
ABSTRACT 
The spread of flexible work systems, epitomized by continuously changing structures and work anytime / anywhere, 
intensifies goal conflicts in organizations. In particular, increasing work performance and maintaining employee health 
are incompatible, if delegated to supervisors and employees without required resources and empowerment to determine 
situationally adequate ways to define, balance, and pursue associated objectives. Drawing on different theoretical ap-
proaches – paradox theory, role theory, action regulation theory, leadership theory – we try to integrate concepts of orga-
nizational tensions, role conflicts, contradictory work demands, and ambivalences in leadership and employee behavior 
with a focus on performance and health. We argue that top-down work design or ambidextrous leadership are insufficient 
to reconcile contradictory objectives, whereas idiosyncratic deals (i-deals) offer a promising approach to align diverging 
interest. Traditional divisions of authority, responsibilities, and resources between top-management and supervisors/
employees are bound to catalyze role conflicts and contradictory demands. These manifest in tensions and paradoxes at 
different organizational levels, contribute to widespread detrimental phenomena like self-exploitative work behavior and 
psycho-mental disease. I-deals between supervisors and employees offer secondary elasticities in HR systems to buffer or 
alleviate tensions. Integrating theoretical approaches from a multilevel perspective on organizations, work design, lead-
ership, and work behavior, we shed light on tensions, role conflicts, and contradictory demands imposed on supervisors 
and employees in contemporary flexible work systems. Ways to align and balance individual health and organizational 
performance through idiosyncratic deals are proposed.
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During the last decades, aggravated global competi-
tion and structural transformation from mass-produc-
tion to customized modes of production and services 
have been observed in numerous industrialized econ-
omies (e.g., Felstead & Jewson, 1999; Oeij & Wiezer, 
2002). Accordingly, organizations and employees face 
increasing requirements for flexibility. Organizations 
make more and more use of non-traditional work ar-
rangements beyond conventional full-time and per-
manent contracts, flanked by flexible work scheduling 
to enhance numerical and temporal flexibility (e.g., 
Allvin, Aronsson, Hagström, Johansson & Lundberg, 
2011). New forms of work organization and manageri-
al practices deemphasize direct control, centralization, 
and formalization in favor of capitalizing on employee 
self-organization and self-control as prerequisites for 
functional flexibility (e.g., Mills, 1983; Pongratz & Voß, 

2003). These developments have changed the nature 
of work, employment relationships, and career paths 
substantially. Empirical results on the impact of flex-
ible work on employees, however, draw an ambiguous 
picture (e.g., Höge & Hornung, 2013). Some aspects 
may offer opportunities for personal initiative and 
self-actualization, thus contributing to employee well-
being. Overall, however, benefits seem outweighed by 
negative consequences, such as work-intensification, 
job insecurity, and blurred boundaries between work 
and private life. Hence, the paradigm of flexibility 
opens up a Pandora’s Box of tensions and paradoxes 
for employees in contemporary organizations (Gouli-
quer, 2000).

The main objective of this paper is to draw at-
tention to psychological consequences of tensions and 
paradoxes of flexible work in terms of work design and 


