Chapter 5 - Answers to review questions in textbook, page 120

1.
A major goal implicit in the idea of flexible labour is to render HRM as a strategic activity. By this is meant a multi-fold process involving a number of issues. Discuss briefly.


Answer: (Introduction to Chapter 5)
A major goal implicit in the idea of flexible labour is to render HRM as a strategic, rather than merely a tactical activity. ... By this is meant a multifold process involving one or many of the following:

(i)
for any individual worker, a wider range of tasks and abilities and a willingness to employ them on behalf of the organisation which purchases them;

(ii)
a greater variety in the time periods of employment;

(iii)
a greater ability by the employer to dispense with certain workers when not strictly essential to the production process (an ability which may be grounded in the replacement of traditional contracts of employment by franchise and subcontractor relations, and/or the greater use of part-time and temporary employees); and

(iv)
a greater capacity among workers (in both internal and external labour markets) to be so deployed,  necessitating changed attitudes for all, and skill and time-management change for some.

The inference from the development of these work patterns and practices is a new-found strategic focus by management, integrating both the 'hard' or quantitative approach to human resources which emphasises the link to organisational strategy and the 'soft' or qualitative approach which focuses on the developmental aspects of managing human resources. 

2.
Explain the major differences between numerical flexibility and functional 
flexibility.


Answer: (Section 5.1)

	Numerical Flexibility
	Functional Flexibility

	is a quantitative approach to the utilisation of the workforce

	refers to management's ability to deploy and redeploy particular sections of the workforce on a wide range of tasks, in response to market demand, as and when required


to ensure that this can be achieved efficiently, employees are trained in a wide range of skills. As Atkinson notes:

	· 
This might mean the deployment of multi-skilled craftsmen from mechanical, electrical and pneumatic jobs; it might mean moving workers between indirect and direct production jobs or it might mean a complete change of career. ...         

As products and production methods change, functional flexibility implies that the same labour force changes with them, in both short and medium term.

· the volatility of product markets and the blurring of skill boundaries through technological change provide the environment for the development of this form of flexibility. 

· central to the development of functional flexibility is the reversal of the Taylorist (or scientific management) practices of fragmentation and de-skilling

· working practices which incorporate elements of functional flexibility include team working, empowerment, multi-skilling, re-skilling and project-working
	


3.
Explain the major differences between financial flexibility and procedural 
flexibility.


Answer: (Section 5.1)

	Financial Flexibility
	Procedural Flexibility

	is a compensation system designed to facilitate the development of flexible patterns of work, in particular numerical and functional flexibility
	is the central tenet in the development of flexible patterns of work, particularly in the highly regulated labour markets, it is concerned with the establishment of consultative mechanisms for introducing changes or negotiating variations in work practices, primarily through changes in both legal and traditional practices covering employment


provides the duality of (a) allowing market forces to dictate relative wage rates, providing cost-efficient numerical flexibility to the organisation, and (b) providing the incentive for the core workforce to increase its skill base by relating pay to skill levels (other examples include gainsharing, profit sharing and variable executive pay schemes)



In most industrialised countries the 'flexibility debate', concerned with changing rigidities in labour and employment patterns, has been an important element in industrial policy making and industrial relations...

	· at the level of the organisation - the process can range from directive through to a participative framework of negotiation

· the substantive aspects of the traditional 'Taylorist' relationship between employer and employee and the employee's representative (trade unions) are fundamentally re-cast for flexible patterns of work to be fully utilised

· central to procedural flexibility is the acceptance of, and a role in managing the new relationship for the employees and their representatives

· such procedures are indicative of commitment to joint administration of labour flexibility within the workplace

· facilitates the combination of work patterns and practices that increase the utilisation of the enterprise's human resources
	


4.
What are the key advantages and disadvantages of flexible patterns of work from the employer's perspective?


Answer: (Section 5.5)

	Advantages from an employer’s perspective
	Disadvantages from an employer’s perspective

	· enable employers to match organisational resources more closely with customer/product demand

· reduce fixed costs (e.g. homeworkers do not require office space)

· aid recruitment and retention

· increase productivity - those working for a reduced period of time are likely to be less tired and stressed

· reduce absence and turnover
	· increased training costs 

· higher direct costs (e.g. part-timers    who receive pro rata benefits)

· a more complex administration

· communication difficulties

· management of the flexible workforce


5.
What are the key advantages and disadvantages of flexible patterns of work from the employee's perspective?  

Answer: (Section 5.5)

	Advantages from an employee’s perspective
	Disadvantages from an employee’s perspective

	· the ability to combine work with outside interests (e.g. career responsibilities or hobbies)

· greater job satisfaction

· improved motivation

· less tiredness
	· unequal treatment in terms of pay and benefits

· reduced career opportunities

· limited training opportunities

· the 'psychological contract' is challenged

· increased job insecurity

· increased stress


6.
Briefly discuss why it is important to develop and manage flexible patterns of 
work.


Answer: (Sec 5.4.1)

Flexible work patterns are key in generating sustainable competitive advantage. Organisations need to attract, retain and develop key employees for the core activities and develop a stable supply of workers for the periphery. Consequently, flexibility has become a key platform of the new organisational environment. A key aspect of the new 'core' workers in the emerging 'knowledge' economy is that they increasingly own the means of production - knowledge - which attracts large rewards. The changing labour market has also changed the nature of the psychological contract which has significantly transformed the employer-employee relationship. 

The management of gold collar workers assumes greater significance. The term 'gold collar worker' implies that these workers need to be managed carefully and provided with excellent working conditions. It is this group that is at the core of a firm's unique strategic advantage. It is not possible to develop a competitive advantage without the consideration of the people that form the core of a firm's knowledge base. As such, the management of these human resources throws out particular challenges to organisations that base their advantage on these 'free thinking', workers and 'managed' resources. As such there is a need for organisations to focus their employment systems, practices and organisational structure to ensure they capture this unique resource.

The key to developing strategies that attract, develop and retain these employees is to understand what motives them, these workers think differently, behave differently and have needs different to the traditional employee. Typically, these workers are self-focused and less interested in the traditional benefits of employment such as job security and working conditions. The fundamental issue for organisations to identify is 'employability'. There is an expectation therefore that an organisation will play a part in not only securing employment, but in upgrading employees' knowledge, skills and ability, so that they remain in demand in the wider employment market. Whilst the concept of job-hopping may become the norm, this approach or characteristic of employment paradoxically may be a factor in, at least, reducing turnover. It can even make the organisation an 'employer of choice' for these increasingly discerning workers to move back to.

These fundamental changes to the nature of the employment relationship will further accelerate the move away from the traditional employment relationship as exemplified in the traditional psychological contract based on loyalty and stability of employment. Organisations will have to adapt to this new paradigm in a variety of ways. In particular, terms and conditions of employment and the way work is organised will need to be conducive to these workers. 

7.
List ten organisational/management practices organisations can use to determine whether they are ready for flex work.


Answer: (Sec 5.2)
●
Policy
Are there specific policy and strategy statements approved and communicated by top management that endorse flex work as a component of the employment relationship?

●
Employee commitment
How deeply are employees committed to the success of the organisation's mission and to high achievement in their own jobs?

●
Management commitment
Do the actions of management as well as their communications to employees reinforce management's support for flex work?

●
Workforce planning
How good is the organisation at forecasting projects, deadlines, production quotas and workloads, at scheduling workforce needs and at allocating resources?

●
Technology
Are information technology and communication systems in place to support flex work in smooth, efficient, consistent ways? 

●
Training and orientation
How effective are training content and delivery mechanisms for meeting the ongoing needs of flex workers?

●
Teamwork
To what extent is work done in teams, and is there sufficient coordination to ensure coverage and to compensate for having team members on different schedules?

●
Performance management
Are there methods for performance measurement, employee appraisal, and staff development that are equivalent, if not identical for flex workers and others?

●
Decision making
Who holds decision rights and makes key decisions in the course of everyday work?

●
Communication and information dissemination
How effective are the means, media and frequency of communication of everyday business information and are those processes robust enough to keep flex workers in the loop?

8.
Briefly outline the flexible firm model, including a discussion of its merits and criticisms.


Answer: (Sec 5.3.1)
Research by the Institute for Employment Studies (IES), formerly the Institute of Manpower Studies (IMS), in the UK identified the development of a distinct organisational structure - the flexible firm model - to accommodate the development of multiple forms of flexibilities, in particular functional, numerical and financial flexibility. The flexible firm or core-periphery model provides competitive advantage through the restructuring of the employment relationship:


The flexible firm model is based on a break with unitary and hierarchical labour markets and organisation of internal means of allocating labour, in order to create a core workforce and a cluster of peripheral employment relations.

In place of the traditional hierarchical structures, the flexible firm model redefines the organisation into two broad segments - the core and the periphery. The make-up of the two segments reflects the different types of flexibility required by the organisation. The core is made up of a permanent, highly-skilled group of employees with internal career paths. As a result, 'core' employees experience a high degree of job security, with resources provided for training in firm-specific skills not readily bought in. This segment of the organisation is characterised by functional forms of flexibility. In contrast, the peripheral workforce is associated with the organisation's development of qualitative or numerical flexibility. The key function of this sector for the organisation is the undertaking of day-to-day activities that are important but not vital to the organisation. As Atkinson points out:


In effect they are offered a job not a career. For example, they might be clerical, supervisory, component assembly and testing occupations. The key point is that their jobs are 'plug-in' ones, not firm-specific. As a result the firm looks to the external market to fill these jobs, and seeks to achieve numerical flexibility and financial flexibility through more direct and immediate links to the external labour market than is sought for the core group.

Where either the core or peripheral workforce needs supplementing, the secondary peripheral workforce accommodates this through part-time temporary or subcontracting work. This provides increased numerical and functional flexibility with minimal organisational commitment or disruption. The new organisation therefore takes the form of a core with a variety of peripheral activities to serve its changing requirement, as the figure below illustrates. The focus of the flexible firm model is to closely match organisational (labour) resources with work demand, increasing the efficiency of human resource utilisation while dampening the effects of market volatility and uncertainty, thereby increasing organisational effectiveness.

Despite the mixed evidence relating to the development of the flexible firm, the model has generated significant debate. What is distinctive about the flexible firm model and its approach to the organisation and management of human resources is the extent to which it implies a distinctive strategy on the part of management in developing more efficient and effective labour utilisation. Critics of the flexible firm model contend that this is simplistic, and argue that change is far more uneven and complex: as such they contend that the model is too abstract to represent reality. 
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The flexible firm model is also criticised for its promotion of variation in terms and conditions of employment within organisations, the outcome of which is the creation of a (skill) polarised workforce with an elite core workforce and a disenfranchised low-skilled, low-wage peripheral workforce. From a management perspective, it can be argued that the flexible firm model incorrectly assumes that organisations have uniformly moved from ad hoc to explicit labour strategies in both the short and the long term. In addition, many researchers note the lack of empirical evidence to support the uniform development of the flexible firm. 

Despite these criticisms, the flexible firm model does provide a framework for analysis, insight and explanation with respect to the development of new patterns of work.

9.
List the characteristics of the "gold collar" workers and discuss how this new employee affects organisational flexibility.


Answer: (Sec 5.4.1)
At the beginning of the 21st century there is a renewed recognition of the key role of flexible work patterns in generating sustainable competitive advantage. At the centre of this is the need to attract, retain and develop key employees for the core activities and develop a stable supply of workers for the periphery. Consequently, flexibility has become a key platform of the new organisational environment. What is significant about the new 'core' workers in the emerging 'knowledge' economy is that they increasingly own the means of production - knowledge - which attracts large rewards. The changing labour market has also changed the nature of the psychological contract which has significantly transformed the employer-employee relationship. As the ACIRRT research report states:


"Sometimes known as 'gold-collar workers' this latter group of workers has benefited considerably from technological change and economic deregulation. Often found in the cutting edge of computer technology in banking or in publishing, 'gold collar workers' have found high paying jobs which stimulate and challenge them. They often spend extremely long hours at their job, they are young, ambitious and very well paid. Their loyalty, however, is owed less to their employer than it is to their career. As a result, they are highly mobile, lured by new jobs, which offer technical challenges or opportunities for self-development." 

The term 'gold collar worker' implies that these workers need to be managed carefully and provided with excellent working conditions. It is this group that is at the core of a firm's unique strategic advantage. It is not possible to develop a competitive advantage without the consideration of the people that form the core of a firm's knowledge base. As such, the management of these human resources throws out particular challenges to organisations that base their advantage on these 'free thinking', workers and 'managed' resources. As such there is a need for organisations to focus their employment systems, practices and organisational structure to ensure they capture this unique resource.

The key to developing strategies that attract, develop and retain these employees is to understand what motives them, these workers think differently, behave differently and have needs different to the traditional employee. Typically, these workers are self-focused and less interested in the traditional benefits of employment such as job security and working conditions. The fundamental issue for organisations to identify is 'employability'. There is an expectation therefore that an organisation will play a part in not only securing employment, but in upgrading employees' knowledge, skills and ability, so that they remain in demand in the wider employment market. Whilst the concept of job-hopping may become the norm, this approach or characteristic of employment paradoxically may be a factor in, at least, reducing turnover. It can even make the organisation an 'employer of choice' for these increasingly discerning workers to move back to.

The onus, for any of the gold-collar workers, will be to manage their own careers, which will mean constantly upgrading skills and employment. This will require them to direct their own training and development for a broader range of skills, and accept greater role ambiguity and responsibility. Organisations will have to adapt to this new paradigm in a variety of ways. In particular, terms and conditions of employment and the way work is organised will need to be conducive to these workers. Management must therefore pay careful attention to both structural and cultural conditions that exist within the firm. 

10
Write a short essay on flexibility.


Answer: (Sec 5.1)
The term 'flexibility' is difficult to define as it has been applied to a wide range of issues and levels of analysis. At a national level the debate is focused on rigidities in the regulation of the labour markets. At an organisational level flexibility is concerned with the integrative use of employment practices and organisational structures to create a capacity to adapt and manage innovation. However, one such definition that is found in the literature and describes the term broadly which states: "The ability of the organisation to adapt the size, composition, responsiveness and cost of the people inputs required to achieve organisational objectives". In the context of these dimensions a number of forms of flexibility have been identified which will be discussed next. The categoration should not suggest that the forms of flexibility are mutually exclusive and many forms of overlapping flexibility exist managers need to distinguish between these forms of flexibility in order to be able to seize opportunities for increasing organisational flexibility, but they should also be aware of the problems.

There are numerous types of flexibility, namely functional, numerical, work-time, job sharing, distancing, financial, procedural, regulatory, location, cognitive and organisational flexibility. 

