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Abstract 

Start-ups operate in dynamic seed stage, start-up stage and growth stage in an uncertain and 

volatile environment. An analysis of 59 start-ups shows that companies have special characteris-

tics in terms of the organisational characteristics of employer attractiveness and flexible work 

organisation. The effects of the two organisational characteristics on an agile workforce are 

proven by a literature study. The study concludes with a theoretical-conceptual model that illus-

trates the factors influencing employer attractiveness and flexible work organisation. The results 

of the survey are brought together with the current state of literature and an approach to organi-

sational agility is developed that takes deregulation tendencies into account. 

 

Keywords 

Agile workforce, deregulation of employment, agile organisation, employer attractiveness, flexi-

ble work organisation, strategic resources, human resource management 
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I Introduction 

There are currently two major challenges for companies to face in the German economy, which 

are largely independent of the size of the organisation or the sector in which it operates. On the 

one hand, many companies suffer from a shortage of skilled workers and, on the other hand, they 

are confronted with dynamic market changes, such as shortened technology cycles. Both phe-

nomena have not recently emerged in the past years (Klein, 2010). Rather, the shortage of skilled 

workers has been a permanent issue in theory and practice for some 20 years now due to demo-

graphic developments in combination with the education strategy of German politics (Oelsnitz, 

2007; Klein, 2008; Börsch, 2019). Moreover, the need to dynamise organisational competencies 

due to volatile markets has been reflected in well-known publications and management ap-

proaches since the mid-1990s (Collis, 1994; Teece et al., 1997; Helfat, 1997; Teece et al., 2016; 

Schoemaker et al., 2018). 

About 20 years ago, at the beginning of the shortage of skilled workers and dynamisation, the 

supply side of the German economy could formally be divided into small and medium-sized en-

terprises on the one hand and large enterprises on the other. Both types of enterprises competed 

mostly on the labour market and partly also on the sales markets. Then, as now, there were 

differences between these forms of enterprises at the level of work organisation, for example in 

terms of hierarchical complexity, bureaucracy or personnel strategy intensity. These forms of 

business organisation are also currently represented in the economy. Another common type of 

organisation is the start-up company. They are considered as innovative and dynamic. As their 

overall economic importance increases (Bartel, 2016; Kollmann et al., 2018; Böhm et al., 2019), 

they are also involved in both new markets and established sectors. They often offer customer-

centric solutions in the form of innovative products and services and thus bring momentum to 

established markets or even generate new sales opportunities. For the German economy as a 

whole, unconventional start-ups are a gain in many areas. Innovations in products and services 

but also in work organisation contribute to the international competitiveness of the German econ-

omy (Böhm et al., 2019). At the same time, start-ups bring new challenges for the established 

organisational forms of small and medium-sized enterprises as well as large enterprises. Market 

pressure on conventional companies is growing as a result of the increased emergence of start-

ups in both the labour and sales markets. Through their innovations, they contribute to the dy-

namisation of the markets and are also in direct competition with other companies for specialists 

and managers. The challenges of company management - lack of skilled personnel and dy-

namisation - do not lose their significance due to the entry of start-ups into established markets 

in particular. In large parts of the workforce, start-ups are regarded as attractive employers, which 

makes access to qualified specialist personnel more difficult for companies in general (Tepe, 

2012; Icks, 2016). 

II Derivation of research questions 

General access and the flexible availability of personnel resources are the key factors in being 

able to survive in competition. Particularly in dynamic markets, it is therefore important for com-

panies to be able to attract and retain employees (Klein, 2020). For start-ups, too, it is essential 
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to be flexible in terms of personnel deployment and, under certain circumstances, personnel re-

dundancy in order to ensure economic success. For an organisation to be able to generate com-

petitive advantages for its operations in dynamic markets from its human resources, two condi-

tions must be met. First, the company must be attractive to potential and current employees. A 

pronounced attractiveness as an employer ensures flexibility in personnel recruitment and reten-

tion. Secondly, the company must have a flexible work organisation. Adaptability in work struc-

tures enables the company to deploy personnel flexibly and to control the quantitative size of its 

workforce variably. 

Start-ups as employers have a considerable attraction especially for the courted generations Z  

and Y  (Tepe, 2012; Icks, 2016). These employees are also particularly attractive to established 

companies in the context of agility requirements in dynamic markets and a continuing shortage of 

skilled workers (Klein, 2019). However, start-ups do not have the same high personnel marketing 

budgets as large companies or medium-sized enterprises. In addition, they cannot draw on ex-

tensive experience of the past decades in external and internal communication to create an em-

ployer attractiveness. The same applies to the design of the recruitment process and personnel 

retention measures. Nevertheless, they have become well known as attractive employers to 

younger generations in particular. Start-ups seem to have attractive characteristics from the point 

of view of some (potential) employees, which are probably not necessarily directly related to high 

financial expenditures for personnel marketing and employer reputation. However, the focus is 

on the question of what makes start-ups attractive as employers. The first research question can 

be derived from this. 

Research question 1: Are the basic working structures in start-ups attractive to employees?  

In addition to a pronounced attractiveness as an employer in order to ensure the availability of 

resources, a flexible work organisation is essential in order to meet volatile market requirements. 

Due to the low complexity of the organisational structure of start-ups, they appear less bureau-

cratic and much more dynamic than established medium-sized and large companies. On the one 

hand, this can be attributed to shorter decision paths and more direct communication. Secondly, 

flexible work organisation promotes organisational adaptability in a fast-moving competitive con-

text (Khoshlahn and Ardabili, 2016). It is questionable which elements of flexible work organisa-

tion start-ups have and how these can be evaluated from a strategic perspective. This leads to 

the second research question. 

Research question 2: Which components of a flexible work organisation do start-ups focus on? 

How are these components to be evaluated from the point of view of strategic management? 

III Theoretical framework: Agile organisation and ag-
ile workforce 

The organisational concept of agility is essentially based on approaches from the early 1990s. 

However, Brown and Agnew (1982) had already previously defined corporate agility: "Corporate 

agility, the capacity to react quickly to rapidly changing circumstances, requires a focus on clear 

system output goals and the capability to match human resources to the demands on changing 

circumstances." The current understanding of the term goes beyond the previously focused level 
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of organisational agility by focusing on the attributes of proactivity and positive attitudes towards 

environmental change (Conboy, 2009). According to today's understanding, earlier approaches 

to agility are rather assigned to the concept of organisational flexibility (Conboy, 2009). Neverthe-

less, the definition according to Brown and Agnew (1982) already reveals the fundamental signif-

icance of human resource management for attaining organisational agility. Without the right hu-

man resources, neither flexible work organisation nor agile organisation is possible. Vázquez-

Bustello et al. (2007) also name the basal influence of human resource management. Further-

more, Gunasekaran et al. (2002) describe the personnel resource as a decisive prerequisite for 

an agile organisation, from which the agility to cope with changing competitive conditions ema-

nates. Goldman et al. (1996) also describe the personnel factor as an essential characteristic of 

agile organisations, taking work organisation into account.  

Accordingly, a company succeeds in differentiating itself from competing market competitors and 

in achieving competitive advantages in dynamic markets through its personnel resources and the 

design of its work organisation. Sherehiy et al. (2007) also address the importance of work organ-

isation in their contribution, as do Uhl-Bien and Arena (2018), and emphasize its influence on the 

agility of an organisation. The connection can also be found in the contribution by Yusuf et al. 

(1999), in which they highlight the influence of employees and their cooperation in agile organi-

sations as well as Sharifi et al. (2001) and also Conforto et al. (2016). Sharifi and Zhang (1999) 

also integrate the personnel resource as a basic component in their agility approach. Like Tsour-

veloudis and Valavanis (2002), they represent the compelling link between employees and the 

agile competencies of an organisation. In addition, Meredith and Francis (2000) describe adapt-

able work structures and flexible employees as essential building blocks of agile companies. 

Sarker and Sarker (2009) focus on the agility of resources, naming both human and technology-

based resources as key resources. They describe the essential importance of human resources 

as the ability of the work organisation to adapt team compositions flexibly and immediately to 

dynamic challenges. They argue that the success of agile team reconfiguration is a key competi-

tive factor in volatile markets. Teece et al. (2016) and Kettunen (2009) also confirm the reconfig-

uration as the central capability of agile organisations. Kettunen (2009) also focuses on human 

resources as an essential component that provides the starting point for internal action potential 

in dynamic markets. Tseng and Lin (2011) have also taken up the concept of the adaptability of 

work organisation and personnel, which is imperatively linked to the (re-)configuration. 

Many approaches deal with components of organisational agility, revealing a link to human re-

sources and work organisation. Youndt et al. (1996) already concentrated on a flexible workforce 

as the core of vital organisations: "If a firm wants to successfully pursue a flexibility strategy, they 

must develop and maintain a highly skilled, technologically competent and adaptable workforce 

that can deal with non-routine and exceptional circumstances [...]" (Youndt et al. 1996: 836). Es-

pecially in the recent past, the agile workforce has become the focus of agility research. An or-

ganisation that generates competitive advantages in a dynamic environment therefore has stra-

tegic access to human resources and creates agility in work organisation. Agile workforce in-

cludes both the component of strategic resource availability and the component of flexible re-

source configuration with regard to personnel. Khoshlahn and Ardabili (2016) describe the agile 

workforce as one of the main pillars of organisational agility. In addition, Sherehiy and Karwowski 

(2014) conducted an empirical study of the design variables of an agile work organisation in 

smaller companies. The result is, that "autonomy at work is one of the most important predictors 

of workforce agility" (Sherehiy and Karwowski 2014: 472). The authors emphasize the role of 
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empowerment and autonomy in decision making and job enlargement. This leads to the partici-

pation and identification of employees in management tasks. According to the authors, this gen-

erates potential in the sense of workforce agility for coping with dynamic market conditions. Sim-

ilarly, the study by Patri and Suresh (2017) in the healthcare industry confirms the positive rela-

tionship between employee empowerment and autonomy in decision making on the one hand 

and agile workforce on the other. The authors point out that an agile company urgently needs a 

work organisation with a low degree of authority and a high degree of employee friendliness. 

Mahringer and Renzl (2018) come to similar conclusions. According to their findings, organisa-

tions can develop dynamic skills if the context of the work organisation promotes entrepreneurial 

thinking and action among employees. Crocker et al. (2019) also argue in a similar way, empha-

sising the open design of work organisation as a success factor. In particular, they refer to the 

facilitation of informal interfaces for the cooperation of employees. 

The agility of an organisation is largely based on its workforce. An agile workforce enables a 

company to change and adapt in uncertain and volatile competitive conditions. An agile workforce 

requires the strategic availability of human resources (Ghosh and Willinger, 2009). Therefore, the 

employer attractiveness plays a decisive role for an agile organisation. A pronounced attractive-

ness as an employer ensures the flexible reconfiguration of personnel resources (Gunasekaran 

et al. 2002). Furthermore, a flexible work organisation is a basic component of the agile workforce. 

Adaptability in work structures enables an organisation to act dynamically in an autonomous and 

empowering context, while management can variably control the quantitative size of its workforce. 

The attributes proactivity and positive attitude towards environmental changes (Conboy, 2009), 

which are decisive for an agile organisation, correspond in their logic to the basic organisational 

structures of start-ups. Start-ups also seem to largely fulfil the characteristics of attractiveness 

(Patri and Suresh, 2017) and flexible work organisation (Crocker et al., 2019), as they often cor-

respond exactly to the self-image of the start-up culture from which they generate competitive 

advantages (Venckuviene, 2014). Furthermore, Gulati (2019) stresses the fundamental im-

portance of the work organisation of start-ups for economic success. An open work organisation 

stands for autonomy and decision-making powers as well as for creative freedom. The work struc-

tures are designed to be as variable as possible in terms of employee friendliness, without losing 

sight of the corporate objective. These very elements of work organisation are also reflected in 

the agility approaches of Patri and Suresh (2017) and Conboy (2009) as central success factors 

for agile workforce and organisation.  

IV Research methodology and study design 

The study was carried out on the basis of an empirical survey of employees and managers of 

start-up companies based in Germany. A standardised questionnaire was used for this purpose. 

The contents of the questionnaire are based on the experience gained from accompanying a 

start-up in the first three years after its foundation. It was a Cologne-based start-up in the social 

messenger sector. It served as an observation object with regard to work organisation in the 

development phases (seed stage, start-up stage, growth stage). The start-up had an average of 

eight employees. The conclusions were that employer attractiveness and flexible work organisa-
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tion are important factors influencing agility. This served as a basis for the design of the question-

naire. The questionnaire was initially distributed online to 521 start-ups listed in the two German 

start-ups associations (Bundesverband Deutsche Startups e. V. and Rhein-Main-Startups). Sub-

sequently, to increase the response rate, the survey was conducted among randomly selected 

start-ups (11 start-ups) at the Hannover Messe 2018 and further potential participants were 

searched and contacted via Internet research (around 87 start-ups).  

The study revealed a total of 59 useful feedbacks. 30 respondents are founders or co-founders. 

Of the 59 participants, 35 are managers. 65.7 % of managers reported having between one and 

five employees in their area of responsibility, 20 % six to ten employees and 2.9 % each 11 to 25 

and 26 to 50 employees respectively. The remaining 8.6% had no direct (disciplinary) leadership. 

Nearly 90 % of the start-ups surveyed have fewer than 26 employees, with 48.5 % of the compa-

nies responding that they employed fewer than six people at the time of the survey. 27 of the 

participating companies were on the start-up stage, where market entry had already taken place 

and sales were realised. Furthermore, 18 companies saw themselves in the growth stage, which 

is characterized by strong sales growth with established products and services, and 12 compa-

nies in the seed stage, the conceptional phase before market entry. At the time of the survey, the 

remaining two companies were in the later stage or steady stage, which are characterised above 

all by market saturation. The median age of the company is two years and ranges from less than 

one to five years. The most common industries among the study participants are software/licens-

ing (25.4 %), e-commerce (16.9 %), app development (10.2 %) and manufacturing (10.2 %). 

The results of the survey lead to a conceptual research approach. The aim of the study, to gen-

erate first impressions of the agility behaviour of the interviewed start-ups, was thus achieved. 

The main intention was to draw conclusions for a theoretical-conceptual model on the basis of 

statements by a larger group of people from German start-ups. The theoretical-conceptual ap-

proach serves the structured representation of relevant characteristics of start-ups in the sense 

of organisational agility research. For the theoretical-conceptual discussion of the research ques-

tions, the survey served to obtain first impressions and less as a comprehensive, representative 

study for the scientifically complete description of the real image. 

The theoretical-conceptual model takes up the two characteristics of organisational agility derived 

from literature research: Employer attractiveness and flexible work organisation. Start-ups are 

considered particularly proactive and positive towards environmental changes. According to 

Conboy (2009), these are the essential characteristics for organisational agility. Under these con-

ditions, start-ups form a suitable basis for exploring organisational agility more closely. Therefore, 

the approach of this paper focuses on the conceptual research of employer attractiveness and 

work organisation in German start-ups. 
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V Results and discussion 

1 Results of the survey 

The results of the survey can be divided into two areas according to the literature research. The 

basic theoretical work identified employer attractiveness (Patri and Suresh, 2017) and flexible 

work organisation (Crocker et al., 2019) as prominent determinants of organisational agility. 

1.1 Employer attractiveness 

With regard to employer attractiveness, it should be emphasised that the characteristics of team 

development and organisation, positive interaction with employees and assumption of responsi-

bility by employees were perceived by the study participants in their start-ups as working particu-

larly well. On a scale of 1 (very good) to 4 (not good), the mean was always less than 2. The best 

score was 1.5 for positive interaction with employees, with a standard deviation of 0.7, followed 

by team development and organisation, and assumption of responsibility by employees (1.9 for 

each average, with a standard deviation of 0.8). In addition, 89.1 % of the total respondents rated 

the current motivational incentives set in the organisation for employees as appropriate. This fig-

ure was approx. 97 % among managers and approx. 78 % among employees.  

Nearly half of the start-ups do not provide core working hours for their employees. About two-

thirds of the companies also offer employees the opportunity to work from home. In addition, half 

of the respondents stated that they create job opportunities independent of location. Furthermore, 

73.7 % confirmed a constructive failure culture as dominant. The remaining participants said that 

their business organisation reacts situation-dependent to mistakes (22.8 %) - which does not rule 

out a constructive error culture - or that predefined consequences would be drawn (3.5 %). 

In response to the question of whether employees are involved in decision-making on corporate 

strategy, 49.1 % stated that management makes the strategic decision on the basis of the pro-

posals developed by the employees. 19.3 % even thought that management played a coordinat-

ing role in the decision-making process and that the actual decision was made by the employees. 

Only 31.6 % stated that employees were not involved in decision-making on corporate strategy. 

There were no significant differences between the information provided by managers and that 

provided by employees. The influence of employees on operational decisions was rated even 

higher. Only 17.5 % of the total respondents hold the opinion that there was no significant influ-

ence. On the other hand, 42.1 % stated that the employees had full decision-making authority in 

operational matters, and 40.4 % replied that the supervisor made operational decisions on the 

basis of employee proposals. Here, too, there are no significant differences in the distribution of 

answers between managers and employees. 

1.2 Flexible work organisation   

Start-ups work, among other things, with fixed-term employment contracts and freelancers and 

have employment relationships without contractual regulations. According to the data, permanent 

employment is the most frequent employment relationship (approx. 40 %), followed by work/ser-

vice contracts for freelancers (approx. 22 %). However, there is no contractual arrangement for 

about every fifth employment relationship. The percentage of non-contractual employment is 
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slightly higher than the percentage of temporary employment (approx. 17 %). It can be assumed 

that, in reality, the actual proportion of jobs without contracts is significantly higher, as 28 respond-

ents did not provide any information at this point. It cannot be ruled out that employment without 

contractual arrangements is the most common variant. 

A similar picture emerges for the answers on the scope of employment relationships. The survey 

showed that around 46 % of the positions were filled full-time and around 64 % part-time, almost 

half of these were minor employments. However, around one-third of the respondents did not 

provide any information on this subject. The questions on the employment relationship (form of 

contract and scope of position) were answered by significantly fewer managers than employees. 

Approximately half of the managers did not provide any information on this. 

It has already been mentioned with regard to employer attractiveness that the start-ups surveyed 

predominantly offer flexible options to the place of work through home offices and location-inde-

pendent variants and, moreover, frequently do not specify core working hours. The average work-

ing time of full-time employees is not particularly exceptional at around 45 hours. However, 60.7 

% of those surveyed stated that employees are expected to be reachable even outside working 

hours. Approximately 44 % thought that this was a general accessibility and about 56 % restricted 

accessibility to urgent cases. In addition, around 73 % mentioned that the employer assumes that 

the employee can also be reached at weekends - outside core working hours.  

The survey on the holiday regulation revealed that almost half of the start-ups have no fixed hol-

iday regulation, approx. 17 % offer the statutory minimum holiday, one company operates under 

a collective agreement and around 31 % pursue an individual (not described in detail) holiday 

regulation. Since 80.7 % stated that they had no or individual leave arrangements, it is not sur-

prising that only 18 out of 59 respondents provided information on the annual extent of their enti-

tlement to leave. According to the statements, 50 % of the companies grant a regular holiday 

entitlement of 30 days, 22.2 % of 28 days, 16.7 % of 25 days and 11.2 % of 24 days or less. 

2 Discussion and theoretical-conceptual model 

The start-ups surveyed appear to be particularly attractive for employees in some respects and 

also to have extremely flexible working structures. Both contribute to the results reflecting a pic-

ture of start-ups in Germany where companies are agile and competitive. However, some aspects 

also raise doubts about the sustainability of work organisation and corporate strategy, which could 

significantly reduce medium to long-term competitive potential.  

2.1 Employer attractiveness 

Start-ups provide important incentives to motivate employees. In this way, they create the basis 

for being able to act vital even under uncertain and dynamic context conditions such as seed 

stage, start-up stage or growth stage (Vázquez-Bustello et al., 2007; Gunasekaran et al., 2002). 

They succeed in successfully shaping team development and organisation as well as promoting 

autonomy and the assumption of responsibility by employees. According to Yusuf et al. (1999), 

Sarker and Sarker (2009) and Gulati (2019), these are central prerequisites for organisational 

agility.  
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In the companies surveyed, there is predominantly a very good working atmosphere, which is 

reflected in the way the company deals with its employees. The majority of employees have enor-

mous degrees of freedom in the choice of working hours and place of work. On the other hand, 

rigid working time models with compulsory attendance are rather rare. In addition, there is a pos-

itive culture of error in most start-ups. Instead of punishment, the focus is on the constructive 

handling of mistakes. This is also perceived by the employees and is reflected in the high satis-

faction values (positive interaction with employees). 

Most start-ups also succeed in involving their employees in both operational and strategic deci-

sion-making, leaving them to a large extent the power to make decisions. According to Gulati 

(2019), a distinct decision-making authority is a decisive feature of an agile workforce. This ena-

bles the company to generate organisational proactivity, which, according to Conboy (2009), is 

one of the two main guarantors of organisational agility. The second guarantor is a positive atti-

tude towards environmental change. An organisation in dynamic-volatile phases such as the start-

ups surveyed (seed-stage, start-up-stage, growth-stage) probably has a positive attitude towards 

environmental change. A further indication of this is that they would not otherwise be prepared to 

entrust their employees with operational and strategic decision-making powers.  

The start-ups surveyed control a large number of measures that positively influence the attrac-

tiveness of employers. Employer attractiveness contributes significantly to the agile workforce 

(Patri and Suresh, 2017). This in turn is the indispensable breeding ground for creating organisa-

tional agility (Khoshlahn and Ardabili, 2016). 

2.2 Flexible work organisation 

The work models frequently found in the start-ups surveyed are characterised by flexibility in 

terms of working time and place of work. On the one hand, this can benefit the attractiveness of 

the employer, as it gives employees personal freedom. On the other hand, the company can make 

use of vital working models to increase organisational agility by making work organisation more 

flexible (Crocker et al., 2019). In addition to the work models preferred by start-ups (in terms of 

time and place), adaptive employment relationships also contribute to work organisation flexibility. 

The relatively high proportion of work/service contracts for freelancers and temporary employees 

enables the company to flexibly manage its quantitative human resources. In addition, the enor-

mous number of non-contractual employment relationships provides start-up companies with the 

flexibility and competitive potential that the German economic system does not actually provide 

for and which the economic and social system cannot tolerate on a large scale in the long term. 

In addition, the high importance of part-time contracts in start-ups surveyed suggests that they 

also offer great potential for flexible work organisation. Part-time contracts could be an indication 

of a systematic adaptation of the amount of individual working time to fluctuating workload. Simi-

larly, part-time employment could be an indication of quite low pay levels, especially as the pro-

portion of minor employment seems excessively high. 

The constant availability, especially outside working hours and even at weekends, speaks for the 

agile behaviour of the organisation. These are not individual cases or derogations in particularly 

urgent cases. Rather, the accessibility requirement of the start-ups vis-à-vis the employees is 

presumably designed systematically in order to be able to manage the dynamic seed stage, start-

up stage and growth stage as successfully as possible with the advantages of an agile workforce. 
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This is underpinned by the fact that start-ups have in large parts not manifested clear and con-

sistent holiday regulations. 

Start-ups are flexible in many areas of work organisation. Formal work structures are usually 

reduced to a minimum. This enables companies to achieve flexible work organisation (Gulati, 

2019) and thus generate a high degree of organisational agility (Khoshlahn and Ardabili, 2016) - 

but not without overall economic risks. 

2.3 Theoretical-conceptual model 

In dynamically volatile markets, companies with high organisational agility secure strategic com-

petitive advantages for themselves (Teece et al., 2016). The basic requirement for this is an agile 

workforce (Kettunen, 2009). In order for a company to succeed in designing an agile workforce, 

two organisational characteristics in particular need to be considered:  

- High employer attractiveness: An agile workforce requires the strategic availability of per-

sonnel resources. A pronounced attractiveness as an employer ensures the option of flex-

ible reconfiguration of the personnel resource (Gunasekaran et al. 2002).  

- Flexible work organisation: Flexible work organisation is the basic foundation of agile 

workforce (Meredith and Francis, 2000). Adaptability in work structures enables an organ-

isation to act dynamically through an autonomous and empowering context for their em-

ployees (Gulati, 2019), and through the possibility for the management to variably control 

the quantitative size of its workforce. 

The organisational characteristics of employer attractiveness and flexible work organisation are 

influenced by the characteristics examined (Fig. 1). 

 

Fig. 1: Deregulation of employment and organisational effects 
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The characteristics of autonomy and responsibility for employees (Dyhre and Parment, 2009; 

Berthon et al., 2005) as well as a constructive failure culture (Dyhre and Parment, 2009) have a 

positive effect on employer attractiveness. Furthermore, employer attractiveness is influenced 

both by team development/organisation (Berthon et al., 2005; Kucherov and Zavyalova, 2012; 

Alniacik et al., 2014) and by variable working models (time and place) (Terjesen et al., 2007; 

Cafolla, 2008; Verma and Ahmad, 2016). Cafolla (2008) deals with the design of the working 

environment in this respect. The free choice of working hours and location gives employees the 

potential to optimally adapt their working environment to their individual needs. Terjesen et al. 

emphasise the relationship between employer attractiveness and the consideration of individual 

employee needs. In addition, the design of work models also has an effect on the flexibility of 

work organisation (Kuroki, 2012; Berg, 2008). According to Berg (2008), both companies and 

employees benefit from variable work models through increased flexibility and freedom of design. 

The involvement of employees in strategic and operational decisions also contributes to flexible 

work organisation (Marchington and Wilkinson, 2005; Dyhre and Parment, 2009; Wilkinson et al., 

2010). The availability of employees - also outside working hours - helps to make work organisa-

tion more flexible as well (Viete and Erdsiek, 2018). Viete und Erdsiek (2018) emphasises the 

interplay between, on the one hand, modern information and communication technologies, which 

lead to constant availability, and, on the other hand, flexible working structures. This combination 

gives an organisation additional flexibility potential. Furthermore, loose, adaptive employment 

conditions have an unmistakable influence, which enable the company to control its personnel 

resources on a quantitative and qualitative level (Graf-Zijl and Berkhout, 2007). Nevertheless, the 

deregulation of employment relationships is a game with fire, since, in addition to advantages in 

terms of flexibility, it harbours a potential risk, for example through employee demotivation in the 

event of insecure employment (Malgarini et al., 2013). 

VI Limitations and further research 

The investigation and data collection of the start-ups served as an inspiring basis for the contents 

of the theoretical-conceptual model. A comprehensive, representative empirical study would be 

the next research step to shed more light on the model's statements. Furthermore, in this context, 

the theoretical construct on which the interdependencies between the characteristics considered 

and the organisational characteristics of employer attractiveness and flexible work organisation 

are based could be explored more explicitly by empirical research. In this article, the positive 

relationships between influencing factors and organisational characteristics with regard to organ-

isational agility were discussed. The negative effects such as the reduction of the general attrac-

tiveness of employers due to overly loose employment relationships were pushed into the back-

ground (Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004; Berthon et al., 2005). The link between the flexibilisation of 

employment relationships and personal effects on employees should also be addressed (Rauner-

Lange, 2018). In addition, the labour market and the social consequences of loose employment 

relationships should be investigated more closely (Kuroki, 2012; Malgarini et al., 2013). 
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VII Conclusions 

Due to their pronounced growth phases and dynamic development, start-ups are particularly de-

pendent on agile organisational structures in order to be able to operate in uncertain and volatile 

market conditions. They have agility-promoting factors in the organisational characteristics of em-

ployer attractiveness (Gunasekaran et al. 2002) and flexible work organisation (Meredith and 

Francis, 2000): Autonomy and responsibility for employees, a constructive failure culture and 

team development/organisation characterise the attractiveness of start-ups for (potential) employ-

ees. Integration in strategic/operational decisions, availability of employees and adaptive employ-

ment conditions enable flexible work organisation. Variable work models (time and place) also 

affect both employer attractiveness and the flexibility of work organisation. 

In addition to the considerable potential for agility through deregulation of work structures, there 

is a relevant risk especially in the area of adaptive employment relationships (Malgarini et al., 

2013). By overtaxing loose employment relationships, this could, on the one hand, reduce em-

ployee motivation through insecure employment. On the other hand, it is associated with eco-

nomic risks if, for example, an excessive number of minor employment relationships are created. 
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