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“The tree held strong; the reed he bent
the wind redoubled and did not relent
until finally, it uprooted the poor oak”

Jean de La Fontaine

ABSTRACT

This study investigates flexible work organization in the Information Society. Based
on data from Greek companies, the study attempts to identify the relationship between
the level of training and the use of independent contractors, temporaries and
subcontractorswith regard to the level of ICT adoption. Findings generally appear to
suggest that firms recogni ze the need for personnel training to exploit the advantages
of ICT use, however, different types of working arrangements ar e subject to anincrease

of training level, whereas temporaries appear not to benefit from any work-related
training.
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INTRODUCTION

Labor flexibility is an important and challenging focus for research on work and
organizations in the Information Society of the 21% century. The emergence of the
Information Society (IS), basically duetotherevolution of information and communica-
tion technologies (ICTs), has evoked a continuous debate. In the ' 90s the debate was
dominated by issuesrelated to thetechnological andinfrastructurechallengesinvolved,
aswell asthe regulatory environment most conducive to enhancing the dissemination
and use of ICT. Today the debate has entered a new phase, focusing on the many
previously neglected social aspectsof thelS. Oneof themainissuesof the current debate
isthe impact of ICT on employment relationships and systems.

Rapid developments in technology and their consequent effects on product and
service development provide abasisfor changesin the organizational forms, the place
and nature of work, and ultimately the employment relationship. A particular feature of
the new ICT istheincreased flexibility and transparency, which isreflected in the way
firms are organizing production. This must be embedded in the organization of the
workplace in order to achieve a competitive combination of performance, quality, and
flexibility. Thekindsof organizationformsthat enableemployersto obtaintheflexibility
they need are denoted by the notion of the so-called flexible firm.

Twodistinct strategiesof labor utilization have been mostly accorded totheflexible
firm. Thefirst aims at improving performance by broadening the range of employees’
skillsthrough training in order to enhancetheir ability to perform avariety of tasksand
participate in decision making. The second aims mainly at reducing costs by adjusting
workers* quantity’. Numeroustermshave been used to refer to thesetwo strategies. The
most popul ar among thesetermsarefunctional vs. numerical flexibility (Atkinson, 1984,
Smith, 1997), internal vs. external (DavisBlake& Uzzi, 1993), clanvs. market (Ouchi, 1980),
dynamicvs. static (Deyo, 1997), and organi zation-focused vs. job-focused employment
relations(Tsui, Pearce, Porter, & Hite, 1995).

Several studieshaveprovided broad analysisof each kind of flexibility (Appelbaum
& Batt, 1994; Wood, 1999; Pfeffer & Baron, 1988; DavisBlake & Uzzi, 1993; Houseman,
2001). Attempts have also been made to develop models of the relationship between
functional and numerical flexibility, and to specify the conditions under which an
organizationwill establish various combinations of standard and non-standard employ-
ment relationships (seethereview by Kalleberg, 2001).

Theideaof the'flexiblefirm’ asaframework for research ontheinterplay between
the two forms of labor flexibility remains especially challenging for researchersin the
frame of the Information Society because of its relevance not only to organizational
performance, but also (through elevated levels of unemployment) to social cohesion.

Two major featuresof thel Smay beidentified asbeing of particular importanceto
the study of theflexiblefirm.

The first concerns the implication of ICT for changes in workers’ skills, work
organization, and job prospects. A system of skills and competence must be devel oped
to deal with changesin the organization of the production and distribution of goodsand
services. The speed of employees’ training must be adapted to the speed of change,
whereas the concept of training must be brought closer to the concept of continuous
learning. Improving skillsand multi-skilling yield mutual benefitsfor both enterprises
andworkers. On onehand these are means of increasing companies’ functional flexibility
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