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Abstract 

Till to date since the 1980s, whether flexibility is a positive thing for both employers and employees is debated. 
Even issues responsible to the ambiguity are also debated. This paper attempts to identify some factors or 
conditions that may make flexibility a positive thing for both employers and employees. This paper reveals that 
sometimes employers’ flexibility questions employees’ flexibility. At times, the latter challenges the former. To 
attain mutual gains, employers should be aware of some factors challenging to employees’ flexibility. Employers 
should reduce institutional complexities existing in their firms. Conversely, both employers and employees 
should balance their power and ownership. They could accentuate on positive social network ties. In general, 
employers need to change their attitude and respect to employees’ basic demands. By contrast, employees’ 
dynamic attachment with and positive response to their firms are important. Additionally, factors identified as 
internal and external should effectively be taken into consideration.  
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1. Introduction 

Since 1980s, flexibility has been an important concept in industrial relations system (Wood, 1989). It has also 
become an important idea in corporate thoughts based on inflexibilities varied in labor and employment 
blueprints (Atkinson, 1985). Some argue that flexibility is an indispensable asset to participate in vibrant 
industrial environment. Others define it in various respects. Atkinson (1985) describes flexibility based on two 
things: where it occurs and how it is developed (Kalleberg, 2003). Pollert (1987 and 1991) asserts that flexibility 
cannot be abstracted from its other objects and areas of interests. MacInnes (1987) supports the idea of Pollert. 
Flexibility has thus rather been an abstract notion (Pollert, 1991). However, the notion has been purchasing 
importance over the last three decades for both employers and employees (Brodsky, 1994). Now question is 
what is flexibility for employers and employees? Why do they need flexibility?  

Employers claim flexibility owing to various causes. An important cause is deregulation of employment that 
enables them to fix workforce according to needs (Chung, 2007). It gives them an opportunity to separate 
workforce into core and peripheral workers (Atkinson, 1984). It also offers employers an opportunity to adjust to 
workforce absence because of leaves or absenteeism by employing fresh workers. Furthermore, deregulation of 
employment helps employers to monitor the fresh recruitments before providing workers with long-term 
employment (Houseman, 2001). In addition to the deregulation of employment, other causes are to vary working 
hours and to meet labor supply needs (Chung, 2007). By contrast, employees require flexibility owing to several 
rationales such as maximizing wage, improving job security, finding work-life balance such as reconciling care, 
increasing labor participation and representation in making decision. Other rationales are enhancing both-way 
communication between employers and employees, and flexible labor supervision at workplace (Chung, 2007). 

Various literature (Ketkar and Sett, 2009; Chung, 2007; Pegler and Knorringa, 2007) show that practice of 
flexibility offers employers a chance to vary workers and working hours according to needs, and provides 
employees with secure job, higher wages, fixed working hour and better working condition. Other studies 
(Kalleberg, 2003; Smith, 1995) that find flexibility as a function of benefits neither for employers nor employees 
are least documented. On the contrary, there are some evidence (Michie and Sheehan-Quinn, 2001; Gellatly et 
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al., 2009; Pudelko, 2005) indicate that flexibility offers various opportunities for employers but for employees, 
the opportunities are less. The evidence show that introduction of flexibility does not have significant outcomes 
for workers’ benefits, particularly when technological innovations are experienced and executed by employers’ 
unilateral decisions without considering workers’ collective voices. The transition deteriorates workers’ job 
quality and security, and increases inequalities between employers’ and employees’ demands. Whether 
flexibility is a positive thing for both employers and employees is thus still debated. Even factors or conditions 
responsible to the ambiguity are also debated (Humphrey, 1994; Martin, 2001; Pudelko, 2005; Gamble et al., 
2004). Therefore, the main research question of this study is what factors or conditions may make flexibility a 
positive thing for both employers and employees? To concentrate on the question, this study needs addressing 
the following sub-questions: (a) what indicators may best capture flexibility of employers and employees? and (b) 
what internal and external factors may act to promote a win-win situation on flexibility for both employers and 
employees?  

In dealing with the research questions, this study reviews existing literature, and uses ‘analytical narratives’, a 
tool of case study method. While ‘analytic’ means using of a theoretical framework or setting of theoretical 
concepts, ‘narratives’ means using of qualitative evidence (Alston, 2005). A major handicap in this study is 
dearth of information and consultation of published information materials. Therefore, existing literature have 
only been enough for providing with a vigilant conclusion on the research questions. The conclusion would 
provide with important insights for the people interested in the area of flexibility, particularly the industrial 
policy makers, transnational or multinational companies, the development initiators outside the government, and 
the employers and the employees as the important development actors.        

2. What indicators may best capture flexibility for employers and employees?  

Based on existing literature (Uddin, 2010; Chung, 2007; Walby, 1989; Hunter et al., 1993; Michie and 
Sheehan-Quinn, 2001; Gellatly et al., 2009; Delson, 2004; Reilly, 2001; Yanadon and Kato, 2009; Tikos, 2009; 
Atkinson, 1984 and 1985; Kalleberg, 2003; Pudelko, 2005; Knorringa and Pegler, 2006; Guzman, 2000; Toledo, 
2007; Tayeb, 1998) on employers’ strategies concerning flexibility and their impacts on employees’ flexibility, 
indicators that may best capture flexibility not only for employers but employees also could be structured under 
the following framework: 

Place Figure 1 here   

The potential best capturing indicators of flexibility for employers and employees underlined in Figure 1 could 
also be framed under the following equations:        

Fmr = f (vle, vwh, meiw)............................................................ (I) 

Fme = f (js, rt, lw, wh, pl, wc, rl, ms, ws, wp, mu).................... (II) 

Where, Fmr is flexibility for employers, Fme is flexibility for employees, vle is variation in labor employed, vwh 
is variation in working hours, meiw is mode of employee involvement to workplace, js is job security, rt is rate 
of turnover, lw is level of wages, wh is working hour, pl is participation level, wc is way of communication, rl is 
representation level, ms is mode of supervision, ws is working situation, wp is working pressure, and mu is mode 
of unionism. Factually, pl, wc, rl and ms can together be represented as Rs (relations between employers and 
employees), whereas ws and wp can together be represented as we (working environment). Therefore, equation 
(II) can be rewritten as 

Fme = f (js, rt, lw, wh, Rs, we, mu)..................................... (IIa)  

Debate on defining flexibility and characterizing indicators or determinants of flexibility for employers and 
employees may be differed from firm to firm in a developed or developing country. But existing literature 
suggest that independent variables included in equations (I) and (II) or (IIa) may likely be the best capturing 
indicators of flexibility for employers and employees respectively to observe whether practice of flexibility 
produces identical outcomes for the both parties. Now essence of studying whether flexibility offers identical 
benefits for employers and employees is to find out some factors challenging to flexibility for the both sides and 
thereby facing the challenging factors.       

3. Whether flexibility offers identical benefits for both employers and employees: reviewing existing 
literature  

A study of Chung (2007) on some EU companies reveals that variance of flexibility for employers are smaller 
than that for employees. This means that ‘there might be larger cross-national differences between the 
arrangements that facilitate workers’ needs than that facilitates needs of the establishments’ (Chung, 2007, p. 
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273). Despite the fact, there is an argument that flexibility is entirely for employers. This is owing to ‘increased 
level of job insecurity’ (Chung, 2007, p. 246) that workers usually face from diverse flexibility measures 
exercised by employers. On the other hand, Kalleberg (2003, p. 156) in a study shows that ‘employers often are 
benefited from adopting flexible working practices and employment systems’. He also reveals that ‘employers 
adopting high performance work practices often experience improvements in productivity and performance, are 
able to save labor costs by using temporary and part-time workers, and thus enjoy greater profits’ (Kalleberg, 
2003, p. 156). Furthermore, he demonstrates that flexible working practices offer employers an opportunity to 
sub-contract or outsource supplementary activities that facilitates employers to concentrate on their core 
competences and consequently to utilize their resources more competently. 

Efforts to achieve flexibility have dark sides for both employers and employees. The dark sides of flexibility are 
uncertainty and imbalance of power. Efforts of employers to enhance flexibility are directed to ‘increased 
segmentation of workforce into core and periphery components, creating a division between organizational 
insiders and outsiders’ (Kalleberg, 2003, p. 156). By contrast, efforts of employees are directed to have balance 
of power, voice, participation, efficiency, security and trust to address a positive understanding on flexibility. 
Then a basic question is to what extent trust is likely to play a role to have a mutual understanding (on the 
efforts), which seems usually asymmetrical. It is argued in labor studies that ‘fundamental asymmetries in 
employment and industrial relations imply that labor rights improvements, especially those based on trust, may 
not be consistent with flexibility requirements in global production networks’ (Knorringa and Pegler, 2006, p. 
472).  

Generally a call for ‘more flexibility at a firm level is passed on to workers in terms of more insecure and 
precarious labor conditions and it is here that labor studies seriously question the suggestion that trust is likely to 
emerge in more flexible employment relations’ (Knorringa and Pegler, 2006, p. 473). Instead of anticipating 
reciprocal trust to actually offer an important drive ‘to quality and productivity improvements, it seems more 
likely to assume that most workers simply work harder because they are afraid to lose their job’ (Knorringa and 
Pegler, 2006, p. 473). On the other hand, there is also inadequate ‘evidence to suggest that many production 
workers have a commitment, allegiance or trust to their employers as a result of new production regime’ (Pegler 
and Knorringa, 2007, p. 41). Therefore, employment relations continue just based on ‘triple C’ – consent, control 
and conflict. Permanent workforce may have better employment conditions, but they are seemed to be decreased 
proportionally. This is because of further outsourcing by employers through employing short-term workforce. 
Picture in general ‘is one of fewer core workers at global level and more differentiation through various layers 
within firms, local subcontracting arrangements and international relocation of economic activities’ (Knorringa 
and Pegler, 2006, p. 473). Therefore, International Labor Organization (ILO) with its decent work agenda asserts 
that ‘flexibility may not be helpful to building trust within employment relations between employers and 
employees’ (Knorringa and Pegler, 2006, p. 473).   

Discussion aforesaid may confuse one: is flexibility good for both employers and employees? Or, does flexibility 
offer identical benefits for the both parties? Looking at an auto plant in the US, Graham (1994, pp. 123-151) 
shows that practice of flexibility ‘reinforces unequal power relations between workers and management’. 
Therefore, workers find them susceptible to intensified job. A joint study of Taylor et al. (1994, pp. 196-228) on 
an electronic firm in Britain also finds workers insecure since employers ‘rely on labor turnover as a form of 
numerical flexibility’. On the other hand, Dedoussis and Litter (1994, pp. 175-195) in their joint study on eight 
manufacturing firms in Australia reveal that ‘big firms disseminate information to employees to enable them to 
perform their duties effectively rather than to allow them to have significant involvement in decision making’. 
Therefore, benefits emerged from practice of flexibility tend towards employers. Such outcomes are also 
available in a joint study of Rinehart et al. (1994, pp. 152-174) on a unionized auto assembly plant in Canada, 
where workers have a voice but not a vote.   

There are also some studies indicating that practice of flexibility offers mutual benefits for both employers and 
employees. A joint study of Gleave and Oliver (1990) on some manufacturing firms in Britain and the US 
demonstrates that flexible working practices provide employers with higher levels of productivity and employees 
with job security. William et al. (1999) in their joint study on some manufacturing subsidiaries in Australia 
reveal that considerable use of flexible work practices offers employers an opportunity of recruiting varied 
workers, and employees a high level of job security and persistent multi-tasking. Therefore, debate, based on 
existing literature, continues on whether flexibility offers positive-negative or positive-positive benefits for 
employers and employees. There is also a debate on factors that may challenge flexibility for both employers and 
employees.  
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3.1 Factors challenging to flexibility for employers and employees  

A set of literature shows that benefits of flexibility for employers and employees are varied owing to some 
underlying causations or factors. A study of Humphrey (1994) argues that difference in management structure, 
ability to introduce new technique or technology and sectoral competition challenges reciprocal 
(positive-positive) benefits of flexibility. On the other hand, Martin (2001, p. 95) in his study asserts that ‘impact 
of flexibility is highly contingent upon concrete social relations in which a transition takes place at the level of 
particular work sites and particular local and regional agglomerations of firms (sectors, clusters, and chains)’. He 
states that ‘highly varying impacts of flexibilization on systems of worker rights and collective representation in 
a workplace stem from distinct nature of transition mode to flexibility in different subnational settings’ (Martin, 
2001, p. 95). A fundamental justification ‘for contrasting transition modes towards high labor flexibility is that 
capacity of firms and worker representatives to transcend zero-sum conflicts over flexibility and forge innovative 
new practices hinges upon character of social network ties in which, together and separately, they are embedded 
at the time when exogenous pressures for greater flexibility are experienced (Martin, 2001, p. 95). Such ties 
condition their styles of communication, behavior, and interaction as well as informational and other resources 
available to them. Therefore, causations or factors challenging to flexibility for both employers and employees 
are focused mainly on characteristics of transnational firms placed in diverse local and national locations.   

Other set of literature identifies some triggering factors or causations challenging to flexibility. Pudelko (2005, p. 
2050) in his study reveals that outcomes on flexibility for employers and employees are varied owing to 
‘inadequate labor laws and regulations, lack of contractual agreements with unions, and limited participation 
rights in context of works councils’. On the other hand, a joint study of Gamble et al. (2004) shows that low-trust 
and low-commitment human resource management (HRM) policies and practices are problematic to have mutual 
flexibility. Other factors challenging to flexibility include workers’ inadequate involvement to and limited career 
opportunities at workplace, limited information flows from bottom, lack of appraisal and performance 
assessment, undefined company ownership, and finally limited, top-down and one-way communications between 
employers and employees (Gamble et al., 2004). These factors make work organization insecure, fragmented and 
‘Taylorized’ for employees. Therefore, industrial societies in all over the world have given considerable 
emphasis on looking for some factors or conditions that may make flexibility a positive thing for both employers 
and employees.         

4. Factors making flexibility positive for both employers and employees: a review of internal and external 
factors  

Various literature put emphasis on some general factors that may make flexibility a positive thing for both 
employers and employees. In their joint study, Elger and Smith (1994) accentuate on positive social network ties, 
removal of institutional complexities, and integration of firm to employees. On the other hand, Purcell et al. 
(1999) in their joint study stress on balancing power and ownership, participation and understanding between 
employers and employees. Furthermore, Martin (2001) emphasizes on increasing competence of firms and 
worker representations. Besides, Pudelko (2005, p. 2050) draws attention to ‘the extent of labor laws and 
regulations, contractual conformities with trade unions, and partaking rights in regards to works councils’. These 
literal evidence indicate that list of general factors can be asymmetric. Therefore, categorizing some specific 
factors such as internal and external factors that may act to promote a win-win situation on flexibility for both 
employers and employees is important.   

4.1 Factors (internal and external) to promote a win-win situation on flexibility 

There are inadequate literature indicating a clear separation of internal and external factors that may act to 
promote a win-win situation on flexibility. Based on existing literature, this study identifies some factors that 
might be treated as internal and external. Changing perception of flexibility, making mutuality in work, 
developing trust between employers and employees, and introducing new labor laws beneficial to the both 
parties may be considered as internal factors (Chung, 2007; Reilly, 2001; Zhang, 2008). Making flexibility a 
positive thing through transferring management practices may also be considered as an internal factor (Stehle 
and Erwee, 2007; Guzman, 2000). By contrast, developing role of trade unions, civil society organizations 
(CSOs), and bringing initiatives of corporate social responsibility (CSR) to light may be considered as external 
factors (Smith, 1995; Anner, 2007; Pegler, 2001; Pegler and Knorringa, 2007; Blowfield, 1999; Barrientos et al., 
2003; Shaw et al., 2006; Knorringa and Pegler, 2006).     

4.1.1 Internal factors  

First, it is important to change perception of flexibility (i.e., flexibility is entirely for employers). Perception 
should focus on mutuality. Mutual flexibility may ensure needs or security of both employers and employees. 
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Second, developing trust between employers and employees is very essential. Trust may possibly be secured if 
‘(i) employees believe that managers will fulfill their side of any bargain, and vice versa, at least in so far as it is 
within their power to do so; (ii) neither side expects other to deceive them by giving misleading, untruthful, 
incomplete or partial information; (iii) employees especially, but also managers to a lesser extent, believe that 
other party has competence to deliver; and (iv) both parties expect that their needs will be respected, that they 
will not be deliberately harmed’ (Reilly, 2001, p. 117).   

Third, introducing new labor laws to counter increasing labor discontent or abuses, and secure rights of workers. 
Introduction of new labor laws may possibly provide employers with directions to classify vital flexible working 
practices such as ensuring long-term employment relations between employers and employees (core or 
periphery). In this respect, few words on New Labor Contract Law of China can be mentioned. The Law came 
into force on 1st January 2008, specifying that ‘employment contracts must be put in writing within one month 
of employment’ (Zhang, 2008, p. 44) The Law restricts excessive use of temporary labors, makes harder to lay 
off employees, and favors long-term labor contracts instead of temporary pacts (Zhang, 2008). Therefore, 
workers’ employment security is ensured.   

Fourth, transferring specific management practice may also act to promote a win-win situation on flexibility if 
transfer procedure ends with effective implementation of rules prescribed in the specific practice and also 
persists until the prescribed rules are internalized in a transnational firm (Stehle and Erwee, 2007). An effectual 
implementation depends on institutionalizing the specific management practice. There are two stages of 
institutionalization: implementation and internalization. At the first stage, workers only pursue prescribed rules. 
In the second stage, workers have allegiance to the specific management practice. Ownership perception of work 
arrangements is also secured in the stage (Stehle and Erwee, 2007). Various macro-contextual factors such as 
absence of clear and stable industrial policy, existing national labor laws, traditional structure and role of 
government and trade unions, and market reforms initiatives to increase production and investment may possibly 
delay implementation of the two stages of institutionalization (Guzman, 2000). Therefore, transnational firms 
should be careful about the macro-contextual factors.     

4.1.2 External factors  

First, it is important to increase effective role of trade unions. Trade unions may force employers demanding 
better working conditions and job security for employees (Anner, 2007). A study of Pegler (2001) also supports 
the idea to avoid unusual labor turnover and have elongated and stable employment relations between employers 
and employees. On the other hand, a joint study of Pegler and Knorringa (2007) reveals that trade unions with 
their effective representations and collective inputs may increase production and performance of a transnational 
firm. Therefore, joint efforts of trade unions, workers and employers are required to have mutual gains on 
flexibility. While trade unions should be recognized and representative, workers should demonstrate greater 
adherence to trade unions and their firm.   

Second, developing the role of corporate social responsibility (CSR) is vital to make flexibility a positive thing 
for both employers and employees (Blowfield, 1999; Barrientos et al., 2003; Shaw et al., 2006; Knorringa and 
Pegler, 2006). Better CSR may reasonably be promoted ‘to help bolster an argument that better labor rights are 
good business and also to put forth trade unions that should be more significant stakeholders in CSR’ (Pegler and 
Knorringa, 2007, p. 45). Therefore, a prime task of CSR should be ‘to support ongoing struggle by workers in 
the developing countries and their collective action representatives, whether trade unions or NGOs, in an effort 
to increasingly implement decent work agenda of International Labor Organization’ (Knorringa and Pegler, 2006, 
p. 477).  

Third, enhancing the drive of ethical trading initiative, a well-recognized instance of CSR, is important. Ethical 
trading initiative offers an opportunity for transnational firms to work jointly with trade unions and 
non-government organizations to ensure whether the existing ‘labor conditions meet or exceed international 
labor standards’ (Knorringa and Pegler, 2006, p. 476). A recent joint study of Barrientos et al. (2003, p. 1518) on 
ethical trading reveals that ‘international labor standards just profitably meet demands of core workers’. By 
contrast, peripheral workers’ claims are variegated (Knorringa and Pegler, 2006). Therefore, the drive of ethical 
trading initiative should focus on developing constructive code of conduct on labor standards or conditions for 
both core and periphery workers.   

5. Frameworking the factors or conditions making flexibility positive for both employers and employees: a 
discussion 

Based on characteristics of flexibility, it is obvious that flexibility for employers is concerned with three things: 
vle, vwh and meiw. In other words, these three things may be the best capturing indicators of flexibility for 
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employers. On the other hand, flexibility for employees is concerned with a set of things: js, rt, lw, wh, Rs, we 
and mu. In any circumstance, these notions may otherwise be the best capturing indicators of flexibility for 
employees.  

On the basis of the indicators of flexibility for both employers and employees, the notion of flexibility for both 
parties in a transnational firm of a developing country behaves in a different way, sometimes positive for 
employers but negative for employees, and occasionally positive for both. In the variation, there could be some 
additional factors that may also have an impact on flexibility. For example, structure and role of government, 
and role of trade unions in Brazil are quite different than that in China, Malaysia and Turkey (Uddin, 2010). On 
the contrary, market reforms initiatives to increase level of productivity, flow of foreign direct investment, and 
particularly national labor laws are far different in the developing countries. Therefore, some specific factors that 
may make flexibility a positive thing for both employers and employees come to the fore.  

If objective of achieving flexibility is through transferring any management practice, adoption of formal rules 
describing the transfer process and practice, and then internalization of the rules at any firm need to be 
prioritized. On the other hand, within the list of internal factors, changing perception of flexibility, making 
mutuality in work and developing trust between employers and employees, and introducing new labor laws are 
very important. By contrast, from the external factors, developing role of trade unions and civil society 
organizations (CSOs), bringing the drive of CSR to light, forcing the initiative of fair trade, ethical sourcing, and 
the related drives, constructive codes of conduct on labor standards, and decent work agenda of the ILO are also 
very crucial. The effective execution of the internal and external factors may act to promote a win-win situation 
on flexibility for both employers and employees.  

In addition to the indicators, internal and external factors of flexibility, some general factors and challenging 
issues ought to effectively be taken into consideration. Employers of the transnational firms must be aware of 
some identified factors challenging to flexibility. Reducing institutional complexities existing in their firms is 
crucial. On the other hand, both employers and employees should balance their power and ownership. They 
could accentuate on positive social network ties. In general, employers need to change their attitude and respect 
to employees’ basic demands. By contrast, employees’ dynamic attachment with and positive response to their 
firms are important. Therefore, factors or conditions that may make flexibility a positive thing for both 
employers and employees can be framed under the following framework:  

Place Figure 2 here  

6. Conclusion and recommendations  

The study concludes that vle, vwh and meiw for employers, and js, rt, lw, wh, Rs, we and mu for employees 
necessitate to be addressed well to have a positive impact on flexibility. Emphasis then goes on meeting the 
general factors such as transferability or adaptability of a firm to introduce a new technology or technique, and 
HRM policies and practices such as defining labor appraisal and performance assessment method. Subsequent 
task is facing the factors challenging to flexibility such as accentuating on particular local and regional 
agglomerations of firms; removing institutional complexities; integrating relationship between firms and 
employees; balancing power and ownership, participation and understanding between employers and employees; 
increasing competence of firms and worker representations; drawing attention to contractual conformities with 
trade unions, and partaking rights in regards to works councils. To attain positive-sum gains on flexibility, the 
internal factors such as perception of flexibility, mutuality in work, trust between employers and employees, and 
labor laws need to be effectively developed. Simultaneously the role of unionism, CSOs, CSR, fair trade and 
ethical sourcing, and the ILO decent work agenda within the periphery of external factors demand to be 
recognized in order to make flexibility a positive thing for employers and employees. 

The study is based on consultation of secondary literature that have facilitated to conceptualize or to categorize 
the factors of flexibility for employers and employees. The findings of the study appear to be generalized to a 
certain extent. But they necessitate to be replicated rather in a broader context; in particular, the findings ought to 
be examined in a variety of firms for various developing as well as developed countries. Therefore, a more 
comprehensive and updated version on the subject require field based first hand information in future.     
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Figure 1. Best capturing indicators of flexibility for employers and employees 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Frameworking the factors making flexibility positive 
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