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Abstract

In spite of its strategic relevance, functional flexibility has still not been clearly defined by the literature. Drawing on
different conceptualizations and measurement tools, empirical studies have reached different and even contradictory
findings. This paper proposes a construct to define and measure functional flexibility in the field of Human Resource
Management. In doing so, we will try to clarify this concept, classifying previous definitions and contributing with
an integrative conceptualization. In the first part of this work we discuss and justify the need for certain level of
functional flexibility in human resource management systems, which helps the organization to improve its capacity
to adaptat to current environments. From this point of view, this capacity is considered as a relevant source of
competitive advantage. Drawing on our theoretical analysis, we propose a new functional flexibility construct and a
measurement model that could help to develop deeper analysis on this topic. This construct would serve as a starting
point in the definition of a measurement scale for functional flexibility. Future research lines derived from this
analysis are discussed in the last section of the paper. Specifically, we discuss the need to analyse how exploration
and exploitation of human capital can be combined in flexible human resource management strategies.

Keywords: functional flexibility, flexibility in strategic human resource management, theoretical review,
measurement model

1. Introduction

The importance of flexibility is already reflected in seminal studies, as Steers’ (1975) who even proposed to use
flexibility as a criterion to assess the effectiveness of organization. Suarez, Cusumano and Fine (1995) also argue the
importance of flexibility for companies, and the need for understanding and managing it strategically. As suggested
by some authors (Gerwin, 1993; Gupta & Goyal, 1989) flexibility is not only used by companies to adapt to changes
and uncertainty in the environment, but also to generate uncertainty in their competitive advantages.

Reviewing previous literature, we identify different areas of organizational flexibility. In this sense, studies have
explored flexibility in aspects as competitive strategies, production methods, organizational structures, or human
resource management (Atkinson, 1984; Michie & Sheehan, 2001; Roca-Puig, Beltran-Martin, Escrig-Tena &
Bou-Llusar, 2005; Swan & Fox, 2009). Adopting a strategic point of view, and drawing on the resource-based
perspective we assume that the design of flexible human resource management systems enables the organization to
genrate new valuable, unique and inimitable resources (Barney, Wright & Ketchen, 2001). If resources are difficult
to imitate and can be adapted to changing conditions, they will be able to generate superior performance and
sustainable competitive adventage for companies. Likewise, this approach argues that the possibility of an
organization to obtain and maintain a sustainable competitive advantage depends largely on the degree of exclusivity
of the competences and skills of their human resources. Considering this, we can conclude that the manner in which
this human capital is generated and activated has a strategic role within the organization.

Valle, Martin and Romero (2001) explained the contextual changes that made the human resources management
function change to a more strategic role. As it can be observed, all these changes justify the need for flexible human
resource management systems:

a. Sociodemographic factors. The characterisitics of the population are changing, basically because of two reasons: a
decrease in the birth rate and the increasing life expectancy. The new demographic situation originated has
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relevant implications for human resources management. In this regard, the improvement of the quality of life and
its impact on a higher life expectancy makes employees to decide to postpone their retirement age. As a
consequence of this, firms have comparatively older workforces. The decrease in the birth rate causes a lack of
young people in enterprises, reducing the contribution of new perspectives, values and knowledge. Among other
socio-demographic changes with implications for strategic human resource management we can highlight: (1) the
increase in the incorporation of women in the labor market, (2) the coexistence in companies of peole of different
ages and, (3) the increase in the non-domestic labour force. This socio-demographic changes increases workforce
diversity within organizations, a condition that also requires a greater degree of flexibility in management systems.

b. Polical-Legal factors. Firms’ strategic development depends, to a great extent, on the institutional context country.
State’s role in this sense is particularly important, not only because of the normative framework, but also because
of its economic, social and political influence (Kalleberg, 2001). Organizations need to adapt themselves to the
changes occurred in this socio-political context, which is also characterised nowadays by unstability and change.
One of the most important political elements for human resource management in the recent years is the impulse of
social policies against workplace discrimination. Similarly, reforms in labour markets regulation, collective
bargaining and social security also impact substantially human resource management decisions.

c. Economical factors: globalization involves the expansion of international trade and the expansion of multinational
corporations (Stone-Romero, Stone & Salas, 2003). It also favours mergers and acquisitions processes, which are
normally due to the need for achieving an adequate scale to operate in international markets (Valle et al., 2001).
These changes also require more flexible organizations. Valle et al. (2001), for instance, discussed the effects of
mergers and acquisitions for human resource management. As the authors argue, the main effect in this sense is the
increase in the volume of layoffs and anticipated retirements due to redundancy of functions in the resulting
companu. As a consequence of this employees perceive these processes as highly insecure and risky.

d. Technological factors. Because of technological advances, organizations are nowadays more able to create and
maintain flexible structures (Phillips & Wright, 2009). As Konrad and Deckop (2001, p. 274) stated “Technology
changes may even be helping re-define the role of HR in the organization”. According to Martinez-Sanchez,
Vela-Jiménez, Pérez-Pérez, and De Luis-Carnicer (2009) competition in high-tech companies creates the need to
rapidly develop products to remain competitive, requiring greater labour flexibility.

e. Organizational factors. One of the internal factors that have a stronger influence on human resource management is
organizational culture. As Barney (1986) noticed the organization’s culture can be considered by itself a source of
competitive advantage and it is determined in part by human resource management systems (Lau & Ngo, 2004;
Ngo & Loi, 2008). In fact, different authors have stated that organizational culture and human resource
management are inseparable (Jackson & Schuler, 1995; Ngo & Loi, 2008). Firms’ degree of innovation is also a
relevant organizational factor to consider, as innovations (both technological and organizational) require workers
to acquire and renew their qualifications. As a consequence of this, organizations need to be more flexible. The
new forms of work derived from the introduction of new technologies require more versatile workers.

These factors describe a new contex for human resource management, which has led companies to adopt a series of
changes to adapt to new circumstances. According to Patrickson and Hartmann (2001) the majority of these changes
require investments in human resource management systems to make them more flexible.

As it can be observed, the need to maintain a specific degree of flexibility in human resources management seems to
be demonstrated by previous literature. Theoretically, the importance of flexibility has been justified using the
Resource Based View of the firm (Barney, 1991; Beltran-Martin, Roca-Puig, Escrig-Tena & Bou-Llusar, 2009). Its
effects on organizations’ financial performance have been tested in empirical works such as those proposed by
Bhattacharya, Gibson and Doty (2005). Despite this importance, there is still lack of consensus in the literature about
how to conceptualize flexibility in the field of human resource management (Beltran-Martin et al., 2009; Mayne,
Tregaskis & Brewster, 1996). Different works have defined and measured it using diverse constructs, normally
focusing just on part of its dimensions (Bhattacharya et al., 2005; Golden & Powell, 2000; Kalleberg, 2001; Looise,
van Riemsdijk & De Lange, 1998; Roca-Puig, Beltran-Martin & Bou-LLusar, 2008).

Considering the above discussion, the objective of this paper is triple: (1) to define a concept of functional flexibility
in the field of human resource management, (2) identify and define its dimensions and categories and, (3) propose a
measurement scale. As we will see in the following sections, functional flexibility is a relevant organizational
capability “that allows the company to generate and maintain a sustainable competitive advantage, and therefore
obtaining higher levels of effectiveness” (Garcia-Tenorio, Sanchez & Holgado, 2011, p.23). Therefore, it is
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necessary to deepen the analysis of its internal dynamics, as previous studies have noticed (Lopez-Cabrales, Valle &
Galan, 2011).

The paper is structured in four blocks. After justifying the research and presenting the objectives, in the second
section we will review the extant literature to describe the theoretical and conceptual framework of the flexibility in
the field of human resource management. In the third block, an integrative construct for functional flexibility is
presented, describing its fimensions, and the set of measures defined. Finally, in the fourth section, conclusions will
be presented, explaining the paper’s contribution, as well as its limitations and the future lines of research that arise
from our theoretical analysis.

2. Conceptualization of Functional Flexibility in the Field of Human Resource Management
2.1 Conceptual Delimitation of Organizational Flexibility in Human Resource Management

The disparity of concepts proposed in the literature shows the difficulty of defining flexibility. As Suarez et al. (1995)
indicate organizational flexibility is not a simple but multidimensional concept. Moreover, it is highly dependant on
the context, and the areas in which it is studied.

According to Upton (1995), flexibility depends more on human resources than on technological assets. Researchers
have argued that the ability of human resources to be flexible is directly linked to the profitability of the company.
Flexibility benefits labour productivity, motivation, and the development of intellectual assets, which are at the basis
of organizations’ competitive adventage (Becker, 1996; Becker & Huselid, 1998; Huselid, 1995). In a similar vein,
Bhattacharya et al. (2005) confirm that the flexibility of human resources is related to the competitive advantage of
the company, which is reflected on productivity, profitability and efficiency in the control of business costs. Because
of these reasons, it seems clear that strategic human resource management should promote organizational flexibility,
in order to help the company achieve a dynamic adjustment (Wright & Snell, 1998).

Reviewing the literature we find that different rearchers have used diverse denominations to call this type of
flexibility. In fact, it has been named as labour flexibility, human resources flexibility, human resorce management
flexibility, or strategic human resource management flexibility. In this regard, some authors have noticed the
disparity and ambiguity of the definitions proposed (Ketkar & Sett, 2009; Mayne et al., 1996; Wright & Snell, 1998).
According to Roca-Puig et al. (2008), human resources capacity for adaptation is defined as labour flexibility.
Bhattacharya et al. (2005), on the other hand indicate that human resources flexibility is an indicador of the
company’s ability to react and adapt to changing conditions. Milliman, Von Glinow and Nathan (1991) define
human resources flexibility as a capacity that human resource management systems should have to adapt timely to
changes and new requirements, both outside and inside the company. From a different point of view, human resource
flexibility has been defined as the ability to vary the quality and quantity of the personnel of the company to meet the
changing environment (Peir6, Garcia-Montalvo & Gracia, 2002). For Wright and Snell (1998), flexibility in strategic
human resource management has a double meaning: (1) the presence of diverse skills and behaviors and, (2)
organization’s ability to implement human resource management adapting it to the requirements of the moment.

As we have seen, althought they have obvious connections, the different definitions proposed emphasize on different
dimensions of the flexibility construct. To provide an integrative definition, it will be necessary to deepen on the
analysis of three key elements raised in previous definitions: (1) human resource management practices, (2)
employees’ competences and, (3) employees’ motivation and commitment (Roca-Puig et al., 2008). From this
starting point, we will propose an integrative construct in the next section, which will be named flexibility in the
strategic human resources management, trying to cover all the dimensions considered.

2.2 Categories of Flexibility in Strategic Human Resource Management

Looise et al. (1998) distinguished different types of human resource management flexibility, drawing on two criteria.
Firstly, they differentiated between internal and external flexibility. The second criterion distinguishes between
quantitative (or numerical) and qualitative (or functional) flexibility. Internal flexibility is related to the use of the
existing workforce to respond to changes. External flexibility refers to firm’s capability to incorporate external
workforce. On the other hand, quantitative flexibility (or numerical) is linked to the variation of the amount of work,
while qualitative (or functional) flexibility measures variations in the content of the work, considering employees’
qualification. From the combination of the types described above, four possible categories can be established: (1)
internal-quantitative, (2) internal-qualitative, (3) external-quantitative and (4) external-qualitative. Each of these
categories has its advantages and disadvantages, which are discussed by Looise et al. (1998).

Some other proposals, such as Atkinson’s (1984) model of flexible company simplify this argument, assuming that
the concept of human resource management flexibility has two categories or dimensions (Roca-Puig et al., 2008).
These two dimensions have named in different ways: functional and numerical flexibility (Atkinson, 1984; Smith,
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1997); internal and external flexibility (Cappelli & Neumark, 2001); dynamic and static flexibility (Deyo, 1997);
focused on work and focused on relations flexibility (Tsui, Pearce, Porter & Hite, 1995).

As it can be observed, previous classifications are based on the disctinction between two types of flexibility, one
focused on the inside of the organization, which emphasizes on the use of human capital, and another that refers to
the numerical arrangement of the workforce, focusing on recruitment and exit mechanisms available in the labour
market. In this paper, we will follow the Roca-Puig’s et al. (2008) denomination (Figure 1). As it has been explained
before, these authors suggested that the concept of labour flexibility covered different types of polices and practices
of human resource management, which could be grouped into two categories: internal or functional flexibility and
external or numerical flexibility (Atkinson, 1984; Kalleberg, 2001). Table 1 shows the definitions of these two
categories, provided by different authors. Drawing on them, we can define functional (or internal) flexibility as a
condition that means to extend the skills and capabilities of employees, as well as their behaviors so the can play a
wider variety of jobs or tasks and thus to cope with changes and new requirements in the competitive environment of
the company. On the other hand, numerical (or external) flexibility is the ability to vary the number of workers
and/or number of hours of work, as a well as vary the wage costs according to the needs.

Strategic human resource

management flexibality

< Numerical or external flexibility Functional or internal flexibility

Figure 1. Categories of strategic human resource management flexibility

Source: own elaboration

The majority of these researchers assume that these two types of flexibility are mutually exclusive, so that
organizations use only one of them. However, other authors have explained how they can be used simultaneously
(Kalleberg, 2001; Van der Meer & Ringdal, 2009).

Table 1. Definitions of the categories of the flexibility of the strategic direction of human resources
CATEGORIES STRATEGIC DIRECTION OF HUMAN RESOURCES

FLEXIBILITY
FUNCTIONAL OR INTERNAL NUMERICAL OR EXTERNAL
REFERENCES FLEXIBILITY FLEXIBILITY
Versatility of functions that employees ~ Adjusment of the volume of work that
Atkinson (1984) can perform. Adaptability to be can be done throught, for example,
allocated to different tasks flexible hours or part-time employees
(internal-numerical flexibility), or by
means of, for example, temporary
employees or contingent (external-
numerical flexibility)
Volberda (1998) Ability to increase the variety of skills ~ Capacity to adjust the size of workforce

of workers

to changes in demand

Huang and Cullen

Adaptability of the workers of the
organization to deal with circumstances

Company’s capacity to adjust the
number of employees to its specific

(2001) and unusual events that require circumstances

creativity and initiative

Improvements in employee skills in Costs reductions by limiting the
Kalleberg (2001) order to perform a variety of jobs and recruitment of workers

participate in decision-making

Efforts made by the company to Capacity to change the number of
Roca-Puig et al. incorporate and develop employees’ workers employed in order to adapt
(2008) skills and abilities, so that they could be quickly and effectively to the workload

assigned to other jobs or departments
within the company

by changes in demand

Source: own elaboration
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According to Van der Meer and Ringdal (2009) numerical or external flexibility is used exclusively to reduce labor
costs. In this regard, the basic limit for this type of flexibility can be found in labour regulation, which defines a
framework for the relationships between employers and employees. Functional flexibility, on the other hand is
focused on increasing productivity (Van der Meer & Ringdal, 2009). The first type of flexibility, (numerical or
external) has been widely studied in previous investigations, but more research seems to be required to understand
the implications of functional flexibility. Following this fact, we will focus in the rest of the paper on the internal
dimension of human resource management, deepening on its specific dimensions.

2.3 Dimensions of Functional Flexibility

There are different definitions of functional flexibility. Nevertheless, as it has been previously explained, they all
focus on internal aspects, exploring how human capital can be allocated to meet organizational conditions
(Beltran-Martin et al., 2009). Some researchers have extended the concept of functional flexibility by using the
resource-based perspective. In this sense, Beltran-Martin et al. (2009) argue that “organisational resources are
flexible when they are suppliers of novel services” (p. 1581). For instance, when resources can be used in various
situations without transforming them or applying simple transformations, they provide relevant adaptability
capabilities to the organization (Penrose, 1959; Sanchez, 1995). As Beltran-Martin et al. (2009) explained
researchers have still not come to a consensus regarding the dimensions that build the concept functional flexibility.

Our proposal of the dimensions of functional flexibility is based on the theoretical approaches offered by Wright and
Snell (1998) and Bhattacharya et al. (2005). When proposing their strategic human resource management models,
these authors argue that there are different ways in which flexibility can be incorporated in the human resources
system of the company. According to them, functional flexibility has three components or dimensions: (1) practices
of human resource management, (2) employee skills and, (3) behaviors. Firstly, human resource practices flexibility
refers to how the different activities and policies can be applied to different circumstances or functions of the
organization. In this regard, it is particularly important to consider the speed of this adaptation process (Bhattacharya
et al., 2005). Skills flexibility, on the other hand, refers to the different forms in which the skills of workers can be
used and quickly reassigned (Wright & Snell, 1998). As Bhattacharya et al (2005) explained “employee behavior
flexibility represents adaptability as opposed to routine behaviors; it is the extent to which employees possess a broad
repertoire of behavioral scripts that can be adapted to situation-specific demands” (p. 624). Our proposal considers
that flexibility has two dimensions, depicted in Figure 2: (1) flexibility HR practices and, (2) human capital
flexibility. The flexibility of employee skills and behaviors referred by previous authors (Bhattacharya et al., 2005;
Wright & Snell, 1998) will be introduced in our model as it is explained below, as a subdimension of human capital

flexibility.
Flexibility HR practices

-_—

Figure 2. Dimensions of functional flexibility

Functional or internal
Flexibality

Source: own elaboration
2.3.1 Flexibility of Human Resource Management Practices

Human resources practices can be defined as those activities designed to manage organization’s human capital. With
these practices, firms try to drive employees’ behavior and increase their skills to build capabilities for the firm
(Schuler & Jackson, 1987; Wright & Snell, 1991).

Human resource practices focus on each of the areas that build the human resource system and must be consistent
with the organization’s strategy. In this sense, Wright and McMahan (1992) define strategic human resource
management as the system of human resources policies and practices developed to achieve organizational objectives.
As indicated by Martin, Romero and Sanchez (2005) there is no consensus in the literature regarding the practices
that build the human resources system. According to Sheppeck and Militello (2000) and Ordiz and Avella (2002) to
create competitive advantages, human resource management systems must be oriented to the following objectives: (a)
identify and hire workers with higher skills through recruitment, selection and job-design practices, (b) increase staff
motivation and empower employees, (c) establish performance appraisal systems to increase workforce productivity
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and, (d) promote the alignement of employees’ objectives with organizational goals by designing flexible practices
and new forms of work.

Reviewing the literature we can find to different approaches to analyse the relationship between human resource
practices and flexibility: (1) a first set of papers exploring the effects of a flexible design of the practices and, (2)
another group of authors identifying human resource practices that induce firms’ flexibility.

The first group has majoritarely adopted a contingent point of view. From this perspective research has explained the
design of flexible human resource practices with strong theoretical foundations and empirical support (Roca-Puig et
al., 2008). As Kalleberg (2001) explained, the flexibility of human resource practices allows companies to build
capabilities to adapt to changes such as the increase of competition, diversity of markets or technological innovation.
Thus considered, the practices themselves need to be flexible, and should be adapted to different types of workers
and environments. For instance, compensation policies allow workers to choose between different modes depending
on their preferences. Similarly, tasks planning can be modified according to customer needs or employees’
preferences.

Ketkar and Sett (2009) indicated the existence of certain human resource management practices that directly induce
flexibility. This effect is particularly relevant and should be analysed as something different to the flexibility of the
human resources practices. These flexibility-inducting practices should be further analysed to explore how
organizations can facilitate the adaptation skills and behaviors of employees. Drawing on an extensive review of the
literature, Ketkar and Sett (2009) grouped these practices in the following categories: (1) selection and staffing, (2)
training and development, (3) performance management, (4) compensation and incentives, (5) communication, (6)
paticipation and, (7) employees’ empowement. As different authors have indicated, companies should implement
practices specifically designed to increase organizational flexibility (Bhattacharya et al., 2005; Garcia-Tenorio et al.,
2011; Michie & Sheechan, 2001; Pérez-Lopez, Montes-Pedn & Vazquez-Ordas, 2006). For instance, innovative
selection systems could help to identify employees who can adapt to new situations. Training programs could
provide new skills and drive employees’ behaviour. Job rotation and temporary assignments also expand skills, while
evaluation and reward systems motivate the employees to participate in strategic decision-making in response to
changes in the environment. As empirical research has also demonstrated, these practices are more efficient if they
are complemented with participative work systems.

2.3.2 Human Capital Flexibility

Wright and McMahan (2011) conducted a review of the concept of human capital, offering definitions from different
approaches (economic and psychological). To specify the approach to human capital in which our study is based, we
draw on Becker’s (2002: p.3) definition: “Human capital refers to the knowledge, information, ideas, skills, and
health of individuals”. As Becker (1996) also argued, human capital would include behavior, conduct, accumulated
labor, harmful addictions and other habits of employees. Wright and McMahan (2011) defined human capital, at the
individual level, as a set of characteristics possessed by employees. This human capital provides improved efficiency
at the individual level, and can also create unit-level value if the organization is able to articulate the process of
accumulation of human capital.

Competitive advantages can be created through a system of human resource practices able to combine employees’
capabilities (Kamoche, 2001). In this process, human resource management practices are responsible for generating
and retaining human capital (Ulrich, 1998), as they directly influence individuals’ skills and capabilities (Becker &
Huselid, 1998; Jin, Hopkins & Wittmer, 2010). According to this line of research, human capital is a basic element
for establishing flexible structures and strategies (Huang & Cullen, 2001; Roca-Puig et al., 2008). Similarly,
empirical research has demonstrated the relevance of human resource practices not only for human capital generation,
but also to align employees’ core competences to company’s strategy.

Drawing on the resource-based view of the firm (Barney, 1991), the literature has explained that organizations’
capability to create and maintain sustainable competitive advantages depend on the degree of exclusivity of the skills
of their workers. It is widely acknowledged that flexibility is a factor that enhances this exclusivity, making
organizations able to apply their human capital to a variety of objectives and situations (Sanchez, 1995).

More recently, Beltran-Martin et al. (2009) went a step beyond, explaining that human capital flexibility can be
explained by three sub-dimensions: (1) intrinsic flexibility, (2) modification flexibility and, (3) relational flexibility
(Figure 3). Intrinsic flexibility is the ability of the organization to use human capital in various tasks or jobs. It means
that workers are versatile in terms of skills, abilities and fuctions, making the company able to use them in different
situations (Van den Berg & Van der Velde, 2005). According to Bhattacharya et al. (2005), companies have two
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options to generate this particular type of flexibility. Firstly, firms must be able to assure that they have the
professional profiles that they require, according to their specific needs. If this condition is met, companies will be
able to combine and reorganize their skills to a variety of situations, adapting the organization to external and
internal changes. Bhattacharya et al. (2005) indicated that firms could foster skills flexibility through the following
human resource practices: job rotation, multifuncional teams and project based work systems.

Modification flexibility, on the other hand, represents firms’ capability to efficiently transform the human capital of
their workers. As Bhattacharya et al. (2005) argued, this kind of flexibility is explained by individuals’ scope of
skills and behaviors. This objective has obvious implications for the design of human resource practices. For instance,
performance management systems should be not only designed to assess actual performance, but also to foster the
acquisition and development of new skills, to promote learning and to motivate employees to develop their behaviors
(Collins & Clark 2003; Ketkar & Sett, 2009). Similarly, Ketkar and Sett (2009) identified a set of practices that allow
the organization to expand, modify and/or transform their human capital. Among them, they highlighted recruitment
and selection, development-focused training programmes, performance evaluation and incentives/rewards systems,
career development, job rotation and empowerment and participation practices.

Finally, relational flexibility represents the combination of the capabilities of the different employees. It focuses on
coordination mechanisms, as a mean to generate new forms of collective human capital. Mathews (2002) and
Beltran-Martin et al. (2009) explain how the links between resources can be altered to build higher combinations
without changing the nature of individual human capital. Practices fostering relational flexibility must be aware that
not all employees contribute the same to organizational goals. In this sense, Li and Zhang (2002) highlight the
relevance of core employees, who possess core capabilities to interact with other and build high performance
networks.

HFE. practices
Flexubility

Intninsic
Flexibility

Fuctional or
Internal
flexibility

Skills
Flexibility

Modification
Flexibility

Human
Capital

Behaviors
Flexibility

Felational
Flexibility

Figure 3. Sub-dimensions of human capital flexibility
Source: own elaboration
3. Measurement of Fuctional Flexibility

The literature reviewed in previous sections confirms the relevance of employees’ adaptability for firms’ survival in
competitive environments. Drawing on the models proposed to conceptualize functional flexibility, we have defined
a new integrative construct, integrating the dimensions identified by previous studies. Trying to go a step beyond, we
propose in this last section of the paper an empirical instrument to measure our functional flexibility construct,
covering the five dimensions that build it. To define this scale, we integrate the measures proposed in the three
papers that provided the basis for our conceptual definition of functional flexibility (Beltran-Martin et al., 2009;
Bhattacharya et al., 2005; Ketkar & Sett, 2009).

Bhattacharya et al. (2005) extracted data from a survey to measure flexibility of skills, behaviors and human
resources practices. Their instrument was built by seven-point Likert scales designed through a three stage process:
(a) a set of preliminary items was selected, drawing on their literature review, (b) the original measures were
reviewed and modified by a group of academics and human resource managers, (c) the scale was validated in a pilot
test. The 50 elements of the origical questionnarie were reduced to 22, which was the final number of items
introduced.

More recently, Ketkar and Sett (2009) validated the 22 items originally proposed by Bhattacharya et al. (2005) and
completed the scale by introducing 2 items to measure flexibility of skills and 8 for behavior flexibility. Their final
scale was finally composed by: 9 items for skills flexibility, 16 items for behaviors flexibility and 7 items to measure
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the flexibility of human resources practices. The measures were also defined as seven-point Likert scales, using a
method that was similar to Bhattacharya’s et al. (2005): (a) items were selected through a comprehensive review of
the literature and interviews with academics and practitioners, (b) the initial scale was reviewed by a panel of 12
managers with experience in different sectors and, (c) items’ reliability and validity was tested using data from an
initial sample of 16 managers.

Finally, Beltran-Martin et al. (2009) proposed an alternative set of items, also drawing on a systematic review of
previous empirical studies in the field. These authors adapted previous scales (Bhattacharya et al., 2005; Pulakos et
al., 2000; Volberda, 1998), and defined their own instrument, covering all the dimensions of internal labour
flexibility that they theoretically identified. After defining the items selected for each of these dimension, they
performed different analyses to validate the suitability of the measure scale. Particularly, they carried out tests to
confirm constructs’ dimensionality, reliability and validity. To do so, they used structural equations modelling
(SEM). The result of this process was a final scale built by: 3 items for intrinsic flexibility, 4 items for skills
flexibility, 4 items for behaviors flexibility and 3 items for relational flexibility.

To measure the degree of functional flexibility within organizations we propose an integrative approach, trying to
cover all the dimensions identified in previous research. Drawing on the measures defined in the papers reviewed
above, we propose the measurement model depicted in figure 4. As it can be observed, this construct simultaneously
considers all the dimensions identified in our review of the concept of flexibility, and identifies items to measure
each of them. The set of measure for each of the subdimensions is included in Table 2.

|v8||v9||v10|

Intrinsic
/ flexibility

Modification
flexibility

Relational
flexibility

|vzz| |v21||v20 |

HE practices
flexibility

Functional
or internal
flexibality

flexibility

Behaviors
flexibality

Figure 4. Functional flexibility measurement model
Source: own elaboration

As it can be observed in Table 2, 22 items finally composed the scale. Flexibility of human resources practices is
measured by items V1-V7. To measure human capital flexibility, on the other hand, we propose a combined scale
(items V8 to V22), and intrinsic flexibility is measured by items V8 to V10. With regard to the modification
flexibility, we differentiate between two sub-constructs: skills flexibility that would be measured by items V11 to
V15, and behaviors flexibility, which we propose to measure through items V16 to V19. Finally, three items are
introduced to measure the relational dimension of flexibility (V20 to V22).

Table 2. Description of the functional flexibility measures

ITEM
VARIABLE HR practices flexibility REFERENCE
V1 Flexibility of our HR practices helps us to adjust to changing Bhattacharya et al.
demands of the environment 2005; Ketkar & Sett,
2009
V2 Our firm modifies its HR system to keep pace with the changing Bhattacharya et al.
competitive environment 2005; Ketkar & Sett,
2009
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V3 Our HR practice parameters are designed so that they quickly Bhattacharya et al.
adjust to changes in business conditions 2005; Ketkar & Sett,
2009
V4 We make frequent changes in our HR practices to align the HR  Bhattacharya et al.
system with changing work requirements. 2005; Ketkar & Sett,
2009
V5 Changes in our HR practices enable us to remain competitive in Bhattacharya et al.
the market 2005; Ketkar & Sett,
2009
V6 Our HR practices adjust meaningfully to changed business Bhattacharya et al.
scenarios 2005; Ketkar & Sett,
2009
V7 Our HR practices, as a whole, are flexible Bhattacharya et al.
2005; Ketkar & Sett,
2009
Intrinsic flexibility
V8 If the need emerged, employees could be easily transferred, in a Bhattacharya et al.
short period of time, to other jobs with similar responsibilities than 2005; Beltran-Martin
their current jobs et al., 2009
Vo9 If the need emerged, employees could be easily transferred, in a Bhattacharya et al.
short period of time, to more qualified jobs 2005; Beltran-Martin
et al., 2009
V10 Employees easily assume responsibilities over tasks corresponding  Beltran-Martin et al.,
to other jobs. 2009; Ketkar & Sett,
2009
Skills flexibility
Vil Employees try to constantly update their skills and abilities Beltran-Martin et al.,
2009; Ketkar & Sett,
2009
V12 Employees learn quickly new procedures and processes introduced Bhattacharya et al.
in their jobs 2005; Beltran-Martin
et al., 2009
V13 Employees anticipate future skill requirements that may be needed Beltran-Martin et al.,
to perform their jobs 2009
V14 When employees are not able to perform a specific task, they learn Beltran-Martin et al.,
quickly the way of doing it. 2009
V15 We have enough diversity of skills among our employees to meet Ketkar & Sett, 2009
changing market demands
Behaviors flexibility
V16 When employees detect problems to perform their jobs, they Beltran-Martin et al.,
voluntarily try to identify the causes of these problems 2009
V17 The flexibility of our employees’ work habits helps us to change Bhattacharya et al.
according to market demands 2005
V18 People in our firm change their work habits in response to changes  Bhattacharya et al.
in the competitive environment, in in a short period of time. 2005
V19 People in our firm change their behavior in response to customer Bhattacharya et al.
requirements 2005
Relational flexibility
V20 Employees in this department share information and learn from Beltran-Martin et al.,
one another. 2009
V21 Employees in this department exchange ideas with people from Beltran-Martin et al.,
different areas of the organization 2009
V22 Employees from different areas of the organization conducted Own contribution

regular meetings to share experiences and work processes that
have been succssful in being able to extrapolate to other parts of
the organization

Source: own elaboration
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To build these scales, we followed the recommendations described by Drucker-Godard, Ehlinger and Grenier (2001),
Fowler (2002) and Johnson and Harris (2002). According to these authors, to guarantee that the responses really fit
the intended measures (validity), and achieve consistent valuations (reliability), it is necessary to: (1) use measures
that have been validated in previous studies, (2) Reduce the use of open-end quiestions, which are normally difficult
to use in empirical studies, (3) minimize the use of dichotomic variables and, (4) in the case of ordinal categorical
variables, use scales with at least 5 points.

4. Conclusions

As Kalleberg (2001) indicated, organizational flexibility is an essential aspect for the organizations of the
twenty-first century. In the competitive context described in the introduction, companies are required to face
challenges that cannot be managed without a certain degree of flexibility. As we have seen throughout this article,
some internal dimensions of firms must be changed to assure organizational flexibility.

This paper proposed a general conceptualization of flexibility, particularly useful for the field of strategic human
resource management, as it emphasizes its functional or internal dimension. From this general view, the work
contributes to previous discussions on this matter in the following way: (a) reviewing and clarifying the terminology
used to describe organizational flexibility in the field of human resources, (b) proposing integrative definitions of
functional (or internal) and numerical (or external) flexibility, (c) establishing the dimensions that build the
functional flexibility construct and, (d) proposing a measurement scale for the proposed concept of functional
flexibility.

4.1 Limitations of the Study

An important limitation of this study is that the measurement scale is not validated through an initial sample that
could help us to assess its psychometric properties.

The importance of flexibility has been sufficiently justified, but has not been taken into account, one limitation of
this study, the importance for organizations to continue conducting normal activities as efficiently as possible,
creating short-term value. As O’Reilly and Tushman (2008) argued, it would be necessary to explain how
organizations can use their flexible structures to simultaneously explore new opportunities and perform their
short-term tasks efficiently. Companies and organizations that implement these two processes simultaneously and
successfully are called ambidextrous (Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996). An ambidextrous organization efficently
manages its current and future strategy, exploding the resources that generate their present value and exploring new
opportunities to adapt itself to changing markets. According to the literature (Duncan, 1976; Gibson & Birkinshaw,
2004; Ketkar & Sett, 2009; Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996) organizations competing in a dynamic environment must be
ambidextrous. In fact, the need for being ambidextrous is the core of survival in the long term. In this sense,
Levinthal and March (1993, p. 105) argued that: “the basic problem confronting an organization is to engage in
sufficient exploitation to ensure its current viability and, at the same time, devote enough energy to exploration to
exploration to ensure its future viability”. O’Reilly and Tushman (2008) indicated from a strategic point of view, that
companies seeking to succeed in the long term must have operational capabilities and capacities to recombine and
reconfigure their resources and organizational structures (dynamic capabilities) and thus to adapt to new market
situations. Considering the importance of human capital for companies’ competitive possibilities (Wright &
McMahan, 2011) it would be necessary to explore how firms can achieve the combination of
exploration-exploitation skills and abilities, building an ambidextrous pool of human capital. As Ketkar & Sett (2009)
argued, some HR practices can help organizations to induce this type of flexibility, building ambidextrous
capabilities, able to exploit present resources and explore new opportunities.

4.2 Future Research Directions

Future research that would, first, the measurement scale validate proposed for functional flexibility construct
described above. Thus, the proposed model check performing a contribution to literature. Equally could also be made
more explicit analysis of advantages and disadvantages of the proposed scale over existing ones.

Since a important limitation in this study was the lack of consideration of ambidextrous organizations, could pose a
more detailed study of this issue, and this issue is another possible future direction to investigate. Today, according
to the literature, the future trend in this field of study, is that organizations are flexible to adapt to changes and
therefore, explore new opportunities and ways to do the work but also be efficient in activities allow you to be
efficient in the short term (O'Reilly and Tushman, 2008).

We could also go deeper into each of the subdomains of the functional flexibility and further complete the proposed
theoretical model. In this sense the approach could be analyzed also offered Ketkar and Sett (2009) who argue that

Published by Sciedu Press 10 ISSN 1923-4007  E-ISSN 1923-4015



www.sciedu.ca/ijba International Journal of Business Administration Vol. 5, No. 1; 2014

human resource flexibility is composed of at least four sub-dimensions: flexibility of the skills, flexibility of behavior,
the flexibility of the human resource practices and flexibility of human resource practices inducing flexibility. As we
can see this approach is based on the Bhattacharya et al. (2005) but introducing a fourth dimension. This new
dimension brought by Ketkar and Sett (2009) is the flexibility of human resource practices inducing flexibility,
which are practices explicitly designed to create flexibility, given the importance it can have from a strategic
standpoint. It consists of a set of policies designed to develop new human capital through ambiguous and complex
processes. That is, applying human resources practices that allow employees of the company, through expanding
their skills, competencies, etc., to protect the company from threats and also to exploit future opportunities.
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