









Listening Differently: Decolonising Work Motivation in the Global South Through Phenomenographic Inquiry






















1. Dr. Md Rifad Chowdhury
Lecturer in Human Resource Management & Organisational Behaviour
University of Brighton
Brighton, UK
Email: m.r.chowdhury@brighton.ac.uk

2. Dr. Surbhi Sehgal
Senior Lecturer in Organisational Behaviour and HRM
University of Brighton
Brighton, UK
Email: S.Sehgal@brighton.ac.uk

 
3. Dr. Max Tookey
Lecturer in Fashion Psychology and Research Methods 
University of arts in London (London College of Fashion).
London, UK
Email: m.tookey@fashion.arts.ac.uk

 
4. Dr. Sue Greener

Honorary Fellow Brighton Business School 21-23, 
University of Brighton, 
Brighton, UK
Email: hm.greener@gmail.com










Abstract

This study explores how municipal corporation employees in Bangladesh conceptualise work motivation, addressing the limited attention given to lived experiences in Global South settings. Using a phenomenographic approach, 22 interviews were analysed to identify six qualitatively distinct conceptions of motivation: long-term employment tendency shaped by contextual exposure; respectful job status; social contribution through fulfilling responsibilities; physical working conditions; identity recognition through professional achievement; and career advancement through task variety. The findings demonstrate that motivation is shaped not only by individual and workplace factors but also by shared social, cultural, and historical orientations that evolve over time. Drawing on phenomenography, the study advances motivation theory by introducing the concepts of extended self and holistic thinking patterns. By grounding its analysis in local realities, the study also contributes to the decolonisation of organisational knowledge, challenging universalist models and foregrounding perspectives from the Global South. The study offers practical insights and highlights the significance of developing context-sensitive human resource policies that reflect local realities.
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1. Introduction

Motivation is shaped by the multiple factors of the environment, those of national origin, but also those of gender, race, ethnicity, class, religion, workplace, and sexual orientation that people engage with each day and across their lives (Markus, 2016). Academic reviewers on various organisational phenomena, such as work motivation, have argued that the local environment is often tied to specific work-related behaviour (Wietrak et al., 2021; Kim & Lawrie, 2019). According to Vo, Tuliao, and Chen (2022), employee motivation is influenced by both individual needs and practical social conditions, which together contribute to optimizing performance and well-being. According to Chowdhury and Karra (2025), work motivation is multifaceted, and employees are driven by internal satisfaction and external rewards.
Certain essential demands in a given environment may become primary over other demands (Latham & Pinder, 2005). However, research investigations on exploring local realities and participants' perspectives have been limited in the Global South in terms of unveiling motivation to work conceptions (Steers et al., 2004). According to Kanfer et al. (2008), this limitation might have been influenced by the complexity of studying the subject and the researcher's apathy in exploring new perspectives. Only a few notable studies have researched work motivation in the Bangladeshi context. Some studies were conducted in the context of Bangladesh’s private services sector (Nabi et al., 2017; Safiullah, 2015). Whereas some other motivational studies were conducted in the public services context (Chang & Ryu, 2017; Debnath et al., 2011; Rahman, 2013). Among them, two studies were masters student's dissertations from private universities in Bangladesh. These studies have used closed-ended questionnaires to collect data and a minimal sample size. The master’s dissertation had a sample size of 3 participants and a working paper where one participant was from Bangladesh. No studies have analysed work motivation in any local government organisations of Bangladesh. Van der Wal and Mussagulova (2023) highlight the need to examine public service motivation in non-Western contexts by considering local societal and religious influences. They advocate for more diverse, context-sensitive, and qualitative research methods to balance the field's quantitative focus.
Research on work motivation in Bangladesh has prioritized a dualist ontological approach, which offers a basic ranking of motivational factors at work. Besides, this dualist view has limited our understanding of the social, physical, and environmental influences and their impact on work motivation. It suggests an innovative methodological approach to acquire and analyse employees' experiences from the non-dualist perspective. Therefore, this study has proposed the phenomenography approach based on interpretive research traditions. In phenomenographic non-dualist views, there is no assumption of a world out there or in there, sidestepping the question of duality. Phenomenographic research adopts a second-order perspective, focusing on investigating the world as it is experienced by individuals, rather than a first-order perspective, which seeks to investigate the world as it exists independently (Åkerlind, 2025).  By adopting a phenomenographic approach, it aims to highlight the importance of local perspectives and lived realities, rather than imposing predefined Western frameworks on a Global South context. Furthermore, this study uniquely aligns with the decolonisation of organisational knowledge, a critical discourse that challenges the universal applicability of Western-centric theories and reflects the ‘pluriverse’ a world where many worlds coexist and are valued (Banerjee, 2022). Therefore, this study is not simply about motivation in Bangladesh; it is a direct engagement with decolonising research by prioritising indigenous knowledge and understanding of what motivates individuals in their specific, culturally rich environments.
The next section reviews key literature on work motivation and decolonising perspectives. The methodology section outlines the phenomenographic approach and analytical procedures. The findings section presents the six conceptions of work motivation, followed by a discussion linking these insights to existing theory. The paper concludes with implications for practice and directions for future research.

2. Literature review 
Masukela, Jonck and Botha (2023) argued that public service motivation is a multidimensional construct, influenced by intrinsic factors related to job content as well as extrinsic elements embedded within broader institutional and regulatory contexts. Over the years, motivation has been a critical phenomenon of interest in satisfying human needs in different research fields, such as psychology, economy, sociology, and other social sciences.
Work motivation has been defined in numerous ways, as the general term motivation is an abstract construct often described as a force or process rather than being tied to a specific behaviour or outcome (Pinder, 1998; Nawaz & Chowdhury, 2018; Wietrak et al., 2021). The studies of Latham and Pinder (2005), Steers et al. (2004), and Wietrak et al. (2021) have reflected the widely cited definition of motivation by Pinder (1998, p. 11), as a "a set of energetic forces that originate within and beyond an individual's being to initiate work-related behaviour and determine its form, direction, intensity, and duration." However, in  Bangladesh, motivation has been defined as a "driving force" (Rahman, 2013, p. 10) and a "set of forces" (Debnath et al., 2011, p. 2) that influence employee behaviour. This indicates that motivation is an inherent thought that can be explored by capturing experiences in their natural context (Donovan, 2001).
A significant gap in current research is the over-reliance on Western contexts, which limits understanding of motivation in non-Western settings, especially in the Global South (Hu et al., 2025). Environmental factors, including historical and social elements, are crucial in conceptualizing work motivation (Kim & Lawrie, 2019), yet they are often overlooked. For example, motivational behaviours vary significantly across different conditions and cultures (Sahito & Vaisanen, 2017). Asian contexts, unlike European ones, often prioritize the motivational power of others over individual thoughts (Markus, 2016). In Bangladesh, social values like relatedness, harmony, and respect for authority play a crucial role (Masud, 2019; Oyserman, Coon, & Kemmelmeier, 2002). Furthermore, a study of academic employees in Pakistan and Malaysia by Munaf (2009) further illustrates these differences by showing variations in motivation in different Asian contexts, with Malaysian staff demonstrating significantly higher levels of motivation and job satisfaction compared to their Pakistani counterparts. Research has also demonstrated that motivation in the Global South has a unique character. This is because traditional caste systems in Bangladesh influence local organizations, attracting individuals from higher social classes (Lee et al., 2021).
Bangladesh has 329 municipal corporations or municipalities. The maintenance of public order, administration and the preparation and implementation of public services and economic development plans can be categorised as the critical job functions of the municipal corporation. According to Chang and Ryu (2017), even though few studies have tried to find motivational drivers of public officials in Asian countries, most of them are researched using a deductive approach to test or confirm theories via surveys. This method fails to capture the lived realities of employees and ignores their unique practices and thoughts (Denscombe, 2014;  Girei, 2017). In view of this, the present study highlights the need to prioritize local contexts, as social and interpersonal needs, such as belonging, are influenced by cultural values like collectivism (Hofstede, 1984). Since no single universal theory can encompass all organizational and individual circumstances, a new approach is necessary.
The social and interpersonal needs in motivation, such as belonging and connection, can extend beyond individual relationships to encompass broader social networks and affiliations. The literature suggests that decolonizing organizational research is vital for creating a contextual understanding of motivation. This can be achieved by adopting a phenomenographic method, which allows for the incorporation of local realities from the Global South. This approach is not meant to just challenge Western epistemologies but to expand understanding by including diverse voices (Alcadipani et al., 2012; Srinivas, 2020). As Banerjee (2022) argues, decolonizing knowledge can offer emancipatory possibilities and contribute to the "pluriverse" a world where many different worlds and knowledge systems can coexist.
3. Phenomenographic Research Approach

Phenomenography emerged in the 1970s from research on student learning at the University of Göteborg, Sweden (Åkerlind, 2025). It began as an exploratory reaction against positivist educational psychology, aiming to map the qualitatively different ways people experience and understand the world (Marton, 1986). Initially defined by its research focus rather than specific methods or epistemology, phenomenography referred to itself as an 'approach.' Over time, particularly through the 1990s and 2000s, its methodological and epistemological foundations were clarified (Marton & Booth, 1997; Åkerlind, 2012; Sandberg, 2005). More recently, Åkerlind (2025) has argued that phenomenography in the 21st century clearly meets the criteria of a methodology, with well-defined methodological expectations based on an explicit theoretical framework. Importantly, phenomenography is designed to capture the critical variations in the participants' ongoing experiences and relationships with their world. For example, McClenny (2020) highlights phenomenography as a valuable method for exploring the different ways individuals experience phenomena, providing a more realistic worldview. In addition, a phenomenography researcher's object of interest is a second-order perspective of how the individual conceives their world. In a second-order perspective, researchers focus on people's ideas or experiences of the world and make statements about those ideas. Thus, in the second-order perspective, the world is described based on how it is understood by the participants, not the researcher or society (Hajar, 2020).

Phenomenographic research constitutes a discovery process in which conceptions are derived from empirical data rather than predetermined categories. Phenomenography systematically describes and analyses collective participant meanings, identifying the qualitatively distinct meanings that differentiate conceptions. This methodology provides detailed accounts of participants' experiences of the phenomenon (Zygmont & Naidoo, 2022). Within phenomenography, an individual's understanding of a phenomenon is regarded as socially constructed and continuously shaped by their experiences and interactions with the world. Categories in phenomenographic research are typically referred to as 'conceptions,' 'ways of experiencing,' or 'ways of understanding' from an experiential perspective (Marton & Booth, 1997). The conceptions identified in each phenomenographic study are described in specific, limited ways. According to Hajar (2020), conceptions are dynamic and subject to change over time, depending on the context and nature of each individual's experience with a particular phenomenon. Phenomenography facilitates research in organisational practices by identifying meaningful actions and their relationships to structures from the participants' perspectives. This approach serves as a developmental framework in organisational work motivation research and offers potential for further investigation. Åkerlind (2012) notes that phenomenography is situated within the interpretative paradigm and originated from a robust empirical foundation which reveals critical variations in experiencing a phenomenon by analysing participants' collective meanings.

4. Participants
According to Boon et al. (2007), the research sample in a phenomenographic study is purposive, meaning participants are specifically chosen because they have experienced the phenomenon. Therefore, a phenomenographic researcher should use specific criteria when selecting participants to ensure that the data collected is both diverse and relevant. Trigwell (2000) recommends a sample size of 15 to 20 participants to capture experiential variation without generating excessive data, as phenomenographic interviews are typically detailed and lengthy.
This study included six municipal corporations from four districts in Bangladesh to maximize variation in participant experiences across different geographical regions. Participants represented multiple departments, age groups, and genders, which further increased data diversity. Only individuals with at least two years of work experience were included to ensure that all participants could provide informed perspectives on work motivation based on substantial professional backgrounds.
Ahmed and Sen (2018) describe the Bangladeshi social context as conservative, which presents challenges for female participation in public administration, where women comprise only 19.62% of officials (Jahan, 2023). The study aimed for gender balance to maximize variation in understanding work motivation. However, the low proportion of female officials limited the ability to achieve equal representation. In this study, 22 municipal corporation employees participated, including eight women and fourteen men from various age groups. 
5. Data generation 
According to Bruce (1996), a phenomenographic interview mainly focuses on two aspects: firstly, the relationship between the interviewees and the interview's theme, and on how the interviewees experience or perceive the theme, rather than focusing solely on the individuals or the theme itself. Phenomenographic research requires sensitivity to the relationship between researcher, participants, and phenomenon. To minimise bias, bracketing was applied to suspend prior assumptions, allowing participants’ accounts to guide the inquiry (Marton & Booth, 1997). By fostering a dialogue centred on experiences, the study aims to reveal varied conceptions that may not emerge in more traditional interview formats.
Semi-structured interviews in Bengali served as the primary data collection method. Each session lasted 45 to 60 minutes and was audio recorded. Interviews were conducted using open-ended, non-directive questions. Transcripts were translated into English and subsequently validated by participants to reduce translation bias, maintain cultural relevance and mitigate any potential loss of meaning in translation. Five to six open-ended questions encouraged participants to share real-life examples. Follow-up questions clarified participants’ perspectives and supported comprehensive data collection. Researcher reflexivity was maintained by balancing roles as inquirers, designing instruments, ensuring variation in gender, age, and job role. Also, as interpreters, identifying collective meanings through iterative analysis. Ethical safeguards included informed consent, confidentiality, and creating a safe environment for participants to reflect on their experiences. Credibility and reliability were supported by iterative coding, member validation, and the use of participants’ direct quotations. 
Following the first interview, the transcript was reviewed and discussed with the research team. Previous phenomenographic researchers have recommended piloting interviews, as this process enables researchers new to phenomenography to improve their skills and refine interview questions for more detailed discussions of the phenomenon (Åkerlind, 2002; Bowden, 2005). The pilot transcript was not analysed for data, but was read multiple times to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the interview process. Communicative validity was achieved by presenting interpretations persuasively to the scholarly community, while pragmatic validity was ensured by demonstrating the practical relevance of findings (Sandberg, 2005). Reliability was grounded in methodological transparency and in maintaining a second-order perspective rather than seeking replication.
6. Phenomenographic data analysis
[bookmark: _Int_ot0eEoCq]The analytical approach in phenomenography focuses on developing an understanding of the qualitatively different ways individuals experience a phenomenon (Rolls, 2023). It is grounded in an interpretivist tradition that emphasizes second-order perspectives, focusing on how individuals perceive and make meaning rather than objective reality (Åkerlind, 2005). The method’s focus on meaning variation helps researchers move beyond surface-level descriptions to uncover deeper insights into how people conceptualize important aspects of their world. 
According to Åkerlind (2025), although many studies use phenomenography and include method descriptions, these often lack enough detail to clearly show how data analysis is carried out. To improve understanding and transparency, it is important to provide clear guidelines and concrete examples of analytic practice. The analytical steps outlined by Zygmont and Naidoo (2022) were selected to guide the phenomenographic data analysis procedures in this study. Each step is described below, followed by examples from the current research to demonstrate its application.
(a) Clarify the focus of the study
According to Zygmont and Naidoo (2022), the first step in phenomenographic analysis involves clearly identifying and formulating the phenomenon of interest, ensuring that the same phenomenon is examined across all participants. In this study, the phenomenon under investigation is employees’ experiences of work motivation. The analysis therefore focuses on exploring the qualitatively different ways in which employees perceive, understand, and experience work motivation within their organisational context.

(b) Familiarisation with the data
To achieve familiarity with the data, the 22 semi-structured interview transcripts were read and re-read several times. Through repeated engagement with the transcripts, the researcher began to familiarise themselves with the dataset, gaining an initial understanding of participants’ accounts of work motivation. This process served as the first step toward identifying similarities and differences in the meanings participants attributed to their experiences in the subsequent stages of phenomenographic analysis.

(c) Dealing with contextualisation
The researcher engaged in a detailed, contextualised reading and re-reading to distinguish the fundamental meanings expressed in the transcripts. Then shifted to a decontextualised approach, this involved extracting coded segments from individual transcripts and grouping similar perspectives to identify collective meanings.

(d) Data reduction or condensation
This phase involved iterative readings to eliminate irrelevant material and focus on the key components of work motivation. This approach helped manage the data more effectively by focusing on crucial information relevant to the phenomenon of interest. Through iterative reading cycles, meaningful lived experiences related to work motivation were highlighted and marked.

(e) Pooling together data into collective meanings
Data from individual transcripts were pooled together to identify collective meanings. Eight initial codes emerged after polling data together from the transcripts. Participants perspectives were segmented according to their similarities, and through comparing similar participant perspectives the twenty-two preliminary groups consisting of participants collective meanings were identified.

(f) Formulate tentative categories of description
The collective meanings in the twenty-two preliminary groups provided a sense of categories emerging from the participants' experiences. Eight conceptions were identified in the beginning version of emerging categories of descriptions. After re-reading all the transcripts, notes and preliminary groups perspectives, the initial eight conceptions were reduced to seven in the second version.

(g) Formulate tentative dimensions of variation
Critical variations in meanings and participants' experiences of work motivation were analysed and  compared within and between to identify the critical aspects that distinguish the conceptions. In the beginning version, two critical variations in meaning and later in the second version, five critical variations in meaning were identified based on their presence and absence in conceptions.

(h) Refine the categories of description
The methodological iteration process of working and re-working data is a significant and subsequent rigorous process of phenomenographic research (Åkerlind, 2005). In the third version, the previously identified seven conceptions were re-read. Hence, to present the identified conceptions with clarity, the final six conceptions were identified which represent the collective meanings of the participants in a parsimonious way.

(i) Refine the dimensions of variation
The five dimensions of variations identified previously were critically examined to clarify the internal and external horizons. This version refined the dimensions of variation and aimed to understand the relationship between structured categories of descriptions. Six dimensions of variations have emerged within and between the categories. The six critical dimensions of variation were found in aspects, nature, orientations, objectives, time, and expectational outcomes.

(j)  Define and label categories of description
The categories of description represent the interpretation of the collective meanings gathered from the contextualised individual perspectives (Bowden & Green, 2010). In the final analytical phase, six conceptions were identified and categorised into six qualitatively different ways of experiencing motivation to work at the municipal corporation: 
(a) Prior contextual exposure to long-term employment tendency. 
(b) Respectful status of the job position. 
(c) Social Contribution by acting on the job responsibilities. 
(d) Condition of physical working arrangements. 
(e) Identity recognition to draw professional achievements. 
(f) The scope of career advancements includes task variety.

(k)  Data to structure: The outcome space
Data analysis at this stage strongly prioritised the search for a logical structure. The sequence of steps is not strictly linear; rather, the process involves continuous iteration and interplay between the various phases, with some steps revisited multiple times before reaching confidence in the interpretation of the outcomes (Åkerlind, 2025).
An outcome space is constructed by organising the categories into a hierarchical structure, where each level reflects increasing complexity of meaning based on the critical aspects of the phenomenon that have been discerned (Åkerlind, 2025). This study presents the outcome space in a tabular approach, emphasising the meaning and structural relationships between conceptions. According to Bowden (2005), the tabular approach provides a visual outline and more extended descriptions of conceptions. An act to highlight the relationship between employees' experiences and continued focus on the collective meanings of work motivation is made visible through the language demonstrated by the characteristics of the identified categories of description, and variations in meaning are presented in Table 1 below.






	Objectives
	Orientations
	Conceptions
	Time 
	Expectational outcomes

	






Shared
objective
	




Historical 
orientation
	(A) Prior contextual exposure to long-term employment tendency.
	Initial aspect
Good acquaintance of the organisation, permanent job, monthly income, geographic location. 
	Continuing work in the ideal organisation (until retirement).

	
	
	(B) Attracted by the respectful job status of the position.

	Initial aspect
Status in society, prestigious position.
	Present aspect
Respect of public, authority of position.
	Enhanced value of the respectful job status.

	
	
Social
orientation
	(C) Social contribution by acting on job responsibilities.
	  Initial aspect
Helping society.
	Present aspect
Serving the public, serving the public of all classes.
	Continuing contribution by serving benefitting services .

	
	
Workplace
orientation
	(D) Condition of physical working arrangements.
	Initial aspect
Flexibilities, relationships with the public, relationships with the colleagues.
	Present aspect
Financial challenges, work arrangement challenges.
	Employee focused work condition with limited challenges.

	

Personal
objective
	


Individual
orientation
	(E)  Identity recognition to draw professional achievements.
	Initial aspect
Extended personal identity.
	Present aspect
Recognising work.
	Organisations attention to acknowledge professional efforts.

	
	
	(F)  Scope of career advancements to have task variety. 
	Present aspect
Promotion, training, different work, job position.
	Advancing to different areas of the organisation.


Table 1: The Outcome Space, developed through the author’s phenomenographic analysis. Source: Author’s Analysis
7. Findings: The identified six conceptions of motivation to work
The six conceptions provide distinct information about their understanding of employees' motivation to work. Also, they provide diverse ways of understanding work motivation and capture the critical variation in the data. The identified categories of description reflect relational, experiential, content-oriented, and qualitative characteristics, which are expected characteristics of phenomenographic categories of description (Marton, 1986). 
7.1 Conception A -  Prior contextual exposure to long-term employment tendency.
The conception of employees describing motivation to work as a long-term tendency primarily because of the pre-employment expectations in the municipal corporation is an exclusive finding of this study. The good acquaintance of the organisation, geographic location, monthly income, and permanent job aspects have collectively formed the contextually exposed experience of employees' motivation to work. Previously researchers have only considered job security as a significant factor of work motivation in relation to long-term employment tendency (Debnath et al., 2011). The employees' initial approach is related to the sense of security and the good acquaintance of the organisation among their family and society. 
Participant L - Hmmm.., It is very encouraging that job I have here, is permanent.. I can work here until retirement.. The permanent position here,, encourage me that I have a secure position.
The municipal corporation is described as a 'reliable' and 'good' organisation.  In previous studies in Bangladesh, the factor related to getting a permanent job is found as an important factor in initial work motivation (Jahan, 2006; Rahman, 2013). Working in the municipal corporation is perceived by employees as offering greater opportunities for sustained service over time.
Within this understanding, experiencing work motivation is not an employee’s individual objective but rather a shared objective of the family, friends and others. However, previously in Bangladesh, only the study of Rahman (2013) identified family influences in a motivational study. Consistent with this, O’Brien (2021) found that individuals in individualistic cultures are more frequently motivated by personal gain, whereas those in collectivist contexts emphasise collective benefit and shared responsibility. This conception established that long-term employment tendency has more areas of exploring outside the traditional job security and high or low salary in Bangladeshi and other contexts.

7.2 Conception B –Respectful status of the job position
In this conception, the primary focus of the participant perceptions is on the respectful status of the municipal corporation's job position and its historical orientation of how family and society treat and see employees at the municipal corporation. Collective meanings of employees indicate that the respectful job status of employees is seen as a crucial energetic force that dominates their pre-expectations. Existing literature on Bangladesh's public services has indicated that employees' authority is used outside job roles, and employees enjoy the authority (Dwivedi & Mishra, 2010). The critical aspects in this conception are the status in society, prestigious profession, the authority of position and respect of the public, which collectively influence participants' experiences of work motivation. 
Participant R - From my childhood, I just keep listening that people who work in the public sector,., have better prestige in society……There are social classes and status,, also for the job there is professional classes as well.. society respects job holders by their profession and organisation...the classes in professions.... makes us attracted to certain public jobs....
Participant K - Not everywhere I will be able to work. Doesn't really matches with my family status. 
Initially, employees perceive the career interest of getting a separate professional status in society. Employees are extrinsically focused on high job status. Historically, to enter civil service jobs and the services that municipal corporation provides are significant to the local public. Employees who provide these services experience the public and wider society treating them separately (Rahman, 2013). In the study of Jahan (2006), status and power as motivational factors were used simultaneously. In comparison with municipal corporation employees' work to private sector jobs, employees have collectively highlighted the respectful status of public service employees in Bangladeshi society.
7.3 Conception C – Social contribution by acting on job responsibilities. 
In this conception, employees have described their experience of work motivation as related to their interest in serving the public and contributing to important social matters which benefit the public and society. According to Bajracharya and Sultana (2020), municipal corporation services play an important role in Bangladesh’s urban social development. This conception demonstrates that motivation to work is related to the employee's scope to serve the public and help society. It indicates the shared objectives of the conception that employees' interest is oriented to be involved in the development and beneficial works of the municipal corporation. Participants' initial experience of work motivation relates to the services municipal corporations provide, such as essential public projects, helping society and area development. 
Participant S - It is a good opportunity for someone to work for his country’s progress and he wants to see that his society is developing and for all. hmmm, if someone wants to be getting involved thinking about the society, and then it will be something that they work for the Municipal Corporation.
Pham et al. (2024) suggest that individuals are often drawn to employment in public organisations by the desire to engage in meaningful work and contribute positively to their communities. Initially, participants' experience in this conception is seen as the scope to get involved in essential services to serve the public and the opportunity to help society. Debnath et al. (2011) studied a specific set of work motivational factors among technical and administrative cadres of the Bangladeshi public sector. However, among the specific factors, there was no aspect of serving the public or helping society. In the municipal corporation context, social contribution by acting on job responsibilities is found as a shared objectives and social orientations of work motivation.
7.4 Conception D – Condition of physical working arrangements.
In this conception, municipal corporation employees' collective experiences have indicated that their experience of work motivation is related to the organisation's physical arrangements and challenges they face. The work motivational aspects in this conception are originated both within and outside of the individuals. The shared objective of these conceptions shows that employees' collective experiences of physical arrangements are related to their families, society, and others. Collective experiences of employees in this conception show that their encouragement relates to the physical working arrangements at the municipal corporation job. As part of physical arrangements, employees described the flexibilities and developing relationships as suitable arrangements. Besides, employees have shared views of work and financial challenges in current physical working conditions.
Employees described the flexibilities and developing relationships as suitable arrangements for physical arrangements. According to the findings of Jahan (2006), the work environment affects the motivational factors of all levels of civil servants in Bangladesh. Besides, employees have shared views of work and financial challenges in current physical working conditions. Employees have provided examples of their interest in flexibility at the municipal corporation. They considered getting adequate time for the family and maintaining office hours as suitable conditions for themselves and others.
Participant S - hmmm.... personally,.,,, after office I get enough time to have for my family and I think this is kind of a thing that encourages me because,, after work I can have some time to look after the family.
Employees' collective meanings around challenging issues influence their work motivation. According to Boyd and Nowell (2020), the organisational environment plays a critical role in shaping individual personality traits, which in turn influence levels of work engagement. The significant working arrangements related to finance, such as salary payment and work conditions, such as providing digital services, work capacity and receiving feedback, indicate a challenging workplace physical work situation.
Participant G - Still in many municipal corporations are struggling to pay employees, it was even in the newspapers. Hmm.. it will not help to get more talented people,, even the people working here leaves because of this lack attention to salary,, promotion and training.
In brief, aspects of physical working arrangements, such as flexibility and workplace relationships with the public and colleagues, positively influence employees' work motivation. The meanings in employees' perspectives indicate financial challenges remain crucial in experiencing motivation to work. Also, employees have described inadequate capacity, environment, and unstable services as challenging work arrangements. These challenging workplace aspects are also significantly influential to employees' work motivation, both in the present and in expectational outcomes of work motivational experiences to perform at the municipal corporation.

7.5 Conception E – Identity recognition to draw professional achievements.
Work motivation in this conception is focused on employees’ achievements of initial job identity and recognition from the organisation. In this conception, the initial aspect of work motivational experience at the municipal corporation is focused on developing an identity through the professional recognition of employees. The ranking of employee motivational factors in the telecom industry of Bangladesh has also shown that recognition is one of the top desires of employees (Safiullah, 2015). Recognition of employees' work motivational factors has also received a high ranking among private bank employees in Bangladesh (Nabi et al., 2017). The employees' views on their identity recognition at the municipal corporation hint at some of the employee-related issues at the local government.
Work motivation related to extended personal identity is important to acquiring professional recognition. Employees have shared their individual orientations and personal objectives regarding extended identity and recognition. Employees are encouraged to create their individual professional identity for themselves in society.
Participant L - I wanted to be independent. I wanted to have an identity… So ... hmm..I just only think about. Working in an organization where. I could have an identity, I could have a job identity and. Everyone will have a positive attitude.
Employees have shared their positive focus on professional recognition in their initial and present experiences of work motivation. Collectively, they have shared views on the importance of getting recognition. However, the employees perceive little professional recognition from the municipal corporation while on the job as challenging. Within this way of experiencing, employees’ encouragement to work is enhanced by regular professional recognition received at work. According to Brun and Dugas (2008), a lack of recognition and appreciation at the workplace can cause distress at work. The expectational outcomes of the conception demonstrate employees' interest in the municipal corporation's acknowledgement of professional efforts. Identity recognition to draw professional achievements is a significant work motivational conception that employees expect to be given attention by their organisation.
7.6 Conception F - Scope of career advancements to have task variety.
In this conception, work motivation is described as the opportunity for advancement while working at the municipal corporation. The nature of this conception involves getting promoted, having scope to work in different areas and having regular training opportunities. The objectives of this conception of career advancement are individual-oriented, and objectives are employees' personal understanding of growth. Employees have shared views about their career advancement through professional achievements in promotion, training, and different work opportunities at the municipal corporation.
Participant L - When we have training it is an opportunity to.... learn about a new. Or we get a new instruction. And new learning. Always. Gives us an. Gives us an strength, I would say. That we are, we are. Developing ourselves and this is important.
Opportunity for advancement is found to be an important motivational factor in the study by Nabi et al. (2017), where participants strongly agreed that advancement opportunity affects motivation. Employees have shared different challenges and focused on the issues that could positively impact by getting career advancements. The scope of getting a new job position and developing in the next opportunity is part of career advancement aspects that influence employees' work motivation. This resonates with findings by Bawa and Garg (2023), who argue that managers can enhance employee motivation by expanding roles to reduce monotony and incorporating five key features into jobs: autonomy, opportunity for opinion, skill variability, job uniqueness, and task relevance. Employees' collective meanings of work motivation have indicated the individual and workplace influence of development opportunities in participants' experiences. In addition, in this conception, employees have described challenges in their work motivation. Promotion and training are considered essential aspects of work motivation by the participants in this conception. 
8. [bookmark: _Toc172804002]Discussion of findings
The six conceptions represent distinct contributions to the existing literature on work motivation. Analysis of the critical dimensions of variation within each conception yields additional insights. Each conception delineates a unique experience of work motivation, and comparative analysis reveals both boundaries and areas of overlap. Conceptions A and B are historically oriented; A emphasises job security and permanence, while B focuses on prestige and recognition. Conceptions C and D are socially oriented, with C centring on service to the community and D on workplace arrangements. Conceptions E and F are individually oriented, with E addressing professional identity and F addressing future career development. These intersections illustrate two continua: from shared to individual orientations and from historically embedded expectations to forward-looking aspirations. This comparative framework clarifies conceptual boundaries and demonstrates the potential for overlap in employees’ motivational dimensions.
The findings align with previous reviews of work motivation, which demonstrate that environmental factors play a significant role in shaping employees' motivation. Although Debnath et al. (2011) recognised that the social and work context in Bangladesh differs from other countries, the specific characteristics of these differences remain unspecified. The identified six conceptions indicate that work motivation is influenced by individual, historical, social, and organisational orientations, each contributing distinct conceptual dimensions. The six conceptions reflect shared perspectives among municipal corporation employees and demonstrate that employees derive meaning from their work based on family and societal perceptions. These findings introduce emerging concepts such as holistic thinking patterns and the extended self.
The concept of the extended self explains that work motivation encompasses the domestic and social self in addition to the individual self. Motivation is shaped by objectives and orientations valued by family members, societal norms, and traditional beliefs. Municipal corporation employees’ perceptions indicate that the meanings they derive from work align with the perspectives of individuals, their families, and society. The domestic self and social self, include family and societal members as integral components of the self. The interaction among individual, domestic, and social selves is closely related to the six identified conceptions and the variations in employees' motivation. The prioritisation of familial and social objectives over individual goals reflects the holistic thinking patterns prevalent among these employees. Analysis of the temporal dimension, from pre-employment expectations to initial, current, and future outcomes, demonstrates that work motivation is dynamic and changes over time. This temporal variability aligns with longitudinal research findings. 
The six motivational conceptions uncovered in this study challenge traditional motivational theories by introducing and emphasizing dimensions often overlooked in Western-centric models. These findings advance theories such as Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs (1943), Herzberg's Two-Factor Theory (1959),  
Adams’ Equity Theory (1963) and Deci and Ryan’s Self-Determination Theory (2000) by showing that motivators extend beyond individual needs to include a socially and historically embedded "extended self". These findings also expand on Babula's Hyperbola Paradigm (2013) by revealing that motivation is shaped by unique historical and social factors, not just universal needs. Specifically, the concepts of respectful job status and social contribution challenge the focus on individual intrinsic and extrinsic factors, highlighting a holistic thinking pattern where motivation is a shared objective shaped by the expectations of family, society, and the community. Furthermore, the conception of prior Contextual Exposure directly challenges the static, universal nature of many theories by demonstrating the dynamic and temporal character of motivation, which is influenced by pre-employment expectations and long-term security goals. 
These results question the generalizability of traditional theories, providing a more contextually grounded understanding of motivation that is essential for decolonizing organizational knowledge. Three key propositions emerge:
Proposition 1: Job security and social prestige act as central motivators in collectivist societies, extending Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory beyond hygiene–motivator distinctions. Whereas Herzberg identified job security primarily as a hygiene factor, our findings indicate that in the Bangladeshi municipal context, permanence of employment and respectful social status are not merely baseline expectations but active sources of motivation.
Proposition 2: Equity Theory in collectivist contexts must account for collective referents, including family and community, rather than solely individual comparisons. Employees’ sense of fairness and recognition is shaped not only by peer comparisons within the organisation but also by societal and familial expectations, highlighting a broader reference frame for evaluating equity.
Proposition 3: Motivation in Global South contexts reflects holistic and extended-self orientations, challenging individualist assumptions in mainstream theories. Traditional process and content theories often position motivation as an individual pursuit. In contrast, our findings show that employees’ motivational experiences are intertwined with family obligations, cultural traditions, and community responsibilities, thereby expanding the scope of motivation theory to include interdependent self-construal.
Together, these propositions advance the theoretical understanding of work motivation and contribute to the broader discourse on the decolonisation of knowledge in management and organisational studies. By foregrounding employees’ lived experiences in a Bangladeshi municipal context, this study challenges the dominance of universalist, Western-centric motivational models and demonstrates the value of knowledge generated from the Global South. The six conceptions of motivation identified illustrate alternative ways of knowing and experiencing work that are often absent from mainstream theories. In this way, the study not only extends existing frameworks but also advances the decolonisation agenda by legitimising context-specific insights as essential contributions to the global understanding of work motivation.
9. Phenomenography's added value to decolonise knowledge
Phenomenography's sensitivity to context strengthens the contribution of this study. A contextually grounded approach is essential in regions such as the Global South, where historical, social, and environmental factors are complex. The second-order perspective, which analyses the underlying meanings of employees' motivational views, extends current knowledge in motivational research. The iterative process of data analysis in phenomenographic research is both significant and rigorous, facilitating the identification of six qualitatively distinct conceptions of work motivation. The findings of this study indicate that phenomenography effectively captures the range of employee experiences. By examining variations in these experiences, phenomenography reveals critical motivational aspects that traditional research methods may overlook. Each identified conception yields specific insights into participants' experiences of work motivation. Although the categories are logically related, they represent distinct meanings and dimensions. Phenomenography’s capacity to represent local realities and offer a realistic worldview supports the decolonisation of organisational knowledge. In Bangladesh, where research on work motivation is limited, phenomenography enables a comprehensive examination of local workplace dynamics.  Findings from phenomenographic research provide evidence-based insights derived from employees' lived experiences, which can inform policy development. This contextual understanding supports effective and sustainable management of work motivation and organisational performance.
10. Conclusion
This study highlights the need to pay closer attention to the realities of employees whose motivations are shaped by history, social expectations, and relationships and not just individual goals. These insights point to the limitations of applying universal models in diverse contexts. Aligning with Ding and Wang’s (2023) view that motivation is a multidimensional construct, this study identified six qualitatively distinct conceptions of work motivation grounded in employees’ lived experiences. Importantly, the findings exemplify an effective approach to decolonising organisational knowledge by centring local realities and moving beyond dominant Western paradigms. 
For municipal HR practice, the results highlight the need to: emphasise job security and societal contribution in recruitment and retention; strengthen recognition systems through both material rewards and symbolic acknowledgements of status; create clearer promotion and training pathways; and improve workplace conditions by ensuring timely salary payment and supportive arrangements. These context-sensitive adjustments can contribute positively to employee motivation.
Future research could examine the challenges and implications of extended self-perceptions and temporal aspects of motivation across diverse organisational and cultural settings could advance theoretical and practical understanding in this area. There is strong potential for further phenomenographic research to deepen the decolonisation of organisational knowledge across various facets of workplace dynamics. Cross-cultural comparisons involving municipal employees from different regions may also yield valuable insights into how historical, cultural, and political contexts shape motivation at work. The invitation is open to study motivation not as a static list of factors, but as a dynamic, relational, and evolving experience one that mirrors the complexity of human lives in diverse cultural and organisational contexts.
















11. References

1. Adams, J. S. (1963). Toward an understanding of inequity. Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology, 67(5), 422–436. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0040968

2. Ahmed, T., & Sen, B. (2018) Conservative outlook, gender norms and female wellbeing: Evidence from rural Bangladesh, World Development, 111, pp.41–58

3. Alcadipani, R., Khan, F. R., Gantman, E. & Nkomo, S. (2012) Southern voices in management and organization knowledge. Organization, 19, pp.131–43.

4. Åkerlind, G. (2025) Phenomenography in the 21st Century: A Methodology for Investigating Human Experience of the World. Cambridge, UK: Open Book Publishers, https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0431

5. Åkerlind, G. (2012). Variation and commonality in phenomenographic research methods. Higher Education Research & Development, 31(1), 115–127. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2011.642845

6. Åkerlind, G. S. (2005). Variation and commonality in phenomenographic research methods. Higher Education Research & Development, 24(4), 321-334.

7. Bajracharya, P., & Sultana, S. (2020) Rank-size Distribution of Cities and Municipalities in Bangladesh. Sustainability. 12, p4643. https://doi.org/10.3390/su12114643

8. Banerjee, S.B. (2022) Decolonizing Management Theory: A Critical Perspective. Journal of Management Studies, 59, pp.1074-1087.

9. Bawa, M., & Garg, N. (2023) Job-Autonomy and Employees' Creativity: The Mediating Role of Intrinsic Motivation. South Asian Journal of Management, 30 (2), 133-150

10. Babula, M. (2013) Motivation, altruism, personality and social psychology. Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan.

11. Boon, S., Johnston, B. & Webber, S. (2007) A phenomenographic study of English faculty's conceptions of information literacy. Journal of Documentation, 63(2), pp.204-228

12. Bowden, J., & Green, P. (2010) Relationality and the myth of objectivity in research involving human participants. In J. Higgs, N. Cherry, R. Macklin, & R. Ajjawi (Eds.), Researching Practice: A Discourse on Methodologies (pp. 1–16). Sense Publishers.

13. Bowden, J. (2005) Reflections on the phenomenographic team research process, in JA Bowden & P. Green (eds.), Doing Developmental Phenomenography, RMIT University Press, Melbourne, pp.11–31.

14. Boyd, N. M., and Nowell, B. (2020). Sense of community, sense of community responsibility, organizational commitment and identification, and public service motivation: a simultaneous test of affective states on employee well-being and engagement in a public service work context. Public Manag. Rev. 22, 1024–1050. doi: 10.1080/14719037.2020.1740301

15. Bruce, C. S. (1996). Learning today for professional development tomorrow. Education for Library and Information Services Australia, 13(2), 3–20. https://www.learntechlib.org/p/81500/

16. Brun, J-P., & Dugas, N. (2008) An Analysis of Employee Recognition, Perspectives on Human Resources Practices. International Journal of Human Resource Management, 19, 4, pp716-730.

17. Chang, Y., & Ryu, S. (2017) Motivation to Choose a Public Service Career in Developing Countries: Focused on Philippines, Bangladesh, Cambodia, Vietnam, and Indonesia. Working Papers (Research Institute, International University of Japan). [Accessed 02 January 2023]

18. Chowdhury, R. M., & Karra, S. A. (2025) A Comprehensive Thematic Analysis of Work Motivation Among IT Professionals in the United Kingdom. International Journal of Social Sciences and Management Research, 11(4), pp.399-418 

19. Debnath, A. K., Barmon, B. K., & Biswas, M. (2011) Motivation of Civil Servants in Bangladesh: A Comparative Study of Technical Cadres and Administrative Cadres. World Review of Business Research, 1(4), pp1-17.

20. Deci, E.L. and Ryan, R.M., 2000. The "what" and "why" of goal pursuits: Human needs and the self-determination of behavior. American Psychologist, 55(1), pp.68–78

21. Denscombe, M. (2014). The good research guide: For small-scale social research projects. Maidenhead: Open University Press. 

22. Ding, M. and Wang, C. (2023) Can public service motivation increase work engagement?—A meta-analysis across cultures. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, 1060941.
23. Donovan, J. (2001) Work motivation. In N. Anderson, D. S. Ones, H. K. Sinagil & C. Viswesvaran (Eds.), Handbook of industrial, work and organizational psychology. 2, pp53-76. London: SAGE.

24. Dwivedi, O. P. & Mishra, D. S. (2010) Administrative Tradition in India: Issues of Convergence, Persistence, Divergence and Challenges, in M. Painter, and B. Peters, (eds), Tradition and Public Administration, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan.

25. Girei, E. (2017) Decolonising management knowledge: A reflexive journey as practitioner and researcher in Uganda, Management Learning, 48(4), pp.453–470

26. Hajar, A. (2020) Theoretical foundations of phenomenography: a critical review. Higher Education Research & Development, doi: 10.1080/07294360.2020.1833844

27. Herzberg, F., Mausner, B. and Snyderman, B.B. (1959) The motivation to work. 2nd ed. New York: John Wiley & Sons.

28. Hofstede, G. (1984) The Cultural Relativity of the Quality-of-Life Concept. The Academy of Management Review, 9(3), 389. 

29. Hu, Z.-X., Gan, K.-P., Sun, G.-Y. and Wang, Q. (2025) Public service motivation and career choice intentions of social work students: The roles of altruistic motivation and professional values. Frontiers in Psychology, 16, 1517457

30. Jahan, F. (2006) Public Administration in Bangladesh. CGS Working Paper. Dhaka: Centre for Governance Studies, BRAC University.

31. Jahan, N. (2023) Gender gap in administration, Women still made to lag far behind. The Daily Star.

32. Kanfer, R., Chen, G., & Pritchard, D. (2008) The Three C’s of Work Motivation: Content, Context, and Change. In Kanfer, R., Chen, G., and Pritchard, RD, (eds), Work Motivation Past, Present, and Future. New York: Routledge, pp 1- 16.

33. Kim H. S., & Lawrie S. I. (2019) Culture and motivation. In Cohen D., Kitayama S, (eds), Handbook of cultural psychology, (2nd ed.), The Guilford Press.

34. Latham, G. P., & Pinder, C. C. (2005) Work Motivation Theory and Research at the Dawn of the Twenty-First Century. Annual Review of Psychology, 56, 485–516. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.55.090902.142105

35. Lee, M. K., Kish-Gephart, J. J., Mizruchi, M. S., Palmer, D. A., & Useem, M. (2021) Social Class in Organizations: Entrance, Promotion, and Organizational and Societal Consequences of the Corporate Elite. Journal of Management Inquiry. 

36. Markus, H. (2016) What moves people to action? Culture and motivation. Current Opinion in Psychology, 8, pp.161-166.

37. Marton, F. (1986) Phenomenography: a research approach to investigating different under- standings of reality. Journal of Thought, 21(3), pp. 28–48.

38. Marton, F., & Booth, S. (1997) Learning and awareness. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

39. Maslow, A. (1943) A theory of human motivation. Psychological Review. 50, 370-396.

40. Masud, M. (2019) Administrative Traditions & Reforms in Bangladesh: Legacy Versus Modernity. Conference: The Party’s Over? 63rd Annual International Conference, Political Studies Association. City Hall, Cardiff, Wales.

41. Masukela, P.M., Jonck, P. and Botha, P.A. (2023) The impact of public service motivation on work evaluation and counterproductive work behaviour. SA Journal of Human Resource Management, 21, a2231.

42. McClenny, T. (2020) Use of phenomenography in nursing education research. International Journal of Nursing Education Scholarship, 17(1), 20200009. https://doi.org/10.1515/ijnes-2020-0009

43. Munaf, S. (2009). Motivation, Performance and Satisfaction Among University Teachers: Comparing Public and Private Sectors in Pakistan and Malaysia. South Asian Journal of Management, 16(4), pp7-28.

44. Nabi, N., Islam, M., & Dip, M., & Hossain, A. (2017) Impact of Motivation on Employee Performances: A Case Study of Karmasangsthan Bank Limited, Bangladesh. Arabian Journal of Business and Management Review, 7: 293. 

45. Nawaz, I, M., & Chowdhury, R. M. (2018) Investigating ways to motivate zero-hour contract employees to improve the retention rate. International Journal of Entrepreneurship, Management, Innovation and Development, 2(2), pp.116-157

46. Oyserman, D., Coon, H. M., & Kemmelmeier, M. (2002) Rethinking individualism and collectivism: Evaluation of theoretical assumptions and meta-analyses. Psychological Bulletin, 128(1), 3-72.

47. O’Brien (2021) Cultural Influences on Ethical Decisions and Fraud. South Asian Journal of Management, 28 (3), 7-30

48. Pham, T.P.T., Nguyen, T.V., Nguyen, P.V. and Ahmed, Z.U. (2024) The pathways to innovative work behaviour and job performance: Exploring the role of public service motivation, transformational leadership, and person-organization fit in Vietnam's public sector. Journal of Open Innovation: Technology, Market, and Complexity, 10(1), p.100315. 

49. Pinder, C. (1998) Work Motivation in Organizational Behaviour. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall

50. Pink, D. (2009) Drive. Hudson St, New York: Riverhead Books. 

51. Rahman, R. (2013) A study on the factors influencing motivation of selected district level public officials in Bangladesh. MAGD Program Thesis Papers (Brac Institute of Governance and Development). Available at: http://hdl.handle.net/10361/3511 [Accessed 02 January 2023]

52. Rolls, K. (2023) Phenomenography: an alternative to the usual qualitative method. Evidence-Based Nursing, 26, pp.129-130.

53. Safiullah, A. B. (2015) Employee motivation and its most influential factors: A Study on the telecommunication industry in Bangladesh. World Journal of Social Sciences, 5(1), 79-92.

54. Sahito, Z. & Vaisanen. (2017) The Diagonal Model of Job Satisfaction and Motivation: Extracted from the Logical Comparison of Content and Process Theories. International Journal of Higher Education, 6(3).

55. Sandberg, J. (2005). How do this study justify knowledge produced within interpretative approaches? Organizational Research Methods, 8(1), 41–68. https://doi.org/10.1177/1094428104272000

56. Srinivas, N. (2020) False binaries in management history, and the scope for a postcolonial project. Journal of Management History, 27, pp.121–40.

57. Steers, M., Mowday, T., & Shapiro, D., L. (2004) Introduction to special topic forum: The future of work motivation theory. Academy of Management Review, 29(3), 379–387. https://doi.org/10.2307/20159049

58. Trigwell, K. (2000). A phenomenographic interview on phenomenography. In J. Bowden & E. Walsh (Eds.), Phenomenography (pp. 62–82). RMIT University Press.

59. Van der Wal, Z. and Mussagulova, A. (2023) Developing public service motivation in the non-Western world. Asia Pacific Journal of Public Administration, 45(3), pp.165–169.

60. Vo, T.T.D., Tuliao, K.V. and Chen, C.-W. (2022) Work motivation: The roles of individual needs and social conditions. Behavioral Sciences, 12(2), p.49.

61. Wietrak, E., Rousseau, D. & Barends, E. (2021) Work motivation: an evidence review. Scientific summary. London: Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development.

62. Zygmont, C., & Naidoo, A. (2022) Phenomenography — an avant-garde approach to extend the psychology methodological repertoire. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 19(1). pp1-19, DOI: 10.1080/14780887.2018.1545061



1

