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WORKPLACE SPIRITUALITY AND SOCIAL ENTERPRISE
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MUNKAHELYI SPIRITUALITÁS ÉS TÁRSADALMI VÁLLALKOZÁSOK
– ÁTTEKINTÉS ÉS KUTATÁSI IRÁNYOK
Workplace spirituality is a social movement about purposeful work that has both personal and broader societal considerations. Social enterprises are alternative organizational forms that strive to create value by simultaneously pursuing
social, economic and environmental goals. Both workplace spirituality and social enterprise discourses have a value creation orientation for self and others, framed as serving and contributing towards the common good. However, only a few
studies have addressed the relevance of workplace spirituality for social enterprises. Based on the literature for workplace
spirituality and social enterprise, respectively, this paper argues that these phenomena have a common ground: prosocial
motives, doing well (value creation) and being well (flourishing). Workplace spirituality can help preserve social enterprises’ integrity, while the social enterprise context can support the incorporation of workplace spirituality to generate
positive outcomes. Further studies could explore this potentiality, and the present paper provides some future research
suggestions.
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A munkahelyi spiritualitás az elhivatott munkával foglalkozó társadalmi mozgalom, amely egyéni és társadalmi kérdéseket
is felvet. A társadalmi vállalkozások olyan alternatív szervezeti formák, amelyek a társadalmi, gazdasági és környezeti célok
egyidejű megvalósításával igyekeznek értéket teremteni. Mind a munkahelyi spiritualitással, mind a társadalmi vállalkozásokkal foglalkozó szakirodalmi diskurzusra jellemző az értékteremtő elköteleződés, amelyet szolgálatként és a közjóhoz
való hozzájárulásként értelmeznek. Azonban csak néhány tanulmány foglalkozott a munkahelyi spiritualitás társadalmi
vállalkozásokban betöltött szerepével. A munkahelyi spiritualitás és a társadalmi vállalkozások irodalma alapján ez a cikk
amellett érvel, hogy e jelenségek közös nevezőjét a proszociális indíttatás jelenti, vagyis a jót tét (értékteremtés) és a jól lét
(gyarapodás). A munkahelyi spiritualitás segítheti a társadalmi vállalkozások integritásának megőrzését, míg a társadalmi
vállalkozások kontextusa támogathatja a pozitív eredményeket teremtő munkahelyi spiritualitás kibontakoztatását. E lehetőség feltárása érdekében további kutatások elvégzése szükséges, amelyek irányára jelen tanulmány is javaslatot tesz.
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T

he functioning of organizations within society and the
broader environment is taking a turn towards making
a positive social and environmental impact by confronting
pressing issues through socially responsible and ethical
products and services. The relationship between enterprises (and entrepreneurs) and society and the environment
is changing, and organizations are increasingly pressured
to attempt to address the world’s existing sustainability
problems and challenges. As a result, there has been a rise
in alternative organizations because of their potential for
balancing economic performance with achieving social
goals. These alternative forms of organizing are known as
the third sector, and include social enterprises, hybrid organizations or cooperatives, which strive to find new ways
of influencing social and economic development.
This shift towards social enterprises has occurred as a
response to so-called ‘wicked’ problems and grand challenges, such as ecological sustainability, climate change,
social cohesion and food insecurity, which require alternative ways to make the world a better place (see Barney
et al., 2015). This process of transformation has resulted in
heightened consciousness, interrelated awareness and engagement in other-focused actions, which has in turn led to
the rise in social enterprises as mutually co-creative shared
value partnerships. Scholars have concurrently started to
introduce and emphasize the relevance of spirituality for
socially responsible entrepreneurship (e.g. Kauanui et al.,
2010; Sullivan Mort et al., 2003; Ungvári-Zrínyi, 2014).
More broadly, a spiritually informed perspective is seen as
beneficial for the fields of management and organizational
behaviour because of its potential for humanizing organizational life (Lavine et al., 2014). Although the relevance
of spirituality for organizations has been recognized, the
focus has predominantly been on large corporations and
corporate leaders (Carette & King, 2005; Washington,
2016, in: Driscoll et al., 2019, p. 155–156).
While there have been calls for incorporating spirituality in organizational (especially corporate) life as a
measure against exploitative practices, there is a body of
critical work on workplace spirituality that questions its
beneficial nature in the work context. For instance, Bell
and Taylor (2003, p. 332) argue that, paradoxically, in aiming to warrant ‘liberation from the constraints of work’,
workplace spirituality perpetuates these constraints by resulting in more exploitation in the name of fulfilling work.
Likewise, other scholars warn against appropriation of
performative workplace spirituality to harness economic
goals, thus forcing spirituality to serve as a managerial/organizational tool to exploit employee resources (see Case
& Gosling, 2010; Lips-Wiersma et al., 2009; Long & Driscoll, 2015; McKee et al., 2008; Oswick, 2009).
There has, however, been little research on workplace
spirituality in alternative organizational forms such as social enterprises, where the intra-organizational structure,
processes and ownership aspects usually stand in contrast to conventional management practices of hierarchy
and control. Such an alternative context offers the possibility of disalienated work (Kociatkiewicz et al., 2020),
which aligns with the spiritual perspective of self-work

integration in which workers have autonomy and control
over their work domain. This opens a promising area of
research on workplace spirituality and its potential (mis)
use in the social enterprise context. To bring forth the relevance of spirituality for alternative organizational forms,
and vice versa, the present paper discusses the connection
between workplace spirituality and social enterprise.
The remainder of this paper is organized as follows.
First, the main conceptualizations and critical aspects
of workplace spirituality are presented. This is followed
by an overview of social enterprise and its connection to
spirituality. Next the methodology is presented. Then, the
mutual characteristics between workplace spirituality and
social enterprise are discussed – that is, prosocial motives,
doing well, and being well. The paper concludes with
a summary and a call for future research on workplace
spirituality in social enterprises.

Workplace spirituality
Spirituality is a rich, intercultural and multi-layered concept, which can mean different things to different people.
Spirituality is characterized as both personal and universal (Bouckaert & Zsolnai, 2012; Mitroff, 2003). In general,
spirituality can be understood as a ‘reconnection to the
inner self, a search for universal values beyond egocentric
strivings, deep empathy with all living beings, and transcendence’ (Bouckaert & Zsolnai, 2012, p. 491). Although
spirituality is historically rooted in religion, its current
use in business is often not associated with any specific
religious tradition (Korac-Kakabadse et al., 2002) and
even goes beyond the boundaries of institutional religions
(Bouckaert & Zsolnai, 2012). Thus, management and organizational scholars have called for a distinction between
spirituality at work and religion at work (e.g. Ashmos &
Duchon, 2000; Bouckaert & Zsolnai, 2012; Korac-Kakabadse et al., 2002; Mitroff, 2003), noting that spirituality
is a broader term that can encompass but also advance beyond religion. This paper follows this approach.
Within the domain of work, the interest in spirituality has been welcomed from the 1970s (see Oswick, 2009)
and has rapidly increased in the field of management for
the last two decades (Houghton et al., 2016; McKee et
al., 2008; Oswick, 2009), with the first major study conducted in the 1990s in the corporate context (see Mitroff
& Denton, 1999). Like spirituality in general, there is a
lack of consensus about the meaning of workplace spirituality, although these terms have been used somewhat
interchangeably in the management and organizational
research. Workplace spirituality, however, is a narrower
term than spirituality and here refers to the expression of
spiritual values and beliefs in the work sphere, which invites a plethora of interpretations. As Case and Gosling
(2010, p. 263) have noted, workplace spirituality is ‘an
ephemeral phenomenon approachable from multiple perspectives’.
Based on the literature, several common dimensions
of workplace spirituality can be identified that relate to
an individual’s characteristics or motives, behaviours and
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experiences. These can include, for example, connection,
compassion, mindfulness, meaningful work, transcendence, interconnectedness, a sense of mission and purpose, a sense of wholeness or a holistic mindset, doing
work with broader societal implications, purpose beyond
one’s self, a sense of calling, eudaimonia and well-being
(see Dik & Duffy, 2009; Dolan & Altman, 2012; Duffy &
Dik, 2013; Fry, 2003; Guillén et al., 2015; Jurkiewicz &
Giacalone, 2004; Mitroff & Denton, 1999; Pawar, 2008;
Sendjaya, 2007; Sheep, 2006; Van Dierendonck & Mohan, 2006; Wills, 2009). Ashmos and Duchon (2000, p.
137) provide a three-dimensional framework for spirituality – inner life, meaning and purpose in work, a sense of
connection and community – and define workplace spirituality 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’. According
to Krishnakumar and Neck (2002, p. 154–156), the perspectives on spirituality can be categorized within three
positions: the intrinsic-origin view (originating from within, inner consciousness, beliefs and values); the religious
view; and the existentialist view (search for meaningful
work). The conceptualization of Krishnakumar and Neck
(2002) is similar to that of Ashmos and Duchon (2000),
although the former advanced a religious perspective to
workplace spirituality. The intrinsic-origin view corresponds to the inner life and community dimensions, and
the existentialist view is consistent with the meaningful
work dimension.
Jurkiewicz and Giacalone (2004, p. 129) define workplace spirituality as ‘a framework of organizational values
evidenced in the culture that promote employees’ experience of transcendence through the work process, facilitating their sense of being connected to others in a way
that provides feelings of completeness and joy’. According
to Lips-Wiersma et al. (2009), the central notion of workplace spirituality is bringing the physical, intellectual,
emotional and spiritual dimensions of the person to the
workplace. Sheep (2006, p. 360), meanwhile, offers a convergent definition of workplace spirituality, based on the
following four common dimensions:
1. 
self-workplace integration (a holistic approach to
workplace and self, and a personal desire to bring
the whole being into work),
2. meaning in work (of the work itself, rather than the
work environment),
3. transcendence of self (rising above self to become
part of an interconnected whole), and
4. g rowth / development of one’s inner self at work.

kumar and Neck (2002) further contributed to a focalization around the key ideas of consciousness, connectedness
and meaning and purpose at work (Houghton et al., 2016).
They further note (p. 181) that workplace spirituality can
be conceptualized at the individual level (e.g. perceptions
of inner life, meaningful and purposeful work, and a sense
of community and connectedness); group level (e.g. sense
of community); and as an organization-level phenomenon
(e.g. spiritual climate or culture as reflected in the organization’s values, vision and purpose).
A more recent work on workplace spirituality, described as self-spirituality (Zaidman, 2019), proposes
spirituality at work as a radical equality approach to workplace relations and an alternative to the masculine secular
organizations, thereby providing a gender-based critique
of workplace spirituality. Self-spirituality, according to
Zaidman (2019), has the potential for developing relationships based on cooperation, in opposition to secular masculine organizations, thus causing objections and discomfort. This author criticizes masculine ways of knowing and
organizing such as rationality, patriarchy and competition,
arguing for the acceptance of a more feminine mode of
feelings into organizations. Zaidman (2019) suggests that
‘feminine’ modes of incorporating spirituality into organizations do not allow domestication for masculine, rational
or utilitarian purposes of control and dominance and thus,
these modes correct for the potential misuse of workplace
spirituality.
Overall, workplace spirituality is seen by its advocates as a new paradigm in the field of management and
organizations – referred to as ‘the spirituality movement’
– that focuses on understanding employees’ spiritual
needs and search for meaning (Guillén et al., 2015; Karakas & Sarigollu, 2013, p. 667) and includes expressions
of one’s spirituality at work with societal considerations
(Sheep, 2006). Nurturing and developing one’s spiritual
side means offering a source of strength, both on and off
the job, and at the same time helping employees to develop, which consequently results in making the workplace a
stronger, safer and much saner place to do business (Korac-Kakabadse et al., 2002). Success from a spiritual perspective is about a sense of accomplishment, a balance of
work and family, and contributions to both society and to
employees (Ashar & Lane-Maher, 2004). This very much
connects to the perspective of social entrepreneurship and
its goals.
However, other scholars have asserted that spirituality at work is not a new discourse and have provided a
more critical outlook on workplace spirituality (e.g. Bell
& Taylor, 2003; Case & Gosling, 2010; Long & Driscoll,
2015). For instance, Long and Driscoll (2015) posit that
workplace spirituality emerged by borrowing from other
organizational studies discourses, while Bell and Taylor
(2003) argue that the intent and practices of workplace
spirituality are not novel – rather, organizations and spirituality have a long and complex history, particularly rooted in the Protestant values that gave rise to the capitalist
work ethic. These authors refer to the work of Weber and
Foucault to provide a perspective on the centrality of reli-

In an effort to provide an inclusive framework, Houghton
et al. (2016) update and expand the original conceptualizations of Krishnakumar and Neck (2002). Citing various sources, Houghton et al. (2016) suggest that, despite
previous concerns about the lack of focused approach to
workplace spirituality, definitions of this concept have revolved around the three dimensions originally provided by
Ashmos and Duchon (2002), which can serve as a basis
for a common definition. The categorization of Krishna-
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gion and spirituality in modern day work and disciplinary
practice, which can be appropriated by managers as a tool
for obedience and a ‘source of pastoral power’ (Bell &
Taylor, 2003, p. 340–342) to encourage employees’ willing
compliance in the spiritual organization (Case & Gosling,
2010). This can refer to utilizing spirituality as an organizational resource for fostering employee performance, a
source of meaning in whatever work conditions and as a
tool to mobilize a process of internalizing the organization’s aims and thus, colonizing the self through uncritical
service to the organization’s interests – all of which, ironically, goes against spirituality’s aim of emancipation and
eradication of dehumanizing practices.
Similarly, Long and Driscoll (2015) question whether
workplace spirituality can offer solutions to organizational
issues when it is not a new phenomenon in organizations.
These authors’ analysis shows that workplace spirituality
borrows from organizational discourses, such as positive
organizational scholarship (POS), human relations movement, diversity management, leadership and corporate social responsibility (CSR), and carries the same limitations
to bring forth ideas about collaboration, participation, inclusion and responsibility to others as valuable goals in
and for themselves, beyond being just part of a manager’s
toolkit. Consequently, the main criticism of workplace
spirituality is that spirituality assumes an apolitical and
non-controlled organizational context, which creates tensions between releasing or managing spirituality in organizations, emphasizes individual rather than structural level
change and works within the current capitalist institutions
and economic system rather than challenging it to bring
about social change (Bell & Taylor, 2003; Long & Driscoll, 2015). This criticism is concerned with the prevailing individualizing tendencies of the workplace spirituality discourse rooted in Western individualistic logic that
focuses on self-improvement and prosperity (enlightened
self-interest), which do not question or disrupt the systemic business foundations, which are by nature regressive.
Thus, workplace spirituality is perceived as both a
novel and an existing discourse within organizations that
can be progressive or alienating and enable both individualizing and totalizing use of power; the latter leading to
‘the engineering of the human soul’ (Rose, 1990; Townley,
1994, in: Bell & Taylor, 2003, p. 342). Nevertheless, it is
possible for workplace spirituality to support ‘complementary personal and organizational transformation’ (Bell &
Taylor, 2003, p. 345), to promote cooperation and compassion and improve the state of workers and work, provided
spirituality engages with business and societal level discourses for genuine improvement of work-life conditions
(see Long & Driscoll, 2015). In trying to address the debate between instrumentality and ethicality, Sheep (2006)
suggests a person-organization fit where workplace spirituality is driven by a worker’s preferences to achieve both
individual and organizational development, as well as taking a multiparadigm approach in which no one concern
or perspective (individual-organization-society) is privileged over another. This paper proposes that an alternative
organizational discourse such as social entrepreneurship

may be relevant to the discussion of workplace spirituality, as it centres on ideas for alternative ways of organizing
founded on inclusion, democratic participation and prioritizing human and planetary interests over economic ones.

Social enterprise
The term social enterprise is used as a broad umbrella
for different alternative organizational forms and activities that create social value by providing solutions to
social problems. Social entrepreneurship is the process
through which a social enterprise is created, and this form
of entrepreneurship is viewed as a simultaneous pursuit
of social, economic and environmental goals that stems
from the interplay of general, mutual and capital interests
(Defourny & Nyssens, 2017). This definition encompasses both for-profit and non-profit enterprises, with most of
the focus being on non-profits and the creation of social
value over economic value (Austin et al., 2006; Dacin
et al., 2010; Dees, 1998; Mair & Marti, 2006; Peredo &
McLean, 2006, in: Tiba et al., 2018, p. 266; Zahra et al.,
2009). According to Teasdale (2012, p. 101), the distinction
between social enterprises and other forms of organizations is based on two dimensions: the relative adherence
to social or economic goals, and the degree of democratic
control and ownership. Teasdale (2012) concludes that the
similarity in all of the definitions of social enterprises is
the primacy of social aims and the centrality of trading;
however, different authors use the term to label different
organizational types and practices.
Scholars have argued that the social enterprise is not a
new organizational form and that it ‘encompasses a large
range of organizations evolving from earlier forms of
non-profit, co-operative and mainstream business’ (Teasdale, 2012, p. 100). Many of these organizational forms
have existed for centuries, but the current discourse in academia uses new language for describing them (Defourny
& Nyssens, 2010). For example, the neo-liberal discourse
promotes businesses as powerful means for achieving social change, which resulted in the construction of a narrative of social enterprises (Dey & Steyaert, 2010). The
construction of social enterprises is ongoing and there are
competing narratives about what a social enterprise is.
Social entrepreneurship is usually defined as an entrepreneurial activity found in the non-profit, business
and governmental sectors to create social value (Austin
et al., 2006) and usually targeting local problems with
global relevance (Santos, 2012). Santos (2012) develops
a positive theory of social entrepreneurship to avoid normative classification on what is social or not and focuses on value creation. In this view, social entrepreneurs
are primarily motivated by creating value for society,
instead of capturing value, as commercial entrepreneurs
do. This focus differentiates social entrepreneurs by how
they act: (1) they aim to achieve a sustainable solution
(rather than a competitive advantage) and (2) they have
a logic of empowerment (instead of control) concerning
internal and external organizational stakeholders (Santos, 2012, p. 345).
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Kay et al. (2016) propose an alternative conceptual
framework for social enterprises and suggest that social
enterprise activities should work towards social, environmental and societal impacts while using economic activities as a means to achieve these results. This
challenges the commonly addressed triple bottom line
(social, environmental, economic) and replaces the economic with a societal impact. Societal impact is about
the relationships between individuals and groups, and
in this sense, it is distinct from social impact, which
is an impact on individuals and groups but not on the
relationships between them (see Kay et al., 2016). Societal impact is about prosperity and relationships, and
the economic aspect only helps to support this goal, but
is not an end goal in and for itself. Advancing the motivational aspects in various forms of social enterprises,
Bull and Ridley-Duff (2019) develop a comprehensive
framework that explains the underlying moral reasoning behind different orientations of social enterprises
ranging from the altruistic or philanthropic to commercial endeavours.
It is thus possible that socially oriented entrepreneurial activities – such as improving the living conditions
of communities, societal development or care for the
environment – can be spiritually motivated. However,
this is not to say that all social enterprises are simultaneously spiritual enterprises. The two can be mutually reinforcing but not necessarily related. In this vein,
Ungvári-Zrínyi (2014) emphasizes the importance of
spirituality for socially and environmentally responsible entrepreneurship and has stated that organizations
should not be considered as money-producing machines,
but rather as communities that produce social values and
positive outcomes for people and society. The common
spiritual themes that relate to entrepreneurship include
meaning and purpose, living an integrated life, experiencing inner life and being in community with others
(see Kauanui et al., 2010). According to Sullivan Mort et
al. (2003), the spiritual or virtue aspect is an important
dimension of social entrepreneurship, which distinguishes social from commercial enterprises. Virtues such as
compassion, empathy and honesty are characteristic of
social enterprise endeavours that aim to make a meaningful contribution to socioeconomic development (Sullivan Mort et al., 2003).
Following Santos’ (2012) positive theory of social entrepreneurship, this paper proposes that the need for social value creation can be aligned with spiritually driven
motives (doing good for others) and suggests a complementary perspective between spirituality at work and social enterprise. Social enterprises are an example of balancing between commercial logic and the logic of social
purpose, with a focus on the latter. This does not mean
that there is a trade-off between these goals, because they
may be simultaneously achieved; rather, it implies that
the emphasis is on shared values and outcomes, instead
of solely personal gains. This aligns with the spiritual
outlook to work orientation, and this mutuality is addressed next.

Methodology
This paper is based on a review of the workplace spirituality and social enterprise literatures. A narrative literature review was conducted to present a broad overview
of the topics investigated and to present perspectives that
could stimulate further scholarly dialogues and provide
guidance for future research endeavours (see Green et al.,
2006). Narrative reviews are not a form of evidence; rather, they are useful for developing new ways of thinking
about certain phenomena. The first step in this kind of review is to identify whether there is any published material
on the topic to establish the need for such contributions.
Therefore, a preliminary search of the literature on workplace spirituality and social enterprise was conducted,
which showed that there are no articles published that address the connection between the two phenomena and the
existing studies are inadequate to answer the question fully. Thus, the contribution of this review is to illuminate the
potential of connecting workplace spirituality and social
enterprise and to set forth a research agenda.
The literature search on both workplace spirituality
and social enterprise was conducted by using the following databases: EBSCOhost Business Source Premier, Emerald Insight, Sage journals, Springer, Taylor & Francis
Online, Wiley Online Library and ScienceDirect. Relevant journal articles were searched using the words ‘workplace spirituality’ or ‘spirituality’ and ‘social enterprise’
in title/abstract/keywords and, alternatively, with either of
the term appearing anywhere, when the search for both
terms in the title/abstract/keywords produced zero results
(see the Appendix). The results that appeared in the databases were filtered based on the criteria explained below.
Publications that did not mention (workplace) spirituality or social enterprise, or both, in either the title, abstract or keywords were excluded. The resulting articles
were checked for the topics and questions they addressed
and were assessed based on their suitability to be included
in this review. For instance, a word search was performed
within each publication to assess the relevance of spirituality in a social enterprise publication or social enterprise
in a spirituality publication. The publications that had only
a few mentions of spirituality and/or social enterprise (i.e.
under five) within the body of the text were also excluded
from this review.
Upon filtering the articles, only a few publications fitted the search criteria in terms of addressing both spirituality at work and social entrepreneurship sufficiently as
core research theme/s. These publications do not explore
the conceptual connection between the two fields, but
rather provide evidence about specific spiritual (religious)
principles or practices and the contexts of social enterprise. For instance, the case study of Haskel et al. (2012)
describes an Egyptian caregiving social enterprise that illustrates the integration of spiritual and religious inspired
values for community transformation and social impact.
Waddock and Steckler (2013) illuminate how social entrepreneurs are guided by purpose and how they can engage
in spiritual practices through retreats as spiritual spaces
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for inspiration and connection. Gamble and Beer (2017)
examine performance measurement in non-profits informed by Buddhist spiritual practices and identify three
essential principles. Finally, Gjorevska (2019) theorizes
about spiritually informed motives for engaging in social
enterprise endeavours.
The abovementioned publications were not sufficient
for exploring the key features that connect workplace
spirituality and social entrepreneurship, so additional publications were identified from review papers on each topic.
For workplace spirituality, several databases were searched
(EBSCOhost including Business Source Premier, Emerald
Insight, Springer, Sage Journals, ScienceDirect, Taylor &
Francis Online and Wiley Online Library) using the following keywords: ‘workplace spirituality’ (in title) and
‘review’. The initial selection began with peer-reviewed
articles in English, some of which appeared in the search
results across several databases. These articles were used
as a starting point in the analysis of workplace spirituality.
For instance, Houghton et al. (2016) appeared in almost
all of database search results; the following articles appeared in more than one or two databases: Vasconcelos
(2018), Long and Driscoll (2015), Case and Gosling (2010),
Oswick (2009), Pawar (2009) and Sheep (2006). Following
this, works referenced in these publications were explored.
The publications used as a starting point for the social enterprise literature were articles from renowned authors
in this field that addressed the typology and discourse of
social enterprise, such as Defourny and Nyssens (2017),
Teasdale (2012) and Santos (2012).

Case & Gosling, 2010; Lips-Wiersma et al., 2009; McKee
et al., 2008) and on the dark side of social entrepreneurship (e.g. Chell et al., 2016; Dacin et al., 2011; Talmage et
al., 2019), albeit without consideration of both phenomena
jointly. Like workplace spirituality, the critical issues with
respect to social entrepreneurship involve exploitation
for private gain, corrupt use of resources, mission drift
or failure (see Talmage et al., 2019, p. 135). Nevertheless,
workplace spirituality and social enterprises have the potential to expose and find alternatives to existing socioeconomic inequalities to improve the conditions of work
workers and society. Therefore, this paper focuses on the
common ground between workplace spirituality and social entrepreneurship that is potentially generative of positive outcomes for workers, members of society and beyond
(e.g. the natural world). The proposition of this paper is
that workplace spirituality has the capacity to support the
social value orientation of social enterprises and prevent
them from falling into exploitative practices for material
gains, while social enterprises can in turn, correct for the
potential misuse of spirituality that could result in disregarding the material conditions.
On the one hand, workplace spirituality could be a corrective measure to restore balance between the material
and non-material aspects, provided it is practised to make
genuine improvements to work and social conditions, with
democratic engagement of stakeholders and accountable
management (as outlined by Long & Driscoll, 2015, p.
959). In this way, workplace spirituality can prevent social
enterprises from reverting to prioritizing economic goals
and competitiveness. This comes from the possibility that
the ‘social’ in social entrepreneurship is not necessarily
inherently ethical, and that during challenging circumstances, social entrepreneurs may be prone to mission
drift (e.g. Chell et al., 2016). Dacin et al. (2011), for example, warn about the danger of privileging the achievement
of economic goals (revenue) to the point of neglecting social value creation or making it symbolic solely to serve
economic goals. Incorporating spirituality at work can
support alternative ways of organizing based on cooperation and mutuality, rather than competition and utilitarianism (see Zaidman, 2019), which maintains a focus on value
creation for self and others and, thus, helps sustain the social enterprise’s purpose. For instance, Gamble and Beer
(2017) show that not-for-profit social enterprises that integrate spiritual practices (individual/organizational awareness, connectedness and higher meaning) can mitigate the
overemphasis on profit in performance management. Engaging in spiritual activities, such as reflective practices,
can ‘generate self-, other- and system- awareness’ that can
support commitment to social change by allowing individuals to become aware of and connected to a bigger set of
issues in the broader system (Waddock & Steckler, 2013,
p. 297). Furthermore, the integration of (spiritual or religious) values can support engagement in social enterprise
activities and sustain commitment to community transformation and development (see Haskel et al., 2012).
On the other hand, the social entrepreneurship context could provide a workplace spirituality practice that

Workplace spirituality and social enterprise
Both workplace spirituality and social enterprise are multifaceted and fluid phenomena that lack a clear or overarching definition, and both perhaps should not be simplified
to one single definition. This opens possibilities for further investigation into our understanding of these concepts
and their interrelation. While there are a relatively solid
number of articles about (workplace) spirituality and social enterprise, respectively, the studies on the connection
between them are limited. Regarding entrepreneurship in
general, Kauanui et al. (2010) provide evidence of spiritually driven motives among entrepreneurs, while Balog
et al. (2014) show that there is a rich connection between
entrepreneurship and spirituality. The study of spirituality
within the entrepreneurial context shifted from macro-level outcomes (firm performance) in the 1980s to more micro-level outcomes (motives, well-being) in the mid-2000s
(see Balog et al., 2014). With respect to spirituality in the
social enterprise context, the existing studies have mainly
focused on leadership perspectives and motivational aspects (e.g. Miller et al., 2012; Ungvári-Zrínyi, 2014). Thus,
there is still little evidence about the intersection between
workplace spirituality and social enterprise, and more
studies are needed to examine the potential of bridging
these phenomena.
Within the literature, there are perspectives on the dark
side of workplace spirituality (e.g. Ashforth & Pratt, 2003;
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accounts for material and work environment factors. This
is because of the danger of spiritual symbolism that could
result in organizations taking advantage of workers and
co-opting them to endure adverse working conditions, as
some scholars have warned (see Ashforth & Pratt, 2003;
Bell & Taylor, 2003; Case & Gosling, 2010; Long & Driscoll, 2015; May et al., 2004; McKee et al., 2008). Social
entrepreneurship could be a corrective measure in such
cases, as alternative organizational forms tend to be based
on the principles of democratic control and decision-making, solidarity and responsibility (see e.g. Parker et al.,
2014; Pearce, 1994; Teasdale, 2012). For instance, alternative organizations such as cooperatives provide workspaces that are worker controlled and owned, which enables
disalienation or ‘being at home’ at work (see Kociatkiewicz et al., 2020). In this way, within the context of social
enterprises, workplace spirituality and social entrepreneurship can have a complementary, mutually reinforcing
relationship, which may be a promising avenue for future
studies.
The underlying beliefs that have led to the emergence
of social enterprises are similar to those of organizational
spirituality and illustrate a paradigm shift from the understanding of businesses as primarily serving their commercial interests. This is due to the realization that businesses
do not operate in isolation from the society they are part of,
which brings the prosocial orientation to the fore. Social
enterprises give primacy to social purpose before profit
(Teasdale, 2012) and to value creation for stakeholders before shareholders (Santos, 2012). Social entrepreneurship
has gained momentum for its ethically, socially inclusive
and responsible ways of producing goods and services
(e.g. Kay et al., 2016). Similarly, the literature on spiritual
motives in the workplace suggests that spiritual individuals prioritize value creation over value capture (Kauanui et
al., 2010); aim to contribute to society (Fry, 2003); care for
multiple stakeholders (Avolio et al., 2004, Benefiel, 2005;
Fry, 2003; Reave, 2005; Stone et al., 2004; Zsolnai, 2011);
and consider the quality of their organization’s products
(Pruzan, 2008). Considering that most research around
workplace spirituality centres on motives, (leadership) behaviours and organizational and/or individual outcomes,
these common aspects of workplace spirituality are com-

pared to similar themes in social entrepreneurship and
grouped into motives, practices and well-being outcomes
(see Table 1).
In terms of motives, both workplace spirituality and
social entrepreneurship encompass prosocial or other-oriented motives that support the goal of giving to others by
feeling a unity or interconnection. In terms of practices,
both phenomena are focused on doing well for others
and self, doing good in and for itself, contributing to the
greater good and looking beyond immediate self-interest,
which supports purpose orientation and value creation.
With respect to well-being, both workplace spirituality
and social entrepreneurship not only contribute to experiencing heightened form of well-being, but also a more
meaningful and long-lasting one (flourishing), which
comes from service to others and meaningful work, and
both seek to maximize well-being for all stakeholders, or
as many as possible. These common aspects are addressed
in the following sections.
Prosocial (other-oriented) motives
This aspect refers to individual entrepreneurs’ and workers’
motives for work and engaging in social enterprises. Within
the domain of (workplace) spirituality, motivational aspects
are addressed as in a self-transcendent, other-focused orientation to work (e.g. Ashmos & Duchon, 2000; Guillén et al.,
2015; Koltko-Rivera, 2006; Mitroff & Denton, 1999; Tongo,
2016). The basic assumption of the spirituality movement
is that human beings are not driven solely by self-interest
(intrinsic and extrinsic motives), but also by others-interest – that is, humans have transcendent motives (Guillén
et al., 2015). The essence of transcendent or prosocial work
motivation lies in a spiritually induced process, driven by
a selfless need to improve the lives of employees, the community, society and the environment (Guillén et al., 2015;
Sheep, 2006; Tongo, 2016; Ungvári-Zrínyi, 2014). The
spiritual motivation in the workplace is thus based on the
idea of connecting to others, a sense of holism (e.g. Ashmos
& Duchon, 2000; Mitroff & Denton, 1999) and seeing work
as a calling (broadly defined as a sense of purpose beyond
the self; Fry, 2003) that has primarily other-oriented motives to help or advance others in some way (Dik & Duffy,
2009; Duffy & Dik, 2013).
Table 1

Common aspects of workplace spirituality and social entrepreneurship
Workplace spirituality
Motives
Practices/
behaviours
Outcomes/
experiences

Compassion; prosocial/ transcendental
motivation; interconnectedness; a sense of
mission/purpose/calling; holism
Common good – doing work with broader
societal implications; purpose beyond one’s
self; cooperation; meaningful work
Eudaimonia; well-being; flourishing

Social entrepreneurship

Prosocial motives

Value creation – social, societal,
environmental, economic; achieving
sustainable solution; meaningful contribution;
cooperation
Empowerment; multi-stakeholder well-being

Doing well(value
creation)

Source: own research
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Prosocial orientation; other-regarding;
compassion; holistic mindset; inclusiveness
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Being well
(flourishing)

STUDIES AND ARTICLES
Within the field of social entrepreneurship, similar
notions of other-orientation have been expressed. For
instance, Santos (2012, p. 349) challenges the divisive
distinction between ‘self-interest’ and ‘other-regarding’
behaviour and states that there is growing evidence ‘of
economic actors that behave as if motivated by a regard
for others (creating social enterprises, volunteering in
charities, and pursuing social missions in their organizations)’. Kauanui et al. (2010) provide evidence of a prosocial, spiritual motivation among entrepreneurs, labelled
as ‘make me whole’, albeit not solely among social entrepreneurs, which supports the presence of spiritual motives
in entrepreneurship. Bull and Ridley-Duff (2019) develop
a motivational matrix in social enterprise business models that distinguishes between who directs the activities
(self-directed or directed by others) and who benefits (the
self or others). Depending on the specific social enterprise
form, the activities can be motivated by prosocial, mutualized (reciprocal) and individualized outcomes. This
framework helps explain how motivations in social enterprise drive individual and/or collective action, as well as
the response to social challenges.
Prosocial motivation thus appears to be a common
aspect in workplace spirituality and social enterprise.
However, more research evidence is needed to explore the
role of spirituality in maintaining prosocial orientation,
especially during challenges, as well as whether a social
enterprise setting (and what kind) can sustain a spiritual
workplace in times of crisis. Would there be a difference or
change in motives between stable and challenging times?
These are some questions that could be explored further
regarding the motivational aspects of spirituality in social
enterprises.

community service or serving the common good (framed
here as doing well) are topics present in both the workplace spirituality (e.g. Bouckaert & Zsolnai, 2012; Fry,
2003; Sheep, 2006; Ungvári-Zrínyi, 2014) and in the social
enterprise literatures (e.g. Defourny & Nyssens, 2017; Kay
et al., 2016; Santos, 2012).
A promising avenue for future research could involve
exploring spiritual workplace practices in social enterprises (different forms, contexts) in terms of how value
is created, as well as what kind of value and for whom.
What are some of the ways in which social enterprises that
are spiritual could maximize value for all or most stakeholders? How could spirituality protect against social enterprises’ mission drift, and vice versa, how could social
enterprises guard against the misuse of workplace spirituality? How would a spiritual social enterprise respond to
crises and aim to address all or as many goals as possible
(social, societal, environmental, and economic)?
Being well (flourishing)
This aspect can be linked to individual, group, organizational and extra-organizational perspectives. Workplace
spirituality (including spiritual leadership) has been associated (mainly from organizational and leader/employee
perspectives) with many beneficial outcomes such as high
morale, commitment, ethical behaviour and less stress
(Fry, 2003; Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003; Karakas, 2010;
McGhee & Grant, 2017; Mitroff & Denton, 1999), as well
as better leadership, increased creativity and productivity
and reduced turnover (Sendjaya, 2007, p. 105). Despite the
limitations of these perspectives, the spiritual paradigm is
a promising approach for creating better societies by enhancing the well-being of multiple stakeholders (Tencati
& Zsolnai, 2012; Vasconcelos, 2015, 2018).
In most organizational research, the relevance of
well-being has been assessed through the perspective of performance and how managers can redesign
work practices to support employee and organizational
well-being for performance reasons (Grant et al., 2007).
In contrast, workplace spirituality scholars address
well-being as a valuable outcome in itself (Korac-Kakabadse et al., 2002, McKee et al., 2008, Ungvári-Zrínyi,
2014). Spirituality is seen as part of the eudaimonic approach to well-being (e.g. Van Dierendonck & Mohan,
2006; Wills, 2009). Eudaimonia is about excellence,
human flourishing (for more details see for example
Aristotle, 2014) and living life (including work life) in
accordance to inner beliefs, values and potentials for
achieving worthy goals or making a significant contribution, which gives meaning to one’s existence (Van
Dierendonck & Mohan, 2006; Wills, 2009). Similarly,
spiritual well-being is a lifelong dedication and attunement with the self, the community, the environment and
the sacred (Van Dierendonck & Mohan, 2006). This
means living in harmony and unity with the self, as well
as with others. Thus, spirituality includes eudaimonic,
pro-other well-being concerns. The ‘other’ could be understood broadly as humanity, society, the environment
and other living beings.

Doing well (value creation)
This aspect can be linked to individual, group and organizational level practices. This perspective is about doing
what is good for the sake of doing it, for itself. The same
perspective translated into organizational contexts means
creating more ‘relational goods’ than ‘positional goods’,
which comes down to helping one another instead of competing at and through work. As a result, discovering and
constructing the self through work is becoming more important than advancing the self in the organization, which
explains the increase in organizational spirituality and social enterprise initiatives.
Within the workplace spirituality discourse, Benefiel
(2005) provides an example of a spiritual journey for individuals and organizations and shows that spirituality at
work involves giving to and serving others even when it
does not seem profitable or convenient. This account resembles social entrepreneurship’s primacy of social service over economic gains. Within the social enterprise discourse, scholars have conceptualized a social enterprise as
an economic activity that seeks to maximize well-being
for all (see Kay et al., 2016), which resembles the spiritual
perspective of giving to others. Kay et al. (2016) also
suggest that social enterprise can and should contribute
to individual and community well-being. Value creation,
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Social enterprises, likewise, aim to facilitate well-being at various levels. Kauanui et al. (2010) show that spiritually oriented entrepreneurs, as opposed to financially oriented ones, benefit from heightened well-being. Munoz et
al. (2015) provide evidence that social enterprise supports
both reflective and experiential types of well-being. These
authors also state that well-being can be experienced beyond the space of the social enterprise, stemming from
the human and social capital development of people and
communities. Thus, well-being outcomes transcend social
enterprise members and users, or the social enterprise as a
whole, and extend to broader communities and to other areas of life. The social value creation can result in personal,
mutual or public benefit (Bull & Ridley-Duff, 2019). Social
enterprises, therefore, can have a wider role in supporting
flourishing, as they can enhance place-based well-being,
as well as contribute to socioeconomic development (e.g.
Kay et al., 2016; Munoz et al., 2015). This is similar to the
spiritual approach; however, future research could explore
these potentials in spiritual social enterprises.
Certainly, the work that organizational members do is
not distinct from the rest of their life, and it impacts how
individuals understand and express themselves, and how
they experience their life as a result of the work they do
(Chalofsky, 2003). Beyond the individual level, it is important to consider the wider benefits of the work performed
in and for organizations. This is something that workplace
spirituality and social entrepreneurship have in common,
which is a potential for further study. For instance, how
could a balance between giving to self and to others or
balancing manifold (often competing) goals be achieved
in a spiritual social enterprise?

of social enterprises’ purpose. The spiritual perspective
on the understanding of the social enterprise and the complementarity between the two fields could be a promising
future research agenda.
This paper has presented the main characteristics of
alignment between workplace spirituality and social enterprises based on a review of the literature (although this
was not exhaustive). The paper raised questions for further exploration within each aspect of complementarity
between workplace spirituality and social enterprise (motives, practices, outcomes). Future studies could thus look
at whether – and if so, in what way – social enterprises in
different contexts and cultures manifest work spirituality.
It would also be relevant to explore spirituality in social
enterprises in different industries and sectors. Beyond the
motivational aspects, looking into specific practices, ways
of organizing and cooperation within and beyond the organization will improve our understanding of the potential implementation of spirituality in social enterprises.
Finally, the topic of well-being – for whom and by whom
– deserves attention. It would be especially important to
include a perspective beyond individual entrepreneurs or
leaders such as organizational members in various roles
and positions. The voice of the employee is still lacking
in the management and organization literature in general,
and likewise, in the workplace spirituality and social enterprise research. This perspective could, however, bring
invaluable insights.
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