
Brief	Introduc.on	to	Work	Design	&	Mental	
Health	in	Precarious	Work		
Precarious	work	is	work	that	is	of	a	low	quality	with	the	
poten5al	for	adverse	consequences,	o9en	characterised	
by	temporary	contracts,	gig	work,	inflexible	working	
condi5ons,	and	job	insecurity	(Kreshpaj	et	al.,	2020).	It	
can	lead	to	nega5ve	physical	and	mental	health	outcomes	
(e.g.,	feelings	of	stress,	anxiety,	depression,	and	burnout	
[Allan	et	al.	2021]).	Research	on	precarious	work	shows	
the	role	of	poor	work	design	in	facilita5ng	adverse	mental	
health	effects,	par5cularly	for	those	outside	‘tradi5onal’	
organisa5ons’	salaried	work	(e.g.,	in	plaOorm	work	such	
as	crowdsourcing,	delivery,	rideshare).		

Work	design	is	central	to	an	‘employee’s’	experience	of	
work,	and	concerns	the	content	and	organisa5on	of	one’s	
tasks,	roles,	responsibili5es,	and	rela5onships	at	work	
(Parker,	2014).	It	is	cri5cal	for	individuals’	mo5va5on,	
wellbeing	and	produc5vity	within	both	formal	job	
structures,	as	well	alterna5ve	organisa5onal	seRngs	such	
‘gig’/plaOorm	work	(Parker	&	Grote,	2022).	Many	aspects	
of	work	design	are	psychologically	important,	fostering	
mo5va5on	and	commitment,	and	allevia5ng	or	
preven5ng	job	strain.	Many	countries	have	legislated	
employer	obliga5ons	for	good	work	design	to	address	

mental	health	issues,	and	the	SMART	work	design	model	
(Parker	&	Knight,	2023)	provides	an	accessible	tool	
through	which	organisa5ons	can	understand	and	address	
these	work	design	issues.	

SMART	Work	Design			
The	SMART	work	design	model	synthesises	100	years	of	
research	on	work	design,	sta5s5cally	iden5fying	key	
clusters	of	important	work	characteris5cs	(Parker	&	
Knight,	2023;	see	also	h[ps://
www.transforma5veworkdesign.com/smart-work).	It	has	
been	used	extensively	in	organisa5ons	to	address	the	
psychosocial	risks	associated	with	poor	quality	work,	by	
iden5fying	work	design	challenges	and	opportuni5es	at	
the	individual,	team,	organisa5onal,	and	policy	levels.	
Through	engaging	with	leaders	and	frontline	employees	
of	organisa5ons	that	contract	precarious	work,	plaOorm	
designers	or	plaOorm	workers,	tailored	support	can	be	
provided	to	enhance	these	job’s	mental	and	physical	
health	impacts.	Table	1	shows	examples	of	work	
characteris5cs	that	help	individuals	experience	SMART	
work	design.	
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Table	1.	Work	characteris5cs	associated	with	SMART	work	design	
dimensions



SMART	Solu.ons	to	precarious	work	design	
challenges	
S.mula.ng:	Precarious	workers	can	lack	s5mula5on	as	
there	is	li[le	or	no	meaningful	professional	
development	opportuni5es	through	their	contracted	
work,	or	low	task	variety	as	this	contracted	work	
includes	very	specific	tasks.		

An	example	solu5on:	Ensure	precarious	workers	are	
offered	opportuni5es	to	complete	a	range	of	tasks	rather	
than	very	specific,	repe55ve	pieces	of	work,	and	provide	
opportuni5es	for	skills	development	through	the	
contrac5ng	organisa5on.	Such	opportuni5es	may	include	
the	forma5on	of	Guilds	or	Communi5es	of	Prac5ce	
responsible	for	helping	precarious	workers	with	
developing	or	learning	new	skills.	

Mastery:	Facing	high	levels	of	uncertainty,	precarious	
workers	can	experience	ambiguity	about	their	role,	for	
example,	through	lack	of	transparency	about	how	work	
on	the	plaOorms	is	distributed/evaluated.	Temporary	
contract	workers	also	report	feeling	they	do	not	
complete	a	‘whole	job’	from	start	to	finish	(Ang	&	
Slaughter,	2006)	and	micro	gig	work	o9en	contracts	only	
small	pieces	of	the	whole	work.	

An	example	solu5on:	Organise	work	tasks	to	allow	
experience	of	comple5ng	a	whole	job	or	task	from	start	to	
finish,	rather	than	only	piecemeal	tasks.	If	workers	cannot	
do	the	whole	job,	ensure	there	is	transparency	about	how	
their	contribu5on	is	evaluated/distributed.	Boost	role	
clarity	through	providing	opportuni5es	for	feedback	from	
colleagues,	supervisors,	or	end-users	(this	la[er	aspect	
can	also	make	the	work	more	s5mula5ng	and	
meaningful).	

Agency:	precarious	work	o9en	includes	low	levels	of	job	
control,	for	example	through	lack	of	collec5ve	
bargaining	rights.	Many	gig/plaOorm	workers	are	not	
considered	employees,	which	means	they	do	not	have	a	
voice	to	influence	the	way	they	carry	out	their	work	or	
how	tasks	are	allocated.		

An	example	solu5on:	Empower	workers	to	decide	what,	
when	and	how	work	is	done,	for	example	through	giving	
choices	to	plaOorm	workers	on	the	order	or	method	to	
use	in	their	allocated	tasks,	without	resultant	nega5ve	
consequences	(e.g.,	fewer	future	work	opportuni5es).	
Organisa5ons	could	involve	representa5ve	groups	of	

temporary	workers	in	their	collec5ve	bargaining	rounds	to	
ensure	bargaining	agreements	involve	good	work	design.		

Rela.onal:	precarious	work	can	foster	higher	levels	of	
isola5on	from	others	in	comple5ng	the	work	(for	
example,	those	who	are	subcontracted	working	
remotely	or	on	plaOorms),	with	limited	opportuni5es	
for	social	contact.	

An	example	solu5on:	leaders	and	‘regular’	employees	in	
organisa5ons	could	enhance	day-to-day	opportuni5es	to	
develop	social	connec5ons,	such	as	involving	temporary	
workers	in	internal	team	mee5ngs,	encouraging	them	to	
use	common	workspaces,	or	be	part	of	mee5ngs	with	the	
end-users.	PlaOorm	work	companies	should	facilitate	
opportuni5es	for	workers	to	interact	with	each	other,	
whether	remotely	or	face-to-face.	PlaOorm	workers	do	
interact	and	discuss	the	opportuni5es	and	challenges	of	
their	work	through	social	media	channels	like	Reddit,	
however,	these	ini5a5ves	are	beyond	the	plaOorm’s	remit.			

Intolerable	demands:	Some	elements	of	precarious	
work	almost	by	defini5on	create	intolerable	demands	
(e.g.,	unpredictable	hours,	lack	of	paid	5me	off,	
insufficient	hours).	These	defining	elements	of	
precarious	work	may	exacerbate	other	demands	in	the	
work	–	for	example,	gig-workers	o9en	feel	unable	to	say	
‘no’	to	work	opportuni5es	even	if	they	are	overloaded	
as	they	don’t	know	if	they	will	get	further	work.	
‘Rideshare’	drivers	o9en	are	nudged	to	work	at	busy	
5mes	and	they	might	not	want	to	decline	in	case	it	
affects	performance	indicators	such	as	a	certain	‘ride	
acceptance’	rate,	which	o9en	need	to	be	sustained	to	
remain	on	the	plaOorm	(e.g.,	Uzunca	&	Kas,	2023)	

An	example	solu5on:	Regular	monitoring	by	organisa5onal	
contractors/plaOorms	of	the	demands	experienced	by	
precarious	workers	to	ensure	demands	remain	at	a	fair	
and	tolerable	level,	with	opportuni5es	for	workers	to	flag	
and	appropriately	address	intolerable	demands.	Leverage	
data	gathering	capabili5es	of	algorithmic	management	
plaOorms	to	prompt	fruiOul	conversa5ons	with	human	
decision-makers	to	consider	the	job	demands	of	plaOorm	
workers.
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