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ABSTRACT  In this paper, we propose that untapped potential acts as a subjective temporal 
meaning-making mechanism. Using a two-wave survey design, we examine the relationship 
between job characteristics, untapped potential, and work meaningfulness in a heterogeneous 
sample of 542 employees. We found that employees’ perceived amount of untapped potential 
mediates the effects of skill variety, autonomy, and job feedback on work meaningfulness. This 
mediated relationship was moderated by the valence employees attributed to their untapped 
potential. Moreover, decreases in the perceived amount of untapped potential over time were 
related to increases in perceived work meaningfulness. Our research shows that work that 
allows employees to move beyond the here-and-now by providing opportunities to realize 
future work selves is experienced as particularly meaningful. We conclude that, if we wish to 
understand what makes work meaningful for employees in the present, we need to know how it 
aligns with their self-perceptions in the future.

Keywords: job characteristics, possible self, subjective time, untapped potential, work 
meaningfulness

INTRODUCTION

Terkel (1972) once famously wrote that work ‘is a search for daily meaning as well as 
daily bread, for recognition as well as cash, for astonishment rather than torpor; in short, 
for a sort of life, rather than a Monday through Friday sort of dying’ (p. xi). Research 
has indeed found that most people attach great importance to the meaningfulness of 
work – i.e., the feeling that work activities are worthwhile, useful, and valuable, judged 
in relation to personal ideals or standards (Kahn, 1990; May et al., 2004). Perceived 
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work meaningfulness has also been shown to relate to numerous positive organizational 
outcomes such as engagement, job satisfaction, employee wellbeing, performance, and 
retention (Arnold et al., 2007; Grant, 2007; May et al., 2004; Steger and Dik, 2009).

Traditionally, research has examined work meaningfulness from a work-centric per-
spective, focusing on how meaningfulness can be managed by manipulating the external 
work environment (e.g., through job design; Hackman and Oldham, 1975). More re-
cently, however, this managerial approach has been critiqued for disregarding humans’ 
intrinsic need for meaningfulness (Lips-Wiersma and Morris, 2009). Consequently, re-
searchers have begun to explore what makes work meaningful from the perspective of 
the worker (e.g., Bailey and Madden, 2016). In the worker-centric literature, emphasis is 
placed on the importance of  the self-concept, and in particular on the identity-related 
mechanisms that underlie employees’ meaning-making at work (Pratt and Ashforth, 
2003; Rosso et al., 2010).

So far, however, the focus has been exclusively on employees’ ‘authentic’ self  in the 
present. Current research thereby neglects the fact that people draw meaning from mul-
tiple selves that can also be temporally located in the past or future (Markus and Wurf, 
1987). Arguably, possible selves that represent how people see their potential for the fu-
ture make up an important part of  the self-concept (Markus and Nurius, 1986; Williams 
et al., 2012). An interview study by Ekman (2013), for instance, showed that fantasies 
about future potential featured prominently in employees’ current perceptions of  work 
meaningfulness. Moreover, in a study of  131 senior HR executives, respondents consis-
tently ranked the ability to realize one’s potential as the number one factor that makes 
jobs most meaningful to employees, placing it before making money and serving others 
(Mitroff  and Denton, 1999).

At the same time, however, the realization of  potential at work is by no means self-
evident. In practice, work structures often frustrate employees’ desire to realize their 
potential (Berg et al., 2010). As a result, a significant amount of  employees risks being left 
with the feeling that a lot of  their potential remains untapped at work – i.e., that a large 
discrepancy exists between their actual self  and their desired future self. In fact, the prev-
alence of  perceptions of  untapped potential might explain why a recent survey found 
that 55 percent out of  19,900 employees across a wide range of  industries struggled to 
find their work meaningful (Schwartz, 2014).

In the present paper, we introduce untapped potential as a subjective temporal experi-
ence that can make work more, or less, meaningful from the perspective of  the individual 
employee by functioning as a cognitive bridge between the present and the future. In 
doing so, we advance understanding of  the role of  time in work meaningfulness at the 
micro-level. More specifically, we examine whether the subjective temporal experience 
of  untapped potential mediates the relationship between job characteristics and work 
meaningfulness, using a two-wave survey design among a large, heterogeneous group of 
Belgian employees. By simultaneously investigating the influence of  factors internal and 
external to the individual employee, we integrate worker- and work-centric perspectives 
on meaningful work (Michaelson et al., 2014). In doing so, we address recent calls for 
more comprehensive models of  work meaningfulness (Lips-Wiersma and Morris, 2009; 
Rosso et al., 2010).
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MEANINGFUL WORK

Like others before us, we start from the assumption that people’s search for meaning 
is one of the primary motivations in life (Pratt and Ashforth, 2003). Given that we all 
spend a substantial proportion of our waking hours working, work is a central life do-
main to look for meaning. Although work is necessary to secure a pay check at the end 
of the month for much of the working population, people generally also report a strong 
desire for work that is intrinsically interesting and satisfying (MOW – Meaning of Work 
International Research Team, 1987). In this respect, it is important to distinguish be-
tween the possible meanings attached to work – i.e., the type of meaning individuals 
ascribe to work (e.g., work as a pay check versus a higher calling) – and work meaning-
fulness – i.e., the amount of significance work holds for individuals (Rosso et al., 2010).

Broadly stated, the literature on meaningful work can be categorized as either work-
centric or worker-centric in focus (Michaelson et al., 2014; Wrzesniewski et al., 2003).

The Work-Centric Perspective on Work Meaningfulness

Arguably, meaningful work ‘always requires some degree of objective autonomy to pur-
sue one’s subjective aspirations’ (Michaelson et al., 2014, p. 85). Researchers who study 
meaningful work from a work-centric perspective argue that organizations should pro-
vide and manage meaning (Lips-Wiersma and Morris, 2009). The work-centric stream 
of research has focused mainly on identifying those elements in the work context that act 
as sources of (or barriers to) meaningfulness (Rosso et al., 2010), such as job design (e.g., 
Grant, 2007; Hackman and Oldham, 1975) or leadership styles (e.g., Arnold et al., 2007; 
Bono and Judge, 2003). For example, Grant (2007) recently developed a conceptual 
model highlighting the importance of the relational architecture of jobs – i.e., whether 
and to what extent work allows employees to make a prosocial impact and have contact 
with beneficiaries – as a source of meaningful work.

In the present study, we focus specifically on the five job characteristics identified by 
Hackman and Oldham (1975) in their seminal Job Characteristics Model (JCM). These 
include the degree to which a job requires the use of  different skills (skill variety); requires 
the completion of  a ‘whole’ piece of  work (task identity); has a significant impact on the 
lives of  others (task significance); allows workers to choose their work schedule and proce-
dures (autonomy); and provides workers with direct information about the effectiveness of 
their performances (job feedback). Together, these dimensions determine the motivating 
potential of  a job. According to Hackman and Oldham (1975), jobs with high motivating 
potential transform the performance of  work into a rewarding experience for employees 
by creating feelings of  meaningfulness, responsibility for work outcomes, and knowledge 
of  results. In particular, skill variety, task significance, and task identity are argued to 
influence employees’ perceived work meaningfulness in the JCM.

Empirical research supports a positive relationship between the job characteristics 
identified in the JCM and perceptions of  work meaningfulness (e.g., Fried and Ferris, 
1987; Humphrey et al., 2007; May et al., 2004). The meta-analysis conducted by Fried 
and Ferris (1987), for example, showed a consistently positive relationship between 
each of  the job characteristics and perceived work meaningfulness. Based on existing 
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evidence of  job design as an important predictor of  meaningful work (Rosso et al., 
2010), we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1: Skill variety, task identity, task significance, autonomy, and job feedback 
are positively related to perceptions of work meaningfulness, such that the higher 
employees rate their jobs on these five dimensions, the more work meaningfulness 
they will perceive.

The Worker-Centric Perspective on Work Meaningfulness

At the same time, Rosso et al. (2010) have concluded that ‘perceptions of meaningful-
ness must necessarily travel through the self’ (p. 15). In contrast to the work-centric 
perspective, worker-centric researchers approach meaningful work in a more agentic 
way, assuming that employees are active creators of meaning who naturally engage 
in meaning-making (Lips-Wiersma and Morris, 2009). Here, work meaningfulness is 
perceived as a subjective experience that depends on what employees themselves bring 
into work (Chalofsky, 2003; Pratt and Ashforth, 2003). This implies that any type of job 
can be experienced as meaningful. This point is illustrated by research showing that 
even people who perform so-called ‘dirty work’ – i.e., work that is devalued by society 
because of its physically, socially, or morally repulsive nature, such as refuse collection 
or exotic dancing – can find their work highly meaningful (e.g., Ashforth and Kreiner, 
1999; Wrzesniewski and Dutton, 2001).

More specifically, worker-centric researchers perceive work meaningfulness as the 
result of  a sense-making process during which employees interpret their work within 
broader cognitive self-schemata (Pratt and Ashforth, 2003). A recent interview study, 
for example, found that 135 employees in 10 different occupations framed ‘moments of 
meaningfulness’ at work in the broader context of  their personal lives (e.g., their fam-
ily or community; Bailey and Madden, 2016). The self  plays a pivotal role in the pro-
cess of  sense-making that shapes people’s experience of  work meaningfulness (Pratt and 
Ashforth, 2003). This follows from the fact that work behaviour is not only instrumental, 
but also motivated by people’s desire to self-express (Shamir, 1991).

The self  is understood here in terms of  the self-concept. The self-concept refers to the 
dynamic and multiple cognitive self-representations or ‘identities’ that people have (e.g., 
woman, mother, manager), which are hierarchically organized according to their relative im-
portance (Callero, 1985; Markus and Wurf, 1987; Stryker and Burke, 2000). Especially work 
that is congruent with one’s self-concept, allowing employees to enact their ‘true’ authentic 
self, is argued to be meaningful to employees (Pratt and Ashforth, 2003; Rosso et al., 2010).

In their review, Rosso et al. (2010) identify three authenticity mechanisms: self- 
concordance, identity affirmation, and personal engagement. Self-concordance refers to  
individuals’ pursuit of  goals that are consistent with their own interests and core values 
(Sheldon and Elliot, 1999). Bono and Judge (2003) found, for example, that followers of 
transformational leaders perceived their work to be more meaningful when they pursued 
short-term work goals that were aligned with their personal beliefs and interests. Identity 
affirmation refers to the processes through which work verifies, affirms, or activates valued 



	 The Experience of Untapped Potential	 5

© 2018 John Wiley & Sons Ltd and Society for the Advancement of Management Studies

personal identities (Rosso et al., 2010). Elsbach (2003), for example, showed how man-
agers display portable artefacts (e.g., photos of  their kids) in workspaces to affirm their 
identity. Personal engagement refers to the physical, cognitive, and emotional employment 
and expression of  the self  at work. Kahn (1990), for example, found that employees who 
felt they could be fully present – physically, cognitively, and emotionally – in their role 
performance, perceived their work as particularly meaningful.

To date, however, scholars have been overlooking the temporal dimension of  iden-
tity when arguing for the relevance of  the self  in people’s quest for meaningful work. 
Research on work meaningfulness tends to assume that people only have one ‘true’ self 
that is situated in the present time. The self-concept, however, consists of  multiple identi-
ties that can be situated in either the past, the present, or the future (Albert, 1977; Cross 
and Markus, 1991; Markus and Nurius, 1986). Particularly interesting in this respect are 
possible selves – i.e., representations of  who an individual desires to become (desired/
ideal selves), is afraid of  becoming (feared selves), and feels that he or she should become 
(ought selves) (Markus and Nurius, 1986). Possible selves reflect how individuals think 
about their potential in the future, which can be remarkably different from thoughts 
about the self  in the present (Markus and Nurius, 1986).

People attach great importance to beliefs about their future potential. Recent experi-
mental research has shown, for example, that people see their future potential as a mean-
ingful component of  the self, weighing it heavily in evaluations of  themselves – much 
more so than in their evaluations of  others, whom they tend to judge based on past 
behaviour (Williams and Gilovich, 2008; Williams et al., 2012). Even though possible 
selves have not (yet) been validated by (social) experience, they can exert a considerable 
influence on individuals’ current motivations and affective states (Markus and Nurius, 
1986; Myers, 2009). Ibarra (1999), for example, described how ‘provisional’ selves mo-
tivated consultants and investments bankers to experiment with new roles by selectively 
imitating the behaviours of  role models in their organizations (e.g., adopt a director’s 
style of  interacting with clients).

Because of  their significant impact on people’s work experience beyond aspects of  the 
self  in the here-and-now (Markus and Nurius, 1986), we argue that research on identi-
ty-based mechanisms of  work meaningfulness should also pay attention to the role of 
people’s possible selves in the future. In the following section, we will argue that one way 
to do this is by examining employees’ experience of  untapped potential at work.

THE EXPERIENCE OF UNTAPPED POTENTIAL AS A SUBJECTIVE 
TEMPORAL MEANING-MAKING MECHANISM

Etymologically, potential derives from the Latin ‘potens’, meaning capable. In his 
Metaphysics, Aristotle described potentiality (dunamis) as belonging to matter, with the 
capacity to transform into a different and more completed state, and distinguished it 
from actuality – the matter’s realization into an actual form (energeia) (Cohen, 2016). 
The contrast between what is possible and what is actual also features strongly in more 
contemporary conceptualizations of potential. Frisby and Braden (1992), for example, 
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define potential as ‘the modifiability of unobservable structures that have not as yet be-
come actual, or exist in possibility, capable of development in actuality’ (p. 283).

Kuo (2011) argued that it is the human desire for ‘becoming’ that opens up a space of 
possibilities. By using their imagination, people move beyond the present and anticipate 
possible scenarios in the future, creating a mental distance between where they are now 
(actual selves) and where they want to go in the future (desired selves) (Kearney, 1988; 
Kuo, 2011). Although desired selves can pertain to any domain of  life, the focus here lies 
on future work selves, reflecting people’s hopes and aspirations for the future in relation 
to work (Strauss et al., 2012). When employees succeed to connect their present work 
activities to their future work selves, this creates a sense of  purpose, motivating employ-
ees to approach the desired end-states that their future work selves entail (Markus and 
Nurius, 1986; Strauss et al., 2012; Waterman, 2004).

At the same time, Oettingen (2012) has noted that simply indulging on future work 
selves as positive fantasies is not enough to ignite change. Instead, she argues that people 
need to experience a discrepancy which follows from mentally contrasting the future 
self  with the present reality. According to self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987), peo-
ple are generally motivated to reduce discrepancies. More specifically, actual-ideal dis-
crepancies motivate approach behaviour in employees, such that they will try to reduce 
this discrepancy through, for example, pursuing challenging goals (Brendl and Higgins, 
1996; Higgins, 2000). When such discrepancy reduction is successful, the actual self  and 
the ideal self  are congruent, leading to positive outcomes. When discrepancy reduction 
fails, however, this will have negative effects. Moreover, the greater the magnitude of  the 
self-discrepancy, the more negative the outcomes will be (Higgins, 1987, 2000).

Untapped potential can be defined as the discrepancy resulting from the intertemporal 
comparison between individuals’ actual selves in the present and the desired selves to-
ward which they hope to progress in the future (Albert, 1977). The realization of  poten-
tial, then, involves reducing the discrepancy between the actual and desired future selves 
(Fernando and Chowdhury, 2015; Nucci, 2004). In line with Higgins’ (1987) theoretical 
logic, we assume that employees will strive to realize their potential. When employees 
are in the process of  realizing their potential at work, they are in fact actualizing in the 
present what was merely a possibility in the past, thereby moving closer to their ideal self 
in the future. In doing so, past, present, and future become interconnected, and work is 
transformed into a meaningful process of  self-development (Baumeister and Vohs, 2002).

In other words, when an employee perceives a small amount of  untapped potential 
at work, he or she will have ‘a sense of  where [s]he is going and that [s]he is living to 
realize future possibilities’ (Clark, 1997, p. 89), which will increase perceptions of  work 
meaningfulness. In contrast, when an employee perceives a large amount of  untapped 
potential at work, a significant actual-ideal discrepancy arises. Consequently, we expect 
employees with large amounts of  untapped potential to perceive their work as less mean-
ingful (Bailey and Madden, 2015; Shepherd and Williams, 2018; Twenge et al., 2003). 
Based on the above, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 2: The amount of untapped potential at work, experienced by an employee, 
is negatively related to perceptions of work meaningfulness such that employees who 
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experience having a higher amount of untapped potential will perceive less work 
meaningfulness.

In addition to the perceived amount of  untapped potential, employees’ experiences of  un-
tapped potential are also characterized by high or low expectations of  success, activated by 
the process of  mental contrasting (Oettingen, 2012). Like the metaphor of  viewing one’s 
glass as half  full or half  empty, untapped potential can be seen either positively – as a chance 
for future development – or negatively – as a missed opportunity. This complexity is captured 
by the concept of  valence, i.e., the ‘positivity or negativity of  an event’ (Brendl and Higgins, 
1996, p. 96). Rather than constituting a fixed, inherent property of  an experience, valence 
is the result of  individual, subjective appraisal (Brendl and Higgins, 1996). People evaluate 
an experience in a positive or a negative manner, depending on whether it is associated with 
expected future gains (opportunities) or losses (barriers), respectively (Meister et al., 2014).

The positive or negative valence associated with untapped potential will thus be related to 
whether or not employees expect to realize their potential in the future. Employees can, for 
instance, expect to realize their untapped potential in the future when they have just started 
a new job, or see their current position as a stepping stone towards a more fitting role. In 
this case, untapped potential represents a potential future gain for employees and will be 
appraised positively. Conversely, employees can also have low expectations of  realizing their 
untapped potential at work, when they feel hindered (for instance, by their direct supervisor) 
to prove what they are capable of. In this case, untapped potential is associated with barriers 
that are not expected to dissipate in the near future, and will be appraised negatively.

According to fantasy realization theory (Oettingen, 2012), mental contrasting will 
stimulate goal pursuit when people’s expectations of  success are high, while it will fos-
ter goal disengagement when people’s expectations of  success are low. Oettingen et al. 
(2001) have shown, for example, that, after mentally contrasting positive fantasies of  a 
happy ending with an interpersonal conflict in the present reality, people only made 
plans to solve the conflict when expectations of  success were high, but not when expecta-
tions of  success were low. Similarly, a recent study found evidence that mental contrast-
ing of  a desired future with a present reality led to better creative performance when it 
was accompanied by positive rather than neutral feedback on people’s creative potential 
(Oettingen et al., 2012). Therefore, we hypothesize the following moderation effect:

Hypothesis 3a: If untapped potential has a negative valence, this will intensify the 
negative relationship between the perceived amount of untapped potential and 
perceived work meaningfulness.

Hypothesis 3b: If untapped potential has a positive valence, this will buffer the neg-
ative relationship between the perceived amount of untapped potential and per-
ceived work meaningfulness.

Employees’ perceived amount of  untapped potential has also been linked to job character-
istics, most notably to opportunities present in the work context to utilize and develop one’s 
knowledge and skills (Waterman, 2004). Inspired by Csikszentmihalyi’s (2003) ‘flow’ theory, 
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Vogt (2005) argued that organizations can help employees realize their potential through 
job design. More specifically, he suggested that managers should optimally challenge em-
ployees by providing them with rich and complex tasks, the autonomy to decide how to ac-
complish these tasks, and direct feedback on their performance. Similarly, Berg et al. (2010) 
argued that jobs with high autonomy allow employees to accomplish better alignment with 
their desired selves. A recent study showed, for example, that employees who successfully 
increased the autonomy, task identity, and skill variety in their jobs, felt they could make 
better use of  their skills at work (Lu et al., 2014). In contrast, when jobs are designed such 
that skill variety, task identity, task significance, autonomy, and job feedback are limited, 
there is no room, nor incentive for employees to use their abilities or express their desired 
self  (Kahn, 1990; Mottaz, 1981; Schacht, 1971). Based on the above, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 4: Skill variety, task identity, task significance, autonomy, and job feedback 
will be negatively related to the amount of untapped potential at work experienced by 
an employee, such that the higher employees rate their jobs on these five dimensions, 
the lower will be the amount of untapped potential they perceive.

Combining Hypotheses 1, 2, and 4, we propose the following mediation hypothesis:

Hypothesis 5: The positive relationship between skill variety, task identity, task signif-
icance, autonomy, job feedback, and work meaningfulness will be mediated by the 
perceived amount of untapped potential.

Finally, the realization of  potential requires that employees repeatedly assess whether or 
not they are making progress towards their future work selves (Scheffler, 2010). In this 
respect, ideal selves in the future function as self-referent criteria for employees to moni-
tor their own actions and outcomes (Markus and Nurius, 1986; Nucci, 2004; Ryff, 1991). 
People will thus evaluate the extent to which their potential remains untapped based on 
how much progress they are making towards a desired end-state. Since progress requires 
movement, employees will only feel that they are realizing their potential when they 
succeed in realizing its constitutive possibilities with the passage of  time. The realization 
of  potential is thus a dynamic process of  movement over time (Bodnar, 2012; Kovacs, 
1982). Moreover, as people constantly reformulate their desired end-states (Kuo, 2011), 
the realization of  potential is inherently episodic and expandable, with new potentials 
arising as older ones are realized (Scheffler, 2010). Consequently, the realization of  po-
tential should be defined as an ongoing process that can only be completed in the con-
tinuous undertaking of  the activity (Hinchliffe, 2004; Leclerc et al., 1998).

Past research has found that a sense of  progress has a profound positive impact on 
employees’ inner work experiences (Amabile and Kramer, 2007, 2011). In fact, scholars 
have claimed that a sense of  progress towards desired goals is vital to the experience of 
meaningful work (Rosso et al., 2010). Translating this logic to the work context, we argue 
that the experience of  work meaningfulness requires employees to be engaged in work 
activities that enable them to actualize their potential within a bounded temporal space 
(i.e., their career from today until their expected retirement age). With the passing of 



	 The Experience of Untapped Potential	 9

© 2018 John Wiley & Sons Ltd and Society for the Advancement of Management Studies

time, some employees will feel that they are approaching their ideal future selves, whereas 
others will find themselves stuck or drifting further away from what they desire(d) to be-
come (Ryff, 1991). Therefore, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 6: Changes in the amount of untapped potential at work are related to 
changes in perceptions of work meaningfulness, such that employees will experience 
less work meaningfulness at a later point in time if their perceived amount of un-
tapped potential has increased over time prior to this point.

In addition to changing the perceived amount of  untapped potential, the passage of  time 
can also alter the valence that people ascribe to their experience of  untapped potential. This 
proposition is in line with earlier research that claims that the valence attached to an experi-
ence does not only vary across individuals, but also varies over time. As Brendl and Higgins 
(1996) note, ‘even the same person might find an event positive at one time and negative at 
another time’ (p. 96). Especially the situation in which employees assess the valence of  the 
experience of  untapped potential negatively at T2 – meaning that the valence has either 
changed from positive to negative, or has remained negative over time – is likely to be prob-
lematic. Rather than making progress, employees will feel that they are going backwards or 
that they are stagnating in a negative experience which, in turn, will have a negative impact 
on their perceptions of  work meaningfulness. This brings us to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 7: The valence of the experience of untapped potential is related to changes 
in perceptions of work meaningfulness, such that employees will experience less work 
meaningfulness at a later point in time if the experience of untapped potential has a 
negative (as compared to a positive) valence at that time.

METHODS

Design

The study was set up using a two-wave survey design in which the focal variables were 
measured at two time points, with a one and a half year time lag in between. The 
time lag was deliberately chosen to allow for changes over time in our focal variables 
(Maggetti et al., 2012). Both the experience of untapped potential at work and perceived 
work meaningfulness can be expected to f luctuate on a medium-term basis, with people 
re-evaluating their work situation every few months (Taris and Kompier, 2014). All con-
structs were measured identically at both times using validated scales.

A quantitative survey design was chosen because we were mainly interested in find-
ing empirical evidence for the relationship between job characteristics, employees’ ex-
perience of  untapped potential, and perceived work meaningfulness. In addition, one 
open-ended question (described in detail in the Measures section further down) was also 
included in the survey to explore the meanings that people ascribed to their experiences 
of  untapped potential (Fink, 2003). The resultant qualitative data were used to evaluate 
the valence of  respondents’ experiences of  untapped potential (see Table I).
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Sample

At T1, we set out to draw a stratified sample mirroring the demographic characteristics 
of the working population in Flanders (Belgium) in terms of gender, age, educational 
level, and contract type. We, the three authors together with two research assistants, 
composed a panel of potential respondents over a period of three months’ time in two 
phases: First, we contacted people from our direct social networks and, after receiving 
their consent, included these into the panel. Subsequently, we selectively extended our 
initial sample by asking people from our direct social networks to suggest others within 
their own networks that were underrepresented in our initial sample (in particular, 
low-educated workers and workers older than 40).

In total, the panel consisted of  1,028 workers active in various functions, organizations 
and sectors. After sending out the survey in Qualtrics by email, 759 workers completed 
the survey within the predetermined period of  45 days, yielding a response rate of  74 per 
cent. After cases with missing data were eliminated, the final sample consisted of  542 em-
ployees (NT1), of  which 45 per cent were male and 55 per cent were female. The average 
age of  respondents was 37.13 (SD = 12.30); 7 per cent of  respondents were 24 or younger, 
54 per cent were between 25 and 40, 16 per cent between 41 and 49, and 23 per cent 
were 50 or older. The majority of  respondents held a bachelor’s or master’s degree (66 
per cent), and were employed full-time (79 per cent). Except for educational level, which 
showed an inverted distribution compared to the Flemish working population, sample 
characteristics were in line with the reference population as reported by the Flemish 
Policy Research Center for Work and Social Economy, i.e., 52.4 per cent were male; 
8.3 per cent were 24 or younger, 40.7 per cent were between 25 and 40, 26.4 per cent 
were between 41 and 49, and 24.7 per cent were 50 or older; 40.1 per cent were highly- 
educated; 72 per cent were employed full-time (Vanderbiesen, 2016).

Sample heterogeneity was further demonstrated by additional sample characteristics: 
50 per cent of  respondents worked for a private-sector organization (as compared to 
33 per cent working for a public-sector organization and 17 per cent for a mixed pub-
lic-private sector or ‘other’ type of  organization), and 10 per cent of  respondents held a 
managerial position (as compared to 47 per cent professionals, 21 per cent clerical and 
service workers, 15 per cent skilled workers, and 7 per cent unskilled workers). The size 
of  respondents’ employing organizations ranged from fewer than 10 employees to over 
5,000 employees, with organizations being active across 28 economic sectors including, 
but not limited to, construction, health care, education, and finance.

Attrition analyses. All respondents with complete data at T1 were invited to participate 
in the T2 survey one and a half years later, yielding a response rate of 32 per cent (NT2 
= 174). Between T1 and T2, 54 respondents (31 per cent) had changed jobs, of which 
38 (22 per cent) had also changed employers. To rule out bias resulting from systematic 
dropout of respondents between the first and second wave of data collection, we 
performed attrition analyses. More specifically, we investigated whether T1 respondents 
who had also completed the T2 survey were different from T1 respondents who had not 
participated at T2 in terms of demographic characteristics, untapped potential, and 
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work meaningfulness. No significant differences were found for gender (χ2 (1, N = 542) 
= 0.60, p = 0.44), age (t (334) = 0.40, p = 0.69), educational level (χ2 (2, N = 542) = 5.06, 
p = 0.08), or contract type (χ2 (2, N = 542) = .62, p = 0.73), nor for the percentage of   
untapped potential (t (318) = −.16, p = 0.87) or perceived work meaningfulness  
(t (334) = 1.09, p = 0.28). These results suggest a random dropout pattern between T1 
and T2 and thus a low risk of  systematic attrition bias in our data.

Procedure

The research was framed more broadly as aiming to investigate the work experience 
of Belgian employees. In the introduction, we emphasized that our main interest was 
to gain insight into workers’ personal beliefs, stated that there were no right and wrong 
answers to any of the questions in the survey, and explicitly guaranteed respondent 
anonymity. Participants were incentivized to participate in our research by drawing 
their attention to the opportunity to win a multimedia voucher with a value of 15 Euro 
after survey completion. In order to avoid social desirability bias (Podsakof et al., 2003), 
respondents were asked to tick a box to confirm that they would answer the questions 
of the survey honestly on the first screen of the survey. Finally, to anticipate the issue 
of common method variance (CMV), we followed Podsakoff et al.’s (2003) procedural 
recommendations in the design of our survey. We measured variables using different 
scale formats and anchors (scales never exceeded 10 items), avoided double-barrelled 
and ambiguous items, and counterbalanced item order.

Measures

Perceived work meaning fulness. Perceived work meaningfulness was measured using the six-
item scale developed by May et al. (2004). This scale was developed as an extension of 
Spreitzer’s (1995) validated three-item subscale of psychological empowerment which 
proved to have good convergent and discriminant validity (Kraimer et al., 1999). Since 
its development, this scale has been used successfully to measure work meaningfulness 
in diverse samples, including workers of an American insurance company (α = 0.90; 
May et al., 2004) and employees of a multinational petrochemical company (α = 0.92; 
Olivier and Rothmann, 2007). A sample item is ‘I feel that the work I do on this job 
is valuable’. Respondents rated all items on a five-point Likert scale ranging from one 
(strongly disagree) to five (strongly agree). The Cronbach’s Alpha for the scale was 0.94 both 
at T1 and T2.

Job characteristics. Autonomy, skill variety, task identity, task significance, and job feedback 
were measured using the 10-item scale developed by Idaszak and Drasgow (1987) based 
on Hackman and Oldham’s (1975) JCM. This scale was checked for measurement 
accuracy in the original paper, with reported fidelity coefficients of above 0.80 for 
each of the five characteristics (Idaszak and Drasgow, 1987). A sample item is ‘The job 
gives me a chance to use my personal initiative or judgment in carrying out the work’ 
(autonomy). Respondents rated all items on a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from one 
(totally incorrect) to seven (totally correct). The Cronbach’s Alpha for the full 10-item scale 
was 0.79 at T1 and 0.80 at T2. At the level of individual job characteristics – which 
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were measured using five pairs of two items (Idaszak and Drasgow, 1987) – we found 
Spearman-Brown reliability coefficients between 0.55 and 0.77 at T1 and between 0.58 
and 0.80 at T2.

Amount of untapped potential. Since we were interested in capturing employees’ personal 
experience of untapped potential, we decided to develop a single item specifically catered 
towards this end, f lanked by an open textbox (see below in the section on valence). We 
asked respondents to indicate – on a slide bar from 0 to 100 per cent – the percentage 
that, in their opinion, best ref lected the extent to which their potential was untapped in 
the area of work at the time of survey administration. The approach of using single-item 
measurements has been demonstrated to work particularly well for constructs that require 
a global evaluation (a typical example being job satisfaction), and/or complex constructs 
that would require a seemingly endless list of items to cover all facets potentially relevant 
to respondents, which would subsequently need to be weighed according to individual 
values or priorities (e.g., quality of life; Fuchs and Diamantopoulos, 2009).

Valence of untapped potential. Directly below the quantitative untapped potential item we 
provided a textbox, instructing respondents to write a brief explanation of why they had 
selected that specific percentage of untapped potential. To make sure that we captured 
respondents’ idiosyncratic experiences of untapped potential at work, in the instructions 
above the textbox we emphasized that there were no right or wrong answers, but that 
we just wanted them to ‘think aloud’ about how they came to select the percentage that 
they did. We recoded the qualitative data into a quantitative valence measure using 
content analysis.

Content coding of the valence of untapped potential. Before performing our main quantitative 
analyses, we first recoded the qualitative textbox data into a categorical measure 
capturing the valence of respondents’ experiences of untapped potential (for a similar 
approach, see Amabile et al., 2005). To this end, the authors conducted a directed content 
analysis (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005) of all 542 descriptions of employees’ experiences 
of untapped potential. Building on Brendl and Higgins’s (1996) principles of judging 
valence – in particular, the principle of goal supportiveness – we coded responses into a 
categorical valence variable with a positive and a negative category.

Responses were categorized as positive or negative depending on whether work was 
judged to facilitate or impede the realization of  potential, respectively. This categoriza-
tion is consistent with our theoretical differentiation between untapped potential as a 
future gain (possibilities) versus a future loss (missed opportunities). Positively valenced 
experiences typically included references to various job resources (e.g., challenging work, 
learning opportunities), allowing respondents to make active use of  their skills and 
knowledge. Negatively valenced experiences, on the other hand, focused predominantly 
on barriers that hindered respondents in realizing their potential. Although some respon-
dents mentioned internal barriers (e.g., personal capacities), most statements concerned 
external barriers related to their job and the broader organization (e.g., work overload, 
regulations).
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Because some textbox responses could not be unequivocally classified as positive or neg-
ative – typically containing multiple statements of  which one or more could be classified 
as positive and the others as negative – we added a third, ‘ambivalent’ valence category.

To infer the reliability of  our categorization of  respondents’ accounts of  untapped 
potential into positive, negative and ambivalent experiences, we calculated inter-rater 
reliability – i.e., the degree to which the categorization could be reproduced by another 
coder (Krippendorff, 2004). To this end, the second author categorized 50 randomly 
selected cases into the three aforementioned valence categories. The percentage of 
agreement was 82 per cent and the Cohen’s Kappa was 0.76, indicating solid inter-rater 
reliability (McHugh, 2012). Categorizations were compared among coders and disagree-
ments were discussed until consensus was reached.

Of  the responses, 192 (35.4 per cent) were categorized to have a negative valence, 
261 (48.2 per cent) were categorized to have a positive valence, and 89 (16.4 per cent) 
were categorized to have an ambivalent valence. The percentage of  untapped potential 
was skewly distributed across the valence categories (Table I): 104 negative experiences 

Table I. Proportion of Respondents Coded as Having Negatively, Positively, and Ambivalently Valenced 
Experiences of Untapped Potential, as a Function of Their Perceived Amount of Untapped Potential at T1 
(NT1 = 542)

Amount of Untapped Potential

0% – 20% 20% – 30% 30% – 97%

Valence of 
Untapped 
Potential

Positive 149 (27%) 55 (10%) 57 (11%)

e.g., ‘90% fulfilled because I receive many opportunities to learn. My work is definitely 
not yet a routine. Besides, they give me the chance to maximally apply things that I 
am learning on a daily basis or have learned in the past, also during my studies, 
which gives me the feeling that my potential is utilized’. (Woman, 25, junior HR 
generalist)

Negative 49 (9%) 39 (7%) 104 (19%)

e.g., ‘A lot of my qualities and knowledge are untapped. For example, I have a good 
knowledge of marketing with which nothing is done. Sometimes, in my opinion, my 
supervisors just act without knowledge, where they would do well to utilize the 
knowledge of their subordinates. Sometimes they even do the opposite [of what I would 
recommend if I were asked] which makes me wonder at those times what I am doing. 
I sometimes have to do repetitive administrative work which I do not want to do at 
all. I want to grow. I am capable of more’. (Woman, 34, staff officer in education)

Ambivalent 42 (8%) 27 (5%) 20 (4%)

e.g., ‘I utilize much of my knowledge and talents in performing my job, but due to work 
pressure and lack of time some of my ideas cannot develop. Especially in project 
development, the implementation of my creativity in different domains is limited. 
Also, in my opinion, I could add more value in the area of PR, but I limit my 
involvement there because it requires too much time and energ y’. (Woman, 48, 
educational programme counsellor)

Note: Values represent number (and proportion) of respondents for each combination of amount and valence of un-
tapped potential; Chi-squared test of Independence: χ2 = 66.61; df = 4; p < 0.01.
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(54.2 per cent) fell in the range of  30–97 per cent of  untapped potential (in contrast to 
only 57 positive experiences), while 149 positive experiences (57.1 per cent) fell in the 
range of  0–20 per cent of  untapped potential (in contrast to only 47 negative experi-
ences). Although ambivalent experiences were spread out a bit more evenly across the 
different ranges, the distribution was also skewed in a direction similar to that of  the 
distribution of  positive experiences: 42 cases (47.2 per cent) fell in the range of  0–20 
per cent of  untapped potential.

Control variables. Because sociodemographic characteristics such as gender, age, 
educational level, and contract type (full-time or part-time) have been found to affect 
employees’ perceived work meaningfulness (Grouden and Jose, 2014), we controlled for 
these variables in our regression analyses.

Analyses

Data analyses were performed in two phases, corresponding to the two sections re-
ported in the Results. In the first phase of our analysis, a cross-sectional stepwise re-
gression model was tested based on the T1 data alone, to examine whether people’s 
experience of untapped potential predicted perceived work meaningfulness above and 
beyond the effects of job characteristics. In the model, skill variety, task identity, task 
significance, autonomy, and job feedback were entered as predictors (step 2) after first 
entering the control variables (step 1). In a next step, untapped potential was entered, 
adding first the percentage measure (step 3), and then the categorical valence variable 
resulting from our qualitative analysis (step 4). In step 5, the interaction terms between 
the amount and valence of untapped potential were entered. Due to multicollinearity, 
however, we restricted model five by omitting the insignificant moderation parameters 
(step 6; final model).

In the second phase of  analysis, change variables were calculated by computing differ-
ence scores between T1 and T2 for each quantitative variable. In the change model, we 
sequentially added the control variables (step 1), the change scores for skill variety, task 
identity, task significance, autonomy, and job feedback (step 2), the change scores for the 
percentage of  untapped potential (step 3), and the valence of  the experience of  untapped 
potential at T2 (step 4; final model).

RESULTS

Table II shows the intercorrelations between the study variables at T1 and T2. In line 
with our hypotheses, the table shows significant negative correlations between job char-
acteristics and the percentage of untapped potential, and significant positive correla-
tions between job characteristics and perceived work meaningfulness. As expected, the 
percentage of untapped potential was also negatively correlated with perceived work 
meaningfulness.
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Cross-Sectional Model: Job Characteristics, Untapped Potential, and 
Work Meaningfulness (T1)

The results of the cross-sectional regressions analyses on perceived work meaningful-
ness (Hypotheses 1-5) are reported in section A of Table III. In step 1, we observed 
that all control variables, except for contract type, were significant such that women, 
older employees, and highly-educated individuals scored higher on work meaningful-
ness compared to men, younger employees, and low-educated respondents. In step 2, 
the results demonstrated that all job characteristics, except for task identity, had highly 
significant, positive effects on work meaningfulness: The more skill variety, task signifi-
cance, autonomy, and job feedback respondents experienced in their jobs, the more they 
perceived their work to be meaningful. With the exception of task identity, these results 
thus supported Hypothesis 1.

Step 3 showed that the percentage of  untapped potential – transformed into a value 
ranging from 0 to 1 – had a significant negative effect on perceived work meaningfulness 
(β = −1.21, p < 0.01): Respondents who indicated higher percentages of  untapped po-
tential experienced less work meaningfulness. This finding supported Hypothesis 2. In 
step 4, we also observed a significant effect of  valence such that perceived work mean-
ingfulness was lower when untapped potential was experienced negatively as compared 
to the referent category of  ambivalent valence. No significant effect was found, however, 
for positive valence. In step 5, we added the interaction terms between the amount and 
valence of  untapped potential. However, due to inflated standard errors caused by multi-
collinearity, the effects of  untapped potential became statistically insignificant. Therefore, 
we restricted model 5 (Table III) by omitting the parameters causing multicollinearity, 
including the moderation effect of  positive valence. The absence of  a loss of  model fit 
(F = 0.27; p = 0.85) implied that positive valence did not moderate the relation between 
untapped potential and work meaningfulness. As shown in the final model, the effect of 
the amount of  untapped potential was moderated by the valence of  the experience such 
that its negative effect on perceived work meaningfulness was stronger when people had 
a negative (difference in β = −0.62, p < 0.01) compared to an ambivalent or positive 
experience of  untapped potential (β = −0.72, p < 0.01). Hence, while Hypothesis 3a was 
supported by these results, Hypothesis 3b did not seem to hold.

Finally, we wanted to test whether the relationship between the job characteristics 
and perceived work meaningfulness was mediated by employees’ amount of  untapped 
potential. Therefore, we first analysed the direct effects of  the five job characteristics on 
employees’ amount of  untapped potential. The results of  our cross-sectional regression 
analyses on the percentage of  untapped potential are reported in section B of  Table III. 
We found a significant, negative effect of  skill variety, autonomy and job feedback on the 
amount of  untapped potential: Employees who indicated to have more skill variety, au-
tonomy, and job feedback in their jobs perceived lower amounts of  untapped potential. 
No significant direct effects were found, however, for task identity and task significance. 
Hence, Hypothesis 4 was only partially supported. As shown in section B of  Table III, 
the model showed good fit with the data, explaining 24 per cent of  variance in the per-
centage of  untapped potential (F = 16.14, df  = 11, p < 0.01).



	 The Experience of Untapped Potential	 17

© 2018 John Wiley & Sons Ltd and Society for the Advancement of Management Studies

T
ab

le
 I

II
. T

1 
R

eg
re

ss
io

n 
A

na
ly

se
s 

on
 P

er
ce

iv
ed

 W
or

k 
M

ea
ni

ng
fu

ln
es

s 
(A

) a
nd

 U
nt

ap
pe

d 
Po

te
nt

ia
l (

B
)

D
ep

en
de

nt
 v

ar
ia

bl
e:

A
B

Pe
rc

ei
ve

d 
w

or
k 

m
ea

ni
ng

fu
ln

es
s

U
nt

ap
pe

d 
Po

te
nt

ia
l

(1
)

(2
)

(3
)

(4
)

(5
)

Fi
na

l m
od

el

Fe
m

al
ea

0.
14

2 
(0

.0
77

)*
0.

23
7 

(0
.0

59
) *

**
0.

21
7 

(0
.0

56
)*

**
0.

22
8 

(0
.0

56
)*

**
0.

23
8 

(0
.0

56
)*

**
0.

23
6 

(0
.0

56
)*

**
−

0.
01

6 
(0

.0
15

)

A
ge

0.
02

1 
(0

.0
03

)*
**

0.
01

2 
(0

.0
02

)*
**

0.
00

8 
(0

.0
02

)*
**

0.
00

9 
(0

.0
02

)*
**

0.
00

9 
(0

.0
02

)*
**

0.
00

9 
(0

.0
02

)*
**

−
0.

00
3 

(0
.0

01
)*

**

H
ig

he
r 

ed
uc

at
io

na
0.

48
5 

(0
.0

82
)*

**
0.

14
4 

(0
.0

69
)*

*
0.

18
9 

(0
.0

66
)*

**
0.

18
7 

(0
.0

65
)*

**
0.

19
2 

(0
.0

65
)*

**
0.

18
8 

(0
.0

65
)*

**
0.

03
8 

(0
.0

17
)*

*

Pa
rt

-t
im

e 
co

nt
ra

ct
a

−
0.

00
3 

(0
.0

96
)

−
0.

00
4 

(0
.0

74
)

0.
01

1 
(0

.0
70

)
−

0.
02

0 
(0

.0
70

)
−

0.
02

0 
(0

.0
69

)
−

0.
02

1 
(0

.0
69

)
−

0.
00

6 
(0

.0
19

)

Sk
ill

 v
ar

ie
ty

0.
16

0 
(0

.0
23

)*
**

0.
12

6 
(0

.0
22

)*
**

0.
12

9 
(0

.0
22

)*
**

0.
12

5 
(0

.0
22

)*
**

0.
12

4 
(0

.0
22

)*
**

−
0.

02
8 

(0
.0

06
)*

**

T
as

k 
id

en
tit

y
−

0.
03

4 
(0

.0
22

)
−

0.
03

2 
(0

.0
21

)
−

0.
03

4 
(0

.0
21

)*
−

0.
03

6 
(0

.0
21

)*
−

0.
03

6 
(0

.0
21

)*
0.

00
2 

(0
.0

06
)

T
as

k 
Si

gn
if

ic
an

ce
0.

12
6 

(0
.0

26
)*

**
0.

13
0 

(0
.0

25
)*

**
0.

12
3 

(0
.0

25
)*

**
0.

12
1 

(0
.0

25
)*

**
0.

12
1 

(0
.0

25
)*

**
0.

00
3 

(0
.0

07
)

A
ut

on
om

y
0.

20
2 

(0
.0

29
)*

**
0.

15
8 

(0
.0

28
)*

**
0.

15
5 

(0
.0

28
)*

**
0.

15
2 

(0
.0

28
)*

**
0.

15
3 

(0
.0

28
)*

**
−

0.
03

6 
(0

.0
07

)*
**

Jo
b 

fe
ed

ba
ck

0.
10

5 
(0

.0
26

)*
**

0.
09

0 
(0

.0
25

)*
**

0.
09

1 
(0

.0
24

)*
**

0.
09

2 
(0

.0
24

)*
**

0.
09

0 
(0

.0
24

)*
**

−
0.

01
3 

(0
.0

06
)*

U
nt

ap
pe

d 
po

te
nt

ia
l

−
1.

20
6 

(0
.1

64
)*

**
−

1.
02

4 
(0

.1
73

)*
**

−
0.

34
4 

(0
.5

86
)

−
0.

71
8 

(0
.2

07
)*

**

N
eg

at
iv

e 
va

le
nc

ea
−

0.
22

3 
(0

.0
80

)*
**

0.
06

5 
(0

.1
86

)

Po
si

ti
ve

 v
al

en
ce

a
−

0.
05

0 
(0

.0
74

)
0.

07
1 

(0
.1

76
)

U
nt

ap
pe

d 
po

te
nt

ia
l ×

 
ne

ga
ti

ve
 

va
le

nc
e

−
0.

98
6 

(0
.6

14
)

−
0.

61
7 

(0
.1

64
)*

**

(C
on

tin
ue

d)
 



18	 G. De Boeck et al.	

© 2018 John Wiley & Sons Ltd and Society for the Advancement of Management Studies

D
ep

en
de

nt
 v

ar
ia

bl
e:

A
B

Pe
rc

ei
ve

d 
w

or
k 

m
ea

ni
ng

fu
ln

es
s

U
nt

ap
pe

d 
Po

te
nt

ia
l

(1
)

(2
)

(3
)

(4
)

(5
)

Fi
na

l m
od

el

U
nt

ap
pe

d 
po

te
nt

ia
l ×

 
po

si
ti

ve
 v

al
en

ce

−
0.

44
1 

(0
.6

26
)

C
on

st
an

t
2.

58
3 

(0
.1

54
)*

**
0.

20
7 

(0
.1

81
)

1.
14

6 
(0

.2
46

)*
**

1.
18

6 
(0

.2
16

)*
**

1.
04

2 
(0

.2
68

)*
**

1.
13

1 
(0

.2
11

)*
**

0.
77

8 
(0

.0
46

)*
**

O
bs

er
va

tio
ns

 (N
)

54
2

54
2

54
2

54
2

54
2

54
2

54
2

N
um

be
r 

of
 

pa
ra

m
et

er
s 

(K
)

5
10

11
13

15
12

10

R
2

0.
10

7
0.

47
9

0.
52

7
0.

53
7

0.
54

1
0.

54
0

0.
25

1

A
dj

us
te

d 
R

2
0.

09
7

0.
46

8
0.

51
7

0.
52

4
0.

52
6

0.
52

8
0.

23
5

F
-s

ta
ti

st
ic

10
.6

91
**

*
44

.2
69

**
*

49
.1

99
**

*
43

.5
86

**
*

38
.5

89
**

*
47

.6
28

**
*

16
.1

39
**

*

F
-m

od
el

 c
ha

ng
eb

72
.6

16
**

*
54

.3
82

**
*

21
.8

89
**

*
14

.0
77

**
*

34
.9

30
**

*

A
ka

ik
e 

In
fo

rm
at

io
n 

C
ri

te
ri

on
 (A

IC
)

13
38

.6
10

56
.7

10
05

.7
99

9.
1

99
8.

6
99

3.
4

a T
he

 r
ef

er
en

ce
 c

at
eg

or
y 

fo
r 

in
te

rp
re

ta
ti

on
 o

f t
he

 c
at

eg
or

ic
al

 v
ar

ia
bl

es
 c

or
re

sp
on

ds
 to

 a
 m

al
e,

 w
ho

 o
bt

ai
ne

d 
a 

hi
gh

 sc
ho

ol
 d

eg
re

e,
 is

 fu
ll-

ti
m

e 
em

pl
oy

ed
, a

nd
 h

as
 a

n 
am

bi
va

le
nt

ly
 

va
le

nc
ed

 e
xp

er
ie

nc
e 

of
 u

nt
ap

pe
d 

po
te

nt
ia

l.
b T

he
 r

ef
er

en
ce

 m
od

el
 fo

r 
th

e 
F-

ch
an

ge
 s

ta
ti

st
ic

s 
is

 m
od

el
 (2

).
*p

 <
 0

.1
; **

p 
<

 0
.0

5;
 *

**
p 

<
 0

.0
1.

T
ab

le
 I

II
. C

on
tin

ue
d



	 The Experience of Untapped Potential	 19

© 2018 John Wiley & Sons Ltd and Society for the Advancement of Management Studies

In a second step, we returned to section A of  Table III to inspect whether, after adding 
the ‘potential’ variable in step 3, there were changes in the magnitude of  the regression 
coefficients of  the job characteristics. We found that the regression coefficients decreased 
for skill variety, autonomy, and job feedback in step 3 compared to step 2 which sup-
ported a partial mediation effect by employees’ amount of  untapped potential. This 
was not the case, however, for task identity and task significance. Hence, our results only 
partially supported Hypothesis 5.

Overall, the cross-sectional regression model showed very good fit with the data. It 
explained 54 per cent of  variance in work meaningfulness when controlled for model 
complexity (F = 47.63 df  = 13, p < 0.01), representing a significant increase compared 
to the baseline model (F model change = 34.93 df  = 2, p < 0.01).

Change Model: Changes in Job Characteristics, Untapped Potential, and 
Work Meaningfulness (T1-T2)

In this section, we explain the results of our regression analyses on the change in per-
ceived work meaningfulness between T1 and T2 as reported in Table IV. In step 1, we 
observed that, of the control variables, only age (β = −0.01, p < 0.01) and educational 
level (β = −0.21, p < 0.01) had a significant effect on changes in perceived work mean-
ingfulness: Older and more highly-educated individuals experienced larger decreases 
in work meaningfulness compared to younger and less highly-educated respondents. In 
step 2, the results showed that changes in task significance and autonomy between T1 
and T2 had a significant, positive effect on changes in perceived work meaningfulness. 
No significant effects on changes in perceived work meaningfulness were found, how-
ever, for changes in skill variety, task identity, and job feedback.

In the third and final regression step, Hypothesis 6 and 7 were tested. Changes in the 
percentage of  untapped potential over time closely resembled a normal distribution cen-
tred around a mean of  zero, ranging from −67 to +65 per cent. We found that increases 
in the amount of  untapped potential between T1 and T2 had a significant, negative 
effect (β = −0.87, p < 0.01) on changes in perceived work meaningfulness. Significant re-
sults were also found for the valence of  untapped potential: A negative experience at T2 
– in 58 per cent of  cases, the result of  a change from a positive or ambivalent experience, 
in 42 per cent of  cases the continuation of  a negative experience at T1 – was associated 
with a decrease in work meaningfulness over time (β = −0.33, p < 0.05) relative to a pos-
itive experience at T2. An ambivalent experience at T2 had a non-significant, negative 
effect on change in meaningfulness (β = −0.13, p = ns). Hence, we found support for 
both Hypothesis 6 and Hypothesis 7.

The change model, as well, showed very good fit with the data. It explained 44 per 
cent of  the variance in changes in perceived work meaningfulness between T1 and T2 
when controlled for model complexity (F = 8.83, df  = 13, p < 0.01), representing a signif-
icant increase compared to the baseline model (F model change = 4.65 df  = 3, p < 0.01).
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DISCUSSION

Using a two-wave survey design, we examined employees’ experience of untapped po-
tential at work as a subjective temporal meaning-making mechanism in the relationship 
between job characteristics and work meaningfulness. Our results showed that employ-
ees’ experience of untapped potential was an important predictor of work meaningful-
ness, which partially mediated the positive effects of job characteristics – in particular, 

Table IV. Regression Analysis on the Change in Perceived Work Meaningfulness between T1 and T2

Dependent variable:

Δ Perceived work meaning fulness

(1) (2) (3) Final model

Femalea −0.036 (0.140) −0.034 (0.114) −0.081 (0.113) −0.101 (0.112)

Age −0.011 (0.003)*** −0.009 (0.005) −0.006 (0.005) −0.006 (0.005)

Higher educationa −0.207 (0.162)*** −0.048 (0.133) −0.078 (0.131) −0.090 (0.131)**

Part-time contracta 0.057 (0.188) 0.233 (0.154) 0.221 (0.151) 0.201 (0.150)

Δ Skill variety 0.059 (0.046) 0.016 (0.047) 0.015 (0.047)

Δ Task identity 0.036 (0.032) 0.033 (0.031) 0.034 (0.031)

Δ Task significance 0.129 (0.043)*** 0.132 (0.042)*** 0.122 (0.042)***

Δ Autonomy 0.256 (0.046)*** 0.233 (0.046)*** 0.223 (0.046)***

Δ Job feedback −0.028 (0.041) −0.043 (0.041) −0.037 (0.040)

Δ Untapped 
potential

−0.873 
(0.313)***

−0.751 (0.314)**

Ambivalent valence 
(T2)a

−0.134 (0.123)

Negative valence 
(T2)a

−0.328 (0.134)**

Constant 0.580 (0.306)* 0.414 (0.253) 0.304 (0.251) 0.433 (0.254)*

Observations (N ) 174 174 174 174

Number of 
parameters (K )

5 10 11 13

R2 0.033 0.388 0.416 0.438

Adjusted R2 0.000 0.347 0.373 0.388

F-statistic 0.948 9.342*** 9.569*** 8.833***

F-model changeb 18.808*** 7.772*** 4.652***

Akaike Information 
Criterion (AIC)

446.6 376.9 370.7 368.3

aThe reference category for interpretation of the categorical variables corresponds to a male, who obtained a high 
school degree, is full-time employed, and has a positively valenced experience of untapped potential;
bThe reference model for the F-change statistics is model (2).
*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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skill variety, autonomy, and job feedback – on work meaningfulness. Both the cross-sec-
tional and the change model proved to be particularly powerful, explaining 54 per 
cent and 44 per cent of the variance in (changes in) employees’ perceived work mean-
ingfulness, respectively. These effect sizes well exceed the upper benchmark of 0.26 for 
medium effect sizes in management research (Bosco et al., 2015). Overall, our study 
seems to have successfully captured part of the complexity of work meaningfulness by 
integrating both work-centric and worker-centric perspectives. In doing so, we answer 
recent calls for more comprehensive models of meaningful work (Lips-Wiersma and 
Morris, 2009; Rosso et al., 2010).

Theoretical Implications

The main theoretical contribution of this study lies in evidencing the importance of sub-
jective time to our understanding of work meaningfulness. Although scholars have been 
arguing for the central role of time in understanding work experiences for some years 
(Roe, 2008; Sonnentag, 2012), time has remained a neglected topic in management 
research more generally, and in studies on meaningful work in particular (Bailey and 
Madden, 2015). Our study shows that work is meaningful to employees to the extent that 
it allows them to realize their potential. More specifically, when employees realize their 
potential at work, they perceive a connection between their present work activities and 
personally desired futures, making work a more meaningful experience (Baumeister and 
Vohs, 2002; Baumeister et al., 2013).

The importance of  subjective time for the experience of  work meaningfulness is sup-
ported by previous research. Bailey and Madden (2015), for example, have investigated 
the role of  time from a sociological perspective – as a social construction – in three par-
ticular occupations: stonemasons, refuse collectors, and academics. Their results showed 
that people in these occupations found work meaningful when they succeeded to tran-
scend the here-and-now by making temporal connections to the past (e.g., continuing 
the use of  historic methods) or future (e.g., contributing to the development of  next 
generations) at the macro-societal level. Similarly, Bunderson and Thompson (2009) also 
found that zookeepers perceived their day-to-day work activities to be highly meaningful 
by framing these as necessary for the future conservation of  endangered species.

Our findings extend this recent research by demonstrating the importance of  sub-
jective time for meaningful work, from a psychological perspective, at the micro-level 
of  individual employees. Our results show that employees working in a variety of  func-
tions, occupations, and sectors can transcend time via their idiosyncratic experiences of 
untapped potential at work. More specifically, when employees perceive a low amount 
of  untapped potential, their actual self  in the present is congruent with their ideal self 
in the future, allowing for intertemporal connections. In this case, employees perceive 
their present work activities as an opportunity to use and further develop their skills. 
In contrast, when employees perceive a large amount of  untapped potential, there is a 
strong actual-ideal self-discrepancy in which the present is felt to be disconnected from a 
personally meaningful future. Our results show that such a discrepancy is especially det-
rimental when employees also valence their experience of  untapped potential negatively. 
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Employees who imagine their future in terms of  continued routine and repetition can be 
said to feel trapped in an ‘eternal present’ (Stolorow, 2003, p. 160).

The second contribution of  the present study is that it provides deeper insight into the 
relationship between job characteristics and work meaningfulness. More specifically, our 
results showed significant positive effects of  skill variety, task significance, autonomy, and 
job feedback on work meaningfulness, that – with the exception of  task significance—
were partially mediated by employees’ perceived amount of  untapped potential. The 
absence of  a mediation effect for task significance can be explained by the fact that, con-
trary to skill variety, autonomy, and job feedback which are strongly focused on the self 
(i.e., enabling the use and further development of  personal capacities), task significance 
is more outward-focused, representing the degree to which a job impacts others outside 
the self  (Grant, 2007; Hackman and Oldham, 1975).

Although these job characteristics have been critiqued from a worker-centric per-
spective for being ways to ‘manage’ meaning for employees (Lips-Wiersma and Morris, 
2009), our findings hint at an alternative and more constructive interpretation. More 
specifically, we argue that job characteristics should be viewed as opportunity structures 
that need to be present in the work environment for employees to be able to ‘make’ work 
a personally meaningful experience (Waterman, 2004). In this way, our study reconciles 
the work-centric and worker-centric perspectives by showing how both are in fact com-
plementary in nature (Michaelson et al., 2014).

Our third contribution lies in illustrating that work meaningfulness is susceptible to 
change over time. More specifically, we found that work meaningfulness can both in-
crease and decrease over time, and that these changes were influenced by decreases 
and increases in the perceived amount of  untapped potential, respectively. In particu-
lar, employees who perceived less untapped potential at T2 compared to T1, perceived 
their work to be more meaningful at T2. In line with research on the positive impact of 
progress (Amabile and Kramer, 2007, 2011), it seemed that employees who successfully 
realized more potential over the course of  one and a half  years, also succeeded in trans-
forming work into something more meaningful.

Moreover, the valence of  untapped potential also impacted changes in work meaning-
fulness. Employees who negatively valenced their perceived amount of  untapped poten-
tial at T2 reported larger decreases in work meaningfulness over time. This means that 
both employees whose situation deteriorated (i.e., went from a positive or ambivalent 
to a negative experience) and employees whose situation stagnated (i.e., remained in a 
negative experience) perceived their work to be significantly less meaningful at T2 com-
pared to T1. The finding that work can become less meaningful over time even though 
little appears to have changed in people’s negative experience is interesting, because this 
signals that standing still can also have severe negative effects. More specifically, employ-
ees who remain stuck in a work situation in which they do not expect to realize their po-
tential in the future might experience work as a ‘waste’ of  time – a temporal experience 
which has been identified in previous research on the experience of  work meaningless-
ness (Bailey and Madden, 2015). At the same time, we could not find a significant effect 
for ambivalent valence at T2. This means that, when employees change to or stagnate 
in a situation in which they still partly perceive opportunities to realize their potential at 
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work (ambivalent valence), this will not have an impact on work meaningfulness at T2 
compared to change to or stagnation in a positively valenced experience.

Fourth, with this study, we are the first to conceptualize potential from the perspective 
of  the employee as involving future-oriented self-thoughts. In doing so, we contribute to 
current research on employee potential in two ways. First, we provide a complementary 
perspective to the dominant managerial approach found in talent management research 
which focuses narrowly on ‘high-potential’ employees – those identified by management 
as an organization’s likely future leaders (e.g., Silzer and Church, 2009). Second, we 
cast a new light on the notion of  self-actualization (Maslow, 1943). This concept fea-
tures prominently in the literature on positive functioning at work (e.g., Spreitzer et al., 
2005), and on meaningful work in particular (e.g., Chalofsky, 2003). Rather than identi-
fying the realization of  potential or ‘self-actualization’ as an important work value (Rosso  
et al., 2010), we highlight the inherent temporal nature of  this experience. In doing so, 
we also link the understanding of  potential more firmly to existing theories on iden-
tity (e.g., Markus and Nurius, 1986), self-discrepancy (e.g., Higgins, 1987), and temporal 
imagination (e.g., Oettingen, 2012).

Limitations and Avenues for Future Research

As is the case for all single-standing studies, our study was not without limitations. First 
of all, we measured the amount of untapped potential with a single item asking em-
ployees to indicate the extent to which their potential was currently untapped at work 
on a scale ranging from 0 to 100 per cent. Although the use of single items is generally 
contested in management research, a single-item measure can be preferable over a tra-
ditional, multi-item measure when measuring highly complex, multifaceted constructs 
(Fuchs and Diamantopoulos, 2009). A global measure allows respondents to consider 
all relevant aspects and idiosyncratically weigh these into one single rating. Thereby, 
the risk of misrepresentation due to, for example, the use of a limited number of items 
or fixed weighting procedures – as is typically the case with multi-item measures – is 
minimized (Nagy, 2002). Given the complexity of untapped potential, we consciously 
chose to use a single-item measure to capture employees’ holistic experience of untapped 
potential at work.

Although beyond the scope of  the present study, we acknowledge that this measure did 
not allow us to capture the effects of  the ever-expanding nature of  potential. As argued 
earlier in this paper, what people believe they are maximally capable of  can change over 
time. Both at T1 and T2, we deliberately focused our measurement on the present, ask-
ing employees to rate the degree to which their potential was untapped at work at that 
specific moment in time. This formulation takes into account possible changes in the 
total amount of  potential over time and thereby minimizes the sensibility of  changes in 
the percentage of  untapped potential to expansion of  the total amount of  potential over 
time. However, researchers interested in disentangling changes in the relative versus the 
total amount of  untapped potential might explore alternative measurements that make 
this distinction explicit.

Second, although we categorized employees’ experiences of  untapped potential in 
terms of  valence, this measure was only constructed after data collection, based on 
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the responses to the additional, open-ended survey question. As a result, it is a rough 
measure and should be interpreted with caution in the data analyses. To come to a 
deeper understanding of  employees’ experience of  untapped potential at work, fu-
ture research should focus on collecting richer qualitative data. Researchers could, for 
instance, conduct interviews to gain insight into how employees make intertemporal 
connections, precisely. Especially the investigation of  extreme cases – i.e., employees 
who are realizing either close to all or none of  their potential – would be interesting 
to further explore in relation to, for example, notions such as the ‘eternal present’ 
(Stolorow, 2003). Such micro-level insights would further complement the dominant 
macro-level perspective on the role of  subjective time in work meaningfulness as found 
in sociological studies (e.g., Bailey and Madden, 2015) and anthropological studies (e.g., 
Sharma, 2014).

Third, given that we collected data from the same respondents at the same point 
in time, common method variance (CMV) is a potential issue in our cross-sectional 
analyses (Podsakoff  et al., 2003). Therefore, upon completion of  the data collection, 
we followed Podsakoff  et al.’s (2003) statistical recommendations to test for CMV. A 
set of  confirmatory factor analyses were performed to check the discriminant validity 
of  our measures and rule out potential common method bias. For the measures at 
T1, a seven-factor model (χ2 (99) = 362.92; CFI = 0.95, SRMR = 0.04) – modelling 
the five job characteristics, untapped potential, and work meaningfulness as separate 
factors – was found to exhibit better fit than a single-factor model, where all items 
were set to load on only one factor (Δχ2 (20) = 867.83; p < 0.01). Adding a common 
method factor led to non-convergence of  the model. Similar results were obtained for 
the measures at T2. The seven-factor model (χ2 (99) = 177.28; CFI = 0.96, SRMR 
= 0.04) showed better fit than the single factor model (Δχ2 (20) = 390.44; p < 0.01). 
Again, the common method factor model did not converge. Based on these results, we 
tend to believe that the influence of  CMV in the measurement model was limited in 
our study.

A fourth and fifth limitation of  our research design involves its restrictions in terms 
of  sample and objective time. Although our sample was broadly representative on a 
number of  demographics, individuals were not randomly selected into the sample and 
therefore the sample might not be fully representative of  the Belgian working popula-
tion. Moreover, we measured our variables only at two moments in time, over a period 
of  one and a half  years. Sample attrition over time reduced our sample from 542 to 174 
respondents. Although our two-wave survey design did allow us to measure changes, 
future studies might aim to sample a larger group of  respondents more frequently over a 
longer period of  time to increase the likelihood that changes in meaningfulness will occur 
for a larger subset of  respondents. A larger group of  respondents at T2 would also allow 
researchers to investigate more systematically the effects of  ‘staying put’ versus chang-
ing jobs or organizations, on changes in both the experience of  untapped potential and 
perceived work meaningfulness. In addition, this type of  design would allow for studying 
trajectories over time, such as the honeymoon/hangover effect – i.e., increases in posi-
tive work attitudes immediately after a job change that are later countered by a decline 
(Boswell et al., 2005).
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Practical Implications

Since 35.4 per cent of employees in our sample have a negative experience of untapped 
potential, we can infer that many people feel hindered in the realization of their poten-
tial at work. This finding is problematic because many employees share the fantasy that 
work can only be meaningful when it allows them to realize their potential (Ekman, 
2013). As a result, a substantial part of the workforce is at risk of perceiving their work 
as meaningless (Schwartz, 2014). At the same time, our findings also illustrate that or-
ganizations can promote work meaningfulness by offering employees the opportunity 
to realize their potential at work via job design. More specifically, organizations should 
design jobs in such a way that employees can use different skills, have discretion over 
how and when to perform their work tasks, and receive regular feedback on their per-
formance. In addition, organizations can also directly boost work meaningfulness for 
employees by making clear how their jobs impact others (Grant, 2007).

Moreover, organizations can also develop interventions targeted at the realization of 
potential, taking into account employees’ temporal cognitions related to their personal 
pasts and futures. For example, direct supervisors can initiate regular conversations with 
employees to gauge whether their work is still aligned with their individual aspirations 
(e.g., as part of  the annual appraisal process), to make sure that they are not feeling stuck 
at work. Organizations can also help employees perceive their work activities within a 
broader time frame by, for example, asking them to consciously reflect about their future 
work selves (Strauss et al., 2012). Employees’ future work selves, in turn, can guide the 
design of  specific development programs with personal learning goals. When followed 
up over time, initiatives such as these can enable feelings of  continuous progress in em-
ployees (Amabile and Kramer, 2007, 2011).

Nevertheless, employers should also be cautious not to stretch employees too far in 
terms of  their personal capacities and energy to prevent exhaustion (Courtright et al., 
2014). The results of  our study hint that this problem is evident in a small group of  em-
ployees (9 per cent) who appraised very low amounts of  untapped potential – between 
0–20 per cent – in a negative way. Closer inspection of  their explanations revealed that 
these employees lived in an ‘extended’ present, making references to how constant time 
pressure caused them to work hastily from task to task without time to make plans for the 
future (Kamp et al., 2011). This finding indirectly challenges the idea that people always 
aspire to realize their potential to the fullest – a phenomenon that was termed ‘the fan-
tasy of  limitless potential’ by Ekman (2013).

In practice, employees’ desire to realize their potential often clashes with the fact that 
jobs are designed in function of  organizational needs (e.g., efficiency) which are not nec-
essarily aligned with employees’ aspirations (Berg et al., 2010). Nevertheless, we also want 
to acknowledge employees’ agency in this matter. From an employee perspective, our 
study shows that the worst thing is to be in a work situation that does not allow one to 
realize his or her potential. The most drastic way for employees to change this situation 
is by leaving it. However, for many employees quitting their jobs might not be an option. 
Therefore, we have two suggestions: First, because prevention is better than cure, we ad-
vise employees to consciously reflect on their future aspirations prior to applying for jobs, 
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and bring them up with recruiters and potential future supervisors such as to achieve a 
realistic job preview. Second, if  employees already find themselves in jobs that hinder 
the realization of  their potential, they can experiment with job crafting techniques and 
try to reshape their current job in a way that puts their skills and knowledge to better 
use (Wrzesniewski and Dutton, 2001). Employees could, for example, take on additional 
tasks voluntarily to incorporate work aspects that are currently missing in their jobs (Berg 
et al., 2010).

To conclude, our findings support the idea that people’s experience of  time is, to a cer-
tain extent, externally controlled (Bergmann, 1992; Sharma, 2014). Sharma (2014), for 
example, showed how workers’ time experience is actually structured and controlled by 
the surrounding institutional context as well as the temporalities of  others. From a more 
critical perspective, it could be argued that the opportunity to realize one’s potential is 
a privilege that organizations reserve for those who are deemed valuable resources (i.e., 
so-called ‘high-potential’ employees). As such, organizational structures create inequal-
ities, allowing a select group of  elite employees to make progress towards the future by 
realizing their potential, while ‘imprisoning’ other employees in the present (Sharma, 
2014). From this perspective, the routine and synchronization of  time – characteristic of 
the experience of  employees who feel they are not realizing their potential – can be seen 
as a social control mechanism (Bergmann, 1992). The question then becomes whether 
organizations are willing to create a space of  opportunity for all employees to realize 
their potential and experience their work as meaningful.
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