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Abstract

The objective of this study is to identify and synthesize what is known about links between
(Job-) meaningfulness, work-engagement and psychological well-being of employees. There-
fore the respective understandings of a meaningful work and of healthy work has to be
elaborated, to develop the underlying interpretations of subjectivity, in order to propose a
perspective for empirical investigations of health-oriented working conditions. It is argued that
a proactive thematization of meaningful work (e. g the individual attributions of meaningful
work as well as the practices of making work meaningful) is closely related to work-
engagement and well-being. A holistic view of these constructs enables a comprehensive
understanding of meaningful work and creates further starting points for future research work
in Organizational Development (OD) or Human-Resources (HR) Management. The study was
carried out as a review of general and relevant science literature as well as scientific publications
researched in common journal-databases. The results show, that meaningfulness can be seen as
a core, which interconnects different constructs. Therefore, meaningfulness is closely linked to
work-engagement. The more meaningfulness employees perceive in their daily work, the more
motivated they are performing on a higher level. Meaningfulness is also linked to the Sense of
Coherence (SoC), a coping capacity of employees to deal with everyday life stressors. SoC
refers to an individual's generalized perception of environmental stimuli. Thus, if an employee
has a high level of sense of coherence he/she experiences work more meaningful and tends to
have good coping strategies handling stressors. Meaningfulness has also a connection to well-
being. By losing the meaningfulness at work, typical symptoms of burnout can be observed. It
is argued, that creating meaningfulness at work is essential for positive work outcomes and
healthy employees.

Keywords: meaningfulness, work-engagement, sense of coherence, well-being, mental health,
JEL-Classification: M140, M540, Z130

1 INTRODUCTION

The current German Gallup Engagement Index 2016 published alarming figures: According to
this, 70% of the surveyed employees have a low emotional bond, another 15% have no
emotional bond to their organization. 57% of those employees with no emotional bond stated,
that they would leave the company within one year, which can be equated with a mental
resignation by cutting of their ties with the job. These numbers are also reflected in the sick
leave. Employees with low emotional bond were absent an average of 6.8 days, employees with
no emotional bond an average of 10.3 days, because they felt sick or not well. The economic
damage due to mental resignation or lack of emotional bond is estimated between 80.3 and
105.1 billion euros annually. Compared to recent years, only marginal differences in the study
results are apparent (Gallup 2016). Wehner and Giintert (2010) report in a study, that more than
50% of the interviewed employees and two thirds of the top executives who has been surveyed,
were motivated to accept pay cuts and give up their present status for more demanding and
meaningful jobs. These results reflect the testimony of the former German Chancellor Willy
Brandt. In his view, for most people, work is more than just a source of income - it has a deeper
meaning and guarantees a successful life process (Brand, 1983:9).



Thus, it is only understandable, that this disturbing development raises the question of how
employees see their work as meaningful, what meaningful work consist of and how work can
be designed to make it meaningful, to eliminate psychosomatic complaints. While Aaron
Antonovsky demonstrated the significance of a “Sense and Meaningfulness” for well-being and
mental health as part of his theory of the Sense Of Coherence (Antonovsky, 1979) in the context
of the concept of Salutogenesis, there are no previous works discussing the links between the
different understandings of meaningfulness, work-engagement and mental health issues.

The analysis of different research offers the chance to show blind spots and thus to contribute
to a sharpening of these linkages. For this purpose, three linkages are to be considered in more
detail, which are of particular relevance for HR-management, organizational development and
for work and organizational psychology: [1] By analyzing the linkage between meaningfulness
and work-engagement, decisive factors and predictors, which are crucial in the workplace, are
worked out. In the context of this paper, meaningfulness is strongly related to the “will to
perform” and intrinsic motivation. [2] Another important link discussed, is the relationship
between Antonovsky's Sense Of Coherence and employee health. Antonovsky's theory
describes coherence as a particular "emotional quality” (Ducki, 2000:70), which can be
considered as an indicator for mental health. Antonovsky (1979:8) is speaking of the "way of
looking at the world", a general attitude towards the world and life, which is characterized by a
high degree of reflexivity regarding one's own feelings and needs. Although the Sense Of
Coherence is a relatively broad and generally accepted construct, connections with the
organizational working context are shown along this discourse, researched from the work
results of recent years. [3] Finally, the description of the relationship between work enga-
gement and mental health is intended to address organizational and personal factors, which are
responsible for employee motivation. Work-engagement in general, but also in this paper, is
characterized by energy, involvement and professional efficacy.

2 METHODOLOGY AND LIMITAITONS

This paper aims to provide clarity by identifying, analyzing and discussing the main linkages
between meaningfulness of work, work-engagement and psychological well-being, found in
general and relevant science literature as well as scientific publications in common databases.
Papers and research materials published in the databases of Taylor & Francis, SAGE
Publications, Jstor, Wiley, NCBI, PsycNET, APA, Elsevier and Emerald made part of the basis
of the scientific analysis. In addition, an internet search on google-scholar was undertaken to
identify relevant studies and literature. In this way, also German articles in scientific journals
were found. In some cases, it was necessary to contact researchers on researchgate.net to get
full access to papers. Of the 118 identified scientific papers, 65 were screened as relevant to the
review and had been included in the work. 22 works were reviews but most of the evidence
identified or included within the reviews was of medium or low quality. Various German and
English terms from the categories "work-engagement” (e.g. intrinsic motivation, commitment,
work enthusiasm), "well-being"” (e.g. employee health, mental health, sense of coherence) and
"meaningfulness” (e.g. comprehensibility, self-fulfillment, affiliation) were combined and
searched for. In addition, a manual search of references found in the articles was made. In
addition, anthologies and scientific books were reviewed. Such a choice was determined by the
degree of their availability in the University of Augsburg and the University Of Applied
Sciences, Augsburg, Germany, which is the author’s place of writing during his doctoral thesis.

Since meaningfulness and work-engagement are very comprehensive terms, they are analyzed
more precisely at the beginning of this work, in order to be able to identify the linkages to



mental health. This work is limited by the assumption, that mental health is determined largely
by the Sense of Coherence, the core theory of the Salutogenesis concept after Antonovsky
(1979), which, in terms of a global emotional state, is developing as the overall result of many
consistent process experiences characterized by the achievement of goals, which were part of
higher-level motivational contexts. Other neighboring theories, like “resilience” or “hardiness”
are not considered in detail. This paper is part of the author’s doctoral thesis, which is intended
to answer the question, how mobile telework can affect the mental health of teleworkers. Mobile
Teleworkers are isolated physically from their organization and this work-form is therefore
characterized by the lack of social contacts with colleagues and executives. The major
contribution of the planned study is to examine the role of telecommuting on teleworkers
psychological well-being and how neighboring constructs as work-engagement, meaning-
fulness of work, social support, social isolation, identity and sense of coherence (as an indicator
for well-being) can mediate or moderate these processes.

3 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

The explanations in this section are intended to provide a basic understanding of meaning-
fulness, work-engagement, and Sense of Coherence, which is a prerequisite for further discus-
sion.

3.1 Meaningfulness at Work

The research for this work has revealed, that employees' inability to understand their work as
significant is often a cause of mental disorder. In order to get a more accurate picture of exactly
what the desire for meaningful work refers to, the following section will deal with the concept
of meaningfulness in more detail.

In the understanding of May, Gilson & Harter (2004) experiencing purpose and meaning-
fulness is an important determinant of work-engagement. Hurrelmann and Albrecht (2014: 227)
emphasize that work must have a clearly recognizable social benefit, promoting self-fulfillment,
personal development and as well as allowing to reconcile work and family life in order to be
experienced as meaningful. In this context it is surprising, that the heterogeneity of the different
understandings of meaningful work and the associated fact, that the desire to reconcile work
and family life also falls into the category of meaningfulness, is mentioned in the same breath
as the desire for social responsibility of the employer, organizational identification and
commitment (Hardening, 2015). According to Faltermaier et al. (2002:27), work is not just a
way to experience recognition, fulfilment and social interaction, but also an important part of
personality development. In their daily work, people change their motives, abilities and
behaviors. Hoge & Schnell see work as an individual experience of meaningfulness, goal-
orientation and coherence in terms of personality and attitudes to life (Hoge & Schnell,
2012:91). This comes close to Rudow's statement, which makes clear, that work has a strong
impact on people's self-esteem, identity and health (Rudow, 2003:34).

Pratt and Ashforth (2003) define meaning as an individual interpretation of what work signifies
in an individual's life (in the sense of a higher calling something to do, or an oppression). This
opinion is also shared by Wrzesniewski et al. (2003). The perception of the meaningfulness of
work is determined by employees themselves, although they are also significantly influenced
by the environment or the social context. Schnell (2004:54) expresses this circumstance with
the following words: "We know what we mean, but we cannot explain it and hardly describe it.
Meaningfulness is felt, received, experienced. And yet it is also mentally mediated"”. According
to Frankl (1962), people are actively looking for this feeling. They are seeking the meaning and
purpose of life, in order to enrich and fulfill their sense of self. Frankl describes professions as



part of lifes. Lips-Wiersma & Morris (2009) explain meaningfulness in a similar way, as “the
subjective experience of the existential significance or purpose of life.”

Meaningful work is often designated as a comprehensive term, which can refer to the
importance of work for life, as well as the perceived benefits of working for oneself and others
(Rosso et al., 2010, Steger et al., 2012). This "subject-oriented” perspective, which is not
primarily based on the technical and organizational conditions of work in society, but follows
the action perspective of the employees, and thereby includes the entire life context of the
workers, is also taken up by Vol & Pongratz (1997). Hence, work is seen as a fundamental
element that can give meaning to life. The more meaningfulness people experience, the happier
they are with their daily work. How work have to be designed to be perceived as stimulating
and empowering by employees had been discussed especially in the 1970s, at the time of the
humanization of the world of work. It should be noted, however, that the ,,Human Relations
Approach* was developed at a time when the mechanization of production increased corporate
capital intensity, high skills of employees were required and trained workers in North America
tended to be scarce. Staff has become more valuable, and consequently, people should be more
committed to the organization. The prevailing viewpoint of Taylorism, of treating the laborers
only as part of a "machine”, was no longer appropriate (Staehle & Sydow, 1991:634-636,
Kieser, 1995:101-135, Vahs 2009:29-30). Ulich (2011:561) understands the quality of work as
a decent, personality-promoting and health-promoting design of working conditions.
Meaningfulness of work can therefore be understood as a dimension of work quality, which
refers to conditions enabling the experience of significance, as well as to the direct perception
of meaningfulness of one's own activity or tasks (Hardening, 2015).

According to Isaksen (2000), the feeling of belonging to the organization and tasks, engagement
in social relationships in the workplace, consideration of work in a broader context and a sense
of responsibility and pride contribute significantly to meaningfulness at work. Schnell, Hoge &
Pollet (2013) showed in their study, that not only characteristics of employees, but also the lived
values of the company are crucial for the experience of meaningfulness. In addition, features of
the work task, the fit of person and work contribute to the experience of meaningfulness. These
findings are reflected in the Job Characteristics Model by Hackman & Oldham (1975, 1976,
1980). Meaningfulness of work is therefore an important “reference dimension” becoming
relevant in two different forms. Firstly, the meaningfulness of the task (task significance) is
understood as a job feature in addition to the variety and holism of requirements. Secondly,
meaningfulness is defined as an experiential state resulting from the mentioned job cha-
racteristics. The desire for the experience of the existential significance or purpose of life (Lips-
Wiersma & Morris, 2009) already described, associated with meaningfulness, can be explained
by the need for self-actualization (Maslow 1943, 1954:22, 1971:269). According to Maslow,
self-actualization can be compared to a mystical summit experience: The employee transcends
his own limits, becoming one with humanity and the cosmos. In Maslow's view, the individual
has reached in this way the very core of existence at all. This self-actualization is based on
personal growth through the fulfillment of a life's mission, which may lie in the unfolding of
one's own creativity and just and worthwhile causes. In this context, Koltko-Rivera (2006)
speaks of self-transcendence. In his view, the experience of meaningfulness ascends, if
employees perceive an authentic link between their daily work and a broader transcendent life-
purpose beyond the self.

Surprisingly, in the last few decades, the question of qualitative claims (and thus also of
meaningfulness) of work has hardly been raised and has been pushed into the background by
the thematization of employment conditions (Sauer, 2011).



3.2 Work-Engagement

According to Nerdinger (2000), work-engagement refers to occupational activities that promote
the organization's objective. These activities are outside the primary work instructions and are
carried out on employees own initiative. This includes helping colleagues, protecting the
organization from vandalism, making suggestions for improvement, acquiring knowledge in
own initiative (which is conducive to an improvement in work performance), taking
responsibility which has not been formally credited and representing the organization outwardly
in a positive way. The basic prerequisite for work-engagement is intrinsic motivation. Enthu-
siasm is often described as an intrinsic-motivational disposition (Moé, 2015; Kunter, 2011).
Work-engagement is “the individual's involvement and satisfaction (as well as enthusiasm) for
work.” (Harter et al., 2002). It is characterized by energy, involvement and professional efficacy
(Schaufeli, 2013). The absence of these positive, engagement-promoting aspects can adversely
affect the mental health of employees and thus decrease work engagement - when "[...] energy
turns into exhaustion, involvement turns into cynicism, and efficacy turns into ineffectiveness”
(Maslach, 1997:24).

Work-engagement presupposes that every person has to identify with his/her work and
performance. This is also the statement of Kahn (1990:694): ,,In engagement, people employ
and express themselves physically, cognitively, and emotionally during role performances.*
Macey et al. (2009:7) describe work-engagement on an emotional level as energy or absorption,
which leads to a behavior beyond one's role - directed toward organizational goals. Schaufeli et
al. (2002) define engagement as a ,,[...] positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is
characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption®. The dimension vigor ,,[...] is characterized
by high levels of energy, the willingness to invest effort in the own work, and persistence even
in the face of difficulties. Dedication refers to being strongly involved in the own work, and
experiencing a sense of significance, enthusiasm, inspiration, pride and challenge. Absorption
is characterized by being fully concentrated and happily engrossed in one's work, whereby time
passes quickly and one has difficulties with detaching oneself from work. “Losing the sense of
time and a state of uninhibited, full involvement is also associated with the flow-experience
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975).

This approach is based on the fact, that the motivation potential of an action does not arise from
the result or the success of an activity, but from the incentive of the work itself and thus an
intense pleasure is associated. Concentration strength on acting, self-forgetfulness, steering
attention carrying out the tasks and losing the sense of time are characteristics of flow. In the
definition of Csikszentmihalyi (1975:9, 38-43, 71), the flow-experience is described as an
autotelic experience or a state of uninhibited, full involvement in the process of an activity.
Schaufeli & Bakker (2010), however, differentiate flow from absorption. They refer flow to
special, short-term, high-level experiences, while absorption is a profound, persistent state of
mind. Work-engagement can be divided into various dimensions. These include inter alia:
helpfulness, conscientiousness, politeness, straightforwardness, respectively sporting spirit
(expressed by the fact that small deficiencies and shortcomings are tolerated), self-initiative and
bourgeois virtue, regarding regular, courageous and constructive participation in the company
life.

3.3 Sense of Coherence - Indicator for Well-Being and Health

Antonovsky defines the Sense of Coherence (SoC) as a general basic attitude of the individual
towards the world and one's own life. However, he also describes the fact, that health condition
is additionally influenced by external factors. Nevertheless, people's well-being also differs,
living under the same external conditions. According to Antonovsky, this depends on the



individual, the cognitive, as well as the affective-motivational basic attitude. In other words, it
depends on how well the individual can use his or her resources and to use it for health
maintenance. This is defined by Antonovsky as a global life orientation and referred to as Sense
Of Coherence. It means, that the stronger the feeling of Sense Of Coherence is perceived, the
healthier an individual is, or the faster this person is able to recover from disease (Antonovsky
1979:123; Antonovsky, 1987a:30; Meckel-Haupt, 2001:7).

The Sense Of Coherence is composed of three components. The feeling of perceiving the world
as organized (Sense Of Comprehensibility), but also the conviction to find a solution (Sense Of
Manageability) for each problem and to consider it as meaningful to invest energy for certain
tasks (Sense Of Meaningfulness) (Antonovsky, 1991; Bengel et al., 2001:37-38; Lindstrom &
Eriksson, 2006; Eriksson & Lindstrom, 2006).

Sense Of Comprehensibility represents the most important component in Antonovsky's
conceptual formation. It describes the ability of a person to perceive his environment, everyday
situation and information as ordered, explainable, realistic — combining it into a consistent
image. “It refers to the extent to which one perceives the stimuli that confront one, deriving
from the internal and external environments, as making cognitive sense, as information that is
ordered, consistent, structured, and clear, rather than noise-chaotic, disordered, random,
accidental, inexplicable.” (Antonovsky, 1987a:16). Sense Of Comprehensibility is a cognitive
component. It is thereby only be possible to make sense from the stimuli and information, the
inner and outer environment, which appear to be chaotic at first sight. ,,Death, war, and failure
can occur, but such a person can make sense of them* (Antonovsky, 1987a:17). Therefore,
situations or conditions interpreted as meaningful will not lead into distress and can even be a
challenge (Meckel-Haupt, 2001:9). Comprehensibility, however, is also an active process,
which serves flexible interpretations acting as a guide in the concern with the reality.
Comprehensibility represents what Antonovsky postulates for the Sense Of Coherence but also
in general: ,,A strong sense of coherence includes a solid capacity to judge reality*
(Antonovsky, 1979:127).

Antonovsky describes Sense of Manageability as the conviction of individuals that tasks, reco-
gnized as significant and meaningful are solvable. It includes the basic trustfulness and the
realistic assessment of accessible resources, in order to cope with the emerging problems and
requirements. Through participation, or the opportunity to shape the workday actively,
employees have a high degree of manageability and cannot easily be pushed into a victim role
(Antonovsky, 1987a:18; Bengel et al., 2001:29). According to Antonovsky, it is not just about
control and the use of own resources, but also direct access to resources controlled by legitimate
others, such as confidants (Antonovsky, 1979:127). For this reason, this attribute is closely
related to concrete coping strategies. The stress avoided or repelled in this way, is the positive
result of a developed ability facing difficult situations in a better way (Meckel-Haupt, 2001:10;
Bauer et al., 2015:21).

The third component, the Sense of Meaningfulness, includes the skills and conviction, or the
confidence to solve tasks. It can be interpreted as motivation and willingness to tackle
difficulties, or to see a meaning in it. An important aspect of Sense Of Meaningfulness is its
emotional aspect. Individuals with a strong ability to consider life as meaningful also see many
situations in their everyday life as important and significant. They therefore have the ability to
interpret critical circumstances not as stress but as a challenge (Idan et al., 2013). A Sense of
Meaningfulness is described in the words of Antonovsky (1987a) as “[...] the extent to which
one feels that life makes sense emotionally, that at least some of the problems and demands
posed by living are worth investing energy in, are worthy of commitment and engagement, are
challenges that are welcome rather than burdens that one would much rather do without”
(Antonovsky, 1987a:18).



3.4 Generalized Resistance Resources (GRR)

In Antonovsky's stress management process, Generalized Resistance Resources (GRR)
describe individuals ability to cope with the given social and biological strains and pressures so
as to contribute to their own benefit and to promote their own development (Hofer, 2000:82).
GRR must be available to the individual in order to meet the requirements of the real world of
life (Reinshagen, 2008). GRRs can therefore support the effective stress management of the
organism, whereby strain can be avoided or better be managed, so that strain is not experienced
as stress, but the stressors are given a sense (Hurrelmann, 2000:52-60). "What is common to all
GRRs, | proposed, was that they facilitated making sense out of the countless stressors with
which we are constantly bombarded” (Antonovsky, 1989:52). In the understanding Antonovsky
these resources are effective in situations of all kind (Bengel et al., 2001:34). Antonovsky
attaches particular importance to the management of stress, especially to the social and cultural
environment. "Ready answers provided by one's culture and its social structure are probably the
most powerful GRR at all" (Antonovsky, 1979:119). This is exactly the point, GRR provides
people with information that help them to cope with stress. According to his view, the functional
commonality of the GRR lies in the ability of the individual to build up a robust life concept,
which enables a cognitive, emotional and practical stress management. The GRRs therefore
specify the framework, the existence or non-existence of which determine the non-existence of
individual coping competencies. This is how Antonovsky sees the GRR - ,.as defined, which
build up a strong Sense of Coherence (SoC) crucial to one's ability to manage tension well*
(Anonovsky, 1987a:30, Meckel-Haupt, 2001:7).

4 LINKS BETWEEN SOC, MEANINGFULNESS & HEALTH

The following chapter describes the relationships between the constructs meaningfulness,
work-engagement, and Sense of Coherence.

4.1 Meaningfulness of Work and its Link to Work-Engagement

Kahn (1990) defines personal engagement with the presence of physical, cognitive and
emotional commitment and considers meaningfulness as a condition for work-engagement.
Kahn's studies indicate that, in general, three factors influence the experience of meaning-
fulness - (1) Task characteristics: Clarity of the task and autonomy, (2) Role characteristics:
Harmony between self-image and role, (3) Work interactions: Significant interpersonal inter-
actions. Kahn (1990) also refers to connections between "core job characteristics"” from the Job
Characteristics Model (JCM) of Hackman and Oldham (1980) and work engagement. In
addition, findings suggest that these core features of work of the JCM (autonomy, skill variety,
task identity, task significance and feedback), not only correlate with work-engagement but also
with meaningfulness. He also concluded that people in work situations unconsciously deal with
three questions that determine whether they are personally involved or more distant. The
questions are: “How meaningful is it for me to bring myself into this performance?”, “How safe
is it to do so?” and “How available am I to do so?” If people perceive their role as psycholo-
gically significant or meaningful, they do not expect negative consequences (psychological
safety) and feel that they have the necessary resources for work tasks (availability). Finally,
they will engage in their work role (Kahn, 1990). May et al. (2004) were able to demonstrate
Kahn's studies empirically, and confirmed, among others, that meaningfulness is significantly
related to engagement. In the opinion of Holbeche & Springett (2003) the perception of
meaningfulness in the working context clearly relates to their engagement and ultimately to
their performance. They even go a step further and argue, that employees are actively looking
for meaningfulness in their daily work. In their view, high levels of engagement can be seen
only in workplaces, with a shared sense of destiny and purpose, that connects people at an



emotional level, which raises their personal aspirations. Meaningfulness at work can be seen in
this way as one of the antecedents of work engagement. This position is also supported by
Geldenhuys et al. (2014). For them, meaningfulness is a predictor for work engagement, while
meaningfulness and engagement predicts organizational commitment. Milliman et al. (2003)
investigated workplace spirituality and employee work attitudes. They revealed, that an
employee who experiences his/her job as meaningful, is likely to be a desirable employee.
These workers are willing to do extra work, spend more time on their work, and do it more
diligently. Spirituality has three dimensions in the context of this study: (1) meaningful work
on an individual level, (2) sense of community on a group level, and being in (3) alignment
with organizational values and mission on an organization level.

From this point of view, spirituality at work and work attitudes are part of meaningfulness
(Milliman et al. 2003). The study of Hoole & Bonnema (2015) established a relationship
between meaningfulness and work-engagement at different age groups. The research has
shown, that in particular older employees are valuable to their business as they have a strong
work-commitment and thus contribute to the company's success. Also Kordbacheh et al. (2014)
studied different age groups of employees and established a relationship between employee-
engagement, motivation, meaningfulness, and intrinsic motivation. The results has shown that
especially younger people - compared to older employees, who are engaged despite considering
their work meaningful or not - are less intrinsically motivated. Hoge & Schnell (2012) describe
the positive affective-motivational states of experience as a prerequisite for work-engagement.
This was also confirmed in the study by May et al. (2004), who followed up with Kahn's (1990)
conceptualization of work-engagement. Positive correlations between psychological
meaningfulness, psychological safety and availability with work engagement were confirmed.
Experience of meaningfulness at work showed the strongest relationship to work-engagement.
In addition, there is further research confirming the strong relationship between work-
engagement and meaningfulness of work (Chen et al., 2011, Olivier & Rothmann, 2007).

It can thus be stated, that employees who experience meaningfulness at work, invest more time,
diligence and energy in their job. In other words: These employees are more motivated. From
a reverse perspective, it can be argued that engaged employees might consider their work as
meaningful due to the time and effort they spend on it. The constructs of meaningfulness at
work and work-engagement thus have a direct relationship - the more an employee is engaged,
the more he or she is dedicated, vigorous and absorbed.

4.2 Sense of Coherence and its Link to (mental) Well-Being

Currently several studies are existing, that relate the three dimensions of SoC to employee-
motivation and mental health (Pallant & Lae, 2002; Gana, 2001, Erikson & Lindstrém, 2006;
Kivimaiki et al., 2002; Buddeberg-Fischer et al., 2001). Direct, moderator - and mediator-effects
has been observed.

Antonovsky assumed, that work in adulthood plays an important role for the SoC (Antonovsky,
1996; Nilsson et al., 2010; Hakanen et al., 2007). He described a balanced workload (neither
over- nor under-challenging), as well as control as important factors for manageability. He
mentioned participation, decision-making and social assessment (power, reward, prestige) as
important influencing factors for meaningfulness. Finally, Antonovsky argued, that
comprehensibility of work depends on its consistency, holistic tasks, roles, workplace security,
and social relationship quality (Antonovsky, 1987D).

In this context, Albertsen et al. (2001) reported in a large cross-sectional study of more than
2,000 Danish employees, between the ages of 18 and 69 with a variety of occupational back-
grounds, that individuals with higher SoC levels experience far less stress symptoms. They



were also able to confirm a mediating effect in in relation to work environment and stress
symptoms. Lu et al. (2016) found similar results in a study focusing the modern service industry
in Shanghai. Van der Colff & Rothman (2009) report that SoC is not only closely related to
mental exhaustion, but also to the work results and engagement shown by employees at work.
Employees with a high SoC are able to perceive their environment in a positive sense and show
a higher work-engagement due to better coping strategies. The study was supplemented by
Muller and Rothman (2009). They carried out a content analysis, whose gquantitative evaluation
of over 600 employees showed, that the perception of support and the feeling of restriction in a
familiar work environment, is decisively dependent on the extent of the employee's SoC. In the
field of forestry, a 10-year longitudinal study by Kalimo et al. (2003), with 174 participating
employees showed, that SoC can have a protective effect regarding to the burnout syndrome.
The studies by Feldt (1997) and Soderfeldt et al. (2000) show similar results. The stronger the
SoC, the less psychosomatic symptoms and emotional exhaustion occur among individuals,
consequently people are better protected against adverse effects of unfavorable working
conditions. Kinman (2008) reported in a study with academic staff about poor physical and
mental health, which was related to a low SoC. To a small extent, an interaction effect of SoC,
as a personal resource, could also be demonstrated, regarding to the connection between
working conditions and health. A one-year longitudinal study by Feldt et al. (2000) confirmed
that a good organizational climate, job security and a good relationship with management are
strongly related to a high SoC, which in turn could be strongly related to the well-being of
employees. Just as Albertsen et al. (2001), Hogh and Mikkelsen (2005) proclaimed, that SoC
describes the relationship between work environment and stress. Feldt et al. (2004) found that
employees with a high SoC also have better opportunities to change their personal workability
towards the positive. Hoge and Biissing (2004) examined various mechanisms of action of SoC
more precisely. In their study, which took place in the working contexts of hospital workers,
they found that SoC affects perception, self-selection and stress-creating mechanisms at work.
In a similar work environment, Khamisa et al. (2016) and Vinoth & Hansi (2016) adehere to
the statement, that empolyees with a higher SoC have been found to have better mental health,
fewer incidences of burnout, a greater level of job satisfaction, and a greater sense of
accomplishments concerning regular working activities. The studies confirmed also the mode-
rating role of SoC between coping strategies and occupational stress.

4.3 Work-Engagement and its Impact on Well-Being and SoC

In today's working world, employees are required to show their own initiative, demonstrating
that they are joyful to perform their tasks in a motivated manner. Bakker et al. (2011) refer to a
psychological interconnectedness with work activities, which includes an individual
commitment to the team and the organization, as well as the provision of personal resources, in
the form of full abilities, into the work process.

Satisfaction of basic psychological needs is considered by Ryan & Deci (2000) as a central
aspect of subjective well-being and mental health. According to Emmons (1986), the
achievement of personal goals is associated with increased subjective well-being. Not all per-
sonal goals serve equally to satisfy basic psychological needs. Personal goals influence mental
health in a positive sense only if they are based on an intrinsic motivation. According to Sheldon
et al. (2004), these goals must also be pursued autonomously and outside the control of other
individuals. In addition, goals must harmonize with the needs (of a person) which are
characterized by their implicit motives. According to Baumann & Quirin (2006), the long-term
pursuit and the monitoring of non-congruent goals, i. e. goals, which are not in the interest of
an individual and not part of its own desires, lead to a need-frustration, accompanied by
permanent stress and psychosomatic symptoms. Mental health is largely based on the ability to
cope with critical life events and to self-control stress. Individuals who are able to master stress



and negative affect in an adequate way, have a higher subjective well-being and a better mental
health, than those who cannot regulate their stress level and mood, without external support
(Hobfoll, 1989; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Closely intertwined with the ability to cope with
stress is Antonovsky’s concept of Sense Of Coherence. Maslach et al. (2001) describe
engagement as the opposite of burnout and note that burnout involves the ,.erosion of
engagement with the job*. Maslach et al. (2001) name six factors that can lead to burnout or, in
the positive sense, to engagement. In their opinion, job engagement is associated with: (1) A
sustainable workload, (2) feelings of choice and control, (3) appropriate recognition and reward,
(4) a supportive work community, (5) fairness, justice and meaningfulness, (6) as well as valued
work. Just like burnout, engagement acts as a mediator between individual work-life factors.
The connections of work-engagement and Sense of Coherence, as a holistic concept, are shown
by Van der Colff & Rothman (2009). They illustrated, that stress at the workplace, due to lack
of organizational support and due to high workload contributed essentially to emotional
exhaustion and depersonalization. Furthermore, the results show a moderate correlation
between emotional exhaustion and work-engagement, while depersonalization was associated
with personal performance and work-engagement. The results clearly show that people with a
strong SoC are better able to cope with work-related stress because of lack of organizational
support and high workload. SoC was the only variable in this study that showed a link to
personal performance. Feldt (1997) and Naudé & Rothmann (2006) found that there is a
negative relationship between burnout constructs (emotional exhaustion and cynicism) and
SoC. Van den Broeck et al. (2008) argue that health-promoting work-tasks should be designed,
that exhaustion, which is a core component of burnout, is avoided, and that vigor, a core
component of work-engagement, is supported.

5 CONCLUSION AND CONCEPTUAL MODEL

Roosevelt's assertion on a speech on September 7, 1903, still sounds true today - meaningful
work can greatly enrich human life: "Far and away the best prize that life has to offer is the
chance to work hard at work worth doing." (Pine, 2012:39). This is also the explanation of this
paper. The research suggests that people experience their professional lives much more
positively as they make progress in a work that they find significant or meaningful. What
matters is not what we do - but whether we recognize a deeper meaning in our work. If the
words of Viktor E. Frankl are to be believed, that the search of life’s meaning appertains to the
nature of man, today's leaders must take on their role as ,,giver of meanings®, if they want to
maintain the performance of their employees and their well-being. If employees find
meaningfulness, and as long as they can see significance in their work-tasks, they are ready for
maximum achievements and personal sacrifices. Meaningfulness can be seen as the origin from
which the mentioned power rises that stimulates people, if motivation is depleted whilst the
goal has not yet been reached. Like Frankl, Aaron Antonovsky also emphasizes that people
want to understand their lives and shape their own values. To accomplish this, it is all about
identifying complex relationships. People want to fathom their existence and life, and they are
ready to make all reasonable efforts.



Meaningfulness

- resistance ressources

- motivation to act

- personal values, trust, recognition
- orientation

- (organizational) identity

- supportive leadership & community
- feeling of choice & control

- fairness & justice

Sense of Coherence (SoC)

Figure 1: The Triangle of Meaningfulness. Source: Own work

The previous discussion raises the question, how the relationship between well-being, Sense of
Coherence and work-engagement of field sales members can be conceptualized. The model in
Figure 1, in the shape of a triangle structure, contains this three constructs discussed before,
attempting to link these against the background of meaningfulness at work. It is a reduced to
the essentials, graphical, clear representation of the complex interrelationships and could serve
as a conceptual model or a general guidance. However, it is expressive enough to adequately
implement further recommendations in the framework of organizational development. In
summary, from the model can be deducted:

Meaningfulness and motivation:

Employees want to know what the company stands for and why their work is important to the
company. They want to investigate out what their personal contribution to the organizational
success looks like, where the organization is supposed to develop, and, basically, what the
company is fighting for. Answering the question of meaningfulness is important for the
orientation and identification which employees seek in their working lives. By answering the
question of meaningfulness, there are also operating guidelines for everyday business. Above
all, meaningfulness is the implementation of common values as an orientation benchmark for
actions. These values are guidelines that have to be found in the mission statement and
management principles. Supervisors should give a clear vision what their company or their team
wants to achieve, and how and by which rules the objective shall be reached. Only in this way
employees can be given the necessary orientation.

Meaningfulness cannot be prescribed. Meaningfulness can be found, discovered and felt only
by the individual in a specific situation or task. The answer to the question of meaningfulness
is different for each employee and may change over time. The authentic and comprehensible
communicated meaningfulness of work not only creates a personal identity, but also motivates
employees to act purposefully. The awareness, that this effective action contributes to the
company’s achievements, provides a stable and lasting motivation (work-engagement). It is
therefore the primary task of all leaders illustrate employees' significant contribution to the
company's success (vgl. Malik, 2003).



Meaningfulness and Well-Being:

Self-fulfillment respectively loss of meaningfulness during the daily work is manifested in
certain emotions and cognitions. At the appearance of self-fulfillment, joy and satisfaction can
be felt, which can increase to the flow experience. By losing the meaningfulness at work, typical
symptoms of burnout can be observed. Accompanying feelings are boredomness, apathy, inner
dissatisfaction and irritability. The joy, the passion, the burning for the task can no longer been
felt by the employee. Earlier incentive systems such as power, money or status have lost their
effect. Mentally, questions of meaningfulness arise. Cynicism and sarcasm are often observed
at affected workers. Loss of meaningfulness leads to changes in behavior: postponing or
unenthusiastic completion of work tasks or motivational blocks can be consequences. Losing
meaningfulness at work can produce a creeping discomfort over years, can reduce motivation
and take the pleasure in life. This crisis regarding the deep meaning of work is associated with
problems in the professional identity. In the case of losing the meaningfulness of work, not only
identity problems occur in the currently practiced profession, but rather the questioning of the
entire self-concept occurs. This creeping process of inner erosion leads into a life crisis (Rudow
2006:139).

Meaningfulness and SoC:

Leadership should be understood as providing resistance resources for employees. According
to Antonovsky, GRR are important in order to offer enhanced protection and resistance against
stressors or to represent the sources of a positive development. In his opinion, they significantly
influence the maintenance or improvement of health, life satisfaction and quality of life. Sense
of Coherence, the enduring global orientation that expresses itself in the expectation that life's
things will develop in a rational way, can be greatly supported by the provision of GRR.
Worthwhile emphasizing are the works of Bauer & Jenny (2007), Vogt et al. (2013) and Bauer
et al. (2015). The so-called Work-SoC clarifies additional variance of work-related demands
and proves to be a stronger predictor than the global SoC. The construct can also be interpreted
as a meta-resource that reduces the pathogenic effects of stressors in the workplace and
providing an integrative explanation of why personal and external resistance resources in the
workplace reduce work-related strains.

Executives play a decisive role in helping to organize such experiences, which employees
consider as significant and meaningful within supportive leadership. It will only succeed if they
are capable to "invite,” "encourage" and "inspire" their staff. Leadership becomes a matter of
attitude and trust in that way and recognition of life motives can be crucial in developing the
necessary empathy.
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