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Abstract
Two interrelated aspects of the debate on the nature of labour supply chain in hotel industry form the focus of this research paper. First, the notion of a shift to some forms of human resources recruitment strategies which seeks to use agency staff as a means of generating economical benefits – as opposed to conventional permanent staffing; and second, the paramount importance of using distancing flexibility through effective agency utilisation with the consequence of controlling labour costs, satisfying firm’s demand for labour, and to respond to possible fluctuations in manpower needs. To this end, the research advocates the use of qualitative methodology in the form of semi-structured and in-depth interviews with hotel housekeeping managers, their partner agency managers, and their flexible workers. Based upon the interviewees’ responses and other documentary sources, we find, among others, that pursuing labour flexibility appears to be inevitable in hotel industry; that the three-tier flexible firm model (i.e. Atkinson, 1984) does not provide a full account of supply chain relationship between hotels and the employment agencies; and that employees are being relatively treated as a ‘cost’ – as opposed to a ‘resource’ (see Slack et al., 2004). To conclude, the research evidence is used, combined with previous literature, to discuss the implications of these results for broader debates on the utilisation of flexible workers in the supply chain relationship between the client hotels and their partner agencies. 
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Introduction

The way in which people are managed at work is now seen by many observers as the key to improved organisational performance (Marchington & Wilkinson, 2000, p. 1). This is specifically the case for labour-intensive industries such as hotels, referred to as ‘a home away from home’ (see Lashley, 2001; Telfer, 2001), in which their staff cannot be substituted by machinery, in areas such as housekeeping services. There is no shortage of failure stories, where links are made between less qualified staff with lower customer satisfaction and therefore poor organisational performance. In consequence, the employment relationship between the hotel and the potential workforce has never been simple, and hence is highly influenced by the characteristics of the hospitality service: intangibility, perishability, variability, simultaneous production and consumption, and inseparability (see Johnston & Clark, 2005). The implication of such unique characteristics highlights the paramount importance of a precise analysis of activities that control service production in the hotel sector. 
On the one hand, as many researchers and practitioners alike can confirm, demand patterns in the hotel sector are varied, fluctuating, and difficult to precisely predict (Baum & Lundtorp, 2000). Combined with the labour-intensity characteristic, therefore, the hotel sector requires considerable labour flexibility to ease pressures resulting from fluctuation in demand patterns. Interest in ‘flexibility’ has led to a resurgence of research into what is commonly termed the model of the ‘flexible firm’ and ‘flexible employment strategies’ (Atkinson, 1984). It is also, however, acknowledged that a growing deregulation and flexibility of labour markets has led to an increase in precarious employment relationships (Golsh, 2003, p. 713). Furthermore, from a voluminous body of research contributions on the nature of employment relationships we learn that atypical jobs are largely work-insecure positions (Dolado, Garcia-Serrano & Jimeno, 2002; Golsch, 2003, p. 692).

On the other hand, concerns about job insecurity as a consequence of non-permanent employment and flexible working, however, do not seem to have been the case for service organisations such as hotel industry. Whilst acknowledging that flexible working might have adverse impact on employee performance, Marchington and Wilkinson (2000, p. 31), Rubery, Tarling and Wilkinson (1987, p. 147), Hunter and MacInnes (1991, p. 50) and Piore and Sabel (1984), among others, speak of “sectoral shifts” (i.e. from manufacturing to services) – as opposed to changes within organisations; “changes in organisation’s specific production and market objectives” – as opposed to the opportunities to assert managerial control offered by excess labour supply and more quiescent trade unions; and “the use of temporary workforce for tasks which do not equate with a full-time post and whose future is uncertain”, as the reasons for the growing need for employment flexibility. More precisely, the rationale used by employers for implementing flexibility is clear-cut. Burgess (1997), Burgess and Strachan (1999) and Sheridan and Conway (2001), for example, talk about securing labour costs, tighter manning levels, rapid response to situations of demand fluctuation, improving labour productivity specifically and industrial performance generally, improving the competitiveness of firms, and giving more discretionary to management, as the main advantages of labour flexibility in hotel sector. 
Here question can be posed as to whether flexibility offers a new approach that might benefit employees. This query is consistent with what Geary’s (1992) has referred to as the flexibility literature’s neglect of employees’ response to flexible working arrangements. On the basis of previous surveys in other sectors (e.g. Kelliher & McKenna, 1988; Hunter, McGregor, McInnes & Sproull, 1993; Smithson, Lewis, Cooper & Dyer, 2004; Korpi & Levin, 2001), there have been major concerns about low levels of commitment from flexible labour, insufficient training and low organisational morale – to name just a few. Equally, as Marchington and Wilkinson (2000, p. 31) pointed out, it is doubtful that core workers maintain previous levels of commitment to either employers where many of their colleagues lose jobs through redundancy and rationalisation. In a similar vein, on the basis of more recent studies some writers maintained that distancing flexibility with the consequence of temporary positions lead to less predictability of the employment relationship, making it difficult to foresee one’s future labour market career and therefore also to plan ahead (Golsch, 2003, p. 693). Others (Sels & Van Hootegem, 2001) argued that facing great difficulties in settling in the labour market, individuals may perceive their job as comparatively insecure. 

Yet, while there have been numerous studies that inquire into flexible workforce markets (e.g. Sels & Van Hootegem, 2001; Forrier & Sels, 2003; Glosser & Golden, 2005), as well as a huge amount of earlier analyses by labour market economists in 1970s (e.g. Doeringer & Piore, 1971), few have tried to study the applicability of flexible firm model (see Atkinson, 1984) in labour-intensive sectors such as hotel industry. This, in turn, has left the validity of its application in hotel industry, to a lesser extent, from the employer’s viewpoint, and to a great extent, from employee’s standpoint ultimately an empirical question. This study thus goes beyond earlier work and aims to correct these shortcomings by placing a particular focus on both employer and employee’s viewpoints of employment flexibility in an industry in which their staff cannot be substituted by machinery and should not be treated as ‘cost’ but as a ‘resource’ (Slack, Chambers, & Johnston, 2004, p. 313).
Theoretical Background
There is some prima facie evidence that in response to multi-faceted changes in various domains of individual, social and economic life, and conditions of heightened competition, the majority of today’s organisations have made changes in their recruitment arrangements. From organisation’s viewpoint, the underlying idea here is to keep pace with these developments and to adapt quickly and efficiently to changing market opportunities and demands. Of these, there has been a surge of interest in the flexible kinds of arrangements, not least because of the need to screen the work potential of labour market entrants, to adjust to labour market shifts, and to reduce redundancy costs (Golsch, 2003). Specifically, such labour flexibility was put forward first by Atkinson (see Figure 1) as a new strategy for labour utilisation through the model of the ‘flexible firm’ in the mid-1980s (Atkinson, 1984, 1986; NEDO, 1986). It claims that the firm is flexible in terms of its adaptability to expansion, contraction or change in the product market. To this end, it increasingly seeks and achieves greater flexibility in the forms of functional, numerical and financial from their workforce (Pollert, 1988; Proctor et al., 1994). On the basis of Atkinson’s (1984) model, others (e.g. Golsch, 2003) differentiate between four different types of labour market flexibility: numerical flexibility, functional flexibility, wage flexibility and temporal flexibility. These types of flexibility in turn have led to a growing proportion of workers in various non-standard employment relationships. In Pollert’s (1988, p. 281-2) view, flexibility has been stressed as an essential ingredient of economic progress by the OECD (1986), informed the reconstitution of European labour law (Deakin, 1986), and in the British case, dominated employment and economic policy. It has also been identified as a key managerial concern, and applied to all forms of employment outside the full-time –i.e. permanent contract such as part-time and temporary work (Hakim, 1987). 
Insert Figure 1 here

To reflect on the paramount importance of labour flexibility, there has been growing evidence of academic and practitioners’ interest in the concept of the flexible firm. As Figure 1 indicates, the Atkinson’s model is built by constructing a dual-tier: core and peripheral. The former comprises workers who are drawn from the primary labour market; who have the security of permanent contracts; who are highly skilled and, therefore, with functional flexibility at both horizontal and vertical levels. The latter, on the other hand, can be subdivided into several segments, including: first, workers who come from the secondary labour market, but are still internal to the organisation; second, workers with little prospect of employment security and are, therefore, employed on contracts; and last and third, workers who are clearly external to the organisation and are, therefore, employed by another employer (Pollert, 1988; Geary, 1992; Marchington & Wilkinson, 2000). In short, the third group of periphery is the focus of this paper: distancing flexibility.

Here the main issues to note about the labour flexibility arrangements are that they enable the firms to control their labour costs at a relatively precise level; that they satisfy firms’ demand for labour; that they respond to possible fluctuations in manpower needs; that they provide a strategy for a company to act flexibly and adjust to fluctuations in business demand; and that as Marchnigton and Wilkinson (2000, p. 30) maintained, there is good deal of evidence to support the idea that organisations are becoming more flexible in their employment policies and practices, in particular in the increasing use of part-timers and in the growth of subcontracting and self-employment. In a similar vein, for Kelliher and Riley (2002), the flexible firm model is designed to achieve greater efficiency in the management of labour in an organisation, by means of matching the supply and demand for manpower more closely. 

Consequently, it seems plausible to expect that organisational scholars and practitioners pursue the applicability of ‘flexibility’ in its multitude of forms in various organisational contexts. For example, the evidence of the presence of labour flexibility across Europe has been widely reported in the management and employment literature. Some writers see it as market-mediated work arrangements (Abraham & Taylor, 1996), as contingent work (Polivka & Nardone, 1989), while others (e.g. De Grip, Hoevenberg & Willems, 1997; Felstead & Jewson, 1999) view it as atypical employment or non-standard work arrangements (see Olsen & Kalleberg, 2004). The empirical evidence also indicates that the driving force behind the introduction of labour flexibility appears to have little to do with securing labour costs or tighter manning levels; rather, it is the pursuit of transition to full employment societies through providing work opportunity to the youth (Golsch, 2003), to the school leavers (de Vries & Wolbers, 2005), and as a means to comply with the labour law to fight against unemployment (Olsen & Kalleberg, 2004). This is the position taken by NEDO (1986) report and Hamblin’s (1995) study of employees’ perspectives of labour flexibility, stating that labour flexibility practices can be regarded as being in the mutual interest of employers and employees.
Nevertheless, if the preceding findings are valid, labour flexibility has considerable implications for work organisations particularly labour-intensive ones. This, however, does not deny that previous experience might have created considerable distrust and a perception of different interests and priorities (see Guest, 1995, p. 43). For example, analysis of previous research indicates that some organisations have experienced adverse consequences due to their use of flexible workers, such as increase in turnover and lower employee trust (Pearce, 1993; Grimshaw, Ward, Rubbery & Beynon, 2001; Olsen & Kalleberg, 2004). More precisely, Pollert’s (1988, p. 310) discussion of the flexible firm model shows that it is criticised for diverting attention from the variety of options open to management to raise productivity and profits in the context of a crisis of over-accumulation; for falsely imposing a single decentralisation dynamic on atomised and disadvantaged employment forms such as State training and employment schemes, self-employment and small businesses; for failing to recognise that it is a re-packing of well-worn employment patterns and practices; and for its ambiguity at policy level – to name but a few. In a more recent study of labour market flexibility in the Netherlands, Remery, van Doorne-Huiskes and Schippers (2002) note that the introduction of more labour market flexibility would lead to more inequality and a division in the labour market between core and peripheral workers. There also remains doubts about the conceptual standing of the terminology; about the extensiveness of flexibility in practice (particularly in service sector such as hotel industry); about the reasons for its growth; and about the costs and benefits of flexibility (Marchington & Wilkinson, 2000, p. 30-31; Storey & Sission, 1993).
In this article the focus of attention will be more on outsourcing labour needs through distancing flexibility, using the hotel sector on the demand side as opposed to employment agencies as labour suppliers. Thus, the emphasis here is less on the ‘flexible firm model’ per se, but on the distancing flexibility and its various dimensions and their interactions in the supply chain relationship between hotel sector (the employers) and employment agencies (suppliers of flexible workers). Furthermore, it aims to compare the practice of distancing flexibility in the hotel industry with those of the model of flexible firm, to see whether the model represents a full account of labour supply chain relationship between hotels and the employment agencies.
Research Method
Data for the study were derived from both semi-structured and in-depth interviews with the managers of housekeeping departments of 7 hotels, their partner agencies, and their flexible workers in Greater London, UK during 2003-2005. In total 58 interviews were conducted during two different but complementary stages. In the first stage, the management of housekeeping departments and their partner agencies (on average, the hotels in study had two or more agency partners) were interviewed. Here 30 interviews were conducted: 14 managers from hotels and 16 managers from employment agencies. Following this, management’s consensus to access flexible workers was obtained and in the second stage 28 employees took part in the interviews. This was because the flexible workers were those who actually involved in and subject to the practices of supply chain relationships between hotels and employment agencies. 
Initially, a letter was sent to the hotels and their partner agencies explaining the objectives and potential of the research, asking for their participation and cooperation. Of a sample of 40 hotels, some 17 showed interest to take part in the research. Of these, it was decided to investigate only those rated as 4- to 5-star properties. These hotels varied according to two variables. First, they were drawn from 4- to 5-star properties, ensuring that they have had an appropriate recruitment strategy in place and established long-term relationship with the partner agencies. Second, their housekeeping departments were mostly supplied by the flexible workers of the partner agencies. It is, therefore, believed that the sample was fairly representative of the current practice of flexible working arrangements, partly because it comprised of all parties involved in the supply network relationships of the flexible working arrangements.   

Specifically, the interviews were intended to highlight the existence of a labour supply chain relationship between hotels and employment agencies, and to enable the researchers to explain the (in)consistency between the model of the flexible firm and the current practice of flexible working in hotel industry. Although it is not new to challenge the flexible firm model, but the research contributes to previous research in two ways: first, to confirm or refute the on-going arguments on flexible working arrangements; and second, to highlight the way that flexible workers are treated in the labour supply chain relationship between hotels and their partner agencies. With regard to the latter, serious doubts remain as to whether or not flexible working practices treat flexible workers as a ‘cost’ or a ‘resource’ in the labour supply network between the hotel clients and their partner agencies (see Marchington & Wilkinson, 2000; Geary, 1992; Storey, 1989; Legge, 1989; Wood & Smith, 1989). Interviews comprised of questions about the ethos underlying the use of agency services, the competency of flexible workers, similarities and differences between flexible and core staff, and the role of employment agencies as labour suppliers. 
The average interview took one hour, and each was tape-recorded and transcribed afterwards, thus assisting in the accurate interpretation of the respondents’ comments. The interviews were content analysed, creating categories to classify the meanings expressed in the data (Holsti, 1969). In an attempt to increase the accuracy and reliability of the interview data, issues such as neutral probing of the interviewees’ responses, the anonymity of interview participants were also taken into account. In line with Bryman (1989), Merton, Fiske and Kendal (1990) and Yin’s (1994, p. 32) recommendations, the research participants were promised an executive report to be submitted at the end of the research project. This, in turn, helped motivate their involvement and facilitate their agreement, particularly with respect to interviewing their flexible workers, and any follow-up research. 
Data Analysis
Profile of the respondents

Overall, 7 hotels were investigated on the issue of flexible working arrangements through the labour supply chain relationship with their partner agencies. To this end, 58 interviews were conducted. Of these, nearly 47 per cent were either hotel or agency managers and the remaining 53 per cent were flexible workers. Those managers from hotel were either general managers or in charge of housekeeping departments in which the flexible workers were employed. The mean age of the managers and flexible workers were 38.4 (range of 30 to 43) and 24.5 (range of 21 to 30) years, respectively. In respect of flexible workers, there appeared to be a tendency to recruit workers from those countries located in Eastern Europe such as Russia, Lithuania, Poland and Ukraine.
The majority of our workforce (95%) is from Eastern European countries, fourth-fifths of which are either Ukrainian or Russian. The remaining 5 per cent are Mongolian or African. (Agency Manager)
As for staff’s gender, the majority of agency housekeeping staff were female. This was partly because of the domestic nature of the job itself. It is not, therefore, surprising that most hotel managers reported female workers as a majority in their workforce. In only two hotels, there was a relatively more balanced combination in the workforce. With regard to the type of their tasks, the work offered to agency staff was predominantly entry-level positions, especially room attendants. Furthermore, in most surveyed hotels and employment agencies, flexible workers were employed on a full-time basis, and only a few of them had student status. It was apparent that both hotel and agency managers were reluctant to recruit students.
Students constitute a very small proportion of our workforce. The very few cases we have hired here are overseas students. (Agency Manager)
We don’t recruit students. This is because our client hotels don’t want people who can only work for 20 hours a week. They want people who can work on a full-time basis. Our client hotels are very reluctant to train students, due to the fact that they would not intend to work for a foreseeable future. (Agency Manager)
Here, the cost implication matters. We (hotels) do not simply want to waste our resources for a worker who might not turn up next week. (Hotel Manager)

Rationale for the use of employment agency: employers versus flexible workers
Managers’ view

There appears to be a growing tendency for hotel industry to use flexible working services of employment agencies. Some commentators have argued that the essence of using flexible workers resides, to a great extent, in its benefits to employers and, to a lesser extent, to individual flexible workers (Pollert, 1988, 1991; Geary, 1992; Hakim, 1990; Marginson, Edwards, Martin, Purcell & Sisson, 1988; Marchington & Wilkinson, 2000). Hotopp (2000), for example, regards the employment agencies as contributing to hotel sector by serving as intermediaries (match-makers) between workers and the hotel, assisting both sides to find each other for the purpose of doing the job or getting the job done; and to some extent, exercising more control and monitoring over their staff performance. Others (e.g. Wright & Lund, 2003; Buultjens & Howard, 2001) argue that flexibility arrangements are often in response to increasing labour costs and fluctuation in demand as a result of seasonality – referred to as a very common obstacle in hotel industry. Specifically, two distinct trends were recognised in the surveyed hotels as a result of labour supply relationship with the agencies. First, there was a widening of the relationships between hotels and the agencies, either through continuous and long-term relationship or the use of agency workers as an effective flexibility strategy (see REC, 2004). Second, there was a move towards hiring agency workers to solve the problems of recruiting suitable staff and to protect housekeeping managers from seeing their departments being outsourced. 
We continue to recruit room attendants. We have, however, been less successful in recruiting permanent room attendants at a reasonable cost. Thus, we keep using agency staff to fill the gap and simultaneously minimising cost. (Hotel Manager)

The rationale for the use of agency workers in the surveyed organisations is largely consistent with the findings of previous research on flexible working (e.g. Wright & Lund, 2003; Gray, 2002; Moshavi & Tergorg, 2002; Felstead & Gallie, 2004) which advocate use of agency workers to act as temporary cover, to complete special projects or one-off tasks, and to acquire specialist skills from agency professionals. Whilst employment agencies may have much to gain from flexible workers, this should not disguise the fact that client hotels also need to make a maximum of the flexible workers’ efforts in order to minimise their very labour-intensive operations’ costs. As many employers can testify, issues such as ability to hire and fire, ability to adjust wages, and ability to consult and negotiate are central to their labour flexibility strategies (see Buultjens & Howard, 2001). As Table 1 shows, the pattern for using temporary working arrangements is similarly close. 

Insert Table 1 here

Based on the interviewees’ responses, the reasons can be classified into two sets. The first set of criteria – (1), (2) and (3) – was regarded as management/control-driven reasons for using agency services, as indicated by their mode score of 14.0 (i.e. all 14 hotel managers agreed on these reasons as their main priorities to use the flexible workers). The second set of criteria – (4), (5), (6) and (7) – was viewed as supply chain driven reasons – as indicated by their mode score of 6.0 (i.e. only 6 hotel managers agreed on these reasons as their main priorities to use the agency services). The heavy emphasis put by the hotel management on control-driven set of reasons conforms to the arguments of labour market theorists. Pollert (1988, p. 282), Legge (1995), Rubery and Wilkinson (1981), among others, talk about the link between competitive labour market conditions and employers’ strategies  as a means to exploit a cheap and variable labour force. 
Insert Figure 2 here

As Figure 2 indicates, the link between these two approaches is made by numerical flexibility. Consistent with previous work on dual and segmented labour market (e.g. Michon, 1981), it is argued that, the two sets of reasons depend, to a very large extent on, and are heavily rooted in reducing operations costs through numerical flexibility – as opposed to functional flexibility. The essence of numerical flexibility, it is argued, resides in its cost savings through exploiting lowly skilled or unskilled and therefore cheap flexible workers (see Felstead & Gallie, 2004). This is consistent with those of a study by Geary (1999) who found that employers (as we shall see both client hotels and employment agencies ) are inclined to under-invest in training (favouring narrow over broad skills), perhaps to a great extent, for its huge cost implication. Clearly, in the labour supply chain relationship between hotels and employment agencies both parties benefit from flexible working arrangements. In a very minor way, flexibility in itself could be the only advantage to the agency workers. Accordingly, as Table 1 shows, issues such as competency of flexible workers, overcoming recruiting difficulties, complying with company policy and outsourcing prevention seem to be least important in using agency services. 

Moreover, hotel management highlighted the use of distancing flexibility as an ongoing staffing strategy rather than using agency staff in a more temporary capacity. This is, however, in conflict with the assumption made by the flexible firm model (Atkinson, 1984) and similar literature on flexible working arrangements (e.g. Geary 1992; Korpi & Levin, 2001; Voudouris, 2004), who argue that a higher labour turnover rate will occur because of the employment of flexible labour. In simple terms, the flexible workers seemed to have a certain amount of job security and have the security of permanent contract – as opposed to fixed-term contract claimed by the flexible model. According to the hotel management, their flexible workers have had high prospect of employment security. But in line with the flexible firm model, these workers are expected to be numerically flexible, who undertake a wider range of tasks at the same broad skill level (i.e. horizontal flexibility). This supports Voudouris’ (2004) findings that temporary workers are used mainly as a source of quantitative flexibility. Although, availability or numerical flexibility of these workers is extremely important to the hotel management, but there is nothing new in this. But what is new is that the employment agencies – referred to as the secondary labour market in Atkinson’s model (see Figure 1) – contribute to changing the pattern of flexibility of such workers from a little prospect of employment security through a continuous labour supply chain relationship. Although this group is categorised under non-permanent workers, but in the case of housekeeping departments, are benefiting from some sort of relative job security. 
This is, however, only one side of the equation. At first glance, this might seem to be interesting and promising but the dark side of this labour supply chain relationship highlights the fact that this group would rarely be given a change to promote, to get appropriate training and therefore applying their skills across a wide range of tasks. As we shall see in the next section, despite such disadvantages and less possibility of transferring to functional/vertical flexibility group, the flexible workers in the sampled hotels highlighted other motives for becoming agency workers, and as Felstead and Gallie (2004, p. 1293) found, they still suffer from relatively high levels of insecurity.  
Flexible workers’ view: flexibility matters
Labour flexibility is frequently seen and analysed in terms of its impact on the short-term output, rather than on the temporary worker’s welfare which is subject to the flexibility practices. A close examination of commentators’ arguments about labour flexibility would seem to suggest that there is little in flexibility arrangements to prove a new and long-life benefit to the workforce – partly due to the lack of sufficient evidence (Sengenberger, 1981; Meager, 1985; Pollert, 1988; Geary, 1992). In consequence, there remains scope for such critical questions as what benefits flexible workers would get by joining employment agencies. As we expected, reflecting the nature of employment agencies, and familiarity with the housekeeping departments, all flexible workers seemed to pursue flexibility in their jobs, and no more no less. One flexible worker reflected on what was a common theme for the majority of temps, with the comment:
With this type of working arrangements and due to the centrality of flexibility to my job, it provides me an opportunity to meet my other commitments. (Agency worker)
The flexible workers’ responses also suggest that issues such as functional flexibility, opportunities for permanent jobs were not of paramount importance to them. This is simply because, it is argued, these issues are in contrast with the client hotels’ rationale for using agency services (e.g. cost effectiveness, easy dismissal). 
As a temp, my status would allow me to vary the time I can work during the week. It is much easier for me to say no or perhaps refuse to work if the working schedule does not suit my family commitment. (Agency worker)

Insert Figure 3 here

Accordingly, as Figure 3 shows, agency recruitments seem to bring some prospect of employment security to the flexible workers. In the interviews with the temps, it was frequently pointed out that they joined the agency since they experienced problems with finding a permanent job. This, in turn, provides the workers a certain degree of freedom and flexibility. 
This is the only job I could find. I am also certain that I can continue to work here as log as I wish. In most jobs I had applied for, I was asked to provide evidence of communication skills which I failed to do so. My English knowledge is, however, good enough to keep my job as a temp. (Agency worker)
My job [housekeeping activities] has little to do with skill or qualification. And that is why I applied through the recruitment agency to find the job that I thought I would manage to do it properly. (Agency worker)
Similarly, when we asked managers the same question of ‘what attracts flexible workers to work for your agencies’, the majority managers highlighted the ‘difficulty of finding permanent jobs’ as the principal motive of temporary workers. 

A majority of our applicants for flexible working do not have prior working experience or nor do they have a relevant qualification to do a full-time office work. (Agency manager)

There is also, of course, the added difficulty of language and communication:

A majority of agency staff are from non-English spoken countries. As a matter of fact, they apply for housekeeping jobs simply because they believe that housekeeping jobs require low communication skills. (Agency manager)

For the client hotels, the implication is that they can match their labour and supply requirements, with the ability to cope with any seasonal fluctuation. What is surprising is that gaining work experience as a means of transformation from numerical to functional flexibility was cited as the least important reason for joining recruitment agencies. Put another way, the possibility of working overtime is bridging the gap between the core and flexible workforce. Of these, the former is expected to be functionally flexible and, therefore, can earn more through taking on tasks which are at a higher skill levels, and the latter is expected to be horizontally flexible and, therefore, can earn more only through undertaking labouring duties or at most wider range of tasks at the same broad skill level. It should be noted that gaining variety of work experience – cited as the third most important reason – does not necessarily mean that the flexible workers are being provided opportunity to gain skills at a higher level. Theoretically, job design and designing for job commitment should take into account both the scientific management as well as the behavioural job design approaches in the interest of both individual workers (to fulfil their needs for self-esteem and personal development) and organisation (Hackman & Oldham, 1975; Slack et al., 2004). This is, however, not the case for the agency workers who work for housekeeping departments. This also raises the question of whether or not the agency staff are given any training – opportunity for functional flexibility – for new tasks, and if so, of employment agencies and client hotels, who should be responsible for it.
Flexible workers’ concerns: some potential problems 

In contrast to the hotel and agency management’s views, in the interview with agency workers a vast majority of them have taken the view that, given the nature of their working arrangements, there would be little prospect of employment security; and of moving from numerical to functional flexibility. On the basis of the data collected, it appears that apart from ‘induction day’ and few hours ‘health and safety training’, the hotel management are not willing to go beyond these short training sessions for flexible workers, nor will the employment agencies. It appears, then, that not only is the flexible working problematic functionally for the workers, it may even be misleading if interpreted as a means to gaining various work experiences even at the same level.
I have been doing this job for over 10 years. I have not seen real changes in my status as a temp either in terms of promotion or particularly in terms of training. My status has then remained the same. In fact, we [temps] have been treated less favourably while our full-time co-workers had promoted to other positions both in and out of housekeeping department. (Agency worker) 
Connected with this is the continuing ambiguity about who is responsible for the training of agency staff. At the same time, cost effectiveness or reduction as the rationale for using flexible workers also has risks attached to it, as both hotel and employment agency seemingly embrace a cost – as opposed to resource – perspective on flexible workers. It may be that, as Storey (1989) and Legge (1989) argue, the treatment of labour as a variable cost may call for a less- or unskilled workforce. This is what has been termed by human resource specialists a ‘hard version of HRM’ which places a heavy emphasis on minimisation of labour costs. 

In response to the responsibility for training flexible workers, the interview evidence indicated that most survey hotels opted for the basic service package, which excludes induction training. Overall, the training of agency staff can be categorised into three types: induction training, on-the-job training, and health and safety training. In this respect, some three hotels had agency trainers to train new agency staff to meet the hotel standards on the premises. 
Our agency workers are generally assigned to the housekeeping department. We do prefer to provide them in-house training. This is partly because the recruitment agencies might not know exactly what we want from the flexible workers. I personally believe that in-house training would make our priorities more clear to the flexible workers. (Hotel manager)
Hotel management were, moreover, apparently willing to accept low or unskilled agency staff, since as Geary (1992) and Legge (1989) argued, this might bring more as a buffer against short-term changes in demand, thereby safeguarding permanent employees’ jobs. This clearly, however, brings less to the client hotels in the long-term.
In most cases, due to the low or unskilled agency workers, we have to lower our standards and take those people whom we normally wouldn’t recruit. (Hotel Manager)

The position in relation to agencies is much more cost-driven, and is heavily influenced on the basis of the idea that the flexible job applicant is equipped with basic training. Some agency managers also mentioned that they would only provide a service of staff induction on request. 

We (agencies) have different service packages at various rates. The more service provided, the more expensive the package would be.
To use the idea of ‘economy of scale’ in this respect, one agency managers commented that:

If a client hotel requires training for its temporary staff, they have to wait until we have sufficient number of training requests from other hotels. We then arrange with our trainer and set a time that suit all client hotels. This will allow us to minimise our cost per hour training. 
Also, the research evidence confirms the complexity of agency service packages supplied in the market. There also appears to be no explicit rules to identify different service packages, and the actual content of service specifications is therefore based on negotiation between hotels and agencies. This dilemma is compounded by the fact that every client hotel is unique and is being treated individually. Most of the literature reports that flexible workers receive less training than their counterpart permanent colleagues in the same workplaces (Tregaskis, Brewster, Mayne & Hegewisch, 1998; Moshavi & Tergorg, 2002). 

Furthermore, a review of distancing flexibility utilisation in various organisational contexts (see Kelliher & McKenna, 1988; Geary, 1992; Hunter et al., 1993; Marchington & Wilkinson, 2000) highlights major concerns about other issues such as high worker turnover, lower psychological commitment, skill retention difficulties, poor staff morale as a result of high turnover and high agency fees. Such disadvantages of distancing flexibility and using agency workers are echoed by Hunter et al.’s (1993) research over a decade ago that, 

There are doubts about whether part-time workers are more productive or whether they cost more because of high levels of absenteeism, a lack of commitment and loyalty, and lower levels of quality (cited in Marchington and Wilkinson, 2000, p. 31)
Or as Marchington and Wilkinson (2000, p. 31) put it,

It is doubtful that core workers maintain previous levels of commitment to their employers when many of their colleagues lose jobs through redundancy and rationalisation; if any thing they are more likely to be fearful for their own future security and engage with the employer at a more compliant and superficial level. 

Despite these drawbacks to using agencies as a means of achieving distancing flexibility in hotels towards, among others, cost reduction and meeting fluctuation in demand, it appears that the concerns raised above have relatively little impact on overall satisfaction with agency working arrangements. Put simply, it seems that the majority of client hotels are fairly satisfied with the services and products provided by their partner agencies. This, in turn, implies the practice of using agency staff on a permanent basis in the housekeeping departments of hotel industry. It can be argued that such an on-going or open-ended contract – compared to issues such as opportunity for functional flexibility, training, and higher payment – is central to the flexible workers in the housekeeping departments. There is, however, little doubt that such flexible arrangements might provide an immediate response to the firm’s problems in the short-run but, this would definitely not work, as Geary (1992, p. 252) observed, in the long-term, both in terms of achieving a suitable integration of business policy and personnel practice and winning over employees’ commitment and motivation.
Flexible workers versus core staff

From the hotel management’s point of view, it would appear that their flexible workers are being treated in the same as permanent staff. 
We treat our flexible workers with the same respect as our core staff who have been working here for over 15 years. (Housekeeping Manager)

In a similar vein, one of the agency managers noted that, it is the employer who can create a situation for temps to regard themselves as flexible or core staff, not necessarily the status of their contract.

The temps will act like your core employees if and only if they are being treated like the core staff, in particular, in areas such as providing training and functional opportunities and allocation of monetary rewards. (Agency Manager)
While the management approach to treating agency workers in the same way as core workers indicates potential benefits for both hotel and agency workers, this does not necessarily mean that the agency workers shared the feeling of being equally treated. On the one hand, no survey hotel or agency manager, as a result of their fair treatment, talked about the existence of any conflict between their permanent and agency staff on the premises. The evidence they provided for this claim included issues such as ‘wearing the same uniform’, ‘having lunch in the same canteen’, and ‘working under the same standards as core workers do’. The intension of this fair treatment was, in one hotel manager’s words, “to get the job done and to gain more from a wide mix of agency staff”. On the other hand, while hotel managers seek ways to increase output per-flexible-worker-hour, this might pose a threat in a sense that their cheap flexible workers do not provide a high quality service. This was of paramount importance in the surveyed hotels not least because the proportion of flexible workers to the total number of housekeeping staff was over 47 per cent. Moreover, in 3 out of seven housekeeping departments, the agency staff outnumbered the core workers. 
Insert Figure 4 here

Although, there is considerable amount of empirical evidence to suggest that the spread of flexible working arrangements has been limited and uneven (e.g. Geary, 1992; Marchington et al., 1988; Wood & Smith, 1989), given the high proportion of agency staff in the surveyed hotels, monitoring the quality of their performance should be given a high priority on management agenda. Also, from the customer’s point of view (hotel guest), the products and services s/he receives should be consistent, no matter who delivers it. That is, the output of the flexible workers of housekeeping departments connects the hotel with its customers with the consequence of, as Berry (1995) put it, maintaining customer’s loyalty through fulfilling the promises made to the customer. Winning flexible workers’ commitment to behave in such a way that exceeds customer’s satisfaction is not an easy job. Such behaviour is best defined by Organ et al. (2005) as ‘organisational citizenship behaviour’ (OCB) defined as “individual behaviour that is discretionary, not directly or explicitly recognized by the formal reward system, and that in the aggregate promotes the effective functioning of the organization” (see Organ, 1988, p. 4).
In this situation, under the management of housekeeping departments, the majority of agency workers noted that their annual performance appraisal would be tied to the quality of their relationship with the core staff, and the extent that their performance was in line with the norm in the housekeeping department. Doubts also remain about to what extent the supportive practices offered by client hotels would make the agency staff believe that they are being monitored and controlled in the same way as their core counterpart. What appears to be the case is that these claims do not support the transition from ‘them-and-us’ to the sense of we (Ward et al., 2001). 
Although we [i.e. temps] attend the same departmental meetings, have the same meal, and occasionally receive the same on-the-job training as the permanent full-time staff, but, compared to the core staff, we are held more accountable to our supervisors. (Agency worker) 
In the interview with other flexible workers, they regarded this as unfair since this was because of their temporary status not due to their lack of proper work experience or poor performance. 
During the last several years I observed that all my core colleagues promoted to better positions either here or in other hotels, while many of my colleagues and I [i.e. temps] remained in the same position. But we have all been doing the same job. (Agency worker)    

The problem with ‘temporary status’ mentioned by the majority of agency workers is consistent with Kleinknecht, Oostendorp & Pradhan’s (1997, p. 2) study who highlighted its negative implications for the flexible workers. As a result of having temporary status, flexible workers, for example, only work if there is work to be done, they earn less than comparable tenured workers, and they are often not entitled to the benefits that tenured workers receive. According to some agency workers, they were also afraid that their many informal relationships – as a consequence of having the same background such as nationality and language – in some occasions, would result in tightening managerial control. The implication of this, it is argued, is to make agency workers more accountable and therefore vulnerable, compared to the core workers.
Employment agencies as labour suppliers

The research has revealed that hotel managers consider their partner employment agencies as labour suppliers to provide staff as and when the hotels require. This implies that a labour supply chain relationship does exist in hotel industry. More recently, others make a similar point in relation to UK employers’ extensive use of different forms of labour through employment agencies. According to the Department of Trade and Industry (1999), the number of workers employed on a temporary basis through agencies constituted 1.1 per cent of the employed workforce in the UK by early 2000 (see Forde, 2001).
Within such supply chains, as Figure 5 indicates, hotels request housekeeping staff from their partner agencies. In return, hotels pay fees – which are normally equivalent to the sum of agency staff direct wages and the agency operating fees – to employment agencies for their products and services. Before providing staff to hotels, the rates of agency charge are agreed on the basis of per-hour-worked or per-room-cleaned. Hotels, then, pay for the amount of services they request. Thus, the agencies would remain in charge of payroll and payment to agency workers. A common rule in the industry is ‘no work, no payment’.

Insert Figure 5 here

[image: image1]In respect of the management of supply side and demand side of the supply chain relationship the arrangements are as follows: a pull system is adopted in the supply relationships, in that, hotels ‘pull’ demand as and when needed – as opposed to suppliers ‘pushing’ their labour supply to the purchasers. In consequence, client hotels, as it appears, have stronger buying power over their partner agencies. 
In reviewing the documentary evidence of the surveyed hotels, surprisingly, perhaps, no signed written contracts were identified between the two partners. This, in turn, could have two implications: on the one hand, it enhances the hotels’ stronger buying power over their partner agencies; and on the other hand, it gives the client hotels more flexibility to choose which agencies to co-operate with. At the same time, flexibility also appears to mean to both agencies and hotels the reluctance to sign any formal contract to restrict their relationship. Instead, trust, honesty, communication and the supply of good quality agency services are the linkages that maintain relationships between hotels and agencies. 

In addition to this stronger buying power given to hotels, most hotels in the study have multiple partnerships with a number of agencies. The total number of agency partners that surveyed hotels worked with ranged from one to six. In general, a preference to have a medium-sized supply environment (less than 4 suppliers) for risk-sharing reasons was evident across the surveyed hotels. That is, the more suppliers a hotel uses, the hotel manager appears to feel more control and buying power over partner agencies, particularly with regard to, in Gadde and Hakansson’s (2005, p. 138) words, “opportunity for price pressure” (see Figure 6). This is consistent with so-called ‘arm’s length relationships – avoiding dependency on individual suppliers (Gadde & Hakansson, 2005, p. 138). In short, the rational arguments for such an approach to suppliers, is summarised by Gadde and Hakansson as follows:

Insert Figure 6 here

Overall, according to the management of both hotels and agencies, a reasonable level of long-term co-operation with agencies and relatively long-term tenure of agency staff in the hotels was found in this study. This indicates that hotels not only use numerical labour flexibility to react to their labour shortage problems, but also adopt agency partnership as part of their human resource strategies, and consider agencies as their labour suppliers. Moreover, the working relationships between hotels and agencies are fairly close, particularly in terms of regular communications and various forms of assistance provided. It is thus seen to be more advantageous to the employers than temps. 
Theoretically, as Harrison and van Hoek (2005, p. 34) have argued, in buyer-supplier relationships, exchanges are expected to increase the level of trust between the parties, which is key to good trading relationships. Within this relationship, it is argued, fulfilling the flexible workers’ concerns as one of the three variables in the supply chain relationship should be taken into account. But, as Geary (1992) has pointed out, in spite of all this excited and optimistic speculation and prescription by protagonists of the flexible working, and the existence of some evidence of strong partnerships between hotel housekeeping departments and their partner employment, it is, at best, usually ambiguous on the question of the status of agency workers in this equation (see ‘*’ the external link to Figure 5). Within this labour supply chain relationship, creating sustainable excellence requires both sides of the supply chain to recognise and place value on flexible workers capabilities that take a more holistic and integrated approach to the management of flexible workers. The cost-cutting regime associated with many human resources recruitment strategies of recent years, however, has resulted in the old employment relationship (Wilkinson, 2005, p. 1079; Redman & Wilkinson, 2005). Clearly, our research has added grounds for other concerns about the welfare of the temps and their future career.
Conclusions
This study has highlighted the importance of labour flexibility strategies and the potential contribution that agency staff might make towards meeting the requirements of the hotel management. In particular, consistent with previous findings in the labour flexibility literature (e.g. Casey et al., 1997; Tregaskis et al., 1998; Rawstron, 1999; Purcell & Cam, 2002; Voudouris, 2004; Michie & Sheehan, 2005), the analysis of the interviewees’ responses confirmed that pursuing labour flexibility appears to be inevitable for two main reasons: first, because of the service characteristics and labour-intensity nature of hotel industry; and second, in response to the demand fluctuations. Specifically, analysis of the data highlighted ‘achieving flexibility with respect to occupancy fluctuations’ and at the same time using cheaper labour as the most common reasons behind supply chain relationship with agency services. This would, however, seem to have little in common with treating employees in an organisation as valued and key resources – as opposed to cost (Keep, 1989; Slack et al., 2004). The findings are consistent with those of a study by Debra and Ofori (1997, p. 705) who found that construction firms use casual or temporary workers to respond flexibly to abrupt changes in demand for their resources and simultaneously their cost and liabilities. 
Clearly, what is not in dispute is that some – but definitely not all – types of flexibility may introduce insecurity in individuals’ labour market careers. As our analysis of management interviewees’ responses showed, this is not the case for hotel sector, since it appears that their approach to labour flexibility plays a crucial role in matching the needs of employees. On the surface, this might represent a shift in the balance between organisational (e.g. cost reduction) and individual (e.g. job security) welfares. But the interviews with agency staff revealed that the nature of flexible working and its associated strategies were mostly in favour of client hotels rather than the temporary workers. Of these two different responses, the evidence presented by the flexible workers seem to support previous research by Voudouris (2004, p. 141), Kleinknecht et al. (1997) and Geary (1992, p. 255), who found that management preferred flexible strategies tended to minimise its dependence on temporary employees where possible. In a similar vein, our research  has revealed that hotel industry adopts agency working arrangements not only to cope with demand fluctuations but also for cost-effectiveness, ease of dismissal, as a means to prevent outsourcing, as well as some relatively involuntary motivations in using agency services (e.g. no-recruitment company policies and recruitment difficulties). This would also appear to support Geary’s (1992, p. 255) argument that management’s bifocal strategy of minimising labour costs while at the same time seeking to generate and maintain employees’ commitment proved to be an intractable endeavour.
A central argument of management’s opinion about the competency of flexible workers in the surveyed organisations was that their expectations had not been fully met, largely because of low- or un-skilled agency workers. In the absence of such qualified workforce, we argue, it is likely that the benefits of agency partnership or economic consequences of labour supplier relationships will not be fully realized. In this respect, Gadde and Snehota (2000, p. 308) break down costs and benefits of such supplier relationships as follows:

Insert Table 2 here

In the interviews with management, there has been much reference to relationship benefits side of supplier relationship, which according to Gadde and Hakansson (2005, p. 137) arise when a solution in a supplier relationship affects the revenues of the buying company. These benefits, however, are extremely difficult to assess owing to the fact that they are indirect. Clearly, hotel management, it is argued, should look beyond the economic consequences of employment agencies. To this end, as Gadde and Hakansson (2005) stress, the value of a supplier relationship stems, to a large extent, from how it fits into the operations of the customer and its other relationships. This is particularly the case for agency flexible workers whom their outputs (e.g. room service, room attendant) create the first impression for the first-tier (i.e. client hotel) and end customers (hotel guest). 
Alternatively, in response to unskilled flexible workers there might be a tendency on the part of hotel management to apply distancing labour strategy in semi-skilled or unskilled tasks (Atkinson, 1984; Felstead & Gallie, 2004). Assuming this to be the case, in line with Michie and Sheehan’s (2005) findings, we argue that, in the interest of cost-savings of flexible working arrangements, the associated human resource strategies might be inefficient and inconsistent with the overall business strategy of the firm, with the consequence of poor organisational performance. Although achieving cost-effectiveness is an important motivation for using temporary arrangements, other studies showed that the cost savings arising from the recruitment of temporary labour would seem to have been marginal, and that employers considered the advantages of being able to adjust manning levels quickly to workloads, without incurring major severance costs, were more significant than any advantages due to lower wage and non-wage costs of using temporaries (Geary, 1992, p. 257; Meager, 1985). In our study, not all managers, however, were expecting their agency partners to focus more on the competency of their flexible workers rather than availing of the lowest-price agency services. In contrast, other studies (e.g. Michie & Sheehan, 2005) revealed that the use of low-skilled flexible labour reduces the effectiveness of human resources, especially for those pursuing an innovator/quality-enhancer approach.
Long-term tenure of agency staff in the hotels was found to be of interest to the flexible workers, with the consequence of less probability of abandoning this distancing labour flexibility strategy in the foreseeable future. This relatively low staff turnover, however, seems to be in contradiction with previous claims regarding possible high labour turnover rates, and the association between numerical labour flexibility and the use of temporary labour from temporary help service providers to meet staff shortages (e.g. Geary, 1992; Gooderham & Nordhaug, 1997). In our study, however, survey hotels used their agency workers on an open-ended basis. Of those flexible workers in housekeeping departments we interviewed, the number of open-ended contracts varied from 15 to 75 per cent. Here, the findings seem to suggest that the claims made by the three-tier flexible firm model (see Atkinson, 1984; Handy, 1991; Loveridge & Mok, 1979) may not be fully applicable in hotels operations in general, and in housekeeping departments in particular. This is because the client hotels offered open-ended job opportunity to some – but not all – of the flexible workers. Our argument, however, is that while such so-called, permanent contracts do exit in certain situations, as witnessed in the housekeeping departments, this does not represent other organisational contexts or can not be generalised to other departments of the same surveyed organisations. Although, the sample organisations had taken some very basic steps to improve the flexible workers’ status, they provided no evidence of a sound human resource strategy, but merely compliance with the labour law, to win over flexible workers’ commitment. This analysis has some obvious affinities with Geary (1992) and Price’s (1989) arguments that management’s strategy, instead of relying on winning over employees’ positive commitment, sought mere compliance, created a new status division. In short, the current status of HR policies and practices in the sampled organisations does not follow the recommendation that companies pursuing an integrated approach to human resources coupled with an innovator/quality-enhancer focus within their business strategy perform best (Michie & Sheehan, 2005).
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Figures 

Figure 1 The model of the flexible firm 
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Figure 2 Reasons to use agency services: managerial control versus supply chain 
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Figure 3 The rationale for joining recruitment agency: agency staff’s viewpoint
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Figure 4 Number of employees in housekeeping departments: core versus flexible 
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Figure 5 Hotel labour supply chain model (Adapted from: Spekman et al., 1998, p.55)







 


Figure 6 Arguments for avoiding supplier dependence
	Benefits from avoiding interdependence to individual suppliers
	
	1) Reduced transaction uncertainty

	
	
	2) enhanced technological flexibility

	
	
	3) opportunity for price pressure


Adapted from: Gadde and Hakansson (2005, p. 138)

Tables
Table 1 Reasons why hotels use agency service 

	Reasons
	Mode Score     

	1. Flexibility
	14.0                

	2. Cost effectiveness
	14.0                

	3. Easy dismissal
	14.0                

	4. Recruiting difficulties 
	6.0                

	5. Quality staff 
	6.0                

	6. Company policy 
	6.0                

	7. Outsourcing prevention 
	6.0                


Table 2 Financial consequences of supplier relationships
Relationship costs                                              Relationship benefits

Direst procurement costs                                   Cost benefits

Direct transaction costs                                      Revenue benefits

Relationship handling costs,

Supply handing costs

Source: Gadde and Snehota (2000, p. 308)
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*Agency staff: ‘Cost’ (hard HR view) or ‘Resource (soft HR view)’?
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