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Abstract

In recent years, a growing number of organizations have embraced spirituality in the workplace.  Although some of these organizations have taken spirituality from a micro organizational level to a macro corporate wide value system, many organizations have been reluctant to do so.  In this paper, a theoretical argument asserting spirituality as a source of sustained competitive advantage is developed.  Spirituality is discussed as a determinant of decisions about human resources at both the micro and macro organizational levels.  The relevance of spirituality to each of the four sub-disciplines of human resource management: selection, training, appraisal, and rewards, is also discussed.  
Introduction

Spirituality research has recently enjoyed increasing interest by practitioners and academic scholars.  The implications of a spiritual workplace are purported to benefit organizations at three levels, the societal level, organizational level, and the individual or employee level, (Miller, 2001, p. 3).   In order for spirituality efforts to augment any aspect of the organization, spirituality efforts must be addressed at a high organizational level.   This is in part because spirituality affects each of the four main subdisciplines of selection, training, appraisal, and rewards (Fombrum, Tichy, & Devanna, 1984).  While the effects of spirituality can be seen in each of the subdisciplines of strategic human resource management, little attention has been given to these relationships in the spirituality literature.  In this paper, I will argue that because spirituality can be a determinant of human resource practices, it should be an intricate part of strategic human resource management at the strategic planning level.  
Defining Spirituality
Although in the spirituality literature a current consensus on the definition and operationalization of workplace spirituality does not exist, there are a few constructs with minimum levels of intersubjective certifiability.  These constructs include self-actualization or meaning from work, interconnectedness, and holism or wholeness (Maslow, 1943; Burack, 1999; King & Nicol, 1999; Butts, 1999; Mitroff & Denton, 1999; Bell & Taylor, 2001). 

Meaning From Work

Some researchers equate self-actualization, a term first coined by Maslow (1943), to deriving meaning from work.  This is because the notion of self-actualization deals with an individual becoming all that he or she can be through their occupation.  According to Burack (1999), self-actualization is when the spirit meshes with the mind via work.  Therefore, deriving meaning from work can be viewed as the central means of self-actualizing (King & Nicol, 1999).  Thus, an individuals’ need to self-actualize is never satiated because it is a life-long pursuit that continues to evolve as he or she continues to strive towards fulfilling that need.  Logically, then, it is the process of striving to fulfill one’s need to self-actualize that actually motivates human beings.
Interconnectedness

Gibbons (2000), describes spirituality as having a sense of connectedness and a sense of deeper values.  Krahnke, Giacalone, & Jurkiewicz, (2003, p. 397) describe 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.”  Mitroff and Denton (1999:89), assert that “the existence of a supreme guiding force and interconnectedness” are the two major elements of spirituality.  Moore and Casper (2006, p. 112), defined interconnectedness as “the depth of relationships at the workplace”, and operationalized interconnectedness as affective commitment.  Therefore, one aspect of workplace spirituality is the sense that an employee is a part of something bigger than him or her self (e.g., interconnectedness).
Holism

The definition of spirituality in the context of the workplace is still an emerging issue.  Spirituality takes on different meanings dependent upon the individual, the organization, and the context.  Wagner-Marsh and Conley (1999) assert that spirituality can be defined by basic attitudes and practices.  These attitudes and practices include; “honesty with self, articulation of the corporation’s spiritually-based philosophy, mutual trust and honesty with others, commitment to quality and service, commitment to employees, and selection of personnel to match the corporation’s spiritually based philosophy” (Wagner-Marsh & Conley, 1999, p. 292).  Peck (1980) stated that spiritual growth was equivalent to achieving mental growth.  In other words, through the act of learning and problem solving a person deepens mentally and spiritually.  The recognition of an employee’s inner life, the need for meaningful work, and the workplace as the community in which spirituality can grow, is the three-part definition of spirituality discussed by Ashmos and Duchon, (2000).  

Although most of the attempts at defining workplace spirituality overlap, a standard and accepted definition has not yet been established.  For this reason, this paper will define workplace spirituality from a human resource management perspective, as managing of an organization in order to provide the necessary building blocks to meet the motivation, satisfaction, and personal growth needs of employees.  

Strategic Human Resource Management


“SHRM theory should be concerned with the determinants of decisions about human resource practices, the composition of the human capital resource pool (i.e., skills and abilities), the specification of required human resource behaviors, and the effectiveness of these decisions given various business strategies and/or competitive situations” (Wright & McMahan, 1992, p. 298-299).  Strategic Human Resource Management, or SHRM, can be defined as “a set of processes and activities jointly shared by human resources and line managers to solve people-related business problems” (Schuler & Walker, 1990, p. 7).  This definition portrays SHRM as a strategy designed to fulfill business needs of a relatively short period.  This definition, however, does not view SHRM from a macro perspective.  Schuler and Walker (1990, p. 5) state that SHRM is “all those activities affecting the behavior of individuals in their efforts to formulate and implement the strategic needs of the business”.  This views SHRM from a macro-organizational perspective of human resource management.  This view is a central theme in this manuscript and the notion that spirituality should be viewed as a macro level determinant of decisions concerning human resource practices is asserted.  Therefore, the definition for SHRM used throughout this text is “the pattern of planned human resource deployments and activities intended to enable an organization to achieve its goals” (Wright & McMahan, 1992, p. 298).  This definition links human resource management practices with strategic planning, organizational goals, and thus, with each of the four subdisciplines; selection, training, appraisal, and rewards. 

The desire to derive meaning from our labors transcends cultures, continents, and race.  This desire seems to be a part of the very D.N.A. that comprises the human composition.  Dictionary.com describes the word “meaning” as “the end, purpose, or significance of something, full of significance” (Dictionary.com, 2009).  The development of meaning in the workplace, however, is a symbiotic exchange relationship based on mutual needs and contributions by the employee and employer (Campbell, Dunnette, Lawler, & Weick, 1970).  The organization and the employee must both provide one another with the respective resources to ensure continual prosperity.  Another way of looking at this relationship is to say that work should be designed to provide workers with the necessary ingredients to find meaning in their occupations.  This in turn allows the worker to continue to provide productivity and value to the firm.

Determinant of Human Resource Decisions

In order to understand how spirituality can be a determinant of human resource decisions, we look at the resource-based view of the firm.  The resource-based view deals with how an organization’s resources can be a source of competitive advantage.  The “emphasis of the resource-based view of competitive advantage is on the link between strategy and the internal resources of the firm” (Wright & McMahan, 1992, p. 300).  One major difference between the resource-based view of competitive advantage and the traditional strategic view is that the resource-based view is unique and specific to the organization, instead of an industry-environment view (Wright & McMahan, 1992).  In order for a resource to be a competitive advantage it must “add positive value to the firm, be unique or rare among current and potential competitors, imperfectly imitable, and it cannot be substituted with another resource by competing firms” (Wright & McMahan, 1992, p. 301).


Lloyd (1990) found that organizations with a greater sense of workplace spirituality outperformed those with little or no spirituality by 86 percent.  In addition, these organizations grew faster, increased efficiencies, and had higher rates of return than organizations low in spirituality (Jurkiewicz & Giacalone, 2004).  According to Jurkiewicz and Giacalone (2004), some general benefits of an organization with high spirituality include increased health of employees, increased personal growth of employees, and enhanced employee self-esteem.  The value of these general benefits also shows up as cost savings, thus adding value to the firm.  Therefore, conceptually it is very easy to see how spirituality could add positive value to the firm.


Although spirituality in the workplace has grown, and is continuing to grow, in popularity, there are still a relatively small number of organizations that embrace it.  One only need look at the top 100 companies touted to be the best to work for to see that a relatively small number of organizations employ a spiritual culture.  To date, no current research on the number of spiritual versus non-spiritual firms could be found in the scholarly literature.  With this said, however, it requires little review of the current literature to realize that firms high in spirituality constitute the vast minority.  Therefore, it stands to reason that spirituality, in most cases, is unique and rare among customers and competitors.


The third requirement for a resource to be a source of competitive advantage is that it be imperfectly imitable.  With the multitude of definitions used to describe spirituality, imitating one organization’s sense of spirituality would be very difficult.  For instance, Wagner-Marsh and Conley (1999) state that of the firms that employ spiritual principles, some temporarily employ them, some employ part of them, some employ them well.  In addition, according to Burack (1999), spirituality deals with characteristics of the individual, and that is what defines the differences in firms.  Thus, since spirituality deals with the different characteristics of the individual, it can only be as imitable as the individuals themselves.  Therefore, unless an organization has exact duplicate personnel, their attempt at imitating the spirituality of another organization will not succeed.


 Part of the defense of spirituality, against imitation, pertains to the characteristics of the individual worker.  This defense also holds for substitutability.  A resource cannot be substitutable if it is to be a competitive advantage.  Is there a true substitute for human capital?  If spirituality is “some internal value, belief, attitude, or emotion”, which is “an internal substance that affects people’s behavior” (Moore & Casper, 2006, p. 110), then how can spirituality be substituted by any non-human capital?  Spirituality deals with issues such as finding meaning in work, honesty, trust, shared vision, integrity, interconnectedness with other employees and the organization, and a bounty of other virtuous things (Mitroff & Denton,1999; Burack, 1999; Butts, 1999).   These cannot be substituted with technology, refinement, reengineering, or capital.   



Barney (1991) has stated that the resource-based view of competitive advantage mandates that firms cannot purchase it, rather competitive advantage is found in the already present resource.  Therefore, since spirituality meets the prior four requirements of adding value, being unique and rare, imperfectly imitable, and non-substitutable, it can be viewed as a source of competitive advantage.  Simply put, since spirituality is perhaps present within each employee, and it cannot be acquired through another means, we can then state that spirituality can be a source of sustained competitive advantage.  Thus, the following proposition is asserted:

Proposition 1:  Spirituality can be viewed as a source of competitive advantage 

according to the Resource-Based view of the firm.

 Wright and McMahan (1992, p. 303) state “the resource-based approach provides a framework for examining the pool of human resources that may be either able or unable to carry out a given strategy during the formulation phase of strategic management”.  Borrowing from this line of reasoning, spirituality can be viewed as a pool of resources to be considered during the formulation phase of strategic management.  If you consider the symbiotic exchange nature of the relationship between employees and employer, if more spiritual human resources are “able” to “carry out a given strategy” (Wright & McMahan, 1992, p. 303), then the human resource system should have aspects that foster spirituality in the firm’s human resources incorporated.   It follows, then, that spirituality would be a determinant of decisions about human resource practices.  Thus, the following proposition is developed:


Proposition 2: Spirituality can be a determinant of decisions about human 

resource practices at the macro organizational level.

The Four Subdisciplines

While the resource-based view of the firm was used to discuss spirituality at the macro organizational level, the focus now shifts to a more micro organizational level.  Thus, continuing the discussion of human resource practices, the four subdisciplines of human resources, identified by Fombrum et al., (1984), will be discussed from a workplace spirituality perspective.  
Selection


One of the main functions of human resource management is the selection of new employees.  This function is vital to the future of the organization.  Most companies take pride in finding the very best employees, which makes sense because, “it is people who now will make the difference” (Burack, 1999, p. 281).  In this same vein, the success of spirituality in the workplace is somewhat dependent upon selection.  According to Burack (1999, p. 282), spiritual centered organizations place a large emphasis on such employee characteristics as “intellectual (e.g. leveraging available knowledge and capabilities, learning, and planning), emotional, (e.g. interpersonal relationships and communications, teaming, feedback and emotional development), volitional, (e.g. willingness to change and good adaptability to new demands or conditions), and spiritual, (e.g. concern with ethics, empathy for people, justice and individual dignity).”  Lado and Wilson (1994) discuss the importance of fit between the individual characteristics of a manager and organizational strategy.  They state that this fit is crucial to the performance of the firm.  Therefore, organizations place a lot of emphasis on individual’s characteristics because, “it is the person who takes on the expression of spirituality, albeit, the organization culture or environment is conducive to this process” (Burack, 1999, p. 284).


These characteristics translate into behaviors.  The behaviors are what affect the operations and goal attainment of an organization.  By selecting employees who exemplify these characteristics, an organization could become more spiritual.  When these characteristics are found in upper management “it leads to attracting more investors, more business, and more talented people” (Miller, 2001, p. 3). 


The responsibility of selection usually falls on the human resource management professional.  Selection is a vital step in creating a spiritual workplace.  According to Wagner-Marsh and Conley (1999, p. 298), “in spiritually based firms there is a pronounced emphasis on selecting persons who are most likely to be comfortable and productive in a spiritual corporate culture”.  In fact, Wagner-Marsh and Conley (1999) identify the selection of personnel that match the organization’s spiritually based philosophy as one of the six key concepts for developing a spiritual workplace.  This is especially important given Bell and Taylor (2001) assert that previous research on interconnectedness, a major dimension of spirituality, indicates that the workplace is perhaps the most significant arena for pursuing individual spirituality.
Training


“Can you train people to be spiritual” is the title of an article in a training and development publication by Thompson (175).  Training has been identified as one of the four main subdisciplines of human resource management.  Training is another vital component to any organization, especially a spiritually based organization.  Spirituality in the workplace is more than a cultural phenomenon, but rather a way of viewing work.  For instance, according to Thompson (175), “trainers who help people develop supervisory skills, teach them how to deal with difficult colleagues, or coach them on their career paths are providing training in spirituality---just under different names”.  From this perspective, training a person to become better at their jobs has a spiritual link.  A different perspective comes from Peck (1980) who stated that spiritual growth was equivalent to achieving mental growth.  Another aspect of training, in regards to spirituality, is that some employees coming from non-spiritual based companies “have to be deprogrammed” (Wagner-Marsh & Conley, 1999, p. 299).  

It is important that human resource managers realize that “while the belief that one will personally benefit is expected to be a consistent and primary motivator of development activity, the perception that the organization or a supervisor will benefit may also serve as an additional or alternate motivator” (Maurer, Pierce, & Shore, 2002, p. 434).  Therefore, human resource managers must see to it that the organization values and perceives training as spiritual in nature.  This will help to ensure a spiritual workplace.  This effort should start by ensuring “that senior management is in step” (Thompson, 175).  Tom Chappell, founder and CEO of health and beauty-aid manufacturer Tom’s of Maine has stated that “the key is making employees feel fully connected—to one another, to the company, to the community, to customers and to nature” (Brandt, 1996, p. 85).  This feeling of connectedness may come from training that strengthens an individual’s sense of spirituality.  

Appraisal


The third subdiscipline identified as a human resource management function is measurement.  Employees are first carefully selected for their ability to thrive in a spiritual environment.  Next, the carefully selected employees are trained and or deprogrammed.  The next step is to measure these carefully selected, trained employees.  This step is known as the appraisal.  Appraisal is the process of ensuring that employees’ behavior aligns with the organization’s values, philosophy, and goals.  This alignment mandates that employees believe “that managers and employees in their organization have appropriate values, have a strong conscience, and are concerned about the welfare of its employees and community” (Milliman, Czaplewski, & Ferguson, 2003, p. 430).  According to Miiliman et. al (2003), alignment with organizational values is directly related to organizational commitment and organizational based self-esteem by employees.  Milliman et. al (2003) also found that an employees alignment with organizational values also resulted in lower intentions to quit.

Rewards


From a micro perspective, rewards in the workplace would include raises, bonuses, stock options, benefits, public acknowledgement, and a myriad of other things designed to reward the individual for his or her performance.  This level of reward is an important aspect of human resource management.   By developing competitive wages and benefits packages that are employee and family friendly, human resource managers illustrate the organization’s commitment to their employees (Wagner-Marsh & Conley, 1999).   Human resource management professionals are responsible for this fourth subdiscipline.  


From the perspective of the human resource management professional, rewards can be seen from a macro view.  That is, rewards can be organization wide.  At the macro level, rewards include more than just good pay and benefits, but rather anything that is developed to ultimately profit the organization and the employee. Milliman et. al (2003, p. 430) defines this as anything that will “make a larger contribution than the typical company to the welfare of employees, customers, and society”.  Spirituality that is effectively incorporated into the organization can be responsible for such rewards as “a culture based on mutual respect and the worth of each employee” (Wagner-Marsh & Conley, 1999, p. 297).  Other rewards include trust, honesty, integrity and other virtuous elements that have been absent from so many corporate cultures.  

Proposition 3: Spirituality can be a determinant of decisions about human 

resource practices at the micro organizational level.  
Conclusion

Spirituality in the workplace is a growing concern to many human resource management professionals.  Some researchers portray workplace spirituality as a personal matter not to be infused into the corporate culture.  According to Vicki L. Poels, senior OD consultant at Cargill Inc. in Minneapolis, spirituality is “something you have to do on your own, rather than in an organized setting” (Brandt, 1996, p.84).  Although there seems to be some who view workplace spirituality with skepticism, a growing number of businesses are beginning to embrace the idea.  This may be due to the trends driving workplace spirituality, as identified by Brandt (1996), which are the graying of the workforce, the waning influence of spiritual support groups, and a growing interest in Pacific Rim Cultures.  The reason for this is that baby boomers are approaching retirement and many have purported to be experiencing a renewed spiritual awakening.  Since many people spend the majority of their lives in the work setting, it is only natural that their desire for spiritual growth would begin to spill over from their personal time.  


Therefore, as spirituality in the workplace continues to spread, human resource management professionals need to realize that it touches each of their main functions.  It is through this understanding that spirituality should be integrated in order to become a determinant of decisions about human resource practices at the macro and micro organizational levels.  In summary, spirituality should be a paradigm through which organizations make strategic plans that deal with the four subdisciplines of human resource management, and ultimately, the organization as a whole.  
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