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Research

Edo Meyer, Julia Schöllbauer, and Christian Korunka

1 � Introduction

Job autonomy, control, decision latitude, and flexibility – many terms for a worker’s 
possibility to exert influence on their own working life – have found their way into 
the literature over the years. Despite the diverse terminology, all these terms have, 
from a humanist perspective, the core idea of workers’ agency. The possibility of 
shaping one’s own work and consequently one’s own life is not only relevant to 
handling work demands (e.g., Semmer, 1984; Udris & Frese, 1988) but is also a 
central component of motivation (Hackman & Oldham, 1976) and a self-determined 
life (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

The terms autonomy and control are often used interchangeably, but they can be 
defined in different ways. Webster’s dictionary defines autonomy as the quality or 
state of being self-governing. The term refers to an individual’s subjective experi-
ence of having autonomy over their own life (e.g., Ryan & Deci, 2000). Control, 
however, refers to the actual decision latitude that is granted to someone (e.g., the 
individual worker) by someone or something (e.g., a supervisor or an organization; 
see Hacker & Richter, 1990). Thus, the terms job control and decision latitude 
describe a worker’s scope of action from an external point of view or an individual’s 
work-related discretion as a general job characteristic, whereas the term job auton-
omy expresses a worker’s inner perception or appraisal of their scope of action or 
granted job control.

The question of the appropriate scope of action for individuals at work has a long 
history in labor science. Adam Smith (1776) recognized the lack of room for maneu-
ver as a problem of mechanical work, yet ideas of rigid process control, such as 
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scientific management, were still influential until the early twentieth century (Taylor, 
1911). With more humanistic ideas entering management theories, it became clear 
that the assembly line approach needed to be viewed critically. Repetitive tasks led 
to a demotivated workforce, whose productivity decreases under rigid rules. The 
widely circulated Hoxie Report summarized the US Trade Union’s objections to the 
effects of scientific management regarding working conditions and the welfare of 
workers and society. It noted, inter alia, that scientific management considers the 
worker as a mere instrument of production and reduces him or her to a semiauto-
matic attachment to the machine or tool. This is because the specialization of work 
displaces and represses skilled workers while depriving them of “thought, initiative, 
sense of achievement and joy in [their] work” (Hoxie, 1915, p. 171).

The final rejection of scientific management and human reductionism led to 
important considerations of workers’ job control in the design of work (Bar-on, 
1990). Founded in 1946, the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations has made its 
goal the interdisciplinary research into group processes and conflicts as antecedents 
of workers’ psychological welfare (Trist et al., 1997). Influenced by the work of 
Kurt Lewin, initial studies by the institute have drawn attention to the need for 
group autonomy and a “scope of flexibility in the workplace” in order to achieve 
interchangeability of roles within a work group and, thus, workers’ “mutual under-
standing and tolerance” (Trist & Bamforth, 1951, p. 38). Further experiments on the 
quality of working life in Sweden (Agurén et al., 1976) and Norway (Herbst, 1985) 
demonstrated the benefits of a movement away from rigid control of workers by the 
management.

As the homo economicus gradually lost its importance – at least in labor sci-
ence – as the dominant view on human nature, it became clear that work processes 
must be enriched by extended possibilities of action in order to increase workers’ 
autonomous work motivation and, thus, their well-being. In the 1960s and 1970s, 
influenced by theories such as expectancy theory (Vroom, 1964) and goal-setting 
theory (Locke, 1968), the scientific paradigm shifted toward workers’ autonomous 
motivation to work and its inherent link to the job control provided by the manage-
ment. In 1987, the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health in the USA 
organized an interdisciplinary workshop to review the state of knowledge on job 
discretion (or job control). Sauter et  al. (1990) summarized the conclusions and 
emphasized the important role of high job control in work designs.

Workers’ perceived job autonomy has been associated with experienced mean-
ingfulness of work and internal work motivation (Fried & Ferris, 1987), higher job 
satisfaction (Dollard & Winefield, 1998), lower turnover intentions (Kossek et al., 
2006), more learning experiences (Wielenga-Meijer et al., 2010), lower risk of car-
diovascular diseases (Fishta & Backé, 2015), and better physical health (Ng & 
Feldman, 2015). Several theories have been developed that center job control as a 
core job characteristic influencing workers’ performance and well-being. Two of 
the most prevalent theories are the demand–control model (Karasek, 1979) and the 
job characteristics model (Hackman & Oldham, 1975), both of which will be dis-
cussed below.
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2 � Job Autonomy and Control in Classic Theory

2.1 � Control as the Counterweight of Demands

One of the most influential theories integrating the concept of workers’ job control 
has been Karasek’s (1979) job demand–control model. Karasek presented two 
important parameters: job demands and job decision latitude (i.e., job control). The 
theory postulates that workers experience occupational strain when the job demands 
are high, but they have little room for maneuver due to a small decision latitude on 
how to meet their job demands. Although Karasek (1979) initially provided empiri-
cal confirmation of his model, his samples were limited to male employees from 
Sweden and the USA.

In later works, Karasek specified the concept of decision latitude by distinguish-
ing between the subdimensions of skill discretion (i.e., workers’ flexibility to decide 
what skills to employ) and decision authority (i.e., workers’ possibilities to make 
decisions about their work; Karasek et  al., 1998). This distinction is similar to 
Hackman and Oldham’s job characteristics’ skill variety and autonomy (Hackman 
& Oldham, 1975, see Chapter 1.2). This distinction has also been criticized, since 
skill discretion and decision latitude should not be combined theoretically (Kain & 
Jex, 2010). Another important criticism is the lack of organizational factors such as 
control over scheduling or the use of technology (Jones et al., 1998). Technology, in 
particular, is an aspect of a lot of modern jobs that cannot be ignored.

Since 1979, there have been multiple advancements and additions to the original 
job demand–control model. The most influential extension of the model integrated 
the factor of social support (Johnson & Hall, 1988), and this has been acknowledged 
by the authors of the original model (Karasek & Theorell, 1990). According to the 
job demand–control–support model, next to job demands and job control, the extent 
of social support workers’ experience functions as an additional determinant of 
occupational strain (Johnson, 1989). Consequently, other variables, such as organi-
zational position (Westman & Eden, 1992), proactive personality (Parker & Sprigg, 
1999), and self-efficacy (Salanova et  al., 2002), have been explored as possible 
additions to the model.

Over the years, two different views on the theoretical interaction between job 
demands and control have emerged: an additive hypothesis, according to which 
demand and control have independent effects on strain, and a buffer hypothesis, 
according to which control acts as a moderator between demands and strain. An 
extensive review by Van der Doef and Maes (1999) showed that there has been 
slightly more support for the additive hypothesis. A later review by De Lange et al. 
(2003) found only 1 study out of 19 with support for the buffer hypothesis. The dif-
ference between the two perspectives is an important one, since the buffer hypoth-
esis may favor enlargement of job control without consideration for the level of 
demands, whereas the additive hypothesis predicts that a sole increase in job control 
is insufficient to prevent strain.
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2.2 � Autonomy as a Prerequisite for Work Motivation

In motivational theories such as the job characteristics model (Hackman & Oldham, 
1975), the individual perception of job control is usually referred to as autonomy. 
The intention of such theories is to design an instrument that measures job charac-
teristics with a focus on enhancing work motivation and job satisfaction. Hackman 
and Oldham (1975) identified five job characteristics that are key to workers’ job 
satisfaction, growth satisfaction, and internal work motivation: skill variety, task 
identity, task significance, feedback from the job, and autonomy. The idea was that, 
if work performance depends on a worker’s own initiatives and decisions, the 
worker simultaneously experiences greater meaning in their job and greater per-
sonal responsibility for their own successes and failures at work, which further 
enhances their work-related experiences in terms of job satisfaction, growth satis-
faction, and internal work motivation (Hackman & Oldham, 1975).

Hackman and Oldham (1976) conceptualized job autonomy as “the degree to 
which the job provides substantial freedom, independence, and discretion to the 
individual in scheduling the work and in determining the procedures to be used in 
carrying it out” (p. 258). Based on their definition, autonomy can be present in the 
choice of the procedures as well as in the chronological planning of work. However, 
as job autonomy was assessed as one global construct, several researchers suggested 
that a multidimensional instrument be developed to capture different facets of 
autonomy (Breaugh, 1985; Breaugh, 1999; Fried, 1991; Wall et al., 1995). Based on 
the job characteristics model (Hackman & Oldham, 1975), yet influenced by claims 
for more specificity of autonomy, the work design questionnaire (WDQ) was devel-
oped by Morgeson and Humphrey (2006). To reflect the increasing complexity of 
work organization, the WDQ distinguishes between decision-making autonomy 
(i.e., workers’ ability to exert personal initiative or judgment while carrying out 
work), methods autonomy (i.e., workers’ discretion about the methods applied to 
meet work goals), and scheduling autonomy (i.e., workers’ scope of action regard-
ing the order in which things are done on the job).

2.3 � The Thin Line Between Resource and Demand

A differentiated view on job control in work was provided by Hacker (1973) and 
Volpert (1974) with action regulation theory, which focuses on the regulation and 
requirements of goal-directed behavior. Developed in East Germany (and published 
mainly in the German language), the theory has received less attention from the 
English-speaking scholars. Yet it adds further depth to the concept of job control. 
Action regulation theory uses the term decision latitude, which it describes as a 
systemic, organizational, dynamic, and contradictory concept. The term itself refers 
to a multidimensional situation that exists for individuals or groups. It is contradic-
tory in so far as it can be beneficial by granting degrees of freedom at work for the 
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individual, yet it leads to challenges by creating more responsibilities (Hacker & 
Richter, 1990; Hacker, 2003). To fulfill responsibilities, it is necessary to plan goals 
and predict outcomes. Without transparency of the situation and the foreseeing of 
intermediate and final results, there are no well-founded decisions (Frese, 1988). 
Without predictability, there is no well-founded drafting and planning of the possi-
ble long-term goals. Thus, considerable prerequisites for applicable control in the 
work environment must be taken into consideration.

Higher levels of job control inherently come with more responsibilities, which 
means that more work-related choices have to be made. However, it has been proven 
that having more choice is not always preferable (Schwartz et al., 2002). Exerting 
job control causes cognitive effort, especially if it involves considering conflicts or 
several goals that are difficult to reconcile. Increased responsibilities and decision-
making demands can turn certain aspects of control into a necessity, and unpro-
tected attempts involving this kind of contradiction and decision management can 
cause stress (Ulich, 1979). Contemporary research on decision-making and multi-
option situations suggests that satisficing (i.e., searching through alternatives until 
the first acceptable option is found) is a more beneficial strategy than maximizing 
(i.e., searching through alternatives until the best option is found; see Cheek & 
Ward, 2019; Kokkoris, 2016).

The insight that job control is not only hard to classify with regard to demands 
and resources but is also contradictory in itself becomes more important with the 
emergence of new ways of working. Technological advances have profoundly 
changed the organization of work in numerous industries (Holtgrewe, 2014). These 
advances provide flexibility not only regarding what and how to work (e.g., decision 
latitude, method autonomy) but also regarding when and where to work (see Allvin 
et  al., 2013). These developments raise the question of whether classic theories, 
such as the job demand–control model (Karasek, 1979) or the job characteristics 
model (Hackman & Oldham, 1975), are still sufficient for predicting contemporary 
work experiences and behaviors.

3 � ICT-Enabled Flexibility Adds More Layers 
to the Classic Concept

The digitalization of information, the codification of knowledge, and the access to 
centered data storage via different types of (mobile) networks fundamentally change 
workflows, the nature of tasks, and, by extension, jobs themselves (Flecker et al., 
2013). These changes may no longer be fully represented in existing models of 
work design. Especially in ICT-enabled work, new management practices have been 
implemented that foster flexible forms of work (Allvin et  al., 2013; Eurofound, 
2015). In particular, ICT-based work enables asynchronous communication, which 
makes the performance of work, even in teams, independent of time (e.g., Allvin 
et al., 2011); it also allows remote, distributed work practices and thus a decoupling 
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of work from a fixed physical location (the “placelessness” of work; Flecker & 
Schönauer, 2016). As a result, unifying occupational framework concepts, such as a 
regular workplace and steady office hours, no longer correspond to many modern 
work arrangements (Allvin et al., 2013). Additionally, the trend of work “projectifi-
cation” has been observed, shifting routinized line operations to dynamic, goal-
oriented, and situation-sensitive project work and introducing concepts such as 
management by objectives (Schoper et al., 2018).

Temporal and spatial work flexibility add new dimensions to the classic concept 
of job control, as decision latitude, method, or scheduling autonomy refers only to 
the work task or activity itself, not to the surrounding conditions in which it is car-
ried out. However, workers’ discretion with regard to their working times and places 
and its implication for the performance of work have been studied for decades under 
the terms flexi-time or telework arrangements (Messenger & Gschwind, 2016; Nijp 
et  al., 2012). However, the difference today is “omnipresent connectivity” 
(Holtgrewe, 2014). In the virtual office, work is omnipresent, and flexibility has the 
potential to grant the worker more control; at the same time, however, such omni-
presence and flexibility can transfer even more responsibilities and demands from 
the management to the worker. Thus, like job control, flexibility is a potentially 
contradictory and multidimensional construct, whose effects on the individual 
worker’s motivation and well-being can differ greatly.

3.1 � Workers as Objects or Subjects of Control

Who benefits from changing working conditions toward more flexibility – individu-
als or organizations? In that regard, it is important to consider whether individual 
workers are the objects or subjects of job control within flexible working conditions, 
as advances in ICT have led to both decreases and increases in individual job con-
trol. Depending on the type of work organization, the worker’s position can be on a 
continuum that ranges from being the object of control due to being flexibly 
deployed by the management and to being the subject of control due to being in 
control of the situation. This duality of flexibility regarding the locus of control has 
also been expressed by other terminologies, such as numerical versus functional 
flexibility (Kalleberg, 2001), company-centered versus worker-centered flexibility 
(Gareis & Korte, 2002), flexibility through substitution versus flexibility through 
empowerment (Allvin et al., 2011), or employer-oriented versus employee-oriented 
flexibility (Hornung & Höge, 2019).

On the one hand, where workers are the objects of control, ICT-enabled flexibil-
ity provides organizations with more possibilities to flexibly adapt their human 
resources (Kalleberg, 2001). The standardization of work processes and tasks makes 
the individual worker increasingly exchangeable (Allvin et al., 2011). Organizations 
are enabled to reduce costs by using workers who are not their regular, full-time 
employees, leading to a growth of organizations’ use of flexible staffing arrange-
ments (i.e., nonstandard employment relations such as part-time, temporary, and 
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contract work) and the outsourcing of certain work tasks (Kalleberg, 2001). The 
trend of outsourcing certain work tasks has led to the new economic branch of 
crowd work (Flecker & Meil, 2010). Temporary limited work and outsourcing are a 
threat to workers’ internal motivation and well-being, because these trends foster 
job insecurity (Burgoon & Dekker, 2010) and deprive workers from playing a 
meaningful part within the social structure of an organization characterized by 
shared goals and values. In other words, modern jobs with employer-oriented flex-
ibility lack job control; thus, they lack the important job characteristic that decreases 
workers’ occupational strain (see job demand–control model; Karasek, 1979) and 
provides the experience of meaningfulness, internal motivation, and well-being (see 
job characteristics model; Hackman & Oldham, 1976).

On the other hand, there is employee-oriented flexibility, which manifests itself 
in four dimensions (Allvin et al., 2013): The first dimension of flexibility refers to 
workers’ control over their work performance, which is fostered by projectification 
processes and thus by the specification of distal work goals, but not by the methods 
of how to reach them. Second, project work and management by objectives also 
enable work with a flexible social constellation. This flexibility of collaboration 
enables employees to work in variable teams and thus with coworkers with whom 
they autonomously choose to collaborate. The third dimension of flexibility refers 
to the time during which work is performed. Under employee-oriented flexible 
working conditions, workers have increased discretion over their own working 
hours and off-work time. This temporal flexibility goes beyond classic forms of 
scheduling autonomy (Hackman & Oldham, 1976; Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006), 
which primarily emphasized workers’ control over arranging the sequence of their 
work tasks. Finally, the use of mobile technological devices enables the potential 
variability of workers’ physical workplaces (e.g., flexible work arrangements such 
as voluntary telework). Spatial flexibility refers to the workers’ discretion in decid-
ing at which location they perform their work.

Employee-oriented flexible forms of work follow a common rationale that can be 
summarized as a shift from an external locus of control imposed by an organization 
to workers’ increased self-control (Pongratz & Voß, 2003; Voß & Pongratz, 1998). 
Thus, work flexibilization has been touted as a key to helping workers manage paid 
work and private responsibilities (Allen et al., 2013). In particular, dual-earner fami-
lies – who make up the largest proportion of all families in the European Union 
(Eurofound, 2014) – can benefit from spatial and temporal work flexibility to coor-
dinate how they meet their work and private demands (Ropponen et  al., 2016). 
Workers’ discretion in terms of how, when, where, and with whom they perform 
their work not only provides them with control but also transfers associated plan-
ning and decision tasks from the jurisdiction of the organization to the individual 
worker; furthermore, it has the major organizational benefit of reducing operative 
costs (Demerouti et al., 2014). A self-regulated workforce enables organizations to 
enhance their adaptability and efficiency by reducing hierarchy levels and bureau-
cratic, centrally regulated mechanisms (Teece et al., 2016). As ICT-enabled global-
ization, decentralization, and flexible production create competition (Flecker et al., 
2013), organizations strive to master the challenges of this increased competition 
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not only by increasing their numerical flexibility but also by the complete utilization 
of human resources – a social process also known as the subjectivation of work.

3.2 � The Critical Process of Work Subjectivation 
and Indirect Control

Decades of working in environments designed to foster autonomous work motiva-
tion (see also Hackman & Oldham, 1976; Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006) have 
increased individuals’ willingness to show a high degree of personal engagement at 
work, thereby turning the subjectivity of employees into a resource for employers 
(Flecker & Hofbauer, 1998). The sociological term subjectivation of work 
(Moldaschl & Voß, 2002) refers to the purposeful utilization of subjectivity in work 
processes (e.g., qualities and skills such as self-organization, cooperation, conflict-
solving, and empathy; von Streit, 2011), which fundamentally changes the relation 
between employees and organizations (Voß & Pongratz, 1998).

In addition to their task-specific skills and knowledge, workers are required to 
display socially and organizationally desirable qualities and skills (Hornung & 
Höge, 2019). The organization deliberately delegates managerial activities to its 
workers – often without financial compensation and under the guise of employee-
oriented flexible work  – in order to seize their subjective production potential, 
which is a situation referred to by sociologists as indirect organizational control 
(Krause et al., 2012; Sauer, 2011; Voß, 1998). In other words, increasing workers’ 
control to influence work processes opens the way to their exploitation if the orga-
nization takes advantage of its workers’ increased work engagement and internal-
ization of organizational goals (Hornung & Höge, 2019).

A similar mechanism in the context of ICT-enabled work was first described by 
Huws et al. (1996) and defined as the autonomy paradox (Mazmanian et al., 2013; 
Pérez-Zapata et al., 2016; Shevchuk et al., 2019). It describes a situation where a 
worker restricts his/her own autonomy, such as by working long hours, even though 
the worker could, in theory at least, choose when to work. Even with a high amount 
of working time control, the individual is still driven by deadlines and goals set by 
the employer or the socio-normative work environment; the worker may, therefore, 
work even more hours than if he/she were in a job characterized by fixed working 
times. This mechanism happens unconsciously, since the worker often perceives 
high levels of job autonomy while being indirectly controlled by external forces. It 
is an example of the importance of the distinction between objective dimensions of 
job control that come with responsibilities, possibilities, and necessities and the 
perceived autonomy of the worker.

Drawing on self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000), it can be argued that 
high levels of workers’ temporal, spatial, performance-related, or collaboration-
related control (see Allvin et al., 2013) foster the satisfaction of individuals’ need 
for autonomy. The satisfaction of the basic human needs for autonomy, competence, 
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and relatedness further fosters workers’ self-determination, internal work motiva-
tion, and, as a consequence, subjective well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Thus, as 
long as workers perceive autonomy, they will most likely perform their work in a 
highly motivated and happy way, but this situation can change quickly if they come 
to realize how they are in fact externally determined by their environment. And with 
their self-determination, they also lose an important resource shielding them from 
experiencing occupational strain (Karasek, 1979) or burnout symptoms due to high 
work demands (Fernet et al., 2004). By transparently distinguishing the exercise of 
(direct) control from the exercise of indirect control, it is possible to shed light on 
the unseen mechanisms of control that arise with work flexibilization and thus to 
resolve the autonomy paradox. Related contemporary phenomena have been 
referred to as tied autonomy (Väänänen & Toivanen, 2018), the connectivity para-
dox (Leonardi et al., 2010), and the recovery paradox (Sonnentag, 2018).

4 � How to Approach Work Flexibility in the Future

Work flexibility can be a new, extended form of job control, yet it is not an uncon-
ditional job resource because job control comes with new work demands (such as 
self-control demands) as well as with reduced organizational regulations that for-
merly secured workers from self-exploitation. Global economic developments, such 
as work intensification (Korunka et al., 2015), long-hours culture (Chatzitheochari 
& Arber, 2009), and a growing number of flexibly working people (Holtgrewe, 
2014), are associated with increasing work demands with which workers have to 
deal. Moreover, there are the first empirical indications that contemporary high lev-
els of decision latitude may no longer be exclusively beneficial for workers. In a 
study by Kubicek et al. (2014), eldercare workers with low and high levels of job 
control experienced less work engagement than those with medium levels of job 
control; and Stiglbauer and Kovacs (2018) reported detrimental effects of high lev-
els of job control on subjective well-being, which were most evident for method and 
scheduling control.

It has been argued that these “too-much-of-a-good-thing effects” of job control 
(Stiglbauer & Kovacs, 2018, p. 520) can arise from the fact that modern, flexible 
work environments simultaneously increase other work demands (see Warr, 1994). 
Paralleling the claims of action regulation theory (Hacker & Richter, 1990), Warr 
(1990) proposed in his vitamin model that job characteristics, such as job control, 
can have nonlinear or even curvilinear relations with work-related well-being, such 
as burnout or job satisfaction. He explained this relationship by using the metaphor 
of consuming vitamins: just as certain vitamins will have adverse effects if taken in 
a high dosage, more job control puts additional responsibilities and work tasks on 
workers. Being in control of one’s job implicitly demands the self-regulation of 
one’s own behaviors in order to choose and plan appropriate work tasks, optimal 
procedures, places, times, and collaboration partners to achieve the overall work 
goals. Correspondingly, ICT-enabled forms of job control – such as working time 
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flexibility – and their high level of self-organization are associated with intensified 
workloads that workers have to master on top of the regular tasks they are primarily 
paid to do (Cañibano, 2011; Höge & Hornung, 2013; Kelliher & Anderson, 2010). 
This is in line with the aforementioned additive hypothesis of the job demand–con-
trol model, according to which increasing control may not buffer the strain effect of 
job demands (Kain & Jex, 2010). There is some empirical support for an existing 
buffer if the form of control matches the type of demand (Sargent & Terry, 1998). 
With this in mind, we identify increasing self-control demands as a possible match 
to extended job control.

4.1 � Self-control Demands

Work settings require the ability to override actions, feelings, and emotions that 
would interfere with the work process (Baumeister et al., 2007; de Ridder et al., 
2012; Schmidt & Neubach, 2007; Schmidt and Diestel, 2015). The increasing 
demand for adaptability, flexibility, and self-regulation in today’s work (Cascio, 
2003) requires workers to exert self-control, regulate their emotions, monitor goals, 
and perform unattractive tasks (Vohs & Baumeister, 2011). Diestel and Schmidt 
(2012) referred to these contemporary job characteristics as self-control demands 
and showed that they mediate the long-term relationship between workers’ experi-
enced workload and emotional exhaustion. Ter Hoeven and van Zoonen (2015) also 
pointed toward self-control demands indirectly relating to flexible work, finding 
that flexible-working employees are more often, and thus more negatively, affected 
by interruptions due to their high dependence on technological devices.

The ability to self-regulate can be described as the exercise of control over one-
self (Koval et al., 2015) and is thus closely related to the concept of job control and 
workers’ response to it. While job control refers to workers making plans and pro-
actively exerting agency, self-control in the work setting describes the suppressing 
of distractions or the overcoming of dislikes that are connected to certain work tasks 
(Schmidt & Neubach, 2007). Self-regulation thus acts as a personal job resource, 
and depletion of this resource leads not only to less cognitive and behavioral control 
(Hagger et al., 2010) but also to more detrimental work behavior such as procrasti-
nation (Kühnel et al., 2016).

4.2 � Self-exploitation Through Excessive Work Engagement

The deregulation of work combined with high levels of job control (Allvin et al., 
2013) boosts workers’ internal motivation (see Ryan & Deci, 2000) and thus work-
ing hours. The use of wireless Internet devices (Derks & Bakker, 2014; Towers 
et al., 2006) enables employees to work even outside working hours, such as in the 
evenings, at weekends, or during vacations (Boswell & Olson-Buchanan, 2007; 
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Ďuranová & Ohly, 2016; Hassler & Rau, 2016), which considerably intensifies the 
share of their work in relation to their overall life. In the long term, work intensifica-
tion is negatively associated with job satisfaction and well-being (Korunka 
et al., 2015).

Flexible organizational practices, with their opportunities for self-organization 
and personal growth, simultaneously put additional work demands on workers and 
thus may induce stressful situations. Occupational strain then stimulates self-
exploitative behaviors as a form of dysfunctional coping mechanism: self-
endangering work aims to attain work goals but has detrimental consequences for 
workers’ welfare and ability to work, at least in the long term (Dettmers et  al., 
2016). Krause et al. (2015) labeled both the prolonging of working hours and the 
striving to intensify the output of working hours as self-endangering coping behav-
iors. Workers using self-endangering work strategies to cope with flexible working 
demands face more health impairment than workers using other passive or active 
coping strategies, such as denial or the search for support strategies (Deci et al., 2016).

5 � Conclusion and Practical Implications

In summary, modern working conditions within organizations can create a moral 
dilemma. On the one hand, ICT-enabled extended job control provides workers with 
the necessary flexibility to manage work and private demands (Ropponen et  al., 
2016), as well as with the motivational profit from feeling self-determined (see 
Ryan & Deci, 2000). On the other hand, work subjectivation processes potentially 
transform workers into puppets that have to work harder than specified in their 
employment contract and are unknowingly steered by invisible strings pulled by 
indirect control mechanisms (Krause et al., 2012; Sauer, 2011). To examine these 
phenomena scientifically, a clear distinction between active job control, indirect 
forms of control, and perceived job autonomy is essential. It is important to keep the 
contradictory nature of job control in mind, especially in jobs that lack boundaries. 
In this chapter, we have disentangled the often synonymously used terms of job 
autonomy, job control, and flexibility in work.

By looking deeper into social mechanisms within organizations and their associ-
ated psychological consequences for organizations’ members, we have to distin-
guish humanistic ideals of individuation, solidarity, and emancipation from the 
neoliberal ideologies of subjectivation, competition, and instrumentality (Hornung 
& Höge, 2019). Practical implications could point toward a more objective assess-
ment of job characteristics such as job control – as the self-report of job control 
actually captures job autonomy – and to its careful adjustment in order to avoid 
indirect control and forms of subjectivation that facilitate workers’ exploitation or 
self-endangering coping behaviors.
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