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Designing Work for Change and Its Unintended Side Effects  

 

Abstract 

Change is omnipresent in contemporary organizations. Employees’ change support (i.e., 

the provision of time, energy, and contributions to a change process) is a crucial reaction for 

change to be successful, while employees’ frustration (i.e., an intense negative feeling of 

deprivation) is a counterproductive reaction. Yet, research only recently began to consider work 

design as an environmental characteristic that can foster the development of new perspectives 

and thus be beneficial for employees’ change support. We expand this research and draw from 

the work design growth model to argue that job autonomy and job complexity have more 

nuanced roles in predicting change support than accounted for in the traditional work design 

literature. Specifically, we propose that job complexity can be a facilitator of change support 

through its positive effect on employees’ active exploration of new ideas (engaging pathway). 

However, it can also cause cognitive overload in employees, which leads to frustration 

(straining pathway). This ambivalent nature stands in contrast to job autonomy, which we 

expect to positively impact change support both via the engaging and straining pathways. 

Further considering the embeddedness of change in the social context, we explore the 

moderating role of high-quality contact with colleagues. Data from a 3-wave study with 643 

employees supported the beneficial role of job autonomy and pointed to job complexity as a 

double-edged sword that facilitates change support but also leads to more frustration. High-

quality contact strengthened the positive effect of job autonomy on active exploration, with 

positive downstream consequences for change support. 

Keywords: change support, work design, autonomy, complexity, contact quality, change 

reactions, frustration 
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Designing Work for Change and Its Unintended Side Effects  

In contemporary organizations, people are constantly confronted with change – 

occasionally with large organization-wide transformations and more frequently with micro-

level changes that concern only some employees or teams (Khaw et al., 2022; Mills et al., 

2009). To provide a recent example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, many employees had to 

adopt new communication technology to conduct their work tasks remotely and adjust to new 

organizational procedures (Gagné et al., 2022; Mishna et al., 2021). In fact, organizational 

change is often imposed by external factors to which organizations and their employees are 

ought to respond fast and flexibly in order to survive (Alnoor et al., 2020; Gubbi et al., 2015; 

Kellogg, 2019; Reay et al., 2006; Seeger et al., 2005). Evidently, organizations hope that micro-

level changes such as the introduction of a new technology will be positively received by 

employees embodied by their change support. Change support refers to employees’ reaction to 

change by providing time, energy, and contributions to a change process (Seo et al., 2012). 

However, much research cautions against employees’ negative emotional reactions 

accompanying change, which in turn have been associated with higher turnover and lower 

loyalty (Khaw et al., 2022). Frustration is an often occurring negative emotion during change, 

in particular when change is attributed as external and uncontrollable (Perrewé & Zellars, 

1999). Frustration refers to an intense negative feeling of deprivation (Jeronimus & Laceulle, 

2017); it arises when employees’ ability to perform their job effectively is hindered (Ford et 

al., 2008; Fugate et al., 2008; Y. Liu & Perrewé, 2005). Overall, organizations are thus highly 

interested in finding out how they can encourage employees’ change support and prevent that 

individuals end up frustrated over change.   

Against the backdrop of the importance of employees’ micro-level reactions to 

change, a plethora of research studied individual antecedents (for overviews, see Fuller & 

Marler, 2009; Gonzalez et al., 2022), such as employees’ attitudes (e.g., change cynicism, 

Thundiyil et al., 2015), their demographic characteristics (e.g., age, Kunze et al., 2013) or 
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their experiences with previous change processes (Stensaker & Meyer, 2012). Yet, beyond 

this focus on individual antecedents, the work environment in terms of task-related and social 

aspects—which are traditionally covered in the literature on work design—can also play a 

crucial role in (de)motivating employees to put energy into change processes. Work design 

refers to the nature of people’s tasks, activities, relationships, and responsibilities at work, 

and how these are structured and organized (Parker et al., 2021). Traditional work design 

models narrowly view employee motivation as in ‘working harder’ for maximum 

performance in their current job. An emerging research stream suggests expanding this view 

by including change support as a motivating factor in employee performance (Fuller et al., 

2006; Parker, 2014; Parker et al., 2017, 2021). In the spirit of this emerging research stream, 

we consider how employees can be motivated through work design to engage in change 

support, thus ‘working smarter’. Specifically, we argue that the time is ripe for updating 

existing research on work design as a vehicle to design work in a way that it increases 

employees’ change support and decreases their frustration. We do so by introducing a dual 

pathway model (see Figure 1) that builds on the work design growth model (Parker, 2017) 

and cognitive load theory (Sweller, 2010) to delineate the mechanisms representing both the 

up- and downsides of work characteristics that ultimately predict employees’ change support 

and frustration accompanying change.  

Although different models of work design exist, they share the assumption that a 

range of positive work characteristics (i.e., job resources) and low or moderate levels of 

negative work characteristics (i.e., job demands) characterize high quality work design that 

motivates employees to fulfill the current tasks at hand satisfactorily (Parker, 2017). 

However, such work design models need to be refined to adequately speak to the future-

oriented need for flexibility and change in today’s organizations (e.g., Fuller et al., 2006; 

Parker et al., 2001, 2021). The work design growth model (Parker, 2017) offers such an 

attempt to update work design models; it emphasizes job autonomy and job complexity as 
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work design characteristics that facilitate employees’ development and personal growth at 

work. Job autonomy refers to the extent to which a job provides freedom, independence, and 

discretion to the employee in scheduling work and in determining the procedures to be used 

in carrying out tasks (Hackman & Oldham, 1975). Job complexity refers to the extent to 

which a job puts information processing demands on an employee (Schaubroeck et al., 1994). 

We adapt the ideas of the work design growth model and integrate it with cognitive load 

theory (Sweller, 2010) to also consider the challenging side that employees are confronted with 

when dealing with change in complex work environments. Specifically, we aim to offer a 

more realistic view on work design in determining micro-level reactions to change by 

acknowledging that work characteristics intended to foster change support (such as job 

complexity) can be stimulating and draining at the same time. It is thus important to 

understand how (i.e., through which mechanisms) job design characteristics link to 

employees’ change support. 

To delineate the mechanisms of our dual pathway model, we propose in line with the 

work design growth model that job complexity is beneficial for employees’ change support 

through an engaging pathway that comprises active exploration. Active exploration refers to 

intended, systematic behaviors related to trying work-related activities and skills (Stumpf et al., 

1983). Specifically, the engaging pathway describes positive links between job complexity, 

employees’ active exploration, and their change support. However, building on cognitive load 

theory (Sweller, 2010), we suggest that at the same time, job complexity can also promote 

frustration through a straining pathway that comprises cognitive overload. Cognitive overload 

refers to a state in which an employee’s cognitive capacity is exceeded by momentary 

information processing demands (Burmeister et al., 2022). The double-edged nature of job 

complexity stands in contrast to the role of job autonomy, which we expect in line with meta-

analytic research (Marinova et al., 2015) to positively impact change support via the engaging 
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pathway (i.e., more active exploration), and at the same time prevent employees from 

experiencing frustration during a change process through the straining pathway (i.e., less 

cognitive overload). We further consider the embeddedness of change in the social context by 

exploring the moderating role of employees’ high-quality contact at work. High-quality contact 

at work refers to positive, natural, and cooperative coworker interactions (Fasbender et al., 

2020). We thus take stock of the notion that work design concerns not only task-related aspects 

but also the social work context. 

Our work aims to make three contributions to the literature. First, we expand the 

change management literature by incorporating the idea of “designing work for change” (i.e., 

shaping work design to foster employees’ change support and reduce frustration) based on 

insights from work design research. Connecting these previously largely disconnected fields, 

we add to the predominant focus on improving the ‘supply’ of skills (i.e., selecting and 

developing employees who will engage in change support) by emphasizing the insufficient 

attention that has been paid to the ‘demand’ side (i.e., designing work appropriately; Parker, 

2017). Specifically, drawing from the work design growth model, we introduce job 

complexity as a beneficial and yet ambivalent work design characteristic in the context of 

employees’ reaction to a specific change, namely the introduction of a new technology. This 

is because job complexity can, on the one hand, increase employees’ change support, but, on 

the other hand, also enhance their frustration. Moreover, we reflect on job autonomy as a 

distinct work design characteristic that increases employees’ change support and decreases 

their frustration in the context of the introduction of a new technology. 

Second, we respond to Marinova et al.'s (2015) call to examine the psychological 

processes that link certain work design characteristics to employees’ reaction to change. 

Specifically, we decode the mechanisms through which job complexity and job autonomy 

impact employees’ visible behavior (i.e., change support) and inner states (i.e., frustration). In 
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that regard, we dissect the link between work design characteristics and consequences for the 

employee into an engaging pathway to explain why job complexity and job autonomy can 

positively shape employees’ change support via active exploration, and a straining pathway 

to explain why job complexity and job autonomy can foster employees’ frustration via 

cognitive overload. By adding the straining pathway, we acknowledge the unwanted side 

effects of certain work characteristics and thus contribute to a more sophisticated view on 

work design and micro-level reactions to change. 

Lastly, by investigating the moderating role of employees’ perceived contact quality, 

we acknowledge that work design characteristics are embedded in a wider social context that 

can modify how these work design characteristics unfold their effects during change 

processes. Specifically, drawing on previous research (Chiaburu et al., 2013, 2022), we 

introduce contact quality as an accelerating factor to the benefits of work design 

characteristics (facilitating employees’ active exploration) and a potential buffer (protecting 

employees against cognitive overload). Understanding how work design characteristics 

interact with contact quality as a social context factor is relevant for organizations that aim at 

increasing employees’ change support and decreasing their experienced frustration.  

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses Development 

Scholars examining micro-level change (i.e., the introduction of new professional 

practices brought about, for example, through new technology or regulatory requirements, 

Kellogg, 2019) have often focused on employees’ negative reactions. While we agree that 

change – and particularly the introduction of new technology (Khaw et al., 2022) – is an 

emotional process that can trigger negative feelings in those who are supposed to implement 

the change, we build here on the work design literature to offer a more balanced account that 

also considers that employees may actually explore and support change as a behavioral reaction 

to change. To do so, we must go beyond traditional work design models based on established 
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theories such as the job characteristics model (Hackman & Oldham, 1976) that have been 

criticized as being too narrowly cast to provide adequate implications for employees’ need for 

learning, flexibility and change in today’s organizations (e.g., Fuller et al., 2006; Parker et al., 

2001, 2021). Specifically, there have been some attempts to reconsider work design as a source 

of development and growth for the future instead of only focusing on how work design can 

make employees satisfied and efficient today (e.g., Marinova et al., 2015). Conceptually, a 

promising approach is the work design growth model (Parker, 2017), which aims to integrate 

insights from the training and learning literature with work design models. Its goal is to 

delineate motivational aspects such as being willing to learn, behavioral processes such as the 

exploration of new knowledge, and cognitive constraints such as information processing 

requirements to explain how work characteristics link to short-term as well as long-term 

learning outcomes.  

While several work design characteristics can be considered in the context of learning 

and development, the work design growth model particularly emphasizes job autonomy and job 

complexity (see the independent variables on the left-hand side in Figure 1). Job autonomy 

allows people to choose adequate strategies to deal with new situations (Frese & Zapf, 1994). 

Moreover, job autonomy promotes accountability and ownership (Parker et al., 1997), which 

can benefit employees’ buy-in to change processes. Job complexity goes hand in hand with 

higher task challenges and thus requires much cognitive engagement that should also be 

beneficial for employees’ learning and adaptation to new situations. However, although the 

work design growth model acknowledges that job complexity requires cognitive effort, it does 

not fully take into account that such cognitive demands can also foster negative emotional 

experiences. To understand this potential “dark side”, it is helpful to consider evidence from the 

broader change literature and accompanying insights from information processing research. 

Specifically, it is well established that change is often perceived as harmful and 

frustrating by employees because it brings about increasing job complexity that is cognitively 
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more demanding than simply carrying out routine work tasks, which (at least in the short term) 

inhibits employees’ immediate individual goal attainment (Stouten et al., 2018). In line with 

this notion, cognitive load theory (Sweller, 2010) suggests that high demands (e.g., high job 

complexity) are positively associated with employees reaching a depleted state in which their 

cognitive capacity is exceeded by momentary information processing demands. This state of 

cognitive overload has been linked to negative emotional experiences such as higher frustration 

(Kruger et al., 2013). Interestingly, such critical views on job complexity revive earlier 

perspectives on job characteristics that conceptualized job complexity as a demand and not as a 

resource (De Jonge et al., 1999). Accordingly, we develop here a balanced argument that 

considers both a demand-focused view (De Jonge et al., 1999) and a resource-focused view 

(Parker, 2017) on job complexity in the context of employees’ reaction to change. 

In sum, based on extant theorizing, we conclude that job autonomy should be 

unequivocally positive for employees’ change support (see its effect on the engaging pathway 

depicted in Figure 1) and reducing employees’ frustration (see its effect on the straining pathway 

depicted in Figure 1). However, the role of job complexity is likely ambivalent as can be seen in 

Figure 1 in terms of the positive effects on change support (engaging pathway) but also the 

proposed detrimental consequences that challenge employees’ capacity to engage in change 

(straining pathway). To deepen our understanding of how both work design factors unfold their 

downstream consequences on the bright side (i.e., employees’ change support) and the dark side 

(i.e., employees’ frustration) of change endeavors, we next devote our attention to delineating 

underlying psychological mechanisms. Specifically, we first focus on an engaging pathway 

related to active exploration and then turn to a straining pathway via cognitive overload.  

An Engaging Pathway 

The engaging pathway (see the upper pathway in Figure 1) reflects the notion that 

employees’ change support is facilitated when people realize that there are different ways of 

exhibiting work-related activities, and that it could be valuable to explore new procedures 
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(Parker, 2017). Accordingly, the active exploration of unknown work-related procedures, 

behaviors, and skills constitutes a crucial engaging mechanism that can explain why job 

design characteristics foster employees’ investment of energy into a change process.  

First, we argue that both job complexity and job autonomy are beneficial for 

employees’ active exploration. In terms of job complexity, an employee who must think deeply 

to solve complex problems and/or take care of many (unknown) things simultaneously may be 

challenged to explore new ways of dealing with the tasks at hand (Parker et al., 2021). This is 

because high complexity demands stimulate the employee to explore effective strategies that 

help them to get their work done. Such exploratory search behaviors are further facilitated by 

the arousal and interest that complex jobs can trigger (Chung-Yan, 2010; Noefer et al., 2009). 

Moreover, employees are stimulated to explore ways of regulating their behavior that can be 

habituated and therewith free up cognitive space for future demands (Frese & Zapf, 1994). 

Hypothesis 1a. Job complexity is positively related to active exploration. 

In terms of job autonomy, employees who can control how they do their tasks have 

decision control, which offers them the freedom to explore different ways of fulfilling work 

tasks. In line with this notion, the innovation literature has long conceptually argued and 

empirically supported the idea that the exploration and implementation of new ideas require 

situational latitude (i.e., job autonomy) for employees to break out of routines (e.g., De 

Spiegelaere et al., 2014; Hammond et al., 2011; Orth & Volmer, 2017). A similar argument 

has also been made and demonstrated by research that is grounded in the work design 

literature (Parker et al., 2021; Parker, 2017) and that has, for example linked employees’ 

perceived job autonomy with supervisors' ratings of how often their employees explore new 

ideas (W. Zhang et al., 2017). Lastly, experimental work offered causal evidence that 

autonomy can increase people’s motivation to learn and stimulates them to engage in more 

exploration (Wielenga-Meijer et al., 2010).  

Hypothesis 1b. Job autonomy is positively related to active exploration. 
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Second, we expect that employees’ active exploration is positively associated with 

their change support. Active exploration is concerned with opportunity-seeking that can 

initiate intraindividual change processes in the employees’ knowledge base and abilities, 

which in turn may spillover to the support of change processes more generally (J. A. Zhang et 

al., 2022). The continuous learning experiences accompanying active exploration make 

individuals cognitively more flexible (Parker et al., 2021), and they thus can become more 

open to behaviorally support change because their brain is already familiar with continuously 

learning something new – i.e., for them, the uncertainty became part of what to expect with 

certainty (Lee, 2001). Moreover, being repeatedly confronted with certain stimuli, such as 

change and growth opportunities, alters people’s attitude toward it in a positive direction 

(Zajonc, 1968). In sum, we propose that through active exploration, employees get to 

experience that new activities can be positive, and that they are thus more willing to support 

change processes in the organization.  

Hypothesis 2. Active exploration is positively related to change support. 

Third, combining our arguments from above, we propose that (a) job complexity and 

(b) job autonomy are positively linked to employees’ change support via active exploration:  

Hypothesis 3a. There is a positive, indirect relationship between job complexity and 

change support via active exploration. 

Hypothesis 3b. There is a positive, indirect relationship between job autonomy and 

change support via active exploration. 

A Straining Pathway 

The straining pathway (see the lower pathway in Figure 1) reflects the often overseen 

notion that dealing with complex job tasks is not just enriching but can also be cognitively 

exhausting (Sung et al., 2017), which paves the way for negative emotional experiences while 

trying to fulfill one’s tasks because one is overwhelmed with information processing 
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demands. Such a negative effect is not expected for job autonomy because it allows 

employees to pick strategies and activities that match their current energetic resources level, 

thus reducing the likelihood of experiencing cognitive overload. We position cognitive 

overload as a straining mechanism that can explain why job complexity (but not job 

autonomy) enhances employees’ frustration when carrying out their work tasks.  

To develop our theorizing regarding job complexity, we first need to clarify the 

conceptual understanding utilized here that refers to complex task demands in terms of the 

extent to which job tasks put information processing demands on an employee (Schaubroeck et 

al., 1994). In that regard, complexity can be captured with four attributes, namely the number 

of potential paths to arrive at an end-state, the potential number of desired end-states to be 

reached, the degree of conflicting interdependence among paths to multiple desired end-states, 

and the degree of uncertainty regarding the relationships between paths and end-states 

(Campbell, 1988). All these attributes contribute to the accumulation of information processing 

demands when working in complex jobs (Sung et al., 2017). However, as explained by 

cognitive overload theory (Sweller, 2010), employees cannot unlimitedly process complex 

information but instead – when the information processing demands of complex tasks exceed 

their momentary working memory capacity – experience a “working-memory overload” 

(Sweller et al., 1998, p. 275) or “cognitive overload” (Sweller et al., 1998, p. 289).  

Hypothesis 4a. Job complexity is positively related to cognitive overload. 

In terms of job autonomy, scholars have repeatedly demonstrated that it can protect 

employees from high work demands (e.g., Alarcon, 2011; Lanaj et al., 2014; Prem et al., 2016) 

because job autonomy allows employees to adapt work-related activities to their currently 

available cognitive capacities and thus reduces mental strain (Muecke & Iseke, 2019). In line 

with this extant research, we expect that job autonomy can decrease employees reported cognitive 

overload. We hypothesize:   

Hypothesis 4b. Job autonomy is negatively related to cognitive overload. 
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 We further propose that employees’ cognitive overload is linked to frustration at work. 

Out of the variety of negative emotions that employees can generally experience, frustration 

is a key negative emotion that has its roots in limitations and unresolved problems (Jeronimus 

& Laceulle, 2017; Spector, 1978). Frustration arises if employees’ goals are blocked or 

interrupted and it is linked to employees’ expectation that obstacles are unlikely to be 

overcome (Y. Liu & Perrewé, 2005; Perrewé & Zellars, 1999; Roseman et al., 1994). This 

means that frustration is triggered when there is a discrepancy between expectation and 

reality that can occur for example during change processes when employees experience 

cognitive overload. To illustrate, although an employee may want to concentrate on a work task, 

the experienced cognitive overload becomes an obstacle and can make it difficult for them to 

actually do so, thus creating a gap between their expectation of what they want to achieve at 

work and the reality. This negative expectancy violation triggers frustration while working. In 

line with this notion, scholars reported that demanding work-related circumstances that hinder 

immediate goal attainment and require additional cognitive processing predict intense negative 

feelings of frustration (O’Connor et al., 1982; Peters & O’Connor, 1980).  

Hypothesis 5. Cognitive overload is positively related to frustration. 

Third, and combining our arguments from above, we propose that (a) job complexity 

positively, while (b) job autonomy negatively relate to frustration via cognitive overload:  

Hypothesis 6a. There is a positive, indirect relationship between job complexity and 

frustration via cognitive overload. 

Hypothesis 6b. There is a negative, indirect relationship between job autonomy and 

frustration via cognitive overload. 

The Moderating Role of Contact Quality 

Employees are not confronted with change in a vacuum, but they are embedded in a 

social context (Chiaburu et al., 2013, 2022). Social bonds with others shape how we interpret 
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our work environment and help to make the most out of it in times of change. We illustrate 

this interplay on the left-hand side of Figure 1 that shows how work design characteristics 

and coworker contact quality interact in determining the downstream effect of employees’ 

reaction to change. With regard to the engaging pathway, we argue that high-quality contact 

with colleagues can strengthen the positive links between job complexity and job autonomy 

with active exploration. High-quality contact reflects a pleasant socio-emotional experience 

that generates energy that employees can use to fully commit themselves to work (Fasbender 

et al., 2020; Owens et al., 2016), which could benefit the motivational effects of work design 

during change processes. Research has shown that high-quality contact encourages 

employees’ positive affective motivational states and behavioral efforts due to providing a 

benevolent work environment in which employees not only feel attached to others, but also 

committed to the organization (Ehrhardt & Ragins, 2019), and want to contribute to the 

organizational functioning in one way or the other (e.g., by being engaged and productive, 

Owens et al., 2016; Tran et al., 2018; Warshawsky et al., 2012). Accordingly, we expect that 

job complexity can unfold its positive effect on active exploration best if employees get on 

well with their colleagues because the positive energy gained helps to translate the 

motivational efforts arising from job complexity to higher levels of active exploration. In 

contrast, a low-quality contact carries the risk that employees are put off their motivational 

efforts to actively explore new ways of dealing with work tasks in times of change due to the 

little energy gained from low-quality contact. Similarly, job autonomy can unfold its effect 

on active exploration best if employees experience positive and cooperative interactions with 

their colleagues, as high-quality contact generates energy that encourages them in their 

endeavor to utilize their flexibility to break out of routines and actively search for effective 

strategies to get their work done. In contrast, if contact quality with their colleagues is poor, 

employees lack the necessary energy that it takes to translate their job autonomy into active 

exploration. Taken together, we hypothesize:  
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Hypothesis 7a. Contact quality moderates the relation between job complexity and 

active exploration in a way that the positive relation is stronger for higher (vs. lower) 

contact quality. 

Hypothesis 7b. Contact quality moderates the relation between job autonomy and 

active exploration in a way that the positive relation is stronger for higher (vs. lower) 

contact quality. 

With regard to the straining pathway, we argue that high-contact quality with 

colleagues attenuates the positive link between job complexity and cognitive overload, while 

it strengthens the negative link between job autonomy and cognitive overload. In its core, 

high-quality contact enables more cooperative, pleasant and productive interactions between 

employees (Carmeli et al., 2009; Fasbender, 2020), which can limit cognitive resources that 

employees need to invest in managing the social interactions with others (Burmeister et al., 

2022), and therefore reduces cognitive overload in times of change. In contrast, negative social 

interactions that indicate low-quality contact can lead employees to continue thinking about 

their unpleasant encounters (M. Wang et al., 2013), which drains their energy and thus 

distracts them from attaining their work goals (Perko et al., 2017). Accordingly, when contact 

quality is lower, the link between job complexity and cognitive overload should be more 

pronounced but when contact quality increases, the link between job complexity and cognitive 

overload should be buffered. In line with this assumption, a recent study has demonstrated that 

contact quality can buffer cognitive overload for employees engaging in complex behaviors, such 

as knowledge seeking at work (Burmeister et al., 2022).  

Hypothesis 8a. Contact quality moderates the relation between job complexity and 

cognitive overload in a way that the positive relation is weaker for higher (vs. lower) 

contact quality. 

Furthermore, when contact quality is lower, the negative relation between job autonomy 

and cognitive overload should be less pronounced, but when contact quality increases, the link 
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between job autonomy and cognitive overload should be strengthened. Job autonomy allows 

employees to adapt their work tasks to their currently available cognitive resources (Muecke & 

Iseke, 2019), which are likely higher with increasing contact quality due to its supportive 

function that frees up cognitive resources. Contact quality can be seen as a form of 

interpersonal support that has been linked to learning and other cognitive outcomes (Han & 

Williams, 2008; K. H. Ng & Ahmad, 2018; Sadeghi, 2020). Specifically, through high-contact 

quality, employees receive emotional and informational support from their coworkers (Madjar, 

2008), which creates a “pool of resources” (Chiaburu et al., 2013, p.297) that can free-up 

cognitive space and therewith reduce cognitive overload in times of change. We thus expect 

that the protective effects of job autonomy on reducing employees’ cognitive overload during 

change processes should be facilitated with increasing contact quality.   

Hypothesis 8b. Contact quality moderates the relation between job autonomy and 

cognitive overload in a way that the negative relation is stronger for higher (vs. lower) 

contact quality. 

Method 

Sample and Procedure 

We collected 3-wave data in 2021 as part of a larger project on the introduction of a 

new technology in Germany. The same participants were invited to each of the three waves. 

We used a time lag of two weeks between each wave to reduce common-method-variance. 

An ISO 26362-certified panel provider was commissioned to collect the data among their 

German employee panel. Meta-analytic findings revealed that commercial online panel data 

are no different from conventional sources and are therefore well suitable for research in 

applied psychology (Walter et al., 2019). To ensure that participants pay attention to the 

items presented, we included some quality checks (e.g., “Please select ‘agree’ here if you pay 

attention”), and participants were automatically screened out if they were inattentive to these 
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quality checks. Considering the research project’s focus on employees’ change support, we 

invited participants if they have been experiencing change at work. We specified change by 

the introduction of a new technology, such as an information and communication technology 

(e.g., Zoom), customer relationship management systems, product management software, 

finance or project management software, virtual reality etc. To ensure the quality of the data, 

we asked participants at Time 1 to provide details about the new technology that was 

introduced to them. Fourteen participants provided data that did not make sense; we excluded 

them and did not invite them to take part in the follow-up-surveys at Time 2 and Time 3.  

At Time 1, 643 participants completed our survey. Of these, 559 also completed the 

survey at Time 2 (dropout = 13.1%), and 470 also completed the survey at Time 3 (dropout to 

Time 2 = 15.9%). Of all participants, 40.1% were female, and 47.9% held a university degree. 

The age of participants ranged from 19 to 66 years (M = 44.87, SD = 11.38). Participants 

worked on average about 38 hours per week (SD = 7.55). About one fifth of the participants 

(18.2%) worked in the public sector. Participants worked mainly on the computer, with an 

average percentage of IT use at work of about 86.5 (SD = 13.8 %, range = 50 – 100 %). 

Participants further reported different types of technologies that were newly introduced at their 

workplaces. Communication technology (67.3%) was the most represented type of technology 

by far, followed by database management (4.8%), development platforms (3.9%), data analysis 

software (3.7%), and customer relations software (2.8%). Participants were informed about the 

new technology through different channels, including their supervisor (33.9%), colleagues 

(28.0%), training/workshop (15.9%), company newsletter (8.2%), or further channels (14.0%). 

With regard to the temporal process of the introduction of the new technology, 13.7% reported 

that the technology was introduced 0 to 6 months, 20.3% reported 7 to 12 months, 27.3% 

reported 13 to 18 months, 17.2% reported 19 to 24 months, and 21.5% reported that the 

technology was introduced more than 24 months ago.  
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Measures 

Job complexity, job autonomy, and contact quality were assessed at Time 1, active 

exploration and cognitive overload at Time 2, and change support and frustration at Time 3. 

In order to minimize respondent fatigue (Ben-Nun, 2008), we used short but established 

measures whose reliability and validity had been tested and verified in previous research. If 

items were not available in German, we translated them following Brislin’s (1970) back-to-

back translation procedure.  

The focal outcome variable, change support, captured the change process itself. We 

did however not explicitly refer to the change event in the work design characteristics 

because these are not seen as change-specific but rather define the workplace in general 

(Parker, 2017) and therewith determine the context in which change processes take place. We 

also did not explicitly refer to the change event in the mechanisms (i.e., active exploration 

and cognitive overload) nor frustration measure as we did not want to prime participants to 

have preconceived ideas or implicit theories about the study’s content, which could 

potentially lead to common-method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). 

Job complexity. We used the 4-item scale from the German version of Morgeson and 

Humphrey's (2006) Work Design Questionnaire (Stegmann et al., 2010) to capture job 

complexity. Example items were “The job requires that I engage in a large amount of 

thinking.” Items were assessed on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 

(strongly agree) to capture participants’ responses (α = .85). 

Job autonomy. We used the 3-item scale from the German version of Morgeson and 

Humphrey's (2006) Work Design Questionnaire (Stegmann et al., 2010) to measure job 

autonomy; an example item was “The job allows me to decide on my own how to go about 

doing my work.” Items were assessed on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 

5 (strongly agree) to capture participants’ responses (α = .88). 
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Active exploration. We measured this variable with the 3-item scale by Stumpf et al. 

(1983). We adapted the scale by replacing the term “career” with “work” for each item. The 

items were introduced by the following time frame: “In the last two weeks at work…”, an 

example item was “I experimented with different work activities.” We used a 5-point scale 

ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very often) to capture participants’ responses (α = .87). 

Cognitive overload. We captured this variable with the 3-item scale by Karr-

Wisniewski and Lu (2010). The items were introduced by the following time frame: “In the 

last two weeks at work…”, an example item was “I was overwhelmed by the amount of 

information I had to process.” We used a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very 

often) to capture participants’ responses (α = .92). 

Change support. We measured this variable using the 3-item scale by Bouckenooghe 

et al. (2009). We adapted the scale by capturing actual change behavior rather than readiness 

for change. Accordingly, the items were introduced by the following time frame: “In the last 

two weeks at work…”, an example item was “I have made a significant contribution to the 

change.” We used a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very often) to capture 

participants’ responses (α = .94). 

Frustration. We measured this variable using the 3-item scale from Peters et al. 

(1980; see also Harold et al., 2016). The items were introduced by the following time frame: 

“In the last two weeks at work…”, an example item was “Trying to get my job done was a 

very frustrating experience.” We used a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very 

often) to capture participants’ responses (α = .94). 

Contact quality. We captured contact quality with the 3-item scale by Fasbender et al. 

(2020). The items were introduced by the following sentence: “The interactions with my 

colleagues are...”, followed by the items: “positive”, “natural”, and “cooperative” Items were 

assessed on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) to capture 
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participants’ responses (α = .89). 

Control variables. We controlled for employees’ age because meta-analytical findings 

indicated that with increasing age, employees are more likely to engage in change support (T. 

W. H. Ng & Feldman, 2012), contrary to common stereotypes, which postulate that older 

workers are more resistant to change (Posthuma & Campion, 2009). We also controlled for 

employees’ working hours because employees who work longer hours tend to be more tired 

from work (Wong et al., 2019) and as a consequence have fewer resources to invest in change. 

Furthermore, we controlled for sector (1 = public sector, 0 = private sector) as the public sector 

is known for its red tape (Steijn & van der Voet, 2019), which may reduce employees’ 

engagement and cognitive capacity to invest in the change process. Furthermore, we controlled 

for participants’ average percentage of IT use at work, the type of technologies that were newly 

introduced at their workplace (1 = communication technology, 0 = other technology), the 

channel through with participants were informed about the new technology (1 = supervisor, 0 = 

other channels), and the time when the technology was introduced (ranging from 1 = 0 to 6 

months age to 5 = more than 24 months ago) to account for the specific context of the change 

process. 

Analytical Strategy 

Following recommendations by Kline (2016), we carefully screened the data prior to 

hypotheses testing to confirm that assumptions for structural equation modeling (e.g., 

normality, linearity, homoscedasticity) were met. We used Mplus 8.4 to analyze the data via 

structural equation modelling with latent variables (Muthén & Muthén, 2019). We tested our 

hypotheses using all data available to ensure respectable statistical power (cf. Newman, 2014; 

Wang et al., 2017). Furthermore, we worked with the XWITH command in conjunction with 

MLR estimation in Mplus to test the moderating role of contact quality. The XWITH command 

allows testing interaction effects on the latent level. When using the XWITH command, 
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bootstrapping is not available, which is why we conducted Monte Carlo-simulation of 

confidence intervals for the indirect and conditional indirect effects in R (R Core Team, 2017; 

see also Preacher & Selig, 2012). To make sure that the indirect effects are not overestimated, 

we controlled for the direct effects of job complexity, job autonomy, and contact quality on the 

endogenous variables (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). In addition, we regressed the control variables 

(age, working hours, sector, percentage of IT use, type of technology, information channel, 

introduction time) on the endogenous variables. We then conducted the analyses with and 

without control variables. The results were stable regardless of including or excluding the 

control variables. Following Spector and Brannick’s (2011) recommendation, we, therefore, 

report the results without control variables.  

Results 

Preliminary Findings 

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, and correlations of the study variables. 

We applied confirmatory factor analyses to gauge the construct validity of our latent variables, 

which are job complexity, job autonomy, contact quality, active exploration, cognitive load, 

change support, and frustration. The hypothesized 7-factor structure showed an excellent model 

fit (χ2 (188) = 303.98, p < .001, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .03, SRMR = .03) with all standardized 

factor loadings being significant and larger than .70. Furthermore, the hypothesized 7-factor 

structure yielded a better model fit than any other alternative model that we tested, such as the 

6-factor structure with items of job complexity and job autonomy loading on one common 

work design factor (χ2 (194) = 1,321.04, p < .001, CFI = .87, RMSEA = .10, SRMR = .09), the 

3-factor model, with items of variables assessed at Time 1 (job complexity, job autonomy, 

contact quality), items of variables assessed at Time 2 (active exploration, cognitive overload), 

and items of variables assessed at Time 3 (change support, frustration) on one common factor 

each (χ2 (206) = 4,848.12, p < .001, CFI = .45, RMSEA = .19, SRMR = .20), and the 1-factor 
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model, where all items load on a single factor (χ2 (209) = 6,656.19, p < .001, CFI = .24, 

RMSEA = .22, SRMR = .21). These results underpin the construct validity of the seven latent 

variables used and lower possible concerns regarding common-method variance. 

Testing the Hypotheses  

In Table 2, we display the direct effects and in Table 3, we display the indirect effects 

of the structural equation modelling. Hypotheses 1 to 3 concerned the engaging pathway that 

links job complexity and job autonomy to change support via active exploration. The 

structural coefficients showed that both, job complexity (γ = .21, SE = .09, p = .023) and job 

autonomy (γ = .19, SE = .07, p = .005) had a positive effect on active exploration, supporting 

Hypotheses 1a and 1b. In turn, active exploration had a positive effect on change support (γ = 

.56, SE = .04, p < .001), supporting Hypothesis 2. With regard to the indirect effects, we 

found that both, job complexity (indirect effect = .118, 95% CI [.015, .224]) and job 

autonomy (indirect effect = .106, 95% CI [.031, .188]) had a positive indirect effect on 

change support via active exploration, supporting Hypothesis 3a and 3b.  

Hypotheses 4 to 6 concern the cognitive pathway that links job complexity and job 

autonomy to frustration via cognitive overload. In support of Hypotheses 4a and 4b, we found 

that job complexity (γ = .28, SE = .10, p = .004) had a positive effect, while job autonomy (γ 

= −.18, SE = .07, p = .013) had a negative effect on cognitive overload. In turn, cognitive 

overload had a positive effect on frustration (γ = .33, SE = .06, p < .001), supporting 

Hypothesis 5. With regard to the indirect effects, we found that job complexity (indirect 

effect = .092, 95% CI [.029, .172]) had a positive indirect effect, while job autonomy 

(indirect effect = −.059, 95% CI [−.115, −.012]) had a negative indirect effect on frustration 

via cognitive overload, supporting Hypotheses 6a and 6b. 

Hypotheses 7 and 8 concern the moderating role of contact quality on the relations 

between job complexity and job autonomy with active exploration and cognitive overload. 
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The estimated coefficients showed that contact quality did not significantly moderate the 

effect of job complexity on active exploration (γ = .06, SE = .11, p = .587). Hypothesis 7a 

was therefore not supported. Similarly, the estimated coefficients showed that contact quality 

did not significantly moderate the effect of job complexity (γ = −.17, SE = .13, p = .178) and 

job autonomy (γ = .09, SE = .09, p = .280) on cognitive overload. Hypotheses 8a and 8b were 

thus not supported. 

We found, however, that contact quality strengthened the positive effect of job 

autonomy on active exploration (γ =.22, SE = .08, p = .006). In Figure 2, we plotted this 

significant moderation effect. A simple slope test showed that the effect of job autonomy on 

active exploration was significantly stronger for higher (+1SD) contact quality (simple slope 

= .361, SE = .10, p < .001) as compared to average contact quality (simple slope = .19, SE = 

.07, p = .005, slope difference =.17, SE = .06, p = .006), and no longer significant lower 

(−1SD) contact quality (simple slope = .03, SE = .08, p < .001, slope difference =.33, SE = 

.12, p = .006). Although not explicitly hypothesized, we also tested whether contact quality 

moderated the indirect effect of job autonomy on change support via active exploration. The 

indirect effect via active exploration was significantly stronger at higher levels of contact 

quality (indirect effect = .200, 95% CI [.087, .320]) as compared to lower levels of contact 

quality, where it was no longer significant (indirect effect = .013, 95% CI [−.080, .107]; 

difference = .187, 95% CI [.053, .327]). The moderated mediation index was also significant 

(compound effect = .123, 95% CI [.034, .215]). Together, these results support Hypothesis 7b. 

Robustness Check 

We conducted a sensitivity analysis to test whether the results differ when using 

listwise deletion (N = 470) as compared to using all available data (N = 643). We found that 

the estimated coefficients remained stable and significant in the same direction even if we 

used listwise deletion, which supports the robustness of our findings. 
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Discussion 

With this research, we aimed to predict employees’ micro-level reactions to a change 

(i.e., the introduction of a new technology) with work design characteristics, thereby also 

considering the role of the social context (i.e., coworker contact quality). Based on the work 

design growth model (Parker, 2017) and cognitive load theory (Sweller, 2010), we showed that 

work design characteristics link to employees’ change support through an engaging pathway 

(see upper pathway in Figure 1) and to their experienced frustration as an unintended outcome 

through a straining pathway (see lower pathway in Figure 1). Specifically, we found that job 

autonomy was positively associated with employees’ active exploration and less cognitive 

overload, which indirectly led to more change support, and less frustration. Our findings also 

showed that job complexity was linked to more active exploration of new ideas but also to 

more cognitive overload, which indirectly led to more change support, but also to more 

frustration as an unintended side effect of job complexity during change processes. With regard 

to the social context (see the left-hand side of Figure 1), we found that high-quality contact with 

colleagues strengthened the link between job autonomy (but not job complexity) and active 

exploration, with positive downstream consequences for employees’ change support. However, 

high-quality contact with colleagues did not moderate the links of job autonomy and job 

complexity with cognitive overload, and could, therefore, also not buffer the detrimental effects 

that job complexity had on frustration. Importantly, the study findings hold across different 

sectors, types of work (e.g., working hours, percentage of IT use), and change characteristics 

(e.g., introduction time, type of technology, information channel), which demonstrates the 

robustness and generalizability of the identified relationships at hand.  

Theoretical Implications 

Our findings provide at least three relevant theoretical implications. First, we extend the 

nomological net of change reactions by adding job complexity and job autonomy as significant 
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work design characteristics to previous research that has predominantly studied individual 

antecedents (Fuller & Marler, 2009; Gonzalez et al., 2022). With our focus on work design 

characteristics, we thus pay attention to the ‘demand’ side to understand how work needs to be 

designed to support change rather than the ‘supply’ side, which is focused on selecting and 

developing employees to foster change (Parker, 2017). Our research demonstrates that 

designing jobs such that they are complex and offer a certain degree of autonomy to employees 

can support change. At the same time, we also point to the unintended side effects of some 

work design characteristics by focusing on employees’ experience of frustration. In this regard, 

we show that providing employees with job autonomy can lower their frustration in the context 

of the introduction of a new technology. However, we also challenge the predominantly 

positive view of job complexity by demonstrating its cognitive costs for employees leading to 

frustration. By adding change support and frustration to the outcomes of job complexity and 

job autonomy, we also contribute to the nomological net of work design, which has mainly 

focused on motivation and health outcomes such as job satisfaction and well-being (Parker, 

2014; Parker et al., 2017).  

Second, our findings can explain why job complexity and job autonomy are linked to 

change support and frustration. In response to previous calls to examine the psychological 

processes that link work design to change support (Marinova et al., 2015) and the consideration 

of frustration in change processes (Schein, 1996), we provide a dual-pathway model that 

distinguishes an engaging pathway (via active exploration) and a straining pathway (via cognitive 

overload). On the one hand, based on the work design growth model (Parker, 2017), we showed 

that job complexity and job autonomy both lead to active exploration, which facilitates 

employees’ change support. On the other hand, based on cognitive load theory (Sweller, 2010), 

we demonstrated that job complexity leads to cognitive overload in employees, while job 

autonomy can reduce it, which comes with further consequences for employees feeling frustrated 
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when dealing with change. In this regard, our research contributes to the debate of whether 

frustration is a necessary element of change processes. While previous research has 

conceptualized frustration as a starting point for change processes at the organizational level 

(Schein, 1996; see also Bartunek & Woodman, 2015), our findings demonstrate that frustration is 

an unwanted side effect that accompanies change processes at the micro-level. Our findings 

further contribute to the understanding of work design characteristics as indirect antecedents of 

frustration, which adds to previous studies focusing on individual characteristics and work 

attitudes (e.g., psychological entitlement, Harvey & Harris, 2010; role overload, Eissa & Lester, 

2017, sleep disorders, P. H. Wang et al., 2016), or relational aspects, such as abusive supervision 

(Peng et al., 2019; Y. Zhang et al., 2020). Moreover, our findings connect to previous research 

from Sung et al. (2017) who found that job complexity can lead to cognitive overload, which in 

turn reduces employee proactive and responsive behaviors at work. By disentangling the 

engaging pathway via active exploration from the straining pathway via cognitive overload, 

we point to a more sophisticated view of work design and employees’ change support as well 

as experienced frustration.  

Third, our findings highlight the importance of high-contact quality to support optimal 

work design in times of change. In line with past research (Chiaburu et al., 2013, 2022), we 

emphasized that it is important to consider that individuals, who are confronted with change are 

embedded in the wider social context. In that regard, we showed that high-contact quality 

strengthens the positive relationship between job autonomy and change support via more active 

exploration. Specifically, we demonstrated that job autonomy unfolds its effect on change 

support via active exploration best if employees experience positive and cooperative 

interactions with their colleagues because high-quality contact support employees in their 

endeavor to utilize their flexibility to break out of routines and actively search effective 

strategies to get their work done, which results in stronger change support. In line with previous 
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research (Ehrhardt & Ragins, 2019; Fasbender et al., 2020; Owens et al., 2016; Tran et al., 

2018; Warshawsky et al., 2012), we interpret this finding such that high-quality contact 

generates energy that supports employees’ motivational efforts arising from job autonomy to 

engage in active exploration, which in turn leads to more change support. These findings 

underpin that contact quality can function as an accelerating factor on the benefits of work 

design characteristics during times of change. 

However, we did not find support for the moderating effect of high-quality contact on 

the other link between job complexity and active exploration. Furthermore, we could not 

show the protective effects of high-quality contact when it came to cognitive overload. The 

latter finding may seem somewhat surprising as previous research found that contact quality 

buffered cognitive overload for employees engaging in complex behaviors, such as 

knowledge seeking at work (Burmeister et al., 2022). These deviating research findings 

demonstrate the importance of paying attention to the study context. While the study from 

Burmeister et al. (2022) was focused on routine behaviors that take place on a day-to-day 

basis, we focused on work design characteristics and employees’ experiences (i.e., active 

exploration and cognitive overload) when reacting to change. While we continue to think that 

the social environment matters for employees’ micro-level reactions to change, it may also be 

the role of critical HR practices (Maheshwari & Vohra, 2015) and the top management (Clark 

& Soulsby, 2007) that further play into account here, as coworker contact quality may be 

constrained to higher-level support factors in times of institutional turbulence. Future 

research should thus pay attention to the wider institutional constraints when investigating 

how coworker contact quality impacts the relations between work design characteristics with 

change support and frustration during change processes. 
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Practical Implications 

Our research provides some useful hands-on implications for practice. First, 

organizations are well advised to support and create job autonomy among their employees. 

This is because autonomy was not only shown to facilitate employees’ change support (via 

more active exploration) but also to lower frustration (via reduced cognitive overload). To 

foster autonomy, organizations can, for example, allow their employees to plan and schedule 

their work tasks in their own way (i.e., when to do what; Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006). 

Also, organizations may put the decision-making power to employees (i.e., allow personal 

initiative or individual judgments of employees) and let them complete tasks in their own 

way (i.e., how to do it; Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006). As our study shows, providing 

employees with the right level of job autonomy is hugely advantageous in terms of how 

people react to change when new technology is introduced, as employees are more motivated 

and less cognitively taxed to get on with their work albeit being confronted with change. 

Second and relatedly, the beneficial impact of job autonomy on employees’ 

motivation to actively explore (e.g., to experiment with different work activities), and 

therewith support change, can be strengthened in a social environment that is characterized 

by positive, natural and cooperative interactions between colleagues. To foster such high-

quality contact among coworkers, organizations may provide decent interaction opportunities 

that allow visits and informal conversations, helping employees to get to know each other and 

perhaps even form friendships (Fasbender et al., 2023; Fasbender & Drury, 2022). In this 

regard, organizations can, for example, build social spaces (e.g., informal seating in common 

areas) where coworkers are permitted and feel comfortable socializing during the working 

day.  

In times of remote and hybrid work, however, it is of utmost importance to also think 

about ways to improve coworker contact quality if employees collaborate virtually and are 
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thus not in the office. In fact, research has demonstrated that working remotely can be a threat 

to one’s contact quality as people feel more isolated and less supported at work (Bareket-

Bojmel et al., 2023; see also Gagné et al., 2022). Social rituals, such as greetings and social 

gatherings can help to improve the bond between employees (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 

Collins, 2004). Social rituals can also be implemented in virtual contexts in the form of social 

virtual or hybrid meeting rituals as a routinized practice of reserving time for informal 

exchange between employees (DiMaggio et al., 2018). Another way of implementing social 

rituals could be the introduction of virtual or hybrid social breaks, such as lunch or coffee 

breaks, which allow employees to communicate informally and thereby strengthen their 

social bonds (Methot et al., 2021).  

Third, organizations need to be aware of the double-edged nature of job complexity, 

which is beneficial for change support (via more active exploration), but also leads to frustration 

(via more cognitive overload) when employees are confronted with a change. While job 

complexity cannot and perhaps also should not be reduced given its beneficial effects, awareness 

of the downsides is important, and organizations may find ways to help employees better deal 

with arising frustration during the change process. Organizations may support coping strategies 

and coping efficacy (Massey et al., 2009) as well as platforms through which employees can 

channel their frustration, for example, by raising their voice about complaints to prevent more 

damaging outcomes (Fox & Spector, 1999; González-Gómez et al., 2021). 

Limitations and Future Research Directions 

Our time-lagged design covers only a limited timeframe and does not allow us to draw 

causal conclusions from the findings. In particular, because our study has been conducted 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, many other changes cooccurred with the introduction of a 

new technology, such as business shutdowns, lockdowns, or social distancing measures 

(Spurk & Straub, 2020). The wider societal challenges linked to the COVID-19 pandemic 
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caused profound disruptions in people’s careers (Akkermans et al., 2020) and working lives 

(Mockaitis et al., 2022), including for example a reduced job performance (X. Liu et al., 

2023). Therefore, it is difficult to disentangle the influences of work design and the social 

context from the wider societal challenges linked to the COVID-19 pandemic in their impact 

on the reactions to change caused by the introduction of a new technology. While in hindsight 

it is virtually impossible to disentangle such effects, we call for future research to replicate 

the findings in non-pandemic contexts and demonstrate the causality of the effects of 

different work design characteristics on reactions to change.  

Future research may thus apply more sophisticated designs, including either field 

experiments or experience sampling. For demonstrating causality, scholars may utilize a 

Solomon-four-group design (groups with and without pre-test measure and with and without 

intervention) to capture the impact of work design on change support while overcoming the 

problem of pre-test sensitization (Navarro & Siegel, 2018). Such a design may also allow to 

test the different work design characteristics (i.e., job complexity and job autonomy) in 

combination and vary or control for the social context (i.e., coworker contact quality). While 

such complex field experiments are not always feasible, experience sampling may help to 

capture the dynamics of change support over time (including its underlying, engaging and 

straining pathways), especially if the entire change process is captured. In this regard, it 

matters to pay attention to the introduction time of a new technology and ensure that such 

experience sampling approach may commence before the introduction of a new technology or 

(if that is not possible) soon after to allow real-time monitoring and to estimate the role of 

time in how people react to the introduction of a new technology (cf. Gabriel et al., 2019).   

Further, our findings may be biased due to using self-report for measuring all our study 

variables. However, we applied some procedural remedies to reduce these concerns: that is, 

we separated the measurement of the predictor, mediators, and outcome variables (Podsakoff 
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et al., 2012). Furthermore, we considered coworker contact quality as a moderator variable, 

which makes it harder for study participants to speculate about the research aims (Chang et 

al., 2010). Nevertheless, future research may collect data via more objective measures to rule 

out common-method bias, for example, by using data on actual change behavior (e.g., video-

tape and objectively code workplace meetings, Gerpott et al., 2020), or other-report data, 

such as supervisor ratings of change support.  

To ensure a comparable change context, we focused our questions concerning employees’ 

experience of a recent change on the introduction of a new technology. However, as mentioned 

in the practical implications section, change can obviously also concern other work procedures 

beyond working with new technology. For example, other work design characteristics may be 

the target of change, such as the skill variety that employees need to work on tasks or the 

feedback they receive from their job. We thus consider the consequences of changing several 

work design characteristics at once in its infancy with many fruitful avenues for future research.  

Finally, the current study also leaves some questions open. One of these questions is when 

too much of a good thing—here job autonomy—becomes too much. Recent research has 

discussed the autonomy paradox, suggesting that job autonomy is only good to a certain degree 

and too much of it can also be harmful to employees (Mazmanian et al., 2013; Zhou, 2020), in 

particular in demanding work contexts (Dettmers & Bredehöft, 2020). Scholars may therefore 

take a critical look at the role of job autonomy in the context of change. Furthermore, future 

research may also study the conjunction of individual antecedents – such as self-efficacy with 

work design characteristics – to gain a more nuanced understanding of the dynamic interplay 

between the person and the environment during the change process. Past research has shown 

that self-efficacy can help employees to effectively respond to challenges in their work 

environment and mitigate the negative effects of different work-related demands (Brown et 

al., 2001; Jex & Bliese, 1999). In the context of change, self-efficacious employees may 
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benefit from their significant mastery experiences (Bandura, 1977), which could help them to 

better navigate the various challenges they encounter during the change process. Applied to 

the straining path in our model (see lower pathway in Figure 1), it is thus plausible that self-

efficacy could buffer the detrimental effects of job complexity on frustration as an unintended 

side effect during change processes. Furthermore, self-efficacy has been found to alter the 

negative link between change readiness and frustration (Alnoor et al., 2020). Accordingly, 

self-efficacy could also moderate the link between job autonomy and frustration via lower 

cognitive overload. In terms of the engaging pathway (see upper pathway in Figure 1), self-

efficacy could strengthen the beneficial effects of job autonomy on change support because 

self-efficacious employees more readily respond to job autonomy (van Mierlo et al., 2006). 

This suggests that highly self-efficacious employees may use their autonomy to engage in a 

lot of active exploration, which in turn positively impacts their change support.   

Conclusion 

Change is ubiquitous in contemporary organizations and employees play a crucial role in 

supporting it. Our research expands the change reactions literature with a work design 

perspective that puts the individual centerstage by emphasizing the engaging and straining 

pathways of work design characteristics for employees. As a result, we provide first-hand 

insights on how work can be (re-)designed to facilitate employees’ support of change while 

avoiding frustration when being confronted with change. 
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Table 1 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of Study Variables 

Note. N = 643 at Time 1, N = 559 at Time 2, N = 470 at Time 3. Reliabilities (Cronbach’s alpha) are shown in parentheses on the diagonal. a 

Sector is coded with 1 = public sector and 0 = private sector. b Type of technology is coded with 1 = communication technology and 0 = other 
technology. c Information channel is coded with 1 = supervisor and 0 = other channel. d Introduction time is coded with 1 = 0 to 6 months ago 
and 0 = more than 6 months ago. 
*p < .05, **p < .01. 
 

Variable M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12. 13. 14. 
1. Age 44.87 11.38 -              
2. Working hours 37.97 7.55   .01 -             
3. Sectora 0.18 0.39 −.00   .03 -            
4. Percentage of IT use  86.46 13.8 −.07 −.05   .04 -           
5. Type of technologyb 0.67 0.47 −.01   .10**   .09*   .11** -          
6. Information channelc 0.34 0.47 −.10** −.03   .02   .04   .09* -         
7. Introduction timed 0.14 0.34 −.03 −.003 −.03   .04 −.16**   .02 -        
8. Job complexity   4.18 0.68   .03   .14** −.05   .06   .02 −.01   .04 (.85)       
9. Job autonomy 3.62 0.93   .08   .09* −.09* −.14**   .03 −.10** −.13**    .22** (.88)      
10. Contact quality 4.06 0.79   .02   .02 −.01   .01   .02 −.02 −.05    .11**   .27** (.87)     
11. Active exploration 2.74 1.14 −.17**   .09* −.07 −.13** −.17** −.06   .05    .15**   .15**   .08 (.92)    
12. Cognitive overload 2.22 1.11 −.11* −.04   .03 −.05 −.05 −.01   .07   .10* −.16** −.23**   .11* (.89)   
13. Change support 2.90 1.18 −.03   .17** −.03 −.12** −.13** −.11* −.04   .16**   .21**   .12**   .55**   .04 (.94)  
14. Frustration 2.33 1.27 −.18**   .06   .04   .09* −.01   .01   .08   .04 −.22** −.25**   .01   .34**   .01 (.94) 



DESIGNING WORK FOR CHANGE              43 

Table 2 
Results of Structural Equation Modeling (Direct Effects) 

Note. N = 643. Coeff = unstandardized coefficient, SE = standard error of unstandardized coefficient.  
*p < .05, **p < .01. Significant coefficients are highlighted in bold.   

Table 3 
Indirect Effects of Job Complexity and Job Autonomy on Change Support and Frustration 

Note. N = 643. Coeff = unstandardized coefficient, CI LL = lower level of bias-corrected 95% confidence interval, CI UL = upper level of bias-
corrected 95% confidence interval. Significant coefficients are highlighted in bold.   

 Active exploration Cognitive overload 
 Coeff SE p-value Coeff SE p-value 
Job complexity   .21* .09 .023   .28** .10 .004 
Job autonomy   .19** .07 .005 −.18* .07 .013 
Contact quality   .07 .11 .253 −.32** .07 <.001 
Job complexity × contact quality   .06 .11 .587 −.17 .13 .178 
Job autonomy × contact quality   .22** .08 .006   .09 .09 .280 
R² (standardized)   .07** .03 .004   .10** .03  .001 
 Change support Frustration 
 Coeff SE p-value Coeff SE p-value 
Job complexity     .09 .09  .281   .15 .11 .157 
Job autonomy    .12 .07  .097 −.23** .09 .009 
Contact quality   .07 .08  .333 −.26** .10 .007 
Active exploration   .56** .05 <.001   .01 .07 .860 
Cognitive overload −.01 .04  .894   .33** .06 <.001 
R² (standardized)   .34** .04 <.001   .18** .04  <.001 

  
 Coeff CI LL CI UL 
Job complexity → active exploration → change support   .118   .015   .224 
Job autonomy → active exploration → change support   .106   .031   .188 
Job complexity → cognitive overload → frustration   .092   .029   .172 
Job autonomy → cognitive overload → frustration −.059 −.115 −.012 
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Figure 1 

Conceptual Model on Work Design and Change 
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Figure 2 

Contact Quality Strengthens the Relation between Job Autonomy and Active Exploration 
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