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Meaningful work

• Functionalist paradigm: Meaningfulness can be

managed (Nillsen, Earl, Elizondo, & Wadlington, 2014; Pratt 

& Ashforth, 2007; Hackman & Oldham, 1976; Grant et al., 

2009)

• Subjectivist paradigm: Meaningfulness as 

subjective experience (Bunderson & Thompson, 2009; 

Bailey & Madden, 2015; Vuori, San, & Kira, 2012)

• Integrative frameworks: Interplay of objective and 

subjective factors (Chalofsky, 2003; Lips-Wiersma & 

Morris, 2009; Rosso et al., 2010; Yeoman, 2014)

→Shared Assumption: Lack of meaningfulness
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Excessive meaningfulness

• Specific types of work are societally framed as

particularly meaningful

• Excessive: Imagery of meaningfulness

overdetermines situations, activities and interactions

with others

→voluntary work, start-up work, entrepreneurial work, 

academia, vocational work
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Voluntary work

 Doing good: Identity as helpers (Cnaan et al., 1996; 

Cunningham, 2010; Grönlund, 2011; Kornberger, 2007))

 Being in a community of helpers (Wilderom & Miner, 

1991; Proteau & Wolff, 2008; Hustinx & Lammertyn, 2003; 

O’Toole & Grey, 2016) 

 Working autonomously (Haski-Leventhal & Bargal, 

2008; Hustinx, 2010; Eliasoph, 2014)
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Refugee crisis:

The context of our case

A summer fairy tale? 

• 2015: Sudden influx of

refugees

• Failing public authorities

• Millions of volunteers

ensure primary care
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Our case

A former townhall as a… … refugee shelter

• 2015: Emergency shelter for 

1200 refugees

• Prime example for outburst 

of solidarity

• Beginning: Several hundred 

volunteers a day

• End of data collection: 15-

30 volunteers a day
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Methods

Data collection

• Participant obeservation:  

12 months in different 

departments with focus on 

voluntary work

• Interviews: 29 semi-

structured interviews with

volunteers and paid

employees

• Documents: Shift plans, 

pictures, leaflets, media

coverage

Data analysis

• Open coding in Atlas.ti

• Clustering of open codes

• Dynamics of

meaningfulness:

– Constructions

– Breakdowns

– Reactions after breakdowns
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Meaningfulness as

emergent theme

“I wanted to do something meaningful. Meaningful for 

me and maybe also for my fellow human beings” 

(Justin, 28, interviewee)

“I had a little bit more spare time and I said, well, how 

can you use that in a meaningful way.”                    

(Tom, 62, interviewee)

8



Decrease in 

volunteer numbers
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Dimensions of meaningfulness
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Context

• Huge interest by media and wider public

– Articles, TV shows, visits by politicians or celebrities

– “There is light Germany that is shining against the 

backdrop of dark Germany.” 

(President of Germany during visit)

• Positive images attached to voluntary work:       

Hope, solidarity, enactment of humanitarian values
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Meaningfulness-making

Volunteers frame their work as meaningful act of 

citizenry:

– “Make a difference” 

– “Doing one‘s share”

“Personally, I really wanted to take a stance against 

that [xenophobia] and say, okay, I see the world in that 

particular manner. And I want to contribute my share to 

this.” (Uta, 54, interviewee)
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Meaningfulness-breaking:

Shifting public debate

“Well, I was surprised, obviously. And I was shocked what 

happened there. That foreigners did / Well I do not want to 

pigeonhole them. But you do quite a disservice with that, that's 

totally clear. When a right-wing mob comes and claims certain 

things and then they behave exactly like this, that is difficult.” 

(Birgit, 52, interviewee)
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Meaningfulness-breaking:

Lack of impact

“the [political] situation is as bad as last summer again, 

just as if we have not done anything.” 

(Katharina, field contact)
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Struggles for meaningfulness

“I think we have to teach them values. More like, this is 

how WE roll” (Doria, 32, interviewee)  

• Excessive meaningfulness makes it impossible to let 

go of the imagery of voluntary work as meaningful

• Result:

– Reinforcement of “us“ and “them”

– Paternalism towards refugees

– Depoliticisation of voluntary work
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Discussion: Negative effects

of excessive meaningfulness

• Productive: 

– Societal imageries mobilizes people

– Organizations can use them as a reservoir of

meaningfulness

• Destructive:

– Fixation of problematic roles

– Closure towards renewal

– Failing to see and deal with complexity beyond the imagery
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Discussion:

Dynamics of meaningfulness

Changing contexts (Swidler, 1986): 

– “Unsettled” (crisis, chaos, change): Space for 

excessive meaningfulness

– “Settled” (normality, everyday life): Excessive 

meaningfulness turns problematic 

→Excessive meaningfulness makes it hard to 

successfully move from unsettled to settled contexts
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Contributions

• Not only lack, also excess of meaningfulness can 

become problematic for individuals and 

organizations

• Excess might be particular problematic when moving 

from “unsettled” to “settled” contexts

• Societal imageries of work beyond organizational 

control heavily feed into the experience of 

meaningfulness 

18



References

Bailey, C., & Madden, A. (2015). Time reclaimed: Temporality and the experience of meaningful work. Work, Employment & 

Society, published online before print, 1-16.

Baines, D., & Cunningham, I. (2011). 'White knuckle care work': Violence, gender and new public management in the voluntary 

sector. Work, Employment & Society, 25(4), 760–776. 

Bowie, N. E. (1998). A Kantian theory of meaningful work. Journal of Business Ethics, 17(9/10), 1083–1092.

Chalofsky, N. (2003). An emerging construct for meaningful work. Human Resource Development International, 6(1), 69–83.

Cnaan, R. A., Handy, F., & Wadsworth, M. (1996). Defining who is a volunteer: Conceptual and empirical considerations. 

Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 25(3), 364–383. 

Cunningham, I. (2010). Drawing from a bottomless well?: Exploring the resilience of value-based psychological contracts in 

voluntary organizations. International Journal of Human Resources Management, 21(5), 699-719. 

Eliasoph, N. (2014). Measuring the grassroots: Puzzles of cultivating the grassroots from the top down. Sociological Quarterly, 

55(3), 467–492. 

Grant, D., Morales, A., & Sallaz, J. J. (2009). Pathways to meaning: A new approach to studying emotions at work. American 

Journal of Sociology, 115(2), 327–364.

Grönlund, H. (2011). Identity and volunteering intertwined: Reflections on the values of young adults. Voluntas: International 

Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations, 22(4), 852-874.

Hasan, R., Dancy, M., Costa, V., & Gert, J. (2015). Rawls on meaningful work and freedom. Social Theory and Practice, 41(3), 

477–504. 

Haski-Leventhal, D., & Bargal, D. (2008). The volunteer stages and transitions model: Organizational socialization of volunteers. 

Human Relations, 61(1), 67–102.

19



Hustinx, L., & Lammertyn, F. (2003). Collective and Reflexive Styles of Volunteering: A Sociological Modernization Perspective. 

Voluntas: International Journal of Voluntary & Nonprofit Organizations, 14(2), 167–187. 

Kornberger, M., & Brown, A. D. (2007). `Ethics' as a discursive resource for identity work. Human Relations, 60(3), 497–518. 

Lips-Wiersma, M., & Morris, L. (2009). Discriminating between ‘meaningful work’ and the ‘management of meaning’. Journal of 

Business Ethics, 88(3), 491–511. 

Lips-Wiersma, M., & Wright, S. (2012). Measuring the meaning of meaningful work: Development and validation of the 

comprehensive meaningful work scale (CMWS). Group & Organization Management, 37(5), 655–685.

Michaelson, C. (2011). Whose responsibility is meaningful work? Journal of Management Development, 30(6), 548–557. 

Michaelson, C., Pratt, M. G., Grant, A. M., & Dunn, C. P. (2014). Meaningful work: Connecting business ethics and organization 

studies. Journal of Business Ethics, 121(1), 77–90.

Nillsen, C., Earl, J. K., Elizondo, F., & Wadlington, P. L. (2014). Do Birds of a Feather Flock Together?: An Examination of 

Calling, Congruence, Job Design and Personality as Predictors of Job Satisfaction and Tenure. Journal of Beliefs & Values: 

Studies in Religion & Education, 35(1), 10.

O' Toole, M., & Grey, C. (2015). "We can tell them to get lost, but we won't do that": Cultural control and resistance in voluntary 

work. Organization Studies. 37(1), 55-75.

O’Toole, M., & Grey, C. (2016). Beyond choice: ‘Thick’ volunteering and the case of the Royal National Lifeboat Institution. 

Human Relations, 69(1), 85–109. 

Prouteau, L., & Wolff, F.-C. (2008). On the relational motive for volunteer work. Journal of Economic Psychology, 29(3), 314–335. 

Rosso, B. D., Dekas, K. H., & Wrzesniewski, A. (2010). On the meaning of work: A theoretical integration and review. Research in 

Organizational Behavior, 30, 91–127.

Wilderom, C. P., & Miner, J. B. (1991). Defining voluntary groups and agencies within organization science. Organization Science, 

2(4), 366-378. 

Yeoman, R. (2014). Conceptualising meaningful work as a fundamental human need. Journal of Business Ethics, 125(2), 235–

251. 
20


