
© Canadian Journal of SoCiology/CahierS CanadienS de SoCiologie 40(1) 2015 1

Flexible Small FirmS? Why Some 
Small FirmS Facilitate the USe oF 
Flexible Workplace policieS

catherine e. Gordon

JUlie a. mcmUllin

tracey l. adamS

Abstract. This paper examines why some small firms offer Flexible Workplace 
Policies (FWPs) while others do not and what factors contribute to the offering 
and use of FWPs within small firms. A multiple case study is employed using 
multiple data sources on seventeen information technology (IT) small firms in 
Canada. Findings reveal three types of firms with regard to their flexibility, work-
ing hours, and approaches to time. Among these firm types, discernible patterns 
emerged based on the owners’ past employment experiences and personal ap-
proaches to work-life balance. Our results suggest that structured social relations 
experienced through past places of employment have lasting effects on small 
firm owners in their current firms. 
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place cultures, life course, work-life integration, small firms

Résumé. Cet article examine la raison pour laquelle certaines petites entreprises 
proposent des politiques de lieu de travail flexible alors que d’autres ne les of-
frent pas; l’article se penche aussi sur les facteurs contribuant à la prestation et 
à l’utilisation de ces politiques par les petites entreprises. Une étude de cas mul-
tiples est utilisée, faisant appel à des sources de données multiples de 17 petites 
entreprises de technologie de l’information (TI) au Canada. Les conclusions ré-
vèlent trois types d’entreprises en ce qui concerne la flexibilité, les heures de tra-
vail et les approches du temps. Certains modèles visibles se dégagent parmi ces 
types d’entreprises selon les expériences antérieures et les approches de concilia-
tion travail-vie du propriétaire. Nos résultats indiquent que les relations sociales 
structurées vécues dans des lieux de travail antérieurs ont des effets durables sur 
les propriétaires de petites entreprises dans leur fonction actuelle.  

Mots clés: pratiques de lieu de travail flexible, réaménagement des horaires de 
travail, culture au travail, parcours de vie, intégration travail-vie, petites entre-
prises
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introduCtion

Recently, more workers are having difficulty balancing work and 
family demands (Christensen and Scheider 2010; Duxbury and Hig-

gins 2003; Korabik et al. 2008). The prevalence of dual-career couples, 
the rise in single parent families, and the increasing participation of men 
in providing child care (Marshall 2006, 2009), have resulted in more 
work-family conflict as families struggle to balance the competing re-
sponsibilities of paid and unpaid labour. To minimize this conflict, men 
and women have pursued a variety of individual strategies, often relying 
on extended family support, and complicated child-care arrangements 
that allow parents to be at work for fixed hours every day. Workplaces 
have lagged behind in supporting these endeavours and fostering work-
life balance; they still typically lack policies that allow workers the flex-
ibility to negotiate work and family responsibilities. 

Flexible Workplace Policies (FWPs) refer to arrangements that give 
workers some choice about where, when, and for how long they perform 
their work (Hill et al. 2008; Korabik et al. 2008); FWPs involve altering 
the location of where work is performed (e.g., at home on an occasional 
or permanent basis), the scheduling of when work is performed (e.g, 
flex-time, variable work days or weeks), or the number of hours worked 
(e.g., taking extended breaks during the workday, reducing hours). These 
arrangements, in turn, help with the management and negotiation of 
work and family responsibilities, reduce stress, and enhance quality of 
work experiences (Higgins et al. 2008; Korabik et al. 2008; Lowe and 
Schellenberg 2001). Yet, the potential benefits of FWPs are often lost be-
cause they are not widely available to Canadian workers (Ferrer and Ga-
gné 2006; Higgins et al. 2008; Zeytinoglu et al. 2009). Firm size is a key 
contributor to the likelihood that a workplace will offer FWPs and past 
research consistently shows that, compared with large firms, small firms 
are less likely to provide employees with flexible employment options 
(Dex and Scheibl 2001; Ferrer and Gagné 2006; Kalleberg et al. 1996; 
Pitt-Catsouphes and Litchfield 2001; Zeytinoglu et al. 2009).1 Notably, 
1. Measurement of smaller enterprises varies in each study. Small- to medium-

sized enterprises (SMEs) employ under 500 workers in Dex and Scheibl 
(2001), small firm size is 1-49 (medium is 50-499 and large is 500 and over) 
in Pitt-Catsouphes and Litchfield (2001) and is under 25 in Ferrer and Gagné 
(2006). SME size is unknown in the Pohlmann and Dulipovici (2004) study 
but according to the website of the Canadian Federation of Independent 
Business (CFIB), the organization that conducted the study, small firms 
employ under 50 people and mid-size firms employ between 50 and 499 
people (combination = SME). The log number of employees is taken in 
Zeytinoglu et al. (2009) and in Kalleberg et al. (1996) to reduce the skew of 
larger firm sizes.
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small businesses (with less than 100 employees) employ 69.7 percent of 
the total, private sector labour force in Canada (Industry Canada 2013). 

Most of the research on FWPs within workplaces has been conducted 
in large firms with the results often thought to be relevant for small firms 
as well. Indeed, there is a tendency in the literature to assume that the 
same FWP implementation and utilization processes occur in small and 
large firms alike. Potential differences between small and large firms 
with respect to how and why FWPs are put into place tend to be neg-
lected (Lero and Lewis 2008; MacDermid et al. 1994; Pitts-Catsouphes 
and Litchfield 2001). Furthermore, theories have been put forth to ex-
plain why small firms do not offer FWPs (e.g., institutional theory) but 
these theories do not explain why some small firms do provide flexible 
workplace policies and practices for their employees. This paper adds to 
the current knowledge on FWPs by examining differences among small 
firms regarding whether they offer employees flexibility in their work. 
Using qualitative data from small, information technology (IT) firms, 
we ask why some small firms offer FWPs while others do not and what 
factors contribute to the offering and use of FWPs within small firms. 

inStitutional theory: why Small firmS do not offer fwPS

Researchers often draw on institutional theory to explain why small 
firms are less likely to offer FWPs compared to large firms (Blair-Loy 
and Wharton 2002; Davis and Kalleberg 2006; Ollier-Malaterre 2009). 
According to this theory, organizations confront three kinds of insti-
tutional pressures that influence whether particular Human Resources 
(HR) benefits, like FWPs, are established (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; 
Meyer and Rowan 1977). These pressures, referred to as isomorphisms, 
include coercive, mimetic, and normative, and they tend to affect firms 
that are more visible to the public (Blair-Loy and Wharton 2002; Ollier-
Malaterre 2009). Ergo, small firms are likely to receive less scrutiny if 
benefits are not established. 

Coercive isomorphism refers to legislative requirements and cultur-
al expectations. Employers in Canada are not legally required to offer 
FWPs but societal pressures to be “family-friendly” and supportive of 
employees’ work-life needs are present. These expectations are exem-
plified in the top 100 employer lists published that identify companies 
with the best work-life policies like FWPs (see e.g., CNN 2014). The 
reputation of smaller companies is not necessarily tarnished if they do 
not make these lists, which larger companies tend to dominate. Mimetic 
isomorphism occurs when organizations model themselves after other 
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organizations, intentionally or unintentionally, in response to uncer-
tain conditions. This institutional pressure is not often used to explain 
why firms establish FWPs. Possibly, firms struggling to retain or recruit 
highly skilled workers match the benefits available at competing firms. 
Normative isomorphism comes from professional associations, such as 
the Human Resources Professional Association. Small firms typically do 
not confront this isomorphism because HR personnel, who initiate and 
promote FWPs, are often absent (Kalleberg et al. 1996; Pohlmann and 
Dulipovici 2004). 

Whereas much of this past research draws on institutional theory to 
explain differences between large and small firms, Davis and Kalleberg 
(2006) test its explanatory strength. Using representative data on firms in 
the United States from the National Occupational Survey (1996-1997), 
Davis and Kalleberg examine whether institutional theory can explain 
why some firms establish work-life policies that include the FWP of 
flexible scheduling. The indicators of institutional theory are examined 
separately and include firm size, equal reporting (whether firms are re-
quired to report their workforce demographics to government agencies), 
formalization (the level of documentation that exists), the presence of 
HR personnel, and whether firms are attuned to the training practices 
of other organizations. They reflect the isomorphisms discussed above.

Davis and Kalleberg (2006) find that firm size does not determine the 
odds of whether an organization offers flexible scheduling. Neither does 
any indicator except the mimetic pressure of being attuned to the train-
ing practices of other organizations, which increased the odds of flexible 
scheduling being available. Consideration, however, of the strong link 
between large firm size and the presence of equal reporting, formaliza-
tion, HR personnel, and being attuned to other organizations, lead Davis 
and Kalleberg to argue that large firms receive greater scrutiny compared 
to small firms and this influences the establishment of FWPs. What is left 
unexplained is why some small firms do offer FWPs. Perhaps these firms 
are responding to mimetic isomorphisms to be like large firms, but this 
claim has yet to be made in the literature. 

fwPS in Small firmS

The likelihood of small firms offering FWPs may be lower compared to 
large firms, but flexibility is apparent among some small firms (Dex and 
Scheibl 2001; Ferrer and Gagné 2006; Lewis and Cooper 2005; Pohl-
mann and Dulipovici 2004). Possibly, the flexibility of small firms is 
underestimated in the literature, which typically asks about the FWPs 
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available through HR policies (Atkinson and Hall 2009; Lero and Lewis 
2008). In small firms, FWPs are more likely to be offered through in-
formal negotiations than HR policies (Dex and Scheibl 2001; Lewis and 
Cooper 2005; Pohlmann and Dulipovici 2004). Informal FWPs are un-
official and involve undocumented negotiations between employees and 
their supervisors (Eaton 2003). Small firm owners and managers, who 
assume HR responsibilities in response to the absence of HR personnel, 
prefer to address employees’ needs as they arise and on an informal basis 
(Pohlmann and Dulipovici 2004). Accordingly, small firms tend not to 
have formalized procedures and are considered unstructured organiza-
tions (Davis and Kalleberg 2006; Edwards 1979). This research suggests 
that FWPs are available in small firms because of employees’ requests 
(Pohlmann and Dulipovici 2004), but this explanation leaves out one 
powerful party — the owners. Both parties involved in the informal ne-
gotiations of FWPs are potential sources of FWPs in small firms.

In independent small firms, owners have direct control over business 
decisions, including how to manage their workforce (Walker and Brown 
2004). Owners’ decisions in this regard may be influenced by their past 
life experiences and their experiences with others. In this paper, we con-
sider this by asking, how do the past employment experiences of small 
IT owners affect firms’ offering and facilitation of FWPs? A life course 
perspective is taken to examine this potential influence. In particular, 
we draw on the timing of lives principle, which presumes that individ-
uals vary in their timing, sequencing, and duration of life course transi-
tions which in turn, affect subsequent life course experiences (Elder et 
al. 2003). 

Some may doubt the influence of personal experiences on a small 
firm because of the effect of structural factors, such as class interests 
that come with being an owner of production, on the organization of 
work (see e.g., Marx 1961 [1887]; Friedman 1977). The life course of 
powerful individuals, however, has yet to be examined in the literature 
as a potential factor contributing to FWPs in small firms and should not 
be dismissed. Small firms typically have few formalized rules and pro-
cedures governing workers’ behaviours (Edwards 1979; Kalleberg et al. 
1996). Here, the impact of owners’ personal opinions and experiences 
may be greater than in larger firms. Also, the timing of lives life course 
principle appreciates the influence of cultural expectations on the timing 
of individuals’ lives and their current experiences. Our consideration of 
owners’ past experiences includes how structured social relations were, 
and are experienced through the workplace. 

Structured social relations include class, age, gender, and ethnic 
and racial relations (McMullin 2010 [2004]). Gender and age relations, 
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for example, are embedded in workplace cultures through the ideal-
ized behaviour of working long hours (Blair-Loy and Wharton 2002, 
2004; Duerden Comeau and Kemp 2011; Hochschild 1997; Ranson and 
Dryburgh 2011). This behaviour is often perceived to be indicative of 
a worker’s commitment and competence. As researchers have shown, 
women and people in their child-bearing and child-raising years are par-
ticularly disadvantaged in these cultural environments. Owners’ previ-
ous experiences with these types of workplace cultures — and whether 
they perceived them to be positive or negative — may shape their deci-
sions and policies in their current firms. If this is the case, we would 
expect some variability in FWP availability and use across small firms.

data and methodS

Sample

This paper draws on a Canadian study of information technology (IT) 
workers in small firms. The sample was drawn from three cities using 
online local business directories and key informants. Of the 43 firms 
asked to participate as a case, 18 agreed yielding a 42 percent response 
rate. Fieldwork took place in 2004 and 2005. For some types of analyses, 
these data may be considered outdated. However, this is not a particular 
issue for the present study because FWPs are slow to change and because 
the analysis herein contributes theoretical insights into how FWPs are 
used and developed in small firms.

Data for this analysis are taken from multiple data sources collected 
at 17 small firms employing between 4 and 21 employees. One case was 
omitted because it was a placement agency and accordingly, respondents 
did not work at the same firm. Data include 103 self-administered web-
surveys, 136 in-depth interviews, and 17 case study reports and snap-
shots, which researchers wrote to summarize the broad themes of a case.2 
Also used are observational notes taken by researchers about the firm 
and archival data (i.e., HR policy documents) when available. 

The majority of the 17 firms were operative for 10 years or less (59 
percent) and specialized in software and web development (76 percent). 
The remaining firms were operative for more than 10 years (41 percent) 
and specialized in either consulting (18 percent) or systems analysis and 
support (six percent). Also, five firms were family-owned (29 percent). 
To be considered family-owned, there had to be at least two family mem-

2. Not all of the interview respondents participated in the web-survey (n= 43) 
and a few web-survey participants were not interviewed (n= 8). 
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bers working in the business and at least one of them had to own 50 
percent or more of the business (Moshavi and Koch 2005). 

Respondents in our firms are typical of IT workers in Canada (see 
Gunderson et al. 2005). The field is dominated by men and younger 
workers; indeed, workers who are 40 years of age or older are con-
sidered “old” (McMullin and Duerden Comeau 2011). In our sample, 
the average age of respondents was 37 years. The majority were male (77 
percent), white (97 percent), married or in a long-term relationship (65 
percent), and a parent (54 percent). Twenty-five percent of respondents 
were single or never-married and 10 percent were divorced or separated. 
Despite the inclusion of the dimension of ethnic and racial relations in 
our conceptual framework, little can be made of ethnicity and race in the 
data due to the sample’s homogeneity. 

Data analysis

This paper aims to enhance the limited knowledge on FWPs in small 
firms, particularly why small firms offer FWPs to their employees. We 
ask, how do the past employment experiences of small IT firm owners 
affect their firms’ offering and facilitation of FWPs? We use a multiple 
case study approach to answer this question. A case study approach pre-
sents complexities and contradictions that are difficult to summarize 
neatly but are reflective of real life and possibly the nature of FWPs 
in different firms (Fox and Sugiman 1999; Lewis et al. 2006; Marshall 
1999). Marshall (1999) advises that a multiple case analysis be “inter-
pretive” whereby theoretical and contextual considerations inform the 
reasoning. 

Before cases were compared, a comprehensive understanding of each 
small firm and its FWPs was gained. NVivo software was used to help 
organize the qualitative data. Predetermined codes from the literature 
included the availability and use of HR policies and related practices in-
cluding FWPs, reciprocity (a condition attached to the use of FWPs that 
requires employees to work long hours), firm support (whether super-
visors and colleagues support FWPs and are sympathetic to work-life 
challenges), firm barriers (the expected and actual hours of work, career 
consequences for using FWPs), and the employment and family transi-
tions of individuals (see e.g., Andreassi and Thompson 2008; Atkinson 
and Hall 2009; Blair-Loy and Wharton 2002, 2004; Hochschild 1997). 
Themes that emerged from multiple readings of the qualitative data were 
also coded and include other forms of reciprocity (employees use FWPs 
in exchange for giving back time missed from work and/or completing 
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their work tasks), and disappointment with, or confusion over, FWPs or 
other HR benefits. 

The coded data were used to write a profile of a firm’s FWPs, work-
place culture with respect to time, and the life course transitions and 
experiences of its members. Data on FWPs from the web-surveys were 
integrated into these firm profiles. These contextual documents facili-
tated the comparison of multiple cases. Firm names have been replaced 
with pseudonyms. 

reSultS

In the sections that follow, we first describe the availability of FWPs in 
the small firms in our sample, and the extent to which FWPs were util-
ized by employees. We then identify under which conditions FWPs are 
available for use. Based on these characteristics, we create a typology of 
small firms. Next, we discuss how these small firms vary by firm type in 
terms of the attitudes towards working hours, and other characteristics. 
Lastly, we explore the employers’ past employment experiences, and 
examine how these appear to have shaped FWP use. 

Cross-firm comparisons based on FWPs

Only one small firm had HR policies that included FWPs; whereas all 
firms had at least one FWP that was available informally. Past research, 
however, has shown that available FWPs often go unused because do-
ing so contrasts idealized behaviours discussed earlier in this paper (An-
dreassi and Thompson 2008; Blair-Loy and Wharton 2002; Hochschild 
1997). Accordingly, FWPs that were actually used by employees in the 
small firms we studied are our focus. Table 1 shows the number of dif-
ferent types of FWPs used across firms; a FWP is counted when at least 
one employee has used it. Results are obtained from the web-survey and 
interview data.3 Whereas web-survey respondents answered questions 
about the FWPs used personally (flex-time, compressed work-week, job 
sharing, and retirement transition schedule), interview respondents dis-
cussed the FWPs used by themselves and others at the firm. In the quali-
tative data, FWPs were counted as used if descriptions of work arrange-
ments involved changes to the timing or place of work, or the number 
of hours worked. This approach enabled FWPs that are not identified in 
the web-survey to be included; examples include working from home, a 

3. When over four FWPs were identified as being used from the interview data, 
the label “4+” is used in Table 1 because the web-survey had a maximum of 
four options of FWPs that could be used.
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half-day on Fridays, and variable work days (leave early one day, work 
later day), among others. We consider firms in which zero or one FWP(s) 
were used as relatively inflexible compared to firms in which three or 
more FWPs were used. Firms with two FWPs used are more difficult 
to distinguish as either flexible or inflexible without further information 
about the context of each firm.

Table 1: Flexible Workplace Practices Used and the Associated Conditions 

Source: web-survey and interview data. 
 

 

Case pseudonym Case 
no. 

FWPs used 
(total #) from 
web-survey 

FWPs used 
(total #) from 
qualitative data 

Conditions associated with 
the use of FWPs 

E&C Solutions 101 0 1 owe-back-time; face-time 
FC Software 104 1 1 owe-back-time 
Consyst 107 3 1 owe-back-time; face-time 
WebBytes 111/9 1 1 owe-back-time 
ComTech 117 2 2 owe-back-time; face-time 
     
Net Host 102 0 3 get-work-done  

flexibility-for-flexibility 
Custom Software 103 0 2 get-work-done  
Biz Software 105 0 2 get-work-done  
Online Design 106 0 2 flexibility-for-flexibility 
GP Solutions 108 1 2 get-work-done  
A&S Systems 109 1 2 get-work-done  
SoftBytes 110 3 4+ get-work-done  

flexibility-for-flexibility 
SysSolutions 112 1 2 flexibility-for-flexibility 
IT Consulting 113 1 2 get-work-done  

flexibility-for-flexibility 
PSIT 114 2 3 get-work-done  

flexibility-for-flexibility 
Interface 
Consulting 

115 1 4+ get-work-done  
flexibility-for-flexibility 

Advanced Chips 116 4 4+ get-work-done  
flexibility-for-flexibility 

The qualitative data revealed three conditions associated with the use of 
these FWPs. First, in exchange for the use of FWPs, workers were some-
times required to owe the firm back time (the actual or presumed time 
missed from work and/or the office). Second, workers were expected to 
reciprocate and be flexible to the firm by working overtime hours when 
needed. Third, some firms simply required their workers to get their 
work done in order for the firm to meet its deadlines. Some of these 
strategies provided workers with more flexibility than others. Firms with 
cultures in which workers who missed time at work were seen to “owe” 
the firm time, constrained the use of FWPs by emphasizing the import-
ance of the total number of hours worked and presence at work. These 
firms appear to use direct control strategies for managing employees. In 
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contrast, the other two conditions appear to reflect more indirect control 
strategies such as responsible autonomy. Responsible autonomy gives 
workers some leeway in how they perform their day-to-day activities 
regarding when and where work will be completed (see Friedman 1977, 
2000). It is typically employed with highly skilled workers, like IT work-
ers, and can facilitate the use of FWPs.

Based on these measures, overall assessments reveal two ideal types 
of firms based on their flexibility. First are those firms that are quite 
inflexible for employees: few to none FWPs were used, and when used, 
FWPs had time-related conditions attached to them. We refer to the five 
firms categorized here as “rigid firms.” These firms include E&C Solu-
tions, FC Software, Consyst, WebBytes, and ComTech. Second are the 
relatively flexible firms that we refer to as “flexible firms.” These firms 
had a diverse range of FWPs used by employees and results-related con-
ditions attached. The twelve firms listed in this classification include: 
Net Host, Custom Software, Biz Software, Online Design, GP Solutions, 
A&S Systems, SoftBytes, SysSolutions, IT Consulting, PSIT, Interface 
Consulting, and Advanced Chips. Notably, firm size is not a determinant 
of whether a firm is “rigid” or “flexible.” 

Working hours and approaches to time across small firms

Initial analyses revealed that firms vary in terms of the flexibility grant-
ed to workers, and their approaches to working time. We examined the 
average number of hours worked weekly by employees at each firm, as 
well as the frequency with which workers were asked to work over-time 
(often, occasionally, or rarely). Table 2 compares rigid firms with flex-
ible firms. As this table shows, rigid firms, on average, tend to require 
more working hours per week (45.9), than do their flexible counterparts 
(41.8). Furthermore, flexible firms are more likely to require overtime 
“rarely.” Somewhat surprising, however, are the striking differences 
among flexible firms with regard to the occurrence of overtime hours, 
the total amount of working hours, and even the reciprocal exchanges 
that take place for the use of FWPs.  In fact, two sub-categories emerged.  

We classify flexible firms in which overtime hours were often 
worked as having workplace cultures that are “contradictory” to the use 
of FWPs. Three firms are considered flexible/contradictory: Online De-
sign, Net Host, and SysSolutions. In these firms, work was based on the 
expectation that workers could use FWPs in exchange for being flex-
ible through overtime hours. But because long hours were continuously 
worked, employees were more flexible to the firm than the firm was to 
them. In the remaining nine firms, overtime hours were occasionally-to-
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rarely worked; hence these workplaces were “favourable” to the use of 
FWPs. Also, employees worked on the basis of getting their work done, 
and in five of these firms, employees had to be flexible back to the firm 
occasionally. Flexible/favourable firms include Custom Software, Biz 
Software, GP Solutions, A&S Systems, SoftBytes, IT Consulting, PSIT, 
Interface Consulting, and Advanced Chips. The workplace cultures of 
flexible/favourable firms had a more balanced view of individuals’ work-
ing and non-working lives compared to flexible/contradictory firms. 

Comparing firm types

In order to gain a clearer picture of the different firms, we compare the 
characteristics of the firms, owners, and employees across types. Little 
variation occurs based on firm characteristics, such as business specializ-
ation or family-ownership. Some variation did emerge with regard to the 
characteristics of the owners and employees as shown in Tables 3 and 4. 

Table 2: Time-Related Workplace Culture Dimensions of Rigid and Flexible Firms 

 
Source: Average hours per week are from the web-survey data. Overtime hours and 
reciprocity are from the interview data.  
 

 

Case 
pseudonym by 
firm-type 

Case 
no. 

Average 
number of  
hours per 
week (mean) 

Occurrence of 
overtime hours 
worked (often, 
occasionally, rarely) 

Forms of reciprocity 
present (conditions 
associated with the use of 
FWPs) 

Rigid firms  45.9   
E&C Solutions 101 50.4 Often owe-back-time 

face-time 
FC Software 104 49.3 Often owe-back-time 
Consyst 107 44.1 Occasional owe-back-time 

face-time 
WebBytes 111/9 42.9   Rare owe-back-time 
ComTech 117 43 Occasional owe-back-time  

face-time 
Flexible firms  41.8   
Net Host 102 46.8 Often get-work-done  

flexibility-for-flexibility 
Custom 
Software 

103 35.0 Rare get-work-done 

Biz  Software  105 38.5 Rare get-work-done 
Online Design 106 42.7 Often flexibility-for-flexibility 
GP Solutions 108 41.5 Rare get-work-done 
A&S Systems 109 37.8 Rare get-work-done 
SoftBytes 110 43.4 Occasional get-work-done  

flexibility-for-flexibility 
SysSolutions 112 47.9 Often flexibility-for-flexibility 
IT Consulting 113 45.1 Occasional get-work-done  

flexibility-for-flexibility 
PSIT 114 37.3 Occasional get-work-done  

flexibility-for-flexibility 
Interface 
Consulting 

115 41.4 Occasional get-work-done  
flexibility-for-flexibility 

Advanced Chips 116 44.2 Rare get-work-done 
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On average, flexible/favourable firms had more owners and employ-
ees who were women and who were relatively older compared with flex-
ible/contradictory and rigid firms, controlling for family-owned firms. 
Flexible/favourable firm owners also had higher levels of educational 
attainment and recent experience in the IT industry. The ages of owners 
and employees in the other firm-types are also noteworthy. The owners 
and employees were both younger in flexible/contradictory firms. In 
rigid firms, owners tended to be older and employees were younger. 
These different characteristics are indicative of the structural processes 
that influence access to use FWPs and are teased out below in relation to 
the sources of small firms’ FWPs.

Table 3: Characteristics of Owners across Firm-Types 

Characteristics of owners Rigid firms 
 

Flexible and 
contradictory firms 

Flexible and 
favourable firms 

 n % n % n % 

Ethnicity/Race       
Visible minorities - - - - - - 
Immigrants - - - - - - 

Age       
20s - - 3 50 - - 
30s 2 22.2 1 16.7 7 33.3 
40s 2 22.2 1 16.7 11 52.4 
50s 5 55.6 - - 2 10 
60s - - 1 16.7 1 4.8 
Median (in years) late 40s  - 

early 50s¹ 
- 33 - 43 - 

Range (in years) 33-58 - 27-62 - 30-60 - 
Gender        

Women  2 22.2 1 16.7 5 23.8 
Women in firms not  

family-owned  
- - - - 3 

 
17.6 

Educational attainment        
High School 2 22.2 5 83.3 2 10 
College Diploma 3 33.3 1 16.7 2 10 
Bachelor’s Degree 4 44.4 - - 8 38.1 
Master’s Degree - - - - 8 38.1 
Doctorate Degree - - - - 1 4.8 

Total # of firm owners 9 - 6 - 21 - 
Source: interview data.  
Note: ¹ A range is given because the exact age of some owners was not provided. 
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ownerS’ PaSt emPloyment exPerienCeS and fwPS at their Small 
firmS

Patterns emerged in the past employment experiences of rigid and flex-
ible firm owners. In this section, we show how the interaction of the 
agency of powerful individuals and structural forces helps explain the 
variation among the three firm-types found. We argue that past employ-
ment has lasting effects for owners in the development and facilitation 
of their small firms’ FWPs. 

Rigid firm owners

Most of the nine owners of the five rigid firms did not work in IT prior 
to their current ownership position (78 percent). These rigid firm owners 

 
 

 

Table 4: Characteristics of Employees across Firm-Types 

Characteristics of employees 
 

Rigid firms 
 

Flexible and 
contradictory firms 

Flexible and 
favourable firms¹ 

 n % n % n % 
Ethnicity/Race²       

Visible minorities 2 3 - - 6 8.7 
Immigrants - - - - 6 8.7 

Age³       
<20 - - 1 5.3 - - 
20s 17 42.5 11 57.9 5 12.8 
30s 13 32.5 5 26.3 14 35.9 
40s 9 22.5 2 10.5 14 35.9 
50s 1 2.5 - - 5 12.8 
60s - - - - 1 2.6 
Range (in years) 23-49 - 19-43 - 28-62 - 
Median (in years) 30 - 28 - 40 - 

Gender²       
Women 15 22.7 2 8.3 17 24.6 
Women in firms not  
family-owned 

7 12.1 2 12.5 16 23.5 

Educational attainment³       
High School 2 5.0 34 15.8 1 2.6 
College Diploma 19 47.5 12 63.2 13 33.3 
Bachelor’s Degree 16 40 4 21.1 22 56.4 
Master’s Degree 3 7.5 - - 3 7.5 

Total # of employees 
interviewed 

40 - 19 - 39 - 

Total # of individuals 
employed at firms5 

66 - 24 - 69 - 

Source: Case studies, snapshots, and interview data.  
Notes: ¹Two respondents were excluded because they were former employees of a firm. ²Data 
are based on the case studies and snapshots. Not all individuals have been interviewed. ³Data are 
based on the interview data.  4Two of these respondents were in college at the time of interviews. 
5This number is derived from the addition of all firm sizes indicated from the snapshots and then 
subtracting the number of owners, who were included in the firm sizes. 
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described their previous employment experiences in a scant amount of 
detail, but made references to their current experiences that are telling of 
what they expected from their employees. 

Like other rigid firm owners, the CEO of FC Software merely named 
past places of employment without elaborating on his experience. He 
was a tradesperson and worked at large companies until he started this 
firm with his wife. Some insight can be gained into how they managed 
employees through his description of the firm’s HR policies. He com-
mented, “We have written policies…about dress code,…office politics, 
talking to the customers, [and]…doing [work], especially in the develop-
ment side...[about] coding concepts.” (1104016, male, early 50s, CEO). 
The formalization described is typical of large firms but unusual for 
small firms. FC Software was one of the three Rigid firms that had HR 
policies; in total, eight of seventeen firms in the sample had HR policies. 
When asked if there were reporting hierarchies at FC Software, the CEO 
said “nope.” But when probed if employees felt that they could come 
to him with any sort of issue, he replied: “I think there are some people 
[who] are still shy. They look at the position that [my wife] or I have and 
feel like we’re still of authority which is fine. You don’t want to change 
that too much.” His comments suggest that the “authority” used in this 
small firm extended beyond the unstructured control noted earlier that 
small firm owners are presumed to have over their workers. 

Rigid firm owners seemed to favour formalized power differences in 
their small firms. In one firm, however, the owners had split views about 
how to manage their employees, which appears to be tied to their past 
employment experiences. The Chief Technical Officer (CTO) recently 
worked for a large IT company, whereas the CEO owned a small consult-
ing business operating outside of the IT industry. The CTO commented 
on his experiences in relation to their firm, ComTech:

The atmosphere…that we’ve wanted [at ComTech] has been you know 
an open one, an exciting one…[with] a funky cool feel as opposed to a 
button-down corporate feel. I’ve worked in those environments…We real-
ly [do] not want...that same environment. (1117084, male, 33 yrs, CTO)

The CTO worked in large IT companies throughout his employment 
pathway but did not elaborate further on these experiences. The CEO 
had experience working at a large IT company, but it was in the distant 
past when he was a young graduate. The CEO did not share the CTO’s 
concern to avoid a “button-down corporate feel.” Rather, he valued 
structure which became clear when he spoke of ComTech’s HR policies.
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I’ve been talking to a lot of my friends who work at some big compan-
ies…They basically have an all-encompassing vacation policy. You get 
‘x’ number of weeks [off] and that’s it…Whether you want to be sick, 
you have dentist appointments, whether you want to take [a] vacation, [it] 
doesn’t matter, that’s your time off. While our CTO disagrees with that 
policy, I think [it] is probably the least tenuous way…and the most equit-
able. (1117175, male, 36 yrs, CEO)

HR policies were already established at ComTech, which were imple-
mented by the CEO; these policies were originally developed for a large 
company that did not operate in IT. ComTech’s classification as a rigid 
firm implies that the CTO conceded to the CEO’s preference for struc-
ture.

In their current positions, rigid firm owners spent a lot of time work-
ing. All but one worked heroic hours, over 50 or sometimes 60 hours 
per week.4 The CTO of ComTech commented on the consequence of 
long hours. He said, “I don’t see [my kids] as much as I would like to, in 
part because I have a lot of work to do... My responsibilities extend not 
only to my children but also to the employees here.” (1117084, male, 33 
yrs, CTO). He was able to prioritize his work life because his wife was 
the primary caregiver of their young children. His comment reflects the 
circumstances of the other rigid firm owners who treated work as their 
sole priority in life regardless of whether they had young children. Their 
consideration of personal life as secondary to work may be indicative of 
the inflexibility of their firms and their tendency to reproduce traditional 
gendered and age expectations. Whether or not intentional, rigid firm 
owners expected their employees to prioritize their working lives as well. 

Flexible firm owners

The sample profiles of the three flexible/contradictory and the nine flex-
ible/favourable firms differed in relation to their age and gender com-
positions, but these two groups of owners had similar employment ex-
periences and hence are discussed together. Differences in their current 
employment experiences will be noted. 

Most of the twenty-one flexible/favourable firm owners (76 percent) 
and six flexible/ contradictory firm owners (83 percent) had positions in 
the IT industry immediately prior to their current ownership position. 
Considering the tendency of knowledge-intensive firms to employ re-
sponsible autonomy, the recent experience in IT may have led these 
owners to use this management control strategy in their current com-

4. A co-owner of FC Software was the only exception; she was the CEO’s wife 
and mainly performed the business’s administrative duties.
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panies. With a few exceptions, these owners did not elaborate on these 
most recent experiences in IT. Those who did spoke of the autonomy 
they experienced. Most flexible firm owners described negative experi-
ences from previously working in large companies that were not their 
prior place of employment. For example, an owner of SysSolutions com-
mented on his past experience:

In a big company you have to have…structure because there [are] just so 
many people. But even in a big company it’s wrong for people to think 
that because they’ve got a title of such and such that they’re more import-
ant than somebody else because they aren’t. (1112016, male, 62 yrs, CEO)

His experiences in this large firm shaped his approach to management 
in his small firm: 

I think a small company is making a huge mistake if they try to run [it]…
like a big company…You really need to make the people [feel] comfort-
able… Everybody is working towards a common goal and one person 
isn’t any more important than the other person. 

Typical of small firms, all study firms lacked HR personnel. Employees 
were to approach an owner and request to use FWPs. Comfort with small 
firm owners, then, was imperative because of this informality. Flexible 
firm owners avoided formalized power relations in their current firms 
resulting in “comfortable” employment relations. Rigid firm owners did 
not describe this need to put employees at ease.

The aversion “to run a small company like a big company,” was 
based on previous experience. An owner of Biz Software claimed that 
while employed at a large company not in the IT industry, he was told: 
“if you want to succeed here, be prepared to forfeit time. That is the 
indication of your commitment.” (1105016, male, 40 years, CEO). His 
current business partner also worked at this company. Their past employ-
ment experiences seemed to have lasting effects on how they developed 
Biz Software: 

Management does not pressure people to make their timelines if some-
thing is happening behind schedule… I don’t believe that you can have…
a good retention rate of your employees and employee satisfaction and 
have that conveyed into customer satisfaction in [a] sustainable way with 
the typical burnout cycle that we place on IT workers. So I want these 
people to give me a good 8 hours every[day]… In terms of people having 
to work 60 [or] 70 hours a week for months at a time because they’re an 
IT worker, I don’t buy into that. (1105016, male, 40 yrs, CEO)
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Working long hours is not unusual in the IT industry and often ac-
companies the intense workloads that result for workers from firms’ at-
tempts to be competitive. This Biz Software owner attempted to mitigate 
such pressures, and be supportive of employees’ needs which included 
using FWPs and having time for non-working activities.

One difference between the owners of the two flexible firm types that 
emerged is with regard to their current employment experiences. The 
majority of the twenty-one flexible/favourable owners worked between 
40 and 50 hours per week (n= 17); only four worked over 50 hours per 
week. These owners committed more time to their personal lives com-
pared to flexible/contradictory owners. One owner from each of the three 
flexible/contradictory firms worked at least 50 hours per week; the others 
worked about 40 hours per week. Regardless of their parental status, 
the current work-life balance of flexible/contradictory firm owners was 
heavily weighted on work. Recall that employees of these firms frequent-
ly worked overtime (see Table 2). Employees were relatively young and 
most did not have caregiving responsibilities. Owners of these firms en-
couraged long hours, intentionally or unintentionally, through their own 
working behaviours. Age stereotypes of younger workers and gendered 
expectations that workers are free of dependents and can devote a lot of 
time to work were reproduced at flexible/contradictory firms but blurred 
at flexible/favourable firms in which owners and employees were rela-
tively older. 

diSCuSSion and ConCluSion

This paper explored the availability and use of FWPs in small firms. 
Through a multiple case study approach, we find that small firms are 
quite variable in the extent to which they create a climate where workers 
can take advantage of FWPs.  Further, we find that owners’ past employ-
ment experiences, and their personal approaches to work-life balance, 
shape their firms’ flexibility. 

Past research on small and knowledge-intensive firms leads us to 
expect that workers will have some autonomy over their work activities 
as a result of unstructured work environments (Edwards 1979; James 
2011; Kalleberg et al. 1996; MacEachen et al. 2008). Having leeway on 
the job can facilitate the use of FWPs (Hill et al. 2008). Flexible firms, 
particularly flexible/favourable firms, support this image, but rigid firms 
do not. Possible explanations for this difference are the lasting effects of 
structured social relations on small firm owners and paternalistic rela-
tions between owners and employees. 
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Small firm owners’ previous experiences appear to shape their ap-
proach to FWPs in their current firms. Many flexible firm owners con-
sciously sought to create a flexible working environment, in response 
to their experiences in previous work environments that were more or 
less flexible. Some of them were not successful in this respect, because 
other aspects of their organization — for instance an emphasis on work-
ing overtime — undermined workers’ flexibility. In contrast, rigid firm 
owners (most of whom came from fields other than IT — a field known 
for its flexibility) tried to adopt the formal, somewhat rigid policies of 
larger firms, and apply them to their smaller enterprises. This connec-
tion between past and present reflects the “timing of lives” life course 
principle discussed earlier in this paper. This concept illuminates the 
relationship between structure and agency over time. For example, the 
time pressures that typically marked the past employment experiences 
of flexible firm owners reflect how class relations were negotiated in 
ways that presumed workers would inherently disrupt the labour process 
without close supervision. Such pressures are also gendered and reflect 
assumptions that younger (male) workers can prioritize their working 
lives over their personal lives. 

The lasting effect of structured social relations on the agency of rigid 
firm owners is reflected in their conformation to hegemonic structural 
expectations. These owners did not question the organization of work at 
their previous places of employment. Rather, some modelled their HR 
policies and managerial practices after those of large organizations re-
flecting the mimetic isomorphism of institutional theory (see Davis and 
Kalleberg 2006). For instance, work was based on time and presence 
at the office. If employees were absent from the office as a result of 
using FWPs, they owed hours of work to the firm, regardless of whether 
full-time hours were performed. Hegemonic class, age, and gendered 
expectations that are often embedded in contemporary workplaces were 
either considered acceptable or not questioned by rigid firm owners who, 
in turn, conformed to them. Accordingly, responsible autonomy was not 
employed.

The intersection of class, age, and gender relations also shaped the 
structure and culture found in the rigid IT firms. The age of small firm 
owners influences how they manage, with older owners more likely to be 
paternalistic compared to younger owners (Ranson and Dryburgh 2011). 
The findings of this paper suggest that the ages of both owners and work-
ers matter. The age combination of older owners (median= late 40s/early 
50s) and younger workers (median= 30 years) is unique to rigid firms in 
our sample. Notably, owners and workers at these firms were predomin-
antly men (78 percent and 77 percent, respectively). Together, this age 
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difference and male dominance may have led owners to mistrust their 
employees to work in the firms’ interests. For instance, a rigid firm owner 
commented that his firm had HR policies governing workers’ behav-
iours with respect to how they dressed, talked to customers, and treated 
their colleagues at work. Possibly, these rules are implemented to make 
younger workers responsible workers. Unlike older workers who have 
commitments in their personal lives and are considered reliable, younger 
workers are presumed to be free of dependents (Duerden Comeau and 
Kemp 2011) and thus, unreliable. Whether control was a response to the 
younger workforce or whether older workers stayed away from rigid 
firms to avoid management’s direct control strategies, is difficult to dis-
cern. What is clear is the importance of considering age dynamics when 
studying small, knowledge-intensive firms.

In closing, this analysis has some limitations that future research can 
help to overcome.  Notably, the small firms in this study were situated 
in the IT industry. It is possible that the FWPs and workplace cultures 
of small firms in other industries are quite different. The IT industry is 
considered an exemplar of the new economy because risk, opportunity, 
and uncertainty are at the fore (Duerden Comeau 2003). This context 
may have influenced the high workloads and continuous or periodic long 
hours of work among some of the study firms. Also, the management 
control strategy of responsible autonomy may not be as commonly used 
by firms in other industries. Comparing small firms in other industries 
would allow researchers to address the impact of industry on workers’ 
access to FWPs, and on the ways employers’ experiences shape manag-
erial strategies. 

Future research should also explore workplace cultures and policies 
as they evolve over time. This present study captured only a moment 
in time at the firms examined. These firms were successfully surviving 
in their markets, for the time being, but FWPs and workplace cultures 
can change with changes to the broader market or environment in which 
firms operate. According to institutional theory, firms may mimic each 
other with regard to their HR benefits in uncertain times. We recom-
mend exploring the supply and demand of labour over time in relation 
to firm’s benefits, including FWPs. Whether firms are examined over 
time through longitudinal or in-depth retrospective studies, connecting 
firms to the economic context would be helpful to understand the cir-
cumstances of the actions of small firm owners. 

In spite of these limitations, this paper provides two key insights into 
why some small firms do and others do not offer and facilitate the use 
of FWPs. One is that in small firms, the availability and use of FWPs 
needs to be examined in connection to the owners’ beliefs about how 



20 © Canadian Journal of SoCiology/CahierS CanadienS de SoCiologie 40(1) 2015

work should be completed. This paper showed that negotiations between 
employees and employers about FWPs in the context of small firms are 
not between equitable or neutral individuals; owners are a powerful, not 
indifferent, party who can make the work environment comfortable or 
uncomfortable for workers to make any requests. The second contribu-
tion includes the possible ways that institutional theory can be used to 
explain why some firms do and others do not offer or support the use of 
FWPs. Despite being less visible to the public, small firms may conform 
to institutional pressures, intentionally or unintentionally. Some small 
firm owners rely on previous employment experiences in large compan-
ies and reproduce the workplace practices and structures in their own 
firms. Other small firm owners find such formalized workplace environ-
ments unacceptable and resist this isomorphism. These insights enhance 
our previous limited understanding of FWPs in small firms, but there are 
still many questions surrounding the dynamics of FWP availability and 
use in small firm environments.
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