
Meaning in Work Life: 
Definition and 
Conceptualization
Ib Ravn, Ph.D., Associate Professor, ravn@dpu.dk 
Department of Learning, Aarhus University, Denmark, www.dpu.dk/fv
The First World Congress on Positive Psychology
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, USA, June 18-21, 2009 

Abstract

An important aspect of modern work is the meaning that people find in it. Research on this topic has typically asked respondents to name the elements of their work they see as meaningful (e.g., Meaning of Working International Research Team, 1987). 
    However, a theory of what makes work meaningful is still lacking (Harpaz & Fu, 2002), as are definitions of key terms. Here, I define meaning as the experience that something fits into a wider context or coheres within a larger whole. 
    I conceptualize meaning in work life as deriving from four factors, each of which helps us contribute to something larger than ourselves (Seligman, 2002) through our work. Thus, a person experiences meaning in work life when she… 


A. is able to use her signature strengths at work (Peterson and Seligman, 2004), 
B. makes an important contribution to the workplace (Drucker, 1999) 
C. participates in a productive community of fellow workers, and 

D. creates something of value to the organization’s stakeholders or in society at large (Ghoshal et al., 1999).

This conceptualization may be expressed as survey or interview items and thus inform empirical research. 
     Also, it may guide action for change through its identification of four loci of intervention, that is, the four factors listed.

1. A List is Not a Theory 
· Much research on meaning in work life asks respondents to list what they find meaningful at work. 
· When compressed, this list of categories is taken to define meaning in work life (Isaksen 2000, MOW 1987).
· Is that good enough? No. Why?
· First, our understanding is shallow without a theory.

· Second, respondents usually score their work as high in meaning when they are free to define what is meaningful to them (NRCWE, n.d.). This shows that measurement is difficult without theory.
2. The Folk Theory of Meaning in Work Life
· How to explain respondents’ high scores on meaning? Maybe it is terrifying to admit our work is meaningless…
· So, we just identify something as meaningful, anything. 
Let’s call that the folk theory of meaning (Ravn, 2008):
· Whatever is currently the best part of my work is what I believe is meaningful about it (friendly coworkers, a decent salary, great benefits, etc.).
· Since there is always a “best part” to anything, our current work always appears meaningful.
· But later, we may realize we were fooling ourselves.
3. We Need a Scientific Theory of Meaning…
… that identifies certain aspects of work as meaningful and others as irrelevant to meaning. 

Such a theory would serve:

1. Personal development–because we wouldn’t fool ourselves.
2. Organizational development–so we would know where to intervene to make work more meaningful.
3. Scientific research–which is impossible without 
generally accepted definitions.
4. Requirements for a Theory of Meaning
1. An ontology: a coherent view of life in the universe.
2. An anthropology: a view of what it is to be human.
3. Definitions of meaning, meaning in life, and meaning in work life.
4. Its component terms must not contain the word meaning–to avoid tautology.
5. It must be descriptive and normative–since meaning in work life is something we all desire. Thus, the theory must point to meaning enhancers.
5. Ontology: Life is Self-Organized Wholeness
· The universe is a self-organizing flux. Order emerges spontaneously (Kauffman, 1993).
· Biological systems are emergent, well-ordered wholes that evolve and grow (Goodwin, 1994).
· In humans, consciousness emerges: reflection, freedom.
· Humans are creatures given the opportunity to freely unfold their biological potentials in the best way possible, seeking to create a better world for all.
· “We know [peace] is God’s vision. Now that must be our work here on Earth” – Barack Obama, in Cairo, June 4. 
6. Human Co-Flourishing

· Our inherited, biological order is our “nature”: a set of open-ended potentials waiting to be culturally interpreted and shaped—and then actualized.
· Aristotle: the proper realization of our potentials leads to eudaimonia, happiness or human flourishing.
· With a social twist: To flourish is to enable others to flourish as well. Call it human co-flourishing.
· Co-flourishing is unfolding our potentials and using our strengths to partake more fully in social contexts and create subtle order and wholeness in our lives together. 

7. Definition of Meaning
Let’s relate meaning to human consciousness (experience) and the wholeness that emerges in the universe:

· Meaning is the experience that something fits into a context or larger whole

· Life is meaningful when you use “your signature strengths and virtues in the service of something much larger than you are” (Seligman, 2002, p. 263)
8. Meaning in Life

Terry Eagleton (2007) says the meaning of life derives from two things:
· Eudaimonia, the “creative realization of one’s typically human faculties” (p. 148).
· “Love…”, which is “…the same condition viewed in relational terms—the state in which the flourishing of one individual comes about through the flourishing of others” (p. 166). 
Taken together: Human co-flourishing. 
Using our strengths for love = creating value for others.
9. Meaning in Work Life: Four Factors
Defined: (A) Using one’s faculties to (B) contribute to a (C) productive community that (D) creates value for others.
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A. Using Your Strengths and Potentials

· Everyone has a set of unique potentials or signature strengths.
· Discover what they are. Use them. 

· Seligman (2002), Maslow (1968), Deci and Ryan (2000).
· Actualizing one’s potentials produces meaning: One develops into a more fulfilled and whole state of being.
B. Making Your Contribution

· We may possess many odd potentials. But which are relevant to others’ needs? 

· Peter Drucker (1999): “The most important question a knowledge worker can ask himself is ‘What shall my contribution be?’”

· Your contribution is the bridge between your potentials and the value you can create for others.
· Work organizations exist to make this bridge. Here, you can make your difference in the world and thus become more fully a part of society. This produces meaning.
C. Participating in a Productive Community
· In working with others, we realize our humanity. 

· “The real nature of man is the totality of social relations” (Marx, 1845, p. 83).
· This is the domain of management and group dynamics.
· To be part of a group of co-workers that accomplishes something important is to part of a social whole. This is experienced as meaningful.
D. Creating Value for Others

· Through work we create value for ourselves and others.
· To be valuable to someone is to see their needs and help meet them (this defines love, as per Skynner & Cleese 1994).
· Work organizations aim to create value—for themselves (Wall Street) or for others, too, as compensated by a fair price (most regular companies).
· When at work you create value for your customers, you contribute to society and become a responsible part of a larger social wholeness. This produces meaning.
10. Advantages of the Theory

· If respondents score high on these four factors, their meaning in work life is high.
· None of the four constituent factors makes reference to meaning—only to what defines meaning: the experience of partaking in wholeness. Thus, tautology is avoided.
· Using these factors, we do not need to rely on respondents’ own definitions of meaning in work life, self-calibrating and soothing as they are.
· Thus, measures of meaning in work life may indeed turn out low—which is a prerequisite for action for change.
11. Loci of Personal & Organizat’l Intervention 

Each factor points to a locus and methods of intervention:
1. Signature strengths: Coaching and performance reviews for better self-awareness and use of talents.
2. Personal contribution: Training & development and workplace learning may help sharpen indiv’l contribt’ns.
3. Productive community: Leadership: maintaining optimal groups and facilitating their creative dynamics.
4. Value creation: Using strategy, AI and Corporate Social Responsibility, the organization may identify how better to serve customers and be valuable to them.
12. For Use in Survey Instruments
The degree of meaning in work life experienced by people may be assessed by survey w/ items derived from theory:

Do you know it?


Do you do it?
A. How well do you know 

To what extent do you use your unique strengths?
each at work today?
B. Do you know what your
To what extent are you contribution should be?
making it now? 

C. Etc.  D. Etc.
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