
ABSTRACT 
In this article, we present some preliminary thoughts regarding the development of a distinctively critical perspective 
on research and practice of workplace flexibility. We thus aim to contribute to a deeper understanding of some of the 
observed tensions, contradictions, and antagonisms, and, described as the „Janus-faced character“, the „double-edged 
sword“ or the „paradox“ of workplace flexibility. At the core of our perspective is a conceptualization of workplace flex-
ibility as an inherently dialectical societal phenomenon, which simultaneously reflects and promises humanistic ideals 
regarding individual autonomy, self-actualization and self-determination, but at the same time, is also outgrowth and 
embodiment of neoliberal ideology, serving particular interest of employers and capital owners to increase the effective-
ness and efficiency of human resource utilization. First, we will address the humanistic potential of workplace flexibility 
in terms of employee-oriented individual flexibility – in contrast to employer-oriented organizational flexibility. Second, 
we will argue that workplace flexibility, its manifestation in organizational and individual practices, as well as the entirety 
of academic and public discourses on the topic, are deeply contaminated by neoliberal ideology. Finally, we will inte-
grate these two perspectives into a dialectical conceptualization of workplace flexibility and discuss some implications, 
usefulness, and prospects of the flexibility concept for the project of a radically humanistic and emancipatory work and 
organizational psychology.
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In economically advanced Western societies, the 
changing nature of work and organizations confronts 
individuals with systemic „paradoxes“ – creating am-
biguous, ambivalent, contradictory, or overtaxing 
work situations (Gouliquer, 2000; Kalleberg, 2011; Put-
nam, Myers & Gailliard, 2014; cf. Glaser, Hornung & 
Höge, 2019). Driven by economic crises and pressures, 
escalating and emerging „new“ stressful demands 
arise from constantly reconfiguring working environ-
ments, dissolving job boundaries, employment insecu-
rity, and ever-increasing performance and flexibility 
requirements of employers (Allan, O’Donell & Peetz, 
1999; Archibald, 2009; Burchell, Ladipo & Wilkinson, 
2002; Höge & Hornung, 2015; Pedaci, 2010). Argu-
ably, organizational efforts to increase flexibility via 
strategies of de-regulation and de-bureaucratization, 
along with „high-involvement“ human resource (HR) 
management and autonomy-oriented work practices, 

also increase opportunities to individualize and (self-)
enrich one’s work experience (Boxall & Macky, 2014; 
Hornung, Höge, Glaser & Weigl, 2017; Kashefi, 2009; 
Nordbäck, Myers & McPhee, 2017). Pursuing self-de-
termination and actualization tendencies, employees 
use unspecified „white spaces“ to customize job fea-
tures, improving fit with personal and professional 
interests and goals, supporting fulfillment of work-
related needs, and pursuing increasingly diversified 
lifestyles, careers, and occupational identities (Gubler,  
Arnold & Coombs, 2014; Miscenko & Day, 2016). This 
dual character of workplace flexibility as source of 
stressful demands and reduced social cohesion, and 
enhanced possibilities for personal growth and „indi-
viduation“, is a recurring dialectic (Alvesson & Will-
mott, 1992; Reedy, King & Coupland, 2016; cf. Höge, 
2019). In this article, we present preliminary thoughts 
and suggestions on a distinctively critical perspective 


