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ABSTRACT
Decent work is a pivotal aspect of sustainable development. However, recent developments suggest that precarious work is rising. 
This is particularly true for prosocial workers who exhibit extraordinary self-sacrifice despite working in detrimental conditions. 
In this manuscript, we shed light on how the individual sensemaking of called prosocial workers impacts the sustainability of 
professions. We achieve this by appropriating escalation of commitment determinants to meaningful careers. This reveals how 
enrichment and devaluation are necessary to maintain callings in precarious conditions that prevent the achievement of those 
callings' goals. Accordingly, we argue that following one's calling can significantly increase the psychological sustainability 
of one's career in the short term but decreases the sociological sustainability of one's profession in the long term. Based on our 
review, we discuss potential avenues for de-escalation, the responsibilities of the current status of meaningful yet precarious 
professions, and implications for sustainable development.

1   |   Introduction

Since the introduction of the United Nation's Sustainable 
Development Goals, scholars have investigated how to promote 
each of these ambitious goals, which will lead to a more sustain-
able future. While many initiatives have sown the seeds of sus-
tainable development, several areas have struggled to develop 
toward sustainability in a meaningful manner. For instance, the 
rise of precarious work in Western labor markets (Campbell and 
Price 2016; Kalleberg 2009; Standing 2011), such as the Gig econ-
omy or disguised wrongful self-employment (e.g., Petriglieri 
et al. 2019), directly oppose goal 8, which, among other things, 
aims to “achieve full and productive employment and decent 
work for all” (Target 8.5; United Nations 2015). Notably, as this 
aberration in the labor market negatively impacts individual 
workers and societies alike, scholars have long pointed out that 
precariousness at an individual or societal level “just isn't sus-
tainable” (Clarke et al. 2007: 311). Furthermore, despite positive 
developments toward more decent work and increased academic 

interest (Ralph and Arora 2024), the COVID-19 pandemic has 
eroded much of the progress (Grzebyk et al. 2023).

Since precariousness at work severely affects individual work-
ers both mentally and physically (Benach et al. 2014), and even 
transnational organizations calling for its eradication (United 
Nations  2015), the question arises as to why it is still wide-
spread and, arguably, even spreading, particularly during crises 
(Grzebyk et al. 2023; Kalleberg 2009). In this manuscript, we aim 
to investigate this from an individual-level perspective, arguing 
that sensemaking processes play a role in sustaining such un-
sustainable systems. We achieve this by shedding light on mean-
ingfulness at work and corresponding work goals for professions 
with strong inherent meaning. To illustrate our argument, we ap-
propriate findings from prosocial work, since it is a particularly 
revealing example that encapsulates both precariousness and 
meaningfulness. On the one hand, as crises typically erode pub-
lic funding, prosocial work is usually among the most affected, 
with severe impacts on staffing and resources. Correspondingly, 
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Pentaraki and Dionysopoulou  (2019) called social workers the 
new precariat even before the pandemic. On the other hand, 
such work is still regularly chosen due to its meaning and ide-
alism (Wu et al. 2015), and workers are “particularly valuable 
to employers” (Anastasiadis and Zeyen 2022: 843) because they 
exhibit exceptional willingness to self-sacrifice to achieve their 
goals (e.g., Bunderson and Thompson  2009). Furthermore, 
the debate on the role of meaningfulness in precarious condi-
tions is controversial. For instance, Blustein et al.  (2023) posi-
tioned meaningfulness as an antecedent of decent work, while 
Petriglieri et al. (2019) illustrated experiencing meaningfulness 
at work as a pivotal point for sustaining a precarious career.

We follow the guidelines of Alvesson and Sandberg's  (2020) 
problematizing review. Since vocational calling is often con-
sidered the most extreme form of deep meaningfulness (e.g., 
Wrzesniewski et al. 1997), we use it as the basis of our review 
of empirical evidence to ultimately reimagine the literature on 
the dark side of vocational calling with a strong beneficiary 
focus (Thompson and Bunderson  2019) from an escalation of 
commitment (EoC) perspective (Sleesman et  al.  2012). In this 
review, we argue that workers' sacrifices are part of escalating 
their commitment to serving their beneficiaries. Workers do so 
because forfeiting their calling is rarely possible and is often 
considered a “moral failure” (Bunderson and Thompson 2009: 
41). Correspondingly, this escalating process has the power to 
transform a calling's idealism into an empty shell of impossible 
aspirations and unsustainable behaviors. We conceptualize this 
argument from an individual-level perspective to subsequently 
discuss potential de-escalation, the responsibility of different ac-
tors, and implications for sustainable development.

The remainder of this manuscript is structured as follows. We 
first define relevant concepts, namely vocational calling and 
meaningful work, as well as decent and precarious working con-
ditions for prosocial workers. Subsequently, we bridge the gap 
between both concepts. Following this, we outline our method-
ological approach based on Alvesson and Sandberg (2020) and 
Weick (1995). Our core argument reimagines published articles 
on the dark side of calling from an EoC perspective, first by 
highlighting the justification processes of called workers and 
then by proposing the relevant EoC determinants that can either 
be enriched or devalued by callings. We follow this with a dis-
cussion of potential de-escalation and responsibilities for change 
and highlight more implications for sustainability in labor mar-
kets. We conclude our manuscript by outlining potential ave-
nues for future research.

2   |   Materials

2.1   |   Meaningful Work and Vocational Calling

Scholars have differentiated between the meaning of work and 
meaningful work. The former describes the type of meaning 
of work, while the latter is based on individual ascriptions of 
meaning and is regularly described as the amount of meaning. 
Hence, the meaning of work can become meaningful to individ-
uals, depending on their personal ascriptions (Rosso et al. 2010). 
Arguably, prosocial work has an inherent meaning, since caring 
for a typically vulnerable beneficiary is considered meaningful 

from a societal standpoint (Rosso et al. 2010). Correspondingly, 
studies have revealed that workers across cultures choose proso-
cial professions for altruistic reasons (e.g., Liao et al. 2022; Wu 
et al. 2015). The most extreme form of deeply meaningful work 
arises when a worker considers their profession their calling 
(Rosso et al. 2010; Wrzesniewski et al. 1997).

Publications on vocational callings have increased significantly 
in recent years, with several conducive outcomes reported 
(e.g., Dobrow et  al.  2023; Duffy et  al.  2018; Thompson and 
Bunderson  2019). However, the typically positive findings of 
living out a calling at work (Dobrow et al. 2023) have been con-
trasted by a few empirical studies on the so-called dark side of 
calling (Bunderson and Thompson 2009; Cardador et al. 2011; 
Cinque et al. 2021; Schabram and Maitlis 2017). Arguments from 
this perspective problematize callings as prone to sacrifice (e.g., 
Bunderson and Thompson 2009), which can easily be exploited 
by employers (e.g., Berkelaar and Buzzanell 2015). Furthermore, 
beyond a calling's potentially detrimental impact on a work-
er's health, such as burnout (Vinje and Mittelmark  2007; Xie 
et al. 2024), it is notable that much of the burden of their personal 
sacrifice is carried by their social environment (Anastasiadis 
and Zeyen  2022). Callings also entail exceptional stickiness 
(Cardador et al. 2011; Schabram et al. 2023), preventing workers 
from engaging in career-related behaviors. This is of particular 
interest for work that entails conditions that can harm workers; 
for instance, missing machines in nursing can result in heavy 
lifting, ultimately making the necessities of work unsustainable.

Empirical evidence of the dark side of callings is typically based 
on prosocial contributions. Bunderson and Thompson (2009) in-
terviewed zookeepers, Cardador et al. (2011) investigated health-
care professionals, Cohen et al. (2019) outlined the pathway of a 
welfare rights adviser, Lopez (2006) worked in healthcare him-
self, Schabram and Maitlis (2017) shed light on animal shelter 
workers, and Cinque et  al.  (2021) interviewed theater actors. 
Even for theater actors, numerous artists explained their career 
reasoning by highlighting their prosocial focus and impact.

2.2   |   Continuum of Working Conditions 
and Sustainability

Scholars have conceptualized working conditions as a con-
tinuum between precarious and decent (Blustein et  al.  2016). 
Precariousness includes low employee participation; insecu-
rity, such as lacking legislative protection and job insecurity; 
and low wages (Campbell and Price 2016). In contrast, decent 
working conditions arise in a sustainable context, contain ap-
propriate labor protection, promote social dialog and participa-
tion, and fulfill the fundamental rights of a dignified workplace 
(ILO  2008; Blustein et  al.  2016). Henceforth, the promotion 
of decent work is considered part of sustainable development 
(United Nations  2015). Notably, organizational psychologists 
have positioned meaningfulness as an antecedent of decent 
work (Blustein et al. 2023), implicitly contextualizing prosocial 
work on the more decent side of the spectrum. Sociologically, 
however, Pentaraki and Dionysopoulou  (2019) called social 
workers a new precariat due to financial and occupational in-
securities and health burdens. Where a position with inherent 
meaning falls on the precariousness–decent work spectrum is 
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thus dependent on individual ascriptions and perceptions (e.g., 
Campbell and Price 2016).

Following the definition of the International Labor 
Organization (ILO 2008) and the targets of the United Nations 
(United Nations 2015), sustainable development in labor mar-
kets means the promotion of decent work. Research on the 
current achievement levels of this goal remains somewhat 
sparse despite increasing academic interest (e.g., Grzebyk 
et al. 2023; Ralph and Arora 2024), while research on precar-
iousness has been rising (e.g., Blustein et al. 2023; Campbell 
and Price  2016; Kalleberg  2009). We suspect that this may 
be due to the intriguing nature of precarious work as some-
thing clearly unsustainable (e.g., Clarke et  al.  2007) yet sur-
prisingly stable despite many initiatives combating it (e.g., 
Kalleberg  2009). Particularly from an organizational psy-
chology perspective, sensemaking processes reframing pre-
cariousness into something conducive to one's work identity 
have been of regular interest (e.g., Ashforth and Kreiner 1999; 
Campbell and Price  2016; Cinque et  al.  2021; Petriglieri 
et al. 2019). Furthermore, since the COVID-19 pandemic has 
foiled much of the progress regarding decent work (Grzebyk 
et al. 2023), the question arises of how unsustainable (in the 
true meaning of the word) precarious work really is.

2.3   |   Bridging the Gap: Sustainable Development 
and Meaningful Work

Given the ambiguous outcomes of how sustainable work in 
problematic conditions is, we see benefit in splitting sustain-
ability into an individual-level view—what we call “psycholog-
ical sustainability”—and a societal perspective—what we call 
“sociological sustainability.” Our core argument on the impact 
of meaningfulness on sustainability is that meaningfulness at 
work can increase sustainability at the individual level, which, 
when exploited, can decrease sustainability at the sociological 
level. Such mechanisms are often used during crises because 
cost cutting is ostensibly required, particularly for sectors such 
as prosocial work.

For instance, scholars have regularly emphasized the stickiness 
of considering work a calling despite adverse conditions (e.g., 
Schabram et al. 2023). Callings have a specific focus ranging from 
self-centered to outer-focused (Thompson and Bunderson 2019). 
These foci typically entail deeply meaningful work goals that 
workers aim to achieve (e.g., Rosso et al. 2010) and sacrifice for 
(Anastasiadis and Zeyen  2022). Some workers even engage in 
excesses to achieve their goals (Bailey et al. 2019). We consider 
such workers stuck in their professions or positions since they 
remain despite objectively detrimental job characteristics harm-
ing them, their beneficiaries, their colleagues, and their social 
environments. Notably, remaining regularly includes rationaliz-
ing problematic working conditions (e.g., Petriglieri et al. 2019; 
Price 2009) into something conducive and peaks when workers 
prioritize work over other areas of life because of this rationaliza-
tion (e.g., Bunderson and Thompson 2009). In such cases, expe-
riencing work as a calling increases the longevity of one's career, 
arguably making it more sustainable at the individual level, as 
negative impacts are offset. However, such conditions regu-
larly restrain interested new recruits from actually taking up a 

profession or reframe new staffing quotas as sufficient, thereby 
decreasing the sociological sustainability of the profession as a 
whole. Notably, in times of crisis, we consider these workers the 
core reason for the system not collapsing. They achieve this by 
filling in, overworking, and generally making sure their work 
keeps the system running. Examples of this argument are wide-
spread: zookeepers frame their profession as the last bastion 
against extinction (e.g., Bunderson and Thompson 2009), nurses 
refuse to go on strike out of fear for the well-being of their pa-
tients (e.g., Mavis Mulaudzi et al. 2021), and theater actors take 
on martyr roles against an increasingly materialistic society that 
has brought the planet to its limits (Cinque et al. 2021). Based 
on such ascriptions, we hypothesize the impact of psychological 
sustainability on sociologically (un)sustainable professions.

3   |   Methods

Weick's (1995) timeless view of theorizing and disciplined imag-
ination was the core inspiration for this manuscript. Regarding 
conditions, the ambivalent perspectives on precariousness in 
prosocial work may leave the critical reader with the impres-
sion that “there are more combinations of symptoms than there 
are diagnoses or theories” (Weick 1995: 387). Furthermore, as 
callings can change (e.g., Zhou et  al.  2024) and, as we argue, 
can even take the shape of an empty shell justifying continu-
ous self-sacrifice, there is a need to untangle the willingness 
to self-sacrifice for a calling from working conditions. This is 
exemplified by discussions regarding the dark side of callings 
(Duffy et al. 2016). Therefore, we argue that individual calling 
ascriptions may also be subject to deterioration, depending on 
the surroundings. This also implies that callings cannot be uni-
formly applied to all professions without careful psychological 
and sociological evaluations.

This manuscript thus adopts Alvesson and Sandberg's  (2020) 
approach of a problematizing review to illustrate an alterna-
tive view on vocational callings. Problematizing reviews aim 
to “re-evaluate existing understandings of phenomena, with 
a particular view to challenging and reimagining our current 
ways of thinking about them” (Alvesson and Sandberg 2020: 8). 
A focus on very specific areas of a phenomenon achieves this 
goal. Hence, this article follows Weick's (1995) principles of “dis-
ciplined imagination” (388) to provide an alternative picture of 
called workers and their ambiguous relationship to conditions 
and their callings. By continuously reading through the dark 
side of the calling literature in combination with specific find-
ings from prosocial work, where calling levels among staff are 
high while conditions are adverse, this article aims to achieve 
what Weick (1995) described as “a series of thought trials corre-
sponding to treatments” and, ultimately, “seeing which concepts 
made a difference” (388). Of particular interest beyond the dark 
side literature are publications on nursing. On the one hand, 
callings and nursing have been linked from the very beginning. 
On the other hand, reports of the increasingly precarious nature 
of nursing due to staffing shortages have persisted mostly unre-
solved for decades (Aiken et al. 1981; Yett 1966).

We apply the meta-analytical results of the EoC literature 
(Sleesman et al. 2012), which include several determinants that 
can be applied to the psychological sensemaking mechanisms 
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of workers. These determinants explain which aspects of the 
work context and individual situation (Rosso et al. 2010) im-
pact the EoC and, therefore, the psychological sustainability 
of prosocial work. Notably, problematizing reviews do not 
achieve their goals by reading and integrating large numbers 
of studies but by focusing on specific areas of a phenomenon 
and providing new possible points of view. Regarding voca-
tional callings and their interaction with conditions, existing 
discussions on the dark side (e.g., Duffy et  al.  2016) and re-
cent publications that call the uniformity of the concept into 
question (e.g., Zhou et al. 2024) are therefore appropriate. We 
begin our critique by highlighting several notable cases that 
question the core aspects of callings, as stated by workers 
themselves.

4   |   Results

4.1   |   A Critique of Calling Ascriptions

Reading through the dark side of calling literature, we identified a 
twofold process of justifying sacrifice: (1) enriching one's work im-
pact by emphasizing competence and capability and (2) devaluing 
contradictory aspects. Notably, both regularly occur simultane-
ously; thus, we provide examples of each. We wish to point out that 
the critical evaluation of the responses of called workers who self-
sacrifice was not conducted with arrogance or disbelief; rather, it 
aimed to understand how callings should be adapted in conditions 
that generally contradict the idealism associated with them.

We thus begin our critique by highlighting the roles of compe-
tence and capability. For nurses, a great starting point is the 
striking personal report of Lopez (2006), which illustrates how 
notions of personal capability brush off concerns and qual-
ity standards. The author volunteered in a nursing home with 
above average staffing for 9 months and participated in daily 
nursing work. He described vividly—despite management and 
personnel knowing exactly how resource limitations shaped 
daily work—a theater of efforts to increase nursing quality, de-
spite the staff 's inability to achieve daily goals without cutting 
corners or defying legislative rules (Lopez 2006):

The mismatch between time, tasks, and official 
rules […] raises an obvious question: what shortcuts 
did nurse aides adopt in order to get their work done 
on time? When I oriented with Sheryl […] I took two 
and she took four [patients]. Working side by side, 
we just managed to get everyone [done in time]. I […] 
asked her how she managed it by herself. “Makes you 
wonder, don't it?” she said. “I wish the nurses would 
ask themselves that question…” Since I had help today 
I had time to do a few things that I usually just have 
to skip. (68)

Given that scholars have long shown a link between staffing 
and the quality of care (Aiken et al. 2012), all of this is anything 
but new. However, in Lopez's (2006) words, one might wonder 
what “terrible choices our society forces on nursing home work-
ers” (61).

We argue that an unwillingness of workers to candidly assess such 
issues' impact on their working quality is a necessity when experi-
encing it in the long term. This can be illustrated with Zookeepers 
(Bunderson and Thompson  2009); one explained: “There is no 
wild for a lot of these animals, none whatsoever. The habitat is 
gone. […] [We've] got to do something, and if captive breeding is 
the one thing I can do to stop extinction, then I'm fine with that” 
(40). Once again, we do not wish to doubt the existence of such 
idealistic values. However, it is questionable from a conservation-
ist point of view that it is “the only thing he could do,” and there 
are ongoing debates on whether zoos actually contribute to species 
conservation at all due to a “lack of appropriate “wild” type behav-
iors […], lack of immunities […] and/or […] an unnatural confidence 
toward humans” (Jule et al. 2008: 361). One could also point to the 
economic nature of private zoos at this point as directly opposing 
idealistic values, with practices such as killing healthy animals in 
zoos for economic reasons (so-called management euthanasia) 
(Browning  2018). Furthermore, workers not only overestimate 
their impact but also denigrate comparable alternatives with more 
conducive impacts. For instance, zookeepers devalue comparative 
professions, such as working in wildlife reserves or animal shel-
ters: “My little way of preserving what we have left is taking care 
of these animals. I'm not one of those people to go out in the jun-
gle and tell people don't do this, this is bad. That's not me… This 
is my life.” (Bunderson and Thompson 2009: 40). This zookeeper 
states the content of their calling while simultaneously devaluing 
the contributions of others and omitting all professions between. 
After all, the zookeeper compares the zookeeping profession not 
to a more impactful but similar alternative (e.g., a wildlife refuge 
ranger) but to an extreme (a wildlife activist). One could even won-
der, if their goal was conservation, why make a comparison at all?

We consider such explanations a way to enrich one's impact 
and justify living in precarious conditions. Work impact is 
then proven by capability and competence. Correspondingly, 
many workers name pivotal events: “Three months before I 
graduated I was offered a full time job in [my] department. I 
understand that's the only time that department has ever been 
offered in that way” (Bunderson and Thompson 2009: 38). In 
summary, workers who consider themselves exceptionally 
able to serve a specific beneficiary cannot ignore their des-
tiny; rather, following this destiny becomes their main goal. 
Accordingly, objective characteristics not directly relevant to 
a calling's work goals become less relevant compared to this 
destiny: “Well, I don't know what they could do that would 
make me leave. Even if I wasn't getting paid I would still be 
here” (Bunderson and Thompson 2009: 35).

We find similar interpretations of working realities throughout 
the dark side of the calling literature. Regarding theater actors, 
Cinque et  al.  (2021) showed how many called workers adopt 
martyr roles. By doing so, sacrifices such as suffering socioeco-
nomic distress and finding oneself in precarious conditions can 
be reinterpreted as serving society. Cinque et  al.  (2021) put it 
eloquently:

This other, the interlocutor for whom the actors 
sacrifice, embodies the spiritually impoverished 
souls of contemporary capitalistic society, the infidels 
blinded by values of materiality, career and success 



7595

who do not believe in the value of art as a way to 
ameliorate the human condition: “Every time I get on 
stage it's like I'm shouting to the audience … to those 
with sad faces going back and forth from work, ‘Look! 
All this fire we have as human beings cannot be 
sedated!’ It is like I am telling them, ‘You can liberate 
yourself!’” (1769)

Calling scholars have recently argued that callings take dif-
ferent shapes (e.g., Thompson and Bunderson  2019; Zhou 
et al. 2024). Earlier studies tended to lack this nuance regard-
ing the distinct focuses of a calling. However, the dark side 
of calling research has brought to the forefront how a call-
ing focus can manifest in handling problems differently. For 
instance, Schabram and Maitlis  (2017) categorized animal 
shelter workers into three groups. While two of these groups 
would not remain in this profession (and either leave the field 
altogether or change professions within the field), one group 
with specific sensemaking was able to withstand the prob-
lematic aspects of animal shelter work in the long term. They 
noted that “while all of our study participants enter animal 
shelter work with similar passion and purpose, and face the 
same kinds of challenges, individuals on different paths inter-
pret these challenges differently, have different emotional re-
sponses to them, and negotiate them through different kinds 
of enacted sensemaking” (Schabram and Maitlis  2017: 585). 
Indeed, statements from this group indicated that a shift in 
calling from idealism toward competence was necessary to 
maintain the career path. A very similar mechanism is well 
known in nursing, with nurses adapting their calling from 
caring as compassion toward caring as competence and ratio-
nalizing this adaptation as a necessity for withstanding con-
ditions (e.g., Price 2009). Arguably, workers use such notions 
of competence despite explicitly missing resources as proof of 
their capabilities, enriching their precarious situation: “This 
often meant they worked more hours, for example doing 
“an unprecedented number of rescues and unprecedented 
number of cases” […]. Still, they reasoned that it was “worth 
that little piece of me that I have to give” (Schabram and 
Maitlis 2017: 601).

In summary, we interpret the empirical evidence on called 
workers in problematic working conditions as a twofold pro-
cess entailing enrichment and devaluation. The former un-
folds by highlighting competence to emphasize one's impact 
despite working conditions that complicate an impactful con-
tribution. The latter, which includes denigrating any more 
impactful alternatives and devaluing contradictory aspects, 
is arguably a necessity for enrichment. After all, having an 
impact necessitates an impactful environment. By engaging 
in this twofold process, precariousness, such as working for 
low wages, can transcend the realm of objective job charac-
teristics toward serving society exceptionally well and prov-
ing one's commitment to the cause. In such a sensemaking 
process, facts contradicting one's commitment are unwel-
come and quickly denigrated. Based on this reimagination of 
called workers' situations, we outline the determinants of both 
processes based on the EoC (Sleesman et al. 2012). By doing 
so, we can pinpoint specific aspects of called workers' work 
identities responsible for enrichment and devaluation, which 

explains why such careers are surprisingly sustainable for the 
individuals affected.

4.2   |   Adopting Escalation of Commitment 
Determinants to Vocational Callings

The literature on EoC has been applied foremost to decision-
makers in a specific situation, whereby objectively negative 
feedback is offset to continue a failing project, therefore esca-
lating commitment (Sleesman et al. 2012). Escalating commit-
ment has been investigated from multiple angles and can be 
summarized in four categories: (1) project determinants, which 
include project-specific characteristics influencing the escala-
tion process; (2) psychological determinants based on individual 
information processing; (3) social determinants generally entail-
ing one's social environment; and (4) structural determinants, 
which represent the organizational structure to which an indi-
vidual belongs.

First, it is necessary to compare the situations of workers in 
detrimental conditions whose callings have a profound sticki-
ness (Schabram et al. 2023) to decision-makers responsible for 
a failing project who still decide to escalate their commitment. 
In both cases, detrimental outcomes are likely: for the orga-
nization, in the case of a decision-maker, and for themselves, 
their social environment, and their beneficiary, in the case of a 
called worker. Both choose to continue their pathways despite 
substantial evidence of detriment. Regarding called workers, 
such as in terms of the health impacts of precarious condi-
tions (e.g., Benach et al. 2014; Vinje and Mittelmark 2007) or 
an achievable quality of care (e.g., Aiken et al. 2012). In both 
cases, objective reports cannot change the minds of affected 
individuals. However, in the case of called workers, the re-
sults of remaining transcend job-specific outcomes, such as 
company losses or potential demotion. Instead, workers and 
their families (Anastasiadis and Zeyen  2022) pay the price 
with outcomes such as burnout or a loss of work–life boundar-
ies. Furthermore, leaving a profession may exacerbate the sit-
uation of beneficiaries, making callings a particularly sticky 
example of escalating commitment.

Second, we outline how each of the determinants can unfold 
for called workers by combining similar determinants, dis-
cussing potential enrichment and devaluation, and garmenting 
this framework with published quotes from the dark side of 
calling literature. Table 1 provides an overview of all the deter-
minants and hypothesizes how they relate to enrichment and 
devaluation.

A good place to start is to hypothesize why workers regularly 
emphasize competence, and what determinants might be re-
sponsible for this. Thompson and Bunderson (2019) hypothe-
sized that callings have different foci, with neoclassical forms 
of callings aiming to serve a beneficiary in the best way pos-
sible. Studies on calling and prosocial work have highlighted 
that a significant share of workers choose their professions 
out of social considerations to serve beneficiaries (e.g., Wu 
et al. 2015). Accordingly, receiving positive feedback from ben-
eficiaries or colleagues considered capable of serving the same 
other-oriented goal is a pivotal milestone for many workers. 
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TABLE 1    |    Determinants of EoC and adaptation to vocational callings.

Determinant Escalation of commitment results Adaptation

Information set (1) Acquisition: The more (negative) 
information is acquired by the individual, the 
less likely escalation is.
(2) Uncertainty: More uncertainty about 
outcomes results in individuals taking an 
optimistic view of the situation.

(1) Enrichment of impact: Framing a profession 
as extremely impactful (e.g., Bunderson and 
Thompson 2009; Cinque et al. 2021) implies 
workers seldomly acquire contradictory 
information; it potentially includes devaluation 
of comparative professions.
(2) Devaluation of care from others: The well-
being of beneficiaries is uncertain if others take 
over care (e.g., Bunderson and Thompson 2009; 
Price 2009).

Positive performance trend 
information

Individuals tend to focus on positive 
trends, which allows for discounting 

potentially negative outcomes.

Enrichment of chosen path: Feeling special 
due to exceptional feedback is a pivotal event 

for many workers; focus on positive individual 
trends, such as professional development 

(e.g., Schabram and Maitlis 2017) and positive 
feedback (e.g., Bunderson and Thompson 2009) 

rather than structural deterioration.

Decision risk Higher decision risk means increased 
likelihood of loss. Loss aversion of individuals 

means more risk de-escalates commitment.

(1) Enrichment of impact: Risk of leaving 
beneficiaries would be “moral failure” 
(Bunderson and Thompson 2009: 41).
(2) Devaluation of less detrimental alternative 
careers: Despite being exceptionally valuable 
for employers due to their willingness 
to sacrifice, workers may fear becoming 
unemployed.

Opportunity cost 
information

Knowing the opportunity cost of 
continuing a path (or switching path) 

may increase (decrease) EoC.

(1) Calling as enrichment: A calling as the 
most noble form of work (e.g., Wrzesniewski 
et al. 1997) means that the opportunity cost of 
leaving a career is a calling itself.
(2) Devaluation of alternatives: At least a 
significant share of called workers (Schabram 
and Maitlis 2017) remain in position despite the 
availability of less precarious alternatives.

Anticipated regret Anticipated regret from continuing a failing 
course of action may lead to de-escalation.

Anticipated regret from giving up 
too early may lead to escalation.

(1) Calling as enrichment: Giving up a 
calling is very unlikely (e.g., Schabram and 
Maitlis 2017) and a moral failure (Bunderson 
and Thompson 2009).
(2) Devaluation of reports questioning the 
sustainability of the profession: Despite 
knowing the detrimental health outcomes, 
workers remain and reframe information (e.g., 
Price 2009).

Previous resource 
expenditures

Sunk cost and sunk time: Past expenditure 
(resource/time) on decisions increases 
EoC because decision-makers do not 
want to be wasteful with resources.

Calling as enrichment: Investment in 
identity, which having a calling likely entails 

(e.g., Duffy et al. 2019), is an additional 
category to already relevant career 

investments (e.g., education, trainings).

(Continues)
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For instance, being the first person ever offered a position in 
a specific department (Bunderson and Thompson  2009) or 
hearing one's care is better than everybody else's (Price 2009). 
From this perspective, when an individual is convinced that 
they can make a positive impact despite the conditions, focus-
ing on this positive impact becomes natural. Correspondingly, 
the EoC literature has established two related concepts: in-
formation sets and positive performance trend information. 
Within an information set, it has been argued in the EoC liter-
ature that more uncertainty regarding outcomes will increase 
optimism, thereby increasing escalation (Bragger et al. 1998; 
Sleesman et al. 2012). Regarding positive performance trend 
information, any positive trend within a system can escalate 

commitment, as individuals tend to focus on positive reports 
(Moon and Conlon 2002; Sleesman et al. 2012). We argue that 
this is something observable for called prosocial workers. As 
the only certainty in the ever-changing work environment is 
their contribution to their beneficiaries' well-being, for which 
there are pivotal moments proving their impact, workers en-
rich their contribution as highly competent, while devaluing 
anything contradicting their impact. One zookeeper illus-
trated our argument: “If there was any gross misconduct or 
animal [mis]treatment or anything like that, I wouldn't really 
tend to think that I would leave the zoo because of that. In 
fact, it would make me try and work harder to try and solve 
the problem” (Bunderson and Thompson 2009: 44). Here, the 

Determinant Escalation of commitment results Adaptation

Familiarity with decision 
context

Experience/expertise: More experience 
influences how decision-makers 
react to negative information, in 

turn escalating commitment.
Self-efficacy/confidence: More confidence 

often results in individuals being 
convinced that they can overcome 

problems, resulting in EoC.

Shifts in calling as enrichment: With increasing 
experience, nurses adapt calling from caring 

as compassion to caring as competence 
(Price 2009) to enrich their contributions.

Devaluation of any contradictions: 
Zookeepers denigrating the impact of 

more impactful yet similar professions 
(Bunderson and Thompson 2009).

Impact as enrichment: Confident called workers 
often believe they serve their beneficiaries 
better than colleagues (e.g., Bunderson and 

Thompson 2009; Cinque et al. 2021).

Personal responsibility for 
initial decision

Responsibility for a pathway may become 
part of an identity that needs to be 

justified, particularly when threatened.

Indicates relevance of how important identity 
aspects are regarding escalating commitment.

Choosing a career means responsibility.

Expressed preference for 
initial decision

Preference for the initial decision implicitly 
means that the individual values this 

pathway and is thus more likely to escalate.

Calling as enrichment: Considering 
a career a calling is the highest 
form of expressing preference.

Ego threat If negative feedback is directed at a decision 
that is part of one's ego, individuals will 
defend the decision and thus escalate.

Calling as enrichment: When asked 
about precarious nature, workers tend 

to defend their decision by highlighting 
idealistic goals (e.g., Cinque et al. 2021).

Calling as a core part of (work) 
identity (e.g., Cardador and Caza 2012; 

Dalla Rosa et al. 2020).

Public evaluation of 
decision

When under public scrutiny, decision-
makers are more likely to escalate 

to manage impressions.

Social impact as enrichment: Social workers 
contribute to the public, implicitly putting 
them under public scrutiny. “Doing good” 
can then become a starting point for EoC.

Resistance to decision from 
others

Disagreeing with the decision and resisting 
increases EoC to brush away resistance.

Little research on whether workers follow 
their callings if, for instance, their families 

disagree. Since families carry much of 
the burden of callings (Anastasiadis and 

Zeyen 2022), resistance is possible.

Group identity or 
cohesiveness strength

The more cohesive a group is, the more 
likely shared escalation becomes.

Following shared calling as enrichment: 
Callings can be part of a collective 

identity (e.g., Buis et al. 2019); work 
groups with high levels of calling among 

their staff may be most cohesive.

Source: Own adaptation of Sleesman et al. (2012): 543.

TABLE 1    |    (Continued)



7598 Sustainable Development, 2025

zookeeper enriches his expected contribution (“solve the prob-
lem”) while ignoring the possibility of whether this is realisti-
cally achievable.

Closely tied to information sets and positive trend informa-
tion is the evaluation of risk. It is proposed in the EoC liter-
ature that more risk associated with a decision will decrease 
escalation, as individuals are loss averse, and high risk implies 
a potential loss (Kahneman and Tversky  1979; March and 
Shapira 1987; Sleesman et al. 2012). Furthermore, because de-
cisions have opportunity costs, individuals de-escalate when 
more opportunity cost information exists (Northcraft and 
Neale  1986; Sleesman et  al.  2012). Similarly, anticipated re-
gret can inform (de-)escalating behaviors (Ku 2008; Sleesman 
et al. 2012; Wong and Kwong 2007) depending on whether re-
gret is associated with continuing or resigning the pathway. 
Accordingly, in the vocational calling literature, there is ev-
idence that workers fear what might happen to their benefi-
ciaries when leaving their profession. By enriching their own 
contributions as exceptionally valuable, implicitly devaluing 
potential replacements and the impact they would have in 
less precarious professions, workers escalate to ensure that 
their beneficiaries are taken care of rather than to take care 
of themselves. Generally, risk and regret are two sides of the 
same coin here. As workers worry about their beneficiaries, 
they devalue the negative impact for themselves rather than 
leave their beneficiaries. One zookeeper explains exactly that: 
“If I don't stay then who's going to be here to make sure that 
the animals are taken care of the way I want them to be taken 
care of? I'm here for that” (Bunderson and Thompson 2009: 
41). By doing so, it leaves the impression that the workers' core 
aim is to prevent precariousness for their beneficiaries, even if 
it means experiencing precariousness themselves.

Beyond information and risk, time spent in a specific envi-
ronment plays an important role (Bailey and Madden  2017). 
Accordingly, sunk costs and sunk time have been proposed in 
the EoC literature as factors increasing escalation, as individuals 
fear they are wasteful with resources (Arkes and Blumer 1985; 
Sleesman et al. 2012). In turn, increased confidence and exper-
tise further increase escalation, as confident individuals tend 
to offset any information contradicting this and believe that 
their expertise will allow them to overcome anything (Bragger 
et al. 2003; Judge et al. 1998; Sleesman et al. 2012). These find-
ings seem intriguingly similar to our argument that workers de-
value contradictions while emphasizing their own capabilities. 
Accordingly, we hypothesize that living out a calling is an ex-
treme of confidence and expertise. Being made for a profession 
or task, particularly one shaped by a lack of resources, grants an 
exceptional amount of confidence and expertise. However, this 
also indicates the importance of calling for one's work identity—
identifying oneself so deeply with positive contributions based 
on expertise and confidence that it becomes nearly impossible 
to candidly evaluate negative impacts. Or, to put it in terms of 
sustainability, sustaining this identity becomes so pivotal that 
the unsustainability of the profession becomes secondary.

Accordingly, several determinants are closely tied to identity 
research. If one prefers the initial decision, escalation becomes 
more likely (Schulz-Hardt et  al.  2009; Sleesman et  al.  2012). 
Being responsible for this decision will also increase escalation 

(Brockner et al. 1986; Sleesman et al. 2012). Such determinants 
are obviously more relevant to specific projects than careers; 
however, they reveal how aspects relevant to one's identity (i.e., 
career choice) predict escalating behaviors. After all, a worker 
who has chosen their career both is responsible and expresses a 
preference, arguably highlighting their belief in how important 
they consider their profession by considering it their calling.

A profound indicator of the role work identity can play is ego 
threat (Zhang and Baumeister  2006). In the sense of self-
justification theory, ego threat is among “the most power-
ful drivers” of escalating commitment (Sleesman et  al.  2012: 
554). Correspondingly, many scholars have shown that a vo-
cational calling can manifest as a central aspect of one's iden-
tity (Cardador and Caza  2012; Cinque et  al.  2021; Dalla Rosa 
et al. 2020). When such an aspect of an identity is threatened, 
self-justification needs are triggered (e.g., Steele 1988) and may 
exacerbate commitment (Sleesman et  al.  2012). Career choice 
is naturally the starting point of one's work identity, and facing 
marginalization, seemingly lacking support from legislators, or 
enduring sorrow from one's social environment can then be-
come an ego threat. Reacting to such a threat by highlighting 
idealistic goals or distorting contradictory information is consis-
tent with theories explaining how individuals defend threatened 
aspects of their identities (Steele 1988). However, this prevents 
an earnest evaluation of the work of affected individuals since it 
implies that workers will defend their work identities if reports 
tend to overly highlight precariousness.

Beyond project-specific determinants, such as decision risk, and 
individual-specific determinants, such as ego threat, an indi-
vidual's social environment can also increase escalation. This is 
particularly true when facing public scrutiny for one's decision-
making (Brockner et al. 1981; Sleesman et al. 2012) and opposi-
tion from others (Fox and Staw 1979) and when being a member 
of a particularly cohesive social group (Hogg and Terry 2000). 
Particularly, the latter is of interest for called workers, since 
many prosocial professions require close teamwork (e.g., due to 
shifts) and arguably have surprisingly stable shared work iden-
tities with similar goals and evaluations (e.g., Buis et al. 2019). 
Sleesman et al. (2012) described how individual escalation then 
becomes shared escalation. Correspondingly, teamwork can 
also make work deeply meaningful (Rosso et al. 2010).

In summary, researchers have established the EoC determi-
nants to understand how professional decision-makers rational-
ize sustaining a losing decision and what determinants predict 
(de-)escalation. Given that even professional decision-makers 
fall into this trap despite organizational measures to prevent it, 
one can imagine how a chosen pathway that is close to an in-
dividual's heart can be of particular stickiness (e.g., Schabram 
et  al.  2023). We thus argue that called workers escalate their 
commitment by distorting negative feedback regarding alter-
natives or realistic impacts in what we call devaluation pro-
cesses, while enriching aspects connected to their calling by 
emphasizing their values and their capabilities in contributing 
to these. Similar to decision-makers who continuously invest in 
failing courses of action by distorting facts and relying on opti-
mism, called prosocial workers engage in comparable activities. 
However, their prosocial focus arguably exacerbates escalation 
since the perceived importance of their work and their regular 
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feedback from beneficiaries is arguably more profound. This 
perspective thus follows the paradox of EoC, in which scholars 
have long wondered why something is sustained despite obvious 
unsustainability.

5   |   Discussion

Given this framework and line of thought, we see benefit in first 
outlining the potentially de-escalating factors at an individual 
level, which then allows us to discuss responsibilities for im-
proving situations as well as implications for promoting decent 
working conditions and thus transforming prosocial work into 
something more sustainable.

5.1   |   De-Escalation

One might wonder if even professional decision-makers are un-
able to circumnavigate the siren calls of escalating commitment, 
how are called workers supposed to do so, given that the decision 
at hand includes deeply held notions of calling and meaningful-
ness (e.g., Rosso et al. 2010). Several de-escalating factors have 
been proposed in the EoC literature that we wish to highlight.

First, many determinants are based on what information is sa-
lient and how it is perceived by individuals. When, for instance, 
opportunity costs for continuing become apparent, workers 
may de-escalate (e.g., Northcraft and Neale  1986; Sleesman 
et al. 2012). Regarding career choices and working conditions, 
the question thus arises of who would make such information 
salient. The first thing that comes to mind is the direct social en-
vironment, including family, friends, and colleagues. However, 
evidence on calling suggests that workers can prioritize work 
over private life, as Anastasiadis and Zeyen  (2022) argued. 
Correspondingly, Bunderson and Thompson  (2009) quoted a 
zookeeper who stated, “Working here at the zoo has cost me a 
marriage” (42). We thus argue that, while these groups can play 
an important role, particularly responsible actors also include 
government officials and employers. It has been proposed in 
the EoC literature that external information framing can lead 
to de-escalating commitment: “When objectively negative situa-
tions are framed in a positive manner, people become more risk-
averse and are consequently less likely to escalate” (Schoorman 
et al. 1994; cf. Sleesman et al. 2012). For prosocial workers, we 
argue that such framing is regularly done by officials and em-
ployers. For instance, during the COVID-19 pandemic, state-
ments from officials whitewashed the situation of nurses, in 
turn sparking outrage for many workers and ultimately result-
ing in many resigning their positions (e.g., Danesh et al. 2021). 
Similarly, a personal report by a British welfare rights adviser 
called Pete concluded that a deterioration of funding for his line 
of work due to a changing government disagreeing with his 
values, as well as statements from officials derogatorily talking 
about social workers, made him lose his faith in what contri-
bution was possible. He ultimately resigned his calling (Cohen 
et al. 2019).

Second, it is worth noting that calling stickiness seems indis-
soluble only for a specific share of called workers (Schabram 
and Maitlis 2017). Many called workers can engage in career 

crafting, searching for a better position in the field, or quit-
ting their calling altogether. There is an ongoing debate in the 
calling literature about exactly what scope or focus callings 
entail (e.g., Thompson and Bunderson 2019; Zhou et al. 2024). 
Such a scope may also explain the level of stickiness. We hy-
pothesize that there may be specific wake-up calls for workers 
with a different emphasis on what they want to achieve, such 
as prosocial workers taking care of children who realize they 
have little time for their own or workers with health-related 
issues who care about their physical and mental well-being. 
While we see escalating commitment factors as a suitable lens 
for understanding why called workers remain despite their is-
sues, the individual situations of workers and the goals of their 
callings (e.g., Zhou et al. 2024) need to be taken into account to 
understand where personal boundaries are drawn and what is 
sustainable. Schabram and Maitlis (2017) provided indicators 
such as the ability to personally improve in a specific environ-
ment or whether a worker can achieve what their specific call-
ing focus wants to achieve. For our adoption, this means that 
determinants such as ego threat or opportunity cost rely on 
workers' specific identities.

5.2   |   Responsibilities

It is fruitful to remember that EoC investigates professional 
decision-makers, who are tasked to distribute finite resources of 
an organization in an efficient manner but fail to do so. However, 
called workers follow their own idealism, which is typically 
rooted in prosocial contributions (e.g., Rosso et  al.  2010). We 
have argued that their tasks themselves carry inherent meaning-
fulness by being societally necessary. Simply abandoning these 
professions does not seem to be a realistic option for many, and 
escalating commitment in this sense is not about wasting orga-
nizational resources but about maintaining a societally relevant 
aspect of community while following one's heart. Therefore, 
while it still explains why workers continue a course of action 
that harms themselves, their social environments, and arguably 
their beneficiaries and is prone to being exploited, this lens fore-
most sheds light on how callings can be maintained despite their 
precariousness.

However, as the goal is to promote more decent work (United 
Nations 2015), the question arises as to whether workers them-
selves are responsible for bettering their conditions by, for in-
stance, protesting against harmful aspects. We would argue 
that since this is not part of a worker's core calling, such efforts 
become unlikely. After all, if professional decision-makers fall 
into this trap, how could we expect workers following their ide-
alism to de-escalate this idealism ? We thus want to make the 
argument that the question is not about whether workers can 
change their conditions but about what incentives are present 
in such working environments. As it is, for-profit systems may 
be the ones that exploit callings the most (e.g., Berkelaar and 
Buzzanell  2015), as there are prevalent reasons to cut costs. 
Since workers typically offset missing resources through sac-
rifice, they arguably sustain sociologically unsustainable pro-
fessions. As their callings involve caring for beneficiaries (e.g., 
Thompson and Bunderson 2019), workers tend to make sure the 
conditions and care are decent. They consider this aspect their 
main responsibility.
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Notably, Sleesman et  al.  (2012) categorized agency problems as 
an EoC determinants. Indeed, the goals of for-profit employers 
often contradict the goals of called workers, resulting in typical 
agency problems. This perspective thus problematizes an overly 
worker-centric description of responsibility and instead puts em-
ployers, society, and legislators in this position. If prosocial work-
ers' work is societally necessary—and we would obviously argue 
so—the working conditions should be sustainable (i.e., decent) so 
that the workers can achieve their goals. However, current incen-
tives remain focused on cost cutting because the current legisla-
tive paradigm seems to be concerned with efficiency rather than 
protection (e.g., Kalleberg 2009). Practices such as the import of 
cheap nurses from less-developed countries, which weaken labor 
markets by skimming off the most talented personnel while de-
incentivizing an improvement in working conditions domestically 
(e.g., Brush 2008), substantiate this impression.

5.3   |   Implications for Sustainability

Precariousness at work has been called unsustainable (e.g., 
Clarke et  al.  2007) because it entails various detrimental out-
comes (e.g., Benach et al. 2014). Therefore, a core goal of sus-
tainable labor markets is to implement more decent working 
conditions (ILO 2008; United Nations 2015). However, develop-
ments toward decent work regressed during the COVID-19 pan-
demic (Grzebyk et  al.  2023). Such developments during crises 
are particularly relevant for prosocial workers (Pentaraki and 
Dionysopoulou 2019), whose resources are typically connected 
to societal resource allocation preferences (e.g., Kalleberg 2009). 
Therefore, the question arises of how workers themselves are 
dealing with deterioration and why many remain despite a 
working environment that includes several dimensions of pre-
cariousness (Campbell and Price 2016).

We hypothesize that workers are able to withstand deteriorat-
ing conditions by enriching their impact with calling-related 
aspects while devaluing aspects that might contradict this en-
richment. By doing so, workers become exceptionally resilient 
while still being able to perform, as their other-oriented goals 
transcend personal considerations. Therefore, we hypothesize 
that these processes are able to increase the psychological sus-
tainability of individual workers. If the underlying meaningful-
ness is sufficiently strong, the psychological sustainability of a 
large share of workers can be affected. However, we also wish to 
argue that the prevalence of mechanisms increasing sustainabil-
ity at the individual level is a core reason why such professions 
are particularly prone to cost cutting and deterioration during 
crises, making them more unsustainable on a sociological level. 
As it has been proven that workers escalate their commitment 
to ensuring their ability to provide decent care despite condi-
tions, further deterioration usually results in increased sacri-
fices rather than resigning callings. While this is meaningful for 
the individual, it becomes precarious for society. We thus argue 
that the power of deeply meaningful work and callings, while 
benefiting many workers in more privileged professions (e.g., 
Dobrow et al. 2023), entails mechanisms that sustain working 
conditions generally deemed unsustainable. The pivotal point of 
whether a calling's conducive outcomes take a dark side, how-
ever, is rarely shaped by the affected individuals.

6   |   Conclusion

Academic interest in decent work has been growing (Ralph and 
Arora 2024). To investigate the recently decreasing level of imple-
mentation (Grzebyk et al. 2023), we shed light on two mechanisms 
that run counter to each other: individual sensemaking based on 
deeply meaningful work and the societal deterioration of working 
conditions based on cost cutting. A great starting point for future 
research is thus to empirically investigate the EoC determinants 
for prosocial and called workers. Following this line of thought, we 
see benefit in investigating whether work with a strong meaning 
also entails a sociological price to pay for workers regarding con-
ditions. Staffing levels and instances of overworking could be an 
appropriate beginning. After all, when thinking about professions 
in which deep meaningfulness empowers workers to escalate their 
commitment to reaching their goals, more privileged professions, 
such as academia, also come to mind.

Furthermore, we outlined the role of incentives in 
such a system. Scholars have highlighted how called work-
ers are particularly valuable to employers (e.g., Anastasiadis 
and Zeyen  2022; Berkelaar and Buzzanell  2015). Based on 
our argument, the mechanism causing this becomes appar-
ent: As called workers prioritize their goals over personal 
considerations, incrementally deteriorating conditions mean 
surprisingly stable outcomes, as workers offset the missing 
resources. Put to an extreme, incrementally decreasing re-
sources will rarely result in a collapse of the system, therefore 
eliminating a profound reason to improve conditions. A great 
way to investigate this suspected reason would be to adopt 
a longitudinal sociological approach to shed light on the in-
teraction of work performance of called workers, on the one 
hand, and staffing levels, on the other, particularly during a 
crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Empirical research on 
reactions to an unwelcome change of support indeed suggests 
that workers increase their commitment first (e.g., Cohen 
et al. 2019).

Finally, an intriguing avenue for research focuses on workers 
experiencing a turning point leading them to de-escalate. We 
outlined a few potential determinants for resigning in this man-
uscript, and events during the pandemic seem to back up these 
ideas; for instance, a false framing of conditions in nursing by offi-
cials led to many nurses breaking their silence. Meaningful work 
scholars have been calling for more research on workers resigning 
from their callings (e.g., Thompson and Bunderson 2019), and the 
inclusion of the development of working conditions is no doubt 
necessary for explaining such resignation. Bringing both areas of 
research closer together would thus be a fruitful avenue for deeper 
understanding. How callings must change to enable workers to 
continuously sacrifice, in turn increasing psychological sustain-
ability while de-incentivizing profound change in conditions and 
thus decreasing sociological sustainability, remains a highly rele-
vant topic for society after all.
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