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The question of whether the Spiritual Self affects workplace behavior and performance, not just job
attitudes, bears directly on the business case for workplace spirituality. This study seeks to extend prior
research by examining the relationship between meaningful work, a component of workplace spirituality,
and worker motivation. The study pioneered an experimental method focused on measurable performance
outcomes. Temporal order was controlled, allowing causality to be established. The study demonstrates
workers who connect a self-transcendent purpose to otherwise mundane tasks are both more productive
and satisfied. The empirical evidence for workplace spirituality is compelling and points towards future
research directions.

WORKPLACE SPIRITUALITY AND THE MOTIVATIONAL IMPACT OF MEANING

William James (1890) described a mechanism he observed at work in human beings which governed
perceptions about every facet of life, including work. If it were altered, a person would become alienatus
a se, or alienated from themselves. James labeled this mechanism the Spiritual Self:

It is what welcomes or rejects. It presides over the perception of sensations, and by
giving or withholding its assent it influences the movements they tend to arouse. It is the
home of interest,—not the pleasant or the painful, not even pleasure or pain, as such, but
that within us to which pleasure and pain, the pleasant and the painful, speak. It is the
source of effort and attention, and the place from which appear to emanate the fiats of
the will. (p. 297-298)

Today, spirituality is recognized as a powerful source of identity. The open expression of spirituality
can be found in popular television series, movies, and books. It is a source of basic life principles and
assumptions about reality, and is a major determinant of behavior (Mitroff & Denton, 1999b; Guillory,
2000). Spirituality therefore becomes an essential subject for organizational study. To fail to acknowledge
its presence and significance to organizational life may be naive.

Over the past 25 years, workplace spirituality has become an extremely popular topic, remarkable to
the point its growth rate has itself become a focus of discussion and study (McKee, 2003). It has emerged
as a significant scholarly and business movement (Conlin, 1999; Garcia-Zamor, 2003). Workplace
spirituality has been christened a new business paradigm (Ashmos & Duchon, 2000; Laabs, 1995), and
described as “the most significant trend in management since the human potential movement of the 50s”
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(Aburdene, 2005, p. 68). The popularity of workplace spirituality has, in turn, compelled a scholarly
response (McKee, 2003). Many organizational scientists feel the subject cannot be ignored, even if only
to dispel inaccuracies (Duchon & Plowman, 2005; Leigh, 1997; Rego & Cunha, 2008).

However, workplace spirituality represents a considerable research problem. Even the word
spirituality is in many ways ineffable. While workplace spirituality can be connected to numerous more
developed concepts in the organizational literature, research in the field is still considered young and
fragmented (Sheep, 2006). Many claims have been made about the positive benefits of workplace
spirituality to workers and their employers. However, those claims are often based on anecdotal evidence
or inductive logic which can be easily challenged. The scarcity of empirical evidence is a frequent subject
of discussion among scholars in the field (Gotsis & Kortezi, 2008; Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009;
Michaelson, 2005; Rego & Cunha, 2008; Van Tonder & Ramdass, 2009).

One of the most frequent claims made is that workplace spirituality leads to productive worker
behavior that improves organizational performance and creates a competitive advantage. However, this
basic assertion is one of the least-supported empirically (Gotsis & Kortezi, 2008; Michaelson, 2005;
Poole, 2009; Van Tonder & Ramdass, 2009). While research in parallel fields has repeatedly shown
relationships between the perceived significance of work tasks and worker attitudes (Hackman &
Oldham, 1980; Bono & Judge, 2003), as a rule these studies have not explored the impact of self-
transcendent or spiritual values. In addition, to date no workplace spirituality studies have been able to
clearly demonstrate causality (Poole, 2009). This is critical, as the question of whether spirituality in the
workplace leads to productive behavior and performance, not just relates to job attitudes, directly
addresses the business case for workplace spirituality.

This study therefore seeks to build on prior research in related fields and to fill a key research gap by
examining the relationship between meaningful work, a commonly-espoused component of the concept of
workplace spirituality, and worker motivation. As a building block for future research projects, the study
first sought to innovate and pilot an experimental method that could address causality. However, using the
method developed, the study was then able to successfully demonstrate workers who connect a self-
transcendent purpose to their tasks are both more productive and satisfied.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESES

Workplace spirituality first began to appear in scientific circles in the early 1990s (Pawar, 2009a).
Research is still at an early stage, however, and is developing in many different directions simultaneously
(Sheep, 2006; Pawar, 2009b). These include qualitative explorations of spiritually-supportive
organizations (Jurkiewicz & Giaclone, 2004; Pfeffer, 2003; Marques, 2008), development of theory
(Kinjerski & Skrypneck, 2004), measurement instruments (Ashmos & Duchon, 2000; Moore & Casper,
2006; Sheep, 2006), practical facilitation of spirituality in work settings (Marques et al., 2005; Mirvis,
1997; Pawar, 2009b), and more recently, empirical investigation of attitudinal and behavioral outcomes
(Duchon & Plowman, 2005; Kolodinsky, Giacalone, & Jurkiewicz, 2008; Rego & Cunha, 2008;
Scroggins, 2008).

From the beginning, scholars discoursed at length on the lack of definitional clarity regarding the
nature of spirituality in the workplace (Cavanagh, 1999; Marques, Dhiman, & King, 2005; Neal, 1997;
Rego & Cunha, 2008; Tischler, Biberman, & Altman, 2007; van Tonder & Ramdass, 2009). Workplace
spirituality is a highly abstract, complex, multifaceted, subjective, and personal subject (Neal, 1997;
Marques, 2005). It can be viewed from many perspectives and at several different levels. The boundaries
of workplace spirituality are unclear, making it difficult to compare results from different studies (Garcia-
Zamor, 2003; Gotsis & Kortezi, 2008). Research has been criticized for failing to both properly integrate
theory from related fields and to distinguish itself from similar concepts (Giacalone & Jurkiewicz: 2003).

The word spirit is derived from the Latin words spiritus, which means breath. It is regarded as a
fundamental life force carried by all human beings (Gracia-Zamor, 2003; Neal, 1997). Spirit can be
treated as a noun or a verb. Spirituality, however, is always action-oriented (Dale, 1991). If spirit is an
“inner source of energy” (Dehler & Welsh, 2003, p. 114), then spirituality is “an outward expression of
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that force” (p. 114). Spirit is a construct, something abstract and unobservable like motivation or
satisfaction, while spirituality is a concept, as it is easily observable in behavior.

Spirituality is frequently defined as either an inner journey or a search for higher meaning in life (Fry,
2003; Neck & Milliman, 1994; Mitroff, 2003). It is concerned with transcendent meaning, which
involves larger interests beyond the self, rather than immanent meaning, which is a mere concern for
practical, ordinary, or ego needs (Ashar & Lane-Maher, 2004). In psychology, spirituality is defined in
terms of feelings, thoughts, and behaviors that stem from a desire to connect with a higher power or
purpose (Sheep, 2006). It is important to carefully distinguish spirituality from religion. Spirituality is a
broader and more inclusive term than religion. The two are compatible, but they are not identical, and do
not necessarily even co-exist (Cavanagh, 1999; Garcia-Zamor, 2003; Van Tonder & Ramdass, 2009).

Spirituality is a-contextual (Dale, 1991). Workplace spirituality, however, is contextualized. It refers
to spiritual expression and experiences in a work setting (Sheep, 2006; Pawar, 2009b). Spirituality is an
individual-level experience and an expression of a person’s sense of self (Chalofsky, 2003a; Pawar,
2009Db). Spirituality in the workplace, however, can be defined at multiple levels (Moore & Casper, 2006;
Pawar, 2009b). For instance, at the individual level, it may involve integrating personal values with work
tasks (Kolodinsky et al., 2008). At the work unit level, it may have to do with culture. At higher
organizational levels, it could involve workplace policies, values, or climate. The question becomes
whether the work environment is supportive of individual-level spiritual values and free expression
(Garcia-Zamor, 2003; Kolodinsky et al., 2008; Pawar, 2009b).

The definitional disorder found between scholarly writings on workplace spirituality results from the
diversity of perspectives and approaches to the subject. Despite the myriad of perspectives, however,
common themes have begun to emerge. Regularly-appearing themes include inner life, transcendence of
self, holism and harmony, self-actualization, community, meaningful work, and a sense of connection. A
fuller exploration of the numerous definitions of workplace spirituality, including their philosophical and
often profound underpinnings, is beyond the scope of this study, but is readily available elsewhere
(Ashmos & Duchon, 2000; Ashforth & Pratt, 2003; Duchon & Plowman, 2005; Gotsis & Kortezi, 2008;
Marques, 2008; Marques et al., 2005; Milliman, Czaplewski, & Ferguson, 2003).

After one such review, Ashmos and Duchon (2000) defined workplace spirituality as “the recognition
that employees have an inner life that nourishes and is nourished by meaningful work that takes place in
the context of community” (p. 137). This succinct definition captures the most prevalent research themes,
and is among the most established in the field (Duchon & Plowman, 2005; Gotsis & Kortezi, 2008). In
particular, it is frequently referenced in quantitative research studies (Dehler & Welsh, 2003; Kinjerski &
Skrypnek, 2006; Milliman et al., 2003). It emphasizes the effect of meaningful work, a construct that
bridges workplace spirituality to other fields, and is basis of one of the measurement instruments used in
this study. For these reasons, Ashmos and Duchon’s (2000) definition of workplace spirituality has been
gratefully adopted.

Research Gaps

Even though empirical research is scarce, many scholarly works still contain implicit or explicit
hypotheses about workplace spirituality’s ability to affect improved motivation, organizational
performance, or various job attitudes (Dehler & Welsh, 2003). Few of these theories have been formally
tested (Rego & Cunha, 2008; Van Tonder & Ramdass, 2009). Some of these claims are based on parallel
studies in related disciplines. Others are based upon inductive logic. A few rely on merely anecdotal
evidence (Chalofsky,2003a; Gotsis & Kortezi, 2008; Koldinsky et al., 2007; Markow & Klenke, 2005;
Neal & Biberman, 2003). Workplace spirituality has been repeatedly criticized for having an unscientific
approach (Duchon & Plowman, 2005; Tischler, Biberman, & Altman, 2007).

The full scope of claims made about workplace spirituality is remarkable. The best supported claims
about workplace spirituality involve its relationship to job attitudes. Studies have connected elements of
workplace spirituality to improved job satisfaction (Meglino, Ravlin, & Adkins, 1989; Sparks & Schenk,
2001; Milliman et al., 2003; Kolodinsky et al., 2008), increased organizational commitment (Milliman et
al., 2003; Kolodinsky et al., 2008; Rego & Cunha, 2008), enhanced leadership effectiveness (Sparks &
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Schenk, 2001; Fry, Vitucci, & Cedillo, 2005; Markow & Klenke, 2005), reduced stress (Csiernik &
Adams, 2002), reduced fear (Mitroff and Denton, 1999b), increased organization-based self-esteem
(Milliman et al., 2003), and an improved sense of job fit (Scroggins, 2008).

Perhaps the most frequent claim is workplace spirituality has a positive impact on organizational
performance, and therefore, profitability (Guillory, 2000; Marcic, 1997; Marques et al., 2005; Miller,
1992; Neck & Milliman, 1994; Reder, 1982). However, despite the fact it is one of the most frequent
assertions made in the existing literature, whether workplace spirituality has any instrumental effect on
productive worker behavior may be among the least supported claims. This is a key gap in the existing
research (Chalofsky, 2003a; Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003; Gotsis & Kortezi, 2008; Michaelson, 2005;
Poole, 2009; Van Tonder & Ramdass, 2009). A few studies have considered worker performance, but in
the end they only measured self-reported perceptions of performance, not actual performance (Giacalone
& Jurkiewicz, 2003; Scroggins, 2008). Establishing a link between self-transcendent meaning in work,
performance, and motivation is an acute need (Moore and Casper, 2006).

Another crucial research gap is demonstrated causality. To date, all of the empirical research on
workplace spirituality outcomes has relied upon cross-sectional techniques that cannot aid understanding
of causation. As noted in one literature review, “my commitment could inspire me to find meaning in my
work instead of the other way around, and both might instead correlate because of a prior cause” (Poole,
2009, p. 584). Several researchers self-assessed this as a limitation of their own work (see Rego &
Cunha, 2008; Duchon & Plowman, 2005; Kolodinsky et al., 2007). Causality assumptions in other areas
of organizational science have been a significant issue (Judge, Thoreson, Bono, & Patton, 2001). The
development of a method to establish causality thus became a central goal of this study.

Theoretical Foundations and Hypotheses

Workplace spirituality researchers may have a “largely untapped research agenda” (Lund Dean,
Fornaciari, & McGee, 2003, p. 381), but there is also substantial overlap with other disciplines which help
provide a theoretical foundation. For instance, a number of concepts from the field of organizational
behavior are precursors to workplace spirituality theories (Pawar, 2009a; Duchon & Plowman, 2005). The
ideas captured in these organizational science constructs are often nearly identical to elements considered
in workplace spirituality, simply using different names (Thompson, 2000). This study seeks to build upon
these prior works.

It should be noted the study of motivation in organizations is no more straightforward than the study
of spirituality. Motivation can be defined simply as the desire to work hard and do well. It involves
direction, energy, and persistence (Mann, 2006). However, the full range of human motivation is
overwhelming. Motives can be dynamic, unstable, and insatiable. Several motives may work
simultaneously in the same individual. They are subjective, personalized, and often difficult to detect
(Fry, 2003). While humans have the ability to override their animal drives, human motives are still
frequently irrational (McClelland, 1961). They are often unconscious and may be obscured even from the
individual (Gellerman, 1963).

In the 1960s and 1970s, Maslow, Herzberg, McClelland, McGregor, Gellerman, and other scholars
made important breakthroughs in work motivation theory. All of these researchers made explicit
references to the power of spirituality as a motive. Herzberg, Mausner, and Snyderman (1959/1993) noted
primitive workers, as small business owner-operators, were better able to seamlessly integrate aesthetic,
religious, and social goals into their work. They suggested this may have resulted in a higher level of
motivation. Herzberg is considered the father of the job-enrichment movement. Meaningful work, a
commonly cited dimension of workplace spirituality, extends Herzberg’s ideas (Duchon & Plowman,
2005; Chalofsky, 2003b; Helliwell, 2009). McClelland (1961) examined commonalities in beliefs among
various religious traditions. He found those faiths which stressed daily communion with the divine in all
areas of life, especially at work, possessed a higher than average need for achievement. McGregor (1960)
emphasized the importance of value alignment between an organization and its members, allowing the
organization to be propelled by people’s motivation rather than attempting to redirect individual motives.
His theories have been related to the workplace spirituality dimension of holism (Ashforth & Pratt, 2003).
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Gellerman (1963) was particularly interested in the motivational power of self-identity, which is a major
theme in the workplace spirituality literature (Gotsis & Kortezi, 2008; Millman et. al, 2003; Sheep, 2006).

Even Abraham Maslow’s (1943) famous Hierarchy of Needs pointed towards the motivational power
of meaningful work. Maslow’s (1943) original hierarchy is ubiquitous, and is still taught in business
schools around the world. However, far fewer seem to know Maslow later recognized self-actualization
alone fails to explain self-sacrificial behavior, causing him to alter his theory (Conley, 2007). It was
evident to Maslow (1970) that a higher-order motive was serving to override basic deficiency needs. He
therefore revised and expanded his famous hierarchy, placing self-transcendence above self-actualization.
Maslow (1971) observed profoundly motivated people were often “devoted to some task, call, vocation,
beloved work outside themselves” (p. 291). This is what workplace spirituality scholars now label
meaningful work (Chalofsky, 2003a). Maslow (1971) argued to fully describe a human being you must
consider their intrinsic values as much as their physiological needs. He therefore placed an instinctual
need for self-transcendence on the same continuum as hunger.

This study, however, uses a framework based on a more modern theory of motivation put forward by
Shamir (1991). Shamir argued classic motivation theory too often relied on hedonistic “cognitive-
calculative processes” (p. 405), while ignoring the impact of values and morality. He noted it has been
well-established in the psychological and sociological literature that when someone acts in congruence
with their core beliefs and idealized self-image, they feel a sense of satisfaction. This intrinsic reward
accrues any time attitudes are expressed or behavior occurs that affirms self-identity, even when there is
no social recognition. The reward then serves to reinforce the originating behavior, making it motivated.
Human beings are expressive of their attitudes, feelings, and identities. Motivated behavior thus involves
more than calculative processes, explaining actions which are not instrumental or are even sacrificial.
Research has shown the more behavior reflects a person’s most salient identity, the more motivated they
will be to pursue it. Someone with a strong spiritual self-image would be powerfully motivated to exhibit
behavior which they believe reflects those ideals. This study’s operationalization of this theory is shown
below as Figure 1.

FIGURE 1
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
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This self-concept-based theory has been further developed through research in transformational
leadership and self-concordance (Bono & Judge, 2003). Shamir’s work outlined a process for how leaders
could influence followers by enabling value internalization (Shamir, House, & Arthur, 1993). Later work
by Sheldon and Elliot (1999) argued goals that are self-concordant with a worker’s own values are
naturally reinforcing and lead to well-being. By introducing a connection to transcendent work purposes,
a higher level of motivation is accessed. Self-concept-based theory suggests a mechanism which links
spiritual identity to work motivation, and thus provides a conceptual framework for this study. Self-
transcendent work should support a person’s sense of self-worth and idealized self-identity. This accrues
an intrinsic reward that leads to satisfaction and then reinforces motivated behavior (Shamir, 1991). This
research therefore sought to manipulate the connection to self-transcendent meaning in a work task
through an experimental treatment, leading to the study’s primary hypothesis.
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Hypothesis 1: There is a difference across experimental groups for productivity and task satisfaction,
after controlling for gender and spiritual perspective.

Since spirituality is an individual-level experience (Pawar, 2009b), the psychological underpinnings
of spirituality are certainly relevant to the study of workplace spirituality. Spirituality is well recognized
as an integral part of human nature in psychology and psychiatry (Benjamin & Looby, 1998). The
conscious self has been conceived as a composition of material, social, and spiritual elements since
William James’ (1890) seminal work. Today, spirituality is distinguished from the five classic factors of
personality. There are over 70 different psychometric instruments available to measure aspects of
spirituality (MacDonald, 2000). The concept of workplace spirituality rests in part on the hypothesis that
when an individual’s spirituality is acknowledged, a unique psychological work climate is created. This
climate in turn shapes the work unit through attitudes, values, expressed character, and identities (Duchon
& Plowman, 2005).

One of the most common themes in the workplace spirituality literature is holism. Human beings
innately seek to integrate their work with their self-identity. This idea springs from some eighty years of
psychoanalytic research. For instance, Carl Jung’s (1933) theory of individuation states that people
instinctively pursue their true and unique selves in an effort to become whole and distinctive. Maslow
(1954) would later assert that connecting to unique self is a prerequisite to achieving self-actualization.
Without this sense of connection, a person can never realize their true higher and specific purpose. Since
self-actualized individuals tend to be more self-confident and empowered, it has therefore been suggested
that by encouraging spiritual development, organizations enable their members to take initiative and
become more valued contributors (King & Nichol, 1999). While this study piloted an experimental
approach, perceptions of meaning in work were also measured with a psychometric survey instrument,
allowing a more traditional cross-sectional hypothesis to be formed.

Hypothesis 2: There are significant, bivariate relationships between perception of work meaning and the
variables: productivity as a proxy for motivation, task satisfaction, and spiritual perspective.

The organizational science construct most frequently associated with workplace spirituality is person-
organization fit. Person-organization fit can be defined as the degree of congruence between individual
worker values and organizational culture. Research suggests better person-organization fit results in many
of the same benefits credited to workplace spirituality, such as improved work attitudes, job satisfaction,
commitment, and even organizational performance (Koldinsky et al., 2007). The alignment of personal
spiritual values and of preferences for spiritual expression in an organizational setting would allow holism
in the workplace. This could be considered one form of person-organization fit (Sheep, 2006). Studies of
person-organization fit have found value consensus is the most important variable in explaining work-unit
performance (Enz & Schwenk, 1991). The experiment conducted as part of this research sought to create
an artificial work environment congruent with worker values, leading to the study’s third and final
hypothesis.

Hypothesis 3: The greater the level of connection between work tasks and self-transcendent purpose, the
greater the perception of meaningful work.

METHODS

Sample

This study drew its participants from a population of adult business-school students at a Midwestern
university. There were 92 participants in 10 clusters. To select participants, we used a randomized cluster-
sampling technique. While cluster sampling results in less precision, it is more economical than simple
random sampling. It maintains the random assignment necessary to establish causality, and is well suited
when the target population falls naturally into predetermined clusters, such as classrooms. From the
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population of classrooms, a list of target classes was randomly selected. The corresponding instructors
were then approached for permission to conduct the experiment. If the instructor was unwilling or unable
to participate, another class was randomly selected. This process continued until sufficient participants
were attained. Classes were randomly assigned to one of the three levels of experimental treatment. This
insured the sample groups were as homogeneous as possible, and that any differences between the groups
were randomly distributed. A classic R-X-O experimental design was thus created, aiming to maximize
internal validity with relative efficiency.

Research using Ashmos and Duchon’s (2000) Meaning at Work subscale has previously found effect
sizes between groups in excess of 2.5 standard deviations (Milliman et. al, 2003). For this study, a power
analysis showed a main effect size as small as one standard deviation could be detected, with a power of
.80 and a statistical significance of .95, using a sample as small as 14 participants for each of the
experimental treatment levels. To achieve .90 power, a sample of 17 would be necessary. This study
therefore targeted 30 participants for each experimental level, well in excess of the minimum required.

Procedures

This study utilized a laboratory experimental approach. While the phenomenon being studied, the
motivational impact of meaningful work, is not particularly novel, the approach and context are
pioneering. As far back as Hackman and Oldman’s (1980) research on task satisfaction and job
enrichment, researchers have repeatedly shown the positive effects of connecting work to a self-valued
purpose. It is the intent of this research to build on these prior studies. However, the impact of a purely
self-transcendent purpose is far less understood. Furthermore, virtually all of the studies which have
delved into this arena left the issue of causality unresolved (Poole, 2009).

It must be acknowledged that to some, a positivistic perspective and workplace spirituality appear
incompatible. This has certainly been argued (Benefiel, 2003). Purist positivism implies human beings are
driven solely by their environments (Donaldson, 2005). This sharply contrasts workplace spirituality,
which assumes behavior is largely driven by individual values (Ashmos & Duchon, 2000). Unlike the
unquantifiable construct of spirit, however, spirituality is revealed in observable behavior (Dehler &
Welsh, 2003). It could be stated that in general, organizations are complex and dynamic open systems
which are not ideal for oversimplified quantitative study. In this study, the experimental setting was
tightly controlled against confounding external influences, in the hope the connections between values,
meaning, and behavior could be detected. The research design is portrayed in Figure 2.
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Developing a suitable experimental methodology was no trivial challenge. First a work task had to be
identified which was imbued with little or no inherent meaning. From this baseline, the task needed to be
of a nature it could then be given self-transcendent meaning through a straightforward experimental
treatment. The task had to be simple enough it could reasonably performed by untrained participants, but
engaging enough measures of productivity and satisfaction would be worthwhile. One of the central
purposes of this study was simply to pilot such a procedure for further development.

The task selected was for participants to clean, evaluate, categorize, and package used prescription
eyeglasses. The participant workers removed the eyeglasses from a central collection bin, sprayed them
with cleaning fluid, and then polished them dry. They then filled out a short checklist which required
them to both evaluate the condition of each set of eyeglasses and to sort them into categories, such as
whether they were male or female-styled, sized for an adult or a child, or intended as sun glasses or
reading glasses. Once the checklist was complete, the participants individually bagged each pair of
eyeglasses, along with its respective checklist, and placed them into special storage boxes. Output was
measured over a 45 minute work period as a proxy for level of effort and motivation.

Once randomly selected, sample clusters were then randomly placed into groups. Control groups were
asked to begin the cleaning and sorting activity immediately following instruction. Experimental groups,
however, were shown a video before the exercise began. This brief video dramatically depicted needy
people in impoverished countries receiving the eyeglasses from an international Christian medical
ministry organization (see www.youtube.com/watch?v=dCIxPh7XVBo). The work activity was thus
revealed as an important step in a supply chain delivering eyeglasses to those desperately in need. This
connected the work activity to a self-transcendent purpose in an attempt to create meaningful work, as
defined in the workplace spirituality literature (Ashmos & Duchon, 2000).

Following the work period, we asked the participants to complete a short survey. This post-
experiment survey had two purposes. The first was to validate the videos had successfully connected a
self-transcendent purpose to the work activity. If no relationship was found between the explicitness of
the connection made in the videos and the perceptions of work meaning, there would be good reason to
question the effectiveness of the videos and the construct validity of the research design. Second, this
survey could also be used to study the correlation between perceived meaning in work and several other
variables, including spiritual perspective, motivation, and task satisfaction.

Measures

Both spirituality and motivation have proven difficult to measure (Ashmos & Duchon, 2000).
Spirituality can at least be observed in the form of behavior focused on the spiritual or self-transcendent.
Well-tested survey instruments for job satisfaction are readily available. Motivation, however, is not
directly observable and must be inferred (Dehler & Welsh, 2003).

Productivity. Experimental Output / Time

Fortunately, effort, the dedication and energy to complete a task, is a resultant of motivation and can
be measured (Mann, 2006). While motivation is an abstract construct that cannot be easily captured with
survey instruments (Ehrlich, 2006; Fry, 2003), effort can be used as an effective surrogate (Terborg,
1976, Mann, 2006; Burroughs et. al., 2011). In this experiment, participants were given a very simple
task, and then productivity was used as a proxy for motivation and effort. This formed the study’s first
dependent variable.

Task Satisfaction

We chose to use the general job satisfaction factor of Hackman and Oldman’s (1975) Job Diagnostic
Survey. It is notable Hackman and Oldham (1980) regarded the experienced meaningfulness of work as
highly important to the development of internal work motivation. Their survey was originally created to
give researchers an effective way to measure the impact of their job redesign efforts. The general
satisfaction subscale is “an overall measure of the degree to which an employee is satisfied and happy
with their job” (Hackman & Oldham, 1975, p. 162). It is a simple measure of overall affective response.
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The four questions of the 7-point Likert-type subscale are generic, allowing them to be directed towards
the participant’s experiences in the artificial work environment. In fact, this survey has been used in
similar research before. It is extremely well tested, consistently yielding Cronbach alpha values above
0.78 (Sparks and Schenk, 2001). Task satisfaction was treated as this study’s second dependent variable.

Perceived Meaningful Work

The post-experiment survey included seven questions from the Meaning at Work section of Ashmos
and Duchon’s (2000) workplace spirituality scale. This instrument was specifically developed for use in
studying organizational performance and has been more heavily tested than any other workplace-
spirituality instrument. Ashmos and Duchon’s definition of workplace spirituality is frequently cited in
the literature and was adopted for this research. The Meaning at Work question items capture “a sense of
what is important, energizing and joyful at work” (p. 139). This 7-point Likert-type subscale assesses
dimensions of work that are considered spiritual, not intellectual or physical. It is descriptive of the
component of workplace spirituality known as meaningful work. Ashmos and Duchon’s initial testing
established a Cronbach’s alpha value of .86 for this factor.

Level of Connection to Meaningful Work

The videos allowed the study’s key independent variable, the level of connection to meaningful work,
to be manipulated. It is conceivable control group participants might have correctly guessed the true
purpose of the activity, or have derived some form of intrinsic satisfaction from the challenge. In either
case, they may have found the work activity implicitly meaningful. For the experimental groups who saw
the video, however the connection to a self-transcendent purpose was explicit. The first experimental
clusters were shown a simple version of the video which portrayed participant’s work as a step in the
distribution of eyeglasses to needy people. However, as this was a pilot procedure, it was initially unclear
how intense this treatment message needed to be. Therefore, additional experimental clusters were shown
a second version of the video. This version included a direct appeal from the Christian medical ministry,
asking participants to support their cause energetically during the 45 minute activity period. This
effectively created three levels of the study’s independent variable, connection to meaningful work:
implicit, explicit, and urgent.

Moderating Variables

Several variables were measured as potential moderators — baseline spiritual perspective, age and
gender. To measure spiritual perspective, ten questions were used from Reed’s (1987) Spiritual
Perspective Scale. This instrument is designed to measure the degree to which spirituality permeates the
respondent’s life, including the frequency they participate in spirituality activities. It was originally used
in hospitals to examine whether a predisposition towards spirituality had any impact on the effectiveness
of various patient care programs. For this study, it was suspected someone who was predisposed towards
spirituality might be more strongly affected by a self-transcendent work purpose. Spiritual perspective
was therefore used in the study’s model as a moderating variable, and assumed to have a continuous
distribution. Reed’s (1991) testing has shown internal consistency measures above .90 in a variety of
environments.

Data Analysis

Since the model included two continuous dependent variables, a categorical experimental
independent treatment variable with three levels, and several covariates, multivariate analysis of
covariance was selected as the appropriate statistical technique. Multivariate analysis of covariance
(MANCOVA) statistically removes the effects of potential covariates, and then treats multiple dependent
variables as a vector. The form of the general linear model that was used to investigate this study’s
research questions is shown below as Figure 3.
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FIGURE 3
GENERAL LINEAR MODEL FOR THE HYPOTHESIS 1

General Linear Model takes the form:

Y=XB+u
Where:
Y = Vector of dependent variables
Satisfaction
Productivity

X = Design matrix of explanatory variables
Level of connection to transcendent purpose (Experimental)
Gender (Dichotomous covariate)
Spiritual perspective (Continuous covariate)

u = Error term

After the data was collected and tabulated, a graphical, descriptive, and univariate analysis was
conducted. There were no obvious errors in the data, but there were some outliers. For example, one
participant in the explicit level group completed 53 pairs of eyeglasses in the 45 minute work period,
more than three standard deviations above the general average. These data points did appear valid,
however, so no action was taken to modify or remove them. We calculated Cronbach’s alpha values for
all scaled factors: Hackman and Oldham’s (1975) Job Diagnostic Survey (.95), Reed’s (1987) Spiritual
Perspective Scale (.97), and Ashmos and Duchon’s (2000) Meaning at Work Subscale (.95).

MANCOVA analysis relies on a number of assumptions. The minutiae of these assumptions and their
testing are too laborious to detail here. Independence of observations, random sampling, and
independence of the covariates across treatments result were insured by random selection of the
experimental groups and by maintaining a methodically-consistent process. The other statistical
assumptions were systematically tested without major issues. The distributions of spiritual perspective,
task satisfaction, and perceived work meaning all showed statistically significant deviations from the
normal curve. There were clear peaks evident in the data. Fortunately, analysis of variance techniques are
resistant to violations of the assumption of normality, particularly with larger samples where each group
is of similar size, as in this study. A comparison of the study’s dependents variables across groups is
shown in Table 1.

TABLE 1
COMPARISON OF DEPENDENT VARIABLES ACROSS GROUPS

Task Satisfaction Productivity (units)
Treatment Level Mean Median s.d Mean Median s.d
Control Groups 2.5 2.25 1.35 23.7 23.5 9.01
Explicit Level Groups 6.01 6.50 1.15 29.1 30.0 7.54
Urgent Level Groups 6.4 6.75 0.76 31.3 30.0 6.98
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MANCOVA also relies on the assumption of homogeneity of covariance matrices. Levene’s and
Box’s tests revealed the variance in task satisfaction was statistically different across experimental
groups, F(2,89) = 6.48, p < .005. The control group participants, who did not see the video, had much
wider variation in their reported levels of task satisfaction than the experimental groups. Fortunately,
research has shown Hotelling’s Trace test statistic is robust against violation of this assumption of
MANCOVA when there are a small number of groups and dependent variables. This is particularly true
when the groups are of approximately equal size (Hakstian, Roed, & Lind, 1979), as in this study. Pillai’s
Trace test statistic was included in the analysis, which has also shown to be robust when the assumptions
of multivariate normality or homogeneity of covariance matrices are suspect.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics
Table 2 summarizes the means, standard deviations and zero-order correlations among the research
variables.

TABLE 2
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS AND CORRELATIONS®

Variable Mean s.d. 1 2 3

1. Productivity 2799 8.61

2. Satisfaction 490 2.09 .38*%*

3. Work Meaning 36.69 13.27 .39%*%  g4**

4. Spiritual Perspective 506 092 -19 14 .20
"n=93
* p<.05
**p<.01

Tests of Hypotheses

The results for the first hypothesis of the MANCOVA analysis is shown in Table 3. Based on all four
test statistics, including the more robust Pillai’s Trace and Hotelling’s Trace, the group effects were
significant. The hypothesis that there is a difference across experimental groups for productivity and task
satisfaction, after adjusting for gender and spiritual perspective, was supported.

TABLE 3
SUMMARY MANCOVA ANALYSIS RESULTS FOR FIRST HYPOTHESIS

Value F Hypothesis df  Error df
Pillai's trace .68 21.41%* 4.00 166.00
Wilks' lambda 32 31.54** 4.00 164.00
Hotelling's trace 2.13 43.13** 4.00 162.00
Roy's largest root 2.13 88.38** 2.00 83.00
* p<.05
% < 01

Next, a contrast matrix was built and a univariate ANOVA analysis was conducted. The contrast
matrix showed the difference between the control and treatment groups was strongly significant for both
dependent variables — productivity and task satisfaction, p < .01. The ANOVA analysis, shown in
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Table 4, revealed the independent treatment variable, the level of connection to a self-transcendent
purpose, was also statistically significant for both dependent variables, p < .01. However, there was
relatively little difference between the explicit and urgent level treatment groups for either task
satisfaction or productivity. Furthermore, the continuous covariate, spiritual perspective, was significant
only for productivity, and gender had no discernible impact on the strength of the model.

TABLE 4
ANOVA SUMMARY TABLE FOR DEPENDENT VARIABLES

Source Dependent Var Sum of Squares df Mean Square F
Productivity 1270.990 6 211.832 3.301%%*
Corrected Model 1. 1 sat 284.562 6 47.427 37.706%*
Intercept Productivity 4022.480 1 4022.480 62.686**
Task Sat 73.885 1 73.885 58.740**
Spiritual Persp Productivity 348.795 1 348.795 5.436*
Task Sat .666 1 .666 529
Level Code Productivity 732.236 2 366.118 5.706%*
Job Sat 220.181 2 110.091 87.525%%
Gender Productivity 3.663 1 3.663 .057
Task Sat 3.191 1 3.191 2.537
Level Code * Productivity 45.074 2 22.537 351
Gender Task Sat .198 2 .099 .079
Error Productivity 5325.999 83 64.169
Task Sat 104.399 83 1.258
Total Productivity 77101.000 90
Task Sat 2552.313 90
Productivit 6596.989 89
Corrected Total ' ™ 388.962 89
* p<.05
**p<.01

This study’s second hypothesis involved the nature and degree of the relationship between
perceptions of work meaning, as measured by Ashmos and Duchon’s (2000) Meaning at Work subscale,
and three other variables: productivity as a proxy for motivation, task satisfaction, and spiritual
perspective. The bivariate correlation between each pair of variables was calculated. Spearman’s Rho
statistic was utilized as a non-parametric alternative to the Pearson product-moment correlation
coefficient, which relies on the assumption of normality. In all three cases, the Spearman’s Rho statistics
were statistically significant between perceived meaningful work and each variable, with p < .05. As a
result, the hypotheses there was a relationship between perceived meaningful work and productivity .33,
task satisfaction .88, or spiritual perspective .37 were all supported. Notably, the correlation between task
satisfaction and perceived meaning in work were high enough to be practically indistinct measures.

This study’s final research question was whether perceptions of meaningful work varied across the
experimental groups. In other words, it was necessary to test whether the work goals conveyed by the
experimental treatment sufficiently aligned with worker values to create a sense of meaning. However,
this was investigated primarily to help validate the effect created by the experimental treatment could be
reasonably categorized as meaningful work, as defined in the workplace spirituality literature. A simple
comparison of means across the three experimental levels was conducted, comparing results from
Ashmos and Duchon’s (2000) Meaning at Work subscale used in the post-experiment survey. Since the
assumption of normality had been violated by the perceived meaningful work data, the Mann-Whitney
test was used as an alternative non-parametric means test and is shown in Table 5.

Journal of Organizational Psychology Vol. 19(2) 2019 85



TABLE 5
MANN-WHITNEY TEST OF PERCEIVED MEANINGFUL WORK ACROSS GROUPS

Control vs. Explicit Control vs. Urgent Explicit vs. Urgent

Mann-Whitney U 31.50 16.00 416.00
Z -6.47** -6.43%* -0.49
**p<.01

The Mann-Whitney test revealed a strong and statistically significant difference in mean perceived
meaningful work between the control groups and both the explicit and urgent level groups, with p <
.0005. Therefore the hypothesis there was a difference across experimental groups for perceptions of
meaningful work was supported. However, the statistical significance of the difference in means between
the explicit and urgent groups was .63, well above the critical value of .05. Therefore, for the two
treatment groups, the hypothesis there was no difference between the treatment group with the explicit
message and the treatment group with the urgent message for perceptions of meaningful work could not
be supported.

DISCUSSION

The evolution of organizational and management science can be traced from the rudimentary view of
organizations as machines towards organizations seen as dynamic, complex organisms that have physical,
emotional, intellectual, and even spiritual aspects (Conlin, 1999; Sibbet, 1997). Each step took
organizational science towards a more holistic conceptualization. This study had the productivity focus of
classic scientific management research (Taylor, 1947), but allowed for participants as multi-faceted
individuals whose personal values may have had a significant impact on the outcome. Spirituality has
long been recognized in psychology and psychiatry as an integral part of human nature (Benjamin &
Looby, 1998), but has often been neglected in the study of organizations. This is not a matter of
introducing spirituality into the workplace, but of simply acknowledging something which is already
there (Lips-Wiersma & Mills, 2002).

This research sought to create a work context in which purpose, efficacy, values, and self-worth could
all be found, leading to a sense of calling and meaningful work (Baumeister, 1991). People will display a
high level of psychological engagement with their work if they perceive it to be a calling (Markow &
Klenke, 2005). The degree of this engagement is not determined by the nature of the actual work tasks
being performed, but rather by the meaning attached to them (Wrzesniewski, McCauley, Rozin, &
Schwartz, 1997). When the experimental groups showed higher productivity and satisfaction, it upheld
many of the claims made about meaningful work in the workplace spirituality literature, and validated the
motivational potential of self-transcendent meaning. Leaders should take note, as this could be an
important lever to energize the knowledge workers and managers who are so critical to modern business
success. This study could be reframed as research into spiritual leadership (Fry, Vitucci, & Cedillo, 2005).
It was fortuitous the samples were taken from MBA classes, as the exercise stimulated some very
productive post-activity discussion and learning experiences for the participants.

This requires a word of caution, however. Any study of spirituality faces a number of serious
dilemmas. This research took a reductionist quantitative approach, which risks trivializing important
aspects of a subject central to many people’s lives (Benefiel, 2003). In addition, while workplace
spirituality offers a pathway for individuals to express their identity and to better integrate their work lives
with their values, any instrumental approach to the subject opens the door to exploitation (Sheep, 2006).
This study firmly supports the business case for workplace spirituality. Whether this represents a win-win
scenario or a dangerous opportunity for businesses to manipulate their workers, is up to organizational
leaders.
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Limitations and Future Research Directions

In order to satisfy this study’s research priorities, a number of tradeoffs were necessary. This study
used an experimental method to establish temporal order and maximize internal validity. As a result,
generalizability is severely limited. The work atmosphere created was highly contrived and could hardly
be considered an accurate and full representation of a normal working environment. Furthermore, the
sample was carefully selected to represent a critical population of interest, namely professionals,
managers, and knowledge workers. This was done, in part, to insure the results would be of the greatest
possible value in supporting or refuting the business case for workplace spirituality (Ashar & Lane-
Mabher, 2004). However, the results of this study can only be considered valid within the strictly defined
constraints of the experimental setting and sample. The goal of the experiment was to develop and pilot a
workable methodology and to demonstrate a theoretical relationship, not to make generalizable
inferences. This goal was accomplished. Researchers and practitioners should merely be cautioned it
cannot be asserted with any level of confidence these relationships would hold in other settings or more
natural surroundings. More replication with larger, more diverse samples is clearly needed.

Like all quantitative approaches to subjects such as spirituality, this study’s methodology was
necessarily reductionist (Benefiel, 2003). Definitional and measurement issues have plagued the field of
workplace spirituality (Moore & Casper, 2006). The research relied on measurement instruments which
had been previously developed and validated. Productivity was used as a proxy for motivation. While
steps were taken to confirm the reliability of these measurement techniques, they are inherently imperfect
and open to challenge. In addition, much of the meaning behind survey ratings and productivity results
was lost. Participants were not given an opportunity to explain their feelings or behavior. The study
demonstrated a mechanism functioned as it was expected, but it cannot provide any new insight into why
it did so.

All of the measurements taken during this research were at the individual level. However, during the
work activity, participants were allowed to interact with their group. There was an active social dynamic
which was observed but not captured. Some participants joked and laughed, while others were quiet and
focused. Some groups enthusiastically discussed the organization they were helping with their work,
while others openly complained. All of these interactions could have had an impact on results.
Unfortunately, social influences were not a part of the study, leaving room for future research.

The limitations and delimitations of this study suggest a number of areas for future research. As stated
above, generalizability was sacrificed in order to establish temporal order and to maximize internal
validity. The sample thus represents a clear opportunity for future research. To strengthen the business
case for workplace spirituality, the results should be replicated across larger, more-divergent segments of
the working population. For instance, it would be useful to know if the theoretical mechanism holds true
for less educated blue-collar workers. Variations in working conditions, task complexity, and
methodology would also serve to enhance generalizability.

A significant delimitation of this study was that it collected no qualitative data. This data could have
provided valuable insight, either further supporting or challenging the study’s conceptual framework.
Future research could take several steps to improve the richness of the data. Open ended questions on the
post-experiment survey would allow participants to explain their feelings and behavior. More intense
observation, perhaps aided by videotape, would allow for detailed follow-up analysis of important social
dynamics. The researchers could even assume a leadership position in the experiment, exercising some
degree of control over social interactions. The methodology could easily be restructured for a study of
spiritual leadership.

The investigation of moderator variables in the relationship between productivity, satisfaction, and
work meaning had mixed and inconclusive results. Gender had no significant impact on the strength of
the statistical model. Spiritual perspective data was collected in the post-experiment survey, following the
experimental activity and videos. This created an opportunity for biased responses. Furthermore, the
sample came from a Christian university, leading to little variation in spiritual perspectives. There is
reason to believe each of these variables could be related to productivity and satisfaction outcomes.
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Future researchers may wish to try alternative methods of collecting this information to avoid bias. In
addition, efforts should certainly be taken to insure as diverse a sample as possible.

Contributions and Conclusions

This study piloted a methodology for demonstrating when a self-transcendent meaning was connected
to a work task, a higher level of motivation and satisfaction was achieved. The assertion a search for self-
transcendent meaning is an inexorable part of the human experience is no longer seriously contested.
Nevertheless, it continues to be largely marginalized both in work settings and in organizational
scholarship (Duchon & Plowman, 2005). This research was an attempt to study outcomes of utmost
concern to modern businesses, namely motivation, productivity, and task satisfaction, but to do so by
addressing an oft-neglected variable: the worker’s spirituality. The study was designed to bridge classic
productivity research with more holistic modern motivation theory, where an individual’s sense of
identity and personal values have a significant impact on behavioral outcomes. In the process, many of
the claims made in the workplace spirituality literature regarding the impact of meaningful work were
upheld.

The case for workplace spirituality could be supported purely as a humanistic priority (Lips-Wiersma
& Morris, 2009). However, with scarce resources, intense competition, and a rapidly changing landscape,
businesses cannot risk pursuing new management ideas if there is no demonstrable impact to their
proverbial bottom lines. Without credible evidence, practicing managers could readily dismiss workplace
spirituality as mere fluff and romantic nonsense (Mitroff, 2003). This research therefore aspired to help
support or refute the business case for workplace spirituality through a simple demonstration of its power,
or at least to suggest a research methodology where this could be accomplished. Participants who
understood they were alleviating human suffering were both more productive and satisfied with their
work. Leaders should note none of the usual methods, such as pay or promotion, were used to motivate
these workers. They saw no immediate personal benefit, and had no connection to the people they were
serving. Their only motivation was the unselfish purpose of the work task itself.

The motivational power of meaningful work runs off an internal generator. It has been described as
motivation by “pulling rather than pushing” (Michaelson, 2005, p. 235). Worker’s energy is channeled,
not impelled, creating a possible win-win scenario for businesses and their employees. Organizations get
productive and satisfied workers who in turn have the opportunity for meaningful, fulfilling work lives. It
may offer both healing and growth. This study provided some of the first causal evidence of the power of
self-transcendent meaning to fuel organizations and their people. However, it did so only under the most
limited conditions. While this research cast light on important questions, the scope of work remaining to
be done is overwhelming. It is hoped the evidence and methods provided here at least peak curiosity and
suggest the subject of workplace spirituality merits further serious scholarly attention.
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