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Confronted with the erratic dynamics and com-
pounding pressures of hypercompetitive markets,
organizations efforts to increase their structural flex-
ibility continue to reshape basic categories of work
and employment. The interdisciplinary research on
workplace flexibility fills bookshelves, yet, overall, is
hardly conclusive. In the field of applied psychology, a
growing stream of studies are dedicated to investigat-
ing cognitive, motivational, behavioral, affective, and
health-related effects of increased flexibility at work
- feeding into a rising tide of journal articles, books,
and special issues on ,new* forms of work organiza-
tion and human resource practices. Testimony to the
recognized importance of the underlying trends, criti-
cal discussions of the principles of flexible organizing
and their implications for the psychological regulation
of work activities have long found their way into the
standard textbooks of work psychology. For instance,
Hacker and Sachse (2014) explicitly call attention to
potential downsides of high-involvement work prac-
tices, offering high autonomy and challenging tasks
within the framework of a functional flexibility strate-
gy —in terms of negative health implications of self-en-
dangering or ,self-exploitative“ work behavior. This is
particularly notable, as it stands in stark contrast to the
initial paradigm of action regulation theory, aimed at
integrating and enriching partialized and incomplete
work tasks resulting from excessive division of labor
(Ulich, 2008). What is foreshadowed by these earlier
experiences with programs aimed at improving the
quality of working life, however, is the Janus-face of
structural changes in contemporary organizations. In-
deed, the deceitful double-faced ancient Roman god of
dualities, time, and transitions provides a suitable ,pa-
tron deity“ for flexibility — ruling over the tension-field
between a ,new wave“ in the humanization of work
through employee-oriented (individual) flexibility ver-
sus new form of economic (self-)rationalization for the
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sake of capacity-oriented (organizational) flexibility.
Although work intensification and extensification are
a hallmark of the latter, paradoxically, highly stimu-
lating tasks and involving work environments may be
even more efficient in prompting employees to work
harder and longer towards attaining group or individ-
ual goals — thus possibly engaging in self-enacted or
self-exploitative forms of ,subjectified* work intensi-
fication and extensification. Thus, it has been argued
that workplace flexibility is most suitably analyzed as
a contradictory paradox or even an inherent dialect,
characterized by antagonistic tendencies that contain
the seed of their own negation, transformation, and re-
emergence in a qualitatively different configuration.
One example for the ,blind spots* and unresolved
challenges faced by psychological research into work
and organizations is the often implicitly made assump-
tion that employees comply with certain organiza-
tional flexibility requirements voluntarily, out of their
genuine own free will, or predominantly based on in-
trinsic motivation - this view, however, collides with
the a basic psychological insight, telling us that this
interpretation almost inevitably falls prey to the fun-
damental attribution error. Behavior in contemporary
work contexts cannot be understood without taking
into account the ,atmospheric“ background pressure
of external and internal labor market competitiveness.
Market forces ,,spill“ into workplaces as turnover and
selection effects, resulting in escalating performance
demands, job insecurity, and social tensions — as symp-
toms of increasingly volatile conditional and competi-
tive employment. The tendency of workers to com-
ply with aggravated flexibility requirements is partly
rooted in the more or less existential threat of losing
their main source of living. Historically the driving
force of employment, this underlying power-depen-
dence relationship provides the psychological basis
and leverage for more sophisticated labor utilization
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strategies through job insecurity, such as temporary
employment, internal competition, artificial tourna-
ment situations, and threat of systematic exclusion —
phenomena inexorably linked to the ,darksides“ of the
often vague and ambiguously used term of workplace
flexibility. Mainstream research in work and organi-
zational frequently tends to downplay these tensions
and antagonisms in favor of more convenient unitarist
assumptions of converging employee and employer in
interests. The topic of flexibility demonstrates the ne-
cessity to question, challenge, and qualify such widely-
held counterfactual assumptions, the roots of which
can often be traced back to system-justifying ideologi-
cal belief systems, serving particular interests, rather
than the scientific quest for truth or social responsibil-
ity for the common good.

Faced with the task of writing an editorial for this
special issue, it appears both tempting and worthwhile
to take a look back at previous contributions made to-
wards a better understanding of workplace flexibility
in the Journal Psychologie des Alltagshandelns / Psy-
chology of Everyday Activity. In fact, a considerable
number of studies published in this journal over the
years has dealt with topics related to workplace flex-
ibility, reflecting both the multi-faceted character of
flexibility as well as the range of approaches to study-
ing it. Notably, in the inaugural issue of this journal,
Hornung, Herbig and Glaser (2008) initially intro-
duced the concept of employee-oriented flexibility,
based on a project evaluating the implementation of
telecommuting in the public administration. Roughly a
decade later, this research cycle had come to a closure
with the publication of a summary of programmatic
research on workplace flexibility — based on individual
negotiation of idiosyncratic deals — in the anniversa-
ry issue of the journal (Hornung, Glaser & Rousseau,
2018). In addition to this positive interpretation of
workplace flexibility, significant contributions towards
the development of the more critical stream, focusing
on new forms of indirect organizational control, cop-
ing with flexibility demands, and self-endangering
work behavior, were made by Bredehoft, Dettmers,
Hoppe and Janneck (2015), Deci, Dettmers, Krause
and Berset (2016), and, most recently, Schulthess
(2017). A particularly important and influential early
article was authored by Hoge (2011), who developed
theory and psychometrically sophisticated measures
on organizational flexibility requirements and the en-
treployee-orientation — the former representing new
forms of job demands and the latter reflecting psycho-
logical implications of changing occupational identi-
ties. A noteworthy feature of this contribution is that
it builds interdisciplinary bridges, conceptually and
methodologically transferring and thus making acces-
sible the sociological entreployee-proposition and the
broader paradigm of the ,subjectivation of work® for

research in the field of applied psychology. A number
of other high-quality studies have dealt directly with
implications of numerical and temporal organizational
flexibility, manifesting in temporary work arrange-
ments (Rigotti, de Cuyper, de Witte, Korek & Mohr,
2009), increased job insecurity (Otto & Beck, 2012),
as well as associated consequences, such as conflicts
and negative spillover from work into private and fam-
ily life (Amstad & Semmer, 2011), impaired personal
well-being and health (Sora & Hoge, 2014), and the re-
lated phenomenon of presenteeism, that is, continuing
to work while actually being sick (Strasser & Varesco
Kager, 2018; Ulich & Strasser, 2010). Further, relevant
to workplace flexibility in a broader sense, are studies
on employee readiness to change occupations (Otto,
Dette-Hagenmeyer & Dalbert, 2014), work intensifica-
tion in human services (Schulz-Dadaczynski & Jung-
hanns, 2014) and the working customer (Rieder &
Voss, 2010), that is, the new ways in which companies
take advantage of people not only of their roles as em-
ployees, but also as consumers. Taken together, these
important previous contributions complement each
other to provide a strong background framework and
foundation for the research compiled in this special is-
sue. Thus, calling attention to the history of flexibility
research in this journal not only is a matter of good re-
flexive practice, but, indeed, strengthens our case for
the present project.

The insights gained from these and other stud-
ies notwithstanding, formulating a comprehensive,
coherent, and integrated theory of the heterogeneous
— negative and positive — manifestations, interdepen-
dencies, implications, and trajectories of organiza-
tional flexibility is a Herculean and, so far, outstanding
challenge. Given its amorphous, perpetually trans-
forming nature, it seems debatable whether it is even
possible to provide such a ,,grand theory“ of workplace
flexibility. Humbled by the vastness, pervasiveness,
and multidimensionality of the topic, we set our aim
on the more realistic goal of contributing to a more
complete, differentiated, and ,,complexified“ view on
workplace flexibility. Our aspirations focus on exam-
ining the meaning of flexibility from the employee
and employer perspective as well as across multiple
levels of analysis, specifically, individuals, organiza-
tions, and society. That is, we are considering implica-
tions of flexibility on a micro-, meso-, and macro-level.
The manifestations and consequences of flexibility on
these three levels share characteristic features — par-
allels that we are tempted to interpret as properties
of ,self-similarity“ across scales, reminding us of the
repeating kaleidoscopic patterns found in ecological
systems and mathematical fractals. For instance, so-
cioeconomic developments on the societal level paral-
lel organizational HR strategies of workforce segmen-
tation and differentiation, demanding that flexibility
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requirements and potentials are allocated increasingly
unevenly, resulting in privileged functional core work-
forces versus more or less precarious numerically and
temporally decoupled or ,flexibilized“ peripheral em-
ployee groups. Aggravating competition along the fault
lines of differently attractive labor market segments,
numerical organizational flexibility to reduce under-
and overcapacities manifests on the individual level
as discontinuities in occupational biographies, phases
of under- or unemployment, undesired work arrange-
ments, economic uncertainly, and marginalization. At
this point, at the latest, flexibility transcends conven-
tional confines of research into work and organiza-
tions, raising implications for socio-economic stratifi-
cation, social inequality and societal structure. These
dialectic, bi-directional, and cross-level influences be-
tween individual, organizational, and societal implica-
tions render research on workplace flexibility, albeit
from a psychological perspective, a political, ideologi-
cally charged, and contested undertaking.

The articles compiled for this special issue illus-
trate the broad spectrum of intellectual traditions,
theoretical perspectives, concepts, constructs, empiri-
cal results, and methods, that humanistic and critical
research on workplace flexibility in applied psychol-
ogy can draw on, including sociology, organizational
behavior, management, and related fields. The five
main contributions are authored by researchers at
the University of Innsbruck’s Institute of Psychology.
Discussed topics range from work intensification and
extensification to erosion of the private sphere, psy-
chosocial strains of uncertainty, role conflicts and
precariousness, but also potentials for a ,new quality“
of work supporting self-determination, time autono-
my, learning and growth-promising opportunities for
self-actualization at work and through work activity.
Underlying rifts, ambivalences, and tensions, as well
as potentials and opportunities, are illuminated from
multiple angles with reference to different manifes-
tations, conceptualizations, and operationalizations
of flexibility. In the opening article, Hoge develops a
Marxist perspective to integrate psychological and so-
ciological theory in laying out a domain-integrating
life-conduct perspective for studying subjectified flex-
ible work in post-Tayloristic societies, populating the
proposed framework with exemplary results of his
own research. The following contribution by Glaser
and associates conceptually analyzes tensions, con-
flicts, and contradictory demands confronting employ-
ees and supervisors in flexible work systems, suggest-
ing, negotiation of idiosyncratic deals (i-deals) as one
way lo align diverging employee and employer inter-
ests. In the third article, Seubert and colleagues report
the theory-guided development and validation of a
survey instrument assessing subjective experiences of
work-related precariousness. Subsequently, Palm and

coauthors offers a review of her research on issues of
boundaryless work, including individual and organi-
zational antecedents and dynamics as well as implica-
tions for employee health and wellbeing. Lastly, elabo-
rating on the degrees of freedom that contemporary
transitions open up for self-determination, personality
development, and individuation at work, Hornung and
coauthors adopt an employee-oriented perspective on
functional flexibility to develop and test a tripartite in-
teraction model of proactive work self-redesign and
individual quality of working life. With task autonomy,
job crafting, and task-related i-deals, this contribution
integrates constructs widely associated with positive
implications for both individuals and organizations,
yet which also have a controversial connotation in the
context of flexibility. The closing article by Hornung
and Hoge offers some preliminary reflections and an
outlook for critical future research on flexibility, pres-
ently caught between the antagonistic poles of hu-
manistic ideals and organizational realties shaped by
the omnipresence of neoliberal ideology. For all six
articles of the special issue, expert scholars will be
invited to provide short commentaries, which will be
published in the next regular issue of the journal.

Overall, we believe that the articles assembled
here complement each other towards a fresh perspec-
tive on the paradox, complex, and multifaceted phe-
nomenon and implications of workplace flexibility.
Moreover, our aim was to transcend ideological rheto-
ric in stimulating academic and practice-oriented dis-
courses on the broader implications of workplace flex-
ibility by synthesizing different streams of literature,
integrating disciplinary approaches, and developing
and testing theories, models, and instruments for sub-
sequent research. Likely attributable to the complex,
dynamic, and systemic nature of flexibility as well as
its ,self-obscuring® ideological properties, this objec-
tive turned out to be an extremely ambitious, and, at
times, disorienting — bewitching, bothering, and bewil-
dering, so to speak — but also educational and person-
ally transformative project. Thanks, appreciation, and
gratitude are due to many who have directly and indi-
rectly contributed — as authors, reviewers, and editors,
administrators and technicians, research participants,
supportive colleagues and friends. It will be left up to
the reader to decide on the extent to which our collec-
tive efforts to transmit our sparks of insight here have
been successful.
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