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INTRODUCTION

There has been a proliferation of adaptable work
arrangements in United States (U.S.) organizations,
which is driven by a convergence of information and
communications technology (ICT) and workforce
trends. Specifically, workforce trends indicate an
increase in demographic diversity and a projected
reduction in skilled workers. These trends have led
many U.S. organizations to focus on retention strate-
gies and subsequently to place emphasis on adaptable
work arrangements as a workforce imperative. In this
article, we describe the forces driving the utilization
of adaptable work arrangements. Moreover, we will
illuminate the ICT currently available to successfully
design and execute adaptable work arrangements in
support of increased productivity, and the realization
of organizational sustainability and competitiveness.

BACKGROUND

Increasingly, human resources researchers and prac-
titioners in the U.S. maintain that changing demo-
graphics, a projected reduction in the availability of
skilled workers, and the increasing capacity of ICT
are all converging to create a dramatic shift in the
U.S. workforce. Together, these forces are changing
the conventional way organizations approach work
design, and they are creating a subsequent paradigm
shift in the way U.S. organizations view the traditional
workweek. In the context of the post-industrial work-
force, the traditional paradigm has viewed workers as
committed only when they are physically present in
the office, and when they maintain, at the very least,
a 40-hour work week (Huff, 2005). The conventions
applied to the current and future U.S. workforce are

evolving in order to ensure sustainable organizations
that can compete in the global marketplace.

Rather than products or services, people are consid-
ered to be the differentiator in today’s global economy.
The implications for an organization’s human resources
strategies include the creation and sustainability of a
responsive and adaptable workforce. This implication,
in turn, re-frames the traditional paradigm or mind-
set, and places greater emphasis on human resource
practices that are flexible, and provide employees with
more choices.

Gratton (2003) outlines dimensions of choice that
are most important to workers; two of which include
choice of location and choice of time. Working from
home and/or having more control over when and how
long they will work has enabled many workers to cre-
ate a work/life balance. When provided with choices
regarding location and time, studies have found that mo-
tivation, commitment, and productivity are positively
impacted (Reeves & Doyle, 2002). The demand for
increased choice is largely driven by the demographic
changesinthe U.S. workforce. U.S. organizations striv-
ing toremain competitive, are changing their workforce
policies and practices in order to be more in line with
what is most attractive to workers; the availability of
adaptable work arrangements (Greenbaum, 2004).

Changing demographics in the U.S. workforce will
increasingly have animpacton U.S. organizations’abil-
ity to remain viable in the global economy. Specifically,
the workforce trends indicate an increase in generational
differences (e.g., retirees or baby-boomers, generation
X and generation Y) and a greater gender balance. Con-
sequently, lifestyle choices and needs of the workforce
will have to be considered as companies compete for
talent (Lobel, Googins, & Bankert, 1999).

According to Hankin (2005), a highly blended
generational diversity in the workforce is accompa-
nied by a desire for balance between family, lifestyle,



and career choices. As the baby-boomer generation
teeters on the cusp of eligibility for retirement, many
are choosing not to retire. This generation is staying
in the workforce longer; however, they are choosing to
remain or return to the workforce within organizations
that provide adaptable work arrangements (Mullich,
2003). Generation X and Y employees tend to place a
higher priority on a balance of work and life, and seek
out a flexible way to achieve career goals (Hankin,
2005). Generation Y employees, also dubbed “N-Gen,”
in particular, will seek work on their own terms. They
are self-reliant, are better able (compared to their older
peers) to adapt to new technologies (Weinberg, 2004).
More and more, individuals of all ages will have an
influence on how organizations attempt to attract and
retain workers.

Gender has also hadanimpacton the U.S. workforce.
As of 2004, 59% of the U.S. workforce was made up
of women. Further, women held 50% of management
and professional positions and 33% of women in the
workforce held college degrees (BLS, 2005). While
men are placing more value on personal time and are
taking on a larger role in the family unit, women are
still the primary care giver (Zimmerman, 2004). Based
on these trends, an organizational focus on work/life
balance is taking a prominent role in human resources
practices. A study done by the Alliance for Work-Life
Progress (AWLP) found that, under the umbrella of
work/life balance programs, greater emphasis contin-
ues to be placed on workplace flexibility, including
alternative work schedules and tele-work arrangements
(Miller, 20006).

The final workforce trend this article addresses,
which has become an impetus for the focus on retention
in organizations, is that U.S. organizations are faced
with an increasingly tight labor market. According to
the U.S. Department of Labor (2000), this is primar-
ily due to a lack of population growth. As the baby-
boomers move out of the labor force, and generation Y
moves in, a more limited pool of highly skilled talent
will be available. At the same time, people, not natural
resources or manufactured goods, are the predominant
features in the U.S. economy (Jorgenson, 2001). Many
of the new jobs being created in this era supported by
knowledge workers are in fields that require critical
thinking and creativity. A company’s ability to create a
value proposition, thereby attracting and retaining hu-
man talent, has become a prominent lever for continued
sustainability and growth (Florida, 2005). Given the

workforce trends outlined, the need for human resource
policies and practices that support adaptable work ar-
rangements is clear.

ICT TOOLS THAT SUPPORT
ADAPTABLE WORK ARRANGEMENTS

In addition to human resource policies and practices,
ICT will be a key component to drive how, when, and
where work gets done in U.S. organizations. How
organizations utilize the talent within their workforce
has less to do with proximity and location and more
to do with accessibility to ICT.

Advances in ICT enable a more decentralized
organizational structure and innovative job designs.
The workplace has evolved to become “net-centric”
(Wallace, 2004) and recent studies show that it is pay-
ing off. Increases in productivity and revenue have
been demonstrated when company’s use ICT to create
adaptable workforce arrangements (Pilat & Wyckoff,
2005).

Workers who are not physically located in the office
at all, or not every day, need to be able to “transport
work back and forth, maintain regular contact with
colleagues, and perform as effectively as they would
if they were physically present at the office” (Dutton,
Kahin, O’Callaghan, & Wyckoff, 2005). The work
done in organizations requires cooperation on the part
of people, in order to accomplish assigned tasks. It is
this requirement, cooperation that can be negatively
impacted when individuals work in an adaptable work
arrangement. ICT plays a critical role in linking indi-
viduals and ensuring cooperation can still exist; even
though itis notaccomplished face to face (Greenbaum,
2004). ICT tools that support adaptable work arrange-
ments include the Internet, intranet, mobile devices,
and programming language created for the human
resources sector.

The Internet has been called a “seamless digital
workplace” (Weekes & Beagrie, 2002). Internet-based
solutions, such as virtual private networks (VPNs) and
Web portals help organizations ensure that employees,
no matter there physical location, are connected to the
organization from a pragmatic, intellectual, and visceral
perspective (Wallace, 2004). For example, the isolation
traditionally felt by tele-workers is being diminished
by the use of video conferencing and webcams, which
support digitally- enabled face to face meetings.



Anintranetisaprivate network, madeup oflocal area
networks (LANS) within an organization. The intranet
enables employees to share information and resources,
and it is also used as a gateway to an employee portal
that can consist of B2E (business to employee) and self
service tools (Weekes & Beagrie, 2002). Employee
portals are used to provide everything an employee
needs to do their job and to meet their personal needs
as well (e.g., shopping online).

Today, a flexible workforce has wireless technol-
ogy that enables them to access to the organization’s
network while on the go. Examples of this mobile
technology include laptops; the pocket PC or portable
digital assistant (PDA), which provide access to the
Internet, e-mail, or a cellular phone; and Blackberries
which are hand-held devices that allow employees
to receive and send e-mail from anywhere. Access
to and transmission of work-related information in a
mobile format will continue to expand. Further, WIFI
(wireless) will be a dominant technology used in an
adaptable workforce that is highly mobile (Lehmann,
Kuhn, & Lehner, 2004).

HR-XML, human resources extensible mark up
language, was specifically created for the HR sector.
The usefulness of HR-XML consists of its ability to
eliminate barriers to online data exchange, and in doing
so, enables communication across different systems.
XML is “a language for organizing and storing data”
(Weiss, 2001). The use of XML as a way to create data
standards for the human resources industry is currently
being exploited. For example, HR-XML has been used
to establish a standard for posting job openings on
Web-based job boards and retrieving resumes from job
seekers. HR-XML is also being used to ensure privacy
inlearning portals (Klobucar, Senicar, & Blazic,2004),
and to enable extraction of social network metadata
(Downes, 2005).

Driven by ICT, e-work, e-lancers, and other adapt-
able work arrangements such as telecommuting and
job-sharing provide a solution to the retention and
productivity increases required by U.S. companies.
ICT has become the primary facilitator and delivery
mechanism for the new workforce model (Weekes &
Beagrie, 2002). Human resources strategies thatinclude
ICT will continue to be critical support mechanisms for
organizational performance sustainability and market
competitiveness.

FUTURE TRENDS

The ability to offer adaptable work arrangements has
become a U.S. workforce imperative. A new employ-
ment contract is emerging which consists of workforce
strategies that include the design of adaptable work
arrangements. The old contract between employer and
employee is no longer viable. Rather, work arrange-
ments allowing for adaptability in job design is indica-
tive of the future workforce (Greenbaum, 2004). At the
same time, questions still remain regarding the effects
of'a workforce that is primarily working from different
locations, at different times, and is highly mobile.

According to Herper (2000), Moore’s Law states
that computer technology tends to double their pro-
cessor speed every 18 months (in Ausburn, 2002).
Further, Ausburn contends that the field of molecular
or quantum computing promises computer technology
that can interact as intelligently as humans, in terms
of problem solving. While advances in technology
continue, there is the human side that must be included
in the workforce equation. Facilitation of adaptable
work arrangements also requires the development of
commitment, encouraging engagement, and connecting
people in a way that supports cooperation and trusting
relationships (Wallace, 2004). Relationships between
co-workers and human connections may be altered by
distil working arrangements. Future studies will need
to determine how relational factors impact the abil-
ity to be successful in adaptable work arrangements.
When utilizing ICT for adaptable work arrangements,
human resource strategies must place equal emphasis
on the enabling technology, as well as the human fac-
tors for building and maintaining productive work
relationships.

CONCLUSION

This article explored the forces driving the utilization
of'adaptable work arrangements in U.S. organizations.
Moreover, the article illuminated the ICT currently
available to successfully design and execute adaptable
work arrangements in support of increased productivity
and realization of strategic organizational goals. There
are still challenges that need to be overcome with re-
gard to the utilization of adaptable work arrangements
in U.S. organizations. Nevertheless, it is the author’s
contention that a move toward a more adaptable and



mobile workforce will continue to emerge as a human
resource strategy that enables the successful retention
and utilization of human capital in U.S. organizations.
Further, ICT is the key mechanism that will be a driv-
ing force for innovative work design and effective
workforce management in the future.
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KEY TERMS

Adaptable Work Arrangements: Non-traditional
job designs that utilize ICT in order to enable individu-
als to work from different locations, and at any time
during the day or night. Individuals are not physically
on site at a work location (e-work) or they work on a
flexible schedule. These individuals have been called
e-lancers and telecommuters. Another arrangement,
job shares, also utilizes ICT in order to ensure com-
munication and cooperation between two people who
are responsible for accomplishing tasks involved in a
single job.

B2E: Refers to “business to employee” services that
are provided on an internal network within the organi-
zation. Services typically include 401K management,
or benefits information.

Baby-Boomers: Boomers represent individuals
born between 1946 and 1964, which was a period of
time when the U.S. experienced an increase in birth-
rates. Approximately 79 million babies were born
during this time.

Generation Y: Also known as N-Gen (Net Gen-
eration) or Millennials; consist of individuals born
between 1977 and 2003. This group is considered to
be a generation that has grown up with the Internet and
digital devices as part of their everyday life.

Generation X: The generation that followed the
baby boomers, born between 1965 and 1980. In com-
parison to the Boomers, only 44.6 million individuals
were born during this time. This generation was raised
on television and personal computers.

HR-XML: Human resources extensible mark up
language is a programming language created for the
HR sector. The purpose is to provide standards for
accessing and delivering human resources related
information online.

ICT: Information and communications technology
manages and processes information in organizations.
ICT consists of, among others, electronic computers,
VPN, Internet and Web portals, B2E, mobile devices,
such as the PDA, and wireless connections.

PDA: Portable digital assistants, such as the pocket-
PC, are electronic, wireless hand-held devices function
as a cell phone, a computer (can access e-mail and the
Internet), a camera, a digital audio recorder, and can
play music.

VPN: Virtual private networks are used within
organizations to provide access from a remote worker
to private company-related information over a publicly
accessible network.

Webportal: These Web sites are designed to provide
access to information via a desk top or mobile device
(PDA:s, cell phones) for the purpose of learning and
development, or personal services such as shopping
online.
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