
ABSTRACT 
This qualitative study developed and examined the role of high autonomy in relation to individual work design as a job 
demand. We argue that designing one’s own job may require additional effort beyond dealing with the job demands 
associated with the core work tasks. We conducted 41 semi-structured interviews with employees with high levels of 
autonomy and flexibility at work, revealing different work characteristics that need to be designed, along with individual 
efforts to cope with the work situation. Some of these efforts were clearly necessary to work efficiently, ensure long-term 
professional success and preserve internal resources. They represented an increase in expended effort in addition to 
working on regular tasks, supporting our concept of individual work design as a job demand. This study contributes to the 
research on job autonomy, challenging its positive reputation as one of the most important job resources.
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a highly qualified staff (Garhammer, 2002; Pongratz & 
Voß, 2003).

When autonomy is high, as in self-employment 
and very flexible autonomous jobs, there is no set 
framework in which work is executed, and there are 
no guidelines as to how to accomplish one’s work 
tasks; therefore, individual work design becomes in-
dispensable. Individuals must make decisions regar-
ding their tasks and task characteristics, their working 
hours, their work place and their social relationships 
at work (Allvin, Aronsson, Hagström, Johansson & 
Lundberg, 2011). Kubicek, Paškvan and Korunka 
(2014) argue that an increase in job autonomy has not 
only given employees the possibility to make decisions 
independently, but they are also forced to make these 
decisions. These decision-making demands (Kubicek 
et al., 2014) may then entail additional effort beyond 
actually completing one’s work tasks. For example, 
planning as an action process takes additional effort, 

The shift from manufacturing to a more service-orien-
ted economy during recent decades has been accom-
panied by the growing use of innovative technologies 
and flexible work methods (Demerouti & Bakker, 2014; 
Morgeson & Humphrey, 2008), as well as competitive 
pressure and a higher speed at which work is comple-
ted (Grant & Parker, 2009; Ilgen & Hollenbeck, 1991). 
New managerial practices that have accompanied this 
development include, for example, project work and 
management by objectives to promote employees’ self-
organization and self-control (Höge, 2011). Static jobs 
progressively make way for more flexible and dynamic 
tasks, roles and projects to be able to react to the mar-
ket and customer demands in a more flexible manner 
(Ilgen & Hollenbeck, 1991). Employees are increasin-
gly given more autonomy in executing their own work 
(Wood, 2011; Eichmann, 2006; Pongratz & Voß, 2003), 
accompanied by high responsibility (Hacker, 2003). 
This trend is especially observed in jobs that require  
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