
Workplace Spirituality and Organizational Performance 355

Jean-Claude Garcia-Zamor
Florida International University

Workplace Spirituality and Organizational
Performance

This article reviews the literature on workplace spirituality, pointing out emergent theories and
examining the links between this phenomenon and organizational dynamics. It also examines
workplace spirituality in a historical context and compares it to religious beliefs and to established
ethical theories and moral principles. The article also looks at organizations in which an emphasis
on spiritual values has had an impact on work productivity. While some corporations have institu-
tionalized spirituality, public agencies are reluctant to follow suit for fear of violating the principle
of church–state separation. Finally, the article suggests ways that managers and administrators in
both the public and the private sector can use workplace spirituality to increase performance and
develop ethical organizations.

There is a spiritual awakening in the American work-
place. In the 1990s, more than 300 titles on workplace spiri-
tuality flooded the bookstores. Many corporations are en-
couraging the development of this new trend because they
believe a humanistic work environment creates a win–win
situation for both employees and the organization. If mem-
bers of an organization are happy, they will be more pro-
ductive, more creative, and more fulfilled. Personal fulfill-
ment and high morale are closely linked to outstanding
performance and, therefore, have a direct impact on an
organization’s financial success. But a dispirited workplace
can manifest itself in low morale, high turnover, burnout,
frequent stress-related illness, and rising absenteeism. The
events of September 11, 2001, have further contributed to
a reexamination of the nature and meaning of work by many
Americans and to the emergence of both a more personal
and widespread spirituality. Despite the definite link be-
tween spirituality, religion, and ethics, they are quite dif-
ferent. A clear definition of the boundaries of spirituality
has been elusive. For this reason, public agencies have been
reluctant to follow suit for fear of violating the principle of
church–state separation.

What Is Spirituality? A Definitional Muss
Spurred by years of downsizing and job insecurity, em-

ployees in the United States are at the forefront of a
grassroots movement that is quietly creating a spiritual re-

vival in the workplace. Religion and spirituality—normally
taboo in corporate America—are suddenly on the agenda
as employees search for more meaning at work and as busi-
ness leaders seek more socially responsible approaches to
business and new ways to motivate and inspire workers.
The spirituality movement seems to be a reaction to the
corporate greed of the 1980s. A religious scholar believes
the environment, corporate responsibility, and spiritual
movements all got a big boost after the 80s because people
were unhappy. They were making money, but their per-
sonal values had to be checked at the door. Some left the
corporate world; others stayed and said they would bring
their values to work. Statistics from the Gallup Organiza-
tion in New York appear to support such claims. In 1998,
when Gallup asked 800 Americans whether their jobs had
influenced their spiritual lives, 33 percent credited work
with “greatly improving” or “improving” their spiritual-
ity, suggesting the nation’s interest in matters of faith has
transcended church and home and entered the workplace
(D. Lewis 2001).

Those who write about spirituality in the workplace do
not always agree on what the term means. Many authors

Jean-Claude Garcia-Zamor is a professor of public administration in the
School of Policy and Management at Florida International University (FIU).
He is also an adjunct professor at Leipzig University (Germany), where he
teaches summer classes. Before joining Florida International in 1990, he
taught at Howard University, the University of Texas–Austin, and the Brazil-
ian School of Public Administration in Rio de Janeiro. Email: garciaz@fiu.edu.



356 Public Administration Review • May/June 2003, Vol. 63, No. 3

associate it with religion. Webster’s defines spirituality as
“of, relating to, consisting of, or affecting the spirit; of or
relating to sacred matters; ecclesiastical rather than lay or
temporal; concern with religious values; of, related to, or
joined in spirit.” Even the dictionary definition is cryp-
tic—and translating it to the workplace is even trickier.
Those who are encircled in the spirit-at-work movement
often have trouble defining it (Laabs 1995). According to
another definition, spirituality comes from within, beyond
the survival instincts of the mind: “It means engaging the
world from a foundation of meaning and values. It per-
tains to our hopes and dreams, our patterns of thought, our
emotions, feelings and behaviors. As with love, spiritual-
ity is multidimensional, and some of its meaning is inevi-
tably lost when attempts are made to capture it in a few
words” (Turner 1999).

Several historians acknowledge spirituality and trace its
interconnection with culture. Massam believes that in do-
ing so, they are simply pointing to the mutability and di-
versity that characterize the relationship of individuals and
groups with their god. She argues that within the wide di-
versity of Catholic spiritualities there are two distinct ap-
proaches to the divine: “In broad terms, lay Catholic spiri-
tuality in the forty years before the Second Vatican Council
was characterized on the one hand by a passive and highly
emotive piety centered on personal holiness for the next
world and, on the other hand, by an active apostolic spirit
which called for an analytical understanding of this world
in order that it might be transformed” (1996, 3). These two
strands of passive and active spirituality tugged against each
other, they were woven together, and their priorities and
concerns were threaded through the choices, which ordi-
nary people made about the way they expressed their faith
(ibid.). Another intellectual historian sees spiritualism as a
fundamental doctrine of mainline Protestantism in America
(Conkin 1995). Carmody and Carmody study the mani-
festation of spirituality in many religions from those of
oral peoples to Hinduism, Buddhism, Chinese and Japa-
nese religion, Judaism, and Islam. They offer a balanced
view of world religions by tracing elements in the varied
religious traditions: respect for the sacred, love for beauty,
and the interaction of the divine in human destiny. They
find the key aspects of Christian spirituality reflected in
these world religions and equate Christian spirituality with
Catholic spirituality, observing that it has two major con-
cerns: prayers and actions to improve the world and to in-
crease social justice (1991, 7, 153). As a companion to a
public television series, three other authors edited inter-
views with 28 spiritual leaders from around the world, who
also describe the close link between spirituality and the
various world religions (Tobias, Morrison, and Gray 1995).

Cultures may affect the manifestation of spirituality. In
one culture, the natural attributes of spirituality may be

enhanced while in another they may be denigrated. North
American culture tolerates a great range of diversity, en-
abling a variety of spiritualities to come into creation. It
also values action—quick thinking, fast pace, utilitarian-
ism, achievement, and competition (Finn 1990, 225).
American culture has countless examples of diverse mani-
festations of belief in a higher power that are regularly pro-
claimed not from church pews, but in Alcoholics Anony-
mous meetings, books, magazine articles, weekend retreats,
and hotel seminar rooms (Taylor 1999, 3). A voluminous
reader published in 2001 by a university press documents
the variety of approaches to spirituality in America. It traces
the concepts and presence of spirituality in America’s past
and explains the strong attraction to spiritual themes in the
present, with attention to questions of definition, histori-
cal usage, and connection to religion (Albanese 2001). In
many developing countries, uneducated peasants are not
familiar with the word “spirituality,” although quite often
their expressions of spirituality abound. A missionary who
worked with the indigenous Indians in the Peruvian Ama-
zon illustrates this point in his writing (Laur 1987). The
author of this article had the same experience during a
lengthy trip throughout numerous small towns and villages
in India.

Interestingly, one may encounter different cultural
trends within a single location. This is particularly true in
the United States, which is in fact a nation made up of a
multitude of immigrants, some very anxious to be inte-
grated, others more willing to keep their ties to their ori-
gin. African American spirituality, for example, has played
a vital role in the formation and practice of black freedom
in America. Black Americans have managed to create a
unique experience of freedom that embraces black spiri-
tuality and black culture as essential elements for build-
ing personal identity, consolidating community, and de-
termining their values and destiny. According to a black
American scholar, black spirituality affirms, negates, and
transcends aspects of Anglo-American culture, creates and
sustains African American culture, and establishes psy-
chological and spiritual relocation in response to oppres-
sion and various systems of devaluation in American so-
ciety (Stewart 1999). Along the same line, another black
American scholar writes that black religion and black spiri-
tuality influenced and informed the framework of social
norms and values by which people ordered their lives and
their relationships to others (Bridges 2001, 9). Good ex-
pressions of black American spirituality can be found in
Martin Luther King Jr.’s famous “I have a dream” speech
(Sterba 2000, 549–51) and in the lengthy letter he wrote
to fellow clergymen from a Birmingham jail. He chal-
lenged the conventional morality of Anglo-American so-
ciety: “One who breaks an unjust law must do so openly,
lovingly, and with a willingness to accept the penalty. I
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submit that an individual who breaks a law that conscience
tells him is unjust, and who willingly accepts the penalty
of imprisonment in order to arouse the conscience of the
community over its injustice, is in reality expressing the
highest respect for law” (2001, 354).

Several authors have written about the distinctive ways
that men and women express their spirituality. These works
are relevant here because both genders are well represented
in the workplace. One of these authors, David C. James,
believes there is a hunger on the part of men to understand
the potential of their masculine spirit and to answer ques-
tions of identification, empowerment, connection, devel-
opment, and relationship. He writes, “the scope of men’s
deliberation is not limited to issues related to personal gain,
but rather embraces communitarian, familial and societal
renovation. In other words, men are interested in appropri-
ate uses of masculine power to contribute to the advance-
ment of humankind” (1996, 5). Another author, Carol Ochs,
writes that a woman can bring a unique perspective to spiri-
tual questions based on experiences that are unique to her,
such as insights she derives from her capacity to bear and
nurture children: “What is required is a consciousness that
will reflect on an experience and not let go until its value
has been understood. Many experiences undergone only
by women can be quite ordinary, yet nonetheless reveal
the nature of reality and shed lights upon the questions of
meaning and value” (1983, 27–28).

There is a thin line between superstition and spiritual-
ity, one that is becoming difficult to negotiate in today’s
workplace. Ironically, just as management and workers are
being called upon to be more rational and productive, hu-
man nature dictates that issues of faith and nonrational ritual
will assume a far greater presence in the workplace. For
example, feng shui, a design scheme of Chinese origin, is
now becoming very popular. It gives an ordinary office an
unexpected touch of character by placing a desk in the
corner with an odd angle and unusual exposure to natural
light. But it is more than just interior design: Many people
believe such rearrangement of their physical space helps
in their quest for spirituality in the workplace. Regardless,
managers will have to spend more time and ingenuity bal-
ancing the spirituality that people bring into the workplace
and the culture the firm is trying to create.

The theory that personal issues should be left at home
is simply not realistic, especially when so many people
link their personal self-image with who they are in the
professional world. Spirituality seems to be working well
where the motivation industry has failed. That multibillion-
dollar business, in which top gurus command fees of up
to $65,000 for a speech, has been declining recently. Bil-
lions of dollars of rewards were sold to companies—from
t-shirts to exotic vacations—to be dangled in front of
workers to boost performance. However, there has been

exhaustive academic research trying to find out what mo-
tivates workers, and it has turned up almost no evidence
that motivational spending makes any difference (Jones
2001). Increasingly, major corporations, retailers, and
advertisers are seeking out trend spotters for information
that might give them an edge in shaping strategic plan-
ning. Professional trend spotters are a growing breed who
spend their working days gathering information—through
surveys, interviews, and observation. Marian Salzman, a
professional trend spotter who has made a career of pre-
dicting market trends and how they will influence the
economy, observes that “we are living in a very antisocial
time. Divorce is keeping people apart. Families are not
spending time with each other. And to a large degree, tele-
communications has become a barrier for people to inter-
act face to face.” She believes we are becoming a barrier
culture, and, as a result, more and more people are seek-
ing out things of a spiritual nature to find solace or to fill
some void (Daidone 2000).

Spirituality versus Religion
The spiritual revival in the workplace reflects, in part, a

broader religious reawakening in America, which remains
one of the world’s most observant nations. Depending on
how the question is asked, as many as 95 percent of Ameri-
cans say they believe in God; in much of Western Europe,
the figure is closer to 50 percent. The Princeton Religious
Research Index, which has tracked the strength of orga-
nized religion in America since World War II, reports a
sharp increase in religious beliefs and practices since the
mid-1990s (Gunther 2001). When the Gallup Poll asked
Americans in 1999 if they felt a need to experience spiri-
tual growth, 78 percent said yes, up from 20 percent in
1994; nearly half said they had had occasion to talk about
their faith in the workplace in the past 24 hours. Sales of
bibles and prayer books, inspirational volumes, and books
about philosophy and eastern religions are growing faster
than any other category, with the market expanding from
$1.69 billion in 1995 to $2.24 billion in 2000, according to
the Book Industry Study Group. Literally hundreds of those
titles address spirituality at work, from Christian, Jewish,
Buddhist, and nondenominational perspectives (ibid.).

Some businesses openly advocate religious practices,
such as prayer in the conference room. An increasing num-
ber of business owners and chief executive officers are
bringing their Christian faith to work. Business Week’s
November 1, 1999, cover story on religion in the work-
place speaks to this growing trend. The article details the
increased acceptance of corporate prayer groups and men-
tions the fact that more than 10,000 groups meet weekly to
pray. In Jacksonville, Florida, a monthly luncheon for
Christian business professionals that started in 1994 with
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12 men was drawing up to 500 people seven years later.
But legal experts think that mixing business with religion
is walking a fine line. Forcing an employee to join a prayer
session or bible study is clearly illegal. But even when
employers make it optional, they could be exposing them-
selves to liability. It could be perceived as a form of favor-
itism that could easily lead to discrimination. Some com-
panies affiliated with the Atlanta-based Fellowship of
Companies for Christ have been sued for discrimination;
however, none has lost a case. They have learned to be
careful and treat everyone the same. No one is required to
participate, and they are sensitive to nonbelievers as well.
If morning meetings are to begin with prayer, employers
tell those who wish to be excluded to come late (Maraghy
2001). But in a study released in June 2001, the Society
for Human Resource Management in Virginia reported that
complaints of religious bias have jumped 40 percent since
1992. Moreover, damages associated with such legal claims
have increased to $5.5 million, up from $1.4 million in
1997 (D. Lewis 2001). The group noted that bias may take
many forms, ranging from jokes about a coworker’s spiri-
tuality or denying a worker break time for prayer to out-
right firings. Some companies shy away from using the
words religion or spirituality to describe their gatherings.
Others stress that workplace prayer, religious study, or other
meetings do not favor any denomination or belief. And at
most companies, proselytizing is prohibited (ibid.).

Many workers in the United States and Canada have
access to a full-time corporate chaplain. The Rev. Diana
Dale of Houston, who heads the National Institute of Busi-
ness and Industrial Chaplains, estimates there are about
4,000 corporate chaplains in the United States. Some of
them are full-time employees of one organization, others
are involved in individual workplaces as outside contrac-
tors. Marketplace Ministries, based in Dallas, provides
chaplain teams to 148 companies in 35 different states.
The company has a resource staff of 1,000 representing
Protestant, Roman Catholic, Jewish, and Buddhist faiths.
In addition to these formally trained chaplains, another
group of in-house consultants—no one knows how
large—see their work as having a specifically spiritual
element. Anything that resembles religion in the work-
place makes some people nervous. But there is widespread
consensus among corporate chaplains that they are there
to present spiritually based alternatives, not to push reli-
gion (Walker 1998).

Michael Schrage (2000) writes that the expanding quest
for corporate meaning recalls Emile Durkheim’s landmark
work, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. At the core
of the French sociologist’s work almost a century ago was
his belief that there is something valuable in fervent reli-
gious experiences, even if one does not necessarily be-
lieve in the existence of a supreme being. Instead of study-

ing the main religions such as Judaism, Christianity, or
Islam, Durkheim looks at primitive religions that used
totems. Under totemism, a clan or tribe had a sacred ob-
ject or totem, usually something found in nature. Durkheim
finds that the tribe usually valued the image of the totem
more than the totemic item itself. The totem was not sa-
cred because of any intrinsic properties it possessed, but
because of its role in the community. It provided a sense
of unity—of oneness—among the tribe. The totem was
both the symbol of the community and an expression of
what it found sacred.

Spirituality and religious belief are compatible, though
not identical; they may or may not coexist. In office set-
tings, it is absolutely crucial to understand the difference
between the two. A study of spirituality in the workplace
published in the Sloan Management Review (Mitroff and
Denton 1999, 83) describes spirituality as “the basic feel-
ing of being connected with one’s complete self, others,
and the entire universe. If a single word best captures the
meaning of spirituality and the vital role that it plays in
people’s lives, that word is interconnectedness.” These
authors published a larger study of spirituality, religion,
and values in the workplace after conducting surveys and
more than 90 interviews with high-level managers and
executives. Among their findings: People differentiate
strongly between religion and spirituality; religion is
viewed as intolerant and divisive; and spirituality is seen
as universal and broadly inclusive (Mitroff and Denton
1999a). Another study in the Academy of Management
Executive (Cash and Gray 2000) clarifies that advocates
of spirituality in the work environment often view spiritu-
ality and religion as very different concepts; while they
generally oppose the promotion of formal religion in the
workplace, they openly defend spirituality as a workplace
practice. They assert that spirituality looks inward to an
awareness of universal values, while formal religion looks
outward, using formal rites and scripture. Spirituality is
definitely not about religion. “It’s not about converting
people. It’s not about making people believe a belief sys-
tem or a thought system or a religious system. It’s about
knowing that we’re all spiritual beings having a human
experience. It’s about knowing that every person has within
him or herself a level of truth and integrity, and that we all
have our own divine power” (Laabs 1995, 60).

Spirituality versus Ethics
A growing body of literature dealing with spirituality

and the workplace has been emerging and has become part
of some ethics course syllabi. But spirituality and ethics
are quite different, although it is easier for a spiritual per-
son to be ethical. Spirituality encompasses the same topic,
which is so important in ethics: character, and the giving
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of oneself for the benefit of others. There are many spiri-
tual practices that are practically lifted from prominent ethi-
cal theories and moral principles, such as the discipline of
“dealing with others as you would have them deal with
you”; the discipline of “balancing our work, personal, fam-
ily, community, and church responsibilities”; the discipline
of “working to make the system work”; and the discipline
of “engaging in personal and professional development”
(Pierce 1999, 24). Behaving ethically is a necessary—but
not sufficient—component of integrating faith and work.
Ethics, or moral philosophy, aims to explain the nature of
good and evil. It is important because the human world is
dominated by ideas about right and wrong and good and
bad. Most ordinary conversation consists of value judg-
ments (Teichman 1996, 3; Bond 1996, 1).

Ethics is primarily concerned with shedding light on
the question of what should count as morally good behav-
ior, what is the good life, and justifying the sorts of rules
and principles that help to assure morally good decisions.
To this end, it employs arguments and theories to convince
others that certain claims are the best ones to hold (Liszka
1999, 4). Thus, ethics is viewed as a way of behaving that
can be prescribed and imposed by the work environment.
It is often presented as a code of conduct that new employ-
ees must accept before they are hired. But candidates for
employment are not asked how they will handle ethical
dilemmas. It is understood in the workplace that each in-
dividual has a basic understanding of what kind of behav-
ior is morally acceptable (and sometimes obligatory) and
what is considered morally inadmissible. But within this
broad framework are a multitude of variables that often
are rooted in the individual’s own spirituality. An
individual’s spirituality will determine his or her under-
standing and interpretation of ethical behavior. This is why
some employers think that ethical commitments are per-
sonal. They believe that some employees have it and oth-
ers don’t, and they do not consider ethical behavior a skill
to be learned. However, several books have been written
to provide a framework that allows for the clear identifica-
tion and implementation of strategies to improve the ethi-
cal climate of the workplace (Costa 1998; Clark and Lattal
1993; C. Lewis 1990; Hitt 1990).

The U.S. federal government requires a yearly ethics
refresher for most employees, with more rigorous training
for employees involved in contracting. In several county
and city governments throughout the United States, “eth-
ics awareness training” has been initiated. In Miami–Dade
County, the mayor mandated ethics training for all 30,000
county employees in 1998 after a series of corruption scan-
dals at the seaport and elsewhere rattled county govern-
ment, prompting outcries from business and civic leaders
(Garcia-Zamor 2001, 44–45, 48). Ethics training there in-
cluded explaining the rules pertaining to communication

with lobbyists, receiving gifts from vendors, conflicts of
interest, outside employment, and policies that regulate the
procurement and contracting process. The ethics manuals
distributed in the training served as a resource guide for
employees concerned about possible misconduct by their
colleagues. They listed telephone numbers for the state
attorney’s office, the Miami–Dade Police, and a hotline
for the county’s Office of the Inspector General.

There is little doubt that it is difficult to change people’s
character in terms of personality traits. It is not sufficient
for employers to point out the benefits of behavioral change.
Some employees may not be willing to do the hard work
required for ethical change. Their individual greed and
flawed characters might dispose them to unethical behav-
ior. But organizational culture may also play a role. In their
multimedia course, Robert Mertzman and Peter Madsen
(1992, 86) pointed out that “[i]f the opportunity presents
itself and the risk of not getting caught is low, if the orga-
nization does not foster an ethical climate, then chances
are fairly good that corruption will take place. This orga-
nizational explanation of governmental mischief, then, sees
such conduct as less the function of individual, psycho-
logical disposition and more the result of institutional dys-
function.” Therefore, the organization should conduct an
“ethics audit” to redesign work settings, create proper in-
centive systems, and modify patterns of interaction among
employees. Such an audit would identify sensitive situa-
tions that may tempt an individual to act unethically.

In addition to or in lieu of ethical training, some com-
panies now offer training courses in spirituality in the work-
place. In 1997, helicopter manufacturer Sikorsky Aircraft
began offering a professional development program de-
signed to boost retention and productivity among women.
During the two-day course, participants explored their per-
sonal and professional goals, on the premise that success
in one area strengthens the other. After the course, many
felt renewed and ready to tackle challenges—and reten-
tion rates rose accordingly. Some participants felt that af-
ter the course, they had a new sense of contributing more
in the job, at home, and the community. Values have begun
to be part of the workday. The movement has spawned a
push for managerial concession and programs that help to
redefine life goals. After the demoralizing downsizing of
the early 1990s, some businesses are recognizing that cul-
tivating employee fulfillment is important to the bottom
line. In addition to Sikorsky, companies such as GE Indus-
trial Systems have said that development courses have
helped to raise productivity by increasing job satisfaction
(Hua 1999).

The trends in today’s Christian spirituality are quite dif-
ferent from the concept of ethics. Like ethics, these trends
have evolved over time and are different from the trends
expressed in other times. A scholar on Christian spiritual-
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ity writes that it is now oriented toward four trends: it re-
sponds to life—to its beauty and its injustices—and leads
to action; it looks to the universe—the whole world be-
comes a part of the spiritual person; it is responsive and
responsible to the poor and oppressed; and it is socially
oriented. Not only the persons (coworkers), but also the
society in which a person is living (the organization) are
important in a relationship with God (Missinne 1990, 150–
51). The relationship between work and the spiritual life is
more complex than just good ethical behavior. Seeing work
as more than a livelihood—and surely more than a means
of amassing wealth—can bring peace to the many who
must work at apparently unsatisfying jobs. In this view,
their work becomes a part of the vision of the whole of
humanity cooperating, one with all the others, in the com-
mon pilgrimage through this world. Father Dominic
Hoffman (1976, 299–300) warns that many of us waste
our lives trying to be something we cannot be and ought
not be. “We eat ourselves up with envy and die a thousand
deaths of frustration. But from the doctrine of the Mysti-
cal Body we see that we all have our place, that we are
useful in some way, perhaps mysteriously hidden from us,
to the whole of God’s plan.” Thomas and Cynthia Lynch
(1998, 127) wrote a book, which demonstrates the com-
mon spiritual wisdom messages of the five largest religious
traditions, in which they ask, “Once spiritual wisdom is
learned, what must we do with it?” Their brief answer:
“We must live it with our words through our actions.”

Spirituality in the Workplace and
Organizational Performance

A tension between rational goals and spiritual fulfill-
ment now haunts some workplaces around the world. It is
not enough that workers feel productive and effective. Sur-
vey after management survey affirms that a majority wants
to find meaning in their work. For a long time, employers
compartmentalized workers, carefully separating business
concerns from personal identities. But productivity waned
because people’s personal lives affect their work. That’s
why companies are adding work-and-family programs and
a variety of other benefits aimed at helping employees to
achieve balanced lives (Laabs 1995). Lewis Richmond, a
former Buddhist monk turned catalog software tycoon and
author of Work as a Spiritual Practice, points out that the
Buddha himself found enlightenment out of a “serious case
of job dissatisfaction” as an Indian prince 2,500 years ago
(McDonald 1999). Spirituality is about acknowledging that
people come to work with more than their bodies and
minds; they bring individual talents and unique spirits. For
most of the twentieth century, traditionally run companies
have ignored that basic fact of human nature. Now they
explore spiritual concepts such as trust, harmony, values,

and honesty for their power to help achieve business goals
(Leigh 1997). Spiritual needs are fulfilled by a recognition
and acceptance of individual responsibility for the com-
mon good, by understanding the interconnectedness of all
life, and by serving humanity and the planet. Therefore,
when one speaks about bringing spirituality into the work-
place, he or she is talking about changing organizational
culture by transforming leadership and employees so that
humanistic practices and policies become an integral part
of an organization’s day-to-day function.

The Industrial Age concept of “a day’s pay for a day’s
work” is yielding to the postindustrial perception that work
itself should be a medium for self-expression and self-dis-
covery. People are entitled, encouraged, and even expected
to find meaning in their work (Schrage 2000). Among re-
cent factors that have increased apprehension in the work-
place are massive corporate downsizing; mergers that have
reduced the workforces of many large corporations; more
work moving offshore; and more recently, the September
11 terrorist attacks. Uncertainty in the workplace has been
magnified by the fact that some successful companies are
laying people off. As Rutte (1996) points out, that’s never
happened before: “The understanding used to be that when
a company was in fiscal trouble it would lay off people
and when the company was successful, it would keep and
even hire people. But with re-engineering and new ad-
vanced technology, there is a need for less people, so suc-
cessful companies are downsizing.”

Spirituality in the workplace may manifest itself in sev-
eral ways, but at two different levels: the personal and the
organizational. At the first level, the people involved are
spiritual ones who may have had concerns about the ad-
equacy of their workplace for their spiritual life even be-
fore accepting employment. John Cowan (1993, 59–60)
writes that the Latin word spiritus means “breath.” He de-
fines a spiritual person as one who is conscious, who is
aware of the special breath of life in all creation (particu-
larly in humans and certainly in oneself), and who acts
accordingly. These individuals, according to Cowan, would
ask questions such as these when entering the workplace:
Is this work worthy of the human spirit? Is this the work
that expresses my spirit? Am I respectful of the spirit within
my fellow workers? Do I assent to and assist their call? Is
this place beautiful enough to be worthy of the presence of
the human spirit? Do I make my work a worthy expression
of my spirit?

This type of spirituality does not necessarily have to be
associated with a specific religion. Some workplaces could
be less productive only because people cannot find a way
to breathe their spirituality into work. But when spiritual
people join a workplace that fits their expectations, they
will support their colleagues. They will seek quality. They
will do good work. Cowan admits these results can be
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achieved without a sense of spirituality. But they are not
seeking these results in themselves: They believe in the
spirit and see these as ways the spirit expresses itself. In
his hierarchy of being, “the spirit does not exist as the ser-
vant of the workplace; rather the workplace exists as the
playground of the spirit” (ibid).

At the second level, the organization emphasizes spiri-
tuality in order to improve productivity. Most workplaces
understand that employees bring to the job personal moral
core values that are linked to their cultural backgrounds
and religions. They try to connect faith and work ethics. A
growing literature reveals this practice already exists in
the business sector. A recent questionnaire surveying the
interests of members of the Council for Ethics in Econom-
ics in Columbus, Ohio, asked: “How do you view the role
of your personal religious belief and heritage as you make
business decisions?” Virtually all of the business people
responding circled “very important” (Childs 1995, 5–6).
This may explain the proliferation in the 1990s of books
on stories and strategies for building self-esteem and
reawakening the soul at work (Bracey et al. 1990; Canfield
and Miller 1996; Chappell 1993; Walsh 1999; Ulrich,
Zenger, and Smallwood 1999; Bennis 2000).

When 2,000 global powerbrokers gathered for the elite
World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, in the
spring of 1999, the agenda included confabs on “spiritual
anchors for the new millennium” and “the future of medi-
tation in a networked economy.” Indeed, 30 MBA pro-
grams now offer courses on the issue, and it was the focus
of a 1999 issue of the Harvard Business School Bulletin
(McDonald 1999). In the first four months of his presi-
dency, few of George W. Bush’s proposals generated as
much controversy as his decision to establish the Office
of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives. Critics com-
plained that this move blurs—if not completely erases—
the line between church and state and injects religion into
areas where it should remain distinct. Such criticisms ig-
nore the fact that spiritual and religious beliefs are not
easily compartmentalized; they shape attitudes toward, and
actions in, all aspects and spheres of daily life. The fol-
lowing are some examples of companies that have in-
creased their organizational performance after adopting
workplace spirituality:

Don Jensen, owner of Jensen DJ Construction in Port-
land, Oregon, establishes company policies, both written
and informal, that address spirituality, including a policy
on meditation. Employees are allowed to meditate 20–30
minutes during the workday. It is a meditation break in
addition to the normal breaks that employees receive. It is
up to them whether they want to take it or not. Employees
are paid for this time (Finlayson 2001).

The retired chief executive officer of Medtronic, Bill
George, was convinced by his wife to take instruction in

transcendental meditation some 25 years ago. He got into
it. He now sets time aside twice a day for meditation. Of-
ten, he found the time after boarding a plane, waiting for
takeoff. In 1993, George attacked a column by Tom Pe-
ters, the well-known motivational speaker and management
consultant. Peters had written there is no room for spiritu-
ality in today’s corporations, declaring: “Let’s leave the
bible, the Koran and facile talk of spiritual leaders at home”
(Beal 2001). George fired back, saying that spiritual lead-
ership in the workplace has nothing to do with religion.
Most corporate employees, he wrote, “[a]re motivated not
by ‘balloons in the atrium,’ as you often suggest, but rather
by making meaningful contribution to others through their
work. At Medtronic, we don’t mix religion and business,
but we certainly do not shy away from the spiritual side of
our work and the deeper meaning of our mission to save
lives” (ibid.).

Richard Barrett, a principal urban transport specialist
for the World Bank in Washington, DC, started the Spiri-
tual Unfoldment Society there. The handful of participants
who showed up for the first meeting has now grown to
several hundred employees, as well as people from nearby
companies. The society meets once a week at lunchtime to
discuss a variety of spiritual topics. In collaboration with
the World Bank’s management, the society sponsored an
international conference on ethics and spiritual values.
Prodded by Barrett, the World Bank recently began an in-
stitutional values assessment. Barrett is now working at
the bank as a “values coordinator.” Among his initiatives
is the creation of a value tool kit—a compendium of in-
struments that is being used to bring about a shift in cul-
ture of the World Bank (Leigh 1997).

A Summing Up
How does spirituality affect the goal of every business,

which is to make a profit? A Harvard Business School
study examined 10 companies with strong corporate cul-
tures (spirited workplaces) and 10 with weak corporate
cultures, drawn from a list of 207 leading corporations. In
an 11-year period, the researchers found a dramatic cor-
relation between the strength of an organization’s corpo-
rate culture and its profitability. In some cases, the more
spirited companies outperformed the others by 400 per-
cent–500 percent in terms of net earnings, return on in-
vestment, and shareholder value. A Vanderbilt University
Business School study resulted in similar findings, using
the Fortune listing of “The 100 Best Companies to Work
For” (Thompson 2000). Chief executive officers, now and
in the future, must realize they need to focus on the indi-
vidual. Corporations also need to establish themselves as
worthy organizations—that is, organizations with a higher
sense of business purpose.
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There has been ample empirical evidence that spiritual-
ity in the workplace creates a new organizational culture
in which employees feel happier and perform better. Bring-
ing together the motivation for work and the meaning in
work increase retention. Employees also may feel that be-
longing to a work community, which is an important as-
pect of spirituality, will help them when things get rough

in the future. Furthermore, a culture of sharing and caring
eventually will reach all of the organization’s stakehold-
ers: suppliers, customers, and shareholders. In such a hu-
manistic work environment, employees are more creative
and have higher morale, two factors that are closely linked
to good organizational performance.

References

Albanese, Catherine L., ed. 2001. American Spiritualities: A
Reader. Bloomington, IN: University of Indiana Press.

Beal, Dave. 2001. A Man of Mission in an Age when Maximiz-
ing Shareholder Value Is Paramount. St. Paul Pioneer Press,
April 29. Available at http://nl.newsbank.com/nlsearch.asp.
Accessed April 3, 2003.

Bennis, Warren. 2000. Managing the Dream: Reflections on
Leadership and Change. Cambridge, MA: Perseus Publish-
ing.

Bond, E.J. 1996. Ethics and Human Well-Being. Cambridge, MA:
Blackwell.

Bracey, Hyler, Jack Rosenblum, Aubrey Sanford, and Roy
Trueblood. 1990. Managing from the Heart. New York:
Delacorte Press.

Bridges, Flora Wilson. 2001. Resurrection Song. African-Ameri-
can Spirituality. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books.

Canfield, Jack, and Jacqueline Miller. 1996. Heart at Work. New
York: McGraw-Hill.

Carmody, John Tully, and Denise Lardner Carmody. 1991. Catho-
lic Spirituality and the History of Religions. Mahwah, NJ:
Paulist Press.

Cash, Karen, and George R. Gray. 2000. A Framework for Ac-
commodating Religion and Spirituality in the Workplace.
Academy of Management Executive 14(3): 124.

Chappell, Tom. 1993. The Soul of a Business. Managing for Profit
and the Common Good. New York: Bantam Books.

Childs, James M., Jr. 1995. Ethics in Business. Faith at Work.
Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press.

Clark, Ralph W., and Alice Darnell Lattal. 1993. Workplace Eth-
ics: Winning the Integrity Revolution. Lanham, MD: Rowman
and Littlefield.

Conkin, Paul K. 1995. The Uneasy Center: Reformed Christianity
in Antebellum America. Chapel Hill, NC: University of North
Carolina Press.

Costa, John Dalla. 1998. The Ethical Imperative: Why Moral
Leadership Is Good Business. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.

Cowan, John. 1993. The Common Table: Reflections and Medi-
tations on Community and Spirituality in the Workplace. New
York: HarperCollins.

Daidone, Angela. 2000. Trend Spotters See Spirituality Getting
Hot. The Record, August 25. Available at http://search.
yahoo.com/search?p=Angela+Daidone++articles+in
+the+Record. Accessed February 13, 2003.

Finlayson, Christine. 2001. Belief in Your Business. Oregon
Business 24(8): 36.

Finn, Virginia Sullivan. 1990. Pilgrims in this World: A Lay Spiri-
tuality. Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press.

Garcia-Zamor, Jean-Claude. 2001. Administrative Ethics and
Development Administration. New York: University Press of
America.

Gunther, Marc. 2001. God and Business. Available at http://
www.fortune.com/fortune/careers/articles/0,15114,371129,
00html. Accessed February 11, 2003.

Hitt, William D. 1990. Ethics and Leadership: Putting Theory
into Practice. Columbus, OH: Batelle Press.

Hoffman, Dominic M. 1976. Beginnings in Spiritual Life. Bos-
ton, MA: St. Paul Editions.

Hua, Vanessa. 1999. Profiting the Heart Programs Help Workers
Define Goals, Be More Productive. Hartford Courant, Sep-
tember 23. Available at http://nl.newsbank.com/nl-search/we/
Archives?p_product=HC&p_theme=hc. Accessed February
11, 2003.

James, David C. 1996. What Are They Saying about Masculine
Spirituality? Mahwah, NY: Paulist Press.

Jones, Del. 2001. Firms Spend Billions to Fire Up Workers with
Little Luck. USA Today, May 10. Available at http://pqasb.
pqarchiver.com/USAToday/abstract/72780834.html?did=
727808… Accessed February 12, 2003.

King, Martin Luther, Jr. 2001. Letter from Birmingham Jail. In
American Spiritualities: A Reader, edited by Catherine L.
Albanese, 349–62. Bloomington, IN: University of Indiana
Press.

Laabs, Jennifer J. 1995. Balancing Spirituality and Work. Per-
sonnel Journal 74(9): 60–62.

Laur, P. Pedro. 1987. Cerca del corazón del pueblo. En el um-
bral de la espiritualidad del Pueblo Amazónico (Close to the
heart of the people. In Threshold of the spirituality of the
Amazonic people). Iquitos, Peru: Centro de Estudios
Teológicos de la Amazonia.

Leigh, Pamela. 1997. The New Spirit at Work. Training and
Development 51(3): 26–33.

Lewis, Carol W. 1990. The Ethics Challenge in Public Service:
A Problem-Solving Guide. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Lewis, Diane E. 2001. Workplace Spirituality Moves Up On
Agenda. Boston Globe, December 16. Available at http://
nl.newsbank.com/nl-search/we/Archives?p_product=
BG&p_theme=bg… Accessed February 12, 2003.

Liszka, James Jakób. 1999. Moral Competence: An Integrated
Approach to the Study of Ethics. Upper Saddle River, NJ:
Prentice Hall.



Workplace Spirituality and Organizational Performance 363

Lynch, Thomas D., and Cynthia E. Lynch. 1998. The Word of
the Light. Baton Rouge, LA: Hara Publishing.

Maraghy, Mary. 2001. God CEOs Bringing Faith into the Work-
place and Finding Solace. Florida Times-Union (Jacksonville),
May 9.

Massam, Katharine. 1996. Sacred Threads: Catholic Spiritual-
ity in Australia, 1922–1962. Sidney, Australia: University of
New South Wales Press.

McDonald, Marci. 1999. Shush. The Guy in the Cubicle is
Meditating. U.S. News and World Report. Available at
http://www.usnews.com/usnews/issue/archive/990503/
19990503000896_brief… Accessed February 11, 2003.

Mertzman, Robert, and Peter Madsen. 1992. Ethical Issues in
Professional Life: A Multimedia Course. Lincoln, NE: Uni-
versity of Nebraska–Lincoln.

Missinne, Leo E. 1990. Christian Perspectives on Spiritual Needs
of a Human Being. In Spiritual Maturity in the Later Years,
edited by James J. Seeber, 143–52. Binghamton, NY: Haworth
Press.

Mitroff, Ian I., and Elizabeth A. Denton. 1999a. A Spiritual Au-
dit of Corporate America; A Hard Look at Spirituality, Reli-
gion, and Values in the Workplace. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-
Bass.

———. 1999b. A Study of Spirituality in the Workplace. Sloan
Management Review 40(4): 83–92.

Ochs, Carol. 1983. Women and Spirituality. Totowa, NJ: Rowman
and Allanheld.

Pierce, Gregory. 1999. Let’s Create a Spirituality of Work that
Works. U.S. Catholic 64(9): 24–28.

Rutte, Martin. 1996. Spirituality in the Workplace. Available at
http.//www.martinrutte.com/heart.html. Accessed October 17,
2001.

Schrage, Michael. 2000. Sorry about the Profits. My Feng Shui
is Off. Fortune. Available at http://ask.elibrary.com/
login.asp?c=&host=ask%2Eelibrary%2Ecom&script=…
Accessed February 13, 2003.

Sterba, James P. 2000. Ethics: Classical Western Texts in Femi-
nist and Multicultural Perspectives. Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press.

Stewart, Carlyle Fielding III. 1999. Black Spirituality and Black
Consciousness: Soul Force, Culture and Freedom in the Afri-
can-American Experience. Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press.

Taylor, Eugene. 1999. Shadow Culture. Psychology and Spiritu-
ality in America. Washington, DC: Counterpoint.

Teichman, Jenny. 1996. Social Ethics: A Student’s Guide. Cam-
bridge, MA: Blackwell.

Thompson, William David. 2000. Can You Train People to Be
Spiritual? Training and Development 54(12): 18–19.

Tobias, Michael, Jane Morrison, and Bettina Gray. 1995. A Par-
liament of Souls: In Search of Global Spirituality. San Fran-
cisco, CA: KQED Books and Tapes.

Turner, Janice. 1999. Spirituality in the Workplace. CA Maga-
zine 132(10): 41–42.

Ulrich, Dave, Jack Zenger, and Norm Smallwood. 1999. Results-
Based Leadership. Boston, MA: Harvard Business School
Press.

Walker, Ruth. 1998. Preachers on the Payroll. Christian Science
Monitor, June 25. Available at http://www.csmonitorarchive.
com/csmonitor/display.jhtml?_requestid=70942. Accessed
February 12, 2003.

Walsh, Roger. 1999. Essential Spirituality: The Seven Central
Practices to Awaken Heart and Mind. New York: John Wiley
and Sons.


