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Abstract

The overall objective of the FLEXCOT project (
) is to determine to what extent the new generation of information and communication technologies (ICTs) can be used in order to develop new flexible work practices, which would be socially more sustainable than the current ones (
). Following the preparation of a state of the art of current research, a series of case studies was carried out, focusing on four distinct sectors: printing and publishing, civil engineering, banking and insurance and decentralised health services. Case studies were carried out in six countries (B, DK, F, I, E, UK).

FLEXCOT analysis shows that ICTs interact in complex ways with other drivers to impact upon work and work organisation. The impact of ICTs is mediated through a series of “institutional filters”. In the case studies, the most important filter was management strategies, which were almost universally concerned with enhancing operational efficiency and cutting costs. These strategies were circumscribed to some extent by workers and union resistance, and by labour regulation. The overwhelming impression, however, is that they had only a limited impact on management who found it relatively easy to overcome them. ICTs undoubtedly shifted the balance of power in favour of management.

ICTs do not have a particular organisational logic. Indeed, management in individual firms often introduced what would appear to be contradictory logics around the same technologies. The important point to note, however, is that ICTs do allow management to increase their organisational repertoires, permitting multiple formats, each designed to maximise profit. ICTs offer different and greater opportunities in this respect than did IT developments in the 1980s. It is the “communication” element of ICTs, which allows access to and manipulation of the same data and information by multiple workers and organisations, across space and time, and enhances organisational trends: blurring boundaries of working time and work location, growing importance of relationships with clients and partners, increasing role of communication skills in workers’ profiles, new production rhythms in industry and services, networking and outsourcing.

In the case studies, the introduction of ICTs, then, was aimed at commercial efficiency. In some respects this approach is to be applauded in that a general increase in efficiency in European companies should have wider economic benefits. However, this focus clearly creates a number of less favourable consequences and raises a number of concerns: dualisation of the labour market, new rhythms of production and unsocial working hours, intensification of work; increasing variety of new atypical work contracts; desynchronisation between working time, social time, and collective time; poor access to training and opportunities to support qualification adaptability; etc.

The final conclusion of FLEXCOT give prominence to the fact that the future of work in the information society asks for concrete measures in order to avoid a dual labour market and a widespread place for precariousness and exclusion. Innovative and positive uses of ICTs as well as flexible schemes that go hand in hand with social concerns need to be supported while unsocial experiments need to be framed. In the conclusions, paths for action are suggested to public authorities at the European and national levels, to trade union organisations and to the management of companies.
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