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Framework for Exploring Fit and Flexibility in Strategic
Human Resource Management in Jordanian
Telecommunication Companies

Hisham A. Kareem Shaheen and Ahmad Ali Almohtaseb

Abstract— The Fit and flexibility is now very imperative for
an effective strategic human resource management.
Theoretical and empirical studies however could not agree on a
single framework to accommodate both of its concepts
(orthogonal and complimentary) to solve human resource
management issues globally. The lack of a framework is a
concern because there are still pertinent issues relating to
human resource management specifically in Jordan. The
purpose of this study was to carry out a conceptual framework
to explore the fit and flexibility concept in strategic human
resource management in Jordanian Telecommunication
companies. This study suggests that emphasis should be placed
on strategic flexibility in a dynamic sector like the Jordanian
telecommunication sector to improve their productivity,
performance and achieve a competitive advantage. Also,
Jordanian Telecommunications companies' strategic flexibility
will be achieved only if they rely on developing innovative and
sustainable HR practices to stay competitive in their rapidly
changing and dynamic business environment.

Index Terms— strategic, human resource management, fit,
flexibility, Jordan.

I. INTRODUCTION

There is no clear understanding and agreement on the
definition, value and the link between the fit and flexibility
concept in the strategic human resource management
(HRM) context (Baird &Meshoulam, 1988; Torrington et
al., 2005;Wei, 2006; Wright, 1998; Wright & McMahan,
2011; Wright & Snell, 1998). There are many theories at the
individual, group, and organizational levels when analyzing
the concept of fit (Martin-Alcazar et al., 2005; Paauwe,
2004; Venkatraman, 1989). Nadler and Tushman (1980, p.
40) define fit as “the degree to which the needs, demands,
goals, objectives and/or structure of one component are
consistent with the needs, demands, goals, objectives, and/or
structure of another component ”. What is always apparent
and very intrinsic in treating fit is the idea that organizations
are more effective and efficient when they attain fit than
when fit is not attained (Baird & Meshoulam,
1988;Delery&Roumpi, 2017; Lengnick-Hall & Lengnick-
Hall, 1988; Milliman et al., 1991; Montemayor, 1996;
Nadler & Tushman, 1980; Venkatraman, 1989; Wei, 20006).

By contrast, Sanchez (1995, p. 138) defines flexibility as
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“a firm's abilities to respond to various demands from the
dynamic competitive environments”. Also, flexibility gives
organizations the capability to amend their present practices
in response to non-transient fluctuations in the environment.
Flexibility necessitates organizations to perceive changes in
their environment and to hold on to enough of a pool of
innovative actions so that there can be accommodation for
the changes (Wright, 1998; Wright & McMahan, 2011;
Wright & Snell, 1998). Teece et al. (1997, p.520) stresses
the necessity for organizations in dynamic environment to
“reconfigure the firm's asset structure, and to accomplish the
necessary internal and external transformations”. High-
flexibility organizations have the ability to quickly
accomplish reconfiguration and transformation ahead of
competition”.

There are two views regarding the fit and flexibility
relationship in strategic HRM studies (Milliman et al.,
1991). One view is the “orthogonal” perspective that argues
that fit and flexibility are opposite of each other, indicating
that the two cannot occur concurrently (Lengnick-Hall &
Lengnick-Hall, 1988). The other view is the
“complementary” perspective that argues that fit and
flexibility are independent of one another, indicating that
both concepts are crucial for effective organizations because
the challenge of strategic management is to manage the
change (needing flexibility) through continuously
acclimatizing to attain a fit between the organization and its
external environment (Milliman et al., 1991).

The variations between these two views are as result of
the variations relating to the time frame as well as from
variations relating to the objectives of the study (Wei, 2006).
Based on the time frame, studies promoting the orthogonal
perspective focused on organizations at a time and contend
that both the fit and flexibility could not occur concurrently.
However, supporters of the complementary perspective view
fit as a taking a longer time horizon and exploring the
process of adaptation. Relating to the objectives of research,
supporters of the orthogonal perspective often focused on
description which means what organizations actually do,
while supporters of the complementary perspective often
focus on prescription, which means what firms must to do.
(Wright & McMahan, 2011; Wright & Snell, 1998; Wei,
2006).

A. HRM in Jordan

There are only a few studies about HRM in Jordan(e.g.,
Abdalla & Al-Homoud, 1995; Abdelhafiz et al., 2015;
AbuAlRub & Nasrallah, 2017; Alhamwan et al., 2015;
Alawneh et al., 2015; Altarawneh, 2009; Al-Athari & Zairi,
2002; Higazee et al., 2016), and these studies are not built



on real empirical HRM issues. Also, there is lack of
systematic analysis that may provide a comprehensive
image of the HRM dynamics in Jordan, which has made it
difficult to discuss on effective direction for present or
future HRM strategies and practices in Jordan (Melham,
2004; Afana, 2004; Abu-Doleh, 2000).However, some
studies (e.g., Abu-Doleh, 2000; Al-Shaikh, 1997; Al-
Rasheed, 1994) have argued that there is a necessity for
developing economies like Jordan to strengthen their
organizational and human resource management for future
development. As identified by Abu-Doleh
(2000),Afana(2004); Melham (2004) and Weir (1997);
improvement in the practice of HRM among Jordanian
organizations may only occur if there is clear understanding
of the nature of the current applications by the
organizations.

Though, the HRM practices in Jordan are influenced by
the national cultural values which are reflected in the
government’s  policies and bureaucratic processes.
Furthermore, HR managers rarely participated in designing
and establishing HR practices, and strategic decision making
in public and private sector settings in Jordan (Aladwan et
al., 2014; Al-Athari & Zairi, 2002; Budhwar & Mellahi,
2006). Abu-Doleh (2000) stressed that there is little to be
expected in developing and efficiently enhancing strategic
HRM and professional practices in Jordan without a clear
understanding and stressing the nature of the roles of the HR
managers in Jordanian organizations. In lieu of the level of
HRM practice in Jordan, this study proposed that fit and
flexibility are complementary in the strategic HRM of
Jordanian companies and specifically companies in the
telecommunication sector.

II. LITERATURE REVIEW

A. Fit and Strategic HRM

When examining “fit” in strategic HRM, there is a need to
look at the argument on what should be “fitted”. In this
regard, past studies on strategic HRM have stressed that
strategies should fit under three broad conceptual variables
which are: HRM practices, employee skills, and employee
behaviour. They are expounded upon as follows:

Strategy-HRM Practices Fit :

According to Schuler and Jackson (1987), a set of HRM
practices are at the disposal of organizations; as employees
play different roles of behaviours to different organizational
strategies, and, therefore, an organization will select HRM
practices based on its capability to elicit the required
behaviours in implementing the chosen strategy. In the same
vein, the study of Miles and Snow (1984) discussed the
variations in HRM practices that need to be detected
between prospector, defender, and types of analyzing
strategies. Also, Wright and Snell (1991) stressed that both
the types of organizational strategies as well as the
directional strategies (e.g., retrenchment and growth) would
impact the selected HRM practices. Furthermore, those that
carry out empirical studies have examined the strategy-
HRM practices fit, specifically focusing on fit between
HRM practices and business strategies (e.g., Delery & Doty,
1996; Jackson et al., 1989; Youndt et al., 1996).

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.24018/ejbmr.2020.5.1.221

EJBMR, European Journal of Business and Management Research
Vol. 5, No. 1, February 2020

Strategy-Employee Skills Fit :

Fit between firms’ strategy and employee skills have also
been advocated by previous research. For instance, on the
supposition that “different strategies require different types
of people ... for effective performance” (Olian & Rynes,
1984, p.171) studies (e.g., Olian & Rynes, 1984; Kerr, 1982;
Hambrick & Mason, 1984; Gupta, 1984; Gerstein &
Reisman, 1983) have proposed the fit between general
managers and chief executive officers.

Furthermore, many of the empirical studies carried out on
fit have focused on the strategy-skill relationship. Past
studies such as Wiersma and Bantel (1992), Michel and
Hambrick (1992), Hitt and Tyler (1992), Bantel and Jackson
(1989), and Gupta and Govindarajan (1984) have examined
the relationship between several strategic types and
managerial characteristics. Also, Wright et al. (1995) and
Lengnick-Hall and Lengnick-Hall (1988) have examined
this relationship on employees.

Strategy-Employee Behaviour Fit -

A fit between a firm's strategy and the types of behaviours
displayed by employees have been called for by some
studies in strategic HRM, particularly Schuler and
Jackson(1987). The basic cause of the "behavioural
perspective" is that different types of strategies required
different role behaviours.

B. Flexibility and Strategic HRM

According to Sanchez (1995), flexibility is of two types,
namely: resource flexibility and coordination flexibility.
While resource flexibility is regarded as the degree to which
a resource could be useful to a larger variety of alternate
uses, the difficulty and cost of substituting the use of a
resource from one alternate use to the another, and the
needed time to substitute from one use to the another. On
the other hand, coordination flexibility entails the degree to
which an organization could resynthesize its strategies,
reconfigure its resources, as well as redeploy its resources.
However, these two types of flexibility are mainly
appropriate for examining flexibility in strategic HRM.

Meanwhile, as there are quite precise discussions
regarding fit in strategic HRM to determine the variables
constituting fit, it is quite different in the case of flexibility.
According to Milliman et al.(1991, p.325) that focused on
HRM practices, flexibility is defined in HRM as “the
capacity of HRM to facilitate the organization's ability to
adapt effectively and in a timely manner to changing or
diverse demands from either its environment or from within
the firm itself”. Snow and Snell (1993) lay emphasis on
creating flexibility by hiring persons based on their ability to
create value, while MacDuffie (1995) stressed that
flexibility is from wide-ranging set of employee skills. The
argument of these authors on flexibility is derived from
seeing flexibility as a product of employees’ skills.

Flexibility and HRM Practices -
The flexibility of HRM practices means the differences




across business units and locations, the degree to which the
basic practices are applied across different sites or jobs, or
the rapidity in which practices could be changed (Carvalho
& Cabral-Cardoso, 2008; Chang et al., 2013; Kaiser et al.,
2015; Knox & Walsh, 2005; Stankevicitité & Savaneviciené,
2018; Zhang et al., 2015).Therefore, HRM practices can
also be described in the form of resource flexibility and
coordination flexibility.

HRM practices and resource flexibility-the resource
flexibility of HRM practices means the level at which they
can be modified and used across diverse situations (Ketkar&
Sett, 2010; Way et al., 2015). Two features of flexibility are
imperative. The first is the general use of HRM practices
across situations and jobs in terms of the degree to which the
practices must be completely redeveloped or redesigned so
as to use for another situation (Ketkar & Sett, 2010; Way et
al., 2015; Tracey, 2012). HRM practices are different based
on how they can easily be applied to different individuals
and/or different jobs within a job (Ketkar & Sett, 2010; Way
et al., 2015; Sekhar et al., 2016; Tracey, 2012).

The second is based on the degree to which resource
flexibility of HRM practices are firmly used across various
sites and situations. There is need to know each of the links
within the model perfectly in order to accomplish fit
between strategy and HRM practices. This means that in
matching HRM practices to a selected strategy, there is need
for the HRM strategist to have full information of the
behaviours and skills needed to achieve that strategy, and
the precise HRM practices that would develop the skills and
prompt those behaviours (Ketkar & Sett, 2010; Michel &
Michel, 2012; Sekhar et al., 2016; Tracey, 2012; Way et al.,
2015). However, flexibility regarding HRM practices may
partially need some decentralized authority for the
developed HRM practices to give room for each operating
unit the ability to develop a suitable system of practice for
its inimitable competitive situations (Ketkar & Sett, 2010;
Michel & Michel, 2012; Sekhar et al., 2016; Tracey, 2012;
Way et al., 2015; Wright et al., 1998). This is also because
local autonomy and decentralization increase flexibility
through promoting the processes of markets and
competitors’ evaluation, as well as evaluation of
reconfiguration and transformation of capabilities before
competition (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Teece et al.,1997;
Teece, 2007).

HRM practices and coordination flexibility-
coordination flexibility as used in HRM practices deals with
how swiftly the practices could be recreated, reconfigured,
as well as redeployed. Most of the studies related to fit
between strategy and HRM practices assume that the human
resource department will swiftly, effectively and efficiently
create and carry out new practices which are in line with the
firm's strategic desires and environment without difficulties
(Martin-Alcazar et al., 2005; Gerhart, 2007, Wright &
Sherman,1999).Though, studies have argued that, once
administrative systems are in place, they are intractable
(Gerhart & Milkovich, 1990; Snell & Dean, 1994). The
reason for this is because numerous forces which include
corporate  regulations, written records, employee
expectations, and organizational traditions will hold back
these systems. Therefore, any flexibility of HRM practices
model must take into consideration the theoretic field of
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structural inertia (Thompson, 2017) and need to explore the
effect of institutionalization, political and bureaucratic
processes on the HRM practices inertia (Wright
&McMahan, 1992).Significantly, one objective of evolving
flexibility in HRM practices is to create accurate and timely
feedback systems for the effectiveness of system of
practices or a specific practice.

In conclusion, the ability HRM to be used efficiently on
various situations can make can vary. The reason for this
variability is the changeability in the practices permitted
across locations, the quickness/ease of employing suitable
practices, and the rapidity of obtaining feedback based on
the wusage of the selected practice(s)(Carvalho &
Cabral-Cardoso, 2008; Chang et al., 2013; Kaiser et al.,
2015; Knox & Walsh, 2005; Stankevicitité & Savaneviciené,
2018; Wright, 1994; Zhang et al., 2015).Therefore, the
overall flexibility of the organization will increase when
some certain degree of HRM practices are flexible (on both
resource and coordination flexibility).

Flexibility and Employee Skills -

Most studies on the types and ranges of employee skills
based on the usage of HRM practices have focused on
examining the roles of human resources in improving
organization flexibility (Beltran-Martin et al., 2008;
Bhattacharya et al., 2005). HRM practices analysis, resource
and coordination flexibility are pertinent to employee skills.

Employee skills and resource flexibility- this is defined
as the number of possible substitutes uses in which
employee skills can be used. The capability of each worker
to work in various capacities is one of the features of
employee skills and resource flexibility. An employee who
possess a broad set of skills that allows him to achieve a
huge number of various tasks and deliver operational
resource flexibility on a daily basis (Feuille et al., 1995;
Boxall & Purcell, 2011;MacDuffie, 1995; Snell & Dean,
1992).Therefore, skill-based pay plans offer a way of
inspiring the growth of such comprehensive skill sets (Mitra
et al., 2011; Ledford, 1995;Svetlik et al., 2007).

Moreover, management may use a longer-term fashion to
carry out resource flexibility. In today’s environment, the
fast technological change and the new psychological
contract which provides "employability" by developmental
experiences has made the rapidity at which employees learn
to carry out new tasks increasingly more imperative
(Ehrlich, 1994; Guion,1997; Guion, 2011; Martinez-
Sanchez et al., 2014). Therefore, instead of concentrating on
the instant breadth of skills, there is a need for managers to
also create flexibility through making sure that employees
have the basic skills that would allow them to develop
comprehensive skills in the nearest future.

Employee skills and coordination flexibility — this
entails how employees that possess different skills could be
swiftly redeployed in the value-chain. Due to this, a lot of
skills can be used by choosing a huge number of employees
having low skills range and then deploy and redeploy them
to where their skills are required. In other words, firms
functioning in other markets could move employee(s)
having the skills from one market to the other.

Gradually, organizations are attaining coordination



flexibility of skills through the use of contingent employees
by hiring persons with a low set of skills to the specified
projects.

Then, after completing the project or replacing the
product, the organizations will release the casual workers
and another set of casual workers whose low skill sets meet
the requirements of the new projects, is used (Kochan et al.,
1994).

Flexibility and Employee Behavioral Repertoires :

The flexibility of the firm is determined by the flexibility
of employee behaviour. MacDuffie (1995, p.199) noted the
significance of employee behaviour and its difference from
employee skills by stating that “Skilled and knowledgeable
workers who are not motivated are unlikely to contribute
any discretionary effort. Motivated workers who lack skills
or knowledge may contribute discretionary effort with little
impact on performance”. He stressed that the needed
motivation to carryout discretionary effort comes from the
employees' belief that there is link between their individual
interests and the firm interests. Also,Boxall (1999)
differentiated between evolving employees’ skills (which is
the “can do” goal of strategic HRM) and promoting
commitment and motivation to align employee behaviour to
firm’s interest (which stands as the “will-do” goal of
strategic HRM).

Organizational flexibility transpires when employees
exhibit suitable behavioural scripts in any given
circumstances. The behavioural scripts include the arrays of
behavioural events anticipated by a person (Betsch &
Haberstroh, 2014; Vallacher & Wegner, 2014)and can be
compared to “routines” as known by other scholars (Heide,
2009; Hruby, 2001; Vera, 2016). Meanwhile, a script is kept
as a serial unit of consideration which is referred to at
suitable circumstances during human operation. People hold
scripts for circumstances that have occurred to them, and the
scripts give collective meanings and behaviours that enable
coordinating activities in a social system (Fox et al., 2013;
Sammeck, 2012; Sandaker, 2009; Simon &March, 2006).

The flexibility of organizations is derived from the
accessibility of massive repertoires of behavioural scripts
among the workforces. It is essential to have flexibility so
that there can be alteration of existing routines in reply to
non-transient fluctuations in the environment (Weick,
1991a; Weick, 2006b; Weick, 2007¢c). The firms needs to
have an adequate repertoire of original scripts among firm
members that will allow them to identify and accept these
changes.

Behavioural scripts and resource flexibility-
behavioural scripts are enormously pertinent to resource
flexibility since a script appears stronger as more of it is
applied (Kehr, 2004; Schank & Abelson,2013). Therefore,
as workers engross in tedious managing of circumstances by
using a specific script, they increase the probability of
selecting that script in representing a specific circumstance.
Intrinsically, then, the institutionalization and
bureaucratization of HRM practices may took place
regarding behavioural scripts of individuals. The script will
be institutionalized; therefore, it will lose its novelty and
becomes parts of the firm’s objective reality (Meyer, 2010).
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HRM practices can either have a strong positive influence
or a strong negative influence on behavioural resource
flexibility of a firm. On the one hand, behavioural flexibility
can only be decreased with some very particular behavioural
appraisal systems which include rigid standard operating
processes, narrow job descriptions, and behavioural
observation scales (Gabris & IThrke, 2000a; Gabris & Thrke,
2001b; Landy et al., 2017; Rynes et al., 2002). On the other
hand, developmental assignments or experiences are
generally meant to increase the behavioural repertoires of
managers. Managers face many challenges and proffer
solutions to them when working in businesses and
departments, which has increased their capability to identify
a larger variation of contingencies and have a larger
experience set of behavioural responses (Ford, 2014).

Behavioural scripts and coordination flexibility—
diversity of perspectives of a firm has been reduced since
the homogeneity of behavioural scripts has increased,
therefore decreasing the possibility for conflict. Since the
same scripts relating to suitable responses to equally
perceived circumstances are shared by members, the scripts
also work as mechanisms for coordinating. However, the
positive advantages of increasing coordination and reducing
conflict might be offset by the negative influence of reduced
diversity of perspectives. People with varied scripts bring
diverse interpretations and enactment choices (Weick,
1991a; Weick, 2006b; Weick, 2007c). Varied perspectives
generate coordination and conflict issues. This highlights the
need for coordination flexibility that allows for synthesizing
and deploying varied viewpoints in a manner that improves
the decision effectiveness of firms.

In conclusion, an indicator of firms’ flexibility is
provided by the flexibility of employees' behaviour.
Employees that have a lot of behavioural scripts, and are
motivated to use them in suitable circumstances, instead of
always following standard operating processes. This will
improve the possibility of the organization recognizing new
competitive circumstances and replying suitably.

In the same vein, firms achieve flexibility through
coordinating behavioural scripts across groups and
individuals.

III. METHODOLOGY

The majority of the past research on strategic HRM has
been carried out in several different industries at the same
time (Altarawneh & Aldehayyat, 2011; Davision et al.,
1996; Huselid, 1995; Ichniowski, 1990). However,
examining strategic HRM in a single industry, with a limited
population is supported by Cappelli and Neumark
(2001).Particularly, it has been stressed that measuring
variables is more probable and well defined if a study is
concentrated on a specific sector; also, that “within an
industry, studies automatically control for factors that differ
among industries” (Ichniowski et al., 1995, p. 304).

The global increase of Internet usage and fast growth of
landline and mobile usage in Jordan has led to an increase in
demand for products and services. The Jordanian
telecommunication industry is very vital to the Jordanian
economy and is one of the most lucrative and innovative
industries in Jordan (TRC, 2018). In addition, the Jordanian
telecommunications industry is relatively developed,



saturated and very competitive in the Jordanian market
(TRC, 2018). As the telecommunications firms are
challenged with intense competition, their profits are
affected by high costs and charges, and the threat of new
entrants to the market.

This has made it crucial for firms in the Jordanian
telecommunications industry to be more innovative by
developing new products and services for survival and
achieve =~ competitive  advantage. = Moreover,  the
telecommunications industry has played a significant role in
improving the economy of Jordan. The telecommunication
industry has contributed more than 10% to the GDP of
Jordan, which made it a highly dynamic and imperative
industry in Jordan (World Bank Jordan Economic Monitor,
2018).

HRM Employee Employee

Practices Fit Skills Fit Behaviour
Fi .
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Fig. 1. Conceptualization of fit and flexibility in strategic HRM in
Jordanian Telecommunication sector.

IV. CONCLUSION

Strategic HRM has not given be enough significant
attention in Jordan (Aladwan et al., 2014;Ameinfo,
2006;Bhanugopan et al., 2013;Menafn, 2008; Abu-Doleh &
Weir,2007). Past reports and subjective evidence through
the Ministry of Industry and Trade imply that HRM
departments in some Jordanian organizations appear to lack
creativity and are ignoring their activities and duties
(Aladwan et al., 2014; Ameinfo, 2006; Bhanugopan et al.,
2013; Menafn, 2008; Weir & Abu-Doleh, 2007). Due to this
situation, these organizations are facing key issues relating
to the growth of human capital, which includes: shortage of
skilled employees and high turnover rates (AbuAlRub &
Nasrallah, 2017; Alhamwan et al., 2015; Alawneh et al.,
2015). These problems have been fueled by low spending on
training, planning, and research and development
(Altarawneh, 2009; Al-Athari & Zairi, 2002; Higazee et al.,
2016; Menafn, 2008).

In addition, there is need for Jordanian firms particularly
those in the telecommunication sector to improve their
strategic HRM which will increase their productivity and
organizational performance. This will be achieved by
applying strategic HRM which fit in into their environment
and apply flexibility into their strategic HRM settings when
there is change in their business environment. This will
improve their employees’ skills and performance through
HRM practices that is in control of the development and
acquisition of the firm’s human capital (Othman, 2009;
Perez Lopez et al., 2005; Huselid& Becker, 2011). When
recruiting practices is done based on effective, efficient and
reliable selection procedures, it will equip the organization
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with well qualified employees and have an important
influence on the quality and type of knowledge and skills
they possess (Guest, 1997; Richard & Johnson, 2001;
Salaman et al., 2005).

This study is a conceptual study, where it conceptualized
a framework for examining fit and flexibility in strategic
HRM in a single industry that is the Jordanian
telecommunication sector. Both strategic fit and strategic
flexibility are applicable in any industry but in today’s world
of increased uncertainty, flexibility has become a necessity
for organizations in order to maintain and sustain their
competitive advantages (Xiu et al., 2017). Thus, an
emphasis should be placed on strategic flexibility in such a
dynamic sector like the Jordanian telecommunication sector
to improve their productivity, performance and achieve
competitive advantage. Strategic flexibility will be achieved
in the Jordanian telecommunication sector if it relies on
developing innovative and sustainable HR practices to stay
competitive in their rapidly changing and dynamic business
environment.
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