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The earth teaches us more about ourselves
than any book. Because it resists us. Humans
discovers themselves when they measure
themselves against the obstacle. But to reach
it, they need a tool. They need a planer, a
plough. The farmer, ploughing, little by little
tears some secret from nature, and the truth he
draws from it is universal. [...] it makes human

to confront all the old problems.!

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry Preface to ‘Terre

des hommes’, 1939.

' Unfortunately, | have not been able to find an English version of this Preface to the An-
toine de Saint-Exupéry’s Terre des hommes. The book has been translated into English but
proposing a distinct version in 1939 with the title Wind, Sand and the Stars. The extract,
which is present in the Italian edition of the book, is my translation from the Italian. Here
is the original Italian extract: ‘La terra ci insegna, su di noi, molto piu di qualunque libro.
Perché ci oppone resistenza. L uomo scopre se stesso quando si misure con 1’ostacolo. Ma
per raggiungerlo gli serve un attrezzo. Gli serve una pialla, un aratro. 1l contadino, arando,
strappo poco per volta qualche segreto alla natura, e la verita che ne trae ¢ universale. [...]
fa si che I’'uomo si confronti con tutti gli antichi problemi.’






ABSTRACT

In these current times of labour transformation and worldwide changes, one of the
most significant discussions in work and organisational psychology centres on the
ways in which individuals can satisfy their wish for meaning. In respect to this, the
phenomenon of meaningful work, which refers to the individual experience and
perception of work as holding significant value individually, socially, and/or inde-
pendently, gains momentum. As such, meaningful work represents a positive phe-
nomenon that people wish to have and organisations wish to provide. In the last
decades, scholars devoted to the study of the individual, work, and organisations
have witnessed the growing interest and efforts into its exploration. As a result,
multiple perspectives have been raised from within various disciplines. While this
demonstrates the importance of meaningful work, it also renders meaningful work
a contested topic that raises more questions than it answers. In particular, three main
paradoxes on the nature and process of meaningful work lie at the heart of the cur-
rent gaps in the literature on the phenomenon of meaningful work.

The aim of this dissertation is the advancement of theory and evidence about
the nature and processes of meaningful work via a psychological critical perspective
in order for the value of people and work to be recognised. To reach these aims, the
present dissertation consists of four main chapters reporting the four studies con-
ducted. Each of these will be presented in the general introduction chapter, where
we will explain the imperatives that led to the realisation of the dissertation and the
rationale for a psychological critical perspective within the context of valuing peo-
ple and work.

Chapter 1 presents a literature review covering the conceptual uncertainty
represented in Paradox 1, that is, on the nature of meaningful work through its tem-
poral view. Here, we conducted a broad literature review in order to answer ques-
tions on how to define meaningful work. We tried to understand to what extent
meaningful work can be considered as a subjective stable/permanent or an epi-
sodic/state experience of meaningfulness.

Chapters 2 and 3 represent the empirical part of the dissertation and will
cover Paradoxes 1 and 2. The uncertainty around meaningful work in work and

organisational psychology regards the tension between (a) meaningful work as a



purely subjective evaluation and (b) the impact of contextual features. This unan-
swered question is mainly due to the lack of empirical knowledge capable of offer-
ing indications on the distinctions between the two contraposing elements. Chapter
2 will present the cross-sectional study for the validation of a novel inventory aimed
at the assessment of meaningful work and its facets, the MEaning in Work Inven-
tory (ME-Work). The study presents the psychometrical properties of the scale and
advances knowledge on the contextual features of meaningful work. Chapter 3 will
extend this knowledge by investigating what makes a workday meaningful given
the exploration of the variations and fluctuations of meaningful work on a daily
basis. A Daily Diary Study has been conducted with the aim to comprehend the role
of daily work and the psychological conditions for the episodic experience of mean-
ingful work. Moreover, cross-level analysis has been applied to investigate the role
of subjective meaningful work.

Chapter 4 will cover the intricate knot regarding the proposition of a norma-
tive and emancipatory ideal of what is work in the context of work and organisa-
tional psychology (i.e. Paradox 3). The study of meaningful work occurs in a con-
text that lacks the comprehension of what it is and what represents work that could
be considered as a source of meaning. Given these questions, a literary analysis of
a fictional narrative has been conducted. The chapter will shed light on what work
means from a subjective stance by presenting the conditions for meaningful work
and linked experience.

The last part of the dissertation will present the narrative results. Given the
interdisciplinary and pluralistic nature of the research, the dissertation will narra-
tively propose an initial understanding of what is meaningful work through a critical

work and organisational perspective.



SOMMARIO

In questi ultimi anni, le complesse dinamiche delle trasformazioni del lavoro e delle
pressioni economiche e finanziarie hanno avuto notevoli riflessi nel campo della
psicologia del lavoro e delle organizzazioni in relazione al bisogno dell’individuo
di soddisfare il proprio bisogno di senso. Proprio sul bisogno di senso, la psicologia
del lavoro e delle organizzazioni si € quindi concentrata sul cosiddetto fenomeno
del meaningful work, o dell’esperienza e percezione del lavoro come portatore di
un valore significativo che puo essere individualmente costruito, socialmente de-
terminato o significativo indipendentemente dalle rispettive rappresentazioni.
Come tale il fenomeno del meaningful work rappresenta oggi un fenomeno mera-
mente positivo verso le quali sia il lavoratore che le organizzazioni riflettono la
propria attenzione (si pensi al bisogno di senso da parte di un lavoratore nello svol-
gere un compito lavorativo o al potenziale performativo associato ad un gruppo di
lavoratori motivato dal senso del proprio lavoro).

| riflessi contestuali e la messa in parola di tali dinamiche personali hanno
portato gli studiosi devoti allo studio del lavoro e delle organizzazioni ad assistere
ad una crescita notevole dell’interesse ¢ degli impegni di ricerca sul tema del mea-
ningful work negli ultimi 20 anni. Non sorprende dunque la presenza di numerose
prospettive dalla natura disciplinare varie sul tema. Ci0 fa si che risuoni I’impor-
tanza del fenomeno in oggetto ma ha reso e lo rende tuttora un fenomeno contestato
attorno al quale le domande di ricerca non hanno fatto altro che aumentare anziché
ridurre. Secondo la letteratura, alla base di tali domande stanno tre dilemmi teorici,
paradossi di ricerca, che comprendono quelli che sono i vuoti della conoscenza at-
torno al fenomeno del meaningful work.

Il presente lavoro ha I’obiettivo di proporre un tentativo di avanzamento
della teoria e dell’evidenza relativa alla natura ¢ ai processi sottostanti del fenomeno
del meaningful work secondo una prospettiva psicologia critica nel presupposto di
svolgere un lavoro di ricerca che valorizzi la persona e il lavoro. Quattro macro-
capitoli costituiscono le riflessioni e le investigazioni centrali del presente lavoro
dove vengono prese in considerazione i paradossi di ricerca evidenziati nell’intro-
duzione. Infatti, i tre paradossi di ricercar relative al fenomeno del meaningful work

verranno enucleati e presentati all’inizio della tesi focalizzandosi anche sugli



apporti della letteratura scientifica sin qui prodotta e gli imperativi per la condu-
zione di un lavoro critico e multidisciplinare.

Il Capitolo 1 affrontera il primo paradosso relativo alla natura temporale del
fenomeno, ovvero analizzando le condizioni entro cui considerare il fenomeno
come prettamente personale e stabile o come occasionale e situazionale. Per fare
questo, il Capitolo 1 riporta una vasta rassegna della letteratura narrative con la
quale si & tentato di proporre alcune risposte iniziali ed un’agenda di ricerca.

Capitolo 2 e Capitolo 3 rappresentano la parte squisitamente empirica della
tesi e interesseranno i paradossi 1 e 2. Per quanto riguarda il Capitolo 2, qui si dara
conto della necessita di comprendere la dimensione contestuale relativa al feno-
meno del meaningful work considerandolo quindi come doppiamente definito come
inerentemente soggettivo ma riflesso contestualmente. Tale paradosso e presente in
letteratura per via della mancanza di un corpo empirico che sia in grado di proporre
una comprensione distintiva e comprensiva. Si e condotto quindi uno studio tra-
sversale tramite cui si & validata una scala di misura il MEaning in Work Inventory
(ME-Work) in grado di evidenziare entrambe le dimensioni e le relative associa-
zioni. Il Capitolo 3 estende sia la componente teorica sviluppata nel Capitolo 1 sia
le evidenze del Capitolo 2 considerendo entrambi i paradossi in un’unica investiga-
zione empirica longitudinale basata sul metodo dei Diary Studies. Qui si dara conto
dei fattori psicologici e lavorativi giornalieri in combinazione con la dimensione
personale determinanti I’esperienza di significato al lavoro nel quotidiano.

Il Capitolo 4 invece tentera di rispondere il nodo di ricerca relativo ad una
concettualizzazione del lavoro che dia motivo di pensare al lavoro come fonte di
senso. Infatti, un problema in letteratura riguarda 1’impeto verso questo fenomeno
positivo che e il meaningful work che tuttavia avviene in mancanza di una concet-
tualizzazione del lavoro all’interno della disciplina. Si & condotta una lettura tema-
tica di un testo narrativo nel tentativo di proporre una metodologia che, sebbene
piuttosto trascurata nel campo di ricerca, fosse in grado di dare alcune risposte ini-
ziali su un tema di ricerca difficile da esplorare.

Infine, la tesi dara voce alle maggiori conclusioni e al percorso di ricerca
condotto in quella che viene definita essere una narrazione dei risultati in presenza

di una sintesi di un percorso multidisciplinare e pluralistico. In tal modo, la tesi si
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conclude tentando di avanzare alcune iniziali indicazioni di ricerca sul fenomeno e
sulle possibilita offerte da una prospettiva di ricerca come quella della psicologia

critica.
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INTRODUCTION

The well-known Italian novelist Primo Levi wrote (1978) that ‘to live hap-
pily you have to have something to do’ (p. 189), hereby claiming the centrality of
work to the human condition. Another well-known philosopher of the second half
of the XXI century, Simone Weil, appealed similarly. She suggested that ‘the sense
of being useful and even indispensable are vital needs of the human soul’, explain-
ing that ‘a complete deprivation of this is found in the example of the unemployed,
even when he [sic] is subsidised so as to allow him to eat, to dress, to pay the rent.
He [sic] represents nothing’ (1952, p. 14). Nowadays, these 40-plus-years old sen-
tences echo in the contemporary debates on the topic of meaningful work, or work
as source of meaning in life and daily activity, reflecting a need in today’s society
to value human life through work.

Work matters in contemporary society, as it did in the past, despite the fact
that we, due to the ongoing globalisation, labour market changes, and digitalisation,
are experiencing an era of precariousness and uncertainty around the world of work.
Today, work matters because it has fulfilling aspects for individuals that are asso-
ciated with these individuals’ sense of calling or to a potential sense of purpose and
significance in its connection to the other spheres of life. The phenomenon of mean-
ingful work contains a broad view since it refers to the individual experience and
perception of work as holding significant value — individually, socially, or inde-
pendently. We talk about meaningful work when we refer to a person who views
their work as having an intrinsic meaning that can be individually defined (e.g. as
related to their sense of calling) or socially recognised (e.g. sense of contribution),
or is inherent to the work itself (i.e. independently of the individual and social rep-
resentations). The person enjoys doing their work and tends to perform responsibly
and with quality. Meaningful work represents a positive phenomenon that people
wish to have, and organisations wish to provide as well. People spend at least a third
of their lives at work. Consequently, they want a job that feels meaningful, as pro-
fession is at the core of one’s identity (Schnell, 2020). In respect to organisations

and institutions, meaningful work represents one of the key potentials for
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employees’ job performance and organisational climate, which, in turn, positively
affects the level of productivity.

In light of this, in the last decades, scholars devoted to research on the indi-
vidual, work, organisations, and institutions have witnessed an increase in the ex-
ploration of the topic of meaningful work, and multiple perspectives have been
raised from within various disciplines. While confirming its importance and provid-
ing evidence of the widespread quest for meaningfulness from people to organisa-
tions,? this endeavour has rendered meaningful work a contested topic: questions
have accumulated, and a series of paradoxes lie at the heart of the knowledge on
meaningful work. In the context of work and organisational psychology, such am-
biguities make it difficult to understand the nature and processes of meaningful
work. This is even more evident in today’s context of the neoliberal economy and
labour transitions, where employment becomes ever more precarious and at risk of
exploitation, threatening the value of people and work and challenging the individ-
ual quest for meaningfulness in work.

Emerging critical perspectives on meaningful work have challenged exist-
ing theories and evidence by supporting the imperative for deeper investigations
into the topic in view of critical and pluralistic approaches to the notion of mean-
ingful work (Yeoman et al., 2019). Despite this growing interest, the literature is
sparse around questions on the nature and processes of meaningful work. Thus, the
imperatives comes from the awareness that there are still important gaps in our
knowledge on ‘how a sense of meaningfulness arises, persists, or is challenged’

(Bailey et al., 2019, p. 481). The necessity for deeper investigations stands at the

2 National and international surveys have extensively reported the widespread quest for
meaningful work brought forward by individuals. In their recent work, Schnell (2020) and
Schnell and Hoffmann (2020) have offered a comprehensive view of these trends. Sum-
ming up, according to an international survey amongst the populations in Western Europe
in 2019, an average of 55% of the 22,000 respondents reported preferring more meaningful
work than earnings (XING, 2019). Similar results have been reported amongst a younger
population, where employees and entrepreneurs at the beginning of their career have been
reported to be in search of more meaningful occupations rather than looking for career
progress or salary (Nuremberg Institute for Market Decisions and St. Gallen Symposium,
2019). Other national and international surveys confirm these figures. In a large survey
conducted amongst North America, Asia-Pacific regions, and European countries, 51% of
the 100,000 employees surveyed reported willing to choose a job that was meaningful when
able to change their work (Kelly Services, 2009).
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nexus between the plethora of unanswered questions on meaningful work and the
impetus for supporting the individual’s quest for meaning in contemporary society.

In the present doctoral dissertation, such imperatives are acknowledged. We
applied a critical perspective to the current gaps in the literature on meaningful work
to identify the specific paradoxes at the basis of these gaps. Then, we conducted
four critical investigations characterised by a methodological and theoretical plu-
rality for approaching the boundaries of knowledge. Overall, we aimed at comple-
menting the scientific literature by endeavouring to show that a critical work and
organisational perspective on meaningful work can be beneficial to both scholars
and practitioners who aim to recognise and support the value of people at work in
today’s society.

In the following sections, we will first give indications to the reader on
what meaningful work is and what it means by distinguishing it from the meaning
of work notion. We will complement this part with an overview of the theory and
evidence on meaningful work in work and organisational psychology. These clar-
ifications will offer the basis to present the paradoxes on which we built the re-
search agenda. In conclusion, we will display the dissertation’s structure by sum-
marising the contributions of each chapter and to what extent they address the
paradoxes, that is, the gaps in the literature on meaningful work in the domain of

work and organisational psychology.

On meaningful work

As previously mentioned, in the last two decades, scholars within sociology,
psychology, philosophy, ethics, political theory, and theology have become more
closely interested in the conceptualisation, dynamics, processes, and nature of
meaningful work (Michaelson et al., 2014). These endeavours are part of an ex-
panding effort to better understand the factors that contribute to the phenomenon
(Pratt & Ashforth, 2003; Rosso et al., 2010), which can be defined as the positive
experience and perception that one’s own work is significant in a broader sense. It
is extensively recognised that meaningful work covers a wider spectrum of factors

that may benefit from workers to social systems (Lepisto & Pratt, 2017), as long as
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the proliferation of reflections and explorations on this subject highlight its prag-
matic and moral concern (Yeoman et al., 2019).

In contrast to these undertakings, the only thing authors agree on is that no
one can agree on what meaningful work means (Bailey & Madden, 2020). When
authors try to synthesise and propose a comprehensive view, they inevitably face
the controversial and contested nature of meaningfulness. They are forced to high-
light the contradictions and intricate knots around the multifaceted and complex
character of the meaningful work phenomenon (Bailey et al., 2019; Yeoman et al.,
2019).

Aiming at presenting the underlying paradoxes within the theories and
linked empirical knowledge on meaningful work in work and organisational psy-
chology, it is helpful to establish an overview at the outset of how authors discuss
the phenomenon by providing a comprehensive overview of what meaningful work
is in the context of work and organisational psychology. In this, two main objects
of analysis are relevant: the discrimination of the terms used, and the array of per-

spectives on how to define meaningful work.
The meaning of meaningful work

At its core, the concept of meaningful work is terminologically complicated
in itself. Although meaning is intuitively intelligible, the concept of meaning is dif-
ficult to present. Moreover, this complication increases when talking about mean-
ingful work, meaningfulness, meaning of work, or meaning in work, which are terms
commonly used in the literature on meaningful work. Authors present all these
terms both as distinct and interconnected. Therefore, in order to present what mean-
ingful work is, the first step is to understand what the meaning of meaningful work
is terminologically.

Meaning regards the process of having made a sense of something (Pratt &
Ashforth, 2003). Generally speaking, meaning refers to what something signifies.
In the context of work, the meaning of work is the result of the individual interpre-
tation of what their work means, which is linked to one’s role and its social value.
To mention a few examples: work is alienation, work is money, work is a calling.
Moreover, in contrast with what meaningful work is, the meaning of work does not

necessarily have a positive valence. The meaning of work can be positive, negative,
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or neutral (Lepisto & Pratt, 2017) and depends on the history of an individual, their
social environment, and so on. In short, the term of generally refers to what some-
thing signifies to one individual. Hence, using this terminology indicates the cog-
nitive process by which an individual interprets and attaches a meaning to their
work (Willner et al., 2019; Wrzesniewski, 2003), although it can have a different
value (Lepisto & Pratt, 2017) pertaining to when work per se is at issue (Schnell et
al., 2013).

Meaningful work, meaningfulness, and meaning in/at refer to significance,
subjective experience, and perception of the value of work, which is, by implica-
tion, positive (Allan et al., 2018; Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009; Rosso et al., 2010;
Schnell et al., 2013). As such, the fact that an individual gives a certain meaning to
their work does not necessarily imply that the work can be meaningful. Meaning-
fulness only indicates the amount of meaning that an individual attributes to some-
thing, that is, their work (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003; Rosso et al., 2010). The amount
of meaning that individual attributes can vary greatly in relation to a more general
experience of their work or in reference to a single event during a workday. Ac-
cording to this general definition, meaningful work refers to an inherently subjec-
tive evaluation, which can also be impacted at a contextual level, and therefore by
the environment, and by the working and subjective conditions during the working
day. Beyond this, we speak of meaningful work when we speak of work that is
experienced as particularly meaningful and positive for the individual.

Speaking of ‘meaning of” and ‘meaningful’ can lead to various overlaps. In
fact, the term ‘meaningful’ is also used in reference to other terminologies, such as
‘meaning in work’, ‘meaningfulness at work’, and so on. However, the use of these
terms does not so much determine a different connotation of the phenomenon but
rather a theoretical distinction that acts as a background. Some authors have used
the term ‘meaningfulness at work’ to indicate the experience of meaning in the
workplace, thereby distinguishing it from ‘meaningfulness of work’, which indi-
cates the amount of meaning associated with a specific role or task. However, this
distinction, proposed by Pratt and Ashforth (2003), has been considered far less in
the research domain of work and organisations by virtue of the univocal terms

‘meaningful work’ or ‘meaningfulness’. Other authors have used the term ‘meaning
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in work’ to indicate an overall assessment of the elements that constitute meaning-
ful work (Schnell & Hoffmann, 2020). However, even here the distinction is rather
tenuous, and these distinctions are more in line with studies that associates work as
a source of meaning with a more general meaning of work. Moreover, this general
endeavour of terminologies has led to a lack of consensus about how to define and
conceptualise meaningful work.

Consequently, authors tend to prefer the use of the term ‘meaningful work’
regardless of the reference trend. In this way, the faint distinctions between the
terms can be traced back to the research aims and methodologies adopted. The use-
ful and necessary differentiation concerns the delimitation between what concerns
‘the meaning of” and ‘meaningfulness’. Additionally, such a term is meant to cover
a broad and comprehensive definition as a general subjective evaluation that can be
impacted by contextual factors. In this dissertation, we have aligned ourselves with
the use of the term meaningful work to determine the specificity of the phenomenon

in question.
Theories on meaningful work

Despite these controversies over what meaningful work is, work and organ-
isational psychology scholars have increasingly brought to the debate a number of
investigations over meaningful work. This impetus on the exploration of meaning-
ful work has rendered it more difficult to understand the conceptualisation and the-
orisations of the meaningful work phenomenon. As noted above, the area of study
now includes various and different disciplines, from organisation and management
studies to sociology, philosophy, and political theory. Despite the numerous efforts
made by many scholars, be they critical or not, it reflects the epistemological and
ontological uncertainty around the phenomenon. In turn, this makes it problematic
to propose generalisable theories (Bailey & Madden, 2020).

In the context of work and organisational psychology, the problem becomes
more consolidated. Although there has been a significant increase in theories relat-
ing to the phenomenon during the last twenty years, the first hints to meaningful
work can be already found in the second half of the 1900s. Recently, these theories
and conceptualisations have been subjected to theoretical review and discussion

(Bailey et al., 2018). A comprehensive picture of this shows the classification of
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the theoretical frameworks around which authors have drawn their various perspec-
tives on meaningful work, namely, the Job Characteristic Model (JCM; Hackman
& Oldlham, 1976), work engagement theory (Kahn, 1990), psychological empow-
erment (Li, Chen, & Kuo, 2008; Montani, Boudrias, & Pigeon, 2017), transforma-
tional leadership theory (Arnold et al., 2007), the Job Demands-Resources frame-
work (Steger et al., 2013), positive psychology (Tummers & Knies, 2013), and the
Psychology of Working Framework (Bunderson & Thompson, 2009; Duffy & Dik,
2013).

In the first case, authors proposed investigations based on the JCM model.
Here, meaningful work concerns one of the three psychological states that an indi-
vidual can experience in their work context in the pursuit of positive outcomes for
the organisation. The possibility of experiencing a certain level of meaningfulness
at work is determined by three dimensions at work, that is, (a) the variety of tasks,
(b) their significance, and (c) the worker’s perception of identification with their
tasks. Given the experience of meaningful work, workers would increase their mo-
tivation, improve job performance, and have greater job satisfaction. In addition,
meaningful work would be an antecedent to minimal abstentionism and turnover
risk. Therefore, the authors who considered the JCM model conducted studies based
on the identification of meaningful work at the level of the worker’s perception of
meaning, where meaningfulness is attributed by perceiving the work as decent and
meaningful from the tasks performed.

In line with this model, theoretical extensions have been proposed by au-
thors, which have given rise to further theorisations of the phenomenon, namely,
the strand concerning the theory of personal role engagement and that of psycho-
logical empowerment. Khan (1990) proposed a theorisation of the phenomenon of
meaningful work within the study of personal role engagement or the level of ex-
perience of subjective work engagement. This model led to subsequent explorations
of meaningful work, which were considered in parallel with the subjective condi-
tions for a higher level of meaningful work, such as psychological safety and avail-
ability. Others have extended the JCM theory by considering meaningful work as
an antecedent to the level of psychological empowerment (Li, Chen, & Kuo, 2008;

Montani, Boudrias, & Pigeon, 2017). Here, the authors supported the understanding
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of the meaningful work phenomenon as a motivational state or orientation towards
work concerning the individual worker themselves.

As for the strand relating to transformational leadership theory, this has been
used to explain how levels of meaningfulness can be increased amongst employees
(e.g., Arnold et al., 2007). In this case, meaningful work is understood as a subjec-
tive personal state preceding an increased level of work motivation. These studies
therefore tend to associate certain aspects of leadership with meaningful work in
addition to other dimensions, such as participative or constructive management
styles.

Other authors have reported their explorations based on the Job Demands-
Resources model, where meaningful work is considered as a mediator between
work context and individual outcomes (Steger et al., 2013). In these cases, unitarist
models have been proposed, which relate to the worker’s overall evaluation of their
own work as holding meaning. Here, the subjective assessment of the meaningful-
ness of work is made to correspond to the personal assessment of the individual’s
life. Once again, we are talking about an assessment of a personal and stable level
of meaningfulness.

Moreover, a series of studies in the field of so-called positive psychology
have proposed diverse perspectives on the phenomenon of meaningful work. Here,
some authors theorise meaningful work as a eudemonic psychological state that
includes a subjective sense of appreciation of work arising from (a) work itself, (b)
the relationship between the individual’s life and work, and (c) the individual’s need
to contribute to something greater (Steger et al., 2012). Meaningful work thus be-
comes a psychological state resulting from a more general evaluation of work as a
source of meaning. In addition to this, other authors in the strand of positive psy-
chology have conceptualised meaningful work as the result of the combination of
calling and work. In this case, meaningful work refers to the psychological state
resulting from the positive evaluation of having found work for oneself (Bunderson
& Thomposon, 2009). The latter also includes the conceptualisation of meaningful
work according to the Psychology of Working Framework (Duffy & Dik, 2013),
where authors have introduced the notion of decent work. In this case, work is as-

sessed as meaningful in relation to both the vocational aspect, that is, as a calling,
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and the conditions and quality of work, that is, as decent work. However, such a
conceptualisation is unable to provide a comprehensive picture in the case of evi-
dence of a low level of decent work or in the absence of a correspondence between
calling and work where workers nevertheless have a high level of meaningful work.

Finally, a broader strand conceptualises the phenomenon of meaningful
work from the so-called strand of workplace spirituality (Milliman et al., 2017),
which concerns a more humanistic approach to the psychology of work and organ-
isations. Here, the authors focus on the innate meaning-seeking aspect of each in-
dividual. As such, individuals would seek meaning for their existence through
work. In turn, some authors have focused on work-related aspects of the context as
being in line with the individual’s need to cultivate their own existential meaning.
In contrast to the previous strands, they consider meaningful work not so much in
terms of desired work outcomes, such as job performance or organisational produc-
tivity. These authors consider work in a more precise sense in that work is part of
the individual’s meaning-making process, which comprises a sense of self-actuali-
sation and self-fulfilment.

It is therefore not surprising that the most agreed upon aspect in the literature
on meaningful work is that no one knows how to come up with a precise definition
or theory. Current views on meaningful work face certain dilemmas over the mean-
ing and salient dimensions of meaningfulness, all of which led to a stalemate on the
comprehension of the phenomenon itself. Moreover, the tendency to restrict the
study of the phenomenon to specific organisational outcomes (e.g., job perfor-
mance) has led to making mainstream instrumental and coercive research for or-
ganisational productivity (Bailey et al., 2017). Work and organisational psycholo-
gists have considered processes and conditions for the experience of meaningful
work ‘rather than whether or why work can be meaningful or not” (Michaelson,
2019, p. 9) or what happens if individuals fail to find meaning in their work (Lepisto
& Pratt, 2017). Whether meaningful work is defined as a subjective evaluation or
an episodic experience, authors identified a variety of individual and organisational
factors (e.g., task significance, job crafting, and psychological affects) according to
which meaningful work can be malleable (Lysova et al., 2019) for potential positive

proximal and distal outcomes, such as employees’ well-being, job performance, and
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organisational productivity (Allan et al., 2019). However, the number of controver-
sies about the unitarist and positivist models renders uncertain and questionable
whether all the studies conducted about meaningful work actually have investigated

the phenomenon itself (Bailey et al., 2019).
Paradoxes on meaningful work

This overview highlights how the phenomenon of meaningful work is in-
herently tensional. The tension lies in it being a contested topic, that is, none can
agree on what meaningful work is in the negotiation and opposition between mean-
ings and theories. For example, is meaningful work a motivational attitude towards
work or an episodic experience at work (Mitra & Buzzanell, 2017)? As such, these
tensions are ongoing practical dilemmas in the search for what constitutes and en-
tails the phenomenon of meaningful work (Lips-Wiersma et al., 2016), which can
be viewed into the so-called notion of theoretical paradoxes (Smith et al., 2017).

In the presence of theoretical tensions in the literature, paradoxical thinking
allows researchers to problematise and address challenging or controversial ques-
tions around a topic that remain unanswered when framed within existing thinking.
Indeed, a paradox denotes a persistent tension between interdependent elements.
The focus is on understanding the tensions — the elements that seem logical in iso-
lation but inconsistent when juxtaposed — and responses that embrace the tensions,
that is, between two mutually opposing, interdependent, and complementary di-
mensions. For example, is meaningful work a personal motivational phenomenon
or an occasional psychological state during the workday? Is it a personal, intrinsic
state or a generalised state due to its context? If authors consider work as a source
of meaning, then what is the emancipatory and normative conceptualisation of
work?

These last three questions correspond to the three paradoxes that lie at the
basis of the gaps and controversies in the literature on meaningful work. The over-
view of the definitions, theorisations, and trends in research on the topic of mean-
ingful work in work and organisational psychology have raised a series of questions
that remain unanswered. However, they point towards a rich agenda for research.
In the plethora of contributions within the literature on meaningful work, critical

scholars have made several significant advances by extending, expanding on, or
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challenging the existing theories and empirical evidence. This is of particular con-
cern to the three core paradoxes that are at the heart of the debate. These paradoxes
represent neglected topics in meaningful work literature and have directed the stud-

ies contained in the present doctoral dissertation.

Paradox 1. Meaningful work is a potential motivational attitude and relates to a
sense of the value of one’s work, yet it is also temporally dynamic, partial, or

episodic.

The phenomenon of meaningful work refers to a pervasive sense of the
value of one’s work (Rosso et al., 2010; Tablan, 2019). However, ‘it may be tem-
porary, partial or episodic’ (Bailey et al., 2019, p. 495). As seen in the overview of
theories on meaningful work within work and organisational psychology, authors
have proposed diverse perspectives by which meaningful work sometimes appears
as a stable subjective evaluation and sometimes as an episodic state at work. In the
second case, some authors have insisted on the episodic nature of meaningful work,
for example by suggesting that it occurs when ‘work events, work encounters, or
work contexts gain significance, or spiritual value that transform the meaning of
work itself’ (Yeoman et al., 2019, p. 152). This is also the case for contributions on
meaningful work and self-transcendental experiences. Self-transcendence suggests
that an irregular and unusual experience of human potential exists, which is related
to the episodic experience of spiritual and social connections between the individ-
ual’s inner and outer lives at work (Bailey & Madden, 2017). Likewise, there are
authors who insist on defining meaningful work as a state of flux that is linked to
specific events and conditions of work (Mitra & Buzzanell, 2017). Again, other
authors have defined meaningful work in terms of a permanent, or steady, mindset
construct, or as the result of a match between a person and specific contents of work
and context (Allan et al., 2019; May et al., 2004; Rosso et al., 2010). Although these
contributions suggest that there are conceptual issues that need to be incorporated
in definitions of meaningful work, questions remain unanswered on whether mean-
ingful work is a personal subjective assessment or a mere episodic experience.

Taken together, this paradoxical question on the temporal nature of mean-

ingful work, that is, its static or episodic nature, exposes core conceptual tensions
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and opens the possibility for a broader comprehension of meaningful work. The
literature nevertheless lacks comprehension on how an individual’s sense of mean-
ingfulness is raised or persists. Solving such a paradox can provide pieces of
knowledge to help work and organisational psychology with its theory building,
research conducting, and training practice. For example, a perspective on what
meaningful work is in terms of its temporal nature could simply offer authors the
possibility to identify the limits and conditions of meaningful work in the context
of work and organisational psychology. Moreover, the assumption of this distinc-
tion, as well as its inclusion in empirical investigation, can offer initial insights on
how and to what extent individual differences can play a role in the experience of
meaningful work during a workday. Ultimately, such an understanding could indi-
cate whether organisational interventions should be focused on job quality or on the

employee’s experience of the work.

Paradox 2. Meaningfulness is a subjective assessment, yet it is also context-de-
pendent and grounded in an external, objective context that shapes why and when

meaningfulness arises.

By viewing the current critical scrutiny of the literature on meaningful work,
one of the assumptions of studies on meaningful work ‘is that it is a sustained, per-
vasive positive attitude towards one’s job’ (Bailey et al., 2019, p. 495). However,
that attitude can be impacted by the context, which occasionally occurs when re-
lated to specific psychological and work conditions (Bailey et al., 2019; Tommasi
et al., 2020). Accordingly, the overview presented above showed how separate in-
dividual and organisational factors can interact and influence the presence of mean-
ingful work. In light of this, a sole focus on individual experience leaves questions
about the sources and processes behind it unanswered. Likewise, when the focus is
exclusively on contextual factors, the individual subjective experience is minimised
(Rosso et al., 2010). Additionally, meaningful work is intended as a positive expe-
rience that responds to the individual’s quest for meaning in their work and life.
However, empirical evidence of the extent to which work is experienced as mean-

ingless are unclear and not yet examined (Bailey & Madden, 2020; Groeneveld et
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al., 2011; Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009). Likewise, the role of individual differ-
ences behind working conditions is still unclear, since current empirical examina-
tions rarely address how personal and organisational characteristics might affect
meaningful work experiences. A significant lack amongst the theoretical and em-
pirical knowledge on meaningful work concerns the overall open question on what
matters for the experience of meaningful work: the individual subjective assess-
ment, the context, or both (Allan, 2017; Lysova et al., 2019)?

Such a thorough understanding of the psychological and contextual nature
of meaningful work is meant to support the adoption of a lens adequate to the com-
prehension of factors that are subsumed and present within the meaningful work
phenomenon (Bailey et al., 2018; Fletcher & Schofield, 2019). Theoretically, ad-
dressing this paradox offers opportunities for specifying the features that will foster
meaningfulness on an organisational and individual level. Pragmatically, in terms
of research conducting, the presence of non-specific items or items that conflate
meaningful work with other constructs has raised doubts amongst scholars about
the measures’ criterion validity. Besides, in quantitative approaches, some authors
have neglected factors that can ensure a meaningful work experience, that is, or-
ganisational and societal factors, which calls for comprehensive measures of the
working conditions for meaningful work (Lepisto & Pratt, 2017; Rosso et al., 2010).
Moreover, pointing out possible distinctions amongst individual and organisational
aspects can help practitioners to specify targets and the classes of agents to be ad-

dressed when devising interventions.

Paradox 3. Meaningful work theories assume that work leads to meaningfulness,
yet they lack an emancipatory and normative ideal of work, namely, what it is and

what represents work that could be considered as a source of meaning.

The concept of meaningful work is always characterised by a positive va-
lence and much empirical evidence has been produced to evaluate the outcomes.
Moreover, ‘meaningful work’ management strategies have been devised and pro-
posed for performative intent. This happens despite the uncertainty about the pre-

cise conceptual definition of meaningful work and how it can be distinguished from
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other positive concepts of work. This reminds us to concern ourselves with the need
to identify a concept of work in work and organisational psychology that expresses
at its core an emancipatory and normative ideal of work by asking how it can be
meaningful, why work is a source of meaning, why it matters psychologically, and
how employees find meaningfulness. Work and organisational psychology tends to
focus more on the positive valence of specific work dimensions (i.e., meaningful
work), neglecting relevant issues linked to the world of work itself (Lepisto & Pratt,
2017). It appears that current views and related empirical research tend to exclude
the incorporation of the attribution of the meaning of work (Bailey & Madden,
2020). In contrast, initial understandings on the concept of work and its role for
human life can shed light on the tensions around contested topics in the literature,
such as the phenomenon of meaningful work itself.

National and international surveys have extensively reported the widespread
quest for meaning in work brought forward by individuals. People spend at least
one-third of their life at work, and, consequently, they want a job that feels mean-
ingful, as profession stands at the core of their identity (Schnell, 2020). Meaningful
work has become a pragmatic and moral concern (Yeoman et al., 2019). However,
uncertainty remains over the meaning and features that render work meaningful
(Bailey et al., 2019) under a neoliberal economy that instrumentalises practices for
organisations’ performative intents (Bal & Daoci, 2018). In this context, that of a
neoliberal economy and neoclassical managerial and political strategies, employ-
ment becomes ever more precarious and at risk of exploitation, which challenges
the quest for meaningfulness. Despite these controversies, work and organisational
scholars have witnessed a growing number of investigations into meaningful work.
However, the lack of an emancipatory and normative ideal of what work is renders
uncertain and questionable whether all those studies conducted about meaningful
work have investigated the actual phenomenon itself (Bailey et al., 2019). Emerging
perspectives on meaningful work using a critical lens have challenged existing as-
sumptions within the literature of work and organisational studies by echoing the
imperative for conducting research to explore the meaning of work and the condi-
tions that make, or not make, work meaningful (Bailey et al., 2019; Yeoman et al.,
2019).
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Aim of the dissertation and overview of the contributions

The overall aim of this dissertation is to gain a deeper understanding of the
nature of, and processes concerning, meaningful work. It aims to investigate current
gaps in the literature and the current paradoxes lying at their heart through a critical
work and organisational psychology lens. Therefore, the three paradoxes reported
above will be addressed in the following chapters. Here, we will present the studies
we have conducted using a critical lens and a pluralistic approach that resulted in
different research designs, that is, a systematic literature review, a cross-sectional
study, a Daily Diary Study, and a literary analysis.

Figure 1 shows how and to what extent each chapter will address one or
more paradoxes concerning the nature and processes of meaningful work. The pre-
sent introduction is aimed at reporting the rationale behind the doctoral dissertation
and its research meaning. As seen, the centrality of work in human life goes from
its pervasive aspect in the individual’s life to the possibility that work can be a
source of meaning. All in all, it led authors to question what makes work meaning-
ful. Theoretical, empirical, and applied perspectives in work and organisational psy-
chology have raised questions during the last two decades, despite of which these

theoretical tensions, that is, paradoxes, remain unresolved.
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Figure 1. A graphical depiction of the overall research model of the dissertation
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Chapter 1 will cover Paradox 1, on the nature of meaningful work through
its temporal view. Given the uncertainty around the meaning of meaningful work,
Tommasi, Ceschi, and Sartori (2020) conducted a broad literature review in order
to answer questions on how to define meaningful work. Here, we tried to understand
to what extent meaningful work can be considered as a subjective stable/permanent
or an episodic/state experience of meaningfulness. The intricate knots that will be
presented in Chapter 1 cover three main dimensions of analysis. Firstly, Tommasi
and colleagues will show how authors have failed to address the ambiguity around
the meaning of meaningful work and present the limitations of the current literature
in terms of its temporal nature. Secondly, the authors will take into account the
definitions proposed up until when the literature review was conducted, from March
2019 to September 2019. Here, the authors will propose an initial definition of
meaningful work that will shed light on the dimensions subsumed under the expe-
rience of meaningful work. Thirdly, these dimensions will be presented in order to
offer indications and implications to both theory building, research conducting, and
applied perspectives.

Chapters 2 and 3 represent the empirical part of the dissertation and will
cover Paradoxes 1 and 2. As seen, the uncertainty around meaningful work in work
and organisational psychology regards the tension between (a) meaningful work as
a purely subjective evaluation and (b) the impact of contextual features. This unan-
swered question is mainly due to the lack of empirical knowledge able to offer in-
dications on the distinctions between the two contraposing elements. In particular,
in the presence of unitarist models of analysis and non-specific items, it has ren-
dered empirical knowledge on meaningful work uncertain. In Chapter 2, Tommasi,
Sartori, Ceschi, and Schnell (2021) will present the cross-sectional study for the
validation of a novel inventory aimed at the assessment of meaningful work and its
facets, the MEaning in Work Inventory (ME-Work). This scale has been developed
in order to provide an overall comprehension of the dimensions underpinning the
subjective evaluation of meaningful work. The study has been conducted on a large
Italian sample (N = 624) and was the object of an international collaboration be-
tween the Department of Human Sciences of the University of Verona and the



Institute of Psychology of the University of Innsbruck, which lasted eight months
in 2020.

In Chapter 3, Tommasi, Sartori, Dickert & Ceschi, (under review) will ex-
tend this knowledge by investigating what makes a workday meaningful. Here, the
chapter will cover both Paradoxes 1 and 2 given the exploration of the variations
and fluctuations of meaningful work on a daily basis. Indeed, a Daily Diary Study
has been conducted with the aim to comprehend the role of daily work and the
psychological conditions for the episodic experience of meaningful work. Moreo-
ver, cross-level analysis has been applied to investigate the role of subjective mean-
ingful work. Accordingly, the authors applied the method of the Diary Study design
to shed light both on the temporal nature of meaningful work and the individual and
contextual features underpinning meaningful work.

Chapter 4 will cover the proposition of a normative and emancipatory ideal
of what is work in the context of work and organisational psychology. As seen pre-
viously, work and organisational psychologists are inclined to the perpetuation of
positive concepts of work, such as meaningful work. This occurs in a context that
lacks the comprehension of what is and what represents work that could be consid-
ered as a source of meaning. Given these questions and the external resources pre-
sent at the time the research was conducted (from January 2021 to May 2021),
Tommasi, Degen, Sartori, Bal (submitted) will address Paradox 3 by use of literary
analysis. The analysis of fiction as it is applied in the study of work — as it explores
the possibilities to analyse organisational and psychological phenomena — is based
on the assumption that fiction offers a unique form of knowledge, similar to aca-
demic forms of knowledge. Tommasi and colleagues will present the potential of
such a method following the push for a critical approach on the rise within the cur-
rent literature of work and organisational psychology. Then, the authors will shed
light on what work means from a subjective stance by presenting the conditions for
meaningful work and linked experience.

Thanks to the pluralistic and interdisciplinary approach this critical lens of-
fers, the contributions of the dissertation will give initial insights into a psychology
of meaningful work. These will be presented and largely discussed in the last part

of the dissertation, the conclusion. Here, the results will be narratively presented
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given the diverse methodologies used. After a discussion on the limitations that
characterise the present three-year research project, the conclusion will then bring
forth the initial insights and advance the scenery for a psychology of meaningful
work. Ultimately, as an example of pluralistic and interdisciplinary approach, we,
the authors of the present critical investigation on meaningful work, hope to offer a
means to address current theoretical tensions and paradoxes that might lead to the
neglecting of the value of people and work (Bal, 2020; Symon & Cassell, 2006).
The critical work and organisational psychology lens has been proposed by ac-
knowledging the need in the conducting of critical reflections on theory and re-
search on meaningful work phenomenon. Accordingly, we tried to do research that
could help provide a novel understanding of working phenomena; we pursued an
epistemological and pragmatic improvement of research for the benefit of people

and work in the field of work and organisational psychology.
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I CONNECTION LINE

e Authors have paid considerable attention to how to define the meaningful
work construct. This has led to providing comprehensive definitions in the
light of different theoretical frameworks that reflect a degree of contestation
within the field.

e Several of them have proposed definitions linked to the individuals’ perva-
sive sense of the value of their work. Others have offered descriptions cen-
tred on their temporal, episodic nature and emphasizing the individual’s oc-
casional work experience. Together, these elements cover paradox 1 on the
nature and processes of meaningful work.

e This paper conducted a broad literature review to analyse works that have
adopted a temporal framework or supported a time-based definition of the
construct.

e The analysis indicates two different conceptualizations of the construct: as
a permanent/steady mindset and as a changeable/episodic experience.

e Itreports a critical review on the matter that develops an overall framework

for views and theories on meaningful work.

Keywords: meaningful work, meaningfulness, time-based definition, temporal

framework, work and organizational psychology.
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“It is sadly true that many jobs are not lovable [ ...]
We can and must fight to see that the fruit of labour
remains in the hands of those who work, and that
work does not turn into punishment; but love or, con-
versely, hatred of work is an inner, original heritage,
which depends greatly on the story of the individual
and less than is believed on the productive structures
within which the work is done.”

Levi (1978).

Introduction

The current turbulent times for the global economy have witnessed in-
creased interest among scholars and authors in the construct meaningful work and
linked factors. In the wake of the fourth industrial revolution, the pressure on the
working status and the constant transformation of labour (Eurofound, 2014) bring
the prospect of uncertain and negative consequences for workers as well as for or-
ganizations and systems (Schnell et al., 2013). As the most recent research suggests,
meaningful work represents a moral and pragmatic concern for all those—individ-
uals, organizations, and systems—who hope to prosper within this plethora of
changes and renewed works (Yeoman et al., 2019).

In the field of work and organizational studies, authors aiming to develop
theory and to offer practically applicable interventions have tried to find a link be-
tween people’s meaningful work and their working and financial conditions. The
existing literature, however, renders these aims extremely difficult to achieve.
Range of different essential insights have been proposed, suggesting that meaning-
ful work is affected by a multiplicity of factors and conditions, one of which is
temporal agency (Bailey and Madden, 2017). We must, therefore, regard meaning-
ful work as a complex phenomenon (Rosso et al., 2010; Dik et al., 2013; Bailey et
al., 2019). Furthermore, there is still little agreement on the definition and opera-
tionalization of the construct among the scientific communities, and no agreed un-
derlying framework for the development of descriptions of its dimensions (Rosso
et al., 2010; Both-Nwabuwe et al., 2017; Bailey et al., 2018).
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In their introduction to the special issue of the Journal of Management Stud-
ies on meaningful work, Bailey et al. (2019) evoked the theory of paradox to report
a possible dual nature of meaningful work linked to spatial and temporal agents.
According to these authors, the meaningful work construct refers to a pervasive
sense of the value of one’s work (Rosso et al., 2010; Tablan, 2019); however, “it
may be temporary, partial or episodic” (Bailey et al., 2019). In this vein, there are
some examples of definitions of meaningful work characterized by underlying time
perspectives. Some authors have insisted on the episodic nature of meaningful
work, for example, suggesting that it occurs when “work events, work encounters,
or work contexts gain significance, or spiritual value that transform the meaning of
work itself” (Madden and Bailey, 2019, p. 152). It is the case of contributions on
meaningful work and self-transcendental experience. The self-transcendence con-
cept suggests that an irregular and unusual experience of human potential exists,
related to the episodic experience at work of spiritual and social connections be-
tween the individual’s inner and the outer lives (Bailey and Madden, 2017). Like-
wise, there are authors that insisted on the definition of meaningful work as a state
of flux and linked to specific events and conditions of work (Mitra and Buzzanell,
2017). Other authors have defined meaningful work in terms of a permanent, or
steady, mindset construct, or as the result of the match between a person and spe-
cific contents of work and context (May et al., 2004; Rosso et al., 2010; Allan et
al., 2019). In this term, authors considered meaningful work as the personal signif-
icance when a job provides a sense of self-actualization, self-development, self-
connection, and social identity (Pratt and Ashforth, 2003; Rosso et al., 2010;
Michaelson et al., 2014).

Although these contributions suggest that there are underlying time-related
issues that need to be incorporated in definitions of meaningful work, many ques-
tions remain unanswered on the role of time and temporal agency in meaningful
work. For example, how can time be included in the definition of the construct?
What is the current position of time in the theory of, and empirical research on,
meaningful work? To avoid ambiguities over the meaningful work definitions and
the various use of time perspectives, this paper intends to organize the literature by

means of classifications of studies and seminal review papers deriving from the
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conventions of the social and human sciences (Lee, 2015; Lepisto and Pratt, 2017).
Following others (Sartori et al., 2018), the present contribution aims to conduct a
critical review of the literature to elevate the understanding on meaningful work by
the definition of a novel framework and proposing a preliminary model of factors

subsumed by the construct toward a time-based approach.

Aims of the Contribution

As noted, authors differentiated aspects of meaningful work into changea-
ble/episodic experience and permanent/steady mindset; thus, respectively, one is
considered as a more transient experience to a situation, and the other as a more
stable worker’s attribute in experiencing their work. By explicitly approaching
meaningful work through the lens of time, the present contribution aims at discuss-
ing the nature of this construct.

This is to say that time has been a neglected topic in the study of work,
although it is a promising lens for discussing and comprehending work phenomena.
In fact, temporal lens and time-based analysis offer an essential framework for “ex-
plaining and understanding organizational behaviors (constructs)” and “it focuses
our attention on new classes of independent and dependent variables” (Ancona et
al., 2001, p. 646). Other, similar, contributions suggest that this unique framework
can “sharpen the lens” for theory and research building within work and organiza-
tional research (Bakker, 2010; Sonnentag, 2012; Navarro et al., 2015; Cole et al.,
2016; Eldor et al., 2017; Pinto, 2017). Indeed, this view seems to enable us not only
to avoid uncertainty around the conceptualizations of work phenomena but also (a)
to revise a number of perspectives, (b) to place them in a common framework, and
(c) to understand the objects of study as well as the relations between the variables.
For example, classes of variables would be categorized differently in the wake of
their modification and trajectories over time, hence revealing opportunities and new
directions for research. It affects not only the definition, classification, and opera-
tionalization of variables but also our thinking about understanding psychological
and working phenomena (Ancona et al., 2001; Roe, 2008).

In the case of meaningful work, it can be noted that this approach can help
to understand the situational conditions (i.e., changeable and stable) of meaning in

work (Tummers and Dulk, 2011; Tummers and Knies, 2013; Bailey and Madden,
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2017). Moreover, it can serve as a framework to comprehend how psychological,
working, and environmental factors interact, both per se and with regard to the ex-
perience and presence of meaning (Xanthopoulou et al., 2009; Bakker, 2014; Yeo-
man, 2014a; Bailey et al., 2017a; Fletcher et al., 2018). Accordingly, the critical
review intends to discuss in depth why, when, and how meaningful work is defined
and in particular what defines it as a personal characteristic of an individual’s sense
of value. This can be, for example, in one’s own narration of one’s self at work
(Manuti et al., 2016) or a general characteristic of the individual, similar to a per-
sonal trait (Wrzesniewski et al., 1997; Wrzesniewski, 2003; Lysova et al., 2019).
Likewise, why, when, and how meaningful work is defined and what defines it in
terms of the personal and episodic state of meaning relate to the intra-individual
fluctuations associated with daily experiences at work (Muzzetto, 2006; Thompson
and Bunderson, 2007; Ruswahida, 2014).

Given these possibilities, this article addresses the research questions on
meaningful work taking into account a time-based approach. After presenting a
broad body of literature, the two distinct natures of meaningful work construct are
presented, i.e., steady mindset and episodic, by outlining the existing classifications
and discussions on meaningful work research within the social sciences. As follows,
the contribution discusses the dual nature of meaningful work providing a critical
review of factors that influence meaningful work toward the lens of time. Implica-

tions for research and practice are latter presented.

Meaningful Work and Time

Definitions of Meaningful Work

In the literature, there is no broad consensus about the definition of mean-
ingful work, so, in order to obtain a comprehensive view of the role of time, and to
conduct further exploration of the separate topics and subtopics, it is helpful at the
outset to establish an overview of how authors discussed the construct. In this, two
main objects of analysis are relevant: the discrimination of the terms used and the
array of perspectives on how to define and measure meaningful work (Rosso et al.,
2010; Lepisto and Pratt, 2017).

“Meaning of” and “Meaningfulness”
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Rosso et al. (2010) noted that meaningful work has been defined and oper-
ationalized in various ways and using interchangeable terms (Rosso et al., 2010;
Allan et al., 2019). Therefore, the authors distinguish accurately between the fol-
lowing terms: meaning of, meaningful, meaningfulness, and meaning in/at. The
term “of” generally refers to what something signifies to one individual. Hence,
using this terminology indicates the cognitive process by which an individual inter-
prets and attaches a meaning to their work (Wrzesniewski, 2003; Willner et al.,
2019), although it can have a different value (Lepisto and Pratt, 2017) pertaining to
when work per se is at issue (Schnell et al., 2013). Meaningful work, meaningful-
ness, and meaning in/at refer to significance, subjective experience, and perception
of the value of work (Lips-Wiersma and Morris, 2009; Rosso et al., 2010; Schnell
etal., 2013; Allan et al., 2019).

Conceptualizations of Meaningful Work

The recent work of Bailey et al. (2018) suggests a substantial way for clas-
sifying the conceptualizations of meaningful work literature. These authors have
proposed a review of the existing empirical evidence on meaningful work, in which
they discussed an original viewpoint on the boundaries of current knowledge. They
scrutinized the perspectives of 71 articles and argued that the underlying theoretical
framework of the collected empirical studies generally referred to positive psychol-
ogy (i.e., Oldham and Hackman, 1981) and the literature on spirituality and “call-
ing.” As they indicated, some authors proposed definitions within the job charac-
teristic model and conceptualized meaningful work as a core psychological state of
work motivation. Others looked at studies that examined models around “workplace
spirituality” in which the emphasis is on the role of organizations to enable human
flourishing by sustaining people’s need for an inner life (Milliman et al., 2017; Bai-
ley et al., 2018). Bailey et al. (2018) grouped all the approaches to meaningful work
in a third strand of research, the humanistic perspective, to classify those contribu-
tions that principally define meaningful work as inherently subjective. In this class,
some authors discuss meaningful work as the effect of the human ontological will
for meaning (e.g., in reference to the classical works in the humanistic perspective,
as Jung, 1933; Frankl, 1985). Others define it as a eudemonic psychological state

as the result of the individual’s broad judgment on their life and work.
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Bailey et al. (2018) proposed a useful framework for classification of the
numerous definitions of meaningful work and offered a comprehensive view of the
current research strands; however, how a time-based approach could be included in
these classifications remains uncertain. Moreover, in the literature, there are other
seminal works, in which overreaching viewpoints and theories are proposed. Alt-
hough they offer an essential view to comprehend the literature on meaningful
work, they do not support the treatment of the research in terms of time-based def-
inition.

Meaningful Work Through the Lens of Time

A broad exploration of the literature has been made referring to the time-
based approach. According to the aim of the study, this review explored meaningful
work through the lens of time by incorporating different sources (e.g., research pa-
pers, book chapters) and various research fields (e.g., psychology, sociology, or-
ganizational studies). Thus, time is present in separate meanings within the contri-
butions on meaningful work collected (see Table 1). It emerged as an underlying
factor in the definition of the construct, both in everyday work and in atypical work
contexts as well as in precarious employment and long-term jobs. In fact, time and
temporality are discussed concerning jobs inherently meaningful and not and there
Is an ambiguous condition that concerns whether meaningful work consists in epi-
sodic experiences or in a pervasive sense of the value of one’s work, i.e., whether
it occurs in the course of time, or whether a degree of stability is present or absent
(Bailey et al., 2017b; Lavy and Bocker, 2018; Bailey et al., 2019). For example,
some authors examine the episodic occurrences of meaningful work in relation to
specific contexts and conditions (e.g., liminal experiences, Toraldo et al., 2019).
Among them, such authors
present the episodic nature as flux experiences (Mitra and Buzzanell, 2017) or by
reference to the working and psychological conditions at work, which predict the
occasional experience (Scott, 2019). Others explicitly report meaningful work as a
stable characteristic of the subject, as a specific subjective concern of individuals,
which is different from the experience of meaningful work experiences (e.g., psy-
chological perception vs. significance, Lavy and Bocker, 2018; global meaning vs.
situational, Park and Folkman, 1997).
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Table 1, Meaningful work through a time-based lens.

Time-based Authors

interpreta-

tions

Definitions

Steady mind- Pratt and Ashforth
set (2003, p. 311)

Barrett and Dailey
(2018, p. 284)

Chalofsky
Krishna (2009, p.

197)

and

Allan et al. (2019, p.

16)

Lips-Wiersma and

Morris
505)

(2009,

p.

“[...] work and/or its context are per-
ceived by its practitioners to be, at mini-
mum, purposeful and significant. [...]
This perception may derive from the in-
trinsic qualities of the work itself, the
goals, values, and beliefs that the work is
thought to serve, or the organizational
community within the work is embed-
ded”

“[...] constructions of meaningful work
are constituted in emergent moments of
interaction, produced by historical acts,
and derived from a wide array of cultural
discourses (Kuhn et al., 2008; Wieland,
2011).”

“Meaningful work is not just about the
meaning of the paid work we perform; it
is about the way we live our lives. It is
the alignment of purpose, values, and the
relationships and activities we pursue in
life”

“Without stable job characteristics, peo-
ple’s sense of meaningful work may be
the thread that runs between temporary
positions”

“[...] meaningful living requires paying
attention to both “doing and being” and
both “self and other””



Episodic

Cheney et al. (2008,
p. 144)

Michaelson et al.
(2014,
p. 79)

Mainemelis (2002,

p. 235)

Bailey and Madden

(2017, p. 2)

De Boeck et al.
(2019, p. 530)

“meaningful work may be conceptual-
ized as a job, a coherent set of tasks, or
any endeavour requiring mental and/or
physical exertion that an individual in-
terprets as having a purpose (see also
Pratt and Ashforth, 2003)”

“[...] how an individual view him or her-
self (i.e., her or his identity) strongly in-
fluences how she or he views his or her
work. Alternatively, the more task-cen-
tered and more objective focus on mean-
ingfulness explores job characteristics in
work that are perceived to be meaningful
or that support the individual pursuit of
meaningfulness at work”

“[...] timelessness is facilitated, among
other factors, by intrinsic motivation, au-
tonomy, and meaningful work, and is
hindered by extreme pressures and dis-
tractions in the work environment”
“meaningfulness arose episodically
through work experiences that were
shared, autonomous and temporally
complex. Schutz’s notion of the “vivid
present” emerged as relevant to under-
standing how work is rendered meaning-
ful within an individual’s personal and
social system of relevance”

“untapped potential as a subjective tem-
poral experience that can make work
more, or less, meaningful from the per-

spective of the individual employee by
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Fletcher and
Schofield (2019, p.
23)

Matz-Costa et al.
(2019,
p. 1127)

Mitra and Buzzanell
(2017, p. 70)

Scott (2019, p. 17)

Madden and Bailey
(2019, p. 155)

functioning as a cognitive bridge be-
tween the present and the future”

“the way in which meaningfulness
‘emerges from an appreciative or reflec-
tive act in which the significance of the
moment is perceived within a wider
timescape”

“Exploring such within-person changes
enables an examination of proximal (i.e.,
state-like as opposed to trait-like) predic-
tors of perceived meaningfulness, such
as person-specific states or situational
features that are present at a certain point
in the day. Such research is needed to in-
vestigate the full phenomenological ex-
perience of work meaning and to clarify
the underlying dynamics of deriving
meaning from one’s work”
“meaning-making of work [is] con-
stantly in flux, rather than a static frame,
shaped by the constraints facing them”
“participants [...] reported a sense of
meaningfulness about their work, and
stories about mastery, having an impact
on others, reaching potential — stories of
agency — characterized their responses”
Further empirical research supports this
temporal aspect of meaningfulness, to
show that it is not a steady or sustained
experience but is experienced “in trans-

cendent moments in time”
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Steady mind-
set vs. Epi-
sodic

May et al. (2019, p.
364)

Toraldo et al. (2019,
p. 648)

Lavy and Bocker
(2018, p. 1494)

Bailey et al. (2019,
p. 495)

Bailey et al. (2017b,
p. 427)

“Experiencing meaning is inherently less
than stable or constant and can be seen to
involve natural tensions”

“new work forms invoke meaningful-
ness beyond traditional economic incen-
tives while not excluding instrumental
motives. [...] by linking voluntarism
with the temporary nature of festivals,
we contribute to understanding how such
events shape meaningfulness [...] ac-
knowledging the micro-emancipatory
moments”

“the sense of meaning at work is not a
completely stable, permanent condition,
but rather a frequent occurrence, which
can be renewed daily (Pratt and Ash-
forth, 2003), and may, therefore, be af-
fected by events and experiences at work
(Clausen and Borg, 2011)”
“meaningfulness is a pervasive sense of
the value of one’s work, yet it is also
linked with spatial, temporal and mate-
rial contexts which may be temporary,
partial or episodic”

“whether meaningfulness is momentary
and similar in functioning to such expe-
riences as flow (Csikszentmihalyi,
1990), linked with longer-term fluctua-
tions depending on work conditions,
akin to engagement (Kahn, 1990), or
whether it is a relatively stable, subjec-

tive state”
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Park and Folkman “Global meaning encompasses a per-
(1997, p. 116) son’s enduring beliefs and valued goals.
[...] meaning as “the cognizance of or-
der, coherence, and purpose in one’s ex-
istence, the pursuit and attainment of
worthwhile goals, and an accompanying
sense of fulfillment” [: : :] situational
meaning as the meaning that is formed in
the interaction between a person’s global
meaning and the circumstances of a per-

son-environment transaction”
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The Dual Nature of Meaningful Work

By the interpretation of definitions of meaningful work through the lens of
time and a time-based synthesis approach, two main categories of meaningful work
emerge, namely, as a stable subjective mindset of a worker and as an experience
that can occur in specific psychological and working conditions. These categories
related both to the subjective experiences of time and the objective nature and facets
of time (e.g., the passage of clock time or the time needed for particular tasks).
Meaningful work as a stable/permanent mindset or as changeable/episodic experi-
ence appear in the structuration of the continuous axis of time, on which events and
conditions are arranged—following the proposition of real-time in the Aristotelian
view as a “physical and quantifiable entity” (Aristotele. 4AD, 1991).

On the one hand, the internal significance of meaningful work would shape
the quality of time and work experience. As such, meaningful work as a steady
mindset refers to the worker general significance attached to a job that is meaningful
per se, e.g., when a job is a source of meaningfulness, as a pervasive sense of the
value of one’s work (Mainemelis, 2002; Cheney et al., 2008; Michaelson et al.,
2014; Barrett and Dailey, 2018). For example, Allan et al. (2019) suggested that
“without stable job characteristics, people’s sense of meaningful work may be the
thread that runs between temporary positions” p. 16. This general significance at-
tached to work itself would be gained by the retrospective and cognitive judgments
of the inner individual experience and knowledge (Kahneman et al., 2006). The
resulting global meaning in work would be a factor in the stable characteristics of
individuals that affect both the individual’s work behavior and perceptions of work
experiences and aspects of the job and its organization (Park and Folkman, 1997;
Mainemelis, 2002; Allan et al., 2019). In line with this thesis, meaningful work is
discussed to be as a steady mindset by other authors, e.g., Bailey et al. (2017b), who
show how the presence of a global judgment of meaningful work would be predic-
tive of psychological states at work (e.qg., job satisfaction, Barrett and Dailey, 2018).
These authors agree with the theoretical framework discussed by Rosso et al.
(2010), comprising significance, beliefs, definitions, and value attached to work by

individuals—where work is a significant component of human activity and lives



(Pratt and Ashforth, 2003; Lips-Wiersma and Morris, 2009; Lavy and Bocker,
2018).

On the other hand, experiences of meaningful work consist in episodic ex-
periences as referred to the individual’s daily work experiences in which different
events and conditions take place. For example, following the definition of time by
Aristotle, events occur along an axis by which individuals allocate their (working
and) psychological conditions that influence their meaning (in/at work) experience
(Bailey and Madden, 2017; Lavy and Bocker, 2018; Matz-Costa et al., 2019). Au-
thors who discuss the state and episodic nature of work argue that meaningful work
could be experienced as a temporary embedded subjective experience where past,
present, and future coexist. This can occur in a sort state of a constant flux (Mitra
and Buzzanell, 2017), between time and space, outside the common working norms
(Toraldo et al., 2019), or it can be linked to specific, isolatable working and psy-
chological conditions (Bailey and Madden, 2017; Lavy and Bocker, 2018; Fletcher
and Schofield, 2019;Matz-Costa et al., 2019; Scott, 2019; Yeoman et al., 2019).
Moreover, such authors define meaningful work as episodic experience as if it oc-
curs in the course of time or it unfolds over time. In fact, meaningful work has been
considered as the end of the meaning-making process by which meaningfulness can
unfold through the real physical and quantifiable time. In this vein, the tensions
occurring over time between one individual and his/her job, organization, and so-
cio-political context can result in different states, such as meaningful work. There-
fore, there can be fluctuations of the degree of meaningful work experience as well
as variations of the presence/absence of meaning in reference to the past, present,
or to the being stuck in an eternal present (De Boeck et al., 2019) or pointless con-
ditions (Yeoman et al., 2019).

In general, the construct of meaningful work has been characterized by us-
ing a variety of time perspectives ranging from the steady mindset/permanent con-
ceptualizations to episodic/occasional definitions. As seen, time represents the con-
tinuous axis on which the phenomena of life and work appear within different con-
texts and situations. Onto this objective, physical and measurable agency individu-
als attach subjective meaning and have personal experiences. Therefore, meaning-

ful work may be shortly defined, and considered, as a positive “subjective
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experience of existential significance” (Both-Nwabuwe et al., 2017, p. 7) that re-
sults in, or is fostered and maintained by, central main pathways comprehending
individual, organizational, and socio-political factors (Lepisto and Pratt, 2017).
This experience may be a steady mindset when a work is experienced and perceived
as meaningful as it responds to the individual’s quests for meaning in their work
and life, and it provides a sense of self-actualization, self-development, self-con-
nection, and social identity (Pratt and Ashforth, 2003; Rosso et al., 2010; Michael-
son et al., 2014; Lepisto and Pratt, 2017; Martela and Pessi, 2018). Likewise, epi-
sodic experience of meaningfulness regards the existential experience that can oc-
cur in a specific time “such as person-specific states or situational features that are
present at a certain point in the day” (Matz-Costa et al., 2019, p. 70), “which can be
renewed daily (Pratt and Ashforth, 2003), and may, therefore, be affected by events
and experiences at work™ (Lavy and Bocker, 2018, p. 144).

Toward The Dual Nature of Meaningful Work

In the reviewed literature, authors discussed meaningful work by explicitly
referring to identifiable factors that can affect the way work can be meaningful both
as a steady mindset or as an episodic experience. These factors appear to be differ-
entiated at three levels, namely, (a) individual level (Wrzesniewski et al., 1997,
Allan et al., 2019; Lysova et al., 2019), (b) working and organizational level
(Schnell et al., 2013; Bailey et al., 2017b; Mitra and Buzzanell, 2017; Lysova et al.,
2019), and (c) cultural and socio-political level (Yeoman, 2014a; Lepisto and Pratt,
2017; Bendassolli and Tateo, 2018; Yeoman et al., 2019). This result pointed out
the fact that, although authors have adopted separate time-based definitions of the
construct, meaningful work should be considered by looking at the various factors
that can contribute to its presence. This evidence initiates a deeper reflection sug-
gesting a possible novel framework of meaningful work toward the lens of time
(see Figure 1).

According to the comprehension of the dual nature of meaningful work, the
following sections advance the propositions for future explorations of the factors
subsumed by meaningful work with a deeper focus on time as a full frame for the-

ory-building. This proposal constitutes a preliminary working model of factors that
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contribute to the presence of meaningful work. Moreover, the aim is to present a
conceptual framework on the dual nature of meaningful work that will help both
authors and practitioners in identifying the variety of aspects that this construct sub-
sumes. Thus, the contribution examines meaningful work as permanent/steady
mindset and meaningful work as a changeable/episodic experience by looking at
the macro-levels of factors identified, succinctly: individual, organizational, and
contextual levels. Beside the theoretical implications, this framework supports a
different focus on work and workers’ aspects on which practitioners and researchers

can focus on.

. Contextand
Labour representations . .
- . socio-political
and transformations
level

Working and situational
influences;
Organizational dynamics

Working and

Structural working conditions; ..
organizational

Organizational polici
rganizational policies level

Inter-individual stable

e Individual level
differences

Intra-individual daily variations

Episodic meaningful work Steady mindset meaningful work

Figure 1, A preliminary model of meaningful work and the three levels of factors

toward the lens of time

Individual Level

Meaningful work can be referred to a transient experience as a positive sub-
jective experience of existential significance that will depend on the daily intra-
individual and environmental conditions. Likewise, meaningful work can be a more
stable worker’s attribute in experiencing their work where individual differences
play an important role in the creation of stable significance attribution. Firstly,
meaningful work is, then, conceptualized assuming its episodic nature and linked
intraindividual daily variations (Oldham and Hackman, 1981; Tims et al., 2016;
Lepisto and Pratt, 2017; Vogel et al., 2019). This concept has been discussed in
both qualitative and quantitative studies. For example, the qualitative research by
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Bailey and Madden (2017) showed how the participants had specific experiences
of connection with others and their jobs, reporting episodic experiences of self-
transcendental experience suggesting an episodic occasion of meaningful work. In
their longitudinal research using diary studies, Matz-Costa et al. (2019) found that
the daily perception of meaningful work was related to the emotional states and
behavior at work as the job crafting behavior. In particular, the job crafting behavior
regards the individual ability to enact organizational behavior by which they can
change their thoughts about their job and their working experiences (Tims et al.,
2016; Costantini et al., 2017b, 2019; Lavy and Bocker, 2018). Moreover, Allan
(2017) found that task significance prompted the experience of meaningful work in
a longitudinal setting, which highlights the insights of Kahn (1990), for whom the
fluctuations of meaning depended on the perceived work conditions (Fletcher et al.,
2018). Similarly, in the recent studies on work engagement (Xanthopoulou et al.,
2009; Bakker, 2014; Bailey et al., 2017b; Fletcher et al., 2018), the episodic expe-
rience of meaningful work is seen to show daily fluctuations during the working
day due to the ambient psychological and working conditions, which makes it a
different phenomenon from the steady mindset explored above.

Secondly, from the humanistic perspective (based on the seminal classical
works of Frankl, 1985, and Jung, 1933), it is universal in human beings to search
for and attribute meaning. The analysis of the subjective meaning of work revealed
that it can be evaluated as a steady mindset in terms of both presence and absence
and the degree of its stability (Steger et al., 2006; Lips-Wiersma and Morris, 2009;
Devivere, 2018; Martela and Pessi, 2018; Allan et al., 2019; Lysova et al., 2019;
Yeoman et al., 2019). The level of stability links to a work that is experienced and
perceived as meaningful as it responds to the individual’s quests for meaning in
their work and life. Therefore, it is linked to the inter-individual stable differences
(Rothmann et al., 2019) as the dispositional signature (Lysova et al., 2019), cultural
belongingness (Lepisto and Pratt, 2017; Bendassolli and Tateo, 2018), work values
(Consiglio et al., 2017), work orientation, and work narratives (Wrzesniewski et al.,
1997; Scott, 2019). Generally, authors writing in this area have discussed one indi-
vidual’s seeking for meaning as positive (Rosso et al., 2010), a eudemonic state

(Steger et al., 2012), and an inherently human quest: “a condition of being human
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to make meaning” (Lips-Wiersma and Morris, 2009). According to the humanistic
perspective, the quest for meaning cannot be supplied by organizations or context,
although it is ostensibly linked to the socio-political context (Tummers and Dulk,
2011; Yeoman, 2014b). In this vein, meaningful work can vary between each per-
son as well as be permanent along the axis of objective time, in a way that lasts for

a long time.
Working and Organizational Level

From the point of view of the working and organizational features, mean-
ingful work is still discussed in terms of its dual nature, stable and episodic. At the
individual level, steady meaningful work is linked to the organization’s sources of
meaning and to the particular features of the job. Type, quality, and amount of
work are relatively stable characteristics of a job and organizations, namely, work-
ing structural conditions (Xanthopoulou et al., 2009; Bakker, 2010, 2014). The
meanings that a person attached to their job links to their internal dispositions, and
the characteristics of an organization, as organizational policies, can prompt a
sense of value at work, e.g., belonging, significance, coherence, and direction,
which are core components of meaningful work (Rosso et al., 2010; Schnell et al.,
2013). Moreover, on a daily basis, the features of the job can vary and show dif-
ferent sources of meanings, depending on both the working and situational influ-
ences, e.g., daily demands and resources (Martela and Riekki, 2018), and organi-
zational dynamics. The sense of autonomy and relatedness, for instance, can be
different from 1 day to another and from one task to another, Similarly, the signif-
icance of the tasks at work (Allan, 2017) can prompt differences in the experience
of meaningfulness, i.e., episodic (Wellman and Spreitzer, 2011). In this case,
working and situational variations and organizational dynamics may foster or in-
hibit daily significant experiences.

At the organizational level, the sources of meaning relate to the stable char-
acteristics of the organization’s culture, policies, and practices. The style of leader-
ship can shape the emotional atmosphere and hence the experience of positive emo-
tion and meaningful work (Tummers and Knies, 2013; Carton, 2018). Workplace
spirituality and organizational democracy can foster a sense of belonging and can

shape meaningful work experience (Yeoman, 2014b; Schnell et al., 2019; Weber et
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al., 2019), but episodic meaningfulness and meaninglessness can also be associated
with the low-quality leader—-member exchange relationships (Tummers and Knies,
2013; Bailey et al., 2017b; Bendassolli, 2017a), which can prompt a sense of inter-
individual solidarity and, consequently, the sense of meaning. State affects, affec-
tive events, and discrete emotions in the workplace, as reported in the study of
Matz-Costa et al. (2019), can also determine fluctuations in the meaningfulness of
work. Emotions in the workplace have received much attention in the field of or-
ganizational psychology and organizational behavior (Ashkanasy et al., 2002). Re-
cent works have reported evidence of the links between the personal, interpersonal,
and organizational levels (Ashkanasy et al., 2002; Ashkanasy and Humphrey,
2011). Since the multi-level model of emotion in organizations explains how dif-
ferent organizational dynamics have their effect on the worker, at all levels from
the within-person variations (i.e., affective events) up to broad environmental
changes (i.e., the emotional climate), variations of meaningful work as a mediator
of positive behavioral outcomes can be measured and observed (Matz-Costa et al.,
2019).

Context and Socio-Political Level

In the literature, several authors discussed conditions of and transformation
of work — all of which were difficult to assess — context and socio-political influ-
ences as important categories in studying meaningful work. The socio-political con-
text includes various factors such as the access to decent work (Duffy et al., 2017),
culture (Bendassolli and Tateo, 2018), and political reforms, and labor transfor-
mations and representations (Schwartz, 1982; Gill, 1999; Mitra and Buzzanell,
2017; Barrett and Dailey, 2018; Yeoman et al., 2019; Tommasi et al., 2020). The
combination of these factors shapes the way individuals attach meaning to their
work. In the current context of temporary and difficult jobs and socio-political
changes, some authors hypothesized that individuals can find a meaning crafting
their experience to gain an experience of meaningful work (Wrzesniewski and Dut-
ton, 2001; Rosso et al., 2010; Berg et al., 2013; Mitra and Buzzanell, 2017). Exist-
ing literature reports how the economy and society structure jobs and organizations
in a top-down manner, with a focus on the stable characteristics of labor conditions

that highlight the need for future research on the experience of meaningful work
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within a more substantial temporal lens (MOW International Research Team, 1987;
Willner et al., 2019). As noted by Thompson (2019), the literature in the field
mostly overlooks the relevance of macro-aspects of the institutions on shaping the
opportunities for meaningful work. While pointing out the consequences of a mean-
ingful work (e.g., spillover effects on civic participation), he argues that three paths
of arrangements in terms of labor representations and labor transformations can be
taken for promoting meaningful work at the institutional level. These are: (a) en-
couraging social actors to cooperate with the state in creating meaningful work; (b)
renewing the balance of power, straightening the role for labor representations; and
(c) beginning to reframe the social discourse on meaningful work. Although
Thompson remarks the complexity of studying work and organization (Friedman,
1946/1955), empirical findings have shown how individuals regularly deal with so-
cio-political conditions, i.e., labor representations and transformations, during the
meaningmaking process (Mitra and Buzzanell, 2017) and enact behavior (i.e., job
crafting) that changes their work conditions, mindset, and organizational behaviors
(Wrzesniewski and Dutton, 2001; Spencer, 2015; Ward and King, 2017).

Mitra and Buzzanell (2017) support the use of the “continuous axis of time”
when discussing political implications for meaningful work. They regard as socio-
political context those pressures that foster the internalization of preferred self by
workers who negotiate their control on the meaning-making process. Since these
factors occur in a temporal tension—during the meaning-making process—mean-
ingful (as meaningless) work reflects its temporal nature. Meaningfulness and
meaninglessness unfold in time, time that is closely related to the (complementary)
objective time in which workers make their work and life experiences. This sug-
gests two strands of research. Firstly, authors could seek to understand how mean-
ingful work historically changes in the light of the sociopolitical changes that take
place among the factors that contribute to the account-making of work (Shantz et
al., 2015; Allan et al., 2017; Bendassolli, 2017b; Lepisto and Pratt, 2017). Secondly,
in the current economic times, authors can consider different kinds of work (e.g.,
precarious employments, Patulny et al., 2020) to explore further the assessment of
account-making the presence of the four significant sources of meaning in work
(Twenge et al., 2010; Yeoman et al., 2019).
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The authors who suggested a temporal lens referring to the socio-political
level have also explored organizational behavior in conditions of (not) decent work
(Duffy et al., 2006; Di Fabio and Kenny, 2016). Future research may examine how
individuals deal with temporary jobs, precarious employments, and uncertain work-
ing conditions due to the economic changes, and how individuals enact behavioral
changes in order to experience meaningful work (Wrzesniewski and Dutton, 2001,
Berg et al., 2013; Demerouti and Bakker, 2014; Allan et al., 2020; Patulny et al.,
2020). Indeed, examining these issues would enlarge our knowledge of the dual
nature of meaningful work, establishing evidence that the construct can be concep-
tualized as inherently distinct from other psychological dimensions (Chalofsky and
Krishna, 2009; Berkman et al., 2017).

Further Considerations

Fundamental questions about time have been part of a long story in philos-
ophy and more widely in the human sciences. Only a few authors — in and out of
the field of meaningful work — have included time in theoretical or empirical stud-
ies. Time is now, however, receiving more attention within psychology and the so-
cial sciences (Roe, 2008; Sonnentag, 2012; Navarro et al., 2015; Cole et al., 2016;
Pinto, 2017; Tommasi, 2020). Researchers are arguing for the use of time in theory
and practice, seeking resolutions to the disagreements about the phenomena of work
(Ancona et al., 2001; Cunliffe et al., 2004). Indeed, time and the order of time are
significant concerns within the study of people’s lives and their work (Eldor et al.,
2017).

In 1911, Taylor published his book on the organization of working hours
and workers, The Principles of the Scientific Management, in which he proposes a
view of time as objective and measurable and where he discusses the industrial
process as an “hegemonic discourse centering on precision, control, and discipline”
(Taylor, 1911/1970; Hassard, 2000, cited in Bailey and Madden, 2017, p. 4). In-
deed, the industrialization process “arose out of the measurement of work. It’s when
work can be measured, when you can hitch a man to the job, when you can put a
harness on him, and measure his output in terms of a single piece and pay him by

the piece or by the hour, that you have got modern industrialization” (Bell
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inMarcuse, 1964/1991, p. 32). In this vein, following the Aristotelian argument,
time is seen as essentially objective, physical and quantifiable (R&mo, 2004). Indi-
viduals make actions on a continuous, linear, physical axis that is independent of
humans. This is distinct from the subjective view of time, in which the themes of
past, present, and future are seen in the experience and meanings of individuals
(Hassard, 2001; Eldor et al., 2017). Although this common distinction is part of
extensive discussions within different disciplines, we can say that subjective and
objective time can be seen as complementary (Ancona et al., 2001). Subjective time
inevitably relates to the perception of objective time. However, some aspects of the
subjective experience of time (e.g., the passage of the clock time, working hours,
etc.) could give time different meanings and perceptions (Eldor et al., 2017). For
example, during working hours, the speed of time may depend on whether experi-
ence at work is seen as meaningful (Bailey and Madden, 2017) or not (Hassard,
2001; Cunliffe et al., 2004; Eldor et al., 2017).

The present paper aimed to propose a critical perspective on meaningful
work through a time-based definition approach. Although the existing literature has
made significant steps in the field, the neglected role of time in the conceptualiza-
tion of meaningful work represents a challenge for the current research. This paper
has tried to respond to the call for a wider model of the construct, building on the
need to conceptualize meaningful work according to the time view (Bailey et al.,
2019). Moreover, since the model of a dual nature of meaningful work reveals a
different focus on work and workers aspects based on the different levels on which
focus on, research and applied implications must be discussed.

Implications of the Contribution

Considering that most of the people have to spend at least 40h per week, for
40+ weeks per year, for 40+ years of their life, at work, the presence of meaningful
work becomes fundamentally essential for workers, organizations, and systems.
Likewise, it is relevant for researchers and practitioners to understand how and to
what extent the temporal conditions of the construct occur in order to propose ap-
plied interventions for individuals and organizations.

Most people search for meaning in a job (Frankl, 1985; Devivere, 2018), for

something more than a job “where you go home and maybe go by a year later and
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you don’t know what you’ve done” (Terkel, 1972, p. 32). The attribution of mean-
ing, its quality and contents, is mainly subjective, as is one’s orientation to one’s
work (Wrzesniewski et al., 1997; Wrzesniewski, 2003; Lepisto and Pratt, 2017),
but sources of meaningful work are reliably correlated with the workplace and the
working activities (Michaelson et al., 2014; Weber et al., 2019; Yeoman et al.,
2019). Viewing meaningful work through the lens of time leads to consider its dual
nature. The broad literature review has considered conceptualization underlying a
temporal framework or supporting a time-based definition of the construct. The
analysis indicated two different conceptualizations of the construct: as a perma-
nent/steady mindset and as a changeable/episodic experience. As discussed above,
the characteristics of meaningful work can be either stable or changeable and sub-
sume the presence of three classes of factors that contribute to its presence. In this
vein, a preliminary model of the dual nature of meaningful work and related factors
has been proposed with the intention to support further exploration of these initial
prepositions.
Applied Implications: Meaningful Work Interventions

These conclusion can yield possible interventions for workers and organi-
zations. Indeed, taking stock of time in the definition of meaningfulness and estab-
lishing evidence of stable and episodic experiences suggests possible applied im-
plications. How to understand the possible twists and turns of training interventions
is a crucial question for practitioners attempting to improve organizational condi-
tions (e.g., workers’ well-being or motivations and personal improvement, Ceschi
et al., 2017; Sartori and Tacconi, 2017). Through the lens of time, environmental
and individual variables show a more profound complexity (Navarro et al., 2015;
Tommasi, 2020). Using the distinction advanced here, within the frame of the three
groups of factors suggested, would offer an essential contribution in devising ap-
plied research programs and training interventions. Indeed, the studies analyzed
suggest that the ways in which meaningfulness can arise depend on several factors
(Chalofsky and Krishna, 2009; Lee, 2015; Costantini et al., 2017a; Bailey et al.,
2018). By adopting the framework of the three levels of analysis (i.e., individual,
organizational, and contextual), practitioners can deal with any possible discrepan-

cies between interventions’ intentions and workforce expectations by approaching
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the phenomenon more innovatively, in particular by specifying both the interven-
tion targets and the classes of agents to be addressed.

Firstly, focusing on the permanent aspects of meaningful work will lead
practitioners to consider interventions intended to align workers’ expectations with
the environmental context at the individual level. For example, discussions on ex-
istential indifference as presented by Schnell (2010) in the study of meaning in life,
showed that not all individuals are interested in the attribution of meaning to their
lives. If considered in the workplace, the presence of existential indifference within
workers can reflect a discrepancy at work when planning meaningful work inter-
ventions. Indeed, the details of the intervention should be planned by reference to
the individual’s characteristics, assessed in pre-training conditions. This discrep-
ancy may show the challenges of meaningful work intervention in which workers
have no interests in receiving a training intervention. Nowadays, the literature on
how workers respond to meaningful interventions is generally silent (Fletcher and
Schofield, 2019). Therefore, a pre-intervention analysis of the participants’ needs
is helpful to tailor training.

Secondly, the focus on the job and the organization suggests that, to be ap-
propriate and meaningful, interventions should consider those working and organi-
zational factors that are permanent and not-easily changeable. The rhetoric of mean-
ingful work intervention may be misunderstood by workers when job quality and
organizational conditions cannot be addressed. Ideally, training intervention should
focus on this distinction between the more stable working conditions and the
changeable. For instance, the quality of a job seen through a temporal lens is
changeable in the medium or long term (Roe, 2008). Job quality is a more stable
aspect of one individual’s context than team climate and leadership, so programs to
create specific interventions intended to foster meaningful work will be more effec-
tive if they include attention to the stable and changeable characteristics of both job
and organization.

Thirdly, practitioners devising interventions should also consider the
broader societal context and how individuals reflect and process meanings in their
working conditions. Socio-political factors play a crucial role in shaping meaning-

ful work. Poor work conditions (e.g., precarious jobs) and complex societal
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dynamics (e.g., labor transformations) are of course difficult to address. For exam-
ple, Fletcher and Schofield (2019) have detailed the effects of interventions for
meaningful work, analyzing and reporting the influence of the broader socio-polit-
ical context and working environment. They discussed how the results of Brexit
during the period of training had significantly and negatively impacted on partici-
pants. On the basis of their findings, they advocate for a broader-based reflection
on meaningful work interventions, linking them with all aspects of the context of
the work: individual, organizational and socio-political context. In those programs
that do not take this on board, there is the risk of abusing the rhetoric of meaningful
work, avoiding the reality of the working environment and, consequently, running
ineffective intervention programs.

According to the dual nature concept of meaningful work and the proposed
model of factors subsumed, it can be suggested that researchers and practitioners
should adopt a wide-open lens for tailoring training (Eodice et al., 2019) that takes
full account of the views of the individuals involved and of the relevant organiza-
tional and contextual factors (Bailey et al., 2018; Fletcher and Schofield, 2019;
Yeoman et al., 2019).

Conclusion

It is apparent that the proliferation of technology changes and globalization
coupled with labor market deregulation, precarious employment, and profit maxi-
mization will increase in the future, affecting workers, organizations, and systems.
Thus, the constant labor and economic transformation call scholars and authors for
putting effort in sustaining the quest for meaningful work. As with all the literature
in the field, the present contribution hopes that the proposed preliminary model
would help researchers and practitioners to improve job quality and support indi-
vidual lives and well-being. Although the contribution is no more than a critical
calling for several studies to examine these ideas in more theoretical and empirical
detail, it does have some inevitable limitations. The focus on a temporal framework
reflects a limitation in itself because there are undoubtedly several relevant classes

of agents in the spatial context. Therefore, future research synthesis might examine
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together both the temporal lens and spatial agents, examining the interactions be-

tween the two.
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CHAPTER 2

The Meaning in Work Inventory: Validation of the Italian Version and its Asso-
ciation with Sociodemographic Variables

This chapter is based on:
Tommasi, F., Sartori, R., Ceschi, A. & Schnell T. (2021). The Meaning in Work
Inventory: Validation of the Italian Version and its As-sociation with Sociodemo-

graphic Variables. BPA Applied Psychology Bulletin, (in press).
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I CONNECTION LINE

e Meaningful work is an inherently subjective evaluation that, yet, is impacted
the external context, i.e., paradox 2 on the nature and processes of meaning-
ful work.

e This paper introduces the Meaning in Work Inventory (ME-Work), a psy-
chometric scale formed by examining meaningful work and its contextual
facets.

e The ME-Work is a modular questionnaire aimed to assess three independent
aspects of meaningful work, i.e., work as a source meaning (module 1),
meaningful and meaningless work (module 2), and facets of meaning in
work, namely, coherence, significance, purpose and belonging (module 3).

e An Italian sample of 624 participants completed a survey regarding personal
and organizational characteristics in addition to the ME-Work.

e Both confirmatory analysis and structural equation modelling have been
used to respectively assess psychometric properties of the Italian version of
the ME-Work and the associations of the three modules. A series of MANO-
VAs examined socio-demographic differences in ME-Work dimensions.

e The contribution expands the knowledge on the contextual elements that

serve for the overall evaluation of work as meaningful.

Keywords: meaningful work, meaning in work, validation.
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Introduction

Several authors have paid considerable attention to meaningful work which
has emerged as a popular, powerful and influential construct within the science and
practice of work and organizational studies. In turn, empirical studies dealing with
meaningful work have been accumulated and a large amount of knowledge has been
prompted by the application of several different approaches. In this respect, mean-
ingful work is intended as a core construct which reflects its importance both at the
individual, organizational and societal level (Lysova et al., 2019). On the one side,
work occupies a central position in human life, as primary source of meaning (Di
Fabio & Blustein, 2016), linked to living one’s calling (Duffy, England & Dik,
2019a) and sense of individuation, purpose and contribution (Blustein, 2006;
Blustein et al., 2019). On the other side, employers and organizations consider the
relevance of meaningful work as a source that serves for employee commitment
and well-being (Michaelson et al., 2014).

Recent investigations within the psychology of working framework (Duffy
et al., 2016; Blustein, 2006; Blustein, 2013) have largely presented meaningful
work as a potential consequence of socioeconomic or cultural issue related to work
and an indicator of securing decent work conditions (e.g., Di Fabio & Blustein,
2016; Duffy et al., 2019b; Blustein et al., 2019). In this case, burgeoning number of
authors have proposed meaningful work as a eudemonic psychological state and
scientific evidence showed how it relates to multiple positive individual and organ-
izational dimensions (Allan et al., 2019), such as meaning in life (Allan, Duffy, &
Douglass, 2015; Steger & Dik, 2013), psychophysical health (Steger et al., 2012),
work volition, career adaptability, social connection, self-determination (Duffy et
al., 2016; Duffy et al., 2017), work-life enrichment (Allan, Autin & Duffy, 2016a;
Lysova et al., 2019), proactive personality, work engagement (Allan et al., 2019),
job performance (Allan, Duffy & Collisson, 2016b), organizational citizenship be-
haviours (Steger et al., 2012), and withdrawal intentions (Duffy et al., 2016). There-
fore, an impetus to critically evaluate and develop empirical tools to assess mean-
ingful work constructs arose within many academic fields (e.g., management stud-

ies, positive psychology, business ethics), resulting in the need for understanding
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about the best way to assess this construct (Bailey et al., 2019a; Bailey et al., 2019b;
Both-Nwabuwe et al., 2017; Steger & Dik, 2013).

Bailey et al. (2019b) reviewed the current empirical literature about mean-
ingful work which reveals that there are some principal complications in the con-
temporary measures of this construct. The presence of nonspecific items or items
that conflate meaningful work with other constructs raised doubts among scholars
about the measures’ criterion validity. Besides, in quantitative approaches, some
authors neglected factors that can ensure meaningful work experience, i.e., organi-
zational and societal, calling for comprehensive measures of the working conditions
for meaningful work (Lepisto & Pratt, 2017; Rosso et al., 2010). In fact, where
authors focused solely on the individual experience, questions about sources and
processes behind it remain unanswered. Likewise, where the focus is exclusively
on the contextual factors, the individual subjective experience is minimized (Rosso
et al., 2010). Additionally, meaningful work is intended as a positive experience
that responds to the individual’s quests for meaning in their work and life. However,
empirical evidence of the extent to which work is experienced as meaningless are
unclear and not yet examined (Bailey & Madden, 2019; Groeneveld et al., 2011;
Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009). Likewise, the role of individual differences behind
the working conditions is still not clear, since the current empirical examinations
have rarely addressed how personal and organizational characteristics might affect
meaningful work experiences (Hofmeister, 2019).

By contrast, according to Bailey et al. (2019b), the recent research within
the humanistic perspective, has largely tried to consider a comprehensive frame-
work covering both theories on meaning in work in managerial studies (i.e., Rosso
etal., 2010) and findings from empirical research on meaning in life (Schnell, 2009;
Schnell et al., 2013). By viewing meaning in work in analogy with meaning in life,
the latter model suggests a multidimensional measure of meaningful work and
sources of meaning, as operationalised by the Meaning in Work Inventory (ME-
Work Inventory, German name, SIBE, Schnell & Hoffmann, 2020). ME-Work con-
sists of three main modules through which it is possible to evaluate both working
conditions for meaning in work, and the experience of meaningful work; (a) facets

of meaning, or the perceived working conditions for meaning in work; (b)
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meaningful and meaningless work experiences, measured independently of the fac-
ets; (c) if work is a source of meaning per se, i.e., work as source of meaning.
Given the extensive application of meaningful work in organizational sci-
ence and practice, it is pivotal to have a clear conceptualization of this construct,
and reliable and valid instrument to measure it. The present contribution intends to
introduce the Italian version of the ME-Work Inventory by evaluating its psycho-
metric proprieties with confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and testing the hypoth-
esized structures proposed by Schnell and Hoffmann (2020); the four facets of
meaning serves as an indicator of one latent factor (H1), which successively predict
the three dimensions of work as source of meaning (H2), meaningful and meaning-
less work (H3-4). On this basis, the overall structure (H5) of the three modules is
in turn tested in order to provide evidence of the modular structure of the ME-Work.
This approach will be tested by analysing the case of Italian workers and
observing the relative impact of personal and organizational characteristics on the
dimensions of the ME-Work. Since the ME-Work is intended as a useable tool for
researchers and practitioners, it becomes useful to understand its associations with
personal and organizational characteristics. Results and implications for research
are discussed, further avenues for practical use of the ME-Work as modular ques-

tionnaire are presented.

Measures of meaning in work

Meaningful work measures can be classified into two main classes, namely,
unidimensional and multidimensional scales — according to the authors’ pre-opera-
tionalizations. Altogether, these scales have been showing some theoretical limita-
tions (Bailey et al., 2019a; Both-Nwabuwe et al., 2017; Lepisto & Pratt, 2017).
Although their large use in different empirical settings and strong psychometrical
properties, they do not answer the current call for insights on (a) the associations
between meaning in work and meaning in life (Michaelson et al., 2014; Steger &
Dik, 2013; Yeoman et al., 2019), (b) the role of other factors that are not taken into
account in empirical investigations, e.g., self-connection (Rosso et al., 2010), social
identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), sense of belonging (Schnell, Hége, & Weber,

2019), and personal and organizational characteristics (Rothmann, Weiss,
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Redelinghuys, 2019). Additionally, despite the positive impacts of meaningful
work, work may be experienced as meaningless and individuals may suffer the lack
of valuable, worthwhile, and dignified work. However, questions about the extent
to which work is experienced as meaningless are vague and not properly explored
despite the large literature on meaningless work (Bailey et al., 2017; Groeneveld et
al., 2011; Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009; Yeoman et al., 2019).

The unidimensional strand aims at assessing the presence of meaningful
work, whatever the sources and attributes of meaning are. In this approach, authors
mainly consider the general model of Hackman and Oldman (1976) for a direct
measure of the construct concerning its causes and effects. These scales do not dis-
tinguish facets and dimensions of meaningful work and use nonspecific items or
items that cover other similar constructs (Bailey et al., 2019a; Bailey et al., 2019b;
Both-Nwabuwe et al., 2017). Conversely, within the multidimensional strand, au-
thors of different fields of research have engaged efforts to identify and validate
measures able to capture both facets of meaning and dimensions of meaningful
work experience. The main problem with multidimensional models is that of find-
ing the right combination of measures to evaluate all the different aspects of mean-
ingful work, in terms of facets of meaning and meaningful work features, and mean-
ingful work appraisal.

For example, the Work And Meaning Inventory (WAMI) is a survey tool
developed on the basis of the three-dimensional model by Steger et al. (2012) and
aims at measuring meaningful work experience per se. These authors identified
three dimensions: positive meaning, meaning making through work, and greater
good motivation. These three dimensions are proposed to function together in the
pursuit of meaningful work experiences and perceptions. However, although the
WAMI has been considered as one of the sufficiently validated measures of mean-
ingful work dimensions, the composed three-factor structure has proved limited
replicability (Harzer & Steger, 2012; Puchalska-Kaminska, Czerw & Roczniewska,
2019). Moreover, the WAMI seems to show a lack in the comprehension of the
individual and working conditions for meaningful work (Both-Nwabuwe et al.,
2017).
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By contrast, Lips-Wiersma et al. (2012) developed the comprehensive
meaningful work scale (CMWS). This scale focuses on a four-dimensional model
comprising developing the inner self, expressing full potential, unity with others,
and service to others which are based on three existential dimensions: individual -
others, doing and being, and reality and inspiration. When balanced, these dimen-
sions could lead to the experience of meaningful work. Although the CMWS aligns
with the evaluation of features of work and individual contributions to the fit be-
tween the individual and work, it lacks an evaluation of the subjective experience
of meaningful work (Both-Nwabuwe et al., 2017).

In the view of a deeper analysis of the meaningful work, the new developed
German questionnaire MEaning in Work inventory (ME-Work, Schnell & Hoff-
mann, 2020) captures a broad spectrum of meaning components in the context of
work. The ME-Work is an expansion of the already existing meaningful work scale
(German: Berufliche Sinnerfillung, in Hoge & Schnell, 2012; Schnell et al., 2013).
In contrast to existing scales, the ME-Work offers both dimensional and direct
measures of meaningful work by assessing perceived working conditions for mean-
ingful and meaningless work, as well as the evaluation of the extent to which work
Is experienced as a source of meaning per se. As noted, it embraces a dual theoret-
ical justification. Firstly, the multidimensional model finds its basis in extensive
research on meaning in life in relation to meaning in work. Authors have identified
the facets of meaning in work in analogy with the facets of meaning in life and
addressed the call for empirical insights on the relation between meaning in work
and life satisfaction, life meaning and general health (Schnell & Hoffmann, 2020).
Secondly, these facets are posited in reference to widely accepted and adopted the-
ories of meaning in work in managerial studies (i.e., Rosso et al., 2010), thus stress-

ing the theoretical framework underpinning the questionnaire.

The MEaning in Work Inventory

As noted, the ME-Work aims at assessing (a) the presence of four facets of
meaning in work, (b) the subjective experience of meaningfulness and meaning-
lessness in work, and (c) work as source of meaning per se. This questionnaire has

been developed with reference to the largely acknowledged theoretical model of
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Rosso et al. (2010) and the evidence produced in empirical research on meaning in
life (Schnell, 2020).

On the one hand, Rosso et al. (2010), in their integrative review, offered a
theoretical conception of what meaning in work is and what makes work meaning-
ful, the mechanisms and pathways. The authors argued that the strikingly different
things that work can mean for each worker are rooted in four core sources: self,
other persons, the work context, and spiritual life. Accordingly, the authors identi-
fied pathways by which work is made and maintained meaningful. As for psycho-
logical and social mechanisms underlying the sense of value of one’s work, they
suggested authenticity, self-efficacy, self-esteem, purpose, belongingness, tran-
scendence, cultural and interpersonal sense-making. Then, Rosso et al. (2010) pro-
posed four central pathways emerging from the encounter of two core dimensions
of self-others, and agency-communion. First, the intersection between self and
agency reflects the individuation path which represents self-efficacy and self-es-
teem as indicators of a valuable and worthy self. Second, the match between agency
and others reflects the pathway named contribution which refers to the significance
and the perceived impact of workers’ actions and to the sense of interconnection or
rather doing something in service of something greater than the self — transcend-
ence. Moreover, linking others with communion represents the third pathway,
namely self-connection or the sense of self created by the coherence between self
and work role. The combination of self and communion indicates the last path,
namely, unification which reflects a sense of belongingness and harmony with other
beings and principles.

On the other hand, the literature on meaning in life suggests that the experi-
ence of meaning can be further understood by distinguishing several facets. By in-
troducing the Sources of Meaning and Meaning in Life Questionnaire (SoMe),
Schnell (2009, 2014) proposed that the subjective experience of meaningfulness is
based on evaluation processes with regards to four criteria: coherence, significance,
purpose, and belonging. George and Park (2016) proposed a tripartite view, includ-
ing comprehension, purpose, and mattering. Both models overlap largely, since
mattering and significance as well as purpose and purpose denote similar con-

structs, and coherence refers to both consistency and comprehensibility (Schnell,
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2020). The fourth facet in Schnell’s model, belonging, is not part of George and
Park’s model, but has been identified as a crucial fourth facet in concepts of mean-
ing in work (Rosso et al., 2010; Schnell, Hoge, & Pollet, 2013; Bailey et al., 2017).
The experience of meaningful work is thus suggested to result from the perception
of one’s work as enabling coherence, significance, purpose, and belonging.

More specifically, the facet coherence is intended as consistency regarding
the individual self-concept and the work role assigned. When both match, there is
an interconnection between one’s identity and purpose, and the work-role itself
(Lips-Wiersma & Wright, 2012). A sense of significance matches the pathway of
contribution (Rosso et al., 2010). It refers to the perceived impact of one’s actions
as well as to transcendence. Moreover, the sense of purpose denotes a general sense
of orientation, or purpose, which, ideally, is manifest in an organization’s mission,
vision, and ethos (Beadle & Knight, 2012). The fourth facet, a sense of belonging,
describes a sense of unification, being part of something greater than the self. It is
based on a corporate culture that emphasises cohesion and care for one another
(Bailey et al., 2017), also known as socio-moral climate (Weber, Unterrainer &
Hoge, 2015).

A subjective experience of these four facets contributes to a general sense
of work being meaningful. Similarly, when the four facets (or some of them) are
perceived as lacking, work is perceived as meaningless (Schnell et al., 2013, 2019).
Finally, and beyond the experience of meaningfulness, work can serve as a source
of meaning too. The ME-Work also measures this additional dimension. It can be
experienced when working conditions not only enable a sense of coherence, signif-
icance, purpose, and belonging, but also allow for realising personal potential and
values (Schnell, 2020). According to the theoretical model of Rosso et al. (2010),
work is a source of meaning when a job corresponds to how individuals view them-
selves and their orientations to work, regardless to the working condition: Thus, the
focus is on the self in reference to a job that provides a sense of self-actualization,
self-development, self-connection and social identity (Lepisto & Pratt, 2017; Mar-
tela & Pessi, 2018; Michaelson et al., 2014; Pratt & Ashforth, 2003; Rosso et al.,
2010).
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As noted, only a few contributions have considered both facets of meaning
and its subjective experience (Bailey et al. 2019b; Both-Nwabuwe et al., 2017).
While some authors included specific measures of meaningful work mapping com-
prehensive facets, others focused on the degree of experienced meaning in work,
and relationships with behavioural and organizational outcomes. The ME-Work, in
contrast, is characterized by a modular nature. The three modules, i.e., module 1 —
coherence, significance, purpose and belonging — named facets of meaning, module
2 — experience of meaningful and meaningless work —, and module 3 — work as
source of meaning — allow to capture both conditions of meaning and subjective
experiences. Accordingly, the modular nature has been tested via CFA to empiri-
cally confirm the theoretical differentiation which has shown good fit indices,
¥2(223) = 452.58, p < .001 CFI = .950, RMSEA = .061, SRMR = .050. Moreover,
by a psychometrical point of view, Schnell & Hoffmann (2020) study on ME-Work
has largely presented evidence of its use by examining both linked construct and
incremental validity. On the one hand, convergent validity examinations reported
significant correlations at p < .01, between ME-Work scales and related measures,
precisely; life meaningfulness (r = .53), job satisfaction (r = .44), socio-moral cli-
mate scales (r = .32), WAMI (r = .79) and professional efficacy (r = .44). Likewise,
during discriminant validity examinations, substantial negative correlations at p <
.01 were found between ME-Work scales and crisis of meaning (r = -.38), general
mental distress (r = -.37), emotional exhaustion (-.31) and cynicism (-.53). On the
other hand, Schnell & Hoffmann (2020) examined the incremental validity by ana-
lysing the predictive power of ME-Work of general mental distress and professional
efficacy in addition to the work-related characteristics. They found that ME-Work
modules substantially further explained the variance of the outcome variables. Be-
sides, the predictive power of the ME-Work was compared with the WAMI. Here,
the authors found that the ME-Work scales of meaningful work, work as a source
of meaning, significance purpose and belonging dimensions highly overlapped with
WAMI total score. According to Schnell & Hoffmann, this is mostly due to the fact
that the WAMI comprehends similar dimensions to ME-Work’s meaningful work,

work as source of meaning and significance although they are not easily
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distinguishable in structural analysis while the ME-Work shows a higher degree of
differentiation.

The present contribution

The present contribution reports the Italian adapted version of the ME-Work
Inventory, showing its psychometric properties on a large sample of N = 624 par-
ticipants of different jobs. The ME-Work consists of 22 items and two parallel ver-
sions are available; one for employees (version A) and one for freelancers (version
B). In version B, the total number of items is reduced to N = 16, as for people who
are self-employed, they may have a different experience of belonging and purpose
which cannot be applied here. As first step, the factor structure and reliability of the
ME-Work are determined. The second part of the study provides evidence of the
theoretical framework scale by testing the factorial model of the ME-Work. Ac-
cording to the theoretical framework (Schnell & Hoffmann, 2020), the three mod-
ules are connected as follows: facets of meaning in work serve as indicators of a
latent construct (H1) which predicts the dimension of work as source of meaning
(H2), meaningful work (H3), and meaningless work (H4). After testing each model
individually, the all-comprehensive model is tested (H5).

As noted above, Schnell & Hoffmann (2020)’s study provided evidence of
the construct and incremental validity of the ME-Work inventory. However, alt-
hough the main interest in meaningful work is in how it influences individuals’
work behaviour, and proximal and distal outcomes (Allan et al., 2019), a few studies
have considered other potential aspects related such as individual and organiza-
tional characteristics that contribute to meaningful work and its components (Duffy
et al., 2016; Lysova et al., 2019; Tommasi, Ceschi & Sartori, 2020). As Bailey et
al. (2019b) argued, there is a relative paucity of research on the relationship between
meaningful work and sociodemographic variables such as personal and organiza-
tional characteristics. These refer to demographic differences like gender, age, and
religious orientation, and to work and organizational differences, such as work ori-
entation (job, career and calling), tenure, and professional role (Yeoman et al.,
2019). Therefore, evidence of appropriate psychometric properties allows to test

associations between ME-Work and personal and organizational characteristics. In
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fact, the ME-Work approach was tested by analysing the Italian case with the ex-
amination of how the ME-Work dimensions and scales resemble or differ based on
personal and organizational characteristics. Then, the preliminary results of both
exploratory and inferential studies are discussed. These provide initial insights on
the applications of the ME-Work inventory offering significant contributions for
theoretical reflections, research-building, and practical implications.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants are 624 Italian workers (62.3% females, average age 39.84, SD
=12.44,19-71 years, average of years of work 13.75, SD = 12.83, 0-48). They were
invited via emails to voluntary fill in the online questionnaire. In the email text,
they were informed about the study and asked to contribute. A link to access the
online survey was reported allowing participation at a time convenient to them. Af-
ter reading the description of the study, and privacy rules, they were asked to sign
the informed consent in order to use the data for the purpose of the study. Comple-
tion of the questionnaire took about five minutes. Lastly, participants reported
whether they were interested in completing the questionnaire a second time after
four weeks. Altogether, 11.22% (N = 70) filled in the questionnaire a second time.
All data were anonymized right after collection and a unique numerical 1D was
assigned to each completed questionnaire.

The study has been evaluated and approved by the ethical committee of the
Department of Human Sciences of Verona University (n. 201930) in accordance to
the declaration of Helsinki.

Instruments

Personal and organizational characteristics

In addition to common demographic variables (e.g., gender, age, education,
and nationality), participants were asked to report also specific socio-demographic
characteristics. These included religion (1 = atheist, 2 = agnostic, 3 = believer, and
4 = religion indifferent; cf. Steger, 2019), generational cohorts (born 1946-1964 =
baby boomers, born 1965-1981 = generation X, and born 1982-2002 = generation
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Y; cf. Lips-Wiersma, et al., 2019; Twenge, 2010; Weeks & Schaffert, 2019) psy-
cho-physical health (1 = bad health to 5 = excellent; cf. Allan et al., 2019).

For organizational characteristics, after indicating their contract, weekly
working hours, and years of work, they reported their perceived remuneration (1 =
adequate, 2 = inadequate) and information about their specific job (i.e., type of job,
job activities and job sector). Finally, respondents were asked to report their work
orientation. By using the scale by Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidle, & Tipton
(1986), three descriptions of work orientation were presented, i.e., job, career and
calling. This classification was included according to the large discussed role
played by individual work orientation for meaningful work experiences (Steger et
al., 2012). Participants indicated on a 4-point scale the extent to which each orien-
tation represented them (1 = not at all like me, 4 = very much). The scores were
obtained with the method proposed by Wrzesniewski et al. (1997). Following these
guidelines, after deleting the data of participants who misunderstood the instruc-
tions and rated only one paragraph, the presence of the three groups was assessed

statistically by the k-means cluster analysis, i.e., job, career, and calling.

Meaning in Work Inventory

The ME-Work for employees consists of 22 items to measure seven scales
altogether. Thirteen items operationalize the four facets identified in the theoretical
model previously proposed: coherence (e.g., “My job corresponds to my interests”),
significance (e.g., “My work makes the world a little bit better”), purpose (e.g.,
“My employer cares about the welfare of society™), and belonging (e.g., “We are a
great team at work™). The remaining ten items make up the scales to measure mean-
ingful work (3-items, e.g., “My work seems meaningful to me”), meaningless work
(3-items, e.g., “My professional activities seem meaningless to me”), and work as
source of meaning (4-items, e.g., “My work activity gives meaning to my life”). As
noted above, the original scale involves a unique version for freelancers that in-
cludes only two facets of meaning, i.e., coherence and significance (16 items).

Responses are given on a 6-point Likert scale (0 = strongly disagree to 5 =
strongly agree). However, in the Italian data collection responses were given on 5-

point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). In contrast to the
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original instructions, and in line with another early investigation on meaning in
work in Italy (Di Fabio et al., 2016), this decision was made in order to allow par-
ticipants to have a neutral option. In fact, a midpoint can indicate indifference, am-
bivalence and many other positions (Yorke, 2001). During a preliminary assess-
ment it is important to establish whether participant have a formal way to indicate
when an item cannot be applied to them via odd-points Likert scale. By contrast,
adding an even-points Likert scale could have produced a biased opinion due to a
general acquiescence bias for the willingness to be on the positive side rather than
accurate (Brancato et al., 2006).

According to the modular nature of the ME-Work, the first module assesses
the four facets of meaningful work; module two assesses the degree of experienced
meaningful and meaningless work. Work as source of meaning constitutes the third
module. These three modules cover different facets of meaning in work and can be
used independently. Module 1 and 2 can be combined to assess the experience of
work as meaningful and meaningless. Work as source of meaning, module 3, as-
sesses an additional aspect, i.e. the degree to which work contributes to a person’s
meaning in life.

Since the ME-Work has originally been developed in German, it has been
translated by back-translation into Italian for the current ME-Work validation study.

Data analysis

The validation of the scale involved both assessment of consistency and
confirmatory factor analyses (CFA). The factorial structures have been evaluated
based on ¥2 and fit indices, i.e. Standardized Root Mean-square Residual (SRMR),
Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Parsimony unbiased Goodness-of-fit Index (PGFI),
Parsimony Normed-fit Index (PNFI) and Root Mean Square Error of Approxima-
tion (RMSEA) (Hu & Bentler, 1998). For a structural evaluation of the ME-Work
inventory, a structural equation model (SEM) was used to test the degree to which
the four facets of meaning relate to the three scales of work as source of meaning,
meaningful work and meaningless work, namely, the overall theoretical model. As
a first step the associations between facets of meaning (H1) and, work as source of
meaning (H2), meaningful work (H3), an