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Abstract
This article of the journal Gruppe. Interaktion. Organisation (GIO) deals with the question how work and organizational
psychology can contribute to a better understanding of work design in crowdwork. Over the last decade, crowdsourcing
(CS) has gained much momentum and attention, yet people who use CS as an additional or exclusive source of income
are experiencing less consideration overall. Therefore, we define the term crowdwork (CW), and delimit it from related
concepts, e.g., CS and gig economy. We then address how work and organizational psychology theory can contribute to the
research of CW, with a focus on work design, and where new approaches are necessary. We give an overview of current
research in this field, and derive suggestions and recommendations for both further research approaches and also practical
application of work design in CW.
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Überall und jederzeit arbeiten können? – Chancen und Risiken der Arbeitsgestaltung im
Crowdworking und Crowdsourcing

Zusammenfassung
Dieser Beitrag der Zeitschrift Gruppe. Interaktion. Organisation. (GIO) befasst sich mit der Frage, wie die Arbeits- und
Organisationspsychologie zu einem besseren Verständnis der Arbeitsgestaltung im Crowdwork beitragen kann. In den
letzten Jahren hat das Thema Crowdsourcing (CS) viel Beachtung gefunden. Personen, die CS als zusätzliche oder einzige
Einnahmequelle nutzen, haben jedoch als eigenständige und neue Erwerbsgruppe weniger Beachtung gefunden. Für diese
Form der Arbeit definieren wir den Begriff Crowdwork (CW) und grenzen ihn von benachbarten Begriffen, bspw. CS und
Gig Economy, ab. Wir skizzieren anschließend, wie Theorien der Arbeits- und Organisationspsychologie zur gegenwärtigen
Forschung mit einem Fokus auf die Arbeitsplatzgestaltung beitragen können und wo neue Ansätze notwendig sind. Wir
geben einen Überblick über den aktuellen Forschungsstand und leiten daraus Empfehlungen für die praktische Umsetzung
und zukünftige Forschung ab.
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1 Introduction

“Where have all the workers gone?” asked Bergman and
Jean in 2016 in their publication on sample characteris-
tics in industrial and organizational (I-O) psychology. They
argued that in I-O psychology literature, the salaried, core,
managerial, professional, and executive employees are over-
represented as samples, whereas wage earners, laborers,
firstline personnel, freelancers, contract workers, and other
workers are underrepresented and less targeted as samples.
One of those underrepresented samples are people perform-
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Fig. 1 Schematic representation for the structure of crowdwork

ing crowdwork (CW). The term CW encompasses digital
work that is outsourced by a person or company to an open,
anonymous crowd in the web, which is only contracted and
paid for this single and specific work. This work is often
limited to a simple single task that can be solved within
seconds, but can also be a complex job that needs many
hours, or even days, to complete. It is assumed that the
total value of the CW market will quintuple from 2016 to
2020 (Huws et al. 2016), with a gross services revenue up
to $25 billion (Kuek et al. 2015), making CW an impor-
tant labor market. Nevertheless, 9.2% of the European, and
6.9% of the German, workforce is still active, or has al-
ready performed, some kind of CW in the past (Serfling
and Serfling 2019). Following Bergman and Jean’s (2016)
recommendation, CW is a rapidly growing workforce so
its employees should be investigated by I-O psychology re-
search more extensively. In this article, we focus on work
design for those employees. That means we address how
the work can be arranged to be satisfying and motivating
for the crowdworker, but also of high-quality performance
from the employer’s point of view.

We will start with a brief discourse of different forms of
CW and why the diverse spectrum of the definition makes it
difficult to compare different CW tasks or generalize find-
ings of research. A more precise definition of the concept
is necessary to a) allow for more focused research and
interpretable effects, b) help organizations which want to
outsource tasks to design successful tasks for a crowd. Fur-
thermore, we will illustrate current CW related research in
the field of work design, and point out how classical and
new theories in I-O psychology can enrich and enhance
our understanding of CW. Additionally, we derive recom-
mendations and give suggestions for further research in I-O
psychology, as well as practical application in the field of
work design.

2 Definition and categorization

In this article, we will focus on CW that is sometimes
used interchangeably with other terms, such as crowdsourc-
ing (CS) and gig economy (GE). However, there is a hier-
archical structure within the comprehensiveness of these
three terms (Fig. 1). Following the definition of De Ste-
fano (2015), the most comprehensive term is GE, which
encompasses all jobs and tasks that are not presented on
a full-time employment basis, but as single tasks allocated
via the web. These jobs and tasks, which should be solved,
are mostly presented on specific online platforms as inter-
mediators. People who are registered on these platforms
are called crowd. This leads in most cases to an interplay
between three stakeholders in CW work environment in-
stead of a two sided employer-employee relation: a) The
employer/crowdsourcer, who seeks to solve a specific job
or task, b) the crowd which is hired for solving a sin-
gle task, and is therefore a short contracted employee and
c) the platform, which advertises and distributes the task
and moderates the market (Fig. 1). The jobs and tasks per-
formed in GE can be web-based goods like Apps, but also
physical, such as services, which need specialized equip-
ment or a specialized location. One such example would
be the transportation service Uber, where an independent
contractor transports passengers, instead of classical taxi
companies.

More specific is the term CS. It was introduced by Howe
(2006) in the Wired magazine as a portmanteau word of
crowd and outsourcing. It underlines that tasks, problems,
and competitions were outsourced and addressed to an
anonymous crowd in the web to generate a wide range
of ideas or solutions. In contrast to GE, the content of
the job or task in CS is limited to web-based work ser-
vices. As this first definition, the term itself has gained
more attention compared to GE, and found its way into
science when the first researchers realized that the wisdom
of the crowd emerged new forms of work. During the rise
in awareness and attention, the definition itself became
diffuse (Brabham 2009; Kleemann et al. 2008). Estellés-
Arolas and González-Ladrón-de-Guevara (2012) developed
an integrated definition for CS by reviewing 32 separate
definitions in the literature:

Crowdsourcing is a type of participative online ac-
tivity in which an individual, an institution, a non-
profit organization, or company proposes to a group
of individuals of varying knowledge, heterogeneity,
and number, via a flexible open call, the voluntary
undertaking of a task. The undertaking of the task,
of variable complexity and modularity, and in which
the crowd should participate bringing their work,
money, knowledge and/or experience, always entails
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Table 1 Definition and examples for platforms in gig-economy, crowdsourcing and crowdwork

Term Features and definition Platforms (ex-
amples)

Description of platforms

Gig-economy Flexible and temporary employment
relation that is limited to a single task
or freelance job often mediated by
a platform or service provider

Uber
Lyft

Peer-to-peer ridesharing: Open call for registered drivers in
the area to transport passenger. All requests are initiated by the
passenger

Airbnb Hospitality service: Lodging and homestays arranged mainly
by private persons. Offers are initiated by owners who define
time and service that can be booked

Deliveroo
Foodora

Food delivery: Open call for registered drivers of the company
in the area to deliver food. The delivery service operates in-
dependent of the restaurants. All requests are initiated by the
restaurants that need delivery service

HomeAdvisor
MyHammer

Local service professional market: Home improvement, mainte-
nance and remodeling requests with compensation are offered
by homeowner. Prescreened professionals can apply to up-
take/fix the request. All requests are initiated by an employer or
company

Crowdsourcing Gig-economy with the following addi-
tional characteristics (Estellés-Arolas
and González-Ladrón-de-Guevara
2012):
(a) there is a clearly defined group
of people addressed via the internet
(= crowd);
(b) there exists a task with a clear goal;
(c) the recompense for the crowd is
clear (payment, no payment, etc.);
(d) the employer (= crowdsourcer) is
clearly identified;
(e) the compensation/service/goods re-
ceived by the crowdsourcer are clearly
defined (a new app, tagged photos,
translations, etc.);
(f) it is an online assigned process of
participative type;
(g) it uses an open call of variable ex-
tent;
(h) it uses the internet

iStock
pixabay
Unsplash

Stock photography provider: Photos, illustrations and clip art
are provided by amateurs and professional artists. These are
royalty-free or with a copyright-license of free non-commer-
cial use. Photos are uploaded by the artist whiteout a specific
request and build a collective portfolio

Crowdworking Crowdsourcing with the following
additional characteristics:
(a) the compensation is clearly defined
and provided by the employer/
crowdsourcer and paid to those who
perform the task (= crowdworker)

99designs
Designenlassen.de

Freelancing platform for graphic design: Clients can start
design competitions to receive submissions and select a single
submission or a group of winner. All requests are initiated by
an employer or company

MTurk
Clickworker
Content.de

Online marketplace for short and microtasks: Open to a broad
range or specialized for specific requests. Tasks are mainly
limited to those who can be accomplished within a short period
of time. All requests are initiated by an employer or company

Fiverr Online marketplace for freelance services: Similar to the online
marketplace for short and microtasks. Requests can be initiated
by an employer or company but also by the freelancer and
registered users who offer their service

Testbirds
Crowdsourced
Testing

Software testing platform: Usability and beta testing for digital
goods. All requests are initiated by an employer or company

Innocentive Open innovation platform: Problems which need a novel or
unique solution—most highly specialized—are outlined. All
requests are initiated by an employer or company
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mutual benefit. The user will receive the satisfaction
of a given type of need, be it economic, social recog-
nition, self-esteem, or the development of individual
skills, while the crowdsourcer will obtain and uti-
lize to their advantage what the user has brought to
the venture, whose form will depend on the type of
activity undertaken. (p. 197)

This definition seems cumbersome for practical use because
it conjoins many aspects of CS, but also underlines a vast
field that is subsumed by the term (e.g., paid and unpaid
tasks), in comparison to GE limited to digital goods only.
These tasks can vary in duration for completion, content,
or qualification needs.

CW, however, as the most specific term, can be lim-
ited to those requests in CS, where financial compensa-
tion or countervailing benefit for the worker is provided.
This can be paid to all (successful) participants, or just to
the best or winner of a competition. CW is a more speci-
fied form of CS, although both terms CW and CS are part
of the so-called GE. Whereas most research does not dif-
ferentiate in more detail, and only adds the label paid to
CS (Kaufmann et al. 2011; Schulze et al. 2011), we think
CW should be an independent group within CS, and the
most specific term for three reasons: First, Estellés-Arolas
and González-Ladrón-de-Guevara’s (2012) definition also
encompasses money that is provided by the crowd (do-
nation or investment, e.g., Kickstarter), and the term paid
CS gives no clear direction of compensation, whereas CW
does because it suggests that compensation is received for
the work conducted. Second, for all involved stakeholders,
money is important in CW (e.g., Kaufmann et al. 2011), but
not necessarily in CS, where it may be a charitable project
or pastime activity. And third, there is evidence that CW
task design follows similar mechanisms as classical work
design. We will further elaborate on this in the following
chapters of the article.

Current research in CW is unstructured, segmented, and
caused by the aforementioned blurred terminological use of
GE, CS, and CW. This lack of clarity currently results in
the application of different definitions, resulting in mixed
research findings. This issue threatens practitioners, as well
as bedevils the transfer of knowledge from research. There
are many platforms offering different solutions and oppor-
tunities for addressing a crowd (e.g., MTurk, clickworker
or 99designs (for details, see Table 1)). Thus, there is much
controversy about different providers and platforms regard-
ing whether their concept should be labeled as CW or GE.
Uber and Lyft—taxi platforms—might be a perfect exam-
ple. Some collate the platforms to CS (Prassl and Risak
2015), whereas others see them as work-on-demand via
apps and GE (De Stefano 2016) because it is not a mere
online activity. However, the service changed the entire sec-

tor of transportation in some countries, and, for example,
has effects on health and well-being of the drivers (Skok
and Baker 2018). We recommend relying on the definition
of Estellés-Arolas and González-Ladrón-de-Guevara (2012)
because their approach incorporates the most influential ar-
ticles with a systematical approach and definitions, and is
most sufficient with our differentiation of CW within CS.
By this definition, taxi services are not CW because they are
not a web-based work but localized, and require a car. Thus,
new organizations of taxi services should be considered as
GE, but not as CS and CW.

Even if we focus on CW only, this market offers a broad
range of possible tasks and work that can be performed. The
spectrum can range from small tasks with time to comple-
tion durations of a few seconds, such as tagging pictures
called click work (mostly prominent on MTurk, e.g., an
image is divided into multiple squares and all squares with
a traffic light have to be selected) to tasks that resemble tra-
ditional full employment (e.g., inventing new product ideas
or writing a book on a given topic). There are also differ-
ences in how the compensation is arranged. Most smaller
tasks rely their payment on a first-come, first-serve arrange-
ment for fast fulfillment. Other tasks are arranged as a com-
petition, where the compensation is only offered for the best
solutions. Therefore, a broad definition of the concept CW
might not hold the necessary precision needed to describe
subgroups.

Some researchers have addressed this problem of a broad
market by providing subdivisions for different types of
tasks in CW. Leimeister et al. (2016) identified microtask-,
marketplace-, design-, testing-, and innovation-platforms,
depending on the tasks they offer, as did Boudreau and
Lakhani (2013), who discriminated between microtasks and
innovation tasks. Although these articles are helpful for
sorting different CW platforms, they all undertook their
subdivisions via a bottom-up approach. Therefore, the sub-
divisions might seem logical, but it is not proven whether
they are sustained from a practical perspective: Neither the
boundaries between subdivisions (e.g., difference of micro-
tasks and marketplace tasks) nor the homogeneity within
the subdivisions (e.g., microtasks on platform A vs. plat-
form B) have been investigated yet. We argue that more
replications on similar platforms are necessary to demon-
strate the generalizability of findings, models, and assump-
tions as well as limitations and boundaries.

In conclusion, even though the terms CW, CS, and GE
are not consistently used, a clear classification is possible.
We subsumed their hierarchical order in Fig. 1. Addition-
ally, for all three terms, we give a definition and examples
for typical platforms with short descriptions in Table 1. By
contrast, the subdivisions and categorizations within CW
tasks (e.g., microtask, marketplace) are insufficient, and
should be used carefully.
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3 The role of I-O psychology in the
explanation of CW

To date, current research on CW is explorative, unstruc-
tured, and application-centric for specific platforms because
it is still a newer form of work arrangement. But it is
also limited in its topics because it is mainly researched
by information systems and computer science researchers.
This is because CW and CS arose from technical advances,
and were first researched by those disciplines (Pedersen
et al. 2013; Zhao and Zhu 2014). These disciplines and re-
searchers identify the biggest issues of CW in the commu-
nication between crowdworker and platform, the platform
architecture and legal questions, such as whether to impose
a tax on CW tasks. Those issues are also mainly addressed
from a platform or organizational point of view (Buettner
2015), therefore referring to needs and desires of these two
stakeholder. Other fields, such as human resource manage-
ment, so far have only a subordinate role in the research
discourse of CW. As Zhao and Zhu (2014) outlined in their
review, many articles which contribute to CW lack a suffi-
cient theoretical basis and the use of established models.

Therefore, the crowdworker and their perspective is less
targeted in current research. The mechanisms and conse-
quences of doing CW for the crowdworker are not fully
understood yet. This leads to different opinions on the sta-
tus of CW as a form of work. Some researchers criticize
exploitation (Ettlinger 2016), and a missing delimitation
of work and leisure time (Postigo 2003). Other findings
suggest that crowdworkers themselves do not feel over-
burdened (Busarovs 2013), or do not perceive CW as an
additional job at all, when they have a regular contracted
job as well (Kuhn 2016). Especially the latter emphasizes
that CW can have varying effects in different target groups.
Still, we have rarely found this distinction in research.

Target groups that have been researched so far include
the chronically ill, and special income groups (e.g., students
and pensioners). CW can offer job opportunities when it
provides access to the labor market for the chronically ill
(Hara and Bigham 2017; Zyskowski et al. 2015), and all
those who seek a side job, including students, employees,
and pensioners. Thus CW should be understood as an in-
cremental labor market, where only 10–40% consider them-
selves as a serious crowdworker (Brawley and Pury 2016).
Understanding CW participants and general mechanisms of
CW is crucial for a well-founded understanding of CW in
general (Kuhn 2016). I-O psychology, with its experience
and development in the research of the nature of work, can
enrich the current CW research. There are plenty of well-es-
tablished psychological models and theories which could be
applied to CW because they could explain mechanisms that
are not sufficiently answered today (e.g., how tasks should
be designed to produce a high-quality outcome). Still, we

have to demonstrate whether these models are suitable for
this new form of work or whether we have to develop new
models and theories (e.g., Brawley 2017). We think that
established models might be suitable but have to be devel-
oped and adjusted which we will discuss and outline in the
next chapter.

Additionally, I-O psychology can enrich the organiza-
tional perspective as well. CW is a perfect example for alter-
native and digital work arrangements. Spreitzer et al. (2017)
argued that these new work claims three forms of flexibil-
ity in a) employment relationship, b) scheduling, and c) the
place where it is accomplished. CW meets those criteria
because the employment relations are maximally flexibly,
limited to one task only, offer no boundaries in scheduling,
and as web-based work can be accomplished wherever ac-
cess to the web exists. We think CW should be more heeded
in I-O psychology. It can help to understand the changing
of jobs and work arrangements, but also delivers possible
theoretical assumptions that should be tested on CW. How-
ever, I-O psychology can help to shape the design of work
in CW as well. With over one hundred years of work de-
sign research, there is a huge base of knowledge, theory,
and implications (see Parker et al. 2017), which could be
adopted to CW. Initial attempts and findings regarding clas-
sical work design in CW have been already done, and will
be presented in the next chapter.

While crowdworker as a target group and relevant pop-
ulation are less investigated in general psychology and I-O
psychology literature (status May 2019), crowdsourced data
however—as participant recruitment pools—are well estab-
lished and common in those domains (Behrend et al. 2011;
Cheung et al. 2017; Paolacci and Chandler 2014), with well
elaborated guidelines for the use as participants (Straub
et al. 2016). Therefore, we think I-O psychology should
investigate CW as a new form of work, and its impact on
the people performing it. The analysis of work design is
a suitable starting point.

4 Work design in CW: past and future

In the following chapter, we will outline an overview of
work design in CW from an I-O psychology perspective.
We will focus on some of the most prominent theories in
work design, as well as findings for those theories in CW
research. This shall not be a comprehensive overview, but
a proposal on how CW can be understood, and on what are
the most striking unanswered questions, challenges, and
opportunities. First, we will introduce the context in which
CW is performed, and how CW is embedded in the macro
structure of the work environment. Then, we will inspect the
content of the work that is performed in CW, with a focus
on the single task on a micro level. In the end, we will merge
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those two subdivisions to draw a conclusion and point out
what makes CW unique for I-O psychology, and also why
it matches aspects of typical work forms as well.

4.1 Context in which CW is performed—The makro
level

To understand CW as a form of work, we have argued
in earlier chapters that it is an incremental labor market,
where motivation to participate differs between main or
side jobs to mere leisure activities, and where the work
has to be designed to fulfill these requirements. Logically,
one of the very first and, to date, most researched ques-
tions in CW is the reason why people participate in CW.
In past research, many articles have dealt with the ques-
tion of motivation, either by conducting interviews (Brewer
et al. 2016), experiments (Rogstadius et al. 2011), surveys
(Kaufmann et al. 2011), or meta-analyses (Spindeldreher
and Schlagwein 2016), or by reviewing the literature (Hos-
sain 2012). Altogether, payment, enjoyment, challenges,
and varieties of tasks were consistently reported as the most
common motivational aspects. Most of the research distin-
guishes between extrinsic motivations, which are addressed
by any kind of reward or gain through the performance
(e.g., money, higher rank on platform), and the intrinsic
motivation which arose from the performance itself (e.g.,
enjoyment), but ends with this dichotomous subdivision,
or introduces its own assumptions (Kaufmann et al. 2011).
Nevertheless, one of the most famous theories in psychol-
ogy—not limited to work, but general behavior—might en-
large our understanding of the motivation in CW: the Self-
Determination Theory (SDT; Deci and Ryan 1985). This
theory offers two amenities because it divides motivation
into more differentiated categories beyond extrinsic and in-
trinsic, and also postulates that three psychological needs
have to be satisfied to lead to intrinsic motivation (Deci
et al. 2017). Those needs are autonomy in the decision of
action, competence in those actions, and relatedness to oth-
ers—so being part of social environment (for details see
Ryan and Deci 2000). Indeed, there is evidence that job
satisfaction in CW is related to the fulfilling of those needs
(Brawley 2017). Still, it has to be investigated how CW can
actively be shaped to design work that matches these needs
for a broad range of crowdworker, and therefore the SDT
might be of importance in CW work design.

Beside motivational aspects we have to consider what
CW in general offers to and demands of the crowdworkers
as well. We outlined in the previous chapter that there is
a controversial debate of whether there are any risks and
demands in CW. There are prominent psychosocial work
design theories, such as the Job-demand-control model
(JDC; Karasek 1979), and the Job demands-resources
model (JD-R; Demerouti et al. 2001), addressing this

scope. Karasek (1979) divided the work into the demands
that cause strain and job control, which has a counterpart
because more control, e.g. more autonomy, diminishes
strain (e.g., Klonek & Parker 2018). The JD-R enriches
these assumptions by offering a broader scope for the coun-
terparts, by introducing job resources (e.g., self-efficacy,
optimism, and feedback; Demerouti et al. 2001). Especially
the potential of resources is widely neglected in CW re-
search, when it is seen as a whole job as resources might
be easily changed (e.g. switching to a task where a higher
self-efficacy is expected, switching to a task of a different
requester). However, the positive impact of resources, such
as self-efficacy or optimism, on job satisfaction and work
engagement has been identified for classical work arrange-
ments (Xanthopoulou et al. 2009), yet it still has to be
tested for CW as well. Investigating the JD-R would enrich
our understanding of CW by spotting that the work output
relies not only on the top-down of work design, but also
of the resources (and job demands which can be changed
by the crowdworker by switching the task) of each single
crowdworker—still, we know little about specific resources
and demands in CW. Additionally, we have to think of CW
itself as a resource or demand, influencing the main job or
work schedule.

4.2 Content of work in CW—Themicro level

From those broader theories, we have to take a closer look
at the work itself, and at the tasks in particular. In contrast
to classical work characteristics, tasks are independent from
the whole job because the platform provides the environ-
ment, but the tasks are designed and advertised mostly by
a requester who is independent from the platform. On the
micro level of tasks, Schulze et al. (2011) identified fourteen
favored task characteristics that are consistently reported
on the platform MTurk (e.g., short task description, back-
ground information, a high reputation of a crowdsourcer,
i.e., employer, or the multiple availability of the same task).
This approach is useful for recording specific characteristics
for a platform, but limits it also in the same way: The mul-
tiple availability of the same task might work for MTurk,
but will not be applicable for other platforms. For example,
on platforms where creative work is performed, the multi-
ple availability is not possible because usually a new logo
or design just has to be designed once. Additionally, some
characteristics which are identified are not comparable to
other work forms, e.g. anonymity on platforms. Therefore,
more general characteristics of tasks are necessary to com-
pare within CW, but also with other work forms, to under-
stand its mechanisms. The Job characteristics model (JCM;
Hackman and Oldham 1975) has been preliminarily inves-
tigated in the context of CW (Brawley and Pury 2016). It
postulates the existence of core job characteristics, such as
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skill variety, task identity, task significance, autonomy, and
feedback, which leads to the experience of meaningfulness,
responsibility, and knowledge at work, which results in sat-
isfaction, and also higher motivation and effectiveness (for
details, see Hackman and Oldham 1975). There is evidence
that autonomy, skill variety, and task identity in CW are re-
lated to satisfaction in single tasks (Kaufmann et al. 2011).
Nevertheless, the strongest evidence arises from meaning-
fulness of a task as a predictor for satisfaction and output
quality in single tasks (Brawley and Pury 2016; Chandler
and Kapelner 2013). This meaningfulness of tasks is in
strong contrast to the legend and self-description of MTurk,
which defines their crowd as artificial artificial intelligence
(MTurk 2016). This means that crowdworkers solve very
simple tasks, such as marking traffic lights on pictures,
which humans can still perform better than artificial in-
telligence, without any background of meaningfulness or
further information. On the one hand, Models and theo-
ries, such as the JCM on the one hand, are helpful for
understanding CW better, and to prove that this work de-
pends on more complex characteristics. On the other hand,
CW points out where classical theories, such as the JCM,
reach their boundaries because these theories are designed
for the description of whole jobs rather than a single task.
Whereas meaningfulness plays its role on the micro level,
too, task knowledge and responsibility—the other two psy-
chological states of the JCM—could not be demonstrated
yet. Nevertheless it might be caused by methodological lim-
itations because the only article on this topic used a very
brief questionnaire which does not cover all aspects as the
authors discuss in their article (Brawley and Pury 2016).

4.3 The interplay of task and job—Uniqueness
in CW

From those two levels—micro and macro—one of the most
challenging features of CW is revealed: the independence
from the whole job of platform work and single tasks. In
classical work arrangements, the design of work is regulated
by contracts and regulations. This mechanism of control is
lost in CW due to a lack of definition of the work form.
Nevertheless, it seems obvious that single tasks influence
the job, and vice versa. For that reason, both practitioner
and researcher in I-O psychology have to rethink work de-
sign. Whereas past models, such as JCM or JD-R, have
been designed to measure the job as a whole object, in CW
we face a new work form, where it is advisable to inves-
tigate both the job and the single task level. Also, the role
of the (crowd)worker has changed. Of course, today we
are aware that every worker does not moderate or mediate
work design and work output, but can also shape the work
design itself under the condition that they have the right
to change, the necessary degrees of freedom and qualifica-

tion. This redesign of work by the employees is called job
crafting (Wrzesniewski and Dutton 2001). However, this
autonomous modification of aspects of a job for a better fit
of one’s own needs, abilities, and preferences in job craft-
ing (Berg et al. 2008) is on a different level in CW. Not
only the modification of an existing job, but the creation of
completely new workplaces and jobs as main or side occu-
pation introduces an even more extensive definition, which
is better addressed by the term of career crafting. All in all,
in CW we have a more complex two-level structure of job
and task with a crowdworker, whose role in work design is
of much higher impact.

From this perspective of crafting, we think there is an
opportunity for how I-O psychology can enhance current
research of work design methodically. Until this day, there
have been no complex and longitudinal studies that have
investigated how the work is accomplished, which would
allow for cause-and-effect interpretations, e.g., of the in-
terplay between CW and other aspects of daily life, such
as other jobs, leisure activities, and behavior outside the
platform. There is a huge amount of techniques in psychol-
ogy, such as diary-studies, but also reconstruction methods
of the day, such as the Day-reconstruction method (DRM;
Kahneman et al. 2004), or specific events within a time pe-
riod, such as the Event-reconstructionmethod (ERM; Grube
et al. 2008)—which are less biased than mere surveys in
their investigation of this interplay (Grube et al. 2008). Lon-
gitudinal research provides better insight into how the work
is composed by the crowdworker on his own. A detailed in-
vestigation is not just a matter of importance for CW, but
for the whole of I-O psychology. In the past, jobs have con-
sisted of different tasks, too, but as the jobs and job crafting
activities were limited by contractual work arrangements, it
has not been necessary to divide between those two levels.
Now we have to do so because the whole job, and the tasks,
have become more independent. This not only holds true
for CW, but also for all flexible work arrangements which
meet the same criteria.

4.4 CW as a typical form of work

Whereas it seems that CW is unique in its mechanisms, the
whole job of CW is a typical modern work form as well. The
JCM (Hackman and Oldham 1975), which explains work
design as we outlined before, has been advanced and re-
fined for today’s work forms. New characteristics have been
added to the JCM, such as specialization, problem solving,
and ergonomics (Humphrey et al. 2007). They can also be
identified in CW as well. Specialization and problem solv-
ing are crucial to some CW tasks, especially in the domains
where creativity or solutions for specific problems are de-
sired. Ergonomics, in contrast, are not crucial, but differ in
shape in CW. Its great strength, working everywhere and at
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any time, can cause the same problems (e.g., neck pain, Ko-
rhonen et al. 2003) as every workplace does when it does
not fit to the person, but in CW, crowdworkers acccount
for the configuration on their own. The advancement of the
JCM by Morgeson and Humphrey (2006) divides the work
design into the three domains task, social, and contextual.
Even this classification has experienced further develop-
ment by Xie et al. (2019). They argue that some work char-
acteristics are hybrids because they refer to more than one
of the three aforementioned domains. These hybrid work
characteristics are boundarylessness, multitasking, demand
for constant learning, and non-work-related interruptions.
They should be investigated for a more thorough descrip-
tion of the nature of CW as well. In CW, boundarylessness
and multitasking experience no limitations because most
platforms in CW do not have fixed working hours or limi-
tations in the number of performed tasks at the same time. It
addresses the demand for constant learning in some design
and innovation competitions (Leimeister et al. 2009), and
challenges the non-work-related interruptions in particular,
because CW is performed outside an office. A fast adapta-
tion of these work design features to CW can be a key for
a better understanding of the nature of this new work form.
Therefore, we must address how CW is arranged.

All in all, on the one hand CW is unique in its interplay
between job and tasks, and the complex role of crowdwork-
ers in designing their own workplace. On the other hand,
CW also has aspects of other (more classical) work forms,
which fits perfect into today’s advances in work design. We
think a more extensive research of CW in I-O psychology,
with a more zoomed out perspective on job and task level
regarding well established theories and longitudinal mea-
surements, will advance current research for good reason:
CW may be a small market compared to the global econ-
omy, but it provides—as part of the GE—an outlook for
future work arrangements. We think that all vivid and ap-
plication-oriented sciences should adapt to new markets by
finding out what is unique to the phenomenon, and what
follows well-known mechanisms described by established
theories.

5 Conclusion

5.1 Future research guideline

We suggest that I-O psychology can contribute substantially
to the current research in work design in CW by expanding
and developing it mainly in two topics. First, by offering
a broader framework for a better understanding of the na-
ture of work that is inherent in CW and its unique inter-
play of the job and task level. This can be accomplished
by a more comprehensive focus using established theories,

such as SDT (Deci and Ryan 1985), JCM (Hackman and
Oldham 1975), JDC (Karasek 1979), and JD-R (Demerouti
et al. 2001), as well as referring to newer approaches and
extensions (e.g., Xie et al. 2019). This is a win-win situ-
ation for CW as a new work form and for the advances
in its work design theory. Although well-established I-O
psychology models are a fruitful pathway to a better un-
derstanding of CW, the results give suggestions for further
theory development in psychology. The CW market might
be a window to future directions in the evolution of work.
Therefore, it offers some idiosyncrasies in its arrangements.
A flexible workplace might be of less novelty, but the way
of commitment and contracting limited to single tasks, even
more than telework and home office, as well as a blurred
line between work and leisure activity, challenges current
approaches. Whereas work becomes segmented into single
tasks or gigs, the design of this work has to match this level,
too. We think the first question to answer in CW work de-
sign is: Can we measure work design on the level of single
tasks even in microtasks (i.e., very short tasks)? Another
question that derives from the first question is which of
those task characteristics are relevant?

We then have to look at the level of the whole CW job
of a single person as well, together with other jobs and the
leisure activity of that person, as most crowdworkers per-
form CW as a hobby (Giard et al. 2019). We think these
challenges can be met by incorporating adjoining topics
and disciplines, such as differential psychology and its vast
body of research regarding leisure activities. Nevertheless,
most research is more of a snapshot. More longitudinal de-
signs are necessary to fill the gap between anonymous user
profiles on platforms, and the people performing CW. If we
look at the level of single tasks, the daily CW job of a per-
son is a composition of many tasks. We have to investigate
how single tasks influence the perception of the whole job
design in CW. The third question that we postulate is: How
does the perception of single tasks of a job (in CW) with
the perception of the whole job interplay in the domain of
job design? Are there additive effects, multiplier or even
decreasing effects and how do the subjective perceptions
differ from objective measurements (e.g. Rau 2010)?

This can be accomplished by using experience sampling
methods, such as DRM or ERM. We need the applica-
tion of more multilevel longitudinal research designs for
a deeper understanding of the nature of work in CW, with
all its facets measuring both the levels of single tasks and
the whole job. Thus, I-O psychology adequately addresses
a huge development in the way future work might be de-
signed and organized.
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5.2 Practitioners guideline

In this article, we illustrated the current status in work de-
sign for CW, with a focus on the research perspective. We
identified many topics and unanswered research questions.
Nevertheless, there are first implications and insights into
the topic of CW that can be adopted to practical use to
address both groups: the individual who performs the CW,
and the organization (i.e., requester) which wants to make
use of CW.

First, whenever the term CW, GE, or paid CS is used, it
must always be clarified as to what specific work is meant.
All terms are some kind of umbrella term for a multifaceted
web-based work forms but addressing different types of
them. In a first step, it should be identified which kind of
work shall be arranged as an open call to an anonymous
digital crowd of potential employees. Does the work con-
sist more of highly granulated small tasks, or more complex
ones, like design, innovation, and idea development? Sec-
ond, a decision needs to be made whether the work will
be arranged in a first-come-first-serve arrangement for fast
fulfillment, or as a competition, where the compensation
is only offered for the best solutions. On the basis of this
assumption, organizations should pick the platform that ad-
dresses the most appropriate crowd for the desired work.

Then the work has to be designed in a manner to produce
the best outcome. Still, payment is most crucial for good
performance in CW; however, quality, workers satisfaction,
and well-being are boosted when competence, autonomy,
and relatedness are experienced and meaningfulness can be
found in the work. We encourage addressing these needs
of the crowdworker as well. Although it seems alluring to
offer any work to the crowd, the downsides are low quality
and dissatisfaction (Iaffaldano and Muchinsky 1985). There
are still other practical questions outside the scope of this
review of CW work design that practitioners could address.
For example, the reputation of a requester is of importance
for crowdworkers (Schulze et al. 2011). It is on behalf of the
platform and requester in this market, without any commit-
ment and bonds of legal contracts to keep high performers.
And what about the legacy of the full-time crowdworker in
Germany? It is an illusion, as most crowdworkers use CW
at most as an incremental job, or a mere leisure activity.
Therefore, CW must be an attractive offer in the way the
work is designed. Whereas the actual CW research lacks
a comprehensive overview of a specific work design, it is
mostly advisable to access more common models, such as
JCM or JD-R. Thus, we recommend designing tasks with
regards to classical work design approaches, and by the help
of I-O psychologists.
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