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Abstract

Flexibility is a term that recalls many different aspects in the life of organizations and
employees. This thesis explores two different forms of flexibility to understand whether it can
be strategically used by Human Resource Management as a tool to increase the performance
of organizations. The first chapter of this thesis is conceived as an introduction to various
forms of flexibility with a particular focus on numerical and temporal flexibility, which are
at the core of Chapter 2 and Chapter 3.

Chapter 2 analyzes aspects linked to numerical flexibility, namely the possibility of orga-
nizations to adjust workforce. The wider use of non-standard forms of employment of the
last two decades and the economic crisis that characterized the last fifteen years changed
the paradigm of the standard open-ended contract. As employers more frequently resort
to more flexible arrangements to adjust to changing market conditions, it is crucial to un-
derstand the drivers of these choices and whether atypical contracts are distinctive to low
skilled jobs or HRM practices can make a difference. Chapter 2 specifically explores the link-
ages between specific characteristics of job and the deployment of atypical contracts. While
previous literature highlighted the effects of single characteristics in the choice of employ-
ers towards permanent or atypical contracts, we bring together various characteristics that
create configurations that can explain these choices using fuzzy set qualitative comparative
analysis (fsQCA). We found evidence that firms limit the deployment of atypical contracts
not only in case of firm-specific and complex tasks, but also in case of simple and non-specific
tasks when supported by HRM practices aimed at increasing internal flexibility. Firms can
take advantage of a stable workforce by strategically using HRM flexibility practices as an
alternative to numerical flexibility.

Chapter 3 deals with the issue of temporal flexibility and is addressed in this thesis as a kind
of flexibility that brings together the needs of both employees and employers. On one hand,
the stronger request for autonomy and an increased work-family balance of employees brings
organizations to increase the availability of programs and benefits to accommodate workers’
needs. On the other hand, these programs have proved to have positive effects on various job
outcomes such as job satisfaction, motivation and performance and reduced absenteeism and

turnover and therefore might be used by organizations to increase individual performance.



Especially in a context like the public sector, that doesn’t allow great monetary incentives due
to budget constraints, flexibility programs should be considered important tools to increase
job outcomes. The implementation and the real effects of these programs, however, remain
important topics that need to be addressed, as if not specifically tailored, these measures
might not lead to the expected result. Chapter 3 deals with the effects of a flexitime program
on absenteeism, overtime and hours worked using panel data from an Italian public health
agency. We use a conditional DiD model and a flexible conditional DiD model to investigate
how employee’s behavior changed in a four-year time period and the year right after entering
the program. We found no results supporting the idea that the mere implementation of
the program helps to reduce absenteeism. We argue that because individual motivational
aspects might be the reason behind our results, organizations need to consider individual

characteristics in order to obtain positive results from flexibility programs.
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Introduction

In 2020 the world began to face the worst health emergency of the last century, which affected
many parts of people lives and seriously challenged the notion of what will from now on be
considered “normal”. The strict rules imposed by governments all around the world to avoid
the spreading of the Covid19 forced employers in what are considered non-essential activities
to either stop their activity or change drastically the ways in which jobs are carried out,
which lead to an economic crisis even worse than the 2008 global financial crisis. In the first
three months of the pandemic GDP in OECD countries fell by 15%, hours worked fell ten
times more than the same period in 2008 and the unemployment rate gained three points in
five months, reaching 8.4% in May 2020 (OECD 2020).

The world pandemic highlighted even more how employees are crucial for the good func-
tioning of organizations and the rapid changes of the 21st century, linked for example to the
use of technology and Al or the constant growth of contingent work, are also changing the
nature of work itself (Barley et al. 2017). In this new context human resource management
(HRM) needs to adapt its strategies to attract, develop and retain employees, as human
capital is a major source of competitive advantage for firms (E. Starr et al. 2018). One of
the strategies implemented by organizations is work flexibility, which is also highlighted in
the European employment strategy (European Commission 2010).

This thesis, hence, addresses two very different aspects connected to work flexibility using
both different databases and both qualitative and quantitative methods to answer specific
research questions. It is comprised of three essays which explore work flexibility matters in
Italian firms, belonging to both the private and the public sector.

The first chapter of this thesis is an overview on the different forms of flexibility that firms

can resort to, namely the flexibility which can be gained by adapting workforce and the



flexibility given to employees when carrying out their daily tasks. Since the third chapter
focuses on the analysis of flexibility tools in the public sector, the first chapter also includes an
important section as an introduction to New Public Management and the main differences
with the private sector. The aim of the entire chapter is to focus on why flexibility is
considered an important matter in labor related issues and can be used as a strategic HRM
tool by organizations, thus laying the background context for the subsequent chapters, which
present two distinct applications of flexibility in the workplace.

Two distinct work flexibility issues affecting firms’ decisions and employees’ organization
of the job and well-being are at the core of the second and third chapter of this thesis.
Specifically, the second chapter addresses the numerical flexibility theme analyzing how the
combination of different job characteristics may limit the deployment of atypical contracts.
chapter 3 will investigate temporal flexibility through the analysis of the effects of a flexitime
program in an Italian public health agency from 2015 to 2018.

The following are the detailed summaries of the two chapters.

(a) The second chapter focuses on the drivers that brings firms to hire employees with an
atypical or standard contract. As previously mentioned, firms often make use of numerical
flexibility to adapt to market volatility that comes at the expense of unskilled and unspecific
labor, which is easier to draw from the market because of its lower costs. This chapter
investigates how it may be possible to trade off flexibility costs and long-term competitiveness
by using better HRM strategies. Much has been written on the relationship between single
HRM dimensions and the deployment of atypical contracts, while this study suggests that it
is not a matter of single job characteristics but rather a combination of characteristics that
determines firms’ choices towards one of the two kinds of arrangements. Moreover, we try
to identify which combinations of characteristics are able to limit the deployment of atypical
workers.

We conducted 39 interviews across 17 service sector firms in North-East Italy, focusing on
different aspects of several occupations inside the selected firms. In particular, we gathered
information on six aspects, namely job rotation, firm-specificity of tasks, the simplicity or
complexity of the job, working time flexibility, market stability and predictability and the
overall deployment of atypical contracts. We identified 34 occupations and used fsQCA for

the analysis. First, we turned data on each occupation and for all the variables of interest into



a four-value fuzzy set, where the coding process (called calibration) was based on previous
knowledge and researchers’ judgement. The final step was the analysis of sufficient conditions
that measures to what extent a reduction in the use of atypical contracts is casually related to
our variables. The result was the identification of three configurations that are able to limit
the deployment of atypical contracts. While the first and the third configurations confirm
the idea that more complex and firm-specific jobs are carried out by permanent workers,
the second highlights how even simple, non-specific jobs, which however make a strong use
of job rotation, may be more easily carried out by permanent instead of atypical workers.
This result sheds new light on the drivers of firm’ choices implicating that complexity or
specificity of jobs may not be enough to guarantee a permanent contract. Instead, it is the
combination of different factors and a strategic use of HRM practices such as job rotation
that are able to encourage firms to hire employees permanently, even in the presence of
unskilled workers. Therefore, well-designed HRM practices are able to change the trade-off
between numerical flexibility and the preservation of human capital, as our results show how
firms can respond to changing market conditions with specific HRM practices according to
different jobs, instead of adjusting their labor force.

(b) The third chapter focuses on temporal flexibility and in particular the effects of a
flexitime program on absences and hours worked. In paragraph 1.3 it was discussed how
the benefits of temporal flexibility are mainly due to higher autonomy perceived by workers,
which translates in positive outcomes for job satisfaction, motivation, absenteeism, turnover
and performance. Because autonomy also reduces work-family conflict, HRM practices that
allow workers to manage part of their job themselves have become increasingly popular
among firms and employees. Especially in a context such as the public sector, which is
subject to budgetary constraints that don’t allow big monetary rewards, HRM practices
should be taken in high consideration in order to improve workers outcomes and ultimately
performance.

Using a panel dataset of workers belonging to an Italian public health agency from 2015 to
2018, this study observes the changes in absences and hours worked of workers who joined a
flexitime program and the differences with changes of workers with a standard schedule. The
analysis was carried out in three different steps that allow to gain an increasingly detailed

picture of the effects of the program. First, we conducted a Wilcoxon sign-ranked test on



people who entered the program to see whether outcomes in hours worked, overtime, sick
leave, training hours, holidays, other absences and overall total absences changed in the year
just after entering the program. Second, after matching people who joined the program and
people who did not, we analyzed the changes in outcome results along 4 years in a difference-
in-difference framework, finding only relevant changes in holidays. Finally, we refined the
second step by allowing the DiD framework to take into account the fact that we have people
entering the program in different years and checking for significant differences in the year after
entering the program. The results in this final step are significant only for overtime hours and
are robust with both exact and non-exact matching. Given these results, the contribution
of this study is twofold. First, we use longitudinal data and a quasi-experiment setting to
perform our analysis, whereas previous studies usually make use of self-reported answers to
capture the effects of working time flexibility measures. Therefore, we are able to provide
a different take on the existing literature. Second, we argue that the significant changes in
holidays and overtime hours might be a result of different motivation levels of employees
who enter the program. When given the possibility to have more control over their working
schedules, less motivated employees might decide to use flexibility tools to accommodate their
personal needs and become less inclined to answer organizations’ needs. Therefore,flexibility
measures alone may not be enough to exhibit positive organizational outcomes but need
to be carefully designed taking into consideration also personal characteristics in order to

guarantee overall better performances of firms.
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Chapter 1

Work and Flexibility

1.1 Forms of Flexibility

Labor market flexibility is a broad term which refers to very different aspects and can
take different forms depending on how it is conceived. De Hann et al. (1995) recognized four
different forms of flexibility resulting from the intersection of two couple of dimensions: ex-
ternal/internal and qualitative/quantitative flexibility. The external/quantitative flexibility
is called numerical flexibility and refers to the possibility to adapt workforce by resorting to
different types of contracts, while the external/qualitative flexibility is called productive or
geographical flexibility and deals instead with different options of external production, such
as outsourcing or subcontracting. Internal/quantitative flexibility is the so-called temporal
flexibility, which distinguishes the various working time arrangements such as part-time work
or flexitime, and internal/qualitative flexibility is called functional flexibility, which deals
with the organization of the job in terms of job rotation or job enrichment (Goudswaard and
Nanteuil 2000). These four categories of flexibility identify possible needs and preferences of
employers and employees. On one side we find employers’ demand for flexibility when they
find themselves in the need of adjusting workforce or relocate to follow market demand, but
also to deal with different flows of customers during the day or week or to make the most
out of employees’ capabilities. On the other side instead, we have employees’ demand for
flexibility when they wish to adapt their contract or schedule to their own needs or prefer-
ences, or when they ask for richer job experiences that allow to change tasks performed and

have more control over their job. Thus, it is crucial to understand how different needs can be
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met and whether HRM practices can match flexibility demands of employers and employees
in a bundle that leads to positive overall performances. The term flexibility linked to labor
market and workplace issues and the idea that forms of flexibility can be created for both
employers and employees leading to increased performance (Spreitzer et al. 2017) is very pop-
ular. However, according to the subject analyzed in research, flexibility issues are developed
in different streams of literature largely separate from each other (Bal and Jansen 2016).
When dealing with numerical and geographical flexibility, research focuses on the ability of
organizations to adapt to changing environments, emphasizing the aspects linked to how
operations and decisions change as the general belief is that increased flexibility allows to
compete in the market at a higher level. In this stream of literature, the focus is mainly on
the demand of flexibility from organizations, where the external factors affecting organiza-
tions’ practices are crucial. Those aspects are largely investigated in strategic management
research, which analyzes for example contractual flexibility, pay, relocation or distribution
strategies. The literature on internal flexibility instead, focuses its attention on workers’
demand for flexibility and work conditions inside organizations. Differently from research
on external flexibility, research on internal flexibility is developed in the field of strategic
human resource management where flexibility is considered either a skill that workers can
develop to better meet organizations’ demands or part of a pool of practices that employ-
ers can resort to in order to improve working conditions and expecting better individual or
group performance (Bal and Izak 2021). The different perspective on the meaning and use
of flexibility have therefore distinct frameworks and require separate background concepts
in order to be addressed. Considering the four categories previously mentioned, this thesis
focuses on numerical and temporal flexibility, investigating how HRM practices can bring
organizations’ and employees’ demand for flexibility closer to each other. In chapter 2 we
deal with firms’ need to adapt to market pressures and employees’ need of stability, while in
chapter 3 we deal with a public agency’s need to improve output performance measures with
employees’ need for an improved work-family balance. In both chapters we stress the idea
that the different needs of employers and employees in terms of flexibility can come together
to create a win-win situation for both parties. Moreover, the use of HRM practices can bet-
ter answer to changing environment conditions, allowing interventions without resorting to

the market. On one side, by internally adjusting workforce with the use of HRM practices,
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employers won’t need to hire or fire employees to meet their demand; on the other, employees
will increase their work experience because of an increased fit between personal preferences
and tasks demands. The following sections each provide the framework for the subsequent
chapters, that reflect the heterogeneity in the literature around different forms of flexibility.
In section 1.2 we focus on the concepts linked to numerical flexibility presenting different
contractual forms and the debate around flexibility of the labor market. Section 1.3 instead,
deals with aspects of internal flexibility, specifically on the link between autonomy and flex-
ible working arrangements, which is one of the most popular explanations of the success of
flexibility practices in the workplace. As the third chapter of this thesis analyzes the case
of temporal flexibility in the public administration, Section 1.4 is dedicated to the evolution
of Public Management that led to significant changes in HRM practices in this sector, and

how flexibility can be integrated in those practices to achieve better performance.

1.2 Flexibility and the Labor Market

The issue of numerical flexibility arises from the departure from the classical standard
form of employment which existed for the major part of the twentieth century and consisted
in a “stable, open-ended and direct arrangement between a dependent, full time employee
and their unitary employer” (Stone and Arthurs 2013). Nowadays it is harder to find peo-
ple who enter the labor market and maintain their position with the same company until
retirement. According to Schoukens and Barrio (2017), the main features of the standard
contract are “the standard employment relationship, labor stability, income security and
the protection of labor legislation and collective agreements”, which have been increasingly
challenged by several factors such as technology advancements, the rise of Non Standard
Forms of Employment (NSFE) (also due to an increased attention to work-family balance)
and decreased employment protection (OECD 2013). In particular NSFE cover the wide
spectrum of employment possibilities that allow firms to practice numerical flexibility. Ac-
cording to the International Labor Organization (ILO) it is not possible to give a single
definition of NSFE, but it is considered as such “any arrangement which falls out of the
standard model of employment” (ILO 2015). Even though the rules governing these kinds of
arrangements are usually different according to the country in which the contract is signed,

some of the most widely known NSFE are the following. First, temporary employment (or
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fixed term contracts), which distinguishes contracts with a fixed duration period including
project- or task-based contracts, seasonal and casual work. Then, there is temporary agency
work, which refers to arrangements in which employees are formally employed by an employ-
ment agency, but actually work for one of its client firms. Part-time contracts instead, are
contracts in which the hours worked are reduced compared to a full-time contract. Lastly,
there are ambiguous employment relationships, indicating arrangements allowed by partic-
ular country legislations that open to different interpretations which make them difficult to
classify. An example could be that of dependent self-employment: workers follow the direc-
tions of one firm in order to perform their job and are dependent on that firm or on specific
and limited clients for their income, which is a form of subordination that distinguishes these
arrangements from standard self-employment.

The existence of this wide range of NSFE provides firms with the possibility to adapt
their workforce according to their needs, the most common of which is market volatility.
The need for higher labor market flexibility has become an increasingly widespread view
starting from the 1980s (Monastiriotis 2006) based on the idea that rigidities imposed by
national legislations prevent markets from finding their equilibrium, thus creating distortions
in employment and growth. In this sense, labor market flexibility is seen as a solution to both
improve overall competitiveness of countries, especially for those with a relatively low level of
labor market freedom such as European countries (Zemanek 2010), and reduce unemployment
(Di Tella and MacCulloch 2005). In practice, increasing labor market flexibility involves
reforms in several areas such as employment and unemployment protection legislation or
collective bargaining (Liotti 2020). A broader set of options when hiring new workers also
offers several advantages for firms. First, a less rigid labor market allows firms to gain more
control on the employment relationship and allows them to adjust their overall costs in case
of negative shocks (DiPrete et al. 2006). In this way, not only the costs related to hiring,
firing or training atypical workers are usually reduced (Nesheim et al. 2007), but firms are
able to adjust to business-cycle fluctuations such as lower seasonal demand that requires
lower workforce (Harrison and Kelley 1993). In fact, if firms hired using mainly permanent
contracts, they would bear higher costs for substituting sick workers or paying salaries during
periods of low demand. Other advantages include the reduction of recruitment or supervision

of workers because of the possibility to outsource these tasks to specialized firms (Kalleberg,
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Reynolds, et al. 2003), and the ability to screen candidates before hiring them permanently.
Finally, flexibility of the labor market creates the possibility to better cope with technological
changes. Some jobs have drastically changed, new ones were created because of emerging
needs of firms and customers, while others can be carried out in virtual mode, making the
standard employment relationship harder to apply.

The effectiveness of labor market flexibility is still a debated issue. Lazear (1990) in his
study on 22 developed countries, found that the presence of severance pay is negatively re-
lated to the employment rate and positively related with the unemployment rate. Similar
results were reached by Di Tella and MacCulloch (2005) even though the evidence of the rela-
tionship between flexibility and unemployment is less evident. Bernal-Verdugo et al. (2012)
highlighted how unemployment levels usually reached after a financial crisis are generally
lower but long lasting in countries with rigid labor markets. Instead, in countries with more
flexible labor markets unemployment levels tend to fade in the medium-long term, even if
they reach higher levels in the beginning. These results are also consistent with the ‘unified
theory’ (F. D. Blau and Kahn 2002), which argues that institutional differences among de-
veloped countries are able to explain the different trends when facing macroeconomic shocks.
While rigid labor markets such as the ones we find in European countries are able to maintain
relatively stable real wages and relative wages while experiencing high levels of unemploy-
ment, more flexible labor markets like the US experience lower levels of unemployment at
the expense of lower real wages and higher wage inequality.

In Europe, this translated in an increased use of in contingent jobs, particularly for low
skilled jobs (DiPrete et al. 2006). Figure 1.1 displays the number of standard and atypical
contracts in Italy in the last 25 years. Atypical contracts increased more than standard
contracts as an effect of the “pacchetto Treu” in 1997 and Biagi law of 2003, which increased
labor market flexibilization. In particular, it is worth noticing how after the 2008 financial
crisis the labor market shrank starting from 2009, but in 2010 atypical contracts increased
even though employment was still decreasing, meaning that in order to cope with the effects
of the crisis, employers were shifting from standard contracts to atypical contracts. For
firms, it became easier to draw new labor force from the market especially for those tasks
which are neither difficult to perform or firm specific, which, for example, is the case of

most seasonal jobs. Unskilled workers became the ones more easily hired with temporary
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Figure 1.1: Types of contracts in Italy from 1995 to 2019 (thousands) Source: ISTAT (http://dati-

congiuntura.istat.it/)

contracts and in time the use of these contracts became more commonly associated with a
low skilled job (Cappelli and Keller 2013). In Italy atypical workers are in general better
educated compared to workers holding a standard contract, mainly because most atypical
workers are young and because they have a low experience (Bardazzi and Duranti 2016;
Caroleo, Pastore, et al. 2007). Barbieri and Scherer (2009) in their study of the Italian case,
found that it is especially young workers who risk to remain stuck in atypical employment
and that market flexibilization did not create new jobs, but only substituted secure jobs with
cheaper and non-unionized jobs. Liotti (2020) argued that flexibility measures in Italy did
not increase employment among young workers, but increased unemployment rates instead.
Labor market flexibility also seems to affect firm productivity. There is evidence of the
negative impact of atypical work on productivity (Boeri and Garibaldi 2007; Lotti and
Viviano 2012), but this might occur because of different reasons. Workers with temporary
contracts might be more willing to put more effort in their jobs in order to increase their
chances to be hired permanently, but if the chances are very low, effort may decrease as

an effect of discouragement, with a consequent negative impact on productivity (Ghignoni
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2009). Contingent workers will also develop less firm specific skills and will go through a lower
amount of training (Cabrales et al. 2014) because of the lower willingness of employers to
invest in training when the duration of the contract doesn’t allow to exert its positive effects.
However, (Bardazzi and Duranti 2016) found that motivational issues and lower training are
only present in small firms, where employers are more prone to using atypical contracts in
pursuit of a cost-cutting strategy, while larger firms usually use them as steppingstone in
order to obtain a permanent contract, which means higher investment in training and higher
worker motivation.

Chapter 2 specifically addresses the issue of atypical contracts and their deployment in
Italian firms. We investigate whether the general idea that atypical contracts are used as
part of a cost cutting strategy holds or whether a strategic use of HRM practices allows
firms to make use of numerical flexibility in a different way and potentially limit the deploy-
ment of atypical contracts especially for low skilled jobs, which are more often associated
with this type of contracts. The paper analyzes an external from of flexibility starting from
the characteristics of jobs, which are typical elements also considered in the internal forms
of flexibility, bringing together streams of literature that often remain separated (Bal and
Jansen 2016). The chapter will give an example of how employers’ demand for flexibility who
typically adjust workforce according to their needs, is in this case matched with employees’
demand for stability resorting to HRM practices that also affect individual work outcomes.
The next section specifically introduces the link between work flexibility and the Job Char-
acteristics Model developed by Hackman and Oldham 1976 and how it opens to practices

that can increase organizations’ performance.

1.3 Flexibility in the Workplace

In the previous section internal flexibility was defined as flexibility measures available
for employees in the organization of their job. This concept suggests that flexibility can
be implemented through a variety of different measures dealing with different aspects of
jobs, namely time, space and organization. This form of flexibility is what Hackman and
Oldham (1976) define as the Autonomy dimension in their Job Characteristics Model (JCM):
“The degree to which the job provides substantial freedom, independence, and discretion

to the individual in scheduling the work and in determining the procedures to be used in
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carrying it out.”. The important outcome of their study is the connection between job
characteristics and several outcome variables such as job satisfaction, motivation, quality of
work performance, absenteeism and turnover, that the authors integrate in a single concept of
meaningfulness of the job. This includes job flexibility in its various forms. Strictly connected
with the JCM there are the concepts of job design, defined as the contents, methods and
relationship of jobs that are assigned to individuals in an organization (Ilgen and Hollenbeck
1991) and job crafting that directly involves employees in shaping their jobs, which both allow
to increase meaningfulness of jobs and consequently improve employees’ and firms’ outcomes.
In particular, job crafting shares the traits of the autonomy dimension of the JCM as there
are three different forms of job crafting (J. M. Berg et al. 2013). The first is task crafting, in
which employees are able to alter the responsibilities prescribed by their job description by
adding or dropping tasks, altering the nature of tasks or changing how much time, energy and
attention are allocated to various tasks. Then, there is relational crafting in which employees
can change how, when or with whom they interact in the execution of their jobs. Finally,
cognitive crafting which involves employees’ change in their way of perceiving their own jobs.
A recent study by Muecke et al. (2020) theorizes that job autonomy affects work engagement
mediated by challenge demands. In particular, the authors argue that job autonomy increases
challenges on the workplace which might lead to positive effects, such as employees displaying
higher work engagement, but also negative effects as for some individuals increased challenges
lead to emotional strain. As previously mentioned, autonomy therefore can touch several task
elements such as methods of working, pace of work, procedures, scheduling and work criteria
(De Jonge 1995). Possenriede and Plantenga (2011) distinguish three types of Flexible
Working Arrangements (FWA): flexibility in scheduling, location and length of work (part-
time) and conclude that these different types act independently to improve job satisfaction,
with autonomy acting as a mediator.

Flexibility in the workplace that can be reached thanks to an increased autonomy, is now
becoming an important factor for employees when they need to decide whether to maintain
a job or not. In the 2017 report on the State of the American Workplace, the analytics
and consulting company Gallup highlighted how flexibility is now one of the most important
elements for employees: 51% of workers report they would be willing to change job to get

flexible working time, and 37% would change job to get a flexible working location for part
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of their working time. Among the office features, flexible work time is the most sought after,
and employees working remotely not all, but at least part of their time report higher levels
of engagement than colleagues who never work remotely. Moreover, flexibility preferences
seem to be higher among millennials, who are generally more interested in benefits that
highly impact their lives and those of family members. In a recent study on smart workers
in Ttaly Angelici and Profeta (2020) discovered that employees who were able to decide their
working time and space for one day per week put more effort and displayed higher levels
of job satisfaction. Because earnings were not affected by the program, these results show
that employees were willing to exchange more effort for more flexibility, in order to increase
job satisfaction levels. Flexibility also seems to be able to limit work-life conflict and reduce
emotional exhaustion, even with small adjustments on the firm’s side, for example like leaving
the workplace for a few hours or having flexible break arrangements (Buruck et al. 2020).
However, flexibility measures also come with some difficulties and challenges. First, the
relationship between flexibility and several work performance outcomes is not always posi-
tive. The literature reports mixed results (De Menezes and Kelliher 2011), although these
measures are becoming more and more popular among firms and employees. One of the pos-
sible explanations of the contrasting results might be the essential misfit between personal
and task demand with flexible arrangements (Wessels et al. 2019). In fact, the flexibility
demanded by workers might be incompatible with the tasks assigned by employees, resulting
in decreased overall performance. This indicates that if firms wish for employees to perform
well, jobs need to be matched not only to employees’ skills, but also to personal flexibility
demands. Thus, for FWA to be more effective it would be convenient not to consider them
as standard measures to apply indistinctively to all employees, but rather as measures that
need to be understood and selected together with employees in order to find the right fit for
each individual. Moreover, several studies reported difficulties by both employees end super-
visors in implementing flexitime, which is one of the most popular forms of FWA. Employees
might find it challenging to maintain productivity, managing time or set boundaries between
work and personal life. At the same time, managers might face new challenges in commu-
nicating with subordinates and measure performance, with possible consequent impact on
organizational outcomes (Downes and Koekemoer 2011). The third chapter of this thesis

analyzes the effects of a flexitime program in the public sector where the choice of entering
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the program is left to single employees. This means that except for general guidelines there
was no particular selection of employees based on their preferences or their specific tasks, and
in the case employees are eligible, supervisors must adapt, facing potential challenges linked
to the new arrangement. However, due to higher budgetary constraints, the public admin-
istration should consider improving their service through HRM practices (Tuan 2019), also
based on the different motivation drivers of public employees (Buelens and Van den Broeck
2007; Perry 1997).

The next section explains the evolution of Public Management and provides an overview
of the effects of monetary incentive schemes and why, considered the context, the use of

non-monetary incentive schemes such as FWA might lead to even better performances.

1.4 Flexibility Plans as an Incentive: the Case of PA

The pressure to remain competitive represent an incentive for organizations to provide
worker friendly programs and benefits that can attract high skilled employees (D. E. Schmidt
and Duenas 2002). For these employees, the presence of such programs or benefits, such as
the ones increasing flexibility, can become a real incentive when choosing an organization
over the other. The existence of differences between the private and the public sector in
providing and implementing incentives, but also their ultimate effectiveness, needs to be
closely addressed before stating that flexibility can play an important role in motivating and
increase employees’ performance in the public sector.

The main approach to public administration, which was adopted for much of the 20th
century, follows the ideas of sociologist Max Weber and is based on the principles of hierar-
chy and meritocracy (Robinson 2015). This approach implies not only the rational usage of
procedures but also of people who need to be organized to pursue objectives in the interests
of the public. Public administration is therefore hierarchically divided into trained admin-
istrators appointed on the basis of qualifications at the top of the organization and public
servants with clear guidelines and the goal to implement decisions taken by governments
(McCourt 2013; Minogue et al. 2001). These characteristics altogether were supposed to
make the public administration both efficient and effective in the management of tasks and
people (Robinson 2015). However, the model proved its limitations in meeting the demands

of the competitive market economy. The efficiency of public administration started to be
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questioned and the belief that the adoption of private sector managerial techniques would
lead to an increased efficiency of services started to rise (Thatcher 1995). The theoretical
foundations of New Public Management lay in public choice and the principal-agent theory
according to which it is individual preferences that drive bureaucratic behavior. Thus, the
private sector, with its focus on competition, delegation and performance, was considered
able to provide good standards for public administration regulation and to improve outcomes
(Dunleavy and Hood 1994; McCourt 2013). Osborne (2006) summarized the main points as

follows:

e an attention to lessons from private sector management

e the growth of both “hands-on management”, in its own right and not as an offshoot
professionalism, and of “arm’s length” organizations where policy implementation is

organizationally distanced from policymakers
e a focus upon entrepreneurial leadership within public service organizations

e an emphasis on input and output control and evaluation, and on performance manage-

ment and audit

e the disaggregation of public services to their most basic units and a focus on their cost

management

e the growth of use if markets, competition and contracts for resource allocation and

service delivery within public services

In the new paradigm, the public administration is supposed to carry out only the crucial
tasks, outsourcing those which can be outsourced, guiding the actions of external parties; to
be managed by objectives which need to be measured through performance evaluations; to
monitor the resources invested to attain these objectives; to promote organizational learning
and the involvement of employees in decision making processes; to make use of pay for perfor-
mance measures to reward public servants based on evaluations and performances of single
workers (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2017). Therefore, also the public sector should follow the rules
of competition just like the private sector, even though the final goal should not be profit,
but rather the efficiency of the services provided and the satisfaction of citizens, who are con-

sidered as final customers of these services. Moreover, the policy implementation structure
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of public administration needs to be organizationally distanced from policymakers, separat-
ing the implementation functions of the former from the regulation and control functions
of the latter. Those principles brought to significant changes in the public administration
management, with particular attention to marketization processes and the contracting out
of core services to private companies. As a consequence, performance management practices
started to be widely used in the public sector (Dunleavy and Hood 1994).

The governance methods which have been used to reach the new goals, however, have been
different among countries: the Anglo-Saxon countries placed a bigger importance to the mar-
ket, focusing more on privatization programs aimed at saving public funds and safeguarding
the interests of citizens. Continental Europe countries instead, gave more importance to
decentralization issues also according to the subsidiarity principle of the EU (Van de Walle
and Hammerschmid 2011).

The different experiences of reforms based on the new paradigm in different countries
all have one common trait, which is that of improving the quality of services within the
public sector and increase the competitiveness of the system. The public administration
therefore shifted from the idea of an organization which performs tasks of public interest
to an organization more similar to a firm providing services to citizens, which means that
efficiency and efficacy became much more important in the reform process. Individual and
organizational performance become crucial in order to reach such goals and measurements
of performance become a direct way to understand whether these goals are reached or not.

One of the measures introduced in the public sector as part of the new management
system is pay for performance schemes. More than two-thirds of OECD countries and a
number of developing countries adopted this practice (OECD 2005) drawing from principal-
agent theory, for which a monetary incentive should increase efficiency (S. Burgess and Ratto
2003; Jensen and Meckling 1976). Pay for performance is however not always easy to put into
practice also in the private sector, as nowadays most jobs are carried out by teams of workers,
and therefore it is hard to understand how much of the final result must be attributed to
each of them. Many jobs also involve multiple tasks and, unless rewards are arranged on each
task, workers will concentrate on the one that will bring them more benefit. Furthermore, if
the reward system is based on relative performance, which means that they are given to a

worker who performs better compared to others, the outcome may lead to workers adopting
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competitive behavior towards each other in order to reach their own personal goal, rather
than focusing on those of the entire firm.

However, there are two distinct views on the effects of pay for performance measures
both in the private and in the public sector. The first stems from standard economic the-
ory and behavioral management, which believes that pay for performance measures increase
performance when it is correctly implemented (Lehman and Geller 2004). If people are ra-
tional, follow their preferences and are extrinsically motivated their behavior can be directed
through incentives. In this view, incentives are mainly designed following expectancy and
reinforcement theories under the premise that people believe that increased performance is
recognized by management, and therefore adjust their work effort on the expectation of fu-
ture rewards. As a result, this creates a mindset that is reinforced through repetition and
establishes the new level of effort as the behavioral norm. Researchers in this area are there-
fore more focused on the problem of correct measurement of performance which is the key
for an effective scheme.

There have been several studies in support of the argument that incentives have a positive
impact on output indicators. For example, Stajkovic and Luthans (2003) meta-analysis of 72
studies on the matter found that incentives increase task performance by 23%, while other
rewards such as social recognition and feedback are less effective, 17% and 10% respectively.
Furthermore, in their analysis the three interventions together seem to be able to increase
performance of almost 50%. Reviews on field studies focusing on individual monetary in-
centives generally indicate the positive relationship between incentives and performance and
also between incentives and effort (Foster and Rosenzweig 1994), but not under all conditions
(Bucklin and Dickinson 2001; Jenkins Jr et al. 1998). Moreover, monetary incentives seem
strongly related to the quantity of output, but not to the quality. When specifically refer-
ring to pay for performance schemes, they have been only inconsistently linked to improved
outcome. In fact, differences in organization’s arrangements, individual preferences for per-
formance pay and individual attitudes are all elements which can affect the final effect of pay
for performance plans (Heneman 1992; Milkovich and Wigdor 1991). In addition, workers’
behavior aimed at pursuing personal goals is confirmed by a number of studies which suggest
that people may act in their own interests even at the cost of overall efficiency (Asch 1990;

Brown et al. 1996; Healy 1985). Companies that only focus on motivating employees using
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monetary incentives, may get a different outcome from the one estimated. Employees will
concentrate on bonuses, but not necessarily to the company’s well-being; and since firms are
an important part of modern economies this may be one of the keys to understand what
makes economies work or fail (Akerlof and Kranton 2010). The main issue is determined
by the fact that people do not resemble the typical Homo economicus: taking it as a model
on which policies are built could lead to more self-interested behaviors when incentives are
introduced than in their absence (Bowles 2016). Incentives may in fact affect individual’s
social preferences leading to results different from those expected.

The second view stems from psychological economics and self-determination theory and
mainly deals with motivation, meant as “the internal mental state pertaining to initiation, di-
rection, persistence, intensity and termination of behavior” (Landy and W. S. Becker 1987).
The source of such mental state can be both intrinsic and extrinsic. The former refers to
doing something because it is inherently interesting or enjoyable, while the latter to doing
something because it leads to a separable outcome (Richard M Ryan and Edward L Deci
2000). So, while in dealing with intrinsic motivation we find that people are keen to do
certain activities because they spontaneously bring satisfaction, extrinsic motivation implies
that people are in need of some reinforcement in order to do something. In literature, ex-
trinsic motivation has been characterized as an impoverished, although powerful, form of
motivation (DeCharms 2013). However, there is difference between completing a task which
is extrinsically motivated with resentment, resistance or disinterest and doing it with an
attitude of willingness that reflects the acceptance of the utility or the value of the task
(Richard M Ryan and Edward L Deci 2000). Under this stream of research pay for perfor-
mance schemes are believed to potentially have a negative effect which leads to a crowding
out or undermining effect on intrinsic motivation especially in people performing “interesting
tasks” (Weibel et al. 2010), meaning those tasks which are considered challenging, purposeful
and enjoyable by individuals. These effects have been mainly studied in psychology (Amabile
1998; Edward L Deci 1971) and psychological economics. Falk and Kosfeld (2006) for exam-
ple found that control and explicit incentives diminish the motivation of people to perform
well. Bénabou and Tirole (2003) argue that in the case of asymmetric information it is not
possible to separate extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. Therefore, when workers are unsure

about their own ability, their intrinsic motivation decreases with the level of incentives and
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when they are not sure about how exciting tasks are, perceptions are influenced by the size
of wages and incentives. Moreover, they argue that incentives can have positive effects in
the short term, but always decrease motivation in the long run.

If incentives need to be carefully designed in the private sector, an even more difficult task
is implementing the right bonuses in the public sector. New Public Management contributed
into bringing performance related pay into the public administration. In the public sector
the identification of the relationship between incentives and performance, and consequently
the measurement of performance, is more difficult. The public sector differs from the private
for several reasons. Indeed, the former usually has multiple project managers, meaning
that there are different groups influencing the organization’s work and multiple tasks, in
a situation in which there is generally a lack of competition. This is due to public sector
agencies often not being able to compare their performance with other organizations. In
addition, the output is not always perfectly clear as in the case of the private sector, since
the same output can be produced by different agencies (or departments), and the same
agency can produce different results or participate at the production of different sets of
outputs. Another important feature is teamwork: when the output is dependent on the
work of several individuals, there is the strong possibility of free riding. This requires even
greater attention in the case of large teams and uncertainty in output measurement. Finally,
outcomes can be complementary or redundant, produce positive or negative externalities and
they are not sold on the market; and if it is sold, it is not at its market price (Festré and
Garrouste 2007).

Previous reviews on the public sector analyzing the effects of incentives or pay for per-
formance schemes display generally different results from those of the private sector. There
seems to be little impact of these measures on motivation and organizational performance
and the relationship between pay and performance is not significant (Durant et al. 2006). For
example, Frey and Oberholzer-Gee (1997) conducted a field study which showed that where
public spirit prevails, the use of price incentives comes at higher costs than those expected
from standard economic theory because incentives crowd out civic duty. Therefore, while it
might be a good strategy to use incentives in contexts where intrinsic motivation is absent
or has been completely crowded out, all incentives in contexts where intrinsic motivation

is present should be carefully reconsidered, especially in the public sector where intrinsic
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motivation is generally higher (Buelens and Van den Broeck 2007; Perry 1997). Weibel et al.
(2010), in their meta-analysis of previous experimental studies on pay for performance mea-
sures in the public sector, found that these measures cause a cognitive shift that increases
extrinsic motivation for behavior, which they call a price effect, but at the same time reduces
the intrinsic motivation: the crowding out effect. The strength of the two effects then deter-
mines the overall effect on effort. The more intrinsic motivation is present in the beginning,
the higher the risk it can be destroyed. They also found that if the price effect is stronger
than the crowding out effect, hidden costs can arise, because if people cannot be further
motivated intrinsically, there is always the need of extrinsic rewards to compensate the loss
of intrinsic motivation.

Chen (2018) instead, focused on the size of incentives using data from the US General
Social Survey, which gathers data from all sectors. His findings reveal that while the view
of “paying little is better than zero” can explain the impact of performance payment size
on work effort, the “pay enough or don’t pay at all” view can explain the impact on work
attitudes. Thus, because it is both effort and attitudes that determine the actual performance
of workers, pay for performance measures might not be enough to cause an increase in
performance. However, results differ according to the sector, especially in the negative
impact of small incentives on work attitudes. In fact, the ideal size of pay for performance
measures is much higher in the public and non-profit sector than the private one, 30% and
10% respectively, confirming that in these sectors it would be often best to “pay enough
or don’t pay at all”, showing that public sector workers are more intrinsically motivated
than private sector workers. Moreover, the size of performance pay is often little when
compared to the private sector, first because the public administration deals with budgetary
constraints, which don’t allow big rewards; second, because public employees are expected
to work for the community and giving high rewards would generate outrage from the public
(Miller and Whitford 2007). Another interesting issue is raised by Eremin et al. (2010) who
argue that it is also important for public employees to believe in the fairness of the system,
as the fairness of the evaluation and rewards also have an impact on overall performance,
keeping in mind that people tend to compare evaluations and rewards of others doing similar
work (Adams 1965). In their study, results show that people employed in higher levels have a

higher probability to get higher evaluations and therefore receive more rewards than workers
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employed in lower levels, thus affecting beliefs of fairness of employees, which in turn will
affect performance. Even though pay for performance doesn’t seem to always have positive
impacts on performance and motivation, these measures are not likely to be replaced, mainly
for two reasons. First, they help to increase employer control over employees and create
accountability for the public sector, which is often accused of incompetence and inefficiency
(Kellough and Selden 1997). Second, the New Public Management approach reinforces the
idea that because those measures are effective in the private sector, they will also be effective
in the public sector, which is not always true.

The differences between the public and the private sector, the different characteristics of
public employees and the previous experiences with the implementation of reward systems
should be taken into account in the design of effective incentive schemes. When dealing with
motivational and performance issues the possibilities offered by job design and job crafting,
as proposed by the JCM, represent a valid alternative in the public sector, which often deals
with budget constraints, and is less able to motivate, incentivize or create a worker friendly
environment with the use of money. Programs and practices that enhance worker’s experi-
ence in the workplace and better match with their preferences have proven to lead to positive
job outcomes. Therefore, they identify as an alternative that matches organizations’ need
for high performance with employees’ need for a better work environment. Moreover, HRM
practices allow to better answer not only to employees’ demands for flexibility, but also to ex-
ternal flexibility demands (such as those coming from citizens who need access public offices
at different times or need access to services even during peaks in workload). The prosocial
attitude of public employees should allow them to answer more strongly to practices which
support their service to citizens (Garcia-Chas et al. 2016), which in turn should affect their
attitude towards their job, with positive outcomes for the organization. Thus, the introduc-
tion of programs and practices aimed at increasing flexibility in the workplace would prevent
organizations from resorting to contractual adjustments, while adapting to both employees’
and citizens’ requests. The design of such programs however, is not straightforward and
presents particular challenges as we will see in Chapter 3, in which we discuss the effects of

flexitime in the public administration.
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Appendices

1.A Methodological Aspects

This thesis explores two distinct aspects regarding flexibility with different methods: the
Chapter 2 tries to answer the research question using fSQCA, Chapter 3 uses a matching
technique. While in the first case the study is heavily based on qualitative data, in the
second case the data is purely quantitative. The choice between qualitative and quantitative
methods is often addressed as a verbal vs. numerical issue, however, this distinction is too
simple, and might lead to the thought that qualitative methods are less reliable compared
to quantitative methods. M. A. Starr (2014) pointed out that the main difference between
the two approaches lies in the open-ended character of qualitative data. When dealing with
quantitative data researchers make questions and gather information using predetermined
knowledge on the variables and instruments they use; data are precise, and it is not possible to
understand the reasoning that lead to that particular data or result. Qualitative data instead,
assume that the phenomenon being studied is complex in a way that a meaningful insight can
only be obtained through the use of a more flexible tool. In this case the information gathered
is usually richer, thus making qualitative methods more appropriate when in-depth analysis
and background details are necessary for the understanding of the subject matter. The
main issue is to determine which of the two approaches is better able to answer the research
question that is being addressed, because the research method used must be coherent to the
problem. The issue of numerical flexibility addressed in chapter 2, is faced as the exploration
of a phenomenon, where the main focus is to understand why employers may choose a
standard contract over an atypical contract, and to build configurations that connect different
experiences and give meaning to what we observe in the choices of firms. In this context it

seemed important to grasp as much detail as possible from the firms selected for the study, as
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there exists a great variety in specific characteristics of jobs, and reasons that drive choices
can be complex and difficult to summarize in a standardized form. Therefore, the method
chose was one that allowed to include the variety of cases and to learn from the information
gathered before moving to the analysis. FSQCA is a method that suited well with the purpose
of this study because it is able to bring the logic of a case-oriented investigation to a larger
N (Ragin 2009). Instead of focusing on independent variables that each bring a contribution
to the final outcome, fsQCA focuses on exploring the connections among relevant factors
and the outcome in order to find common causal conditions that generate the presence or
the absence of a result. Moreover, the choice of fSQCA over standard QCA is given by the
fact that fSQCA allows factors to take multiple values instead of only two, which was useful
in dealing with the variety of job characteristics. Temporal flexibility instead, is approached
in a different way in Chapter 3. The main goal of the study is to capture the net effects of
a flexitime program on absenteeism, hours worked and overtime. In this case after an initial
analysis of the problem and of the variables at stake it is possible to formulate a hypothesis
to test through a matching technique. The exercise is numerical and aims at determining
whether the program leads to some clear differences in terms of hours. In this second study
data come from a non-experimental setting, so it was necessary to find a method that allowed
to compare and analyze data from a large quantity of people. Moreover, it was not possible
to integrate the data gathering specific background information or understand the reasons
that lead each person to the choice of entering or not the flexitime program. A matching
method seemed the appropriate tool as it allows to use background information (covariates)
to balance the distributions between treatment and control groups and create a setting that
resembles a randomized experiment. In this way it is then possible to draw some conclusions

on the behavior of the two groups.
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