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Abstract 
Illegitimate tasks are work stressors that refer to tasks in violation of what is reasonably 
expected from a given person. In recent years, a growing number of studies have focused 
on illegitimate tasks. However, in general, the academic research on it is still in its 
infancy, and the existing research is relatively loose, which is not conducive to the 
accumulation of knowledge and the development of follow-up research. Therefore, this 
paper systematically reviews the research status and latest progress of illegitimate tasks, 
including the concept, measurement, antecedents, effects and boundary conditions of 
illegitimate tasks. And analyzing the deficiencies of existing research and put forward 
prospects for future research to promote the development of this field. 
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1. Introduction 

The current internal and external competitive environment is becoming increasingly complex 
and changing, especially with the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, many companies are under 
huge development pressure. In order to maintain competitive advantages, employees and 
enterprises constantly strive to do more with less cost and resources, which makes the intensity 
of work stress faced by employees increase and the forms of work stress become more diverse 
(Montani et al., 2019). In this context, the factor of work pressure has attracted more and more 
attention of scholars. However, one common source of stress in organizations is often 
overlooked: illegitimate tasks. Illegitimate tasks refer to tasks that refer to tasks in violation of 
what is reasonably expected from a given person, should not be done by themselves or are 
unnecessary (Semmer et al.,2010). Existing research shows that it negatively affects employees' 
work attitudes and behaviors, which provides a new perspective for explaining employee stress 
and negative reactions. It can be seen that research on illegitimate tasks can not only enrich the 
research on work stressors, but also provide certain inspiration for workplace employee stress 
intervention and negative behavior management. 
More than a decade has passed since the concept of illegitimate tasks was proposed, yet 
academic investigation of the topic is still in its infancy. In the past, research on illegitimate 
tasks developed slowly with a small amount of literature, and was mainly concentrated in 
developed countries such as Europe (eg Germany, Spain). In recent years, illegitimate tasks 
have attracted increasing attention from scholars as the possibility of employees being asked 
to perform work tasks outside their formal work roles has increased. Especially since 2019, 
there has been a significant increase in the number of relevant literature. The concept of 
illegitimate task has also expanded to Asia and other regions, developing in the cultural context 
of China, India and other developing countries. At present, research results on illegitimate tasks 
are increasingly abundant. However, in general, existing research lacks a certain degree of 
dialogue, leading to loose existing knowledge, which is not conducive to knowledge 
accumulation and follow-up research. Therefore, it is necessary to systematically review the 
current research status and latest progress of illegitimate tasks, in order to provide some 
inspiration for future research. 
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2. Concept and Structure of Illegitimate Task 

2.1. The Concept of Illegitimate Tasks 
Illegitimate tasks refer to tasks that refer to tasks in violation of what is reasonably expected 
from a given person, should not be done by themselves or are unnecessary(Semmer et al.,2010). 
This concept comes from the stress-as-offense-to-self theory (SOS). SOS theory argues that 
individuals have a basic need to maintain and protect their own positive image, and that threats 
to a positive self-image can cause stress (Jacobshagen, 2006). Illegitimate tasks convey social 
information to individuals that they are not appreciated and respected, thus affecting 
individuals' cognition of others' evaluation and leading to lower self-esteem (Semmer et al., 
2007). Therefore, illegitimate tasks will bring pressure threatening identity cognition (Lazarus, 
2006). Later, from different theoretical perspectives (such as equity theory, job requirements-
resource model, resource preservation theory, etc.), some scholars explained why illegitimate 
tasks would have an impact on individuals. 
The concept of illegitimate task embodies its two core characteristics: (1) Outside the scope of 
the ego role. Role theory states that the expectations and requirements of others, teams and 
organizations for individual roles form role expectations, which describe what individuals 
should and should not do in the workplace (Fondas & Stewart, 1994). Work tasks that go 
beyond the scope of the role and violate the expectations of the normative role are often 
considered "illegitimate", offending the individual's professional identity (Semmer et al., 2010). 
Illegitimate tasks convey to employees a social message that the organization or leader does 
not respect themselves, which will bring tension and pressure to the individual, threaten the 
individual's legitimate professional identity perception, and then affect their sense of self-
worth and self-esteem (Semmer et al., 2007; Schulte-Braucks, 2018).  

2.2. Illegitimate Tasks and Other Similar Concepts 
There are some differences between illegitimate task and role conflict in concept. Role conflict 
refers to the psychological and behavioral incompatibility or incompatibility that occurs when 
an individual plays a role or plays multiple roles at the same time due to incompetence or 
conflict with role expectations (Rizzo & Lirtzman, 1970). There are two main forms of 
manifestation: First, there is a contradiction between an individual's self-standards or values 
and the role requirements (Rizzo & Lirtzman, 1970). This concept involves a broader scope, 
while illegitimate tasks focus on more specific standards, mainly based on task content and 
significance (Semmer et al., 2007). The second is the conflict between individual time, resources 
or ability (Rizzo & Lirtzman, 1970). For illegitimate tasks, individuals do not lack the time, 
resources, or ability to perform them, but are unwilling to perform them because they do not 
meet the reasonable expectations of the employee (Wang Zhen et al., 2020). 
There are also some differences between illegitimate tasks, and out-of-role behavior in concept. 
Out-of-role behavior often exhibits prosociality and voluntary nature (Morrison, 1994), while 
illegitimate tasks typically do not possess these characteristics. And if individuals voluntarily 
perform a task,the task is not illegitimate (Eatough et al., 2016). Research by Sias and Duncan 
(2019) has also shown that individuals are able to identify out-of-role behaviors and 
illegitimate tasks.  

2.3. Structure of Illegitimate Tasks 
At present, scholars have identified two types of illegitimate tasks: unreasonable tasks and 
unnecessary tasks (Semmer et al., 2010). Unreasonable tasks are mainly reflected in four 
categories :(1) Tasks outside the scope of individual occupation, such as asking nurses to do 
cleaning tasks; (2) Tasks that conflict with the professional status of individuals and should be 
completed by others, such as allowing subordinates to deal with tasks that only leaders have 
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the authority to handle; (3) Excessively strict tasks that do not reflect individual professional 
identity, such as requiring backstage employees who do not directly contact customers to 
always keep their desks clean; (4) Tasks that put individuals in an awkward position, such as 
asking employees to criticize their colleagues' absence notice (Semmer et al., 2010). 
Unnecessary tasks are time-wasting tasks that should not be performed at work, including :(1) 
Pointless tasks, such as filing newspapers that are never read; (2) Tasks that can be avoided or 
reduced through reasonable arrangement, for example, complicated organizational structure 
leads to cumbersome task approval procedures; (3) Tasks that meet leaders' preferences, such 
as requiring employees to use powerpoint presentations in daily routine reports (Semmer et 
al., 2010). It should be noted that the perception and evaluation of illegitimate tasks are 
subjective to a certain extent (Maie et al., 2020). Even for the same post or occupation, the 
connotation and performance of illegitimate tasks will change with the change of environment 
(individual, situation, etc.) (Semmer et al., 2007, 2015). 

3. Measurement of Illegitimate Tasks 

Through more than 3,000 samples in 11 different studies, Jacobshagen (2006) verified the real 
existence of illegitimate tasks, and was the first to systematically develop and improve 
measurement tools for illegitimate tasks. The research determined the two-dimensional 
structure of illegitimate tasks and their measurement items through exploratory and 
confirmatory factor analysis. Among them, there are 4 items measuring unreasonable tasks 
(α=0.79~0.82), and 5 items measuring unnecessary tasks (α=0.76~0.86) (Jacobshagen, 2006). 
This scale is called the Bern Illegitimate Tasks Scale (BITS). 
In a subsequent study, Semmer et al. (2010) found that the factor loading value of the fourth 
item of the unnecessary task dimension was too small, so it was eliminated, and finally a BITS 
with 8 items was obtained. At present, the 8-item BITS scale is the most widely used in related 
research on illegitimate tasks. Existing studies have obtained good results in the reliability and 
validity test of BITS scale in cross-cultural contexts such as China, India, Europe and America 
(Eatough et al., 2016; Ma & Peng, 2018; Zhang et al., 2019), which indicates that the two-
dimensional structure of illegitimate tasks has cross-cultural applicability. 

4. Research on Illegitimate Tasks 

4.1. Antecedents of Illegitimate Tasks 
The research on the illegitimate task mainly focuses on its action results and boundary 
conditions, and only a few studies have discussed its inducement. Existing research has mainly 
explored the factors that affect the perception of individual illegitimate tasks from the 
perspective of organizational factors. Scholars have found that the more the organization was 
characterized by competition for resources between units, unfair and arbitrary resource 
allocation and obscure decisional structure, the more illegitimate tasks managers reported 
(Lisa et al., 2013). Leadership styles such as abusive management and temporal leadership are 
also positively associated with illegitimate tasks (Maie et al., 2020; Wei et al., 2021). In addition, 
workplace intervention (Framke et al., 2018), discursive framing strategy (Minei et al., 2018), 
leader-member exchange relationships (Sias & Duncan,2019) and leadership performance 
pressure (Yan et al., 2021) will also influence employees to identify existing tasks as illegitimate.  

4.2. Consequence of Illegitimate Tasks 
Existing studies have mainly identified the negative consequences of illegitimate tasks, 
confirming that they will have effects on factors such as emotional, cognitive, work behavior, 
physical and mental health, and work-family relationships. 



Volume 3 Issue 3, 2022 

DOI: 10.6981/FEM.202203_3(3).0028 

261 

Frontiers in Economics and Management 

ISSN: 2692-7608 

In terms of emotional factors, illegitimate tasks can lead to negative emotions, such as anger 
and resentment. For example, Zhang et al. (2019) showed that illegitimate tasks can induce 
anger at work. Semmer et al.(2015) conducted three surveys of employees in Switzerland and 
found that illegitimate tasks induced resentment. Similarly, Munir et al.(2017) studied teachers 
in 57 private schools and found that teachers' illegitimate tasks caused stress, causing burnout 
and resentment. 
In terms of cognitive factors, illegitimate tasks can affect self-esteem, work identity, resignation 
tendency, etc. For example, Erin et al. (2016) found that illegitimate tasks can affect employee 
self-esteem levels. The study by Ma and Peng (2019) indicates that illegitimate tasks reduce 
their sense of work identity by influencing their perception of professional identity. Kottwitz 
(2019) believes that when employees are assigned illegitimate tasks, they will think that they 
are not valued by the leadership, and their ability is not recognized. 
In terms of work behavior factors, illegitimate tasks will affect work input, anti-production 
behavior, innovation behavior, etc. Wu et al. (2021) found that in the case of not being able to 
completely avoid illegitimate tasks, new employees are likely to reduce their work involvement 
to avoid deeper emotional damage. Based on the cognitive-affective system theory, Yang et al. 
(2021) found that illegitimate tasks negatively affect employee innovation behavior, and 
perceived job meaning and negative emotions play a mediating role between illegitimate tasks 
and employee innovation behavior. Based on the extended work stressor disengagement model, 
Ma et al. (2021) confirmed that illegitimate tasks have a significant negative impact on 
employee innovation behavior, and psychological detachment plays a partial mediating role 
between illegitimate tasks and employee innovation behavior. Based on the retributive justice 
theory, Zhao et al. (2021) explored the positive impact of illegitimate tasks on time theft and 
destructive voice, and moral disengagement played a mediating role. Chang and Wang (2021) 
found in his research that in the face of illegitimate tasks, employees may maintain their self-
cognition consistent with the damaged organizational self-esteem through counter-productive 
behaviors such as slackness in work and deviant production. 
In terms of physical and mental health factors, illegitimate tasks can lead to musculoskeletal 
pain, anxiety, depression, burnout, etc. For example, a longitudinal study by Kottwitz et al.(2021) 
in Germany showed that qualitative work insecurity indirectly affects the mechanism of 
illegitimate tasks on musculoskeletal pain; Pereira et al.(2014) found that unreasonable tasks 
were positively correlated with sleep fragmentation but not sleep efficiency and sleep duration; 
Eatough et al. (2016) found that illegitimate tasks cause employee anxiety. 
In terms of work-family relationship factors, illegitimate tasks can affect work-family conflicts, 
work-family gain, etc. For example, Zhang et al. (2021) found a positive correlation between 
illegitimate tasks and family derogatory behavior; Zhiqing et al. (2020) confirmed that 
psychological detachment mediated between illegitimate tasks and temporal and stressful 
work-family conflict, but not between behavioral work-family conflict; Ahmed et al. (2018) 
showed that illegitimate tasks had a negative impact on work-family gain by reducing 
interactive fairness perception and increasing negative emotions. 
In addition, illegitimate tasks will also affect the motivation, working attitude and other aspects. 
For example, Schie et al. (2014) found that illegitimate tasks reduce self-determination 
motivation; while Muntz and Dormann (2020) found that illegitimate tasks compromise 
employee internal motivation. The results of Stocker et al. (2010) show that illegitimate tasks 
make them feel unappreciated and become dissatisfied with their work. 

4.3. Boundary Conditions for Illegitimate Tasks 
Recent studies have begun to examine boundary conditions for the role of illegitimate tasks, 
trying to reveal which are more harmful to and under, and which methods and means can 
reduce or avoid the negative effects of illegitimate tasks (Wang et al., 2020). The boundary 
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conditions of illegitimate tasks found in existing studies can be divided into two categories: 
strengthened ones and weakened ones: 
In terms of reinforcing factors, scholars have identified gender, characteristics, attribution, time 
pressure, etc. For example, Omansky et al. (2016) found differences in individual perception of 
illegitimate tasks among different genders, and that male employees were more likely to 
produce negative results on illegitimate tasks than women. The results of Zhiqing et al. (2020) 
suggest that negative leaders may be unaware of their subordinates' perception of illegitimate 
tasks, which further aggravates the lack of respect for employees' professional roles and leads 
to stronger responses of employees to such tasks. The results of Pindek et al. (2019) show that 
individuals with high hostile attribution bias tend to regard some tasks that do not conform to 
their own categories as illegitimate tasks with negative intentions, which are more likely to 
develop hostility or stress, and then have negative emotions. Zhou et al. (2018) showed that 
time stress positively regulates the relationship between illegitimate tasks and anger sentiment 
and the indirect effect of anger between illegitimate tasks and anti-production behavior, which 
is stronger when time stress is higher. 
In terms of weakening factors, scholars have identified factors such as age, attribution, 
characteristics, right distance, leadership and other factors. Such as Ma et al. (2021) research 
found that temporal leadership had a positive regulatory effect on the indirect effect of 
illegitimate tasks affecting employees' innovation behavior through psychological detachment. 
Yang et al. (2021) confirmed that under the influence of positive attribution methods, 
employees will think that illegitimate tasks are conducive to their career growth and 
development, and that both the perceived job meaning and negative emotions will be less 
affected by the illegitimate tasks. The study by Ma and Peng (2019) showed that employees 
with highly flexible role positioning identified a wider range of tasks, less perceived illegitimate, 
and a weaker negative relationship between illegitimate tasks and job identity. 

5. Lack of Research and Future Outlook 

5.1. Expand the Concept and Level of Illegitimate Tasks 
Most of the existing studies are conducted around illegitimate tasks at the individual level, and 
no empirical work has been done to demonstrate that the tasks can be aggregated to the team 
level or organizational level, but the potential possibility of illegitimate tasks in the team cannot 
be ruled out. Semmer et al. (2010) noted that the perception of illegitimate tasks had both 
individual, team and organizational differences. The multi-level analysis by Bjork et al. (2013) 
also showed that in addition to individual differences, there were also significant inter-group 
differences in the perception of illegitimate tasks, suggesting the existence of illegitimate tasks 
at the team level. These studies demonstrate the feasibility of examining illegitimate tasks at 
the team level. In addition, there are differences between individuals and teams, and the impact 
of illegitimate tasks on employees at the individual level and the team level may have 
completely different mechanisms. The complex impact of illegitimate tasks on teams and team 
members needs to be further revealed by future studies. 

5.2. Explore Individual or Contextual Factors that Can Predict Illegitimate 
Tasks 

At present, only a small number of studies have discussed the inducement of illegitimate tasks, 
and most studies mainly focus on its action results and boundary conditions. In the future, 
further research on the antecedents of illegitimate tasks can be added. For example, individual 
differences will affect individuals' perception of illegitimate tasks, such as personality traits, 
personal values, personality, etc. Factors such as context and organization can also have effects 
on individual perception of illegitimate tasks, such as leadership style, organizational 
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atmosphere, etc. Revealing the antecedent mechanism of illegitimate tasks can provide an 
effective means to prevent and avoid illegitimate tasks and their potential negative effects. 

5.3. Further Explore the Boundary Conditions for Illegitimate Tasks 
More work can also be done to explore the boundary conditions under which illegitimate tasks 
at play. Up to now, only a few studies have investigated how individual differences directly or 
indirectly affect the effect of illegitimate tasks on work results. In the future, individual factors 
such as attribution style, personal characteristics and regulatory focus can be discussed. 
Furthermore, no attempt has been made to investigate the differential impact of the sense of 
illegitimate task on work outcomes in an intercultural context, which is an important research 
gap. In two different cultural settings, the more collectivist Oriental cultures and the more 
individualistic Western cultures, employees may respond differently to illegitimate tasks. 

5.4. Discuss the Positive Role of Illegitimate Tasks 
Existing studies primarily identify and validated the negative effects of illegitimate tasks, which 
are more likely to have adverse effects on individual work behavior and attitudes. However, 
these studies focused too much on the passive and negative response of employees to 
illegitimate tasks, and ignored the possibility of active initiative in dealing with this stressor. So 
is there a "positive" side to illegitimate tasks? Existing studies have not been fully explored in 
this regard. Illegitimate tasks may not be completely avoided in the enterprise. If employees 
encounter illegitimate tasks, they will only react negatively, which cannot fundamentally solve 
the problem. Due to human subjective initiative, employees may not always take negative 
behaviors in the face of illegitimate tasks. For example, Liu  et al. (2019) showed that employees 
will take the proactive strategy of task crafting in the face of illegitimate tasks. Therefore, under 
specific circumstances, illegitimate tasks may have "positive" effects, such as promoting 
innovation, voice advice, work redesign and other behaviors to deal with illegitimate tasks. 
Future research can provide in-depth analysis of the situations where illegitimate tasks can 
bring positive behavior to employees. 
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