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Abstract 

This study explores the relationship between meaningful work and job satisfaction in the public sector over the past five 

decades using bibliometric analysis. Guided by the SALSA protocol, 701 publications from Scopus were analyzed. Results 

show a rising trend in research interest, especially in the last decade, with dominant contributions from the United States 

and Europe. Two main research clusters emerged, organizational and individual aspects, highlighting the 

multidimensionality of both constructs. Thematic mapping indicates that work meaningfulness remains an emerging topic, 

while job satisfaction is a central, mature theme. Factorial analysis revealed four major themes: organization, HRM, 

healthcare, and research methodology. This study contributes by mapping the evolving knowledge structure and identifying 

gaps, particularly in understudied regions and digital transformation contexts. It emphasizes the need for public sector HRM 

strategies that enhance employees’ sense of purpose and well-being. 
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Introduction 

As organisations become more complex, job satisfaction has become an important topic of research for both management 

researchers and practitioners. Job satisfaction refers to a pleasurable or positive emotional state resulting from an 

individual’s appraisal of their job or job experience (Locke, 1976), reflecting the extent to which work meets personal 

needs and expectations. Meaningful work is defined as the perception that one’s work is significant and aligned with 

personal values and purposes (Steger et al., 2012), representing a central dimension of intrinsic motivation. 

Internationally, job satisfaction is a ubiquitous driver of diverse positive outcomes for organisations (Allan et al., 2018a; 

Rothausen & Henderson, 2019). One of the strongest predictors of job satisfaction is work meaningfulness, as evidenced 

by meta-analytic findings showing strong relationships between work meaningfulness and various correlates including 

work engagement, organisational commitment, job satisfaction (Allan et al., 2018a), and employee mental well-being 

(Allan et al., 2018a). There is a shift happening among employees (Hu and Hirsh, 2017; Ward, 2023) toward pursuing 

meaningful work. This trend has been exacerbated by the post-COVID-19 pandemic "Great Resignation" opportunities 

(Kuzior et al., 2022; Xu et al., 2023), whereby many individuals have left their jobs in search of more meaningful work. 

Studying the relationship between meaningful work and job satisfaction has become increasingly important, especially 

in the public sector. Research shows that having a purposeful working experience is related to greater satisfaction, 

engagement, and organisational commitment among employees (Albrecht et al., 2021; Martela & Riekki, 2018). 

However, the private sector still comprises the focus of much of the existing research whilst there remains little known 

about the way that job meaningfulness and satisfaction are connected within the context of the public sector (Sánchez-

Sánchez & Puente, 2020; Vigan & Giauque, 2018). In this context, this knowledge gap is becoming progressively salient, 

as the public sector plays an increasingly significant role in the provision of services to society, particularly in light of 

global challenges such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Zhu et al., 2021). 

However, the fast-paced acceleration of digital transformation and work practices following the COVID-19 crisis poses 

new challenges in how the topic of job satisfaction is understood and addressed within the public sector. With hybrid 

work models being adopted, government services being automated, and a demand for increased responsiveness, public 

servants' perceptions and appreciation of their work and their moving toward a new paradigm has changed substantially 

(Kumar et al., 2013; Taylor & Westover, 2011). In this changing scenario, public sector institutions encounter a double 

challenge; according to Ravid et al. (2017), they need to guarantee the provision of public services while at the same time 
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maintaining the well-being of their workforce and job satisfaction. 

Although previous research highlights a positive relationship between work meaningfulness and job satisfaction 

(Dechawatanapaisal, 2020; Lorente et al., 2018), the available literature is fragmented and lacks consistency. Thus, the 

different strategies to conceptualize and measure work meaningfulness (Ghislieri et al., 2019) and the limited 

understanding of how this relationship develops in public sector organizations justify the need for a systematic literature 

review based on bibliometric analysis. Bibliometric approaches allow an unbiased assessment and visualization of 

academic publications (Greener, 2022; Zupic & Čater, 2014), recognition of the gradually developed research patterns 

(Mora et al., 2019) as well as revealing cooperation networks capable of facilitating future enhancement of the knowledge 

(Donthu et al., 2021). 

Over the past five decades, research on meaningful work and job satisfaction in public organizations has evolved from 

fragmented descriptive studies to an integrated perspective that bridges psychology, management, and public 

administration. This evolution remains rooted in classical motivational theories, which continue to inform modern 

scholarship. Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory (Herzberg et al., 1959) first distinguished intrinsic motivators, such as 

achievement, recognition, and responsibility, from extrinsic hygiene factors, such as pay and policy, positioning 

meaningfulness as a key driver of satisfaction. Building on this foundation, Hackman and Oldham’s Job Characteristics 

Model (Hackman & Oldham, 1976) identified five job dimensions (skill variety, task identity, task significance, 

autonomy, and feedback) that foster the psychological states of meaningfulness, responsibility, and knowledge of results, 

thereby enhancing intrinsic motivation. Later, the Person–Environment Fit perspective (Edwards et al., 1998) highlighted 

how value congruence between individuals and organizations strengthens perceived meaning and satisfaction. 

Collectively, these frameworks depict meaningful work as a psychological bridge between job design and satisfaction, 

particularly relevant to public employment, where intrinsic purpose and social contribution often substitute material 

incentives. 

The purpose of this study is to explore and visually map out the research landscape on the association between job 

meaningfulness and job satisfaction in the public sector through bibliometric analysis. To our knowledge, this article 

provides the first systematic mapping of the relationship between job satisfaction and the associated discrepancies in the 

public sector. 

Materials and Methods 

 The investigation utilized a systematic bibliometric approach underpinned by the SALSA protocol (Search, 

Appraisal, Synthesis, Analysis) to analyze the trajectory of the literature concerning meaningfulness and job satisfaction 

(Papaioannou et al., 2010). This approach was chosen for its ability to deliver an extensive and impartial overview of the 

existing literature. 

During this searching phase, a systematic search was performed using the Scopus database as the main data source. 

Scopus has been chosen because it is one of the best available abstract and citation database providing broad coverage of 

scientific publications raging from journal, conference proceeding, and other literature worldwide (Baas et al., 2020). 

Scopus has been empirically validated and is widely regarded by the academic community as a high-quality source of 

bibliometric data that can be used for large-scale research analyses, science policy evaluations, and mapping the 

development of science (Baas et al., 2020). As a content aggregator, Scopus significantly benefits from a stringent content 

curation process from the independent Content Selection and Advisory Board (CSAB) system that ensures the quality 

and validity of the data present. The search was performed with a search string that included: TITLE-ABS-KEY 

("meaningfulness" OR "meaningful work" OR "meaning in work" OR "work meaningfulness" OR "job meaningful" OR 

"job meaningfulness") AND TITLE-ABS-KEY ("job satisfaction" OR "employee satisfaction" OR "work satisfaction" 

OR "job fulfillment" OR "employee well-being" OR "employee engagement" OR "work engagement"). The initial search 

retrieved a total of 701 publications. This metadata was then downloaded in bibtex format for analysis. 

During the Appraisal phase, the research methodology intentionally refrained from implementing additional filter criteria, 

such as publication year, document type, language, or field of study, to ensure comprehensive coverage of the literature 

and mitigate the potential omission of significant articles that might have been excluded due to search limitations. This 

inclusive approach allowed this research to comprehensively capture the dynamics and evolution of the concepts of 

meaningfulness and job satisfaction in the academic literature. The decision not to apply any filters at this stage was taken 

to get a full picture of how these two concepts emerge and evolve across different scholarly fields, allowing for a richer 

analysis of the interdisciplinarity of this research topic. Thus, 701 publications were further analyzed, as shown in Table 
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2.  

It was in the Synthesis phase where bibliometric data extracted from selected documents were arranged and unified. 

Extracted data considered were bibliographic data (author, year of publication, journal, citations, affiliations, and 

keywords). The data were also standardized to provide consistency in the analysis, in particular to overcome potential 

discrepancies in author or institution names. 

The Analysis stage used this study a combination of the R software (libraries bibliometric) for the bibliometric analysis, 

advanced bibliometric. The analysis of this study involves three aspects including (1) Descriptive Analysis, covering 

descriptive data; core journals according to Bradford’s law; the evolution trend of core journal production over years; and 

corresponded authors and countries’ collaborative networks; (2) Network Analysis, involving co-occurrence networks 

between literature components, thematic research networks; and (3) Factorial Analysis, covering identifying and 

visualizing the conceptual structures that explain the relationships between meaningful work and job satisfaction themes 

in academic literature. 

Table 1. Data Analysis 

Analysis Description Aspects used 

Descriptive 

Analysis 

Since descriptive analysis is a 

methodological process for 

summarizing and explaining 

characteristics and patterns in 

scientific publications, it allows 

researchers to get an overview of 

findings of their research. 

 

 Data Description 

 Core journal 

 Production over time of core 

journal 

 Author, affiliations and 

corresponding country 

 Most cited documents 

 

Network 

Analysis 

Authors, institutions, journals, and 

publications in the studies are 

analyzed regarding their 

interrelationships. This is the path 

through which, by exploring research 

texts, researchers can make apparent 

the evolutionary and trending 

processes of scientific research. 

 

 Co-occurrence network 

Analysis 

 Thematic research network 

analysis 

Factorial 

Analysis 

This method has been used to reveal 

and graph conceptual structures 

depicting relationships in themes 

between academic literature. It is the 

analytical technique that condenses 

the complexity between entities, into 

simpler relationships. 

 Visualize conceptual 

structures that show how 

themes are interrelated in 

academic literature 

Source: Prepared by Authors. 

Visualization of the analysis results used various mapping techniques, including bibliometric network maps, density 

maps, and temporal trend analysis. This combination of quantitative analysis and visualization allows for a deeper 

understanding of how meaningfulness and job satisfaction research has evolved, including the identification of key 

themes, research gaps, and potential directions for future research. 

Result 

Descriptive Analysis 

Descriptive analysis explains the data description, sources, authors, affiliations, and countries of origin, the most cited 

articles globally, and the most relevant words. Based on Table 2 on Data Description, this bibliometric study covers the 

timespan from to 1974-2025, with a total of 449 sources consisting of journals and books, and contains 701 documents 

with an average annual growth of -1.35% and an average document age of 6.13 years. The analysis showed that the 

average number of citations per document was 32.87, with a total of 1613 keywords (ID) and 1617 author keywords 
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(DE). In terms of authorship, there were 2051 authors with 93 documents written by a single author, an average of 3.3 

co-authors per document, and 23.97% international collaboration. Document types were dominated by articles (611), 

followed by various other types of publications, such as book chapters (10), conference papers (21), editorials (4), erratum 

(5), letters (2), notes (3), retracted (1), and reviews (17). These data have provided a comprehensive picture of the 

characteristics of publications in the field of work meaningfulness and job satisfaction in the public sector over the past 

five decades. 

Table 2. Data Description 

Description Results 

MAIN INFORMATION ABOUT DATA  

Timespan 1974:2025 

Sources (Journals, Books, etc) 449 

Documents 701 

Annual Growth Rate % -1.35 

Document Average Age 6.13 

Average citations per doc 32.87 

References 0 

DOCUMENT CONTENTS  

Keywords Plus (ID) 1613 

Author's Keywords (DE) 1617 

AUTHORS  

Authors 2051 

Authors of single-authored docs 93 

AUTHORS COLLABORATION  

Single-authored docs 105 

Co-Authors per Doc 3.3 

International co-authorships % 23.97 

DOCUMENT TYPES  

article 611 

article article 5 

article conference paper 1 

book 10 

book chapter 20 

conference paper 21 

conference paper article 1 

editorial 4 

erratum 5 

letter 2 

note 3 

retracted 1 

review 17 

Source: Prepared by Authors, based on Biblioshyni Output 

 The "Most Relevant Sources" analysis in Figure 1 shows the distribution and contribution of scientific journals 

in the study of meaningfulness and job satisfaction. Frontiers in Psychology dominate as the source of most publications, 

with 21 documents, indicating the significance of psychological aspects in this field. PLOS ONE and SA Journal of 

Industrial Psychology had 10 publications each, followed by the Journal of Nursing Management and Sustainability 

(Switzerland), which contributed nine documents. Current Psychology, International Journal of Environmental Research, 

Journal of Advanced Nursing, Journal of Business Ethics, and Journal of Career Assessment each contributed seven 
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documents. This distribution of publications reflects the interdisciplinary nature of meaningfulness and job satisfaction 

studies in the public sector with the integration of perspectives from fields such as psychology, management, 

sustainability, and business ethics. The dominance of Frontiers in Psychology indicates that psychological approaches 

are a fundamental foundation for understanding the dynamics of meaningfulness and job satisfaction in the public sector. 

 
Figure 1. Most Relevant Sources 

Source: Prepared by Authors, based on Biblioshyni Output 

 The author-related description shown in figure 2 indicates that Allan BA showed the highest productivity, with 

10 documents, followed by Rothmann S, who also contributed 10 documents, indicating their dominant role in the 

development of literature in this field. Shanafelt TD was third with nine documents, while Albrecht SL contributed seven 

documents. Duffy RD and Na Na each produced 6 publications. The remaining researchers, Al-Hakim L, Chaudhary R, 

Dyrbye LN, and Oprea B, contributed four documents each. This distribution of productivity reflects the existence of a 

core group of researchers who have consistently contributed to the development of knowledge on meaningfulness and 

job satisfaction in the public sector, with a significant concentration of publications by a few key researchers. This 

suggests that the field has a well-established research community, with several key figures leading the way in scientific 

knowledge production. 

 
Figure 2. Most Relevant Authors 

Source: Prepared by Authors, based on Biblioshyni Output 
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In addition to the most relevant authors related to the research topic, there is also an analysis of each author’s productivity 

level. As shown in Figure 3, the authors’ productivity in the period from 2009 to 2023 shows the evolution and consistency 

of the researchers' contributions in the field of meaningfulness and job satisfaction in the public sector. Allan BA shows 

concentrated productivity between 2017-2021 with a significant level of citations, indicated by the larger circle size in 

that period, while Rothmann S shows a longer publication consistency from 2011 to 2023. Shanafelt TD has the longest 

publication track record (2009-2023) with a significant increase around 2017, while Albrecht SL and Duffy RD show 

consistent publication patterns in the periods 2013-2023 and 2011-2019 respectively. Na NA, despite having fewer 

publications, showed consistency from 2009 to 2023. Newer researchers such as Al-Hakim L, Chaudhary R, and Oprea 

B show concentrated productivity in the period 2019-2023, while Dyrbye LN has a scattered publication pattern from 

2011 to 2021. The size of circles in the graph indicates the number of articles (N).  Articles) and citations per year (TC 

per year), providing a comprehensive picture of the quantity and impact of publications while highlighting the dynamic 

development of this research field with a combination of senior researchers who have long contributed and newer 

researchers who have started to have a significant impact in recent years. 

 
Figure 3. Authors' Production over Time 

Source: Prepared by Authors, based on Biblioshyni Output 

In addition, further analysis of author productivity can be seen through Lotka's law graph (see Figure 4). The graph 

visualization shows the relationship between the percentage of authors (Y-axis) and the number of documents produced 

(X-axis), where the two lines represent the actual distribution (solid line) and the theoretical prediction of Lotka's law 

(dashed line). The curve shows a very sharp decline, indicating that the majority of authors (around 90%) produce only 

a few publications (1-2 documents), while only a handful of researchers have high productivity by producing many 

publications.  

The difference between the actual distribution and Lotka's theoretical prediction can be seen from the gap between the 

two lines; at the beginning of the curve (1-2 documents), the actual distribution tends to be higher than the prediction, 

whereas the middle of the curve shows a lower actual distribution than the prediction. This phenomenon confirms the 

principle of Lotka's Law, which states that in a research field, a small number of researchers are responsible for most 

publications, while the majority of researchers only contribute to a few publications. In the context of meaningfulness 

and job satisfaction research, this pattern reveals significant unevenness in researcher productivity, with a strong 

dominance of contributions from a small group of highly productive researchers. Furthermore, it is important to analyze 

the institutional affiliations of these researchers to understand the research centers that contribute significantly to this 

area. 
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Figure 4. Author Productivity through Lotka's Law 

Source: Prepared by Authors, based on Biblioshyni Output 

The authors associated with the concept of job meaningfulness satisfying job based on their affiliations are illustrated in 

Figure 5 quiet most relevant affiliations. The affiliations of the authors in this study have a diverse range from leading 

institutions from around the world. The Mayo Clinic made the greatest contribution with 16 articles, followed by the 

University of Florida with 15 articles and Northwest University with 14. Also exhibiting significant contributions were 

Purdue University and Erasmus University Rotterdam, with 12 and 11 articles, respectively. Ninety articles were authored 

by nine from Deakin University with four from five institutions–University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine, McGill 

University, University of Bucharest, and University of Oulu, contributing eight articles each. Such data suggest that 

research on both meaningfulness at work and job satisfaction in the public sector is largely undertaken by institutions 

based in North American and European countries, with there being some contribution from institutions based in Australia. 

The wide range of affiliations indicate that the subject is of global interest, with much work having been done by a number 

of elite academic and medical institutions across the globe. 

Moreover, the productivity of publications by key institutions over five decades reflects a meaningful trend in research 

for meaning and job satisfaction. A temporal analysis of five prominent institutions (Mayo Clinic, University of 

Florida,Northwest University, Purdue University, Erasmus University Rotterdam), in the period from 1974 to 2021, 

shows that this research area has increased significantly, especially after 2017, with Mayo Clinic and University of Florida 

leading the publication output, with over 15 articles each produced. Northwest University showed steady and consistent 

growth from the beginning, whereas Purdue University and Erasmus University Rotterdam started to show significant 

productivity increases after 2019. Interestingly, although this topic has been around since 1974, substantial research 

productivity has only been observed in the last decade, indicating the increasing attention and urgency of the issue of 

meaningfulness and job satisfaction in the public sector in the modern era. 
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Figure 5. Most Relevant Affiliations 

Source: Prepared by Authors, based on Biblioshyni Output 

 
Figure 6. Affiliations' Production over Time 

Source: Prepared by Authors, based on Biblioshyni Output 

 The geographical distribution of research on meaningfulness and job satisfaction shows a significant global 

reach (see Figure 7), with the clear dominance of the United States as the center of scientific production with 533 

publications. Although Asia shows good participation, with contributions from China (91 publications), India (82 

publications), Japan (32 publications), South Korea (27 publications), and the Southeast Asian region with Indonesia (23 

publications) and Malaysia (22 publications), these numbers are still relatively small compared with North America and 

Europe. This indicates a significant research gap, especially considering the large population and complexity of the public 

sector in the Asian region, especially Indonesia, which has the world's fourth largest population and a large bureaucracy. 

The need for increased research in Asia, especially Indonesia, is relevant given the unique characteristics of the region's 
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public sector, such as strong collective cultural values, different bureaucratic structures, and specific challenges in public 

administration reform. Moreover, with the digital transformation and bureaucratic reforms underway in Indonesia, a 

deeper understanding of meaningfulness and job satisfaction in the public sector is crucial to improving the quality of 

public services and civil servants’ welfare. Research contributions from an Asian perspective can provide new insights 

and enrich the global understanding of this topic, given that different sociocultural contexts can influence public sector 

employees’ perceived and experienced meaningfulness and job satisfaction. 

 
Figure 7. Top 15 Countries Scientific Production 

Source: Prepared by Authors, based on Biblioshyni Output 

 The final descriptive analysis relates to the most cited documents on the research topics of meaningfulness and 

job satisfaction. Figure 8 shows that the global citation analysis of documents related to meaningfulness and job 

satisfaction research in the public sector significantly contributes to the development of this field. Articles by May et al. 

(2004) published in the Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology are the most influential with more than 

2000 citations, followed by the article by Steger et al. (2012) in the Journal of Career Assessment with around 750 

citations. Other articles, such as Arnold et al. (2007) in the Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, Sikka et al. (2015) 

in BMJ Quality & Safety, and Albrecht et al. (2015) in the Journal of Organizational Effectiveness: People and 

Performance, despite having under 500 citations, still make an important contribution to the development of the literature. 

The distribution of citations and the diversity of journals spanning the fields of organizational psychology, career 

management, occupational health, and organizational effectiveness reflect the interdisciplinary nature of this topic and 

show how the understanding of meaningfulness and job satisfaction has evolved through various disciplinary 

perspectives. 

 
Figure 8. Most Global Documents 

Source: Prepared by Authors, based on Biblioshyni Output 
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Table 3. Top 10 Most Globally Cited Documents 

Author Title Journal Total 

Citations 

TC 

per 

year 

Normalized 

TC 

May et al. 

(2004) 

The 

Psychological 

Conditions of 

Meaningfulness, 

Safety and 

Availability and 

The Engagement 

of the Human 

Spirit at Work 

Journal of 

Occupational 

and 

Organizational 

Psychology 

2039 97.095 1 

Steger et 

al. (2012) 

Measuring 

Meaningful 

Work: The Work 

and Meaning 

Inventory 

(WAMI) 

Journal of 

Career 

Assessment 

895 68.846 6.258 

Arnold et 

al. (2007) 

Transformational 

Leadership and 

Psychological 

Well-Being: The 

Mediating Role 

of Meaningful 

Work 

Journal of 

Occupational 

Health 

Psychology 

688 38.222 2.890 

Sikka et 

al. (2015) 

The Quadruple 

Aim: Care, 

Health, Cost and 

Meaning in 

Work 

BMJ Quality 

and Safety 

468 46.8 5.348 

Albrecht 

et al. 

(2015) 

Employee 

Engagement, 

Human Resource 

Management 

Practices and 

Competitive 

Advantage: an 

Integrated 

Approach 

Journal of 

Organizational 

Effectiveness 

457 45.7 5.222 

Glavas & 

Kelley   

(2014) 

The Effects of 

Perceived 

Corporate Social 

Responsibility 

on Employee 

Attitudes 

Business 

Ethics 

Quarterly 

405 36.818 5.408 

Cartwright 

& Holmes 

(2006) 

The Meaning of 

Work: The 

Challenge of 

Regaining 

Human 

Resource 

Management 

Review 

386 20.315 2.824 
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Author Title Journal Total 

Citations 

TC 

per 

year 

Normalized 

TC 

Employee 

Engagement and 

Reducing 

Cynicism 

      

Leape et 

al. (2009) 

 

Transforming 

Healthcare: A 

Safety 

Imperative 

Quality and 

Safety in 

Health Care 

375 23.437 3.813 

Allan et al. 

(2018) 

Outcomes of 

Meaningful 

Work: A Meta-

Analysis 

Journal of 

Management 

Studies 

314 52,333 9,001 

Nielsen et 

al. (2008) 

The Effects of 

Transformational 

Leadership on 

Followers' 

Perceived Work 

Characteristics 

and 

Psychological 

Well-Being: A 

Longitudinal 

Study 

Work and 

Stress 

314 18.470 4.151 

      

Source: Prepared by Authors, based on Biblioshyni Output 

Network Analysis 

The first analysis relates to co-occurrence ( Figure 9). Co-occurrence network analysis of the keywords revealed two 

main clusters in the public sector in terms of meaningfulness and job satisfaction. The first cluster (in blue) highlights the 

organizational aspects that influence meaningfulness and job satisfaction, such as "job satisfaction,” "workload" and 

"leadership.” This shows that meaningfulness and job satisfaction are strongly related to workload, leadership style, and 

work environment conditions, especially in the public service sector such as nursing staff. Meanwhile, the second cluster 

(red color) focuses on the individual dimension with dominant keywords such as "human,” "adult,” "female,” and "male,” 

indicating that the experience of meaningfulness and job satisfaction is strongly influenced by individual demographic 

and psychological characteristics. 

 
Figure 9. Co-Occurrence Network Map 
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Source: Prepared by Authors, based on Biblioshyni Output 

Based on the centrality value, the dominance of the keywords "human" (47.33), "adult" (43.01), and "article" (42.06) 

implies that research on meaningfulness and job satisfaction strongly emphasizes the human aspects and experiences of 

adult individuals in the context of work. This reflects that understanding how people find meaning and satisfaction in 

their work in the public sector cannot be separated from their personal characteristics, life experiences, and socio-

demographic contexts. The findings also highlight the importance of a holistic approach to understanding meaningfulness 

and job satisfaction, which considers both organizational and individual factors. 

 The results of the co-occurrence network analysis were then mapped in the form of a thematic map, as shown in 

Figure 10. The thematic map presented shows an interesting distribution of various research themes in the context of job 

satisfaction and meaningful works. The map uses two main dimensions: development degree (density) on the Y-axis and 

Relevance degree (centrality) on the x-axis, dividing the area into four distinct quadrants. Meaningful works positioned 

in the lower left infers that this theme has low density and centrality in recent literature (Emerging/Declining Themes). 

Its positioning, in contrast to that of, for instance, "job satisfaction" in the upper right quadrant (Motor Themes), 

coinciding with that of "human/humans", should indicate that job satisfaction appears to be reasonably mature theme in 

terms of research output. 

The difference implies room for more investigation of the relationship between meaningful work and job satisfaction. As 

can be seen from the thematic map, an important relationship that is still found in an emerging state is between meaningful 

work and job satisfaction, which already belongs to a more established line of movement (motor theme). It is used to 

indicate links between related concepts, such as the niche themes of "emotional stress" and its proximity to "professional 

well-being" and "burnout" sectors, both of which exist in their own area of the map. It is this positioning which suggests 

to us that the study of meaningful work merits further development, especially in relation to its connection with job 

satisfaction and general well-being at work. 

  

 
Figure 10. Thematic Map 

Source: Prepared by Authors, based on Biblioshyni Output 

The distribution of themes in the map shows that psychometry and reproducibility are in the niche theme area, indicating 
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that measurement and evaluation in this area still require the development of more robust methodologies. "Job security" 

being in the same area as meaningful works suggests a potential link between the two concepts that has not been fully 

explored in the existing literature. 

Factorial Analysis 

 Based on the conceptual structure map displayed with the MCA method, the results of the factorial analysis in 

this study reveal the conceptual structure in the field of meaningfulness and job satisfaction. Figure 11 shows the 

distribution of the research themes that can be grouped into several main areas.  

 
Figure 11. Factorial Analysis 

Source: Prepared by Authors, based on Biblioshyni Output 

The bottom left area contains themes related to organizational aspects such as "organization,” "work engagement,” "work 

environment,” and "employee.” The middle section is dominated by concepts related to human resources and job 

satisfaction, such as "personnel management,” "job satisfaction,” "workplace,” and "human, " and humans. While in the 

upper right section there are themes related to health workers such as "nursing staff,” "attitude of health personnel,” and 

"hospital" which represent the public sector in health services. The bottom right section shows the methodological aspects 

of research, as seen from the appearance of themes such as "cross sectional studies,” "surveys and questionnaires,” and 

"major clinical studies.” The theme "professional burnout" also appears in this area, indicating the large number of studies 

that use quantitative approaches to study burnout in professionals. 

The distribution pattern in the map shows the relationship between work meaningfulness associated with "work 

engagement" and "work environment, " and job satisfaction. This can be seen from the spatial proximity between the 

organizational aspects of the theme group and personnel management. This closeness indicates that meaningful work 

aspects play an important role in shaping employee job satisfaction, especially in the context of the public sector and in 

the healthcare setting, which is indicated by the dominance of themes related to health workers. The position of 

"wellbeing" adjacent to "burnout" and "professional" in the lower area also indicates the relationship between meaningful 

work and professional well-being and potential burnout. This clustering pattern not only illustrates the current research 

landscape but also indicates how meaningfulness and job satisfaction influence each other in the context of professional 

well-being in the public sector, with a particular focus on healthcare. 

Discussion 

The bibliometric analysis in this study reveals a significant evolution in the research landscape of job meaningfulness and 
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job satisfaction in the public sector over the past five decades. The exponential increase in the number of publications, 

particularly in the last decade, reflects the growing recognition of the importance of these topics in the context of human 

resource management in the public sector. The shift in research focus from general job satisfaction to the role of work 

meaningfulness as a key antecedent of job satisfaction and employee well-being indicates the development of a more 

sophisticated and holistic understanding of the factors that contribute to positive work attitudes and behaviors. These 

findings are in line with the results of the descriptive analysis that highlighted the trend of continued publication growth 

and increased research interest on this topic, as discussed in the Results section. 

Although this research has grown rapidly globally, the analysis revealed a significant geographical imbalance in research 

contributions, with a predominance of publications from Western countries, particularly the United States and Europe. 

This finding emphasizes the need to improve the representativeness and diversity of perspectives in the study of job 

meaningfulness and job satisfaction in the public sector, especially by encouraging greater contributions from researchers 

in Asia, as highlighted in the geographical analysis in the Results section. In addition, bibliometric analysis revealed 

research gaps and opportunities for further exploration. While research has identified a positive relationship between the 

meaningfulness of work and job satisfaction, the underlying mechanisms and contextual factors that moderate this 

relationship still require deeper understanding. Future research should explore the role of variables such as job 

characteristics, leadership, and organizational culture in shaping perceptions of job meaningfulness and job satisfaction 

among public sector employees. The implication of this fact was that there are limitations of research designs primarily 

comprised of cross-sectional studies and quantitative methodologies (which are outlined in the document type analysis 

shown in Results) and it requires longitudinal studies and mixed-methods approaches to provide more comprehensive 

information on the temporal interplays of work meaningfulness and job satisfaction. 

This study's co-occurrence analysis and thematic mapping results shed light on important trends and intellectual 

frameworks on work meaningfulness and job satisfaction in the public sector. The organizational and individual themes 

that explain the two primary clusters of meaning demonstrate support for the multidimensionality of meaningfulness and 

job satisfaction and the importance of assessing contextual and dispositional explanations in the study of these 

phenomena. These results are consistent with theoretical models in the literature, for example the Job Characteristics 

Model (Hackman & Oldham, 1976) and Person-Environment Fit Theory (Edwards et al., 1998), which highlight the 

importance of the interplay between job and individual attributes in determining meaningful and satisfying work 

experiences. The position of work meaningfulness as an emerging theme in the research landscape while job satisfaction 

remains an established and widely researched theme reflects the potential of work meaningfulness as an important 

predictor of job satisfaction and other employee outcomes. These findings support the theoretical argument that work 

meaningfulness is the most important intrinsic aspect of job satisfaction (Chalofsky 2003) and a core component of 

employee well-being (Steger et al. 2012). However, the nature of the causal relationship between work meaningfulness 

and job satisfaction requires further investigation given the limitations of the existing research design. 

Beyond these empirical patterns, it is essential to interpret how these findings extend the theoretical development of 

meaningful work and job satisfaction. This study advances the conceptual understanding of these constructs by integrating 

insights into classical and contemporary theoretical traditions. The bibliometric evidence reveals that modern scholarship 

continues to validate the motivational logic of Herzberg et al. (1959), Hackman & Oldham (1976), and Edwards et al. 

(1998), while enriching it with perspectives that emphasize meaning construction and value alignment. As Rosso et al. 

(2010) argue, meaningful work arises from the dynamic interplay between personal values, task design, and social 

purpose—dimensions increasingly mirrored in public administration research. Meta-analytic findings by Allan et al. 

(2019) confirm that meaningful work functions as a proximal predictor of job satisfaction and well-being; however, its 

mechanisms depend on contextual and organizational factors. Lysova et al. (2019) further demonstrate that organizational 

cultures fostering autonomy, purpose, and trust amplify this connection, indicating a shift from static to relational models 

of meaning at work. Consistent with Wright & Pandey (2011) and Kim (2012), these insights underscore that, within 

public employment, meaningful work operates through a dual pathway of intrinsic motivation and person–organization 

value congruence. Therefore, this study advances the literature by integrating these dispersed perspectives into a coherent 

framework that shows how theories of job design, public service motivation, and value-based alignment converge in 

shaping the meaningfulness–satisfaction nexus over time. 

While the theoretical integration above consolidates the conceptual foundations of meaningful work and job satisfaction, 

it is equally important to acknowledge the contextual heterogeneity that shapes how these constructs are experienced 
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across the employment sectors. The relationship between meaningful work and job satisfaction should be interpreted 

within the differing institutional logics of public and private organizations. Classic motivational distinctions outlined by 

Perry & Wise (1990) explain that public employees are primarily driven by prosocial and altruistic motives, such as 

serving the public interest and advancing collective welfare, rather than extrinsic economic rewards. This orientation 

contrasts with that of private sector employees, whose motivation is more closely tied to material incentives and 

performance-based outcomes (Buelens & Broeck, 2007). Empirical findings further demonstrate that public servants tend 

to prioritize intrinsic values, such as responsibility, self-development, and work–life balance, over financial 

compensation, reflecting a conscious choice for stability and social contribution. More recent research adds that 

leadership in public organizations can amplify these intrinsic motives by articulating a clear mission and reinforcing 

public service values, thereby increasing employees’ sense of purpose and mission valence (Wright et al., 2012). These 

contextual distinctions suggest that meaningfulness and satisfaction in public employment are deeply intertwined with 

institutional missions, ethical commitment, and leadership-driven goal clarity, which fundamentally differ from the 

performance-oriented paradigms typical of private organizations. 

Building on the distinctions between public and private employment, the post-pandemic era has accelerated a profound 

transformation in how public employees perceive meaning and satisfaction in their work. The rapid digital transformation 

of public administration has introduced new models of interaction, service delivery, and organizational culture (Mergel 

et al., 2019). These developments have compelled public servants to redefine their sense of purpose and contribution in 

technologically mediated environments. The adoption of digital tools has not only altered bureaucratic procedures, but 

also reshaped relationships between employees, citizens, and institutions, emphasizing responsiveness, transparency, and 

continuous adaptation. In such evolving environments, individual motivation increasingly depends on the alignment 

between personal values and organizational purposes. As Kim (2012) highlighted, public service motivation acts as a 

psychological bridge linking employees’ value congruence with positive work attitudes. When digital transformation 

initiatives are designed around intrinsic motivessuch as service, self-development, and civic duty, they enhance perceived 

meaningfulness and sustain higher levels of job satisfaction. This shift suggests that digital-era governance should be 

viewed not merely as technological modernization but as a human-centered transformation grounded in purpose, ethics, 

and engagement as the pillars of employee well-being. 

The findings of this study have significant theoretical and practical implications for the development of human resource 

management knowledge and practices in the public sector. Theoretically, the results of this study contribute to a more 

comprehensive understanding of the dynamics of job meaningfulness and job satisfaction in the public sector by 

strengthening the conceptual relationship between the two constructs (Michaelson, 2011; Steger et al., 2012). The 

identification of organizational and individual factors that influence meaningfulness and job satisfaction also provides a 

strong foundation for the development of theoretical models that explain the antecedents and consequences of meaningful 

and satisfying work experience in the public sector. (Steijn & van der Voet, 2019; Tummers & Knies, 2013).. 

Practically, the findings of this study highlight the importance of public sector organizations placing a higher priority on 

strategies that encourage employees’ perceptions of meaning and purpose. Various interventions exist, such as job 

redesign to increase task significance (Grant, 2008), alignment of individual and organizational values (Paarlberg & 

Perry, 2007), and leadership practices that empower and inspire (Wright et al., 2012). (Wright et al., 2012)) can be 

considered to increase the meaningfulness of work and job satisfaction. Furthermore, by comprehending the contextual 

and dispositional factors that influence meaningfulness and job satisfaction, organizations can develop more targeted and 

individualized strategies to enhance employees' diverse work experiences (Buelens & Broeck, 2007).  

Conclusion 

This bibliometric analysis presents a comprehensive examination of the evolution and research landscape pertaining to 

meaningfulness and job satisfaction within the public sector over the past five decades. By integrating findings from 

various bibliometric analyses, including descriptive, network, and factorial analyses, this study provides deep insights 

into the dynamics, patterns, and structure of knowledge underlying this area of research. 

The results show exponential growth in publications related to work meaningfulness and job satisfaction in the public 

sector, reflecting the growing recognition of the importance of this topic. The shift in research focus from general job 

satisfaction to the role of work meaningfulness as a key antecedent of job satisfaction and employee well-being indicates 

the need to develop a more sophisticated and holistic understanding. However, the analysis also revealed a geographical 

imbalance in research contributions, with a predominance of publications from Western countries as well as research 
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gaps in terms of the underlying mechanisms and contextual factors that moderate the relationship between job 

meaningfulness and job satisfaction. 

Conceptual structure mapping revealed two major theme clusters - organizational and individual–confirming the 

multidimensional nature of meaningfulness and job satisfaction. These findings align with existing theoretical models 

and support the argument that work meaningfulness is the most important intrinsic aspect of job satisfaction and a core 

component of employee well-being. However, the causal relationship between work meaningfulness and job satisfaction 

requires further investigation. 

The theoretical implications of this study include contributing to a more comprehensive understanding of the dynamics 

of job meaningfulness and job satisfaction in the public sector context as well as a stronger foundation for the development 

of theoretical models. Practically, the findings highlight the importance of implementing strategies that promote employee 

perceptions of meaning and purpose, such as job redesign, value alignment, and empowering leadership practices. 

This study highlights the need for strong collaborations between academics, practitioners, and government officials to 

further research and practical discourse around work meaningfulness and job satisfaction in public sector organizations. 

With insights gained from this investigation, government organizations can take a data-driven approach to their initiatives, 

designing personnel work environments that are challenging and rewarding, enhancing individual employee well-being 

and productivity, as well as the quality of public services rendered. It is thus expected that future studies will uncover 

more facets of the meaningfulness of work, job satisfaction, and the process by which an individual makes sense of their 

job in the framework of the public sector, advancing theories and practices of human resource management alike. 

Limitation of the Study 

Although this research provides useful information, it is important to recognize the limitations. This use of a database 

may not include all literature relevant to the discussion, and bibliometric analysis cannot completely subsume the 

subtleties of a conceptual debate. In addition, it is difficult to infer causal relationships from the data. However, this 

research lays solid ground for future investigations. Future research should employ longitudinal methods, mixed-methods, 

check if organizational and individual variables moderate outcomes, and become more inclusive and geographically 

diverse. 
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