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Abstract

Experience of meaningfulness at work has been connected to many positive individual and organizational outcomes and its importance for workers as well as for organizations wanting to retain the best workforce is growing. This work aims to gather together the scattered literature on meaningful work and proposes a novel way to define it as work that offers the worker positive significance in life thus contributing to the fulfillment of the basic human need for meaningfulness. This inherent need for meaningfulness is proposed to consist of four individual elements: the need for purpose, for values, for efficacy and for self-worth. Work is meaningful when it is able to fulfill one or many of these needs but the needs individual workers attempt to fulfill through their work are dependent on their larger life. The individual’s experience of meaningful work is understood to be achieved through a process of meaningfulness-making in which the job characteristics, the individual, the organization and the wider society interact in a dynamic and ongoing fashion. Thus meaningful work is ultimately a match between the individual’s values and the characteristics of the work, the interpretation of both of these being influenced by the organization and the wider society. 

Introduction

Meaningful work is work that fulfills the worker’s need for positive significance in life. Many regard the sense of meaningfulness to be intrinsically valuable (Ryff, 1989; Ryan & Deci, 2001). Additionally, people who experience their work as meaningful are more engaged (Kahn, 1990), motivated (May, Gilson, & L. M. Harter, 2004) and committed to their work (Tyler & Blader, 2003). They are happier (Ryan & Deci, 2001), psychologically and physically healthier (Baumeister 1991, Dunn 1996, Ryff Singer 1998, Treadgold 1999; Arnold et al. 2007), less stressed (Knoop, 1994) and experience more often their work as a calling (Berg, Grant, & Johnson, 2009; Wrzesniewski, McCauley, Rozin, & B. Schwartz, 1997). Finding higher purpose in one’s work also leads to increased job satisfaction, effort and consequently to better individual (Sparks & Schenk, 2001) and organizational performance (see Cartwright & Holmes, 2006). It has also been suggested that recent developments, such as the social responsibility movement, have lead to employees – especially the younger generation – to look for work they can experience as meaningful (Boverie & Kroth, 2001; see also Wrzesniewski, 2002) and indeed, there is evidence that the importance of work being meaningful is increasing among employees (see Hoar & Kirwan-Taylor, 2004). Employees’ experience of their work as meaningful thus increases their own well-being and their ability to make a positive contribution to the organization. And employers who are able to support their employees efforts to find meaning in their work have a more motivated workforce and an advantage in the competition for best workforce.
In addition to the importance of meaningfulness in making employees flourish in their work, the need to understand meaningful work stems also from more theoretical developments inside the field of organizational research. The recent growth in interest for positive human functioning in general psychology (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) and organizational research (Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 2003; Bakker & Schaufeli, 2008) has lead to increased interest in the positive psychological aspects of work such as meaningfulness (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003; Wrzesniewski, Rozin, & Bennett, 2003). At the same time many different theoretical frameworks – such as work engagement (Kahn, 1990), calling orientation (Berg et al., 2009; Wrzesniewski et al., 1997), transformational leadership (Arnold, Turner, Barling, Kelloway, & McKee, 2007) and job characteristics model (Hackman & Oldham, 1980; Parker, Wall, & Cordery, 2001; Fuller, Marler, & Hester, 2006) – have come to use meaningfulness as one of their theoretical components but have conceptualized it in somewhat different ways. Therefore they would benefit from a clarification of the concept that would integrate the insights from these different theoretical perspectives. In addition, meaning is generally considered to be a core dimension of psychological well-being (e.g. McGregor & Little, 1998; Ryan & Deci, 2001) and thus a deeper understanding of its functioning is important in furthering the understanding of psychological features of work. There is thus both a theoretical and practical urge to understand what makes work meaningful.
However, as of now, the concept of meaningful work seems to lack any consensus as concerns how it should be defined and what it is related to. In addition to the theoretical frameworks mentioned in the previous paragraph meaningful work has been approached from the perspective of identity (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003), positive meaning crafting  (Wrzesniewski, 2003), neo-classical callings (Bunderson & Thompson, 2009), work alienation (Sarros, Tanewski, Winter, & Santora, 2002), political philosophy (A. Schwartz, 1982), in relation to stress and coping (Britt, Adler, & Bartone, 2001) as well as from a Kantian perspective (Bowie, 1998). Meaningful work seems to lie in the midst of a vast amount of different theoretical approaches that conceptualize it in a highly different ways without any evidence for consensus of how the concept should be determined, measured and used. It becomes clear that “the concept of ‘meaningful work’ will need to be clarified” and differentiated from existing constructs (Steers, Mowday, & Shapiro, 2005: 238).
This article makes four main contributions to the existing literature on meaningful work. Most importantly, it is proposed that meaningful work should be understood as integrally connected to the basic human need for meaningfulness. What we learn from recent psychological research is that human beings have a basic need for experiencing meaningfulness in their life (Frankl, 1963; Baumeister, 1991; Emmons, 2003). Where one finds fulfillment for this need is not restricted to work, although work is among family, religion and the society one of the main areas where people find meaningfulness in their life (Baumeister, 1991).Therefore it is essential to understand the wider concept of meaningful life in order to understand meaningful work.

Consequently, the discourse over meaningful work should be embedded in the wider discourse over the meaningful life as a whole and attempting to integrate the question over meaningful work to the wider discourse over the meaningful life as a whole is the second contribution of this paper. As of now, there are important works in the psychology and social psychology (e.g. Emmons, 2003; Wong & Fry, 1998; McGregor & Little, 1998; Baumeister, 1991), on meaningful life that would potentially enrich the understanding of meaningful work but that have not been properly incorporated into the current discourses in organizational research on meaningful work. Especially the recent empirical works on meaning in life receive to be noted (Schlegel, Hicks, Arndt, & King, 2009; Vess, Routledge, Landau, & Arndt, 2009; King, Hicks, Krull, & Del Gaiso, 2006; Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006).
Thirdly, meaningful work is viewed from the perspective of a dynamic process of meaningfulness-making. Instead of viewing meaningful work as stemming of certain antecedents in a passive manner or as a quest of the individual, meaningfulness-making is viewed as an active process in which the individual, the job characteristics, the organization and the wider society are in a dynamic and ongoing relationship. It is suggested that meaningful work is ultimately a match between individual’s needs for meaning and the forms of meaning the job is able to offer and this match is acquired through a process in which these four dimensions all interact. By exploring this process we gain a deeper understanding on how people create and maintain an experience of meaningfulness in their working life.
Finally, this article aims to integrate the different streams of research around meaningful work in organizational research to offer a theoretical model that captures the multifaceted and ubiquitous characteristics of the concept. Too often meaningful work is treated as just a peripheral element in some wider organizational theory.  By proposing a theoretical model of meaningful work that is based on the psychological need for meaningfulness this article offers an understanding of meaningful work that stands on its own feet and is able to bring together the insights from the previously disintegrated theoretical frameworks. The ultimate aim of this research is to present a synthesis of the current stage of knowledge about what meaningful work is, how it comes about and what it does for an individual and for an organization.
Theoretical background
The meaning of meaning and meaningfulness
Building up towards an understanding of meaningful work, we should start by understanding what meaning in general means. On the most fundamental level, meaning is relation, this much is clear from the history of philosophy and psychology (Heine, Proulx, & Vohs, 2006; Baumeister, 1991). Finding meaning is about connecting; meanings are the expected relationships and associations that human beings see in their world. In this sense meanings are constructed, they are something we impose upon the world (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002). According to Baumeister (1991) these webs of meaning or “meaning systems” (Molden & Dweck, 2006) we build up serve two main functions: they enable people to see patterns in the world, to have a meaningful picture of the world around them. And secondly, they enable people to control themselves, to build up broader systems of beliefs and values that enable them to make decisions and guide their action. Thus, “people structure and interact with the world differently on the basis of the meaning they assign to events in their social and physical environments (Molden & Dweck, 2006: 192). Additionally, one must note that in cultural contexts most meanings are shared. We come to understand the relations of the world largely through our cultural upbringing and thus come to find the same connections and meanings as the next man in the world we jointly inhabit.
It is also reasonable to distinguish between meaning and meaningfulness with the former referring to meaning as comprehensibility and the latter to meaning as positive significance (see Davis, Nolen-Hoeksema, & Larson, 1998). As living human beings we not only attempt to understand the world, our perspective is inherently evaluative. We view some aspects of our experience as positive and others as negative. When assessing our life as a whole we have an inherent need to see it as positively significant and it is to this basic need that the concepts of meaningful life is ultimately connected.
Meaningful life in psychology and social psychology
In a way, the question over meaningful life has always been one of the basic questions human beings ask in all cultures and periods of history. In the Western thought-tradition it has been addressed by many key thinkers from the classics of antique such as Socrates, Epicurus or Cicero to more modern writers like Nietzsche, Emerson or Sartre. Many of the greatest work in literature can also be interpreted as to revolve around this question, from Dostojevski’s Brothers of Karamazov to Hemingway’s Farewell to Arms, from Herman Hesse’s Steppenwolf to Camus’ The Outsider (see Wilson, 1967). In 20th century, existentially focused humanistic psychologist and more clinically oriented writers such as Carl Jung (1933), Abraham Maslow (1968), Carl Rogers (1961) and Victor Frankl (1963, 1988) took interest in the question. Victor Frankl, for example argued that human beings have a basic need for experiencing meaningfulness in life and that every man has to find for herself her own meaning. From these insights he built up logotherapy, a form of therapy that concentrates on the strengthening of the sense of purpose people have in their life.
Despite this rich tradition, as a construct inside empirical psychology meaning in life has started to get prominence only in the last twenty years (e.g. Baumeister 1991; Chamberlain & Zika 1988; Ryff 1989). Its resurrection can be partially traced to the growing contemporary focus on psychological well-being, psychological strengths and positive human functioning (Ryan & Deci, 2001; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). The ancient distinction between hedonic and eudaimonic happiness has re-emerged in modern psychological research on human well-being as a distinction between well-being as subjective feelings of happiness and well-being as self-fulfillment and “engagement with existential challenges in life” (Keyes, Shmotkin, & Ryff, 2002: 1007; see also Ryan & Deci, 2001; Deci & Ryan, 2008). The latter dimension has been researched under the label psychological well-being and finding meaning and purpose in life is seen as one of its central elements (Ryff & Keyes, 1995; Ryff, 1989).
Inside this tradition meaning in life has been understood in three main ways (see King et al., 2006; Steger et al., 2006). Firstly meaningfulness can be achieved through a sense of coherence of one’s life. For example, Vess et al. (2009: 729) talk about structured conceptions of reality lending meaning to life while McGregor & Little (1998: 496) see that meaning will be experienced when different elements of selfhood – such as defining memories, relationships, personal projects, values, competencies, roles and possible selves – “fit well together in a complementary pattern of linkages.” Life is thus found meaningful through integration of different aspects of it into a coherent whole. Secondly, meaning has been associated with a sense of purpose of one’s live (e.g Ryff & Singer, 1998). Under this paradigm life is meaningful when an individual has a clear sense of purpose to guide his or her endeavours. Thirdly, meaning in life can also be accomplished through attaching one’s existence to a transcendent framework offered by some religion or a philosophy of life (see King et al., 2006). In here then, meaning is not so much about what one does but more about how one’s life relates to a framework that transcends the individual. Additional conceptualizations of meaningful life include Frankl’s (1963) account of meaning occurring through personal accomplishments, encounters with others, or encounters with art and nature or Ebersole’s (1998) finding that personally meaningful events tend to fall into categories such as involvement in interpersonal relationships, self-improvement and understanding, and behaving in ways that are congruent with one’s beliefs.
These different approaches share two basic assumptions. Firstly, meaning is seen as a subjective state of the individual. King et al. (2006: 180) conclude their review of the literature by saying that “in general, then, we can broadly state life is meaningful when it is understood by the person living it to matter in some larger sense”, while Steger et al. (2006: 81) define meaning in life as “the sense made of, and significance felt regarding, the nature of one's being and existence." Following this subjective approach to meaningful life where each individual is seen to construct his or her own life’s meaning (e.g.Frankl, 1963), contemporary researchers attempt to assess meaning without any predetermined constraints on how people may define meaning in their lives (Steger et al., 2006: 81). Whether people experience their lives as meaningfulness through finding a worthy purpose, through having a sense of coherence that transcends chaos or by upholding a feeling of significance beyond the trivial and momentary (King et al., 2006: 180) all are seen as equally worthy ways of attaining meaning in life. What matters is the individual’s own sense of meaningfulness.
The second thing that different researchers unite on is the fact that deriving meaning from one’s life events is a “fundamental human motive” or need (Britt et al., 2001: 195; see also Baumeister, 1991; Frankl, 1963). The search for meaning is seen as “evolutionary adaptive trait that occupies a primary position in humans’ motivational ontology” (Heine et al., 2006: 92), human beings are thus “hardwired to seek meaning” (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002: 613). Finding meaningfulness in live is generally considered to be a core dimension of psychological well-being (McGregor & Little, 1998; Ryan & Deci, 2001) while lack of meaning in life has been associated with depression and anxiety, greater need for therapy and even suicidal ideation and substance abuse (see Steger et al., 2006: 81). Loss of meaning is thus a serious psychological deprivation or a disorder (Klinger, 1998). Therefore one could state that “despite [- -] differences in definitions of, and routes to, meaning in life, theorists uniformly regard meaning as crucial” (Steger et al., 2006: 81). This means that whether it be work or something else, as human beings we always strive to find some elements in our lives that can fulfill our basic need for meaningfulness.
In his insightful study ‘Meanings of Life’ Roy Baumeister (1991) analyzes this need for meaningfulness. According to him, there are four needs – purpose, value, efficacy, and self-worth – which need to be fulfilled in order for individuals to experience their life as meaningful. These constitute “four patterns of motivation that guide how people try to make sense of their lives” (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002: 610). Baumeister argues that it is rare that a single source provides people with all these needs at the same time. Instead more usually people have a number of main themes (typically four to six during a lifetime) in their lives that fulfill these needs to various degree. Most typical dimensions include family, love, work, religion and various personal projects (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002; Emmons, 2003). Thus it is not necessary for one dimension – such as work – to fulfill all four needs for meaning, instead what is important is that people overall have such experiences in their life that all four needs are fulfilled (see also Heine et al., 2006).
Recent empirical evidence has increased the understanding of the sources of meaning in life. Schlegel et al. (2009) found that the cognitive accessibility of true self-concept predicts the experience of meaning in life. From this study we learn that “meaning is not obtained simply from performing well, but from feeling that one is in touch with and enacting goals that are expressions of who one believes he she really is” (Schlegel et al., 2009: 474). King et al. (2006) studied the role of positive affect in the experience of meaning in life and found out that positive affect increases the tendency to perceive meaning. However, the result was the opposite when the participants were asked to do a particularly meaningless task. This indicates that, “rather than lending meaning to any task, positive mood may increase one’s sensitivity to meaning-relevant contexts or put one in a meaning-ready state” (King et al., 2006: 190). 
Finally, there is plentiful of empirical evidence for the positive effects of fulfilling the need for meaningfulness in life. In addition to contributing to psychological well-being at almost every stage of the life span (see King et al., 2006), empirical evidence has linked meaning in life to work enjoyment, life satisfaction and happiness (see Steger et al., 2006). Still, meaningfulness should not be seen just as a component of happy life but as an independent part of healthy psychological functioning (Ryan & Deci, 2001; Ryff, 1989). On this score, Baumeister (1991) discussed the ‘parenthood paradox’, the fact that parents living with small children usually score lower on happiness indicators but still view their lives as more meaningful. In general, through belief in a strong significance for one’s existence a human being is said to be able to bear almost any living conditions. In this regard a large body of evidence connects finding meaning as an important, if not critical, task in resolving from a loss and in coping with stress and traumatic events (see Park & Folkman, 1997; Britt et al., 2001; Davis et al., 1998) but Victor Frankl’s personal testimony from the concentration camp of Auschwitz is perhaps even more convincing. He saw how individual’s with strong purpose strived in the inhuman conditions and how individuals who lost their purpose died in the course of a few days. He distilled his learning in the words of Nietzsche: “He who has a why to live can bear with almost any how” (Frankl, 1963: 121). 
Meaningful work as used in organizational research

In organizational research meaningful work has been approached with a number of different names and perspectives. In general, the research has focused on such topics as work values and goals, work involvement, work orientation, how important work is vis-à-vis other areas of one’s life, work alienation and how one copes when work is considered meaningless or when one is not able to work (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003: 310). For example, in the work redesign approach (Hackman & Oldham, 1980) one of the critical psychological states is the “experienced meaningfulness of the work” that refers to "the extent to which an individual believes his or her job is important vis à vis the individual's own value system" (Renn & Vandenberg, 1995: 282). Three core job characteristics contribute to it, namely skill variety, task identity and task significance. While in most of the other approaches for meaningful work the two first are not seen as contributing to meaningfulness of work, the last one focuses on the perceived purpose of the work. Interestingly, task significance is defined as “the degree to which the job has a substantial impact on the lives of other people” (Hackman & Oldham, 1980: 79), thus offering quite a narrow view of how workers can find meaningfulness in work.

Pratt and Ashfort (2003: 310-311), in turn, see that meaningfulness arises when “work and/or its context are perceived by its practitioners to be, at minimum, purposeful and significant”. They see that this perception may derive from three different sources: from the intrinsic qualities of the work itself, from the goals, values, and beliefs that the work is thought to serve, or from the organizational community within which the work is embedded. They distinguish between meaningfulness in work that is related to one’s role, to the question “What am I doing?” and meaningfulness at work, which is about membership, about the question “Where do I belong?” Together these two questions contribute to one’s identity which in turns is “at the heart of meaning creation” (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003: 312). Thus, for them the question of meaningfulness is deeply tied to the question of identity.
For Kahn (1990) psychological meaningfulness is one among the three enabling conditions for personal engagement in work – the two others being safety and availability. He sees psychological meaningfulness as a “sense of return of investments” of one’s self in role performances, the currency here being physical, cognitive, or emotional energy (Kahn, 1990: 705). When people felt worthwhile, useful and valuable – when they felt able to give to others and also able to receive – then they experienced meaningfulness. According to Kahn (1990), three factors influenced psychological meaningfulness: (1) task characteristics, for example challenge, variety, some autonomy and need for creativity, (2) the fit of role with a preferred self-image and the status or influence that the role provides, and (3) rewarding interpersonal interactions that provided dignity, self-appreciation and a sense of worthwhileness. May et al. (2004) use the same dimensions but rename the first one to ‘job enrichment’ to highlight the fact that task characteristics can be enriched in the five core dimensions of job characteristics model and this can significantly influence the meaningfulness experienced by the employees.
The notion of meaningful work also plays a prominent role in the literature on work as a personal calling. For example in her examination of positive meaning in work, Wrzesniewski (2003: 297) takes the stand that “it is not so much the kind of work that matters as it is the relationship to the work” and goes on to describe a perspective on the meaning of work which is based on the distinction between job, career and calling orientations to work (Bellah, Sullivan, Tipton, Swidler, & Madsen, 1985; Wrzesniewski et al., 1997). Here meaningfulness of work is seen as one essential element of the calling orientation (Hall & Chandler, 2005; Berg et al., 2009) but the literature seems not to offer a deeper examination of the concept. Somewhat relatedly, Bunderson and Thompson (2009) found that having a neoclassical calling predicted meaningfulness with occupational identification mediating the relationship. Again, no clear definition of meaningfulness of work was offered.
In transformational leadership literature meaningful work and belief in higher purpose of work have been found to mediate the relationship between transformational leadership and positive psychological outcomes such as psychological well-being and job satisfaction (Arnold et al., 2007; Sparks & Schenk, 2001). The link is natural as part of the rationale of transformational leadership is to give “meaningfulness to work by infusing work and organizations with moral purpose” (Shamir, House, & Arthur, 1993: 578). Sparks & Schenk (2001: 858) define higher purposes very broadly indicating only that they are more important “than simply making money”, while Arnold et al. (2007: 195) define meaningful work as "finding a purpose in work that is greater than the extrinsic outcomes of the work." In this tradition meaningfulness is thus seen broadly as anything going beyond the extrinsic benefits of the work. 

Finally, in work alienation literature, meaninglessness is seen as one of the three main components of work alienation along with powerlessness and self-estrangement (Sarros et al., 2002; Seeman, 1971). Meaninglessness of work is defined as “inability to comprehend the relationship of one's contributions to a larger purpose" (Sarros et al., 2002: 287). It is believed that a state of meaninglessness at work will “contribute to an overall feeling of estrangement from the work process” (Sarros et al., 2002: 287).
Taken together, organizational researchers focus on the individual workers and the ways through which they make sense of their work. A problem with the current situation is that there is no uniform way to conceptualize and measure meaningful work. Instead most of the empirical researches tend to come up with their own measures for meaningful work (e.g.Arnold et al., 2007; Bunderson & Thompson, 2009; May et al., 2004; Britt et al., 2001). This makes it hard to compare and draw general conclusions from these different research streams.
Meaningful work defined

Different conceptualizations of meaningful work are provided in table 1. Integrating the different streams of research presented in the last chapter the definition of meaningful work proposed in this research is work that offers the worker positive significance in life thus contributing to the fulfillment of the human need for meaningfulness. As psychological research has revealed, there is in us humans a basic need to feel our life as meaningful. As work is a major part of life, it usually also plays a major role in fulfilling this need. The more the work itself is able to fulfill this need for meaningfulness, the more meaningful it is felt to be. The meaningfulness of work is thus ultimately based on the subjective assessment of the individual. Meaningful work is about making sense of the work in a way that not only makes work comprehensible but also provides a positive significance for one’s own existence. Paraphrasing Davis et al. (1998: 561) one could state that meaningfulness an individual finds in the work is the individual’s appraisal of the significance of the work for his or her sense of life purpose and meaning.
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Table 1 Different conceptualizations of meaningful work
In analyzing the constituents of this need for meaningfulness as applied to work, Baumeister’s (1991; Baumeister & Vohs, 2002) model of four needs seems to be the most fruitful (see Wrzesniewski, 2003; Cartwright & Holmes, 2006). Taking it as the basis, work can contribute to our feeling of meaningfulness by promoting the fulfillment of four different needs: Firstly by (1) offering a way to see “one’s activities as oriented toward a purpose” (Baumeister, 1991: 32). The inclusion of purpose as part of meaningful work is fairly straightforward – quite often meaningful work is directly associated with finding the work to be purposeful (e.g. Arnold et al., 2007; May et al., 2004). By orienting individual’s efforts towards some goals to pursue and targets to achieve an individual’s sense of purposefulness is fulfilled and this consequently boosts one’s sense of meaningfulness. Secondly, work can contribute to meaningfulness through (2) being in accordance and furthering some genuine values that infuse a sense of goodness to life and offers justification for certain courses of action. In order to feel our actions as good and justified two things are needed: values we can believe in and behavior that complies with these values. Accordingly, organizations can fulfill this need through two ways: either by offering a set of values for workers that infuses their work with a sense of meaning or by offering work that is connected to some values already held important by the workers. In organizations with strong cultures or value-systems (see e.g. Pratt, 2000) the first-mentioned way of offering valuable work takes place
 while some forms of works – such as being a missionary or a nurse – draw people that are already committed to the values that the work is thought to serve. When values become deeply integrated in one’s work the work can even become an unbending moral duty (see Bunderson & Thompson, 2009). 
Thirdly, (3) work can contribute to meaningfulness through being a basis for self-worth. People need to feel that they themselves have positive value and are willing to go to great lengths to achieve this goal (see Baumeister, 1991: 44-45). If one is not able to value oneself, it is hard to find one’s own life or whatever one is able to do at work as meaningful. Finally, (4) the work can contribute to a sense of meaningfulness through providing a sense of efficacy. It is essential because despite worthy goals and strong values one can feel one’s work life empty if one doesn’t feel that one is able to contribute, that one isn’t able to realize one’s values and goals through one’s work. Indeed, McGregor and Little (1998: 507) found in their study that a sense of efficacy predicted experienced meaning. Taking these four needs together, to live a meaningful life one needs to feel “that one’s life has purpose, value, and worth” (Davis et al., 1998: 562) – and that one is able to contribute. As regards work, the following are therefore posited: 
Proposition 1: Meaningful work is positively correlated with: 
a. The extent to which one finds purpose in work.

b. Finding one’s work to be connected to personally important values.

c. The extent to which the work provides one with self-worth.

d. The sense of efficacy in work.

Typically, modern work is especially good in providing one with extrinsic goals and ways to achieve them. Thus it is often well suited to satisfy the needs for purpose and efficacy in life (Baumeister, 1991: 142). As regards self-worth, simply having a job contributes positively to one’s self-worth which can be seen by the great threat that unemployment means for most people’s self-worth (see Baumeister, 1991: 143). Also being part of a work community and the status one’s position in the organization provides can offer powerful bases for self-worth. The component of meaningfulness most often lacking in modern work is “a reliable and convincing set of values” (Cartwright & Holmes, 2006: 202; Baumeister, 1991). Besides work, ‘value gap’ is in general the “most widespread difficulty that people today have in finding meaning in life” (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002: 611; Baumeister, 1991). The work is felt as valueless when an individual cannot see a connection between the contribution of one’s work and the values one embraces. For individuals high in the career ladder work most often provides plentiful of self-worth, purposefulness and feelings of efficacy but still a sense of void can bother them because they don’t see their work as contributing to values important to them (see Bellah et al., 1985). Accordingly, when people are complaining about the lack of meaning in their work, what they most often mean is that they have difficulties in seeing their work as having any value. 
People’s perception of the meaningfulness of their work is dependent on what elements of meaningfulness they are looking for in their work in the first place. Individuals are not primarily looking for meaningful work but for a meaningful life. What needs for meaningfulness an individual looks for in work thus depends on her wider life and what needs are fulfilled through other areas of life. In order for work to be meaningful, it doesn’t have to fulfill all of these needs; it is enough that it contributes to the fulfillment of one or more of these needs. Also the reverse holds true: people who are unable to meet some of their callings in work are more active in crafting their leisure time to meet those needs (Berg et al., 2009). There is also evidence for ‘fluid compensation’: when one base for meaningfulness starts to loose its significance for an individual one starts to invest more in other sources of meaning (Heine et al., 2006). For example when career-oriented people experience a ‘mid-life crisis’ and the career doesn’t anymore bring as much meaningfulness as it used to, they start to value their family-life more (Baumeister, 1991). Motivation to find certain elements of meaningfulness in work thus is in dynamic relation to the possibilities to fulfill these needs elsewhere in life (see also Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001: 183). In general then, the need for meaningful work is connected to the extent to which our life outside of work is able to fulfill our needs for meaningfulness. Thus:
Proposition 2:  The relationship between meaningful work and the fulfillment of certain need (purpose, value, efficacy, self-worth) at work is moderated by the amount to which this need is fulfilled outside of work.

Meaningfulness-making: a dynamic process
How do some workers come to view their work as meaningful, while others feel their work as meaningless? Tracing the sources of meaningfulness we come to appreciate the fact that meaningfulness of work doesn’t lie in the objective conditions of the work, nor is it merely a subjective choice. Instead the feeling of meaningfulness is created in a “dynamic interplay between the individual, the organization, and the work itself” (Wrzesniewski, 2003: 297), to which the dimension of the wider society should still be added. In other words, meaningfulness-making (cf. the concept of meaning making, Park & Folkman, 1997) is an ongoing process in which these four dimensions interact to create the sense of meaningfulness for the individual worker. We will first have a look at the four dimensions separately after which the nature of the process of meaningfulness-making itself is addressed more fully. The general integrative model of meaningful work is presented in figure 1.
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Figure 1 The general integrative model of meaningful work.
Job characteristics

Starting from the characteristics of the work itself it is clear that some forms of work are more easily felt as meaningful compared to others. Being a nurse or a fire-fighter one doesn’t have to ponder much about the meaningfulness of one’s work as the experience of saving lives of other human beings is quite uniformly felt as meaningful. In other sort of works as in doing repetitious factory work with no conception of the ‘big picture’ or control over one’s own work one might have more difficulties to feel that one is making a meaningful contribution (see Rubin, 1976). 
Many different job characteristics have been associated with meaningfulness. Following Pratt & Ashfort (2003: 311) we might distinguish them in two groups: the intrinsic qualities of the work itself and the goals and values that the work is thought to serve. Intrinsic qualities of the work that have been suggested to promote meaningfulness include such task characteristics as challenge, clear delineation, variety, creativity and autonomy (Kahn, 1990), variety of skills used on the job, the possibility of completing a whole and identifiable piece of work and a sense of ownership over the work (Hackman & Oldham, 1980). Also the amount of status or influence a work role carries with it have been suggested to influence meaningfulness (Kahn, 1990: 706). It can also be suggested that work that fosters ‘flow experiences’ where the barriers between self and work dissolve can increase the sense of meaningfulness (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2003). Johns et al. (1992: 672) also speculate that ideological context of the job might have an impact on the meaningfulness of the work.
The goals and values that the work is thought to serve are also an important source for meaningfulness. General characteristics for this dimension are harder to give as it is more a question of fit between the employees values and the values the job is thought to promote. As a generalization one might suggest that work where one can contribute to the life of people one appreciates is in most cases seen as meaningful. Hackman and Oldhamn (1980: 79), for example, see that the significance of a task is determined by “the degree to which the job has a substantial impact on the lives of other people.” Also Wrzesniewski (2002: 233) emphasizes how meaning can be attained by serving others through one’s work.

It has also been suggested that work provides meaningfulness through the identity it provides for an individual (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003). While working one has to assume the role the work provides and as one occupies that role for extended times it comes to have an impact on one’s identity. How well the role the work provides fits with an individual’s preferred self-image thus influences the felt meaningfulness (Kahn, 1990: 706). Thus:

Proposition 3: Meaningful work is positively correlated to the existence of certain job characteristics related to:

a. the intrinsic qualities of the work itself

b. the goals and values the work is thought to serve

c. the identity the work provides to the worker

Individual

The nature of a job does have an impact on meaningfulness but at the same time a great deal of literature has proved how ”it is not so much the kind of work that matters as it is the relationship to the work” (Wrzesniewski, 2003: 297). Occupying the same work role (e.g. hospital cleaners, see Dutton, Debebe, & Wrzesniewski, 2000), some people are able to draw much more meaningfulness out of it than others. This difference is explained by the different meanings the workers attach to their work.
The workers active role in constructing the job as meaningful is emphasized in the job crafting literature (e.g. Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001; Berg et al., 2009). In job crafting individuals make physical and cognitive changes in the task or relational boundaries of their work in order for the work to better satisfy their psychological needs (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). For example a worker may “craft a different purpose” for the work thus increasing “feelings of purpose” (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001: 186). An illustrative example is provided by Wrzesniewski (2003: 303-304): hospital cleaners may see the work simply as a way to earn a living while others may extend the work boundaries and relational boundaries to see themselves as an integral parts of a wider organization that provides healthcare for citizens. This illustrates how often meaningfulness can be imposed upon the job by changing the abstraction level. We get the general proposal:
Proposition 4: Engaging in job crafting will on average result in increased sense of meaningful work.
Another perspective on different attitudes taken towards the job is provided by the distinction between ‘jobs’, ‘careers’ and ‘callings’ as orientations to work (Bellah et al., 1985; Wrzesniewski et al., 1997). People with job orientation see their work as primarily a way of earning a living while career oriented people look at their work as a pathway to achievement and status. Finally people with calling orientation see their work as intrinsically motivating; for them the work is a strong provider of personal meaning and a central part of their identity. Wrzesniewski et al. (1997) discovered that all three orientations are to be found within a single occupation. It has also been suggested that people’s orientation to their job might be relatively stable and more dependent on individual characteristics than on job characteristics (Wrzesniewski, 2002: 233). For example, extraverted people might be more likely than introverted people to experience their work as a calling (Berg et al., 2009: 33). Calling orientation has been strongly associated with meaningfulness (Berg et al., 2009; Bellah et al., 1985) and thus should be most strongly associated with meaningful work while it is suggested that career orientation offers better means to fulfill the needs for meaningfulness as compared to a job orientation (Baumeister, 1991). Accordingly:
Proposition 5: Peoples’ orientation towards their work should correlate with the degree they find their work to be meaningful. More specifically, the calling orientation should be associated with highest ratings of meaningfulness, followed by the career orientation and people with job orientation should exhibiting the lowest ratings of meaningful work. 
More generally, it is likely that there are remarkable individual differences in how much the workers are interested in meaningfulness. In models of human needs personal fulfillment and meaningfulness are usually located at the highest level (e.g. Maslow, 1954) thus these needs might not be actualized evenly strongly in every individual. Anecdotal evidence suggests that writers, poets and artists in general are many times people for whom this question is of paramount importance; unable to provide a satisfactory answer to the question, to find meaningfulness in their work and life, they are even willing to take their lives away (see Wilson, 1967). At the same time it seems that the whole quest for meaningfulness is pictured in popular press as a mere joke (see Jones & Gilliam, 1983; Adams, 1979). Academic research has revealed that the extent to which people are searching for meaning in life is related to some relatively stable character traits and that the whole search for meaning is relatively independent from how much meaning individuals perceive to have in their life (Steger et al., 2006; Steger & Kashdan, 2007). As regards work life, evidence suggests that people in professional, high skill work are more inclined to view their work with an intrinsic purpose and as a way to self expression than are low skill, blue collar workers (see Fineman, 1983: 145). Overall then, it can be hypothesized that the degree to which individuals are looking for meaningfulness in their life in general and work in particular can be highly different. One could even think that the search for meaningful work is a higher-level need that is actualized in only certain groups of people. More research on the topic is needed but as a general proposition we can make the following statement:
Proposition 6: The degree to which meaningfulness of work affects an individual is dependent on the general tendency of the individual to search for meaningfulness in life.
Organization – or the social dimension of meaningfulness
From birth onward, human search for meaning and meaningfulness is an inherently social process (Baumeister, 1991). Therefore, individual’s search for meaningfulness in work should not be seen as an isolated attempt; it is deeply embedded in the social context that the worker is a part of. “Sensemaking in organizational context is seldom a solitary exercise: meaningfulness tends to be socially constructed among individuals within work groups, departments, and so on” (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003: 311; Weick, 1995). The process of individual meaningfulness-making is intertwined with social information processing and social comparison processes, thus different individuals within the same organization tend to triangulate on a limited set of meanings for their work. In order to uphold a certain form of meaning – to be able to believe in it – individuals usually need social validation for their interpretation from people close to them. In the work context, therefore, the colleagues and the leadership play a large role in determining what forms of meaningfulness the workers are able to extract from the work. 
There is also research indicating a positive relation between rewarding co-worker interaction and meaningfulness (see May et al., 2004). This can be explained firstly by the fact that the sense of belonging itself might contribute to felt meaningfulness through providing a base for self-worth. Secondly, moods are highly contagious in work groups (Barsade, 2002) and there is no reason to believe that the sense of meaningfulness should be an exception. Therefore, being a member of a group that has a strong sense of meaningfulness most probably increases the individuals appraisal of the meaningfulness of his or her work. Thirdly, through expressions of gratitude, appreciation and respect rewarding interactions promote felt dignity, self-appreciation and worthiness of individuals thus contributing positively to their self-worth and pointing out how their work has efficacy – and therefore ultimately increasing their felt meaningfulness (Kahn, 1990: 707).Most important explanation is still, arguably, the fact that other human beings are a central source of meaningfulness (Twenge, Catanese, & Baumeister, 2003; Mikulincer, Florian, & Hirschberger, 2003). “Rewarding interpersonal interactions” (Kahn, 1990: 707) or “meaningful interpersonal encounters” (Wright & Cropanzano, 2004: 345) provide individuals opportunities to feel that they are contributing positively to the life of others thus providing a sense that what they are doing is significant. 

So the organizational context influences individuals felt meaningfulness at work through two main channels. Firstly, the process of meaningfulness-making itself should be seen as social, the meanings an individual comes to see in his or her work are largely socially negotiated. Secondly, the organizational community itself is an important source of meaningfulness through various ways including the contribution one feels one can make to others as well as the support for one’s sense of meaningfulness that other workers can provide
.
Proposition 7: The extent to which individuals find their work meaningful is influenced by their co-workers in four ways:

a. Group membership can offer a basis for self-worth and through this it can increase the felt meaningfulness of work.

b. Being a member of a work group with strong sense for the meaningfulness of work will through emotional contagion increase the individual’s appraisal of meaningfulness of work.
c. Positive feedback one gets from others will help one recognize the ways in which one’s work is fulfilling the needs for meaningfulness thus increasing the felt meaningfulness.

d. Sense of contributing positively to other workers will influence felt meaningfulness positively.

Additionally, Pratt and Ashfort (2003) offer a long list of organizational practices that might improve the felt meaningfulness of the workers. They start from recruitment, selection and socialization practices and include employee involvement practices (Lawler, Mohrman & Benson 2001), path-goal leadership (House 1997) and practices that nurture callings (Furey 1997). Indirect measures, where felt meaningfulness is increased by strengthening the sense of belonging include building of cultures, ideologies and identities, visionary, charismatic or transformational leadership and building of charismatic or leadership communities. Research on work redesign (Hackman & Oldham, 1980) has demonstrated how work enriched on the dimensions of task variety, task significance and task identity can positively influence the meaningfulness experienced by the employees (Renn & Vandenberg, 1995; Johns et al., 1992). In general, organizations that can articulate for the worker how their work is connected to something larger and serves a valued purpose, can foster meaning (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003: 321) Emmons 1999). This is supported by the evidence of Sarros et al. (2002) who found that transactional leadership style was associated positively and transformational leadership style negatively with work alienation. Thus:
Proposition 8: By connecting the employees work effort to some valued purpose, certain leadership styles and organizational practices will have a positive effect on the employees’ felt meaningfulness of work.

Wider society

In addition to the organization one could also see how the wider society affects the meaningfulness individuals are able to extract from their work. Through language, values, and interpersonal relationships the cultural climate of the society one is part of has a strong effect on how people come to perceive the world and what things they come to value (Baumeister, 1991). One could say that it is the wider culture that gives individual the tools – the “culturally embedded vocabularies” (Fineman, 2006: 283) – through which to evaluate and make sense of oneself, one’s needs and the wider world. In general then, the culture influences strongly what sorts of interpretations individuals are able to see in their job and thus also what forms of meaningfulness they are able to draw from it. There are likely to be “a limited number of meaning archetypes in a given society that individuals draw from” (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003: 311). 

Proposition 9: The categories and ways to find meaningfulness in work are highly influenced by the wider society.

In a certain culture, certain forms of work are especially appreciated and valued while some other forms of work are condemned. Thus when peoples work is valued by the wider society it is easier for them to uphold a sense of meaningfulness of their work. Respectively, people in job’s that are generally viewed as valueless or even being against the general values of the society will have to exert more individual and collective effort to uphold a sense of meaningful work (cf. the discussion on 'dirty work' Ashford & Kreiner, 1999). In addition to contributing to the process of meaningfulness-making, the wider society thus influences individual appraisals of meaningfulness by being a source of support for certain forms of meaningfulness and a source of resistance for certain forms of meaningfulness.
Proposition 10: Doing work valued by the society will make it easier to uphold a sense of meaningfulness thus correlating positively with meaningful work.
Proposition 11: Doing work
 that runs counter to the values of the wider society will make it harder to uphold a sense of meaningfulness thus correlating negatively with meaningful work and positively with individual and collective efforts to uphold a sense of meaningfulness.

Dynamics

As argued above, the process through which individuals come to feel their work as meaningful is dynamic and involves – in addition to the individual – the work characteristics, the organization and the wider society. There is an ongoing debate in the literature over whether the meaning of work is determined internally or externally and it has according to Wrzesniewski (2003: 299) “yielded results that support both views.” This is understandable as meaning is something we impose upon the world while individual’s meanings are closely dependent on the cultural meanings available to them (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002). Thus meaning necessarily involves the individual, the society and the outer world in an “ongoing, inseparable, meaning-making process” (Fineman, 2006: 273). The general trend in sociology and organizational science has been to overcome the ‘false dichotomies’ between subjective and objective perspectives and instead emphasize how the individual, the world and other people interact together to create the reality we live in (see e.g. Bourdieu, 1990; Giddens, 1986; Bradbury & Lichtenstein, 2000; Weick, 1979). Accordingly, meaningful work should be approached in a way that concentrates on the complex process between the internal and external through which the experience of meaningfulness is created. The way to approach meaningfulness should see it as “an ongoing, day-by-day, constantly unfolding phenomenon, not an end state that is once-and-for-all resolved” (Ryff & Singer, 1998: 8).
In general one could argue that felt meaningfulness in work is about a fit between what the worker is and believes in – and what he or she does (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003: 316; see also May et al., 2004). But here the fit must not be seen as primarily a fit between one’s skills and the job demands but more as a fit between individual’s values and the values the job is thought to serve. Research on meaning in life have found strong evidence connecting meaningfulness with being “in touch with and enacting goals that are expressions of who one believes he or she really is” (Schlegel et al., 2009: 474) and with the degree to which participants personal projects are consistent with the core elements of their self-identity (McGregor & Little, 1998: 505). This connection between felt meaningfulness and identity is echoed in literature on meaningful work (e.g. Pratt & Ashforth, 2003). For example, May et al. (2004) found evidence that shows how the fit between work-role and one’s self-concept increases the felt meaningfulness while Bunderson and Thompson (2009) found that occupational identification predicted the meaningfulness of work. Therefore it seems safe to assume that the fit between the person’s identity and his or her perception of the work will increase the degree to which a person finds the work meaningful
. We get the proposition:
Proposition 12: Meaningful work is positively correlated to the degree to which the work is connected to the core elements of the person’s identity.
Consequences of meaningful work
The direct consequences associated to felt meaningfulness in work in different research are plenty. Johns et al. (1992) and May (2003; referred in May et al., 2004) report links to important attitudinal outcomes such as job satisfaction, internal work motivation and turnover cognitions. Neck & Milliman (1994) found positive outcomes for both individual and organizational performance. The link between meaningfulness and performance is also supported by the research of Sparks and Schenk (2001) who found positive correlations between workers’ beliefs in higher purpose of their work and job satisfaction, unit cohesion, work effort and ultimately, through effort, on job performance. 

Providing meaningful work to employees is also said to facilitate both personal growth and work motivation (Spreitzer, Kizilos, & Nason, 1997), especially meaningful work is said to provide internal motivation (May et al., 2004). Meaningful work is also reported to increase the commitment to work (Tyler & Blader, 2003) and soldiers who felt their work as meaningful were more able to find positive benefits from their experience of participating in a peacekeeping mission (Britt et al., 2001). And as already discussed, the experience of meaningfulness in general is associated with many positive psychological outcomes such as psychological and physical health (Baumeister 1991, Dunn 1996, Ryff Singer 1998, Treadgold 1999) and happiness (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Lack of experienced meaning in the workplace, respectively, is associated with negative outcomes, including employee cynicism (see Cartwright & Holmes, 2006), work alienation  (Sarros et al., 2002) and disengagement from one’s work (see May et al., 2004).
As already discussed, meaningful work has also been theorized to be an element of a number of theoretical constructs and through its mediating role in them it is indirectly associated with additional positive outcomes. Through engagement, meaningful work is associated to such variables as employee turnover, customer satisfaction and loyalty, safety and to a lesser degree, profitability and productivity (J. K. Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002). Engagement is also said to lead to both pro-active behaviour and presence at work (Ancarani, Di Mauro, & Giammanco, n.d.). Having a calling, in turn, is associated with factors such as increased life, health and job satisfaction (Berg et al., 2009: 2 viitaten kolmeen) as well as putting more time in at work (Wrzesniewski et al., 1997). In workgroups in which proportion of members with calling orientation is higher, groups report stronger identification with the team, less conflict, more commitment to the team itself and healthier group processes (Wrzesniewski, 2003). In addition to enhanced subjective psychological success and group dynamics, calling orientation has been speculated to lead to higher objective job performance and increased productivity (Hall & Chandler, 2005; see also Wright & Cropanzano, 2004: 343). Lack of calling might lead to frustration, disappointment and regret and ultimately hinder job performance (Berg et al., 2009 viitaten moneen).
One of the most important organizational benefit of being able to offer meaningful work might still occur in the employee recruitment and retainment processes. There is a vast amount of evidence that an increased number of people are searching for meaningfulness in their job. In their choice of work, meaningfulness is as important as pay and security – and perhaps even more so (O’Brien 1992; Viitattu Pratt & Ashfort 2003). Therefore those organizations that are perceived to offer meaningful work have a significant advantage in the labor market for recruiting the best individuals into their organization. Offering meaningful work also plays a role in retention of key employees and effective management of change (see Cartwright & Holmes, 2006). One of the most important factors prompting career change is the quest for meaningful work which provides a greater fit with personal values (see Cartwright & Holmes, 2006). Modern workers are increasingly looking for things beyond salary in their work (Rousseau, Ho, & Greenberg, 2006) such as fulfillment of core personal values, meaning and purpose, self-expression, and opportunities to help others (see Berg et al., 2009 for references).
Proposition 13: Organizations that are able to foster a sense of meaningfulness for the work they offer have an advantage in the competition for the best workforce. 
There are, however, also a few potential drawbacks of high meaningfulness of work from both the individual and organizational perspective that need to be discussed. For the individual the felt meaningfulness itself is a psychological condition that is in general beneficial but the problem with too high meaningfulness in work might be that one comes to neglect other sources of meaningfulness in one’s life such as family. ‘Putting all eggs in one basket’, drawing most of the meaningfulness in life from work makes the individual vulnerable to a situation where the work no longer is able to provide one with enough sense of meaningfulness (Baumeister, 1991). As work does not easily fulfill individual’s whole need for existential significance, “relying on career for meaning in life is associated with career burnout” (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002: 615). Additionally, the sense of moral duty sometimes associated with meaningful work can also make one “vulnerable to exploitation by management” (Bunderson & Thompson, 2009: 43) when the worker with inner commitment is willing to sacrifice pay, benefits and working conditions in order to do the work they feel they are deeply called to do. Moreover, as the experience of meaningfulness in life is based on the overall balance of different sources of meaningfulness, work can hinder the pursuit of meaningfulness in other areas of life. Indeed, McGregor and Little (1998: 502) have found evidence that “happiness appears to be enhanced by balanced project pursuit” rather than focusing only on one project in life. Therefore efforts to achieve a healthy work-life balance most probably increase the felt meaningfulness of workers life as a whole:
Proposition 14: A good work-life balance will in most cases increase the meaning in life of employees.

For the organization, the drawback of having employees high on meaningfulness is that these employees might be more committed to the cause than they are to the organization. When “the task itself – not where it is done – [- -] is of ultimate importance” (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003: 325) the worker might beget disengaged from the organization. Saks (2006) separates between job engagement and organizational engagement and there is reason to believe that meaningfulness is more associated with the former. From the organizational perspective, then, successful promotion of meaningfulness should be associated with efforts to build strong community around the organization. Also because true meaning comes from within the worker, too strong attempts to manage the meaning from outside might actually make meaning a “form of normative control” and thus actually reduce the felt meaningfulness of the workers (Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009: 492) and even alienate some of the workers (see Pratt, 2000). Therefore efforts to promote the meaningfulness of the worker most probably work best when they are indirect, directed at providing conditions for experiencing meaningfulness and supporting the workers own process of building meaningfulness into their work.
Proposition 15: To be effective the organizational efforts to promote meaningfulness should concentrate on strengthening the workers own process of meaningfulness-making rather than attempting to impose a form of meaningfulness from the top-down.

Summary

This work has proposed to understand meaningful work as inherently connected to the psychological need for meaningfulness. Work that is able to fulfill some of the four needs for meaningfulness – purpose, values, efficacy and self-worth – will be experienced as meaningful but the needs individual workers attempt to fulfill through their work are dependent on their larger life. A process of meaningfulness-making – in which the job characteristics, the individual, the organization and the wider society interact in a dynamic and ongoing fashion – has been proposed as the way through which the individual sense of meaningful work arises. The positive consequences as well as drawbacks of meaningful work have been discussed.
Limitations and future research directions
In this article meaningful work is treated as a psychological concept – the work is meaningful when the worker feels it to be meaningful. Taking this approach means that many important moral and political questions are omitted. Firstly, I am not engaging in discussions that consider the acceptable forms of meaningfulness for individuals. One could argue that some forms of meaningfulness are more acceptable than others. As an example, Ernest Hemingway’s search for meaning by participating in the civil war in Spain could arguably be viewed as an unethical way of achieving meaningfulness (for a more controversial example about 'terrorists' seeing themselves as 'freedom fighters', see Fineman, 2006: 274). Arguments could be made that certain ways to pursue meaningfulness are beneficial or harmful for the society at large. But albeit their importance, discussions of this kind are out of the scope of this article.
There is also the question about the line between organizations that encourage meaningfulness and organizations that engage in manipulation (see Fineman, 2006: 277). For example Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2009: 508) argue in rather strong terms that “the ‘management of meaning’ often treats the employee as an empty vessel that somehow needs to be provided with meaning through a series of techniques in exchange for which the employee is to give more discretionary effort to the organization.” Relatedly, some philosophers have argued that for meaning to be meaningful and authentic “it has to be made, not received or found” (Kekes, 1986: 75; see also Frankl, 1963).

Organizational efforts to provide meaning to the workers can thus be interpreted as a form of normative control (Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009; see also Pratt, 2000) and partly therefore it is important to be sensitive to the influence of power-relations in the meaningfulness-making process. There is also the danger that making experience of meaningfulness at work an organizational or societal norm could potentially and unnecessarily pathologize some workers that weren’t looking for meaningfulness in their work in the first place (cf. Fineman, 2006: 277). These are important and ethically loaded questions that organizational actors need to have in mind when designing attempts to promote the experience of meaningfulness of their employees. Fully exploring the complications involved in these question calls for future research efforts. 
It is also worth noting that the account of meaningful work provided in this paper is secular – it is based on the psychological need for meaningfulness. At the same time it must be acknowledged that search for spirituality at work (e.g. Ashmos & Duchon, 2000) could offer important insights for our understanding of meaningful work. For example, Ashmos and Duchon (2000) see spirituality at work as consisting of three elements: the inner life of the workers, meaningful work and community. At the same time it has been argued that “career often takes the place of religion in people’s lives, which then compels people to find significance in their work” (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002: 615; referring to Pines 1993). If this is true, then understanding what people are seeking for in religions could be used to understand what contemporary people are looking for in their work. Additionally, it must be acknowledged that for many individuals the meaning in life (see Paloutzian, 1981) and meaningfulness of work is found through their spirituality. For these reasons, insights from literature dealing with spirituality in the work-place could possibly inform even secularly oriented research on meaningful work in the future.

A certain limitation of the current construct is the depiction of meaningful work as an inner state. It has been suggested that the identity and self as the sources of meaningful life present Western – and even in West, quite modern - way to approach meaningful life (see Schlegel et al., 2009). Also the research evidence about meaningful life and meaningful work is quite uniformly gathered from US and other Western countries. This raises the question is the construct as defined here applicable outside modern western culture, for example in Asia. This calls for more cross-cultural research efforts on the topic.
Furthermore there are many gaps in our current understanding about meaningful work that need to be addressed in the future. Empirical research that examines the process of meaningfulness-making is needed to better understand the interplay of individual, organization and wider society in this process and how it differs depending on the job characteristics.  Also the direct consequences of meaningful work are still too little understood. The complex relations of meaningful work to individual’s identity, character and life outside the work are also questions that need further examination. This calls for research that examines what kind of individual differences there are in the degree to which workers are looking for meaningfulness in their work and what characteristics explain these differences. Also the question about are people in certain jobs more prone to search for meaningfulness than in others needs to be studied further. In addition, the different conceptualizations and measuring instruments for assessing meaningful work make the different researches hard to compare. All in all, rather than closing the question of meaningful work, this article, by drawing together different streams of research around the concept, attempts to open up the field for rigorous research that directly addresses our understanding of meaningful work.

Conclusion

If a more prophetic closing is allowed, one might suggest that meaningful work could turn out to be the question of 21st century. Looking at wider sociological developments in Western societies one could state that the previously dominant protestant work ethics has gradually lost its grip over people’s fundamental relation to their work during the last century (Baumeister, 1991). No longer do people in large view their work as a sacred duty. What has come to replace it is the modern focus of self-hood; individualistic pursuits and satisfaction of individual needs have taken the central role in people’s motivational structures (Baumeister, 1991). This has lead to modern consumerist societies where one of the primary sources of meaningfulness is the pursuit of a life-style made possible by the numerous material improvements of recent times. The problem with this solution is that the emptiness of this ‘hedonistic threadmill’ has been increasingly understood. “Most recent evidence suggests that money is losing its power as a central motivator”, in part because the general population is realizing, in greater numbers, that above a minimum level necessary for survival, money adds little to their subjective well-being” (Wrzesniewski, 2003: 299; Seligman, 2002). People are becoming more aware of the fact that “increasing material wealth and consumption seem not to enhance happiness” (Fineman, 2006: 272). At the same time, the secularized and fragmented modern society has lead to a ”failure of old values to provide meaning” (Fineman, 2006: 274) and thus people are confronted with more responsibility to construct the meaningfulness of their lives by themselves. “In the wake of the efficacy-based American dream, meaninglessness is epidemic” (McGregor & Little, 1998: 507) and people are “increasingly faced with an ‘existential vacuum’” (Schlegel et al., 2009: 474).
To address this gap, people are increasingly turning to their work as a source of meaningfulness. Career has for many “taken the role of religion” thus compelling people to find more significance in their work than before (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002: 615). Work has become a focal area “in providing meaning, stability, and a sense of community and identity” in people’s lives (Cartwright & Holmes, 2006: 202) and people are increasingly looking for more than mere salary in their work (Rousseau et al., 2006). Accordingly, the popular press and media as well as organizational scholars and consultants are increasingly praising the virtues of finding true purpose and calling in work (Berg et al., 2009). For example, America’s two largest job search companies – Careerbuilder.com and Monster.com – both have recently launched campaigns to “follow your heart” and “find your true calling“ (Berg et al., 2009). 

All in all, it is possible to suggest that on a societal level western countries are progressively moving towards a post-hedonistic society where the intrinsic rewards produced by the work are viewed as more important than its outer compensations. This, of course, is just one scenario of what future might hold for us but at least it presents a genuine possibility. If the general cultural development is going in the direction prophesized here – and it seems that we are at least taking small steps in that direction – then researchers and organizations need to be prepared for this shift. Hence, the need for deeper understanding of what meaningful work is ultimately about.
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� Controversies around this strategy are discusses later in the article.


� Despite the positive correlations between meaningfulness and positive interaction with co-workers it is important to distinguish the need of belonging � ADDIN ZOTERO_ITEM {"citationItems":[{"itemID":15231,"prefix":"see"}]} �(see Baumeister & Leary, 1995)� from the need for meaningfulness. It is not hard to imagine a worker that is deeply attached to the work community but still doesn’t feel the actual work as meaningful. In many theoretical frameworks these two needs are treated as separate � ADDIN ZOTERO_ITEM {"citationItems":[{"itemID":1085,"position":1}]} �(May et al., 2004)� but sometimes the danger of confusing them together seems to come close � ADDIN ZOTERO_ITEM {"citationItems":[{"itemID":9837,"prefix":"e.g. ","position":1}]} �(e.g. Pratt & Ashforth, 2003)�.


� This fit then can be achieved through all the dimensions and measures listed in here. One could arrive at meaningfulness by changing the attitudes, values and identities of the individual worker or by changing the nature of the work or the perception of the meaning and significance of the work. The desired result is a state where the workers needs of meaning are matched by the workers perception of the characteristics of the job.
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