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ABSTRACT 

Eskom, as a large power utility, operates numerous power stations.  The Eskom 

organisation operates 30 power stations situated throughout South Africa, and 83.2% of its 

nominal generating capacity comes from coal (fossil fuel) powered stations.  These power 

stations are generally situated in rural South Africa close to their fuel sources.  As fuel is the 

major cost component of running a fossil fuel power station, economics dictates that the 

generating utilities are situated as close as possible to their fuel source so as to reduce 

transportation costs.  

A power station is an intensive technical environment and so requires a large number of 

engineers to oversee operations in various areas of competence.  Eskom employs a 

significant number of engineers to ensure the continued operation of facilities.  Engineers 

graduate from several institutions in the country, such as universities, universities of 

technology and technikons.   

The challenge for Eskom is a high turnover of engineers; especially the younger cohort.  

Some engineers have expressed the opinion that they do not have meaningful work.  This 

research is an attempt to identify whether the engineers do or do not experience their work 

as meaningful.  The literature is very definite on the subject; employees who find their work 

meaningful are more likely to be engaged in their jobs and less likely to leave an 

organisation. 

This research used the Comprehensive Meaningful Work Scale (CMWS) developed by 

Marjolein Lips-Wiersma and Sarah Wright in 2012 to answer the question on whether 

engineers employed at Eskom’s fossil fuel power stations experience their work as 

meaningful.  The researcher utilised a quantitative research design.  The method used was 

the survey. Questionnaires were distributed over the internet to the target population.  

The main research question was answered with significant acknowledgement that engineers 

overwhelmingly find their work meaningful.  The sub-questions were also answered in that 

engineers from institutes of technology find their work more meaningful than their colleagues 

from traditional universities, and further, that older workers find their work more meaningful 

than their younger colleagues. 
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The recommendation for the organisation is to relook engineer turnover through a social lens 

to see if social motives are responsible for the relatively high turnover rate.  The other 

recommendation is for the organisation to relook its strategy of concentrating on recruiting 

graduates from traditional universities.  The organisation should again actively recruit 

engineering graduates from institutes of technology and accord them equal workplace status 

as their traditional university colleagues.   

Key Words: Meaningful Work, Eskom, Generation, Engineering, Employee Engagement 

and Employee Commitment.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

1.1. Introduction 

This study delves into the Eskom Generation engineers’ perception of the meaningfulness of 

their jobs. Chapter 1 introduces the organisational setting of the study, the research problem, 

the purpose of this study and brief descriptions of the chapters of this dissertation, amongst 

other detail.  

In South Africa, Eskom generates, transmits and distributes electricity to industrial, mining, 

commercial, agricultural, and residential customers.  Eskom also supplies municipalities that 

in turn redistribute the electricity to businesses and households within their areas.  Currently, 

Eskom owns and operates 30 power stations in South Africa with a total nominal capacity of 

45 131 MW.  Eskom’s generating capacity comprises 37 538 MW from coal-fired power 

stations, 1 860 MW from nuclear power, 2 409 MW from gas-fired power fuelled by diesel,  

and 3 324 MW from hydro and pumped storage stations.  Currently, the organisation's 

nominal capacity is in a state of flux due to generating units being decommissioned and new 

units coming online. 

The Eskom operating structure, shown below, comprises line functions that operate the 

business, service functions that service the operations and strategic functions that develop 

the enterprise. 
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Figure 1-1: Eskom operating structure (Eskom SOC Ltd, 2020) 

1.2. Eskom: Generations Business 

The Generation Business portfolio was established in 1987 when the Electricity Act was 

amended and the Eskom Act was published (Eskom SOC Ltd, 2017).  'Generation’s 

mandate is to optimally operate and maintain Eskom’s generating assets for the duration of 

their economic life.  In addition, Generation will deliver committed energy, with emphasis on 

assets and production, rather than a sole focus on production' (Eskom SOC Ltd, 2017). 

Generation’s key responsibilities and activities over the next five years are to: 

1.2.1. Roll out effective maintenance across the fleet at optimal value for Eskom. 

1.2.2. Economically dispatch power stations, as per merit order, to optimise primary 

energy costs. 

1.2.3. Complete midlife refurbishment as per the outage plan. 

Most of Eskom Generation's power stations are situated in rural towns, far away from big 

towns or large cities.  In the past, the organisation had little trouble in recruiting and retaining 

the staff and skills necessary to operate a power station.  The vast majority of the staff was 
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unskilled or semi-skilled.  These skills were available within the surrounding communities 

and it was common for an entire family to be employed at a single power station (Electricity 

in South Africa – Early Years, 2021).  Professionals were a minor portion of the staff 

complement and mostly restricted to middle and senior management.  Engineering was 

never a site role.  The engineering function was an off-site role situated at the company head 

office.  Site technical staff was limited to semi-skilled personnel, skilled artisans, plant 

operators and technicians.  The line technical managers were drawn and promoted from 

within these ranks. 

In the late 1980s and 1990s, the Eskom workplace changed and became more complex due 

to changes in technology, standards, legislation, and politics.  The adoption of International 

Organization for Standardisation (ISO) standards and the dawn of the computer age led to 

complex control systems and technology being adopted by Eskom.  Changes in legislation 

meant that organisations had to prove that sound engineering practices were utilised to 

make technical decisions.  The political change within the country meant that black 

engineers and graduates, who were previously side-lined and who went into vocations other 

than that for which they had studied, became available to the Eskom organisation.  

This was the dawn of the systems engineer at Eskom and was a derivative of the systems 

engineer position from the nuclear industry.  The nuclear industry had developed the 

systems engineering concept early in its technology development and adoption, due to the 

integrated nature of the environment and the need for engineers to be 'plant systems 

managers' for safety reasons.  Highly skilled technical staff was required to understand, 

operate and maintain the computerised based control systems.  Mechanical engineers, 

electrical engineers, control and instrumentation engineers, and a host of other technical 

skills are now required to operate a power station.  

The desire for the organisation is to attract young talent, develop them, and retain their skills.  

A power station is a complex business; it takes a long time for individuals to develop the 

knowledge, technical and interpersonal skills need to function effectively in a power station 

environment.  The organisation acknowledges that engineering and technical skills are vital 

to the company and has grouped these skills into core, critical and scarce categories.  This 

is to ensure a focus on recruiting and retaining these skills.  The actual numbers are 

monitored by individual business units and tracked as part of the organisation's business 

processes.  
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Unfortunately, the system for tracking the exact numbers of engineers in the organisation is 

underdeveloped and discrepancies are evident.  It is not easy to extract the exact numbers 

from the organisation's business process software.  This is because the engineering 

departments are not only populated by engineers, but by technicians, plant operators and 

other skills.  The business processes software used by the organisation does not make a 

distinction between the academic qualifications of the personnel within the departments.  

Distinctions in the business processes software are made on job grading; not qualifications 

and job categories.  Line management tracks numbers, qualifications and categories using 

software like MS Excel. 

Further complicating the issue is that engineers do not only exist in the engineering 

departments of the power stations but in other departments as well.  Line functions like 

maintenance and operating also have engineers in their organisational structure.  In addition, 

organisational structures are not standardised between the various business units (power 

stations).  While similarities are significant, the line organisational structures between power 

stations vary. 

Eskom acknowledges that technical staff plays a crucial role in the successful execution of 

business operations.  In its 2016 to 2020 corporate plan, Eskom states that it needs to 

increase its technical skills capacity to effect maintenance and address the shortage of skills.  

The loss of skills at core, critical and scarce categories is alarming for the organisation and is 

specifically mentioned in its plans.  A key long-term goal for its human resources department 

is an energised and engaged staff. 

1.3. Ontology 

Ontology is the study of actuality. Crotty (1998: 10) describes ontology as the “study of 

being”. It deals with “the nature of existence and the structure of reality” such as it is 

observed. Ontology is a representation of the way things are. In the world of social research, 

investigators have to take cognisance of the population as human beings with their own 

thoughts, beliefs and interpretations of the world around them. The researcher is aware of 

the fact that by definition, the “study of being” is an ongoing process that takes current 

realities into consideration and through a process of incorporating change, moves towards 

understanding the research problem. 
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The researcher is currently a middle manager within the engineering group at an Eskom 

power station. Having joined the organisation in 1996, the researcher has spent 21 years 

with Eskom Generation, starting as a senior technician, then being a systems engineer, the 

researcher moved to management as firstly a department manager and is currently 

employed as a group manager. This period includes a 5 year period when the researcher left 

the organisation but later re-joined. 

While employed at Eskom, the researcher has engaged extensively with the engineers in the 

organisation both at a local power station level and across the various business units of the 

organisation. This has enabled the researcher to obtain personal insight into the emotions 

and lives of the engineers. These intimate exchanges were shared informally and often as 

topics discussed among colleagues.  

Amongst the various and numerous anecdotes shared between colleagues, there were often 

specific themes that often came up. One of these was the subject of meaningful work. The 

researcher noted that this topic often came up in discussion with the younger cohort of 

engineers, particularly those at the beginning of their careers. This perplexed the researcher 

as there was never a particular thread to this topic. Every individual had a different assertion 

as to what was meaningful to themselves. While the engineers often used the term “lack of 

meaningful work” to describe their gripe, there was never a definite reason to what the group 

would agree was common cause with regards to their lack of meaningful work. 

This puzzled the researcher as Eskom has always been highly regarded as an employer 

amongst the engineering fraternity. Competition amongst technikon and university students 

and graduates is fierce when seeking opportunities to join the organisation. While this is not 

a definitive statement, generally, only the top tier students join the organisation. Engineering 

standards are high within the organisation. Graduates who are trained at power stations go 

through a rigorous training program and emerge as good engineers, capable of making a big 

impact on the organisation. 

The researcher decided to research the issue amongst the cohort of Eskom Generation 

engineers and see if there was indeed a lack of meaningful work. Coupled to this was the 

desire to investigate if this contributed to the high turnover of engineers within the division. 
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The researcher, being an organisational insider with close contact to the research subjects 

decided to use a positivist paradigm to obtain answers by being as objective as possible. 

The aim with this research approach was to eliminate bias and be as scientific as possible. 

1.4. Background: 

The South African National Youth Policy, 2020 (NYP 2020) defines young people as those 

falling within the age group 14 to 35 years. This is consistent with the definition of youth 

contained in the African Youth Charter, which defines youth as those between the ages of 15 

and 35 years. 

Eskom young engineers have voiced their opinions over a long period of time, sharing that 

they do not have meaningful work, or that the work they are engaged is does not provide 

meaning to them.  This criticism has been raised informally and is not part of any record 

within the organisation.  The young professional engineers, i.e. those engineers that Eskom 

describes as 35 or younger, seem to indicate that the work they are engaged in at the power 

stations does not meet their professional needs and expectations. What exactly the 

engineers mean by 'meaningful work' has not been investigated previously. There is an onus 

on the organisation to determine to what degree the lack of meaningful work contributes to 

the high turnover rate of engineers and then address any shortcomings within the Eskom 

Generation group.   

Eskom is a constantly evolving organisation. Internal re-organisation of the company’s 

structure has occurred every so often in the past two decades with the goal of optimising 

performance. These changes has affected the approach to how engineering accountability is 

managed within the organisation.  

It is only in the recent past that engineering design work has been centralised.  This was in 

2012 when the organisation created the Group Technology Division.  Group Technology 

consists of a series of Centres of Excellence (CoE’s) in engineering domains and their 

primary function is to manage the design base of Eskom’s assets (Eskom SOC Ltd, 2014).  

The creation of this division was due to changes in technology as well as the governance 

processes that have transformed as the organisation evolves. This split in engineering 

responsibilities may be contributing to the dissatisfaction expressed by the engineers at the 

power stations. 
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1.5. The research problem 

The turnover rate of engineers at Eskom power stations is high.  Figures 1-2 and 1-3 were 

compiled based on information provided by the Generation Division Human Resources 

Department. Eskom uses the propriety System Analysis Program Development (SAP) suite 

of database software to manage the organisations information.  Data was drawn from the 

human resources database module of SAP (Eskom SOC Ltd, 2017). The figures below 

depict raw data on staff movements for the calendar years 2012 to 2016.  Figure 1-2 

represents the number of persons with engineering qualifications resigning from Eskom 

Generation and it is sitting at 45% of total Eskom Generation resignations received, across 

all job categories, between the period January 2012 and December 2016.  Figure 1-3 shows 

that 70% of the persons with engineering qualifications resigning from Eskom Generation 

are below the age of 35.  This group has an average Eskom tenure of 3.5 years’ service.  

This is alarming as these are the very individuals that Eskom needs to develop and grow 

within the organisation.  

 

Figure 1-2: Resignations between 2012 & 2016 (Eskom SOC Ltd, 2017) 

1090 

345 

100% 

45% 

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

120%

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

Total Resignations Total Resignations with Engineering
Qualifications

Generation Resignations Between Jan 2012 and Dec 2016 



8 

 

Figure 1-3: Age comparison of resigned persons with engineering qualifications (Eskom 
SOC Ltd, 2017) 

The above graphs reflect the total resignations of employees with engineering qualifications.  

Not all of them were employed within the engineering departments or as system engineers.  
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on a career path likely to lead to professional status, and in general that includes the first five 
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492 

345 

100% 

70% 

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

120%

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

Total Resignations Resignations Below age 35

Age Comparison of Total Resignations with Eng 
Qualifications:Jan 2012 - Dec 2016 



9 

1.5.5. Care about community upliftment. 

Employees are diverse individuals, and therefore there are numerous reasons why people 

leave organisations.  In addition, often there is not just one reason people leave but a 

combination of reasons.  

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) provides for companies and organisations to report on 

their impact on the environment, society and the economy.  This enables organisations to 

measure and assess the criticality of their impacts.  The importance of employee turnover is 

a sustainability issue.  The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) has included staff turnover as a 

specific standard disclosure, G4-LA1 (Global Reporting Initiative, 2013:65).  Sustainability for 

companies is about having a competitive advantage, reducing costs, improving company 

image, increasing profits, and attracting and retaining the best people. 

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (2001:18) describes 

human capital as 'the knowledge, skills, competencies and attributes embodied in individuals 

that facilitate the creation of personal, social and economic well-being'.  Organisations invest 

a lot of money in recruiting, training, developing, maintaining and retaining their employees 

(Ongori, 2007).  

Voluntary exits represent an exodus of human capital investment.  Replacement costs 

include the search for appropriate talent, the selection process, the induction process, 

management’s time, and the formal and informal training of chosen substitutes.  There is a 

considerable loss of production and productivity between losing an employee and recruiting 

a new employee.  During this period, one or more persons have to fill in for the missing 

skills.  This means that these individuals are burdened with extra work and responsibilities.  

Staff turnover has many direct costs but can have many indirect costs such as unhappiness 

amongst employees being burdened with extra work and being forced to work overtime, sick 

leave amongst overburdened employees, loss of productivity, and the loss of organisational 

memory.  The productivity of new employees is limited whilst they learn the new job and 

environment.  New recruits are very rarely fully productive immediately upon entering a new 

organisation.  There is a learning period which requires an increase in productivity, which 

also varies between individuals.   
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The direct and indirect costs associated with voluntary turnover are considerable.  

Contemporary human resource literature indicates the cost of replacement is approximately 

equal to the annual salary of the position.  In monetary terms, this is a very high cost to 

Eskom, considering the scarcity of technical skills in South Africa. 

A power station is a complex and technically intense environment.  It takes many years for 

new recruits, especially young technical persons, to become fully competent and functional.  

With an average tenure rate of 3.5 years, engineering, maintenance, project management 

and operating staff are just becoming fully productive right when they leave the organisation.  

This cost is not sustainable.  In their paper, Firth, Mellor, Moore and Loquet (2004) say that 

employee decisions are largely influenced by job dissatisfaction, lack of commitment to the 

organisations, and feelings of stress.  They state that managers have control over the job 

stressors, work overload and job ambiguity, and that these are some of the factors that 

trigger the chain of psychological conditions that leads to the intention to quit (Firth et al., 

2004). 

The intention of this research is to investigate what role the lack meaningful work plays in the 

engineers' desire to leave the organisation.  If indeed a lack of meaningful work does play a 

role in the turnover rate, then this research can influence the engineering management, 

together with the human resources division, to delve deeper into the problem and structure 

the job profiles and recruitment strategy. 

1.6. The purpose of this study 

The purpose of the study is to find out what aspects of meaningful work are most lacking in 

the lives and careers of the engineers, determine if these aspects are drivers of engineering 

staff turnover, and give the site engineering management insight into problems that could be 

significant reasons for employee dissatisfaction.  The end goal is to have a happier, more 

satisfied engineering workforce actively engaged with the organisation towards better 

outcomes. A further benefit is an experimental exploration of Lips-Wiersma’s and Wrights 

(2012) theoretical model of meaningful work and if this is a possible metric of employee 

satisfaction within the Eskom organisation. 

Eskom is a highly technical and regulated environment.  Retention of engineering skills is 

vital for Eskom to continue as a world-class organisation.  The technical skills and 

competency needed for the organisation to be effective can only be achieved by engineers 



11 

spending many years on the job up-skilling themselves.  It takes many years on the job, 

dealing with lots of challenges, before an engineer can achieve a sufficient level of 

competency to be fully acquainted with the power plant and the organisation's systems.  A 

high turnover rate of engineers is a risk to the company.  Skills and competencies become 

lost to the market and make it exceedingly difficult for Eskom to maintain and exceed 

acceptable levels of performance. 

Eskom considers the role of the engineer to be vital to the organisation.  The work that the 

engineer does is essential for the continued operations of the organisation's various 

divisions.  Engineers are highly regarded and rewarded within the organisation.  Eskom 

places special emphasis on the retention of engineering skills; having created a category of 

core and critical skills that are indispensable to the organisation.  Engineering skills are at 

the heart of the core critical skills category and the Generation Group recognises that more 

effort is need to retain these skills (Eskom SOC Ltd, 2015). 

The engineering pipeline is also an essential practice for the organisation.  Much effort is put 

into recruiting only the best and brightest engineers that the country produces.  Eskom has 

been highly rated as a desirable employer by engineering and technology students and 

professionals (Universum Global, 2017). 

Eskom has slowly moved from a position of recruiting engineers with university, universities 

of technology and technikon qualifications, to concentrating more on traditional university 

qualifications i.e. Bachelor of Engineering (B.Eng.) and Bachelor of Science (B.Sc.) degrees.  

Eskom Generation does recruit engineers with technikon and universities of technology 

qualifications but more emphasis is placed on recruiting engineers with B.Sc. and B.Eng. 

degrees.  Perhaps the move to professionalise the engineering departments by focusing on 

recruiting engineers from traditional universities has had the unintended consequence of 

higher levels of professional dissatisfaction among the engineers. 

1.7. The objectives of this study 

The overall aim of this study is to determine what the concept of meaningful work means to 

the Eskom systems engineer in the Generation Division.  The objective is to evaluate the 

experience of meaningful work from the engineer perspective, and to try to determine what 

role the lack of meaningful work plays in the resignation of systems engineers from the 

organisation. 
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The key objectives of this research project are: 

1.7.1. To utilise the Map of Meaning (Lips-Wiersma & Wright, 2012) to determine 

which dimension of meaningful work is not in balance in the lives of the 

engineers. 

1.7.2. To compare the experience of meaningful work between engineers younger 

than 35 with those that are 35 years and older 

1.7.3. To determine whether engineers from traditional universities express a 

greater dissatisfaction with the power station environment. 

1.7.4. To utilise the results of the study to recommend changes, if any, to the 

organisation.  

1.8. Research question 

1.8.1. What role does meaningful work play in the job satisfaction of system 

engineers employed at Eskom, fossil fuel power stations? 

1.9. Sub-questions 

1.9.1. Do engineers who graduate from institutes of technology find the fossil fuel 

power station environment more meaningful than their counterparts from the 

traditional universities? 

1.9.2. Do engineers over the age of 35 experience the power station as a more 

meaningful environment? 

1.10. Hypothesis (Hₒ) 

Engineers from Institutes of Technology experience a greater sense of meaningful work 

within the power station environment than their colleagues from traditional universities. 
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1.11. Delimitations of this study 

1.11.1. No research was conducted on individuals who had left the organisation to 

compare their experiences outside Eskom Generation. 

1.11.2. There were no comparable studies done within the Eskom organisation so no 

comparisons with engineers’ experience of meaningful work in other Eskom 

divisions was made. 

1.11.3. The study was limited to Eskom Generation's fossil fuel fleet staff. 

1.12. Introduction to the research methodology 

With the goal of answering the research questions and achieving the objectives of this study, 

the researcher decided on a quantitative methodology, using a structured, closed question 

survey tool to gather data.  

Given that the researcher is an engineer and not a person with a psychology background, 

the researcher decided to use a researched and published conceptual framework and tool 

rather than develop a questionnaire using first principles. 

The data was collected in the second quarter of the 2020 calendar year with the aid of email 

to distribute a link to the questionnaire, on a data-gathering website.  The target population 

was obtained by canvassing the engineering departments of various fossil fuel power 

stations within the Eskom Generation fleet and obtaining email addresses of the system 

engineers.  A more detailed theoretical analysis of research paradigms and methodologies, 

and why the researcher chose a positivist paradigm using the quantitative methodology, is 

discussed in Chapter 3 of this dissertation. 

1.13. Structure of the dissertation 

This dissertation is structured as follows: 

Chapter 1  Introduction and background 

This chapter introduces the organisational setting pertaining to this dissertation, discusses 

the research problem and purpose of the study.  The objectives are stated together with the 
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research questions and hypothesis.  A brief introduction to the research methodology is 

made. 

Chapter 2  Conceptual framework and literature review 

Meaningful work has been a topic for academic discussion for many decades and it includes 

the issue of psychological conditions necessary for people to engage in meaningful work.  

The literature review discusses the concept of meaningful work and briefly touches on the 

psychological conditions encompassing the topic. 

The conceptual framework relies on the work of Lips-Wiersma and Wright.  In 2012 they 

published their paper entitled, Measuring the Meaning of Meaningful Work: Development 

and Validation of the Comprehensive Meaningful Work Scale (CMWS).  This dissertation 

explores their work and makes use of the CMWS scale to answer the research questions. 

Chapter 3  Research design and methodology 

In this chapter, the research design and methodology which the researcher uses to answer 

the research questions, test the hypothesis and meet the objectives of this dissertation, is 

discussed.  There is a succinct theoretical examination of the literature and concepts 

surrounding research philosophy and design, and then insight into why the researcher chose 

this particular research design.  The objective was to answer the research questions as 

accurately as possible. 

Chapter 4   Data analysis 

This research is based on a quantitative approach.  The data collection was accomplished 

by means of the questionnaire, the CMWS developed by Lips-Wiersma and Wright in 2012.  

This chapter presents the research results and a detailed technical analysis thereof.  

Chapter 5   Evaluation and discussion of results 

The findings from the analysis of the data are discussed in this chapter.  The researcher 

presents the interpretation of the research results and what these findings could mean for 

the organisation.  



15 

Chapter 6  Conclusion and recommendations 

This chapter concludes this dissertation.  Recommendations are made with reference to the 

findings and ideas for further research are mentioned. 

1.14. Conclusion 

This chapter is an introduction to the organisational setting, the research problem, the 

purpose and objectives of this study. The ontological setting is discussed and talks about the 

current reality of the organisation and research participants. A hypothesis is made and the 

limitations of the study are given. A brief description of the composition of the different 

chapters is also presented. 

The following chapter explores the topic of meaningful work, how this influences 

psychological well-being and the impacts of employee behaviour on organisations. The 

conceptual model used in this study is introduced and discussed and finally the role of the 

engineer within organisations is examined.   
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CHAPTER 2: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE 
REVIEW 

2.1. Introduction 

Chapter two analyses some of the published literature on the subjects of the employee’s 

commitment to the organisation, employee engagement by the organisation, the 

psychological frame of the employees and how this affects individual performance. Of 

particular interest to this research was Khan’s (1990) research on the individual 

psychological impacts on the employee and how this influences their contribution to the 

organisation. This chapter then further analyses the theoretical aspects of meaningful work 

as researched by various authors and  analyses the theoretical model developed by Lips-

Wiersma and Wright (2012).  

Later in this chapter a breakdown is made of the role of the engineer within an organisation 

and the function of the systems engineer is further explored to provide context to their role in 

a power station environment. The importance for an engineer to acquire the necessary 

levels of competence by “time spent on the job” is examined.  

Madelyn Geldenhuys, Karolina Laba and Cornelia M Venter are researchers affiliated with 

the Department of Industrial Psychology and People Management at the University of 

Johannesburg, South Africa. Their paper titled Meaningful work, work engagement and 

organisational commitment utilised a quantitative research method. The participants of the 

research were employees selected from various corporate companies within the Gauteng 

province of South Africa. The measuring instruments used were a biographical 

questionnaire, the Utrecht work engagement scale, the psychological meaningfulness scale 

and the organisational commitment scale. 

Geldenhuys, Laba and Venter (2014) quote Frankl (1984:2), and state that, 'a man’s search 

for meaning is a primary force in his life' and that meaning can only be realised by the 

person due to the meaning being unique and specific.  The underlying principle is that the 

individuals are fully aware of their own lives and therefore understand themselves to be 

answerable for the outcomes. 

When choosing jobs, people consider jobs that are more interesting to them, enable feelings 

of accomplishment, promote co-operation, and contribute positively to people’s lives.  Other 
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factors are fulfilment, autonomy, satisfaction, engagement, and working relations.  The 

interest in meaningful work is likely to result in positive consequences for the individual and 

the organisation (Geldenhuys et al., 2014). 

A consequence of the sheer amount of time that people spend at work results in the work 

environment being a place where people engage in purpose driven activities and thus 

endeavour to find meaning in their jobs.  'Searching for meaning is a self-determined 

behaviour and not only is it important to the individual, but also seen as a primary need that 

promotes outcomes in varied cultural contexts' (Geldenhuys et al., 2014:2). 

Organisations that promote meaningfulness at work derive long-term benefits such as work 

engagement and organisational commitment.  Specific job characteristics such as the 

employment of a variety of skills, specific tasks, task significance, autonomy, and 

management feedback drive work engagement.  The work tasks themselves are directly 

related to meaningfulness.  Committed employees are driven to make a greater attempt to 

perform and put in more of their time and effort into the organisation.  Employees that find 

their work meaningful are more autonomous. 

2.2. Organisational commitment 

Organisational commitment is described as a bond between the organisation and the 

employee and the willingness of the employee 'to apply higher efforts on behalf of the 

organisation and a desire to stay with the organisation and the acceptance of the goals and 

values of the organisation (Geldenhuys et al., 2014:3). Three factors are associated with 

organisational commitment; (1) having a strong belief in the organisation and being 

accepting of its goals and values, (2) being prepared to exert substantial energy on behalf of 

the organisation, and (3) having an ardent wish to remain with the organisation (Geldenhuys 

et al., 2014:3).  

Van Zyl, Rothman and Deacon (2010) show a considerable link between work engagement 

and organisational commitment. Their research shows that work engagement is strongly 

correlated to organisational commitment.  Geldenhuys et al. (2014) postulate that the 

variance in organisational commitment can increase by adding meaningfulness to work. 

Research shows that 'elevated levels of work engagement, psychological meaningfulness, 

and organisational commitment are matched with lower levels of negative commitment' 
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(Geldenhuys et al., 2014:7). This view is supported by Van Zyl et al. (2010) who show that a 

good work-role fit predicts enhanced psychological meaningfulness and work engagement. 

Field and Buitendach (2011) find sufficient confirmation in their research that work 

engagement predicts affective organisational commitment.   Geldenhuys et al. (2014) 

conclude in their paper that although engaged employees display more positive 

commitment, positive workplace engagement has no effect on negative commitment.  

'Similarly, if employees experience their work as psychologically meaningful, their levels of 

positive commitment increase.  Psychological meaningfulness does not influence negative 

commitment' (Geldenhuys et al., 2014:7). 

2.3. Employee engagement 

Within organisations, concern for meaningful work among employees is mainly prompted by 

the desire of organisations to create structures of work which will promote employee 

engagement for improved organisational performance.  Management concern for meaningful 

work is driven primarily by organisational needs, and for employee needs only as far as their 

satisfaction promotes improved organisation financial outcomes (Yeoman, 2012:18).  

Meaningful work, and by implication employee engagement, is helpful only if it leads to 

behaviours that the organisation needs in order to execute its strategy and be successful 

(Welbourne, 2011). 

Ongori (2007) describes employee engagement as the organisation's capacity to engage, 

retain and optimise the value of its employees.  How well this is achieved, and if the 

employees are motivated to stay, depends on how well jobs are designed, how the 

employees are engaged, and the commitment and time shown to the employees by the 

organisation's management.  

The Corporate Leadership Council’s 2004 employment engagement survey states that,  

'...engagement is the extent to which employees commit to something or someone in 

their organization and how hard they work and how long they stay as a result of that 

commitment' (Corporate Leadership Council, 2004:5).   

The survey divides employee commitment into rational commitment and emotional 

commitment.  The survey asserts that rational commitment drives discretionary effort and 

results in improved performance.  Emotional commitment drives the intent to stay and leads 
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to the retention of the employee.  The survey also states that employees with strong 

emotional connections to their job and company put in a greater, unrestricted effort into their 

occupations (Corporate Leadership Council, 2004).  

2.4. Work engagement 

Schaufeli, Salanova, Gonzalez-Roma and Bakker (2002) define work engagement as “a 

positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is characterised by vigour, dedication and 

absorption. Rather than a momentary and specific state, engagement refers to a more 

persistent and pervasive affective cognitive state that is not focused on any particular object, 

event, individual, or behaviour (Schaufeli et al., 2002:74) 

Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) and Van Zyl et al. (2010) show that job satisfaction, job 

involvement, organisational commitment, and low turnover intention appear to be positively 

correlated with work engagement.  Employees are not only attracted to work that provides 

meaningfulness, but also that they actively seek it as means of remaining committed to the 

organisation.  

The physical component of increased work engagement is characterised by higher levels of 

vigour.  This higher energy level implies that individuals have an increased willingness to 

devote their resources to their jobs.  Enhanced vigour means that people do not tire easily.  

Whether physical or emotional, they persevere in the face of adversity. 

The emotional factor of work engagement is represented by dedication to the job and is 

depicted as 'putting one's heart into the job'.  Feelings of enthusiasm, passion for the job, 

pride in their work, and a stimulating environment enable dedicated employees to identify 

strongly with their jobs.  Dedication instils a sense of importance in the job as well as 

indicating an individual's psychological involvement in their work (Schaufeli et al., (2002).  

Immersion is the cerebral component of work engagement.  It is characterised by employees 

engrossing themselves in their jobs.  This third component of work engagement describes 

employees who derive so much satisfaction that they find it challenging to disconnect or 

isolate themselves from their jobs.  'Engagement is important for managers to cultivate, 

given that disengagement or alienation is central to the problem of workers lack of 

commitment' (Aktouf, 1992, cited by Geldenhuys et al., 2014:3).  ‘For workers to turn-up and 
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be engaged, three psychological conditions need to be present; meaningfulness, safety, and 

availability' (Khan, 1990:703). 

2.5. Psychological conditions necessary for employee engagement or dis-

engagement at work 

People occupy roles at work and utilise various degrees of themselves, either physically, 

cognitively and / or emotionally, in those roles they perform.  The belief is that for people to 

be content with the 'fit of the costumes' they wear at work, the more they have to invest of 

themselves to perform within the boundaries of their roles.  Their performance is more 

stimulating to them. 

Khan (1990) examined previous research where the levels of commitment and involvement 

were maintained at average levels over time.  The research looked at degrees of job 

involvement, commitment to organisations, and alienation at work in the form of self-

detachment.  The research suggests that members reach and hold enduring stances to 

levels of commitment, involvement and alienation.  

Khan’s (1990) research is based on the assumption that people bring various human 

complexities to work each day.  The reason people bring their various personas to their 

workplace is in response to the transitory ebbs and flows of the day and to express 

themselves at some moments and defend themselves at others.  Khan (1990) theorises that 

previous research did not go to the core of what it means to be psychologically present in 

particular moments and situations.  He argues that deeply probing into people’s experience 

and situations during discrete moments that make up their work lives is a better measure of 

engagement or disengagement in the workplace, and contends that the processes of how 

people present or absent themselves during their task performances are moulded through 

their psychological experiences at work and work situations (Khan, 1990).  

Khan (1990) grounds his research against previous researchers who theorise that different 

concepts are,  

'… needed to fit organisational life, which was ongoing, emotionally charged and 

psychologically charged: concepts that proposed the idea that people are inherently 

uncertain about being members of ongoing groups and systems and seek to protect 

themselves from both isolation and engulfment by alternatively pulling away from and 
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moving towards their memberships.  These pulls and pushes are people’s 

adjustment of self-in-role, as a coping mechanism to both internal uncertainties and 

external conditions' (Khan, 1990:694).  

Khan (1990:694) describes personal engagement as 'the harnessing of organisation 

members’ selves to their work roles', and personal disengagement as 'uncoupling of selves 

from work roles'.  The personal engagement and disengagement relates to people's 

physical, cognitive and emotional expression of self during role performances. 

2.6. Personal engagement and disengagement 

Khan (1990) describes 'personal engagement' as when people engage and express their 

preferred selves in task behaviours in the workplace.  These behaviours enhance 

connections to the work and others at the workplace.  It allows people to bring themselves 

fully into their 'preferred selves' role performances.  He proposes that given the appropriate 

situations, people have aspects of themselves that they prefer to use in the course of their 

role performances.  When people are personally engaged, they express their preferred self 

which produces behaviours that 'bring alive the relation of self to role' (Khan, 1990:700).  

Converse to personal engagement, personal disengagement is, 

'… the simultaneous withdrawal and defence of a person's preferred self in 

behaviours that promote a lack of connection, physical, cognitive, and emotional 

absence, and passive, incomplete role performances.  People perform roles as 

external scripts dictate.  Rather than interpret those roles, they act as curators rather 

than visionaries.  They become physically uninvolved in tasks, cognitively unvigilant 

and emotionally distant from others in ways that hide their feelings, their creativity, 

their beliefs, their values and their personal connections' (Khan, 1990:702).  

2.7. Psychological conditions 

The psychological contract is a relatively modern term used to describe the relationship 

between the employer and employee.  It can be regarded as an emotional bond between the 

employer and employee.  From the employee’s perspective, the dynamism of the 

psychological contract depends on how far the employee believes the organisation is in 

gratifying its apparent obligations above and beyond the formal written contract of 
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employment (Roy & Konwar, 2019).  In return, the employer expects loyalty, commitment, 

and trust, amongst other tenets, from the employee.  Failure of the psychological contract 

can result in employees not working together with the organisation and this can endanger 

the functioning of the organisation. 

Roy and Konwar (2019) make the argument that employees who perceive the organisation 

as treating them fairly, respecting their efforts and justly rewarding for their efforts feel 

obligated to respond by working hard and avoiding harming the organisation.  The 

psychological contract itself can possibly impact the workforce's happiness as a whole.  

Khan’s premise is that, 

'… people employ and express or withdraw and defend their preferred selves on the 

basis of their psychological experiences of self-in-role.  The psychological conditions 

were deduced through an inductive analysis and three conditions emerged; 

meaningfulness, safety, and availability. These three psychological conditions 

shaped how people inhabited their roles.  People within an organisation 

unconsciously asked themselves three questions in each task situation:(1) how 

meaningful is it for me to bring myself into this performance? (2) how safe is it to do 

so? and (3) how available am I to do so?' (Khan, 1990:203). 

People evaluate the benefits, the meaningfulness, the assurances or the safety they 

perceive they have when evaluating their personal engagement in the work environment.  

That is, whether they are willing to bring their psychological availability to the organisation. 

Psychological meaningfulness is experienced when people feel useful and valuable.  They 

need to know that they make a difference to the organisation and that they are not taken for 

granted.  Psychological meaningfulness can be viewed as the feeling that the individual is 

getting a return on the investment of one’s self in the job.   

A lack of meaningfulness is associated with a feeling that little is expected and that there is 

not much room for individuals to give of their selves or receive in their work role 

performance.  This is a reflection of how people invest themselves in their work roles and 

tasks.  Khan (1990:704) states that from the two studies he conducted, the results suggest 

that people 'were personally engaging in situations where there was more psychological 

meaningfulness than in which they were disengaging'.  His data indicates that three factors 
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influence psychological meaningfulness; task characteristics, role characteristics, and work 

interactions' (Khan, 1990:704). 

When people feel psychologically safe in their work environment, they feel empowered to 

employ their self without fear of negative repercussions to their self-esteem, organisational 

status, or career.  They trust that they will not suffer negative consequences for personally 

engaging.  Enabled people feel safe and participate willingly.  Conditions that promote trust 

are situations that are predictable, consistent, clear, and non-threatening.  Personal 

engagement is deemed too risky when situations are unclear, inconsistent, unpredictable, 

and threatening. 

Khan’s (1990:708) data shows that there are 'four factors that directly influence 

psychological safety: interpersonal relationships, group and intergroup dynamics, 

management style, and processes and organisational norms'.  

2.8. Psychological availability 

Psychological availability measures how ready people are to engage at the workplace, given 

the distractions they experience as members of social systems.  It is people having the 

sense that they have the physical, emotional and psychological resources to engage at a 

particular moment.  This depends on how they are coping with the work and non-work 

demands of their lives.  

Psychological availability assesses the readiness, or confidence, of a person to engage in 

his/her work role, given that individuals are engaged in many other life activities (May, Gilson 

& Hartner, 2004).   

Khans’ data indicates that there are 'four types of distractions that influence psychological 

availability.  These refer to depletion of physical energy, depletion of emotional energy, 

individual insecurities, and outside lives' (Khan, 1990:714). 

2.8.1.  Physical energy 

Higher levels of physical energy, physical strength and mental readiness are required for 

personal engagement, whereas personal disengagement does not require these attributes.  

Most jobs require some level of physical activity while some jobs demand significant physical 
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input and can result in injury.  When people are depleted, they personally disengage.  

People are simply too worn out and unavailable to engage. 

In a meta-analysis of non-clinical studies on physical fitness and psychological health, Plante 

and Rodin (1990), conclude that exercise and physical fitness improves mood and 

psychological well-being. Having the physical fitness to endure the rigours of the workplace 

can definitely enhance psychological availability.  

2.8.2.  Emotional energy 

Emotional resources are needed for people to meet the demands of personally engaging in 

the workplace.  The idea is that engaging and expressing oneself in tasks requires emotional 

effort that takes a certain level of emotionality that personally disengaging does not.  This is 

especially true in service sector jobs such as social services etc.  When people are 

emotionally drained and do not have anything left to give, they withdraw. 

In their study, Lin and Johnson (2015) show that feelings of mental fatigue impacts their 

“voice behaviour”, which subsequently limits their work behaviours. “Voice behaviour” is the 

term the researchers used to describe communication behaviour, where employees express 

ideas and opinions constructively. 

2.8.3.  Insecurity 

'Psychological availability corresponds to how secure people feel about their work 

and their status within the organisation. Individuals need to feel secure about their 

selves for them to express their selves in social systems. Insecurities distract people 

from bringing their selves fully into their work' (Khan, 1990:715). 

For people to focus on tasks, rather than their anxieties, they need to have security in their 

workplace status and in their abilities.  A second dimension of insecurity is when people 

focus on how they are perceived and judged by others.  When this occurs, people can 

become too distracted to personally engage.  External indicators become more important 

than internal cues.  

A third facet to insecurity is people’s uncertainty about their place in the organisation and its 

principles.  This uncertainty results in people becoming preoccupied and having little energy, 
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space or desire to express themselves in their tasks.  It could be difficult for people to 

personally engage when the organisation's values do not fit with their own (Khan, 1990:715).  

2.8.4.  Outside life 

An individual's personal life can influence their psychological availability.  It has the potential 

to mentally remove them from their work role performances.  When people become too 

preoccupied with their non-work lives, they do not have the energy to invest in their role 

performances.  Their non-work life becomes a distraction.   

Rothmann and Baumann (2014), established a strong work-home interaction in their study of 

mine workers residing in towns distant from their workplace. Psychological meaningfulness 

was impacted negatively when the work-home interaction was unfavourable. On the other 

hand, there was always the possibility that outside lives revitalise them and they draw 

energy from their non-work lives that can boost their role performances. 

2.9. Task, role and work dynamics 

Delving into the research of Hackman and Oldham (1980), Khan (1990:704) proposes five 

task attributes that contribute to psychological meaningfulness; 'work that was challenging, 

clearly delineated, varied, creative and somewhat autonomous.  Autonomy resulted in 

people having a sense of ownership over the work'. 

Two elements of work roles that shape the experience of psychological meaningfulness are 

indicated in Khan's (1990) data.  The first of the two components is that roles carry identities 

that organisational members are implicitly required to adopt.  The other component is the 

influence, or status, that the roles carry.  In the first constituent, psychological 

meaningfulness is experienced depending on how members like or dislike those identities 

and the stance towards others that the role requires.  In the second constituent, the status or 

influence that the role carries influences the sense of psychological meaningfulness that the 

members experience.  The roles that allow more influence or offer higher status are 

experienced as more meaningful.  Role status is important because members use it as an 

indicator of how central and needed in their organisation they are. 

Psychological meaningfulness is evident to members when their tasks include rewarding 

personal interactions with co-workers and people.  Meaningfulness occurs when members 
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are recognised by others as individuals who own their roles and are not just role occupants.  

This distinction is important to the magnitude of self-worth and self-respect members feel at 

work.  Meaningful interactions allow members to feel appreciated and respected. 

2.10. Interpersonal and group relationships 

Supporting and trusting interpersonal relationships promote psychological safety.  Such 

relationships have flexibility that allows people to try and perhaps fail.  People do not have to 

fear the consequences of failure.  People feel safer in climates that are characterised by 

openness.  When they feel disconnected from others, they do not sense such safety.  

Criticism in good interpersonal relationships at work is characterised as constructive rather 

than destructive.  

Threats are reflected in the superior and subordinate roles.  Relations among people at 

different levels of the chain of command are more inhibited and intimidating than relations 

with colleagues on the same organisational level.  Threats from superiors are quite real and 

can change, or even end, a subordinate’s role.  People are quick to withdraw from threats 

from the higher echelons than threats from peers. 

Within groups, social systems have a character that goes beyond the mentality of individual 

members, connecting them by unconscious alliances and collusions.  The various 

unconscious roles that individuals assume within groups influence psychological safety.  

Group dynamics are therefore defined as the unconscious performances that characterise 

the more conscious workings of the organisation.  

'Unconsciously, members of a work group act out plays that allay anxieties within the 

group. Unspoken roles are somewhat safe or unsafe havens from which people can 

personally engage, depending on how much respect and authority the roles receive' 

(Khan, 1990:709).  

The hierarchy of power and authority among individuals in groups in organisations can 

directly affect the psychological safety of other individuals in the group. 
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2.11. Management style and organisational norms 

A supportive, robust, and instructive management amplifies psychological safety.  High 

quality relationships are positively associated with psychological safety (Carmeli, Brueller & 

Dutton, 2009).  Like supportive interpersonal relationships, supportive managerial 

environments allow people to try and fail without fear of consequences. 

People seem to feel safe when management allows them to have more control of their work.  

They feel trusted, and as a result can push boundaries and experiment.  On the other hand, 

a reluctance by management to loosen control sends a message to the employees that they 

are not to be trusted and should fear over stepping their boundaries.  This fear is heightened 

when managers are erratic or hypercritical in their behaviour.  In these circumstances, 

people do not feel safe enough to invest themselves in their work. 

'People need to feel that their authority figures are competent and secure enough in 

their visions to create paths along which subordinates can follow safely.  People’s 

sense of security with a managerial environment can set limits on how safe they felt 

engaging and expressing their selves' (Khan, 1990:712).  

People feel safe when their role performances stay within the confines of organisational 

norms.  The norms that are expected are the generally accepted behaviours of the particular 

organisation.  People feel safer when they stay within general and commonly appropriate 

ways of working than people who stray outside those protective boundaries.  Deviating from 

the norms of generally accepted behaviour is a source of anxiety and frustration, especially 

for people with low status and power within the organisation.  

Where there is a lack of protective boundaries, people choose to guard themselves by 

withdrawing into themselves as they feel unsafe.  People choose to create internal 

boundaries as a protective measure when there is a lack of external boundaries between 

themselves and others. 

Below is a table summarising Khan’s (1990) work.  It describes the three psychological 

conditions necessary for people to engage at work and the various influences that affect the 

individual situations.  The individual characteristics shape the individual's experiences of 

themselves and their work situations.  The interaction between their work roles and 

themselves explains the three psychological conditions. 
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Table 2-1: Dimensions of psychological conditions (Khan, 1990:705) 

Dimensions Meaningfulness Safety Availability 

Definition Sense of return on 
investments of self in role 
performances. 

Sense of being able to 
show employ self without 
fear of negative 
consequences to self-
image, status or career. 

Sense of possessing the 
physical, emotional and 
psychological resources 
necessary for investing 
self in role performances. 

Experiential 
Components 

Feel worthwhile, valued 
and valuable; feel able to 
give and receive from 
work others in the course 
of work. 

Feel situations are 
trustworthy, secure, 
predictable and clear in 
terms of behavioral 
consequences. 

Feel capable of driving 
physical, intellectual and 
emotional energies into 
role performance. 

Types of 
Influence 

Work elements that create 
incentives or disincentives 
for investments of self. 

Elements of social 
systems that create 
situations that are more 
or less predictable, 
consistent and non-
threatening. 

Individual distractions that 
are more or less 
preoccupying in role 
performance situations. 

Influences Tasks: Jobs involving 
more or less challenge, 
variety, creativity, 
autonomy and clear 
delineation of procedures 
and goals. 

Interpersonal 
Relationships: Ongoing 
relationships that offer 
more or less support, 
trust, openness, flexibility 
and lack of threat. 

Physical Energies: 
Existing levels physical 
resources available for 
investment into role 
performances. 

 Roles: Formal positions 
that offer more or less 
attractive identities, 
though fit with a preferred 
self-image and status and 
influence 

Group & Group 
Dynamics: Informal, often 
unconscious roles that 
leave more or less room 
to safely express various 
parts of self; shaped by 
dynamics within and 
between groups in 
organisations. 

Emotional Energies: 
Existing levels of 
emotional resources 
available for investment 
into role performances. 

 Work Interactions: 
Interpersonal interactions 
with more or less 
promotion of dignity, self-
appreciation, sense of 
value, and the inclusion of 
personal as well as 
professional elements. 

Management Style & 
Process: Leader 
behaviors that show more 
or less support, 
resilience, consistency, 
trust and competence. 

Insecurity: Levels of 
confidence in own abilities 
and status, self-
consciousness and 
ambivalence about fit with 
social systems that leave 
more or less room for 
investment of self in role 
performances.   

  Organisational Norms: 
Shared system 
expectations about 
member behaviors and 
emotions that leave more 

Outside Life: Issues in 
peoples outside lives that 
leave them more or less 
available for investments 
of self during role 



29 

Dimensions Meaningfulness Safety Availability 

or less room for 
investments of self during 
role performance. 

performances. 

The table above is included to simplify and summarise what is complicated insight into the 

interaction between the individual and their workplace.  It is a multi-factorial and multi-

dimensional relationship.  The grounded theory described in Khan's (1990) research 

provides an in-depth understanding into people's behaviour in the workplace. 

2.12. Meaningful work paradigm 

In his book “the human side of enterprise”, Douglas McGregor discusses his Theory’s X and 

Y. The book juxtaposes the philosophies of management Theory X and management Theory 

Y. These theories are not going to be discussed in this review but McGregor does suggest in 

his discussions of Theory Y that human beings have an intrinsic need for work that is 

meaningful (McGregor, 1960). Philosophers, such as McGregor, have proposed that, as 

humans’ needs moved from basic survival needs to higher order needs, the needs become 

more deep-rooted and introspective in character.  These higher order needs fit into Maslow’s 

(1943) hierarchy of needs where individuals pursue self-actualisation.  In pursuing self-

actualisation, people strive to develop their potential, expressing themselves to the fullest in 

an endeavour to achieve personal fulfilment.  Personal fulfilment is not an end-state but an 

ongoing process.  Chalofsky (2003) cites Ackoff (1981) and says people make significant 

progress to purpose and meaning instead of mere existence when they have meaningful 

choices. 

Through inspirational speeches, vision, and cultural management, the role of the leader has 

been seen as central over the past decades to generating meaning for their employees.  

Generally, employees can be seen as empty receptacles for the leaders to imbue with 

meaning.  However, what many leaders find is that this approach of managing meaning is 

multifaceted, hard to maintain, can be controversial, and can also backfire.  

The past decades have seen increased effort by leaders to motivate people.  Charismatic, 

authentic, and servant leadership styles have been bandied about as they focus on the 

leader's ability to motivate people.  However, what Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2013) find 

surprising is how little reference there is to the role of the leader in relation to meaningful 
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work.  What is found is that leaders are more effective when they define their role as 

removing barriers to what makes work meaningful for people.  'The workforce needs to be 

allowed to be adults and work from what is meaningful to them and top-down models are no 

longer effective’ (Carney & Getz, 2009:2288, cited by Lips-Wiersma, 2013). 

In his paper 'An emerging construct of meaningful work', Chalofsky (2003) focuses on the 

literature from motivation theorists who deal with work as a motivational construct, and he 

proposes that three themes emerge; 'the sense of self', 'the work itself' and 'the sense of 

balance'.  These themes tie in very appropriately with Lips-Wiersma and Wright’s Map of 

Meaning (1987), which has four dimensions of meaningful work; Developing and becoming 

self, Unity with others, Expressing full self, and Service to others.  Lips-Wiersma and 

Wright’s 1987 Map of Meaning has tensions between self and others, and being and doing, 

and these authors call for these tensions to be in balance for the individual to experience 

meaningful work. 

'Meaning in work, or meaningful work suggests an inclusive state of being' (Chalofsky, 

2003).  For most people, working comprises most of the activities that make up our 

conscious (daily) lives, and meaningful work is the way we express the meaning and 

purpose of our lives.  The literature over the last 15 years indicates that meaningful work can 

contribute significantly to meeting one's purpose in life. 

Chalofsky (2003) quotes the 'Meaning of Working' (1987) research paper that shows that 

while economics is the predominant rationale for working, the second most valued outcome 

of work is the need to express oneself through working.  'Interesting work was the part of 

what was called the self-expression dimension, which also included person-job fit, autonomy 

and variety' (Chalofsky, 2003:74).  Chalofsky (2003) cites Wisher’s (1991) study which 

reveals that among other constructs of job satisfaction, meaning of work was the construct 

which best predicted job satisfaction. 

Positive or negative, the workplace is unavoidably linked to one’s existence.  The concept of 

meaning itself can be construed from many viewpoints.  Geldenhuys et al. (2014:2) cite 

Seligman (2002) in that, 

'… meaning allows individuals to transcend, either through promoting positive social 

relationships or connecting through a higher power and also, individuals are bound to 



31 

find meaning in their lives when they view their lives as purposeful, significant and 

understandable'. 

Geldenhuys, Laba and Venter (2014:2) also cite Frankl (1984); '… meaningfulness is a 

factor of psychological well-being and therefore it is important for individuals to find meaning 

in life'. 

Meaningfulness, when related to work, has two facets; meaningful work and psychological 

meaningfulness.  Geldenhuys et al. (2014) cite Hackman and Oldham (1975) saying that the 

definition of meaningful work is the degree that an employee experiences the job as 

meaningful, cherished, and worthwhile.  'Psychological Meaningfulness is defined as the 

value of a work goal or purpose, judged in relation to an individual’s own ideals or standards' 

(May, Gilson & Harter, 2007, cited by Geldenhuys et al., 2014:3). 

2.12.1  Sense of self 

Chalofsky (2003) cites several theorists noting that an individual’s ability to achieve meaning 

from work depends on what one brings to the work itself.  Work commitment and work 

orientation are designators through which people assign particular meaning to the work they 

do.  Work commitment represents the relative contribution of work to the sense of self, and 

work orientation reflects the significance people ascribe to the various rewards available 

from the work they do (Chalofsky, 2003:74). 

To some extent, 'people who love their work and find meaning in it realise that the work 

experience is dependent on what they contribute to it' (Connelly, 1985, cited by Chalofsky 

2003:75).  'The ability to find meaning in one’s work is an expression of one’s sense of self' 

(Pitts, 1995, cited by Chalofsky, 2003:75).  'A central aspect of one's spirituality involves the 

meaning of one’s work' (Neck & Milliman, 1994, cited by Chalofsky, 2003:75).   

'People are not only goal orientated but are motivated to maintain and enhance their 

self-esteem, self-worth, and self-consistency.  Work motivation could increase when 

job related identities are prominent in the concept of self and work engagement offers 

opportunities for enhancing self-esteem, and self-worth through actions that are 

consistent with a person’s sense of self' (Shamir, 1991, cited by Chalofsky 2003:75). 
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2.12.2.  The work itself 

The so-called 'flow state' can best be described as the state of being completely immersed in 

an activity.  The flow state can also refer to people  

'…who experience a sense of disappointment when they achieve an objective in their 

performance because the act of performing is the motivator and not the 

accomplishment of the task.  Success is secondary to the work itself and risk of 

failure increases the challenge and learning' (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, cited by 

Chalofsky, 2003:75).  

People who are technical experts and regarded as 'gold collar' employees are in great 

demand.  They know that they can go anywhere and can earn as much salary as they 

desire.  They are more motivated by 'their ability to have an impact on the organisations 

effectiveness through the work they do rather than the end-goal of money or status' (Gayle, 

1997, cited by Chalofsky, 2003:76).  'Self-authority, participatory work practices and 

continuous growth and development are integral to the meaning of work' (Deems, 1997, 

cited by Chalofsky 2003:76). 

2.12.3.  Sense of balance 

'A work-life balance, autonomy, giving to others, personal growth and emotional well-being 

are themes that are important in the meaning of work, to achieving an integrated whole' 

(Svendson, 1997; Rulle, 1999; Jaeger, 1994; Allen, 1996; Mukri, 1998; all cited by Chalofsky 

2003:76).  'Meaningful work could be established by ensuring alignment between an 

individual’s competencies, values and purpose and those of the organisation' (Chalofsky, 

2003:77). 

Meaningful work requires an interplay of 'sense of self', 'the work itself' and the 'sense of 

balance'.  No single factor is more important than the other.  There is interdependence 

between these factors; best described by the words 'integrated wholeness'.  These themes 

represent a deeper level of motivation than traditional intrinsic values such as a sense of 

accomplishment, pride, satisfaction of finishing a task, and praise of a supervisor.  A new 

paradigm has emerged that takes the 'concept of intrinsic motivation to a deeper 

evolutionary level' (Chalofsky, 2003:78). 
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2.12.4.  Whose responsibility is meaningful work? 

In his paper 'Whose Responsibility is Meaningful Work', Michaelson (2011) argues that when 

the happiness of the employee is at issue, there is 'little doubt in this realm of thought as to 

who is responsible for meaningful work: the party in control' (Michaelson, 2011).  He states 

that it is the responsibility of the employer to maintain the conditions necessary for the 

worker to choose to exercise his or her talents in the potential search of meaningful work.  

However, this does not imply that it is the employer’s responsibility to provide meaningful 

work, but merely a duty 'not to deprive the worker of the possibility of meaningful work' 

(Michaelson, 2011:552). 

Michaelson discusses Muirhead’s (2004) paper, where work is divided into two dimensions; 

objective work and subjective work.  Objective work concerns 'social fit' in which workers are 

seen as factors of production and that, in conjunction with technology, employees meet the 

task of continuous market demands for production.  Subjective work is the 'personal fit' in 

which emancipated and mindful employees decide for themselves whether they are a fit for 

the organisation and the type of work they are performing (Michaelson, 2011:550). 

Michaelson quotes Bowie's (1998) six Kantian characteristics of meaningful work: 

2.12.4.1. Meaningful work is work that is freely entered into. 

2.12.4.2. Meaningful work allows the worker to exercise autonomy and independence. 

2.12.4.3. Meaningful work allows the worker to develop their rational capacities. 

2.12.4.4. Meaningful work provides a wage sufficient for physical welfare. 

2.12.4.5. Meaningful work supports the moral development of employees. 

2.12.4.6. Meaningful work is not paternalistic in the sense of interfering with the 

employees’ conception of how he or she wishes to obtain happiness. 
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2.12.5  First and second order needs 

Michaelson (2011:551) divides the requirements into first order needs that address physical 

well-being, and second order needs which address meaningful work.   

'… the first order needs such as characteristics (2.12.4.1) and (2.12.4.4) safeguard 

workers' basic rights to physical well-being.  Characteristics (2.12.4.2) and (2.12.4.3) 

address second order needs such as rational development and autonomy.  

Characteristics (2.12.4.5) and (2.12.4.6) address both first and second order needs 

depending on what kind of happiness and moral aims the worker wishes to achieve' 

(Michaelson 2011:552). 

Michaelson quotes Nozvic (1974) indicating that there are, 

'… two challenges to the burden placed on the employer to provide meaningful work.  

The first challenge is a practical challenge to holding the employer responsible for 

sustaining conditions that make the choice of meaningful work possible, as it is not 

fair to hold employers accountable for something that they are not in a pragmatic 

position to carry out.  Simply stated, an employer’s responsibility for making 

meaningful work possible is limited to those circumstances in which meaningful work 

is reasonably possible' (Michaelson 2011:553).  

The second challenge is that it is not clear if all workers desire meaningful work.  Workers' 

interests might lie in more material satisfaction rather than higher order needs such as 

meaningful work.  Higher paying jobs might be more desirable for the material rewards 

offered. 

Michaelson (2011) questions the idiosyncratic aspect of meaningful work as a moral 

responsibility, and whether it is a moral responsibility to pursue meaningful work when the 

only stakeholder is oneself.  He states that the reason for the reservation is that increasing 

material wealth in developing countries such as China does not necessarily lead to 

increasing happiness, and job satisfaction has been at its lowest level in affluent countries 

for the past two decades (Michaelson, 2011).  

The morality issue comes about from the anecdote, 'to live a life lacking in meaning is to 

squander a life'.   
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'Thus, if you waste your chance at life and work, there is always a possibility that 

someone else would not have wasted your choice, had it been theirs.  The potentially 

stronger claim for moral responsibility for meaningful work is that when we have the 

option to choose work, we have a moral responsibility to choose work that is 

meaningful to our own and others interests' (Michaelson, (2011:554). 

Ultimately, Michaelson (2011:548) states in his findings 'that there is a negative duty on the 

part of the employer not to deprive the worker of the possibility to choose work that is 

meaningful'  

2.13. Epistemology 

Crotty (2003: 3) describes epistemology as “a way of understanding and explaining how we 

know what we know”.  

To get to the truth, this researcher chose objectivism as the philosophical perspective of 

looking at the nature of reality and making sense of it. Objectivism contends that there is 

only one correct description of reality, whether we are knowledgeable of this actuality or not. 

Objectivist epistemology maintains that meaning and therefore truth exists, regardless of 

whether anyone knows or acknowledges the existence of this truth (Crotty, 2003).  

To attain the research aim and objectives, positivism was used as the study paradigm. In 

this paradigm, the role of the researcher is limited to data collection and interpretation of the 

data is done in an objective manner. Positivism can be understood as the theory of dealing 

with a reality which can be scientifically verified. 

An objectivist theoretical view was used to get at the truth as to whether the engineers 

employed at Eskom’s power generating stations were experiencing their work as meaningful 

or not. The path followed at attaining the truth in this study was objectivism, positivism, 

survey research and statistical analysis of the data. 

2.14. Conceptual model 

Lips-Wiersma and Wright (2012) developed the Map of Meaning framework, as they 

identified current measures of meaning as not (a) being precise, (b) not sufficiently 

separating individual meaningfulness from organisational experiences and outcomes, and 
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(c) not accounting for the ongoing dynamic of achieving a sense of wholeness or coherence, 

which is central to meaningful living. 

 

Figure 2-1: Framework for meaningful work (Map of Meaning) (Lips-Wiersma & Wright, 
2012:660) 

In developing the model, the researchers conducted two qualitative studies over several 

years.  The first research cycle was conducted between 2002 and 2004 and consisted of an 

in-depth, small sample, qualitative study complemented by study participants keeping a daily 

diary to record their personal experience of meaningful work.  The second research cycle 

from 2004 to 2006 consisted of action research in workshops in which there were 214 

participants.  The research 'focused on the manner in which research participants identified 

and actively took charge of meaning in their working lives' (Lips-Wiersma & Wright, 2012). 

The framework depicts tensions (doing, being, self and others) as being inherent in the 

search for meaning.  The researchers stress that these tensions are necessary, as a 

sustained lack thereof will lead to meaninglessness.  The tensions lead to balance but one 
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can never quite achieve this balance fully.  The result is an ongoing search for balance that 

helps participants re-evaluate what is meaningful for them. 

This model of meaningful work, while being similar, is considerably different from the 

concepts of calling, intrinsic motivation, work engagement, and work values.  With this 

model, the researchers are attempting to consolidate how the concept of meaningful work 

should be determined, measured, and used.  'While what makes work meaningful is 

personal to an individual's needs, research shows that meaning has clear and common 

dimensions' (Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2013).  

The researchers developed and then rigorously tested the Map of Meaning over 11 years 

(Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2013:225).  This was by means of qualitative and quantitative 

research methodologies, and as stated, it is a tool that captures what people have always 

known to be significant about their work lives.  The map is a visual aid that allows people to 

see all the dimensions of what makes work meaningful so that nothing can be overlooked. 

The map is clear and shows that people should aim to remain centred between the 

dimensions that tug and pull at them during their work lives.  The researchers have shown 

that putting too much emphasis on a dimension, or unintentionally moving too much towards 

a specific dimension, leads to meaninglessness and unhappiness (Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 

2013).  Thus, the ideal position to be on the Map of Meaning is equidistant between the 

dimensions of doing, being, self, and others. 

2.14.1.  Increasing organisational responsiveness through meaningful work 

Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2013) find that once people become responsible for actively 

shaping their experiences of meaningful work, they become established, perceptive, 

vigorous, devoted, and full of life.  Once people get in touch with what is meaningful to them, 

they act quickly and decisively because working meaningfully releases energy.  The result is 

that the organisation becomes more responsive to customer needs. 

2.14.2. Constructive co-creation and reduction of blame through meaningful 

work 

While many motivational practices in the workplace, such as organisational culture, vision 

management and vocation, focus on the needs of the organisation, many individuals ask 
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'what’s in it for me?'  This is a good question to ask because when people feel connected to 

the processes, they feel nurtured by the processes and bond with the organisation.  They 

feel useful which energises them, and this allows them to commit to the organisation.  The 

Map of Meaning allows people to see where they fit in with the organisation.  

Because people have common sources of meaning, they form a bi-directional bond with the 

organisation where they associate the organisation with personal, and personal with 

organisation.  The organisation's goals become theirs and vice versa (Lips-Wiersma & 

Morris, 2013). 

2.14.3.  Attending to the whole of what makes work meaningful 

When an organisation is service-orientated, the work is assumed to be meaningful.  

However, this does not assure work is meaningful.  'Service to others' is just one dimension 

of the meaningful work experience.  Work only becomes meaningful when all parts of the 

human experience can be brought into balance.  Focusing on one dimension for too long 

destroys meaning.  When only one dimension of the work experience is exaggerated, 

meaning is destroyed.  Destruction of meaning leads to inauthenticity and a disconnection 

from the self, which results in thoughtless actions and compromised values (Lips-Wiersma & 

Morris, 2013:230). 

Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2013) state that,  

'All aspects of meaningful work are important.  If any aspect is underdeveloped for 

too long, people change jobs, become stressed out, switch of, or shift their energy to 

meaningful activities outside of work.  The Map of Meaning allows people to see 

particular patterns in relation the whole, so when it is used to diagnose a problem, 

the solution is holistic and sustainable'. 

2.14.4.  The gap between vision and aspiration and the current reality 

Life takes place somewhere between dreamland and truth, and between optimism and 

disenchantment, and human existence swings wildly between the two extremes, including 

life within organisations.  While people are often inspired by an exceptional vision, reality 

often intrudes.  Reality becomes the burial ground of inspiration.  
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After hearing motivational speeches and visionary ideas, people often say to themselves and 

others, 'Let’s be real here', 'Our budgets cannot handle this' and 'Oh boy! Here we go again'.  

While the motivational speeches and grand visions are great, it is never going to happen 

because of organisational politics, lack or resources, and other organisational realities.  A 

sense of meaninglessness is created when the organisation is portrayed as being without 

flaws and this is inconsistent with the employees’ reality of the same organisation.  There is 

a direct conflict between the messages of confidence from the organisation and the 

employees’ experience of the reality of the workplace (Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2013). 

Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2013) quote Sternberg (2008) and state that the six fallacies failed 

leaders commit are unrealistic optimism, moral disengagement, egocentrism, omniscience, 

omnipotence and invulnerability.  

2.14.4.1. Unrealistic Optimism 

The leader has such an extremely strong belief in self and/or positional power that they 

believe that anything they do will turn out successful, regardless of how irrational or 

unscrupulous their actions may be. 

2.14.4.2. Moral Disengagement 

This misjudgement is made when the leader believes that ethical compliance is for others 

but not for themselves. The leader believes that they are above acting ethically. Simply put, 

this leader believes in the adage that others must “do as I say and not do as I do”. 

2.14.4.3. Egocentrism:  

The leader comes to the belief that their positional power is for their self-promotion. This 

individual is ambitious and ethics take “a back seat” to self-glorification.   

2.14.4.4. Omniscience 

In this cognitive fallacy, the leader sees themselves as all-knowing. There is such a strong 

belief in their intelligence, the leader repeats the same mistakes. The probability that he/she 

may be lacking knowledge, does not occur to them. 
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2.14.4.5. Omnipotence 

Historical figures such as Napoleon and Hitler are glaring examples of this leadership error. 

Both, in different periods of history, have tried to invade Russia despite these invasions 

being pointless and strategically flawed. These two leaders failed spectacularly which 

inevitably led to their downfall. Leaders who commit this fallacy believe they cannot make 

mistakes. 

2.14.4.6. Invulnerability:  

Here, the leader has such profound belief in their personal and positional power, they think 

they cannot be challenged. Their demise comes from underestimating the factors that lead 

to their downfall.  

'To avoid these six fallacies, leaders need to be a reflective practitioner, actively seek 

honest 360° feedback and look at and evaluate the results of their decisions.  The 

Map of Meaning can help the leader see both the vision and look at the reality of 

themselves and circumstances' (Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2013:232).  

Thus, it is important that leaders in organisations keep a balance between reality and vision. 

2.14.5. Understanding the organisation through the perspective of an individual 

employee 

Employees watch leaders’ actions to see if they practice what they preach.  Therefore, it is 

important for leaders to realise that for meaning not to be ruined, the view from the top must 

match the view from the bottom.  It is important for leaders to assess the effect their actions 

have on their employees.  Being a leader gives a unique view from the top that generally 

employees do not have.  Consequently, it is key for leaders to understand meaningful work 

to keep connected with what matters to each employee (Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2013).  

'Used effectively, the Map of Meaning gives insight into everyone in the organisation. 

It is a practical way of being in harmony, relating frankly and removing the 'them and 

us' so recurrent in organisations.  Consequently, it is easier for leaders to be 

authentic and do things that truly inspire and make a difference' (Lips-Wiersma et al., 

2013:233). 
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2.14.6.  Meaningful work simplifies and integrates 

Employees can experience the organisation as having conflict between vision, bureaucratic 

needs, and client demands.  Meaning is ruined when this happens because employees 

experience the organisation as a series of inconsistent, competing, and conflicting activities.  

This disjointed focus leaves the leaders and employees feeling that they can never be in 

control.  Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2013) theorise that the Map of Meaning can integrate this 

fragmented approach and offer a unifying framework by integrating people into all decisions 

and actions taken within the organisation.  When meaningful work is considered part of 

every decision, it integrates organisational practices. 

2.14.7.  Meaningful work correlates with corporate responsibility activities  

'Unity with others' logically has a correlation with unity with stakeholders and other corporate 

responsibility pillars.  'Developing full potential' flows into the innovation required for the 

environmental leg of corporate social responsibility.  'Developing the inner self' effortlessly 

flows into the reflectiveness required to be ethical in business, and 'service to others' 

logically encompasses the need to serve humanity.   

'The human need for balance contributes creating sustainable work practices which 

in turn support healthy communities.  In responsible organisations, inspiration is 

derived from a positive and hopeful view of humanity and the planet, and reality is 

seen as a vaccination against complacency and used to develop the humility to be 

self-critical about the inevitable gap between espoused values and actual practice' 

(Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2013:235). 

2.14.8.  Meaning is natural and simple 

'Meaningful work is neither a tool nor technique to be imposed on another person but 

rather a journey taken together.  Living meaningfully is a collective human quest and 

no person, including leaders, can claim to know more than another person about how 

to live meaningfully.  Meaningful work itself is not simplistic and the various 

dimensions of meaningful work are in constant flux.  The Map of Meaning allows 

people to reconnect with the current state of their meaningfulness and as a result, 

connect with the organisation' (Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2013:236). 
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2.14.9.  Authentic living 

Authentic living is based on personal discovery and free choice.   

'For meaning to be meaningful, every person has to uncover that meaning for 

themselves; it cannot be prescribed or defined by others.  It has to be decided and 

owned by the individual, not received or found' (Kekes, 1986, cited by Lips-Wiersma 

& Morris, 2009:494). 

Meaninglessness, however, results when meaning is predetermined or planned.  When this 

happens, it is no longer authentic.  The worker loses motivation as meaning has to be 

created, and the dilemma arises as to how to get the worker to produce when they are not 

motivated to perform (Sievers, 1994, cited by Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009). 

2.14.10. Moral living 

People experience meaningfulness in their daily lives by practising qualities such as 

consideration, morality, compassion, and devotion.  These virtues are regarded as ‘acts of 

meaning’ (Bruner, 1990, cited by Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009).  'Enacting such virtues 

requires an ‘in the moment awareness’ of how one's speech and actions are affecting others 

based on some conscious or subconscious awareness of the existential significance of such 

actions (Gardner, 1993, cited by Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009:494).  'Work is regarded as 

meaningful when it supports the moral development of the individuals' (Bowie, 1998 cited by 

Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009:494). 

Conversely, meaninglessness occurs when the moral capacity of individuals is reduced.  

This occurs when the ethical capacity of workers is reduced by excessive management 

control or by the indirect or direct support of immoral behaviour to further political agendas or 

profit.  Such behaviour can make work meaningless as it reduces the individual's cognisance 

of how their actions or words influence others. 

2.14.11. Dignified living 

'The moral meaning of work begins with the argument as to whether the work is degrading or 

enabling' (Wolf, 1997 cited by Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009:495).  It is consistently found 

that one of the pillars of dignified living rests on the opportunity of right to work and the 
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freedom to make choices with the proviso that paid work is by no means the only or most 

obvious path to meaningful living.  The right to work and the freedom to make choices are 

the opportunities that have consistently been found to be within the pillar of dignified living; 

the disclaimer being that paid work is not the only or most evident path to living meaningfully. 

2.14.12. The four sources of meaningful work  

The four sources of meaningful work, according to Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2009) are: 

2.14.12.1. Developing and becoming self 

There are three sub-themes of ‘developing and becoming self’.  They are 'moral 

development', 'personal growth' and 'staying true to oneself'.  People experience moral 

development through the day-to-day application of their values and virtues.  Meaningful work 

is also experienced when people undergo personal growth through ongoing learnings and 

new responsibilities.  Finally, meaningfulness is experienced as a result of ‘being true to 

oneself’.  This is done by maintaining one's unique identity within the organisation. 

2.14.12.2. Serving others 

The two sub-themes of serving others are 'making a difference' and 'meeting the needs of 

humanity'.  People experience 'making a difference' through making a contribution to others 

within the organisation.  'Meeting the needs of others' is transcendent and is experienced 

when the individual sees the organisation they work for addressing social, economic and 

environmental issues. 

2.14.12.3. Unity with others 

There are three sub-themes within this source of meaningful work.  They are ‘sharing 

values’, ‘belonging’, and ‘working together'.  Meaningful work is experienced as a result of 

identifying others who share similar values to oneself and having these values underpin their 

actions.  ‘Belonging’ is the interdependence of human beings where one can care for others 

and be cared for in return within the organisation.  The act of doing something together with 

another individual or group creates an inherently meaningful connection because the 

experience of doing something together creates a bond of shared purpose. 
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2.14.12.4. Expressing full potential 

Expressing full potential is divided into three sub-themes; ‘creating’, ‘achieving’ and 

‘influencing’.  Creating can be described as not working towards a prescribed outcome, and 

people find the creation of new things or ideas highly rewarding.  The act of mastering 

something is something people find meaningful and gives a great sense of achievement, and 

influencing is experienced as meaningful through the ability to change a perspective or 

circumstance.  

2.14.13. Discussion on the four sources of meaningful work 

Meaningful work consists of a combination of meanings, articulated in research such as the 

concepts of social contribution, self-esteem, caring relationships, the ability to show one's 

true self, work that supports moral development, and working for the greater good. 

Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2009) state that despite research stating that the organisation can 

provide meaningful work, their findings show that the opposite is true.  Employees already 

have their own rich meaning and do not need organisations to provide them with meaning.  

They state that 'working with the meaningful purposes of the individual is at the foundation of 

the distinction between real and bogus empowerment', and that employees are not merely 

empty vessels (Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009). 

2.14.13.1. Being, doing, self and other 

Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2009) state that while meaningfulness is derived from the four 

sources of the Map of Meaning framework, the addressing of the tensions between being, 

doing, self, and other is important in sustaining the experience of meaning over time.  

Meaning is lost when the tensions can no longer be balanced or when one of the tensions 

exerts more pull than the others.  They state that the tug-of-war from the tensions will 

fluctuate over time, but that by paying attention and prioritising between the four different 

dimensions, meaningful work and living can be achieved. 

2.14.13.2. Inspiration 

In their research, Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2009) find that whether spiritual or not, their 

research participants experienced inspiration from their yearning to constantly further 
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themselves and the circumstances of others.  They also find that while inspiration can be 

derived from a variety of sources, a common premise is that people need time and cannot 

be rushed into tapping those sources.  Inspiration needs time to develop.  

2.14.13.3. Reality 

People are aware of the discrepancies between reality and the ideal, and are able to 

experience meaningfulness through understanding the reality of the organisational context.  

Rather than experience inauthenticity by pretending everything is ok, work is considered 

more meaningful when one is aware of the imperfections and problems facing the 

organisation. 

'Engaging with reality also means placing importance and meaning on the material 

reality.  A sufficient measure of reality, equal access to opportunities, and time to 

care for family or do voluntary work form a solid foundation for a meaningful life' 

(Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009:506). 

2.14.13.4. The relationship between inspiration and reality 

The gap between the desire to improve one’s own and other's situation, and the reality of the 

situation people find themselves in, is not always experienced as negative.  Rather, it is 

experienced as a fact.  People work with what they are currently exposed to in their daily 

lives.  The reality itself can be a source of inspiration.  

However, organisational initiatives that are seen to be addressing values in symbolic ways 

without addressing the workers' reality can lead to employees feeling a sense of 

meaninglessness.  When people find themselves spending an inordinate amount of time and 

effort on something they do not value or find no immediate, obvious purpose for, they are 

very likely to raise the question; what for?  Organisations need to know that lower order 

material issues such as work-life balance, realistic and equitable wages, and job security 

contribute to the experience of dignified work.  

Meaningful work is experienced when there is authentic engagement with the imperfect 

reality; engaging actively with the reality as well as striving for the ideal is meaningful 

because it is authentic.  'A threat to meaningful work is for workers to be without inspiration 

and to be inspired without the means to bring this to reality' (Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 
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2009:508).  The ongoing interaction between inspiration and understanding reality is an 

endless continuum.  

2.14.14. The four avenues for organisations to create meaningful work 

environments 

2.14.14.1. For meaning to exist, it has to be constructed, not received, or found.  

Meaning making is intrinsic to being human, and where possible, 

organisations should engage employees in developing vision, values and 

principles. 

2.14.14.2. When higher aspirations are called into being, people automatically look for 

discrepancies, mismatches and inauthentic expressions.  Organisation must 

develop tools to assist members in dealing with the tensions of Inspiration 

and Reality.  Dwelling on problems is unhealthy and leads to negativity and 

cynicism.   

2.14.14.3. Organisations need to be respectful of differences within the individuals while 

at the same time making relevant the commonality of human aspirations. 

2.14.14.4. Organisations must realise that the balance of the various life roles is a moral 

issue and shapes the creation of a healthy workplace and healthy society  

(Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009) 

Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2009) argue that while meaning should be made by the individual, 

the organisation has an impact on the experience of meaningful work by the employee.  It 

can be argued, therefore, that organisations have a duty to create an environment in which 

employees can seek meaningfulness in line with their own belief systems.  The rewards to 

the organisation can be immense with employees showing dedication, loyalty, longevity, 

enhanced productivity, and feelings of positivity towards the organisation. 
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2.15. Engineers and engineering 

Many of the engineers at Eskom power stations complain verbally about how they hardly did 

any real engineering work.  This is exactly the sentiment expressed by Trevelyan (2014) in 

his book 'The Making of an Expert Engineer'.  In the preface, he mentions that,  

'… many of the engineers that he met started out by telling him how they hardly did 

any real engineering work: design, calculations, and the solitary technical work that 

they learnt to do in engineering academic institutions'.   

Instead, their lives largely seemed to be filled with what one described as 'random madness’; 

seemingly trivial and routine paperwork, meetings, phone calls, frustrations, confusion, and 

misunderstandings.  In the words of Dilbert, the cartoon engineer created by Scott Adams in 

1989,  

'My job involves explaining things to idiots, who make decisions based on 

misinterpreting what I said.  Then, it is my job to fix the massive problems caused by 

the bad decisions’ (Trevelyan, 2014). 

2.15.1.  What is an engineer? 

Engineering is a profession directed towards the application of skills based on a body of 

distinctive knowledge in mathematics, science, and technology.  These fundamental skills 

must also be integrated with business and management skills, as well as knowledge, and to 

a lesser extent, people skills.  The knowledge bases of mathematics, science, technology, 

business, and management are gained by study, practice, and experience.  The knowledge 

bases are applied with judgement to develop ways to use economically the materials and 

forces of nature to benefit humankind (Nguyen, 1998:65). 

In the past, engineers were mainly concerned with the technical aspects of engineering.  

This has however changed over time.  There has been a shift from the fundamentals of 

engineering towards the non-technical aspects of engineering work.  The fundamental 

technical skills will always remain at the core of engineering work but there has been a 

movement towards educating engineers in the non-technical subjects to prepare them for 

working in a multidisciplinary environment.  The following are key areas of engineering: 
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2.15.1.1. Engineers are managers who engage across all spheres of a business and 

are leaders in business, industry, and society. 

2.15.1.2. The technically brilliant are the researchers, technological innovators, and 

specialists in specific fields.  

2.15.1.3. Systems engineers are experts in system specification and design, and can 

integrate a variety of engineering and non-engineering domains. 

2.15.1.4. Generalist engineers have a wide technical base and the ability to work 

across specialist boundaries. 

The absolute essential generic skills necessary for an engineer are technical knowledge, 

multidisciplinary skills, and attitude.  Industry in particular, values personal and professional 

attitudes.  Therefore, engineers are not only required to be technically knowledgeable but 

must know how to behave and operate within an organisation.  The ideal engineer is 

expected to possess a diversity of skills and attributes in both the technical and non-

technical arenas in order to function optimally within an organisation (Nguyen, 1998).  

2.15.2.  What do engineers really do? 

2.15.2.1. Engineers reduce the effort, the energy consumption and the materials 

needed to generate products.  This is achieved with production time 

constraints accounted for.   

2.15.2.2. Engineers provide, with reasonable accuracy, a forecast on the economic 

benefits, costs and time required to deliver projects.  Project management is 

also within this scope. 

2.15.2.3. A clear objective is for engineers to understand, establish, and formulate a 

client’s needs in the determination of engineering options. 

2.15.2.4. Engineers are trained and capable of determining the 'cost to benefit' ratios to 

assist with investment decisions. 
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2.15.2.5. With respect to projects, engineers are involved in the complete project life 

cycle, and that can include project management. 

2.15.2.6. Engineers forecast risks and uncertainties to reduce undesirable 

consequences, but also need to be prepared to take advantage of 

unpredictable opportunities.  

2.15.2.7. Engineers put procedures and method statements into place to reduce risks 

and uncertainties; particularly those caused by human error. 

2.15.2.8. Engineers achieve material input and energy consumption efficiencies without 

reducing product-manufacturing quality.  

2.15.2.9. An engineer always understands that time has a value.  

2.15.2.10. Engineers understand that improving product quality ensures customer 

loyalty.  

2.15.2.11. Engineers predict life cycle costs and the benefits of alternative solutions to 

guide management and decision makers  

(Trevelyan, 2014) 

2.15.3.  Why should the company employ an engineer? 

An engineer can do the following: 

2.15.3.1. Design better systems or products.  

2.15.3.2. Utilise new technologies  

2.15.3.3. Redesign systems to work more efficiently.  

2.15.3.4. Solve technical problems affecting existing systems. 
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2.15.3.5. Work out the underlying causes and rectify problems by redesigning or re-

engineering. 

2.15.3.6. Improve the quality and efficiency of processes and practices in the company. 

2.15.3.7. Offer contemporary insight into old problems  

(Trevelyan, 2014) 

2.15.4.  The value an engineer creates  

The cost of employing an engineer is high.  Companies need to derive a higher benefit 

versus the cost of employing an engineer.  Some of the benefits that justify the costs are: 

2.15.4.1. Engineers are able to significantly reduce the cost of products by making 

technical improvements to products.  The engineer creates value by product 

and process improvement. 

2.15.4.2. The engineer can prepare drawings and designs for fast upgrades to reduce 

the risk of competitors taking away market share. 

2.15.4.3. The engineer can improve the skills of the workforce to better service clients, 

thereby improving customer satisfaction and loyalty 

2.15.4.4. The engineer can introduce product and process modifications with the aim of 

increasing profitability and price competitiveness. 

2.15.4.5. The engineer must adhere to statutory requirements and acceptable 

standards, including international standards, to ensure that processes, 

products, and equipment are safe for use, properly designed, and cause no 

harm. 

2.15.4.6. The engineer understands cost monitoring, cost control, cost reduction, risk 

management, and the reduction of uncertainty. 
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2.15.4.7. The engineer understands research and development and can anticipate 

future developments  

(Trevelyan, 2014:5) 

The benefits of an engineer, to the organisation is the ability to identify problems, apply 

problem-solving ideas and formulate solutions. A key goal is to trouble shoot and develop 

solutions for the organisation. An engineer who possess the ability to think critically, evaluate 

situations, act logically, make decisions and solve problems is considered a valuable asset 

to any organisation. 

In countries where rigorous standards are upheld, an engineer must be registered with a 

statutory governing body. This is to ensure that engineering standards are upheld and 

legislation is complied with. Accountability for engineering designs rests with the registered 

individual and professional conduct, regardless of engineering discipline, is rigorously 

adhered to. Trevelyan (2014) succinctly summarises the various aspects of the engineering 

profession and what the profession and individual means to the organisation. 

2.15.5.  Systems engineer 

Systems engineering consists of two significant domains in which the systems engineer 

operates; the technical knowledge sphere and systems engineering management.  

Systems engineering consists of three themes: 

2.15.5.1. Interdisciplinary approach. 

2.15.5.2. Life cycle solution encompassing people, process and product. 

2.15.5.3. Satisfying customer needs. 

'Systems engineering is an interdisciplinary engineering management process that 

evolves and verifies an integrated, life-cycle balanced set of system solutions that 

satisfy customer needs' (Department of Defence, 2001). 
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2.15.6.  Systems engineering management 

Systems engineering management encompasses three major activities: 

2.15.6.1. A development phase that controls the design process and provides a 

baseline that coordinates design efforts. 

2.15.6.2. A systems engineering process that provides structure for solving design 

problems and tracking flow through design efforts. 

2.15.6.3. Life cycle integration that involves customers in the design process and 

ensures that the system developed is viable throughout its life. 

 

 

Figure 2-2: The three activities of systems engineering management (Department of 
Defence, 2001) 

'The systems engineering process is the core of systems engineering management.  

It provides a structured but flexible process that transforms requirements into 

specifications, architectures, and design baselines' (Department of Defence, 2001:4). 
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2.15.7.  The making of an expert engineer 

The ability to conceive and design a practical achievable solution and predict its technical 

and economic performance is a critical component of the value contributed by engineers.  At 

the other end of the spectrum, predicting failure is equally valuable.  Technical knowledge is 

the fundamental attribute that characterises an expert engineer. 

An expert engineer will be continually building a personal inventory of engineering science 

knowledge and techniques.  Engineering is also a collective effort.  It matters how an 

engineer uses technical expertise when working with other people.  For engineering 

graduates to be employable, they require expansive and deep skills in science and 

engineering fundamentals, a working knowledge of engineering practice, and an awareness 

of how engineers contribute to society. 

The workforce effectiveness of engineers depends on two critical characteristics; 

competence and readiness.  Competence is the mastery of knowledge, skills, and abilities to 

perform a given task.  Competence reflects how an individual knows the subject matter or is 

able to apply a particular skill.  However, while competence is necessary, it is not sufficient 

to perform a job task successfully in a real work environment.  Readiness is needed, and 

readiness is the ability to apply a set of competencies required to perform a job task in a real 

world environment with appropriate proficiency (Alberts & McIntire, 2014). 

Ericsson, Krampe and Tesch-Romer (1993) show that the time it takes to become an expert 

in various fields is 10 years.  This study was conducted with musicians, but Ericsson et al. 

(1993) demonstrate that the role of a deliberate practice framework could be extrapolated to 

other domains such as sport, science and other spheres of expertise.  This 10 year period is 

the minimum period in which the highest level of performance can be achieved so that the 

individual can be regarded as an expert.  

The research by Ericsson et al. (1993) is telling in that it demonstrates definitively that 

becoming an expert takes a minimum of 10 years, and that the minimum period is 

dependent on being dedicated and intensely involved in that particular field.  The most likely 

scenario is that becoming an expert will take much longer than 10 years to achieve. 

However, learning within the systems engineering realm is not exactly like deliberate 

practice, which is a series of drills or exercises for musicians and athletes.  Learning in 
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systems engineering is about the application of problem solving skills whilst working on 

various problems that develop analytical skills.  The learning experience is not viewed as 

significant when done in isolation.  Some form of learning activity must be coupled with the 

learning experience, such as formal education, training, mentoring, subject material, etc. 

Development of soft skills like communication, leadership, and interpersonal relationships 

are essential to developing expert level systems engineers. 

Eskom is a unique employer within South Africa.  It has a virtual monopoly on electricity 

generation.  The only other company which comes close to producing the electricity 

generation technical skills is Sasol.  Thus, the skills needed within the electricity generation 

domain are unlikely to be readily available in the country.  Eskom has identified this 

shortcoming, and as a result, has for many years trained graduates, technologists, and 

technicians.  This strategy has paid off for Eskom in the past as it has managed to produce 

the skills required and manage turnover of staff.   

However, presently, due to the financial constraints that Eskom has found itself in, these 

past few years have necessitated that the company curtail its bursary and trainee programs.  

External recruitment is also severely reduced.  Therefore, there is a need to retain the 

current technical staff and ensure that they achieve the necessary levels of expertise to 

enable the proper functioning of the company.  Thus, the currently retained technical 

engineers need to diligently strive to achieve the required expertise by spending the required 

time on-the-job.  There is, unfortunately, no shortcut to gaining experience as it requires an 

investment in time to achieve the necessary skills.  

Eskom Generation has a program whereby the most skilled and expert engineers are moved 

to a division called Production Engineering Integration (PEI).  The aim of this division is for 

these expert engineers to assist the production divisions in problem solving and technical 

oversight.  Within Eskom, the colloquial name for these experts is 'greybeards'.  This idiom is 

an acknowledgement that time spent on-the-job is absolutely necessary to acquire the skills 

and proficiency necessary to be regarded as an expert.  

Within the systems engineering domain, research indicates that the status quo is maintained 

with experience being the primary determinant of expertise.  However, experience is not an 

isolated method but a forcing function to obtain learning by another technique or the 

application of prior learning.  
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The 'baby boomer' generation is rapidly approaching retirement age.  The long development 

process and the increasing complexity of technology within systems engineering has 

resulted in a reduced number of personnel in systems engineering.  The older generations 

relied on years of on-the-job training to gain their expertise.  This approach is time 

consuming and depends heavily on random and anecdotal learning.  

This is also significant for Eskom as research indicates that engineers need to spend a 

minimum of 10 years engaged in intense learning and performance to become regarded as 

experts in their field, e.g. boiler systems, turbine systems, electrical systems, etc.  The high 

turnover rate of engineers means that the time on-the-job to acquire the necessary skills to 

attain expertise is lacking or severely reduced.  The expert skills required to mentor lessor 

skilled engineers, and also engineer the plant and processes, is reducing with time because 

of turnover and attrition.  Eskom is possibly moving into an era of lower skilled engineers in 

its employ.  The specific engineering expertise and skills needed to operate a power 

generation company are not readily or easily available in the South African labour market. 

2.16 Summary 

This chapter analysed the literature on meaningful work, and how it fits in with the concepts 

of employee commitment and employee engagement.  The psychological conditions that 

affect engagement were discussed as the frame of mind of the employee plays a vital role in 

their experience of meaningful work.  The epistemology and conceptual model used to 

answer the research questions was presented.  

A brief background into what engineering is, what the profession means to the engineer, and 

insight into what systems engineering is, was also examined.  This chapter also touched on 

what goes into acquiring the experience and skills needed to be regarded as a subject 

matter expert. 

The next chapter delves into the research methodology used by the researcher in this study. 

Firstly, some research theory is presented and then a discussion on the specific approach 

chosen by the researcher is presented.  
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

3.1. The purpose of this study 

The purpose of the study is to discover if the engineers employed by the Generation Division 

of Eskom find their work meaningful, what aspects of meaningful work is most lacking in the 

lives and careers of the engineers and determine if these aspects are drivers of engineering 

staff turnover. 

Eskom has a relatively high turnover of engineers.  Data obtained from the Eskom 

Generation Human Resources department indicate that the number of persons with 

engineering qualifications resigning from Eskom Generation was 45% of total Eskom 

Generation resignations received for the period January 2012 until December 2016.  This is 

comparing resignations across all job categories.  Data also show that 70% of the persons 

with engineering qualifications resigning from Eskom Generation were below the age of 35.  

This group has an average Eskom tenure of 3.5 years’ service.   

The purpose of this study was to determine to what degree a lack of meaningful work plays 

in the engineers’ dissatisfaction with the organisation.  This study did not investigate 

meaningful work within the entire Eskom organisation, but only gathered data from the 

engineers in the Generation division of Eskom.  The Generation division of Eskom is the 

production division and consists primarily of power stations.  

Over a number of years, some Eskom engineers in Generation have voiced their opinions 

that they do not have meaningful work.  As alluded to earlier in Chapter 2, there are various 

dimensions to an individual’s experience of meaningful work.  This dissertation used Lips-

Wiersma and Wright's (2012) framework for meaningful work.  Together with the framework, 

Lips-Wiersma and Wright (2012) also developed the Comprehensive Meaningful Work Scale 

(CMWS).  This is a 28-question tool designed and validated to complement their framework 

for meaningful work. 

The key objectives of this research were firstly to utilise the Map of Meaning (Lips-Wiersma 

& Wright, 2012) to determine which dimension or dimensions of meaningful work are out of 

balance in the lives of the systems engineers, as discussed in Chapter 2.  Secondly, the 

objective was to compare the experience of meaningful work between engineers younger 

than 35 with those that are 35 years and older.  The third objective was to determine 
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whether engineers from the traditional universities express a greater dissatisfaction with the 

power station environment.  

The focus of this dissertation was to understand why some Eskom Generation engineers 

express the opinion that they do not have meaningful work.  This opinion has been over-

heard for several years in the corridors of Eskom, and voiced by persons employed as 

systems engineers within the Generation division of the utility.  Answering this question 

might give Generation management an idea as to whether this is a factor in the engineers’ 

decisions to leave the organisation.  

3.2. Research philosophy 

3.2.1.  Knowing through the eyes of the researcher 

In the quantitative methodology, the researcher first creates an image of reality in advance, 

based on existing knowledge.  The researcher then proceeds to explore and test through 

research whether the reality created in advance is correct.  A core aspect of this approach is 

that specific phenomena in reality can be known in advance from already available 

(published or anecdotal) information (Jonker & Pennink, 2010). 

3.2.2.  Knowing through the eyes of someone else 

In the qualitative methodology, the researcher knows that he/she needs certain theoretical 

notions about a specific reality.  The knowledge of that reality resides with others, example:  

“employees in a company”.  The researcher must methodologically observe reality through 

the eyes of someone else (Jonker et al., 2010).  
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Figure 3-1: Terms & relationships in research paradigms (Patel, 2015) 

3.3. Research paradigms 

3.3.1.  Positivism 

Positivism is a philosophical theory that states that knowledge is gained by observation.  

Science is a way to get at the truth, so that we can understand the world well enough in 

order to predict and control it.  The belief is that scientific action produces useful concepts.  

The role of the researcher is to collect data and interpret that data using an objective 

approach.  The researcher is objective and the goal is to minimise bias.  

Social (management) problems are dealt with by a rigorous process of diagnosis, design and 

change.  The first step is to have a clear problem definition.  A solution must then be 

designed and implemented.  Solutions are justified by facts obtained during the scientific 

research.  In the positivism paradigm, the best research is quantitative.  Implementation is 

the end goal of positivism research but researchers seldom get to that stage.  

'Positivist social science is an organized method for combining deductive logic with 

precise empirical observations of individual behaviour in order to discover and 

confirm a set of probabilistic causal laws that can be used to predict general patterns 

of human activity' (Neuman, 2014:97). 
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3.3.2.  Constructivism 

In constructivism, reality is subjective and experiential; the argument being that humans 

construct their own social realities in relation to one another.  One person’s reality could be 

shared with many people but that same reality could be constructed in different ways by 

other people.  Knowledge is not absolute, and the researcher is part of the system.  Human 

interests are the main drivers of the research.  The aim is to increase general understanding 

of the state of a situation.  Concepts should include stakeholders’ perspectives, and ideas 

are stimulated from the researcher gathering the data as the research progresses.  

Constructivist knowledge is knowledge that is built or constructed through experiences as 

opposed to knowledge that is discovered.  Constructivists believe that all knowledge is 

subject to interpretation by the researcher. 

3.3.3.  Critical theory 

Critical theory is the third important philosophy and examines the world through a political 

lens.  It focuses on larger world issues and critiques society and culture.  Critical theorists 

believe that realities are socially constructed entities that are under constant internal 

influence.  'Reality and knowledge is both socially constructed and influenced by power 

relations from within society' (Patel, 2015). 

Table 3-1: Summary of research paradigms (Anderson, 2013) 

Paradigm Ontology Epistemology Question Method 

Positivism Hidden rules govern 
teaching and learning 
process 

Focus on reliable and valid 
tools to undercover rules 

What works? Quantitative 

Interpretive/
Constructivist 

Reality is created by 
individuals in group 

Discover the underlying 
meaning of events and 
activities 

Why do you act 
this way? 

Qualitative 

Critical Society is rife with 
inequality and injustice 

Helping uncover injustice 
and empowering citizens 

How can I change 
this situation? 

Ideological 
review/civil 
actions 

Pragmatic Truth is what is useful The best method is one 
that solves problems 

Will this 
intervention 
improve learning? 

Mixed 
methods, 
Design based 
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3.4. Research design and methodology 

Research is an organised and systematic way of finding answers to questions.  'Research 

methodology' is a term that defines how scientific research is conducted, and the process of 

research design refers to the strategy that is chosen to integrate the various components of 

the research into a coherent and logical way; also referred to as research methods.  For 

scientific research, the data must be collected in a fair and systematic way.  The research 

must have a clear objective purpose and not be purely for the collection of data itself 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2016:5.).  Broadly defined, the purpose of research is to 

answer questions and acquire new knowledge. 

The researcher decided on a quantitative methodology to generate numerical data and to 

use this data to generate usable statistical information.  This study topic deals directly with 

behaviours, opinions, attitudes and other variables.  The quantitative methodology was used 

to quantify these variables to articulate facts and reveal patters from which results can be 

derived.  These results can then be used to project onto the larger Eskom Generation 

engineer population. 

 

Figure 3-2: Types of research (IQ Educator, 2018) 

3.5. Purpose of research 

3.5.1.  Basic research 

Basic research is also called pure research, fundamental research, or scientific research.  

The aim of basic research is the generation of new knowledge, the development of theories 

and principles, and/or expanding the existing base of scientific knowledge (IQ Educator, 

2018). 
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3.5.2.  Applied research 

Applied research seeks to solve problems or find solutions to practical problems.  It is the 

application of theories developed by basic research.  The aim of applied research is the 

applying, testing, and evaluating the usefulness of basic research in solving practical 

problems.  The main purpose of applied research is to: 

3.5.2.1. Solve problems. 

3.5.2.2. Test and apply theories. 

3.5.2.3. Check the utility of knowledge and theories. 

3.5.2.4. Evaluate the usefulness of principles and theories  

(IQ Educator, 2018) 

3.5.3.  Action research 

Action research is a scientific procedure for finding an immediate solution to current 

problems.  Its main aim is to solve problems immediately and to modify current practices (IQ 

Educator, 2018). 

3.5.4.  Evaluation research 

Evaluation research analyses the impact of a particular program on a certain social problem 

that the particular program is trying to solve.  The aim of evaluation research is to evaluate a 

program and to make a judgement on its usefulness (IQ Educator, 2018). 
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3.6. Methodology 

 

Figure 3-3: Methodology/approach (IQ Educator, 2018) 

3.6.1.  Quantitative research 

3.6.1.1. Survey research 

Survey research is defined as a research method used for collecting data from a pre-defined 

group of respondents to gain information and insights on various topics of interest and to 

solve current or recent issues (IQ Educator, 2018).  Simply, one can say that survey 

research is a quantitative method used to solve or study current or burning issues. 

3.6.1.2. Experimental research 

In experimental research, the researcher manipulates the independent and dependent 

variables in order to establish a cause and effect relationship (IQ Educator, 2018).  The main 

aim is to see the cause and effect relationship between independent and dependent 

variables. 
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Figure 3-4: Types of experimental research 

3.6.1.3. Causal-comparative research 

This is also known as ex-facto research.  The researcher tries to establish a cause and 

effect relationship between the independent and dependent variables where the 

independent variable is already manipulated (IQ Educator, 2018). 

3.6.1.4. Correlational research 

Correlational research involves collecting data in order to determine whether, and to what 

degree, a relationship exists between two or more quantifiable variables.  The aim is to see 

the relationship between two or more variables (IQ Educator, 2018). 

3.6.2.  Qualitative research 

3.6.2.1. Grounded theory research 

Grounded theory research is a systematic methodology in the social sciences involving the 

construction of theory through the methodical gathering and analysis of data.  The aim is to 

generate new theory from the ground or field (IQ Educator, 2018). 

3.6.2.2. Ethnographic research 

Ethnographic research is the qualitative research procedure for describing, analysing and 

interpreting a culturally similar group that share patterns of behaviour, language and beliefs 

that develop over a period of time.  Ethnographic research is the study of culture.  Simply, 

one can say that ethnography is the study of beliefs, perspectives, language traditions and 

behaviours of a group that have developed over a period of time (IQ Educator, 2018). 
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Figure 3-5: Types of ethnographic research 

3.6.2.3. Phenomenology research 

Phenomenology is the study of common experiences of the individual through a 

phenomenon which they have already experienced.  Simply, phenomenology research is the 

study of the common experience about a phenomenon (IQ Educator, 2018). 

 

Figure 3-6: Types of phenomenology research 

3.6.2.4. Case study research 

Case study research is a qualitative research methodology in which the researcher explores 

a real life, contemporary, bounded system.  The purpose of a case study is to conduct in-

depth, multifaceted investigations of complex issues in their real life settings (IQ Educator, 

2018). 
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3.6.2.5. Historic research 

Historical research is one of the qualitative research design methodologies which involve 

examining past events to draw conclusions and predict future events.  Simply, it is the study 

of past events (IQ Educator, 2018). 

3.7. Justification for quantitative research design (this study) 

The researcher was neutral and was not personally involved in the phenomena he 

examined.  The intent was to be objective and independent of the research.  The researcher 

needed to justify how and why he had chosen the underlying theory.  'The choices need to 

be made in such a manner that if another researcher repeats the research, he will make 

similar choices' (Jonker & Pennink, 2010:70). 

 

Figure 3-7: Quantitative research flow (Jonker & Pennink, 2010:71) 

The quantitative research design methodology for this study was chosen by this researcher 

because of the following statements regarding this methodology: 

3.7.1. The researcher operates on the basis that a closed and relatively structured 

research design that precisely matches the subject is appropriate. 

3.7.2. Research questions and hypotheses can be developed early in the research. 

3.7.3. It enables the researcher to use a survey tool to generate data. 

3.7.4. There is a clearly defined target population for structured data collection. 
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3.7.5. The data can be systematically classified and analysed with the use of 

statistical tools (e.g. statistical software). 

3.7.6. The data can be analysed, interpreted and assigned meaning. 

3.7.7. The research activities are based on a fixed methodology.  

3.7.8. Existing theory and theoretical understandings are analysed early in the 

research as they form the basis for the expansion of the research. 

3.7.9. The research steps are consecutive and follow a linear profile.  The 

researcher needs the previous research steps in order to progress to the next 

step. 

3.7.10. Survey questions are linked to variables which are linked to conceptual 

models, which in turn are deduced from theory. 

3.7.11. In order to justify the expansion of the research in terms of the measuring 

instruments used, the researcher must constantly focus on consistency 

between the various research steps.  

3.7.12. The researcher operates by initially using the data set he/she has generated 

with the instruments. 

3.7.13. The data set that the researcher obtains represents the reality and consists of 

objective facts. 

3.7.14. A clear distinction can be made between the facts the researcher uses and 

the way they are interpreted. 

(Jonker et al., 2010) 

Paradigms and methodologies have been discussed in this section and the researcher 

states that for this research topic, the preference was for a positivist paradigm.  The purpose 

of this research was to conduct applied research to solve a problem.  The preferred 

methodology was quantitative to enable the use of closed questions and a structured 
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research design in order to be as objective as possible.  The method used was survey 

research. 

3.8. Variables 

A variable is anything that has a quantity or a quality that varies.  The independent and 

dependent variables can be thought of in terms of cause and effect.  When the independent 

variable is changed, an effect can be seen in the dependent variable.  Simply, the 

dependent variable depends on the independent variable.  Changes in the independent 

variable affect the dependent variable.  In certain types of research, the independent 

variable is manipulated to see what happens to the dependent variable. 

The dependent variable is the variable that the researcher is interested in exploring.  

Researchers want to explain, predict, and explore how the dependent variable will respond 

to the independent variable.  The dependent variable can also be called the 'outcome' or 

'response'.  The researcher's hypothesis describes the researcher's best guess regarding 

the relationship between the independent and dependent variables.  The independent 

variable is the variable believed to affect the dependent variable. 

Additionally, there are confounding variables that may influence the relationship between the 

variables under study.  These variables may compete with the independent variable in 

explaining the outcomes.  In the main question, the dependent variable is meaningful work.  

The independent variable is job satisfaction. 

In the first sub-question, the dependent variable is meaningful work.  The independent 

variable is the category of educational institution from which the employee graduates.  The 

dependent variable in the second sub-question is meaningful work and the independent 

variable is age category. 

3.9. The research questions 

3.9.1.  The main research question 

The main research question is: 



68 

3.9.1.1. What role does meaningful work play in the job satisfaction of system 

engineers employed at Eskom's fossil fuel power stations? 

3.9.2.  The sub-questions 

The sub-questions are the following: 

3.9.2.1. Do engineers who graduate from institutes of technology find the fossil fuel 

power station environment more meaningful than their counterparts from the 

traditional universities?  

3.9.2.2. Do engineers over the age of 35 experience the power station as a more 

meaningful environment?  

3.10. Hypothesis testing 

A hypothesis is a premise or claim that a researcher wants to test or investigate.  The default 

state is called the null hypothesis and is denoted by the symbol Hₒ.  It refers to the currently 

accepted value for a parameter.  The opposite to the null hypothesis is the alternate 

hypothesis and is denoted by Hₐ.  The alternate hypothesis is the mathematical opposite of 

what the null hypothesis is.  

In research, the alternate hypothesis involves a claim that needs to be tested.  Hₒ is 

assumed true until the evidence says that one must reject this hypothesis.  What are the 

possible outcomes of research/testing/investigation?  There are two possible outcomes: 

3.10.1. Reject the null hypothesis. 

3.10.2. Fail to reject the null hypothesis. 

If one rejects the null hypothesis, it means that the data is saying that Hₒ is no longer valid.  

If this is the case, then Hₐ is promoted to the actual reality.  The research/test/investigation is 

not saying that Hₐ is true; it is saying that Hₒ is not true anymore; Hₐ is truer than Hₒ. 

If one fails to reject the null hypothesis, it means that the alternate reality has not been 

proven truer than the current reality.  It is difficult to prove that a current reality is true or an 
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alternate hypothesis is true.  As with most things in life, proving absolute certainty is 

incredibly difficult.  The aim is to reject or accept a premise. 

How does one go about testing the hypothesis?  In quantitative research, this is done with 

statistical methods and calculations performed on the data, and the results are used to 

decide. 

Statistical methods are concrete ways of looking at a hypothesis, collecting the data, and 

having a tangible way in deciding whether to reject the null hypothesis or not.  A hypothesis 

test involves collecting the data, putting it into an equation, and getting a number.  This 

number then helps decide when to reject Hₒ or fail to reject Hₒ (Thron & Miller, 2015). 

The null hypothesis (Hₒ) in this research is that 'engineers, irrespective of their educational 

background, are happy to work in the power station environment'.  The alternate hypothesis 

(Hₐ) is 'engineers from technikons and universities of technology experience a greater sense 

of meaningful work within a power station environment than their colleagues from traditional 

universities'. 

In order to accept the alternate hypothesis, one has to prove that it is statistically significant.  

What this means is that a line needs to be drawn to help decide at what point one rejects the 

null hypothesis and makes a decision.  This is where the level of confidence (LoC) comes 

into play.  The level of confidence is how confident one is with that decision.  It is denoted by 

the symbol C.  Acceptable levels of confidence are 90% and above.  One cannot say one is 

confident of the premise if it only has a confidence level of, say, 50% or 60%.  The 

alternative to the level of confidence is the level of significance, and this denoted by 'α' 

(alpha).  The level of significance is: 

α = 1 – C (alpha is 1 minus the level of confidence (LoC)). 

So, if LoC is 95%, 

C = 0.95, 

α = (1 – 0.95) = 0.05, 

The level of significance is the measure of the strength of the evidence presented to reject 

the null hypothesis and concludes that the alternate hypothesis is true.  The number 0.10 
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means that there is a 10% risk of concluding that a different conclusion to the null hypothesis 

exists.  Any lower confidence values indicate a need for stronger evidence before the null 

hypothesis can be rejected. 

The level of significance is denoted by the figure α.  An α of 0.05 indicates that the risk of 

concluding that a correlation exists, when no correlation exists, is 5%.  The p-value tells one 

whether the correlation coefficient is significantly different from zero (Thron & Miller, 2015). 

In their book, 'Business Research Methods', Zikmund, Carr, Babin and Griffin (2009) state 

that it is traditional to state the level of significance prior to the data analysis.  They also state 

that acceptable levels of significance for most business studies are 0.1, 0.05 or 0.01.  These 

are the acceptable levels of significance (α) and therefore the acceptable amounts of error.  

In this study, the level of significance is 0.05.  The researcher is of the opinion that a level of 

confidence of 95% is sufficient from which to draw significant conclusions. 

3.11. The survey instrument 

3.11.1.  The Comprehensive Meaningful Work Scale (CMWS) 

This researcher used the Comprehensive Meaningful Work Scale (CMWS) developed by 

Lips-Wiersma and Wright (2012) to analyse the experience of meaningful work by Eskom 

engineers employed at fossil fuel power stations.  The intention of this research was not to 

be to be exhaustive or delve deeply into the overpowering dimension/s, but to devise a 

starting point for further research and/or analysis.  

The CMWS scale followed an extensive development process by the researchers, and 

measures the following dimensions (Lips-Wiersma & Wright, 2012): 

3.11.1.1. Developing the inner self. 

3.11.1.2. Unity with others. 

3.11.1.3. Serving others 

3.11.1.4. Expressing full potential. 
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In the development of the CMWS scale, Lips-Wiersma and Wright (2012) used three 

qualitative studies to develop and validate the scale.  The scale is multidimensional and 

measures the dimensions of 'Developing the inner self'; 'Unity with others'; 'Serving others'; 

'Expressing full potential'; 'and the dynamic tensions  between these through items on 'being 

versus doing' and 'self versus others.'   

'The scale also measures inspiration and its relationship to the existential need to be real 

and grounded' (Lips-Wiersma & Wright, 2012:655).   

The researchers embarked on a process of developing a scale to measure meaningful work 

after coming to the conclusion that several current measures had shortcomings.  The 

researchers concluded that, 

'… current measures are not precise or comprehensive, do not sufficiently separate 

individual subjective meaningfulness from organisational experiences and outcomes 

and do not account for the ongoing dynamics of achieving a sense of wholeness or 

coherence which is central to meaningful living' (Lips-Wiersma & Wright, 2012). 

The framework depicts tensions (doing, being, self and others) as inherent in the search for 

meaning.  The researchers stress that these tensions are necessary, as a sustained lack 

thereof will lead to meaninglessness.  The tensions lead to balance but one can never quite 

achieve this balance fully.  The result is an ongoing search for balance and it helps 

participants re-evaluate what is meaningful for them. 

During the development of the CMWS scale, the researchers conducted a pilot study and 

used qualitative methods to generate a pool of 91 items for analysis.  From this pool, 20 

items were removed for causing confusion or being too similar to other items.  The 

researchers then used a quantitative pilot study to further refine the importance of the 71 

pool items for meaningful work.  The items were tested for importance and frequency, using 

Likert-type scales.  The pool items were first tested for importance and this resulted in a 

diminished pool of 40 items related to meaningful work.  These 40 items were then subjected 

to a frequency test to determine how frequently employees experienced the item.  This study 

resulted in a scale of 28 items. 
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The researchers then added four more items to the scale and created a 32-item scale, which 

they rewrote and refined.  In this second study, the researchers performed an exploratory 

factor analysis to determine the correlation with meaningful work. 

The researchers then performed a third study to confirm the factor analysis.  Two items were 

removed from the questionnaire and participants were required to complete a 30-item 

meaningful work questionnaire.  From this study, two further items were removed and the 

researchers finalised a 28-item scale.  The final 28 items selected represented each of the 

seven dimensions of meaningful work.  The final seven dimensions are: 

3.11.1.5. Unity with others. 

3.11.1.6. Serving others. 

3.11.1.7. Expressing full potential. 

3.11.1.8. Developing and becoming self. 

3.11.1.9. Reality.  

3.11.1.10. Inspiration 

3.11.1.11. Balancing tensions (self/other; being/doing).  

Details of the research can be found in their papers, Measuring the Meaning of Meaningful 

Work: Development and Validation of the Comprehensive Meaningful Work Scale (CMWS) 

(Lips-Wiersma & Wright, 2012). 

3.12. Likert-type scale 

A Likert-type scale was used to assign values to answers; thus enabling the use of statistical 

methods to draw conclusions.  Likert-type scale questions are widely used to measure 

attitudes and opinions, and have a superior degree of distinction than simple yes/no 

answers.  This scale is a way of assigning quantitative values to qualitative data to make it 

applicable to statistical analysis techniques.  It allows for degrees of opinion, or no opinion at 

all, and this means that the data can be analysed with relative ease. 

A Likert scale uses a fixed choice response format and is designed to measure attitudes or 

opinions.  A range of answer options from one extreme attitude to another are on offer in the 
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questionnaire.  This is an ordinal scale and measures levels of agreement or disagreement 

to a statement.  The Likert scale assumes that the strength or intensity of the experience is 

linear and assumes that attitudes can be measured (McLeod, 2008).  The scale has rank but 

no magnitude.  Thus one knows that 'strongly agree' is higher than 'agree' but one does not 

know by how much.  The Likert scale does not indicate the magnitude of difference between 

the survey items (Vanek, 2012).  

A Likert scale questionnaire is popular because it is one of the most reliable ways to 

measure opinions, perceptions and behaviours.  It allows the researcher to measure the 

degrees of opinion and this makes all the difference in understanding the feedback one gets 

as a researcher.  The scale was developed as a tool to measure people’s attitudes by asking 

them to respond to a series of statements about a topic.  The Likert-type scale question is a 

very useful type of question to get an overall measurement of a particular topic, opinion or 

experience, and to collect specific data on factors that contribute to that sentiment (Vanek, 

2012). 
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Table 3-2: Measurement of meaningful work - CMWS scale: Items and standardised factor loadings 

No Item Unity with 

others 

Serving 

others 

Expressing 

full potential 

Developing 

and becoming 

self 

Reality Inspiration Balancing 

tensions 

(self/other; 

being/doing) 

1 I have a sense of belonging 0.736 0.100 0.256 0.039 0.286 0.249 0.099 

2 I can talk openly about my values when we 

are making decisions 

0.773 0,213 0.287 0,047 0.161 0.087 0.157 

3 We talk about what matters to us 0.842 0.079 0.113 0.221 0,078 0.111 0.235 

4 We support each other 0.768 0.035 0.132 0.065 0.161 0.262 0.268 

5 We reassure each other 0.779 0.102 0.224 0.136 0.091 0.006 0.009 

6 We enjoy working together 0.713 0.071 0.256 0.1130 0.133 0.222 0.154 

7 I feel I truly help our customers/clients 0.071 0.824 0.094 0.228 0.006 0.056 0.048 

8 We contribute to products and services that 

enhance human well-being and/or the 

environment 

0.166 0.553 0.104 0.157 0.092 0.094 0.092 

9 What we do is worthwhile 0.254 0.719 0.194 0.165 0.142 0.096 0.057 

10 We spend a lot of time on things that are 

truly important 

0.079 0.838 0.113 0.221 0.078 0.111 0.090 

11 I create and apply new ideas or concepts 0.198 0.194 0.625 0.102 0.205 0.296 0.185 

12 I make a difference that matters to others 0.211 0.046 0.637 0.195 0.091 0.229 0.177 

13 I experience a sense of achievement 0.083 0.015 0.807 0.202 0.024 0.193 0.213 
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14 I am excited by the available opportunities for 

me 

0.276 0.043 0.739 0.149 0.195 0.174 0.178 

15 At work my sense of what is right and wrong 

gets blurred (reverse scored) 

0.237 0.191 0.088 0.618 0.137 0.064 0.087 

16 I don’t like who I am becoming at work 

(reverse scored) 

0.079 0.094 0.043 0.829 0.149 0.195 0.186 

17 At work I feel divorced from myself (reverse 

scored) 

0.102 0.231 0.107 0.806 0.112 0.088 0.044 

18 At work we face up to reality 0.138 0.098 0.057 0.153 0.755 0.127 0.110 

19 We are tolerant of being human 0.263 0.291 0.093 0.087 0.673 0.006 0.057 

20 We recognise that life is messy and that is 

okay 

0.097 0.183 0.101 0.104 0.798 0.124 0.069 

21 I feel inspired at work 0.133 0.169 0.068 0.023 0.057 0.855 0.164 

22 The work we are doing makes me feel hopeful 

about the future 

0.282 0.062 0.097 0.185 0.119 0.882 0.096 

23 The vision we collectively work towards 

inspires me 

0.001 0.064 0.027 0.044 0.040 0.869 0.112 

24 I experience a sense of connection with my 

work 

0.043 0.149 0.195 0.174 0.152 0.704 0.088 

25 In this work I have the time and space to 

think 

0.140 0.171 0.054 0.152 0.196 0.151 0.731 

26 We have a good balance between focusing on 

getting things done and noticing how people 

are feeling 

0.102 0.224 0.36 0.091 0.006 0.205 0.786 
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27 I create enough space for me 0.42 0.082 0.119 0.055 0.030 0.131 0.836 

28 I have a good balance between the needs of 

others and my own needs 

0.120 0.012 0.127 0.031 0.085 0.025 0.733 

Lips-Wiersma & Wright, 2012 

 

Table 3-3: Factor correlations 

 Unity with 
others 

Serving others Expressing full 
potential 

Developing & 
becoming self 

Reality Inspiration Balancing tensions 
(self/other, being/doing) 

Unity with others  0.357 0.457 0.408 0.397 0.359 0.376 

Serving others   0.360 0.389 0.298 0.300 0.334 

Expressing full potential    0.302 0.397 0.470 0.333 

Developing & becoming self     0.420 0.300 0.285 

Reality      0.452 0.383 

Inspiration       0.375 

Lips-Wiersma & Wright, 2012 
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3.13. Survey setting and participants 

The study took place among system engineers employed at Eskom’s fossil fuel power 

stations.  All Eskom’s fossil fuel power stations are located inland, and are clustered in the 

Mpumalanga, Limpopo, and Free State provinces.  

The power stations are generally situated far from urban centres owing to the historical need 

to be close to their primary fuel sources.  Currently, the new fossil fuel power stations, 

Medupi and Kusile, are being built close to their fuel sources.  The resulting status is that all 

Eskom’s fossil fuel power stations are situated close to, or within a reasonable distance 

from, small and medium sized towns.  Reasonable distance is considered as between 10 

and 50 kilometres.  This distance allows employees to reside in these towns and commute 

daily. 

The system engineers themselves are tertiary educated employees in the engineering and 

science-based fields.  The tertiary institutions are the traditional universities, universities of 

technology, and technikons.  There are a small number of persons employed as systems 

engineers who have science-based tertiary qualifications in fields such as chemistry, nuclear 

science and physical science.  The engineering graduates from traditional universities have 

traditional university-based qualifications such as a bachelor of science degrees (BSc), 

bachelor of engineering degrees (BEng), and postgraduate engineering degrees (MSc, 

MEng etc.).  

The other sources of engineers are the universities of technology and technikons.  

Technikons no longer exist as they have become universities of technology or have merged 

with traditional universities.  The technikons offered diploma level qualifications, such as the 

National Diploma (ND) and the National Higher Diploma (NHD).  Some of the older systems 

engineers still have tertiary qualifications offered by the technikons.  Engineering students 

graduating from the universities of technology generally have a bachelor of technology 

(BTech) degree. 

The age profile for the study was open to all those employed as systems engineers.  One of 

the aims of the study was to see if age is factor in employee job satisfaction.  The gender of 

the participants was not considered relevant unless the data analysis showed an 

abnormality.  Then further analysis was conducted to determine relevance and magnitude. 
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Eskom’s coal fleet (fossil fuel) consists of 15 power stations. The population of engineers 

varies per power station.  An average of 35 engineers per station is assumed.  The smaller, 

older power station tend to have less engineers, and the newer, larger power stations have 

more engineers based on the complexity of the plants and the organisational structure. 

3.14. Survey sample size 

Sample size can be determined by the equation- 

𝑆𝑎𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑒 𝑠𝑖𝑧𝑒 =

𝑍2 ∗ 𝑃(1 − 𝑃)
𝑒2

1 +  
[𝑍2 ∗ 𝑃(1 − 𝑃)]

𝑒2 ∗ 𝑁

 

Equation 3-1: Determining sample size 

This is the statistical equation used in determining sample size of finite, small population size 

where- 

Z - is a numerical measurement of how far from the mean, a data point is. A Z-score 

of 1.0 means that the data point is on standard deviation from the mean. A Z-score of 

2.0 means that the data point is two standard deviation points from the mean 

P – Population proportion 

e – Sampling error (margin of error) 

N – Population size 

To determine the sample size for this study, the following parameters were used (Bartlett, 

Kotrlik & Higgens, 2001): 

Z = 1.645 [90% confidence level required] 

P = 0.5 [no history available for this type of study, within the population under study. 

0.5 recommended as the conservative value) 

e = 0.10 [10% margin of error] 
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N = 525 

Based on the above figures, a sample size of 59.9 returned questionnaires was required.  

This figure was rounded to 60.  

3.15. Procedure for collecting data 

The power stations selected are situated in the Mpumalanga province of South Africa, as the 

majority of the Eskom coal fired power stations are located in this area. To determine the 

number of engineers and to gather their names and contact details, the engineering 

managers’ secretaries of the various power stations were contacted.   

They were provided with the study details and the required organisational permission to 

conduct the study.  The secretaries were instructed to provide details of all the employees in 

the engineering departments. The details requested were names, organisational position, 

engineering department and contact details of the individuals. No other information was 

requested of the secretaries as the researcher did not want to limit participation in the 

survey. The idea being that as many engineers were encouraged to participate in the survey 

as possible. Survey participation was voluntary. 

From the lists received, the researcher selected participants based on their organisational 

position and engineering specialisation. All individuals identified as being engineers were 

selected. No attempt was made to filter out participants based on age, sex and educational 

background. The contact names and details were captured and a contact list was created 

using Microsoft Outlook e-mail software. Email was used as the primary communications 

gateway.  

The researcher, being an organisational insider, is aware of the age, gender and educational 

distribution of the engineering workforce across the Generation Group. It was therefore 

predictable that random survey participation would be a fair reflection of the research 

population. The simple random sampling technique was used. 

Survey Monkey, the internet based survey research site, was used to distribute the 

Comprehensive Meaningful Work Scale (CMWS), developed by Lips-Wiersma and Wright 

(2012) to analyse the experience of meaningful work. This is the research instrument used. 

Details of the research can be found in their paper, Measuring the Meaning of Meaningful 
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Work: Development and Validation of the Comprehensive Meaningful Work Scale (CMWS) 

(Lips-Wiersma & Wright, 2012). The survey instrument was uploaded onto the site and the 

internet link distributed to the survey population via email. 

The sampling philosophy used was judgemental. Based on the research instrument and the 

selected population, the researcher decided that this approach was the most intuitive, cost 

effective and convenient to implement approach.  

3.16. Data processing and analysis 

Olsen (2012) states that for research to be scientific, the researcher first needs to carefully 

develop scientific argument before collecting data.  She also states that a good researcher 

must be able to create or develop datasets that are useful for scientific arguments.  

Quantitative research is essentially about collecting numerical data to explain a particular 

phenomenon, but ample data does not appear naturally in a quantitative form.  This can be 

overcome by designing research instruments specifically aimed at converting such data into 

a quantitative form.  Once the data are in a numerical form, they can be analysed 

statistically. 

Management requires data because uncertainty and variation are encountered in decision-

making.  The outcomes of almost all business processes are subject to some variation.  

Management needs data because business operations, markets, and finance cannot be 

predicted with any certainty.  Data plays an essential role in the management of a company.  

Data are used to demonstrate compliance, explain, estimate, develop products, test, 

monitor, and predict patterns.  Thus, data are essential management tools in decision-

making. 

Researchers can either generate new data or use existing data sets pertaining to the topic.  

New data has an advantage in that they can be focused on obtaining problem-specific 

answers.  New data can be gathered in many ways. 

The quality of the data is an important issue because the data must represent factual 

information.  Research results are dependent on the data because conclusions can then be 

drawn.  The degree of data quality affects how the data can be used, and also the 

confidence of the conclusions that can be derived from the data.  Each step in the collecting, 
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handling, and processing of the data affects its quality.  Thus, quality control should be 

applied to each stage of data handling and processing to ensure the integrity of the data. 

Data can be very time dependent because they represent phenomena in the real world.  

Since all things change with time, so does the accuracy of the data used to measure the 

phenomena.  The data were processed using a statistical analysis tool, the Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS).  The researcher contracted a statistician to 

analyse the data.  Conclusions and recommendations were then drawn from the data. 

To answer the main research question, 'What role does meaningful work play in the job 

satisfaction of system engineers employed at Eskom fossil fuel power stations?' The 

researcher together with the statistician decided to use the Chi Square test for goodness fit. 

This test is used to determine if observed values are significantly different from expected 

values.  

The sub-questions were analysed using the independent samples t-test statistical technique. 

This test was chosen because it is a hypotheses testing tool which allows the testing of 

assumptions applicable to a population. The sub-questions in this research both divided the 

research population into two groups. This test can determine if there is significant between 

the means of two groups. 

3.17. Ethical considerations 

Michaelson (2005) questions the motivation of managers and researchers in his paper 

'Meaningful Motivation for Work Motivation Theory'.  He suggests that research in these 

fields is aimed more towards organisational ends and not necessarily for the workers' 

benefit.  He postulates that in work motivation theory, human values must be given 

prominence as valid management considerations if they improve productivity.  He labels this 

as an 'amoral' (though not necessarily immoral) perspective, and concludes that researchers 

and managers might want to delve deeper into workers' human desire for meaningful lives 

rather than stick to the motivation of work motivation theory that solely drives workers’ 

productivity.  He states that meaningful work is an important work motivator, as well as being 

integral for workers' desire to lead meaningful lives (Michaelson, 2005). 

To ensure that this research is ethical and does not compromise survey respondents, 

approval to continue with the study was obtained from the Research Ethics Committee of the 
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DaVinci Institute. Transparency regarding this study was considered important by the 

researcher. 

The researcher provided some background information to the target population regarding the 

study, contact details of the researcher and academic supervisor. Respondents were 

informed that the researcher or academic supervisor could be freely contacted should the 

respondents wish to garner more information. The target audience were informed that they 

are under no obligation to complete the survey. The respondents were also informed that 

they can withdraw from the survey at any time should they wish to do so. 

The ethical aim of this research is that the organisation and the employee both benefit from 

this investigation.  The responses are anonymous and cannot be traced back to individuals.  

The target population was informed that the survey was voluntary and that respondents 

would not be compensated for their participation.  The target population was also informed 

not to expect any direct benefit from the study; material or otherwise. This research is meant 

to influence future management and organisational decisions. Any benefits arising out of this 

study for the individual might be in the form of an enhanced working environment. 

3.18. Summary 

The research selection process was aimed at determining the most appropriate design for 

answers to the primary and secondary research questions.  The deductive process behind 

the research selection procedure led to the choice of the positivist paradigm and quantitative 

methodology. 

This chapter captured the theoretical aspects of research philosophy, methodology and 

design.  Also discussed were the researcher's preferences, based on theory, for this 

particular study. 

The next chapter presents the research findings to establish what the relationships between 

the independent and dependent variables are, according to the research questions.  Also 

tested and presented in the results is the researcher's hypothesis. 
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CHAPTER 4: DATA ANALYSIS 

4.1. Introduction 

The data from the 76 returned questionnaires was entered into a Microsoft Excel® 

spreadsheet.  Some 16 incomplete records were removed and the remaining 60 were coded 

and used to conduct subsequent data analyses.  The Likert-scale responses were coded as 

follows: strongly disagree = 1, disagree = 2, neither agree nor disagree = 3, Agree = 4, 

strongly agree = 5.  The scoring for the factor 'developing and becoming self' was reversed 

scored. 

The descriptive statistics are presented by way of summary statistics (e.g. mode, median, 

and mean) and measures of spread (e.g. range, quartiles, absolute deviation, variance and 

standard deviation), graphs and charts. 

4.2. Summary of survey participant information 

4.2.1.  Question 2 – Business units 

Table 4-1: Survey question 2 - To which business unit do you belong? 

Business unit Frequency Percentage 

Coal 58 97% 

Peaking 0 0% 

Nuclear 0 0% 

CoE 0 0% 

Missing 2 3% 

Total 60 100% 

The table above shows the distribution of respondents’ business units.  Results show that 58 

(97%) were from the coal unit, and 2 (3%) did not indicate the business units they belong to.  

The 3% is not regarded as an anomaly because the questionnaire was only sent out to 

engineers employed by Eskom in the fossil fuel power stations.  Recent staff transfers from 

the Group Technology division to the Generation division are assumed to account for the 3% 

not indicating their business units. 
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4.2.2.  Question 3 - Qualifications 

Table 4-2: Survey question 3 - What is your qualification? 

Qualification Frequency Percentage 

National Diploma 3 5% 

National Higher Diploma 1 2% 

B Tech 6 10% 

B Degree 38 63% 

Honours Degree 2 3% 

M Degree 10 17% 

Total 60 100% 

The table above show the respondents’ distribution by qualification.  Results show that 

majority 38 (63%) held a Bachelor’s degree, 6 (10%) have BTech degree, 10 (17%) have a 

Master’s degree, two (3%) have Honours degree, 3 (5%) have a National Diploma, and one 

(2%) has National Higher Diploma. 

4.2.3.  Question 4 – Engineering discipline 

Table 4-3: Survey question 4 - What is your engineering discipline? 

Engineering Discipline Frequency Percentage 

Electrical Heavy Current 13 22% 

Electrical Light Current 11 18% 

Chemical 10 17% 

Mechanical 17 28% 

Civil 1 2% 

Other 8 13% 

Total 60 100% 

Regarding the engineering discipline of respondents, 13 (22%) were from the electrical 

heavy current, 11 (18%) from electrical light current, 10 (17%) from chemical, 17 (28%) from 
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mechanical, one (2%) from civil, and the rest from other disciplines i.e. (metallurgical, 

chemistry, mechatronics/C&I, information engineering, IT, process, industrial). 

4.2.4.  Question 5 - Tenure 

Table 4-4: Survey question 5 - How many years have you worked in Eskom? 

Years in Eskom Frequency Percentage 

0 – 5 18 30% 

6 – 10 27 45% 

11 – 15 9 15% 

16 – 20 1 2% 

20+ 5 8% 

Total 60 100% 

The table above shows the number of years respondents have been working with Eskom.  

Some 18 (30%) have been in Eskom for 0 – 5 years, 27 (45%) for 6 – 10 years, nine (15%) 

for 11 – 15 years, one (2%) for 16 – 20 years, and five (8%) for 20+ years. 

4.2.5.  Question 6 - Age 

Table 4-5: Survey question 6 - What is your age? 

Age Frequency Percentage 

20 – 25 1 2% 

26 – 30 22 37% 

31 - 35  12 20% 

36 – 40 14 23% 

40+ 11 18% 

Total 60 100% 

The table show the age distribution of the respondents.  One was in the 20 – 25 age group, 

22 (37%) in the 26 – 30, 12 (20%) in the 31 – 35, 14 (23%) in the 36 – 40), while 11 (18%) 

were 40 and above. 
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4.2.6.  Question 7 - Gender 

Table 4-6: Survey question 7 - What is your gender? 

Gender Frequency Percentage 

Female 50 83% 

Male 10 17% 

Total 60 100% 

The table above shows the respondents distribution by gender, depicting 50 (83%) were 

female and 10 (17%) were male. 

4.2.7.  Question 8 - Race 

Table 4-7: Survey question 8 - With which racial category do you identify? 

Race Frequency Percentage 

Black 31 52% 

White 19 32% 

Indian 8 13% 

Coloured 0 0% 

Not willing to divulge 1 2% 

Other (African) 1 2% 

Total 60 100% 

The table above show the respondents' distribution by race; 31 (52%) were Black, 19 (32%) 

White, eight (13%) Indian, one did not mention their race group and another one preferred 

'other' (i.e. African). 

4.3. Validity and reliability 

Cronbach’s alpha was used to measure the internal consistency of the scale based on the 

data.  
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'Cronbach's alpha can be interpreted as the percent of variance the observed scale 

and would explain in the hypothetical true scale composed of all possible items in the 

universe.  Alternatively, it can be interpreted as the correlation of the observed scale 

with all possible other scales measuring the same thing and using the same number 

of items' (Garson, 2016:43). 

Cronbach’s alpha ranges from 0.00 (no reliability) to 1.00 (perfect reliability), although it is 

possible to obtain negative values for alpha.  Although some argue that guidelines for 

interpreting alpha can be misleading and harmful to research practice, many follow the 

accepted standard of an alpha value of 0.70 and above for research, and 0.90 and above for 

professionally developed scales and tests.  Cronbach’s alpha is also reported if a given item 

is deleted from the scale. 

Table 4-8: Cronbach’s alpha (Nunnally, 1967). 

Reliability Interpretation 

0.90 and above Excellent reliability; at the level of the best standardized tests 

0.80 – 0.90 Very good for a classroom test 

0.70 – 0.80 Good for a classroom test; in the range of most. There are probably a few items 
which could be improved. 

0.60 – 0.70 Somewhat low. This test needs to be supplemented by other measures (e.g., more 
tests) to determine grades. There are probably some items which could be 
improved. 

0.50 – 0.60 Suggests need for revision of test, unless it is quite short (ten or fewer items). The 
test definitely needs to be supplemented by other measures (e.g., more tests) for 
grading. 

0.50 or below Questionable reliability. This test should not contribute heavily to the course grade, 
and it needs revision. 

Using the Lips-Wiersma and Wright (2012) established factors, Cronbach’s alpha was 

calculated to measure the internal consistency within each factor.  The reliabilities exceeded 

the conventional level of acceptance of 0.70, except for the 'Reality' factor.  For 'Unity with 

others', α = 0.86; Serving others, α = 0.71; Expressing full potential, α = 0.86; Developing the 

inner self, α = 0.81; Reality, α = 0.55; Inspiration, α = 0.91; and Balancing tensions, α = 0.88.  

The alpha for the total scale was 0.90.  
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4.4. Statistical tests  

4.4.1.  Chi Square test (x²) 

The Chi Square test for goodness fit is a statistical test to determine how well the data fits a 

set of observations.  It is a test applied to categorical data to establish if the differences in 

the data arose by chance.  The test for goodness of fit establishes whether the observed 

distribution differs from a theoretical distribution. 

The Chi Square test for goodness fit rejects the null hypothesis or fails to reject the null 

hypothesis.  If the test value of x² exceeds the critical value of x², the null hypothesis (Hₒ) 

can be rejected because there is a significant difference and the alternate hypothesis (Hₐ) 

can be accepted.  If the value of x² falls below the critical value of x², no clear deduction can 

be reached and the null hypothesis is accepted.  The selected level of confidence is the 

critical value. 

For this investigation, the level of confidence is 95% (C = 0.95) and the level of significance 

is 5% (α = 0.05). 

4.4.2.  Independent samples t-test  

The t-test is a type of statistical test used to study if there is a difference between two 

groups.  Mathematically, it ascertains the problem by assuming that the means of the two 

distributions are equal.  If the t-test rejects the null hypothesis, it indicates that the groups 

are probably significantly different.  The t-test rejects the null hypothesis or fails to reject the 

null hypothesis.  The null hypothesis (Hₒ) for the t-test is that there is no difference between 

the means. 

To perform the independent samples t-test, the mean for the coded responses was 

calculated based on the Lips-Wiersma and Wright (2012) established factors.  The 

independent samples t-test compares the means of two independent groups in order to 

determine whether there is statistical evidence that the associated population means are 

significantly different. 

The null hypothesis (Hₒ) and alternative hypothesis (Hₐ) of the independent samples t-test 

can be expressed as follows: 
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Hₒ:µ1 = µ2 ('the two population means are equal') 

Hₐ:µ1 ≠ µ2 ('the two population means are not equal') 

𝑡 =
�̅�1 +  �̅�2

𝑆𝑝√(
1

𝑛1
+

1
𝑛2

)

 

Where: 

𝑆𝑝 =  
(𝑛1 − 1)𝑆1

2 +  (𝑛2 − 1)𝑆2
2 

𝑛1 + 𝑛2 − 2
 

Where: 

𝑆1
2 is the variance of the first sample 

𝑆2
2 is the variance of the second sample 

𝑆𝑝
2 is the pooled variance 

Equation 4-1: T-test 

4.5. Statistical data analysis 

4.5.1.  Statistical test for main research question 

To answer the main research question, 'What role does meaningful work play in the job 

satisfaction of system engineers employed at Eskom fossil fuel power stations?', the 

responses within each factor were combined; i.e. those who agreed (strongly agree plus 

agree) and those who disagree (strongly disagree plus disagree), and the frequencies are 

presented below.  The Chi Square test for goodness of fit was used to determine if there was 

a significant difference between those who disagree and those who agree, and results are 

presented in the table below: 
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Table 4-9: Chi Square test (x²) for main research question 

 Factor Disagree Agree  χ
2 
value df p-value 

1 All Factors 276 537 83.79 1 0.000 

2 Unity with Others 46 243 134.29 1 0.000 

3 Serving Others 39 178 89.037 1 0.000 

4 Expressing Full Potential 59 137 31.041 1 0.000 

5 Developing and Becoming Self 93 56 9.1879 1 0.002 

6 Reality 39 101 27.457 1 0.000 

7 Inspiration 81 107 3.5957 1 0.058 

8 Balancing Tensions 69 116 11.941, 1 0.001 

Results presented in the table above show that respondents agreed with all the factors 

except inspiration factor.  

With all factors combined, the Chi-square test yields a p-value = 0.000, which is less than 

the level of significance α = 0.05. Therefore, we reject the null hypothesis and conclude that 

there is significant difference between the frequencies of those who agreed and disagreed. 

The p-values for “Unity with others”, “Serving others”, “Expressing full potential”, “Developing 

the inner Self”, “Reality”, and “Balancing Tensions” are less than the level of significance (α 

= 0.05), therefore we reject the null hypothesis and conclude that there is significant 

difference between the frequencies of those who agreed and disagreed.  

Regarding “Inspiration” factor (p-value=0.058), it is greater than the level of significance (α = 

0.05), therefore, for this factor we do not reject the null hypothesis and conclude that there is 

no significant difference between the frequencies of those who agreed and disagreed. 

Table 4-10: T-test comparison between graduates of institutes of technology and 
traditional universities: experience of meaningful Work  

 Factor t-test statistic df p-value 

1 All items in the scale 1.758 58 0.0840 

2 Unity with Others 0.6896 58 0.4932 
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3 Serving Others 0.7053 58 0.4834 

4 Expressing Full Potential 2.4225 58 0.0186 

5 Developing and Becoming Self 0.81387 58 0.4190 

6 Reality 1.261 58 0.2124 

7 Inspiration 2.658 58 0.0101 

8 Balancing Tensions 0.323 58 0.7479 

The table above shows results from the t-test described in section 4.4.2. above to test if the 

mean responses from those who have graduated from a traditional university are 

significantly different from those have graduated from an institute of technology.  

Considering all items is the scale, the p-value = 0.08402, which is greater than the level of 

significance α = 0.05. Therefore, we reject the null hypothesis. The two population groups 

are not equal. 

Results for two of the factor factors, “Expressing full potential” and “Inspiration” have p-

values less than the level of significance α = 0.05. Consequentially, we do not reject the null 

hypothesis for these two elements, specifically. The two population groups are equal. 

Table 4-11: Means and standard deviations for factor scores in the qualifications group 

 Factor Measure Traditional 
Universities 

Institutes of 
Technology 

1 All items in the scale Mean 3.3429 3.7214 

Standard deviation 0.6568 0.3764 

2 Unity with Others Mean 3.6100 3.7833 

Standard deviation 0.7564 0.5273 

3 Serving Others Mean 3.7500 3.9250 

Standard deviation 0.7776 0.1208 

4 Expressing Full 
Potential 

Mean 3.1900 3.9750 

Standard deviation 0.9956 0.4923 

5 Developing and Mean 3.2333 3.5000 
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Becoming Self 
Standard deviation 0.9834 0.7071 

6 Reality Mean 3.3467 3.6333 

Standard deviation 0.6899 0.4289 

7 Inspiration Mean 2.9300 3.8500 

Standard deviation 1.0583 0.5798 

8 Balancing Tensions Mean 3.1800 3.2750 

Standard deviation 0.8705 0.7212 

The table above shows the means and standard deviations for the factors in the 

qualifications analysis.  

Note that the means for the results of the population from Institutes of Technology are further 

to the right on the linear Likert scale (1 to 5 rating). The standard deviation is also smaller for 

this group. 

Table 4-12: Comparison of experience of meaningful work between engineers aged 35 
years and younger, and those 36 years and older 

 Factor t-test statistic df p-value 

1 All items in the scale 1.8394 58 0.0561 

2 Unity with Others 1.4114 58 0.1635 

3 Serving Others 1.9827 58 0.0521 

4 Expressing Full Potential 2.2169 58 0.0306 

5 Developing and Becoming Self 1.2237 58 0.2260 

6 Reality 0.58123 58 0.5633 

7 Inspiration 2.0959 58 0.0405 

8 Balancing Tensions 0.18622 58 0.8529 

The table above shows results from the t-test described in the section 4.4.2. above to test if 

the mean responses from those who are 36 years of age and younger are significantly 

different from those who are 36 years or older. 
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Considering all items is the scale the p-value = 0.05608 which is greater than the level of 

significance α = 0.05. Therefore, we reject the null hypothesis. The two population groups 

are not equal. 

Results for two of the factor factors, “Expressing full potential” and “Inspiration” have p-

values less than the level of significance α = 0.05. Consequentially, we do not reject the null 

hypothesis for these two elements, specifically. The two population groups are equal. 

Table 4-13: Means and standard deviations for factor scores in the age groups 

 Factor Measure ≤ 35 years ≥ 36 years 

1 All items in the scale Mean 3.2745 3.5900 

Standard deviation 0.6694 0.5370 

2 Unity with Others Mean 3.5286 3.7933 

Standard deviation 0.8436 0.4818 

3 Serving Others Mean 3.6286 3.9900 

Standard deviation 0.7582 0.5972 

4 Expressing Full Potential Mean 3.0929 3.6400 

Standard deviation 1.0539 0.7572 

5 Developing and Becoming 
Self 

Mean 3.1524 3.4533 

Standard deviation 0.9543 0.9173 

6 Reality Mean 3.3524 3.4533 

Standard deviation 0.7318 0.5518 

7 Inspiration Mean 2.8500 3.4100 

Standard deviation 1.0418 0.9892 

8 Balancing Tensions Mean 3.1786 3.2200 

Standard deviation 0.8694 0.8207 

The table above shows the means and standard deviations for the factors in the age 

grouping analysis.  



94 

Note that the means for the results of the population for persons 36 years and older are 

further to the right on the linear Likert scale (1 to 5 rating). The standard deviation is also 

smaller for this group. 

Table 4-14: Distribution of responses for the two age groups 

 Factor ≤ 35 years ≥ 36 years 

  Agree Disagree Agree Disagree 

1 Unity with Others 135 40 108 6 

2 Serving Others 100 30 78 9 

3 Expressing Full Potential 70 45 67 14 

4 Developing and Becoming 
Self 

53 39 40 17 

5 Reality 61 26 40 13 

6 Inspiration 52 55 55 26 

7 Balancing Tensions 66 41 50 28 

Total  537 276 438 113 

The table above shows the aggregated results of the responses from the two age groups 

with age as the independent variable. 

Table 4-15: Distribution of responses for the two qualifications groups 

 Factor Traditional  
Universities 

Institutes of 
Technology 

  Agree Disagree Agree Disagree 

1 Unity with Others 200 43 43 3 

2 Serving Others 143 37 35 2 

3 Expressing Full Potential 105 59 32 0 

4 Developing the inner Self 76 51 17 5 

5 Reality 82 37 19 2 

6 Inspiration 78 80 29 1 
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7 Balancing Tensions 96 62 20 7 

Total  780 369 195 20 

The table above shows the aggregated results of the responses from the two qualifications 

groups with educational qualification as the independent variable. 

4.6. Conclusion   

The data generated by the Comprehensive Meaningful Work Scale survey was analysed by 

a statistics graduate with a Master’s degree, from Port Elizabeth, South Africa, using SPSS. 

The researcher collaborated with the data analyst to determine what statistical tests should 

be used. This partnership ensured that errors were corrected, results were questioned, 

analysed and finally agreed upon, to deliver the final report. 

The next chapter, chapter 5 is where an evaluation of the results is presented and a 

discussion of the outcomes is undertaken. 
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CHAPTER 5: EVALUATION OF DATA AND DISCUSSION OF 
RESULTS 

5.1. Introduction 

The purpose of the study was to determine to what degree a lack of meaningful work plays 

in the high turnover rate of engineers employed at Eskom’s fossil fuel power stations.  The 

researcher set about answering this problem by using Lips-Wiersma and Wright’s (2012) 

research into meaningful work to acquire answers.  

Sub-question number 1 related the organisation's recruitment policy; particularly its change 

in the last 10 years where the focus has been on employing graduate engineers at the power 

stations.  Eskom, in the recent past, has changed its recruitment policy in order to enhance 

the engineering profession within the organisation, and has actively sought to employ 

engineers graduating from traditional universities.  This is in departure from past policy 

where there was less selectivity between engineers from institutes of technology or 

traditional universities. 

Sub-question 2 sought to determine whether there was any significant difference in the 

experience of meaningful work between the younger and older engineers.  This was to see if 

age was a factor in meaningful work as it relates to the turnover rate of engineers.  

5.2. Analysis of main research question 

To answer the main research question, 'What role does meaningful work play in the job 

satisfaction of system engineers employed at Eskom fossil fuel power stations?', the 

responses within each factor were combined; i.e. those who agreed (strongly agree plus 

agree) and those who disagree (strongly disagree plus disagree) and frequencies presented 

in Table 4-6.  The Chi Square test for goodness of fit was used to determine if there was a 

significant difference between those who disagree and those who agree. 

The results presented show that the respondents agreed with all the factors except the 

Inspiration factor.  The p-values for 'Unity with others', 'Serving others', 'Expressing full 

potential', 'Developing and becoming self', 'Reality', and 'Balancing tensions' were less than 

the level of significance α = 0.05.  Therefore, for these factors, one can reject the null 

hypothesis and conclude that there is significant difference between the frequencies of those 
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who agreed and disagreed.  The results show that Eskom Generation engineers agree with 

the items on the Comprehensive Meaningful Work Scale. Overall, the dimensions are scored 

high and thus, the conclusion is that engineers find their work meaningful. 

Regarding the 'Inspiration' factor', the p-value (0.058) is greater than the level of significance 

α = 0.05.  Therefore, for this factor, one does not reject the null hypothesis and can conclude 

that there is no significant difference between the frequencies of those who agreed and 

disagreed.  

With all factors combined, the Chi Square test yields a p-value = 0.000 (x² = 83.79, df = 1) 

which is less than the level of significance α = 0.05, and therefore one can reject the null 

hypothesis and conclude that there is significant difference between the frequencies of those 

who agreed and those who disagreed. 

5.2.1.  Overall x² 

When combining all factors of the Comprehensive Meaningful Work Scale (CMWS), the Chi 

Square test returns an x² value of 83.79.  This equates to a p-value of 0.000.  There is 

significant difference between those who agreed and those who did not.  

The Hₒ for the main research question is the populations are equal; i.e. there is no significant 

difference between the populations that find their work meaningful and those that do not find 

their work meaningful.  The Hₐ is that there is significant difference between those that find 

their work meaningful and those that do not.  

Hₒ:µ1 = µ2 ('the two population means are equal'). 

Hₐ:µ1 ≠ µ2 ('the two population means are not equal'). 

For the main research question Hₐ:µ₁ > µ₂.  Thus, engineers employed in the fossil fuel 

power stations of the Generation division of Eskom find their work significantly meaningful. 

5.2.2.  Individual factors x² 

Six of the factors returned p-values that were below p = 0.05.  This means that in those six 

factors there was a significant difference between those that agreed and those that did not.  
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Therefore, the null hypothesis can be rejected and the conclusion can be made that there is 

a significant association between those factors and the engineers’ experience of meaningful 

work.  

One of the factors, 'Inspiration' returned a p-value above p = 0.05.  For this factor, it can be 

concluded that there is not a significant difference between the null hypothesis and the 

alternate hypotheses.  It can therefore be concluded that for this factor, engineers do not find 

their work significant enough. 

5.3. Analysis of sub-question 1 

This question was to test if the mean responses from those who have graduated from a 

traditional university are significantly different from those have graduated from an institute of 

technology.  

The hypothesis for sub-question 1 is that engineers from institutes of technology experience 

a greater sense of meaningful work than their counterparts from traditional universities.  In 

Table 4-10, the t-test shows that the populations are not equal.  Considering all items is the 

scale, the p-value = 0.08402, which is greater than the level of significance α = 0.05.  So one 

can reject the null hypothesis. 

The null hypothesis (H0) and alternative hypothesis (Hₐ) of the independent samples t-test 

can be expressed as follows: 

Null Hypothesis   (Hₒ):µ1 = µ2 ('the two population means are equal'). 

Alternate Hypothesis   (Hₐ):µ1 ≠ µ2 ('the two population means are not equal'). 

If the populations were equal, then there would not be differences in their experience of 

meaningful work between graduates from institutes of technology and their counterparts 

from traditional universities. 

Rejecting the null hypothesis in the t-test is in agreement with the research hypothesis. The 

population groups are not equal. Graduates from the institutes of technology find their jobs 

more meaningful than their colleagues from traditional universities (Hₐ:µ₁ > µ₂).  
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5.3.1.  Individual factors 

For the factors 'Expressing full potential' and 'Inspiration', the p-values are less than the level 

of significance as α = 0.05; therefore one does not reject the null hypothesis and can 

conclude that there is no significant difference between responses for traditional university 

graduates and graduates from institutes of technology. 

Regarding the other 5 factors, 'Reality’', 'Unity with others', 'Developing and becoming self', 

'Balancing tensions' and 'Serving others', the p-values are greater than the level of 

significance α = 0.05, and therefore one can reject the null hypothesis and conclude that 

there is significant difference in the responses for traditional university graduates and 

graduates from institutes of technology.  

5.3.2.  Mean and standard deviation 

Examining Table 4-8 where the mean and standard deviation scores are tabulated, there is a 

clear separation between the institute of technology graduates and graduates from 

traditional universities.  The meaningfulness of work experienced by the graduates from 

institutes of technology consistently scores higher on all factors, and as established with the 

t-test statistical test, the difference is statistically significant to enable significant conclusions 

to be drawn. 

5.4. Analysis of sub-question 2 

Table 4-12 shows the results from the t-test, to test if the mean responses from those who 

are 35 years of age and less are significantly different from those who are 36 years or older. 

The null hypothesis (Ho) and alternative hypothesis (Hₐ) of the independent samples t-test 

can be expressed as follows: 

Null Hypothesis   (Hₒ):µ1 = µ2 ('the two population means are equal'). 

Alternate Hypothesis   (Hₐ):µ1 ≠ µ2 ('the two population means are not equal'). 

The t-test results for this question show that there is a considerable difference in the 

experience of meaningful work between the different age groups.  The null hypothesis, 
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where the populations being tested are equal, is rejected as there are significant differences 

between the population groups.  The alternate hypothesis is accepted.  The population 

groups are not equal (µ₁ > µ₂). 

Considering all items in the scale, the p-value = 0.0561, which is greater than the level of 

significance where α = 0.05.  So one can reject the null hypothesis and conclude that those 

engineers who are 36 years old or older experience their work as significantly more 

meaningful than their younger colleagues. 

5.4.1.  Individual factors 

The results shows p-values for 'Expressing full potential' factor and 'Inspiration' factor are 

less than the level of significance where α = 0.05.  Therefore one does not reject the null 

hypothesis and can conclude that there is no statistically significant difference in the 

responses for those who are ≤ 35 years of age and those who are ≥ 36 years for these two 

factors.  

Regarding the other five factors, the p-values are greater than the level of significance as α = 

0.05, and therefore one does not reject the null hypothesis and can conclude that there is a 

significant difference in the responses for those who are ≤ 35 years old than those who are ≥ 

36 years, for these two factors.  

5.4.2.  Mean and standard deviation 

Examining Table 4-10 where the mean and standard deviation scores are tabulated, there is 

a clearly a separation between the age groups being tested.  The meaningfulness of work 

experienced by the older cohort consistently scores higher on all factors, and as established 

with the t-test statistical test, the difference is statistically significant to enable significant 

conclusions to be drawn. 

5.5. Discussion of individual factors that were not significantly different 

5.5.1.  Inspiration factor 

The one factor applicable to all the research questions where a conclusive finding cannot be 

made is the 'Inspiration' factor.  This factor featured in the main research question, as well as 
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the sub-questions, where the p-value was greater than the level of significance of α = 0.05.  

Thus the Hₒ is not significantly different from Hₐ.  This factor needs to be unpacked as an 

individual factor possibly contributing to why engineers expressed the opinion that they did 

not engage in meaningful work. 

For this factor, the survey respondents were required to react to four statements and 

appraise their perceptions on a 5-point Likert type scale ranging from strongly agree to 

strongly disagree.  The statements were (1) 'I feel inspired at work', (2) 'The work we are 

doing makes me feel hopeful about the future', (3) 'The vision we collectively work towards 

inspires me', and (4) 'I experience a sense of connection to my work'.  

Unpacking the Inspiration factor, Lips-Wiersma and Morris (2009) describe inspiration as a 

transcendent experience through which people feel that something is working through them; 

some power greater than themselves.  It could also be a purpose or vision towards which an 

individual is striving.  At work, the organisation's vision, mission and values can be a source 

of inspiration to employees.  However, when there is a gap between an ideal situation and 

reality as experienced on an everyday basis, inspiration can suffer.  Inspiration is the core 

factor in the Map of Meaning.  Therefore, for work to be truly meaningful, inspiration must be 

significant aspect. 

The organisation currently finds itself in a negative cycle with high debt levels, falling 

production, decreasing levels of plant performance, negative societal pressure, and a host of 

other damaging effects.  These adverse realities go against the vision, mission and values of 

the organisation and it can thus be assumed that this contributes considerably to a dearth of 

inspiration felt by the engineers who are the technical custodians of the plant. 

5.5.2.  Expressing full potential 

The other factor that justifies further exploration is 'Expressing full potential' as there was a 

significant difference in the two sub-questions between Hₒ and Hₐ.  Lips-Wiersma and Wright 

(2012) state that this dimension of meaningful work refers to meaningfulness experienced 

when expressing talents, creativity, and having a sense of achievement. . 'Expressing full 

potential' is different from 'Developing the inner self' in that it is dynamic and outwardly 

focused, whereas the latter is inward and introspective.  Individuals find work meaningful by 

expressing full their potential through creating, achieving, and influencing.  
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Creating is meaningful through the action of making new things, and building or producing 

new ideas.  Achieving is meaningful through the act of bringing something to a successful 

conclusion.  There is meaning in mastering and accomplishing something.  Influencing is 

meaningful through having the power to change a viewpoint or situation.  The power to 

change actions, behaviour, opinions, etc. is a significant incentive. 

The organisation needs to do more in terms of enabling engineers to fully entrench 

themselves in their jobs.  Recently, the organisation has engaged in re-organising the 

engineering and other departments.  Of significance to this study is the disbandment of the 

engineering group that used to be based at the head office.  This department was 

responsible for the design base of Eskom’s assets.  As such, they were responsible for the 

engineering designs.  The disbandment of this group means that designs now are done by 

the engineers at the business units (power stations).  This researcher believes that this 

upset in the organisational structure will significantly improve the outlook of the power station 

engineers concerning them expressing their full potential. 

5.6. Conclusion 

This chapter discussed and explained the data results in detail.  The statistical tests yielded 

confident results and the research questions were answered satisfactorily. 

The two factors, where the results from the CWMS show that there was no significant 

difference between those that agreed and those that did not agree, were discussed and 

expanded upon.  Redoing the CMWS in the future, using the methodology described in this 

study, might show improvement in the engineers' experience of meaningful work, should the 

organisation's current restructuring and strategic changes produce positive results. 

Chapter 6 draws conclusions from the evaluation of the data. Recommendations are also 

made to the organisation and for further research.  
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

6.1. Introduction 

The primary objective of this study was to discover whether or not the engineers employed 

at Eskom’s fossil fuel power stations experience their work as meaningful.  The first chapter 

introduced the organisational setting for this study and presented the background to the 

issue being investigated.  

An in-depth literature review was conducted on the topic of meaningful work in Chapter 2.  

This provided the background to support this research.  The findings of the literature do 

support the importance of meaningful work regarding any individuals’ emotional well-being, 

job satisfaction, and their ability to be effective and productive. 

In Chapter 3 the research philosophy was presented.  The research methodology used to 

address the research questions and hypotheses were presented and discussed.  The results 

obtained from the empirical research provided the necessary information to address the 

objectives of the study, and were presented in chapter four.  Chapter 5 discussed the 

empirical research findings and what those findings meant for the research.   

The final chapter, Chapter 6, presents the observations and conclusions that are drawn from 

the study.  This final chapter also addresses whether the objectives of the study were met 

and provides recommendations for future research. 

6.2. The research questions 

6.2.1.  The main research question 

What role does meaningful work play in the job satisfaction of system engineers employed at 

Eskom fossil fuel power stations? 

The population group tested was the engineers employed at Eskom’s fossil fuel power 

stations.  The Chi Square test for goodness of fit was used to determine if there was a 

significant difference between those engineers who agree that they experience work as 

meaningful as opposed to those engineers who disagree that they experience their work as 

meaningful. 
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The null hypothesis for this question was that there was no difference between those that 

agree and those that did not.  

Based on the outcome of the Chi Square test, which returned a p-value of 0.00 (which is 

significantly less than α = 0.05), the null hypothesis is rejected and one can conclude that 

there is significant difference between the frequencies of those who agreed and those who 

disagreed. The results show that Eskom Generation engineers agree with the items on the 

Comprehensive Meaningful Work Scale, score the dimensions high and thus, find their work 

meaningful. The literature review and research on the topic of organisational commitment 

shows that employees who find their jobs meaningful, are more likely to find their jobs 

satisfying and as a result, more likely to commit to the organisation (Geldenhuys et al., 

2014). 

6.2.2.  Sub-question 1 

Do engineers who graduate from institutes of technology find the fossil fuel power station 

environment more meaningful than their counterparts from the traditional universities? 

The t-test results for this question show that there is a significant difference in the experience 

of meaningful work between the different age groups.  The null hypothesis, where the 

populations being tested are equal, is rejected as there are significant differences between 

the population groups.  The alternate hypothesis is accepted.  The population groups are not 

equal (Hₐ:µ₁ > µ₂).  

Graduates from the institutes of technology find their jobs more meaningful than their 

colleagues from traditional universities. 

6.2.3.  Sub-question 2 

Do engineers over the age of 35 experience the power station environment as a more 

meaningful environment? 

The t-test results for this question show that there is a significant difference in the experience 

of meaningful work between the different age groups.  The null hypothesis, where the 

populations being tested are equal, is rejected as there are significant differences between 
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the population groups.  The alternate hypothesis is accepted.  The populations are not equal 

(Hₐ:µ₁ > µ₂). 

Engineers who are 36 years or older experience the power station environment as more 

meaningful when compared to their younger colleagues. 

6.3. Hypothesis 

The hypothesis to be proven true or not for this particular study is as follows: Engineers from 

institutes of technology experience a greater sense of meaningful work within the power 

station environment than their colleagues from traditional universities. 

The t-test performed for sub-question 2 has determined that the research hypothesis is true.  

Engineers from institutes of technology find the power station environment significantly more 

meaningful than their colleagues from traditional universities. 

6.4. Objectives of the study 

The key objectives of this research project were to: 

6.4.1. Utilise the Map of Meaning (Lips-Wiersma & Wright, 2012) to determine which 

dimension of meaningful work is out of balance in the lives of engineers. 

6.4.2. Compare the experience of meaningful work between engineers younger than 

35 with those that were 35 years or older. 

6.4.3. Determine whether engineers from traditional universities express a greater 

dissatisfaction with the power station environment. 

6.4.4. Utilise the results of the study to recommend changes, if any, to the 

organisation.  

The objectives of the study have been met:   

For the first objective (6.4.1) the Map of Meaning was successfully used to determine which 

dimensions of meaningful work are out of balance in the lives of engineers.  The two 

dimensions are 'Inspiration' and 'Expressing Full Potential'.  
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For the second objective (6.4.2), age is the independent variable in sub-question 2.  The t-

test analysis of the data proves conclusively that age DOES matter when the engineers’ 

experience of meaningful work is analysed.  Older employees tend to experience their work 

as more meaningful than their younger colleagues. 

In the third objective (6.4.3), educational qualification is the independent variable in sub-

question 1.  The t-test analysis of the data proves conclusively that graduates from institutes 

of technology in the fossil fuel power station environment experience their jobs as more 

meaningful than their colleagues from traditional universities.  

For the final objective (6.4.4), suggestions to the organisation are made later in this chapter, 

as are recommendations for further research.  

6.5. Key learnings from the research 

A lack of meaningful work does NOT play a role in the relatively high turnover of engineers 

at the power stations.  Based on the outcomes from this study, the organisation is definitely 

doing something right in creating an environment for engineers to find meaning in their work.  

Irrespective of their educational background and age profile, engineers DO find their jobs 

meaningful.  The relatively high staff turnover rate at the power stations cannot be ascribed 

to a lack of meaningful work. 

The two research sub-questions have proved that there are substantial differences between 

the age groups and educational groups tested for meaningful work.  Older workers are more 

likely to find their work meaningful.  Engineers from institutes of technology are also more 

likely to find their work meaningful than their colleagues from traditional universities.  

Eskom needs to relook at the recruitment strategy to, once again, recruit engineers 

graduating from institutes of technology.  The literature is conclusive; meaningful work leads 

to workers who are more engaged, and this in turn leads to workers who are more 

productive.  The organisation is also more likely to retain the engaged worker who finds their 

work meaningful. 

As discussed in Chapter 3, retention of engineers is critical for an organisation such as 

Eskom.  Not only do they find their jobs more meaningful as they grow older, but time spent 

on the job allows them to develop into the problem solvers that Eskom needs.  The 
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development of expertise takes considerable time and effort.  At maximum effort, a minimum 

of 10 years is needed to develop engineers to become subject matter experts.  There are 

considerable benefits to the organisation if it retains its engineers. 

6.6. Conclusions 

This study used the Map of Meaning, developed by Lips-Wiersma and Wright (2012), 

together with the Comprehensive Meaningful Work Scale (CMWS) (2012), to evaluate the 

experience of meaningful work of the engineers employed at Eskom’s fossil fuel power 

stations.  This study has determined that their verbal articulation that they do not have 

meaningful work is false.  The statistical analysis of the data generated by the survey, using 

the CMWS, shows that the engineers employed at fossil fuel power stations experience their 

working environment as significantly meaningful. 

This study has also determined that age and academic background are statistically 

significant factors in their experience of meaningful work.  Although all engineers find their 

jobs at fossil fuel power stations significantly meaningful, engineers from institutes of 

technology experience their jobs as substantially more meaningful than their counterparts 

from the traditional universities. The age differential also shows that the older engineers 

experience their jobs as more significantly meaningful than their younger colleagues.   

6.7. Recommendations for the organisation 

The reason for the relatively high turnover of engineers, especially those aged 35 and below, 

needs to be re-examined through the lens of social and/or other factors.  The evidence 

pointing to meaningful work not being a cause of engineer turnover indicates some other 

motive. 

Taking cognisance of the rural locations of Eskom’s fossil fuelled power stations, perhaps 

the question to be asked is ‘why people stay?’ and not ‘why people leave?’ Delving only into 

why people leave looks at just one side of the coin. The reasons why people stay are just as 

important. The answer to why people stay is inertia (Flowers & Hughes, 1973). Flowers and 

Hughes (1973) claim in their magazine article that employees tend to remain with an 

organisation until something causes them to leave. They postulate that there are two factors 

affecting inertia, (1) job satisfaction and (2) environmental factors. This study had indicated 

that job satisfaction is likely to be a significant factor in why people want to remain with the 



108 

organisation. Environmental factors can be subdivided into three broad categories: 

motivational factors in the company’s environment, maintenance factors in the company’s 

environment and factors in the external environment. The suggestion is for the organisation 

delve deep into the environmental factors, determine who stays and why.   

The organisation needs to do more in terms of enabling engineers to fully bring their 'selves' 

to their jobs.  Recently, the organisation has engaged in re-organising the engineering and 

other departments.  Of significance to this study is the disbandment of the engineering group 

called Group Technology that used to be based at the head office.  The engineers working 

for this organisational unit have been reassigned to various business units throughout the 

organisation.  Only a core crew of senior managers and selected personnel have been 

retained centrally.  This department was responsible for the design base of Eskom’s assets.  

As such, they were responsible for doing engineering designs.  

The disbandment of this group means that designs now are done by the engineers at the 

business units (power stations).  This researcher believes that this reorganisation will 

significantly improve the outlook of the power station based engineers concerning them 

expressing their full potential.  Engineers at power stations will now take ownership of their 

engineering designs.  As such, it is envisaged that engineers, especially graduates from 

traditional universities, will find their work more meaningful. 

The dimensions of 'Inspiration' and 'Expressing Full Potential' from the Map of Meaning, 

need to be explored by human resources department. This is to determine why the 

engineers find these elements lacking in their experience of meaningful work and what can 

be done to increase their satisfaction of their jobs. 

With the current re-organisation taking place, the CMWS study is recommend to be 

undertaken in the future.  This study can be used as a base case, and a future study can be 

implemented to see what changes have taken place.  It will be very interesting to see if the 

current organisational changes taking place will have an impact on the engineers’ 

experience of meaningful work. 

6.8. Recommendations for further research 

Eskom’s power stations tend to be situated in rural areas.  This could be a key factor in the 

younger engineers not investing themselves in the organisation.  Family responsibilities, lack 
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of opportunity for social interaction, lack of entertainment and venues for social interaction, 

long travelling distances to family and friends, and other such social factors could be factors 

as to why engineers join the organisation but then leave.   

Perhaps the social constraints become too much to endure.  The excitement, career 

prospects, earning potential, peer recognition, and other feel good factors associated with 

joining the organisation, soon wear off when the social realities of living in rural areas hits 

home.  There is a possibility that when a job opportunity outside of the organisation, and 

closer to a desirable location comes up, the engineer chooses improved social 

circumstances. 

The recommendation is that research should be conducted to see if social requirements play 

a part in younger engineers leaving the organisation. 

6.9. Alignment of this research with the TIPS Managerial Leadership 

Framework 

The TIPS Managerial Leadership Framework adds to the sphere of management and 

governance. The framework enables the emergence of an energised, aligned and agile 

workforce. 

The core attribute of the TIPS framework is systems thinking. Systems thinking is the 

concept of working with complex, problematic situations that require different perspectives to 

resolve. One of the primary drivers of systems thinking is the need to deal with increasing 

complexity within organisations. The TIPS model consists of a core which comprises the 

systems thinking element surrounded by the managerial practices of engagement, alignment 

and agility.  

Engagement integrates the Management of People (MoP) and the Management of 

Innovation (MoI). This element evaluates the commitment and motivation of the people to 

the organisation.  

Alignment is the management practice of integrating Management of Technology (MoT) and 

Management of People. This is done to ensure the appropriate human capabilities match the 

organisations requirements. This is attained by upskilling, retaining and recruiting the skills to 

match and exceed the organisation’s needs. 
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Agility integrates the Management of People with the Management of Innovation to promote 

flexibility within the organisation. This is to rapidly react to an ever-changing micro and 

macro business environment. It is about the response to dynamic market conditions, 

environmental changes and ability to be adaptable. 

The data that emerged from this study aligns with the Managerial Leadership Framework. It 

demonstrates the importance of aligning the Management of Technology, Management of 

Innovation, Management of People and Systems Thinking in achieving the continued 

existence of the organisation and achieving its mission and vision. Meaningful work engages 

and retains the very people an organisation needs to ensure its success. As discussed in 

chapter 2, work engagement and employee engagement leads to positive benefits for both 

the organisation and employee.   
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