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PERSONALquarterly: The world of work has undergone a fundamen-
tal and structural change in recent years. What are some of the 
key trends?
Sharon K. Parker: One of the most obvious changes is the accele-
ration in technological change. We are seeing the widespread 
application of AI, machine learning, big data, and the like. This 
digital change not only affects how people do things, but how 
work is coordinated and controlled. For example, we are seeing 
a growth in ‘algorithmic management’, in which decisions tra-
ditionally made by managers (such as, who is allocated which 
tasks) are made instead by computers. 

Whilst technological change has been occurring forever, 
some thing quite unique about the current trend is that AI com-
bined with big data means that more complex cognitive tasks 
– rather than simply manual or routine tasks – are in creasingly 
being automated, with flow on implications for knowledge and 
professional work. A further important difference is the in-
creasing ability of AI-based systems to interact with the envi-
ronment and ‘learn on their own’, which has quite significant 
implications for who is in control of the work. 

Of course, technological change is not the only important 
change occurring. In many countries across the world, a hugely 
profound change is taking place – which is that the population 
is ageing. In these countries, there is an increasing economic 
imperative for people to work longer, which in turn raises im-
portant challenges as to how to retain the mature workforce. 

PERSONALquarterly: Are these changes good or bad for workers? 
Sharon K. Parker: This is an important question, and I’ll focus on 
digital technology challenges in my answer. 

As we know from regular stories in the media, there is a 
lot of concern about how many jobs will be replaced by new 
technologies, with academics debating how likely there will be 
widespread job losses. One of the most cited studies is that by 
Frey and Osborne in 20171, which predicted that 47 % of jobs in 
the US will be eradicated through automation. Many subsequent 
studies have challenged this particular statistic, suggesting that 
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it is a significant over-estimation (because, for example, new 
jobs will grow), although most commentators do worry about 
the effects of digitalization on the less skilled workforce. Con-
sequently, because of the expected rapid pace of change, it is 
widely agreed that workers will need to be more agile in the 
future, that is, able to adapt and develop new skills when needed.  

This debate about how many jobs will exist in the future, how-
ever, misses the important issue as to what the quality of work 
might be like in the future. It is important to consider how work 
roles will change, and what this might mean for work meaning, 
job stress, and other such indicators of quality of work life. 

The question about the effect of digitalization on work qua-
lity is especially relevant if we recognize that it is not usually 
whole jobs that are automated, but tasks. For example, radio-
logy-based medical diagnoses are increasingly automated via 
machine learning, but workers still need to order an x-ray, set 
the x-ray machine up, talk to the patient and/or their family, 
send an invoice for the work, and so on. All of these tasks need 
to be carefully coordinated with the automated radiology ma-
chine. So increasingly workers will be operating alongside, or 
making use of digital systems. We need to better understand 
how to organize this work.

PERSONALquarterly: Is this a question of work design? 
Sharon K. Parker: Exactly. The topic of work design is more impor-
tant these days than ever. We know from over hundred years of 
research on the topic that when work is designed so that people 
have interesting work, autonomy over their decisions, and sup-
port from others, they will be more engaged and motivated. We 
also know that excess pressure and demand, such as very long 
work hours or sustained time pressure, can take a toll on people’s 
mental and physical health. So it is important to consider how 
digitalization is affecting work design so we can help steer tech-
nological development towards desired futures of work.

PERSONALquarterly: How are work designs being affected by digita-
lization?
Sharon K. Parker: As we discussed in our recent paper2, technology 
and business practices enabled by technology can have positive 
or negative effects on work design. For example, on the down 

1  Frey, C. B./Osborne, M. A. (2017): The future of employment: how susceptible are jobs to computerisa-
tion? Technological forecasting and social change, 114, 254-280.

2  Parker, S. K./Grote, G. (in press): Automation, Algorithms, and Beyond: Why Work Design Matters 
More Than Ever in A Digital World. Applied Psychology: An International Review



7

02 / 20  PERSONALquarterly

side, advances in digitalization are being used to more tightly 
monitor the speed of people’s work in order to intensify it. Ama-
zon warehouse workers are a case in point. Across the world, 
in multiple different countries, there have been accounts from 
these workers of 'hellish‘ conditions in which workers have to 
work with excessive speed and with no breaks. We are also 
seeing the increasing use of AI to make automated decisions, 
replacing professional judgement, which can disempower pro-
fessionals. One more example is that introductions of automa-
ted vehicles such as train drivers can mean that the drivers no 
longer have a meaningful job, with their jobs being the ‘left 
over’ tasks that can’t be automated. 

But there can be positive effects on work design too. For 
instance, one of our projects involves working with a team of 
medics who diagnose rare diseases, and the introduction of big 
data provides a world-wide data base, which in turn enhances 
the decision-making capability of the medics. Many of us oursel-
ves use technology to increase our autonomy because we can in-
creasingly work anywhere and anytime. And often, it’s the more 
boring work that’s replaced by robots, which can mean that the 
resulting work contains more complex and interesting tasks. 

PERSONALquarterly: So you are saying that new technologies can go 
either way, and have positive or negative effects on work design. 
What is it that shapes whether it is positive or negative, and can 
anything be done to increase the chance that technology will be 
positive for work design? 
Sharon K. Parker: The reason I get excited about the topic of work 
design is that it’s possible to change work designs to be more 
positive. So yes, it is absolutely the case that steps can be ta-
ken to improve the quality of work when new technologies are 
introduced. 

First, when technology is being introduced, it is important 
to think about what the quality of the work might be like, and 
make an effort to design better jobs. Unfortunately, the quality 
of work is usually an afterthought, as implementers often focus 
their efforts on ‘what can the technology do?’ and then assign 
the tasks that can’t be done by machines to people. This ‘left 
over’ approach is a poor way to design a system. In a nutshell, 
we need to bring back the sociotechnical systems approach 
that was introduced in the 1950s. This approach means to 
think about work and human roles (the ‘socio’) alongside the 
‘technical‘ when designing a work system, instead of focusing 
mostly on the technical aspects, with the social aspects as a last 
consideration, as is sadly the common approach today.

Second, if we want there to be better work when technology 
is introduced, we actually need to go further up the food chain, 
and think about people and the work when designing new sys-
tems. Unfortunately, it is often the case that new systems and 
technologies are designed by engineers and IT people, with less 
attention to how the machine or system will actually be used 
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by humans in the workplace, and how it can support the work 
goals. As an example, recently I was at a hospital, and some 
multi-million-dollar equipment was pretty much sitting in the 
hallway collecting dust. Why? Well it hadn’t been designed 
carefully with the input of medics, so they didn’t find it very 
useful. And worse, no one had received any training on the 
new technology, so they couldn’t use it even if they wanted to. 

But there are positive examples too – we are currently wor-
king with the navy, for example, to help design future sub-
marines that will be more human-friendly3. 

PERSONALquarterly: But why should organizations take these steps? 
Surely the goal of achieving motivating work for employees is 
not sufficient?
Sharon K. Parker: Creating good work should be a sufficient ratio-
nale for organizations! That is, managers and employers should 
care about enabling and supporting motivating, meaningful 
work that is not overly stressful for people. But you are right, 
such arguments are often not enough to persuade employers 
and managers. Moreover, it’s often the case that considering 
the impact of technology on work quality is not even on the 
radar of technology designers, whose mentality and focus is on 
how technology can replace humans. 

What might persuade managers, employers, and designers, 
however, is that good and well-designed work has a number of 
benefits for organizations, as well as individuals. We know, for 
instance, that job autonomy fosters creativity and innovation. 
So, if we want people to be innovative at work, we need to intro-
duce greater autonomy. Evidence is also accumulating that the 
most digitally-mature organizations are those that have more 
self-managing team-based approaches to work, rather than the 
traditional hierarchy. So, if organizations want their employees 
to more quickly embrace and adapt to new systems, they need 
to create good work design at the outset. 

PERSONALquarterly: How does all this relate to the concept of New 
Work?
Sharon K. Parker: In essence, I am advocating that we should be 
aspiring to move closer to the ideas of New Work, when imple-
menting new technologies. As I explained earlier, digital trans-
formation and the associated pressure to innovate increasingly 
demand and promote agile, self-organized and highly custo-
mer-oriented working principles. Not only the when and where 
of work, but also the mode of cooperation with colleagues and 
customers is changing. The concept of New Work stands for the 
changed expectations of employees with regard to participa-
tion, autonomy and the creation of meaning through work. So, a 

positive view of technology is that it will support a move in this 
direction, away from hierarchies towards a coaching, lateral 
and supportive understanding of leadership. 

As I referred to earlier, unfortunately we also see techno-
logies being used to intensify work and control people more 
tightly, which is the opposite of New Work.

Whilst the full concept of New Work might be a bit radical for 
many organisations, and indeed it is more wide-ranging than 
what I focus on here, I enthusiastically welcome any moves 
towards creating work that people experience as more mea-
ningful, agentic, and aligned with their interests. 

PERSONALquarterly: Aren‘t there a lot of concepts in what you are 
suggesting that work and organizational psychologists have 
been vehemently advocating for decades?
Sharon K. Parker: Yes! Absolutely. I already mentioned sociotech-
nical systems thinking, as well as work design theories, which 
have been around since the 1950s. Lots of other concepts that 
have been in our field for a long time also have new resonance, 
such as the idea of trust. These days, we need to think about 
trust in automation, with problems emerging when there is 
insufficient trust (e.g., the neglect of the machine) and when 
there is excessive trust (e.g., when people get complacent about 
technology, and then it ‘surprises’ them). 

Another example is team work. In our field, we’ve long had 
an interest in team work and seen teams as valuable for achie-
ving collective goals. But now teams will increasingly include 
robots or AI-based decision-making systems, so we need to 
think about teams from that perspective. We also need to rec-
ognize the role of big data in enabling and supporting collabo-
ration in new ways.  

PERSONALquarterly: What can occupational psychologists do to 
support these developments?
Sharon K. Parker: Our field has a tremendous amount to offer. Occu-
pational/organizational psychologists learn about work design, 
so we have the expertise to help design better work. This exper-
tise is important. We recently did a study where we asked people 
to design some hypothetical jobs4. We found that surprising 
numbers of participants were likely to design old-fashioned Tay-
lorist jobs in which the workers carried out the same tasks over 
and over. Organizational psychologists, though, were more likely 
to design jobs with variety for workers. So, we have unique ex-
pertise that is very important. As I discussed above, technology 
usually replaces ‘tasks’, not whole jobs, so designing ways that 
technology-enabled work is effectively integrated with human 
work is going to become a more and more important capability 
in the future. Attention will need to be given to the work design, 
trust, communication, complexity, and more. 

Organizational psychologists also have a powerful role to play 
with respect to other aspects of a digital world. Above I discussed 

3  Boeing, A./Jorritsma, K./Griffin, M./Parker, S. K. (under review): A sociotechnical approach to early-
stage technologically complex systems design: A case study. Australian Journal of Management.

4  Parker, S. K./Andrei, D. M./Van den Broeck, A. (2019):. Poor Work Design Begets Poor Work Design: 
Capacity and Willingness Antecedents of Individual Work Design Behavior. Journal of applied psycholo-
gy. doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/apl0000383
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the importance of people being adaptive and agile. As technolo-
gies replace tasks, people will need to be able to adjust to new 
ways of working and new systems. For example, people are pre-
dicting quite radical changes to the role of general practitioners 
in the future. How do we prepare people for these changes? What 
sorts of meta-skills and mindsets will be important? I believe 
that organizational psychologists have a crucial role to play in 
answering these questions because we can draw on knowledge 
of concepts like personality, attitudes, beliefs, at the same time 
as draw on knowledge of work organization and culture. 

PERSONALquarterly: Based on your research, what can the practice 
of work and organizational psychologists learn? 
Sharon K. Parker: I do see the need for some reorientation. First, 
although organizational psychologists usually know more 
about work design than people in other professions, sometimes 
this knowledge is quite thin. In some of our masters in organi-
zational psychology programs, for example, the students spend 
less than a day on this topic. So, I do think we need to enhance 
this part of the training in our field.

Second, organizational psychology researchers need to get 
better at disseminating our research, and seek to enhance our 
impact. Often, I find that we fly under the radar. Economists are 
deeply involved in debates about whether there will be any jobs 
in the future. But the debate about the quality of that work in 
the future gets much less attention. I’d like to see psychologists 
getting their research out there so we can influence practice 
and policy. 

In our Centre for Transformative Work Design (https://www.
transformativeworkdesign.com), we’re working hard to get our 
messages out. As an example, the topic of work design can be a 
bit abstract so we have introduced the ‘SMART’ model in which 
S refers to having Stimulating work design (e.g., task variety, 
problem-solving demands), M refers to Mastery-Oriented work 
design (e.g., being clear what is expected, receiving feedback), 
A refers to Agentic work design (e.g., autonomy over methods 
and scheduling, involvement in decision-making), R refers to 
Relational work design (e.g., having social support, connecting 
with end-users), and T refers to Tolerable work design (having 
a manageable work load and reasonable levels of other de-
mands). We’ve created resources, such as videos and measures 

(smartworkdesign.com.au), that are freely available to help 
managers and employers design SMART work. 

Another experiment we tried is that we brought in an artist-
in-residence, and collaborated with the artist to sketch people 
in all sorts of different jobs doing their work. The sketches and 
the stories that we have created from interviews with the wor-
kers, have provided a powerful way to convey the idea of good 
or bad work design. 

PERSONALquarterly: What should we as scientists look for in our 
research in the future?
Sharon K. Parker: I think we need more detailed longitudinal eva-
luations of the introduction of new technologies, ideally qua-
litative and quantitative in methods, that focus on human and 
work design issues, alongside efficiency and effectiveness. The 
sorts of questions we can address include: how human auto-
nomy and accountability might be affected as machine-based 
learning creates more autonomous forms of technology; how 
people craft their work in the light of new technologies; and 
what sorts of processes and tools foster the design of better 
quality work during technology implementation. 

There are some exciting studies emerging which are incre-
dibly useful in helping us to understand what is happening 
when new robots or AI systems are being introduced. Over 
time, this evidence will hopefully translate into development 
of tools and methods to help organizations adopt sociotechnical 
approaches. And then I think it is crucial we have more inter-
vention studies in which organizations take deliberate steps 
to achieve better work, and researchers help to fully evaluate 
the consequences of this action. Unfortunately, though, such 
longitudinal and intervention studies are currently quite rare 
in our field, perhaps because it’s difficult to publish them in top 
tier journals. So, as well as encouraging researchers to do this 
research, I encourage editors and reviewers to be open to these 
sorts of in-depth and intervention studies as well.

As organizational psychologists, we also need to be open 
to collaborating with people from other disciplines, such as 
engineering, design, information technology, economics, and 
sociology. I think it’s through such collaborations that we can 
best tackle some of the big challenges ahead, and indeed, make 
the biggest difference.

„A positive view of technology is that it will support a 
move away from hierarchies towards a coaching, lateral 
and supportive understanding of leadership.“ Sarah K. Parker


