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ABSTRACT 

The Transactional Model of Stress posits that stressors are cognitively appraised and 

those appraised as challenges or threats are coped with to return to homeostasis (Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984). This study incorporated job meaningfulness, the degree of significance one 

holds toward one’s job, into the Transactional Model of Stress as a mediator between appraisal 

and coping to determine its effect on turnover intent and burnout. Results indicated support for 

job meaningfulness as a mediator in the Transactional Model of Stress and meaning-focused 

coping’s significant negative relationship with turnover intent and the emotional exhaustion and 

cynicism facets of burnout and significant positive relationship with the professional efficacy 

component of burnout. An alternative model was presented and demonstrated strong, significant 

relationships between job meaningfulness and the outcome variables. A call is made to 

investigate task meaningfulness, the degree of significance held by an individual toward a piece 

of work. Implications and future directions are discussed.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Why do we work? While the answer to that question for nearly all of human history was 

survival, modern scholars point to other reasons why we work. The work we do often forms and 

informs our identity (Pratt, Rockmann, & Kaufmann, 2013) and gives our lives meaning (Šverko 

& Vizek-Vidović, 1995). Scholars of yesteryear have noted that people have an essential need 

for a meaningful work life (Maslow, 1943, 1971; McClelland, 1965; Rogers, 1959), and scholars 

today propose that people are motivated to pursue meaning in their work and in their lives 

(Michaelson, 2005; Ryan & Deci, 2001). When placed against other job features such as 

promotions, income, and job security, Americans reported that they desire important and 

meaningful work above all else (Cascio, 2003). In fact, when employees experience meaning in 

their work they are happier and report higher levels of well-being (King & Napa, 1998; Zika & 

Chamberlain, 1992).  

But what exactly is meaningful work, and what is a meaningful job?  This remains an 

understudied cross-disciplinary topic with myriad conceptualizations such as meaning in life 

(Baumeister, 1991; Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006), meaning at work (Barrick, Mount, & 

Li, 2013; Chalofsky & Krishna, 2009; Deci & Ryan, 1985; MOW International Research Team, 

1987; Rosso, Dekas, & Wrzesniewski, 2010; Steger, Dik, & Duffy, 2012), coherence 

(Antonovsky, 1979), calling (Dik & Duffy, 2009), and meaningfulness (Chalofsky, 2003; 

Chalofsky & Krishna, 2009). Though the focus here is on meaningful work, the present study 

draws on these myriad conceptualizations to introduce the notion of task meaningfulness by 

capturing the intrinsic motivation and degree of significance of work tasks for employees.  
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The meaning of work literature is a byproduct of decades of prior research on motivation. 

As management researchers began to draw on psychology, sociology, and economics research to 

better understand motivation, the question of why we work and what drives us to work needed to 

be addressed. Hackman and Oldham (1975) proposed that certain dimensions of work lead to 

experienced work meaningfulness and developed a survey to measure this. Self-Determination 

Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985) added to our understanding of work meaningfulness by identifying 

the basic needs underlying intrinsic work motivation. Finally, the Theory of Purposeful Work 

Behavior integrated the goal-seeking behavior inherent in intrinsic motivation and 

purposefulness with personality (Barrick et al., 2013). 

Though meaning and meaningfulness are often used interchangeably, they are different. 

Meaning is the resulting interpretation of what a person’s work signifies within that person’s 

own life, whereas meaningfulness helps answer the question “why am I here” by capturing the 

degree of significance toward something held by an individual (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003). Rosso 

and colleagues (2010) proposed that individuals derive meaning from their work from four main 

sources: the self, other persons, the work context, and spiritual life. These sources form the 

foundation of meaning at work, though the extent to which each source is availed varies at both 

the person-level and task-level.  

This study integrates job meaningfulness into the Transactional Model of Stress. The 

Transactional Model of Stress posits that individuals make cognitive appraisals of stressors to 

determine their relevance and importance as well as to determine the resources and coping 

options available to mitigate the stressor (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Coping, whether through 

thoughts or behaviors, is done to regulate emotions and solve problems to ameliorate distress 

caused by stressors (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2007). This study focuses on meaning-focused 
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coping, which copes with discrepancies in global meaning and situational meaning; global 

meaning “refers to the person’s enduring values, beliefs about the self in the world and how the 

world works, and highest-order goals” and situational meaning “refers to the person’s appraisal 

of a proximal stressful encounter in relation to proximal goals and implications for the person’s 

well-being” (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2007, p. 198).  

To date, most job meaningfulness research has focused on one’s global meaningfulness 

in life and one’s job-level meaningfulness. Jobs are a collection of tasks performed by an 

employee, and tasks are pieces of work employees complete (Griffin, 1987; Ilgen & Hollenbeck, 

1991; Wong & Campion, 1991). Researchers have made fruitful connections between task 

significance and job meaningfulness, but task significance focuses on how one’s work impacts 

others (Hackman & Oldham, 1975). Task significance has a weak relationship with job 

performance, and task significance is rarely related to workplace outcomes (Dodd & Ganster, 

1996; Fried & Ferris, 1987; Grant, 2008b; Humphrey, Nahrgang, & Morgeson, 2007).Intrinsic 

motivation is not considered, and accordingly the internal motivation for why employees 

perform tasks and derive meaning from them has gone unexplored. Thus, a call is being made to 

investigate task meaningfulness, the degree of significance held by an individual toward a piece 

of work.  

The present study offers a number of theoretical and managerial contributions. First, job 

meaningfulness is integrated into the Transactional Model of Stress. This novel approach may 

help explain why, despite stressful work, employees are less likely to burnout or turnover in 

ways existing conceptualizations cannot capture. Second, this study introduces the concept of 

task meaningfulness. Developing our understanding of work meaningfulness at the task level as 

well as the mechanisms through which tasks acquire meaning may help to resolve the 
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discrepancies in the meaning of work literature. For managers, burnout and turnover are 

expensive costs that could be mitigated by hiring employees who find the job or the tasks 

embedded within the job meaningful. Likewise, jobs could be designed to reinforce tasks that 

employees find meaningful to buffer against the detrimental effects of stress. 

Overview of Meaning and Meaningfulness at Work Development 

Work is a curse; it’s a necessary evil for the lower class and slaves. Such was the 

philosophy among the aristocratic elite in ancient Greece, where the common wisdom was that 

work should be avoided at all costs (Tilgher, 1962). The notion that work had inherent value and 

redemptive qualities came later, culminating in the Protestant work ethic. Work has taken on a 

central role in contemporary society, with bureaucracy and the specialization of labor (Bendix, 

1963).  

Maslow's (1943) seminal, though now seen as outdated, theory of motivation was based 

upon people’s needs. These needs are organized hierarchically, with lower-order and higher-

order needs occurring in succession. Physiological needs are the starting point, with the basic 

biological and sensory needs required to provide for individual homeostasis. “Man lives by bread 

alone – when there is no bread” (Maslow, 1943, p. 375) is how he describes this singular focus 

on those needs that must be satisfied in order to alleviate physiological deprivation and pursue 

higher-order needs. Safety needs emerge as the next set of needs, encompassing threats as varied 

as temperature extremes, wild animals, and tyranny. Next are love needs, incorporating affection 

and belongingness. Esteem needs encompass the desire for strength and achievement as well as 

reputation and prestige. Finally, when these other needs are satisfied, there is the need for self-

actualization. Self-actualization represents a desire for self-fulfillment to achieve one’s full 

potential and become what one is capable of becoming.  
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While Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is a staple in introductory management and 

psychology textbooks, the preconditions for these basic needs is less discussed. These 

antecedents form the foundation of human motivation. Maslow described these antecedents as 

“not ends in themselves but they are almost so since they are so closely related to the basic 

needs” (Maslow, 1943, p. 383). Chief among these antecedents is the desire to know and 

understand the world around us, to systematize the universe and see order amidst the chaos. 

When we acquire facts we analyze and theorize about them in what Maslow called the search for 

meaning. He described this search for meaning as its own hierarchy, with the desire to know 

above the desire to understand (Chalofsky & Krishna, 2009). Maslow (1971) suggested that 

employees who do not find their work meaningful will not perform at their full capacity.  

Early efforts to standardize and simplify tasks made for repetitive jobs often created so 

much dissatisfaction that the gains of systematization were negated (Oldham & Hackman, 2010). 

Herzberg (1966) challenged these assumptions and proposed that job enrichment and redesign 

would motivate employees to do better work. At the same time, Turner and Lawrence (1965) 

identified four core job dimensions: autonomy, feedback, variety, and task identity. Hackman 

and Lawler (1971) found broad support that jobs designed with more inherent meaningfulness 

led to higher satisfaction across these identified job dimensions. Their work demonstrated 

empirically that employees who desire higher-order need satisfaction are more motivated when 

working in jobs high in these four dimensions.  

The Job Characteristics Model expanded on the expectancy theory of motivation (Porter 

& Lawler, 1968; Vroom, 1964). The Job Characteristics Model was built on the belief that 

“people would try to perform well [at work] simply because it felt good when they did – and it 

felt bad when they did not” (p. 464) and attempted to answer what characteristics foster internal 
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work motivation (Oldham & Hackman, 2010). The Job Characteristics Model incorporated the 

four core job dimensions already mentioned, and included task significance – how much the 

work impacts the lives of other people. Of these five characteristics, skill variety, task identity, 

and task significance contributed to what Hackman and Oldham (1976) called experienced 

meaningfulness. Skill variety is the degree to which different skills and talents are used to carry 

out the various activities at work. Task identity is the degree to which completing a whole, 

identifiable piece of work is required at work. Task significance is the degree to which one’s 

work impacts the lives or work of others, whether within or beyond the organization. These three 

characteristics lead to experienced meaningfulness, which is “the degree to which the individual 

experiences the job as one which is generally meaningful, valuable, and worthwhile (Hackman & 

Oldham, 1976, pp. 256–257).   

The Job Characteristics Model outlined the connection between higher order needs 

satisfaction, which includes meaningfulness, and motivation in one’s work. In the wake of the 

work establishing the Job Characteristics Model emerged the foundational work underlying Self-

Determination Theory. This work coincided with the changing nature of work, incorporating the 

social and external forces of motivation that aren’t incorporated in the Job Characteristics Model 

(Oldham & Hackman, 2010). Self-Determination Theory describes and explains psychological 

needs from a macro perspective, encompassing the regulation of behavior, and realization of 

psychological well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2002). Self-Determination Theory posits that 

people are driven by the basic needs of autonomy, relatedness, and competence. That is, 

individuals have a need to express themselves, feel connected to others, and have a sense of 

mastery in interacting with their social environment and the expression of their capacities (Ryan 

& Deci, 2002).  
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Self-Determination Theory considers both intrinsic and extrinsic sources of motivation. A 

subtheory of Self-Determination Theory called Cognitive Evaluation Theory explains the 

variability in intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Intrinsic sources of motivation come 

from within the individual, incorporating the need to seek out new challenges; extrinsic 

motivation comes from external sources (Deci, 1975; Deci & Ryan, 1985). While needs from 

within an individual may inform the drive characterizing intrinsic motivation, external events 

influence the need for competence (Deci, 1975). Events that affirm perceived competence 

improve intrinsic motivation, and events that reduce perceived competence decrease intrinsic 

motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985). In the work context, this can take the form of feedback on work 

performed. When an employee completes a work task and is given positive feedback from a 

supervisor, his/her perceived competence is affirmed and this increases intrinsic motivation.  

When the three basic needs of autonomy, relatedness, and competence are met, intrinsic 

motivation increases (Allan, Autin, & Duffy, 2016), and intrinsic motivation is significantly 

correlated to meaningful work (Steger, Dik, & Duffy, 2012). Research on seeing one’s work as a 

calling has also found evidence that intrinsic motivation and job meaningfulness are connected 

(Duffy, Allan, Autin, & Bott, 2013; Duffy, Allan, Bott, & Dik, 2014; Duffy & Dik, 2013; 

Hirschi, 2012), suggesting that intrinsic motivation satisfies workers beyond the rewards 

extrinsic motivation can offer (Allan et al., 2016). 

Further work in the area of work meaningfulness and motivation led to the Theory of 

Purposeful Work Behavior (TPWB), which integrated the Five-Factor Model of personality, the 

Job Characteristics Model, and higher-order implicit goals to explain how work outcomes are 

influenced by traits and job characteristics. The theory proposes two self-regulatory process: 

purposefulness, “a sense of desired end states or directedness to one’s behavior,” and 
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experienced meaningfulness, “the perceived significance or meaning an individual draws from 

engaging in work activities” (Barrick et al., 2013, p. 133). Employee behavior is assumed to be 

purposeful and aimed at attaining goals; higher-level goals explain the purpose of behavior and 

lower-level goals explain the plan to achieve the goals (Barrick et al., 2013). TPWB adds the 

implicit goal of status-striving to the striving for autonomy, achievement, and relatedness 

proposed by Self-Determination Theory; these four goals, which differ in degree from person to 

person, determine meaningfulness at work and purposefulness (Barrick et al., 2013). For 

example, a registered nurse may have the higher-level goal of becoming a nurse practitioner for 

the enhanced status, pay, autonomy, and responsibility. He or she would employ lower-level 

goals such as attaining the relevant training and education, culminating in the higher-level goal 

of attaining employment as a nurse practitioner. 

TPWB proposes that personality influences intrinsic purposeful goal striving and 

extrinsic task and social job characteristics, which then lead to experienced meaningfulness, 

motivational processes, and work outcomes. Task and social characteristics interact with both 

one’s personality traits as well as one’s personal purposeful goal striving to create experienced 

meaningfulness. In so doing, TPWB acknowledges and extends relevant parts of the Job 

Characteristics Model (Hackman & Oldham, 1975) and job crafting (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 

2001) as they apply to the meaningfulness of work. 

Meaning and Engagement 

Meaningfulness is a factor in modern conceptualizations of engagement at work research. 

Kahn (1990) proposed that meaningfulness is an antecedent of work engagement, and that this 

meaningfulness was experienced when people felt worthwhile, useful, and valuable, as though 

they were making a difference. Likewise, Spreitzer (1995) suggested that meaning is one of four 
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components of psychological empowerment. Psychological empowerment is intrinsic motivation 

based on cognitions related to one’s work roles; when a workplace offers a strong fit between an 

employee’s expectations and his or her working conditions, then he or she will be more engaged 

at work (Spreitzer, 1995). In fact, researchers have found that when employees feel empowered 

they derive a greater sense of meaning from their work (Avolio, Zhu, Koh & Bhatia, 2004). Both 

of these engagement constructs consider meaningfulness as an antecedent of engagement, and 

extend the Job Characteristics Model. In particular, these frameworks explained the link between 

meaningfulness and performance through engagement (Rich, Lepine, & Crawford, 2010). 

Meaning, Meaningfulness, and their Sources 

Separating terms that are often used interchangeably by both scholars and practitioners 

has been a long-acknowledged challenge (MOW International Research Team, 1987; Super & 

Šverko, 1995). In part, this confusion is compounded by the multifaceted origins of meaning: 

individually from a person’s perceptions, socially from social norms or shared social perceptions, 

or both (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003; Rosso et al., 2010). Organizational behavior research has tended 

to focus on the individual’s perspective, and how an individual interprets meaning from their 

work and work experiences (Wrzesniewski, 2003). At the individual level, researchers have 

applied various definitions for meaning of work. Some scholars attribute meaning of work to the 

significance of the work performed (MOW International Research Team, 1987; Wrzesniewski, 

Dutton, & Debebe, 2003) while others have attributed beliefs, attitudes, and values about work 

(Molden & Dweck, 2006; Nord, Brief, Atieh, & Doherty, 1990; Roberson, 1990; Ros, Schwartz, 

& Surkiss, 1999). The social perspective, on the other hand, studies how individuals assign 

meaning to aspects of their lives in line with social or cultural perspectives and values (Geertz, 

1973; Kluckhohn, 1951). For example, a doctor may derive a sense of meaning from his/her 
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work because of the impact he/she makes on patients by performing work tasks. This individual 

perspective contrasts with a social perspective if the doctor, instead, derives his/her sense of 

meaning from the elevated status his/her profession holds in his/her particular culture.  

Pratt and Ashforth (2003) define meaning as the result of interpreting or making sense of 

what one’s work signifies within the context of one’s life. Meaning represents what work 

signifies to an individual (Thurgood, 2017). For some, work is just a paycheck, a necessary evil. 

For others it’s a calling and a source of immense gratification. As mentioned earlier, meaning 

varies greatly due to individual differences as well as differences in environmental and social 

contexts (Wrzesniewski et al., 2003). Organizational behavior and psychology researchers have 

tended to focus on the positive meaning made their work, exacerbating the confusion between 

meaning and meaningfulness (Rosso et al., 2010; Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001).  

Meaningfulness, in contrast to meaning, denotes the degree of significance held by an 

individual toward something (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003). The difference between meaning and 

meaningfulness can be understood with an example. Consider a kindergarten teacher who 

dreamed of being a teacher since childhood. He finds meaning in his role as an educator since 

students often learn the basics of reading in his class, a crucial life-long skill. However, he does 

not find meaning in his role as disciplinarian. Meaningfulness helps answer the question “Why 

am I here” (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003). For this teacher, helping students learn how to read is the 

most significant aspect of his job and as such infuses the most significance into his sense of work 

meaningfulness. Other educators may find discipline to be a great source of meaning, helping to 

guide students into being productive members of society. Those educators may find that 

discipline is a significant source of meaningfulness at work.  
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Further, work can have meaning but not be meaningful. For example, an employee in the 

oil industry may find significance in his work because it keeps his family fed and his work 

facilitates the transportation and production of plastics that modern society requires; however, he 

may also find negative significance in his work because of the environmental effects of oil 

consumption. These conflicting sources of significance in his work represent the conundrum all 

employees face given the myriad potential sources of meaning at work and the individual 

differences in how an employee evaluates the degrees of significance each source of meaning 

represents to determine “why am I here” and the job’s meaningfulness. Overall, the income and 

end uses of oil contribute most to this employee’s sense of job meaningfulness, answering the 

question of “why am I here”, but the environmental effects detract from the employee’s sense of 

job meaningfulness more than the income and end uses leaving the employee feeling as though 

his work has meaning but overall is not meaningful.  

Rosso and colleagues (2010) identified four main sources of meaning of work in the 

literature: the self, other persons, the work context, and spiritual life. Each of these sources 

affects the meaning or meaningfulness individuals experience at work. Not all sources may be 

present at any given time, but all four serve as the foundation for individuals’ sources of meaning 

at work. 

The self as a source of meaning looks at self-concept (Bono & Judge, 2003). This is 

divided into three different domains: values, motivations, and beliefs about work. Values are “the 

products of cultural, institutional, and personal forces acting upon the individual that in turn have 

consequences of their own” (Brief & Nord, 1990a, p. 24) and work values are “the end states 

people desire and feel they ought to be able to realize through working” (Nord et al., 1990, p. 

21). Work values differ from person to person due to the varied social norms, occupational 
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cultures, and work experiences that people experience (Locke & Taylor, 1991; Roberson, 1990). 

Individuals tend to self-select into occupations that reflect their personal values, and experiences 

in those occupations tend to fortify those aligned values (Gandal, Roccas, Sagiv, & 

Wrzesniewski, 2005; Locke & Taylor, 1991). In much of the literature, values and meaning are 

used synonymously making it difficult to disentangle them, but their presence as a source of 

meaning is acknowledged (Rosso et al., 2010).  

Motivation, drawing heavily from the Job Characteristics Model (Hackman & Oldham, 

1976) and Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985), is connected to the meaning 

literature via intrinsic motivation and the experienced meaningfulness of work. When employees 

experience intrinsic motivation, they are more likely to find congruence between their self-

concept and work activities, leading to more experienced meaningfulness (Carador, Pratt, & 

Dane, 2006; Hackman & Oldham, 1976).  

Beliefs about work are further broken down into job involvement, work centrality, work 

orientation, and callings. Job involvement refers to how central a person feels his/her job is to 

his/her life and the extent to which a person believes a job can meet his/her needs (Kanungo, 

1982). Similarly, work centrality examines how central work is to a person’s life compared to 

other domains in life. Studies of work meaningfulness deploy these constructs to determine how 

meaningful they find their work in relation to other domains in life (MOW International 

Research Team, 1987). Work orientation looks at the general orientation to and beliefs about 

work in general (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). People generally find their work to be a job, 

where work is a means to an end to financially support life outside of work; a career, where 

meaning is built upon rewards like higher pay, prestige, self-esteem, and power associated with 

advancing in an occupational structure; and a calling, where meaning and fulfillment comes from 
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doing the work itself and not from the financial or other rewards work brings (Bellah, Madsen, 

Sullivan, Swidler, & Tipton, 1985; Wrzesniewski, McCauley, Rozin, & Schwartz, 1997). 

The other people source of motivation focuses on four main areas: coworkers, leaders, 

groups and communities, and family. Relations with coworkers have a strong influence on how 

employees perceive the meaningfulness of their work, and close relationships in particular have a 

positive impact on perceptions of meaningfulness when they reinforce valued identities (Kahn, 

1990; Wrzesniewski et al., 2003). Leaders frame the broader goals and purpose of the 

organization and deliver feedback about work performed, which influences the perception of the 

meaning in an employee’s work (Podolny, Khurana, & Hill-Popper, 2004). Leadership style can 

also influence experienced meaningfulness at work, with transformational leadership inspiring 

followers to pursue organizational interests ahead of their own self-interests (Bono & Judge, 

2003). Identification with the workgroups that employees belong to also has a strong influence 

on employees’ sense of meaningfulness at work (Grant, Dutton, & Rosso, 2008; Pratt & 

Ashforth, 2003; Weick, 1995; Wrzesniewski, 2003). Similarly, when employees perceive that 

they have made a valuable contribution to the organization in which they work or their 

community within the organization, they experience greater meaningfulness at work (Grant, 

2007; Grant et al., 2008; Kahn, 1990). Lastly, familial relationships influence the meaning of 

work, such as putting a strain on time and energy resources, creating higher financial demands 

on an individual, or by providing social support to recover from the stressors at work (Brief, 

Konovsky, Goodwin, & Link, 1995; Brief & Nord, 1990b). 

The work context plays an important role in perceptions of meaning and meaningfulness 

through job design, organizational mission, non-work domains, financial circumstances, and 

national culture. The Job Characteristics Model proposed that experienced meaningfulness 
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occurs from skill variety, task identity, and task significance, and the impact one’s work has on 

others also impacts meaningfulness of work (Grant, 2007, 2008b; Grant et al., 2008; Hackman & 

Lawler, 1971; Hackman & Oldham, 1975; Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). When employees 

find that their core values and those of their employer overlap, organizational missions are a 

source of meaning at work (Besharov, 2008; Pratt, 2000; Thompson & Bunderson, 2003). 

Similarly, non-work activities can spillover into the workplace, increasing meaningfulness by 

lessening the gap between work and leisure (D’Abate, 2005; Sandelands, 2003). Financial 

rewards are a source of meaning at work, where researchers have found that one’s income 

moderates the meaning found in work; those with lower incomes tend to focus on the economic 

returns of working instead of the meaning derived from one’s work (Brief et al., 1995; Jahoda, 

1982; Vohs, Mead, & Goode, 2006). Lastly, while national culture influences how individuals 

perceive meaning in their work, studies have found work to be a central, meaningful part of life 

across a variety of otherwise very different national cultures (England & Whitely, 1990; MOW 

International Research Team, 1987; Super & Šverko, 1995). 

Work also derives meaning from an individual’s spiritual life. Individuals often turn to 

spirituality to find meaning in their lives, and this also includes viewing their work through a 

spiritual lens (Sullivan, 2006; Šverko & Vizek-Vidović, 1995), which endows their work with a 

greater sense of meaning. Some employees feel that their work is a calling in which they are 

serving a higher power by performing their work tasks (Dik & Duffy, 2009; Steger, Pickering, 

Shin, & Dik, 2010). 

Task Significance and Motivation 

Jobs are a collection of tasks performed by an employee, and tasks are pieces of work 

employees complete (Griffin, 1987; Ilgen & Hollenbeck, 1991; Wong & Campion, 1991). Wong 
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and Campion (1991, p. 825) define a task as something that “represents certain processes in 

which the worker, through his or her actions, transforms inputs into outputs meaningful to the 

goals of the job by using tools, equipment, or work aids. The actions of the task may be physical, 

mental, or interpersonal.” They define a job as “an aggregation of tasks assigned to a worker.” 

Past research has established the connection between motivating tasks and jobs (Wong & 

Campion, 1991), task organization to facilitate interpersonal connections with coworkers 

(Stewart & Barrick, 2000; Wong & Campion, 1991), and customers (Rafaeli & Sutton, 1987; 

Sutton & Rafaeli, 1988). Researchers have also studied the ways in which employees exercise 

agency over their jobs and social environment to achieve more congruence with their personal 

goals (Berg, Wrzesniewski, & Dutton, 2010; Wrzesniewski, 2003; Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 

2001). Scholars have investigated intrinsic motivation’s effect on identity and prosocial 

outcomes (Grant, 2007, 2008a).  

These prosocial behaviors are a manifestation of task significance as posited in the Job 

Characteristics Model (Hackman & Oldham, 1976). As explained earlier, task significance is 

“the degree to which the job has a substantial impact on the lives or work of other people, 

whether in the immediate organization or in the external environment” and leads to experienced 

meaningfulness (Hackman & Oldham, 1976, p. 257). Thus, the conceptualization of task 

significance is outward-facing, whereby employees evaluate the meaningfulness of their work 

extrinsically based on its impact on the organization, customer, or external environment.  

Stress 

Stress is defined in a number of ways. As noted by Cofer and Appley (1964, p. 449) in 

the early days of stress research, “it is as though, when the word stress came into vogue, each 

investigator, who had been working with a concept he felt was closely related, substituted the 



16 
 

word stress and continued in his same line of investigation.” While the concept of stress is as old 

as time itself, the first known use of the word stress came in the 14th century and referred to 

hardship and adversity (Lumsden, 1981). Later, stress entered the psychology and management 

realm via the 17th century conceptualization of stress as the carriage of heavy load and the 

resistance of natural forces capable of destruction without buckling, such as a bridge; in this 

analogy, a load is the external force such as weight or wind gusts, stress is the force on the bridge 

resulting from the load, and strain is the resulting deformation of the structure resulting from the 

load and stress (Hinkle Jr., 1973; Lazarus, 2006). Today, the analogy still holds but we use the 

term stressor to represent an external stimulus and stress response to represent the outcome 

(Lazarus, 2006). Stress is a set of physical and psychological responses to adverse conditions or 

influences (Le Fevre, Matheny, & Kolt, 2003; Selye, 1964). 

Stress need not be negative despite the negative connotation the word has. Selye (1976) 

proposed two types of stress – eustress and distress. Eustress is a constructive stress that is 

characterized by challenge and healthy and positive outcomes (Cavanaugh, Boswell, Roehling, 

& Boudreau, 2000; Lazarus, 1966; Le Fevre et al., 2003; Selye, 1964, 1976). For example, the 

challenge of doing physical exercise or the mental load involved in learning a new skill at work 

represent forms of eustress. Distress, on the other hand, is the negative response to stress often 

leading to adverse health and work outcomes (Cavanaugh et al., 2000; Nelson & Simmons, 

2003; Quick, Wright, Adkins, Nelson, & Quick, 2013). For example, an employee who is 

experiencing distress may disengage from his or her work (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, & 

Schaufeli, 2001), or abuse alcohol to cope (Marchand, Demers, Durand, & Simard, 2003).  

Job stress is a persistent problem for organizations given the negative work outcomes 

associated with stress (Cavanaugh et al., 2000). Researchers often study stress in conjunction 
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with outcome variables such as burnout, turnover, and wellbeing, and sources, outcomes, and 

responses to stress vary from individual to individual (Avey, Luthans, & Jensen, 2009; 

Halbesleben & Buckley, 2004; Leiter & Maslach, 2001; Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001). 

Although various conceptualizations and models of stress have arisen over the decades, in this 

dissertation the focus is on the Transaction Model of Stress. 

Theoretical Background 

As the understanding of stress unfolded in the psychology literature, researchers 

developed a growing interest in the link between stress and emotions. Many noted, from personal 

experience, that stress can lead to short tempers but no theory explained why this was so. 

Lazarus (1966) addressed this with his Transactional Theory of Stress and Coping, which 

became one of the most influential models of stress in the literature (Bliese, Edwards, & 

Sonnentag, 2017). Lazarus (1966) connected stress to emotion, and explained stress appraisal as 

a cognitive function. 

Psychological stress is the emotional response from an environmental stimuli that is 

perceived to exceed a person’s resources and threaten well-being (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). 

Stress can arise from internal processes or perceptions, or external stimuli. Lazarus and Folkman 

(1984) attributed stress to two main categories: life events and daily hassles. Life events 

encompass unforeseen events beyond the control of an individual such as war or an earthquake. 

Such events also can encompass those that are beyond an individual’s control and the impact is 

concentrated (e.g., loss of a loved one or being terminated from one’s job). Daily hassles are 

minor compared to life events, often taken for granted, but in aggregate lead to stress. In fact, 

daily hassles account for nearly all psychological and physical stress given their repeated nature 

and one’s prolonged exposure (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987). Examples of daily hassles include 
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arguments, family worries, and most workplace stressors such as work overload, lack of 

autonomy, role conflict, resource constraints, and interpersonal conflict. These psychological 

stressors can cause negative outcomes such as anxiety, illness, and depression (Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984). 

The Transactional Model of Stress 

There are individual differences in the way people appraise stress; in fact, the 

Transactional Model of Stress posits that stress appraisal is a cognitive function (Lazarus, 1966; 

Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). When a stressor arises, cognitive capacity is used to evaluate the 

effect on the relationship between the individual and the environment; the stressor is interpreted 

for its implications and meaning and potential reactions are evaluated in a two-step process 

(Carpenter, 2016).  

Primary appraisal is a process that determines relevance and seeks to answer whether the 

event in question is relevant to one’s values, goals commitments, or beliefs about the self and the 

world (Folkman, Lazarus, Dunkel-Schetter, DeLongis, & Gruen, 1986; Lazarus, 2006). Three 

outcomes can occur during primary appraisal (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984): 1.) the stimuli can be 

deemed irrelevant, having no impact on a person’s well-being; 2.) the stimuli can be deemed 

benign-positive in which the outcome is perceived as positive and leads to positive emotions; or, 

3.) the stimuli can be deemed stressful, in which a person perceives harm or loss, threat, or 

challenge associated with the event. Individual differences influence these evaluations. For 

example, a person high in agency, the ability to control events, or a person with a predilection 

toward the belief in a benevolent world are less likely to be affected by said stimuli and are more 

likely to perceive stimuli as challenges rather than threats (Park & Folkman, 1997).  
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During primary appraisal, goal commitments have a stronger impact on appraisal than 

values and beliefs. Goal commitments involve striving toward a goal despite adversity. In the 

absence of goal commitment, no adaptation is required and thus no stress reaction arises 

(Lazarus, 2006; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). For example, if an employee is committed to 

achieving a professional certification to advance his or her career, an adverse event that threatens 

to derail this goal such as a layoff will arouse a stress reaction. Values and beliefs, on the other 

hand, are weaker influences on appraisal because they need not be acted on (Lazarus, 2006). For 

example, a person may believe that it is good to be esteemed and have elevated status in society, 

but that it is not worth taking the steps to achieve.  

If a person’s values and beliefs are not being threatened, or if a goal is not at stake, then 

there will be no stress and no further appraisal is necessary because the stimuli or event isn’t 

relevant to the person’s well-being. However, if a goal is at stake, or if a person’s values and 

beliefs are being threatened, the result is stress. The next step involves assessing what the 

outcome might be: harm/loss, threat, or challenge. Harm/loss refers to damage that has already 

been done. A threat is the possibility of damage in the future. Finally, a challenge is similar to 

Selye's (1976) conceptualization of eustress in that people willingly endure obstacles and 

struggles to achieve something (Lazarus, 2006; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Once a stimulus has 

been evaluated and primary appraisal has determined that stress is arising, the focus shifts to 

coping.  

Secondary appraisal is a cognitive-evaluative process that focuses on what resources a 

person has available and the actions that can be undertaken to ameliorate a situation or event 

deemed stressful; that said, secondary appraisal is neither less important than primary appraisal, 

nor necessarily second in the process of evaluating a stress stimulus (Folkman et al., 1986; 
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Lazarus, 2006; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Secondary appraisal is an evaluation of coping 

options to address concerns such as “Do I need to act? If so, when? What are the benefits of 

acting? Is doing nothing better?” Decisions come to be made by evaluating one’s resources and 

coping options independent of primary appraisal (Lazarus, 1991). For example, when a person is 

confident in his/her capacity to overcome an obstacle or a danger, he or she is more likely to 

determine that adequate resources are available and that the stressor is a challenge that can be 

overcome with appropriate coping. If a stress is deemed to be greater than the resources 

available, it is perceived as a threat. In this example, confidence is a person-level variable. It 

moderates the appraisal, but environmental variables do as well. For example, the predictability 

of a stress stimulus, the novelty or familiarity of a stress stimulus, or the timing (whether 

frequency or duration) all impact the evaluation of resources and coping mechanisms (Lazarus, 

2006).  

Stress and emotion are strongly connected. The Transaction Model of Stress posits that 

stress occurs when stressors are appraised as harmful in primary appraisal and it is determined 

that there are insufficient resources in secondary appraisal. Emotional reactions arise from how 

we appraise stressors; these emotional reactions are cognitively mediated by coping (Lazarus, 

1966; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Coping is the way people manage stressful life conditions 

(Lazarus, 2006; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Specifically, it is defined as the “constantly 

changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands 

that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person” (Lazarus & Folkman, 

1984, p. 141). While researchers tend to focus on this sequence of events, particularly with 

negative stressors, alternative examples abound. For example, a promotion that entails increased 

status and salary leads to positive emotions, but can also lead to stress from the increased 
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responsibilities. Similarly, the birth of a child is cause for celebration and joy, but stress can arise 

due to the new work-family balance challenges. In such cases, primary appraisal may come after 

secondary appraisal. 

Though often studied separately in a prior era, the stress and emotion literatures were 

united under the Transactional Model of Stress; Lazarus (2006) conceived of an emotional 

process as a conceptual unit whereby emotion is a superordinate system including goal 

motivation, appraisal, stress, emotion, and coping. During secondary appraisal, a person assesses 

coping options and their constraints. Individual differences explain how the same stressor results 

in differing emotions across a population due to the differences in motivations, appraisal, and 

coping options. 

Researchers view coping as relatively stable. Daily stressors, for example, require daily 

coping that is likely to be the same over time. However, a conditional trait perspective as 

advocated by Wright and Mischel (1987) combined with personality-derived dispositions 

combine to influence coping styles (Carver & Connor-Smith, 2010). Personality dispositions 

such as goals, beliefs about the self and the world, and personal resources such as social support, 

intelligence, optimism, and education all inform coping style, though the social context can be 

more salient at times (Carver & Connor-Smith, 2010; Folkman et al., 1986). Given the interplay 

of these dispositions with the coping mechanisms and the constantly changing cognitive and 

behavioral efforts to manage stressors, coping is seen as a process (Folkman & Moskowitz, 

2004; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). There is no universal coping strategy. Successful coping is 

highly dependent on individual differences, the type of threat, and the potential outcomes. For 

example, denial may be a poor coping strategy in most respects, but not so for the terminally or 

chronically ill (Maes, Leventhal, & de Ridder, 1996).  
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Coping has traditionally had two major functions: dealing with problems that arise and 

dealing with emotions that arise. In problem-focused coping, an individual assesses possible 

countermeasures and deploys them to mitigate the problem existing within the self or with the 

environment (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). For example, a recently laid off employee must fix his 

or her employment situation by assessing available job openings and applying for appropriate 

positions (Hamilton, Hoffman, Broman, & Rauma, 1993). Emotion-focused coping deals with 

mitigating the emotions that arise from stressful situations (Kühlmann, 1990). For example, if a 

person is anxious about an upcoming interview, he or she can mitigate it by avoiding thoughts 

about the interview. Similarly, a person can reappraise a threat or situation such that new 

meaning is drawn from a stressor. In the example of the anxious interviewee, he or she can 

reframe the interview as an opportunity to gain interview experience and further refine 

interviewing skills. Reappraisal is one of the most effective emotion-focused coping tools 

(Lazarus, 2006). 

Stress and Meaning 

Meaning is an element in the process of coping with stress (Carnelley & Janoff-Bulman, 

1992; Epstein, 1991; Gillies & Neimeyer, 2006; Park, 2010; Park & Folkman, 1997). Meaning-

focused coping is an iterative process focused on reconciling the discrepancy between appraised 

meaning and global meaning. Global meaning is a person’s general orientation system toward 

life comprised of goals and feelings, and beliefs regarding self-views, justice, predictability, and 

control (Dittman-Kohli & Westerhof, 1999; Pargament, 1997; Park, 2010; Park & Folkman, 

1997). A person’s experiences are filtered through this schema of global meaning to interpret 

their experiences of the world (Janoff-Bulman & McPherson Frantz, 1997; Mischel & Morf, 

2003; Park, 2010; Park & Folkman, 1997). Situational meaning, on the other hand, is meaning 
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within the context of a particular environmental encounter (Park, 2010). It, generally, comprises 

the appraisal process described earlier of primary and secondary appraisal and the meaning-

making process that assigns meaning to the event as a means of coping. 

The model of meaning-making proposed by Park (2010) suggests that meaning-making is 

an important part of stress appraisal. The model suggests that once a stressor is evaluated and 

primary and secondary appraisals are made, an individual determines if the appraised meaning of 

the stressor is discrepant with his or her global meaning. If there is no discrepancy, then there is 

no adjustment required. If there is discrepancy, distress occurs leading to a meaning-making 

process. Once meanings are made, rumination occurs (Park & Folkman, 1997) which can lead to 

a range of outcomes from changing one’s beliefs or goals to acceptance of the stressful event. 

Then the stimuli may either be reappraised if one’s global meaning has changed, or re-checked 

for discrepancy. For example, a nurse may believe that she is a valued member of a hospital’s 

staff and has secure employment. An unforeseen stressor, being laid off due to budget cuts, arises 

and is appraised. In primary appraisal, she determines that the threat is relevant and detrimental 

to her well-being, and conflicts with her goals of maintaining her employment at the hospital and 

caring for her patients. In secondary appraisal, she blames the administration for financial 

incompetence leading to her dismissal and experiences emotions such as anger, anxiety, sadness, 

and embarrassment. She assesses her ability to cope. Her problem-focused coping helps alleviate 

some of the anxiety as she can tap into a vast network of healthcare professionals in the city and 

is at the forefront of her in-demand specialty. More importantly, she knows of other 

organizations with open positions that have goals more aligned with hers. For emotion-focused 

coping, she reaches out to friends and family to help her adjust to the new unemployment 
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situation in her life, and looks forward to a future where she can once again help patients while 

working for a better-run organization.  

In the above example, there was a discrepancy between the nurse’s global values and 

appraised event meaning, which caused distress. In her meaning-making process, she 

acknowledged the anguish, processed her emotions, and sought meaning in why this was 

happening to her. She mobilized her coping ability, both from a problem perspective in finding a 

new job, but also emotionally by seeking out social support. At the end of this process, she came 

to have a new perspective on the situation. First, she accepted what happened. Second, she 

reappraised the meaning of the stressor and realized she wasn’t really happy working for that 

organization in the first place. Third, she changed her global beliefs such that going forward she 

would always ensure the organization she works for shares her professional values and has 

competent administrators. Lastly, she felt as though the situation “made sense” and she felt as 

though her global meaning had changed given the new experience of aligning her professional 

goals with those of her employer. Her new appraisal is one in which she sees the stressor as a 

blessing in disguise to help her grow and have the career that she has always wanted. Thus, there 

is no discrepancy after the reappraisal and successful adjustment to the stressor is achieved.  

Stress Appraisal, Meaningfulness at Work, and Coping  

Studying stress at work and the means by which employees cope with it is not a new 

phenomenon; in fact, stress at work is a persistent focus of scholarship, particularly its impact on 

organizational productivity and economic output (Bliese et al., 2017; Latack & Havlovic, 1992). 

The interdisciplinary and cross-domain nature of stress, appraisal, coping, and meaningfulness 

has led to piecemeal studies with mixed foci. For example, many studies have focused on the 

stress of an illness and the meaning in life as a coping mechanism (c.f. Downe-Wamboldt, 
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Butler, & Coulter, 2006; Park, Malone, Suresh, Bliss, & Rosen, 2008; Thuné-Boyle, Stygall, 

Keshtgar, & Newman, 2006). Those studies that have looked at the Transactional Model of 

Stress in the workplace have tended to do so within very narrow occupational bands with 

occupation-focused measures such as education (Chang, 2009; Griffith, Steptoe, & Cropley, 

1999; Mostert, Rothmann, Mostert, & Nell, 2008; Salo, 2002), sport (Anshel, Jamieson, & 

Raviv, 2001; Anshel, 2001; Didymus & Fletcher, 2012; Fletcher, Hanton, Mellalieu, Hanton, & 

Mellalieu, 2008; Hanton, Wagstaff, & Fletcher, 2012), first responders and military (Anshel, 

2000; Britt, Adler, & Bartone, 2001; Dolan & Ender, 2008; Patterson, 2003; Prati, Pietrantoni, & 

Cicognani, 2010; Zohar, 1999), nursing (Dewe, 1993; Gibbons, 2010; Gibbons, Dempster, & 

Moutray, 2011; Healy & McKay, 2000; Lowe & Bennett, 2003), and government service (Dewe 

& Ng, 1999; Kühlmann, 1990). Similarly, researchers have applied the Transactional Model of 

Stress to narrow parts of the work experience such as onboarding (Nelson & Sutton, 1990), 

work-life balance (Trenberth & Dewe, 2002), entrepreneurial failure (Jenkins, Wiklund, & 

Brundin, 2014), organizational change (Fugate, Kinicki, & Prussia, 2008; Rafferty & Griffin, 

2006), and layoffs and unemployment (Armstrong-Stassen, 1994; Hamilton et al., 1993). 

Despite the numerous studies of stress in the workplace using the transactional model, 

few have incorporated meaningfulness. Meaning has been proposed and tested as a mediating 

mechanism of coping (Park & Folkman, 1997), but one’s global meaning in life has been used as 

opposed to job meaningfulness (Halama & Bakosova, 2009; Steger et al., 2012). Job 

meaningfulness is more salient to the workplace and more situationally appropriate to study.  

Embedded within appraisal is primary and secondary appraisal. Recall that primary 

appraisal assesses an event’s threat or opportunity to one’s goals or well-being. Secondary 

appraisal determines whether there are sufficient resources to deal with the event or stimuli and 
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what coping strategies exist (Dewe & Ng, 1999; Lazarus, 2006; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, 

1987). As it pertains to job meaningfulness, primary appraisal would raise questions such as 

“Does this event affect my job, goals, beliefs, or tasks?” and “Does this stressor challenge me to 

learn or grow professionally?” For secondary appraisal, questions such as “Can I solve this 

problem?” and “Do I have the knowledge, skills, abilities, and resources to overcome this 

challenge?” are raised, and coping mechanisms are evaluated.  

The relationship between job meaningfulness and the primary and secondary appraisal to 

coping relationship has not been explored in the literature. However, existing theory suggests 

that job meaningfulness mediates these two relationships. TPWB posits that employees are 

motivated to pursue goals at work, and strive for purposefulness and meaningfulness through 

four implicit goals: communion striving, status striving, autonomy striving, and achievement 

striving (Barrick et al., 2013).  

Autonomy striving and achievement striving are particularly salient in explaining the 

mediating effect of job meaningfulness in this context. Autonomy striving suggests that 

“individuals are motivated to gain control and understanding of important aspects of the work 

environment and to pursue personal growth opportunities” (Barrick et al., 2013, p. 136). 

Similarly, achievement striving refers to the need to demonstrate competence and a sense of 

accomplishment. TPWB suggests that purposeful behaviors, such as goal pursuit, lead to more 

experienced meaningfulness at work. Here, primary appraisal is being analyzed via its challenge 

facet. When an event occurs at work and is appraised as a challenge, individuals will be 

intrinsically motivated to pursue growth opportunities as well as demonstrate competence and 

achieve accomplishments, increasing job meaningfulness. Similarly, secondary appraisal is being 

studied via its controllable-by-self facet. This facet assesses one’s evaluation of situational 
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control in order to assess coping resources to meet situational demands (Peacock & Wong, 

1990). As such, TPWB suggests that stressors appraised to be within one’s purview increase job 

meaningfulness through autonomy striving.  

Hypothesis 1a: The primary appraisal facet of challenge is positively related to job 

meaningfulness 

Hypothesis 1b: The secondary appraisal facet of controllable by self is positively related 

to job meaningfulness 

 

Figure 1. Primary and secondary appraisal relation to job meaningfulness 

Individuals use coping as a strategy to manage stressful life conditions (Lazarus, 2006; 

Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). As previously discussed, the Meaning-Making Model of Coping 

(Park, 2010) explains how people make meaning from stressors and their subsequent appraisal. It 

posits that distress occurs until meaning is made of the stressor, which can then eliminate the 

discrepancy between appraised meaning and global beliefs (Park, 2010). Meaning-focused 

coping can lead to several outcomes such as acceptance, reappraised meaning of the stressor, 

perceptions of growth, perceptions of positive life change, reattribution, or changed global 
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beliefs or goals. For example, an employee may believe that his employment is secure and his 

position is valued by the organization, which are global meanings. He then gets laid off, which is 

a stressor. In primary appraisal the employee appraises this stressor as a threat to his wellbeing 

and standard of living, and in secondary appraisal he assesses his resources and coping options.  

Through meaning-focused coping, the individual will make meaning of the discrepancy between 

global and situational beliefs – in this case, the global beliefs that the employment was secure 

and that his position was valued needed to be brought into alignment with the situational beliefs, 

hypothetically that there are better opportunities for employment available and that his skills 

would be better utilized by a different employer. The individual may come to see the layoff as a 

blessing, positive reappraisal, because he found a new job that is more enjoyable and amenable 

to his skills. In this case, the individual comes to accept the layoff and his global meaning 

changes to reflect the fact that his employment is never truly secure, but that his skills are valued 

and many employers require individuals with those skills. Central to the notion of job 

meaningfulness is meaning making through work (Steger et al., 2012). Meaningful work deepens 

an employee’s understanding of themselves and the world around them, informing the situational 

and global beliefs inherent in coping (Steger & Dik, 2010). If an employee feels his or her job is 

meaningful, then that meaningfulness will change the relationship between appraisal and coping 

making it more likely that he or she will pursue meaning-focused coping as seen in Figure 2. 

Hypothesis 2: Job meaningfulness is positively related to meaning-focused coping 
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Figure 2. Job meaningfulness as a mediator of appraisal and meaning-focused coping 

Successful adjustment to, and acceptance of, a stressor eliminates distress and returns an 

individual to homeostasis (Riley & Park, 2014). Past studies have examined meaning- and 

problem-focused coping as they apply to adjustment (Park & Adler, 2003; Park, Folkman, & 

Bostrom, 2001), though these studies focused on coping with terminal illness and adjustment for 

students to the stresses of medical school and the outcomes focused on health issues. Both 

meaning- and problem-focused coping have been found to buffer stress in the appraisal-

adjustment process (Park & Adler, 2003; Riley & Park, 2014), but this has not been tested in the 

workplace. TPWB assumes that employees behave in purposeful ways to achieve goals (Barrick 

et al., 2013). While employees may not be fully conscious of their higher-level goals which 

explain the “why” or purpose of behavior (DeShon & Gillespie, 2005), striving for competence, 

autonomy, relatedness, and status lead to experienced meaningfulness (Barrick et al., 2013). 

Thus, job meaningfulness and the embedded goals within should inform coping styles. 

Prior studies have found job meaningfulness is negatively related to turnover intent 

(Leiter, Harvie, & Frizzell, 1998; Leunissen, Sedikides, Wildschut, & Cohen, 2018; Sollie, Kop, 

& Euwema, 2017) and that positive reappraisal, a core tenant of meaning-focused coping (Riley 

& Park, 2014), leads to long-term benefits when stress arises during meaningful work (Britt et 
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al., 2001). Burnout, too, has been intimately connected with meaning. In fact, Maslach and Leiter 

(1997) defined burnout as an erosion of engagement of the job. Specifically, they later described 

burnout as “what started out as important, meaningful, and challenging work becomes 

unpleasant, unfulfilling, and meaningless” (Maslach et al., 2001, p. 416). However, the 

relationship between meaning-focused coping and burnout has yet to be tested. Given the 

underpinnings of meaning-focused coping wherein individuals seek to reappraise situations, to 

grow as a result of stressors, and to be flexible in their situational and global beliefs, burnout 

should be reduced as a result of meaning-focused coping. Therefore, job meaningfulness should 

influence turnover intent (Johns, Xie, & Fang, 1992) and burnout (Gilbar, 1998) through 

meaning-focused coping (see Figure 3).  

Hypothesis 3: Job meaningfulness is negatively related to turnover intent through 

meaning-focused coping 

Hypothesis 4a: Job meaningfulness is negatively related to the emotional exhaustion 

facet of burnout through meaning-focused coping 

Hypothesis 4b: Job meaningfulness is positively related to the professional efficacy facet 

of burnout through meaning-focused coping 

Hypothesis 4c: Job meaningfulness is negatively related to the cynicism facet of burnout 

through meaning-focused coping 
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Figure 3. Full model with work outcomes 
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METHOD 

Sample Characteristics 

Participants in this study were active Emergency Medical Services (EMS) workers 

employed in a southern state in the United States. An electronic survey was created assessing 

stress appraisal, job meaningfulness, coping, turnover intent, and burnout. EMS workers were 

chosen as a sample given the stressful and important nature of their jobs.  

EMS workers protect and preserve life in the early stages of an accident or disaster (Prati 

& Pietrantoni, 2010). They fall under the umbrella of “first responders” and are often the first 

point of contact for those in need of medical care. Prior studies have found that there are 

approximately 900,000 EMS personnel in the U.S., 200,000 of which are full-time employees, 

who treat 22 million patients each year (Maguire & Smith, 2013). 

An EMS worker’s daily experience varies widely. Their “runs,” or call outs in an 

ambulance, could be to stabilize and transport a child after a severe car accident, or it could be to 

transport an elderly patient to his/her dialysis appointment at a clinic. There is much uncertainty 

in their day-to-day tasks, and workers have the added fear of contracting communicable diseases 

(Neale, 1991). EMS workers arrive on scene and must remain calm and professional regardless 

of the circumstances. The job itself is dangerous, with on-the-job injuries common and far higher 

than those reported in other industries (Maguire & Smith, 2013; Suyama, Rittenberger, Patterson, 

& Hostler, 2009). The work also takes its toll on the emotional well-being of EMS workers. The 

experiences EMS workers have at work can lead to persistent worry (Aasa, Brulin, Ängquist, & 

Barnekow-Bergkvist, 2005) and fatigue (Patterson, Suffoletto, Kupas, Weaver, & Hostler, 2010). 
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EMS work is a high stress profession (Bentley, Crawford, Wilkins, Fernandez, & 

Studnek, 2013; Mildenhall, 2012; Moran & Britton, 1994; Neale, 1991; Prati & Pietrantoni, 

2010). Work hours are long, and some workers must work 24-hour shifts or switch between day 

and night shifts causing fatigue (Maguire & Waltz, 2004; van der Ploeg, 2003). There is also 

potential exposure to traumatic events at any time. Common “worst incidents” reported by EMS 

workers include witnessing pain, suffering, and death, particularly involving children, or 

knowing the patient at the scene (Bentley et al., 2013). EMS workers, particularly those who 

have responded to disasters, are more likely to experience stress, posttraumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD), anxiety, and depression (Benedek, Fullerton, & Ursano, 2007; Fullerton, Ursano, & 

Wang, 2004; van der Ploeg, 2003). Accordingly, burnout is common among EMS workers 

(Grigsby & Knew, 1988; Maunder, Halpern, Schwartz, & Gurevich, 2012; Neale, 1991; van der 

Ploeg, 2003). 

Procedure 

Institutional Review Board approval was granted by the University of Alabama (Protocol 

#18-03-1052; see Appendix B). The survey was sent to a statewide list of EMS workers 

maintained by the university’s director of emergency medical services and administered via an 

online questionnaire hosted by Qualtrics. Participation was encouraged through an incentive 

which offered the first 200 participants who completed the survey a $15 gift card. Participants 

were assured their responses would remain confidential and it was emphasized that participation 

was voluntary. Participants were asked to reflect on stressful events they have experienced at 

work. Then, each survey instrument was asked in relation to that incurred stress. This reflective 

technique is common in stress appraisal research (Folkman et al., 1986), and Appendix A lists 

the instructions and survey instruments. 
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Consent was acquired from participants by attaching the informed consent form to the 

email recruiting them to the study in addition to presenting it to the participant at the start of the 

survey. Of the 11,496 solicitation requests, 1085 responded for an overall response rate of 

9.44%. Of the 1085 responses, 208 were dropped from the analysis due to incomplete data. 

Responses in the survey were forced to ensure completeness except for an optional qualitative 

prompt allowing the participant to recount the stresses of his/her job and what makes his/her job 

meaningful. Demographic information such as age, tenure, education, marital status, and gender 

were collected. 

Analysis  

Data were collected in October 2018 and analyzed using SPSS and MPlus software.   

Variable Measures 

The variables used in this study were measured using well-established measures from the 

management literature.  

Stress Appraisal Measure. 

The Stress Appraisal Measure (SAM; Peacock & Wong, 1990) is a 24-item scale 

measuring stress appraisal on a 5-point Likert scale. It consists of six subscales: controllable by 

self, controllable by others, threat, centrality, uncontrollable, and challenge. The purpose of the 

scale is to measure how individuals interpret stressful events, which was adapted to reflect stress 

in general. Higher overall scores indicate higher appraised stress. The centrality dimension 

assesses primary appraisal, determining whether a stressor is relevant to oneself and one’s 

wellbeing. Threat assesses future harms or losses, while challenge assesses anticipated gains in 

the future. Secondary appraisal is assessed by controllable-by-self, controllable-by-others, and 

uncontrollable. The controllable-by-self dimension determines whether the individual thinks he 
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or she can cope with the situation. The controllable-by-others dimension determines whether the 

person can seek help and support from others to deal with the situation. Finally, the 

uncontrollable dimension determines whether the individual thinks the situation is beyond his or 

her control (Nicholls, Polman, & Levy, 2012).  

Participants answered questions in relation to their stress at work in general. Cronbach 

alpha coefficients range from .74 to .90 (Peacock & Wong, 1990). 

Work as Meaning Inventory. 

The Work as Meaning Inventory (WAMI; Steger et al., 2012) is a ten-item scale 

measuring the meaning of work on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1=absolutely untrue to 

5=absolutely true. The scale has three subdimensions: positive meaning, meaning making 

through work, and greater good motivations. Positive meaning reflects the judgement people 

make about the meaning of their work. An example item is “I understand how my work 

contributes to my life’s meaning.” Meaning making through work captures how the work people 

do informs the meaning in their lives. An example item is “My work helps me make sense of the 

world around me.” Finally, greater good motivations captures the desire people have to make a 

positive impact through their work as well as calling motivations. An example item is “I know 

my work makes a positive difference in the world.”  Higher scores indicate a higher presence of 

perceived meaningful work. 

Brief COPE. 

The Brief COPE scale (Carver, 1997) is a 28-item scale measuring 14 different coping 

reactions. The scale is rated on a 4-point Likert scale, with 1=I haven’t been doing this at all to 

4=I’ve been doing this a lot. Coping reactions of particular relevance to this study include active 

coping, a proxy for problem-focused coping, and positive reframing, a proxy for meaning-
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focused coping (Riley & Park, 2014). An example active coping item is “I’ve been concentrating 

my efforts on doing something about the situation I’m in.” and an example positive reframing 

item is “I've been trying to see it in a different light, to make it seem more positive.” Other 

coping reactions include, for example, acceptance, venting, denial, and self-blame. Higher 

dimension scores indicate a higher prevalence of a particular coping reaction. This scale was 

used to assess meaning-focused coping. Reliabilities range from .50 to .90 on the scale; the 

reliability of active coping is .68 and positive reframing is .64 (Carver, 1997). 

Turnover Intent. 

Intention to leave was measured with a single item derived from the work of Hom and 

Griffeth (1991) and deployed by other scholars (Dawley, Houghton, & Bucklew, 2010; Mitchel, 

Holtom, Lee, Sablynski, & Erez, 2001; Powell & Meyer, 2004). The item is rated on a 5-point 

Likert scale from 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree. The item is “I will likely look for 

another job in the next twelve months.” 

Burnout. 

Burnout was assessed using the Maslach Burnout Inventory – General Survey (MBI-GS; 

Schaufeli, Leiter, Maslach, & Jackson, 1996) using a 5-point Likert scale from 1=strongly 

disagree to 5=strongly agree. The MBI-GS has three subscales. The first subscale has five items 

and measures emotional exhaustion; an example item is “I feel burned out from my work.” The 

second subscale has five items and measures cynicism; an example item is “I have become less 

enthusiastic about my work.” The third subscale has six items and measures professional 

efficacy; an example item is “I feel I am making an effective contribution to what this 

organization does.” Internal consistency for exhaustion has ranged between .84 and .90, cynicism 

.74 and .84, and professional efficacy .70 and .78 (Leiter & Schaufeli, 1996).  
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RESULTS 

Most of the EMS workers were men (n=674, 76.85%) with a mean age of 39.79 (range 

18-66 years). The average tenure as an EMS worker was 15.36 years. The tenure breakdown is 

as follows: 0-5 years 21.78%, 6-10 years 19.04%, 11-15 years 15.39%, 16-20 years 13.45%, 21-

25 years 12.20%, 25+ years 18.13%. The participants were mostly married (66.48%), with 

17.1% reported as single, 8.21% divorced, and 8.21% as some other relationship status. Slightly 

over 97% of the participants had at least some college experience with 16.76% holding a 4-year 

degree, 27.14% holding a 2-year degree, 14.82% holding a technical degree, 6.96% holding a 

graduate degree, and 31.47% reporting some college without obtaining a degree. 

Mean, standard deviation, and Cronbach alpha values are reported in Table 1. The 

dimensions of burnout had varied means. The internal consistencies of each variable is good, as 

shown by the reported Cronbach alpha values. Table 1 also provides an overview of the bivariate 

correlations between the variables in the path model and with control variables. Job 

meaningfulness is significantly related to all the latent variables. Of note, job meaningfulness is 

highly correlated with primary appraisal the outcome variables of turnover intent and burnout. 

The weakest correlation found with job meaningfulness was that of coping at .24.   
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Table 1

Descriptives Statistics, Correlations, and Reliability
Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1. Age 39.79 11.46
2. Gender 1.77 0.42 .08*
3. Tenure 15.36 10.57 .78** .19**
4. Education 4.45 1.36 .11** -.04 .10**
5. Job Meaningfulness 3.39 0.70 .01 -.05 -.05 -.05 (.92)
6. Primary Appraisal 2.96 0.84 -.04 -.08* -.08* -0 .63** (.77)
7. Secondary Appraisal 3.71 0.74 -.03 .02 -.03 -.05 .45** .52** (.79)
8. Coping 2.31 0.83 -.08* -.09* -.10** .01 .24** .27** .15** (.73)
9. Turnover Intent 2.29 1.24 -.07* -.02 -.03 .08* -.49** -.33** -.30** -.03 (.89)
10. Burnout (Emotional Exhaustion) 3.31 0.89 -.01 -.03 .05 -.07* -.48** -.41** -.36** 0 .60** (.88)
11. Burnout (Professional Efficacy) 4.09 0.51 -.01 -.02 0 -.04 .60** .44** .43** .17** -.31** -.28** (.72)
12. Burnout (Cynicism) 2.75 0.88 0 .03 .08* .08* -.65** -.50** -.37** -.09** .68** .68** -.47** (.85)
Notes: N  = 877, * denotes p<.05 and ** denotes p<.01 (2-tailed), Cronbach's Alpha along diagonal in parentheses
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A Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was done to determine how well the model fits 

the data. Missing data were not an issue since forced response was used during the survey. The 

CFA was performed using the best practices from Anderson and Gerbing (1988). The 

measurement model was fitted by constructing each latent variable from its constituent items. 

The resulting fit was χ2 [674] = 2669, TLI = .882, CFI = .892, RMSEA = .058, RMSEA 90% 

confidence interval = .056 - .060. 

The structural model was created by regressing the latent variables according to the 

hypothesized model. The resulting fit was χ2 [688] = 3457, TLI = .851, CFI = .839, RMSEA = 

.066, RMSEA confidence interval = .066 - .070. Given the sensitivity of the chi-square statistic 

to sample size (Bagozzi & Yi, 1988), this model is deemed adequate given the RMSEA value of 

.066. Though the RMSEA is higher than the recommended .05 cutoff and the TLI and CFI are 

lower than the recommended .95 cutoff, the RMSEA is adequate (Hu & Bentler, 1999).  

Figure 4 shows the standardized path coefficients for the hypothesized relations among 

latent variables in the model.   
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Figure 4. Model 1 (* denotes p<.05 and ** denotes p<.01) 

Hypothesis 1a, which proposed that primary appraisal is positively related to job 

meaningfulness, was supported: β = .747, p < .001. Hypothesis 1b, which proposed that 

secondary appraisal is positively related to job meaningfulness, was not supported: β = .006, p = 

.895. Hypothesis 2, which proposed that job meaningfulness is positively related to meaning-

focused coping, was supported: β = .374, p < .001. This suggests that the cognitive appraisal of 

one’s job meaningfulness is related to meaning-focused coping.  

Hypotheses 3 and 4 were tested by calculating the fully mediated path between job 

meaningfulness and the outcome variable through meaning-focused coping. Hypothesis 3, which 

proposed that job meaningfulness negatively related to turnover intent through meaning-focused 

coping, was not supported: β = -.041, p = .753. Hypothesis 4 was concerned with the relationship 

between the three facets of burnout and how job meaningfulness affects them through meaning-

focused coping. Hypothesis 4a, which proposed that job meaningfulness is negatively related to 

the emotional exhaustion facet of burnout through meaning-focused coping, was not supported: β 
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= -.033, p = .820. Hypothesis 4b, which proposed that job meaningfulness is positively related to 

the professional efficacy facet of burnout through meaning-focused coping, was not supported: β 

= .072, p = .360. Hypothesis 4c, which proposed that job meaningfulness is negatively related to 

the cynicism facet of burnout through meaning-focused coping, was not supported: β = -.098, p = 

.620.  

Alternative models were considered and tested for model fit. First, the relationship 

between appraisal and coping was hypothesized to be fully mediated by job meaningfulness. 

However, partial mediation is worth considering given the established appraisal to coping 

relationship in extant literature. The results of this alternative model, shown in Figure 5, are χ2 

[686] = 3436, TLI = .840, CFI = .852, RMSEA = .068, RMSEA confidence interval = .065 - 

.070. A chi-square difference test indicated minor model improvement compared to the 

hypothesized model, χ2 [2] = 15, p < .001. 

 

Figure 5. Model 2 (* denotes p<.05 and ** denotes p<.01) 
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Job meaningfulness had very high correlations with the outcome variables of turnover 

intent and the three facets of burnout. This, along with prior empirical work, warranted further 

exploration of another alternative model incorporating potential direct effects between job 

meaningfulness and the outcome variables. Job meaningfulness is related to lower turnover 

intent (Leiter et al., 1998; Leunissen et al., 2018; Sollie et al., 2017; Steger et al., 2012) and 

lower burnout (Allan, Owens, & Douglass, 2017; Fouché, Rothmann, & Van der Vyver, 2017; 

Rasmussen et al., 2016). Thus, a plausible alternative model emerged whereby meaning-focused 

coping partially mediates the relationship between job meaningfulness and the outcome 

variables. Fit statistics for this alternative model reflect an overall better fit. These fit statistics 

are χ2 [684] = 2764, TLI = .879, CFI = .888, RMSEA = .059, RMSEA confidence interval = 

.057 - .061. Using this model, Hypothesis 1a was supported (β = .741, p < .001) and Hypothesis 

2 was supported (β = .296, p = .001) as seen in Figure 6. Of note are the significant relationships 

between job meaningfulness and the outcome variables. A chi-square difference test indicated 

substantial model improvement compared to the hypothesized model, χ2 [4] = 547, p < .001.  
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Figure 6. Model 3 (* denotes p<.05 and ** denotes p<.01) 

Finally, an alternative model incorporating the previous two models was tested as seen in 

Figure 7. This involved job meaningfulness partially mediating the relationship between 

appraisal and coping, and meaning-focused coping partially mediating the relationship between 

job meaningfulness and the outcome variables. The fit statistics for this model are χ2 [682] = 

2745, TLI = .879, CFI = .889, RMSEA = .059, RMSEA confidence interval = .056 - .061. A chi-

square difference test indicated substantial model improvement compared to the hypothesized 

model, χ2 [6] = 589, p < .001.  
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Figure 7. Model 4 (* denotes p<.05 and ** denotes p<.01) 
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DISCUSSION  

This study sought to establish relationships among variables infrequently studied together 

to better explicate the impact of job meaningfulness in the Transactional Model of Stress and 

work outcomes. EMS workers were sampled given the importance of their work, the high stress 

of their profession, and their generalizability to the healthcare industry.  

Appraisal and Job Meaningfulness 

This study found that stressors appraised as challenges are positively related to job 

meaningfulness. This is consistent with the TPWB, which suggests that employees are motivated 

to pursue higher-order implicit goals; most relevant here is the higher-order implicit goal of 

achievement striving, which is a need to demonstrate competence and achievement at work 

(Barrick et al., 2013). It is also consistent with prior work on engagement at work (Kahn, 1990). 

However, there was not a significant relationship between secondary appraisal and job 

meaningfulness. In secondary appraisal, an individual assesses coping options and knowledge, 

skills, abilities, and resources to adapt to the stressor. These relationships had not been 

previously explored, so demonstrating the link between primary appraisal and job 

meaningfulness is a novel contribution the literature. 

Job Meaningfulness Mediating the Appraisal-Coping Process 

Support for job meaningfulness as a mediator between primary appraisal and meaning-

focused coping was established in this study, extending the Transactional Model of Stress. 

Meaning-focused coping involves changing the appraised meaning of a situational stressor to be 

more aligned with one’s global beliefs and goals (Riley & Park, 2014).  
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However, Models 2 and 4 show the outsized influence of the relationship between job 

meaningfulness with the outcome variables as opposed to the influence of job meaningfulness 

through meaning-focused coping with the outcome variables. While many of the hypotheses 

were supported, these mixed results are worth exploring. Theories such as TPWB and the Job 

Characteristics Model propose that meaningfulness leads to job satisfaction (Barrick et al., 2013; 

Hackman & Oldham, 1976). Prior research has found a correlation of .56 between meaningful 

work and job satisfaction (Steger et al., 2012) and job satisfaction is negatively related to the 

outcome variables in this study (Coomber & Barriball, 2007; Lu, While, & Barriball, 2005). 

Thus, there are certainly other factors that explain the relationship between job meaningfulness 

and the outcome variables besides meaning-focused coping.  

Additionally, meaning-focused coping has been found to reduce negative outcomes such 

as the deterioration of physical or psychological wellbeing (Lepore & Greenberg, 2002; Riley & 

Park, 2014). Culver and colleagues (2002) noted that coming to terms with a stressful event leads 

to long-term adjustment. Model 1 shows meaning-focused coping’s negative relationship with 

turnover intent and cynicism and positive relationship with professional efficacy. Given the 

nature of this cross-sectional study, causality is undeterminable. The results here suggest that 

further studies can incorporate longitudinal designs and other coping styles to better explain 

meaning-focused coping’s role in adjusting to stressors over time. Likewise, a longitudinal study 

would better explicate the causal impact of job meaningfulness on coping and the outcome 

variables, and extend understanding of the Transactional Model of Stress. 

Job Meaningfulness as a Resource 

Similarly, the concept of job meaningfulness as a resource has not gotten much attention 

in the literature. The Job Demands-Resources Model (JDR) and Conservation of Resources 
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Theory (COR) both seek to explain how stressors become strains, and how resources buffer 

demands at work. The results suggest that secondary appraisal, the process by which individuals 

ascertain their resources and determine actions that can be undertaken to ameliorate the stressor, 

was not positively related to job meaningfulness as hypothesized. However, Models 2 and 4 

suggest that in the presence of stressors, job meaningfulness has a significant and negative 

relationship with undesirable workplace outcomes such as turnover intent and burnout. From a 

theoretical standpoint, positive reframing has been found to reduce distress caused by stressors 

and hasten adjustment (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2007; Park, 2010; Riley & Park, 2014). This 

study found the same results, but secondary appraisal was not positively related to job 

meaningfulness as hypothesized and job meaningfulness was found to have a larger direct impact 

than meaning-focused coping on the outcome variables. From a theoretical perspective, job 

meaningfulness has not been classified as a resource in the literature, but the mixed results in this 

study suggest it could be a resource and is worth studying further. 

Implication for Practice 

This study offers insights for practitioners. First, burnout and turnover are very costly for 

organizations, and burnout can have detrimental effects on employee wellbeing. This study 

demonstrated the strong relationship job meaningfulness has on these detrimental outcomes, 

namely that job meaningfulness reduces turnover intent and the emotional exhaustion and 

cynicism components of burnout while increasing the professional efficacy component of 

burnout.  

These results highlight the importance of job meaningfulness on the wellbeing of 

employees. Human resources practitioners may incorporate job meaningfulness into their process 

for screening applicants. Hiring employees who find their work meaningful may lead to lower 
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turnover and burnout for the organization. Employers may also incorporate elements of job 

design to reinforce elements of a job, or the tasks embedded within the job, that the employee is 

most likely to find meaningful. For example, a call center employee may focus on the many 

angry calls he or she receives each day, and the emotional labor involved in providing good 

customer service may be emotionally exhausting. However, the employer could incorporate 

some sort of feedback to the employee, whether through surveys from customers this employee 

has helped or statistics showing how many customers this person has helped on a daily, monthly, 

or yearly basis. If this employee derives a lot of meaning from helping others, answering the 

“why am I here” question meaningfulness engenders, then these reminders can help buffer the 

negative effects of emotional labor by reminding the employee of the impact he or she is having 

on the organization’s customers.  

Limitations 

This study contributes to our understanding of job meaningfulness in relation to the 

Transactional Model of Stress and salient workplace outcomes. However, there were limitations 

in the study. The Transactional Model of Stress is a process, which makes it difficult to study 

and can make causality challenging. To combat this, I asked respondents to think of their stresses 

in general at work as opposed to one particular incident. This technique has been used in prior 

cross-sectional studies involving stress appraisal (Bartholomew, Arnold, Hampson, & Fletcher, 

2017; Nicholls et al., 2012). Another common approach in the literature is to ask respondents to 

think of the most stressful experience at work and answer accordingly (Folkman et al., 1986; 

Folkman, Lazarus, Gruen, & Delongis, 1986), while others aim to choose events that are 

common in life and work and respondents answer accordingly (Currier et al., 2013). The most 

common technique is to study the appraisal and coping in relation to a specific onset of a stressor 
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such as the diagnosis of a disease or a job layoff. Each method has advantages and 

disadvantages, but for a cross-sectional study with outcome variables tied to stress, the approach 

taken here was to consider stress in general as opposed to one focal stressful event.  

This study was conducted using a self-report survey. As such, it could be subjected to 

systematic error variance that could lead to misleading conclusions (Campbell & Fiske, 1959). 

Sometimes, by virtue of asking questions in a survey, a respondent’s behavior can change (Cook, 

Campbell, & Shadish, 2002). Given the constraints our respondents’ work schedule had on their 

ability to complete the survey, I prioritized additional measures over duplicating measurement 

via a second method or adding controls such as social desirability. Prior researchers have found 

minimal social desirability impact when testing more contentious variables than those in this 

study (Moorman & Podsakoff, 1992; Ones, Viswesvaran, & Reiss, 1996). Likewise, researchers 

have called into question the impact of common method variance on cross-sectional, self-report 

surveys (Spector, 1994, 2006). However, self-report measures have been found to be veridical 

and similar to other-reports (Goffin & Gellatly, 2001). Likewise, a Harman Single-Factor Test 

was run and no common method variance was detected (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & 

Podsakoff, 2003).  

Another limitation of the study is the sample I studied. EMS workers are more likely to 

experience traumatic events at work (Neale, 1991). While this boded well for a study 

investigating stress, coping, and burnout, the sample may not be as generalizable to the overall 

working population as it is to those working in the healthcare industry. EMS workers are 

commonly sampled in research related to stressors, post-traumatic stress, and shift work given 

the mental demands of their job and their generalizability to the healthcare industry (Aasa et al., 
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2005; Moran, 1998; Moran & Britton, 1994; Neale, 1991; Patterson et al., 2010; Suyama et al., 

2009).  

Future Research: A Call to Investigate Task Meaningfulness 

To date, research on the meaningfulness of work has been at the job-level. Scholars 

across disciplines have endeavored to understand sources of meaning at work and the 

mechanisms by which work becomes meaningful (Rosso et al., 2010). What has been missing in 

the discussion thus far is consideration of meaningfulness at the task-level, and the disconnect 

between intrinsic motivation, meaningfulness, and task significance is ripe for exploration. In the 

aforementioned definition of task put forth by Wong and Campion (1991), the worker transforms 

inputs into outputs “meaningful to the goals of the job.” Nowhere in the standard definitions of 

task or task significance are intrinsic motivations considered. This may, in part, be why the link 

between task significance and job performance is weak, at best, and rarely found to be a strong 

predictor of job outcomes (Dodd & Ganster, 1996; Fried & Ferris, 1987; Grant, 2008b; 

Humphrey et al., 2007).  

The Job Characteristics Model proposes that task significance leads to experienced 

meaningfulness, but it can easily be argued that significant tasks that have a significant impact on 

the lives of other people can have no meaningfulness for an employee. For example, an 

obstetrician’s tasks unquestionably have an immeasurable impact on the lives of his or her 

patients and the external environment. Despite the undeniable task significance of coaching 

families through pregnancy and delivering babies, it does not mean that an obstetrician finds his 

or her tasks meaningful. Task significance, as argued here, is extrinsic and outward-focused and 

fails to capture the intrinsic motivation inherent in meaningful work.  
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Prior scholarship has studied task-level motivation. For example, Grant (2008a) 

explained the intersection of prosocial motivation, the desire to benefit other people, and intrinsic 

motivation using a self-determination theory framework. Intrinsic motivation stems from an 

enjoyment of doing one’s work from purely autonomous, self-determined, and fully volitional 

sources (Kehr, 2004) whereas prosocial motivation is based on conscious self-regulation and 

self-control to avoid guilt and protect self-esteem (Gagné & Deci, 2005; Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

Intrinsic motivation is process-focused, whereas prosocial motivation is outcome-focused (Bono 

& Judge, 2003; Grant, 2008a). When intrinsic motivation is low, introjected regulation is the 

term used to describe the pressure employees put on themselves to help others (Grant, 2008a). 

When intrinsic motivation is high, prosocial motivation will increase the outcome goal of helping 

others and employees will be more likely to engage in tasks to facilitate that outcome (Gagné & 

Deci, 2005; Grant, 2008a). While prosocial motivation is outcomes-focused, intrinsic motivation 

is a process within which meaningfulness of individual tasks has largely been absent. 

Thus, a call is being made to investigate the meaningfulness of work at the task level to 

capture the inward, intrinsic characteristics of individuals and their relationship to work. Nursing 

is a meaningful job (Clarke, 2006; Fagermoen, 1997; Hinds et al., 2015; Pavlish & Hunt, 2012), 

and will serve as an example. A recent study found that nurses found tasks related to connecting 

with patients and contributing to their recovery contributed most to their sense of 

meaningfulness; in particular, acting as an advocate for their patients, acting as a catalyst for 

their recovery by building bridges between the patient and doctor, and being a caring presence in 

the lives of their patients create the most meaningfulness (Pavlish & Hunt, 2012). None of these 

are outcomes, and many of these tasks wouldn’t be explicitly covered in a job description. 

Instead, these are the tasks that the nurses in this study found contributed the most meaning to 
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their sense of meaningfulness at work. However, nurses certainly must perform tasks that detract 

from their sense of meaningful work. Though it would vary at the individual level, tasks such as 

paperwork or cleaning may detract from a nurse’s overall sense of his or her meaning at work 

because he or she does not find those tasks meaningful.  

There are mechanisms by which sources of meaning are transformed into meaningful 

work. Specifically, authenticity, self-efficacy, self-esteem, and purpose relate to this call for task 

meaningfulness (see Rosso et al., 2010 for others). Mechanisms are the means by which one 

variable influences another (Stinchcombe, 1991). Scholars have identified mechanisms leading 

to meaningful work, but the mechanisms are generally conceptualized at the job-level. This 

paper investigates these mechanisms at the task level. 

Researchers have demonstrated the detrimental effects of jobs that require persistent 

inauthenticity. In many occupations requiring interaction with customers or patients, such as 

sales, social work, medicine, dining, or aviation, employees must suppress their authentic 

feelings to facilitate a pleasant experience for the customer or patient. This regulation of 

emotions when dealing with customers, patients, and co-workers is emotional labor (Hochschild, 

1983). The inauthenticity of suppressing emotions has detrimental effects on employees, chief 

among them is burnout (Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002; Erickson & Ritter, 2001; Ghanizadeh & 

Royaei, 2015; Henderson, 2001). Despite this, research has shown that even among occupations 

that require emotional labor, expressions of authenticity can mitigate the effects of burnout and 

promote job meaningfulness.  

Authenticity is a mechanism by which work becomes meaningful; it is a sense of 

alignment between one’s behavior and one’s perception of the true self (Markus, 1977; Ryan, 

Deci, & Grolnick, 1995; Sheldon, Ryan, Rawsthorne, & Ilardi, 1997). Work experiences can 
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help illuminate an employee’s true self, which can then shape work meaningfulness as an 

employee can further align his or her values and identity with his or her work (Shamir, 1991). 

This is called self-concordance in the literature, defined as the extent to which job tasks or goals 

reflect individuals’ authentic values and interests (Bono & Judge, 2003; Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). 

Self-concordance leads to greater feelings of experienced meaningfulness at work (Rosso et al., 

2010). Similarly, scholars have identified that engagement at work is a mechanism by which 

employees experience meaningfulness; work activities for such employees feel more important, 

expression of the authentic self occurs, and employees feel immersed and alive at work 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Kahn, 1990; Spreitzer, 1996). Tasks, I propose, 

are entrenched with the concept of authenticity and self-concordance. Imagine a religious leader 

who feels a calling for her work. She finds delivering sermons, marrying couples, and providing 

comfort during funerals meaningful as they are important tasks and allow her to further 

understand and express her true self; however, tasks such as managing employees, dealing with 

city and state bureaucracy, and managing the day-to-day maintenance of the facilities are 

necessary tasks but do not in any way align with her identity or values. 

Proposition 1: Tasks in which employees experience authenticity lead to experienced 

meaningfulness at work.  

Self-efficacy is also a driving mechanism in the meaningfulness of work. It is defined as 

“judgments of how well one can execute courses of action required to deal with prospective 

situations” (Bandura, 1982, p. 122). Employees feel motivated when they believe they have the 

ability to make a difference or pursue a particular outcome (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002). This 

manifests via autonomy, competence, and relatedness, the basic needs embedded within Self-

Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan et al., 1995). Individuals have a need for 
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agency at work, allowing themselves to see themselves as the managers of their own activities, 

environments, and making their own free choices; this leads to meaningfulness because these 

employees feel a sense of control and agency over their work (Baumeister, 1998; Deci, 1975; 

Gecas, 1991; Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). Competence resulting from surmounting work 

challenges leads to experienced meaningfulness; this often manifests through learning and 

growing, which informs the feeling of competency and efficacy at work (Gecas, 1991; Spreitzer, 

Sutcliffe, Dutton, Sonenshein, & Grant, 2005). Lastly, the need for relatedness connects to 

meaningfulness via employees’ perceived impact on their organization, coworkers, and 

customers (Grant, 2008b). Prosocial behavior, actions performed by employees that supersede 

work requirements for the benefit of others, encapsulates this need for relatedness; this perceived 

impact on others beyond the self or self-interest drives the feeling of experienced meaningfulness 

at work (Cardador, 2009; Grant, 2007; Grant et al., 2007).  

Proposition 2: Tasks that promote and reinforce self-efficacy lead to greater experienced 

meaningfulness at work 

Self-esteem is also an important mechanism for meaningfulness at work. It differs from 

self-efficacy in that it focuses on an individuals’ assessment of self-worth whereas self-efficacy 

focuses on the perception of ability to deal with a situation or achieve a goal (Baumeister, 1998; 

Judge, Erez, Bono, & Thoresen, 2002; Lane, Lane, & Kyprianou, 2004). Self-esteem arises by 

assessing oneself as worthwhile and seeing oneself as valuable and worthy (Baumeister & Vohs, 

2002; Gecas, 1991; Judge, Locke, & Durham, 1997). Although self-esteem is generally seen as a 

trait, it is also flexible and the result of experiences and achievements (Crocker & Park, 2004; 

Heatherton & Polivy, 1991; Kernis, Cornell, Sun, Berry, & Harlow, 1993; Markus & Kunda, 

1986). Past research has suggested a link between increased self-esteem and an intense focus on 
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work tasks (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). The perception of meaningfulness 

of work is increased by affirmations and accomplishments, which fosters improved views of 

oneself and fulfils the motivation for believing in self-value and self-worth (Baumeister & Vohs, 

2002; Gecas, 1991; Rosso et al., 2010). This can also occur at the group level by belonging to 

valued in-groups at work that accomplish tasks and thereby enhance affirmations of value and 

success, which fuel perceptions of meaningfulness of work (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979). Where self-esteem differs from self-efficacy, given both are centered on 

achievement and accomplishment, is the means by which meaningfulness is manifested. Self-

efficacy’s path to meaningfulness passes through the realization that one is in control of his or 

her environment, and competent and connected to others, while self-esteem is focused on the 

sense that one is valued and worthy (Rosso et al., 2010).   

Proposition 3: Tasks that promote self-esteem lead to greater experienced 

meaningfulness at work 

Finally, purpose serves as a mechanism for meaningful work. Purpose, one’s directedness 

and intentionality in life (Ryff, 1989), is central to meaning in life (Baumeister, 1991; Ryff & 

Singer, 1998; Steger et al., 2006) and is foundational to human existence and survival (Frankl, 

1959). Employees derive purpose through their perception of the significance of their work, 

whether serving society, a higher purpose, or a higher power (Davidson & Caddell, 1994; Grant, 

2008b; Pratt & Ashforth, 2003; Wrzesniewski, 2003). For example, a policewoman may perceive 

her work as meaningful because her purpose is to protect her community. Similarly, for those 

who perceive spiritual significance in their work, tasks, even mundane ones, are imbued with 

more meaning since they are seen as serving a higher purpose (Davidson & Caddell, 1994).  
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Value systems also promote purpose by providing employees with a consistent set of 

values shared by a group of people with similar goals (Baumeister, 1991; Schwartz, 1992; 

Wiener, 1988). When employees act in concordance with these shared values, such as acting in 

concordance with an organization’s mission statement, it gives them a sense of purpose and leads 

to greater feelings of job meaningfulness (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002; Besharov, 2008; Rosso et 

al., 2010; Wiener, 1988). Concordance with these group value systems leads to a sense of 

purpose, while self-concordance, as mentioned earlier via the mechanism of authenticity, is more 

focused behavior consistent with one’s personal values and beliefs. 

Proposition 4: Tasks that promote purpose lead to greater experienced meaningfulness at 

work. 
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CONCLUSION 

This study integrated theories of motivation and hypothesized that job meaningfulness 

impacts stressor appraisal and coping among employees. It assessed job meaningfulness in 

relation to stressors and the chronic work outcomes of turnover intent and burnout. The findings 

suggest that the challenge dimension of primary appraisal is strongly connected to job 

meaningfulness, and job meaningfulness has a strong relationship with turnover intent and the 

three facets of burnout. More study is required to understand causality and the role of meaning-

focused coping. Organizations that select for employees who find their work meaningful, or who 

design work to accentuate tasks employees find meaningful, may be more likely to mitigate 

turnover and burnout among employees. 

Additionally, task meaningfulness was introduced and the mechanisms by which tasks 

become meaningful were elucidated. This proposed construct helps explain why there are 

currently discrepancies between task significance and experienced meaningfulness, namely that 

tasks can be significant for others but not intrinsically motivating or satisfying. This 

conceptualization will add a new dimension to the study of work and motivation. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
Questionnaire Instructions 
You will be presented with a variety of questions. There will be no right or wrong answer. Be as 
honest as possible and go with your gut instinct. Don't let answers to one question influence 
answers to other questions. 
 
Maslach Burnout Inventory – General Survey (Schaufeli, Leiter, Maslach, & Jackson, 1996) 
Please read each statement carefully and mark how much you agree with each statement. 
 
Items: 
Items are not shared since they are copyrighted. 
 
Turnover Intent (Hom & Griffeth, 1991) 
Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements. 
 
Items: 
I often think about quitting this job  
I will probably look for a new job during the next year  
I am actively looking for another job 
 
Work as Meaning Inventory (Steger, Dik, & Duffy, 2012) 
Please rate your agreement with the following statements: 
 
Items: 
I have found a meaningful career.  
I view my work as contributing to my personal growth.  
My work really makes no difference to the world.  
I understand how my work contributes to my life's meaning.  
I have a good sense of what makes my job meaningful.  
I know my work makes a positive difference in the world.  
My work helps me better understand myself.  
I have discovered work that has a satisfying purpose.  
My work helps me make sense of the world around me.  
The work I do serves a greater purpose. 
 
Stress Appraisal Measure (Peacock & Wong, 1990) 
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This questionnaire is concerned with your thoughts about your stress at work. There are no right 
or wrong answers. Please think about the situations that cause you stress at work and respond 
according with how you feel in general about those stressful situations right now. 
 
Items: 
Are these totally helpless situations?  
Do these situations create tension in me?  
Are the outcome of these situations uncontrollable by anyone?  
Is there someone or some agency I can turn to for help if I need it?  
Do these situations make me feel anxious?  
Do these situations have important consequences for me?  
Are these situations going to have a positive impact on me?  
How eager am I to tackle these problems?  
How much will I be affected by the outcome of these situations?  
To what extent can I become a stronger person because of these problems?  
Will the outcomes of these situations be negative?  
Do I have the ability to do well in these situations?  
Do these situations have serious implications for me?  
Do I have what it takes to do well in these situations?  
Is there help available to me for dealing with these problems?  
Do these situations tax or exceed my coping resources?  
Are there sufficient resources available to help me in dealing with these situations?  
Is it beyond anyone's power to do anything about these situations?  
To what extent am I excited thinking about the outcome of these situations?  
How threatening are these situations?  
Are the problems unresolvable by anyone?  
Will I be able to overcome the problems?  
Is there anyone who can help me to manage these problems?  
To what extent do I perceive these situations as stressful?  
Do I have the skills necessary to achieve a successful outcome to these situations?  
To what extent do these events require coping efforts on my part?  
Do these situations have long-term consequences for me?  
Are these situations going to have a negative impact on me? 
 
Brief COPE (Carver, 1997) 
These items deal with ways you've been coping with the work stress in your life.  There are 
many ways to try to deal with problems.  These items ask what you've been doing to cope with 
the stress.  Don't answer on the basis of whether the statement below seems to be working or 
not—just whether or not you're doing it.  Try to rate each item separately in your mind from the 
others.  Make your answers as true for you as you can. 
 
Items: 
I've been turning to work or other activities to take my mind off things.   
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I've been concentrating my efforts on doing something about the situation I'm in.   
I've been saying to myself "this isn't real.".   
I've been using alcohol or other drugs to make myself feel better.   
I've been getting emotional support from others.   
I've been giving up trying to deal with it.   
I've been taking action to try to make the situation better.   
I've been refusing to believe that it has happened.   
I've been saying things to let my unpleasant feelings escape.   
I’ve been getting help and advice from other people.  
I've been using alcohol or other drugs to help me get through it.   
I've been trying to see it in a different light, to make it seem more positive.   
I’ve been criticizing myself.   
I've been trying to come up with a strategy about what to do.   
I've been getting comfort and understanding from someone.   
I've been giving up the attempt to cope.   
I've been looking for something good in what is happening.   
I've been making jokes about it.   
I've been doing something to think about it less, such as going to movies, watching TV, reading, 
daydreaming, sleeping, or shopping.  
I've been accepting the reality of the fact that it has happened.  
I've been expressing my negative feelings.   
I've been trying to find comfort in my religion or spiritual beliefs.   
I’ve been trying to get advice or help from other people about what to do.   
I've been learning to live with it.   
I've been thinking hard about what steps to take.   
I’ve been blaming myself for things that happened.   
I've been praying or meditating.   
I've been making fun of the situation. 
 
Demographics 
 
Items: 
What is your gender? 
What is your current marital status? 
How old are you? 
How many years of experience do you have as a first responder? 
Please mark your educational background. 
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