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TRENDS AND ISSUES

Clearinghouse on Adult,

) N Career, and Vocational Education
by Susan Imel 1998 A I-ERTS - ‘

Spirituality in the Workplace

Although noteasily defined, the spirituality in the workplace move-
ment is about “acknowledging that people come to work with mére
than their bodies and minds; they bring individual talents and
unique spirits” (Leigh 1997, p. 26). The movement serves a range
ofinterests including personaf ulfillment on the job, a growing need
to reconcile personal values with those of the corporation, and cor-
porate desires to help individuals achieve more balanced lives (Laabs
1995; Leigh 1997; McLaughlin 1998). One evidence of this trend
is the growing number of Bible study and prayer groups like the one
that meets every Thursday at noon at the Penn National Insurance
Company in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. According to some estimates,
in the past 10 years, groups like these have doubled to 10,000
(McLaughlin 1998).

The emergence of spirituality in the workplace as a trend has been
noted in a wide variety of publications, including the Christian
Science Monitor (McLaughlin 1998), Mother Jones (Moskowitz
1997), Training and Development (Leigh 1997), and HR Maga-
zine (Brandt 1996). Not only is spirituality in the workplace a theme
at a growing number of conferences, it has also spawned online
computer discussions and is the subject of numerous books (Brandt
1996; Kahnweiler and Orte 1997; McLaughlin 1998). This Alert
reviews reasons behind the trend and highﬁghts some of the issues
that surround it.

A number of factors have converged to create the spirituality in
the workplace trend including the following:

¢ Corporate layoffs and downsizing. The recent “rightsizing"” of
many corporations has created uncertainty and made many people
feel vulnerable about losing their jobs. Fewer support staff and
the need to master new technology have created additional stress.
As a result, many are asking questions about the value of their
work and are seeking strength and solace in spirituality (Brandt
1996; Leigh 1997; McLaughlin 1998).

* The aging of the work force. Many employees have reached a
level of a?ﬂuence that permits them the luxury of seeking more
meaning in their lives, including in their work (Brandt 1996;
McLaughlin 1998). Although baﬁy boomers are frequently cred-
ited for the connection between spirituality and work, the search
for meaningful work spans all generations (Leigh 1997).

* The decline of traditional support networks. Several traditional
sources of spiritual support such as churches, civic groups, and
extended family now have less influence. Many individuals look

_to their workplace as a communal center to provide the basic
human needs of connection and contribution (Brandt 1996;
Mirvis 1997).

* Changes in organizational structures. Changes in how businesses
are structureg and run have also contributed to this trend. The
quality movement, learning organizations, and other innovations
have all fostered employee input and encouraged team building.
As a result, many employees have experienced work environ-
ments that are more congruent with their personal values and
have found new meaning in their work (Gozdz 1995a; Laabs 1995;
Mirvis 1997).

Several issues are associated with the growing movement of spiri-
tuality in the workplace. The first and most prevalent has to do
with whether it is compatible with the profit motive that is the goal
of most businesses and what happens when the two conflict. In
some companics, emphasizing values has proven profitable in mea-
surable ways (Leigh 1997), but Moskowitz (1997) believes that the
movement is more about personal than corporate transformation
and suggests that, in the end, the profit motive will prevail.

The relationship between spirituality and religion is another issue.

arly managers are leery of the trend toward spirituality in the
workplace because they see it as connected to organized religion
and fear that it may lead to legal difficulties. People don't want to
be forced into any particular belief system (Brandt 1996; Laabs
1995). Mirvis (1997, p. 197) points out, however, that “religion is
about answers [and] spirituality is about questions,” thus support-
ing the idea that the spirituality in the workplace movement is not
about any particular belief or religious system (Laabs 1995) but about
creating a different kind of workplace.

The trend of spirtuality in the workplace will likely continue as
“the challenge for corporations in the 21st century is to create a
nurt sring environment that invites EJeople‘ to tap their creativity
and prod’uctivity and find personal fulfilln.2nc through their work”
(Barrett 1997, p. 3). Career educators an! career development
specialists will need to prepare people for a+ - =: place that includes
a spiritual dimension. The integrated life planning model (Hansen
1997) and the relational approach to careers (HaTl et al. 1996) are
examples of how this can ge accoriplished.

Resources

Barrett, Richard. “Mega Trends for the Future of Work: Building a
Successful Corporate Climate.” [1997] http://users.aol.com/
soulspirit/text/univers.htm

Describes the shift that is taking place in the underlying values and
assumptions that govern society and how it is affecting corporate
leadership. Corporate leaders are now responsible for establishing a
values-drive culture chat will create a nurturing environment. A
list of seven evolutionary behaviors of successful corporate culture
is included.

Bierema, Laura L. “Development of the Individual Leads 1o More
Productive Workplace.” New Directions for Adult and Continu-
ing Education no. 72 (Winter 1996): 21-28.

A holistic approach to individual development within the context
of a learning organization produces well-informed, knowledgeable,
critically-thinking adults whose decisions contribute to organiza-
tional prosperity.

Bolman, Lee G., and Deal, Terrence E. Leading with Soul: An
Uncommon Journey of Spirit. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1995.

Organized around conversations between a beleaguered company
leader and a wise sage, this book tells a story about making sensc of
confusing riddles that technical knowledge cannot solve.

Brande, Ellen. “Corporate Pioneers Explore Spirituality.” HR Maga-
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