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Plan 

What on earth is work design? 
(And why does it matter?) 

Is there untapped potential for 
work design? 

If  work design is so important, 
what can we do about it? 

How is work changing, and what 
is the role of work design? 



What is work design? 

Good work design has: 
 
3. The autonomy to make 
decisions? 
4. Tasks that are 
meaningful? 
5. Support from your 
colleagues and boss? 
 
6. Challenging tasks yet a 
manageable work load??  
 

High Job Resources 
(Psychological) 

Reasonable Job 
Demands 



Low-Moderate 
Demands 

Mod. to high demands 
 

Low Job 
Resources 
(no control, 
red tape, low 
social contact/ 
support, no 
flexibility)   

“Passive Job” Stressful Job 

High Job 
Resources 
(autonomy, 
support, 
feedback, 
flexibility, etc.) 

“Cushy” Job 
 
 
 

Active Jobs 

Work Design Model 

Very high demands  

Hyper-Active Jobs 



“Passive” Jobs 

EFFECTS 
For individuals – disengaged, ‘bore-out’ 
musculoskeletal injuries, lack of development 
 
For organisations – wasted talent, turnover, 
absenteeism, impaired performance (‘that’s 
not my job’ mentality), accidents. 
 

Low-mod. 
Demands 

 
Low Job 
Resources 
 
 
 
 

“Passive Job” 
Repetitive 

Boring, routine 
Highly scripted  

Low autonomy over 
decisions 

Insecure, inflexible 

35% of 
jobs!! 



“Stressful” Jobs  

EFFECTS 
For individuals – anxiety/ depression, 
burnout, mistakes, cardiovascular disease,  
 
For organisations – turnover, absenteeism, 
presenteeism, accidents, workers’ 
compensation claims 
 

High Demands 
 

Low Job 
Resources 

“Stressful Job” 
Time pressure 

Long working hours 
Emotional pressures 

AND 
Low autonomy 
Low support 

25% of 
jobs!! 

0 
50 
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Shark 
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Suicides 



“Hyper-Active” Jobs 

EFFECTS 
For individuals  
-  Engaged, committed, creative 
 
-  stress-related ill-health (physical, 

mental),  home-work conflict  
 
 

Very high 
Demands 

High Job 
Resources 
 
 
 
 

“Saturated Job” 
Time pressure 

Long working hours 
Emotional pressures 

12% of 
jobs!! 

“sitting is the new smoking” 

For organisations 
 
 



Many Poor Work Designs 



With A Large Price Tag 

Work Stress 
costs 

$10.9 billion 
per year  

 
 1% 

for 5 
years $545,000,000  

90 Times Over 



For the price of good work design you get… 

Key Message 1 
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work design? 

If  work design is so important, 
what can we do about it? 

How is work changing, and what 
is the role of work design? 



The Bad News 

Fluid intelligence eg memory, problem-solving ability, declines with age.  



The good news… brain plasticity 



Twin 1 
No alzheimers 

Complex, challenging job 
 

Twin 2 
Alzheimers 

Simple, routine job 
 

The role of work 



office office 

Effect of good work design? 



“Working Across the Life 
Span” (WALS) 20 year study  



Key Message 2 

Good work design - enriched with job 
resources – might help to keep us 

smart.  
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Example of work ‘redesign’ 

Midwife H 
 

Pre-natal Birth Post-natal 

Midwife A-C 
 

Midwife D-G 
 

Standard midwifery model  



Example of work design 

Midwife C x multiple cases 
 

Pre-natal Birth Post-natal 

Midwife A x multiple ‘cases’ 
 

Midwife B x multiple  ‘cases’ 
 

Caseload midwifery model  

Midwife A 
 

Midwife A 
 

Midwife A 
 

Pre-natal Birth Post-natal 

Pre-natal Birth Post-natal 



Outcomes 
For patients and the hospital 

For midwives 

1748 pregnant 
women 

Randomly 
assigned 

Standard 
work design 

(N= 877) 

Caseload 
work design 

(N = 871) 

•  Caseload work design: 
•  fewer elective cesarians; 

more spontaneous births 
•  less postpartum blood loss  
•  faster discharges 
•  more babies breastfed 
•  $556 cheaper per woman 

[reported by Stacey et al., 
2013, Lancet] 

(Johnson & Parker; same sample) 

Significantly better work design: 
•  More Job Resources 

•  Greater skill variety 
•  More task significance 
•  More job autonomy (etc).  

 

Better outcomes 
•  Lower intention 

to quit 
•  Higher job 

satisfaction 



Work Redesign Research 

Change in Work 
Design 

Example Outcomes Occupations 

Increased team 
autonomy 

Better customer 
service; Increased job 
satisfaction 

Insurance company 
Banks 
Manufacturing 

Multiskilling/ increased 
task variety 

Reduced 
musculoskeletal injuries 

Production teams 

Increased control over 
work hours 

Lower turnover Management 
consultants 

Greater support Enhanced quality of 
care 

Trainee doctors 

Autonomy over shifts Reduced chance falling 
asleep, better blood 
pressure 

Maintenance workers 



And yet… 
In practice… work redesign is often neglected as a strategy 

Poor Work 
Designs 

Stress 
Low innovation 

Low job 
performance 



Key Message 3 
Work can be “redesigned.”  

But we often get stuck above the 
iceberg, curing the symptoms and 

‘fixing’ the problem people. 
  

Instead, improve the way that work 
is done to create better jobs & better 

outcomes. 
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Changes 
in Work 

What & 
how 

Who 
Where 

& 
when 

•  Globalisation 
•  Strategic alliances 
•  Virtual working 
 

•  Diversity (racial, 
ethnic, gender) 

•  Ageing 
•  Contracts/ 

outsourcing 
 

•  Technology 
•  Laws & regulations 
•  Short-term contracts 
•  Insecure contracts 



The “Second Machine” Age 
 
 

Autonomous 
harvester 

 
“DRU”  

Domino’s Robotic Unit 





Paro the seal 



Example: Health 

•  Genomics 
•  Wearable devices 
•  Big data 

•  WebMD 
•  Online 

communities •  Nurse + 
diagnostic 
tools/apps 

•  Telehealth 
 

•  Robotic medical 
dispensers 

•  Nanobots 
•  Crowdsourcing 
•  3d printing of 

body parts 
 

Possible illness? Book appointment Dr See the Dr Treatment 



Major Changes For Work 

Disaggregation 
of Professional 

Work 

Computers & 
machines 

On-line 
communities & 
crowdsourcing 

Para-
professionals 
(e.g., nurses) 

Expert teams 

Professional 
(different tasks) 

Work Design Decisions 
 
How do we choose who 
does which tasks? 
 
And how do we design 
work so that computers/ 
machines support & 
empower human 
workers? 

Example 



“Glass cage” of Automation 

Overuse of automation: 
“leads to a degradation of 
the pilot’s ability to quickly 
recover the aircraft from an 
undesired state” 

Example: Aviation 
“We’re forgetting 

how to fly” 



Key Message 4 

 
In the future, we must actively design meaningful, 

“smart” jobs in the future in which technology 
empowers us rather than enslaves us. 

   
 
 The best way to predict the 

future is to create it.  
 



Conclusion 

www.transformativeworkdesign.com 

Research 
 
Practice 
 
Policy 



Thank You 
for Your 

Attention 
 
 


