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Job Characteristics Model
Redesign the role to motivate, not just the person
WHAT IT IS
Hackman and Oldham's Job Characteristics Model names five features that make work motivating on its own: skill variety, task identity (owning a whole piece of work), task significance (visible impact on others), autonomy, and feedback from the work itself. When those are present, motivation comes from the job. No pep talks required.
WHY IT WORKS
Managers habitually treat low motivation as a person problem when it's often a design problem. A role chopped into fragments, with no visible impact and no discretion, demotivates whoever holds it. Autonomy creates ownership. Identity and significance create meaning. Feedback creates a sense of progress. Those are the raw ingredients of engagement, and they're all design choices.
HOW TO USE IT
1. Audit the role against the five. Score each 1 to 5 for the job as it exists today. The lowest score is your redesign target.
1. Combine fragments into whole tasks. Owning “the onboarding experience for new clients” beats owning “step 3 of the onboarding checklist.”
1. Connect the work to whoever benefits. Let people hear from the customer or colleague their work affects. Significance is felt, not announced.
1. Push decisions down. For every recurring approval you grant, ask what it would take for them to decide it themselves.
1. Build feedback into the work itself. Dashboards, direct client contact, visible outcomes. Better than feedback that only arrives through you.
PITFALLS TO AVOID
1. Enrichment as pile-on. Adding responsibility without removing anything or adding support is just a heavier job with a nicer name.
1. Assuming everyone wants more. Growth-hungry people respond strongly. Others value stability. Ask before redesigning.
1. Designing around one person. Fix the role, not just the current occupant's preferences. The next person inherits it.
Shortcut: for your least engaged team member, figure out which of the five is most missing: variety, wholeness, impact, autonomy, or feedback. Fix that one first.
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