
University of Nebraska - Lincoln University of Nebraska - Lincoln 

DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln 

Management Department Faculty Publications Management Department 

10-2005 

Nurturing the spirit at work: Impact on work unit performance Nurturing the spirit at work: Impact on work unit performance 

Dennis Duchon 
University of Texas at San Antonio, dduchon2@unl.edu 

Donde Ashmos Plowman 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln, dplowman2@unl.edu 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/managementfacpub 

 Part of the Management Sciences and Quantitative Methods Commons 

Duchon, Dennis and Plowman, Donde Ashmos, "Nurturing the spirit at work: Impact on work unit 

performance" (2005). Management Department Faculty Publications. 65. 

https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/managementfacpub/65 

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Management Department at 
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It has been accepted for inclusion in Management Department 
Faculty Publications by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. 

https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/managementfacpub
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/managementdept
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/managementfacpub?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fmanagementfacpub%2F65&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/637?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fmanagementfacpub%2F65&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/managementfacpub/65?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fmanagementfacpub%2F65&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages


807

Published in The Leadership Quarterly 16:5 (October 2005), pp. 807–833; doi:10.1016/j.leaqua.2005.07.008   

Copyright © 2005 Elsevier Inc. Used by permission

Published online September 8, 2005. 

Nurturing the spirit at work:  

Impact on work unit performance 

Dennis Duchon and Donde Ashmos Plowman

Department of Management, University of Texas at San Antonio

Corresponding author — D. Duchon, dduchon@utsa.edu  

 
Abstract

Workplace spirituality is defined as a workplace that recognizes that employees have an inner life 
that nourishes and is nourished by meaningful work that takes place in the context of community. 

This definition, based on three fundamental spiritual needs, has implications for how leaders can 
enhance work unit performance by nurturing the spirit at work. In an exploratory study of six work 

units in a large hospital system we used an instrument that measures workplace spirituality. The 

results led to propositions concerning the effect of work unit spirituality on work unit performance 

and the relationship between work unit spirituality and leadership. Among medical units within 

the same hospital system, work unit spirituality is greater in some than in others; work unit perfor-

mance is associated with work unit spirituality; and work unit leaders likely have an impact on the 

degree to which work units acknowledge and encourage issues of the spirit.

Keywords: workplace spirituality, spirituality and leadership, unit performance

1. Introduction

In the past few years there has been a growing interest in workplace spirituality, in part due 

to what some are calling “a spiritual awakening in the American workplace” (Garcia-Zamor, 

2003, p 355). Since the late 1990s publications such as Wall Street Journal, Business Week, For-

tune and others have reported a growing desire among employees for meaning and purpose at 

work, for a spiritual dimension to organizational life. Anecdotal evidence suggests that work-
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places differ in terms of their commitment to building and nurturing people’s spirits (Kolodin-

sky et al., 2003; Pfeffer, 2003) yet little is known, empirically, to support these claims. Further, 

the interest in workplace spirituality has led to the assertion that workplaces that are “spiritu-

ally healthy” (White, 2003), most likely perform better (Elm, 2003; Garcia-Zamor, 2003) and are, 

in part, a function of the attitudes, practices and behaviors of workplace leaders (Fry, 2003; Pfef-

fer, 2003; Strack et al., 2002).

In an exploratory study of six work units within one large healthcare system we examine work-

place differences in terms of their openness to spirituality, and whether these differences are asso-

ciated with differences in work unit performance. Finally, we consider the degree to which the at-

titudes towards workplace spirituality of unit leaders reflect the attitudes of their subordinates, 
and develop implications about the role of leaders in nurturing the spirit at work. In spite of the 

growing interest among practitioners in matters of the spirit or heart at work, organizational sci-
entists have been slow to address the topic. For example, to date, no articles on the topic of spiri-

tuality and organizations have appeared in the four most prestigious organizationally-oriented ac-

ademic journals—Academy of Management Journal, Academy of Management Review, Administrative 

Science Quarterly, or Strategic Management Journal. Although in 2000, the Journal of Management In-

quiry published a special issue that included articles on Spirituality, and book reviews and a re-

view article appeared in 2001 and 2003 respective issues of The Leadership Quarterly.

In spite of such paucity, Pfeffer (2003) points out that given how much time people spend at 

work and how work is partly responsible for people’s social identity it is time to examine the 

differences between management practices that nurture people’s spirits and those that harm the 

spirit. Thus, leaders who practice spirit building vs. spirit destruction can have a significant im-

pact on organizational life and ultimately organizational success.
Although largely ignored, workplace spirituality has started to emerge as a domain of in-

terest to a small circle of organizational scientists. Mitroff, Mason & Pearson (1994), for exam-

ple, envisioned radically different organizations of the future that would house, among other 
things, world service/spiritual centers for connecting the organization’s purposes to solving the 
world’s problems. Their notion of spirituality was not explicit and seemed to focus more on the 

need for corporate social responsibility than on people’s needs for meaning in their lives. But 

theirs was an effort to go beyond the boundaries of conventional views of organizations. Con-

ger (1994) also stepped outside the conventional boundaries when he coupled ideas from orga-

nizational management such as leadership, motivation, and structure, with those such as mean-

ing, community, and morality, from several major spiritual traditions in his book Spirit at Work. 

There has been little follow-up, however, to Conger’s work, at least in management journals.

One notable exception is Mirvis (1997) who considers the implications of “soul work” for or-

ganizations, primarily as it relates to “community building.” A second notable exception was a 
special issue of Journal of Change Management (1999) devoted to examining the presence of spir-

ituality in both individuals and organizations. Another exception is the 2000 issue of Journal of 

Management Inquiry which devoted some space to issues of spirit at work. For example, in that 

issue, Delbecq (2000) provides a description of an MBA course he teaches entitled “Spirituality 

for Business Leadership,” and Ashmos & Duchon (2000) report an empirical effort to develop a 
measure of spirituality at work.

It is also important to note that the scholarly work addressing spirituality in the workplace 

is only now beginning to move from a conceptual phase to a theory building–empirical test-

ing phase. For example, while Fry and his colleagues (cf. Fry et al., 2005; Malone & Fry, 2003) 
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have recently begun to present empirical evidence in support of his theory of spiritual leader-

ship (Fry, 2003), such empirical work has been the exception, not the rule in the area of spiritu-

ality scholarship. Even Mitroff & Denton (1999, p. 83), who conducted one of the few empirical 
studies of workplace spirituality note, “even the few studies of spirituality in the workplace by 

respected academics are written more from the heart than from the stance of critical inquiry.” 

More typical is Handbook of Workplace Spirituality and Organizational Performance of Giacalone & 
Jurkiewicz (2003) which offers a collection of articles devoted to the concept of workplace spiri-
tuality, none of which report empirical work. The authors even raise, specifically, the very ques-

tion that is addressed in this article: “Is spirituality significantly related to various aspects of or-

ganizational behavior and performance, and if so, how?” (p. 21).
In developing a context for this exploratory study we begin by grounding the notion of work-

place spirituality in organization theory constructs. This shows that workplace spirituality has its 
roots in a number of familiar organizational behavior and organization theory constructs. We then 
explore, in a small sample study of six medical care units within a large hospital system, the rela-

tionship of work unit spirituality and work unit performance. We present evidence that those who 

score high on a measure of workplace spirituality, which we refer to as “spirit friendly” work units 

out perform those that are less spirit-friendly. Finally, we offer a set of propositions for further ex-

amination of the relationship of work unit spirituality, leadership, and work unit performance.

2. Workplace spirituality

Workplace spirituality is a new topic to organizational literature and is a topic with limited 
theoretical development (Dehler & Welsh, 2003; Fry, 2003; Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003). The 
history of “work” has been well documented by others (Dehler & Welsh, 2003; Pine & Gilmore, 
1998) and is beyond the scope of this paper. However, we begin with a definition of workplace 
spirituality. A workplace can be considered to be spiritual (or spirit friendly) when it recognizes 
that employees have an inner life that nourishes and is nourished by meaningful work that takes place in 

the context of community (Ashmos & Duchon, 2000). A number of the contributing authors to the 
recent Handbook of Workplace Spirituality and Organizational Performance (Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 
2003) offer slightly different definitions but many of them draw on the components of the defini-
tion developed by Ashmos & Duchon (2000): inner life, meaningful work, and community. Our 
confidence in this definition is also increased by the notion of Fry (2003) that spiritual leadership 
is partly a function of “calling” which is similar to our notion of meaning, and “membership” 

which is similar to our notion of community.

While the organizational behavior literature has examined the emotional (Brief, 2001; Brief 

& Weiss, 2002; Morris & Feldman, 1996) and cognitive side of organizational life (cf., Fishbein 
& Ajzen, 1975; Vroom, 1964), little work has examined the spiritual side of organizational life. 
The lack of attention by organizational scientists to spirituality can be explained partly by the 
nature of academic inquiry, that focuses on more readily observed and measured behaviors 

and their presumed covariates (i.e., attitudes) than something elusive and idiosyncratic (spirit 

or spirituality). The lack of attention can also be explained by a generally secular approach to 

the study of organizational life. Religion gets scant attention in the literature, and so, by ex-

tension, spirituality is likewise ignored. It is important to note that religion (an organized be-

lief system) and spirituality (an inner longing for meaning and community) are not the same 

thing. Mitroff & Denton (1999) reported that people in the workplace can distinguish between 
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religion and spirituality, and believe that spirituality is an appropriate topic for discussion 

in the workplace while religion is not. We focus here on spirituality, not religion, much in the 

same way as Bolman & Deal (1995).

2.1. Workplace spirituality—A definition

One of the difficulties in addressing the topic of spirituality and organizational life is in articu-

lating a suitable working definition of workplace spirituality (Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003). Most 
definitions of workplace spirituality include the notions of meaning, purpose and being connected 
to others (Ashmos & Duchon, 2000; Conger, 1994; Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003; Mirvis, 1997; 
Vaill, 1998, 2000). Vaill (2000), for example, views spirituality as having to do with human kind’s 
search for meaning, and argues that the search for meaning for many adults has often led people 

to seek significance in their work. Giacalone & Jurkiewicz (2003) define it as “a framework of orga-

nizational values evidenced in the culture that promotes employees’ experience of transcendence 
through the work process, facilitating their sense of being connected to others in a ways that pro-

vides feelings of completeness and joy” (p. 13). According to Conger (1994) the yearning for mean-

ing and “spirit at work” is in part fostered by the decline of traditional places of community (i.e., 

neighborhoods, churches, etc.) Thus, people may come to work with their spiritual needs less sat-

isfied than was perhaps true of pervious generations who had access to numerous visible sources 
of community. The decline in traditional opportunities for community suggests that sources where 

people have sought to find not just belonging (community), but also meaning have declined. Thus, 
people may try to find both meaning and community at work (Vaill, 1998).

But a search for community and meaning at work can be difficult because the workplace has 
changed. For example, Vaill (1998) argues that workers may have traditionally been able to find 
meaning in the fact that their employment is secure, that their organizations have noble mis-

sions, or that their leaders are of the character which inspire employee commitment. However, 

in the more recent climate of organizational life, employment security no longer exists, leader 
turnover is high, much of the workforce is made up of temporary workers (Pfeffer & Baron, 
1988), and organizational values are suspect. In fact, there is mounting evidence that many peo-

ple feel they work in places that hurt their spirits (Pfeffer, 2003; Terkel, 1985). Despite the chal-

lenges posed by the modern workplace, the need for meaning is still present in employees, and 

the workplace, where adults spend much of their waking hours, is still an opportune place to 

find meaning, or as Mirvis notes, find “something more” (Mirvis, 1997, p. 198).
This theme—the search for meaning—is also noted in the call of Mitroff et al. (1994) for “rad-

ical surgery” on organizations where meaning is found in moral causes. For example, they pro-

pose that organizations should recognize the spiritual dimension of organizational life and the 
search for meaning will unfold as the day-to-day affairs of the organization address the larger 
problems of humanity:

“By discussing the spiritual sides of organizations, we are not promoting an official “com-

pany religion” or an unqualified endorsement of one of the world’s traditional religions 
or sects. Rather, we are talking about the greater moral purpose and obligation of every 
organization to contribute to the solution of world problems” (1994, p. 17).

The view of Mitroff et al. (1994) on the meaning at work takes a humanistic/social responsibil-
ity direction but, it is based in the notion that people and organizations want and need to be en-

gaged in matters of importance in a context larger than economic matters.
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Echoing this theme of the search for meaning, Beyer (1999) argues that spirituality has two 

components—meaning and belonging:

“Because humans are meaning-seeking animals, they seek meaning in their work. Be-

cause they are social animals, they also seek a sense of belonging to social groups through 

their work. These two intangibles—meaning and belonging—enhance the inner lives of 

individuals and give their work a spiritual dimension” (Beyer, 1999, p. 1 ).

Beyer’s enlarging the definition of spirit at work to include belonging is consistent with the view 
of Conger (1994) that spirituality, in the workplace or anywhere else, is an effort “to see our 
deeper connections to one another and to the world beyond ourselves” (1994, p. 15).

Ashmos & Duchon (2000) continue with the themes of meaning and belonging when they 
discuss the components of a spiritual work place. First, spirituality at work means recogniz-

ing that workers are spiritual beings; they have an inner life where the need for meaning is ad-

dressed. Second, spirituality at work is about more than just the inner nature of workers, but 

also about what Beyer (1999) refers to as the need for belonging, for being part of a community. 

Finally, spirituality at work includes the notion that people’s needs for meaning can be achieved 

through meaningful work. Thus, in this article, we use the Ashmos & Duchon (2000, p. 137) def-
inition of spirituality at work: “the recognition that employees have an inner life that nourishes and is 

nourished by meaningful work that takes place in the context of community.” Each of the three parts of 

this definition—inner life, meaningful work, and community—can be understood in the context 
of similar—yet not the same—established constructs in the organization’s literature: self-con-

cept, job enrichment, and organizational climate. Reviewing the entire literature on each of these 
constructs would go beyond the bounds of this article. However, the intent is to show how the 

particular dimension of spirituality at work has conceptual roots in a similar organizational be-

havior notion, and thus deserves attention in the organization’s literature.

2.1.1. Inner life

People bring their whole selves to work, and increasingly we see that the whole self includes 

the spiritual self. Dehler & Welsh (2003) describe the changing nature of work as “people in the 
new workplace bring their whole selves to their jobs—including their heart and soul” (p. 118). 

Vaill refers to inner life it as “the feeling individuals have about the fundamental meaning of 
who they are, what they are doing, and the contributions they are making” (Vaill, 1998, p. 218). 
A CEO participant in a graduate course on “Spirituality for Business Leadership” taught by An-

dre Delbecq put it this way, “At the root of the connection between spirituality and business 

leadership is the recognition that we all have an inner voice and it is the ultimate source of wis-

dom in our most difficult business decisions” (Levy, 2000, p. 130). Thus, an important dimension 
of spirituality at work is the notion that employees have spiritual needs (i.e., an inner life), just 

as they have physical, emotional, and cognitive needs, and these needs don’t get left at home 

when they come to work.

The existence of an inner life is related to two organizational behavior constructs: individ-

ual identity and social identity. Individual identity is part of a person’s self-concept, or inner 

view of themselves, and the expression of that inner life is, in part, an expression of social iden-

tity. The self-concept theory of Shamir (1991) provides a useful framework for the consideration 

of “inner life” by arguing that congruence between one’s inner self-concept (i.e., inner life) and 

one’s work leads to greater motivation. His self-concept approach is based on five assumptions: 
(1) humans are not only goal-oriented, they are also expressive of feelings and self-concepts; (2) 
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people are motivated by internal guides to enhance their self-esteem and self-worth; (3) people 

are motivated to retain and increase their sense of self-consistency (they derive a sense of mean-

ing from a sense of unity of their self-concept and continuity among past and present and future 

behavior); (4) self-concepts are composed in part of identities which are motivating according 
to their salience (the more salient an identity such as a spiritual identity, the more motivating 

it will be, particularly when the work situation is seen as an opportunity to perform in terms 

of that identity); and (5) self-concept based behavior is not always related to clear expectations 

or to immediate and specific goals, i.e., behavior is often guided by imagined possibilities and 
“faith” (Shamir’s word).

Thus, self-concept theory suggests that a job is motivating when there is a high level of con-

gruence among the job, its context, and the person’s self-concept. People whose self-concept in-

cludes a spiritual dimension will be motivated if their work context enables expression of their 

spiritual identity. Note that this does not suggest that such an opportunity will be motivating 

for everyone. As Shamir (1991) points out, some people are more instrumental than expressive 

and some people may not have crystallized a sense of self-concept. Thus, work can be motivat-
ing for an individual if it affirms his/her identity, i.e., an individual prefers work that is compat-
ible with one’s self identity (Leonard et al., 1995; Carlisle & Manning, 1994; Manning & Robin-

son, 1985; Shamir, 1991).

The notion of inner life is related to individual identity which Shamir’s self-concept the-

ory helps explain, and also to social identity which occurs through group membership—in 

this case in a work unit or organization. That is, individuals require a larger social context or 
group in order to completely understand and express themselves. For example, Ellemers, de 

Gilder, & Haslam (2004) argue that employees who identify with their work unit can be en-

ergized when circumstances enhance the salience of common identity. Thus, a work unit that 
enables one’s spiritual identity can energize the group. Further, others have suggested that 
belonging to a social group, i.e., to an organization, shapes one’s self-concept (Ashforth & 
Mael, 1989; Dutton et al., 1994; Kramer, 1991; Tajfel & Turner, 1985). Individuals’ identities 
are formed in part by how they believe others view the work unit or organization to which 
they belong (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991). But an individual’s social identity at work likely is 
not derived just from the “organization,” but, as Ashforth & Mael (1989) point out, the sub-

unit where one works everyday may be an even more powerful determinate of social identity 

than the larger organization. The argument is that an individual’s self-concept is shaped by 
the knowledge that he/she is part of a work unit. Fry (2003) refers to this in a theory of spiri-

tual leadership as membership.

Workplace spirituality can be viewed, then, as a consequence of the self-concept at work and 

the social identity that is derived from work unit membership. If individuals define themselves 
as spiritual beings who have an inner life—even at work—and they belong to a work unit whose 

central, enduring character embodies (or at least permits) this definition, the work unit identity 
will thus provide an opportunity for expression of inner life.

2.1.2. Meaningful work

The second component of workplace spirituality embodies the notion that people seek mean-

ing at work. This is not new since, for example, Etzioni (1995) reminds us what social psychol-
ogists have long argued—that work has meaning for people far beyond the material rewards 

commonly associated with work. For example, when a sample of people who were employed 
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either full or part-time were asked in a 1987 Gallup poll whether or not they would continue 

working if they won $10 million in the lottery, 59% of those polled said they would continue 

to work (Gallup, 1998:p. 209). Other studies, such as that by Learner (1996) indicate that work-

ers want their day-to-day jobs to seem connected to a larger purpose in life. As Pfeffer puts it, 

“Many people seek not only competence and mastery in their work but also to do work that 

has some social meaning or social value” (p. 6, 2002). Fry (2003) refers to this as giving people a 

sense of calling through meaning, in particular, meaning at work.

The “meaningful work” component of workplace spirituality has some roots in the job design 

literature although as we use it here goes beyond the notions associated with the job design lit-

erature. Job design has been defined as the “manipulation of the content, functions, and relation-

ships of jobs to accomplish organizational purposes and satisfy the needs of job holders” (Szila-

gyi & Wallace, 1987, p. 149).
Rooted in the principles of scientific management, initially job design focused on the impor-

tance of job specialization as a method for improving worker productivity. A negative reaction 
to job specialization, which created “little jobs” that were boring for workers, was observed, and 
so job design adherents developed job rotation and job enlargement as solutions to the problem 

of boredom at work (Lawler, 1973). However, rotating workers among boring jobs didn’t make 

each job less boring and job enlargement simply gave workers more to do (Guest, 1957). Thus 

a shift occurred in approaches to job design with the introduction of notions of job enrichment 

such that the worker’s psychological needs were considered as important as his/her physical or 

safety needs. Worker satisfaction, responsibility, autonomy, and achievement became important 

factors in the consideration of worker motivation and performance (Herzberg, 1974).
Job enrichment’s initial promise, however, proved to be difficult to implement, and so revi-

sions of the approach were offered (Hackman & Lawler, 1971; Hackman & Oldham, 1976) which 
focused attention on matching task characteristics and worker needs. Hackman & Oldham 
(1980), in particular, have argued that meaningful work is one of the key features of a produc-

tive work environment. One of the core psychological states of their Job Characteristics model 

is termed “Experienced Meaningfulness.” That is, the employee must perceive his/her work as 

worthwhile or important by some system of values s/he accepts. Individuals experience mean-

ingful work to the extent they have an opportunity to perform activities that challenge their skill 

and use diverse abilities (skill variety), are able to complete a “whole” or identifiable piece of 
work (task identity), and the extent to which the job is see to have a substantial impact on the 

lives of others (task significance).
More recently, the new domain of positive organization scholarship (Cameron, Dutton & 

Quinn, 2003) speaks directly to the idea of meaningful work. For example, Wrzesniewski & Dut-
ton (2001) point out that the meaning of work historically has been argued to be the product of 

one of three forces: 1) the work environment that affects how individuals derive meaning from 

work; 2) individual attributes and characteristics that affect the kinds of meanings assigned to 

work (Roberson, 1990); and 3) the social environment that helps people interpret the meaning 
of their jobs (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978). Wrzesniewski & Dutton (2001) contend that individuals 
play an active role in creating the meaning of their work, through job crafting, that is, through 

small changes they make in task, relational and cognitive boundaries of the work. Pratt& Ash-

forth (2003) argue that meaningfulness is fostered by meaning in work (attributes of the job) and 

meaning at work (membership and belonging). The important point, from the organization liter-

ature is that organization scholars have long recognized that people derive meaning from their 
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work and, we contend, that because the search for meaning is what defines us as spiritual be-

ings, meaningful work and workplace spirituality are intertwined.

Others, outside the field of management and organization studies have also noticed a connec-

tion between work and spirit. For example, theologian Matthew Fox writes about the spiritual-

ity of work:

Spirit means life, and both life and livelihood are about living in depth, living with mean-

ing, purpose, joy and a sense of contributing to the greater community. A spirituality of 

work is about bringing life and livelihood back together again.” (Fox, 1994, p. 2).

Thus, a conceptualization of spirituality at work must include, not only the recognition that indi-
viduals have inner lives that push them towards a search for meaning, but that part of the search 

for meaning is satisfied by meaningful work. This idea is raised in Mirvis’ question: “What are 
organizations doing today to help people meet their meaning needs in the workplace?” (Mirvis, 
1997, p. 199). We draw on the job design literature to ground the notion of meaningful work but 

go beyond the job design/job enrichment focus on meaningful tasks and jobs. Meaningful work 

is about cognitively meaningful tasks but it is also about work that creates a sense of joy (Wrz-

esniewski, 2003), which connects workers to a larger good and to things viewed by the worker 

as important in life (Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003). Leaders, according to Bennis (1999,) are re-

sponsible for creating a meaningful workplace:

People not only search for meaning in life, they also search for meaning in work. Is there such 

a thing as a meaningful workplace? If so, how does it look and feel? And what can leaders do to 
create it?” (Bennis, 1999, p. 44).

2.1.3. Belonging to a community

The third dimension of the definition of Ashmos & Duchon (2000) on spirituality at work has 
to do with the notion that as spiritual beings people live in connection to other human beings. 

We use the word “community” here similar to Bellah, Madsden, Swinder, & Tipton (1985), Mc-

Millan & Chavis, (1986), and Mirvis (1997), and mean to include the notions of sharing, mutual 
obligation and commitment that connect people to each other. Our notion of community is also 

similar to the notion of Dutton (2003) on “high quality connections,” that is, connections that are 

life-giving and not life-depleting (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003). We see a spiritual work place as life-
giving. Also, Pfeffer (2003) refers to management practices that build as well as destroy the sprit, 

and we contend that belonging to a community is part of what builds the spirit at work. Mirvis 

writes, “Work itself is being re-discovered as a source of spiritual growth and connection to oth-

ers,” (Mirvis, 1997, p. 193). Weisbord writes, “We hunger for community in the work place and 

are a great deal more productive when we find it.” (Weisbord, 1991, p. xiv).
In his examination of management practices that build or hurt the spirit, Pfeffer (2003) notes 

that an “important dimension that people value at work is being able to feel part of a larger com-

munity or being interconnected” (p. 7, 2003), and there are management practices that build the 

spirit. The idea that people want to belong at work is not a new idea to management thought as 

a number of management scholars have commented on this (Alderfer, 1972; McClelland, 1961; 

Maslow, 1954; Pratt & Ashforth, 2003). Similarly, Fry (2003) builds this idea, referred to as mem-

bership, into a theory of spiritual leadership. However, it is important to recognize that belong-

ing, i.e., being part of a community, can now be seen as part of what is required of a spirit-

friendly work environment.
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More than simply being present in a community, however, an individual must identify him/

herself as an integral part of the community in order for the community’s benefits to be realized, 
For example, Mitchell, Holtom, Lee, Sablynski & Erez (2001) use the term job embeddedness to de-

scribe the influences of employee retention. Being embedded, and thus less likely to voluntarily 
leave a work setting, means having links to other people at work, the workplace community fits 
with other aspects of an employee’s life spaces, and the “cost” or sacrifice required for leaving 
the community is high. The work of Mitchell, et. al. (2001) showed that when people feel embed-

ded in a community at work they are much less likely to leave. The links to a community are an 

expression of social integration (O’Reilly, Caldwell, & Barnett, 1989).
When individuals feel part of a work community and identify themselves with that group’s 

purpose, it is only then that the increasingly complex work of contemporary organizations can 
be achieved (Bennis, 1999). Leaders are people who understand the basic spiritual need that peo-

ple have to be part of a community and are successful at creating such a community at work.

The longing for community is born in all of us. Too few corporate leaders understand the 

depth of our craving to be part of something larger, and even fewer understand how to tap that 

longing to turn individual workers into a cohesive, productive group” (Bennis, 1999, p. 47).

3. Spirituality at work, work unit performance, and leadership

We have argued that the three components of work place spirituality identified by Ashmos 
& Duchon (2000) have theoretical foundations in the management literature. That is, an inner 
life can be nourished by meaningful work in a larger context of community. A workplace where 

these spiritual needs—for an inner dimension to life, for meaningful work and for community—

are recognized and enabled is a workplace with a unique kind of climate a kind of spirit-friendly 
climate.

3.1. Work unit spirituality and work unit performance

The notion of workplace spirituality is based on the idea that members of a work unit have 

spiritual needs and when these needs are acknowledged the work unit has a unique kind of cli-

mate. Although an organization as a whole can be said to possess a unique character or identity 
(Dutton & Dukerich, 1991), climate is a more particularized set of attitudes, values, and shared 
beliefs that shape a work unit (Ferris et al., 1998). Burke & Litwin (1992) suggest that climate is a 
psychological state—a set of perceptions that workers have about the local work unit, how it is 

managed, and how workers relate to each other.

Thus, within the larger context of an entire organization with its particular character, individ-

ual work units will exhibit variation, or climate differences. Some climates will be more spirit-

friendly than others. Burke & Litwin (1992), for example, view climate as one of the “transac-

tional” factors that contribute to motivation, which in turn affects performance. Others, such as 

Ostroff (1992), Ryan, Schmitt & Johnson (1996), and Schmit & Allschied (1995) have found rela-

tionships between specific kinds of climates, such as a climate for customer orientation (Rogg, 
Schmidt, Shull & Schmit, 2001) and various performance measures. Day & Bedian (1991) found 
that climate interacts with work orientation to predict employee job performance.
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While the climate literature is an extensive literature and to review it in its entirety is beyond 

the scope of this study, it is important to note that organizational climate, e.g., aggregate level, 
has been distinguished from psychological climate, e.g., individual level, (James & James, 1989; 
James & McIntyre, 1996). Within a single organization, several different psychological climates 
may exist, in part, as a function of the work unit, the values of its individual workers as well as 

the work unit leaders. We view workplace spirituality as a particular kind of psychological climate in 

which people view themselves as having an inner life that is nourished by meaningful work and takes place 

in the context of a community. Work units that can be characterized by a high degree of workplace 
spirituality are ones where workers are aligned with the climate. When this happens we contend 

the work unit will experience greater performance outcomes.

Fry (2003) argues that when organizations engage in “high-commitment workplace spiritual-
ity practices” individuals and organizations will benefit. More specifically, Giacalone & Jurkie-

wicz (2003, p. 9) suggest that “spiritually-based organizational cultures are the most produc-

tive,” while Mitroff & Denton (1999) report that employees who viewed their organizations 
were “more spiritual” also believed their organizations were “more profitable.” Wrzesniewski 
(2003) found that employees who derive the most meaning from their work, i.e., feel called to 

their jobs” experience higher job satisfaction and because job satisfaction is often linked to per-

formance, there is like a relationship between work performance and workers who see their 

work as “calling.” We expand on her limited findings about meaningful work and build on the 
theoretical arguments above to suggest that when work unit members report high recognition 

of having an inner life, when members report a strong sense of belonging to a community, and 

when members report a high degree of meaning in their work, we expect the overall work unit 

performance to be high.

3.2. Leadership and work unit spirituality

The role of leaders in nurturing workplace spirituality is beginning to emerge. For the purposes 

of this research we call on Kouzes & Pozner (1987) definition of leadership as “the art of mobiliz-

ing others to want to struggle for shared aspirations” (p. 30). Ellemers et al. (2004) argue that suc-

cessful leaders motivate their groups by creating a sense that the leader embodies a positive social 

identity the entire group has in common. (i.e., the shared aspiration of expressing a spiritual self), 

and that this collective identity motivates the optimization of collective performance.
That spirituality might be part of what makes leaders effective is gaining credibility. For exam-

ple, well-known leadership scholars, such as Bennis (1999) are calling for the need for leaders to 

“follow your spirit” (p. 17) and create meaningful work for others as well as a sense of community 

at work. Pfeffer (2003) has called for organizational leaders to assume management practices that 
enrich the human spirit by building values. Vaill speaks of the role of leaders in responding to em-

ployees’ needs “ to find spiritual meaning in their organizations” (Vaill, 1998, p. 173.) Fry (2003) 
has advanced a theory of spiritual leadership by drawing on the extensive leadership literature 

(see Fry, 2003 for a complete review) as well as the early work on workplace spirituality.

At the root of much of this work is the idea that when leaders value meaning at work and 

value connections with others, it is likely then that the workplace will be characterized by mean-

ingful work and a sense of community. The theory of Fry (2003) on spiritual leadership defines 
spiritual leadership as “comprising the values, attitudes, and behaviors that are necessary to in-

trinsically motivate one’s self and others so that they have a sense of spiritual survival through 
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calling and membership” (Fry, 2003, p. 3). Dutton (2003) directly links the life-giving connec-

tions in organizations that she argues are important for organizational success directly to the be-

haviors of leaders:

A leader’s every move affirms or disconfirms the potential for building high-quality connec-

tions…. A leader with this kind of relational attentiveness can play a key role in sustaining and 

repairing the connective tissue of a workgroup, department, or organization.( Dutton, 2003, p. 
164).

Wrzesniewski (2003) argues for a “dynamic view [of work] in which both the individual and 
the system act together to determine the types of meaning that will be experienced” (Wrzesn-

iewski, 2003, p. 300). Bolman & Deal (2003) make this connection between the system and the in-

dividual even more explicit through the role of spiritual leaders who feel their own work is sig-

nificant and thus are able to help their subordinates find meaning at work. Because leadership is 
an important element of “the system” that acts together with the individual to determine mean-

ing and because leaders can be transformational, (Kets de Vries, 1998; Tichy & Devanna, 1986) 
we believe that when leaders value inner life, meaningful work, and being part of a community, 

it is more likely that the employees who report to them will value these ideas as well.

4. Methods

The goal of this exploratory study was to examine “work unit” spirituality, and explore the 

possible relationship between work unit spirituality and work performance. The results allowed 

us to make inferences about the role of leadership in a spirit-friendly work environment and de-

velop propositions for testing in subsequent research.

4.1. Organizational setting: Determining the sample

The research was conducted in a large healthcare network in the Southwestern United States. 

Although it is a straightforward matter to identify work units from an organizational point of 
view (e.g., emergency room, medical/surgery unit, cafeteria, housekeeping, etc.), from a re-

search point of view it is not clear how many informants (or which informants) are required be-

fore one can be confident that the characteristic attitudes in that “work unit” have been cap-

tured. We applied a strict criterion for this study: we included only those work units from which 

every member of the staff completed the Meaning and Purpose at Work questionnaire (see be-

low). We were able to identify eight such intact work units from data collected as part of an on-

going study inside the larger healthcare network. One unit was an EMT operation located in a 

rural area; one unit provided health care to home-bound patients; one unit provided hospital 

care for medical/surgery patients; and five units provided emergency room/intensive care ser-

vices in five different hospitals in the same metropolitan area. We focused on the six units that 
provided patient care at a hospital.

The present study thus reports data from six intact work units from five different hospitals, 
all belonging to the same large healthcare network in the Southwestern United States. For pur-

poses of comparability, the five emergency room/intensive care units are responsible for ad-

dressing the same kinds of emergency healthcare needs in their area. The medical/surgery unit 

provides ongoing care for hospitalized patients, and while the daily work-life in the unit does 



818 Du c h o n  & Pl o w ma n  i n  Th e  Lea d er s h i p  Qu a r T e r L y  16 (2005)   

not have the physical and emotional intensity of an emergency room, the staff does provide care 

that is medically comparable. All six units must also operate within the same policies of the par-

ent network. Belonging to the same parent organization, and the similarities in medical work 
processes do not, however, ensure similarities in leader-styles, employee attitudes, or overall 

unit performance.

The units ranged in size from 6 to 35 personnel, with an average size of 18. Some 85% of the 
108 informants are female, and the informants, on average are 38 years old, have been members 

of their work unit 6 years. Some 10% of the informants have graduate degrees, 37% bachelor’s 

degrees, 26% associate’s degrees, and 20% are high school graduates. There were no significant 
differences among the units’ informants in terms of age, organizational tenure, or educational 
level. The informants completed the Meaning and Purpose at Work questionnaire (see below) 

during the time period of February–April, 2000.

4.2. Measures of workplace spirituality

Ashmos & Duchon (2000) have defined spirituality at work as the recognition that employees 

have an inner life that nourishes and is nourished by meaningful work that takes place in the context of 

community. Thus, spirituality at work as it applies to individuals has three components: the in-

ner life, meaningful work, and community. The Meaning and Purpose at Work questionnaire re-

ported by Ashmos & Duchon (2000) captures informants’ personal experience; that is, their per-

ceptions of their own inner life, the meaningfulness of their work, and their individual sense of 

community at work. The questionnaire also addresses work unit-level issues by capturing the 

informants’ observations of their work unit as a whole (in contrast to how things affect them 

personally) as a community (Work Unit Community) and as possessing meaning (Work Unit 

Meaning).

The current study uses the three individual and two work-unit level measures for spiritu-

ality at work reported by Ashmos & Duchon (2000). That paper also reported instrument de-

velopment and psychometric data (e.g., factor analyses, inter-item correlations, reliabilities, etc) 

for the scales based on a sample of 696 informants. Subsequent to the publication of that pa-

per, Ashmos & Duchon (2000) continued to collect data, and at present some 2033 informants 
from healthcare settings in six cities (five states) have completed the Meaning and Purpose at 
Work questionnaire. The factors (and their respective scales) have not changed as the sample 

size grew. The spirituality measure data for each work unit are presented in Table 1. See Appen-

dix A for questionnaire items.

Table 1. Work unit spirituality means (and standard deviations) and performance scores 

 Community Meaning  Inner life Work unit  Work unit  Qualitya  Sensitivitya  

  at work community meaning (rank) (rank)

Unit 1 med/surg N = 18 4.84 (.93) 5.44 (1.02) 5.21 (1.47) 4.82 (1.01) 4.99 (1.35) 76.2 (1) 77.8 (1)
Unit 2 ER N = 6 5.27 (.27) 5.11 (.90) 5.73 (.62) 4.63 (.20) 5.69 (.48) 73.3 (2) 71.2 (2)
Unit 3 ER N = 20 5.73 (.65) 5.78 (.63) 5.97 (.87) 5.71 (.71) 6.05 (.74) 69.7 (3) 68.2 (3)
Unit 4 ER N = 14 4.64 (.90) 5.04 (.90) 5.82 (.98) 5.20 (1.98) 4.76 (1.28) 67.4 (4) 66.2 (4)
Unit 5 ER N = 20 4.66 (1.08) 4.91 (.90) 5.78 (1.00) 4.42 (1.11) 4.56 (1.29) 65.8 (5) 63.0 (5)
Unit 6 ER N = 35 4.35 (1.15) 5.04 (1.07) 5.40 (.97) 3.98 (1.28) 4.35 (1.52) 59.5 (6) 58.2 (6)

a. Represents percentage of patients who gave rating of either “Excellent” or “Very Good”.
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4.3. Performance measures

We asked representatives of the healthcare network where the research was conducted to 

identify their most important indicators of performance. Rather than impose performance in-

dicators that might reflect our view of performance (e.g., utilization of resources, turnover, em-

ployee performance ratings, etc.), we felt that using the network’s indicator would better cap-

ture the network’s view and understanding of their own performance. The healthcare network 

uses measures of patient satisfaction as the key indicator of work unit performance. Thus, the 

performance measures reported here are the measures of patient satisfaction collected by the 

healthcare network and used to assess work unit performance. The satisfaction measures are 

somewhat complex and subtle, and they require a detailed explanation.

Two types of patient satisfaction are routinely gathered by every work unit in the network: 

1) patients’ evaluation of overall quality of care (Quality); and 2) patients’ evaluation of over-

all sensitivity of staff providing the care (Sensitivity). These patient attitudes are captured with 

a questionnaire that the healthcare network distributes to each patient. This questionnaire uses 

a 5-point Likert style scale where 5 = excellent and 1 = poor. The healthcare network counts the 

number of patients who respond with either a 5 (excellent) or 4 (very good) rating and reports 
these responses as a percentage (e.g., 60% of all patients gave either a 5 or 4 response on the 
questionnaire). The healthcare network routinely collects and summarizes these data. Table 1 re-

ports the performance data for the units. Note that these performance data apply to each unit as 

a whole. That is, there is one Quality score and one Sensitivity score for each unit. The scores do 

not represent the performance of individual staff members within each unit. These data columns 

also report each unit’s performance rank (see Table 1). Thus the sample reported below refers to 

the six work units.

5. Results

The concept of spirituality at work is in an early stage of development (Fry, 2003) and so we 

took an exploratory approach to the data. (Behrens, 1997). Moreover, the sample presented here is 

small, which presents analytical challenges. According to Behrens (1997) exploratory data analy-

sis uses a visual exploration of data in order to find patterns. The patterns found can be used to de-

velop propositions, hypotheses and models that can be tested in subsequent research efforts.

Figure 1 presents boxplots for the Sensitivity scores shown in Table 1, and Figure 2 pres-

ents boxplots for the Quality scores shown in Table 1. Boxplots (also known as box and whisker 

plots) were developed by Tukey (1977), as a way of presenting visually a great deal of informa-

tion about data and also offering side-by-side comparisons.

The graphs in Figures 1 and 2 plot the spirituality variables on the vertical axes and the per-

formance data on the horizontal axes. Each graph shows the data for all six work units. Each 
box (and its whiskers) within a graph shows the range of spirituality scores for a work unit. 

The box itself contains 50% of the data for a work unit. The upper edge of the box indicates 

the 75th percentile, while the lower edge indicates the 25th percentile. The range of the mid-

dle two quartiles is called the inter-quartile range. The median score for a work unit is rep-

resented by the heavy line in the box. The whiskers indicate minimum and maximum data 

points up to a distance 1.5 times the inter-quartile range. Outliers are shown as individual 

data points. For example, in Figure 1, the graph for Work Unit Community shows outliers for 
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three of the work units. Thus, one can easily observe the location and spread of data for each 

work unit, gain some sense of the data’s symmetry and skewness, see outliers, and see how 

each work unit compares to the others.

In looking at Figures 1 and 2 it may not appear at first glance that the spirituality variables 
vary dramatically across work units. A closer examination, however, reveals that the highest 

Figure 1. Box plots for spirituality variables for each work unit: plotted according to sensitivity score.
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performing unit has higher spirituality scores than the lowest performing unit. The exception 

are the scores for the Inner Life variable which appear to be the same across all units. The rela-

tionship between unit performance and spirituality scores is further suggested by the data in Ta-

ble 2 which presents non-parametric correlations between spirituality scores and work unit per-

Figure 2. Box plots for spirituality variables for each work unit: plotted according to quality score.
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formance scores. The correlations (except for Inner Life) are positive and fairly robust, although 

none reach conventional levels of statistical significance because n = 6.

Figures 1 and 2 also show that generally the top three performing units have higher spiritual-

ity scores than the bottom three performing units (as indicated by medians), with the exception 

of Inner Life. This observation is supported by the data in Table 3. Table 3 compares the average 

spirituality score for the top three performing units with the average spirituality scores for the 

bottom three performing units. When these data are subjected to a non-parametric Mann–Whit-

ney test the top three performing units have, on average, higher spirituality scores than the bot-

tom three units, with the exception of Inner Life.

Thus, overall although the sample is small (n = 6), graphical presentation of the data com-

bined with follow-up non-parametric procedures suggest that there is a relationship between 

the spiritual climate of a work unit and its overall performance.

6. Discussion

People spend a good portion of their life at work and also derive a good portion of their social 

identify from work. With the decline in traditional sources of community—such as neighbor-

hoods and membership in traditional church denominations—people seem to bring their needs 

for community to work. Thus, people increasingly place demands on the workplace for a sense 

of wholeness and connectedness.

Table 2. Correlations of spirituality means and unit performance scores 

 Community Meaning at work Inner life Work unit community Work unit meaning

Quality score:

   Kendall tau .47 x .55 xx − .07 .48 x .60 xxx
   Spearman rho .71 xx .73 xx − .20 .54 .77 xxx

Sensitivity score:

   Kendall tau .47 x .55 xx − .07 .47 x .60 xxx
   Spearman rho .71 xx .73 xx − .20 .54 .60 x

N = 6

x = p < .20 ; xx = p < .15 ; xxx = p < .10

Table 3. Comparison of spirituality means (and standard deviations) for three higher and three lower performance 

units 

 Community Meaning at work Inner life Work unit community Work unit meaning

Three higher  5.30 *** (.85) 5.55*** (.86) 5.63 (1.17) 5.23*** (.93) 5.56*** (1.12) 

     performance units

Three lower  4.50 (1.08) 5.00 (.98) 5.60 (.99) 4.35 (1.45) 4.49 (1.40) 
     performance units

Statistically significant difference in scores between higher/lower performing work units when subjected to Mann–
Whitney Test.

*** p < .001
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We agree with Fry (2003) that workplace spirituality is a construct that is in an early stage of 

development. Thus, while our data are obtained from only six work units, we use the data to 

ground theory and develop propositions regarding spirit at work. Although exploratory in na-

ture, we provide some evidence in this study that work units whose climates enable a sense of 

community and enable a sense of meaningful work (i.e., work units that attend to the needs of 

the spirit) perform better than work units whose climates are less attentive to the needs of the 

spirit. That is, work places that enable the expression of the spirit perform better than those that 

are less spirit-friendly. The evidence we provide supports the belief articulated by the partici-

pants in the study of Mitroff & Denton (1999) that when their organizations were more spiritual 
they thought it was likely that the organizations were more profitable. The important contribu-

tion we make here is to offer some empirical evidence using performance data that is not self-re-

ported to support the increasingly frequent claims that a relationship between workplace spiri-

tuality and performance exists (e.g., Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003). Thus, we offer:

Proposition 1    Work unit performance will be associated with work unit spirituality. Work unit per-

formance will be greater in work units that enable a spiritual (or spirit-friendly) climate.

Establishing that a spirituality–performance connection exists does not suggest how the con-

nection occurs. Our argument is that spirit-friendly work units are enabled by leaders who pos-

sess a strong spirit-friendly orientation. Consider that the work units examined in this study do 

the same work, belong to the same systems, and thus have the same terms of employment, pay, 

benefits, etc. The individuals in the work units have the same education and work experience. 
Also, the scores for the Inner Life variable do not vary across the work units. We interpret this 

to mean that the individuals in the work units possess the same degree of awareness of their in-

ner life. That is, each work unit has the same spiritual “raw material.” But the sense of meaning-

ful work (when they do the same work), and the same sense of community vary. The variability 

in these factors, we contend, is a function of the leader.

Table 4 shows that the leaders in the better performing units have higher spirituality scores 
than the leaders in the lesser performing units. This suggests to us an association between 

the spiritual energy of the leader and the spiritual climate of the work unit. Work units are 

spirit-friendly because the leader enables community and enables the realization of meaning-

ful work.

Table 4. Comparison of spirituality means (and standard deviations) for supervisors in the three higher versus the 

three lower performance units 

 Community Meaning at work Inner life Work unit community Work unit meaning

Three higher  5.68** (.66) 5.83* (.64) 5.37 (1.21) 5.58** (.70) 6.05** (.43) 
    performance units

Three lower  4.73 (1.14) 5.24 (1.01) 5.88 (.98) 4.55 (1.39) 4.69 (1.46) 
    performance units

Statistically significant difference in scores between higher/lower performing work units when subject to t-tests. See 

Table 2 for ranking of groups. There are a total of 14 supervisors in the higher performing units and 11 supervisors in 
the lower performing units.

** p < .01 ; * p < .05 ; + p < .10
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A leader enables a climate that allows the expression of an employee’s spiritual self. The 

leader enables a spiritual “fit” in the work unit. Fit generally is an employee’s perceived com-

patibility or comfort with an organization and with his or her environment (Mitchell et al., 2001). 
Mitchell et al. (2001) argue that the better the fit, the higher the likelihood that an employee will 
feel professionally and personally tied to (or embedded in) the organization. People who do not 
fit tend to leave the organization rapidly (cf: Chatman, 1991; O’Reilly et al., 1991). Having a good 
fit, of course does not guarantee better employee or work unit performance. But we would ar-

gue that good fit or alignment would more likely be associated with better performance, and 
poor fit would more likely be associated with lesser performance. “People thrive in commu-

nity and function best when they share praise, comfort, happiness, and humor with people they 

like and respect…this kind of social support reaffirms a person’s membership in a group with a 
shared sense of values.” (Maslach & Leiter, 1997 p. 415). All of this is a consequence of the lead-

er’s efforts; leaders who see themselves as spiritual entities.

The role of the leader as a key element in the spirituality–performance connection is addressed 

by the model of Fry (2003) on spiritual leadership. Fry argues that the spiritual leader is some-

one who motivates others by creating a shared vision of a long-term desirable future. The shared 

vision is achieved because the spiritual leader possesses and exhibits the values, attitudes, and 

behaviors that enable organizational members to experience a sense of calling in that their work 
life has meaning and makes a difference. Thus, the leader can both model the presence and im-

portance of inner life, and s/he can help in clarifying an employee’s sense of meaningful work. 

The spiritual leader also shapes a culture based on altruistic love (Fry, 2003) whereby the leader 

and the followers have genuine concern and appreciation for both themselves and others. The 

spiritual leader thus contributes to a heightened sense of community.

Therefore, we propose:

Proposition 2    Work unit spirituality will be associated with the leader’s ability to enable the work-

er’s inner life, sense of meaningful work, and community.

We should note, however, that a spiritual leader enabling a worker’s expression of “inner life” 

can become problematic if the spiritual leader’s enthusiasm or zeal is seen by the worker as coer-

cive. This can happen when the spiritual leader’s expression of spirituality conforms too rigidly 

to a particular belief system or religious doctrine. The spiritual leader can unintentionally create 

a hostile work environment when only the leader’s form of inner life expression is accepted and 

“non-believers” (i.e., those preferring a different form) feel marginalized. The spiritual leader’s 
enabling of a worker’s inner life has to be undertaken in a work culture based on a norm of in-

dividual and collective tolerance and freedom. Robert Ouimet, for example, argues that a “full 
freedom” approach to work place spirituality is necessary to reconcile productivity and human 

well-being (see http://www.our-project.org).

6.1. Proposed theoretical model

In this study we use and develop the construct of Ashmos & Duchon (2000) on workplace 
spirituality in our examination of the relationship between work unit spirituality and work unit 

performance, and we have made limited inferences in this study about the role of leaders in 

the development of a spirit-friendly workplace. Based on our evidence we propose a theoretical 
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model that can be used for more fully testing the relationship of spiritual leadership, workplace 

spirituality and work unit performance.

The definition of Fry (2003) on spiritual leadership represents the leadership component and 
the definition of Ashmos & Duchon (2000) on workplace spirituality represents the work unit 
spirituality construct. The model of Fry (2003) argues that work place spirituality is positively 

associated with leaders who possess and exhibit the values, attitudes, and behaviors of spiritual 

leadership. This means developing a shared vision that taps into calling, developing a culture 

based in the values of altruistic love that taps into membership/community, and developing a 

sense of hope/faith that engenders a “do what it takes” attitude in pursuit of the work unit’s vi-

sion. Spiritual leadership will shape a work unit that recognizes employees having an inner life 
and enables these employees to participate in meaningful work that takes place in the context of 

community.

Ultimately, the model suggests that these variables lead to enhanced work unit performance. 

(See Figure 3). This model should be seen as a basic, a starting point, because other attitudi-

nal, motivational, and work climate variables could logically be added and so enhance the mod-

el’s refinement. Our interest is in proposing an essential spirituality–performance link without 
which further model development would be irrelevant.

6.2. Implications for research

Organizational studies have largely not considered the spiritual dimension of human beings. 
From a variety of research streams, it has been established that people have emotional, cognitive 

and physical needs that affect behavior and performance at work. However, the spiritual needs 

of people at work have largely been ignored, at least in mainstream outlets for research. Our re-

search leads us to believe that ignoring spirit at work may be shortsighted because ignoring 

spirit may mean ignoring a fundamental feature of what it means to be human. Thus, we sug-

gest that more attention could be directed at understanding spirit at work, its features, and how 

Figure 3. Theoretical model of spirituality at work.
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it finds expression, because by enabling the expression of spirit we create workplaces that are re-

ceptive to the “entire” or whole person, and as such, may be more productive than workplaces 

where spirit is ignored. As Mitroff & Denton (1999) learned people want to “be able to express 
and develop their complete self at work.” (Mitroff & Denton, 1999, p. 85).

As Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, (2003) assert, the topic of workplace spirituality could benefit 
from a more scientific approach to its study than exists at present. The Ashmos & Duchon (2000) 
measure of spirituality at work which we used has promise, but it is in an early stage of devel-

opment and will have to demonstrate its utility for different settings and larger samples. The 

study reported here is a small sample study, and is limited because of that. The study reported 

here is also confined to a single work organization, although it is a large organization with work 
units that show variability in measures of both performance and spirituality.

Also, the research was conducted in a healthcare setting where it might be that the em-

ployees are sensitive (or open) to their spiritual selves because of social values of healthcare 

professions. In this study we examined intra-organizational differences in spirituality and did 
not make comparisons across organizational types. Further research on a larger number of or-

ganizations in another industry would help strengthen the findings reported here. Addition-

ally, research on workplace spirituality could be enhanced through qualitative studies of a 

few spiritually friendly climates in order to enrich the measures of workplace spirituality that 

are offered here. Our measure has focused on inner life, meaningful work, and community, 

but there may, in fact, be other dimensions that should be added to the conceptualization of-
fered here.

We have argued here that spirit-friendly work climates enable expression of the “whole” per-

son and thus have the potential to be more productive work environments. From this study we 

also draw some initial conclusions about work unit leaders and the extent to which a spirit-

friendly climate is created or enhanced by the behaviors and attitudes of leaders. Although we 

cannot speak to causality, our data suggest something about co-varying attitudes. We observed 

that leaders in spirit-friendly work units had a stronger sense of spirit than leaders in less spirit-

friendly units. Employees of spirit-friendly work units seemed to share more strongly the lead-

er’s views. We would argue that it is not a coincidence that the scores for supervisors and the 

scores for the work units as a whole show the same patterns. It seems likely that the supervi-

sors (leaders) in the spirit-friendly (and better performing) units are doing something different, 

something that enables a spirit-friendly workplace. They may, in fact, be engaging in manage-

ment practices that build rather than hurt the spirit (Pfeffer, 2003).

Do leaders influence their subordinates to see themselves as spiritual beings? Do leaders cre-

ate meaningful work for themselves and others? Do leaders build a sense of community at work? 
We think the answer to these questions is most likely “yes.” But further research on workplace 

spirituality would benefit from trying to capture specific leadership styles (i.e., differing mana-

gerial and leadership behaviors) and associating them with workplace spirituality. For example, 

it seems likely that leaders identified as transformational leaders would be associated with work 
units that are spiritually friendly because, by definition, they are paying attention to boundary 
expanding issues. By enabling expression of the whole person they are tapping into motives and 

modes of behavior that are very powerful because they spring from the essence of what it means 

to be human. Transactional leaders, in contrast, are paying attention to boundary-satisfying ex-

ternalities that ensure what has always been done will continue to be done. These and other 

such questions need to be explored empirically.
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6.3. Implications for leaders

Our study also suggest some implications for behavioral practices of leaders in organi-

zations. If work unit performance is better when workers feel that they are participating in 
meaningful work (this interpretation is made cautiously given the size of our sample), then 
leaders should pay attention to the importance of creating meaningful work for others. In contrast to 

the job design approach to task significance, here we are talking about a broader notion of cre-

ating a sense of joy (Fox, 1994; Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003;) at work. The implication we 
draw from our findings support the call of Bennis (1999) for leaders to “imbue even the most 
mundane work with meaning and turn even tedious activities into inspirational missions that 

people rally around” (p.43).
There are no easy prescriptions for how leaders go about creating spiritually friendly work-

places, in part because the nature of contemporary organizations is quite different from that of 
traditional organizations of previous decades. Modern organizations are becoming less rigid 
and more fluid in their design because the modern world seems to reward speed and adapt-
ability. Organizations and the people who comprise them will be rewarded for learning, grow-

ing, and changing rather than completing the same narrowly defined task over and over. Thus, 
it seems likely that leaders will need to be comfortable with a much more fluid, dynamic work environ-

ment which means that what constitutes “meaningful work” will itself change. Pfeffer (2003) argues 

that people seek “interesting work that permits them to learn, develop, and have a sense of com-

petence and mastery [and] meaningful work that provides some feeling of purpose” (p. 32). Ef-
fective leaders will be those who help subordinates find these characteristics in their work.

Similarly, our findings suggest that work unit performance is better when workers feel part of 
a community. Thus, it is likely that effective leaders will encourage connections among people at work 

and who keep people connected through a climate of trust. Traditional, bureaucratic views of orga-

nizing work require complete (narrow) job descriptions and voluminous operating procedures 
that create specializations which essentially isolate people from each other. It is often common 
to find organizational mission statements that espouse the value of collectivity and shared pur-

pose, yet daily procedures and rules that separate people from each other. This kind of dispar-

ity between the organization’s talk and its walk breeds distrust and distrust destroys commu-

nity. Modern, fluid organizations need to find ways of letting go of procedures so that workers 
have opportunities to self-organize (i.e., create community) in ways they find meaningful to the 
nature of the work. Given our finding of a greater sense of community in high performing work 
units it is important that leaders who want to improve unit productivity engage in community 

building efforts.

Dutton (2003) suggests four specific qualities of leaders who help sustain high quality connec-

tions, which is similar to our notion of belonging to a community at work: a leader is personally 

open, is relationally attentive, uses language and stories to help relationships grow, and has a 

positive image of the future. These practices would contribute to strengthening the spiritual di-

mension of a work unit.

We also found that the leaders of high performing units score higher on a measure of spiri-

tuality at work, suggesting that there may be specific management practices that are associated 
with spiritually health work units. While our study did not uncover these empirically, our find-

ings lend support to the leadership practices that Pfeffer (2003) suggest for helping build the 

spirit at work:
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• Emphasize mission and values over shareholder profits.
• Encourage autonomy and decision making responsibility.
• Use self-managed teams.
• Use collective forms of reward and recognition.
• Let people be who they are and use and develop their gifts and skills.
• Provide a way for people to fulfill their family and other social obligations.
• Drive fear and abuse out of the workplace.

Given the importance of work to most people and the amount of time we spend at work, the 

results from this study showing a relationship between work unit spirituality, work unit per-

formance, and leadership attitudes towards spirituality, it is time for organizational researchers 
as well as organizational leaders to take the issue of workplace spirituality seriously. The defi-

nition of workplace spirituality used in this study offers leaders some avenues for keeping the 

work unit from becoming “dispiriting places… with dispiriting leaders—leaders whose impact 

blocks the spirit of others, setting people against each other and souring the climate of the orga-

nization” (Vaill, 1998, p. 220). Clearly, leaders have a responsibility for nurturing the spirit by 
helping their subordinates be open to their inner lives, by helping them find meaning in their 
work, and by strengthening a sense of community in the workplace. Such leaders Fry (2003) 

would call spiritual leaders, and such leaders, we contend, will find themselves managing work 
units that are both more satisfying for its members and more productive in terms of the larger 

organization.
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Appendix A. Questionnaire items

Community α = .857

Item Mean Std. dev. Range

I feel part of a community in my immediate workplace (department, unit, etc.). 5.30 1.56 1–7

My supervisor encourages my personal growth. 4.61 1.87 1–7
I have had numerous experiences in my job which have resulted in personal growth. 5.41 1.43 1–7
When I have fears I am encouraged to discuss them. 4.30 1.58 1–7
When I have a concern I represent it to the appropriate person. 5.52 1.12 2–7

At work we work together to resolve conflict in a positive way. 4.75 1.62 1–7
I am evaluated fairly here. 4.96 1.66 1–7
I am encouraged to take risks at work. 3.64 1.76 1–7
I am valued at work for who I am. 4.78 1.75 1–7
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Meaning at work α = .864

Item Mean Std. dev. Range

I experience joy in my work. 5.42 1.16 2–7
I believe others experience joy as a result of my work. 5.27 1.19 2–7

My spirit is energized by my work. 4.65 1.57 1–7
The work I do is connected to what I think is important in life. 5.59 1.22 1–7

I look forward to coming to work most days. 4.81 1.62 1–7
I see a connection between my work and the larger social good of my community. 5.22 1.41 1–7
I understand what gives my work personal meaning. 5.51 1.13 1–7

Inner life α = .822

Item Mean Std. dev. Range

I feel hopeful about life. 6.27 .91 3–7

My spiritual values influence the choices I make. 5.90 1.34 1–7
I consider myself a spiritual person. 5.79 1.40 1–7
Prayer is an important part of my life. 4.96 1.99 1–7
I care about the spiritual health of my co-workers. 5.10 1.64 1–7

Work unit community α = .871

Item Mean Std. dev. Range

My immediate work unit cares about whether my spirit is energized by my work. 3.91 1.56 1–7
My immediate work unit makes it easy for me to use my gifts and talents at work. 4.68 1.46 1–7
My immediate work unit encourages employees to develop new skills and abilities. 4.90 1.65 1–7
My immediate work unit encourages the creation of community. 4.85 1.47 1–7
My immediate work unit takes into account the responsibilities I have to my family. 4.64 1.70 1–7
My immediate work unit is concerned about the poor in our community. 4.66 1.41 1–7
My immediate work unit cares about all its employees. 4.57 1.77 1–7
In my immediate work unit people are not encouraged to learn and grow (reversed). 2.90 1.92 1–7

Work unit and meaningful work α = .914

Item Mean Std. dev. Range

I feel positive about the values of my immediate work unit. 4.87 1.53 1–7
My immediate work unit has a conscience. 4.92 1.66 1–7
I feel connected with my immediate work unit’s goals. 4.88 1.69 1–7
My immediate work unit is concerned about the health of those who work here. 5.11 1.71 1–7

I feel connected with the mission of my immediate work unit. 4.96 1.63 1–7
I feel positive about my future with my immediate work unit. 4.80 1.78 1–7

Community α = .857

I feel part of a community in my immediate workplace (department, unit, etc.).

My supervisor encourages my personal growth.

I have had numerous experiences in my job which have resulted in personal growth.

When I have fears I am encouraged to discuss them.

When I have a concern I represent it to the appropriate person.

At work we work together to resolve conflict in a positive way.
I am evaluated fairly here.

I am encouraged to take risks at work.

I am valued at work for who I am.
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Meaning at work α = .864

I experience joy in my work.

I believe others experience joy as a result of my work.

My spirit is energized by my work.
The work I do is connected to what I think is important in life.

I look forward to coming to work most days.

I see a connection between my work and the larger social good of my community.

I understand what gives my work personal meaning.

Inner life α = .822

I feel hopeful about life.

My spiritual values influence the choices I make.
I consider myself a spiritual person.

Prayer is an important part of my life.

I care about the spiritual health of my co-workers.

Work unit community α = .871

My immediate work unit cares about whether my spirit is energized by my work.
My immediate work unit makes it easy for me to use my gifts and talents at work.

My immediate work unit encourages employees to develop new skills and abilities.

My immediate work unit encourages the creation of community.

My immediate work unit takes into account the responsibilities I have to my family.

My immediate work unit is concerned about the poor in our community.

My immediate work unit cares about all its employees.

In my immediate work unit people are not encouraged to learn and grow (reversed).

Work unit and meaningful work α = .914

I feel positive about the values of my immediate work unit.

My immediate work unit has a conscience.

I feel connected with my immediate work unit’s goals.

My immediate work unit is concerned.

I feel connected with the mission of my immediate work unit.

I feel positive about my future with my immediate work unit.
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