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Abstract

Orientation: Job crafting has emerged as an important mechanism through which employees proactively shape their work experiences, yet its implications for career well-being remain underexplored in the South African context.

Research purpose: This study investigated whether autonomy moderates the relationship between job crafting (task, cognitive, and relational crafting) and career well-being among South African employees.

Motivation for the study: Although job crafting is associated with positive work-related outcomes, limited empirical attention has been given to its role in promoting career well-being and to the contextual conditions, such as autonomy, that may strengthen this relationship.

Research approach/design and method: A quantitative, cross-sectional research design was employed. Survey data were collected from 208 employees across various industries in South Africa and analysed using correlation analysis and hierarchical regression.

Main findings: Task, cognitive, and relational job crafting were all positively related to career well-being, and autonomy demonstrated a strong direct association with career well-being. However, autonomy did not moderate the relationship between job crafting and career well-being.

Practical/managerial implications: The findings suggest that encouraging job crafting behaviours may enhance employees’ career well-being regardless of autonomy levels, highlighting the value of organisational interventions that support proactive role redesign and career development.

Contribution/value-add: This study extends job crafting literature by clarifying its relationship with career well-being in a South African context and contributes to theory by demonstrating that autonomy functions as a direct resource rather than a boundary condition in this relationship.
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Introduction

In contemporary work environments marked by rapid technological advancements, restructuring, and growing career mobility, individuals are increasingly required to take personal responsibility for shaping their own work and career paths. As traditional career structures become less stable and predictable, scholars have argued that career well-being has become a central indicator of sustainable career development and long-term work adjustment (Duffy et al., 2016; Hall & Mirvis, 2013). Career well-being encompasses more than momentary job satisfaction. It reflects a sense of purpose, positive functioning, and fulfilment across one’s broader career journey (Aguinis et al., 2022; Coetzee et al., 2021). High levels of career well-being are associated with greater employability, enhanced engagement, and improved psychological adjustment, underscoring its importance in dynamic labour markets (Porath et al., 2012; Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006).

One mechanism increasingly recognised for enhancing positive career experiences is job crafting. Job crafting refers to the proactive changes employees make to their tasks, relationships, and cognitive interpretations of work to create a better fit between their jobs and personal strengths, motives, and values (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). Research has consistently shown that job crafting enhances meaningfulness, engagement, work satisfaction, and psychological well-being (Bakker et al., 2012; Demerouti et al., 2015; Tims et al., 2013).

However, much of this scholarship has focused on day-to-day work outcomes rather than on broader indicators of career functioning. Although theoretical work suggests that proactive behaviour should contribute to longer-term career development, empirical evidence linking job crafting to career well-being specifically remains limited (Bruning & Campion, 2018; Rudolph et al., 2017).

This gap is particularly notable given the alignment between the theoretical foundations of job crafting and the components of career well-being. Coetzee et al. (2021) conceptualise career well-being as comprising meaningfulness, connectedness, affective experiences, and proactive career behaviours. These dimensions map closely onto the motivational and resource-building processes inherent in job crafting. Despite this conceptual fit, very few studies have empirically tested how job crafting shapes individuals’ career well-being over time or across diverse contexts. Emerging economy contexts such as South Africa, where labour markets are characterised by inequalities, instability, and resource constraints, offer an important opportunity to examine these relationships (Bester et al., 2021; May et al., 2018).

Another important gap in the literature concerns the role of autonomy. Autonomy is described within self-determination theory as a basic psychological need that supports individuals’ sense of volition and personal agency (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Employees are more likely to engage in job crafting when they perceive that they have sufficient freedom and discretion to modify their work (Petrou et al., 2012; Zhang & Parker, 2019). Although autonomy has long been recognised as a key antecedent of job crafting, its potential moderating role has received limited empirical attention. Theoretically, autonomy may strengthen the effects of job crafting by enabling employees to enact desired changes more effectively and by reinforcing the motivational processes that underpin proactive work behaviours. It is therefore important to understand whether autonomy shapes the extent to which job crafting contributes to positive career outcomes, including career well-being.

This study addresses these gaps by examining the relationship between job crafting and career well-being among South African employees, and by testing whether autonomy moderates this relationship. In particular, it aims to: (1) examine the association between the three job crafting dimensions (task, relational, and cognitive crafting) and career well-being; and (2) investigate whether autonomy moderates the relationship between job crafting and career well-being.

By focusing on career well-being rather than short-term job outcomes, this study expands current theoretical and empirical understandings of proactive work behaviour and career development. It also contributes a South African perspective to a research area that is predominantly situated in Global North contexts. Furthermore, by examining autonomy as a boundary condition, the study provides insight into the psychological resources that enable job crafting to translate into meaningful career experiences. The findings have practical implications for organisations seeking to promote career resilience, personal agency, and sustainable career well-being.

Career well-being

Career well-being has emerged as a central psychological resource in contemporary careers characterised by uncertainty, mobility, and personal responsibility for career development. Coetzee et al. (2021) conceptualise career well-being as a multidimensional construct reflecting an individual’s sense of meaning, satisfaction, and flourishing within their career trajectory. Prior scholarship suggests that employees with higher career well-being tend to exhibit greater career adaptability, engagement, and more positive long-term career outcomes (Akkermans et al., 2020; Duffy et al., 2016). In an era where careers are increasingly self-directed and boundaryless, maintaining career well-being is essential for navigating transitions and sustaining employability. This has intensified interest in proactive behaviours and personal resources that may support individuals in shaping and fulfilling career paths.

Job crafting as a proactive work behaviour

Job crafting is a form of bottom-up workplace behaviour that involves employees making self-initiated changes to their work tasks, relationships, and perceptions to better align their jobs with their preferences, strengths, and needs. Wrzesniewski and Dutton (2001) identify three core job crafting dimensions: task crafting (modifying the type or number of tasks), relational crafting (changing interactions or relationships at work), and cognitive crafting (reframing how one perceives the meaning or purpose of one’s job). Rooted in proactive motivation theory (Parker et al., 2010), job crafting is understood as an adaptive behaviour that enables individuals to actively shape their work environments rather than passively respond to them. Research consistently shows that job crafting is associated with positive employee outcomes such as engagement (Peral & Geldenhuys, 2016), meaningful work (Bruning & Campion, 2018), job satisfaction (Sakuraya et al., 2017), and psychological well-being (Lichtenthaler & Fischbach, 2018).

Linking job crafting to well-being

A robust body of evidence positions job crafting as a key mechanism through which individuals enhance their well-being at work. For example, Rudolph et al.’s (2017) meta-analysis found consistent positive associations between job crafting and various indicators of well-being, including thriving, work engagement, and reduced burnout. Empirical studies further suggest that the three forms of crafting contribute uniquely to well-being, with cognitive crafting often linked to a greater sense of meaning and purpose (Zhang & Parker, 2019). Despite this growing evidence base, research has predominantly examined proximal forms of well-being, such as affective and psychological well-being, rather than broader, career-focused outcomes. Career well-being reflects a more enduring sense of flourishing across one’s career, yet its relationship with job crafting remains understudied. The limited research that exists points to promising links between proactive work behaviours and longer-term career outcomes (Akkermans & Tims, 2017), suggesting that job crafting may play a meaningful role in shaping career well-being. However, this relationship remains under-developed, both conceptually and empirically, representing a notable gap in the literature.

Task crafting and career well-being

Individuals engage in task crafting when they voluntarily take on new responsibilities, streamline inefficient processes, or reshape tasks to better fit their strengths and interests. From a theoretical perspective, task crafting enhances person–job fit, which is associated with greater meaning and satisfaction in one’s work and career (Bruning & Campion, 2018). Practically, an employee who feels stagnant might begin integrating more skills-based tasks, volunteer for projects aligned with their long-term career goals, or reduce administrative burdens by redesigning workflows. Such proactive shaping can enhance one’s sense of progress and mastery as two drivers of career well-being (Akkermans et al., 2020). Because career well-being reflects sustained flourishing over one’s career, task crafting may provide individuals with the flexibility to continually update their roles in response to evolving career aspirations, thereby fostering a sense of meaningful career growth. Based on these arguments, it is proposed that:


H1a: Task crafting will be positively associated with career well-being.



Relational crafting and career well-being

Relational crafting involves changing how frequently or deeply employees interact with others at work (Slemp & Vella-Brodrick, 2013). This form of crafting is grounded in relational job design theory, which posits that interpersonal interactions provide meaning, support, and opportunities for development (Grant, 2007).

Through relational crafting, employees may cultivate developmental relationships, seek mentorship, join cross-functional teams, or reduce interactions that drain emotional energy. Positive relational experiences contribute to career well-being by providing access to social support, career information, and identity-enhancing interactions (Duffy et al., 2016). For example, an early-career employee may proactively build networks that expose them to new opportunities. Mid-career employees may deepen collaborative ties that enrich their sense of purpose or career identity. These relational resources enhance career confidence, resilience, and long-term satisfaction, which are core components of career well-being. It is thus hypothesised that:


H1b: Relational crafting will be positively associated with career well-being.



Cognitive crafting and career well-being

Cognitive crafting involves reframing how employees interpret or assign meaning to their work. It is rooted in meaning-making and cognitive appraisal theories, which emphasise that individuals’ interpretations of work shape their well-being (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). By cognitively crafting, employees shift their perspective on their job. For example, seeing routine tasks as contributing to broader organisational goals or understanding their role as central to client satisfaction. This reappraisal strengthens a sense of calling, purpose, and career clarity, each of which contributes directly to career well-being (Jung & Yoon, 2016).

Cognitive crafting may be particularly influential for career well-being because it helps employees to construct a coherent and positive narrative of their career trajectory, which promotes long-term flourishing and adaptability, even when objective career circumstances shift:


H1c: Cognitive crafting will be positively associated with career well-being.



Autonomy as a foundational resource for crafting

Autonomy, defined as the experience of volition and self-endorsed action, is a fundamental psychological need within self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In organisational contexts, autonomy manifests as the degree of freedom and discretion employees have in deciding how to perform their work tasks. Extensive research demonstrates that autonomy enhances intrinsic motivation, encourages proactive behaviour, and supports individual thriving at work (Gagné & Deci, 2005; Van den Broeck et al., 2016).

Because job crafting is inherently self-initiated, autonomy serves as a critical contextual resource that enables employees to craft their jobs in ways that reflect their strengths and motives. Studies consistently show that individuals with greater autonomy engage more frequently in proactive work design behaviours, including job crafting (Leana et al., 2009; Petrou et al., 2012). Autonomy therefore functions not merely as a desirable job characteristic but as a psychological condition that empowers employees to actively modify their work.

The moderating role of autonomy

Theoretical frameworks, such as the job demands–resources (JD-R) model (Demerouti et al., 2001), suggest that resources such as autonomy strengthen the motivational processes associated with proactive behaviours (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). Empirical evidence supports the notion that autonomy enhances the positive effects of proactive behaviours on well-being and performance (Frazier & Fainshmidt, 2012). For job crafting specifically, autonomy is proposed to facilitate the translation of crafting efforts into beneficial outcomes by providing employees the freedom to implement meaningful changes at work. Studies have found that autonomy can act as a boundary condition that shapes both the likelihood of crafting and its effectiveness (Tims et al., 2013; Wang et al., 2017). These findings imply that employees may derive greater career-related benefits from job crafting when they experience greater autonomy. Yet, to date, no research has specifically examined autonomy as a moderator in the relationship between job crafting and career well-being, leaving an important conceptual gap. The above arguments lead to the following hypotheses:


H2a: Autonomy will moderate the relationship between task crafting and career well-being, such that the positive association will be stronger when autonomy is high.

H2b: Autonomy will moderate the relationship between relational crafting and career well-being, such that the positive association will be stronger when autonomy is high.

H2c: Autonomy will moderate the relationship between cognitive crafting and career well-being, such that the positive association will be stronger when autonomy is high.



Research design

Sample and procedure

A non-probability convenience sampling strategy was used to collect online survey data between August and September, 2025. This approach was coupled with snowball sampling to reach readily accessible individuals. Participants were encouraged to recommend other individuals in their networks who met the inclusion criteria. To be eligible to participate in the research, participants needed to hold full-time employment within South Africa, be over the age of 18, and be able to read and write in English to complete the self-report surveys. We created a Google Forms (Alphabet, Inc., Mount View, California, United States) link and shared it across social media (Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram) and professional networking platforms (LinkedIn). Online social media posts announcing research details and the minimum participation criteria were posted weekly to increase response rates. To ensure high-quality data and reduce the likelihood of response bias, a description explicating the purpose and confidential nature of the research was included in the cover letter along with attention check items. The cover letter detailed the study’s anonymous and voluntary nature, and participants provided consent by clicking a button, thereby confirming their understanding of the research requirements. A total of 231 surveys were received. Twenty-three cases with missing data on one or more variables were removed via listwise deletion, yielding a final sample of 208 participants, all South Africans. The mean age of the sample was 36.34 years (standard deviation [SD] = 11.69), with 53% identifying as female. Regarding ethnicity, the majority identified as white (66.82%), followed by black African (20.67%), and the remaining sample belonging to the Indian, mixed-race, and Asian populations. Most of the sample (71.15%) spoke English as their home language, followed by one of the other official African languages, including Afrikaans, isiZulu, isiXhosa, and Sesotho. The average organisational tenure was 7.12 years (SD = 8.69). Regarding education, 48% had a bachelor’s degree, 12% had a master’s degree, 7% had a doctoral degree, with the remaining possessing a high school degree equivalent. The sample consisted of participants across various job levels: 8.65% at the entry level, 8.65% at the junior level, 24.04% at the intermediate level, 21.20% at the senior level, 20.70% at the managerial level, and 16.35% at the executive level.

Measures

The 15-item Job Crafting Questionnaire (Slemp & Vella-Brodrick, 2013) was used to measure task crafting (5 items – ‘I introduce new approaches to improve my work’), relational crafting (5 items – ‘I make an effort to get to know people well at work’) and cognitive crafting (5 items – ‘I give preference to work tasks that suit my skills or interests’). Items were rated on a 6-point scale ranging from hardly ever (1) to very often (6). Slemp and Vella-Brodrick (2013) reported strong internal consistency for the overall scale (α = 0.91) and for the task (α = 0.87), cognitive (α = 0.89), and relational (α = 0.83) subscales.

The 14-item Career Well-being Scale (Coetzee et al., 2021) was used to measure career well-being, including its three dimensions: positive affective career state (6 items – ‘I feel supported in achieving my career goals’); state of career meaningfulness (4 items – ‘My career is interesting and makes me excited’); and career networking state (4 items – ‘I have a network of support from others when needed’). Respondents use a 7-point scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). Cronbach’s alpha of 0.94 has been reported for the total scale, with subscale reliabilities of 0.91 (positive affective career state), 0.86 (state of career meaningfulness), and 0.89 (career networking), respectively (Coetzee et al., 2021).

The 9-item Work Autonomy Scale (WAS) (Breaugh, 1999) was used to assess employees’ levels of job autonomy, including its three dimensions: method autonomy (3 items – ‘I am allowed to decide how to go about getting my job done’), scheduling autonomy (3 items – ‘I have control over the scheduling of my work’), and criteria autonomy (3 items – ‘I have control over what I am supposed to accomplish’). Participants endorse items using a 7-point scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). Previous research has shown strong scale reliability of 0.88 for the total WAS (Wisniewski, 2019), including its subscales (α = 0.91, method autonomy; α = 0.78, criteria autonomy; α = 0.85, scheduling autonomy: Denton & Kleiman, 2001).

Data analysis

All statistical analyses were conducted using R software (R Core Team, 2021) with the psych (Revelle, 2024) and lavaan (Rosseel, 2012) packages. Prior to substantive analyses, data were screened for missingness, normality, and outliers. Descriptive statistics, including means and s.d., were computed to summarise the distributional properties of the study variables. Internal consistency reliability for each scale was evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha. Assumptions for parametric analyses were carefully examined. For correlational analyses, linearity, homoscedasticity, and normality of residuals were assessed through visual inspection of scatterplots and Q–Q plots. For regression analyses, additional diagnostics were conducted to ensure adequate model fit. Multicollinearity was evaluated using variance inflation factor (VIF) values, with the commonly accepted cut-off criteria (VIF < 5) for detecting problematic shared variance among the predictors. Bivariate relationships among the study variables were assessed using Pearson’s product–moment correlation coefficients at the 95% confidence level (p < 0.05). To test the conditional effect of job crafting on career well-being, hierarchical multiple regression analyses were performed. In Step 1, the main effects of job crafting (dimension-specific and global indices) and work autonomy were entered. In Step 2, the corresponding two-way interaction terms were added to evaluate the moderating role of autonomy. All predictors were mean-centred prior to creating interaction terms to reduce multicollinearity and enhance the interpretability of regression coefficients. Interaction effects were evaluated using changes in R2 and the significance of the interaction terms.

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was obtained from the Research Ethics Committee in the Department of Psychology at the University of the Witwatersrand, with protocol number: MAORG-25-07.

Results

Before conducting correlations and regression analyses, the assumptions for parametric testing were evaluated. Visual inspection of histograms, Q–Q plots, and residual–fitted plots indicated that the variables approximated normal distributions and that residuals met the assumptions of linearity and homoscedasticity. Multicollinearity diagnostics revealed that all predictors had acceptable VIF values (< 5), indicating no problematic shared variance. No violations of parametric assumptions were detected, and all variables were deemed suitable for subsequent correlational and regression analyses.

Table 1 shows the means, SD, and correlations between the study variables. All the measures used in the study demonstrated good internal consistency (Table 1). The total job crafting scale (r = 0.54, p < 0.05) and its three subscales of task (r = 0.43, p < 0.05), cognitive (r = 0.49, p < 0.05), and relational crafting (r = 0.31, p < 0.05) were positively associated with career well-being, providing support for hypotheses 1a-1c.
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Similarly, positive associations were reported between all three crafting dimensions and autonomy: task crafting (r = 0.41, p < 0.05), cognitive crafting (r = 0.40, p < 0.05), and relational crafting (r = 0.21, p < 0.05). Career well-being and autonomy were also positively associated (r = 0.57, p < 0.05).

Moderation analyses

A series of hierarchical linear regression models was conducted to examine whether perceived autonomy moderated the relationships between crafting dimensions (task, cognitive, and relational) and career well-being. To reduce multicollinearity and facilitate interpretation of the interaction terms, all predictors were mean-centred prior to analysis. VIFs ranged from 1.03 to 1.30 across all models, indicating no multicollinearity issues. In each model, centred main effects were entered first, followed by the interaction term.

Task crafting × autonomy

The model examining task crafting and autonomy accounted for 37.4% of the variance in career well-being, F(3, 196) = 39.14, p < 0.001. Both task crafting (β = 0.82, p < 0.001) and autonomy (β = 0.64, p < 0.001) were significant positive predictors of career well-being. However, the interaction between task crafting and autonomy was not significant, β = 0.01, t = 0.69, p = 0.492, indicating that autonomy did not moderate this association (Table 2).
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Cognitive crafting × autonomy

The cognitive crafting model explained 40.8% of the variance in career well-being, F(3, 196) = 45.09, p < 0.001. Cognitive crafting (β = 0.96, p < 0.001) and autonomy (β = 0.58, p < 0.001) were both significant predictors. However, the interaction term was again not significant, β = –0.01, t = –0.63, p = 0.53 (Table 3). This suggests that autonomy does not change the strength of the relationship between cognitive crafting and career well-being.
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Relational crafting × autonomy

The model including relational crafting accounted for 36.9% of the variance in career well-being, F(3, 196) = 38.27, p < 0.001. Relational crafting (β = 0.66, p < 0.001) and autonomy (β = 0.68, p < 0.001) were both significant predictors. As with the previous models, the interaction effect was non-significant, β = –0.01, t = –0.78, p = 0.44 (Table 4).
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Due to the lack of moderation, a post hoc analysis was performed to detect variability in autonomy scores among participants. Low variance (SD < 0.06) may indicate insufficient variance for autonomy to interact with the job crafting dimensions as predictors of career well-being. Inspection of the autonomy scores yielded an SD = 12.74, suggesting that variance is present and that range restriction is not the issue behind the absence of moderation.

Access to the moderation plots for the above models is available on the Open Science Framework: https://osf.io/efqn5/overview?view_only=6aea950b846d477cb521b51477c4a50f.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to examine whether task, cognitive, and relational job crafting contribute to career well-being and to explore whether autonomy strengthens these relationships in a South African organisational context. The findings offer several important contributions to the job crafting and career development literature. Consistent with hypotheses H1a to H1c, all three dimensions of job crafting were positively associated with career well-being. These results align with foundational theorising on job crafting, which positions proactive changes to tasks, cognitions, and interpersonal relationships as mechanisms through which employees enhance alignment between their work and their personal needs, strengths, and interests (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). They also extend previous work linking job crafting to desirable work outcomes such as engagement, performance, and meaningfulness (Berg et al., 2013; Tims et al., 2012) by showing that job crafting is also a relevant predictor of broader career-oriented experiences.

The positive relationships observed in this study suggest that employees who actively redefine or reconstruct aspects of their jobs appear better positioned to experience purpose, satisfaction, and psychological health in their careers. Task crafting was associated with improved career well-being, reinforcing the notion that altering one’s job tasks gives employees greater perceived mastery, greater progress towards goals, and greater alignment with personal strengths. Cognitive crafting also demonstrated a robust positive relationship with career well-being. This supports conceptualisations of cognitive crafting as a mechanism through which employees reinterpret their work in ways that emphasise meaning and purpose (Bruning & Campion, 2018). By reframing the significance of their work, individuals may strengthen their sense of vocation fit and long-term fulfilment, both key components of career well-being (Akkermans et al., 2020). Relational crafting similarly showed a positive association, suggesting that employees who proactively build or modify work relationships may benefit from resources that enhance career development, such as psychosocial support, access to information, or a stronger sense of belonging. These findings resonate with research indicating that relational job crafting fosters social resources that are instrumental for career success and identity development (Petrou et al., 2015).

Together, these results offer much-needed evidence on the emerging link between job crafting and career well-being. Although job crafting has been studied extensively in relation to short-term work attitudes, its role in longer-term career flourishing remains underexplored. This study, therefore, advances current knowledge by showing that job crafting is not merely a work adjustment strategy but may also contribute to sustained career satisfaction and positive psychological functioning. The findings also carry particular relevance for the South African context, where career well-being is influenced by organisational volatility, limited mobility opportunities, and diverse socio-economic pressures (Coetzee, 2019). The positive effects of job crafting observed here suggest that encouraging proactive person–job fit may be especially valuable for employees navigating complex labour market conditions.

Despite the strong main effects, hypotheses regarding the moderating influence of autonomy (H2a–H2c) were not supported. Autonomy did not strengthen the relationship between any job crafting dimension and career well-being. Instead, autonomy itself demonstrated a significant direct association with career well-being, suggesting that, while autonomy is an important resource, it may independently shape career experiences rather than operating as a contextual amplifier of job crafting’s effects. Several theoretical explanations could account for the absence of moderation. Firstly, job crafting is inherently self-initiated, and thus may operate relatively independently of structural job characteristics (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). Employees often engage in crafting even when formal autonomy is limited, as crafting represents a behavioural and cognitive means of reclaiming control (Rudolph et al., 2017). In such cases, autonomy may simply not be necessary for crafting to have a positive impact on well-being.

Secondly, the presence of strong main effects from both job crafting and autonomy may indicate that these constructs contribute to career well-being through parallel rather than interactive pathways. This interpretation aligns with the Job Demands–Resources (JD–R) model, which emphasises that personal resources (such as crafting) and job resources (such as autonomy) can each exert independent motivational effects on well-being (Demerouti & Bakker, 2023). If both pathways effectively enhance meaning, competence, and growth, the incremental benefit of their interaction may be minimal.

Thirdly, the cross-sectional design may have limited the ability to detect moderator effects, which typically require substantial variability and temporal separation to emerge reliably. Moderation often reflects conditions under which certain behaviours become more or less effective, yet single-time-point data do not capture fluctuations in autonomy or crafting behaviours that may interact dynamically over time. Longitudinal or diary methodologies may therefore be better suited to testing the contingent effects proposed in the hypotheses (Demerouti et al., 2020).

Finally, contextual factors within South African organisations may influence how autonomy is experienced. Organisational structures, cultural norms, and leadership practices can shape employees’ perceptions of freedom and discretion, potentially weakening the psychological salience of formal autonomy for crafting behaviours. Employees may rely more heavily on proactive personal strategies, regardless of the autonomy available to them, to navigate career challenges in dynamic environments.

Conclusion

Practical implications

The findings of this study offer several practical implications for organisations seeking to enhance employees’ career well-being. The consistent positive associations between job crafting dimensions and career well-being suggest that organisations may benefit from cultivating environments that encourage proactive shaping of work roles. Interventions such as job crafting workshops, redesign initiatives, or leadership practices that legitimise employee-driven role modification may support individuals in tailoring their work to align with their strengths and career aspirations. Given that crafting behaviours were strongly associated with career well-being independent of autonomy levels, these initiatives may hold particular value in South African settings where structural constraints, rigid hierarchies, or resource limitations can restrict formal decision-making latitude.

Managers can strengthen employees’ capacity to craft by providing regular developmental feedback, creating opportunities for skill development, and fostering positive interpersonal climates. Relational crafting, in particular, highlights the relevance of social integration for career flourishing, suggesting that mentoring, collaborative work structures, and peer support systems may create conditions that benefit long-term career satisfaction. Cognitive crafting underscores the importance of helping employees to derive meaning from their work, which may be facilitated through purpose-driven communication, values alignment, and recognition practices that emphasise the broader significance of employees’ contributions.

The strong direct effect of autonomy on career well-being further indicates that organisations should continue to prioritise job resources that permit employees discretion, flexibility, and self-directed decision-making.

While autonomy did not moderate the influence of job crafting, it nonetheless emerged as a meaningful career resource in its own right. Managers and human resource (HR) practitioners should thus consider autonomy as a key developmental resource that supports adaptive career trajectories. Integrating autonomy-enhancing strategies with job crafting interventions may create dual pathways through which employees experience a more satisfying and meaningful career.

Limitations and future research

Some study limitations should be acknowledged when interpreting the findings. Firstly, the cross-sectional design of the study limits the ability to draw causal conclusions about the relationships observed. Job crafting and career well-being may influence one another reciprocally over time, and fluctuations in autonomy or crafting behaviours could interact in ways that are not captured at a single time point. Future research would benefit from longitudinal or diary-based designs that track the temporal dynamics between crafting, autonomy, and career well-being.

Secondly, the lack of support for the proposed moderation effects may be partly attributable to the use of stable, self-report measures. Autonomy experiences can vary considerably across days or projects, and the effects of autonomy on crafting may be more contextually bound than the broad measures applied here. Experience-sampling research could provide greater nuance by examining whether autonomy moderates crafting behaviours at specific moments when individuals feel constrained or empowered in their roles. Thirdly, limitation concerning the self-reported data, which may introduce concerns about common method variance, although the pattern of results and the presence of non-significant interactions mitigate the likelihood that method effects fully explain the findings. Nonetheless, incorporating multisource data, such as supervisor ratings of crafting or objective career indicators, would strengthen the robustness of future studies.

The South African organisational context represents both a strength and a boundary condition. Although the findings provide valuable insight into crafting and career well-being within a diverse and dynamic labour market, they may not generalise across national or cultural contexts with different labour structures, resource constraints, or autonomy norms. Comparative studies across cultural settings would contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of how job crafting operates under varied socio-economic conditions.

Future research may also investigate additional moderators or mediators that could explain when and why job crafting contributes to career well-being. Variables such as psychological capital, occupational identity, leadership style, or perceived organisational support may shape the impact of crafting in ways not accounted for in the present study. Furthermore, the strong independent effects of autonomy raise the possibility that additive or sequential, rather than interactive, mechanisms link crafting and autonomy to well-being. Testing more complex models may therefore reveal the pathways through which employees cultivate meaningful and sustainable careers.
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TABLE 3: Hierarchical regression examining autonomy as a moderator of the
relationship between cognitive crafting and career well-being.

Predictor /3 SE 1 p-value
Step 1

Intercept -0.21 0.98 -0.22 0.830
Cognitive crafting (centred) 0.96 0.18 5.26 <0.001
Autonomy (centred) 0.58 0.08 7.24 <0.001
Step 2

Cognitive crafting x Autonomy -0.01 0.01 63 0.530

Note: Model summary: R = 0.408; Adjusted R? =0.399; F(3, 196) = 45.09; p < 0.001.

SE standard error.
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TABLE 2: Hierarchical regression examining autonomy as a moderator of the

relationship between task crafting and career well-being.

Predictor B SE

t p-value
Step 1
Intercept 71.26 0.998 71.44 <0.001
Task crafting (centred) 0.82 0.213 3.84 <0.001
Autonomy (centred) 0.64 0.090 7.48 <0.001
Step 2
Task crafting x Autonomy 0.01 0.014 0.69 0.492

Note: Model summary: R? = 0.374; Adjusted R? =0.365; F(3, 196) = 39.14; p < 0.001.

SE standard error.
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TABLE 4: Hierarchical regression examining autonomy as a moderator of the
relationship between relational crafting and career well-being.

Predictor /3 SE 1 p-value
Step 1

Intercept -0.34 0.95 -0.36 0.72
Relational crafting (centred) 0.66 0.17 3.81 <0.001
Autonomy (centred) 0.68 0.08 8.70 <0.001
Step 2

Relational crafting x Autonomy -0.01 0.01 -0.78 0.44

Note: Model summary: R? = 0.369; Adjusted R? = 0.359; F(3, 196) = 38.27; p < 0.001.
SE, standard error.
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TABLE 1: Means, standard deviations, Cronbach’s a’'s, and correlations.

Variable

M SD 1 2 3 a4 5 6
1. Job crafting total 431 0.80 (0.84) - - - - -
2. Task crafting 4.28 0.98 0.79% (0.76) - - - -
3. Cognitive crafting 4.57 1.08 0.74% 0.45% (0.84) - - -
4. Relational crafting 4.08 1.12 0.74% 0.40% 0.25% (0.78) - -
5. Career well-being 5.14 1.18 0.54% 0.43% 0.49% 0.31% (0.94) =
6. Autonomy 4.89 1.42 0.44% 0.41%* 0.40% 0.21% 0.57* (0.94)

Note: Cronbach’s a of each scale are reported in parentheses.

M, mean; SD, standard deviation.
% p<0.05.
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