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Abstract 
In the changing nature of work, workers engage in job crafting to improve person-job fit between job 
characteristics and their own abilities, needs and preferences. Based on two case studies conducted in 
Singapore, this paper focuses on exploring the job crafting practices adopted by cooks in the restaurants. Our 
findings indicate that although the cooks did not know about the concept of job crafting and it was not a 
conscious choice for them to alter their jobs, they are actively engaged adopting different forms of job crafting 
within the constraints of their work environment. Our findings also reveal that the different forms of job 
crafting are interconnected and mutually reinforcing in a variety of ways. 
 

 
Introduction  
In the changing nature of work, workers engage in job crafting to improve person-job fit between job 
characteristics and their own abilities, needs and preferences (Tims, Bakker, & Derks, 2012; Wrzesniewski & 
Dutton, 2001). Job crafting is a relatively new concept, in which it is different from the traditional models of 
job design, where structural features of the job are created and enforced by the managers. Job crafting is a 
process through which workers proactively redefine and redesign their tasks, relationships, and perceptions 
in order to create a work environment that enables to them to achieve both job and personal goals. According 
to Wrzesniewski and Dutton (2001) there are three forms of job crafting — task, relational and cognitive 
crafting. The paper draws on data from two sources: (1) one out of the six case studies drawn from a semi-
ethnographic qualitative research project on assessment for the changing nature of work (Bound, Chia, & 
Karmel, 2016), and (2) interviews with one restaurant cook not involved in the above mentioned research 
project, to investigate the job crafting practices of restaurant cooks in Singapore.   

Job crafting  
In recent years, the pursuit for work experiences permitting employees to have a voice in shaping the 
significance of their job, and generating satisfactory work outcomes for the functioning of their organizations 
is taking precedence (Pratt & Ashforth, Blake, 2003; Wrzesniewski, Dutton, & Debebe, 2003). The evolving 
dynamics of work suggests the potential of job crafting to serve as a research lens that explores how work in 
organizations is relevant to the decisions of individuals responsible for it. There is heightened interest in the 
way employees customize their own job, since employees working in contemporary organizations likely have 
at least some latitude to modify and craft their jobs (Oldham & Richard Hackman, 2010). Employee job crafting 
embodies the essence of proactiveness in elements of structuring, enacting, and modifying the boundaries of 
their job, task and role (Grant & Parker, 2009). In essence, this concept embrace the ways by which employees 
are placed in the “driver's seat” and tapping into opportunities by actively changing their tasks and interactions 
with others at work (Berg, Wrzesniewski, & Dutton, 2010). A noteworthy feature of this conceptualization as 
discussed by Wrzesniewski & Dutton (2001) is that it is not inherently “good” or “bad” for an organization. Its 
effect is dependent on and varies across situations. 

There exists three central forms of job crafting (Figure 1) whereby job crafters shape the boundaries that 
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define their jobs (Wrzeniewski, LoBuglio, Dutton, & Berg, 2013). Firstly, task crafting engage employees in the 
process of altering the form or number of activities and can be further interpreted as changing the demands 
of their job (Demerouti, Peeters, & van der Heijden, 2012). This reference to job crafting comprise of adding 
or dropping tasks, making adjustments to time or effort spent, and redesigning features of the task. Secondly, 
Wrzesniewski, & Dutton (2001) theorized that the reframing of relational boundaries defining interpersonal 
interactions involved in carrying out tasks can be termed as relational crafting. A noteworthy aspect of 
relational crafting is that it indicates the extent job crafters exercise discretion over whom they interact with 
while performing their job (Laurence, Fried, & Yan, 2010). Thirdly, cognitive crafting is the altering of cognitive 
boundaries closely linked to ascribing meaning or purpose to the tasks and relationships that encompass their 
jobs (Wrzeniewski et al., 2013). The key characteristics of the above concepts of job crafting emphasizes that 
in the pursuit of finding meaningful work, employees are capable of reframing what the job (and its tasks) 
should be (Lu, Wang, Lu, Du, & Bakker, 2014; Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). 

 

Figure 1: Forms of job crafting  

Within a formally designated job, employees are often motivated to continually tap into opportunities by 
actively changing their tasks to better fit their motivations, strengths, and passions (Berg et al., 2010). Job 
crafting encompasses deep implications for the lives, and psychological health of employees’ as work can 
deliver resources vital for survival, access to relational control, and the experience of autonomy (Blustein, 
2008). Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, & Johnson (2005) posits that when job characteristics are in tandem with 
employees’ personal needs and abilities, there is greater likelihood that employees experience better person-
job fit.  Consistent with this view, academics discovered the positive connection between job crafting and its 
effect on flourishing work engagement levels (Tims et al., 2012). Thereby, a “job” is transformed into a “calling” 
as employees cultivate a positive sense of meaning and identity in their work (Kamaeswari & Mohideen, 2016; 
Lyons, 2006). Hence, this paper seeks to investigate the job crafting practices of restaurant cooks in Singapore.   

Methods 

Data collection 
The finding of this paper is based on two case studies. The first case study was one out of the six case studies 
drawn from a semi-ethnographic qualitative research project “Assessment for the changing nature of work” 
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(Bound, Chia, & Karmel, 2016). In this project, the six case studies are very varied and span across different 
industries: workplace learning facilitators, restaurant cooks, rota commanders of a fire-fighting unit, resident 
doctors, aircraft engineers and IT network engineers. Being a semi-ethnographic study, observations, analysis 
of company documents, semi-structured interviews and small focus group discussions constituted the data for 
the six case studies. A total of 105 pieces of data were collected from the six case studies. The data from this 
project was originally collected to understand how assessment has been carried out (i.e. designed and 
implemented) in various learning sites including the classroom, laboratory, centralised training kitchen and 
training simulator. However, the topic of job crafting also emerged during our analysis. The case study selected 
in this paper focuses on the lived experiences of the cooks in a restaurant kitchen setting of a restaurant chain 
operator based in Singapore. The cooks (pseudonyms Ian, Dave, James) in this restaurant serve mainly western 
cuisine. The researchers carried out two days of observation, conducted one focus group session and three 
interviews. All the interviewees were male and have been working at the restaurant from one year to over ten 
years.  

The second case study is based on in-depth interviews with a 19 years old female polytechnic student 
(pseudonym Mag) with close to two years of working experience in the food and beverage industry. At the 
time of our interview, she is currently an intern attached to a restaurant as a junior cook serving Japanese 
cuisine in Singapore.  

 
All participants involved in the studies were briefed on the purpose of the study, and were informed that their 
participations were strictly voluntary and anonymity safeguarded. The participants have the rights not to 
participate or withdraw from the study any time. This study was also approved by the Ethics Review 
Committee at the institution where the researchers were. The approved research protocol included informed 
consent by the participants, controlled storage and access of data, and de-identified data for analysis. 

Data analysis 
Interviews and focus groups were recorded and transcribed. The researchers read and reflected on these as 
the transcribing was completed. The transcriptions, documents and field notes from the observations were 
imported into NVIVO (software to assist with organising and analysing qualitative data). Given that 
Wrzesniewski and Dutton define job crafting as changing the task, relational, and/or cognitive boundaries of 
a job, job crafting actions disclosed in the interviews were initially coded by each of these three boundaries. 
This helped maintain consistency with the literature and to provide readers of this study an easy framework 
to understand and utilize the data. This strategy is also consistent with Berg, et al.’s (2010) job crafting data 
analysis approach. Additionally, more than one code was often assigned to a single piece of data if it met the 
criteria for multiple codes. Throughout the analysis, relevant excerpts in the data were constantly summarized, 
sorted, and compared in order to ensure the codes that were used in the beginning of the analysis were still 
relevant after many rounds of passes through the data. 

Findings 
All three forms of job crafting are illustrated in the two case studies, however there are some differences in 
the practices by the cooks in the two restaurants, which will be discussed in this section.  

In the first case study, to fulfill operational needs like menu changes and quality assurance, this restaurant 
chain conducts its own in-house training and implement assessment sessions for cooks who are deployed at 
the various restaurant outlets. The goal of the training is to enable the cooks in the restaurants to deliver the 
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desired quality and consistent standards of new menu items in a timely manner. The cooks are required to 
demonstrate what they learned from the Development Chefs after the training. The cooks are also expected 
to teach their colleagues in the outlet kitchens what they have learned. Development Chefs would then visit 
these outlet restaurants to conduct an on-site assessment on the menu items. Figure 2 and 3 represents the 
job design of the cooks in this restaurant before and after crafting respectively. The tasks stated in Figure 2 
are structured as separate entities, while the tasks in Figure 3 are grouped together as one collective effort to 
attain the goal of achieve the requirement of the assessment and to meet customers’ needs by delivering the 
desired quality and consistent standards of menu items in a timely manner. Although the cooks did not know 
about the concept of job crafting and it was not a conscious choice for them to alter their jobs, however they 
are actively adopting job crafting practices.  

 

 

Figure 2: Cook’s job design before crafting 
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Figure 3: Cook’s job design after crafting 

 

The role of the cooks is to deliver quality menu items in a timely manner. An example of task crafting adopted 
by the cooks is that they improve the quality of the food items by incorporating new ideas into how the food 
is being prepared and cooked. Ian described how he make changes to the dishes:   

after eating, we’d know that “Oh, I can bring out this flavor”. I can use this Tomyam flavor in the 
preparation. This is the new thing I tried two months ago, in the recent two months…….Sometimes, I’d 
have my own ideas. Every cook has his own innovation. Every cook has his own innovation and idea, and 
a lot of items will be made. 

The cooks in the restaurant often seek feedback about the menu items (e.g. taste, appearance) by interacting 
with their customers, bosses, reporting officers and co-workers. They also communicate with friends from the 
same industry to garner new ideas to create quality dishes. In the following example, Ian outlined whom he 
interacted with to garner new ideas to improve his cooking. 

I asked my manager to try. They said that “this was not bad”. Because we developed it, we would let 
them know and let them try. Because ultimately, I could find it good, but others could find it ok ok. It 
could be that the person likes the flavor very much, and he would find it “wow, really good!”， he’d have 
such reaction. Usually, when we study [formulating a flavor], I’d ask them to perform testing when I have 
better confidence [on the output], I have confidence, and can let them try. I’d ask them to try.  

I’d chat with Chinese cuisine friends. Because sometimes we can study and compare the sauces used in 
both Chinese and western cuisines. For example, they tried some new Coffee Chicken today, and they 
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added this and that, then we’d see if we can change and let it evolve into another type of sauce. These 
things occur. 

We ask our customers, we’d ask them “is the food ok today?” 

Cognitive crafting was typically common too. It was reflected in the following accounts of the cooks when they 
build up resilient perceptions by envisaging underlying challenges in a positive manner:  

Because of the desire for more challenging things. Because I used to work on Chinese cuisine, and then I 
was actually fascinated with preparing western food, like the style, the arrangement and the like. I mean, 
it’s more refined. I mean, like that. Look, for western cuisine, on first look, you could feel it, wah! Very 
beautiful. And then the appearance is good. And then it turned out that I had that mindset to learn 
preparing western dishes. Previously, for myself, when we prepared Chinese cuisine, the arrangement 
and appearance were not as refined as those of western cuisine, as people would say. For western dish, 
every part of it, they’d do it very well. Each part needs to be delicately prepared. Chinese cuisine is not 
as refined. If it’s hawker [food], it’s not as refined. If it’s restaurant, then it’s refined. That’s not the case 
for western food. For western food, we need to make it aesthetically good, very good in appearance. 
This is an aspect that I challenge myself with. Because western cuisine is quite challenging. Because you 
need to do every part very well…….I require perfection, I want to reach that level of perfection…… This is 
my respect for the customer. If I can’t reach that level, it means I'm not doing it wholeheartedly and with 
utmost diligence. This is my mentality. I can't accept poor quality from myself. 

In the second case study, Mag described examples of actions she has taken to make her job as a junior cook 
more meaningful and fulfilling within the task, relationship, and cognitive job crafting boundaries. Figure 4 
illustrated the tasks she is required to complete as a junior cook in the restaurant. Figure 5 indicates the 
exemplars of the job crafting practices adopted. The author would like to point out that the clear division 
among the different forms of job crafting practices in Figure 5 is artificial and simplistic as these activities are 
interconnected (which will be discussed in the following section), but it is clearer to differentiate and cover 
them in the three forms of job crafting.  

 

Figure 4: Cook’s job 
design before crafting 
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Figure 5: Exemplars of job crafting practices adopted  

Job Crafting Practices Exemplars of practices adopted by the cook 

Task Crafting  Prioritizing the critical tasks when there are too many orders 
from the customers 

 Taking up additional responsibilities like helping out at 
another station when there is a shortage of manpower  

 Use of tools (e.g. notebook) to record process of food 
preparation 

Relational Crafting  Seeking advice and feedback from head chef on areas of 
improvement 

 Develop collaborative relationships with peers during break 
time and getting to know them personally 

Cognitive Crafting  Understanding how the whole restaurant works, and seeing 
oneself as an important contributor to the restaurant 

 Envisaging the underlying challenges positively 

 
One common practice where she engaged in task crafting was to take on additional responsibilities that were 
not part of her original job. For example, she takes on extra tasks by helping out at other stations when there 
is a shortage of manpower.  

If there are no orders on my station, I will go out to the next station to help out. Sometimes I’m at 
tempura station, sometimes at stir-fry or yakiba station. Sometimes I have to juggle between one or a 
few stations. Impromptu.  

However, Mag also commented that not all cooks are willing to help out at other stations, given the pay of the 
job, it would not be rational to go beyond the job scope. 
 Working hours are really long. Working in the kitchen is really tiring and we are paid peanuts. That’s 

why some of them are not keen to do more. They just do the minimal and get paid each month.  

She is not allowed to have direct interaction with the customers as there was a clear division of labour between 
the service staff and the kitchen staff in the restaurant. Service staff are commonly known as waiters and 
waitresses who will greet customers, take food orders, bring food and drinks to the tables and take payment 
and make change. While kitchen staff are responsible for preparing and cooking meals for restaurant patrons. 
Hence, other chef is the only source of feedback. A cordial relationship with the other chef allows her to seek 
advice from them. 

We are not allowed to interact with the customers. The people in the service area will do so. If I make 
mistakes, the Head chef will then give me feedback at the end of the day, and let me try to cook the 
tempura again.  I will also try to get more feedback from other chef. They have been really supportive, 
help me when I make mistakes. They got my back covered.  When I need advice, they will be willing to 
help me…At first, I started out shy, but I bonded with the staff gradually. 
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Cognitive crafting was also reflected where she describes how the perception of her role has shifted. Rather 
than thinking herself as only a helper in the restaurant, she sees herself as an important contributor to the 
restaurant.  

In the past, I see myself as only a helper in the kitchen. But now I see that I am important. I am part of 
the team. Whatever I do will have an impact on others, will affect the rest. I need to do my work well. 
You really become a part of the restaurant. In the kitchen, one person’s action will affect the rest. If you 
never prepare the ingredients, the other chef cannot cook. If you miss something, you end up hindering 
other stations.  

Discussion 
From the two case studies, it become apparent that the job crafting and practices of the workplace are 
interwoven. Job crafting should not be looked upon as isolated processes, but as phenomena in the larger 
workplace practices. With relational crafting for example, unlike the cooks in the first case study, there is no 
opportunity for Mag to gather feedback from her customers on the food, as the restaurant does not allow her 
to interact with the customers. There is a tight division of labour between the cooks and the service staff. She 
recognises this strict constraint, therefore decides to approach other Chef for feedback on the menu items. 
Although her doings is constrained by the practices of the restaurant, this may also suggest that she is more 
motivated to work against these constraints by getting feedback from other chef, which in turn is a form of 
job crafting. This suggests that motivated individuals actively engage in job crafting (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 
2001) within the constraints of their work environment.  

The clear division between the different forms of job crafting is simplistic as the three forms of job crafting are 
interconnected and mutually reinforcing in many ways. For instance in the first case study, rather than seeing 
his role as simply preparing food that served customers’ needs, the cook (Ian) sees that ensuring the food is 
tasty and aesthetically good is a form of respect for the customers, thus changing the cognitive task boundary. 
This in turn resulted in him taking on additional task by trying out and practising new cooking techniques and 
recipes (e.g. Tom Yam flavor), an essential part of a professional chef who produces high quality food. He went 
on to engage in interaction with his customers, bosses, reporting officers and co-workers to gather feedback 
on the new dish. This is indicative of the interconnection among the three forms of job crafting (as seen in 
Figure 6). Similarly for Mag, as she sees herself as an important contributor to the restaurant, she takes the 
initiative to help out at other stations when there is a lack of manpower.  
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Figure 6: Relationship among the different forms of job crafting 

Our research evidence also revealed that the not all cooks engaged in job crafting as indicated by Mag that 
some of her peers are not willing to take on additional responsibilities by helping out at other stations. As 
Billett et al (2004, p.237) explain, ‘…the quality of their engagement in these practices will not be uniform. 
Full-bodied participation in one social practice can be contrasted with reluctance in another’. Individual’s 
biographies, values and dispositions shape their decisions about how one will engage in work practices (Fuller 
& Unwin, 2017). 

Limitations of the study 
This study is not without limitations. The study is drawn from two case studies exploring how the cooks in a 
restaurant chain craft their jobs at the workplace. Results can be different in other restaurants with a different 
organizational context, hence care should be exercised not to generalise this study findings to the entire 
population of restaurant cooks. It is recommended to do research in more organizations with different 
organizational context with another composition of restaurant cooks with a different extent of job experience. 
In addition, a longitudinal study examining the job crafting practices of restaurant cooks can be a worthwhile 
future research topic to undertake. 

Conclusion 
This paper reports the findings of two case studies focused on understanding the techniques of job crafting. 
Although the cooks in the restaurants are active designers of their work by adopting different job crafting 
practices (i.e. task crafting, relational crafting and cognitive crafting), their job crafting practices are often be 
enhanced or limited by the practices of the organisations. Therefore, it is necessary for employers of the 
organisations to recognise it and encourage it in a way which empowers the employees while fulfiling the 
organisation’s strategic and performance goals.  
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