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broader organization as well as the social and cultural con-
text of work (Dutton & Glynn, 2008; Spreitzer & Cameron, 
2012). Moreover, this relationship receives more public 
attention due to issues such as ecological, demographical or 
geopolitical grand challenges (Brammer et al., 2019). Due 
to the rising number of global events, business needs to step 
up on societal issues. Because public and non-public orga-
nizations contribute to societal cohesion (Meynhardt, 2015), 
societal legitimization of organizational activities remains 
a critical point. Thus, scholars and practitioners are focus-
ing on the relationship between organizations, society and 
individuals, pursuing concepts such as public value (Meyn-
hardt, 2009, 2015). The public value approach of Meyn-
hardt (2009, 2015) describes the individual perception of 
an organization’s contribution to the common good, so that 
the evaluation can be positive or negative, depending on 
the shared collective need fulfilment. Already Bryson et al. 

Introduction

What makes individuals, workgroups and organizations 
flourish at work is an important topic that has attracted 
increasing interest from researchers. To find out more about 
how positive states at work emerge, positive organizational 
scholarship researchers have called for further research that 
addresses the interrelationships among individuals and the 
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(2021) emphasized, “[t]o create public value and advance 
the common good is […] what the grand challenges of our 
time require” (p. 180). In particular, current data highlights 
that existing crisis and challenges have a negative impact 
on employees work outcomes (Newman et al., 2022; Liu et 
al., 2021). Therefore, organizations are being called upon 
to find ways to counteract this (Gabriel & Aguinis, 2022; 
Pearson & Mitroff, 2019). One pathway begins with the rec-
ognition that the social context in which organizations are 
embedded, has an impact on the organizational and indi-
vidual level and should be considered in the work design. 
However, current work design models neglect the social 
impact of organizations for employees and society and the 
effect on positive work outcomes, such as work engagement 
(Bailey et al., 2017). Established models, such as the job 
characteristics model (JCM) (Hackman & Oldham, 1975), 
addresses questions of how tasks need to be designed to 
positively influence employee-related outcomes through 
related work characteristics, but the broader social and 
organizational context has barely been taken into account, 
so there is a need to expand the JCM. Previous studies have 
mainly focused on the relationship of work characteristics 
such as skill variety or task identity on positive work out-
comes (Milovanska-Farrington, 2023; Rai & Maheshwari, 
2020; Saks, 2006). Consequently, we need more research 
into the relevance of work characteristics, not only in terms 
of the task itself (Parker et al., 2001), but rather in terms 
of the social context of the organization and the associated 
impact on employees’ work outcomes. In this regard, our 
main aim of the study is to include public value as an orga-
nizational social context factor and additional unique work 
characteristic into the JCM to investigate the relationship 
with positive work-related outcomes, especially on employ-
ees work engagement. In order to close the gap between the 
macro-level (organizational public value, work character-
istics) and micro-level (employees work experience), it is 
important to understand the underlying processes. While 
organizations are stronger called upon to reflect their pur-
pose and role in society, at the same time, employees search 
for purpose and meaning in work (Jasinenko & Steuber, 
2023; Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). Experiencing work 
meaningfulness is one of the most important factor related 
to organizational outcomes such as employee well-being or 
work engagement (e.g., Albrecht et al., 2021; Chen et al., 
2011; Lysova et al., 2019; Panda et al., 2022). Thus, under-
standing alternative sources of meaning and motivation at 
work, which are associated with human thriving and contri-
bution to the greater good, is central for work researchers. 
Following the meaningfulness of work that arises from the 
underlying mechanisms of the JCM and public value theory, 
we further include self-efficacy beliefs as mediator of this 
connection. Thus, our study connects to the work of Grant 

(2008), who found that when employees see the significance 
of their work by improving the welfare of others, it posi-
tively influences their job performance. By extending these 
findings to the organizational level instead of the task level, 
we assume that when employees recognize their organiza-
tion contributes to the greater good, it enables them to per-
ceive their work as more meaningful and strengthens also 
their self-efficacy, which should be positively related to their 
work engagement. So far, the purposeful strategic focus on 
creating public value has already been linked to increased 
organizational performance at the macro-level (Gartenberg 
et al., 2019), but the outcomes of perceived public value cre-
ation at the intra-individual micro-level have not yet been 
sufficiently researched (Hartley et al., 2017). We also seek 
to examine whether there is a difference in the perception 
of the public value of public and non-public organizations. 
Ritz et al. (2023) have already pointed out to closing this 
research gap by encouraging future research to examine 
the extent to which perceptions of public value depend on 
sector affiliation and other organizational characteristics. 
For the purpose of our study, we applied a cross-sectional 
design with study data from different industries in public 
and non-public organizations in Switzerland.

With this paper, we contribute three-fold: First, we sup-
plement the JCM with Meynhardt’s public value approach 
(2009, 2015), which considers the contribution to the com-
mon good as social contextual factor at the macro-level and 
investigate the relationship with micro-level experience of 
employee work engagement. In this context the organiza-
tional, societal and individual levels are considered in our 
study. Second, our study serves as a further addition to 
the field of research on public value (Grubert et al., 2022; 
Meynhardt & Jasinenko, 2020; Ritz et al., 2023) that has 
also supported to bridge the gap between micro- and macro-
level processes. Third, our study shows practitioners what 
positive consequences organizational public value has on 
employees beside other work characteristics, so that mea-
sures to create public value within the organization should 
be established.

Theoretical background and hypotheses 
development

Job characteristics model

Work design research can be described as “the study, cre-
ation, and modification of the composition, content, struc-
ture, and environment within which jobs and roles are 
enacted” (Morgeson & Humphrey, 2008, p. 47). In the 
following, we employ the term work design rather than 
job design because this term better reflects the fact that 
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important aspects of work include characteristics of the 
environment in which work takes place in addition to the 
content and organization of tasks (Morgeson & Humphrey, 
2006). The JCM proposes five core dimensions of work – 
skill variety, task identity, task significance, autonomy and 
feedback from the job (Hackman & Oldham, 1975). These 
characteristics produce three “critical psychological states”, 
namely experienced meaningfulness of work, experienced 
responsibility for the outcomes of work, and knowledge of 
the results of work activities (Hackman & Oldham, 1975). 
These psychological states are considered to be responsible 
for positive personal and work outcomes such as internal 
motivation, work satisfaction, or performance (Hackman 
& Oldham, 1975). Working in jobs with high task signifi-
cance leads employees to feel that their job is meaningful 
(Hackman & Oldham, 1975). However, by focusing on the 
task level, task significance signals the employee that their 
own endeavors provide opportunities to contribute to oth-
ers’ welfare (Grant, 2008). Task significance does not refer 
to contributing to others’ welfare at an organizational level, 
which is considered in our study. Some studies support the 
importance of social characteristics in work design (e.g., 
Humphrey et al., 2007; Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006). 
Results of the analysis showed that social characteristics 
explained a large amount of unique variance concerning dif-
ferent employee outcomes like organizational commitment 
(40%), job satisfaction (17%) and subjective performance 
(9%) apart from motivational characteristics (Humphrey et 
al., 2007). However, just a few researchers have addressed 
social and contextual factors of work. Morgeson and Hum-
phrey (2006), for example, developed an extended model of 
work design that considers social characteristics (e.g., social 
support and feedback from superiors and employees) and 
contextual characteristics (e.g., ergonomics and work con-
ditions). Grant (2007) took another important step toward 
a broader social perspective on work design, developing a 
conceptual framework to explain relational aspects of work 
design. He proposed that a relational architecture of jobs 
can enhance employees’ prosocial motivation and perfor-
mance (Grant, 2007). Although these approaches extend the 
view on work design models toward emphasizing social and 
contextual factors of work, they do not consider the broad 
view of how organizations are embedded in society and how 
the current grand challenges affect the organizational and 
employee level in this context. Therefore, we address the 
question of the relevance of an organization’s public value 
as an addition in the JCM for employees work engagement.

Public value

Organizations are “organs of society. They do not exist for 
their own sake, but to fulfill a specific social purpose and 

satisfy a specific need of society, community, or individual” 
(Drucker, 2011, p. 36). Since organizations work in and for 
society, they have an important role in shaping societal val-
ues that are collectively shared (Meynhardt, 2009, 2015). 
Organizations behave responsibly when corporate actions 
are aligned with society’s values and needs and are legiti-
mized by society (Meynhardt, 2009, 2015). One needs to 
look at its micro foundation to understand better the conse-
quences of socially responsible firm behavior for employ-
ees. In this context, the construct of organizational public 
value is used to identify the value contribution of an orga-
nization to society. Based on Meynhardt’s approach (2009, 
2015), the theory includes a psychologically-based explana-
tion for the relationship between individual experiences and 
the evaluation of business activities to improve the greater 
good. Public value refers to the interrelatedness between 
the individual and society and links individual basic needs 
to societal value creation of organizations. According to 
Meynhardt’s approach, “value for the public is a result of 
evaluations about how basic needs of individuals, groups 
and the society as a whole are influenced in relationships 
involving the public” (Meynhardt, 2009, p. 212). Thereby, 
emotional-motivational processes like needs, emotions, or 
attitudes that initiate evaluations build the basis of evalu-
ation (Meynhardt, 2009). Further, psychological needs 
build the basis of public value because every evaluation is 
grounded in psychological needs, which serve as reference 
points for evaluations (Meynhardt, 2009, 2015). This evalu-
ation of organizational activities is calibrated according to 
these basic psychological needs, which have their founda-
tion in Epstein’s cognitive-experiential self-theory (Epstein, 
2003): the need for orientation and control, which reflects 
a utilitarian-instrumental dimension; the need for positive 
self-evaluation, which reflects a moral-ethical dimension; 
the need for positive relationships, which reflects a polit-
ical-social dimension; and the need for gaining pleasure 
and avoiding pain, which reflects a hedonistic-aesthetical 
dimension (Meynhardt, 2009). Hence, organizations can 
contribute to the fulfillment of basic needs and, in this way, 
can create public value but can also destroy public value if 
basic needs are not satisfied (Meynhardt, 2009, 2015). Pub-
lic value integrates different equally important value dimen-
sions and thus takes a more holistic view on value creation. 
We grounded our study on the public value approach by 
Meynhardt (2009, 2015). Especially, value creation for soci-
ety can be seen as a resource for the individual (Meynhardt, 
2009), because the satisfaction of needs is a condition for 
personal development (Epstein, 2003). It responds to the 
needs of individuals to find meaning and purpose in life. 
Previous research findings has shown a positive relationship 
between organizational public value and motivational work 
outcomes at the organizational and employee level (Grubert 
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in the JCM, which has not been researched before accord-
ing to our knowledge. Many employees are searching for 
more than mere financial compensation and want to find 
work that offers the possibility to achieve something mean-
ingful. Hence, work design models should integrate alter-
native manifestations of work meaningfulness that are not 
limited to the characteristics of certain tasks (Chaudhary, 
2022; Glavas, 2012). One source of meaningfulness for the 
employee should be represented by the organization’s con-
tribution to the common good in the sense of public value. 
In this study the term meaningfulness is defined as the per-
ception of the importance of goals and activities they per-
form in the organizations in relation to employees own self 
and life (Barrick et al., 2013). In order to provide employ-
ees with meaningfulness, organizations have a responsibil-
ity to balance the needs of the organization with the needs 
of the employees (Cartwright & Holmes, 2006). Organiza-
tions that contribute to the common good can satisfy the 
basic needs of employees, as described in Meynhardt’s 
public value theory (2009, 2015), which leads to employ-
ees valuing their work as more meaningful, rewarding and 
worthwhile for themselves and others (Aguinis & Glavas, 
2019; May et al., 2004). Accordingly, work meaning arises 
when employees understand what they are doing and why 
their work is significant (Wrzesniewski et al., 2003). In this 
view, work meaning is socially constructed and dynamic 
over time. Individual characteristics like personal values 
and preferences, along with the social context – the interac-
tion with others – contribute appreciably to work meaning 
(Wrzesniewski et al., 2003). Work meaning at the individual 
task level focuses on the content of the work itself, whereas 
work meaning at the organizational level focuses on the 
interaction between organizational members and the val-
ues and goals of the organization (Pratt & Ashfort, 2003). 
Since meaningfulness depends on employees’ identities and 
individual sense-making, it cannot just be provided by the 
organization. However, organizations can facilitate employ-
ees’ experiences of meaningfulness in and at work (Pratt & 
Ashfort, 2003). Organizational practices that concentrate 
on the job itself, such as job redesign to increase skill vari-
ety or autonomy, foster the experience of meaningfulness 
in work. The experience of meaningfulness at work can be 
achieved by enriching employees’ organizational member-
ship by promoting organizational goals, values, or beliefs or 
the alteration of relationships between employees (Pratt & 
Ashfort, 2003). Employees’ perception of work as meaning-
ful has a positive impact on work outcomes (Albrecht et 
al., 2021; Allan et al., 2019; Frieder et al., 2018; Hackman 
& Oldham, 1975; Lysova et al., 2019; Panda et al., 2022), 
especially on work engagement (Woods & Sofat, 2013; 
Demirtas et al., 2017; Fairlie, 2011). Particularly important 
is the research on work engagement that has identified an 

et al., 2022; Ritz et al., 2023). Accordingly, the current 
research results lead to the assumption that organizational 
public value is an important social context work charac-
teristic at the organizational level that is positively related 
to work engagement at the individual level. In this regard, 
Meynhardt’s public value approach (2009, 2015) provides 
an organizational perspective and allows us to integrate pro-
cesses between the macro- and micro-level.

The relationship between work characteristics, 
including organizational public value, and work 
engagement

Our model aims to create understanding about the relation-
ship between work characteristics, including the employee 
perception of an organizational public value, and employee 
work engagement and their underlying mechanism. In the 
recent years, the work engagement concept and research 
field gained interest. The authors Schaufeli et al. (2002) 
describe the experience of engagement among employ-
ees as a positive work-related state of mind with charac-
ter traits of vigour, dedication and absorption. A majority 
of work engagement research focuses on the impact at the 
individual factors instead of situational and contextual fac-
tors (Bailey et al., 2017). Thus, previous research has been 
undertaken by work design research, which has shown that 
good working conditions and workplace lead to higher lev-
els of work engagement (Dinh, 2020; Rasool et al., 2021; 
Jurek & Besta, 2021; Truss et al., 2013). In the context of 
the JCM, a meta-analyze pointed out that task-related work 
characteristics (task variety and autonomy) are positively 
linked to engagement at work (Crawford et al., 2010). Fur-
ther research has indicated that work characteristics are 
positively related to work engagement (e.g., Hakanen et al., 
2008; Rai & Maheshwari, 2020; Saks, 2006). But the field 
has broadened through additional research examining not 
only work-specific characteristics (Chen et al., 2011) as in 
the JCM, but also contextual characteristics related to work 
engagement (Bailey et al., 2017; Christian et al., 2011; Hum-
phrey et al., 2007). However, so far, there is no research that 
take social context characteristics as the public value into 
consideration. In this sense, this study attempts to identify 
the positive relationship of the organizational and societal 
level on work engagement on the individual level in order 
to bridge the gap, which was already postulated by Bailey 
et al. (2017). This is becoming increasingly important due 
to the current challenges organizations are confronted with 
(Brammer et al., 2019). We extended the JCM by the inclu-
sion of the employee perception of organizational public 
value, which leads to our argument that an organization’s 
contribution to society is a source of meaningfulness for 
employees and an important additional work characteristic 
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situations (Bandura, 1997, 1983). The belief that one’s 
skills are sufficient in a situation arises from successful 
past experiences, vicarious learning, verbal persuasion, and 
physiological and psychological states (Bandura, 1997). 
Moreover, they are continuously adjusted and revised in the 
face of incoming information (Epstein, 2003; Judge et al., 
2007). As a result, previous experiences with work char-
acteristics should enhance individual self-efficacy (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000; Epstein, 2003). However, we also assume that 
the employees’ perception of the organizations contribution 
to the common good can increase their self-efficacy. One 
explanation for this assumption is based on the social iden-
tity theory (Ashfort & Mael, 1989; Tajfel & Turner, 1985). 
It proposes that individuals derive their identity from their 
membership to relevant social groups. One membership that 
shapes identity is organizational membership, and if organi-
zations can meet employees’ need for meaning, it leads to 
positive identification (Ashfort & Mael, 1989). Individuals 
strive for a positive social identity and identify as employees 
with the actions and image of their organizations, especially 
if those organizations are perceived positively by others 
(Ashfort & Mael, 1989). From a public value perspective, 
this means that if employees can associate themselves with 
organizations that fulfill their personal needs and the needs 
of society, it should lead to a positive anticipated exter-
nal appraisal and positive feelings, which should enhance 
their self-concept and accordingly their self-efficacy. More 
specifically, belonging to an organization that contributes 
greatly to the common good can facilitate employees’ iden-
tification with the organization and perceived meaning in 
work, thereby positively influencing employees’ self-image 
as well as their sense of belonging to the organization 
(Brieger et al., 2020; Jia et al., 2019). Consequently, based 
on the social identity theory and experience of meaningful 
work, we argue that the employee’s understanding of con-
tributing to society through membership in an organization 
with public value orientation should enhance their self-effi-
cacy. Therefore, we assume that organizational membership 
and perception of public value as a unique additional social 
context resource will constitute a work characteristic for the 
employee and expands the framework of the JCM, which 
is positively related to work engagement and mediated by 
self-efficacy. Our assumption is supported by numerous 
studies, which have found individual factors, such as self-
efficacy, foster work engagement (Christian et al., 2011; 
Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007). In addition, studies have 
found the mediating influence of personal resources like 
self-efficacy in the relationship between work resources and 
engagement (Albrecht & Marty, 2020; Llorens et al., 2007; 
Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). These findings confirm Gist and 
Mitchell’s (1992) theoretical perspective that self-efficacy is 
an important personal resource which directly and indirectly 

indirect relationship between work characteristics and work 
engagement through meaningfulness (May et al., 2004; 
Rothmann & Welsh, 2013). Consequently, it is not surpris-
ing that meaningful work characteristics – in the sense of 
self-actualizing work, work that has a social impact, reflects 
values and realizes one’s life goals – were found to predict 
substantive variance of employee engagement in addition to 
other work characteristics (e.g., Fairlie, 2011). Other studies 
have shown that the experience of work meaningfulness has 
been the most powerful mediator between all motivational 
work characteristics and work outcomes (Humphrey et al., 
2007). Hence, we argue that in the same way task-specific 
work characteristics contributes to experienced meaningful-
ness in work, public value should contribute to experienced 
meaningfulness at work. Therefore, we believe that the 
organization’s value creation for society offers an additional 
resource for the employee (Meynhardt, 2015) by infus-
ing meaningfulness at work and thus should be positively 
related to employee work engagement. Thus, we formulate 
the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1  Employee perception of an organization’s 
public value accounts for additional unique variance in 
employee work engagement beyond the work characteris-
tics skill variety, task identity, task significance, autonomy 
and feedback from the job.

The mediating role of self-efficacy in the 
relationship between work characteristics, including 
organizational public value, and work engagement

In addition to work characteristics and organizational pub-
lic value as a resource for the employee work engagement, 
individual factors are also important to consider, because 
they play an important role in work design models owing 
to their interaction with work characteristics (Schaufeli & 
Taris, 2014). Individual factors might act as “third vari-
ables” (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014, p. 51) in the sense that 
they not only influence how work characteristics are per-
ceived, but also influence employee well-being and moti-
vation. According to the conservation of resources theory 
(Hobfoll, 1989), individuals strive to gain, build and pre-
serve resources as well as experience stress when resources 
are threatened. A key resource that relates to physical and 
emotional well-being, and which is important for human 
functioning as a personal resource, is self-efficacy (Ban-
dura, 1994; Hobfoll, 1989; Judge et al., 2007). The self-
efficacy theory is based on Bandura’s conception (1997) 
and describes individuals’ assessment of how effectively 
they can organize and perform the cognitive, social and 
behavioral skills that constitute them in dealing with future 
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work (Brieger et al., 2020). Moreover, research has shown 
differences regarding the task significance of certain occupa-
tions (Grant, 2008; Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006). Employ-
ees who worked in jobs that focused on the promotion of 
human life reported higher task significance owing to the 
increased salience of their work’s purpose, which resulted in 
a more affective engagement. Grant (2007) suggested that if 
employees see that their work positively impacts other peo-
ple, their productivity increases. Furthermore, employees 
who know the impact of their work on society or community 
perceive work as more significant and meaningful (Grant, 
2008). Furthermore, the authors Levitats and Vigoda-Gadot 
(2020) emphasized that employees, especially in the public 
sector, make not only within, but also outside the organiza-
tion an engaged contribution to society in order to serve the 
organization’s mission. However, prior research does not 
investigated the different perceptions of organizational level 
contribution to the welfare of others and society in various 
industries. Referred to the organizational level, we argue 
that public value is more salient in organizations where the 
significance of serving a collective is part of its core busi-
ness. Hence, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3  Employees working in industries with a pub-
lic focus integrated into their core business will experience 
higher levels of public value in their work than employees 
in other industries.

Method

Participants

We tested the hypotheses with data from Switzerland from 
2015. Respondents were asked to evaluate the public value 
of their employing organizations within an online survey. 
Participants were 949 Swiss German-speaking citizens who 
were employed at the time of the survey. They were members 
of a large panel of an independent Swiss market research 
institute intervista (intervista.ch) and worked across 31 
industries. Within the industries, a distinction can be made 

influences motivation- and performance-related outcomes. 
Further findings revealed a mediating influence of personal 
resources on the relationship between work characteristics 
and engagement, since providing a resourceful environment 
enhances personal feelings to be capable of controlling the 
work environment and makes people stay engaged (Xan-
thopoulou et al., 2007). But there is a lack of research on 
social context factors that influence self-efficacy (Guan & 
So, 2016). Additionally, integrating insights from self-deter-
mination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2012) and social-cognitive 
theory (Bandura, 2001), researchers have begun to uncover 
a supplementary path from self-efficacy beliefs towards 
work engagement: human agency. Given these theories 
hold human nature to be inherently proactive and generative 
(Bakker & van Woerkom, 2017), research has increasingly 
focused on how need-fulfillment through e.g., the confirma-
tion of self-efficacious beliefs can promote agentic behav-
iors fostering work engagement, such as an increased focus 
on the task and increased helpful relating at work (Spreitzer 
et al., 2005). Based on the literature and previous research 
findings we expect self-efficacy partially mediate the rela-
tionship between work characteristics and work engage-
ment, because we did not include all possible mediators 
within this process (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). In light of 
our study’s work-context, we therefore hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2  Self-efficacy will partially mediate the rela-
tionship between work characteristics, including the addi-
tional resource as employee perception of public value, and 
work engagement.

The resulting mediation model is depicted in Fig. 1.

The difference of organizational public value in 
industries

Linking to the theory of social identity and the sense of 
belonging to an organization, there can be different percep-
tions based on the organizational industry. Employees who 
work in organizations that contribute more to the common 
good can more easily identify with the organization, which 
in turn affects their self-efficacy and perceived meaning of 

Fig. 1  Main research model with 
self-efficacy mediating the rela-
tionship between work charac-
teristics, including the additional 
resource as employee perception 
of organizational public value, 
and work engagement

 

1 3



Current Psychology

that convergent validity was not an issue for the variables 
public value and self-efficacy. The composite reliability 
(CR) for public value is 0.91 and for self-efficacy 0.81. 
Hence, we are confident in our short measure since the fit 
indices indicate overall good construct to data fit and sug-
gesting that the short scales are indeed appropriate.

Measures

Work characteristics

For the assessment of the work characteristics, the Job 
Diagnostic Survey (JDS) of Hackman and Oldham (1975) 
was used in the German translation (Schmidt & Kleinbeck, 
1999). The five core dimensions of the work environment 
were each assessed with three items: skill variety (α = 0.77) 
with items like “The job is quite simple and repetitive,” task 
identity (α = 0.73) with items like “The job provides me the 
chance to completely finish the pieces of work I begin”, 
task significance (α = 0.71) with items like “The job is one 
where a lot of other people can be affected by how well the 
work gets done”, autonomy (α = 0.75) with items like “The 
job gives me considerable opportunity for independence 
and freedom in how I do the work” and feedback from the 
job (α = 0.75) with items like “After I finish a job, I know 
whether I performed well”. Participants responded on a 
seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (completely incor-
rect) to 7 (completely correct).

Public value

Each employee evaluated the public value of their employ-
ing organization using the short version of the public value 
scale (Meynhardt & Jasinenko, 2020) with four items. 
Respondents indicated the degree to which their employ-
ing organization (1) “behaves decently” (moral-ethical 
dimension), (2) “contributes to the quality of life in soci-
ety” (hedonistic-aesthetical dimension), (3) “contributes to 
social cohesion in society” (political-social dimension) and 
(4) “does good work in its core business” (utilitarian-instru-
mental dimension). The respondents gave their assessment 
for each item on a six-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (dis-
agree) to 6 (agree). The measure for public value showed 
good reliability (α = 0.87).

Self-efficacy

We assessed self-efficacy with three items of the 10-item 
German General Self-Efficacy Scale (Schwarzer & Jeru-
salem, 1999). We selected three items to reduce respon-
dent burden and chose items that had shown the highest 

between public and non-public industries. The public indus-
tries include e.g., public administration and healthcare. The 
non-public industries consists e.g., of banks and insurance. 
Prior to the main study, a qualitative (N = 5) and quantitative 
(N = 100) pretest revealed that the length of the survey was 
adequate and the questions were comprehensible. Respon-
dents’ age ranged between 19 and over 70 years, of whom 
46.6% of the respondents were female and 34.2% had a col-
lege degree or higher. In addition, 40.0% held a leadership 
position and 67.1% worked full-time. Overall, this distribu-
tion of socio-economic characteristics corresponds to that 
of the Swiss population, indicating a comparatively repre-
sentative sample. After completing the socio-demographic 
data, participants were asked to complete the survey, which 
included instruments that test our three hypotheses.

Preliminary analysis

Since we used the short version of the public value scale 
and abbreviated the self-efficacy scale, we tested construct 
validity by conducting a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) 
using maximum likelihood estimates following Hinkin 
(1998) and Harman’s one-factor test for endogeneity (Pod-
sakoff & Organ, 1986). These procedures found that com-
mon source bias was not an issue, as a common factor would 
only extract 30.53% of the variance on average, which is 
far below the recommended threshold. If the first factor had 
accounted for the majority of variance among all measures, 
the presence of a substantial amount of common method bias 
would have been likely (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Following 
advice by Hinkin (1998), we statistically tested the validity 
of the variables public value and self-efficacy by conduct-
ing an individual confirmatory factor analyses (CFA). To 
further test a good fit, we performed a test for convergent 
validity and composite reliability for the variables public 
value and self-efficacy. We used the following five indi-
ces for the results of the CFA: chi-square/df ratio (χ2 / df), 
Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), 
Root-Mean-Square-Error of Approximation (RMSEA) 
and Standardized Root-Mean-Square-Residual (SRMR). 
All items load significantly (p < .01) on the specified fac-
tor. Factor loadings are generally high (≥ 0.71). Maximum 
likelihood-based estimation results indicate the model fit 
for public value (χ2 (2) = 146.96; p < .001; CFI = 0.93; 
TLI = 0.79; RMSEA = 0.27; SRMR = 0.055) and self-effi-
cacy (χ2 (3) = 403.8; p < .001; CFI = 1.0; TLI = 1.0). For the 
variable public value the SRMR value is below the value 
of 0.08 and likewise the CFI and TLI show good values for 
the model fit of the variables public value and self-efficacy, 
even the RMSEA value does not match the value under 0.05 
for the variable public value (Brown, 2015). Moreover, the 
average variances extracted (AVE) of 0.73 and 0.59 indicate 
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discriminatory power across three measurement points: 
“When I am confronted with a problem, I can usually find 
several solutions”, “I can solve most problems if I invest the 
necessary effort” and “I can usually handle whatever comes 
my way”. These were answered on a four-point Likert scale, 
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). 
Cronbach’s α was 0.66.

Work engagement

We assessed work engagement with the German version of 
the nine-item Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (Schaufeli 
& Bakker, 2004) with three items for each of the three 
aspects of work engagement: vigor, dedication and absorp-
tion. Example items included “At my work, I feel bursting 
with energy” (which represents the aspect of vigor), ”My 
job inspires me” (which represents the aspect of dedication) 
and “I feel happy when I am working intensely” (which 
represents the aspect of absorption). Answers were given 
on a seven-point Likert scale, anchored at 1 (never) and 7 
(always). Cronbach’s α was 0.95.

Control variables

Based on previous studies, we considered several control 
variables. We controlled for age as a continuous variable; 
gender (male = 1, female = 2); income (six groups, ranging 
from a gross monthly income of less than CHF 3,000 to more 
than CHF 12,000); education (nine groups, ranging from no 
school-leaving certificate to high tertiary education); current 
profession (five groups, ranging from apprentice to indepen-
dent entrepreneur). We also controlled for employee health 
based on the sick days and the organization’s industry by 
considering 31 industries.

Analysis and results

Descriptives

Means, standard deviations and correlations between the 
variables are displayed in Table  1. The results show for 
work engagement (M = 4.67, SD = 1.12) and public value 
(M = 4.87, SD = 0.95) positive values. The work charac-
teristics, skill variety (M = 5.48, SD = 1.12), task iden-
tity (M = 5.54, SD = 1.18), task significance (M = 5.58, 
SD = 1.08), autonomy (M = 5.56, SD = 1.10) and feedback 
from the job (M = 5.59, SD = 1.02), show above-average 
means. The potential mediator self-efficacy also shows a 
higher average value (M = 3.12, SD = 0.45). Consistent with 
other research, we found significant positive correlations 

Ta
bl

e 
1 

M
ea

ns
, s

ta
nd

ar
d 

de
vi

at
io

ns
 a

nd
 c

or
re

la
tio

ns
Va

ria
bl

e
N

M
SD

M
in

M
ax

1
2

3
4

5
6

7
8

9
10

11
12

13
14

15
1.

 W
or

k 
en

ga
ge

m
en

t
94

9
4.

67
1.

12
1

7
1

2.
 P

ub
lic

 v
al

ue
94

9
4.

87
0.

95
1

6
0.

37
**

1
3.

 S
ki

ll 
va

rie
ty

94
9

5.
48

1.
12

1
7

0.
44

**
0.

25
**

1
4.

 T
as

k 
id

en
tit

y
94

9
5.

54
1.

18
1

7
0.

34
**

0.
24

**
0.

27
**

1
5.

 T
as

k 
si

gn
ifi

ca
nc

e
94

9
5.

58
1.

08
1

7
0.

41
**

0.
32

**
0.

38
**

0.
27

**
1

6.
 A

ut
on

om
y

94
9

5.
56

1.
10

1
7

0.
37

**
0.

25
**

0.
44

**
0.

43
**

0.
29

**
1

7.
 F

ee
db

ac
k 

fr
om

 th
e 

jo
b

94
9

5.
59

1.
02

1.
67

7
0.

38
**

0.
18

**
0.

25
**

0.
40

**
0.

36
**

0.
34

**
1

8.
 S

el
f-

effi
ca

cy
94

9
3.

12
0.

45
1

4
0.

35
**

0.
14

**
0.

23
**

0.
17

**
0.

20
**

0.
21

**
0.

23
**

1
9.

 A
ge

94
9

43
.8

0
12

.1
6

19
77

0.
20

**
0.

10
**

0.
24

**
0.

17
**

0.
11

**
0.

20
**

0.
16

**
0.

01
1

10
. S

ex
 (f

em
al

e=
2)

94
9

1.
47

0.
49

1
2

0.
04

0.
06

*
-0

.0
8*

*
0.

02
-0

.0
1

-0
.0

6
-0

.0
5

-0
.0

9*
*

-0
.1

3*
*

1
11

. E
du

ca
tio

n
94

9
7.

25
1.

48
2

9
0.

04
0.

05
0.

30
**

0.
05

0.
05

0.
20

**
-0

.0
1

0.
06

-0
.0

1
-0

.0
9*

*
1

12
. G

ro
ss

 m
on

th
ly

 
in

co
m

e
94

9
4.

27
1.

26
1

6
0.

08
*

0.
05

0.
22

**
0.

03
0.

05
0.

19
**

0.
02

0.
10

**
0.

14
**

-0
.1

4*
*

0.
26

**
1

13
. C

ur
re

nt
 p

ro
fe

ss
io

n
94

9
6.

25
0.

94
3

10
0.

22
**

0.
08

**
0.

16
**

0.
19

**
0.

07
*

0.
30

**
0.

15
**

0.
06

0.
30

**
-0

.0
5

0.
06

*
0.

01
1

14
. S

ic
k 

da
ys

94
9

4.
52

16
.7

3
0

25
0

-0
.1

5*
*

-0
.0

8*
-0

.1
0*

*
-0

.1
3*

*
-0

.0
4

-0
.0

8*
*

-0
.0

8*
*

-0
.0

6*
-0

.1
7*

*
0.

08
**

-0
.0

2
-0

.0
7*

-0
.1

0*
*

1
15

. I
nd

us
try

94
9

-
-

1
31

-
N

ot
e:

 N
 =

 9
49

; a
 fe

m
al

e 
=

 2
; S

ig
ni

fic
an

ce
 le

ve
ls

: *
p 

<
 .0

5;
 *

*p
 <

 .0
1

1 3



Current Psychology

Mediation analysis

For testing the mediating effect of self-efficacy in the rela-
tionship between work characteristics, including the addi-
tional resource as public value, and work engagement, we 
conducted a structural equation modeling (SEM) using IBM 
SPSS Amos 26. We defined all five work characteristics and 
public value as the independent variable, self-efficacy as the 
mediator, and work engagement as the dependent variable. 
The indirect effect (ab) is described through the path X → 
M path (a), M → Y path (b). First, we performed a CFA to 
test the measurement model. The CFA results indicate that 
each item load significantly (p < .001) on the specific fac-
tor. Factor loadings are high (≥ 0.61). The model fit indi-
ces also suggest that the measurement model was a good 
fit to the data (χ2 (406) = 1152.67; p < .001; CFI = 0.95; 
TLI = 0.94; RMSEA = 0.04; SRMR = 0.03). Second, we 
conducted a structural test for our mediation research model 
and specified a just-identified structural equation model 
(df = 0) with good values of CFI = 1.0 and GFI = 1.0. The 
path coefficients are also significant. Third, we conducted 
the mediation model test. Table 3 presents the results of the 
analysis. The results with a 95% bias-corrected bootstrap 
confidence interval indicate a significant mediation model 
(standardized indirect effects) (see Fig. 2): abskill variety ß = 
0.021; 95%-CI = [0.007; 0.039], abtask significance ß = 0.013; 
95%-CI = [0.001; 0.029], abfeedback from the job ß = 0.028; 
95%-CI = [0.014; 0.046] and abpublic value ß = 0.014; 95%-
CI = [0.001; 0.030]. Only the indirect effects of the work 
characteristics abtask identity ß = -0.001; 95%-CI = [-0.016; 
0.013] and abautonomy ß = 0.009; 95%-CI = [-0.006; 0.024] 
are not significant. The direct effects of all five work charac-
teristics and public value on work engagement also remain 
significant cskill variety ß = 0.249; 95%-CI = [0.186; 0.314]; 
ctask identity ß = 0.101; 95%-CI = [0.040; 0.161], ctask significance 
ß = 0.139; 95%-CI = [0.081; 0.197], cautonomy ß = 0.074; 
95%-CI = [0.007; 0.145], cfeedback from the job ß = 0.137; 95%-
CI = [0.078; 0.192] and cpublic value ß = 0.198; 95%-CI = 
[0.138; 0.255]. The results showed the partially mediating 
effect of self-efficacy on the relationship between work 
characteristics, including the additional resource as public 
value, and work engagement. Thus, H2 could be confirmed.

Industry differences in regard to employee public 
value perception

We created two broad categories to test H3, including only 
industries for which we had responses from more than 20 
respondents. Therefore, out of 31 industries, 18 industries 
were considered (Table  4). The category of “non-public 
focus industries” comprised 12 industries. The category of 
“public focus industries” was composed of six industries.

between work characteristics and work engagement (see 
Table 1).

Hierarchical regression

To test H1, that public value acts as an additional resource 
beyond skill variety, task identity, task significance, auton-
omy and feedback from the job in regard to employee work 
engagement, we conducted hierarchical regression analy-
ses. Table 2 presents the results of the analyses. Model 1 
investigated the relationship between the control variables 
and work engagement, Model 2 analyzed the relationship 
between skill variety, task identity, task significance, auton-
omy, feedback from the job and work engagement. Model 
3 examined the relationship between public value and work 
engagement. The control variables age, gender, education, 
gross monthly income, industry, current profession and 
sick days accounted for 9.6% of the total variance in work 
engagement. The work characteristics entered in Model 
2 explained an additional 31.0% of the variance. Pub-
lic value, entered in Model 3, accounted for an additional 
3.7% of unique variance in the overall model. The change 
in R2 between the second and third model that resulted from 
the addition of the public value variable was significant 
(p < .001). The regression weights indicate that public value 
and skill variety were the most important variables in the 
overall model. Thus, we could confirm H1.

Table 2  Hierarchical regression analysis to investigate the relationship 
between the work characteristics, public value and work engagement

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Step 1: control variables
Age 0.152*** 0.046 0.039
Sex (female = 2) 0.092** 0.104*** 0.095***
Education 0.014 -0.080** -0.073**
Gross monthly income 0.084* 0.010 0.006
Current profession 0.190*** 0.096** 0.094***
Sick days -0.040 -0.015 -0.011
Industry 0.030 -0.027 -0.064*
Step 2
Skill variety 0.300*** 0.289***
Task identity 0.102** 0.087**
Task significance 0.201*** 0.160***
Autonomy 0.104** 0.075*
Feedback from the job 0.152*** 0.147***
Step 3
Public Value 0.211***
ΔR2 0.310*** 0.037***
Overall model
R22 0.096 0.406 0.442
Note: Standardized coefficients are reported. N = 949; Significance 
levels: *p < .05; **p < .01, *** p < .001
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Robustness analysis

For the robustness of our results of H3, we analyzed the 
public value score of public and non-public industries 
from a second dataset in Switzerland. The data were col-
lected via an online-survey in 2019. Participants were 7430 
Swiss German-speaking citizens which were employed at 
the time of the survey. They were members of a large-scale 
representative online-survey of an independent Swiss mar-
ket research institute intervista (intervista.ch) and worked 
across 27 industries. Within the industries, also a distinction 
between public and non-public industries can be made. Par-
ticipants age ranged between 18 and over 70 years. More-
over, 47,3% of the respondents were female, 38,7% had a 
college degree or higher. In addition, 38,8% held a lead-
ership position and 58,8% worked full-time. Overall, the 
distribution of socio-economic characteristics of the sample 
corresponds to that of the Swiss population, which is an 
indication of a comparatively representative sample. After 
collecting the demographic data, the participants were asked 
to complete the survey.

To support the results of H3, we calculated an indepen-
dent samples t-test, which also revealed significant differ-
ences between the two categories. Industries with public 
interest (M = 5.21, SD = 0.84, n = 2833) show higher pub-
lic value ratings than industries without public interest 
(M = 4.78, SD = 1.00, n = 4597), t(7428) = 18.88, p < .001. 
The data indicated a medium effect with Cohen’s d = 0.61. 
Thus, the additional test also analyzes whether the public 
value of organizations with a public focus receives higher 
ratings than those with a less public focus. Consequently, 
the additional consideration of the data from 2019 under-
pins the results of H3.

Discussion

Finding meaning and purpose in work is highly relevant 
for employees (Hackman & Oldham, 1975; Jasinenko & 
Steuber, 2023; Wrzesniewski et al., 2003), especially in 
time of grand challenges increasing pressure on organiza-
tions. While previous studies have focused on the posi-
tive effects of work characteristics in terms of employees’ 
work behavior and meaningful work (e.g., Milovanska-
Farrington, 2023, Rai & Maheshwari, 2020; Saks, 2006), 
the social context factors as additional work characteristics 
have remained largely unexplored. Hence, we theoretically 
argued and empirically tested, whether the perceived public 
value contribution of an organization is an additional unique 
work characteristic and resource for the employee in the 
JCM, which is positively related to employee work engage-
ment. This study contributes to the theoretical foundation of 

T-test results revealed significant differences between 
both categories, with public focus industries (M = 5.16, 
SD = 0.83, n = 392) show higher public value ratings than 
non-public focus industries (M = 4.67, SD = 0.98, n = 420), 
t(811) = 7.56, p < .001. The effect size indicated a Cohen’s 
d = 0.53, revealing a medium to large effect. Therefore, H3 
could be confirmed.

Table 3  Standardized (β) path coefficients and the completely stan-
dardized indirect effects of the mediation model
Dependent Variable Work engagement
Path ß (t) SE
Skill variety → self-efficacy 0.117 (3.204)** 0.037
Task identity → self-efficacy -0.008 (-0.217) 0.036
Task significance → self-efficacy 0.074 (2.051)* 0.037
Autonomy → self-efficacy 0.049 (1.303) 0.039
Feedback from the job → self-efficacy 0.156 (4.496)*** 0.036
Public value → self-efficacy 0.079 (2.370)* 0.033
Self-efficacy→ work engagement 0.181 (7.099)*** 0.025
Skill variety → work engagement (direct) 0.249 (8.627)*** 0.029
Task identity → work engagement 
(direct)

0.101 (3.572)*** 0.028

Task significance → work engagement 
(direct)

0.139 (4.897)*** 0.029

Autonomy → work engagement (direct) 0.074 (2.502)* 0.030
Feedback from the job → work engage-
ment (direct)

0.137 (4.947)*** 0.028

Public value → work engagement 
(direct)

0.198 (7.551)*** 0.026

Effect [95%-CI]
Skill variety → work engagement (total) 0.271 

[0.207;0.334]
0.032

Task identity → work engagement (total) 0.099 
[0.038;0.160]

0.031

Task significance → work engagement 
(total)

0.152 
[0.092;0.212]

0.030

Autonomy → work engagement (total) 0.083 
[0.015;0.154]

0.035

Feedback from the job → work engage-
ment (total)

0.165 
[0.105;0.222]

0.029

Public value → work engagement (total) 0.212 
[0.153;0.269]

0.030

Indirect effect 1: Skill variety→ self-
efficacy→ work engagement

0.021 
[0.007;0.039]

0.008

Indirect effect 2: Task identity → self-
efficacy→ work engagement

-0.001 
[-0.016;0.013]

0.007

Indirect effect 3: Task significance → 
self-efficacy→ work engagement

0.013 
[0.001;0.029]

0.007

Indirect effect 4: Autonomy → self-
efficacy→ work engagement

0.009 
[-0.006;0.024]

0.008

Indirect effect 5: Feedback from the job 
→ self-efficacy→ work engagement

0.028 
[0.014;0.046]

0.008

Indirect effect 6: Public value → self-
efficacy→ work engagement

0.014 
[0.001;0.030]

0.007

Note: N = 949; Significance levels: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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JCM with social contextual factors underlying intra-individ-
ual processes and to investigate in this context the relation-
ship between organizational public value and positive work 
outcomes. Thus, we tried to contribute to bridge the gap to 
understand the value creation processes at the micro- and 
macro-level by investigating the potential benefits of public 
value, which positively affects changes at the organizational 
and individual level. Our study contributes novel empirical 
evidence to the role public value plays for employees’ work 
engagement using a Swiss citizen sample and real organiza-
tions from public and non-public industries.

As hypothesized, our research reveals three key findings: 
First, to extend the JCM by adding social contextual factors 
is important. The results are consistent with our first hypoth-
esis about the positive relationship of work characteristics, 
including the employees’ perceptions of their organization’s 
public value, and work engagement. Specifically, hierarchi-
cal regression analysis demonstrated the positive relation-
ship between public value and work engagement beyond 
the work characteristics skill variety, task identity, task sig-
nificance, autonomy and feedback from the job. We found 
this result despite our conservative approach to testing H1, 
because we entered all other work characteristics in the first 
step of the regression so that all shared variance between 
the motivational work characteristics and public value was 
associated with the other five work characteristics. Further-
more, the regression coefficients revealed that public value 
was the second most important variable beside skill variety 
that was linked to work engagement. Second, to explain the 
phenomena behind the relationship, individual factors are 
important. The results also support our second hypothesis 
that self-efficacy partially mediates the relationship between 
work characteristics, including the additional resource as 
public value, and work engagement. The results also showed 
that public value is one of the three strongest effect sizes 
on work engagement via self-efficacy and also in the direct 
effect on work engagement. Third, the perception of pub-
lic value differs from sectoral factors. The reported findings 

JCM by supporting previous findings on the positive rela-
tionship between work characteristics and positive work 
outcomes, such as work engagement. But by integrating 
the public value theory (Meynhardt, 2009, 2015) into the 
JCM, we broaden the perspective of existing work design 
models by going beyond the previous work characteristics 
and taking the social context into account and using the con-
ceptualization of organizational value creation for the com-
mon good. Accordingly, we also support previous studies on 
public value and positive organizational and individual out-
comes (Grubert et al., 2022; Ritz et al., 2023). However, it is 
the first study to our knowledge, to propose an extension of 

Table 4  Public value of public and non-public focus industries
Freq. Public Value SD

Public focus industries
Education (schools) 67 5.38 0.63
Social institution 43 5.36 0.58
Healthcare 122 5.17 0.88
Telecommunications 21 5.15 0.83
Education (universities) 31 5.03 0.78
Public administration 108 4.96 0.92
Total public focus industries 392 5.16 0.83
Non-public focus industries
Retail industry 49 4.91 0.85
Insurance 27 4.80 0.99
Transport 70 4.66 1.02
Construction 35 4.64 0.94
Metal industry 23 4.50 0.88
Banking 39 4.55 0.82
Information technology 48 4.39 0.99
Engineering 30 4.37 1.25
Food and beverage industry 22 4.71 1.16
Professional and technical services 
sector

23 4.76 0.84

Leisure sector 23 5.43 0.56
Media and publishing industry 31 4.58 1.00
Total non-public focus industries 420 4.67 0.98
Total 813 4.90 0.94
Notes: awith n > 20

Fig. 2  Visualization of the tested 
mediation model including 
completely standardized indirect 
effects and direct effects. Note: 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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among its employees, because their profession has a direct 
influence on them and the social identity of their work role is 
more in focus. For employees in non-public organizations, 
where the social contribution of the organization to the com-
mon good is not directly tangible in the work environment 
and in the work characteristics, there is a lower perception 
of public value. A further possible explanation could be that 
employees in public organizations show an increased public 
service motivation, which concerns the motivation of indi-
viduals to contribute to society as a whole by providing pub-
lic services and serving the public interest (Ritz et al., 2020; 
Weißmüller et al. 2022). This leads to a greater tendency to 
seek employment in the public sector (Asseburg & Hom-
berg, 2020; Ritz et al., 2023; Vandenabeele, 2008). Existing 
studies showed that public service motivation is an impor-
tant facet of value congruence between public employ-
ees and public employers (Bright, 2008; Teo et al., 2016). 
Thus, by measuring the common good contribution of an 
organization as the fulfillment of four basic needs, follow-
ing Meynhardt’s (2009, 2015) conceptualization of public 
value, the needs of employees can be satisfied and increase 
the perception of the public value of the organization.

Theoretical implications

There are at least four reasons why the results of our study 
are considered theoretically important. First, our study 
highlights the positive relationship between work charac-
teristics, including the additional resource public value, 
and work engagement. Previous studies have examined the 
relationship between work characteristics and positive work 
outcomes like work engagement or motivation. However, 
the social context factors in this interaction has not been suf-
ficiently investigated. Some studies consider social support, 
feedback from others or interdependence as social work 
characteristics as well as ergonomics, physical demands or 
work conditions as contextual work characteristics (Morge-
son & Humphrey, 2006), but they do not consider the social 
perspective and the embedding of organizations into soci-
ety. Therefore, our study complements the JCM with the 
valuable unique social context work characteristic of public 
value, which acts as a resource for employees, and is a fur-
ther antecedence for the occurrence of work engagement. 
Second, the present study examined a mediation model to 
understand the relationship between the work character-
istics, including public value, and work engagement via 
self-efficacy. Although past research has investigated that 
self-efficacy plays a key role in determining meaningfulness 
of work and employees’ well-being (Christian et al., 2011; 
Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007), empirical investigations of 
this important variable have been incomplete. Our results 
confirmed the mediation model and made an important 

also correspond to our third hypothesis that employees who 
worked in industries with a strong public focus had a higher 
perception of the public value of their organizations than 
employees who worked in industries without such a focus. 
To strengthen these result, we considered another dataset 
from 2019, which confirmed this as well.

Based on these findings and building on extant research, 
our results provide evidence that it is necessary that work 
design theory looks at different sources of work meaningful-
ness (Glavas, 2012). Apart from other work characteristics 
that focus more on the task level, the social context factor 
public value is important for employee engagement and 
should be seen as an additional work characteristic within 
the JCM. Although we applied a conservative testing of our 
hypotheses, we found evidence for a significant and unique 
contribution of public value. Thus, for a more comprehen-
sive view on work design models and the impact of work 
design on employee well-being, researchers should take into 
account the value creation of an organization within a com-
munity or society. We assumed that if employees are capa-
ble to see a significant societal value contribution of their 
employing organization, their self-efficacy beliefs are acti-
vated by their membership in the organization. As a result, 
they feel more capable of contributing to something larger 
in their environment. These positive feelings are likely to 
promote the experience of confidence and meaningfulness 
so that employees engage more strongly with their work 
(Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). Accordingly, highlighting the 
positive relationship between public value-oriented orga-
nizational behavior and a flourishing a healthy workplace, 
our findings provide new insights for research on positive 
organizational scholarship and an extension of the JCM. In 
addition, our analysis showed regardless of sectoral affili-
ation in our first hypothesis, there was a positive associa-
tion with employees’ work engagement. This is based on the 
assumption that all organizations have a social function and 
are relevant to society (Meynhardt, 2015). Despite the lower 
perception of public value in non-public organizations, they 
can also benefit from the advantages of public value. How-
ever, our third hypothesis revealed differences in the percep-
tion of public value with regard to sectoral affiliation. As 
already assumed, one possible explanation for the difference 
in public value perception between public and non-public 
industries could come from social identity theory, which 
assumes that individuals strive for a positive social iden-
tity and self-image (Ashforth & Mael, 1989) which in turn 
affects their meaning of work (Brieger et al., 2020). There-
fore, employees find identification with the job role that has 
high task significance. In this context, Grant (2008) showed 
that task significance is associated with a greater awareness 
of its social influence and value. Thus, we assumed that the 
perception of public value of a public organization is higher 
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adaptability in situations of change. In times of crisis and 
grand challenges, this change became particularly visible as 
employees were confronted with high work demands. Com-
panies and managers in particular are responsible for ensur-
ing that employee engagement does not suffer as a result. 
Moreover, respecting society’s needs and expectations in 
business models, services and products should therefore 
be integral to management decisions. In this process, a dia-
logue with society and an intensive reflection among organi-
zational members on whether business activities are aligned 
with societal needs is necessary to create public value. But 
also a transparent and regular communication with the orga-
nization’s employees in order to identify their needs and per-
ceived public value of the organization in which they work 
is an important measurement. In addition, communicating 
the public value contribution outside the organization and 
integrating it into internal and external projects can also be 
useful. Our results indicate that taking such steps in stress-
ing values and goals beyond financial aspects and providing 
employees with opportunities to see the greater purpose of 
their work should lead to increased work engagement.

Limitations and avenues for future research

There are limitations to the present research despite our 
results. One important limitation is that our study is based 
on cross-sectional data, so that no causal interpretation 
of the results can be made. Moreover, the data were self-
reported and collected at the same time in a cross-sectional 
research design, common method and common source bias 
might be present (Podsakoff et al., 2003). For this reason, 
we used several methods and appropriate survey designs 
in advance to minimize the potential of common method 
bias, tested subsequently whether it had been a threat and 
followed established recommendations (Jakobsen & Jen-
sen, 2015; Podsakoff et al., 2003). First, to avoid common 
method bias at the comprehensive stage and to reduce social 
desirability bias, we assured anonymity of all responses to 
our study participants. Second, we made sure that all items 
were formulated precisely by conducting a qualitative and 
quantitative pretest. Third, our online questionnaire included 
different response formats and scale endpoints for our items, 
which should decrease method biases caused by anchoring 
effects (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Also the survey used ques-
tionnaires that had been tested in previous studies. Fourth, 
the items were part of a large-scale questionnaire, so partici-
pants had limited knowledge of the purpose of the study and 
thus would not have guided their responses appropriately 
for consistency. Fifth, our study included several objective 
control variables, such as age, gender, income, education, 
current profession, the industry of the organization as well 

contribution to science by including individual factors in 
explaining the processes on the micro- and macro-level in 
the context of work design models. Third, we were able to 
make an additional contribution to science by shed light 
on the perception of public value in public and non-public 
organizations. However, most of the existing related litera-
ture focuses on public organizations for e.g., public admin-
istration, but there is a need to shift the attention also to 
non-public organizations in this context. As studies have 
already shown all sectors can contribute to the common 
good (Grubert et al., 2022). Even if our study showed that 
the contribution to the common good of public organiza-
tions is perceived higher than of non-public organizations, 
it does not rule out that all organizations are relevant for 
society (Drucker, 2011) as they all confront with the current 
grand challenges. Finally, our study made an important con-
tribution to the public value research stream by attempting 
to bridge the gap between macro-level (organizational pub-
lic value, work characteristics) and micro-level (employees 
work experience) processes. This complements previous 
public value studies like those from Brieger et al. (2020), 
Grubert et al. (2022) and Ritz et al. (2023).

Managerial implications

Our findings offer important insights for management prac-
tice and, in particular, for practical implications in the areas 
of human resources and leadership. They provide evidence 
of the importance of an organization’s public value in addi-
tion to the other work characteristics for an engaged and 
healthy workforce. Organizations can enrich employees’ 
membership in the organization and thereby foster mean-
ingfulness at work, for example by promoting values and 
goals of the organization (Pratt & Ashfort, 2003). There-
fore, management strategies and measures should be aimed 
at increasing employees’ experience of meaningfulness at 
all these levels. Public value should be seen as one source 
of enhanced meaningfulness at work at the organizational 
level. Making the purpose of tasks transparent and the orga-
nization as a whole and pointing to the connection of the 
core business with its contribution to society is essential 
for employees to experience meaningfulness at the organi-
zational level. As our results demonstrate, the experience 
of doing something good for society by being a member 
of an organization with a high public value is likely to 
increase employee engagement. It has been shown that 
especially this combination of high work engagement and 
workplace well-being is highly relevant for key organiza-
tional outcomes (Leitão et al., 2019). Results revealed, for 
example, that engaged employees were not only more likely 
to report higher well-being levels and better performance at 
the task and organizational level, they also reported a better 
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2001). Individuals who see their job as a calling, as socially 
valuable and purposeful, could be more strongly affected by 
public value. Researchers should address the influence of 
individual differences in values and work orientations con-
cerning the perception of public value and its relationship 
with well-being.

Conclusion

We have analyzed the relevance of an organization’s pub-
lic value for employee outcomes across various industries 
and demonstrated a positive relationship between work 
characteristics, including public value, and employee work 
engagement. Additionally, our findings have shown that the 
positive relationship was partially mediated by self-efficacy. 
This study is an example how to reintegrate society into 
work design research and can be seen as a renaissance of 
considering societal factors in employees’ workplace expe-
rience. Organizations should acknowledge public value as 
a source of meaning and additional resource for employees 
to create a more engaged and healthy workforce, especially 
in times of grand challenges organizations are confronted 
with. More specifically, organizational public value con-
tributes positively to the employee’s identification with the 
organization and promotes the meaning of work, which 
leads to a stronger sense of self-efficacy and work engage-
ment. In other words, organizational public value serves as 
a resource for the individual at work. The evidence from our 
study should encourage researchers to take another perspec-
tive on work design and reintegrate the societal dimension 
of organizational activities. The extension of the job char-
acteristics model towards social context may allow to better 
understand the social nature of work with all its cultural, 
political and moral dimensions.
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zation’s public value is positively related to employee work 
engagement in addition to the work characteristics of the 
JCM, other pathways are still possible. For example, more 
engaged workers could be more likely to evaluate the public 
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engaged employees.

However, our study points out further avenues for future 
research. The study design did not allow for detecting cau-
sality between the relationship of public value and employee 
well-being. Thus, we hope researchers will address this 
issue and examine this relationship for example in long-
term studies and with an experimental design. Further, 
individual differences could shape the perception of public 
value and its relevance might be higher for certain individu-
als. Research has shown for example that individuals with 
higher prosocial values were more concerned about the 
impact of their work on other people, and the experience of 
task significance strongly affected their performance (Grant, 
2008). Additionally, not only individual values could inter-
fere with the perception of public value, but the orientation 
toward work could also be important. Work orientations 
can be relevant to a better understanding how employees 
derive meaning from their work (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 
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