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1. INTRODUCTION 

In her book La condition ouvrière, the French philosopher Simone Weil shares her experience as a 

laborer in a metallurgical factory in the 1930s. She describes the dreadful mindless days. The 

desperate struggle to keep up and to survive. The feeling of dehumanization that often grips her. The 

inability to think not only during the time at the factory but also after when she comes home numb 

from fatigue. And yet, she writes, in contrast to this simplest expression of the mechanical 

performance of tasks by individuals reduced to a tool condition, the primary dimension of work is 

spiritual. It is the privileged activity by which people access transcendence, contribute to something 

greater than themselves. Today, this spiritual dimension of work is more and more recognized, 

studied, mobilized and even convened in the work space. It has become very simple to find training 

for a few hours or days for a person or an entire team to practice spirituality at work. The results of a 

simple internet search give access to the websites of an impressive number of consultants and trainers 

as well as a host of press articles praising the merits of the spiritualization of management and 

professional spaces. The star here seems to be meditation in full consciousness. A Buddhist 

introspection tool that would be the absolute countermeasure to the stress and meaninglessness of 

today's organizations. A tool, it must be pointed out, (this seems important since it is emphasized 

quasi-systematically in the advertising arguments of its promoters) which has been secularized, 

emptied of its religious substance, to serve the populations of an inevitably secularized Western 

world. Spirituality in the workplace is therefore in fashion and is invited to enter offices and 

workshops.  

In this article we are interested in how spirituality in the workplace can be taken into account 

theoretically and practically, and how this consideration sheds light on the functioning of post-modern 

enterprises and the labor and employment relations that develop there. 

Our analysis is based on a review of the scientific literature in management sciences that has 

addressed issues of spirituality in the workplace. We take up the idea that this notion raises the 

question of taking into account the intrinsic diversity of people and work. Taking into account this 

diversity both in the scientific literature and in the practices of companies makes it possible to 

promote the emergence of a new paradigm to consider the functioning of the company starting from 

an anthropology which integrates all the dimensions of the human being including his spiritual 

dimension. However, it also results in an ostracism of the religiosity of employees and a reversal of 

responsibility that further distorts employment and labor relations within the company.  

Abstract: Spirituality in the workplace is increasingly accepted and encouraged. The limit that companies 

often set is that of religion. The employee who personally invests himself in his work and the company's 

activity can bring his spirituality to work insofar as it is not religious.  

How can this phenomenon be explained? What meaning can we give it? What are the stakes for employees, 

companies and performance? This contribution aims to provide answers to these questions based on an 

analysis of the literature on spirituality and religion at work. 

Keywords: Spirituality and Religion at Work, Employment and Labor Relations, Personalization of 

Involvement, Meaning of Work. 
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2. SPIRITUALITY AT WORK: A DIVERSITY MANAGEMENT ISSUE?  

After having defined the notion of spirituality as it is taken into account in the scientific literature 

(1.1), we set out to study which questions raise the links between work and spirituality (1.2). The idea 

that we defend in this first part is that the main issue related to this notion in the workplace, as it 

emerges from the study of literature, is that of diversity of people as well as of behavior and its 

consideration by the functioning of the company and management.  

2.1. Definitions 

The scientific literature on spirituality in the workplace struggles to propose definitions of the term 

that can serve as a shared starting point (Hyman and Handal 2006). In addition, there is a debate in 

this literature about the usefulness or not of studying religion and spirituality separately(Cavanaugh 

1999, Mitroff and Denton 1999, Mitroff 2003, Markow and Klenke2005, Liu and Robertson 2012, 

Ayoun 2014). For some authors this distinction is vain because religious behaviors are by nature 

spiritual. They should therefore be treated as such and not specifically (Bailey 2001, Hicks 2002, 

Phipps 2012). On the contrary for other authors spiritual and religious practices, even if they overlap, 

are fundamentally different. They must therefore be approached differently when it comes to studying 

them and taking them into account in the workspace (McLaughlin 2005, Mitroff and Denton 1999, 

Mitroff, Denton and Alpaslan 2009, Hayden and Barbuto 2011, Schutte 2016). 

For Mitroff and Denton (1999), spirituality refers to a search for the meaning of life and work that is 

both individual and personal. It is defined by the actor and does not refer to any particular 

denomination, dogma or teaching. For Ashmos and Duchon (2000) it corresponds for each person to 

the contribution of the meaning of work and work experience to the construction of the meaning of 

life. For Giacalone and Jurkiewicz (2003), it refers to the way in which everyone approaches the 

question of transcendence. Karakas (2010) defines spirituality "as the journey to find a lasting, 

authentic, meaningful, holistic and profound understanding of the existential self and its 

relation/interconnection with the sacred and the transcendent. Mitroff and Denton (1990), based on 

interviews of American executives, define spirituality in the context of their respondents' replies as 

non-formal, structured or organized; not belonging to a religious denomination; inclusive, universal 

and timeless; corresponding to a search for the meanings and goals of life; to an awareness of the 

transcendental and interdependence of everything; to a search for inner peace. 

These elements are included in numerous articles focusing on the study of spirituality issuesin the 

workplace (Mitroff 2003, Karakas 2010, Hayden and Barbuto 2011, Ayoun et al. 2014, Fourie 2014, 

Schutte 2016). Three elements relating to spirituality stand out in the literature as common to all 

definitions: the search for the meaning of life and human activity and the relationship to 

transcendence, the relationship to others and the quest for happiness. 

2.2. The Spiritual Dimension of Work and the Question of Spirituality at Work 

The emergence of the question of the spiritual dimension of work is dated in the last two decades of 

the twentieth century (Gotsis&Kortezi 2008, Karakas 2010, Hayden and Barbuto 2011, Fourie 2014, 

Schutte 2016). It is explained by the evolution of companies (Ashmos and Duchon's 2000, Mitroff and 

Denton 2000, Driver 2005, Frey and Cohen 2009, Karakas 2010, Hayden and Barbuto 2011), that of 

work itself (Ashmos and Duchon's 2000, Gotsis and Kortezi 2008, Lambert 2010) as well as the 

changing conditions of people's involvement in work and the place it takes in their lives (Mitroff and 

Denton 2000, Lambert 2010).  

Thus, some researchers link the rise of the question of spirituality to work with the transformation of 

companies that has been underway for more than forty years. It would correspond to the emergence of 

a new paradigm and a questioning of the meaning of the employees' contribution to the company's 

project. The modern enterprise conceived from a rationalist model would have given way to a post-

modern enterprise (Giacalone and Dafna 2000; Harman and Hormann, 1990, Ray and Rinzler 1993, 

Wheatley 1992, Courpasson and Golsorkhi 2011). One of the key elements that characterize this 

transformation is the company's relationship to its project (Gomez and Korine 2005). The firm of the 

industrial era after the Second World War corresponds to an entrepreneurial project which, when it is 

realized and developed, forms the profession of the company. This project and this profession, as well 

as the resulting production, identify the company and give it, in a way, its personality. Thus General 

Motors, Ford, Toyota or Renault are car manufacturers, Wall Mart or Carrefour distributors, IBM a 
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computer manufacturer, etc.. In the logic of liberalism, business is a project driven by the 

entrepreneur, backed by the market and to which people, especially employees, join to help the world 

progress (Gomez and Korine 2005). However, the transformation of companies since the 1970s and 

1980s would have occurred through the transition from a profession economy to a project economy 

(Ekstedt 1999, Hatch 2018). 

The company would no longer be a project. It would have become a project receptacle (Chia 1995, 

Hatch and Cunlife 2013, Parker &Burell 2015). It would no longer be so easily identifiable by its 

profession or a product because it multiplies them and changes them at an increasingly rapid pace 

(Chia 1995, Burke 2017). 

At the same time, with the financialization of the economy, objectives would increasingly be defined 

in terms of financial performance and shareholder investment enhancement (Van der Zwan 2014, 

Palley 2016). For the employee, the risk would be a loss of the meaning of his contribution to the 

company's operations and performance (Dutton and Heaphy 2003, Frost et al. 2006). He would move 

from a situation in which he contributes to a project (making good cars, boats, planes, providing a 

service to people, etc.) to another in which he produces financial return through his participation in 

successive actions at increasingly high rates. This transformation in the meaning of their activity and 

the risks it represents have been well perceived by companies. Since the eighties they have multiplied 

initiatives to communicate internally about their project, their culture and their values. Some authors 

see it as an attempt to give meaning to the contribution of their teams and to employee involvement. 

For Driver (2005) or Kinjierski and Skrypnek (2004) this approach would however have been 

undermined by the succession of scandals since the early 2000s (more recently Enron, Parmalat, 

Volkswagen, etc.) as well as by the insecurity in which restructuring and downsizing initiatives, at 

least some of them, would place employees (Neal 2000, Kennedy 2001, Fry & Cohen 2009, 

Widerszal-Bazyl & Mockałło 2015). The consequence of these changes would be, for employees, a 

loss of the meaning of what their work contributes to (Jurkiewicz and Giacalone 2004, Driver 2005, 

Steenkamp and Basson 2013, Brenner & al. 2014). Companies would thus no longer be able to meet 

the transcendental needs of the people they employ (Neal 2000, Kinjierski and Skrypnek 2004).  

The second explanation identified in the literature to elucidate the emergence of questions of 

spirituality in the workplace is linked to the transformation of the ways in which the work itself is 

organized and carried out. Two main elements are highlighted. The first relates to the collective and 

relational dimensions of work in post-modern organizations (Jurkiewitcz and Giacalone 2004, Hatch 

2018). The second is linked to work organization and management methods that confront employees 

with a paradoxical situation by asking for their greater involvement and active participation while 

imposing more constraints on them (Courpasson and Golsorkhi 2011). 

In fact, the evolution of organizational modes has made it possible to move from work carried out 

individually to work centered on collective activity and the team (Hirschhorn 1998, Cooper 2015). 

Interactions, exchanges and interpersonal communication situations are now at the heart of job 

achievement (Giordano 2016). At the same time, the development of professional networks and their 

role in the evolution of people's trajectories and careers (Arthur and Rousseau 1996) has reinforced 

this relational dimension of work and extended it beyond the company's boundaries (Chia 1995). 

However, as we have emphasized above, the link with others and interaction are central dimensions in 

the definition of spirituality and the spiritual dimension of human activity. 

In parallel, the modes and forms of involvement in the workplace have also changed. Elements such 

as emotions, feelings, relational capacities, creativity, reactivity, resistance, have been increasingly 

solicited and mobilized (Driver 2008, Schreuder& Coetzee 2011, Guo& Anderson 2018). To be 

competent and efficient in a post-modern organization is no longer, or not only, to be able to perform 

tasks and understand and follow instructions. Above all, it means being able, in interaction with 

others, to react effectively to situations that occur in a chaotic manner (Gleick, 1987, Simard et al. 

2018) and that are constantly renewed (Dooley 1997). 

As Fourie (2014) points out, the individual is thus led to invest in professional activity not simply as a 

body or brain but as a whole person (Sparrow & Knight 2006, Schreuder& Coetzee 2011, Fry&Geigle 

2014).  

Finally, the importance of these developments would be reinforced by those of the functioning of 

society and lifestyles. Several authors point out that secularization (e.g. Weaver and Agle 2002, 
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Ashforth&Vaidyanath 2002, Bogdanova et al. 2017), the transition from the extended family model to 

the nuclear family model (Fogel 2017, Anna 2017) as well as the increase in company presence time 

(Rifkin 2004, Galinsky et al. 2005, Blyton et al. 2017) and the development of new forms of 

involvement (Reichers 1985, Kaur 2017) have placed work at the center of people's lives(Fairholm 

1996, Meda 1996, Kossek 2016). For some authors (e.g. Brown & Lent 2013 or Hall & Willoughby 

2016) this gives work an essential role in researching and defining the meaning of activity, and more 

generally the meaning of existence. For Grotsis&Kortezi 2008, these developments give work its 

spiritual dimension. However, paradoxically, at the same time, the constraints on carrying out the 

work would be multiplied and reinforced. While, as underlined above, the completion of the tasks 

require more and more reactivity, inventiveness and interaction, its management would have become 

more and more constraining. Injunctions to comply with performance standards defined most often in 

relation to external references to the work situation would have multiplied.  Management would have 

focused on short-term performance, measurement by ratios and the individualization of the evaluation 

of the contribution to value creation. This would make the work situation a stressful, risky and 

inhibiting environment for individuals (Karasek and Theorell 1990, Karakas 2010, Dreyer &Hermans 

2014, Anthony-McMann et al. 2017).  

In summary of these elements we can underline that the evolution of companies, their organizational 

and managerial functioning as well as the modes of involvement of individuals, would reinforce the 

need of people to give meaning to their professional activity. The inability of companies to respond 

would have shifted this responsibility onto the job. This would have been further reinforced by the 

weakening of institutions that traditionally fulfilled this role as providers of meaning, such as the 

family or religions (Van Tonder&Ramdass 2009). At the same time, work has become the core 

activity of individuals, in which they are increasingly led to invest themselves as individuals, no 

longer leaving at the company's door that which makes them unique (Fry &Geigle 2014).  

Work thus becomes a spiritual activity in the sense that, by referring to the three dimensions of 

spirituality previously identified, it is through this activity that the individual can contribute to 

something that transcends him, can connect and interact with others and, finally, can accomplish 

something that gives him satisfaction (Gotsis and Kortezi 2008). 

The question of spirituality at work arises at the level of individuals (Mitroff and Denton 1999). Each 

individual gives his activity and his behavior their (possible) spiritual dimension. The issue would 

therefore be that of diversity, intrinsic to individuals, and its acknowledgement in the functioning of 

organizations (Hicks 2002). 

3. SPIRITUALITY AT WORK: A DIVERSITY MANAGEMENT ISSUE?  

As we have expressed them, questions related to spirituality in the workplace arise in terms of taking 

diversity into account. The question of spirituality amounts to raising the question of the legitimacy of 

behavior at work which is not only instrumental but also driven by the employee's quest for personal 

meaning. How does spirituality impact the functioning of the company and the execution of the work? 

How can this notion and the theoretical and practical challenges it represents, taking into account an 

intrinsic diversity, help to understand the stakes of work, its organization and labor relations in post-

modern organizations?   

We identify two first approaches in the scientific literature to provide answers. The first corresponds 

to a functional approach (2.1). It raises the question of the link between spirituality and improvement 

of the functioning of the organization. It explores how the latter and its management can mobilize 

people's spirituality to improve their well-being and/or performance. 

The second approach proposes a reorganization of the company based on taking into account the 

spiritual dimension of work (2.2). A third approach to these issues brings together critical 

contributions (2.3). 

3.1. What Impact does Spirituality at Work have on the Functioning of the Organization and 

Performance? 

An important part of the work on spirituality in the workplace has focused on the impact on the 

performance and the functioning of the organisation of taking into account the spiritual dimension of 

work and what is identified as the need of employees to give meaning to their activity (Jurkiewicz and 

Giacalone 2004, Jurkiewicz and Giacalone 2004, Benefiel et al. 2014, Fourie 2014, Van der Walt 

2018). Two approaches stand out. 
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The first approach groups together research that seeks to identify and define the implications of taking 

spirituality into account in the functioning of the organization and management practice (Jurkiewicz 

and Giacalone 2004, Gotsis and Kortezi 2008, Vitell 2009, Karakas 2010, Kutcher et al. 2010, Fourie 

2014, Naidoo 2014, Wallace et al. 2017). Thus, for example, Karakas (2010) identifies three major 

outcomes of opening the workplace to employees' spiritual investment. These are employee-centered 

issues but, according to the author, they have a long-term impact on labor productivity and performance. 

The first challenge is to improve the well-being and quality of life of employees. Setting up 

programmes in companies to encourage people's spiritual investment in their work (for example by 

encouraging the practice of mediation) would improve happiness, self-esteem or even the optimism of 

employees (Milliman et al. 2003, Reave 2005, Pawar 2016) and this would also have an impact on 

stress resistance, job satisfaction and involvement (Paloutzian et al. 2003, Reave 2005, Krishnakumar 

and Neck 2002, Edward 2005; Faver 2004, Fry 2005). Ultimately, this would improve productivity 

and reduce absenteeism and turnover (Fry 2005; Giacalone and Jurkiewicz 2003). 

The second outcome is that spirituality gives individuals a sense of usefulness and a sense of work. 

Mitroff and Denton (1999) as well as Giacalone and Jurkiewicz (2003), Gull and Doh (2004) or Afsar 

and Badir (2017) show that employees who can express their spirituality through their work are more 

satisfied with it and recognize it as having more meaning, with the result that their involvement, 

creativity and performance increase. 

Finally, the third outcome is the fact that spirituality gives employees a feeling of interdependence 

and solidarity. (Cavanagh et al. 2001, Duchon and Plowman 2005). 

The second approach brings together research aimed at measuring the impact of spirituality, most 

often understood through the spiritual commitment of employees, on performance in general (Mitroff 

and Denton 1999, Turner 1999, Thompson 2000, Garcia-Zamor 2003, Fry 2005, Giacalone et al 2005) 

or in a particular field.  

For example, Ghazzawi et al (2016) or Van der Walt (2018) establish a relationship between 

spirituality and commitment to work. Vitell (2009) makes the link between spirituality and the quality 

of decision-making by managers and executives. Walker (2013) measures the impact of the ability to 

reconcile spirituality, religiosity and professional practice on job satisfaction and professional 

commitment. Still using the same type of approach, Pawar (2016) makes the link with employees' 

health and well-being, Duffi (2006) or Anvari et al. (2017) with mobility and career decisions, Phipps 

(2012) or Wallace et al (2017) with managerial effectiveness and leadership, Afsar&Badir (2017) with 

innovation, etc. 

3.2. Rethink the Organization of Work Based on the Notion of Spirituality? 

Based on these links between spirituality and religiosity on the one hand and quality of life at work 

for employees, labor productivity and company performance on the other, some studies propose to 

rethink the functioning of the organization based on the notions of spirituality of work, people and 

diversity (Howard 2002, Hicks 2003, Gotsis and Kortezi 2008 Dreyer and Hermans 2014, Benefiel, 

Fry and Geigle 2014, Miller and Ewest 2015). In this perspective, Benefiel et al (2014) consider that 

research on spirituality in the workplace gives rise to a new paradigm for thinking about work, its 

organization and the role and place of people in the company. Douglas Hicks' (2002, 2003) writings in 

particular propose to rethink these elements by starting from the notion of respect for diversity and 

pluralism.  

While refusing to distinguish between religiosity and spirituality at work, Hicks (2002, 2003) 

establishes three axioms that together form the anthropological basis from which he develops his 

approach to "spiritual organization". The first axiom is the intrinsic dimension of human spirituality. 

The search for the meaning of life and activity, for interconnection with others, for transcendence, 

which are the motors of spirituality, are also the motors driving behavior and action. Moreover, this 

spiritual dimension of the human being is not reserved to certain individuals. It is both shared by all 

and specific to each. This is the second axiom: spirituality is as universal as it is infinitely plural. The 

spiritual process is unique to each person. It can of course follow the precepts and prescriptions of a 

religion but can also be singular. The third axiom is constituted by the idea that the individual comes 

to work and acts as a whole person. The identity of the person cannot be fragmented. Spirituality, 

which is a constitutive element, cannot be left aside... or left at the door of the workplace.  
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Based on these elements, Hicks (2003) defines what a spiritual work organization would be as an 

organization that "recognizes that employees have an inner life that nourishes and is nourished by 

many fields, including meaningful work, all in the context of community”. Spiritual organization 

would thus be an organization in which people (colleagues, subordinates, managers, etc.) are 

recognized as distinct individuals by everyone and in which formal or informal organizational modes 

of functioning take this diversity into account, respect it and consider and value everyone as a person.  

Hicks' (2002, 2003) approach is not instrumental but conceptual. For him, it is not a question of 

providing the company with tools to stimulate the spiritual activity of employees, such as rooms and 

organized meditation sessions, reflection groups on meaning or even by instituting moments of silent 

introspection before meetings. On the other hand, it is a question of proposing a framework for 

rethinking the modes of organization and functioning of the company (decision-making processes, 

work distribution, manager-managed relations, etc.) based on the model of the person at work formed 

by the three axioms described above.  

3.3. Critical Approaches 

These first approaches to spirituality in the workplace are not without question. For Lips-Wiersma et 

al (2009), Driver (2007) or Bell and Taylor (2004) for example, papers proposing to rethink work and 

relationships at work based on the notion of "whole person" could lead to finalizing the work in 

relation to the individual himself and no longer in relation to the dynamics of interaction within teams 

as well as in relation to the activities and projects of the company. Moreover, for Straus and Swayerr 

(2009) as for Cash and Gray (2000) this notion raises the question of the limits of what can be 

accepted in the name of respect for people and their freedom. Are all behaviors acceptable as long as 

they are expressions of personality and individual freedom? Focusing on the approaches that link the 

spirituality of individuals to their impact on the situation of these individuals and on the functioning 

and performance of the company, Dent, Higgins and Wharff (2005), Lambert (2010) as well as 

Schutte (2016) emphasize that there is a debate on how to mobilize results. Should they be tools for 

companies and managers to guide their mobilization of employee spirituality at work? Should they 

rather serve critical approaches? From this critical perspective, we distinguish in our literature review 

two main axes of development. The first is centered on the limits of functionalist work. The second is 

centered on the risks linked to the mobilization of the notion of spirituality by companies. 

The first axis of development of critical approaches is therefore that of highlighting and analyzing the 

limits of the research on the links between the spirituality of employees and the way work is organized. 

The main argument in the literature concerns the definitions of spirituality, and to a lesser extent of 

religiosity, which are mobilized in some studies. As we have pointed out in the first part of this article, 

they are very diverse and none would seem to serve as a universal point of reference. Milliman et al. 

(2003) or Markow and Klenke (2005) further point out that definitions of spirituality are broad and 

often refer to notions such as well-being (deKlerk 2005), joy (Giacalone and Jurkiewicz 2003, Reave 

2005) or ethics and morals (Issa and Pick 2011, McCormick 2013) or even "good behavior" or 

involvement. For Hicks (2002) the notion of spirituality thus became in some cases so encompassing 

that it amounts to covering all questions of organization, management and life at work. For Casey 

(1999), Driver (2005) or Lips-Wiersma et al (2009) another consequence of the way spirituality is 

approached in literature is that it induces in certain papers a systematically positive orientation and 

promotion of taking it into account to organize work. 

Yet, as several researchers (e.g. Higgins, &Wharff, 2005, Hayden and Barbuto 2011) point out, the 

stakes are high on at least two levels. First of all, it concerns the credibility of the question of 

spirituality at work as an object of research (Hicks 2002) and also the challenge for companies and 

their managers. Indeed, for Driver (2005), Karakas (2010) as well as for Schutte (2016), the absence 

of stable and common definitions of central notions would explain the absence of shared theoretical 

and methodological frameworks. This would limit the accumulation of empirical work whose results 

would be truly comparable and articulable (Sprung et al. 2012) and which would allow real progress 

in knowledge on these issues (Lips-Wiersma et al. 2009). This would also explain the difficulty of the 

topic in being taken seriously by practitioners (Driver 2005). Yet there are methodological tools for 

measuring spirituality, as well as religiosity at work, that provide referential measures. We mentioned 

earlier the STS and FWS scales which are applied in a significant number of research papers on these 

subjects (e.g. Walker 2012, Ayoun et al. 2014). 
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The second critical argument present in the literature is the analysis of the risks of harnessing the 

notion of spirituality to organize work and guide managerial action, what Lips-Wiersma, Dean and 

Fornaciari (2009) call the dark side of spirituality at work. Based on an analysis of the literature, the 

authors identify control and instrumentalization as the two main risks linked to the use of notions of 

spirituality and religiosity in organizations and by management. In their approach, spirituality at work, 

because it is based on the principle of giving individuals the means to find meaning in their activity in 

the company, can block any critical scrutiny. Indeed, people are not invited to change the organisation 

and work. On the contrary, they are invited to think about the meaning of this organisation and this 

work in such a way as to make them (at a minimum) compatible with their lives and aspirations. For 

the authors, the risk of instrumentalization is intrinsic to the functioning of organizations that are by 

nature instrumental. It is that the mobilization of employee spirituality is seen as a means of achieving 

a specific operational goal rather than a means of recognizing them as individuals. 

These risks of instrumentalization and control are used by Lips-Wiersma, Dean and Fornaciari (2009) 

to construct a matrix and to identify four configurations each corresponding to a distorted and 

negative use of spirituality at work: seduction, manipulation, evangelization and enslavement. 

 

4. DISCUSSION: THE PRETENCE OF PROMOTING SPIRITUALITY IN THE WORKPLACE  

4.1. A Spirituality that is necessarily Non-Religious?  

Many authors, especially when developing their work with what we have called functional 

approaches, distinguish religiosity and spirituality and do not give them the same place and legitimacy 

in the workplace (Mitroff et al 1999, Mitroff 2003, McLaughlin, 2005, Hayden &Barbuto 2011, 

Phipps 2012, Benefel, Fry and Giegle 2014). The spiritual dimension of people's religious 

commitment is obviously recognized. However, as Hicks (2002) points out, for many authors religion 

is associated with negative characteristics such as dogmatism, rigidity or the risk of proselytism. As a 

result, religious behaviors, which are mostly behaviors that reflect people's religiosity (it is more often 

the wearing of a religious sign than proselytism (SHRM (2017)) are viewed with defiance in many 

writings that are also very often real pleas for spirituality at work (e.g. Mitroff 2003).  There is here a 

double paradox which is well identified by some authors (e.g. DiPadova 1998, Cash and Gray 2000, 

Weaver and Agle 2002a and 2002b). 

First of all, the quest for transcendence is, as most attempts to define spirituality affirm (Piemont 

1999, 2001 and 2007, Giacalone and Jurkiewicz 2003, Gotsis and Kortezi 2008, Schutte 2016), one of 

the structuring elements of the spiritual process. Moreover, this approach is also systematically 

defined in the literature as individual and singular (Piedmont 2001). It is specific to each employee. 

Some even argue that it cannot be forced and/or imposed (Mitroff 2003). Yet the quest for 

transcendence is at the very heart of religion and religious practice. The spiritual process would 

therefore be free and personal... unless it follows the path of religion. 

Then, both functional approaches and those advocating a redesign of work, work relations and 

organization based on a spiritual anthropology and paradigm put the notion of the whole person at the 

heart of the approach (Fairholm 1998, Mitroff and Denton 1999, Mitroff 2003, Fourie 2014). The 

authors stress the need to consider the whole person at work. They also emphasize the principle that 

spirituality cannot be left at the door of the enterprise (Wiersma 2002). As Hayden and Barbuto 

(2011) or Hicks (2002) point out, it is difficult to imagine what argument could then be given to an 

employee whose spirituality is religious to ask him to give up being fully invested in his professional 

activity as a person.  

4.2. A Reversal of Responsibility?  

The question of taking into account the intrinsic diversity that employee spirituality represents, as it is 

perceived by part of the literature and through certain corporate practices, also raises questions. In 

fact, as underlined by Lips-Wiersma, (2002 and 2003), Lips-Wiersma et al. (2009) and Karakas 
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(2010), once it has been observed that the post-modern enterprise generates stress, overwork and 

addiction to work, impoverishment of the meaning of work and of employee involvement (etc.), a 

consequent number of research papers advocate as a solution the mobilization of the spirituality of the 

employees as well as the setting up of an organizational functioning and a managerial practice which 

not only allow spirituality but also favor it (e.g. Ashmos and Duchon 2000, Garcia-Zamor 2003, 

Giacalone and Jurkiewicz, 2003, Fry 2005, Afsar et al. 2017, González-González 2018). Here again, 

there is a paradox but also the risk of a reversal of responsibility and a perversion of the logic of 

liberal enterprise.  

The paradox lies in the fact that asking the employee to invest his spirituality in work leads to 

strengthening the centrality of work in his life. This further increases the weakening of the role played 

by other socialization circles and other ties (family, friends, community, etc.). This further increases 

his vulnerability to the evils of post-modern work. Contrary to what some authors often cited for this 

in the literature (e.g. Gotsis&Kortezi 2008) argue, the spiritual dimension of work did not emerge in 

the 1980s. Without going back too far we can at least refer to the writings of the philosophers Hannah 

Arrendt (1958) and Simone Weil (1951). With very different approaches, each of them highlighted 

this spiritual dimension of work and the importance of work in people's lives. But each of them also 

stressed that the meaning of life and the human condition are not reduced to work only.The 

relationship to transcendence in particular, whether it is viewed within the framework of religion or an 

existentialist movement, would not be defined and lived with the boundaries of the company and its 

economic objectives as its limits.  

Beyond that, functionalist approaches operate a reversal of responsibility. The project of certain 

companies and certain ways of operating and organizing work are presented as no longer carrying 

meaning. But the proposed solution is not to ask these companies to provide meaning again. It is to 

ask them to give their employees the means to find meaning for themselves in their participation in 

the operation, in the implementation of strategies, in the pursuit of objectives often reduced to a 

financial dimension. As both Lips-Wiersma et al (2009) and Bell and Taylor (2004) point out, it is up 

to them to find ways to make their working lives bearable and meaningful and, since the company 

offers them nothing transcendent, to transcend themselves in order to remain effective. This is not 

illegitimate; on the contrary, the role of the liberal enterprise is not primarily to make a profit. It is the 

entrepreneur's initiative to implement a project that will make the world move forward. It is also to 

offer people, employees, to join in this quest for progress by contributing actively and as a whole 

person through their work. 

5. CONCLUSION 

Spirituality in the workplace raises the question of taking diversity into account. Whether religious or 

not, spirituality is a dimension of man and therefore it is also expressed through work. Whatever its 

form (salaried employment, entrepreneurship, voluntary work, etc.), professional activity is central to 

most people's lives and is one of the preferred ways of participating in the functioning of the world.  

Approaches to spirituality issues in the workplace are diverse. Some propose that this notion of 

diversity be used to found a new anthropology to study work and design a business model that takes 

employees into account as people and not simply as productive resources. Others develop a critical 

analysis of the work carried out in this field and especially of the possible deviations of the 

mobilization of these notions by companies and management. Finally, others, the most numerous, try 

to link the spirituality of the individual, the realization of the work and the functioning of the 

company. We have highlighted the questions and paradoxes that the latter approaches raise. Drawing 

on the critical literature about this topic, we have also highlighted their conceptual and 

methodological weaknesses, which are largely related to the difficulty of clearly stating what 

spirituality is and how it can be measured, as well as of identifying and quantifying its effects on 

work. It seems to us that the major problem with these approaches is the wrong entry point. Rather 

than starting from the individual and asking the question of his spirituality, it is better to ask the 

question of the concrete functioning of the enterprise (both strategic and decision-making as well as 

operational and productive) and of the concrete work. How does the concrete, what really happens in 

work situations, bring into play the transcendence, the relationship with others or the sense of each 

person's involvement? How in day-to-day business as in the longer term does the company and its 

organization involve individuals while respecting their diversity of positions, modes of action, 

aspirations and personality? 
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