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Social purpose in an organization 
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a self‑determination outlook on the meaning 
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Abstract 

Objective:  Advancing social purpose in organizations is usually studied from the macro perspective, i.e., how it 
benefits organizational business goals or society more broadly. In this paper, we focus on social purpose from the 
perspective of the employee and propose that advancing social purpose in an organization allows individuals to fulfil 
an important human need for the meaning of work (MW). This study’s objective was to assess whether a volunteer‑
ing Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) program in a manufacturing company allows employees to fulfil their basic 
psychological needs for relatedness, competence, and autonomy. The data was collected through in-depth interviews 
with 15 employees and an analysis of artifacts.

Results:  In the analysis, three main themes describing different aspects of voluntary work at the company were 
identified. We found that across all groups of interviewed employees the voluntary activities served the needs of (1) 
relatedness, (2) competence, and (3) autonomy. We conclude that CSR programs have the most positive impact on 
MW when they allow employees to engage in prosocial actions and satisfy those needs.

Keywords:  Corporate social responsibility, Meaning of work, Self-determination theory, Autonomy, Competence, 
Relatedness, Case study, Employee volunteering
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Introduction
Recent research demonstrates that finding the mean-
ing of work (MW) is a growing need among employees 
[1]. MW is the subjective experience of significance and 
intrinsic value in one’s work [2]. Definitions of MW high-
light an individual’s need to make sense of one’s self [3], 
find a sense of purpose in work [4, 5], and the desire to 
serve the greater good [6]. Based on Bakan’s [7] frame-
work of two fundamental modalities of human existence 

(agency and communion), two aspects of MW can be 
derived [8]. Agentic MW relates to perceiving one’s work 
as meaningful to the extent to which the work brings 
personal benefits: enhances the meaning of one’s life, 
contributes to a sense of self-development, and allows to 
accomplish goals central to the self [8]. Communal MW 
refers to the degree to which an employee perceives the 
work as having a beneficial impact on other people or 
‘world’ in general: it involves viewing one’s work as a call-
ing, a sense of fulfilling a mission at work, and acting for 
the good of the humanity or the environment [8].

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) programs, 
designed to serve a greater good, seem to have a poten-
tial to support the need for MW among employees, 
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especially in its communal aspect. The problem is that 
many of the CSR initiatives are ill-suited to fulfil this 
need because they are often planned top-down, pre-
cluding employees from directly engaging in prosocial 
activities. This ‘distance’ can impede creation of com-
munal MW for individual employees. In fact, research 
shows that most employees have little knowledge about 
their firm’s CSR activities, and increasing employees’ 
proximity to the CSR initiatives is seen as a major chal-
lenge for managers [9]. Yet, only active involvement in 
CSR activities relates to the meaning of work [10]. Fol-
lowing self-determination theory (SDT) [11, 12], we 
argue that prosocial actions in an organization create 
individual MW when they involve intrinsic (i.e., inher-
ent drive) rather than extrinsic (i.e., external regula-
tion) motivation.

The basic psychological needs for relatedness, compe-
tence, and autonomy are the basis of intrinsic motiva-
tion and behavior [13]. Relatedness reflects the extent to 
which a person feels that he or she “belongs”, i.e., is con-
nected to other people. This need is fulfilled when indi-
viduals are able to interact with others, experience caring 
for them [14], and have a sense of relevance in their lives 
[15]. CSR activities that are focused on helping others are 
inherently interpersonal. Relatedness is also developed by 
setting common goals, which builds a sense of cohesive-
ness in a team. Competence represents a sense of efficacy: 
the notion of being able to achieve one’s goals [13]. To 
satisfy this need one ought to feel effective, i.e., perform 
a behavior that has a positive effect on the world [13]. 
Competence is related to the sense of mastery: an expe-
rience of being good at what one does [13]. Autonomy 
signifies undertaking decisions and actions with a sense 
of volition and internal locus of control. An autonomous 
act is considered to be an expression of one’s values and 
reflects the self. To fulfil the need for autonomy, the 
actions need to be experienced as self-initiated, self-cho-
sen, or self-endorsed. Thus, extrinsic awards or others-
imposed conditions hamper intrinsic motivation [16].

Fulfilment of relatedness, competence, and autonomy 
needs is linked with positive employee outcomes [17]. 
Additionally, enhancement in well-being from prosocial 
behavior is mediated by the satisfaction of autonomy, 
competence and relatedness [18]. It follows, therefore, 
that CSR activities may be instrumental in creating com-
munal MW as long as they serve the basic needs enlisted 
by SDT. In this article, we study a case of a manufacturing 
company whose business goals are not devoted to social 
purpose, like teaching, curing or helping. Thus, com-
munal MW cannot be simply achieved by the employees 
by means of pursuing a job with a clear calling. Here, we 
focus on one of the company’s core CSR activities, i.e., 

volunteer work, to answer a question whether it allows 
employees to fulfil the basic needs outlined by SDT.

Main text
Materials and methods
Organizational context
The study was conducted in a manufacturing company in 
Poland, which currently employs over 80 people (c. 50% 
white collar employees). Voluntary work in this company 
is a part of their CSR. Each employee engages a mini-
mum of 16 working hours in voluntary actions per year. 
There is a list of voluntary projects from which employ-
ees can choose activities, and they can submit new pro-
jects. Additionally, 1.5% of each employee’s remuneration 
is allocated to the charity budget.

Data collection and methods
The study used qualitative research method. The data was 
collected through in-depth interviews and an analysis of 
artifacts, i.e., multimedia materials like employer brand-
ing ads and lectures where managers share knowledge 
about leadership. Semi-structured interviews with 15 
employees from different departments were conducted: 
five blue-collar employees, five white-collar employ-
ees, and five managers. The interview guide contained 
questions about the characteristics of work, employee 
attitudes, and voluntary activities of employees (see 
Additional file  1). The interviews lasted 45 to 90  min, 
were recorded, and transcribed verbatim.

Based upon SDT, three categories of codes were 
derived: relatedness, competence, and autonomy. Two 
team members (MPK, AŁB) independently reviewed the 
interviews and assigned the codes. Discrepancies were 
discussed and final decisions made by the whole team.

Results
In the analysis, three main themes related to SDT the-
ory were derived. They described how voluntary activi-
ties served the needs of relatedness, competence, and 
autonomy. The themes are illustrated with quotes that are 
poignant and representative of the findings (see Table 1). 
The results are discussed for the three groups jointly (i.e., 
managers [M1–M6], white collar employees [WC1–
WC6], blue collar employees [BC1–BC6]), but we also 
point to differences in their experiences and perceptions.

Relatedness
One of the most distinctive characteristics of this volun-
teering program is the focus on local environment and 
personal contact. An example of this is an annual action 
of preparing Christmas gifts for the families in need 
who come from the city where the company is based. All 
employees are involved in this project. They form teams 
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representing different departments and are responsible 
for finding a family that needs help. The gifts are deliv-
ered in person. These activities allow employees to cre-
ate bonds with the help recipients (M1). As employees 
often invite their families to help, they feel that they are 
building a larger community of people who care for oth-
ers. Spending time together with colleagues’ relatives is 
considered a bonding experience (WC1, BC1).

Although projects are conducted in small teams, 
employees celebrate and exchange their experiences at 
the organizational level, e.g., during Christmas party, 
employees describe their Christmas gift project and 
show pictures/videos of the experience. Respondents 
expressed that helping under the auspices of their organi-
zation allows them to create a sense of mutual goals and 
values with other team members. Some of them declared 
that volunteering and dealing with potentially difficult 
situations together builds trust towards their coworkers 
(WC2). They often used metaphors of “a family” or “a 
sports team” when describing their organizational com-
munity (M2, BC2). They viewed the work at the company 
and their charity work as coherent, and they identified 
with both of them.

Competence
The fact that employees can freely choose a voluntary 
activity rather than being assigned to one, gives them an 
opportunity to utilize their strengths. Blue-collar workers 
focused mostly on being able to utilize their sills—they 
declared that they help in a way that is possible for them 
and that involves their skills and knowledge (BC3). Thus, 
they perceived their input from the perspective of being 
‘useful’. Managers and white-collar workers, one the other 
hand, saw the wide variety of possible voluntary activities 
as a chance to develop their competences or learn new 
things (M3, WC3). For example, helping others in need 
allowed them to develop necessary skills to deal with dif-
ficult emotions or situations.

As the projects are focused on solving concrete prob-
lems and are well-planed, respondents deemed observ-
ing the short- and long-term effects of their efforts as 
rewarding (M4). Being personally engaged in helping 
enables them to perceive the positive consequences of 
their actions (BC4) and enhance agency (WC4), which 
can further build self-efficacy.

Autonomy
Having a choice was one of the most important char-
acteristics of volunteering expressed by respondents. 
Employees highlighted that they feel free to choose which 
voluntary action to engage in, and they described them-
selves as agents of decisions and actions. Managers and 
white-collar employees more often declared that they use 

a possibility to launch new projects (M5, WC5), while 
blue collar employees appreciated the opportunity to 
join others’ initiatives (BC5). The freedom also enabled 
employees to act in accordance with their values and 
interests (WC6).

Respondents stated that when it comes to volunteering, 
they do not feel controlled. There are no official sched-
ules or implemented ways to monitor employee vol-
unteering activities by the management (M6) and they 
can engage to a varying extent given the circumstances 
(BC6). Importantly, there are no rewards for voluntary 
work. Employees treat it as part of their job rather than 
something unusual.

Discussion
In this case study, we showed that CSR activities can 
be construed so as to allow employees to create social 
bonds, to use strengths and build competence, as well as 
to be experienced as self-chosen and coherent with the 
self. Positive outcomes of helping for meaningfulness 
occur through the satisfaction of autonomy, competence 
and relatedness [18, 19]. MW, being an ‘abstract’ concept, 
may be hard to put into practice [19]. Our findings point 
to concrete organizational practices that are support-
ive of autonomy, competence, and relatedness, and give 
managers more executable suggestions on how to sup-
port employees’ MW.

The interviews uncovered that helping was perceived 
as an important aspect of employees’ identification to the 
company, allowing them to create shared organizational 
identity. This finding points to possible additional ben-
efits of satisfying relatedness, competence, and autonomy 
needs in CSR actions. For instance, social identifica-
tion has been linked with positive health outcomes [20] 
and lower turnover intentions [21]. Additionally, shared 
experiences and a possibility to discuss them allows 
employees to create ‘shared reality’, which increases inter-
personal connectedness and trust [22, 23]. Purposeful 
recruitment which considers person-organization fit as it 
relates to congruence in values that relate to benevolence 
can facilitate this process [24].

While acting for the ‘greater good’ serves the commu-
nal MW fulfilment [8], respondents in our interviews 
pointed to additional personal benefits of voluntary 
work, such as competence development or increasing 
the meaning life. Thus, we contribute to the literature by 
showing that CSR activities may be instrumental in shap-
ing both the agentic and communal MW. The design of 
the presented CSR initiative can serve the full MW iden-
tified by Lips-Wiersma [25] as a combination of devel-
oping and becoming self, expressing full potential, unity 
with others, and serving others.
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To the best of our knowledge, this is the first case study 
which analyses the practical use of SDT in CSR solu-
tions. Notably, SDT is a well-established framework and 
can provide evidence-based guidelines to design human 
resource management practices [11], including CSR solu-
tions that support MW at work. Another strength of this 
case is its universality, since presented solutions are not 
industry-specific and can be adapted in different organi-
zational contexts.

Conclusions
Implementing SDT theory in organizational CSR pro-
grams can serve as an evidence-based method of enhanc-
ing social purpose in organization and employees’ MW. 
SDT initiatives should involve building connections, uti-
lizing people’s strengths, as well as allowing for auton-
omy. By engaging workforces in volunteering that follows 
these principles, companies may not only build its posi-
tive image but also enable employees to experience their 
organization as positive, which is an important factor of 
well-being at work [26].

Limitations
Some limitations need to be addressed. First, the inter-
views were drawn from one company in the private sec-
tor, which limits our ability to generalize the findings 
to the public sector [27]. Specifically, possibilities for 
empowerment may be limited in the latter context. Sec-
ond, we only interviewed 15 employees; however, they 
represented distinct hierarchical levels (managers vs. 
non-managers) as well as position types (blue vs. white 
collar).
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