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Introduction
The need for continuous organisational change in contemporary environments has become common 
rhetoric in both management and academic literature − an omnipresent topic in ‘books, practitioner 
or academic journals’ (Washington & Hacker, 2005, p. 400). Burnes (2003) maintained that in 
current turbulent environments, organisational change is one of the most critical and pertinent 
challenges organisations need to address. Research has shown that, whilst in 1978 organisations 
needed ‘major change every four or five years’, ‘change has become a way of life in today’s 
organizations’ (Hacker & Washington, 2004, p. 52). As business environments become more 
competitive and complex, sustaining a competitive advantage demands increased organisational 
flexibility, which is essential for the adaptation to factors such as increased competition, 
globalisation and continuous technological developments (Carbery & Garavan, 2005; Gil, Rico, 
Alcover & Barrasa, 2005; Jime’nez-Jime’nez & Sanz-Valle, 2005; Tetenbaum, 1998).

Therefore, it is suggested that in order to secure survival, organisations ‘need to decide not 
whether to change, but when and how to make it occur more successfully’ [emphasis in original] 
(Newstrom & Davis, 1997, p. 398). Change is so pervasive that it has become part of normal 
organisational life, rather than an exceptional phenomenon (McGuinness & Morgan, 2005), 
whereas the management of change is regarded as a core organisational and leadership skill 
(Ahn, Adamson & Dornbusch, 2004; Burnes, 1996; 2003; Counsell, Tennant & Neailey, 2005). 
Furthermore, it is often argued that incremental efforts are frequently not sufficient − survival 
increasingly depends upon transformational changes (Francis, Bessant & Hobday, 2003; Johnson, 
2004). Change needs to be undertaken continuously (McGuinness & Morgan, 2005) and with 
ever-improving effectiveness (Pfeifer, Schmitt & Voigt, 2005).
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Orientation: This article, the final in a series of three papers, locates organisational change, 
specifically within the context of individuals’ experience of ‘meaning’, as conceptualised in 
Viktor Frankl’s logotherapy.

Research purpose: The purpose of this theoretical paper is to investigate the context of meaning 
in organisational change by exploring the relationship between meaning and change.

Motivation for the study: Although literature on change management is available in abundance, 
very little research has been focussed on the micro-level issues pertaining to organisational 
change, and virtually no research relating to the ‘existential meaning’ context of such change 
could be found.

Research design, approach and method: The study was conducted by means of a review of 
literature, guided by the theoretical perspectives of logotherapy.

Main findings: Whilst systems to which individuals traditionally turned for meaning decline, 
organisations become increasingly important for employees’ experience of meaning. As 
organisational change threatens such meaning, resistance to change may occur, which inhibits 
organisations’ ability to change. Logotherapy provides a useful framework for understanding 
this meaning context, which could be utilised to inform frameworks to guide change 
implementation more successfully.

Practical and managerial implications: An understanding of the role that meaning can play 
in causing − and hence reducing − resistance to change may be of great value to organisations 
attempting to implement change initiatives.

Contribution: The value-add of the article is grounded on its exploration of the relatively 
uncharted territory of how the experience of meaning by employees may impact organisational 
change. This article therefore provides a novel perspective for conceptualising change. In 
addition, it suggests specific recommendations for utilising an understanding of the meaning-
change relationship with the objective of optimising change initiatives. 
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Organisational change can be defined as the significant 
alteration of any number of elements in the organisation, 
including behaviour, structures, technology, processes and/or 
strategy (Burger, 2007). Examples of large-scale organisational 
changes include downsizing (Fiorito, Bozeman, Young & 
Meurs, 2007; Hellgren, Näswall & Sverker, 2005; McGreevy, 
2003a), restructuring (Ambrose, 1996; Carbery & Garavan, 
2005; Watson, 2003), business process reengineering (Hammer, 
1996; Hammer & Champy, 1993), mergers and acquisitions 
(M&As) (Cartwright & Cooper, 1994, 1995).

Washington and Hacker (2005) argue that much of the 
literature relating to organisational change focuses particularly 
on reasons for the failure of change initiatives. In this regard, 
research shows that the capacity of the organisation’s 
people to accommodate change, may significantly constrain 
transformation (Ghoshal & Bartlett, 1996; Karp, 2004). 
Whereas the field of organisation development has made 
significant contributions in assisting organisations to develop 
the change capacity of their employees (e.g. Cummings & 
Worley, 2001; French & Bell, 1999), it can be argued that most 
popular change frameworks have not adequately addressed 
a fundamental human question − the individual search for 
meaning in life (see Burger, 2007; Burger, Crous & Roodt, 
2008). The question of meaning in life, which Frankl (1978, 
1984) calls the ‘noölogical’ (or spiritual) dimension of human 
existence, will be shown in this article to have a potentially 
fundamental impact on the effectiveness of organisational 
change efforts. This focus differs substantially from 
traditional approaches where the emphasis is on aspects like 
organisational processes to manage individual behaviours in 
order to achieve a desired outcome.

This apparent oversight on the part of change perspectives 
then warrants, or calls for, the exploration of promising novel 
approaches for contextualising and managing organisational 
change. Subsequently, the research question to be approached 
in this article is: How does meaning constitute a framing context 
for organisational change? This research question is aimed at 
exploring the role of every individual’s unique experience 
of meaning in life within the setting of organisational 
change and will be answered by researching two research 
assignments, namely (1) investigating the potential impact 
of organisational change on the individual’s experience of 
meaning and (2) exploring the implications and repercussions 
of employee reactions to a threat to meaning in terms of the 
success of organisational change initiatives.

Purpose of the study
This article, the final one in a series of three, seeks to 
explore relatively uncharted territory of how an employee’s 
experience of meaning in life may impact organisational 
change. It is not only proposed that change impacts the 
meaning that every individual experiences in his or her 
working environment, but also that meaning may influence 
the reaction of employees to change initiatives. The outcome 
of this investigation of meaning as a framing context for 
organisational change will be determined by firstly exploring 
the concept of meaning in life in general, and in work and 
organisations in particular. This will be followed by the 

problem statement, research objectives and motivation for the 
study, all of which relate to this potentially critical interaction 
between change and meaning. Following an overview of 
the research design, the literature review will explore the 
potential threat that organisational change poses to meaning 
found in or at work, together with the possible ramifications. 
Finally, in the discussion, the role that logotherapy and its 
underlying principles may play in assisting organisations 
in facilitating change will be briefly highlighted. These 
arguments will serve to elucidate the immense value that 
an understanding of the concept of meaning may have in 
constructing paradigms for change.

Current theoretical perspectives
Logotherapy and the importance of meaning 
The term ‘meaning’ has received significant attention in 
literature on change, particularly with reference to the concept of 
sensemaking (e.g. Ayers, 2005; Bartunek, Rousseau, Rudolph 
& De Palma, 2006; Bean & Hamilton, 2006; Scroggins, 
2006), providing a rich body of information for guiding 
practitioners in their efforts of driving change initiatives. For 
example, authors like Maitlis and Sonenshein (2010) found 
that organisational changes resemble crises in its impact 
on individual meaning (or sensemaking), holding vast 
implications regarding identity, expectations and emotions. 
However, the focus of this article is specifically on the concept 
of finding meaning in life in relation to the organisational 
and work context, rather than focusing on how individuals 
and groups make sense of changes in the organisation (i.e. 
interpretation of the meaning of the change).
 
Although meaning in life is assumed as critically important 
in both ‘classic’ existential theory and logotherapy (e.g. 
Frankl, 1984; Stevenson, 1987), theorists here have not been 
forthcoming in providing a unifying definition of what is 
meant by this term. Rather, it is generally described as a 
subjective condition1 − that is, it varies from individual to 
individual and situation to situation − essential to individual 
well-being (e.g. Frankl, 1984, 1988; Hergenhahn, 1997; 
Stevenson, 1987; Yalom, 1980), with the emphasis on how 
such meaning can be found and the impact of failure to do 
so. Although a comprehensive exposition in this regard is 
beyond the scope of this article, the discussion below briefly 
outlines Frankl’s views with regard to meaning in life.

Logotherapy maintains that meaning is the primary motivating 
force in the individual’s life2, a concept denoted as the will to 
meaning (e.g. Frankl, 1984). This notion is well demonstrated 
by Weber (2000), who contended that:

We humans are purpose seekers, more defined by our ability to 
pursue purpose in diverse ways than by almost any other human 
trait … Being purposive is our natural state, made evident by the 
unusual circumstances of being without purpose … Purpose acts 
as motor, fuel, and steering for the human vehicle. (pp. 221−222)

1.In this regard, Frankl (1988) distinguished between (1) ultimate meaning, referring to 
the spiritual belief or awareness that one is part of some form of order in the universe 
(Fabry, 1988), (2) specific meaning that is unique to the individual and (3) values, or 
‘meaning universals’, represented by situations that are sufficiently similar to evoke 
similar responses  from different individuals.

 
2.As opposed to, for example, self-actualisation in Maslow’s theory. 
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Logotherapy, which means ‘therapy through meaning’, 
is aimed at helping an individual to find such meaning, or 
purpose, in life (Fabry, 1987, 1988; Frankl, 1967, 1984, 1986, 
1988, 1990, 1992, 2000a, 2000b). Discovering meaning will 
significantly improve one’s quality of life (Greenstein & 
Breitbart, 2000), irrespective of one’s circumstances.

Frankl proposed that meaning is not created, but found 
through experiential, creative and attitudinal values (Frankl, 
1967, 1978; Kausch & Amer, 2007; Moomal, 1999; Southwick, 
Gilmartin, McDonough & Morrissey, 2006). Creative values 
entail making a creative contribution to life, such as when one 
expresses oneself in one’s work (Shantall, 1989). Support for 
this assumption is found in Csikszentmihalyi’s (1996) belief 
that creativity ’is a central source of meaning in our lives‘ 
(p. 1), particularly as most things that define humanity result 
from creativity, and creative pursuits make people’s lives feel 
more complete (see also Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). Similarly, 
Fromm believes that one way in which people transcend their 
natural existence is through creating (Viljoen, 1989), whereas 
Heidegger (in Gini & Sullivan, 1993) proclaimed that ’you are 
your projects … a person that cannot point to achievements 
does not, and cannot, feel like a full person‘ (p. 137).

Experiential values refer to one’s direct experiences of beauty 
and love, as well as any other things that are good, true 
and authentic (Das, 1998; Shantall, 1989). These values may 
include relational factors such as developing and maintaining 
strong friendships and feeling part of a community. This is 
of particular significance if one considers Fromm’s belief that 
despite one’s need for individuality, commitment to others 
and to society is essential to avoid loneliness and isolation 
(Viljoen, 1989).
 
Finally, realising attitudinal values involves the attitude one 
takes towards a fate one cannot change (Frankl, 1967; 1978; 
1984; 1986). Such unavoidable fate usually involves the so-
called tragic triad of suffering, guilt and the transitoriness of 
human existence (Frankl, 1984; 1988; 2000a). Burger (2007) 
demonstrated that each of the components of the tragic triad 
could conceptually be tied to organisational change − an 
issue further explored later in this article. Failure to find 
meaning, or existential frustration, results in what Frankl 
(1984) termed the existential vacuum. This phenomenon is 
characterised by individuals trying to compensate for their 
lack of purpose in life by the single-minded pursuit of pleasure 
or power, for example, through workaholism, an obsessive 
striving for money or sexual compulsion (Dollarhide, 1997, 
Shantall, 1989). Moreover, the existential vacuum most often 
manifests in feelings of inner emptiness (Frankl, 1984; Fabry, 
1987), states of boredom and apathy (Das, 1998, Frankl, 1984), 
and unquestioning conformity to the most dominant social 
trends (Das, 1998). This is akin to what Fromm (1976, 1993) 
called a ‘having’ orientation, where one is focused on owning 
things (property, people, status and so forth), as opposed to a 
‘being’ orientation which resembles a focus on meaning in life.

Frankl (1984; 2000a) attributed existential frustration, also 
known as the existential vacuum, to a number of conditions. 
Firstly, the deterioration of traditional cornerstones such 

as the family, church, school and state (Fabry, 1987) and 
the variety of value orientations in contemporary societies 
(Das, 1998) constrain the availability of clear values to direct 
individual decisions and behaviour. Secondly, the ‘tragic 
triad’ outlined above often results in individuals questioning 
the meaningfulness of life (Frankl, 1984). Symptoms of the 
existential vacuum include boredom, apathy (Das, 1998, 
Frankl, 1984) and various psychopathologies (Moomal, 
1999). If prolonged, this may result in ‘noögenic neurosis’ 
(Das, 1998; Shantall, 1989). Only through addressing one’s 
ability to find meaning in life can these conditions be 
ameliorated (Frankl, 1984). As is demonstrated below, one’s 
work and organisation may play a crucial role in this search 
for meaning.

Understanding how meaning is found in the organisation
All humans prefer meaningful work to meaningless work 
… if work is meaninglessness, then life comes close to being 
meaningless. (Maslow, 1998, p. 39)

The question of meaning in work has steadily increased 
over the past few decades − one reason being the ‘gradual 
undermining of many organisations and institutions that 
people have traditionally turned to for a sense of belonging‘ 
(Heil, Bennis & Stephens, 2000; p. 119). These institutions, 
which include the family, churches and communities, also 
used to provide one with meaning, affiliation, identity and 
support (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1994). Similarly, Morin (1995) 
postulates that ‘as a result of the weakening of religious and 
spiritual systems’, ‘the question of the meaning of work’ 
has become ‘inevitable ‘(p. 56). It has been realised for a 
long time that the role of work goes beyond providing one 
with a paycheque − it impacts the individual’s personal 
development, identity, self-esteem, and ultimately, meaning 
in life (e.g. Frances, 1995; Kets de Vries, 2001; McGreevy, 
2003b; Pratt & Ashforth, 2003; Rossouw, 2002). In this regard, 
Hall (1996) pointed out that:

there is evidence that the more meaning can be found in work, 
the more fulfilled a person can be … the more this meaning is 
found at work, the more likely this positive experience is to spill 
over into the person’s private life. (pp. 325−326)

Isaksen (2000, p. 88) defines meaning in work as ‘an 
intrapsychological phenomenon that emerges in individual’s 
interaction with his or her working environment’ and 
‘concerns the reasons an individual has for working, what 
he or she seeks to accomplish by working, and the continuity 
that he or she experiences in work’ − a ‘purposefulness 
that makes life more comprehensible’. Finding meaning 
in work has been found to relate to concepts such as job 
involvement and flow, shown to increase work engagement 
and the associated motivation and commitment (May, 
Gilson & Harter, 2004). Moreover, research shows that many 
individuals see meaningful work just as important as pay and 
job security (Steger, Pickering, Shin & Dik, 2010). According 
to Wrzesniewski (2003), finding meaning in work is critically 
dependent upon three factors (see Figure 1):

•	 Firstly, the individual’s ‘internal’ factors play a role – 
that is, the person’s personality and ‘individual needs, 
demographic factors, and socio-economic background’. 
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•	 Secondly, external factors (i.e. the job and the wider 
organisational environment) are involved. 

•	 Finally, the individual employee’s orientation towards 
work, which ‘helps to determine his or her thoughts, 
feelings, and behavioural attitude towards work’ (p. 300), 
has a significant impact on whether they find meaning in 
work or not.

Pratt & Ashforth (2003) distinguished between meaningfulness 
in work and meaningfulness at work. Finding meaning in 
work relates to the role that one performs or what one does 
at work. This clearly relates to Frankl’s notion of creative 
values, shown earlier to involve finding meaning through 
creating. The extent to which one’s role or job allows for such 
creative efforts may therefore substantially impact finding 
meaning in work: meaning which may be threatened in 
situations where change might result in a largely different 
role or job.

Meaningfulness at work, in turn, is found through one’s sense 
of belonging: ‘Finding meaning in whom one surrounds 
oneself with as part of organisational membership, and/or in 
the goals, values and beliefs that the organisation espouses’ 
(Pratt & Ashforth, 2003, p. 314). This is strongly supported 
by findings that one’s interpersonal relationships and 
interactions in the organisational context have a substantial 
impact on one’s experience of meaning, as well as how one 
makes sense of the world of work (Wrzesniewski, Dutton & 
Debebe, 2003). Frankl’s notion of experiential values, shown 
earlier to involve finding meaning through one’s good and 
true experiences (e.g. in relationships), are clearly related 
directly to finding meaning at work. Organisational changes 
that may impact one’s work context, an extreme example 
being the retrenchment of one’s colleagues, may thus also 
impact this dimension of meaning.

The logotherapeutic notion of freedom of will in one’s attitude 
toward one’s circumstances is important in defining how 
meaning in work is found. To summarise, finding meaning 
in work is predominantly a function of one’s attitudinal 
values (or how one frames one’s work Wrzesniewski & 
Dutton, 2001), more than that of the job itself or its context 

(external factors). In this regard, Pratt and Ashforth (2003, 
p. 311) pointed out that ‘meaningfulness is necessarily 
subjective’, varying substantially across contexts and is not a 
characteristic of the job. Wrzesniewski (2003), in turn, argues 
that one’s relationship to one’s job is more pertinent than the 
actual job. As a result, ‘people can derive different kinds of 
meaning from almost any job or occupation’ (p. 300), and 
‘even in the same job in the same organization, there are 
significant differences in how people make meaning of their 
work’ (p. 302). This is believed to be true for even ‘the most 
restricted and routine jobs’ (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001, 
p. 179). In this regard, Frankl (1986) argued that:

the job at which one works is not what counts, but rather the 
manner in which one does the work. It does not lie with the 
occupation, but always with us, whether those elements of 
the personal and the specific which constitute the uniqueness 
of our existence are expressed in the work and thus make life 
meaningful … The indispensability and irreplaceability, the 
singularity and uniqueness issue from the person, depend on 
who is doing the work and on the manner in which he is doing 
it, not the job itself (pp. 118−119).

Problem statement and research objectives
[Organisational changes] have created a growing feeling of cynicism, 
ultimately eroding people’s sense of meaning. (Cooper, 2007, p. 29)

The aforementioned arguments indicate that organisations 
today play a central role in the individual’s search for 
meaning in life. However, given the incessant need for 
change, it stands to reason that in some instances, those 
factors that lead to meaning in or at work may come under 
threat. Failure on the part of the individual employee to adapt 
to such circumstances will then translate into organisational 
change contributing to meaninglessness or, in Frankl’s 
terms, existential frustration and the existential vacuum. 
Subsequently, the problem statement central to this article is 
discussed below.

How does meaning constitute a framing context 
for organisational change?
Following this problem statement, two research objectives 
need to be achieved:

•	 Investigation of potential impact of organisational change 
on the individual’s experience of meaning. Exploration of 
the implications and repercussions of employee reactions 
when meaning is threatened, with regard to the success 
of organisational change initiatives.

Rationale or value-add of the study
Despite the apparent abundance of literature in the sphere 
of organisational change, Vakola, Tsaousis and Nikolaou 
(2004) point out that change management research is 
predominantly focused on ‘organisational factors’, and as a 
result, ‘person-oriented issues’ are neglected (p. 88). This is 
highly problematic, as research clearly emphasises people-
related issues to be the primary reason for the failure of 
organisational change efforts (Atkinson, 2005; Cartwright 
& Cooper, 1994; Chawla & Kelloway, 2004; Karp, 2004; 

Source: Adapted from Wrzesniewski, A., Dutton, J., & Debebe, G. (2003). Interpersonal sense 
making and the meaning of work. Research in Organisational Behavior, 25, 95−135. http://
dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0191-3085(03)25003-6

FIGURE 1: Determinants of how meaning is found in work.
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Roxburgh, 2003; Smith, 2005a; 2005b; Rashid, Sambasivan & 
Rahman, 2004; Vakola et al., 2004; Worrall & Cooper, 2004). 
Aggravating this problem even further, is the fact that existing 
research on the people aspects of organisational change has 
to some extent also neglected a focus on the micro-level of 
organisational change (Vakola et al., 2004, p. 88) − that is, the 
individual − who is the focus of logotherapy.

Virtually no research relating directly to the problem statement 
and research objectives of this study, as stated above, could be 
found in the literature. This not only includes South African 
(SA) research, but also research in the international domain. In 
fact, it was established that research concerning the application 
of logotherapy in the organisational context in general is 
very limited, with the exception of some articles published 
primarily in dedicated journals such as The International Forum 
for Logotherapy. It is therefore apparent that a gap exists in the 
literature with regard to the importance of meaning in life 
within the context of organisational change, as addressed in 
this study. Given the impact that a lack of meaning can have 
− firstly in terms of the well-being of the individual employee 
and secondly concerning the outcomes of change initiatives 
(see discussion in literature review section below) − these 
perspectives are critical in facilitating a better understanding 
of organisational change.

Research design
Research approach
As has been alluded to throughout this paper, the specific 
theoretical perspective or school of thought, guiding the 
arguments presented here is logotherapy. Logotherapy was 
developed by Viktor Frankl − an Austrian psychiatrist and 
neurologist and Holocaust survivor. His Man’s Search for 
Meaning, in which he conveyed both his experiences in the 
Nazi concentration camps and an overview of his ‘Third 
Viennese School of Psychotherapy’3 (Frankl, 2000b), is his 
most famous work and has sold more than nine million 
copies in 23 languages (Havenga & Coetzer, 1997; Washburn, 
1998). The primary motivation for utilising this approach 
relates to the authority of logotherapy in general, and 
Frankl in particular, in conceptualising and operationalising 
meaning in life.

Research method
A literature review was adopted as the research strategy for 
this article. The rationale for choosing this approach rests 
upon its utility in acquiring sufficient knowledge of the subject 
area intended for study, along with facilitating comprehension 
of the significance of work already conducted in the field. 
This knowledge provides a perspective on how the subject 
has developed and become established (Hart, 2005). What 
is more, literature reviews help researchers to highlight 
research possibilities that have been implicitly overlooked 
in research to date and to generate and refine research ideas 
and objectives (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2007).

3.The first being Freud’s psychoanalysis, and the second Adler’s individual psychology.

Targeted body of literature
Literature gathered pertained to firstly, logotherapy and 
the logotherapeutic conceptualisation of meaning in life; 
secondly, organisational change and its impact on individual 
employees; thirdly, resistance to change and finally, the role 
of meaning in organisational change. However, as was noted 
earlier, research pertaining directly to the research question 
is exceptionally sparse4.

Portals utilised were those available to the University of 
Johannesburg, mostly including online international journals, 
which were searched by means of engines such as EbscoHost, 
Infotrac, and Emerald. As far as possible, local publications 
− as well as European articles − were utilised to get a wider 
perspective and prevent a predominantly American point 
of view. This enabled the use of a wide literature base as a 
starting point and ensured that adequate data would be 
surveyed to sufficiently support conclusions made.

Information about logotherapy was mostly gathered directly 
from Frankl’s books (e.g. Frankl, 1967; 1978; 1984; 1986; 1988; 
2000a; 2000b) and related articles. The latter included both 
internationally published books (e.g. Fabry, 1987; 1988) and 
local publications (e.g. Shantall, 1989).

Gathering the data
The selection of data was guided by the objectives of this 
article:

•	 Firstly, specific research pertaining to the role of meaning 
in organisational change was gathered and selected. 

•	 Secondly, Frankl’s frameworks for finding meaning in 
life and the consequences of failing to do so were applied 
to an organisational change context to identify potential 
ways in which organisational change can impact the 
individual’s experience of purpose in life. 

•	 Thirdly, bodies of literature specifically pertaining to 
resistance to change were explored to identify linkages 
between threats to meaning and the emergence of such 
resistance.

Analysis of the data
As indicated before, the analysis and categorisation of 
data were guided by the relationship between meaning 
and organisational change and the potential implications 
regarding the management of change initiatives. Firstly, the 
role of organisations in the finding of meaning, or purpose, by 
individuals was investigated. Secondly, the potential impact 
of organisational change on such experiences of meaning 
was explored. Thirdly, the potential role of the impact of 
organisational change in employee resistance to change was 
determined. This process was guided throughout by Frankl’s 
logotherapeutic principles.

Presentation of the data
The results of the study are presented in two sections. Firstly, 
Frankl’s concept of an existential vacuum is applied within 

4.A literature search reveals the majority of articles related to ‘meaning and organisational 
change’ address the concept from a social constructionist framework.
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an organisational context to illustrate the impact that change 
can have on the individual’s experience of meaning. This is 
accomplished by drawing parallels between the major causes 
of the existential vacuum and characteristics of organisational 
change. Secondly, a brief overview is presented of how 
the threat to one’s experience of meaning inherent in 
organisational change can contribute to the emergence of 
resistance to change, with specific emphasis on the element 
of personal loss associated with change initiatives. 

Results
Organisational change as a threat to meaning: 
The existential vacuum
As was noted earlier, Frankl maintained that the existential 
vacuum results primarily from the deterioration of traditional 
values, the increasing diversity of value orientations in 
present-day cultures, and the tragic triad5. In this section, it 
will be argued that these factors may also be present within 
the changing organisation, thus inhibiting the individual’s 
ability to find meaning in life.

According to Frankl (1984), the evolutionary loss of human 
instincts and drives has resulted in individuals turning 
to values as a guide for their behaviours. However, the 
traditional role of these values in finding meaning is also 
rapidly declining, thereby constituting a major contributor 
to the individual’s experience of an existential vacuum. This 
phenomenon is also apparent in changing organisations, as 
‘the rules that have guided how we operate no longer work’, 
and there is no longer a ‘clear set of guidelines, rules, or 
directions for action’ (Luthans & Avolio, 2003, p. 242).

The existential vacuum is further aggravated by the multiplicity 
of value orientations in contemporary societies (Das, 1998), 
a cause also present in the changing organisation. Authors 
such as Byars and Rue (2000), Cappelli (1999), Greenhaus, 
Callanan and Godshalk (2000), and Robbins, Odendaal and 
Roodt (2003) contended that an ever-increasing phenomenon 
in the workplace is the changing demographics of the 
workforce in terms of aspects such as race, gender, culture 
and age. In South Africa, organisations are increasingly faced 
with having to develop strategies to effectively manage 
culturally diverse workforces (Naidu & Van der Walt, 2005), 
particularly because of the Employment Equity Act, 55 of 1998, 
increasing the diversity of the workplace. Such diversity then 
results in a workplace characterised by an ‘absence of shared 
histories, values, and experiences’ (Rossouw & Bews, 2002, 
p. 146), which may obstruct one’s commitment to a specific 
value orientation.

The tragic triad may also emerge as a result of organisational 
change. Not only may suffering be related to the negative 
experiences associated with these changes, but guilt may 
also occur when one’s potential is frustrated because of the 

5.Frankl (1984) also noted the loss of human instincts and drives due to evolution 
as a significant contributor to the existential vacuum. However, because it may be 
argued that the loss of behaviour-directing instincts and drives affects all individuals, 
regardless of their employment status, the focus of the discussion will be on the 
remaining three elements.

consequences of organisational change, such as the career 
plateau and disengagement (see Burger, 2007). Finally, 
Frankl’s work on unemployment (1978; 1984) indicated 
strong parallels between this state and one’s awareness of 
the transitoriness of one’s existence. This proposition was 
also strongly supported in the literature (e.g. Cartwright & 
Cooper, 1994; Dalton, 1989; Maslow, 1998; Rifkin, 1995).

The above-mentioned arguments indicated that organisational 
change may pose a real threat to the meaning that 
individuals experience in or at work − so much so that an 
existential vacuum may arise for some employees. Given 
its importance, it may be assumed that individuals may 
resist change to protect or preserve the meaning they have 
found in or at work. Moreover, the meaninglessness of the 
existential vacuum is strongly related to alienation and 
disengagement, issues shown to result in reduced motivation 
and commitment amongst employees (May et al., 2004). 
Similarly, Heine, Proulx, and Vohs (2006) found that when 
people’s need for meaning is threatened, they can ‘reaffirm 
meaning in domains that are different from the domain in 
which the threat occurred’ (p. 88). Thus, where work as a 
source of meaning is disrupted, individuals may, rather 
than attempting to re-establish meaning in this context, 
search for purpose in other areas of their lives. Whereas this 
may not constitute active change resistance, the substantial 
implication is that these areas may be far removed from the 
reaching of organisational goals. Moreover, the disruption of 
individual meaning in the working environment may result 
in disengagement of individuals from the objectives to be 
achieved through organisational change efforts.

The threat to meaning and resistance to change
In resistance, people try to preserve their sense of meaning 
and identity, by retaining familiar ways of doing things… the 
resistance phase is about loss: loss of control, familiar attachments, 
community, and structures … During resistance, people feel 
worse, stress is higher and performance is at lower levels. (Burnes 
& James, 1994, pp. 171−172)

Resistance to change involves employee attitudes that 
manifest in behaviours (such as reduced output, strikes, 
sabotage and absenteeism) (Chawla & Kelloway, 2004; 
Lawrence, 1970; Nguyen-Huy, 2000; Wanberg & Banas, 
2000; Young, 2000) meant to ‘discredit, delay or prevent’ 
change implementation (Newstrom & Davis, 1997, p. 403). 
It encompasses ‘a psychological rejection of the need for the 
change’ (Chawla & Kelloway, 2004, p. 485). These attitudes 
are very difficult to change as they become ‘deeply ingrained 
in organizations and people’ (Sirkin, Keenan & Jackson, 
2005, p. 2). Resistance to change is a leading cause for the 
failure of change efforts. Kotter and Schlesinger (1979) 
stated that resistance to change could possibly emerge when 
individuals fear that they may lose something meaningful 
because of organisational change. This could include the loss 
of security and stability (Chreim, 2006; Ugboro, 2006), status 
(Proctor & Doukakis, 2003), competence or self-efficacy 
(Chreim, 2006) and the vision and values of the status quo 
(Trader-Leigh, 2002). Abel and Sementelli (2005) pointed 
out that organisational change often requires employees to 
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change their values, attitudes, and beliefs; factors already 
determined to be central to the individual’s experience of 
meaning in life. Similarly, Frances (1995, p. 61) argued that 
organisational change might threaten ‘the core issues of our 
personal identity and the meaning we give to our work and 
our occupational choice’.

Discussion
The objective of this study was investigating the role of 
meaning as a framing context for organisational change. 
Special attention was given to the role of organisational change 
in creating an existential vacuum, that, when experienced by 
employees, may result in resistance to change. It was found 
that this is a novel perspective on framing change that has 
the potential of making significant contributions toward 
the successful facilitation of change initiatives. The review 
of the literature suggested that organisational change may 
have a significant impact on the individual’s experience 
of meaning. In particular it was found that the emergence 
of an existential vacuum in the lives of employees may be 
prompted by organisational change. As a result, meaning 
and the ability to find such meaning, are fundamentally 
frustrated. A resistance to change, in an effort to conserve this 
meaning, may threaten the success of the change initiatives. 
In this regard, Burger (2007) and Burger et al. (2008) reported 
an empirically verified relationship between the experience 
of meaning and resistance to change. (2008). Their findings 
largely underscore the proposition that meaning should be 
considered a critical variable in framing the context of change.

Despite the aforementioned, it should be kept in mind that 
‘psychology’s first law is that people are different’ (Cascio, 
1998, p. 2), implying that individual differences exist as to 
how employees experience and react to changes. Bovey 
and Hede (2001) contended that individuals’ ‘ability and 
willingness’ to adapt to organisational changes, often vary 
significantly (p. 534): what one individual may see as a 
barrier, another may interpret as an opportunity (Kinnear & 
Roodt, 1998). Similarly, Smith (2005b) stated that:

It is often popularly held that people, particularly those working 
in established and settled organisations, will tend to resist 
change. That is an oversimplification. Individuals and groups 
can and do react to change in a range of ways. For some change 
and transition are exciting and stimulating – they cannot wait to 
make the changes and get to the new state of things. For others 
change is deeply unsettling and a threat to their values and sense 
of worth – something to be resisted at all costs. (p. 153) 

Therefore, although the experience of meaning may appear 
to be threatened to some, resulting in ‘resistance to change’ 
behaviours, others may display readiness for change. These 
individuals may find meaning in the change, or the post-
change situation, resulting in them–supporting change 
initiatives (Burger, 2007).

Readiness for change is considered the polar opposite of 
resistance to change and is viewed as critical in effective change 
facilitation. According to Chapman (2002), organisational 
change is only possible when employees display readiness 

for change, accept the need to change, and display ‘a positive 
willingness to engage in processes that may be difficult and 
challenging’ (p. 23). According to Armenakis, Harris and 
Mossholder (1993), readiness for change is:

reflected in organizational members’ beliefs, attitudes and 
intentions regarding the extent to which changes are needed and 
the organization’s capacity to successfully make those changes… 
creating readiness for change involves proactive attempts … 
to influence the beliefs, attitudes, intentions, and ultimately 
the behavior of the change target. At its core, the creation of 
readiness for change involves changing individual cognitions 
across a set of employees. (pp. 282–283)

A possible moderating factor in the relationship between 
meaning and change is the extent to which individuals see 
their work as a ‘calling’− that is, the notion that work can be 
‘both meaningful and provide a broader sense of meaning 
in a person’s life’ (Steger et al., 2010, p. 93). Research by 
Wrzesniewski, McCauley & Rozin (1997) found that most 
individuals view their work as a ‘job’ − something that is 
required to support one’s life and interests but not necessarily 
something positive; a ‘career’, which is focussed on one’s 
progression throughout one’s work life, or a ‘calling’, where 
one believes that one is doing useful work and making a 
larger contribution (i.e. doing ‘meaningful’ work). The latter 
have been found to show higher satisfaction with both life 
and work, than those who view their work as jobs or careers 
– even when extraneous variables such as income, education 
and occupation are controlled (Wrzesniewski et al., 1997). 
They have also been found to attribute greater value to their 
work and display more effective collaboration with others 
(Steger et al., 2010). It could be suggested that organisational 
change may potentially impact those factors, leading to one 
seeing work as a calling, either threatening or enhancing 
them, which could ultimately influence the attitude one 
displays towards the change initiatives.

Given the implications of the discussions above, it is 
apparent that change practitioners and organisations need 
to take cognisance of the importance of the construct of 
meaning in the lives of employees, as well as the potential 
impact thereof. This pertains not only to employees’ attitudes 
towards organisational change initiatives (i.e. resistance to 
change, or its polar opposite, readiness for change), but also 
to the business impact of individuals’ experience of meaning. 
For example, research ‘has shown that a sense of meaning is 
an important correlate of work motivation and positive work 
attitudes’ (Schlecter & Engelbrecht, 2006, p. 4). Meaning is also 
related to organisational commitment (Markow & Klenke, 
2005) which, in turn, relates to change readiness (Bennett & 
Durkin, 2000; Nijhof, De Jong & Beukhof, 1998). Moreover, 
individuals are more likely to change if the organisation 
relates the need for change to ‘something they care about in 
the form of a deeper meaning or a higher purpose’ (Karp, 
2004, p. 353).

Organisations should therefore realise that the individual 
employee’s experience of meaning within the work context 
may, in the long run, be instrumental in their survival and, 
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where possible, they should implement interventions for 
using this knowledge to the full benefit of their organisation. 
One potential framework for utilising the meaning context 
to leverage organisational change, was provided by Burger 
(2007) and is graphically represented in Figure 2 above. This 
framework, adapted from a model for authentic leadership 
development proposed by Avolio and Luthans (2006), 
indicates how logotherapeutic principles can be utilised to 
optimise change effectiveness. Three crucial elements are 
mentioned here, namely applying Logo-OD as a positive 
trigger event for organisational change, creating a positive 
organisational context and framing organisational change 
based on logotherapeutic principles (for further discussion, 
see Burger, 2007; Burger et al., 2008).

Limitations of the study
The primary limitation of this study is that, based on the use 
of a literature review methodology, no empirical evidence of 
causal relationships between the experience of meaning and 
organisational change could be established. Furthermore, 
although Burger (2007) and Burger et al. (2008) reported 
evidence to support the role of Logo-OD as a positive trigger 
event for change, no clear empirical evidence was found 
relating to the impact of a positive organisational context 
and the notion of framing on the employee’s experience of 
meaning in or at work. It may also be argued that perspectives 
on meaning outside of the logotherapy school of thought 
require more consideration.

Future research opportunities
Flowing from the limitations of this study, further research 
should be conducted to investigate potential causal linkages 
between meaning in or at work and organisational change. In 
this regard, instruments to measure specifically the meaning 
experience within the work context, rather than meaning in 
life in general, will be helpful (Burger, 2007). In addition, the 
role of the components of a positive organisational context and 
framing based on logotherapeutic principles in promoting 
the experience of meaning, should be empirically verified. 
Investigating the concept of work as a calling in relation to 
organisational change will also provide useful insights into 
the greater meaning context of work in organisations.

Conclusion
Although research pertaining to organisational change has 
flourished since the 1980s and a body of knowledge that 
is more than 60 years old exists in the fields of organisation 
development and logotherapy, very little has been written 
about the meaning context of organisational change or utilising 
logotherapeutic principles in facilitating such change. This 
article therefore provided a relatively fresh perspective for 
framing the change-context relationship. Moreover, specific 
recommendations were forwarded to leverage this meaning 
context toward optimising change initiatives.
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