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ABSTRACT
Line managers influence subordinates’ experiences through 
their supervisory and supporting capacities. Line managers 
have been examined as implementors of HRM, but the 
implications of them concurrently being recipients of HR 
practices remain overlooked. This paper examines the dis-
tinct consequences of flexibility i-deals held by line manag-
ers, given their role in supporting subordinates and as 
gatekeepers of flexibility. Findings are based on 40 inter-
views - with line managers and subordinates as key stake-
holders, and HR practitioners who provided policy context 
for their organisations - in the construction and finance 
industries. Line manager flexibility i-deals are considered 
functional when subordinates feel sufficiently supported to 
execute their role. Factors influencing perceptions of support 
are identified. Line manager flexibility i-deals are considered 
fair when subordinates also have access to flexibility, versus 
unfair when line managers respond to their i-deal in ways 
that restrict subordinate flexibility. Based on third-party per-
ceptions, a theoretical model of the functionality and fair-
ness of line managers’ flexibility i-deals is proposed, drawing 
on distributive justice and perceived organisational support. 
These factors are of theoretical and pragmatic relevance in a 
context of rising worker flexibility and illuminate the impor-
tance of differentiating between i-deals held by those with 
and without line management responsibilities.
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Introduction

Flexible working practices ‘offer employees some degree of choice over 
where and when they do their work’ (Kelliher & Anderson, 2008, p.420). 
The prevalence and importance of flexible working has accelerated within 
organisations (CIPD, 2023). However, employee requirements and prefer-
ences for flexible working need balancing against others’ needs for sup-
port as well as on-the-job learning and knowledge transfer that may 
benefit from face-to-face interaction (Alfes et  al., 2022). We examine this 
tension in the context of flexibility idiosyncratic deals (i-deals) held by 
line managers, exploring the perceptions and implications of these 
arrangements for their subordinates.

I-deals are personalised employment arrangements agreed between 
employee and employer (Rousseau et  al., 2006). By virtue of their indi-
vidualised nature, i-deals provide employees the opportunity to customise 
their employment terms to satisfy their specific needs or preferences 
(Liao et  al., 2016). For employers, i-deals aim to support the attraction 
and retention of employees and can provide a basis for policy innovations 
that later become part of standard employment relationships (Rousseau 
et  al., 2006). I-deals also have implications for co-workers, with their per-
ceived fairness by third parties presented as key to their success (Rousseau 
et al., 2006). Yet, the existing conceptualisation of the relevant parties to 
i-deals is limited, most often presuming: a line manager who grants 
i-deals; a subordinate1 who (requests and) receives an i-deal; and 
co-workers who work at the same level, and for the same line manager, 
as that subordinate. A small body of evidence indicates i-deals may have 
unique consequences for third parties at different levels to those in receipt 
of i-deals (cf. Rofcanin et  al., 2018) and our research takes a new per-
spective on the parties relevant to these arrangements by considering 
subordinate experiences and perceptions of line managers as recipients of 
i-deals. Examining perceptions of line manager flexibility i-deals supports 
our understanding of the pressures facing organisations to accommodate 
individualised forms of flexibility for those with line management respon-
sibilities while also needing to ensure sufficient support for subordinates 
(cf. Alfes et  al., 2022) and maintain perceptions of fairness (cf. Lee et  al., 
2023). Guiding this investigation, our research question asks ‘how does 
the existence and enactment of line managers’ flexibility i-deals shape 
subordinate experiences and perceptions of support and fairness?’

To date, attention has been afforded to line managers as key stake-
holders determining access to flexibility i-deals for subordinates (Hornung 
et  al., 2009; Liao et  al., 2017). However, little is known about the conse-
quences of line managers’ own flexibility i-deals - both for them and 
those they manage. This gap in understanding is despite line managers’ 
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unique and influential role in shaping subordinates’ experiences and 
expectations of work (McDermott et  al., 2013). Given the increasing nor-
malcy of flexible working, line managers’ critical role, and in response to 
calls to look at the implications of arrangements such as flexibility i-deals 
(cf. Rofcanin et  al., 2018), we take a multi-stakeholder approach to exam-
ining line managers’ flexibility i-deals: considering the perspectives of 
both line managers with flexibility i-deals and their subordinates. Despite 
widespread acknowledgement of the multi-party nature of i-deals, there 
is a deficit in research considering them from multiple perspectives 
(Conway & Coyle-Shapiro, 2016; Liao et  al., 2016). Our multistakeholder 
approach supports a more holistic understanding of the tension faced 
within organisations between balancing line manager preferences for 
flexible working, the support (cf. Alfes et  al., 2022) requirements of their 
subordinates, and maintaining fairness perceptions for relevant stakehold-
ers (cf. Lee et  al., 2023).

Our findings draw on 40 interviews with line managers and subordi-
nates as key stakeholders, as well as a small number of HR practitioners 
who provided background information and policy context for the two 
case organisations. These operate in the construction and finance indus-
tries. We highlight the importance of subordinates’ access to the support 
they need to carry out their work in shaping perceptions of whether line 
manager flexibility i-deals are functional or dysfunctional, and identify 
key factors that influence subordinate perceptions of support when their 
line manager has a flexibility i-deal. Furthermore, we explicate how line 
managers’ behaviours in response to their own flexibility i-deals can 
either enhance or constrain their subordinates’ access to flexible working, 
which in turn influences the perceived distributive (un)fairness of line 
manager flexibility i-deals.

Our work contributes to the i-deals literature by further developing 
(distributive) justice as an inherently relevant theoretical lens (Lee et  al., 
2023) while also integrating perceived organisational support (POS) to 
complement and enhance the robust theoretical foundation in the i-deals 
literature. Our findings draw attention to the status of line managers as 
recipients as well as implementers of HR practices. Previous research 
has not differentiated between i-deals held by individuals with and with-
out line management responsibilities. This is despite recognition of 
interdependencies between stakeholders and the inherent power dynam-
ics of management roles (Kurdi-Nakra & Pak, 2023), which we identify 
as contributing to unique justice and POS considerations and implica-
tions of line manager flexibility i-deals. Building upon this we respond 
to the call from within this journal for ‘more sophisticated solutions 
[…] to be developed by HR professionals’ (p.4736) to address the twin 
challenges of flexibility and support (Alfes et  al., 2022), and further 
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develop our understanding of the importance of adopting a fairness lens 
when considering solutions that involve HR differentiation, such as 
i-deals (cf. Lee et  al., 2023). Specifically, we develop a theoretical frame-
work of the perceived functionality and distributive fairness of line 
manager flexibility i-deals. Practical recommendations emanating from 
this research aim to support organisations, line managers and subordi-
nates in creating and maintaining fair and functional flexibility arrange-
ments that work for all.

Literature review

Here we introduce organisational justice and POS as the broad theoreti-
cal context for our consideration of line managers’ i-deals. We then 
review existing i-deals literature, focusing predominantly on flexibility 
arrangements and consider each relevant stakeholder in turn.

Distributive justice and perceived organisational support

Within organisations, questions of justice are focused on why and how 
people decide what is fair, and the consequences that follow these judge-
ments (Cropanzano et  al., 2007). Multiple dimensions of organisational 
justice have been identified, with perceptions of the fairness of outcomes 
within organisations termed distributive justice (Adams, 1965). Distributive 
justice perceptions have been linked to numerous employee attitudes, 
including job satisfaction, turnover intentions (Haar & Spell, 2009), and 
affective commitment (Murphy et  al., 2006), as well as organisational 
outcomes such as actual turnover (Jones & Skarlicki, 2003). Finding the 
balance between offering personalisation and flexibility to individual 
employees versus maintaining fairness for third parties has been a signif-
icant theme within the i-deals literature since they were first conceptual-
ised by Rousseau (see Rousseau, 2005; Rousseau et  al., 2006, 2016). 
However, empirical work examining the relationship between i-deals and 
justice perceptions has produced mixed findings (Lee et  al., 2023), and 
the justice dynamics of i-deals held by those in management roles has 
been overlooked by research to date.

POS refers to employees’ ‘beliefs concerning the extent to which the 
organization values their contributions and cares about their well-being’ 
(Eisenberger et  al., 2002 p.565). High POS is believed to lead to positive 
outcomes for individuals and organisations, with POS having been asso-
ciated with outcomes such as job retention (Eisenberger et  al., 2002), 
in-role performance and turnover (Kurtessis et  al., 2017). Although pre-
vious research has examined the relationship between i-deals and POS, it 
has not received the same theoretical attention as concepts of 
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organisational justice, and where it has been considered, studies have 
tended to focus only on the POS of employees with i-deals. The impact 
of i-deals on third-party POS has received little to no attention to date. 
Next, we review this extant i-deals literature, and draw attention to how 
issues of distributive justice and POS have been theorised or empirically 
examined across the relevant stakeholders to i-deals.

Flexibility i-deals for employees

Interest in i-deals has grown steadily over recent years with their defining 
features being that they are: bargained for individually; heterogeneous, 
leading to within-group differences in conditions of employment; variable 
in scope; and intended to benefit both employer and employee (Liao 
et  al., 2016). Predominantly, research to date has focused on the benefits 
of i-deals although there is increasing examination of their potential 
unintended consequences (Simosi et  al., 2023). I-deals vary in content 
(Conway & Coyle-Shapiro, 2016) but have been broadly categorised as 
developmental, task, workload, flexibility (around working hours, sched-
ule, or location) and financial. Following previous work which has tended 
to explore the nature and/or outcomes of specific i-deal types (e.g. Erden 
Bayazit & Bayazit, 2019; Taser et  al., 2022), we focus on flexibility i-deals.

Most studies have hypothesised favourable outcomes for employees in 
receipt of flexibility i-deals, but these positive assumptions have not 
always been empirically supported (e.g. Pestotnik & Süß, 2023). While 
early research found a positive linear association between the level of 
flexibility accommodated by i-deals and outcomes (Hornung et  al., 2009), 
later work suggested positive outcomes, including high POS, for i-deals 
accommodating low and high but not moderate levels of flexibility 
(Vidyarthi et  al., 2014). The accommodations made through flexibility 
i-deals have been theorised to contribute to positive judgments of fair-
ness by employees, but a positive relationship between flexibility i-deals 
and organisational justice has not been consistently supported (Lee et  al., 
2023). Furthermore, research into flexible working more generally indi-
cates potential downsides from such arrangements. Employees working 
flexibly can experience work-family spillover (Perrigino et  al., 2018) that 
can lead to feelings of guilt (Williams et  al., 2013), reduced commitment, 
and ultimately increased turnover intentions (Ferguson et  al., 2016).

Co-workers and (flexibility) i-deals

Empirical investigations of i-deals, including flexibility i-deals, have 
tended to prioritise employees in receipt of i-deals, with co-worker and 
line manager perspectives comparatively overlooked (Liao et  al., 2016; 
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Taser et  al., 2022). This relative neglect has occurred despite recognition 
that third-party acceptance of and responses to i-deals are key to their 
success (Lai et  al., 2009; Rousseau et  al., 2006, 2016). The inherently 
unstandardised nature of i-deals increases potential for colleagues to per-
ceive arrangements as distributively unjust, and for associated negative 
outcomes (e.g. reduced organisational citizenship behaviour cf. Van 
Waeyenberg et  al., 2023).

Existing research suggests co-workers’ assessments of the fairness of 
flexibility i-deals draw heavily on the requesting employee’s perceived 
need for that arrangement (Marescaux & De Winne, 2016). Relationship 
quality, relative contribution and burden sharing between employees and 
their co-workers have also been proposed as key enablers of i-deal accep-
tance (Rousseau et  al., 2016). Reflecting this, Rousseau et  al. (2006, 
p.988) suggest that ‘a person receiving an i-deal can engender a more 
positive response from colleagues by taking steps to minimize any adverse 
impact’. This arises as third parties’ assessments of i-deals are affected by 
the extent they gain or lose because of the arrangement (Rousseau et  al., 
2006). For this reason, when functional dependence/task interdependence 
is high between colleagues, co-workers may view flexibility i-deals less 
favourably due to the detrimental impact on work planning and perfor-
mance (Marescaux et  al., 2019; Vidyarthi et  al., 2016). These findings 
highlight the potential for i-deals to impact co-workers’ contributions 
and well-being at work. Yet, as highlighted above, the impact of i-deals 
on co-workers’ POS has been overlooked by research to date.

The i-deals literature also explicates co-workers as the potential recip-
ients of i-deals (in the past, present or future), and considers how this 
shapes their perceptions of and responses to such arrangements. For 
example, flexibility i-deals can enhance coworkers’ perceptions of their 
own likelihood of obtaining similar arrangements in the future, thereby 
increasing their acceptance of such practices (Zhang et  al., 2020). 
However, co-workers are less likely to perceive peers’ flexibility i-deals as 
fair if they are not achieving their own desired levels of temporal flexi-
bility (Collins et  al., 2013). This reflects more general findings that third 
parties are more likely to perceive i-deals positively if they believe they 
can access them too (Lai et al., 2009). This aspect of third-party responses 
to i-deals may be especially relevant to subordinate perceptions of line 
manager flexibility i-deals, given line managers are the gatekeepers of 
flexible working opportunities for those subordinates.

Line managers and i-deals

The limited i-deal literature concerned with line managers has predomi-
nantly focused on them as granters of i-deals (e.g. Hornung et  al., 2009; 
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Liao et  al., 2017), with Kehoe and Han (2020, p.122) noting that i-deals 
research ‘has focused on benefits of managers’ customisation of practices 
to accommodate the needs of employees’ rather than line managers’ own 
needs. That is, research has considered line managers as granters rather 
than recipients of i-deals. Yet, the implications of line managers as recip-
ients of flexibility i-deals should not be overlooked given previous find-
ings that when more senior employees work from home, there is potential 
for a detrimental impact on the support received by more junior col-
leagues, particularly for their on-the-job learning and knowledge transfer 
(Alfes et  al., 2022). Furthermore, the implications of line managers’ flex-
ibility i-deals may be of particular relevance to subordinate POS given 
line managers are considered agents of organisations and subordinate 
perceptions that their line manager values their contributions and cares 
about their well-being (perceived supervisor support, PSS) are key to 
overall beliefs of POS (Eisenberger et  al., 2002).

A notable exception to the focus on line managers granting rather 
than receiving i-deals is Rofcanin et  al. (2018), who found support for 
managers’ task and developmental i-deals trickling down to subordi-
nates. They suggest line manager i-deals signal to subordinates that 
negotiating for i-deals is appropriate, and that line managers in receipt 
of task and developmental i-deals are better positioned to appreciate 
their subordinates’ needs for similar terms. While trickle-down effects 
may apply to other types of i-deal (e.g. flexibility as considered here), 
the varying nature and wide-ranging content of i-deals means this can-
not be presumed and the authors suggest future research explore how 
trickle-down effects may unfold (Rofcanin et  al., 2018). Previous 
research has found managers’ caregiving responsibilities positively cor-
relate with subordinates’ schedule-flexibility i‐deals (Las Heras et  al., 
2017), highlighting the potential for trickle-down effects stemming from 
the line manager flexibility i-deals that are the focus of our study. This 
existing work underscores how the presence (or absence) of such 
trickle-down effects may shape subordinates’ distributive justice percep-
tions based on their own (relative) level of flexibility and access to 
i-deals.

We examine the implications of line manager flexibility i-deals for 
their subordinates and emphasise the potential for line manager i-deals 
to have effects both similar and distinct from arrangements held by 
other employees. The line manager-subordinate relationship makes 
their subordinates a specific form of third party/co-worker, in a con-
text where co-worker experiences and acceptance of an i-deal are key 
to its successful functioning (Rousseau et  al., 2006). The conceptuali-
sation of co-workers by i-deals research to date assumes relevant third 
parties to i-deals work at the same level as the i-deal recipient. Yet, 
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given the potential for high functional dependence between line man-
agers and their team members, the impact of line manager flexibility 
i-deals on their subordinates and the support they receive warrants 
examination.

Work focused on HRM differentiation has called for research to 
examine the influences over line managers’ downward HRM involve-
ment (cf., Kehoe & Han, 2020). Line managers’ enactment of HR prac-
tices plays a significant role in the HRM-performance chain (Katou 
et  al., 2021; Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007) as their formal and informal 
interactions with subordinates can support a range of beneficial subor-
dinate attitudes and behaviours (Fu et  al., 2020; Kehoe & Han, 2020; 
McDermott et  al., 2013). However, potential barriers to effective line 
management should not be overlooked given line managers often have 
their own work responsibilities in addition to supervisory duties 
(McDermott et  al., 2015) that can lead them to experience role overload 
(Evans, 2017). Furthermore, for optimum outcomes, line managers are 
required to identify ways their HRM enactment can balance the seem-
ingly contradictory need for individual responsiveness and consistency 
within teams (Fu et  al., 2020). As such, the implications of line manag-
ers’ flexibility i-deals for their subordinates, including justice perceptions 
and potential tensions between flexibility for line managers and the pro-
vision of support for subordinates (cf. Alfes et  al., 2022), have been 
neglected by work to date.

In summary, our paper examines flexibility i-deals held by line man-
agers and the implications of these for their subordinates. Acknowledgement 
that the benefits of i-deals can be undermined if implications for third 
parties are not managed (cf. Rousseau et  al., 2006) makes these arrange-
ments a conceptually appropriate lens for examining how HRM can bal-
ance the tensions between providing flexibility versus ensuring sufficient 
levels of support (cf. Alfes et  al., 2022) and maintaining perceptions of 
fairness (cf. Lee et  al., 2023) within organisations. Line manager and 
third-party perspectives on i-deals remain empirically overlooked (Liao 
et  al., 2016) and to date the literature has conceptualised the parties rel-
evant to i-deals too narrowly. Except for Rofcanin et  al. (2018), research 
has failed to differentiate between i-deals held by line managers and sub-
ordinates, or to fully consider the consequences of line managers’ i-deals 
for others. As the gatekeepers of flexible working arrangements for sub-
ordinates (Hornung et  al., 2009; Liao et  al., 2017), line managers as the 
recipients of flexibility i-deals, and the potential third-party POS and 
distributive justice implications, warrant greater consideration. Doing so 
can enhance understanding of how line managers balance consistency 
and differentiation in their HRM delivery (cf. Fu et  al., 2020; Kehoe & 
Han, 2020).
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Methods

Here we outline the methods adopted to answer our research question 
focused on understanding how the existence and enactment of line man-
agers’ flexibility i-deals shape subordinate experiences and perceptions of 
support and fairness.

Research design and conceptualisation of i-deals

Critically for our research exploring different stakeholder perspectives of 
line manager i-deals, we adopted a qualitative approach to accommodate 
understanding of what individuals experience and how they interpret 
their experiences (Bluhm et  al., 2011). Two UK organisations were theo-
retically sampled: InsuranceCo, and ConstructionCo (psuedonyms). Both 
promote flexibility in their management practices and conversations with 
HR representatives from these organisations confirmed a dedication to 
increase the use of individualised approaches to managing certain aspects 
of their employment relationships. Consequently, the cases were consid-
ered an environment where i-deals would be prominent enough for 
stakeholders’ experiences of i-deals to be explored. The case organisa-
tions were also selected in conjunction due to their differences in size, 
industry, and degree of formalisation in their approach to flexible work-
ing. These distinctions supported parsimonious and robust theorising 
through the identification of relationships replicated across cases, as 
intended by our comparative case study design (cf. Eisenhardt & Graebner, 
2007). Relevant contextual information for the case sites is provided in 
Table 1.

The contextual understanding gained from the case study design 
allowed accurate identification of flexibility i-deals distinguishable from 

Table 1. O rganisational context details.
InsuranceCo ConstructionCo

Industry and offering Finance (insurance) Construction (commercial and house 
building)

Size ≈10,000 employees ≈200 employees
Locations Head office in South-East UK, 

multiple regional offices
Head office in West UK, satellite office in 

South-West. Work on construction 
sites across UK as needed

Structure Single corporation with several 
trading subsidiaries

ConstructionCo group with 3 trading 
subsidiaries

History Several decades growth Third-generation family-owned business. 
Recent growth (staff numbers more 
than doubled over 5 years)

Span of control Variable between departments: from 
single reports up to teams of 20

Narrow: managers supervising from 1–5 
direct reports

HR strategy and structure Predominantly devolved HR.
Teams divided by function, e.g., 

Reward, Recruitment, ER, L&D, 
Business Partnering

Predominantly centralised HR.
Small team responsible for all HR 

operations
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standardised (organisational or team) approaches. Careful attention was 
paid to ensuring arrangements discussed by participants met defining 
characteristics of i-deals as (i) individually bargained for, and (ii) het-
erogeneous, leading to different terms to those for other employees 
(Liao et  al., 2016; Rousseau et  al., 2006). At ConstructionCo, no formal 
guidance was in place regarding flexible working. Any flexibility in 
working hours and/or location was considered uncommon and needed 
to be explicitly negotiated. At InsuranceCo, despite a formal policy 
relating to flexible working, the levels of normalised flexibility differed 
between departments and teams. For some, working in the office 9am 
to 5 pm daily was expected, while others suggested a degree of flexibility 
in working hours (e.g. small shifts to start/finish times) and/or location 
(e.g. working from home on Fridays). For all employees at InsuranceCo, 
any flexibility beyond the team ‘norm’ needed to be explicitly requested 
and negotiated with an individual’s line manager. This was noted by all 
respondents and confirmed in interviews with HR representatives. For 
both sites, to be considered a flexibility i-deal, arrangements discussed 
by interviewees needed to have been explicitly agreed and not simply a 
consequence of normative flexible work arrangements available in an 
individual’s organisation/team.

Data collection

Qualitative interviews were adopted as our data collection method due 
to their suitability for accessing individuals’ subjective experiences 
(Brinkman & Kvale, 2015). Using semi-structured interviews enabled a 
balance between exploring our predefined focus and interviewees express-
ing their own interpretations and/or any unanticipated attitudes towards 
or experiences of line manager i-deals (cf. Brinkman & Kvale, 2015). 
Our findings draw on 40 interviews with volunteers (28 from InsuranceCo; 
12 from ConstructionCo) who responded to a research advert posted on 
each organisation’s intranet. The smaller sample from ConstructionCo 
reflects the smaller size of the organisation (see Table 1) and the lower 
prevalence of flexibility i-deals at this site. Four interviews were con-
ducted with HR practitioners who exclusively provided insight into the 
case organisations’ policy contexts, supporting the identification of flexi-
bility i-deals distinct from standardised approaches to flexible working 
(no specific line manager flexibility i-deals were reported in these inter-
views). The understanding gained from these interviews is included in 
the preceding section, including Table 1. 36 interviews were conducted 
with line managers and subordinates as key stakeholders of line manager 
flexibility i-deals: 18 interviewees were line managers, and 21 were sub-
ordinates (three individuals occupied both roles). Of these, five 
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interviewees (three line managers and two subordinates) also worked in 
HR, contributing to our contextual understanding while also participat-
ing as line managers or subordinates. 21 respondents identified as female, 
19 as male, and organisational tenure ranged from 6 months to 17 years.

Interviews lasted between 30 and 100 min, 50 min on average. 
Questioning related to interviewees’ biographies and work roles, and their 
attitudes towards and experiences of line manager flexibility i-deals. 
Subordinates were questioned on how their line manager’s flexibility i-deal 
impacted them and their work, including their own access to flexible 
working. They were asked whether their line manager’s arrangement was 
fair and what influenced perceptions of fairness. Line managers were 
questioned on ways they believed their i-deal impacted their subordinates, 
positively or negatively; and their responses to their flexibility i-deals, 
including any attempts to mitigate negative consequences for others. To 
ensure arrangements discussed met the defining features of an i-deal, 
questions were included which sought to determine the normative 
approaches to flexible working within each participant’s organisation/team. 
Plus, line managers were questioned on how their arrangement had 
emerged and subordinates were asked how (they believed) their line man-
ager’s arrangement had arisen.

Data analysis

The recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim. Thematic analysis, 
adopted as the study’s analytical method, involved generation of initial 
codes based on participant language, that were categorised into potential 
themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006) reviewed against existing literature in line 
with the study’s abductive approach to theory development, and then 
refined.

Abduction applies deductive and inductive reasoning in tandem, with 
data and theory supplementing each other to generate new explanations 
in response to an empirical puzzle that has been identified (Mantere & 
Ketokivi, 2013). Here initial coding took place alongside data collection 
and after the first round of (seven) interviews conducted as part of a 
broader research study examining i-deals from multiple perspectives, line 
managers as recipients of flexibility i-deals was a strong emergent theme. 
The need to fulfil management responsibilities was raised by line man-
agers with flexibility i-deals, as were subordinates’ experiences of line 
manager flexibility i-deals. Based on existing themes within the literature, 
questions focused on the fairness of i-deals were already included in the 
interview schedules, but what was striking from the initial analysis was 
the strong emergence of data on employee support despite no specific 
prompting on this topic. Returning to the literature, it became apparent 
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that flexibility i-deals held by line managers, and the impact of these 
arrangements on employees, particularly their experiences of support, 
had been largely overlooked. This empirical surprise (cf. Tavory & 
Timmermans, 2014) led to the refinement of our analytic focus and 
prompts were added to the interview schedules, in line with the ques-
tioning described above, to further interrogate these ideas with subse-
quent interviewees.

Across all the interviews conducted, 41 line manager flexibility i-deals 
were reported and analysed. Figures 1a and 1b provide transparency on 
the development of our final coding structure. Figure 1a presents the 
coding structure in relation to the perceived (dys)functionality of line 
manager flexibility i-deals, and 1b to the perceived (un)fairness of line 
manager flexibility i-deals. They present our initial participant-centred 
codes (columns 1), aligned to the subsequent collated themes (columns 
2) and then refined integrative categories (columns 3). The 

Figure 1.  a. Coding structure for data analysis evidencing perceived line manager flexibility 
i-deal (dys)functionality. b. Coding structure for analysis evidencing perceived line manager 
flexibility i-deal (un)fairness.
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participant-centred codes are differentiated by stakeholder (subordinate 
vs. line manager), with collated themes and integrative categories reflect-
ing both perspectives. The coding structures do not differentiate by case 
site as the initial codes were strikingly consistent across the two organi-
sations despite their differences in size, sector, and approach to flexible 
working, supporting the theoretical generalisability of our findings across 
contexts (cf. Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Our findings are presented 
thematically, with the perspectives of line managers and subordinates 
integrated throughout. Interview extracts are provided to evidence the 
findings, with a pseudonym and the stakeholder group (S or LM) for 
each interviewee indicated.

Findings

This section details findings relating to the functionality and fairness 
of line managers’ i-deals. First, functionality is framed by respondents 
in terms of subordinates’ access to the functional support required to 
carry out their work, as well as key factors influencing subordinates’ 
perceptions of this support. Next, line managers’ flexibility i-deals are 
considered in terms of the perceived distributive justice of these 
arrangements, framed by respondents in terms of how line managers’ 
behaviours serve to enhance or constrain subordinates’ access to flexi-
ble working.

Perceptions of support and (dys)functional line manager flexibility i-deals

Degree of flexibility: Participants discussed concern with whether line 
manager flexibility i-deals impacted subordinates accessing the functional 
support they needed to carry out their job tasks:

I’m all for it, you’ve got to make work work for you. …as long as I’m getting the 
information and the support I need to get my job done and meet my targets, because 
at the end of the day that’s good for both of us. (Erik: S, ConstructionCo)

30 of the 41 line manager flexibility i-deals reported were discussed in 
these terms, and in the case of 20 of these, subordinates were able to 
access the support they needed and the i-deals were considered func-
tional. In contrast, 10 i-deals were described as barriers to subordinates 
accessing support and carrying out their role, and both subordinates and 
line managers’ presented these arrangements as dysfunctional:

…you can’t just run over to them and say ‘can you look at this?’ …It was hard 
getting stuff done. We were trying to fix things and she’s not there to help, and 
everyone’s like ‘we’ll have to do it on Monday, she’s not here’, and I’m like ‘we can’t 
do it on Monday, we have to do it today!’ (Daisy: S, InsuranceCo)
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…it’s not that I can constantly be at the beck and call of my team …but the flip 
side is you don’t want people panicking and twiddling their thumbs because, say, it’s 
a Thursday and I’m not in and they don’t know how to move something forward … 
that’s the balance. (Graham: LM, ConstructionCo)

29 of the line manager flexibility i-deals reported by participants were 
discussed in terms of the degree of flexibility afforded to a line manager 
via that i-deal, as this was reported to impact whether subordinates felt 
functionally supported to carry out their job tasks. In part this reflected 
a commonly reported belief that line managers are better able to support 
their teams when physically present. For example, Tamsyn (LM, 
InsuranceCo) explained ‘I was very conscious of … making sure I was 
around to support the people I manage’. Emma (LM, InsuranceCo) also 
suggested this was a common view:

[management] would expect you to be there for the majority of the day, every day. 
I’ve known people… who have then had to step down [from a manager role] because 
they haven’t wanted to do that… they think that it’s only fair on that team of people 
that they’ve got someone that they can always go to.

Nevertheless, some degree of flexibility for line managers was com-
monly seen as acceptable. 12 of the i-deals discussed were described as 
accommodating low levels of flexibility (generally this was where line 
managers would still be based in the office and working standard hours 
most of the time) and were almost universally described positively or as 
having little/no impact on subordinates. For example, Helen (S, 
InsuranceCo) occasionally found herself in the office at times when her 
manager wasn’t present but explained this ‘hasn’t caused any problems. If 
I need some support with one thing, I can do something else. I can 
prioritise’.

Line managers agreed that arrangements accommodating small 
amounts of flexibility didn’t prevent the provision of support to 
subordinates:

…[one team leader] wanted to finish at 12 o’ clock one of the days… None of the 
other team leaders do anything like that …but I didn’t really think that half a day 
was that much of a big deal to be honest with you. She was going to be in every 
day. She was going to see her team every day. I didn’t think just going home at 
lunch time once a week was going to be that much of a problem. (Emma: LM, 
InsuranceCo)

This was echoed by interviewees describing the 10 line manager i-deals 
that were perceived to accommodate slightly higher/moderate levels of 
flexibility (generally described as working from home or time off one day 
a week) but who were able to minimise the functional impact on subor-
dinates by remaining contactable and responsive (discussed further below). 
Laurie (S, ConstructionCo) was very positive about the support she 



The International Journal of Human Resource Management 15

received from her line manager, explaining ‘she always works from home 
one day a week and she’s great as a boss… she’s great on her email and 
great on her phone, so it’s not that she’s [missing in action] for a Friday’.

In contrast, 7 line manager i-deals discussed by interviewees were pre-
sented as accommodating high levels of flexibility (typically allowing a 
line manager to frequently work outside of or not work during contrac-
tual hours, or frequently work away from the office) and these were 
more often discussed negatively:

My line manager works from home every Friday and every other week: all week, 
every other week. …. it’s strange because it’s so frequent. And if he goes on training 
courses those will be in his week in the office so I won’t see him for maybe three 
weeks because then he’ll go back home. (Elizabeth: S, InsuranceCo)

These high-level line manager flexibility i-deals were described as 
impeding provision of support to subordinates: a responsibility consid-
ered core to the line manager role.

…how can you be a manager if you’re never here to manage? … people who go 
without seeing their manager all week because their manager has some kind of 
deal… it’s clearly a bad thing when that happens, right? …there needs to be some 
appreciation that part of what you do is being there for your team. (Seb: S, 
InsuranceCo)

Furthermore, these higher-level flexibility i-deals were reported as put-
ting increased pressures on a line managers’ time when they are working 
in the office, further limiting their availability to support their 
subordinates:

…it’s not just a day at home and a day off. I think that would be manageable… 
but it means all their meetings get crammed into those three days so you can’t really 
catch them then either. Say, on a Tuesday, I’m like ‘[Managers’ name], can I chat 
to you?’ and he’s like ‘Of course, I’m just dashing to a meeting, I’ll pop by your desk 
later’ and then you don’t see them until gone 5 when they’re packing up to go home. 
(Will: S, InsuranceCo)

However, higher-level line manager flexibility i-deals were not always 
perceived as dysfunctional, as subordinates can still feel functionally sup-
ported to carry out their role if line managers can compensate for their 
absence through alternative support methods. These are elaborated next.

Alternatives to in-person line manager support (remote contact and peer 
support): Subordinates described line manager flexibility i-deals having 
less impact on the functional support they received when their line man-
ager remained easily contactable:

Even if he’s not here, he’s always been available when I need him. (Cassie: S, 
InsuranceCo)



16 C. O. MACKINTOSH ET AL.

Line managers with flexibility i-deals also noted the importance of 
being contactable so as to provide support when not physically present, 
and explained that communication technology made this possible:

Modern technology allows people to be contactable, so I don’t allow it to be a barrier 
to conversations and questions. …I always make sure I’m online and send a message 
just to say ‘Look guys, just to remind you that I’m here’. (Phillip: LM, InsuranceCo)

Further, some line managers described being contactable outside of their 
working days/hours, not just when working away from the office. Tim 
(LM, InsuranceCo), a line manager whose i-deal allows him to work con-
densed hours Monday—Thursday, noted that ‘even on a Friday if [my 
team] need to speak to me, I’m always available because I’m just a phone 
call away and, sometimes, I’m logged on so I can catch up with them’. 
However, this was not always possible or desirable for line managers. Lynne 
(LM, InsuranceCo), whose i-deal helped balance her work-family life, 
described supporting a team member outside her agreed working hours:

…I’d finished for the day, and he was on the phone to me … saying he needed this 
and that off me. I said ‘That’s fine, …as soon as [my son’s] in bed I will get onto 
it for you. It’s fine’ …and then [my boss] rang me saying ‘I’ve just had Adam on 
the phone, he says you can’t do [this work] because you’re doing some sort of family 
stuff ’.

Lynne’s experience highlights that while being constantly contactable 
and responsive may benefit subordinates, this may not be appropriate for 
line managers who have requested to amend their working hours for 
specific reasons. Further, there is scope for line managers’ work to spill-
over into non-working time for them to successfully balance their flexi-
bility i-deal and the demands of their work, including providing support 
to their teams.

Subordinates who didn’t have ease of contact with their line manager 
had different experiences of line manager flexibility i-deals. Many 
described challenges in accessing support with detrimental impact on 
their role execution. Elizabeth (S, InsuranceCo) found getting support 
from her line manager ‘really hard’ because ‘he’s not very responsive when 
he is working from home’. Specific examples illustrated how being unable 
to contact their line manager made it difficult to progress tasks or meet 
deadlines:

[the team] always had our big launches on a Friday… and she’s not there to help… 
if she’s working at home, you just have to send an email and hope that they read it 
on time, and if they don’t, you can’t move stuff forward. (Daisy: S, InsuranceCo)

The combined influences on subordinates feeling supported of 1) the 
degree of flexibility accommodated by line manager flexibility i-deals and 
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2) those line managers being contactable and responsive, indicate the rel-
evance of the visibility and performance of work across superiors and 
subordinates. Being seen to be engaged and/or visible is highlighted as 
influencing whether line managers are considered supportive and their 
(perceived) performance.

Notably, some line managers used the flexibility offered by their i-deal 
to help progress their non-people tasks, using the opportunity to ‘catch 
up with everything that I need to do and all the actions from the week’ 
(Emma: LM, InsuranceCo). For example, Paul (LM, ConstructionCo) 
had a flexibility i-deal allowing him to work from home once a week, 
and this provided the opportunity to work on tasks he found difficult to 
complete in the office:

When you’re in the office, you get people pop their head round the door ‘can you 
look at this for me?’ whereas if they had to send an email they might [think] ‘ah, 
I’ll ask someone else’.

These responses highlight the multifaceted nature of line manager 
roles, with management and support of subordinates’ part of a broader 
portfolio of responsibilities. While some line managers described making 
efforts to be contactable and responsive when working from home to 
provide support to their teams, others were purposefully using this time 
to focus on other aspects of their work.

In scenarios where line managers were not accessible, some subordi-
nates were turning to peers for functional support. Cassie (S, InsuranceCo) 
explained that when she needs help but her line manager isn’t available, 
she’ll ‘ask people around me… I’ve not really had any issues where only 
my manager could step in and help’. Despite the positive impact of peer 
support, no interviewees gave examples of formalised options/guidance 
for subordinates to seek support from others.

It would be nice if I had someone to go to…because that was never really estab-
lished. (Elizabeth: S, InsuranceCo)

Indeed, examples were provided of peers being reluctant to step in or 
getting frustrated with having to do so, perceiving it outside the remit of 
their role to provide compensatory support when their line manager can 
regularly be away from the office.

I did notice that [my colleagues] seemed to get more annoyed that I was going over 
to them, over time anyway. I did feel guilty, I know it’s not really their job, but I 
didn’t know what else to do. …I suppose I don’t know if they were so much annoyed 
at me or annoyed at [our manager]. (Will: S, InsuranceCo)

This concern was also raised with reference to support from other line 
managers.



18 C. O. MACKINTOSH ET AL.

…they think that it’s not fair because they’re leading a team of people…. You could 
say ‘well there’s other team leaders, they can go to them [when their line manager 
isn’t present]’, but then I think the argument is it’s not really fair on those other 
team leaders because they’re sort of picking up the slack from the person that’s off… 
(Emma: LM, InsuranceCo)

These findings have identified the negative effect of inadequate sup-
port from line managers with flexibility i-deals on subordinates’ ability to 
fulfil their role responsibilities. This can become more of a risk when 
subordinates are less established in their role, as discussed next.

Extent subordinate is established in role: Subordinates who were less 
established in role were reported as more greatly impacted by line man-
ager flexibility i-deals because of their need for increased and more reg-
ular support in order to carry out their work. Consequently, when line 
managers with flexibility i-deals had less established subordinates report-
ing into them, the arrangements were potentially perceived as more 
dysfunctional:

…don’t take the piss, actually be there for your teams. Where are they going to get 
guidance? A couple of grad[uate]s in the years below me are in these teams where 
the managers are hardly ever there and you think ‘How can you ever learn? How 
can you ever improve?’ …I was always very lucky that my managers were regularly 
there, so I always had somebody to lean on, whereas I think it’s a bit sh*t if they’re 
not having that, especially for those in their first roles. (Seb: S, InsuranceCo)

Furthermore, those who were new or less established in role were 
more reluctant to contact their line manager for support when that man-
ager was not in the office. Often these individuals had not yet estab-
lished strong relationships with their line managers and reported concern 
about how their reasons for, and/or the frequency of, making contact 
would be perceived. Rob (S, InsuranceCo) explained that when he first 
started his role he found ‘being able to pick up the phone and contact [my 
line manager] quite difficult.’ He had questioned ‘am I worth their time 
right now?’ and ‘is it really worth [contacting them]?’ Cassie (S, 
InsuranceCo) shared similar concerns despite reassurance from her line 
manager:

He was like ‘yeah, no problem, pick up the phone if you need me…’ …but it’s okay 
someone saying that, you’ve got to get to that point yourself where you’re comfortable 
doing that, before you’re able to say ‘okay, I’ve got an issue that warrants a phone call’.

Unfortunately, this problem was exacerbated by the impact of line 
manager flexibility i-deals on the development of the subordinate-line 
manager relationship itself. As Cassie noted, ‘at the beginning, [the 
arrangement] made it hard for me to build quite a close relationship 
with him’.
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This reluctance to contact a line manager who is away from the office 
could lead to delays to subordinates’ receipt of support and on-the-job 
learning, impeding role execution:

At first it was really hard because I didn’t know what my job was, I didn’t know 
what my tasks were and I had no one to really walk me through stuff so I had to 
kind of figure it out myself, got it a bit wrong and he’d come back in the next week, 
and I’d be like ‘please help me!’ (Elizabeth: S, InsuranceCo)

Furthermore, less-established subordinates may not have built up the 
peer support systems that, as established above, can assist them executing 
their roles. Daisy (S, InsuranceCo) noted it was ‘tricky in…the first 
6 months, but past that I’d gotten to know enough people that it was fix-
able without her being physically there…’

Less-established subordinates’ enhanced need for functional support to 
carry out their work, and the potential for line manager flexibility i-deals 
to act as a barrier to this, was also recognised by line managers. Tim 
(LM, InsuranceCo) commented that for this reason, he’d recently been 
utilising the flexibility granted by his i-deal less frequently:

I work from home less than I ever have done over the last year and a half because 
the team is quite new… I tend to be in more at the moment than not.

Similarly, Tamsyn (LM, InusranceCo), who currently had some less 
established subordinates in her team, ensured her working hours spread 
across the full working week so she could be available for them every day:

I need to be around for the people who depend on me and that can change from 
time to time. I’m looking after some grad[uate]s right now and they need more 
handholding and instruction. That’s why my hours spread across Monday to Friday.

These findings emphasise the tension between flexibility and provision 
of support, specifically for on-the-job learning and knowledge-exchange. 
They also highlight that subordinates who are less established in their 
current role can be particularly affected by this tension due to their 
nascent relationships with their line manager or peers.

The empirical findings thus far are illustrated in Figure 2. Subordinates 
considered the provision of functional support to them and their col-
leagues a key line manager responsibility, and whether their perceptions 
of support were high or low when their line manager had a flexibility 
i-deal was key to their view of the arrangement as (dys)functional. The 
degree of flexibility accommodated by a line manager flexibility i-deal 
influenced subordinates’ perceptions of support, with high-level line 
manager flexibility i-deals having a more detrimental effect than low-level 
line manager flexibility i-deals. However, there were two mitigating/exac-
erbating factors on this relationship: whether employees could access 
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support when their line manager wasn’t physically present (e.g. through 
their line manager remaining contactable and responsive, and/or through 
support from peers or other line managers), and the extent to which the 
subordinate was established in their role.

Next, we consider how line managers’ behaviour in response to their 
flexibility i-deals influences subordinates’ assessments of the arrange-
ments as (un)fair.

Perceived availability of flexibility to subordinates and (un)fair line 
manager flexibility i-deals

Trickle-down versus constraining effects: Line manager flexibility i-deals can 
impact subordinates’ access to flexibility because those line managers also 
gatekeep flexible working opportunities for others. Of the 41 line manager 
flexibility i-deals reported, 24 were discussed in terms of whether that line 
manager’s subordinates also have opportunities to work flexibility. On one 
hand, line manager flexibility i-deals can have trickle-down effects where, 
because line managers see value in flexible working practices, they enable 
and support their subordinates to work flexibly. For example, Liv and 
Phillip both have their own flexibility i-deals, and explained their open-
ness to their subordinates working flexibly, either through their own 
i-deals or increased autonomy over their working arrangements:

When [team member name] came to me and wanted to figure something out to 
help juggle things, I was always going to find a way to make it work. I have my 
own arrangement, I expected them to accommodate that, and they did, so I’d be a 
hypocrite if I didn’t for her. (Liv: LM, ConstructionCo)

Figure 2. E mpirically reported influences on subordinate experiences and perceptions of line 
manager flexibility i-deals as (dys)functional.
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It’s reciprocal, I work flexibly and my message to my team is that… ‘you own your 
time. I don’t mind when you work, it’s your call… whether you need to work from 
a different office or work from home, that’s absolutely fine’. (Phillip: LM, InsuranceCo)

Reflecting the above, some subordinates of line managers with flexibil-
ity i-deals described feeling more confident asking for their own arrange-
ment. For example, when Helen realised her line manager had an i-deal 
she felt able to ask for a similar arrangement.

[My manager and I] sort of had a chat… and when I described where I was from, 
he was like ‘oh, I have a bit of a commute in as well. I drive, I know how the 
parking situation works, I’m normally in at 7’. So, when he said he was in at 7, I 
thought, okay, green light, I can ask to come in really early as well. (Helen: S, 
InsuranceCo)

Similarly, Laurie (S, ConstructionCo) had requested to work from 
home once a week, explaining ‘I did think it would be okay [for the 
arrangement to go ahead] because [my manager] always works from home 
one day a week herself ’.

In other scenarios, subordinates of line managers with a flexibility 
i-deal did not have their own i-deal but still experienced increased flex-
ibility through autonomy over their work schedule or location. Rob (S, 
InsuranceCo) described his line manager with a flexibility i-deal as ‘very 
keen on [me working flexibly]. It’s extremely flexible to the point that it’s 
almost up to me how much I want to travel and where I want to work.’ 
A similar experience was shared by Cerys (S, InsuranceCo) whose line 
manager has a flexibility i-deal and often encourages her to work 
from home:

There are times where I’ve got a text, literally on Thursday morning [saying] ‘so, by 
the way you’re the only one who’s down to be in the office so feel free to work from 
home’ and this is from my own manager.

Where line managers with flexibility i-deals enable flexibility in either 
form, our findings suggest subordinates are more likely to view flexibility 
as widely available in their organisations and describe line manager flex-
ibility i-deals as fair, drawing on principles of distributive justice:

It’s fair if everyone can do it…. [My line manager] sat me down and said ‘these are 
my flexible working arrangements. What are yours? What would you like them to 
be?’ It was never a presumption that she could do it but I couldn’t just because she’s 
a manager or a higher pay grade. (Amelia: S, InsuranceCo).

What makes it fair is if everyone has some opportunity if they want it. Everyone 
has their own individual preferences… So, my manager has her deal, and I have 
mine, and the person who sits next to me has hers and it all works pretty well, I 
think. …We all support each other because it advantages all of us. (Christian: S, 
InsuranceCo)
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16 line manager flexibility i-deals were described as fair by the partic-
ipants because the line manager’s subordinates also had opportunities to 
work flexibly.

However, in contrast, some interviewees described restrictions on 
working flexibly due to their line manager’s flexibility i-deal. For exam-
ple, Daisy’s (S, InsuranceCo) line manager worked at home on Fridays 
and constrained flexible working options for others:

She always preferred me to be there because she worked from home on the Friday, 
so she wanted me to be in that day so that I could see people in the office if she 
needed something from them, to make it easier for her.

Elizabeth’s (S, InsuranceCo) ability to work flexibly was also con-
strained, but at times when her manager was in the office, as he worked 
from home the majority of the time (6 days out of 10):

I can’t work from home on the weeks he’s in because we all have to communicate 
at some point. I do get it but it seems unfair.

In the case of 8 line manager flexibility i-deals discussed, subordinates 
were described as not benefiting from the same flexibility as their line 
manager, and the respondents perceived flexible working as more acces-
sible by those in senior positions. In line with distributive justice princi-
ples, these line manager flexibility i-deals were considered unfair:

Our head of department has said he doesn’t want us working from home on a 
Friday anymore …the boss who implemented the rule works from home twice a 
week. …It’s very unfair… there’s this kind of one rule for one person, one rule for 
another. (Elizabeth: S, InsuranceCo)

…whenever I hear from people that they have these arrangements to work from 
home, I do look at them, sort of think it’s one of those things that seems easier to 
get as you get higher. …I don’t think that’s right, if they are going to let people do 
that, it should be available to everyone. (Seb: S, InsuranceCo)

As summarised in Figure 3, line managers’ behaviour in response to 
their own flexibility i-deals may either increase or restrict subordinate 
opportunities to work flexibly. These experiences impact upon subordi-
nate beliefs regarding the availability of flexibility and the distributive 
justice of their line manager’s flexibility ideal. Line manager flexibility 
i-deals are more likely to be assessed as fair by subordinates when flex-
ibility is viewed as distributively just by being widely accessible and 
experienced by subordinates themselves. In contrast, they are more likely 
to be perceived as unfair by subordinates when their opportunities to 
work flexibly are constrained and flexibility is viewed as more accessible 
by those in more senior roles, thus making line manager flexibility i-deals 
distributively unjust.
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Discussion

Drawing on the theoretical lenses of POS and distributive justice, our 
work enhances understanding of the characteristics and implications of 
line manager flexibility i-deals that are perceived as (dys)functional and 
(un)fair by subordinates. Our findings generate key insights to inform 
organisational responses to the twin challenges of providing both flexi-
bility as well as support and learning opportunities to their workforce, 
while also maintaining perceptions of fairness. With the exception of 
Rofcanin et  al. (2018), research to date has not differentiated between 
i-deals held by those with and without line management responsibilities. 
This work highlights specificities in the outcomes of line manager flexi-
bility i-deals and how they are perceived by third parties, as well as sim-
ilarities compared to i-deals previously examined within the literature. By 
doing so, we contribute to theorising on i-deals and HRM differentiation, 
emphasising the importance of considering line managers as recipients of 
HR practices and highlighting how this may influence their concurrent 
implementation of HRM.

Line manager flexibility i-deals: balancing flexibility with subordinate POS

While previous research has examined the relationship between i-deals 
and POS, those studies have tended to focus on the POS of employees 
with i-deals with little attention paid to the impact of i-deals on 
third-party POS (or PSS). While flexibility i-deals may boost POS for 

Figure 3. E mpirically reported influences on subordinate perceptions of line manager flexi-
bility i-deals as (un)fair.
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recipients (e.g. Vidyarthi et  al., 2014), our work indicates the overall out-
comes of line manager flexibility i-deals may be less positive for organi-
sations where there is negative impact on POS for subordinates. This is 
especially relevant as our findings identify line managers as key agents in 
the provision of support to their subordinates, reinforcing previous work 
that has found POS and PSS to be associated (Eisenberger et  al., 2002). 
Even if others could step in during a line manager’s absence, functional 
support is ultimately viewed as the line manager’s responsibility and 
when subordinates feel unsupported to perform, they perceive it as the 
manager failing in their role. Furthermore, while our findings emphasise 
the degree of flexibility accommodated by a line manager’s i-deal corre-
sponds to how supported subordinates feel to perform their roles, dis-
tinctions emerge compared to existing studies on flexibility i-deals held 
by non-managers or research that doesn’t distinguish between managerial 
and non-managerial roles (e.g. Hornung et  al., 2008, 2009; Vidyarthi 
et  al., 2014). The unique nature of the line manager–subordinate rela-
tionship appears to shape what level of flexibility granted by an i-deal 
yields positive outcomes.

The focus by third parties on whether line manager flexibility i-deals 
impact the support received by subordinates, as well as the consequences 
for line manager and subordinate role fulfilment, highlights that subor-
dinates’ functional dependence - or task interdependence - on their line 
manager is key to the perceived functionality of these arrangements. 
These findings align to existing i-deals research that recognises how such 
interdependence influences stakeholder attitudes (Marescaux et  al., 2019; 
Vidyarthi et  al., 2016). However, while prior research has emphasised 
burden sharing among co-workers (cf. Rousseau et  al., 2016), our study 
underscores that support provision is an intrinsic part of the line man-
ager role, making subordinate experiences qualitatively different. This 
distinction reveals that subordinates are a unique category of co-worker, 
defined by their structural and functional relationship to the i-deal 
holder. While co-workers more broadly have received limited empirical 
attention in i-deals research, the perspectives of subordinates, who often 
depend directly on line managers for support, have been almost entirely 
overlooked. Our work therefore contributes to a more nuanced under-
standing of third-party perceptions and responses by identifying both 
parallels and key differences in how subordinates experience and respond 
to line manager flexibility i-deals.

Line manager flexibility i-deals: implications for fairness

The trickle-down effects found by Rofcanin et  al. (2018) for line manag-
ers’ work-task and developmental i-deals were also identified in our 
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findings, with (some) line manager flexibility i-deals enhancing subordi-
nate opportunities to work flexibly. In such cases, line manager flexibility 
i-deals were more likely to be perceived as distributively  just. When line 
manager flexibility i-deals trickle down to subordinates and flexibility is 
widely available, there is the potential to create HR practices that are 
both individually responsive and also consistently implemented: a com-
bination that has positive implications for job performance (Fu et  al., 
2020). However, this trickle-down effect from line manager flexibility 
i-deals did not always occur, leading to perceptions of unfairness based 
on principles of distributive justice. The power held by line managers 
can be disinhibiting, leading them to prioritise acts that satisfy their own 
desires for flexibility over those of their subordinates (cf. Keltner et  al., 
2003). Future research should explore whether this differential trickle-down 
is applicable to other types of line manager i-deal but has to date only 
been partially identified.

In line with existing work, we confirm the importance of perceived 
fairness for i-deals held by line managers but also highlight nuances to 
managing this perceived fairness given line managers’ role as the gate-
keepers of flexibility for others. Our findings align to previous work that 
determined co-workers are more likely to perceive i-deals positively if 
they themselves experience flexibility (Collins et  al., 2013) or believe they 
can access i-deals too (Rousseau et  al., 2006). However, unlike co-worker 
assessments of employee flexibility i-deals (Marescaux & De Winne, 
2016), here considerations of the i-deal recipient’s need did not emerge 
as relevant to subordinates’ fairness assessments of line manage flexibility 
i-deals. Future research should seek to understand how hierarchical dif-
ferences between parties affect how and why they assess the distribution 
of i-deals (and other organisational resources) as fair or unfair.

Overall, our work demonstrates the need for future research to differ-
entiate between line manager and subordinate i-deals, as these can differ 
in their outcomes. More broadly, we highlight the need for future research 
to consider the potentially unique implications of HRM differentiation 
for those across different job roles and levels of seniority. Typically, 
position-based HRM differentiation has had a narrow focus on, for 
example, employee pay and benefits (Rousseau, 2005), but our work 
highlights the potential relevance for broader aspects of managing the 
employment relationship.

Typology of line manager flexibility i-deals

Figure 4 presents a typology of the functionality and fairness of line 
manager i-deals premised on theoretical abstraction of our empirical 
findings regarding third-party perceptions of these arrangements 



26 C. O. MACKINTOSH ET AL.

(illustrated in Figures 2 and 3). Based on our findings, Figure 4 pres-
ents two axes and, in each quadrant, details the relevant mechanisms 
and outcomes. The horizontal axis considers the functionality of line 
manager flexibility i-deals. Functionality is determined by perceptions 
of support afforded to subordinates by line managers or alternative 
sources such as peers. As line managers are key agents of POS 
(Eisenberger et  al., 2002), when subordinates feel unsupported to carry 
out their role, dysfunction arises from two sources: line managers being 
seen as failing to fulfil their people management responsibilities, and 
subordinates facing barriers to their own role fulfilment. The vertical 
axis considers the perceived fairness of line manager flexibility i-deals, 
determined by third-party concerns with distributive justice. Whereas 
fair line manager flexibility i-deals lead to flexibility for line managers 
and their subordinates, line manager flexibility i-deals that are consid-
ered unfair offer flexibility to line managers but not their 
subordinates.

Drawing upon the findings of existing research, we present research 
propositions related to the implications of our proposed typology of line 
manager flexibility i-deals. ‘Functional and fair’ line manager flexibility 
i-deals (quadrant 1) may have positive impacts on subordinates’ attitudes 
and behaviours given the previously determined associations between 
outcomes such as job satisfaction and affective commitment with distrib-
utive justice perceptions (Haar & Spell, 2009; Murphy et  al., 2006) and 
POS (Ng & Sorensen, 2008). Positive HRM outcomes such as increased 
retention are also theorised, as these have been linked to perceptions of 
distributive justice (cf. Jones & Skarlicki, 2003) and POS (cf. Eisenberger 

Figure 4.  The line manager i-deal architecture.
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et  al., 2002). They are also likely to arise given that the arrangements 
fulfil line manager and subordinate (via trickle down effects) needs for 
flexibility (cf. Mackintosh & McDermott, 2023). Plus, as support for role 
fulfilment is sufficient, productivity is likely unaffected by fair and func-
tional line manager flexibility i-deals and there may be indirect increases 
to in-role performance due to POS (cf. Kurtessis et  al., 2017).

Research propositions: Functional and fair line manager flexibility i-deals will be 
associated with: (1a) increased job satisfaction and affective commitment in sub-
ordinates; (1b) decreased turnover of line managers with flexibility i-deals and 
their subordinates; and (1c) increased role performance of subordinates.

‘Functional but unfair’ line manager flexibility i-deals (quadrant 2) risk 
negative impacts on subordinate attitudes and behaviours due to distrib-
utive justice concerns regarding access to flexibility across organisational 
levels (cf. Haar & Spell, 2009; Murphy et  al., 2006). While these arrange-
ments provide sufficient support for role fulfilment and existing evidence 
does not suggest an impact on performance due to distributive justice 
concerns (cf. Williams, 1999), such arrangements may impede retention 
efforts within the organisation (Jones & Skarlicki, 2003).

Research propositions: Functional but unfair line manager flexibility i-deals will be 
associated with: (2a) decreased job satisfaction and affective commitment of sub-
ordinates; (2b) decreased turnover of line managers with flexibility i-deals but 
increased turnover of their subordinates; and (2c) have no significant association 
with role performance of subordinates.

‘Dysfunctional but fair’ line manager flexibility i-deals (quadrant 3) 
enhance access to flexible working but any associated benefits to subor-
dinate attitudes may be undermined by concurrent negative impacts from 
reduced POS (cf. Ng & Sorensen, 2008). The HRM outcomes of these 
arrangements may also be mixed: fulfilling line manager needs for flexi-
bility may support their retention (cf. Mackintosh & McDermott, 2023), 
but any benefits for subordinate retention via flexibility may be negated 
or even outweighed due to reduced POS (cf. Eisenberger et  al., 2002). 
Furthermore, a lack of support for role fulfilment and the previously 
established association with POS (cf. Kurtessis et  al., 2017) both point 
towards a negative impact on in-role performance.

Research propositions: Dysfunctional but fair line manager flexibility i-deals will 
be associated with: (3a) decreased job satisfaction and affective commitment of 
subordinates; (3b) decreased turnover of line managers with flexibility i-deals but 
increased turnover of their subordinates; and (3c) decreased role performance of 
subordinates.

Lastly, ‘dysfunctional and unfair’ line manager flexibility i-deals (quad-
rant 4) are likely to have detrimental effects on subordinate attitudes and 
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behaviours, as well as impede organisational efforts to retain them. Plus, 
these effects may be stronger than those presented for quadrants 2 and 
3 due to the dual effects of distributive justice concerns (Haar & Spell, 
2009; Jones & Skarlicki, 2003; Murphy et  al., 2006) and reduced POS 
(Eisenberger et  al., 2002; Kurtessis et  al., 2017; Ng & Sorensen, 2008). 
While line manager retention may be supported through their access to 
flexibility, this is leading to inadequate support for subordinate role 
fulfilment.

Research propositions: Dysfunctional and unfair line manager flexibility i-deals 
will be associated with: (4a) decreased job satisfaction and affective commitment 
of subordinates; (4b) decreased turnover of line managers with flexibility i-deals 
but increased turnover of their subordinates; and (4c) decreased role performance 
of subordinates.

In summary, given existing knowledge of outcomes associated with 
POS and distributive justice, we propose that neither the perceived fair-
ness nor functionality of line manager flexibility i-deals alone is sufficient 
to produce wholly positive or even neutral outcomes for organisations.

Line managers as recipients (and granters) of HRM

In addition to theorising related to i-deals, our work contributes to the 
body of work considering line managers and their enactment of devolved 
HRM and HRM differentiation. Existing work on this topic has tended 
to concentrate on their capacity and capabilities, and their status as indi-
viduals in the middle of subordinates and management (e.g. McDermott 
et  al., 2015; Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007). Here we move debates forward 
by highlighting the importance of considering how line managers are 
managed, how they shape their own terms and conditions (potentially 
through i-deals), and the consequential implications for their relation-
ships with others. Of particular significance is that we demonstrate how 
line managers’ management of others is influenced by their flexibility 
i-deals, with implications for subordinates’ POS and subsequent role per-
formance, as well as assessments of fairness. Line managers’ informal 
responses (e.g. whether they are contactable and responsive) to their 
i-deals also have implications for assessments of functionality. Our study 
therefore supports the existing body of work that demonstrates the role 
of line manager behaviour in the link between HRM and subordinate 
attitudes and performance (e.g. Katou et  al., 2021; Purcell & Hutchinson, 
2007). Plus, we contribute to existing literature on HRM differentiation 
by identifying line managers’ own receipt of HR practices as an over-
looked influence on their downward HRM involvement (cf. Kehoe & 
Han, 2020).
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Future research and limitations

Our typology proposed above offers opportunities for future research to 
validate, apply and extend theorisation of third-party perceptions of line 
manager flexibility i-deals, and test our propositions regarding their 
implications. Future research might also consider whether the conditions 
for (dys)functional and (un)fair line manager flexibility i-deals are asso-
ciated (cf. Marescaux et  al., 2019). Such studies may benefit from utilis-
ing established survey measures for distributive justice and POS/PSS to 
determine whether the principles of functionality established here impact 
upon perceptions of line managers i-deals as fair, or vice versa. Other 
variables not examined by our research but potentially impacting per-
ceived functionality and fairness of line manager i-deals should also be 
considered by future work, e.g. the extent to which flexibility is balanced 
between subordinates (within teams) and the impacts of varying job 
designs (the nature of scheduling or front-line work). Additionally, our 
findings draw on perceptions of line manager i-deals accommodating 
low versus high levels of flexibility. As a qualitative study, the definitions 
of flexibility levels were not based on rigid or pre-specified thresholds 
but emerged from general patterns in participant narratives. As such, 
individual interpretations of ‘high’ or ‘low’ levels of flexibility may have 
varied to some degree. Future research could seek to identify more pre-
cise or universally applicable tipping points in degrees of flexibility to 
understand which i-deals are more or less likely to be (dys)functional 
and the factors shaping these outcomes.

While we focus specifically on idiosyncratic forms of flexibility, our 
findings may support understanding of the implications of line manag-
ers engaged in standardised approaches to flexible working. This poten-
tial generalisability is an important avenue for further examination 
given the increasing prevalence of different forms of flexible working 
and that i-deals can act as early HRM innovations that subsequently 
become standard practice within organisations (Rousseau et  al., 2006). 
Furthermore, although we did not sample on the basis of i-deals, future 
research might consider a range of forms of individualised arrange-
ments and begin from that premise when considering how to balance 
flexibility with fairness and support across hierarchical levels within 
organisations.

As detailed in our methods, our case organisations were selected as 
environments where i-deals would be sufficiently prominent to allow 
exploration of stakeholders’ experiences of these arrangements. A poten-
tial limitation of this sampling approach is that within organisations 
where i-deals are less prominent, attitudes may differ, and i-deals may 
generally be considered more contentious. Finally, although we had 
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initially intended to interview line managers with flexibility i-deals and 
their specific subordinates as part of our sampling approach, ethical 
approval raised concerns regarding participant anonymity and power 
dynamics. As a result, a more general approach to sampling and data 
collection was required, where (as described above) volunteers from 
either stakeholder group responded to a research advert. The change in 
sampling method altered the research’s data collection approach but still 
allowed for the examination of the key stakeholder groups’ attitudes and 
experiences of line manager flexibility i-deals in a manner that addressed 
the research question and captured both differences and shared themes 
across both groups. Nevertheless, our originally intended dyadic approach 
could extend understanding of line manager flexibility i-deals further by 
supporting investigation of how and why different stakeholder percep-
tions of the same arrangement may differ. Future research may benefit 
from adopting a vignette study design to pursue this while minimising 
potential ethical concerns.

Practical implications

Line managers should proactively plan for how subordinates will access 
support when they are not physically present because of their i-deal. 
This is particularly important if the line manager desires a high-level 
flexibility i-deal, has less-established subordinates, or if they manage 
specialists who may not be able to access the support needed from 
peers or other line managers. When working away from the office, line 
managers should remain contactable and responsive to their subordi-
nates and proactively check in with less-established team members who 
may not instigate contact when they require support. While line man-
agers with flexibility i-deals may feel pressured to remain available out-
side their agreed working hours, prioritising subordinate perceptions of 
support at the complete expense of their own work-life balance and 
wellbeing may negate the intended benefits of the arrangement for 
themselves and the organisation. As an alternative, line managers are 
encouraged to identify and agree substitute sources of support (subor-
dinate co-workers or other line managers) for subordinates in their 
absence. Line manager strategies for managing the impacts of their 
i-deal that involve constraining flexibility for their subordinates are 
flagged as particularly detrimental to subordinate attitudes and experi-
ences and should be avoided. Instead, trialling i-deals including review-
ing concomitant support arrangements with all relevant stakeholders is 
encouraged.

Subordinates are encouraged to consider and communicate ways they 
could more easily access support when their line manager is not 
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physically present (e.g., regularly scheduled catch ups, assignment of a 
mentor). This solution-oriented approach to difficulties subordinates may 
experience due to line manager flexibility i-deals is encouraged as, when 
appropriately managed, these arrangements can have beneficial 
trickle-down effects leading subordinates to experience enhanced flexibil-
ity themselves.

Despite falling outside the scope of standardised organisational policy, 
guidance on the management of flexibility i-deals from HR practitioners 
and senior managers is to be welcomed. This is particularly important 
for line managers with i-deals themselves, as their arrangements can 
highlight perceived distributive injustices to subordinates unable to work 
flexibly. HR and senior managers should also work with line managers 
who work flexibly to find solutions to role overload and the competing 
priorities inherent to their multi-faceted role, and working towards nor-
malising reciprocal support between line managers may be beneficial. 
Otherwise, line managers with flexibility i-deals may struggle to balance 
competing demands on their time, with detrimental outcomes for them-
selves and their subordinates.

Conclusion

Empirically, our research identifies influences on subordinate perceptions 
of whether they are being sufficiently supported to fulfil their role 
responsibilities when their line manager has a flexibility i-deal. Our find-
ings also reveal how line managers’ enactment of their flexibility i-deals 
can enhance or constrain subordinates’ access to flexible working options 
which, in turn, influence perceptions of line manager flexibility i-deals as 
fair or unfair. A theoretical typology of line manager flexibility i-deals’ 
(dys)functionality and (un)fairness is presented, based on POS and per-
ceptions of distributive justice. This understanding supports organisations 
under accelerated pressures to balance the tension between providing 
both flexibility and support to various organisational actors (cf. Alfes 
et  al., 2022), while also maintaining perceptions of fairness (cf. Lee 
et  al., 2023).

Note

	 1.	 While subordinate is not our preferred term due to the connotations of inferiori-
ty, we adopt this terminology to clearly differentiate between i-deal stakeholders.
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