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Abstract 

 In many of today's organizations, a persistent challenge is ensuring that workers perform 

at a high level in order to support innovation, effective problem solving, and overall strong 

organizational performance. This may be more difficult than ever before, given that so many 

current jobs are shifting toward cognitively demanding, knowledge-oriented work tasks. For 

workers to perform well in these increasingly demanding roles, they must be genuinely engaged 

with their work. Too often, however, workers have a very low level of engagement and have no 

real motivation to do more than the minimum that is required of them. The underlying cause of 

this problem is that many workers simply do not find any real purpose and meaning in their 

work. They are not strongly motivated to pursue any particularly important long-term goals 

within their organizations. For some, it is not even clear that the work they are doing has any 

significant impact on the overall success of their organization. Others may recognize that their 

efforts benefit the organization but still find no meaning in this, because they do not feel that the 

organization is truly doing anything worthwhile to benefit society or the world. To maintain a 

sustainable competitive advantage, business organizations today must make it a priority to enable 

workers to find purpose and meaning in their work.  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Enabling Workers to Find Purpose and Meaning 

 The project of transforming an organization such that its workers find purpose and 

meaning in their work is not a simple one. Organizational leaders who have some interest in such 

an endeavor have many things to consider. One is the business rationale that justifies the project; 

the changes that will be required likely demand cooperation from the highest levels of an 

organization, and making the business case in favor of a plan for change is often essential to 

securing the buy-in of organizational leaders. It is also essential to develop a clear understanding 

of purpose and meaning in the context of work, given that these are the target outcomes for the 

relevant change effort. Once this has been clarified, the most involved consideration is how 

exactly an organization should about about enabling its workers to find purpose and meaning. 

Rationale 

 Given that a great deal of thought within the world of business is still dominated by a 

traditional 'bottom line' profit orientation, it is important to provide, if possible, a pragmatic 

rationale for why organizations should actually care about enabling their workers to find purpose 

and meaning. For an executive or manager who adheres to this arguably dated way of thinking, 

the idea that an organization should put effort into promoting purpose and meaning among 

workers likely sounds like a waste of resources. Workers do their jobs, such a manager might 

reason, for the purpose of receiving a paycheck; this paycheck in turn supports whatever non-

work activities from which the worker derives meaning. This perspective is flawed for many 

reasons, the least of which may be the straightforward pragmatic rationale that workers who find 

purpose and meaning in their work represent a significant source of competitive advantage for an 
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organization. 

Modernization  

 Today’s business environment is more complex and more competitive than ever before in 

history. The early days of the industrial revolution, during which an aspiring capitalist might 

achieve huge profits simply by mass-producing consumer goods in factories that used workers as 

human machines, have long passed. In today's increasingly knowledge-based economy, success 

typically requires heavy doses of creativity and innovation—even in the manufacturing industry. 

Today's workers, even at lower levels within organizations, are often expected to perform 

relatively cognitively demanding tasks (Bratianu, 2017). Working harder or faster tends to be less 

important than working smarter: making better decisions, being more creative, and finding more 

innovative solutions to problems. For workers to be consistently effective in such tasks, they 

must be deeply engaged with their work (Britt, Adler, & Bartone, 2001). Enhancing worker 

engagement is thus a critical concern from the perspective of maximizing organizational 

performance (Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002). Promoting worker engagement, though, is no 

easy task; paying more, or offering improved perks, simply does not work. 

Work Climate  

 What does work for the purpose of improving employee engagement is establishing 

conditions in which most workers find purpose and meaning in their work. Workers strive to do 

their best when they actually care about organizational outcomes; when they do not care, they 

tend instead to simply go through the motions, doing the minimum that they can get away with in 

order to remain employed. Workers who do not care act like "the walking dead," (Quinn, 2010, 
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p. 20). They might manage to complete the core tasks of their jobs, but they do nothing to move 

the organization forward—and organizations that fail to move forward often find themselves 

falling behind. Workers who find purpose and meaning in their work, in contrast, enhance 

organizational learning and innovation through their deep engagement and commitment to 

achieving organizational objectives and goals (Luthans & Youssef, 2004). Enabling workers to 

find purpose and meaning, in short, is simply good business. 

Workers and Purpose 

 Before undertaking an effort to enable workers to find purpose and meaning in their work, 

a manager must understand what precisely is being targeted. Purpose and meaning are somewhat 

similar concepts and they are closely linked, but they are not identical. According to one account 

in the professional research literature, purpose "refers to one’s direction and long-term goals," 

while meaning "refers to people’s comprehension of their own life," (Arnoux-Nicolas, Sovet, 

Lhotellier, & Bernaud, 2017, p. 167). Purpose has also been described by psychologists as 

related to intention, as "an aim to be met or to be achieved," (Drageset, Haugan, & Tranvåg, 

2017, p. 1). Having purpose is much the same as having a reason to do something, though its 

orientation is more toward the long term. Workers almost always have at least one reason to 

carry out their work: to earn a paycheck so they can support themselves. This can be transformed 

into purpose on a long-term outlook: perhaps a worker's purpose is simply to continue working 

for several decades so that he or she will continue earning that paycheck in order to provide for a 

child and save enough to put that child through school. For purposes that involve a worker's 

individual or family goals, of course, it is often the case that a wide variety of jobs in many 
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different organizations would be more or less equally suitable. Ideally, then, an organization 

should seek to ensure that workers find some sense of purpose that is tied to that organization in 

particular. 

Employees and Meaning 

 Meaning and purpose are often linked, but it is possible for a worker to find purpose in his 

or her work without necessarily also finding meaning. Meaning is also closely connected to 

concepts such as value and worth. Research psychologists have operationally defined finding 

meaning as "making sense of or establishing coherence in one’s existence," (Drageset et al., 

2017, p. 1). The coherence component of meaning is particularly important. It suggests that 

finding meaning is dependent upon a certain kind of alignment within a person's life, perhaps 

most significantly in terms of the alignment between an individual's values and his or her 

behavior. People experience their lives as being meaningful when the things that they do align, or 

are coherent with, their deepest values. People who value family, for example, find meaning in 

their lives when they see that their behaviors and way of living are having a significant positive 

impact on the lives of their family members. For a person to find meaning in his or her work, 

then, several conditions must be met. First, the ordinary job duties and tasks that the worker is 

involved with must align with (or at least not conflict with) his or her values. Second, what the 

organization as a whole is doing should align with the worker's values. Third, the worker should 

understand how his or her job is contributing to the organization's overall functioning. Workers 

are not likely to find meaning in their work if they do not feel that they are truly contributing to 

the success of their organization, or when, according to their values, it seems that the 
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organization's influence on society is neutral or even negative. 

Supporting Purpose and Meaning Among Workers 

 Organizations that support the development of both purpose and meaning among their 

workers are likely to enjoy the greatest possible benefits, so the ideal approach would involve 

pursuing both of these targets. If this is the route that an organization selects, it would be sensible 

to put the most emphasis on enabling workers to find meaning. Workers who find meaning in 

their work will naturally also find purpose, at least to some degree, in their work as well. The 

reason for this is that if a worker believes that his or her organization is pursuing a valuable 

mission or otherwise making a positive difference in the world, then he or she is likely to 

develop a purpose of helping to ensure that the organization achieves its objectives and goals 

(Murray, 2019). Establishing a sense of meaning among workers, then, will generally suffice to 

establish at least a base level of purpose at the same time—as long as most workers also believe 

that their job performance has a real impact on the rest of the organization. This may not be all 

that an organization should do to reinforce a sense of purpose among its workers, of course. Still, 

it represents a good starting point, and it is certainly possible for workers to find multiple 

overlapping purposes in their work. 

Management 

 The first general step toward enabling workers to find meaning in their work is to ensure 

that the organization's overall functioning, in the broadest sense, is likely to be consistent with 

the kinds of values that most people hold. In simple terms, an organization should strive to do 

something that is good for society and good for the world. There are many possible ways of 
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fulfilling this criterion. A company might make a quality product or offer an excellent service 

that fulfills some need for its customers, making their lives better. Firms that focus on the 

business-to-business market might provide valuable products and services that help other 

companies to better pursue their worthwhile goals. Some retailers, such as Walmart, seek to 

benefit their customers by selling necessities like household goods and food at the lowest 

possible price, improving customers' lives by saving them money. Walmart is also an excellent 

example of an organization that seeks to do good in the world by using some of its profits to 

support worthy charitable and community purposes (Labuski & Copeland, 2015). Social 

entrepreneurship, an increasingly popular form of business, goes even further by making 

addressing important social or environmental issues a core part of their business models 

(Andersson & Self, 2015). Not every organization needs to go this far, of course; more modest 

functions such as producing good quality products for the benefit of customers are still capable 

of inspiring a sense of meaning among workers. What is clear, however, is that organizations 

whose only function is the generation of profit are very unlikely to give workers any real sense 

of meaning. 

Application 

 Assuming that an organization is making a genuine effort to do something that might 

inspire a sense of meaning among workers, the next practical steps involve ensuring that this is 

being communicated effectively to all workers. Organizational vision, mission, and values 

statements tend to play a crucial role in this part of the process, as they reflect the most direct 

high-level statement of the organization's commitments and values. These statements offer the 
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organization a chance to make its case for why workers should find meaning in their work. If an 

organization's leadership is unable to present a clear and compelling case in these official 

statements, it is unlikely that managers and supervisors in the middle of the organizational 

hierarchy will manage to make the case (Mihai, 2017). After the mission statement and other 

relevant statements have been perfected, the organization should work to ensure that the 

messages expressed by these statements are reinforced throughout the organization at all levels: 

in official policies and procedures, through the words and actions of executives and managers, 

and certainly in training materials including especially the orientation materials delivered to new 

hires. 

Job Design 

 The organization's approach to job design will also play a foundational role in the effort to 

enable workers to find purpose and meaning in their work. Even if the organization is pursuing 

worthwhile goals that benefit society and successfully communicating this commitment to all of 

its workers, any individual worker's sense of meaning and purpose can be undermined in the 

absence of one crucial factor: a clear link between the work performed by an individual worker 

and overall organizational success. This is the factor that bridges the gap between a worker's 

general endorsement of an organization's worthiness and his or her actual work efforts (Cassar & 

Meier, 2018). Working for a laudable organization whose operations are clearly benefiting 

society will not actually inspire workers if they feel that their jobs are basically pointless; their 

specific efforts, and not merely the efforts of the organization as a whole, must provide a sense of 

purpose and meaning (Duffy, Autin, & Bott, 2015). Business organizations are already motivated 
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by considerations of efficiency to ensure that all jobs are contributing to organizational 

performance, but it is also necessary to design jobs in a way that allows workers to clearly see 

how they are contributing. 

 Job design also matters from the perspective of supporting workers' senses of purpose. 

Ideally, a worker will have multiple complementary purposes that motivate his or her work, 

including supporting the organization's achievement of genuinely worthwhile goals. Any given 

purpose, though, is more likely to yield a high level of motivation when it is specific and 

personally applicable rather than being of a more general nature. A worker might gain a sense of 

purpose related to supporting organizational success, but in the context of a larger organization, 

workers recognize that their individual efforts can only contribute so much toward this aim. 

Organizations should therefore strive to offer something a bit more concrete for their workers. 

By offering a range of desirable personal goals such as growing in knowledge and skills, 

receiving formal awards and recognition for performance, and opportunities for professional 

advancement, an organization can also help to ensure that workers can find purpose in the pursuit 

of these more specific ambitions (De Beer, Tims, & Bakker, 2016; Gillet, Fouquereau, Vallerand, 

Abraham, & Colombat, 2018). Ideally, then, every job should be designed in such a way that it 

offers some possibility for measurable progress and specific goals for which a worker might 

strive. 

Faith Integration 

 The Christian tradition as well as the principles express in the Bible offer great insight into 

matters that relate directly to the project of enabling workers to find purpose and meaning in 
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their work. For example, the Bible does express the idea that a person has an obligation to work 

in order to provide for his or her family: "But if anyone does not provide for his own, and 

especially for those of his household, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever," (1 

Timothy 5:8, New American Standard Bible). This reinforces the common sense notion that for 

the most part, workers do have at least some degree of built-in purpose when it comes to their 

work; most are employed, if for no other reason, so that they can receive a paycheck to support 

themselves and in many cases their families. This purpose is often a powerful force in the lives 

of workers, but that does not mean that an organization should regard it as being sufficient. The 

main problem with assuming that individual, external purposes will suffice to keep workers 

engaged is that any specific job or organization is not essential to pursuing that purpose. A 

worker, that is, might do just as well, with respect to the purpose of earning a living, by getting a 

job at a competing organization. Further, purposes of this sort do not provide any special 

motivation for the worker to ensure that the organization actually achieves its goals. 

Biblical Inference 

 Numerous biblical passages support the view that an organization should be such that it 

can provide a sense of meaning in work for its employees. One cautionary message in the Bible 

is that "He who tills his land will have plenty of bread, But he who pursues worthless things 

lacks sense," (Proverbs 12:11). On the most direct interpretation, this passage seems to have a 

more practical orientation; people should not waste their time doing things without value or there 

may be negative consequences. Yet it also speaks to the more general idea that people should 

strive to expend their limited time and effort in ways that have true meaning and value 
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understood in a more principled sense. Many biblical passages reinforce the idea that a faithful 

Christian should endeavor to do good work in the world: "For we are His workmanship, created 

in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them," 

(Ephesians 2:10). Doing good works can take many forms, ranging from formal charitable work 

to simply treating other people well in everyday life. A person's work life is not truly separate 

from other areas of life, even if many people seem to feel that this is the case (Hart, 1999). Given 

that work often occupies a great deal of a person's waking hours, it is important that people feel 

that their work is meaningful in that it contributes, in at least some small way, to making the 

world better. 

Business Ethics 

 Business organizations do not operate within a moral vacuum in which the only thing that 

matters is maximizing profit. As the Bible explains: "For by Him all things were created, both in 

the heavens and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or 

authorities—all things have been created through Him and for Him," (Colossians 1:16). This 

passage reinforces the idea that no aspect of life can be considered to be truly separate from life 

as a whole. Just as people need to find purpose and meaning in their personal lives, living in a 

way that reflects their values and religious beliefs, they need to find purpose and meaning in the 

work activities on which they spend so much of their precious and limited time. There is nothing 

inherently objectionable about an organization seeking to operate in a way that generates profit, 

but organizations should also strive to function in ways that are coherent with the values, 

purpose, and meanings of their workers. Organizations that achieve this alignment will have 
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more fulfilled and better engaged workers who genuinely care about promoting organizational 

objectives and goals. 

Conclusion 

 In today's competitive business environment, organizations have stronger reasons than 

ever before to make a substantive effort to enable their workers to find purpose and meaning in 

their work. There are myriad moral reasons, supported by biblical insight, for making this a 

priority; while business organizations can certainly seek to generate a profit, they should also 

function in a way that benefits society and gives workers the sense that their work is genuinely 

worthwhile. Pragmatic business reasons also support this priority. Workers who find purpose and 

meaning in their work simply work harder and do better because they actually want to help the 

organization achieve its goals. When workers do not find purpose or meaning in their work, they 

tend to do what it takes to get by and little else. In an increasingly knowledge-driven economy, 

such workers pose a serious threat to the long-term viability of an organization. They increase 

the costs of doing business, as the lower level of worker productivity requires a larger workforce 

to meet organizational needs, and they generally fail to exhibit high levels of creativity or 

innovation. To avoid such outcomes, organizations must ensure that they are pursuing 

worthwhile goals that workers will be able to endorse as being consistent with their values, and 

they must also successfully communicate those goals to workers at all levels of the organization. 

The organization's approach to job design should also ensure that workers in all positions can 

clearly see how their work is contributing to organizational success. To further tie workers' 

senses of purpose to the organization, it is necessary to ensure that workers' jobs offer them 
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challenges and opportunities for growth, recognition, and advancement so that they are able to 

develop long-term goals for success within the organization. Organizations that enable workers 

to find purpose and meaning in these ways will have a more engaged, loyal workforce that 

provides a significant and sustainable competitive advantage.  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