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Introduction
Work is considered a central role in many people’s lives, influencing their identity, sense of 
purpose and overall well-being (Bauer et al., 2008). The importance and meaning of work have 
been the focal point of scholars across various disciplines, including psychology (Allan et al., 
2019; Dik et al., 2024; Rosso et al., 2010), human resources (Bailey et al., 2019; Van Wingerden & 
Van der Stoep, 2018) and sociology (Laaser & Karlsson, 2022). This study aims to explore the 
meaning of work for South African women during the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 
pandemic, focussing on how the pandemic has affected their perceptions and experiences. By 
aligning this research with Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 3, 5 and 8, the study seeks to 
address critical issues related to well-being, gender equality and decent work, providing valuable 
insights into the challenges and opportunities faced by women in the South African labour 
market.

Background
The concept of the meaning of work encompasses the significance, value, definitions and beliefs 
that individuals attach to their work-related activities (Harpaz & Fu, 2002; Rosso et al., 2010). This 
meaning can vary widely based on demographic factors, personal experiences and socio-economic 
contexts (Kee et al., 2020). For many, work is not just a means of earning a livelihood but also a 
source of identity, self-growth and purpose (Kee et al., 2020; Steger, 2017). Understanding the 

Orientation: The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic disrupted workplaces 
worldwide, prompting a re-evaluation of the meaning and significance of work, particularly 
among women who were uniquely impacted by the crisis.

Research purpose: This study aimed to understand the meaning that South African women 
attributed to their work during the pandemic. Additionally, the research aligned with the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs 3, 5 and 8), contributing to efforts to improve well-
being, promote gender equality and ensure decent work.

Motivation for the study: Understanding how the pandemic altered women’s perceptions 
and experiences of work can provide valuable insights for human resource professionals, 
helping to create more inclusive and supportive work environments.

Research approach/design and method: A generic qualitative approach was employed, 
involving 10 semi-structured interviews with South African women who were formally 
employed both before and during the pandemic. Thematic analysis was used to interpret the 
data collected.

Main findings: The study revealed that women had individual motivations for their chosen 
work, with the meaning of work varying among participants. Factors such as organisational 
and personal challenges, as well as the support received, significantly shaped these meanings.

Practical/managerial implications: Organisations need to consider the unique challenges and 
support needs of women in the workplace, especially in the context of recovery from the pandemic.

Contribution/value-add: The study enriches the body of literature on the meaning of work, 
particularly focussing on South African women during the COVID-19 pandemic, and informs 
organisational practices that can better support employees during crises and beyond.
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meaning of work requires a nuanced exploration of how 
individuals perceive their roles, the value they assign to their 
work and their contributions within professional environments 
(Pratt & Ashforth, 2003).

To understand how women ascribe meaning to work, it is 
essential to consider the role of gender in shaping work 
experiences. Historically, gender has been a significant 
determinant in shaping the work experiences and advancement 
opportunities available to women (Kee et al., 2020; Kobus-
Olawale et al., 2021; Pitsoe et al., 2023). Women have faced 
numerous challenges and inequalities, including limited access 
to certain professions, lower wages and underrepresentation in 
leadership positions (Sinden, 2017). In South Africa, these 
issues are further compounded by the legacies of apartheid, 
which imposed rigid social norms and economic disparities 
(Parry & Gordon, 2021). South African women have traditionally 
been relegated to lower-level positions, often in administrative 
or secretarial roles, while senior positions were predominantly 
reserved for men (Sinden, 2017).

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound impact on the 
global workforce, exacerbating existing inequalities and 
creating new challenges, particularly for women (Kobus-
Olawale et al., 2021; Usher et al., 2020). In South Africa, the 
pandemic has worsened economic instability, with women 
experiencing higher unemployment rates and greater job 
insecurity compared to men (Chitiga et al., 2020).

The SDGs were established by the United Nations in 2015 as 
a clarion call to eradicate poverty, protect the planet and 
ensure peace and prosperity for all by 2030 (Chams & García-
Blandon, 2019). The 17 SDGs address a wide range of global 
challenges, including inequality, climate change, environmental 
degradation and promoting individual well-being and social 
justice (Halkos & Gkampoura, 2021). This research aligns 
specifically with three SDGs:

• Sustainable Development Goal 3: Good Health and 
Well-being – This goal aims to ensure healthy lives and 
promote well-being for individuals at all ages. The study 
examines how the pandemic has impacted the well-
being of South African women in the context of their 
work.

• Sustainable Development Goal 5: Gender Equality – This 
goal seeks to achieve gender equality and empower all 
women and girls. By focussing on the meaning of work 
for South African women during the pandemic, the 
research addresses issues of gender discrimination and 
workplace inequalities, contributing to the broader goal 
of gender equality.

• Sustainable Development Goal 8: Decent Work and 
Economic Growth – This goal promotes sustained, 
inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and 
productive employment and decent work for all. This 
study investigates changes in the working conditions of 
women and the meaning of work for South African 
women, aiming to inform workplace policies that 
promote decent work, especially post-pandemic.

Problem statement
The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted workplaces globally, 
particularly affecting South African women by exacerbating 
the existing inequalities and introducing new challenges that 
have altered their perceptions and experiences of work. This 
study investigates how the pandemic has reshaped the 
meaning of work for corporate South African women, 
focussing on changes in their motivations, challenges and 
support systems. By aligning with SDGs 3, 5 and 8, the study 
aims to enhance understanding of gender equality, well-
being and decent work. The findings will provide valuable 
insights for organisations to develop more inclusive and 
supportive human resource (HR) practices, ensuring they are 
equipped to address the evolving needs and expectations of 
women in a post-pandemic world.

Literature review
Meaning of work
The nature of work evolves daily and forms an integral part 
of individuals’ lives (Akgunduz et al., 2018; Bendassolli & 
Tateo, 2017; Fayard, 2021; Van der Deijl, 2024). People attach 
significant meaning to their work (Tyssedal, 2023) where 
they spend most of their time (Akgunduz et al., 2018), 
establish their identities and develop their ‘work-life culture’ 
(Bendassolli & Tateo, 2017).

Steger et al. (2012) suggest that while people previously 
focussed on the monetary value of work, today, they seek 
more than just earning money. Van Jaarsveld (2004) mentions 
that because work occupies so much of an individual’s day, it 
becomes almost impossible to separate life from work. The 
meaning of work can be defined as the coherence between an 
employee’s expectations and their characteristics (Boas & 
Morin, 2019). Wang and Lee (2009) posit that the harmony 
between a job and the individual determines the meaning of 
work. Conversely, if work lacks meaning, the person-
organisation fit suffers (Bendassolli & Tateo, 2017). Steger 
et al. (2012) argue that the meaning of work involves 
subjective experiences of significance in a job, facilitating 
individual growth and promoting contributions to the 
greater good. Lepisto and Pratt (2017) add that the concept of 
‘meaning’ answers important analyses about the significance 
or purpose of something, intentions or clarity within a 
context. Pratt and Ashforth (2003) notice that the meaning of 
work should be based on an individual’s identity, dealing 
with the significance and value they assign to their work.

People work to fulfil basic needs, therefore work becomes a 
necessity (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020; Yeoman, 2014). However, 
it is crucial for individuals to find deeper meaning in their 
work, rather than merely viewing it as a means to an end 
(Chaudhary, 2022; Martikainen et al., 2022). Focussing on the 
relationship between individuals and their work can enhance 
this sense of meaning, which is often more significant than 
the type of job they have. Rosso et al., 2010 agree and mention 
that viewing work as a task, a career or a calling helps 
build the relationship between individuals and their work. 
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Steger et al. (2012) state that regardless of an individual’s 
work nature or view, they generally want it to mean 
something beyond a means to an end. Understanding that an 
individual’s meaning of work is inherently subjective but 
influenced by different contexts is key (Schnell et al., 2013).

Women and work
Kim (2022) observes that globally, women often face inferior 
treatment, forming part of a vulnerable group. This has made 
discussions about women and work a priority. Kim (2022) 
argues that because of gender roles and discrimination, 
women usually have lower education levels than men, 
restricting their economic activity. Sinden (2017) explains 
that globally, women have faced workplace discrimination 
and had limited access to the labour force for decades. 
However, new and improved governmental policies and 
legislation have enabled women to enter various labour 
divisions and markets more vigorously (Sinden, 2017). Cotter 
et al. (2001) suggest that the rising need for women’s labour 
participation could result from the need for more jobs to 
support industrial growth.

South African women and work
Prior to 1994, South Africa was known for its racial segregation 
and patriarchal norms, which were openly endorsed and 
normalised (Mosomi, 2019). These norms included the unfair 
treatment of women in education and employment. Mosomi 
(2019) explains that South Africa’s labour laws in the 1920s 
and 1930s favoured the notion of the ‘male breadwinner’, 
ensuring that women stayed home to manage household 
duties rather than pursue formal employment.

Moalusi and Jones (2019) observe that post-apartheid, South 
Africa has implemented policies and legislation to decrease 
workplace discrimination against women. However, despite 
these laws, women continue to face barriers in career 
advancement because of persistent inequalities and 
unfavourable working conditions. Gender pay gaps and 
unequal opportunities remain across various demographics 
and professions (Blau & Kahn, 2020; Ellemers, 2014). In South 
Africa, the unemployment rate for women was 31.3%, 
compared to 27.2% for men in the fourth quarter of 2019 
(Chitiga et al., 2020). Carrim and Ahmed (2016) highlight that 
although women have made progress in the workforce, they 
still face significant challenges and need various forms of 
support. Women remain underrepresented in top 
management positions in South African organisations 
(Carrim & Ahmed, 2016). Addressing gender inequalities at 
work involves not only employing more women but also 
empowering them to voice their ideas and drive 
transformation within the workforce (Sinden, 2017).

Meaning of work for women
Ellemers (2014) argues that women who struggle to find 
value or meaning in their work are more inclined to re-
examine their priorities, often seeking alternatives and 
leaving their jobs. Therefore, it is crucial for women to 

attribute meaning to their work. De Sá et al. (2022) highlight 
the importance of work’s meaning for women. They observe 
that despite challenges, work remains highly significant for 
them. These challenges include those inherent in certain 
professions and those from working in male-dominated 
fields. In addition, the financial benefits of work contribute to 
the positive meaning women attribute to their roles, 
providing comfort and financial freedom.

Bharadwaj and Shanker (2019) emphasise the importance of 
considering a woman’s work–life balance, as it affects the 
meaning she attributes to her work and may influence her 
decision to stay or leave. They notice that women now play a 
more significant role in the workforce while balancing career 
and personal responsibilities. The work–life balance includes 
managing positive meaning in both professional and personal 
lives. Jasrotia and Meena (2021) found that the pandemic’s 
new working conditions made it difficult for women to 
differentiate between paid work and unpaid household 
duties, increasing pressure and unhappiness. Stats SA (2020) 
reports that the pandemic negatively impacted South 
Africans’ health, the economy and the labour market. The 
South African economy was already in a technical recession 
with slow growth rates before the pandemic (Chitiga et al., 
2020; Stats SA, 2020). The COVID-19 enforced lockdown 
exacerbated these issues, leading to more business closures 
and higher unemployment rates, especially for women 
(Chitiga et al., 2020).

Casale and Posel (2020) agree that the pandemic and 
lockdown affected women more. Lane and Aplin-Hout 
(2023) found that remote work during the pandemic left 
women feeling isolated, unsupported and overwhelmed. 
Chitiga et al. (2020) observe that women, traditionally 
caregivers, faced increased responsibilities, including 
domestic chores and homeschooling. This additional burden 
could affect the meaning women assign to their work. Stats 
SA (2020) recognises the ongoing disruption the pandemic 
will cause for organisations and women.

However, only a few studies have examined the pandemic’s 
effects on South African working women (Parry & Gordon, 
2021). A Deloitte (2020) study on nearly 400 employed women 
found that the pandemic significantly affected their health, 
work-life balance and career progression. Many women 
viewed the pandemic as a threat to their careers, negatively 
impacting the meaning of their work. However, 32% of the 
women surveyed expressed a commitment to remain with 
their employers for the next few years despite the pandemic’s 
negative effects (Deloitte, 2020).

Research design
Research approach
This study followed a generic qualitative research approach, 
which enabled the researchers to gather information 
regarding behaviours, opinions and the socially detailed 
contexts and experiences of specific participants or 
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populations (Gaudet & Robert, 2018). This approach was 
considered suitable for fulfilling the objectives of the research. 

Research philosophy 
The study adopted an interpretivist research philosophy to 
gain insight into the nuanced experiences of its participants. 
With the primary objective of uncovering how South African 
women perceived and interpreted the meaning of work 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, the interpretivist approach 
was deemed appropriate as it emphasised understanding the 
subjective experiences and meanings individuals attach to 
their social world (Matthews & Ross, 2010). Ontologically, 
the research was grounded in constructivism, recognising 
that the meaning of work was constructed through the 
experiences of South African women during the pandemic. 
Epistemologically, the study aligned with interpretivism, 
asserting that knowledge is derived from the interpretations 
and meanings individuals assign to their experiences 
(Matthews & Ross, 2010). This stance was significant as it 
sought to gather insights directly from women’s perspectives 
on how the pandemic influenced their work, motivations 
and future expectations. By focussing on their subjective 
interpretations, the study aimed to capture a rich, 
contextualised understanding of work during a time of 
significant upheaval (Gaudet & Robert, 2018; Lietz & Zayas, 
2010).

Population and sample
The sample comprised of 10 South African working women. 
Hennink and Kaiser (2022) suggest that qualitative studies 
can achieve data saturation with relatively small sample 
sizes. Their findings indicate that saturation is often reached 
with 9 to 17 interviews, making a sample size of 10 interviews 
suitable for obtaining comprehensive insights. A combination 
of purposive and snowball sampling was used. Purposive 
sampling precisely defined the sample population and was 
employed to intentionally select participants who had 
relevant experiences and perspectives. Snowball sampling 
was essential because of the difficulty of physically accessing 
candidates during the COVID-19 pandemic, which made in-
person meetings risky. The women interviewed were selected 
based on specific inclusion criteria: they had to be professional 
South African women employed in corporate organisations 
throughout the pandemic and continuing in this capacity. 
This criterion was chosen to gain insight into the experiences 

of women who navigated the challenges of maintaining 
professional roles during a time of significant disruption and 
change, allowing for a focussed examination of how these 
circumstances influenced their perceptions and meanings of 
work. Additionally, this inclusion ensured that participants 
had sustained exposure to the corporate environment under 
pandemic conditions, providing insights into the evolving 
dynamics of work, career and personal life balance during 
this period. Interviews continued until data saturation was 
achieved, which occurred with the 10th participant. The 
demographic profile of 10 women participated in the study 
are outlined in Table 1.

As seen from Table 1, participants ranged in the age from 27 
to 42 years, with an average age of 31 years. The participants’ 
races included black African, white, mixed race and Indian. 
Three participants worked in the education sector and two 
were in the travel and tourism sector. The remaining 
participants represented the insurance, information 
technology, human resources, arts and culture, and retail 
sectors. Majority (80%) of the participants were from the 
Johannesburg region, with one from Cape Town and another 
from Pretoria.

Data collection method
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews 
using an interview guide. All 10 participants were 
interviewed via the online Zoom platform, as in-person 
contact was not allowed at the time. The interviews occurred 
over a 4-week period and lasted for approximately 1 h each, 
although the duration depended on how much information 
the participants were willing to share. Because of the semi-
structured nature of the interviews, we were able to optimally 
gather data on participants’ personal experiences and their 
views on the meaning of work during the pandemic (Mack 
et al., 2005).

Data analysis and interpretation
Thematic analysis was employed to analyse and interpret the 
data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Clarke & Braun, 2017). This 
method requires data on participants’ experiences, such as 
interviews, which were the source of the collected data 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Clarke & Braun, 2017). The process 
followed six steps. Firstly, the transcriptions from the 
interviews, which were transcribed verbatim, were read and 

TABLE 1: Participants’ demographics (N = 10).
Pseudonym Age (years) Racial identity Industry of employment Job title Geographical location

P1 27 Mixed race person Travel and Tourism Travel and Tourism Consultant Johannesburg
P2 30 Mixed race person Human Resources Human Resources Practitioner Johannesburg
P3 28 black African person Education Education Project Coordinator Pretoria
P4 31 white person Arts and Culture Research Manager Johannesburg
P5 35 Mixed race person Tourism Marketing Manager Johannesburg
P6 27 Mixed race person Education Grade 1 Teacher Johannesburg
P7 27 black African person Retail Financial Analyst Cape Town
P8 30 black African person Insurance Pricing Specialist Johannesburg
P9 42 black person Information Technology Information Technology Manager Johannesburg
P10 28 Indian person Education Grade 5 and 6 Teacher Johannesburg
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reviewed, with initial notes made. Secondly, the data were 
examined with an open mind to generate codes. Codes were 
generated inductively, through manual coding, reflecting 
participants’ perspectives on aspects relating to meaningful 
work during the pandemic. The iterative process involved 
constant comparison and refinement of codes to enhance 
accuracy and reliability. Thirdly, meanings and common 
themes, along with sub-themes, were identified. In the fourth 
step, themes were reviewed, refined and named to reflect 
their true essence and ensure coherence in addressing the 
research questions. The fifth step involved reviewing and 
refining the themes to ensure they accurately captured the 
essence of the data. This included verifying that the themes 
coherently represented the patterns across the dataset and 
addressed the research questions effectively. The final step 
entailed clearly defining and naming the themes to reflect 
their true meaning. A comprehensive write-up was then 
produced, weaving together the themes and sub-themes to 
present the findings in a cohesive narrative. The data analysis 
involved manual coding of qualitative data to identify 
recurring themes and patterns. Initially, the raw data from 
semi-structured interviews were transcribed and reviewed 
multiple times to ensure thorough familiarity with the 
content (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Ensuring data quality 
To ensure the study’s rigour, Schwandt et al. (2007) criteria of 
credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability 
were applied. Credibility was achieved through ongoing 
communication with participants, fostering a comfortable 
relationship. Transferability was ensured by providing rich 
descriptions of the data. Confirmability was addressed by 
presenting detailed recordings and transcriptions of the data 
and minimising researcher bias. Dependability, referring to 
the consistency of results obtained from the analysis processes 
or data collection instruments (Saunders et al., 2015), was 
maintained through a detailed account of the processes used 
in the study.

Ethical considerations
The study received ethical approval from the research ethics 
committee in the University of Johannesburg (ethical 
clearance number IPPM-2021-499[M]). The following 
protocols were followed regarding research ethics. 
Participants were informed of the nature and purpose of the 
study at the start of the interview and their informed consent 
was obtained. They were made aware that the interviews 
were audio recorded, and their participation was voluntary. 
Confidentiality was ensured by protecting their identities, 
with their responses anonymised in the reporting of the 
results. Participants were also informed of their right to 
withdraw from the study at any stage.

Results
The purpose of this study is to explore and understand the 
meaning that South African women attribute to their work 

during the pandemic. The findings section of this study presents 
the thematic analysis derived from participant interviews, 
uncovering seven primary themes, each encompassing several 
associated sub-themes. These themes are as follows: (1) 
Motivation for choice of work, (2) Challenges faced before the 
pandemic, (3) Challenges faced during the pandemic, (4) 
Meaning of work before COVID-19, (5) Meaning of work during 
COVID-19, (6) Support systems before and during the pandemic 
and (7) Future meaning of work. Each theme provides a 
comprehensive understanding of the participants’ experiences 
and perspectives, offering insights into their motivations, 
challenges and the evolving meaning of work throughout the 
pandemic, and includes its associated sub-themes. 

Theme 1: Motivation for choice of work
This theme highlights participants’ motivation for the choice 
of work that they are all currently doing. The sub-themes 
include passion and career growth, working with people and 
work-life balance.

Passion and career growth
Participants expressed a profound sense of purpose and 
commitment towards their careers, which are driven by deep-
seated passions and a clear vision for growth. They explained 
how the intrinsic rewards of seeing students evolve from 
novices to knowledgeable individuals fuelled their passion. 
For instance, Participant 10 described a lifelong dedication to 
teaching, underpinned by a love for nurturing young minds: 

‘I always wanted to be a teacher; I love teaching and being 
around children. It’s the most rewarding job, seeing students 
transform from blank faces to knowledgeable learners by the end 
of the year.’ (P10, 28 years old, Indian person) 

Participant 3, on the other hand, initially lacked enthusiasm 
for project management but found a new direction in 
education through their academic work. Their dedication to 
improving the educational system was evident:

‘I wasn’t initially motivated to go into project management, but I 
am passionate about education. My master’s dissertation focused 
on citizenship education, and I’m committed to using our 
knowledge and systems to improve education in our country.’ 
(P3, 28 years old, black African person)

Participant 5’s shift from tourism to marketing through an 
internship demonstrates how hands-on experiences can 
ignite new passions. They shared their journey from 
discovering an interest in marketing to pursuing it 
professionally:

‘… when I landed an internship at [undisclosed] after studying 
tourism, I realised my passion for marketing and became more 
interested in the destination marketing sphere.’ (P5, 35 years old, 
Mixed race person)

Working with people
For many participants, the opportunity to engage with 
others and contribute to a collaborative environment was a 
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significant motivating factor. Participant 9 highlighted how 
important human interaction is for their job satisfaction and 
personal fulfilment: 

‘ ... so working with people is quite important for me as well.’ 
(P9, 42 years old, white person)

Participant 4 spoke about the dual benefits of knowledge 
exchange and hands-on experiences, reflecting on the 
personal joy derived from both teaching and learning:

‘I love working with the students and doing that kind of research, 
uhm, and just kind of sharing my knowledge, but also learning 
from others, uhm, but I think I kind of missed the very more 
practical hands-on creative side of things.’ (P4, 31 years old, 
white person)

Participant 6’s early experiences of teaching their younger 
sister laid the groundwork for their enduring passion for 
working with children: 

‘Growing up, I would teach my younger sister what I learned at 
school, which sparked my love for helping children.’ (P6, 27 
years old, Mixed race person)

Work-life balance
Achieving a balance between professional and personal life 
was a pivotal factor for several participants. The ability to 
maintain this balance shapes their job satisfaction and career 
choices.

Participant 9 appreciated the improved work-life balance in 
their current role compared to a previous position with 
extensive travel demands:

‘Working with this team gives me a better work-life balance 
compared to my previous consulting role with more travel, and 
it’s aligned with my goal of managing a team.’ (P9, 42 years old, 
white person)

The challenges of maintaining this balance, especially while 
working from home during the pandemic, were also noticed 
by Participant 4:

‘… uhm, but when you’re not seeing people, and you get so 
engrossed with work, and I think that work-life balance, 
particularly working from home is challenging.’ (P4, 31 years 
old, white person)

Participant 8 highlighted the added complexity of balancing 
professional duties with motherhood, illustrating how these 
dual responsibilities have influenced their job satisfaction:

‘so there’s that element of, I’m a mom, and then I have to balance 
the two. So, it does sort of negatively impact in that, in that sense 
…’ (P8, 30 years old, black African person)

Theme 2: Challenges faced before the pandemic
This theme highlights challenges participants faced before 
the pandemic. The sub-themes include financial and resource 
constraints, trust and social cohesion, communication 
barriers, increased workload and work-life balance and 
mental health issues.

Financial and resource constraints
Many participants faced significant barriers related to 
financial constraints and limited resources, which impeded 
their ability to progress professionally.

Participant 3 discussed the lack of financial support in their 
environment, which hindered their professional development:

‘Money is also an issue, uhm, and I’m not really sure why, so I 
say lack of support, I mean financial support, our environment is 
not conducive for, uhm, for development.’ (P3, 28 years old, 
black African person)

Participant 4 described the competitive nature of securing 
funding, illustrating how intense competition exacerbates 
the difficulties faced by creatives:

‘You know a lot of competition for funding, which makes it 
challenging … So, there’s huge competition for funding, a lot of 
creatives feel like they’re entitled to funding.’ (P4, 31 years old, 
white person)

Trust and social cohesion issues
Issues of trust and social cohesion were prevalent among 
participants. Participant 6’s description of the social dynamics 
within their team highlights the difficulties in fostering a 
collaborative environment:

‘“Everybody was on their own vibe” … “Everyone had their 
own cliques; they were not sociable and there was no trust”.’ (P6, 
27 years old, Mixed race person)

Participant 9 shared the challenges of building trust within 
teams, emphasising the impact on collaboration and team 
dynamics: 

‘uhm, there was a lack of trust. And it is difficult to build trust 
with one another.’ (P9, 42 years old, white person)

Communication barriers
Communication barriers presented another challenge, 
particularly in remote or geographically dispersed teams.

Participant 5 described the difficulties of managing remote 
teams across different countries:

‘reporting to a boss that’s not in the same country as you, having 
a team that’s not in the same country as you, and finding ways to 
still have a collaborative way of working.’ (P5, 35 years old, 
Mixed race person)

Participant 10 noticed the communication breakdowns 
within school management and with parents, highlighting 
how it impacted their ability to perform their role effectively:

‘lack of communication within, uh within management in the 
different schools … sometimes when parents don’t communicate.’ 
(P10, 28 years old, Indian person)

Increased workload and work-life balance
An increased workload and struggles with work-life balance 
were significant challenges.
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Participants envisioned growth and positive change as 
central to the future meaning of work. Participant 2 
emphasised the importance of pursuing growth and not 
giving up despite challenges: 

‘I had to move to, uhm, more challenging hours … from nine 
until half past six in the evening.’ (P2, 30 years old, Mixed race 
person) 

Others struggled with increased demands and strict work 
environments: 

‘having to deal coming from a place where there wasn’t that 
strict rules and strict ways of doing things.’ (P2, 30 years old, 
Mixed race person) 

Participant 4 highlighted the need to avoid stagnation and 
continually seek new opportunities for growth:

‘feel like it’s too much extra work and they resist.’ (P4, 31 years 
old, white person)

Theme 3: Challenges faced during the pandemic
This theme presents the challenges faced by women during 
the pandemic. Several sub-themes were identified, which 
included the impact on work and livelihoods, technological 
challenges, psychological and emotional toll. 

Impact on work and livelihoods
Participants shared their accounts of how lockdown measures 
and closures severely disrupted their work and livelihoods, 
leading to profound individual consequences.

Participant 4 lamented about the abrupt cessation of work 
opportunities because of the pandemic: 

‘uhm, obviously, with lockdown, you know, a lot of them 
haven’t been able to work at all, uhm, projects have been 
cancelled or postponed.’ (P4, 31 years old, white person)

This reflects the sudden and widespread cancellation or 
indefinite postponement of projects, leaving many women 
without a stable source of income or employment continuity. 

Participant 1 reflected on the widespread closure of services. 
Her narrative illustrates the ripple effect of these closures, 
which led to the termination of numerous contracts and 
further economic hardships:

‘During COVID, all the car hire places were closed … so many 
companies have closed, so a lot of contracts have gone down and 
closed.’ (P1, 27 years old, Mixed race person)

Participant 5 highlighted the impact of governmental funding 
cuts, which had a direct effect on their employment security: 

‘Our work is dependent from the funding we get from 
government … we were given no budget for 2020.’ (P5, 35 years 
old, Mixed race person)

The lack of government support underscored the financial 
instability faced by many participants during this period, 
exacerbating their vulnerability.

Psychological and emotional toll
The psychological and emotional toll of the pandemic 
emerged as a significant sub-theme, with participants 
describing heightened levels of stress, anxiety and uncertainty.

Participant 9 characterised the experience as ‘bizarre’, 
reflecting the unique difficulties of understanding and 
supporting colleagues in unprecedented circumstances. Her 
reflection emphasises the complex emotional labour involved 
in managing both professional and personal responsibilities 
during a crisis: 

‘It’s bizarre, trying to support people during the pandemic and 
figuring out their needs as human beings, not just employees.’ 
(P9, 42 years old, white person)

Participant 7 voiced the impact on her personal and 
professional growth. This narrative captures the frustration 
and despair of lost opportunities and stalled progress, which 
many women experienced during the pandemic: 

‘It set me back, even for like my career progression, it set 
everything back … So, it’s a bit stressful.’ (P7, 27 years old, black 
African person)

Participant 6 expressed anxiety related to potential virus 
exposure in her workplace. Her account reveals the constant 
fear and uncertainty faced by those working in high-risk 
environments: 

‘The stress of going to school, knowing that I could come home 
with the virus …’ (P6, 27 years old, Mixed race person)

Participant 5, on the other hand, highlighted the emotional 
challenge of isolation and the absence of face-to-face 
interactions. Her statement conveys a sense of longing and 
the emotional burden of working in isolation, which affected 
her mental well-being and work engagement:

‘I so miss the human interaction at the office … For somebody 
like me, that was hard, it was hard to deal with.’ (P5, 35 years 
old, Mixed race person)

Theme 4: Meaning of work before coronavirus 
disease 2019
Sense of purpose
Before the COVID-19 pandemic, work represented a deep 
sense of purpose for many participants. They conveyed that 
their professional lives were driven by passion rather than 
monetary rewards, benefits or incentives. Participants shared 
that work was about making a difference, helping others and 
fostering positive impacts.

Participant 6 elaborated that her motivation for work 
stemmed from passion, stating: 

‘No, uhm, it was still my passion. I still went to work. I still went 
for the same reason. I’m still going.’ (P6, 27 years old, Mixed race 
person)

Participant 8 echoed a similar sentiment, expressing that 
passion fluctuated based on the surrounding environment:
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‘… honestly, I think, for me, for me, I have, I have seasons where 
I’m really passionate, and I love what I’m doing. And it has a lot 
to do with, with the people and the culture that I am in.’ (P8, 30 
years old, black African person) 

Supporting these perspectives, Participant 9 shared that her 
work was driven by a sense of direction and purpose: 

‘Where was I going, and how was I driven? I was always 
community driven and focused on doing the right thing.’ (P9, 42 
years old, white person)

For some participants, work was intrinsically meaningful, 
providing them with a profound sense of purpose. Participant 
6 illustrated this by saying:

‘So, before the pandemic, being a teacher, the low salary meant it 
was all about passion. It’s not just a job; it’s a profession we love 
and do because we want to, not because we have to.’ (P6, 27 
years old, Mixed race person)

Enjoyment
The findings reveal that before the COVID-19 pandemic, 
work was a source of enjoyment for several participants. 
They found satisfaction and fulfilment in their roles, which 
enabled them to appreciate their work.

Participant 1 reflected on her experience by stating: 

‘Yes. So, while I was doing it, I enjoyed it in the back of my mind, 
I did appreciate it.’ (P1, 27 years old, Mixed race person)

Participant 4 shared that the joy she derived from her work 
gave it meaning:

‘I enjoy my work. It gives me meaning and makes me feel like 
I’m contributing. That sense of meaning has only grown stronger 
with the pandemic.’ (P4, 31 years old, white person)

Participant 5 added that the creative aspects of her work 
were a significant source of enjoyment: 

‘Finding creative ways to solve problems is what we do. I love 
and enjoy what I do.’ (P5, 35 years old, Mixed race person)

Theme: 5 Meaning of work during coronavirus 
disease 2019
This theme explores the various meanings that South African 
women attributed to their work during the pandemic, 
highlighting the emotional, financial and personal dimensions 
of their work experiences. Sub-themes include: 

Frustration
During the COVID-19 pandemic, participants expressed 
significant frustration and emotional turmoil. The sudden 
changes in work conditions, heightened uncertainties and 
the emotional strain caused by the pandemic were common 
points of frustration.

Participant 5 articulated the frustration vividly: 

‘No, I wonder if … I think there was a lot of frustration, especially 
in the early months … and it came out through my conversations.’ 
(P5, 35 years old, Mixed race person)

Similarly, Participant 10 described how the pandemic’s 
pressures led to feelings of demotivation and dissatisfaction: 

‘There have been times when we felt very demotivated and 
angry at the situation because of all the pressure … our emotions 
have doubled up, not everything is as easy.’ (P10, 28 years old, 
Indian person)

Sense of purpose
Despite the pandemic’s challenges, many participants 
maintained that their work continued to provide a sense of 
purpose and passion. For some, the difficulties intensified 
their commitment to their roles, encouraging them to find new 
ways to apply their skills and maintain their sense of purpose.

Participants expressed that work remained a source of 
purpose and passion during the pandemic. Participant 5 
found renewed creativity and passion during this period: 

‘… there was a particular skill set … I realised there’s so much 
more that had just been untapped … you can find creativity 
within it.’ (P5, 35 years old, Mixed race person)

Participant 6 shared how her passion for teaching intensified 
despite limited face-to-face interactions:

‘Oh, my word … I think it’s still a passion, if not more so now, 
because we only see our children two or three times a week.’ (P6, 
27 years old, Mixed race person)

Theme 6: Support systems before and during 
the pandemic
This theme explores the various support systems that South 
African women relied on before and during the pandemic, 
highlighting the role of family, friends, colleagues and 
mentors, and the absence of support in some cases. 

Family and friends 
Before the pandemic, participants relied heavily on family 
and friends for emotional support. This network continued 
to be a crucial source of comfort during the pandemic, 
offering both practical help and emotional reassurance.

Participant 10 reflected on the vital role of her family and 
friends: 

‘Uh, being before, I always had that support structure from 
family and friends …’ (P10, 28 years old, Indian person)

During the pandemic, this reliance on personal networks 
became even more pronounced. Participant 2 highlighted her 
partner’s support: 

‘Uhm, so before the pandemic, I was still getting the same 
support from my friend and colleague …’ (P2, 30 years old, 
Mixed race person)

Participant 6 emphasised her family’s role in her support 
system: 

‘Yeah, my family was my support structure. They still are …’ 

(P6, 27 years old, Mixed race person)
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Participants 7 and 8 also mentioned their husbands as key 
supporters: 

‘I can depend on my husband who works from home.’  
(P8, 30 years old, black African person)

‘I’ve got a loving mother, a loving husband, and my boss, who is 
very supportive …’ (P7, 27 years old, black African person)

Work colleagues and organisational support
Work colleagues and organisational support systems played a 
significant role both before and during the pandemic. Many 
participants noticed that their relationships with colleagues 
provided a sense of community and support, which was 
crucial during times of uncertainty.

Participant 1 described the pre-pandemic support from her 
managers: 

‘I think, before the pandemic, we’d have managers who would speak 
to us and keep in touch …’ (P1, 27 years old, Mixed race person)

Participant 8 echoed this sentiment: 

‘The nice thing was that you saw your manager daily, and I 
had great managers who were always available for support 
…’ (P8, 30 years old, black African person)

During the pandemic, organisational support increased for 
some, as Participant 4 noted: 

‘Everyone has been going through their own stuff, but we’re all 
trying and working towards similar goals …’ (P4, 31 years old, 
white person)

Participant 10 added: 

‘… there are people at work who are there for you, and you can feel 
comfort from your colleagues …’ (P10, 28 years old, Indian person)

Theme 7: Future meaning of work
This theme explores participants’ views on the future 
significance of work, focussing on growth and positive 
change as central elements.

Growth
Participants highlighted growth as a central aspect of the 
future meaning of work, focussing on continuous development, 
both personally and professionally. They believed that 
overcoming the challenges posed by the pandemic would 
ultimately lead to new opportunities for growth.

Participant 2 emphasised the importance of not giving up 
and striving for growth despite challenges:

‘… it has really pushed me to show me that … you need to ask 
yourself, what is the main thing? What is the goal? Why are you 
here? Why haven’t you given up? … at the end, I want to grow. 
There is a bigger picture, there is a prize … The growth is waiting 
for you, it will change.’ (P2, 30 years old, Mixed race person)

Participant 4 stressed the importance of continuous growth 
and avoiding stagnation:

‘I think so probably, I mean, for me, it’s, it’s kind of all about 
growth and evolving. And if you’re not still pursuing that 
meaning, and finding ways to make it real and spread that 
impact, then you become stagnant …’ (P4, 31 years old, white 
person)

Participant 6 discussed growth on both professional and 
personal levels, emphasising a broader vision beyond 
immediate job roles:

‘Okay, so personally, not on a professional level, so on a personal 
scale, I would say I do see it changing, definitely growing, uhm, 
not being in the classroom for the rest of my life, definitely not 
…’ (P6, 27 years old, black African person)

Positive change
Participants expressed optimism about the future, believing 
that the pandemic would ultimately lead to positive changes 
and a renewed sense of purpose in their work.

Participant 3 hoped for a better and more rewarding 
perspective on work: 

‘… I would want my perspective about … work and the meaning 
of work to … be better …’ (P3, 28 years old, black African person)

Participant 5 reflected on the positive changes prompted by 
the pandemic, emphasising the need to overcome barriers:

‘So, uhm, I think my, my view towards the meaning of work is 
quite positive … I know that my male counterparts don’t need to 
fight as hard as I do …’ (P5, 35 years old, Mixed race person)

Participant 7 believed that the pandemic would lead to a 
positive outlook on work:

‘… honestly, I think, post-pandemic I am going to have to … 
have a new outlook. The outcome will be positive I believe.’ (P7, 
27 years old, black African person)

Discussion 
This study sought to understand various meanings that 
South African women ascribe to their work during the 
pandemic. More so, it further established its alignment in 
achieving the SDGs, through implications for practice. 

Theme 1: Motivation for choice of work
The findings of the study indicated that women experienced 
passion in their chosen fields, aligning with existing literature 
that emphasised the importance of intrinsic motivation in 
career satisfaction (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Yukhymenko-Lescroart 
& Sharma, 2022). Work motivation has been defined as ‘a set of 
energetic forces that originate both within as well as beyond 
an individual’s being, to initiate work-related behaviour, and 
to determine its form, direction, intensity, and duration’ 
(Pinder, 2008, p. 11). The findings suggested that multiple 
motivations led participants to their current lines of work. For 
some, passion and career growth were primary drivers, which 
aligns with Bezzina et al. (2013), who found that career 
advancement, a sense of purpose, passion and achievement 
ranked highly as work motivators for women.
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Working with people was another key motivator identified 
by participants. Bezzina et al. (2013) similarly found that the 
opportunity to work with and meet new people was a 
significant motivator. Kaushik and Guleria (2020) observed 
that during the pandemic, respondents expressed a desire to 
continue interacting with others, whether virtually or 
physically, to maintain morale and motivation. The findings 
also suggested that organisational benefits served as 
motivators and positively influenced participants’ work 
perceptions. Damij et al. (2015) found that task efficiency was 
heavily influenced by motivation levels. Němečková (2017) 
supported this, finding that benefits were an important 
motivator, ranking seventh out of 11 job motivators.

Theme 2: Challenges faced before the pandemic
The findings of this study highlight the differences in 
challenges faced by women at work before and during the 
pandemic. Al-Ahmadi (2011) identified a prevalent issue 
among women leaders: a lack of resources, including financial 
and material support, which can hinder job performance. 
Similarly, this study found that budget constraints were 
particularly challenging for women, especially those 
subordinate to men. Participants also experienced a lack of 
trust from managers and colleagues. Hungerford and Cleary 
(2021) agree that this lack of trust can cause individuals to lose 
sight of their goals and create a negative perception of their 
work, as reported by the participants. Before the pandemic, 
participants faced challenges related to transport and 
commuting to work. Garg and Van der Rijst (2015) confirm 
that the ability to work from home eliminates the stress of long 
commutes and transportation issues. Additionally, Matli 
(2020) noticed that organisational goals often lead to increased 
workloads for employees, which was consistent with the 
pressures reported by women in their jobs before the pandemic.

Theme 3: Challenges faced during the pandemic
The COVID-19 pandemic brought unprecedented challenges 
to women’s work, livelihoods, technological adaptation and 
psychological and emotional well-being (Augustus, 2021; 
Dinella et al., 2023; Yavorsky et al., 2022). The findings of this 
study are consistent with recent research on the pandemic’s 
impact on women’s work and psychological well-being. 
Studies have shown that women globally faced heightened job 
insecurity (Akuoko et al., 2021), financial instability and 
increased caregiving responsibilities during the pandemic 
(Bulog et al., 2022; Dinella et al., 2023; Power, 2020), 
exacerbating existing gender inequalities (Alon et al., 2020; 
Collins et al., 2021). The shift to remote work and the closure of 
physical workplaces disproportionately affected women, 
particularly those in sectors heavily impacted by lockdown 
measures (Power, 2020). Technological challenges were also a 
significant hurdle, as many women had to adapt to new digital 
tools and platforms for remote work without adequate training 
or support (Jahangir Rony et al., 2021; Kooli, 2022). The 
findings of the study also highlighted the psychological and 
emotional toll of the pandemic on women. Research has 
shown an increase in stress, anxiety and depression among 
women, driven by the dual pressures of work and increased 

domestic responsibilities (O’Sullivan et al., 2022; Ruppanner 
et al., 2021; Yavorsky et al., 2022).

Theme 4: Meaning of work before coronavirus 
disease 2019
Understanding how and where individuals find meaning in 
their work is important, as it provides insight into the 
approaches and experiences that employees have in their 
roles and workplaces (Rosso et al., 2010). The findings from 
the study on the meaning of work for South African women 
before the pandemic revealed a profound connection to 
intrinsic motivations, such as a sense of purpose, passion and 
enjoyment. These elements were pivotal in shaping their 
professional experiences and in maintaining their 
engagement and satisfaction at work (Bryant et al. 2023; 
Peethambaran & Naim 2023; Smith et al., 2023). The findings 
also showed that women found enjoyment in their work, 
which aligns with research indicating that meaningful work 
can enhance resilience and help individuals navigate 
challenging times (Lysova et al., 2019).

Theme 5: Meaning of work during coronavirus 
disease 2019
Parry and Gordon (2021) noted that the South African 
government, much the same as many other governments 
globally, implemented strategies to try and curb the spread 
and effects of the coronavirus. Some strategies included 
staying at home and temporarily closing businesses. 
However, Parry and Gordon (2021) note that these restrictions 
have caused multiple frustrations among women whose jobs 
and work were affected negatively by these restrictions. This 
is consistent with the findings from this study as a number of 
participants stressed the frustrations of not being able to do 
their jobs in an efficient manner and not being able to travel 
to certain places to be able to do their jobs. A study conducted 
by Jasrotia and Meena (2021) also found that women felt 
frustrated because the pandemic caused a blur between what 
was work for them and what was non-work. They had to 
juggle working from home and doing household chores at 
the same time, which was not what they would usually do 
before the pandemic.

Another meaning of work that participants gave for during 
the pandemic, is similar to what was mentioned about the 
meaning of work before the pandemic, which was the 
meaning of work being a passion or having a sense of purpose 
(Bryant et al., 2023). This meaning of work did not change for 
the participants from before the pandemic to during the 
pandemic.

Theme 6: Support systems before and during 
the pandemic
Support systems emerged as a sixth theme in the study, 
addressing the factors impacting the meaning of work for 
South African women during the pandemic. This theme, 
derived from the fourth research question, highlights the 
support participants received both before and during the 
pandemic, and the way in which it shapes the meaning they 
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attribute to their work. Most participants reported that their 
family and friends have been crucial sources of strength, 
enabling them to find joy and meaning in their work. This 
finding aligns with Adisa et al. (2021), who found that 
although women faced challenges in their work during the 
pandemic, support from friends and family alleviated their 
burdens. Organisational support, from both management 
and colleagues, was also noted by participants. Mascarenhas 
et al. (2022) highlight that employees who perceive their 
organisation as supportive tend to view their jobs more 
positively. Burke et al. (2006) found that organisational 
support leads to higher engagement and satisfaction among 
women. Participants in this study mentioned that support 
from managers and colleagues helped them cope with the 
pandemic. However, some participants reported a lack of 
organisational support before the pandemic. Kee et al. (2020) 
observe that women often struggle with career progression 
and meaning in their work when faced with non-supportive 
supervisors and colleagues.

Additionally, some participants benefited from mentors and 
coaches before the pandemic. Burke and McKeen (1996) 
explain that mentoring provides support and guidance to 
enhance professional development and career growth. 
Participants in this study noted that their mentors and 
coaches helped them stay focussed and maintain a positive 
outlook towards their work

Theme 7: Future meaning of work
This theme explores the potential future meanings of work as 
expressed by the participants and relates to the fifth research 
question on what South African women anticipate work will 
mean post-pandemic. Ng et al. (2021) noticed significant 
speculation about the future of work, considering changes 
such as remote work, job losses, school closures and new 
working methods brought about by the pandemic. Despite 
these challenges, instances of positive change have emerged. 
Participants in this study foresee positive changes in the 
future meaning of work, aligning with Malhotra (2021), who 
argues that the pandemic has accelerated organisational 
changes anticipated for the future and enhanced global 
collaboration.

In addition, Vyas (2022) highlights technological growth that 
has enabled remote work during the pandemic. Unlike the 
2003 severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) outbreak, 
today’s technology allows many employees to work from 
home. Participants in this study see this growth as 
contributing to the future meaning of work, with personal 
growth also being a key aspect. Davidescu et al. (2020) found 
that organisations must invest in employees’ personal growth 
initiatives to thrive post-pandemic. Flexibility and creating 
an environment conducive to growth, especially for women, 
will help employees assign positive meaning to their work.

Implications for practice 
The findings on the meaning of work for women during the 
pandemic provide valuable insights for HR practices. These 

implications align with SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being), 
SDG 5 (Gender Equality) and SDG 8 (Decent Work and 
Economic Growth). 

In terms of SDG 3: Good Health and Well-being, it is known 
that the pandemic has significantly impacted women’s 
mental health (Almeida et al., 2020; Fulcher et al., 2023) 
concerning psychological and emotional strain, which 
indicates the need for comprehensive mental health support 
systems. Human resource should implement regular mental 
health check-ins, provide access to counselling services and 
promote work-life balance initiatives to support women’s 
overall well-being, thereby enriching their sense of meaning 
in their work. Moreover, based on the findings of the study it 
is essential that organisation creates a supportive work 
environment through organisational structures and support 
systems. 

In terms of SDG 5: Gender Equality, HR must recognise and 
address the unique challenges faced by women during the 
pandemic, such as work-life balance issues. Organisational 
policies should be developed to provide flexible working 
arrangements that will support women (Bhatt et al., 2023), 
and can help women manage their professional and personal 
responsibilities more effectively, thereby enhancing their 
sense of meaning and fulfilment in their work. Supporting 
women’s career growth and development is essential for 
gender equality (Subramanian et al., 2024). 

In terms of SDG 8: Decent Work and Economic Growth, 
encouraging women to pursue work that aligns with their 
passion and purpose contributes to job satisfaction and 
productivity, aligning to gaining meaning in their work. 
Human resource needs to remain cognisant by ensuring 
decent work conditions for all employees, implement 
programmes that support continuous learning and skill 
development, and policies and practices that support work-
life integration.

Overall, the findings of the study enrich the body of literature 
on the meaning of work by highlighting how the COVID-19 
pandemic has reshaped the work experiences of South 
African women. It offers insights for organisations on how to 
create future-ready workplaces that are responsive to 
women’s evolving expectations, thereby supporting their 
engagement, retention and career advancement in a rapidly 
changing world. Organisations need to consider the unique 
challenges faced by women and support their needs as they 
navigate the post-pandemic landscape. This includes 
organisations adopting flexible work policies, fostering 
inclusive work cultures that address future work trends and 
promote sustainable careers for women.

Limitations and recommendations for future 
research 
As with most research studies, this study also had its 
limitations. Firstly, the sample size was small (n = 10), which 
may not fully capture the diversity of experiences and 
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perspectives. As such, future research should consider 
expanding the sample size to capture a wider range of 
experiences and perspectives. Secondly, the data were 
collected during the pandemic, therefore post-pandemic 
experiences are not represented in the findings. In addition, 
the diverse sample, encompassing women from various 
employment industries and fields, may result in findings that 
are too broad and lack specificity. Future researchers could 
investigate the meaning of work within specific industries. 
This could provide more detailed and applicable findings for 
different sectors. Future researchers should also consider 
exploring how women find meaning in their work beyond 
the pandemic. 

Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to gain a deeper understanding 
of the meaning of work that South African women gave to 
their work during the COVID-19 pandemic, its alignment in 
achieving the SDGs and implications for human resources. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has not only disrupted the 
global economy but also magnified existing inequalities, 
particularly for women in the workforce. The findings 
indicated that South African women in this study experienced 
several challenges in their workplaces during the pandemic, 
which had implications on the meaning that they attribute to 
work. Ultimately, the women who formed a part of this 
study revealed that even with the negative effects and 
challenges brought on by the pandemic, they are hopeful 
about the future and stated that their meaning of work 
would only grow in a more positive direction moving 
forward. Through this research, we hope to inform policies 
and practices that support the well-being and empowerment 
of women in finding meaning in their work. More so, the 
pandemic heightened the importance of re-evaluating 
HR practices to better support women in the workforce. 
By aligning with SDGs 3, 5 and 8, HR can create a more 
equitable, supportive and healthy work environment for 
women. 
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