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ABSTRACT
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Work Orientations and Economics
A growing body of research in economics shows that workers care about more than 

just pay, often seeking social status, career mobility, or meaningful work. This chapter 

introduces the work orientations framework—a concept from psychology—as a unifying 

lens for understanding these motivations. Work orientations capture individuals’ core 

beliefs about the role of work: earning a living (“paycheck”), achieving recognition and 

advancement (“career”), or finding fulfillment (“calling”). These orientations are not 

mutually exclusive, and many people hold a mix that shapes their workplace behavior. 

Economists have long examined financial incentives, alignment with an organization’s 

mission, and career ambitions, but these strands remain fragmented. Integrating them 

within the work orientations framework broadens standard economic models, offers a 

richer view of labor supply and effort, and suggests new priorities for data collection, 

measurement, and theory development. The chapter reviews current evidence and outlines 

avenues for future empirical and conceptual research.
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1. Introduc=on 

Standard labor economics has long assumed that people work primarily to earn income, 

viewing labor effort as a disuClity traded off against leisure. In the (neo-)classical framework, labor 

supply reflects the trade-off between the uClity of income and the uClity of leisure foregone, 

implying that effort is merely a means to an end (Cassar & Meier, 2018; Spencer, 2015). Labor 

supply, therefore, depends on the tradeoff between the uClity of income and the uClity of leisure, 

which individuals give up when working. This “work-as-pain” viewpoint prescribes a simple 

soluCon for managers – they can moCvate workers using the appropriate wage levels.  

However, a growing body of theoreCcal and empirical work in behavioral and labor 

economics has challenged this viewpoint, suggesCng that non-monetary moCvaCons for working 

ma\er (e.g., Ariely, Kamenica, & Prelec, 2008; Camerer & Malmendier, 2007; Cassar & Meier, 

2018; Chadi, Jeworrek, & MerCns, 2016; Delfgaauw & Dur, 2008; Heyes, 2005; Kosfeld, 

Neckermann, & Yang, 2017).  

This chapter contributes to this body of work by suggesCng that people’s moCvaCons for 

working can be understood by looking at their work orientaCons. Work orientaCons—

conceptualized as “job,” “career,” or “calling”—capture stable beliefs about the role of work in life 

and provide an organizing lens for integraCng heterogeneous worker moCvaCons into economic 

models. These orientaCons help explain why people value different aspects of work and can 

enrich exisCng economic models. Proposed by Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, and Tipton 

(1985) and operaConalized empirically by Wrzesniewski, McCauley, Rozin, and Schwartz (1997), 
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work orientaCons comprise three dimensions: job, career, and calling. 1,2 Individuals with a job 

orientaCon view work as a way to earn a living, nothing more than that. Furthermore, the career-

moCvated view their work as a way to get social recogniCon, promoCons, and advancement in 

their profession. In contrast, the calling-oriented view their work as an end in itself and a 

beckoning to work that is morally, socially, or personally important or fulfilling (Rosso et al., 2010).  

The calling-oriented are typically engaged in acCviCes that seek to make the world a be\er place 

and contribute to society, in addiCon to viewing work as a source of fulfillment (Rosso et al., 2010; 

Wrzesniewski et al., 1997). What people are called to do may or may not be pleasurable or 

challenging (Wrzesniewski et al., 1997).3  

While the economics literature has not specifically examined work orientaCons, several 

prominent theoreCcal models have explored non-monetary moCvaCons for working. For 

example, the preferences for meaning framework (Cassar & Meier, 2018) suggests that 

individuals derive utility not only from wages but also from the intrinsic meaning of their work, 

 
1 The idea that people have different work orienta2ons goes back to Goldthorpe et al.’s The Affluent Worker: Industrial 
A5tudes and Behaviour (1968). Based on interviews with manual workers in Britain in the 1960s, they proposed 
three types of work orienta2on: instrumental (= job orienta2on, workers view their work as a means to an economic 
end), bureaucra2c (= career orienta2on, workers view their work as a career, associated with social status and 
promo2on), and solidaris2c (= work as a group ac2vity, including social interac2on and intrinsic rewards; work 
sa2sfies workers’ need for relatedness). The instrumental and bureaucra2c work orienta2ons correspond closely to 
Bellah et al.’s “job” and “career” orienta2ons, respec2vely. The solidaris2c orienta2on focuses more on group iden2ty 
and relatedness. Goldthorpe et al. (1968) did not consider these orienta2ons to be mutually exclusive: “[…] these 
three orienta2ons to work are not intended to stand in total contrast to each other: the point that all work ac2vity, 
in industrial society at least, tends to have a basically instrumental component is fully accepted.” (p. 41). I am grateful 
to Duncan Gallie for poin2ng me to this important work.  
2 Bellah et al. (1985) introduced the concept of work orienta2ons in terms of job, career, and calling in a chapter 
2tled “Finding Oneself” which discussed how Americans define themselves through work. Work that is a job is about 
“economic success, security, and all that money can buy” (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, & Tipton, 2008, p. 66). 
Furthermore, the “self” for whom work is a career looks not just for economic success, but also pres2ge, social status, 
and power. Finally, for those with a calling orienta2on, work is an indivisible and moral part of their life, it is about 
performing meaningful and valuable ac2vi2es for the benefit of the larger community and does not serve personal 
self-interest (Bellah et al., 2008). 
3 A calling can be linked to enjoyment, but it doesn’t have to be. It is more clearly 2ed to a sense of fulfillment.  
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which is based on the organization’s mission, as well as workers’ ability to achieve competence, 

autonomy, and relatedness. This framework assumes that workers have different preferences 

for meaning. Consequently, workers with strong preferences for meaning will accept lower 

wages in exchange for meaningful jobs. Yet, not all workers search for meaning, and the same job 

characterisCcs may ma\er differently to individuals, implying that there are substanCal 

heterogeneiCes in people’s preferences for meaning (De Schouwer et al., 2023). At the same Cme, 

the causes and consequences of these heterogeneiCes remain unclear (Cassar & Meier, 2018). 

 One key difference between the preferences for meaning and work orientaCons 

frameworks lies in the understanding of worker moCvaCon. The preferences for meaning 

framework categorizes individuals as having stronger or weaker preferences for meaningful work, 

typically treaCng wages and meaning as trade-offs (e.g., Kesternich et al., 2021), even though the 

original theory allows for the possibility that they can be complements (Cassar & Meier, 2018). 

However, the preferences for meaning framework does not account for having a career 

orientaCon.   

In this sense, the work orientaCons framework is broader than the 

preferences-for-meaning model, as it recognizes that individuals may relate to their work in 

mulCple ways and that career consideraCons are also important.  For instance, a truck driver 

might view working primarily as a source of income, but also idenCfy with the work and believe 

that their line of work is central to who they are as a person because of a family tradiCon or a 

belief in the social value of transporCng goods. In this case, both higher pay and a sense of 

purpose could moCvate effort. Similarly, a worker may view their work as a stepping stone in 
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achieving social status, while also seeing the broader job as meaningful. The work orientaCons 

framework then offers a more comprehensive and flexible view of how people approach working.  

But is the work orientaCons framework a meaningful addiCon to economics or merely a 

cosmeCc addendum? I argue that the work orientaCons framework can be a unifying factor 

bringing together disconnected strands of literature related to preferences for meaning (Cassar 

& Meier, 2018) and career concerns (e.g., Dewatripont et al., 1999a, 1999b). IntegraCng career 

orientaCons into the preferences for meaning framework can offer useful insights for economists, 

explaining, for example, why workers with both strong career and meaning preferences exert the 

highest effort and may accept low wages for meaningful work or work that offers promoCon 

possibiliCes, for example. Empirical evidence shows that work orientaCons explain a non-trivial 

share of the variaCon in labor market aptudes (Nikolova, 2024) and job quipng behavior 

(Nikolova & De Wit, 2025), even aAer accounCng for job saCsfacCon and personality traits. This 

so far limited evidence suggests that work orientaCons ma\er and should receive further 

a\enCon by economists.     

2. What are work orienta=ons? 

2.1. Measuring work orienta=ons 

Work orientaCons are the deeply-held beliefs about the role of work in people’s lives and 

their main moCvaCon for working. Wrzesniewski et al. (1997) introduced the concept into 

psychology and measured three orientaCons—job, career, and calling—using an 18-item 

quesConnaire administered to a sample of 196 non-faculty university employees. The original 

scale was later shortened to ten items (Dekas and Baker 2014; Jiang and Wrzesniewski 2023), and 

the true/false format was replaced with a five- or seven-point Likert scale (see Table 2). In addiCon 
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to the items, Wrzesniewski et al. (1997) presented respondents with three vigne\es, each 

illustraCng one orientaCon (Table 1). ParCcipants rated how closely each vigne\e described them, 

from “very much like me” (scored as 3) to “not at all like me” (scored as 0). 

There are several ways to construct measures of work orientaCons based on the items 

and vigne\es. In the original study, Wrzesniewski et al. (1997) classified respondents into three 

mutually exclusive categories based on the highest score they received on the vigne\es. 

Wrzesniewski et al. (1997) showed that roughly a third of respondents aligned primarily with each 

of the three orientaCons, forming the basis of the triparCte model of work orientaCons.4   

Another way to construct work orientaCons measures from the collected survey data is to 

use Principal Component Analysis (PCA) to construct three indices of job, career, and calling 

orientaCons using the items in Table 2. Workers can then be classified into mutually exclusive 

categories based on the highest score they receive on either the job, career, or calling index, as in 

Nikolova (2024). This approach does not allow for the coexistence of work orientaCons.  

Nikolova and De Wit (2025) offer an alternaCve way of measuring work orientaCons based 

on the items in Table 2. They use PCA to construct work orientaCons as conCnuous indices rather 

than categorizing respondents into mutually exclusive categories.5 This approach allows workers 

to have coexisCng work orientaCons. The regression analyses then explore the associaCon 

between each of the work orientaCons while holding constant the other two orientaCons. 

 
4 Wrzesniewski et al. (1997) showed within the same occupa2on—administra2ve assistants (n=24)—roughly a third 
iden2fied with each dimension thus reflec2ng the distribu2on of the overall sample. Subsequent studies among 
university students (Gandal et al., 2005), accoun2ng professionals in China (Lan, et al., 2013), and IT project managers 
(McKevih et al., 2017) also found meaningful varia2on in work orienta2ons within a single profession, sugges2ng 
that work orienta2ons do not just simply depend on occupa2on. 
5 Nikolova and De Wit (2025) exclude the “I am eager to re2re” item from Table 2 because it is unclear how 
respondents at the beginning of their career answer such a ques2on.  
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Furthermore, Nikolova and De Wit (2025) also provide results with archetypal analysis, which 

offers a way to construct overlapping work orientaCons by idenCfying “pure types” or idealized 

profiles of work orientaCons. Unlike cluster analysis, archetypal analysis does not assign 

respondents to mutually exclusive categories; instead, each individual is represented as a 

weighted combinaCon of archetypes (Cutler & Breiman, 1994; Eugster & Leisch, 2009). 

Archetypal analysis allows for a configuraConal understanding of work orientaCons, reflecCng the 

possibility that people can simultaneously idenCfy with mulCple orientaCons to varying degrees.  

Table 1: Work orientaCons vigne\es 

Category A people work primarily enough to earn enough money to support their lives outside 

of their jobs.  If they were financially secure, they would no longer conCnue with their current 

line of work, but would really rather do something else instead.  To these people, their jobs are 

basically a necessity of life, a lot like breathing or sleeping.  They oAen wish the Cme would 

pass more quickly at work.  They greatly anCcipate weekends and vacaCons.  If these people 

lived their lives over again, they probably would not go into the same line of work.  They would 

not encourage their friends and children to enter their line of work.  Category A people are very 

eager to reCre. 

Category B people basically enjoy their work, but do not expect to be in their current jobs five 

years from now.  Instead, they plan to move on to be\er, higher level jobs.  They have several 

goals for their futures pertaining to the posiCons they would eventually like to hold.  SomeCmes 

their work seems a waste of Cme, but they know that they must do sufficiently well in their 

current posiCons in order to move on.  Category B people can’t wait to get a promoCon.  For 

them, a promoCon means recogniCon of their good work, and is a sign of their success in 

compeCCon with coworkers. 

For Category C people, work is one of the most important parts of life.  They are very pleased 

that they are in their line of work.  Because what they do for a living is a vital part of who they 

are, it is one of the first things they tell people about themselves.  They tend to take their work 

home with them and on vacaCons, too.  The majority of their friends are from their places of 

employment, and they belong to several organizaCons and clubs relaCng to their work.  They 

feel good about their work because they love it, and because they think it makes the world a 

be\er place.  They would encourage their friends and children to enter their line of work.  

Category C people would be pre\y upset if they were forced to stop working, and they are not 

parCcularly looking forward to reCrement. 

Source: Wrzesniewski et al. (1997) 
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Table 2: Work orientaCons items in Nikolova (2024), based on Wrzesniewski et al. (1997) 

Q1 I enjoy talking about my work with others  

Q2 My work is one of the most important things in my life  

Q3 My main reason for working is financial: to support my family and lifestyle 

Q4 I am eager to reCre 

Q5 If I was financially independent, I would conCnue my current work even if I wasn’t 

gepng paid for it   

Q6 My work makes the world a be\er place 

Q7 I would choose my current line of work again if I had the chance  

Q8 I expect to be in a higher-level job in five years 

Q9 I view my job as a stepping stone to other jobs  

 Q10 I expect to be doing the same work in five years 

Source: Wrzesniewski et al. (1997) 

There is a debate in the literature on the number of relevant work orientaCons. Schabram 

et al. (2023) criCque the idea of three mutually exclusive work orientaCons and propose a more 

flexible framework in which job and calling are opposites of the same dimension, while career 

orientaCon funcCons as an independent dimension. This framework results in four disCnct work 

orientaCon profiles. The job-oriented profile (low calling, low career) includes individuals who 

view work primarily as a means of financial security and stability, prioriCzing predictability over 

growth or purpose. The career-oriented profile (low calling, high career) consists of those focused 

on personal success and upward mobility, without viewing work as a calling. The calling-oriented 

profile (high calling, low career) represents individuals who are deeply commi\ed to experiencing 

meaningful work but do not emphasize career advancement, such as social workers, teachers, 

and nurses who prioriCze purpose over presCge. Finally, the hybrid profile (high calling, high 

career) includes individuals who find their work intrinsically meaningful while also striving for 

professional growth and achievement. This revised typology challenges the tradiConal triparCte 

model (job, career, calling) by demonstraCng that career ambiCon and a sense of calling can 
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coexist rather than being mutually exclusive. Yet, this typology does not allow for the coexistence 

of job and calling orientaCons, which may be problemaCc.  

Using cross-secConal data from over 2,000 working individuals in the Dutch LISS panel 

collected in April/May 2023, Nikolova (2024) finds support for the triparCte model of work 

orientaCons, based on the 10-item scale from Wrzesniewski. According to Nikolova (2024),6  the 

job and the calling orientaCon index load onto separate dimensions, with a moderate correlaCon 

of 0.39. In the sample of 1,747 workers who do not expect involuntary unemployment in Nikolova 

and De Wit (2025), the correlaCon between the job and calling orientaCon is 0.30. These low 

correlaCons between the job and calling orientaCons imply that these orientaCons are not simply 

opposite ends of a single conCnuum, but rather represent disCnct constructs. By contrast, Jiang 

& Wrzesniewski (2023) treat calling and job orientaCons as opposite poles of the same underlying 

dimension. However, Jiang & Wrzesniewski (2023) focused on unemployed individuals and 

excluded two items that capture the job orientaCon (Q4 and Q5 in Table 2). This raises an 

important empirical quesCon about whether the job and calling orientaCons are best seen as 

separate or as opposites of the same construct.   

 In addiCon, Willner, Lipshits-Braziler, and GaC (2020) propose a 5-dimensional model of 

work orientaCons, whereby, in addiCon to the job, career, and calling orientaCons, they find 

evidence for the existence of two other dimensions: social embeddedness and busyness. The 

social embeddedness orientaCon, which is similar to relatedness from Self-DeterminaCon Theory 

(Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2017), reflects the desire for belonging and connecCon at work, 

 
6 Nikolova (2024), which is the only study to date in economics that has used work orienta2ons the way psychologists 
conceptualize them, also measured work orienta2ons using the vignehes from Wrzesniewski et al. (1997), but 
reports that these yielded very noisy and inconsistent results.  
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emphasizing relaConships and feeling part of a group, while the busyness orientaCon represents 

working primarily to fill Cme, avoid boredom, and maintain a sense of acCvity. Future research 

should prioriCze understanding whether social embeddedness and busyness are indeed 

addiConal work orientaCons and how they interact with the job, career, and calling orientaCons, 

and whether and how they ma\er for labor market outcomes.  

While valuable, psychological studies on work orientaCons oAen rely on small, non-

representaCve samples, making it difficult to draw broad conclusions. As a result, many quesCons 

about the validity, reliability, and development of work orientaCons remain unanswered. In 

parCcular, the relaCve influence of social and geneCc factors, the impact of the work 

environment, the long-term stability of work orientaCons in large representaCve samples, and 

their cross-cultural comparability have yet to be systemaCcally studied. For example, it is not yet 

fully understood whether and how work orientaCons change over the life course.7 While 

Wrzesniewski (1999) shows that work orientaCons are stable over a short period of six months, 

in a seven-year longitudinal study of amateur musicians, Dobrow (2013) found that calling levels 

declined over Cme, even among those who iniCally reported strong callings. Similarly, Zhang, 

Hirschi, and You (2021) observed changes in calling during the transiCon from university to work 

among Chinese students. Most students began with a high calling, but for the majority, it declined 

over Cme. Overall, work orientaCons tend to be “sCcky” once formed but can change at pivotal 

moments (Schabram et al., 2023).  

 
7 Cotofan et al. (2023) show evidence on the stability of work values by documen2ng long-term trends in preferences 
for meaning, career advancement, and income using repeated cross-sec2onal data from the United States between 
1973 and 2004. They present results by age group and survey year, illustra2ng how these preferences vary across 
cohorts and over 2me. The young tend to rank income and promo2ons higher and meaning lower than older 
respondents. I thank Robert Dur for poin2ng me to this fact.  
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2.2. Dis=nguishing work orienta=ons from related concepts 

The psychology literature clearly disCnguishes between meaning in work (i.e., work 

meaningfulness) and meaning of work (i.e., the role of work in people’s lives) (Willner et al., 

2020). The meaning of work has three aspects (Roberson, 1990): work values, work centrality, 

and work orientaCons. Work values are the desired outcomes of work—what individuals seek to 

achieve through their jobs, such as high income, job security, or autonomy (Rosso, Dekas, & 

Wrzesniewski, 2010). Therefore, work values influence the self-selecCon into parCcular types of 

jobs, while work orientaCons are about how someone thinks about work in general and what 

determines their moCvaCon for working in the first place. Furthermore, extrinsic work values (i.e., 

valuing pay, promoCons, and benefits) do not need to fully overlap with the job and career 

orientaCons, and likewise, intrinsic work values (e.g., valuing autonomy or work that allows for 

socializaCon) do not need to coexist with having a calling orientaCon. An example of this would 

be the leader of a non-profit organizaCon who sees their work as a calling but may negoCate a 

high salary, a permanent contract, and work benefits because they believe that their experCse is 

unique or valuable and deserves financial recogniCon. Having a strong job orientaCon may also 

coincide with intrinsic job values – for example, someone may view work as a means to earn 

money but sCll value autonomy and working with others.  

Work values are typically elicited in surveys by asking people about the importance of job 

security, high income, advancement opportuniCes, having an interesCng job, doing work that 

allows people to help others, or is useful to society. Individuals may have both extrinsic and 

intrinsic work values at the same Cme, but one type may be more dominant depending on 

personal preferences and cultural influences. Sociological and economic research has oAen 
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referred to work values as work orientaCons (Clark, 1997, 2010; Clark & Kozák, 2023; Gallie, 2019; 

Kalleberg & Marsden, 2013, 2019; Zou, 2015). A more accurate term for work values is therefore 

job preferences, as used in Gallie, Felstead, and Green (2012), as this term accurately reflects the 

noCon of desired outcomes of work.  

Work centrality reflects the relaCve importance of work in a person's life compared to 

other acCviCes and domains (e.g., family, leisure, religion). For people with high work centrality, 

work is a crucial part of their idenCty and a source of meaning. Research on work centrality has 

studied whether people would conCnue working even if they were financially independent. It is 

typically measured using survey items, such as: “I would enjoy having a job even if I did not need 

the money,” and “A job is just a way of earning money – no more.” Unlike psychological studies 

that frame work orientaCons as deeply held beliefs about the meaning of work, sociological 

research oAen uses the terms “work orientaCons” and “work centrality” synonymously (Haller, 

Klösch, & Hadler, 2023). Yet, work centrality is about the extent to which work is prioriCzed 

relaCve to other life domains such as family or religion.  Work orientaCons, which are disCnct 

from both work centrality and work values, concern how individuals define the meaning of work 

itself—whether they see it primarily as a job (a means to earn money), a career (a path to 

success), or a calling (a source of purpose and fulfillment) (Wrzesniewski et al., 1997). Work 

orientaCons are therefore broader than work centrality. Work orientaCons are about why work 

ma\ers and what meaning it holds, while work centrality is about how much work ma\ers in 

someone’s life rela-ve to other life domains (e.g., religion, family, volunteer acCviCes). For 

example, a social worker may view their daily job as a calling, but sCll find their family the most 

important source of meaning in their life. Conversely, a CEO may have high work centrality, but 
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have a high career and not a calling orientaCon, seeking work as a way to achieve social status. It 

may also be possible to have a high work centrality, because of cultural or social expectaCons, 

where work is viewed as a moral duty (reflecCng a strong work ethic), but sCll view work as a 

means to earning money.  

The parCal conceptual overlap between work values, work orientaCons, and work 

centrality makes it challenging to clearly disCnguish them. In addiCon, measures of work 

centrality, from the InternaConal Social Survey Programme (ISSP) Work OrientaCons module, 

fielded in 1989, 1997, 2005, and 2015, such as “A job is just a way of earning money – no more” 

and “I would enjoy having a paid job even if I did not need the money” directly correspond to two 

of the items comprising the job and calling orientaCons, respecCvely, from the Wrzesniewski et 

al. (1997) scale (see Table 2). This becomes empirically tricky if individuals score high on both 

work centrality and calling orientaCon measures, but idenCfy predominantly with a career 

orientaCon. In addiCon, the ISSP has a work values module asking respondents to rate the 

importance of having a job that offers “Good opportuniCes for advancement,” which is arguably 

related to the career orientaCon, which again muddies the concepts of work values and work 

orientaCons.  

In addiCon, work orientaCons are disCnct from the concept of “work ethic.” As Congleton 

(1991) explains, an internal work ethic involves a moral commitment to work for its own sake—

an internalized norm that may be transmi\ed from parents to children and leads people to supply 

more effort regardless of extrinsic rewards. In contrast, work orientaCons reflect personal beliefs 

about what work is for, i.e., what its broader purpose in a person’s life is: income, status, or 
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meaning. A job-oriented worker may have a strong work ethic, while a calling-oriented worker 

may work hard not out of duty, but because the work is personally fulfilling.  

A final disCncCon I explore is between work meaningfulness (experiencing tasks and work 

as personally fulfilling or socially purposeful) and having a calling orientaCon (having the deeply-

rooted belief that work is morally, personally, or socially significant). Some individuals may 

primarily idenCfy with a calling orientaCon but sCll encounter tasks that feel less meaningful 

within their work. For example, a teacher who finds educaCng students a calling may feel that 

administraCve paperwork is meaningless. However, this does not necessarily mean their overall 

work orientaCon shiAs—rather, the meaningfulness of specific tasks varies. In addiCon, a NASA 

scienCst and a janitor can both find their tasks meaningful in terms of helping put a man on the 

moon (Carton, 2018), but they may have different work orientaCons. Yet, currently, the well-

known scale for measuring work meaningfulness, the WAMI (Steger, Dik, & Duffy, 2012), contains 

the item “I know my work makes a posiCve difference in the world” that seems very similar to the 

calling item in the work orientaCons scale by Wrzesniewski “My work makes the world a be\er 

place,” which are empirically and conceptually very similar. Nikolova (2024) reports a correlaCon 

of 0.44 between the calling orientaCon index and the WAMI scale, suggesCng some, though not 

a full, overlap. Nikolova and De Wit (2025) report a 0.59 correlaCon between a binary WAMI 

indicator and the calling orientaCon.  

Given these ambiguiCes, there is an urgent need to further refine the disCncCons between 

work values, orientaCons, work ethic, and centrality to ensure that empirical studies accurately 

capture individuals' perspecCves on work and the meaningfulness they experience from work.  

3. Work orienta=ons and economics 
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Work orientaCons, conceptualized as the long-term views on work as a job, career, and 

calling, do not feature in the economics literature beyond Nikolova (2024) and Nikolova and De 

Wit (2025). This chapter argues that they should. Several exisCng conceptual frameworks in 

economics can serve as a basis, starCng with classical and neoclassical economics, the preferences 

for meaning framework, idenCty uClity theory, models of career concerns, and tournament 

theory. At their core, these theories make different assumpCons about people’s work 

moCvaCons, which have implicaCons for the labor supply and effort that workers put in, and the 

opCmal incenCve schemes.  

3.1. Work as a disu=lity  

According to Spencer (2014), mainstream economics sees work as a disuClity for three key 

reasons. First, classical economists like Adam Smith and Jeremy Bentham saw work as an 

inherently painful economic necessity — something people endure only to earn a wage. Smith 

called work ‘toil and trouble,’ while Bentham described it as ‘pain.’ 8 Second, work reduces leisure 

Cme, a view emphasized in neoclassical economics, where work is a trade-off against leisure. 

Third, tradiConal economic models assume that workers naturally try to avoid work, i.e., they are 

"shirking." To reduce workers' natural inclinaCon to shirk, firms pay efficiency wages, i.e., wages 

that exceed the marginal product of labor. This reduces the demand for labor and creates 

involuntary unemployment, which serves as a deterrent: if a worker is caught shirking and fired, 

 
8 Lazear (2018) argues that the idea that non-monetary aspects of work are important is spelled out in Adam Smith’s 
The Wealth of Na2ons (1776), Book I, Chapter X.  Smith outlines five key factors influencing wage differences across 
occupa2ons, laying the founda2on for compensa2ng wage differen2als theory. These factors are: agreeableness of 
the job (i.e., how pleasant or unpleasant it is), the difficulty and cost of learning the job (i.e., how much training or 
educa2on is required), the stability of employment (i.e., whether work is constant or subject to layoffs), the level of 
trust and responsibility involved, and the probability of success in the occupa2on. However, rather than explaining 
the non-monetary mo2va2ons for working, these factors primarily account for why wages differ across jobs, as Smith 
generally viewed labor as something people engage in out of necessity rather than intrinsic fulfillment. 
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finding a new job becomes more difficult in the presence of unemployment (Shapiro & SCglitz, 

1984).  

These perspecCves largely ignore the possibility that work can be more than a source of 

income and that workers can have non-monetary moCvaCons for working. TradiConal economic 

models, therefore, broadly assume that work is a “paycheck” (Farzin, 2009). Based on research in 

psychology and economics (Mantler et al., 2022; Nikolova, 2024; Wrzesniewski et al., 1997), work 

is primarily a disuClity for roughly a third of workers. They may dislike working for its own sake or 

simply value their leisure Cme more. For them, a job is mainly a means to earn a living and pay 

the bills, even though they may idenCfy with the career and calling orientaCons to some degree 

as well. However, it is sCll unclear whether these individuals should be labeled as “shirkers.” AAer 

all, they are fulfilling their job requirements and value non-working Cme.  

A growing body of research suggests that workers value their working condiCons and the 

social purpose of their organizaCon (Cassar & Meier, 2018). Furthermore, according to procedural 

uClity theory, individuals can derive saCsfacCon from the process of working in and of itself (Frey, 

Benz, & Stutzer, 2004). For example, the self-employed choose their career path over a more 

stable and secure career as an employee because they value procedural aspects of work, such as 

having autonomy and control over their work (Benz & Frey, 2008; Binder & Blankenberg, 2020). 

Furthermore, scienCsts and nonprofit workers oAen accept lower financial compensaCon in 

exchange for work that aligns with their intrinsic moCvaCon (Hamermesh, 2018; Leete, 2001; 

Preston, 1989; Stern, 2004). Furthermore, some workers accept a pay cut to engage in meaningful 

work (Bäker & Mechtel, 2018; Hu & Hirsh, 2017; Kesternich, Schumacher, Siflinger, & Schwarz, 

2021) or work for an employer offering corporate social responsibility (Burbano, 2016).  
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At the same Cme, not all workers search for meaning. For example, not all scienCsts want 

to contribute to science (Sauermann & Roach, 2014), not all self-employed individuals enjoy 

“being their own boss” (Binder & Blankenberg, 2020; Fuchs-Schündeln, 2009), and some 

individuals demand higher and not lower wages for engaging in meaningful work (De Schouwer 

et al., 2023; Kesternich et al., 2021). This suggests that there are substanCal heterogeneiCes in 

the beliefs that people have about the role of work in their lives. Studying work orientaCons could 

therefore be important to understanding these heterogeneiCes.  

3.2. Mission-based matching models 

Some models in economics explicitly model intrinsic moCvaCon, assuming that some 

workers have a calling (i.e., “dedicaCon to the job”), while others view their work as a job (Rebitzer 

& Taylor, 2011; Taylor, 2007). For example, Heyes (2005) assumes that individuals either have a 

vocaCon (i.e., a calling) or they do not, treaCng it as a binary state rather than a conCnuum. In his 

model, workers with a vocaCon are intrinsically moCvated to go above and beyond their 

contractual obligaCons, while non-vocaCon-driven workers provide only the required level of 

effort. Because vocaCon is unobservable to employers, wages act as a self-selecCon mechanism—

low wages deter non-vocaConal workers, ensuring that only those with a true calling enter the 

profession. This assumpCon underpins his argument that raising wages in vocaConal fields may 

a\ract the “wrong” type of workers (i.e., those without a true calling), ulCmately lowering overall 

workforce quality. 

Similarly, Besley and Ghatak (2005) argue that mission-driven organizaCons (e.g., 

nonprofits or public service organizaCons) funcCon best when workers’ moCvaCons align with 
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the organizaCon's mission. The authors show that when this alignment exists, organizaCons can 

rely less on monetary incenCves, as workers derive intrinsic moCvaCon from their work.  

Furthermore, Delfgaauw and Dur (2007, 2008) analyze how workers’ moCvaCon, firms’ 

hiring decisions, and incenCves interact. Their 2007 paper focuses on signaling and screening. 

Because firms cannot directly observe worker moCvaCon, they must design compensaCon 

schemes carefully. Higher wages a\ract more applicants but also more low-moCvated workers, 

creaCng a trade-off between filling vacancies and maintaining a moCvated workforce. Employers 

may intenConally offer lower wages to filter out less moCvated workers, even at the risk of leaving 

some posiCons unfilled.  

Delfgaauw and Dur (2008) analyze how public sector incenCves influence worker selecCon 

and moCvaCon, explaining why some civil servants are highly “dedicated” while others appear 

disengaged (i.e., “lazy”). Their model predicts that the public sector a\racts both dedicated 

workers, who accept lower pay for meaningful work, and lazy workers, who seek low-effort 

environments. To balance costs and producCvity, governments distort incenCves by offering 

weaker effort requirements and job security to lazy workers while demanding higher effort from 

moCvated ones. This creates a pay structure different from the private sector, where 

performance-based incenCves are more common. When effort is unverifiable, lazy workers may 

crowd out dedicated workers, leading to lower overall moCvaCon. As a result, public sector 

organizaCons must carefully design incenCve structures to retain dedicated employees without 

enabling disengagement among others. 

While these papers highlight the role of intrinsic moCvaCon (e.g., Delfgaauw & Dur, 2007), 

mission (e.g., Besley & Ghatak, 2005), and calling (e.g., Heyes, 2005), they do not explain the 
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sources of heterogeneity in intrinsic moCvaCon, nor do they consider other job characterisCcs 

beyond pay and a sense of calling or “dedicaCon” to the organizaConal mission. The preferences 

for meaning framework explicitly specifies the sources of heterogeneity by explaining that 

workers’ preferences for meaning depend on the following job characterisCcs: mission, 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Cassar & Meier, 2018).  

3.3. Iden=ty u=lity 

Another economic model that is related to work orientaCons is idenCty uClity theory. 

According to Bellah et al. (2008, p. 66), work is about how we define our sense of self, or as they 

put it, “What we ‘do’ oAen translates to what we ‘are.” This statement seems to link work 

orientaCons with idenCty uClity theory, though, as I argue below, the match between the two 

frameworks is far from perfect.  

Specifically, Akerlof & Kranton (2000, 2005) argue that idenCty, i.e., how workers see 

themselves in relaCon to their organizaCon, shapes workplace behavior and effort. Akerlof and 

Kranton (2005) classify workers into insiders (who internalize the organizaCon’s values) and 

outsiders (who see work as transacConal). According to their framework, organizaCons do not 

merely recruit workers who match their mission but acCvely shape workers’ idenCCes (e.g., 

military indoctrinaCon and corporate cultures). Employees who internalize the firm's mission 

require less extrinsic moCvaCon (lower wages, fewer incenCves), while those who do not (i.e., 

the outsiders) need stronger financial incenCves. The parallel with the work orientaCons 

framework is that job-oriented individuals are like outsiders, requiring high financial incenCves to 

exert effort. Calling-oriented individuals are more likely to internalize organizaConal idenCty, 

aligning with Akerlof & Kranton’s insider concept. 
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Yet, idenCty uClity cannot fully explain career orientaCons. Career-moCvated individuals 

are not simply insiders or outsiders; they work for status and social mobility, regardless of their 

mission alignment. Moreover, while Akerlof and Kranton's (2005) idenCty-based model shares 

similariCes with the mission-based sorCng framework (e.g., Besley & Ghatak, 2005), it assumes 

that firms acCvely shape worker idenCty over Cme. Akerlof and Kranton assert that firms "create" 

worker idenCCes, whereas the work orientaCons framework suggests that moCvaCons are largely 

disposiConal (exogenous). While Akerlof and Kranton emphasize the power of organizaCons to 

shape worker idenCCes, they consider the role of workers' iniCal moCvaCons. These iniCal 

moCvaCons affect how effecCvely an organizaCon can foster a sense of belonging and align 

workers with the firm’s mission. Consequently, both workers' iniCal moCvaCons and 

organizaConal efforts to shape idenCCes play a significant role in influencing behavior and 

performance. This implies that firms cannot easily convert a career-oriented individual into a 

calling-driven worker, even with idenCty-driven HR pracCces. Yet, this ability of organizaCons to 

mold idenCty is a key disCncCon between the two frameworks. While Akerlof and Kranton focus 

on organizaConal idenCty, the work orientaCons framework emphasizes how individual 

moCvaCons interact with work, regardless of the organizaCon’s efforts to shape idenCty. 

3.4. Preferences for meaning  

The preferences for meaning model (Cassar & Meier, 2018; Kesternich et al., 2021; De 

Schouwer et al., 2023) suggests that individuals derive uClity from meaningful work, i.e., work 

that they consider personally fulfilling or societally important. This framework assumes that 

workers have heterogeneous preferences for meaning, with some valuing purpose-driven work 

highly, while others do not.  Job meaning is a function of the sources of meaning: mission, 
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autonomy, competence, and relatedness, and individuals have heterogeneous preferences for 

meaning, which means that they assign different weights to the sources of meaning (Cassar & 

Meier, 2018).   

The model predicts that workers with strong preferences for meaning will accept lower 

wages in exchange for jobs that are personally fulfilling or serve a social purpose. This has 

important implications for labor market sorting. For example, mission-driven organizations can 

offer lower wages but still attract highly motivated workers who value purpose over pay. The 

model builds on standard utility theory but extends it by incorporating non-monetary job 

attributes as a direct input into the utility function. A worker’s total utility U from a job is: 

U = Y (w, e) + M(θ, x, e) − C(e)               (1) 

where w captures monetary compensation, M represents utility from meaningful work, 

and C denotes the cost of effort. Here, θ reflects an individual’s preference for work meaning, 

while x represents the sources of meaning (i.e., autonomy, competence, relatedness, and 

mission). Workers with high θ are willing to accept lower wages for meaningful jobs because 

meaning increases their overall utility, leading to lower reservation wages and higher effort. 

These individuals are the “calling-oriented” in the work orientations model. Conversely, those 

with low θ prioritize wages and show little response to meaning.  

While this model accounts for heterogeneity in worker preferences, it oversimplifies 

motivation by assuming that workers seek only money or meaning from their jobs. However, this 

framework overlooks the career orientation, where workers are driven by social status, 

promotions, and career advancement rather than direct intrinsic meaning (i.e., a calling) or 

financial incentives (i.e., a paycheck). Furthermore, the preferences-for-meaning model is 
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primarily oriented towards the tradeoff between money and meaning, even though Cassar and 

Meier (2018) acknowledge that wages and meaning could be substitutes.  

UlCmately, while the preferences for meaning model explains how individuals trade off 

wages and meaning, it does not fully account for why some workers thrive in low-meaning but 

high-status jobs or disengage even in mission-driven organizaCons. A more comprehensive 

framework—such as work orientaCons theory—could be useful to provide addiConal insights into 

heterogeneous moCvaCons for working and career concerns in parCcular.  

3.5.  Career concerns and tournament theory  

Career concerns ma\er to individuals. For example, one in five respondents in the 2015 

ISSP survey reported that they consider good opportuniCes for career advancement very 

important in their job, which is higher than the importance of income and flexible working hours 

(Clark & Kozak, 2023). Dewatripont, Jewi\, and Tirole (1999a) model how workers are moCvated 

by the reputaConal effects of their performance, which influence future career prospects and 

earnings. More or be\er informaCon does not always strengthen incenCves—in some cases, it 

can make effort less worthwhile if it clouds the link between performance and perceived talent. 

In a follow-up paper (1999b), the authors apply this model to public sector agencies and argue 

that unclear or conflicCng missions weaken these career-based incenCves.  

Career concerns models relate to the career orientaCon from the work orientaCons 

model. A career orientaCon reflects a person's understanding of the meaning of work as seeking 

status, advancement, and recogniCon. Relatedly, career concerns models explain how individuals 

are incenCvized to perform well because others use their current performance to judge their 

ability, which affects future job opportuniCes and rewards.  
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Furthermore, tournament theory (Lazear, 2018; Lazear & Oyer, 2007; Lazear & Rosen, 

1981) offers a complementary view to conceptualize career orientaCons. This framework views 

promoCons as compeCCve tournaments, where employees compete for limited higher-level 

posiCons based on relaCve rather than absolute performance. The winners receive substanCal 

rewards, such as higher wages, increased responsibiliCes, and career advancement opportuniCes, 

while those who do not advance remain at lower levels with smaller pay increases.  

While tournament theory and career concerns theories effecCvely explain career-driven 

moCvaCon, they do not fully fit within the broader work orientaCons framework, as they do not 

consider the calling and job orientaCons.  

3.6. Work orienta=ons in economics: sketching a conceptual framework 

This chapter’s main argument is that labor economics can be enriched by incorporaCng 

work orientaCons into a unified framework that integrates insights from exisCng models. A 

natural starCng point is Cassar & Meier’s (2018) preferences-for-meaning framework, which can 

be extended to incorporate overlapping moCvaCons for work.  Such a modified framework would 

accommodate overlapping moCvaCons for working, recognizing that workers may simultaneously 

view work as financial stability, social presCge, and intrinsic fulfillment. This new model could 

facilitate the empirical invesCgaCon of the role of work orientaCons for labor supply, job sorCng, 

organizaConal incenCves, and the design of employment policies. 

To extend Cassar & Meier's (2018) preferences-for-meaning model, I introduce career 

uClity alongside intrinsic meaning and financial uClity. The original model considers uClity as a 

funcCon of income (Y), meaning (M), and effort costs (C(e)). In this framework, work 
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meaningfulness depends on the saCsfacCon of one’s innate needs of working: autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness (Nikolova & Cnossen, 2020).9  

U = λY(w,e) + θ M(x,e) + νS(p,e) − C(e)         (2) 

where Y(w, e) is income uClity, dependent on wage (w) and increasing in effort (e); M( x, 

e) is meaning uClity, based on work characterisCcs x (autonomy, competence, relatedness), and 

C(e) is the disuClity from work. The novel term here is S (p, e), or career uClity, which is a funcCon 

of the probability of promoCon p, increasing in effort e.  Finally, the parameters λ, θ, ν represent 

each orientaCon, where λ + θ + ν ≠ 1. The three orientaCons do not need to add up to 1, as there 

are, in principle, no tradeoffs necessary between the orientaCons. A person could have high 

values on all three orientaCons, for example, a social entrepreneur who is mission-driven but also 

believes that working is about their reputaCon, social status, and pay.  

This modified framework allows empirical examinaCon of how different moCvaConal 

systems interact, not just in isolaCon, but in combinaCon. It connects exisCng strands of literature 

in labor economics, most prominently career concerns models and preferences for meaning, into 

one coherent framework that reflects the complex, overlapping worker moCvaCons.  

The model predicts that when both θ (meaning orientaCon) and ν (career orientaCon) are 

high, effort will be high even when λ (financial orientaCon) is low. In addiCon, career-oriented 

workers may accept lower wages iniCally if promoCon prospects are strong. This helps explain 

why PhD students, junior researchers, and unpaid interns oAen engage in high-effort work despite 

low pay and someCmes low-meaning tasks. If promoCon possibiliCes are low or uncertain, 

 
9 According to Nikolova and Cnossen (2020), autonomy, competence, and relatedness explain 60% of the varia2on 
in work meaningfulness in a sample of European workers.  
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however, career-oriented individuals are likely to have low a\achment to their jobs, as shown in 

Nikolova and De Wit (2025). Refining, extending, and empirically validaCng this framework could 

be important next steps for integraCng work orientaCons more fully into economic analysis. 

3.7. Work orienta=ons and economic outcomes 

Like studies in the psychology literature (Mantler, Campbell, and Dupré 2022; 

Wrzesniewski 1999), Nikolova (2024) finds that work orientaCons significantly influence job 

search behavior, quit intenCons, and self-reported effort. Individuals with a predominant job 

orientaCon tend to exhibit lower effort than those with a calling orientaCon. Career-oriented 

individuals display higher quit intenCons and job search acCvity than job-oriented individuals, but 

also report exerCng less effort. These relaConships hold even aAer controlling for job saCsfacCon, 

work meaningfulness—both established predictors of quits and effort—and personality traits. 

Nikolova and De Wit (2025), a revised version of Nikolova (2024), confirm the job search 

and job quit findings using actual job-switch data. They show that a higher career orientaCon is 

associated with greater quit intenCons, on-the-job search behavior, and actual job changes, 

parCcularly when career prospects are limited. In contrast, calling-oriented individuals are less 

likely to intend to quit or seek alternaCve employment, regardless of opportuniCes for meaningful 

work. 

Given the scarcity of economics research on work orientaCons, these results highlight 

ample opportuniCes for further invesCgaCon into their causes and consequences. 

4. Future outlook and a research agenda 

Work orientaCons, capturing whether individuals see their work as a job, a career, or a 

calling, could enhance economists’ understanding of labor market behavior, such as effort and 
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job quits. However, significant gaps remain in our understanding of how these orientaCons 

develop, change over Cme, and interact with economic, social, and technological factors. 

Addressing these quesCons will require systemaCc data collecCon, theorizing, and 

interdisciplinary collaboraCons. Below, I sketch some prioriCes for advancing empirical and 

conceptual inquiry related to work orientaCons in economics.  

4.1. Longitudinal data collec=on 

One of the most pressing research needs is longitudinal data tracking the work 

orientaCons of the same individuals over Cme, in combinaCon with their life events, workplace 

characterisCcs, and behaviors. Most exisCng studies rely on cross-secConal data, including 

Nikolova (2024) and Nikolova and De Wit (2025), making it difficult to determine whether work 

orientaCons evolve in response to career transiCons, economic shocks, or personal experiences. 

Key quesCons that would make use of such longitudinal data include: How do work 

orientaCons change following career transiCons such as promoCons, job loss, or moves into self-

employment? How are they shaped by major life events such as marriage, parenthood, or 

reCrement? To what extent do coworkers’ values, peer aptudes, or workplace cultures influence 

the development of calling or career orientaCons? And how do changes in work orientaCons 

interact with incenCves, job saCsfacCon, effort, and workplace behavior over Cme? 

4.2. Forma=on 

It is furthermore crucial to understand how work orientaCons form in the first place. 

Psychological theories suggest that orientaCons stem from early socializaCon, yet we lack robust 

economic models capturing these processes (Dekas & Baker, 2014). PotenCal early-life correlates 

of work orientaCons may include parental influence and condiCons experienced during childhood 
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and adolescence. Research by Cotofan et al. (2023) suggests that economic condiCons during the 

impressionable years (ages 18–25) shape lifelong job preferences. Workers entering the labor 

market during a recession prioriCze financial security, while those starCng careers in booming 

economies place greater emphasis on meaning. Future studies should test whether this extends 

to work orientaCons more broadly. What is the role of one’s experience at the first job in shaping 

work orientaCons? Are work orientaCons fixed in adolescence, or can they emerge or change 

later in response to work experiences? 

4.3. Expanding the work orienta=ons framework 

The widely used triparCte model of work orientaCons—job, career, and calling—has 

generated valuable insights but may not fully capture the diversity of moCvaCons that drive 

workers. Recent research suggests addiConal orientaCons, such as social embeddedness and 

busyness (Willner et al. 2020). Socially embedded workers value collegiality and belonging more 

than career advancement or societal impact, while those with a busyness orientaCon seek work 

primarily to stay occupied and maintain a rouCne. 

Other possible orientaCons extend even further beyond the current framework. One is a 

work-as-enjoyment orientaCon, in which individuals value work for the pleasure or fun it 

provides, independent of income, status, or purpose. Another is a work-as-salva-on orientaCon, 

10 where work funcCons as a way to avoid inner empCness or to a\ain a sense of moral worth. 

If such orientaCons exist alongside—or instead of—the job, career, and calling framework, they 

could alter economic predicCons about labor supply, effort, moCvaCon, and employer-provided 

working condiCons. Future research should examine whether these orientaCons are conceptually 

 
10 I thank Davide Lunardon for the “work as salva2on,” sugges2on.  
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disCnct, economically significant, and worth incorporaCng into labor market models. At the same 

Cme, expanding the framework risks blurring the disCncCon between work orientaCons and 

related concepts such as work values. 11 

4.4. Work orienta=ons and technological change 

As technology conCnues to replace or restructure certain tasks or create new acCviCes 

(Acemoglu & Restrepo, 2019; Nikolova et al., forthcoming), understanding how work orientaCons 

interact with technology is essenCal. Key quesCons include: Will AI-driven technological change 

reduce the prevalence of career-oriented workers if promoCon opportuniCes diminish or job 

ladders fla\en? Does technology expand opportuniCes for calling-oriented individuals to realize 

their purpose in work? More broadly, do emerging work environments reinforce exisCng 

orientaCons, or do they give rise to new and disCnct ways of relaCng to work? 

4.5.  Integra=ng work orienta=ons with work values, work centrality, and work 

meaningfulness 

Although research on work orientaCons, work values, work centrality, and work 

meaningfulness has grown, these constructs remain partly fragmented. Each captures a related 

but disCnct aspect of why people work and what they seek in their jobs, and the choice of which 

to study—whether as an outcome or as an explanatory variable—should depend on the research 

quesCon. For example, work values are oAen more relevant for studying job saCsfacCon: the 

economics of happiness literature shows that income is not the sole determinant of job 

saCsfacCon (Clark 2001, 2010) and that values such as having an interesCng job or good 

interpersonal relaConships ma\er more than pay (De Neve, Krekel, and Ward 2018). By contrast, 

 
11 I thank Arne Kalleberg for raising this point.  
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work orientaCons have proven more useful for understanding outcomes such as moCvaCon and 

effort (Nikolova 2024) or job quits (Nikolova and De Wit 2025).12  

Understanding the interacCons and interdependencies between work values, work 

centrality, and work orientaCons can deepen economists’ insights into labor market behavior, 

moCvaCon, and job saCsfacCon. It may even be argued that work orientaCons can be understood 

as higher-order pa\erns that reflect stable combinaCons of intrinsic and extrinsic work values.13  

However, current surveys that collect informaCon on these constructs do not clearly 

disCnguish between the different concepts of work orientaCons, work values, work centrality, and 

work meaningfulness. Many exisCng datasets include measures of work values and centrality, but 

oAen leave out work orientaCons and meaningfulness or treat them interchangeably. This makes 

it hard to know what is actually being measured. Because of the conceptual and empirical 

overlap, researchers must be cauCous in interpreCng measures that could reflect more than one 

construct.  

In conclusion, work orientaCons arguably offer a promising area for economic research, 

both conceptually and empirically. Adding them to economic models can deepen our 

understanding of moCvaCon by linking ideas from psychology and sociology to labor economics. 

As work keeps changing with new technology and labor market trends, understanding how 

people view work could be key to be\er policy and workplace decisions.  

 
12 I am thankful to Arne Kalleberg for this insight.  
13 I thank Arne Kalleberg for raising this point.  
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