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MAKING WORK MEANINGFUL  
WITH LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT 

Building and growing a high-perfor-
mance workplace is no small task. Not 
only must businesses find and recruit the 
best talent, but those employees must also 

be thoughtfully nurtured and developed through-
out their tenure with the company. And in order 
to keep top talent, managers must understand the 
one trait that highly engaged and high-perform-
ing employees tend to share: they find their work 
meaningful. 

Meaningfulness is the great motivator, but it’s so 
deeply personal and individual that managers can-
not simply create it out of thin air. Leadership can, 
however, build a work culture that is conducive to 
it. The only question is: how? 

The most effective and innovative HR teams 
create work ecosystems around collaboration, 
learning and performance management—three 
fundamental building blocks of a high-performing 
workforce. While these fundamentals are not new 
and remain at the core of strategic HR, technology 
is changing what workers and employers expect of 
each other. Millennials became the largest share of 
the American workforce in early 2015—and they 
grew up with the Internet, mobile devices and 
social networks. 

In such an environment, HR must incorpo-
rate mobile, cloud-based digital strategies. These 
initiatives enable knowledge-sharing and social 
learning—and help employees become a workforce 
that is empowered, engaged and high-performing. 
For HR to truly understand their workforce, they 
must use analytics to gain the insights they need to 
bolster performance. Then, with the right strategies 
and technologies in place, HR can create an envi-
ronment that fosters employees’ understanding of 
the value they bring to the company—and thereby 
find meaning in their work. 

This executive brief—the second in a series 
of three—explains key steps that help organiza-
tions accomplish the complex task of making work 
meaningful to employees.

STEP 1—COLLABORATE

Building a culture where employees find meaning 
in their work starts with giving them a sense of pur-
pose and helping them understand how their role 
fits into an organization’s overall strategy and mis-
sion—its core business. 

New research by the MIT Sloan Management 
Review1 showed that among 135 people across 10 
different occupations, workers find meaningfulness 
for themselves, aided by a supportive culture. The 
big surprise: quality of leadership was almost never 
mentioned by interviewees as a source of meaning 
at work; poor management, however, was the top 
destroyer of meaningfulness. “If meaningfulness is a 
delicate flower that requires careful nurturing, think 
of someone trampling over that flower in a pair of 
steel-toed boots,” the authors note. “Avoiding the 
destruction of meaning while nurturing an eco-
system generative of feelings of meaningfulness 
emerged as the key leadership challenge.”

Culture. An employee’s sense of an organiza-
tion’s culture emerges in the swirl of interactions 
that begin even before arriving on the first day and 
continue as that person engages with colleagues. In 
the first brief in this series, we touched on employee 
experience, where speed and responsiveness dur-
ing recruiting and onboarding are critical to the 
brand experience. Culture is not a top-down initia-
tive from a select group of leaders with a proverbial 
megaphone; it’s a result of actions and decisions 
throughout the entire organization that deter-
mine its unique social environment. “The culture 
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emerges from your business practices,” says Bob 
Corlett, president and founder of HR consultancy 
and executive search firm Staffing Advisors. “If 
your practices are to collaborate, you will get a col-
laborative culture. You don’t build the culture and 
then hope the practices emerge.” 

Most subjects in the meaningful-work study 
spoke of the importance of camaraderie and their 
relationships with co-workers for their sense of 
meaningfulness. Entrepreneurs described how their 
sense of loneliness and meaninglessness during the 
start-up phase developed into a sense of meaning-
fulness as their businesses involved more people 
with whom they could share the successes. As the 
researchers note, “Moments of especially profound 
meaningfulness arose when these experiences 
coalesced with the sense of a job well done, one rec-
ognized and appreciated by others.”

Being part of success. Corlett says a key ingre-
dient in a rewarding, meaningful work experience 
is the success of an employee’s team. The elemental 
human drive to belong and to be part of a suc-
cessful endeavor is grafted in our DNA. After all, 
hunter-gatherers worked in teams to keep the tribe 
nourished and thriving. This dynamic still plays 
out in ways large and small within organizations. 
“You really need to look at when teams aren’t get-
ting the work done that they want to get done,” 
Corlett says. “When teams are winning and being 
successful and getting the outcomes they’re looking 
for—when they’re on a roll, with success after suc-
cess, learning quickly—you don’t see people quit, 

unless they’re improperly paid.” 
What about compensation? It might seem like 

the master motivator. Yes, great pay and bonuses 
are incentives. And for some, work is all about 
the money. HR and their organizations, how-
ever, are entering new territory. One of the societal 
changes happening in the U.S. is a greater appre-
ciation for personal rewards: work-life balance, 
independence, recognition and autonomy. Survey 
after survey shows that millennials want to make 
a difference and be part of positive change—and 
positive change is essentially the definition of inno-
vation. According to recent millennial surveys from 
Deloitte, 63% of millennials say that management’s 
lack of vision blocks their creativity in the work-
place, and 63% say their “leadership skills are not 
being fully developed.”2 

These surveys are telling because they show 
that overwhelmingly, workers feel their work and 
the values they hold are essentially being ignored. 
A collaborative culture encourages and feeds cre-
ativity, enabling employees to carve out their 
own meaning and, as the MIT Sloan article con-
cluded, “to actively go about recrafting their jobs to 
enhance their sense of meaningfulness.” 

STEP 2—LEARN

Job crafting is a big part of millennials’ career 
DNA. Call it career hacking, where employ-
ees can develop skills or even step outside their 
comfort zone to grow and make their jobs more 
meaningful. Companies are encouraging this work 
redesign. That’s why HR leaders are now focused 
on learning and development (L&D) technologies, 
such as cloud-based mobile and social platforms, 
that enable new hires to get up to speed and inter-
act with managers and peers anytime, anywhere. 
Just as important, these technologies support the 
effort to create and maintain a critical component 
of the high-performance workplace: engaged, ful-
filled employees. 

When it comes to keeping employees engaged 
in their work, L&D plays a key role. Deloitte’s 
Global Human Capital Trends 2016 found that 
84% of human resources and business leaders sur-
veyed consider learning to be important or very 

“The culture emerges 
from your business prac-
tices. If your practices are 
to collaborate, you will get 
a collaborative culture.”

—BOB CORLETT
President and Founder,

Staffing Advisors
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important.3 Think of the dead end facing employ-
ees who want to excel but are not really sure how 
they can truly contribute to an organization’s core 
business objectives. “They could end up becom-
ing sort of a number in the company,” says Shannon 
Sisler, senior vice president of talent management for 
Western Union. “How do you make sure you are 
sharing goals with employees, then manage them 
collaboratively?”

Learning and leadership. Setting goals and keeping 
employees on a rewarding career path comes down to 
leadership, which can start with onboarding and orien-
tation programs and extend to engaging managers who 
create an environment that inspires commitment and 
effort. “Onboarding and orientation programs provide 
a unique opportunity to communicate an organization’s 
distinct culture, mission and purpose, and make the con-
nection between what it aims to accomplish and the 
employee’s role in making that happen,” says Rebecca 
Ray, executive vice president, Knowledge Organization 
at The Conference Board, an independent business 
membership and research association. Accomplishing 
that task takes vision.

Ray cites results from DNA of Engagement, a 
2016 Conference Board study on how organiza-
tions can build and sustain highly engaging leaders.4 
“Leaders play a vital role in driving strategy and 
creating a situation where employees feel engaged,” 
Ray says. “Too many organizations press for results 
from a business standpoint while placing inadequate 
focus on results in terms of people development.” A 
manager cannot motivate someone at the push of a 
button. That leader can, however, create an envi-
ronment that appeals to hearts and minds, bringing 
out collective brilliance that challenges the status 
quo and encourages innovation. “The challenges 
that face an engaging leader include aligning his or 
her team with the mission and purpose, along with 
ensuring they have both a path to get there and the 
needed tools to get there, all while supporting their 
continuous development—no small task for lead-
ers by any means. But when done well, those they 
oversee see themselves as part of something that’s 
greater than the sum of the parts, making it all a 
worthwhile effort.”

Western Union built a platform for online train-
ing and learning called Take Ten to help leaders 
engage with their teams. The program lets managers 
send emails asking employees to commit 10 min-
utes of their time to their development and growth. 
The employees get links to easily digestible articles 
and short videos that are quick and efficient ways for 
them to learn and grow professionally. “Learning 
doesn’t have to be a five-day class—sometimes learn-
ing happens in bite-size moments,” Sisler says. “We 
have very formal long-term development programs, 
but we also have just-in-time training that definitely 
is powered by technology.” 

Mobile-access training technology adopted by 
Western Union is a critical capability because it 
enables the company’s millennial employees, more 
than half of its workforce, to access guidance via 
their mobile devices. “We have to meet them where 
they are and provide content to them very quickly 
at their fingertips,” Sisler says. “And that’s through a 
mobile device. We’ve definitely shifted our focus to 
having many of our HR processes digitally enabled 
and in the hands of employees.”

The shift in HR can be seen literally as a shift 
from analog to digital, from old to new. That means 
replacing resources such as outdated FAQs with mul-
timedia YouTube-inspired videos accessible on an 
employee’s device, whenever they’re needed. Joyce 
Westerdahl, executive vice president for human 
resources at Oracle, says the company’s employees 

“Leaders play a vital role 
in driving strategy and  
creating a situation where 
employees feel engaged.” 

—REBECCA RAY
Executive Vice President, 
Knowledge Organization, 

The Conference Board
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can access a wide array of online videos that provide 
“a wealth of knowledge on a variety of topics, every-
thing from strategy to how to report on vacation.”

Mentoring. Staffing Advisors’ Bob Corlett sees the 
human element shining through in technology that 
creates focused and personal engagement. Workers 
plug in through social collaboration technologies, 
such as instant messaging, and chat to ask their man-
agers and peers questions at their leisure, without the 
need to set up time for formal conversations. They 
get prompt responses on platforms that are natural 
to them. The result is increased productivity and an 
improved employee experience. “Training can gloss 
over issues because it can’t cover every situation,” he 
says of the traditional, formal training events. “It’s 
really the apprenticeship, where you sit down with an 
expert, and you work through a series of problems, 
and you learn what questions the expert asks, you 
learn how the expert looks at it.…Then the expert 
gradually backs off to let you do it—you can do it.”

Corlett believes screen sharing and social plat-
forms provide a natural environment for modern 
collaborations. And Sisler of Western Union speaks 
of programs that touch on deep leadership topics 
and place employees in “action learning projects” in 
which employees get assigned a coach. “It’s transfor-
mative for people,” Sisler says. “We see through that 
program that the people who go through that expe-
rience stay with the company longer and experience 
enhanced career growth.”
 

STEP 3—ACHIEVE 

Career advancement. Influence. Autonomy. For many 
employees, these are the motivations for doing their best 
work. Integral to this drive for promotion is the human 
need for recognition and respect. People want to be 
appreciated and valued for their skills and contributions. 

And yet, it’s easy to get lost in the shuffle, even 
for talented workers. The researchers on meaning-
ful work note that inclusion is vital to an employee’s 
well-being and satisfaction. “The challenge here 
is for leaders to create a supportive, respectful, and 
inclusive work climate,” they write in the report. “It 
also involves recognizing the importance of creating 
space in the working day for meaningful interactions 
where employees are able to give and receive positive 

feedback, communicate a sense of shared values and 
belonging, and appreciate how their work has posi-
tive impacts on others.”

Drive higher engagement. Supporting goal trans-
parency and performance management is imperative 
to building a culture of high performance that both 
empowers employees and inspires them to work more 
effectively. 

Western Union is doing just that by using HR 
technology to build a culture that recognizes high 
performance and encourages collaboration. They 
recently rolled out a new performance management 
program called GPS—Guide, Perform, Succeed. 
Rather than wait for an annual review or a semi-
annual check-in, employees are encouraged to 
regularly enter their career goals into a software pro-
gram on their laptop or mobile device and summarize 
what they feel they need to focus on to be successful, 
according to Sisler. Managers then review employees’ 
goals and provide constructive feedback on how to 
accomplish them—and how they align with corpo-
rate objectives. 

“The shift is to more meaningful conversations 
and ongoing dialogues,” she says of the communi-
cation between managers and employees. “Now we 
have people participating in quarterly empowerment 
discussions that are actually initiated by employees. 
We have had over 95% of our employees enter their 
goals into the system and have discussions with their 
manager, statistically driving higher engagement.” 

“When the person is 
already sending the  
signals that they’re  
looking, and when they’re 
already taking time for 
interviews, it’s too late.”

—BOB CORLETT
President and Founder,

Staffing Advisors
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Awareness at this level helps organizations retain 
valuable talent. Staffing Advisors’ Corlett notes 
how anything less than a keen pulse on employee 
morale can have consequences. The outward sig-
nals of employee dissatisfaction are often easy to 
see. However, to Corlett, noticing them probably 
won’t help remedy the situation. Being blindsided 
by a sudden departure or a rise in overall attrition 
is even worse, of course. “The thing to actually 
watch for isn’t all those turnover signals such as 
someone showing up late or suddenly wearing a 
suit—you can watch for those things,” Corlett says. 
“But when the person is already sending the sig-
nals that they’re looking, and when they’re already 
taking time for interviews, it’s too late.”

Look at analytics. Social collaboration is at the 
center of the evolution of performance manage-
ment because HR leaders can see with greater 
clarity into their workforce. Real-time sharing 
and peer-to-peer feedback open a window into the 
workforce. Goals are clearly communicated across 
the organization; high potentials are easily iden-
tified. Development plans are coordinated across 
teams for high performers with real-time feed-
back on workforce issues. Data and analytics are 
so powerful from an HR perspective because they 

enable managers to see the inner workings of an 
organization: to see the story in the numbers and 
act on insights to keep employees engaged.

Workforce analytics provide HR with deeper 
insights into their entire workforce—who is leav-
ing, who has leadership potential, and what skill 
gaps HR must address to increase leadership prep-
aration. This information identifies high-potential 
candidates for leadership roles and highlights areas 
where they may need development. Upon identi-
fying high performers, managers can work with 
them to create a development plan to set them up 
for career advancement. “I think everything with 
people analytics is a journey,” Sisler says. “We’re 
looking at everything from where we’re hir-
ing, how many people are following us on our 
Facebook page, and how they are feeling once 
they’ve joined us, to how the hiring managers are 
feeling about the candidates they’ve hired.”

Be social with collaboration. Western Union’s 
Sisler says the company recently launched a com-
prehensive social collaboration platform called 
Taleo that enables its HR teams and other manag-
ers to source, develop and retain top talent through 
a suite of offerings: social and data-rich acquisition 
and talent management solutions. 

For Sisler and the company’s HR team, social 
collaboration platforms, including Taleo, have 
opened a whole new level of awareness into the 
company’s employment brand around the world. 
“I never knew how big our reach was around the 
globe,” she says. “Was our message getting out 
there? To now be able to see through our social 
channels and through the candidates who are 
applying—and who is following us—means I can 
now really shift our employment branding strategy 
to meet the candidates where they are. And that 
has changed the actual strategy of how we engage 
with candidates. When you’re trying to blindly do 
recruiting in 57 countries, it’s really hard. When 
you have the data to help you manage the process, 
you can make much more informed decisions.” 

Knowledge-sharing communities, fueled by 
social collaboration, provide a place where indi-
viduals and teams can exchange best practices and 
success stories. Managers and peers share informa-
tion on employee performance to ensure targeted 

“When you’re trying  
to blindly do recruiting  
in 57 countries, it’s really 
hard. When you have 
the data to help you 
manage the process, you 
can make much more 
informed decisions.”

—SHANNON SISLER
Senior Vice President of Talent 

Management,
Western Union
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goals are measured, reviewed and achieved on a 
regular basis. This helps employees understand their 
progress toward their individual career goals and to 
ensure their efforts align with the company’s stra-
tegic goals. A knowledge-sharing community also 
serves as a safe place where employees can discuss 
their ideas and meaningful experiences while feel-
ing supported by managers and peers.  

Rise to the cloud. The deeper HR delves into 
data, the greater the impact they’re likely to have 
on the bottom line. For example, a more granular 
look at data helps HR assess the revenues employees 
generate based on their performance. Organizations 
can determine where employees may need help in 
meeting goals such as sales quotas. By connecting 
these data dots, HR teams can also identify business 
opportunities and the talent required to execute 
them in order to grow the business.

A cloud environment is the engine driving both 
budgetary efficiency and access to the sophisti-
cated platforms and consumer-style offerings that 
young employees expect of a modern organization. 
Cloud-based solutions fit within an increasingly 
multigenerational and multicultural workforce: the 
total cost of ownership is lower than a vast suite of 
on-premises software, and it’s also easier to access. 

“Ensuring our employees have real-time access 
to data and processes in a consistent way has helped 
transform our HR processes and systems—and how 
people experience them,” Sisler says. “Consolidating 
HR systems makes them more manageable and cost 
effective for the company. Then, to achieve con-
sistency with our HR processes across the globe is 
really helpful. So for us, the cloud has been a great 
shift.”

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Keeping employees engaged and committed to a 
culture of high performance is critical to success 
in today’s tight labor market. Training and devel-
opment are key ways HR leaders can increase that 
engagement. HR executives may choose from a 
widening selection of strategies and technologies to 
ensure employees’ training and career development 
needs are satisfied in a timely and efficient manner. 

From a strategy standpoint, HR executives must 
follow three important steps to create a culture that 
instills a sense of meaning and purpose in employ-
ees. These include:

• Collaboration: Create moments of meaning with 
teamwork

• Learning: Rethink training with digital platforms
• Performance: Empower employees to achieve indi-

vidual and organizational goals with technology

Technology offers employees easy access to 
learning and opportunities for growth. Digital 
HR, like social collaboration and analytics enabled 
by the cloud, is transforming talent management. 
These workforce management solutions are provid-
ing data-driven insights that are easy to access and 
understand. Managers and employees embrace this 
information and take action, leading to increased 
employee productivity and enhanced engagement. 

As organizations continue to use technology to 
transform training, career development and perfor-
mance management, a number of best practices are 
emerging:

• Keep employees engaged by creating a supe-
r ior digital experience for them via self-service 
training, learning, HR tools and modern-day 
technologies. These enable them to perform their 
role more efficiently and manage their career and 
work-life balance.

• Establish a clear career path with competitive comp- 
ensation and mentors to help them develop. 
Further support this career path with focused 
goal-setting and performance management 
reviews that enable employees to grow in the 
areas they need to master to get to the next level.

• Demonstrate to employees that their roles are valu-
able and how they fit into the overall mission. That 
mission may change over time in accordance with 
economic and industry fluctuations, so be sure to 
communicate how individual goals align with cor-
porate strategies on a frequent and ongoing basis.
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