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andré alvinzi (b. 1984) is a sociologist at Örebro 
university. This book is his doctoral thesis.

This thesis takes a sociological view on the ‘meaning 
of work’. More specifically, it addresses the following 
question: What facilitates and con-strains manual and 
professional employees’ work-related experiences of 
meaningfulness and meaninglessness in the workplace 

(situational meanings) and in life itself (existential meanings)? To explore this 
question, the author integrates phenomenological and sociological insights 
about meaning, action, lived experience, and wage labor.

Key findings: manual and professional employees’ work experiences of 
meaning are double edged and complex. Both manual and professional em-
ployees find working life existentially meaningful for its broader life struc-
turing functions in life in terms of providing stable sources for socializing, 
routines and habits for everyday life. At the same time, they may experience 
meaninglessness in work situations. Furthermore, the wage is the key reason 
for being at work in the first place. Professional and manual employees value 
their wage because whether they like it or not, they need it in order to make a 
basic living and beyond. Thus, work experiences of meaning are initially and 
fundamentally related to doing in the sphere of economic necessity. At the level 
of the self at work, the experience of being at work is characterized by adap-
ting to and performing work roles that may not correspond with employees’ 
more authentic self-conceptions. To make work experiences more tolerable, 
doable and/or meaningful than otherwise, employees across occupations find 
it necessary to leave their more authentic selves behind.

Regarding work-related sources of meaninglessness, employees across 
occupations experience that they and managers operate in different organi-
zational realities. They tend to perceive that managers do not understand 
their work situations and what is realistic to achieve in them. Managerial 
dictates of how to perform work in predetermined ways may be experienced 
as contraproductive for doing a good job. When put into practice, subordinates 
tend to experience such top-down impositions and micromanagement as un-
reasonable and a key contributor to experiences of meaninglessness at work. 

Overall, the findings of this thesis raise novel questions about authentic 
and inauthentic selves at work, temporality, alienation, workplace democracy, 
and their relation to experiences of meaning in working life.
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