodney (Eds.), Creativity and Learning:
Navigating Transformative Perspectives for Complex and Contemporary
Environments (pp. 105-126). Springer Nature Switzerland.

Van der Marel, F.,, Bjorklund, T., & Sheppard, S. (2024). Moments that matter: Early-
career experiences of diverse engineers on different career pathways. Engineering
Studies, 16(1), 33-55. https://doi.org/10.1080/19378629.2023.2272791



http://www.sajip.co.za
https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.13031
https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.13031
https://doi.org/10.1002/hrm.21932
https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2017.19
https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2017.19
https://doi.org/10.1002/rth2.12070
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-019-00550-0
https://doi.org/10.1037/cpb0000097
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJQRM-11-2019-0349
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12186-019-09218-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12186-019-09218-z
https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000362
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijtd.12210
https://doi.org/10.26555/humanitas.v0i0.16251
https://doi.org/10.26555/humanitas.v0i0.16251
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-009-0118-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-009-0118-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2018.07.004
https://doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2015.1010015
https://doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2015.1010015
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijtd.12013
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijtd.12013
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.​2018.01157
https://doi.org/10.1097/00006842-194301000-00012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2021.e07321
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2021.e07321
https://doi.org/10.20525/ijrbs.v9i4.735
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajhrm.v16i0.905
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajhrm.v16i0.905
https://doi.org/10.1080/13814788.2017.1375091
https://doi.org/10.1111/jon.15716
https://doi.org/10.1111/jon.15716
https://doi.org/10.1108/​13620431011066222
https://doi.org/10.1108/​13620431011066222
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2016.05.002
https://doi.org/10.52970/grmilf.v3i2.399
https://doi.org/10.1108/JWL-08-2021-0103
https://doi.org/10.1108/JWL-08-2021-0103
https://doi.org/10.1080/02678373.2018.1532068
https://doi.org/10.1080/02678373.2018.1532068
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2015.0242
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2015.0242
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-018-9545-x
https://doi.org/10.1177/1069072719857174
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJMCE-02-2018-0012
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20166570
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/sov041
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/sov041
https://doi.org/10.1177/1069072711436160
https://doi.org/10.21303/2504-5571.2023.002955
https://doi.org/10.21303/2504-5571.2023.002955
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2014.06.002
https://doi.org/10.1108/JAMR-11-2022-0225
https://doi.org/10.1111/joop.12149
https://doi.org/10.1080/19378629.2023.2272791

Van Wingerden, J., & Van der Stoep, J. (2018). The motivational potential of meaningful
work: Relationships with strengths use, work engagement, and performance.
PLoS One, 13(6), €0197599. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0197599

Waller, L. (2020). Fostering a sense of belonging in the workplace: Enhancing well-
being and a positive and coherent sense of self. In The Palgrave handbook of
workplace well-being (pp. 1-27).

Weeks, K.P., & Schaffert, C. (2019). Generational differences in definitions of
meaningful work: A mixed methods study. Journal of Business Ethics, 156,
1045-1061. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-017-3621-4

Widodo, S., & Suryosukmono, G. (2021). Spiritual leadership, workplace spirituality
and their effects on meaningful work: Self-transcendence as mediator role.
Management Science Letters, 11(7), 2115-2126. https://doi.org/10.5267/j.
msl.2021.2.016

Page 17 of 17 . Original Research

Wirawan, H., Jufri, M., & Saman, A. (2020). The effect of authentic leadership and
psychological capital on work engagement: The mediating role of job satisfaction.
Leadership & Organization Development Journal, 41(8), 1139-1154. https://doi.
org/10.1108/LODJ-10-2019-0433

Wong, AW., Wan, Y.K.P,, & Gao, J.H. (2017). How to attract and retain Generation Y
employees: An exploration of career choice and the meaning of work. Tourism
Management Perspectives, 23, 140-150. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2017.06.00

Wrzesniewski, A., & Dutton, J.E. (2001). Crafting a job: Revisioning employees as
active crafters of their work. Academy of Management Review, 26(2), 179-201.
https://doi.org/10.2307/259118

Zeglat, D., & Janbeik, S. (2019). Meaningful work and organizational outcomes: The
mediating role of individual work performance. Management Research Review,
42(7), 859-878. https://doi.org/10.1108/MRR-05-2018-0206

http://www.sajip.co.za . Open Access



http://www.sajip.co.za
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0197599
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-017-3621-4
https://doi.org/10.5267/j.msl.2021.2.016
https://doi.org/10.5267/j.msl.2021.2.016
https://doi.org/10.1108/LODJ-10-2019-0433
https://doi.org/10.1108/LODJ-10-2019-0433
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.​2017.06.00
https://doi.org/10.2307/259118
https://doi.org/10.1108/MRR-05-2018-0206

	﻿﻿Cultivating meaningful work for early-career professionals
	﻿Introduction
	﻿Background to the study

	﻿Literature review
	﻿Definition and conceptualisation of meaningful work
	﻿Importance of meaningful work experiences for early-career professionals
	﻿Factors contributing to meaningful work experiences
	﻿Individual-level and organisational-level interventions

	﻿Research design
	﻿Research approach
	﻿Research philosophy
	﻿Population and sample

	﻿Data collection
	﻿Data analysis and interpretation
	﻿Ensuring quality in data
	﻿Ethical considerations

	﻿Results
	﻿Theme 1: Dimensions of meaningful work
	﻿Sub-theme 1: Creating impact and purpose
	﻿Sub-theme 2: Experiencing personal growth and fulfilment
	﻿Sub-theme 3: Building supportive workplace relationships

	﻿Theme 2: Organisational enablers of meaningful work
	﻿Sub-theme 1: Supportive leadership
	﻿Sub-theme 2: Organisational culture
	﻿Sub-theme 3: Growth and development opportunities
	﻿Sub-theme 4: Structured mentorship

	﻿Theme 3: Core workplace values and professional conduct
	﻿Sub-theme 1: Ethical principles in practice
	﻿Sub-theme 2: Trust and confidentiality
	﻿Sub-theme 3: Responsibility and support for others

	﻿Theme 4: Enhancing work meaningfulness through supportive strategies
	﻿Sub-theme 1: Goal-oriented planning
	﻿Sub-theme 2: Skill development and growth
	﻿Sub-theme 3: Constructive feedback and communication
	﻿Sub-theme 4: Mentorship and networking

	﻿Theme 5: Overcoming challenges and cultivating resilience
	﻿Sub-theme 1: Navigating organisational change and work-life balance
	﻿Sub-theme 2: Communication gaps and delays in data processing
	﻿Sub-theme 3: Adapting to challenges and developing coping mechanisms
	﻿Sub-theme 4: Fostering personal and professional growth for meaningful work


	﻿Discussion
	﻿Theme 1: Dimensions of meaningful work
	﻿Theme 2: Organisational enablers of meaningful work
	﻿Theme 3: Core workplace values and professional conduct
	﻿Theme 4: Enhancing work meaningfulness through supportive strategies
	﻿Theme 5: Overcoming challenges and cultivating resilience
	﻿Implications for practice
	﻿Limitations and recommendations for future research

	﻿Conclusion
	﻿Acknowledgements
	﻿Competing interests
	﻿Authors’ contributions
	﻿Funding information
	﻿Data availability
	﻿Disclaimer

	﻿References
	Tables
	TABLE 1: Biographical profile of participants.
	TABLE 2: Themes, descriptions and sub-themes related to meaningful work.



