
Hillebrink – Flexible Benefit Plans in Dutch Organisations 

        

 

 

 

 

FLEXIBLE BENEFIT PLANS IN DUTCH ORGANISATIONS 

 

CAO à la Carte in Nederlandse Organisaties 

(met een samenvatting in het Nederlands) 

 

 

 

 

 

Proefschrift 

 

 

ter verkrijging van de graad van doctor 

aan de Universiteit Utrecht 

op gezag van de rector magnificus, 

prof. dr. W.H. Gispen, 

ingevolge het besluit van het college van promoties 

in het openbaar te verdedigen op 

woensdag 20 september 2006 des middags te 4.15 uur 

 

 

door 

Carlien Hillebrink 

geboren op 13 juni 1971, te Gouda 



Hillebrink – Flexible Benefit Plans in Dutch Organisations 

 

 

 

Promotores: Prof. dr. J.J. Schippers 

  Prof. dr. J. van Doorne-Huiskes 

Co-promotor: Dr. C.P. Peters 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This project was subsidised by the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research 

(NWO), under grant 410-12-012 

 

ISBN-10:  90-393-4336-5 

ISBN-13: 978-90-393-4336-4  

 

Cover design: emdé



Hillebrink – Flexible Benefit Plans in Dutch Organisations 

Acknowledgements 

 

It takes a long time to write a PhD thesis, though not as long as it takes to lay some rail track, 

surprisingly. I would here like to express my thanks to the people who have been very helpful 

to me during the time it took me to write this thesis. 

 

I have been very fortunate with my supervisors. Joop, Anneke & Pascale were good 

supervisors, who complemented each other wonderfully well, were all three very funny, and 

were more than anything fantastically normal and human. Joop & Anneke wrote a research 

proposal that allowed me to hit the ground running, which is always a nice way to start. 

Joop, as my daily supervisor, never looked over my shoulder and turned out to have an 

uncanny ability to turn almost all my attacks of raging fury into screaming laughter. No 

mean feat. Anneke provided refreshing insight, critical questions & an ironic common sense 

that was exhilarating. Pascale always brought a thorough eye and great enthusiasm with her 

(in one of her bags), and taught me the use of drawing pictures. Thanks is owed to NWO for 

funding this project. 

For this research, data were essential. I collected a lot of data. Many people helped 

with this, for which I would like to thank them wholeheartedly. Thousands of people have 

filled out questionnaires for me. Without their generosity there would be nothing to work 

with. Without the friends & family who let me pilot my questionnaires on them the data 

would have been far less useful. 

 Collecting data is invariably a trying experience. Elevators break down at the most 

unbelievable moments, filled out questionnaires go AWOL, and to get an envelope can be an 

astounding challenge. Thanks to the following people in particular everything turned out 

alright: Pascale & Esther made long trips to Groningen an absolute joy: the huge amounts of 

laughing we did saved us all, I’m sure. Collecting data with Jacqie van Stigt of FNV 

Bondgenoten can only be described as a breeze. Jacqie also provided valuable CAO 

information and much valued laughter. Laura & Bram kindly let me tag along on their 

project, which gave me interesting data to work with, but also a light at the end of the tunnel. 

I would also like to thank R. Benders and Pim de Groot for giving me the insider 

organisational view. Age Halma and Rob Cozzi were also very helpful, sometimes in most 

surprising ways. 

There were many people who gave interesting feedback & valuable suggestions, for 

which I would like to thank them: the Time Competition group first of all, but also Chantal, 

Erwin and people at the various conferences I went to. I thank Jan Dirk for the generosity 

with which he helped me with statistics, and for his willingness to muse on questions I faced. 

He and Esther went over parts of this book in its final stages, and I thank them for their 



Hillebrink – Flexible Benefit Plans in Dutch Organisations 

careful and kind attention. I thank Angeline ten Asbroek for helping me chase Camus. 

Ivy was a nice roommate, with whom I enjoyed talking about everything but work, 

and Babette deserves many thanks for emergency chilled coffee shakes and the hysterical 

laughter (tankie flip zeg!). I also wish to thank my other colleagues for the enjoyable lunches: 

Annemarie, Chantal, Christine, Erwin, Frank, Jan Dirk and Tonnie. I would like to thank my 

father, Gerrit and Babette for crisis support during a few computer meltdowns. It is wholly 

attributable to them that none of my computers have ever left the building via the window. 

 

I have been fortunate to come across many funny & good friends, without whom life would 

be bleak. Special thanks go to Vincent for twenty years of songs and letters, and to Lindy for 

her ever-present support and for making me laugh as often and as loudly as she has. 

Alexander I thank for his beautiful singing, and the coffees at the Ladies (we’re quite 

harmless). Tobias, Quirine, Linda, Majorie, Suzanne, Ingrid, and Merlijn I thank for the 

movies, dinners, concerts and plays we enjoy together. And I thank the man in black for 

singing me through. Perspective is, after all, everything. 

Nathan & Tibor distracted me completely and joyously. Discussing the adventures of 

Barles or trying to sing a baby to sleep was sometimes exactly what I needed after a day spent 

fighting with data (or the absence thereof). Their parents I want to thank for their friendship 

and practical support (like food, absent printers and medical assistance early in the 

morning). My parents I would like to thank for their support in all its forms, and keeping an 

eye on newspapers, and my brother for the nice trips. Finally I thank Oskar, for the 

unstinting reminder that there are more important things in life than a PhD thesis (namely 

sitting still, opening doors & food). Although I have to say that all that snoring didn’t 

necessarily help. 

 

After all the data had been collected and was safely stored on my computers, and all I had to 

do was write, I felt “frei wie ein Blatt im Winde,” as Arendt wrote to McCarthy (round about 

the time I should have been born). Writing was much like Huckleberry Finn & Jim described 

floating down the Mississippi:  

We said there warn’t no home like a raft, after all. Other places do seem so cramped up and 

smothery, but a raft don’t. You feel mighty free and easy and comfortable on a raft.  

 

Carlien 

 

 

 



Hillebrink – Flexible Benefit Plans in Dutch Organisations 

Flexible Benefit Plans in Dutch Organisations 
 

Table of Contents 
 
 
Table of Contents             1 
 
Chapter One. Introduction. Flexible Benefit Plans in the Netherlands                    

1.1 What are flexible benefit plans?         6 
1.2 Flexible benefits in the Netherlands        9 

1.2.1 American origins          9 
1.2.2 Context of Dutch FBPs       10 
1.2.3 The effects and usefulness of flexible benefits    12 

1.3 Reception of FBPs in the Netherlands      13 
1.4 The number of FBPs in the Netherlands      16 

1.4.1 Employee behaviour in FBPs      18 
1.5 Research questions and outline       20 
 

Intermezzo Chapter. Choice         24 
Choice and the self         24 
Excessive choice         26 
 

Chapter Two. What Kinds of Organisations Offer a Flexible Benefit Plan?  
              Theoretical Framework       30 

2.1 General theory         30 
2.1.1 Rationality        30 
2.1.2 Maximalisation        32 
2.1.3 Utility         33  
2.1.4 Restrictions        34 

2.2 Rational organisation: business considerations     36 
2.2.1 Efficient benefit plans       37 
2.2.2 Labour market position       41 

2.3 Institutional pressure        41 
2.3.1 The demanding employee      47 
2.3.2 Surrounding organisations      48 
2.3.3 The legal context       49 

2.4 The organisation as a good employer      50 
2.4.1 Pay structure        53 
2.4.2 General flexibility & control      54 
2.4.3 Culture         56 

2.5 Summary          58 
 Overview of hypotheses       59 
 

Chapter Three. What Kinds of Organisations Offer a Flexible Benefit Plan?  61 
3.1 Data          61 

Questionnaire and operationalisation     62 
The respondents        64 

3.2 The occurrence of flexible benefit plans      65 
3.3 Business considerations        71 

3.3.1 Efficient benefit plans       71 
3.3.2 Labour market position       74 

3.4 Institutional pressure        75  
 



Hillebrink – Flexible Benefit Plans in Dutch Organisations 

3.4.1 The demanding employee        76 
3.4.2 Surrounding organisations        77 
3.4.3 CAOs           80 

3.5 The organisation as a good employer        83 
3.5.1 Other compensation arrangements       83 

Variable pay          83 
Extras           85 
Work-family          86 

3.5.2 All things controlled and flexible       88 
3.5.3 Culture           89 

3.6 Business considerations, institutional pressures, or the good employer?   90 
Institutionalisation          93 

3.7 Summary of the results          94 
 

Chapter Four. Theory of Employee Behaviour in Flexible Benefit Plans:  
  Participation, Selling and Buying Time       97   

4.1 Introduction           97 
4.2 General theory           98 

4.2.1 From pay to goals         99 
4.2.2 Constraints        101 

4.3 Work          105 
4.3.1 Benefit volume        105 
4.3.2 Time         106 
4.3.3 Valuation        107 

4.4 Household          110 
 Overview of hypotheses       112 
 

Chapter Five. Who Participates in Flexible Benefit Plans?     114 
5.1 Data          114 

5.1.1 The union        114 
The questionnaire       115 
The respondents       116 
The FBPs        117 

5.1.2 The civil service department      117 
The questionnaire       118  
The respondents       119 
The FBP        119 

5.1.3 The university        120 
The questionnaire       120 
The respondents       120 
The FBP        121 

5.1.4 Recoded variables       121 
Work         122 
Household        122 
Demographics        123 

5.1.5 Differences between the three groups     123 
5.2 Opinions about flexible benefits       126 
5.3 Do employees use FBPs available to them, and if so, who in particular?  128 

5.3.1 Work and participation       130 
Benefit volume       130 
Time         131 

 

 2



Hillebrink – Flexible Benefit Plans in Dutch Organisations 

Job valuation        132 
5.3.2 Household and participation      132 
5.3.3 Demographics and participation     133 
5.3.4 Work, household and participation     134 

The union members       136 
The civil servants       137 
The university employees      138 
Comparing the three groups      140 

5.4 Summary          140 
 

Chapter Six. Time          143 
6.1 Goals and sources         143 
 6.1.1 Sources         145 
 6.1.2 Goals         146 
 6.1.3 Time and money        147 
6.2 Selling time          149 

6.2.1 Reasons         149  
6.3 Who chose to trade in time for money?      152 

6.3.1 Work and trading time for money     152 
Benefit volume       152 
Time         153 
Job valuation        155 

6.3.2 Household and trading time for money    156 
6.3.3 Demographics and trading time for money     157 
6.3.4 Work, household and selling time     158 

The union members       159 
The civil servants       161 
The university employees      163 
Summary        164 

6.4 Buying time         164  
6.4.1 Reasons         164 

6.5 Who chose to trade in money for time?      166 
6.5.1 Work and trading money for time     166 
6.5.2 Household and trading money for time     167 
6.5.3 Demographics and trading money for time    168 
6.5.4 Work, household and buying time     169 

6.6 Summary of the results        171 
 

Chapter Seven. Conclusions and Discussion of the Results     175 
7.1 Organisations         176 

7.1.1 Business considerations       177 
7.1.2 Institutional pressures       177 
7.1.3 The organisation’s sense of self as an employer    179 

7.2 Employees’ choices in flexible benefit plans     183 
7.2.1 Participation        183 
 The usefulness of changing benefits     184 
 Perception of pay       185 
7.2.2 Buying and Selling time       186 
 Work and family       186 
 Overtime and equity       187 
 Public or private       189 

 

 3



Hillebrink – Flexible Benefit Plans in Dutch Organisations 

 Dominant choices       189 
7.3 The Future of FBPs        190 
 

Samenvatting           193 
References                        201 
Curriculum Vitae          207 

 

 

 4



Hillebrink – Flexible Benefit Plans in Dutch Organisations 

 

Chapter One 

Introduction: 

Flexible Benefits in the Netherlands 

 

In recent decades, many aspects of the workplace have become more flexible and more open 

to choice in the Netherlands, both on an organisational and employee level. Technological, 

demographic and economic developments have made this possible as well as necessary. In a 

globalising economy, organisations need to be able to adapt to circumstances that have 

become less predictable, are changing at a faster pace and are more heterogeneous, while on 

the other hand more employees are combining their job with other activities that also put 

demands on their time. Societal and cultural changes, such as the increase in educational 

level, have affected the way employees view their job, and their expectations of both their job 

and their employer. Societal and cultural changes such as growing individualisation have 

also contributed to increasing flexibility and choice. 

 Flexibility has become more prominent in the labour market and in working 

arrangements. More people work part-time, for instance, there are more temporary 

contracts, and different types of flexibility have been introduced with regard to the way 

employees are paid. Flexibility in pay can take two forms basically: there is flexible pay that 

is related to performance, of the individual or the organisation as a whole for example, 

making the absolute value of pay changeable, and there is flexible pay in which the absolute 

value of pay remains the same but the composition can take on different forms. This book 

addresses this last variety, which has taken shape in flexible benefit plans in the Netherlands.  

 In flexible benefit plans (FBPs), the exact way in which employees are rewarded for 

their labour can be adjusted by employees to fit their personal preferences. The overall value 

of the compensation employees receive for their labour, however, remains fixed. Many of the 

choices in these plans involve benefits of different natures, time and money primarily, 

between which employees can make trades. By allowing these kinds of trades in an FBP, 

employers give their employees a greater control over their working hours, allowing them to 

choose their preferred balance between time and money in their pay. Employees can use 

these options to improve the usefulness of their pay by adjusting it to their work and 

household situation. By changing their benefit composition, and particularly the amount of 

time off they receive, employees may be better able to meet demands from work and home, 
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in terms of time and money. 

 In this book, FBPs are addressed at two levels: in the first part, the occurrence of 

FBPs in Dutch organisations is studied, focussing on what kinds of organisations offer these 

arrangements to their employees. The second part deals with employee behaviour in FBPs, in 

particular the way their work and household situation affect their participation in FBPs and 

the time choices they made. With this introductory chapter I aim to define what I consider an 

FBP to be, to provide some historical context to the appearance of FBPs in Dutch 

employment relations, and lay out the research questions for this study. 

 

 

 1.1 What are flexible benefit plans? 

 

Flexible benefit plans are arrangements in which employees can, to some extent, choose their 

own benefit package. In the Netherlands they are known by various names: ‘cafetariamodel’, 

several variations on ‘keuzemodel arbeidsvoorwaarden’ (choice model benefits) and CAO à la 

Carte. This last term refers to collective labour agreements (CAOs1), the context within which 

FBPs frequently occur. CAOs contain the agreements between employers and employee-

representatives regarding pay and benefits (amongst other things), and can be applicable to a 

single organisation or to an industry. Agreements reached on flexible benefits are often 

placed within CAOs. Sometimes only very general aspects of an FBP are described in the 

CAO, leaving most of the details up to the individual organisation. In other cases, CAOs 

stipulate the exact shape an FBP should take, leaving little or no choice to the organisation.  

 CAOs have been the main tool for negotiating employment terms in the Netherlands 

for many decades. The first CAO was agreed upon in 1894, in the diamond industry in 

Amsterdam. In 1927 the CAO Act was passed, forcing employers to apply the CAO to 

organised and non-organised employees, and since 1937 the Minister for Social Affairs and 

Employment can declare a CAO applicable to an industry, including organisations that were 

not involved with the original agreement. In 2002, 84% of Dutch employees were covered by 

some form of collective labour agreement, on an industry or organisational level (STAR 

2004). Although 78% of CAOs are an organisation CAO, 82% of employees are covered by an 

industry CAO, because there are a number of industry CAOs that cover large numbers of 

employees, such as in the metal and electrical manufacturing industry.  

CAOs show a great deal of variation in the level of detail at which they prescribe 

working arrangements. In recent years, CAOs are perceived as becoming more flexible, for 
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instance, in the space they leave for variation on an organisational level. Processes of 

decentralisation and de-concentration have taken place (Tros 2000). Flexible benefits plans 

can be seen as one way in which this flexibility has taken shape (Van Sas, forthcoming).  

Essentially, FBPs are plans in which the employer gives the employee a degree of 

freedom in the composition of her benefits without changing the overall value of the 

compensation or the legal employment contract. Instead of fixed compensation, employees 

can individually choose how their compensation is put together, trading in one component of 

the standard package for a benefit that is not included in the standard, or receiving more of a 

benefit that is. An employee can choose less time off and a higher pension contribution, for 

instance, or forego her bonus in lieu of a longer sabbatical leave. These changes do not affect 

the overall value of the compensation as paid out by the employer: flexible benefits are not a 

form of variable pay. Employees merely choose how they are paid. These changes are usually 

made annually and unless the same trade is made the next year, at the end of the year the 

pay reverts back to the standard. The changes that employees make do not affect the legal 

employment contract. There can be a change to the taxable income and the base income over 

which pension contributions are calculated.

 FBPs can take on several forms. At the moment, three basic types can be recognised, 

with increasing extents of freedom that they give employees in their benefit composition. 

First, there is the plan in which employees can choose between pre-defined sets of benefits. 

One set may contain more time off, a smaller end-of-year payment and extra parental leave. 

Another set may consist of less annual leave, a higher contribution to the pension plan, and 

leave-saving for a sabbatical leave.  

The second type is the source/goal model, which gives employees more choice. In 

these plans there is a ‘core’ set of benefits that of which the composition can not be changed, 

and a part of the benefits in which employees can make changes. The organisation defines 

the source benefits and goal benefits that employees can choose from, and which sources can 

be traded against which goals. Employees are then free to choose the trade they wish to 

make. Within these plans, employees can choose to trade in leave for a bicycle, for instance, 

or trade in wages for sabbatical leave, or trade in holiday money for extra child care 

compensation.  

The third type is called ‘total remuneration’. Within these plans, employees are given 

a budget with which they can ‘buy’ the benefits they want, within the legal restrictions that 

exist. These restrictions apply to all benefit choices. Dutch employees have to receive a 

certain minimum amount of annual leave (four times their contractual working week per 
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year), and the income may not fall below the minimum wage after the benefits have been 

changed. Organisations may put extra constraints on employee choices, for instance, a limit 

to the amount of annual leave that they can choose per year. There are also tax regulations 

that make certain trades less appealing, by taxing certain goals at a higher level. 

The most common variety of FBP currently found in the Netherlands is the 

source/goal variety (Feuler 2004; Hewitt, Heijnis & Koelman 2003). The total remuneration 

variety is particularly scarce (Van Paassen 2003). This level of freedom is a little extreme for 

Dutch sensibilities perhaps (Remery, Van Stigt, Van Doorne-Huiskes & Schippers 1999). For 

the rest of this study, I will refer to the sources/goal kind of plan, and the specific 

opportunities it offers. 

 

FBPs range from very limited plans, amounting to little more than the option to trade in a 

few days of leave for a new computer, to extremely elaborate plans. The kinds of choices that 

employees can make in these plans can also vary. The sources and goals available can be 

separated into time and money. Financial sources can be wages, holiday money, or bonuses. 

Financial goals can consist of an extra pension contribution, saving arrangements, or 

compensation for childcare costs. Time-related sources can be annual leave or overtime. 

Time-related goals can be extra annual leave, or a leave-saving arrangement. Figure 1.1 

contains examples of all four kinds of trades that can be made. Money-for-money trades may 

at first seem pointless, but tax advantages can make these very interesting. If a highly taxed 

source benefit is traded in for a tax-free goal, such as travel cost compensation, quite 

considerable amounts of money can be saved. 

 

Time Goal Financial Goal

Time Source

Financial
Source

Saving up leave for
sabbatical leave

Trading in leave for
higher pension

contribution

Buying extra days
off in the same year

Trading in bonus
for travel cost
compensation

Figure 1.1. Time and money trades in FBPs (with examples)

 

 

In this study I use the following definition of a flexible benefit plan: a benefit plan in which 

employees can choose the composition of their benefits by trading in time and money 
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sources for time and money goals. The purpose of the restrictions in this definition are to 

exclude very limited plans, but also more elaborate plans that do not offer employees the 

opportunity to change benefits of different natures against each other. I consider time-for-

money and money-for-time trades a more interesting change to benefits because the trade 

between benefits of a different nature affect the working time/non-working time balance, 

and thus the amount of paid time that people work. Time-for-time trades extend working 

time in the year in which the trade is made, but reduce it by an equal amount in the year that 

the leave is taken, so on balance all that happens is that time off is moved around. Money-

for-money trades do not affect the working time/non-working time balance at all. While both 

these kinds of trades are interesting in their own way, I will focus on the time/money trades, 

and therefore included it in the definition for an FBP that I use. 

 Doing this places this research in the context of other work on time competition 

between work and household (e.g. Van der Lippe & Peters 2006). The focus on time/money 

trades will enable me to find out if FBPs help to relieve time pressures that people experience 

as a result of increasing demands from both work and home. It is by allowing choices that 

actually change the amount of time off that people have, and as a result the balance between 

their working time and non-working time, that FBPs may prove useful for people who face 

time pressures. It is in the choices that employees make between time and money that the 

adjustments can be discovered that people make to accommodate time pressures at home 

and at work, and the usefulness of flexible benefits in this context.  

 

 

 1.2. Flexible benefits in the Netherlands 

 

1.2.1. American origins 

Flexible benefit plans originated in North America in the late sixties. In 1978, section 125 of 

the US Internal Revenue Code regulated flexible benefit plans by providing a tax advantage 

to organisations that introduced such plans. American and Canadian flexible benefit plans 

were introduced in reaction to the rising tide of benefits costs, caused largely by the 

increasing costs of health care plans. These costs increased from an average of $710 per 

employee in 1980 to $3117 in 1989 (Masterson 1990). Employers started to look for ways to 

reduce these costs, or at least stabilise them (Barringer & Milkovich 1998). Flexible benefits 

offered a way to do this that was less harsh than cutting health care coverage across the 

board. Through flexible benefits, employers could fix the overall costs of benefits, while 
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employees got to choose within that delineated area how they preferred to get paid: they 

could choose maximum coverage for themselves and their families, but would have to accept 

a reduction in their wages to compensate for this, or choose a more limited coverage and see 

the effect in their wages as well. These plans were expanded upon and now several American 

organisations offer their employees 'total remuneration', wherein their entire compensation 

is expressed monetarily, and employees can pick and choose their own benefits. 

 The number of FBPs in the US rose steeply during the 1990s, from 13% of large US 

employers in 1988 to more than half in 1996. American FBPs seem to be effective cost 

cutting tools, because “companies have found that, by offering more flexible coverage, they 

can persuade workers to accept a modest overall level of provision” (Economist 1996, p. 91). 

The number of Americans who are contributing to their health insurance themselves rose 

from a quarter in 1980 to two-thirds in 1996, signalling that the coverage they receive from 

their employer is decreasing. 

 

1.2.2. Context of Dutch FBPs 

Flexible benefit plans in the Netherlands were clearly inspired by North American FBPs, but 

the time and context in which FBPs became popular here made the use and appearance of 

Dutch FBPs radically different. The introduction of employee choice in benefits occurred in 

the context of three developments in the Dutch economy that have led to more individual 

choice in various respects: an increased attention to flexibility, the continued process of 

individualisation, and demographic changes in the working population. These three 

developments contributed to the perception organisations and employees had of flexible 

benefit plans and thereby both affected the introduction of FBPs in organisations and the 

choices employees make within them. 

 The rise of flexible benefits occurred during a period when flexibility was a point of 

discussion in many areas of work. Elchardus and Heyvaert (1990) separate the various forms 

flexibility can take into two categories, flexibility for the employee, and flexibility of the 

employee. Flexible benefits are an example of flexibility for the employee, just like flexitime. 

In these arrangements, the employee gets more flexibility, and retains control over this 

flexibility. Flexibility of the employee refers to situations wherein the employee himself is 

made flexible, from the point of view of the organisation. Short-term contracts, agency work, 

and irregular working hours are examples of such flexibility. This kind of flexibility is 

generally less congenial for the employee, which might be part of the reason why trade 

unions sometimes exhibit a knee-jerk reaction to the term flexibility in FBPs. 
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 Flexibility has increased in several areas of working life. Flexible contracts have 

increased over the last decade or so (Remery, Van Doorne-Huiskes & Schippers 2002). 

While there is a greater spread of the hours during which people work, there is still little 

evidence of a 24-hour economy that is sometimes referred to (Baaijens 2006; Breedveld 

2005). Organisations are moving towards greater flexibility, becoming less hierarchical and 

more flexible in the way that they deal with production (e.g. just-in-time management) but 

also in a functional sense (Van Hoof, Bruin, Schoemaker & Vroom 2003).  

 Flexibility in benefits fits in with these developments, though the effects of an FBP on 

the speed and ease with which an organisation might adapt to changing circumstances seems 

limited. There is, however, a desire on the part of employers to appear flexible in many ways 

and to promote this sense of flexibility to their employees. Therefore, introducing an 

arrangement that does not immediately contribute to the actual flexibility of organisational 

functioning can do so indirectly by enhancing organisational legitimacy, promoting a 

positive relationship with employees, and making employees appreciate flexibility in general. 

Organisations mention having introduced a flexible benefit plan hoping it will improve the 

image of the organisation in terms of flexibility (AWVN/FME-WCM 2003). 

 Flexible benefits should also be viewed as part of an ongoing process of 

individualisation. This is a process that takes place on many levels of society, and has 

repercussions regarding how employment is viewed by the organisation, but it also affects 

how employees approach their work, and what they expect from it (Van Hoof et al. 2003). 

Because of the greater respect for individual preferences and their time sovereignty, choice 

has become an important tool (see the intermezzo chapter Choice). As Breedveld and Van 

den Broek (2003) observe in their study titled The Multiple-Choice Society, people have ever 

more options in leisure activities, consumption, social security arrangements and financial 

services. The fact that people can now make a choice in their benefits is surely at least partly 

a result of this general trend towards increased freedom of choice in all things. Organisations 

will seek more ways to offer choice to their employees, and employees will demand more 

choice. Because of this almost unqualified adoration of freedom of choice, individualisation 

of compensation will be rated as a higher good than it might have been 30 years ago. Many 

organisations mention increasing the freedom of choice of their employees as a reason for 

introducing an FBP, and more specifically to give employees a chance to adjust their benefits 

to societal and individual needs (e.g. VSNU 2000).  

 Flexible benefits also emerged in the context of certain demographic developments 

that contributed to the potential usefulness of FBPs for both employees and organisations. 
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The Dutch working population is aging and more women are working (SCP/CBS 2004; CBS 

2004a). As a result of this last development, more people are combining work with childcare. 

Few households these days include a stay-at-home partner to perform the majority of the 

childcare tasks (Peters 2000). This has put a greater demand on employers to facilitate the 

combination of work and daycare (Remery, Schippers & Van Doorne-Huiskes 2003). 

Generally speaking, the life situations of workers have become more diverse than a few 

decades ago, and this increased diversity also puts different demands on organisations, in 

the way they arrange work, but also in the way they pay. Benefit needs will have diversified 

concurrently, making a flexible benefit plan a more worthwhile investment. 

 Demographic developments coupled with a period of strong economic growth led to a 

tight labour market in the late 1990s. This made organisations pay more attention to their 

labour market position, and to their attractiveness to future and present employees. More 

effort was made to offer arrangements that could draw the right people into the organisation, 

and to increase satisfaction so that they would also stay. Many organisations choose to 

promote organisational commitment with their compensation policies in an attempt to 

reduce unwanted turnover (Feuler 2004). 

 Employers say they introduce flexible benefits to accommodate different and 

changing benefit needs, and express the hope that they will become more attractive to 

employees, present and future (e.g. the FBPs of Twijnstra Gudde and Gemeente Utrecht). 

Not only do they anticipate saving costs through better attraction and retention, but by 

increasing satisfaction and motivation they also have hopes of increased productivity. 

 

1.2.3 The effects and usefulness of flexible benefits 

The expectations regarding the possible effects of flexible benefits on an organisation touch 

on various aspects of organisational functioning. Increasing flexibility in benefits has been 

said to affect turnover, absenteeism, labour market position and productivity (e.g. Delsen 

2004), though a strong evidential base for these expectations is often lacking. 

 Employer organisations AWVN and FME-CWM commissioned a study on the effects 

and experiences of organisations with FBPs. Despite their own expectations, organisations 

reported no improvement in their competitive or labour market position after introducing 

flexible benefits. Nevertheless, they were all very satisfied with the plan and would choose it 

again. This is because other goals were achieved, such as increasing the satisfaction of 

employees with their pay and improving a company’s image as a flexible employer 

(AWVN/FME-CWM 2003).  
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 This study is particularly interesting because it reveals how little organisations 

examine the effects of arrangements, even when they have goals and restrictions such as 

budget neutrality. Few organisations in the survey explicitly evaluated the effect of their FBP, 

and claims about its effect on the organisation were generally impressionistic. While the 

aims of organisations seem consistent, the actual effects of flexible benefits within 

organisations are hard to detect, and may in fact not match these expectations. These effects 

may also be of less interest to organisations, given what Remery et al. (2003) found about 

organisations introducing work-family arrangements. Organisations were found to choose 

for these arrangements out of pragmatism and because they had “to do something, because – 

apparently – the world has changed” (p. 471). Making the adjustment, and being seen to 

make an adjustment to changing circumstances may be more important than the actual 

effects it has on the organisational level in measurable terms. 

 One organisational concern with flexible benefits is costs. Contrary to the American 

situation, where FBPs are introduced to reduce benefit costs, Dutch organisations consider 

the costs involved with implementation a stumbling block (Losekoot 2002; Volkskrant 

1999a). Given the strong demands for budget neutrality (save for the costs of 

implementation) that are frequently stated at the outset of an FBP, and the remarkable 

finding that the actual costs turn out not to be evaluated very often, the costs of an FBP may 

not stop at implementation. 

 

For employees, the usefulness of flexible benefits seems straightforward. By being allowed to 

adapt the composition of their benefits they can increase the value of their pay. They can 

choose benefits that suit them best at a particular moment. Benefits that may be of great use 

at a given point, such as extended parental leave options or compensation for childcare costs, 

lose their appeal as people (or rather, their children) grow older. Later on they can choose an 

extra contribution to their pension plan or a new bicycle instead, should they prefer this. 

This way their pay can develop alongside their changing life situation, making it more useful. 

 However, it may be hard for employees to get a clear picture of the actual costs 

involved in certain trades. Trades involving financial sources, such as wages or holiday 

money, can have consequences on social security and pension, leading to a lower income at a 

later stage that can be hard to quantify in advance. Organisations, spurred on by the unions, 

are making an effort to warn about such possible effects, though due to the complexity of the 

matter that is sometimes all they can do. 

 

 

 13



Hillebrink – Flexible Benefit Plans in Dutch Organisations 

   

 1.3 Reception of FBPs in the Netherlands 

 

Not all Dutch trade unions have been unqualified fans of flexible benefits. The union 

representing higher-level employees (VHP) promoted FBPs in the early nineties, an 

enthusiasm that has been linked with some of the earliest FBPs (Korteweg, Tijdens & De 

Winter 2003) that were only available to higher-level employees. The largest trade union 

federation, FNV, which represents more of the rank and file, has been less enthusiastic on 

the whole. In 1999, when FBPs seemed likely to become a regular feature, FNV formulated 

its position in a policy document. As the various unions united in this federation are 

negotiating partners in most collective labour agreements in the Netherlands, their voice is 

an important one. While stressing the fact that decentralisation and increased choice in 

labour agreements is unavoidable and desirable2, the document explicitly states how far FNV 

was willing to go with flexibility of benefits, and stressed three main concerns it had with this 

development.  

 First of all, there were fears that flexible benefits would undermine the protection of 

collective interests that unions have fought for. FNV found (and still finds) it very important 

that individual choice in benefits does not affect collective agreements and the collectively 

financed arrangements agreed upon in CAOs. General goals of the federation such as 

reduction of working hours, equal opportunities and the creation of jobs must not be undone 

by individual choice options. Regarding the first goal, the option of trading in leave for a 

financial benefit should not be included in FBPs, thus felt the federation in 1999. The 

extension of working hours this could lead to would undermine agreements on working time 

reduction that unions worked hard to establish in CAOs, and threaten employment.  

 Another concern for FNV was the freedom employees have in making their desired 

choices. They stipulated, therefore, that labour relations in an industry or organisation must 

be good before an FBP could be introduced. They feared that otherwise employees could be 

forced to make certain choices, not be allowed to make other choices, and not be provided 

with the essential information they need to make balanced choices.  

 A third concern was with equal opportunities. Choices should not be introduced to 

advance a particular group of employees (the higher educated, for example), and FNV states 

it will only negotiate flexible benefit plans that are available to all employees, and offer useful 

opportunities to all employees (FNV 1999).  

 A survey in the same year revealed that union members were generally positive about 
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increased individual choice in CAOs: more than 70% of them thought that this was a positive 

thing, while 20% judged it negatively (Visser & Van Rij 1999). Visser and Van Rij observe 

that 

while it may not come as a surprise, it does contain an interesting paradox that union members 
are more positive about extending their own freedom with the aid of choice in their CAO, than 
they are about the increased inequality that will result from it (Visser & Van Rij 1999, 61).3 

 

The kind of choice union members wanted most was a choice in scheduling, working times, 

when they took their leave (50%), and the age at which they retired (more than 75%), not 

options generally included in an FBP. The main options characterising an FBP, buying or 

selling leave, were only desired by 20% of respondents.  

 Since 1999, FNV has come to embrace FBPs, albeit tentatively in some quarters. The 

option of trading in time for money has become more accepted, for instance. The fact that it 

features in many FBPs negotiated by FNV unions bears witness to this. FNV continues to 

stress that employees must be completely free in making (or not making) their choices, it 

draws attention to the financial consequences of trades, and has even gone to the Commissie 

Gelijke Behandeling (Equal Treatment Commission) to ensure equal opportunities for part-

timers in one specific FBP (FNV BG 2004). FNV has also applied to the court of justice of the 

European communities to curb intentions by the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour to 

allow the selling of the legal minimum of annual leave. At the time of writing it seems likely 

that FNV will win this case (Kokott 2006). 

 

In 1999 the Stichting voor de Arbeid (Foundation for Labour, STAR) produced a 

memorandum on flexible benefits (STAR 1999). The STAR is a consultative body that 

provides a forum in which its members (the main Dutch employer organisations and trade 

unions) discuss relevant issues in the field of labour and industrial relations. The 

memorandum placed the process in which benefits were becoming more flexible in the 

context of the changing situations of employees, and the increasing diversity of their wishes 

concerning benefits. Besides this, the increased flexibility within  organisations’ production 

processes and the fact that organisations are making more of an effort to fit the available 

labour to the demands of production were signalled as having caused a de-standardisation of 

employment relations. While pointing out certain preconditions for a fair administration of 

flexible benefits, the STAR advises the parties negotiating collective labour agreements to 

investigate whether an increased flexibility in benefits might meet the needs of organisations 

and employees, and if this is found to be the case, to take the necessary steps that will make 
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participation in an FBP possible for employees that want to do so. Two years later the 

foundation repeated its advice to CAO negotiators to increase flexibility in benefits (STAR 

2001). In the following years such recommendations are absent, transcended by economic 

concerns of a different nature. 

 Negotiations about FBPs generally seem to take place in a positive atmosphere. The 

Hewitt flexibility survey (Hewitt, Heijnis & Koelman 2003) asked 289 employers, mostly in 

manufacturing and the service industries, about the negotiations that led to the introduction 

of a flexible benefit plan. In about 60% of the cases, the exact composition of the FBP had 

been negotiated with an employee’s council, while only 28.2% had been negotiated with a 

union. Negotiating partners were generally positively disposed towards flexible benefits: 

two-thirds of union partners and three-quarters of employee’s councils that organisations 

had negotiated with were positive.  

 

 

 1.4 The number of FBPs in Dutch organisations 

 

FBPs first arrived in the Netherlands through Dutch branches of American organisations. 

Dow Chemicals was one of the first organisations to offer its employees in the Netherlands 

flexible benefits. From 1983 onwards, Dow employees could buy and sell some of their 

annual leave, and in 1987 the plan was expanded to give employees choices regarding the 

way they contributed to their pension (Dow Benelux 1991). Throughout the nineties, there 

were a few organisations here and there that chose an FBP, but it was only towards the end 

of that decade that flexible benefits started to become commonplace. By 2001 FBPs were 

being referred to as a ‘hype’ (Volkskrant 1999b).  

 Estimates of how many FBPs currently exist in the Netherlands vary considerably. 

This will be caused in part by different definitions of what an FBP is. Some studies leave the 

matter of definition wholly up to the respondent, which is bound to increase the percentages 

that are found. Several organisations that keep track of the benefits being offered are 

reporting increasing numbers of FBPs since the late 1990s. This can be witnessed in the 

rankings of the best employers the magazine Intermediair has been publishing since 2001. In 

that year 43 of the top 50 employers offered some form of choice, though only 31 allowed 

multiple benefits to be traded (Sengers & De Vos 2001). In 2004 80% of the 132 

organisations that participated in the survey offered flexible benefits, and all of those in the 

top 25 did so (Kuiper 2004). A survey amongst 289 organisations in 2003 showed that 
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nearly 70% of the participating organisations offered a flexible benefit plan. Of the remaining 

organisations, 15% were about to introduce flexible benefits and 72% were interested but had 

no specific plans yet. In this case, however, as with many of these studies, the definition of an 

FBP was left to the imagination of whomever filled out the questionnaire (Hewitt, Heijnis & 

Koelman 2003). 
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The Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment makes regular overviews of the 

developments in CAOs. In CAOs from 2003, they found that 58% of the 122 CAOs in their 

sample allowed employees to sell and/or buy leave (Schrama & Van den Ameele 2004). 

Korteweg et al. (2003) analysed the CAOs in the database of FNV. Only 17% of the 1078 

CAOs in this database contained arrangements for selling and buying time off. These CAOs 

covered at least 32% of Dutch employees. One reason that Schrama and Van den Ameele 

found more FBPs could be that they restricted their sample to industry CAOs covering 

10,000 employees or more and organisation CAOs covering 3,000 employees or more. In the 

study by Korteweg et al. no such restrictions in size were included, and it may therefore give 

a more accurate picture of FBPs in CAOs. 

In 2002, 2500 employees were interviewed about their benefits and employment 

relations for the AVON monitor (MuConsult 2003). Of these respondents, 21.6% had some 

choice in their benefits. FBPs were most common in financial institutions and the public 

services. Employees with a higher education had a greater chance of being offered flexible 

benefits, as did men, employees of larger organisations and people in organisations not 

covered by an industry CAO. This study was repeated two years later (Sloten, Nauta & Oeij 

2005). By then the percentage of employees that had access to an FBP had risen to 38.6%. 

The biggest increases were found in the public sector, the building industry and in 

commercial services. 

  

Based on these findings, it is clear that FBPs have become a regular feature in Dutch 

organisations, though exactly how regular is hard to establish with any certainty. While 

providing an interesting insight into the incidence of FBPs in the Netherlands, these studies 

give no insight into who introduces them, let alone why. 

 The study by Benders, Delsen and Smits (2006) is an exception to this. They 

approach flexible benefit plans in the Netherlands from the employer’s point of view. Using a 

heuristic model they discuss the adoption, design and use of flexible benefits. Following 

Barringer and Milkovich’s proposed model (1998), Benders et al. distinguish different 

reasons for adopting an FBP. Competition on the labour market may be a consideration: 

organisations can introduce flexible benefits as a way to stand out from the crowd in a tight 

labour market, or not to stand out by being the only organisation not to offer an FBP. FBPs 

could also have been introduced because of mimetic and normative institutional pressures 

(DiMaggio & Powell 1983). Personnel managers may consider FBPs to be characteristic of a 

modern organisation, which could lead to an “autocatalytic process” of FBP introductions. 

The authors remark, though, that these kinds of processes are hard to prove. A third pressure 
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on organisations to introduce flexible benefits is identified in collective labour agreements 

that may be forcing organisations to introduce an FBP.  

Benders et al. question the economic rationality of flexible benefit plans, pointing to 

what they qualify as low participation rates, and the absence of proof of the usefulness of an 

FBP for organisations, given that “organizations tended to have little insight into the uses 

and benefits, and costs of their systems” (p. 10). They also stress developments in FBPs in 

terms of the design of the plans: the elimination of the fiscal advantage of the ‘PC privé’ 

arrangement by the Minister of Finance in 2004, and the fact that organisations sometimes 

remove options from their plans, either because they are not chosen often enough, or 

because they have become too costly because too many people chose them. These changes 

may be limited to design, but they are likely to affect employee choices in the plan, and 

thereby are likely to affect the costs and the usefulness of FBPs as well.  

 

 

1.4.1 Employee behaviour in FBPs 

There has been more research into employee choices in FBPs, though for some time this 

remained limited to investigations of intentional behaviour due to the ‘youth’ of Dutch FBPs. 

As far as information about participation rates exists, it shows that this varies extremely 

from one FBP to the next. In the eighteen organisations that participated in the 

AWVN/FME-WCM study, participation rates ranged from 8% in one organisation to 98% in 

another, where participation was mandatory. In the other organisations participation ranged 

from 20% to 60% (AWVN/FME-WCM 2003). Feuler (2004) reports an equally broad range 

amongst 66 organisations, where the average participation rate was 34.5%.  

 For her study of flexible benefits Langedijk (2001) followed employee choices for four 

years in one organisation, during which participation rose from 31.3% to 35.7%. Delsen, 

Smits and Benders (2006) found lower participation rates in a university, increasing from 

17% to 24% in the first three years the plan was operational, nicely in the middle of reported 

participation rates for Dutch universities, which ranged from 7% to 37% (Ariëns 2002). Of 

the respondents in the AVON monitor regarding employee benefits, only 12.5% of the 

respondents with access to an FBP had used it in 2002 (MuConsult 2003). In 2004 this 

increased to 19% (Sloten et al. 2005). 

 Despite the considerable variation in participation rates, which may be attributed to 

organisational or industry differences, generally participation seems to be around a quarter 

to a third of employees. Langedijk (2001) showed that only a small group of employees used 

the plan every year. During the four-year period 56% of the respondents had participated at 
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least once in the plan. Delsen et al. (2006) similarly calculated that over a period of seven 

years all employees in the university they researched would have changed their benefits at 

least once. So while yearly participation rates may seem low enough to question the 

usefulness of a flexible benefit plan, taking several years into consideration may reveal that a 

much larger group of respondents use the plan at some point. 

 Less is known about who finds the opportunities of an FBP useful enough to 

participate in it. To the extent that studies reveal information about this, it remains scant. 

Korteweg et al. (2003) found participation to be higher in organisations where the standard 

working week is between 36 and 39 hours.4 In several studies participation was found to be 

higher amongst higher earners, higher educated employees and full time employees (Delsen 

et al. 2006; Korteweg et al. 2003; Langedijk 2001).  

 Most studies pay some attention to the time choices that employees make in flexible 

benefit plans. The balance between time buyers (people who choose to trade in a financial 

benefit for more time off) and time sellers (those who trade in leave for a financial benefit) is 

of great interest to organisations because of staffing and costs. It is also something trade 

unions keep a keen eye on in case FBPs are turning into a tool to extend working times. Here 

too, there is considerable variation. Langedijk (2001) found more time buyers than sellers in 

one organisation, but the reverse in another. The AVON monitor studies found about equal 

sized groups choosing to sell time, buy time, and trade money for (more) money, around 

28% each. The group that chose to save time (saving up annual leave for a longer leave at a 

later date) was smallest in both years the study was carried out: 9% in 2002 and 16% in 2004 

(Sloten et al. 2005). Delsen et al. (2006) reported, on the other hand, that the university staff 

chose almost unanimously to sell their leave.  

 Again, there is little knowledge of who chose to sell or buy time off. In their study of 

intentional behaviour Van den Brekel and Tijdens (2000) found that work and household 

influenced the interest for these options. Breadwinners would sell their leave to increase 

their income and higher earners would do so to accommodate work pressures. Given the fact 

that Langedijk (2001) found that only 52.5% of employees chose what they said they would 

choose beforehand, the figures for intentional choices should be treated with some 

circumspection. Langedijk herself also found that household composition affected time 

choices. People with dependent children, for instance, sold their leave, while the presence of 

a working partner in the household increased the odds of people having bought more time 

off.  

 

There have been several studies, some from Northern America, which looked at the effects of 
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flexible benefits on employee behaviour and attitudes, which are interesting for 

organisations. These studies may give some indication as to whether the lofty expectations of 

some employers concerning the effects of flexible benefits on employee satisfaction are 

founded.   

 The respondents in Langedijk’s study (2001) were more satisfied with their pay after 

the introduction of flexible benefits, regardless of whether they had actually changed their 

benefits. This indicates that the positive effect of the introduction of flexible benefits on 

employee satisfaction is not dependent on participation. In Banens and Westerveld’s (2003) 

study, similarly, employees in organisations with an FBP were more satisfied with their 

organisation’s pay policies than in organisations without an FBP, but intriguingly, they also 

had a greater intention to leave the organisations, coupled to feeling a stronger obligation to 

stay. 

 Barber, Dunham and Formisano (1992) found an increase in benefit satisfaction after 

the introduction of flexible benefits, and a small increase in overall satisfaction. Tremblay, 

Sire and Pelchat (1998), on the other hand, observed that “the existence of a flexible benefit 

plan was not sufficient, alone, to improve satisfaction” (682-683). Cole and Flint (2004) 

found higher perceptions of procedural justice amongst employees with a flexible benefit 

plans compared to people with a traditional benefit plan. The fact that all employees control 

their own benefit selection process increases their sense that employees are treated the same, 

and consistently so. The concept of procedural justice has been shown to improve 

performance, organisational commitment and organisational citizenship behaviour and to 

reduce leaving intentions. The effects of work attitudes on FBP choices by employees, in 

return, remain unstudied. 

 Based on previous research it is clear that the FBP choices that employees make are 

influenced by work and household. The composition of the household has been shown to 

affect employee choices, and it would seem that the position people are in at work also 

contributes to their benefit preferences. Not only do the contractual characteristics of the job 

contribute to the choices that people make, the valuation people have of their work also may 

play a role. 

 

 

 1.5 Research questions and outline 

 

It has become clear from previous research that flexible benefit plans have made a 

considerable inroad in Dutch labour relations in the past decade. While various studies have 
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tried to estimate how many organisations offer flexible benefits, and how many employees 

use these arrangements, little is known about who these organisations and employees are, 

and why they make these choices. The central aim of this study is to fill this void and answer 

the question: who uses flexible benefits? This question leads to two sub-questions, which I 

will address separately in this book. The first pertains to the organisation: What kinds of 

organisations offer their employees a comprehensive choice in the composition of their 

benefits? How can the occurrence of FBPs in organisations be explained?  

Given what has so far been found about the reasons organisations have for 

introducing a flexible benefit plan, I use a theoretical model that combines three different 

approaches to organisational change to answer this question. The overall assumption is that 

organisations will act rationally (within constraints) in the pursuit of their goals. Within this 

overall approach to organisational behaviour, three general trains of thought are combined. 

The first approach stresses the organisation as a strategic actor, presuming that they only 

implement flexible benefits if this increases the functioning of the organisation, in financial 

terms, or what may be called business considerations. From this perspective, labour market 

considerations and the extent to which flexible benefits will allow the organisation to 

improve the efficiency of its benefits will affect organisational decision-making. 

The second approach comes from the theory of institutional pressures. This theory 

stresses that organisations face pressures to behave in a certain way, and that these concerns 

can overrule considerations of organisational functioning in the strictest of terms. These 

pressures can come from various directions, ranging from governmental pressures to be a 

good employer to pressures from employees to make work and life more compatible, and 

even societal pressures to be more flexible all around. The theory of institutional pressures 

has previously been combined with a ‘strategic’, rational choice perspective to analyse the 

introduction of work-family arrangements in organisations (Den Dulk 2001; Ingram & 

Simons 1995; Goodstein 1994) and I will combine these theories in a similar manner, but I 

will add a third train of thought to this combination, one that looks deeper into the 

organisation. 

This third approach to organisational behaviour focuses on the way the organisations 

approach their employees, how they wish to be seen and judged as employers, and the way 

FBPs are embedded in organisational policy. The reason for adding this third approach is the 

expectation that, given the same institutional pressures, the same labour market situation 

and the same cost/benefit balance, some organisations will still judge a flexible benefit plan 

more positively than others. It is my belief that this judgement will depend upon how 

organisations perceive themselves as employers, besides business considerations and 
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institutional pressures. In this section, I take other expressions of this perception into 

consideration, such as the other HRM arrangements they offer and the organisational 

culture.  

 By expanding the traditional two-fold approach which combines rational choice and 

institutional pressures, with a focus on the organisation’s behaviour as an employer the 

explanatory power of this theory can be improved upon considerably, and lead to greater 

understanding of organisational behaviour in the area of HRM. 

 

There have been more studies about employee behaviour in flexible benefit plans. 

Nevertheless we know little about which employees find the options that FBPs offer useful 

enough to participate in these plans. To judge the usefulness of flexible benefits it is 

necessary to know who participates in these plans, not merely whether they are being used. 

Given the basic choices that many FBPs offer between time and money, it is also useful to 

find out who makes which kind of change to their benefits. Insight into who changes their 

benefits in what way will further illuminate the usefulness of FBPs, and provide some basis 

upon which the effects of FBPs on an organisation can be anticipated. 

The research questions for the employee section of this research therefore are: Who 

participates in FBPS? And: who trades in time for money, and who money for time? The 

focus is on the money/time trades because these involve benefits of a different nature being 

traded against each other. Time saving and money-for-money trades are not addressed in the 

chapter that focuses on time trades, as they do not involve changes to the time/money 

balance in employees’ benefit packages. 

To answer these questions I use a theoretical model that presumes employees only 

participate in an FBP if they can increase the value of their pay in some way. For the time 

trades I concentrate similarly on the usefulness of more or less working time for people. 

Therefore, my model combines characteristics of the work and household situation of 

employees to explain their participation and their money/time trades. Work and household 

will affect the attractiveness of another than the standard benefit package, and will also 

influence the way people can improve upon the standard time/money balance in their pay.  

 To answer these questions, I shall test my theoretical models on data gathered 

specifically for this research. For the organisational section of the study a sample of some 

600 Dutch organisations in the market sector was collected. For the employee analyses, I 

collected data in two organisations and amongst members of a large Dutch trade union. I will 

analyse the participation and time/money trades of over 1300 employees with access to an 

FBP. 
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As stated earlier, this book consists of two parts. The first part deals with the organisations. 

In Chapter Two I set out my theoretical model and in Chapter Three I present the results of 

the tests of this model. The next three chapters deal with the employee. In Chapter Four I set 

out the theoretical model for participation and the time choice of employees in FBPs. In 

Chapter Five I present the results of employee participation and in Chapter Six those on time 

selling and time buying. The seventh chapter concludes with summarising conclusions and a 

discussion of the results.  
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Throughout the text there are text boxes such as these occasionally, which contain 
meanderings and musings on topics addressed in the core text. These do not form an 
essential and direct part of the theoretical and analytical discussion in this study, and 
should be seen as asides, that may or may not be of interest to the reader. Skipping 
them in no way affects the main narrative. The next Intermezzo Chapter Choice is 
entirely of this nature, consisting of some musings on the place that choice has in our 
lives. 
 4

 

otes 
Collective bargaining agreements or collective labour agreements are referred to as CAOs in Dutch, 
hich stands for collectieve arbeidsovereenkomst. While technically the acronym should be CBAs or 
LAs in English, I have decided to use the familiar Dutch abbreviation. 
The combination of those two words probably says everything about the variety of opinions present 
 FNV at that time. 

Translations mine. 
but did not control (as far as I can gather) for whether or not people had access to an FBP, so it could 
lso be that FBPs are more common in those organisations. 
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Intermezzo Chapter 

Choice 

 

Should I kill myself, or have a cup of coffee? 

Albert Camus1 

 

 

One of the essential characteristics of flexible benefits is the choice employees receive in the 

composition of their compensation. Organisations increase the choice employees have by 

introducing such an arrangement, and employees can choose to adapt their benefits to their 

preferences by way of that arrangement. The value we attach to choice lies in autonomy; 

being able to choose between different options implies control over our lives. Choice is also 

valuable because of the opportunities it provides us to manifest our identity. And the more 

choices we can make, the more accurately we can express this identity.  

 Choice can make life more pleasurable, easier and better, but also, paradoxically, 

more complicated and tiresome. While we demand and expect choice, we also complain 

increasingly about (excessive) choice. Given the fact that choice is the essential characteristic 

of flexible benefit plans, this contextualises the behaviour of both organisations and 

employees. Organisations are in something of a quandary: on the one hand they are expected 

to increase choice for their employees, to remove unnecessary restrictions, yet at the same 

time they should not burden their employees with senseless options. Employees may 

welcome the opportunities of a flexible benefit plan but can also grow irritated with yet more 

choices. In this chapter I will discuss the place choice has in our lives, and how we currently 

tend to view it.  

 

Choice and the self 

In Modernity and Self-Identity (1991), Giddens discusses the reflexive construction of self-

identity. Reflexivity means here the ongoing process of “chronic revision in the light of new 

information and knowledge” (p.20). This reflexivity has become prevalent in many aspects of 

modernity, and is one of the defining characteristics of what Giddens calls late or high 

modernity, though its first manifestations may be seen considerably earlier (Arendt 1951, p. 

382).  
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 In the place of tradition and habit, radical doubt has become institutionalised. Under 

the conditions of this post-traditional era, no single piece of knowledge is beyond 

questioning. All knowledge, no matter how true we may consider it to be, is still formulated 

as hypotheses, and the possibility that it be disproved and discarded later on is at least 

technically present, an approach that also forms the basis of the Popperian method 

dominating social sciences.  

 This reflexivity also applies to the self. The personal biography, the set of occurrences 

of an individual life, can be approached as a narrative, a story:  

The chief characteristic of this specifically human life (...) is that it is itself always full of events 
which ultimately can be told as a story, establish a biography; it is of this life, bios as 
distinguished from zoe that Aristotle said that it 'somehow is a kind of praxis.' (Arendt 1957, p. 
97) 

 

In high or late modernity, 2500 years later, reflexivity has made this praxis even more of a 

project. A person's self-identity is a project that is under constant (or at least, regular) 

scrutiny, being checked for necessary adjustments in light of new information or knowledge. 

This identity is constructed through choice. 

The reflexive project of the self, which consists in the sustaining of coherent, yet continuously 
revised, biographical narratives, takes place in the context of multiple choice as filtered through 
abstract systems. (...) The more tradition loses its hold, and the more daily life is reconstituted 
in terms of the dialectical interplay of the local and the global, the more individuals are forced 
to negotiate lifestyle choices among a diversity of options. Of course there are standardising 
influences too. (...) Yet because of the ‘openness’ of social life today the pluralisation of contexts 
of action and the diversity of ‘authorities’ lifestyle choice is increasingly important in the 
constitution of self-identity and daily activity. Reflexively organised life planning (...) becomes a 
central feature of the structuring of self-identity. (Giddens 1991, p. 5) 

 

Not only do people want and expect choice in more and more areas of their life, choosing, the 

choices made and the shape one thereby gives to one's life, becomes an expression of 

identity. This identity results from the actual choices made, but also from the act of choosing 

at all, in which areas of our life we accept tradition (or the remnants of it) to decide what 

happens, and in which we reflexively decide to make an individual choice. 

 In many situations though, choice has become unavoidable, not choosing constituting 

a choice as well. Modernity provides us not with the choice to choose, but merely with 

choices, and simultaneously offers little guidance as to which option is best. Thus it becomes 

a project to construct a consistent, desirable collection of practices, resulting in what 

Giddens calls Lifestyle, stressing that this is not the stuff brought to us by fancy magazines, 

but a “cluster of habits and orientations, and hence a certain unity - important to a sense of 

ontological security - that connects options in a more or less ordered pattern”(p. 82). 

Lifestyle, thus, replaces tradition, as it creates the parameters within which choices are easier 
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to make.  

 It may seem that the choices that construct self-identity lie outside the realm of work, 

and more in the realm of social and private life, but this is not necessarily so. The choice of 

career, where to work, for which organisation, or to be self-employed can be fundamental 

elements of self-identity. The increasing labour market participation in recent decades, as 

well as the increased need for this participation, also makes it an issue for more people. And 

matters relating to the internal composition of the job, the job construct, are opening up for 

adjustment as well. The Dutch state and organisations are increasing the choices that 

employees can make in their working situation. Dutch employees now have the legal right to 

decrease or increase their contractual working hours, flexible working hours are on the rise, 

tele-working is an option for more and more workers, there are leave arrangements for 

emergencies, adoption, caring, and the benefits of compensation packages are now becoming 

a matter of choice as well.  

 In the choices employees make regarding their benefits, both the choice to change 

their benefits and the specific choice for particular benefit changes will be influenced by their 

sense of self, their lifestyle. Their choices will be part of a larger project, and be fitted in with 

other choices that have been made, such as other working arrangements but also choices in 

the non-working part of life, household and free time. Choices in benefits will therefore be 

most intelligible if seen in the larger context of people's life.  

 Organisations that wish to give their employees a choice hope to fit in with this 

cultural development of increased choice. What they hope to achieve with this beyond that 

will be discussed in the next chapter. But the value that the mere fact of choice has to 

employees, or that organisations perceive choice as having for their employees, needs to be 

seen in this larger context. 

 

Excessive choice 

In recent years people have started to question the usefulness of the amount of choice we 

have. Choice has become overwhelming if you take the time to fully appreciate it. Schwartz 

(2004) discovered 29 different kinds of chicken soup in his local supermarket, though 

admittedly that supermarket was in the United States, where things are often done in excess, 

to Dutch sensibilities. This may be an illusion, however. A supermarket on the outskirts of 

Amsterdam offers 21 types of chicken soup. While less, this is still an amount that seems 

ridiculous.  

 Excessive choice is not restricted to chicken soup; the same supermarket offers ten 

types of fresh tomatoes, and a supermarket in the centre of that same city is reported to offer 

7
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89 types of bread (De Schipper 2005). The examples seem endless and increasing. Schwartz 

also describes how he went shopping for a pair of jeans and discovered that in the past few 

years this had developed into an activity that can take an entire day, requiring choosing 

between a wide variety of shapes, sizes and materials. And that only involved one shop. 

 Beyond the world of retail, choice is also increasing. More and more elements of our 

economy are being privatised, based on the hope that increased choice will lead to lower 

prices and higher quality. This means that Dutch citizens now have to choose between an 

undoubtedly excessive number of different health insurance policies. After that, we have to 

choose how, and if, we wish to save up for a number of leave arrangements in the 

levensloopregeling (life-course arrangement). We can now also choose who supplies our gas 

and electricity and how this electricity is produced.2 Individually these are, of course, all 

wonderful arrangements, allowing people to sever their ties with noxious organisations, 

choosing more environmentally friendly alternatives, and choose the time when they retire 

or take a career break. Yet taken together it may all be a bit much.  

 And there are also worrying signs that we may in fact not be able to make the right 

choice, at all, or under the current conditions. In recent publications we are repeatedly 

confronted with the fact that a lot of us are incapable of making the ‘right’ choice. It seems 

like not a week goes by without some leading Dutch publication explaining our inability to 

choose, or our growing unhappiness about all that we have to choose between, be this jam, 

pension arrangements or kitchen appliances (e.g. Van Oosterhout 2005; De Schipper 2005; 

Doorduyn & Sitalsing 2004). It has also been demonstrated that the more options we have to 

choose between, the more difficult it becomes to choose, and the less we enjoy the choices we 

made (Schwartz 2004). 

 

The increasing amount of choices that we can make, from the life-changing to the banal, 

combined with a media-enhanced sense that we may not be able to make the right choices, 

can lead to a growing sense of what one might call choice fatigue. A father I know who had 

just put his two small children to bed at first welcomed the question whether he would like a 

cup of tea, and it does indeed seem an innocuous question. Yet he soon learned that saying 

yes led to the choice between lemon-ginger, spearmint-camomile, green Earl Grey, and 

redbush with ginger, at which he could not help but roll his eyes incredulously, and 

requested ‘normal’ tea. In this case, clearly, the costs of not choosing lemon-ginger tea were 

minimal compared to the costs of making a choice at all.  

 Faced with a choice in everything, from the fit of their jeans to the exact 

arrangements of their pension plan, people may start to become exhausted with choosing, 
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and give it less and less thought as a result of this. A new option to choose, in benefits for 

example, may therefore fall on uninterested or fatigued ears. After choosing between 89 

types of bread, 21 types of chicken soup, ten types of tomatoes and four kinds of tea, 

choosing benefits may just be beyond a lot of people. 

 Alongside the exasperation at the choice options available to us, there is another 

interesting development: people are welcoming a reduction of choice. In a restaurant 

somebody explained the advantages of being lactose-intolerant, because it meant you only 

had to choose between two or three things in the average restaurant, which was good. 

Similar arguments can be heard for being a vegetarian or eating organic vegetables: it 

reduces your options. Instead of ten types of tomatoes there are now only two to choose 

from: normal and cherry. That is manageable. There is already a supermarket that has a 

commercial based on this notion.3 Reducing choice options is the new black. 
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Several authors have developed guides to choosing. Schwartz (2004) concludes his book 
with eleven steps to reduce the stress of choice, Jolet Plomp (2005) has written a whole 
book about it. The clues apparently are these: 
- Accept the fact that there are always better options out there, be aware of the costs 
involved with finding them, and the minute increase in satisfaction those may entail; 
- Formulate the goal of a given choice, set your budget both in terms of money and in 
terms of searching time, reduce the number of options you will consider, and if it is a 
complex choice: consider the options, make your choice, sleep on it and see if you still 
consider the chosen option the best in the morning (or a week later); 
- Make your choices non-reversible, do not second-guess choices you made, and do not 
return things to shops unless they were really a mistake (De Schipper 2005). 
 29

 

re is another facet of increased choice that can lead to stress: in the presence of an 

ndance of choice the absence of the choice you really want to make becomes far more 

riating then when there are no choices at all. To give an example: in the new BMW M5 

 driver can choose to the second how long he wishes the headlights to stay on after the 

ine has been switched off.4 In the same car, however, it is almost impossible to switch off 

at has become known as ‘the sat nav woman’.5 And to refer back to Schwarz’s jeans-

pping example, what sometimes seems like an abundance of options can in fact, due to 

 way fashion dictates, on closer inspection reveal to be extremely limited.6 While we get, 

ave gotten used to many choice options being available to us, our tolerance for the 

ence of choice is likely to decrease, possibly even where this is unreasonable. 

ice is something we demand and enjoy, a tool to express our sense of self and to create a 

ation in which we can best be our selves, but it is something of a double-edged sword: the 

re choice you have the more difficult it becomes to choose, the less joy you get out of it 

 the more intolerant you become of not being able to choose. Choice is increasingly 
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perceived and presented as a burden. This is something that should be kept in mind when 

considering employees who could increase the value of their pay but choose nonetheless not 

to change their benefits, but also when it comes to the dilemma organisations face by having 

to offer choice but at the same time trying to avoid offering too much choice. This is a 

process that is changing at the moment. Maybe we will become better choosers, maybe we 

will all follow the advice that promises to reduce ‘choice stress’, but it is something in which 

many of us have yet to find a balance.  

 The glorification of reducing choice that is taking place at the moment is fascinating 

and brilliant, and most definitely the pendulum swinging back from an undulated 

glorification of choice. Where it will balance out remains to be seen. Flexible benefits are 

undeniably part of that swing, and the position an FBP takes up in organisations and in 

employees’ lives needs to be seen in the context of society’s addressing of choice. The way 

choice and choosing is perceived will affect the goals organisations will aspire to, and can 

expect to achieve with a flexible benefit plan. It will also have a significant effect on the way 

employees perceive such a plan, and thereby their participation in particular. If the 

glorification of choice reduction continues, organisations may wish to review the way they 

present their plans, for instance by putting less focus on the exact number of options they 

offer. On the employees’ side, the standard benefit package may gain a new or increased 

value in the sense that it requires no choice, which could lead to lower participation figures.  

 

Notes 
1 Attributed to Albert Camus, for instance by Barry Schwartz in The Paradox of Choice. 
2 Regarding electricity one can, for instance, choose between electricity from non-renewable sources, 
wind energy, solar energy or other renewable sources. 
3 Not the chain where the previous examples came from, incidentally. 
4 Jeremy Clarkson spent quite some time hesitating between thirty-seven and thirty-eight seconds, 
Top Gear, 21-07-2005, BBC 2. 
5 The usually female voice of satellite navigation systems. 
6 Trying to find an acceptable pair of women’s pants that is not of the infernal ‘low rise’ variety may 
very well take more than the day it took Schwartz to choose his jeans. 
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Chapter Two  

What Kinds of Organisations Offer a Flexible Benefit Plan? 

Theoretical Framework 

  

As has become clear from the previous chapter, not all Dutch organisations have introduced 

a flexible benefit plan, nor are all those that have not done so expected to in the future. Why 

have certain organisations chosen for flexible benefits and other organisations not? In this 

chapter, I will attempt to formulate possible answers to this question from a theoretical point 

of view. I assume that organisations will rationally work towards their goals, and based on 

this assumption I discuss three different perspectives that, together, form my theoretical 

model. The first section focuses on the business considerations for introducing an FBP, the 

second on institutional pressures that might make an FBP attractive and the third section 

concentrates on the way organisations see themselves as good employers, in terms of HRM 

for example. After setting out the general theoretical basis of this study, each of these three 

sections of the model is addressed. The chapter concludes with a presentation of the entire 

model and an overview of the hypotheses that have been formulated. In the text these are 

referred to in parentheses, in order not to break up the text more than necessary. 

 

 

 2.1 General theory 

 

Both parts of this book deal with choice: the choice of organisations to have a flexible benefit 

plan or not, and employee’s choices within them. Economic theory assumes (formulated very 

compactly) that actors rationally choose the alternative that maximises their utility, given the 

restrictions they face.1 I would like to elaborate on each element of this separately, in order to 

arrive at a general model of human behaviour for this study. 

 

2.1.1 Rationality 

At its base, economic theory assumes full rationality on the part of actors: economists are 

famous for their perception of people as coolly calculating the costs and benefits of every step 

they might take, and only taking it if the latter is larger than the former, in one way or 

another.  

 The ‘economic man’, or rather the economic model of man, has come under regular 

criticism for this assumption of rationality. Researchers from a broad spectrum of disciplines 

have demonstrated that there are clear limits to the rationality of human beings. People are 
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known to not seek information on the various options to the extent that they are presumed to 

do; they make faulty calculations in expected utility and frequently clearly choose options 

that differ from their own stated preferences (Conlisk 1996). The context within which 

choices are presented affects the choices that people make (Prast 2004a). Sunlight, for 

example, makes investors more optimistic and reckless (Prast 2004b). It has even been 

shown that the estimates people make of the gains they stand to make are influenced by the 

level of serotonin in their bodies (Rogers, Tunbridge, Bhagwagar, Drevets, Sahakian & Carter 

2003). Another point of criticism is that the calculating abilities that are attributed to people 

are generally considered to be somewhat optimistic, and one author observed that as 

economic models became more complicated, the calculations that people were presumed to 

be capable of (and willing to perform) increased concurrently (Conlisk 1996).  

 Simon observed in the 1976 foreword to Administrative Behavior that while the 

economic model of man probably overstated the rational capabilities of human beings, its 

critics were in danger of overstating the opposite: 

this body of theory [economic theory, CH] has reached a state of Thomistic refinement having 
great intellectual and esthetic appeal but little discernible relation to the actual or possible 
behavior of flesh-and-blood human beings. At the other extreme [... t]he past generation of 
behavioral scientists has been busy, following Freud, showing that people are not nearly as 
rational as they thought they were. Perhaps the next generation will have to show that they are 
far more rational than we now describe them as being - but with a rationality less grandiose 
than that proclaimed by economists (Simon 1976, p. xxvii). 
 

Simon himself suggests that though people may not exhibit rationality of the omniscient type 

that economists presume(d), they do intend to act rationally, particularly when they are at 

work (which, fortunately, this study is restricted to in its attention). Even though they are 

limited in the actual rationality they are capable of, this underlying intention does make a 

realistic theory of their behaviour more feasible. People, according to Simon, are boundedly 

rational, they satisfice “because they don’t have the wits to maximize” (Ibid., p. xxviii, stress 

in the original), and when a person has to make a choice, she uses “a simple picture of the 

situation that takes into account just a few of the factors that he regards as most relevant and 

crucial” (Ibid. p. xxx).  

 Based on Simon’s theory, and the consequent development of it, Schmidtz focussed on 

rational choice. He defines this in terms of the ends it serves:  

Understood in this way, to call a choice rational is, first, to endorse it, second, to have a reason 
for endorsement, and third, to have as one's reason for endorsement that the choice will serve 
the chooser's ends. When I call a choice rational, I may be saying that it will in fact serve the 
chooser's ends or that the chooser has good reason to think it will (whether or not it actually 
does so). In any case, rational choice, as understood here, involves seeking to choose effective 
means to one's ends (Schmidtz 1995, p. 12-13). 
 

The appreciation of whether the choice made is rational can be founded on objective or on 

subjective qualifications. If faced with the task of choosing a route home, the best route 
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objectively is the straight line, which may be known theoretically, but under the given 

circumstances this may not actually be knowable. If it is  impossible to choose the objectively 

best option, it is sensible to choose the route of which one has the best subjective justification 

to expect it to lead home, following a river for instance. Schmidtz: 

It is important to be subjectively right (that is, to choose a strategy that, to the best of one's 
knowledge, is most likely to achieve the end) if and only if it is important to be objectively right 
(that is, to actually achieve the end). Maximizing expected utility is a means to the end of 
maximizing actual utility. More generally, being subjectively justified is a means to the end of 
being objectively right (Ibid. p. 17-18). 

 

Schmidtz’s theory of rationality does not presume any unrealistic computational capabilities 

in people, but retains the notion of people as goal-oriented beings that aim to achieve these 

goals by choosing their means rationally, even if this involves choosing the option that may 

objectively not be the most valuable. 

 

2.1.2 Maximalisation 

Maximalisation, or optimalisation, is a straightforward concept: when faced with the choice 

between two alternatives, people will choose the one with the greatest value. The concept 

stretches a little further than that; it also includes the presumption that people will not only 

choose the option with the greatest value when faced with a choice, but that they will actively 

seek out ways to maximalise as well, as observed by Adam Smith in the Wealth of Nations: 

the desire of bettering our condition, a desire which, though generally calm and dispassionate, 
comes with us from the womb, and never leaves us till we go into the grave. In the whole 
interval which separates those two moments, there is scarce perhaps a single instant in which 
any man is so perfectly and completely satisfied with his situation, as to be without any wish of 
alteration or improvement, of any kind (Smith 1993, p. 203). 

 

The problem with maximalisation is not that it is not straightforward, but more that the 

theory of maximalisation is perhaps more straightforward than human life. For one thing, 

the issue of information complicates the matter.  

 In order to choose the optimal alternative, I have to be able to judge which one that is. 

For this I will need information that, in many cases, I will have to acquire, which will require 

effort, and effort is costly. Search costs will have to be made. At some point, the costs of 

searching for (information on) alternatives may become higher than the gains that can be 

made by choosing any of the alternatives. In many situations one can continue to look for 

alternatives forever, or close to forever. At some point one has to stop looking for 

alternatives. One may decide to stop when there is an alternative that is deemed satisfactory 

(this is what is referred to as satisficing), or when one has reached the point where the costs 

of searching further outweigh the likelihood of finding a better option, times the actual value 

of that option (in Schmidtz’s terms, subtle optimising, Schmidtz 1995; see also Phelps 1970 
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for a discussion of and application to labour economics).  

 People may choose either strategy, and can combine them, which, in practice, they 

frequently do. This will depend on the importance they attach to the goal that can be 

achieved. It may be more important to maximise the general level of one’s life happiness 

than the quality of one’s toilet paper, for most people. Satisficing when it comes to choosing 

toilet paper, or the amount of time worked, or the effort made to clean the house, may in fact 

help to maximise the overall goal of happiness, primarily by restricting the time spent on 

lower-level goals. “Thus, it is no wonder we so rarely make any attempt to calculate expected 

utilities, for the truth is that we usually have better things to do” (Schmidtz 1995, p. 54). 

 Another factor is the extent to which the goal is specified. The more specific the goal 

one is looking for, the clearer it will be when something satisfactory has been found, and the 

easier it is to exclude certain areas from the search, possibly ignoring other valuable 

alternatives. If, on the other hand, the goal is more broadly defined, satisficing is a less likely 

choice, because it is not very clear what satisfactory is. If, for example, someone wants a new 

computer, a flexible benefit plan may be a good way to achieve that goal. That person then 

will look at the alternatives the plan offers that involve a PC and ignore the other options, 

though these may still increase the value of his compensation further. A PC is what will 

satisfy, so that is what he will look for, and no further. Another person may only have a 

general goal to increase the value of her compensation, and study the entire plan, making the 

change in his benefits that is of the greatest value. Which, of course, may well be the same 

choice.  

 

2.1.3 Utility 

The use of utility as a guiding economic concept starts with Adam Smith, whose Wealth of 

Nations is generally considered to be the start of economics as a science. To present-day 

economists, utility is something people obtain "by getting things that give them pleasure and 

by avoiding the things that give them pain" (Pindyck & Rubinfeld 2001, p. 73). It can be 

expressed numerically, in the comparison of items a person can choose between. 

 Sociologists have traditionally stressed the fact that people strive towards more than 

money. This, however, has not prevented them from incorporating the concept of utility into 

their theories, bridging the gap between sociological and economic theory. People are then 

assumed to strive towards realising various goals, not all monetary, to the largest extent 

possible. This way utility takes on a wider dimension than in classic economic theory (e.g. 

Sanders 1991). In economic theory the concept of utility can now also take on a wider 

meaning. In labour supply theory for instance, both financial and time factors are presumed 

to influence utility (Pencavel 1986). 
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 Lindenberg and Frey (1993) have set out the general goals that people are considered 

to work towards in such a rational choice model: their physical well-being, for which comfort 

and stimulation are instrumental, and social approval, which has three general instruments: 

status, behavioural confirmation and affect. In order to achieve the two main goals, people 

strive to achieve the five general instrumental sub-goals. To do so they have more lower-level 

instruments, which are dependent on their individual situation. These lower-level 

instruments define both their opportunities and their restrictions. Relative prices are 

important in the choices that people make in order to achieve these instrumental sub-goals, 

and thereby their ultimate goals.  

Smith's conception of utility, and the centrality of it in his thought, can be traced to the 
thought of David Hume. One writer even goes so far as to say "if I were asked the simple 
question, what does 'utility' mean in the thought of Smith, I should reply, 'David Hume' " 
(Rosen 2000, p. 82). Smith and Hume were close friends, and Hume is said to have read 
the first volume of the Wealth of Nations on his deathbed (besides scaring Boswell with his 
continued atheism), and to have died hopefully, not to mention ‘with the utmost 
cheerfulness’ (Smith, in a letter on Hume’s Death in 1776). 
 In the Enquiry concerning the Princples of Morals Hume stated that our notion of 
utility is central to the way we judge both things and behaviour, and in fact “the SOLE 
origin of justice” (Hume 1777, § III, section I). He points out that we are pleased by the sight
of corn fields or loaded vine-yards because these will lead to the production of something 
useful, as opposed to the way we view briars or brambles, which serve no other purpose 
than as a hiding place for wolves and snakes.  
 Hume felt that human beings are ‘hard-wired’, so to speak, to be pleased by utility 
(Ibid. § V). Smith argued that utility in and of itself does not necessarily please, but because 
society is utility oriented, to be a part of it we strive towards utility, which then gives us 
pleasure because it makes us an active and possibly successful part of society. Whether or 
not utility in itself pleases does not really matter: under the current circumstances, striving 
for it effectively does (Rosen 2000). 

 

2.1.4 Restrictions 

Restrictions on this maximalisation of utility, or achieving goals, are an important aspect of 

economic theory. The opportunities that are available for achieving goals are invariably 

limited by restrictions of various kinds. Several of these restrictions have been addressed 

already, such as the bounded rationality of human beings, and informational restrictions. 

These restrictions are restrictions inherent in the process of choice. Restrictions also pertain 

to the resources that are available for realising goals. 

 There are budgetary constraints, meaning that money and time are not endlessly 

available and choices have to be made on what to do with the means that are available. The 

maximising of utility then requires a, sometimes thorough, examination of the various 

options available and an ordering of these options in terms of utility to clarify the choice that 

results in the greatest amount of utility. This sometimes involves comparing items of a 

completely different nature, such as time and money. An extra unit of either may be desired, 

but to choose wisely one must express one in terms of the other (or both in terms of a third 
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component), and this can be difficult.  

 The different goals that people strive towards may also restrict each other, in the sense 

that two goals may tap into the same source for fulfilment, and what is used for one goal can 

no longer be used for the other (opportunity costs). A person who wishes to achieve approval 

by looking after her child herself, for instance, may also wish to earn a good income to enable 

her to provide for her child. These two goals may be hard to reconcile, and choosing one will 

hamper the other and thereby restrict the overall possibilities of utility maximalisation for 

that particular person. 

 

Simon observes in an aside that the classical concept of rationality does not leave any room 

for ‘unanticipated consequences’ (Simon 1957, p. 245), and that people who are making a 

choice between alternatives are not only unable to know all of these alternatives, they are 

also unable to know all of the possible consequences of these.  
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Human life, and everything in it is contingent, it is not necessarily existent (Arendt 1957). We 
are, but need not be. Things happen, but need not have happened, and may, in fact, very well 
not have happened. The fact that something has happened in a certain way has a tendency to 
trick us into thinking that it was necessarily so, but it may, generally speaking, just as well have 
happened differently. This goes for me getting out of bed this morning, but also for the battle of 
Waterloo, of which the Duke of Wellington apparently remarked that it was ‘a damned close-run
thing’ (quoted from Canovan 1999, p. 185). Hannah Arendt had a strong sense of the ‘radical 
contingency of events’ (Bernstein 1996, p. 75). She stressed the importance of acknowledging 
that all good things that exist are still contingent, like our own (continued) existence, despite 
how it might seem. Combined with the human capacity for beginning, for starting something 
new, novel and unexpected, this creates an uncertain future. “As Arendt never tired of pointing 
out, human beings are plural, and their disparate actions entangle themselves in a web of 
consequences that is quite unpredictable” (Canovan 1999, p. 185).  
t only do we not know what may happen as the result of the behaviour of others, we also 

ow far less of the possible consequences of our own actions in advance than we take into 

nsideration. We have goals in mind we hope to achieve with an action, but find it difficult, 

d due to the contingency of human life are in fact incapable of fully taking unintended 

ults of our behaviour into account when making up our mind about whether to act or not.  

Simplification may be a useful way of dealing with this contingency. Simon’s model of 

unded rationality presumes that people simplify their perception of the world in order to 

ke choices. Contingency is probably one of those factors that people simply leave out of 

eir model of reality most of the time. The factors that people take into account when they 

ke a decision may be restricted to the things they consider to be relevant and crucial, but 

o to those that people actually can take into account.  

 conclusion, the general model of human behaviour for this study is a watered-down 
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version of Economic Man: a person who strives to achieve two overall goals (physical well-

being and social approval), and various instrumental goals, under the restrictions he faces, 

and in order to do so he may both satisfice and optimalise, and use a simplified model of the 

world on the basis of which he makes his choices. 

 

 

 2.2 Rational organisations: business considerations 

 

Organisations can be considered actors. Just like human beings (and often more visibly so) 

organisations strive towards the maximalisation of their utility, and when faced with choices, 

they will rationally, within the restraints given, choose the means by which they believe they 

can achieve their desired end. However, since organisations are constructed of people, the 

limitations discussed above will apply to organisations as well: in certain situations they will 

not choose optimal but satisfactory alternatives, they will not be able to take all alternatives 

and all consequences of an action into account, but they will strive towards rationality. 

 The introduction of a flexible benefit plan can be seen as such a choice: for some 

organisations, facing certain restrictions, the introduction of a flexible benefit plan may be a 

useful choice, which will help them achieve (more of) their goals. For others, facing other 

restrictions, a flexible benefit plan may not be a useful choice at all, and these organisations 

will then abstain from introducing one. 

 From this perspective, organisations that are contemplating the introduction of 

flexible benefits into their organisation only take matters into consideration that are directly 

related to the characteristics and the situation of their organisation, and the goals of the 

organisation. They will only introduce flexible benefits if doing so is strategically sensible, if 

it is expected to reduce their costs, or to improve the functioning of the organisation in some 

other way. 

 Of course, few organisations can be considered to truly be a single actor the way a 

human being is. Organisations, by default, consist of groups of people who may, individually, 

strive towards different goals, or disagree on how the goals of the organisation as a whole can 

best be realised. Concerning the choice for flexible benefits, for instance, the middle 

managers might view such a plan as merely an added complication with which they have to 

deal, while the HRM department might consider it a great improvement that will help the 

organisation to achieve the goals it has set for itself, and the managing director may think 

that while the plan itself is indeed useful in achieving some of the organisational goals, it 

limits the achievements of the organisation in other, more important respects. The 

introduction of a flexible benefit plan is always the result of an internal process within an 

7
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organisation, where there may be some who champion the cause and some who are opposed 

to it, and the end result depends on the internal debate that follows. These processes are very 

interesting, and useful to examine, but unfortunately beyond the scope of the current study. I 

shall therefore, for the moment, leave this internal decision-making process as is, and look 

only at its outcome, i.e. the decision for or against flexible benefits. I will therefore take ‘the 

employer’ or ‘the organisation’ as referring to the central leadership of the organisation, 

following Remery (1998). 

 

Like individuals, organisations choose what will bring them social approval and physical 

well-being. Van den Burg, Van Doorne-Huiskes, Schippers and Siegers (1989) adapted the 

general theory of maximal goal realisation under restrictions to organisations and 

formulated four categories of goals organisations will strive for: income, positional security, 

status and absence of conflict (see also Hales 1993). The total utility function for an 

organisation is dependent on these goals. Flexible benefits can increase all four goals. 

 Income can be increased by the introduction of a flexible benefits plan, though this is 

not necessarily the case. Delsen et al. (2006), for example, point to the potential costliness of 

FBPs. While the implementation costs of an FBP can be considerable, and the budget 

neutrality that most organisations demand once the plan is running is by no means naturally 

attained, introducing an FBP does hold within it the potential of cost reduction, particularly 

by increasing the efficiency of the benefit plan. This topic shall be discussed in section 2.2.1. 

The effect an FBP can have on the labour market position of an organisation, by improving 

its attraction to new employees and reducing turnover, can improve the positional security of 

an organisation. This will be expanded on in section 2.2.2.  

 Status can be an important goal for organisations in introducing an FBP. Both 

inwardly and outwardly, presenting itself as a caring, flexible employer may increase an 

organisation's legitimacy. In a similar vein, a flexible benefit plan can reduce conflict within 

the organisation, by meeting the desires of employees. I shall deal with these topics in 

greater detail in sections 2.3 and 2.4. 

 

2.2.1 Efficient benefit plans 

Flexible benefit plans can be a tool for organisations to increase the efficiency of their benefit 

plan. This efficiency may be achieved by increasing the ‘fit’ between the benefits an 

organisation offers, and the preferences employees have regarding their benefits.  

 The principal-agent theory is often used to explain matters of employment. This theory 

is concerned with situations where a person (principal) needs someone else (agent) to work 

for her and her goals, as opposed to the agent's own goals. The reason for this can be that the 



Hillebrink – Flexible Benefit Plans in Dutch Organisations 

39

work is too much for the principal herself to do, or that it requires skills the principal does 

not possess, and the agent does.  

 The principal then has to make it attractive for the agent to work for her, and thereby 

work towards goals that do not serve the agent’s own goals. There are ways to do this, as 

suggested by Adam Smith: 

But man has almost constant occasion for the help of his brethren, and it is in vain for him to 
expect it from their benevolence only. He will be more likely to prevail if he can interest their 
self-love in his favour and shew them that it is for their own advantage to do for him what he 
requires of them (Smith 1993, p. 22). 
 

Each individual has goals, the well-being of his children for example. The financial survival 

of, say, a bank, is not in and of itself a goal for a person who has no ties with this bank. When 

this person takes a job at this bank some of his personal goals become intertwined with those 

of the bank: if the bank does well he will keep his job, and if he does his job he will get paid. 

With the money he earns he can then buy food for his children. So by offering compensation 

a principal can make an agent work to achieve the principal’s goals, by connecting the agent's 

goals with those of the principal (Hales 1993; Coleman 1990). 

 Through different compensation schemes, principals can stimulate the behaviour in 

their agents that best suit the situation and goals of the principal. This issue has been 

addressed by the efficiency wage theory. This theory explains why it makes sense for 

employers to pay higher wages than the market level in certain circumstances, for instance 

when the organisation has invested in the employee, by organisation-specific training for 

example, which they would have to repeat if they had to replace the employee. The higher 

than market level wages make it costly for the employee to change jobs, and decreases the 

attractiveness of shirking, which means that the higher wage increases employee 

productivity of the kind that the employer wishes (Lorne Carmichael 1989).  

 A compensation scheme can have both a selective and a stimulative function. By filling 

the compensation system with particular elements that are related to particular agent 

behaviour, a principal can make working at the organisation attractive to particular 

employees. For instance: a variable part to the pay, related to the performance of the worker, 

will attract a different kind of employee than a fixed pay scheme. Variable pay is generally far 

less attractive to people with a mortgage and dependents than to people with much lower 

fixed monthly costs, such as students.  

 Different elements of a compensation scheme will also stimulate different behaviour in 

those employees (Langedijk 2001; Lazear 1998). In a situation where the quantitative part of 

production is very easy to measure, for instance, and the qualitative part of production very 

difficult (and therefore costly) to measure, giving employees piece rate will stimulate 

production of great quantity but low quality, because employees know that their wages will 
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depend more on the former than on the latter. If the quality of the work is important, then 

introducing piece rates can be, ultimately, a very costly exercise. The initial gains of 

increased production will be lost when all the work has to be done again because of poor 

quality. 

 

The benefits an organisation gives its employees can influence the perceived value of pay. 

The perceived value of pay is the value the compensation has to the employees, how well they 

think they are getting paid, overall. This value is influenced not just by the actual salary, but 

also by the raises an individual employee receives (or can anticipate), the structure of the 

salaries in the entire organisation, and, most relevant here, the benefits that come along with 

the salary.2 To raise the perceived value of pay one can give a straightforward pay-rise, but 

improving the benefits is also a way to establish this (Langedijk 2001; Lazear 1998). 

 A specific benefit can be of greater value to one employee than to another. If an 

employer offers to pay a part of childcare costs for its employees, as an increase to the 

existing compensation, this will be of greater value to employees with small children and 

employees considering having children, than to employees whose children have already 

moved out. Adding such an arrangement to the benefit package will make the overall 

compensation increase more in value for the first group than for the last. In this way, the 

compensation an organisation offers its employees can be used to attract particular groups of 

employees (Lazear 1998).     

 Since the perceived value of pay is not the same for all employees, a flexible benefit 

plan can increase the employee-perceived value of the compensation an organisation offers 

to its employees while not affecting the value of the compensation as perceived by the 

organisation. Each employee can choose the benefit package she prefers, the one that has the 

greatest value for her, and this may be different for each one. Since the employees are 

trading in another benefit for their chosen goal, the overall cost of their benefits to the 

organisation ought to remain the same, while its value to the employee increases.  

 This way of increasing the perceived value of pay can be particularly worthwhile for an 

organisation if its employee population is very diverse. If all employees have the same wishes 

regarding their benefits, giving them the option to choose them themselves will have little 

added value. When there is a great deal of variation amongst the benefits wishes of 

employees, an FBP can be more useful, since more employees will be able to increase the 

value of their compensation. I therefore expect that organisations with a very uniform 

employee population will choose an FBP less often than organisations with a very diverse 

employee population (2.1.1). 

 Flexible benefits can also be a more efficient way to offer benefits than a standard 
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package if an organisation faces a leave reservoir problem. In recent years, Dutch 

organisations have started to become concerned with the leave reservoir that some of their 

employees have built up over the last few years (Korteweg et al. 2003). Before 2000 

employees could take unused leave with them, and add it to the annual leave of the next year. 

Since then, they can do this for 5 years running, instead of two (Staatscourant 2000). This 

has led to situations where people have so much leave stacked up that they are entitled to a 

break lasting six months, which is a situation most employers are not too comfortable with. 

The option of trading superfluous leave into something else offered by an FBP can make it a 

particularly attractive concept for employers who face a lot of employees with leave 

reservoirs. By offering employees more options for their leave besides simply saving it up, 

such as trading it in for extra pension or a bicycle, overall, the benefits should be more 

efficient. More will be done with the distributed benefits , and in a way that is less 

problematic for the organisations. This should result in organisations faced with leave 

reservoirs offering the choice to trade in time for money more often (2.1.2).  

 The size of the organisation, in terms of the number of employees, will influence the 

degree to which a flexible benefit plan can be cost-effective, and therefore efficient. An FBP 

can be an expensive undertaking: to carry out the registration of choices made by employees, 

the hour and leave registration in an organisation needs to be computerised. If an 

organisation does not have such a programme yet, this will make the introduction of an FBP 

a more expensive and larger operation. Due to the economies of scale, larger organisations 

should have a system like this more frequently than smaller ones. The costs of automating 

hour and leave registration are outweighed sooner in a large organisation. Larger 

organisations will also have, on average, a larger personnel department, for which it will be 

easier to accommodate the work of implementing and maintaining an FBP. Smaller 

organisations should therefore be less likely to offer an FBP (2.1.3). 

 Larger organisations are known to offer better wages than smaller ones (Oi 1983). It is 

believed that this is caused by the fact that production processes in big organisations are 

more interdependent, and therefore a stable, dependable employee population becomes 

more important (Ehrenberg & Smith 2000). Also for this reason, it is to be expected that 

large organisations offer flexible benefits more often. 

 There is another reason why FBPs are not practical in a small organisation. The 

opportunities they give employees for changing their amount of annual leave can cause 

problems in small organisations that larger ones have no, or far less, trouble dealing with. In 

a shop with ten employees it will be harder to cover for an employee who takes a sabbatical 

than in a large firm with thousands of employees. 
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2.2.2 Labour market position 

Flexible benefits can also be used as a labour market tool. By improving the organisation’s 

ability to attract and retain the right kind of employee, it can advance its positional security, 

the second organisational goal as formulated by Van den Burg et al. (1989). The presence of 

the right type of employees is crucial to all organisations, though for some these crucial 

employees may be easier to recruit than for others. Flexible benefits may be a tool to improve 

the ability of an organisation to hire the right staff. Once the right people are employed by 

the organisation it becomes important to stimulate them to work in the way the organisation 

requires of them, and to make sure they stay as long as the organisation needs them. 

Offering compensation that meets the needs and desires of the essential employees can 

therefore be a strategic goal for organisations.  

 Offering employees the freedom to compose their benefits themselves can be a way to 

attract a particular type of employee. The freedom to choose can be experienced as an 

increase in the value of pay in itself, besides the fact that it leads to compensation that is 

worth more to the employee. Certain people will not consider this freedom an increase in 

their pay. Other employees will consider it to be an important element of their 

compensation. It is up to the employer to judge whether or not the employees his 

organisation requires to be successful would regard choice in their benefits as an 

improvement of their pay. An FBP can then become a strategic tool in the labour market 

policies of an organisation. This should lead to organisations that have trouble attracting or 

retaining staff introducing FBPs more often than organisations that do not have that 

difficulty (2.1.4).  

 

 

 2.3 Institutional pressures 

 

So far I have assumed that organisations choose flexible benefit plans as the result of a cost-

benefit analysis based on business considerations. There are reasons to believe these 

considerations do not play as big a part as it is sometimes presumed. Banens and Westerveld 

(2003), in their study into the effects of flexible benefits on organisational functioning, could 

not test their hypotheses on the effect of an FBP on turnover and recruitment. Organisations 

were unable to give them accurate data on the organisational position on these points, 

despite the fact that they claimed to have chosen an FBP to improve their position in these 

respects. Den Dulk (2001) also found that organisations do not always monitor or evaluate 

the costs and benefits of specific arrangements. So while organisations expect an effect, they 

appear to be taking no steps to find out if it occurred, and may even be unable to see if this 
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effect actually took place. 

 There is a school of thought that claims that organisations do not adopt new practices 

because of (purely) strategic considerations, but that institutional surroundings and 

pressures play a considerable role in these processes. This would explain the lack of effort on 

the part of organisations with regard to measuring the effect new arrangements have on their 

organisations.  

 Institutions are “social structures which have attained a high degree of resilience” 

(Scott 2001, p. 48). Institutions exist at all levels of society, from the world system to 

personal relations. They are stable, legitimate structures, though they do go through 

processes of change. Marriage, for instance, used to be a life-long matter, which it no longer 

need be. The institution still stands, but it has taken on a slightly different meaning.  

 DiMaggio and Powell (1983) wonder why very diverse organisations, operating in 

different situations, faced with different constraints and goals, so often end up alike rather 

than different. They observe that  

structural change in organizations seems less and less driven by competition or by the need for 
efficiency. Instead (...) bureaucratization and other forms of organizational change occur as the 
result of processes that make organizations more similar without necessarily making them 
more efficient (p. 147). 
 

In their theory of organisational change DiMaggio and Powell separate competitive from 

institutional isomorphism, where the first refers to situations in which organisations 

innovate in a free and open market, aiming to increase their market share and economic 

fitness, and the second to the changes in organisations due to their striving for political 

power and legitimacy, where the behaviour of other organisations also plays a role. DiMaggio 

and Powell propose that pressures exerted by institutions caused this isomorphism in 

organisations, a development that can be likened to the California-effect (Princen 2004).  

 Scott (2001) identifies three pillars of institutional pressure: the regulative, normative 

and cultural-cognitive pillars. An institutional pressure in the regulative pillar, for instance, 

comes in the form of rules, laws and sanctions. Organisations have to comply with laws 

regarding their finances, the environment and labour relations, amongst other things. Acting 

in accordance with these laws makes them legitimate, and thus improves their status, 

besides helping them to avoid (costly) sanctions. 

 Legitimacy, though, is not just attained by acting in accordance with the law. 

Legitimacy can also be drawn from more normative or cultural-cognitive institutional 

pressures. Organisations need to be accepted as socially credible to some extent at least to be 

able to survive. This applies to the behaviour of the organisations towards its employees, its 

clients, and other organisations, but also to the structure of the organisation, which tasks it 

outsources, and the frequency with which it reorganises.  
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 Several elements of the compensation scheme are an expression of this normative 

legitimacy: by offering more elaborate maternity leave arrangements than necessary, for 

example, an organisation shows that it cares about its employees (not an economic necessity 

or a legal obligation), which can increase its legitimacy. 

 Increasing flexibility, as has been discussed in Chapter One, was a source of legitimacy 

for organisations in the 1990s and continues to be in this nameless decade. Employers 

offered flexibility regarding the needs of employees and demanded flexibility from the 

employee in return. Organisations benefited (or expected to benefit) from visible flexibility, 

from demonstrating that they were not rigid and bureaucratic. So while offering flexible 

benefits may not improve the technical operation within an organisation, and may not 

improve its legal legitimacy, it can improve its legitimacy from a normative or cultural point 

of view. Expressing that an organisation gives its employees all possible freedom, that it does 

not restrict them any more than is necessary, may show that this organisation is flexible and 

valid to its (potential) employees but also to other organisations it is in contact with. 

 Institutional isomorphism (literally meaning taking on the same form or structure as 

another organism) comes in three varieties in the theory of DiMaggio and Powell: coercive, 

mimetic and normative. Coercive institutional isomorphism concerns the pressure exerted 

on organisations by other organisations upon which they depend, either formally or 

informally. It can also originate in society’s cultural expectations or from a government 

mandate. Mimetic isomorphism is caused by uncertainty, which makes organisations look to 

other successful or legitimate organisations for examples, and imitate their innovations. 

Through this, they hope to improve their own status and legitimacy, in the case of work-

family arrangements, for instance, by demonstrating “they are at least trying to improve 

working conditions” (DiMaggio & Powell 1983, p. 151). This type of isomorphism will 

increase if the employee population is large, and/or highly educated, since this will increase 

the pressure felt by the organisation to provide certain services or benefits. Normative 

isomorphism, finally, results from the fact that managers of organisations have often gone to 

the same university or school, read the same magazines, and go to the same conferences 

where they pick up the same ideas about what an organisation should be like.  

 

The theory of institutional pressures has come under persistent criticism, mainly for 

ignoring the role of strategic choice in organisational behaviour and presenting organisations 

as unresisting puppets at the mercy of institutions (e.g. Hirsch 1997; Perrow 1985). In the 

1990s, researchers started to develop a fused theory between a rational choice approach to 

organisations and institutional pressures that addresses some of these criticisms.3 

 Authors in this group believe the divide between institutional theory and rational 
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choice theory is by no means unbridgeable. They point out that the rational choice theories, 

focussing on business considerations and strategic choice, do not deny the presence of 

external factors that influence organisational behaviour. Likewise, institutionalists assume 

that organisations do not merely respond to institutional pressures with conformity, despite 

the fact that that is the response they have paid the most attention to.  

 Oliver (1991) is the first main proponent of this new theory focussing on the strategic 

behaviour of organisations in response to institutional pressures, proposing that institutional 

theory is capable of explaining a larger set of reactions to institutional pressures than 

conformity or isomorphism. Oliver set out the different strategic responses of organisations 

in the face of institutional pressure. She largely takes these pressures as a given, and 

introduces the rational choice viewpoint when it comes to the reaction of the organisation to 

these pressures. The responses of organisations to institutional pressures she identifies 

range from complete acquiescence on one side of the spectrum, to manipulation of the 

pressure itself on the other. What response an organisation will choose depends on various 

factors, to wit: the cause of the pressure, who exerts it, the content, the means by which the 

pressure is exerted, and the context within which it appears. 

 Tolbert and Zucker (1996) direct attention to the processes of institutionalisation, and 

stress the fact that organisations act in their own interests, particularly early on in these 

processes, when institutional pressures are weak and therefore less perilous to ignore. It is 

only when pressures have become ‘taken for granted’ that organisational factors and 

organisational effectiveness lose their importance in decision-making. Tolbert and Zucker 

see this is a result of the institutionalisation process whereby, as adoption becomes more 

widespread, certain practices are considered to be efficient and optimal more because of 

their frequent appearance than as a result of a careful weighing of pros and cons for an 

individual organisation.  

 When a new trend arises, initially purely organisational factors will lead organisations 

to either adopt or ignore this new arrangement. But as more organisations start to introduce 

this new arrangement, as the institutionalisation of the arrangement gains momentum, 

institutional pressures increase, and the purely organisational considerations start to give 

way, ending in a situation where organisations may implement flexible benefits even though 

their profitability itself will not increase, but simply because they cannot withstand the 

institutional pressures any longer. As various authors indicate (DiMaggio & Powell 1983; 

Tolbert & Zucker 1996), business considerations are generally expected to decrease in their 

effect on decision making as adoption becomes more widespread, and institutional pressure 

is expected to increase accordingly. 

 An analysis which includes both the organisation-specific variables of the previous 
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section, and the variables discussed in this section, should show that for early adopters, the 

first set of variables have a stronger effect than the institutional variables, and that for the 

later adopters this balance shifts (2.2.1). 

 

Goodstein (1994) and Ingram and Simons (1995) tested a fused model of institutionalism 

and rational choice on organisational introduction or responsiveness to work-family issues. 

Organisational behaviour regarding work-family issues is an interesting area of research for 

the current study, since it deals with processes that are similar in many ways to the 

introduction of flexible benefits in organisations. Both processes are carried out (at least in 

part) in response to the changing needs of employees, and involve the image of an 

organisation as an employer and a de-standardisation of working arrangements, regarding 

working hours and secondary compensation.  

 Goodstein found that both institutional and ‘technical’ factors (the variables with 

which he had covered the rational choice side of the theory) influenced this responsiveness, 

though the first more than the second. Ingram and Simons only found institutional pressures 

to have an effect on the introduction of work-family arrangements in organisations. Ingram 

and Simons did find that organisations respond more to institutional pressures that are 

“consistent with their goals, or at least pressures that are not diametrically opposed to their 

goals” (Ingram & Simons 1995, p. 1478). Both they and Goodstein used the perceptions of 

decision-makers of the costs and benefits of arrangements to represent the rational choice 

side of their model, and this may have something to do with their results. Den Dulk (2001) 

observed that these perceptions are themselves not beyond institutional pressures either, 

and can be seen as an example of what DiMaggio and Powell (1983) call normative 

isomorphism. Ingram and Simons, in anticipation of this, suggest that more objective 

measures might be used in future research. 

 Barringer and Milkovich (1998) developed a theoretical model for the adoption of 

flexible benefit plans that is also based on Oliver’s (1991) fusion theory of institutional choice 

and theories that focus on the expected efficiency gains. They integrate insights from 

institutional theory with elements of rational choice theories that have successfully explained 

part of organisational behaviour on related topics. However, none has gone the full distance, 

and Barringer and Milkovich believe that combined they will do a better job. 

 A difficulty with regard to Barringer and Milkovich's model when it comes to this 

research is that it is strongly based on the North American situation. Several of the 

underlying presumptions are clearly inspired by the unique American experiences with FBPs 

and the particular situation in which they developed. As this study focuses on Dutch FBPs, 

their model cannot be transported wholesale, but it does provide insights into how a fused 
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model of rational choice and institutional pressures explaining the occurrence of FBPs might 

be developed for the Dutch situation. Benders et al. (2006) developed a heuristic approach to 

Dutch FBPs based on Barringer and Milkovich’s model, which has been discussed in Chapter 

One. 

 

The fusion of institutional theory with rational choice theory as proposed by Oliver (1991), 

and tested by Goodstein (1994) and Ingram and Simons (1995), has an important 

shortcoming: there is not that much actual fusing going on. The rational choice side of the 

model remains under-developed, and they use weak measures of the role that an 

organisation’s strategic goals may be playing in the process. This way, the black box of the 

organisation is hardly opened.  

 True fusion may very well be possible, though, based on the organisational theory 

proposed by Van den Burg et al. (1989). The goals they identified do not exclude the 

institutional considerations discussed by theorists of the school of that same name: 

accommodating institutional pressures may be a very sensible thing to do for an organisation 

since this can help it achieve its goals. Giving in to institutional pressure, whether this 

pressure originates from the government or employees of the organisation will improve the 

status in the eyes of the source of the pressure. It may also reduce conflict, depending on the 

strength and source of the pressure.  

 It may make more sense to incorporate institutional variables into the rational choice 

model developed, as opposed to the reverse. This way one retains the organisation as the 

central actor and presumes that they take institutional pressures into consideration when 

assessing the costs and benefits of a new arrangement, instead of stressing their behaviour 

towards institutional pressures. Though that is a fascinating process, this research deals with 

organisational adoption of flexible benefits, and it is therefore logical to keep the 

organisation at the core of the model. 

 Den Dulk (2001) developed a model like this in her study of the introduction of work-

family arrangements in different European countries. Den Dulk compared work-family 

arrangements in organisations in four European countries and based her theoretical model 

on the model developed by Van den Burg et al. (1989), incorporating institutional theories in 

a rational choice framework. She points out that the constraints of both may affect the costs 

and benefits of work-family arrangements for an organisation. She found that elements from 

both schools of thought contributed to the adoption of work-family arrangements by 

organisations, but also that the strength of the effect of organisational factors on this 

adoption varies with the degree of institutionalisation of such arrangements. In situations 

(i.e. countries) where these arrangements had achieved a high degree of institutionalisation, 

7



Hillebrink – Flexible Benefit Plans in Dutch Organisations 

48

organisational characteristics played a smaller role than when such institutionalisation 

remained low. 

 

From the preceding discussion it follows that organisations are expected to judge the value of 

an FBP based on their individual business considerations, namely the possibilities for 

improved efficiency and their labour market position, and on the institutional pressures they 

experience to make the benefits they offer more flexible. These institutional pressures will 

come from three sources: the demands of their employees, the behaviour of other 

organisations, and the legal surroundings in which they formulate their benefits, which in 

the Netherlands often takes the form of a collective labour agreement, the CAO.  

 

2.3.1 The demanding employee 

Employees can exert pressure on their employer to give them more flexibility, be this in 

terms of working hours, the way they do their job, or the composition of their benefits. In 

particular, when this demand comes from an organisationally crucial group of employees, 

employers are likely to seriously consider it. Of course, this demand does not necessarily 

have to be expressed by the employees in question; organisations may also act in anticipation 

and pre-emptively meet demands that they expect their employees might make, thereby 

avoiding the demand process. Meeting these demands will help the organisation reach the 

fourth goal as defined by Van den Burg et al. (1989), namely, absence of conflict. 

Maintaining a good relationship with employees will also help in achieving or maintaining 

positional security.  

 DiMaggio and Powell (1983) stressed the effect of the educational level of employees: 

Organisational fields that include a large professionally trained labor force will be driven 
primarily by status competition. Organizational prestige and resources are key elements in 
attracting professionals. This process encourages homogenitization as organizations seek to 
ensure that they can provide the same benefits and services as their competitors (DiMaggio & 
Powell 1983, 154). 
 

This should lead to organisations being more likely to offer an FBP if they depend on higher 

educated employees more (2.2.2). 

 Another source of institutional pressure must be sought in the work-life balance 

debate. This fairly recent phenomenon puts pressure on organisations to help their 

employees strike a good balance between the various spheres of their lives, such as their 

work, their family life, their hobbies etc. This has led to better maternity leave arrangements, 

more widespread childcare facilities, and other, more recent leave arrangements. In the 

Netherlands various leave arrangements were grouped together in the WAZ (literally the law 

labour and care, Van Drongelen 2002) that provides leave arrangements for people caring 

for children or other relatives, or to deal with emergencies in the household. The increased 
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attention to work-life balance, or the combination of work and care, may have made 

employees more aware of such issues, and may have also made them more vocal in 

demanding a helping hand from their employer. An FBP can be seen (by both parties) as 

such a helping hand. For this reason, organisations with a larger proportion of employees 

facing the so-called rush hour of life (developing career and raising young children) will 

choose flexible benefits more often. Given that in Dutch households women currently make 

the bigger adjustment in their working arrangements when they become parents, a higher 

percentage of female employees could lead to more FBPs (2.2.3). 

 

2.3.2 Surrounding organisations 

Institutional pressure can come from other organisations. If all other organisations in a field 

offer flexible benefits to their employees, an organisation may choose to introduce an FBP 

too, even though this may not enhance organisational effectiveness at all. FBPs may then be 

introduced merely to ‘keep up with the Joneses’. 

 In a slightly less extreme vein, an organisation may observe that another organisation, 

which it deems to be successful and similar, chooses flexible benefits, and decide to follow 

suit, the mimetic isomorphism DiMaggio and Powell (1983) discussed. The mimicking of 

other organisations’ behaviour will be considered to improve the legitimacy and status of an 

organisation. Porter (1996) refers to this as the ‘best practice mentality’: “Companies imitate 

one another in a type of herd behaviour, each assuming rivals know something they do not” 

(p. 75). FBPs should then be more common in organisations that notice many FBPs around 

them (2.2.4).  

 This ties in with Tolbert and Zucker’s (1996) theory of institutionalisation. Since both 

institutional pressures and technical usefulness will vary between industries, FBPs may be 

more institutionalised in one industry than another. Both Goodstein (1994) and Ingram and 

Simons (1995) looked at the effect of the diffusion of work-family arrangements in both the 

industry and geographical region on the responsiveness of organisations towards such 

arrangements. They found that if the diffusion was high amongst organisations in the same 

industry and the same region this had a positive effect on organisational responsiveness. 

Therefore, the commercial and financial services industry should show an earlier take off of 

FBPs, since the most prominent early adopters works in this industry (2.2.5). Regional 

variation is likely to play a much smaller part in dispersion of arrangements in the 

Netherlands, since the country is 225 times smaller than the United States, where both 

studies were carried out. 

 

2.3.3 The legal context 
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Flexible benefit plans exist in a legal context that can facilitate or restrict. This context can 

influence the introduction of an FBP, as well as the options in them. 

 FBPs are not stimulated for Dutch organisations the way they are in the United States, 

where there is a tax advantage for organisations offering an FBP (Masterson 1990). The tax 

advantages involved in flexible benefits in the Netherlands favour the employee, by making 

certain goals they can choose tax free, such as the compensation for a new PC or a bicycle. 

These arrangements do enable organisations to offer more interesting options. The change to 

the vacation regulations in 2000 (discussed above) also made more options available, and 

made FBPs more substantial, by enhancing leave saving opportunities for employees. The 

existence of such arrangements will no doubt have made FBPs more attractive for 

organisations because it made it possible for them to offer more substantial and interesting 

options grouped together in one organised package. 

 In 2001, the Work-Family Act (WAZ) bundled a number of existing work family 

arrangements and introduced some new leave arrangements. This act made some 

arrangements available to all Dutch employees, such as the right to a career break, and 

others, such as paternity leave and emergency leave, could only be deviated from in CAOs or 

similar agreements (Van Drongelen 2002). Organisations can offer additions to these basic 

arrangements, such as a higher compensation for parental leave or a longer maternity leave. 

FBPs can help make such additions financially viable by allowing employees to choose them 

as a goal in their benefit trades. 

 Legal restrictions apply to the choices that employees can make in FBPs. The legal 

minimum of vacation days may not be affected, nor can the wage fall below the legal 

minimum wage as a result of benefit trades. These restrictions limit the options that 

organisations can offer their employees as well as the choices that employees can make. 

 Very specific sources of legal institutional pressure are collective labour agreements 

(CAOs), which cover about 84% of Dutch employees (STAR 2004).4 CAOs are negotiated 

between employers’ representatives and unions. The opinions of unions regarding flexible 

benefit plans have changed over the past few years, as has been discussed in the first chapter. 

This opinion, through the strong role they play in the CAO negotiations, affects the 

occurrence of FBPs in Dutch organisations. FNV Bondgenoten, for instance, will only agree 

to a flexible benefit plan in a CAO if the labour relations in the particular industry are good, 

which will affect the occurrence of FBPs across industries (Hillebrink, Schippers & Van Stigt 

2004).  

 Collective labour agreements come in two varieties: industry-CAOs and organisation-

CAOs. The latter variety is unlikely to exert institutional pressure on an organisation, since it 

is the organisation itself that negotiates it, though it can have this effect on daughter 
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companies and the like. The stronger pressure is to be expected from industry-CAOs. An FBP 

can become part of a CAO as a result of a negotiation process that is subject to various forces 

besides the usefulness of an FBP to individual organisations. The Minister for Social Affairs 

and Labour can declare these CAOs applicable to an industry, making FBPs obligatory for 

organisations that individually would not choose such an arrangement. 

 On the other hand, if a collective labour agreement is very specific and detailed on the 

points involved with flexible benefits, while not actually prohibiting it, it can make it very 

difficult for an organisation whose employees are covered by this CAO to implement an FBP 

independently. For this reason, FBPs will be more prevalent among organisations that have 

their own CAO than among organisations that fall under an industry-CAO, and these FBPs 

are also expected to be older, since organisation-CAOs are able to respond quicker to the 

changes in their situation than industry-CAOs (2.2.6). 

 

  

 2.4 The organisation as a good employer 

 

So far I have presumed that the fact that organisations face different situations, internal and 

external, causes the choice for or against flexible benefits that organisations make. However, 

organisations that face exactly identical forces and opportunities may still make different 

choices when it comes to the arrangements they offer their employees, due to how they 

perceive themselves as employers. Some organisations may think of themselves as the kind 

of organisation that would offer its employees flexible benefits if possible, while others do 

not. This ‘sense of self’ as an employer, and the related notion of what it means to be a good 

employer, may affect the view that organisations take on the cost-benefit balance of flexible 

benefits. This sense of self may manifest itself in the opinions that crucial people in the 

decision making process have, but will also affect the overall appearance of the organisation 

in terms of its human resource management. 

 The notion of good employership has not benefited from a great deal of academic 

attention over the years. In the Netherlands there are legal obligations for organisations to 

be a good employer (and for employees to be good employees) but these are formulated in 

extremely vague language. Gründemann, Goudswaard and Van Sloten (2005) have 

conducted a study into how Dutch employers interpret this term. They conclude that there 

are three aspects to being a good employer: the organisational culture needs to be open and 

respectful, employment relations need to be adaptable to individual needs, and there need to 

be opportunities for development. The goals that organisations say they hope to achieve by 

being a better employer than strictly necessary (from a legal point of view, for instance), can 
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be grouped under each of the four goals from Van den Burg et al.’s (1989) model: they expect 

increased productivity (income), to reduce unwanted turnover (positional security), to 

improve the image of the employer (status) and improve or maintain a good atmosphere in 

the organisation (avoiding conflict) (Gründemann et al. 2005). 

 Clearly, no organisation will set out to be a bad employer, or consider itself as such. 

Employers may differ greatly in how important they consider good employership to be, and 

what the appropriate expression of this should be in their situation. While most employers 

will no doubt classify themselves as good or reasonable employers, the way they manifest 

this will depend on what they think that involves for them, their sense of self as an employer, 

and the underlying view they have of the employment relationship. 

 MacGregor (1960) first opposed two views on the employment relationship with each 

other, calling them Theory X and Theory Y. Theory X presumes that people dislike work, 

which they have to be coerced to do, and for which they wish to avoid responsibility. Theory 

Y, on the other hand, views the employment relationship less as a carrot-and-stick situation. 

It assumes that people basically like working, under certain circumstances, and they can be 

motivated to do so through other means than external control and the threat of punishment. 

People not only seek responsibility for their actions, their intellectual capacities are only 

partially utilised. While much has changed in the field of employment relations since 1960, 

the way organisations view issues of control may very well still vary somewhere between 

these two extremes.  

 

The notions that organisations may have about the kind of employer they are, or wish to be, 

will effect what institutional theorists refer to as the desire to resist such pressures. 

Following Oliver (1991), Barringer and Milkovich (1998) incorporate the desire to resist 

institutional pressure into their model of organisational adoption of flexible benefit plans. 

Organisations that think of themselves as generous and flexible employers may feel far less 

desire to resist an institutional pressure to introduce flexible benefits, for example. To the 

extent that Barringer and Milkovich expand on this desire to resist, they suggest that 

whether or not crucial (managerial) employees involved in the deliberation process consider 

the arrangement under scrutiny to be beneficial to the organisation or not, should be taken 

as an indicator for this (see also Ingram & Simons 1995; Goodstein 1994). If such opinions 

do indeed affect organisational introduction of new arrangements, and there is no reason to 

believe that they do not, there will probably be a certain consistency of approach to such 

matters. Organisations that feel positively about flexible benefits will, through this low desire 

to resist institutional pressure, appear similar in other ways as well. 

 The sense of self of an employer will be larger than the mere opinion of a few human 
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resource managers. It will have expressed itself over time in many choices that are being 

made in the organisation, and will therefore be visible in the way the organisation is 

organised. It will affect all choices that involve the relationship between employer and 

employee. Human resources are bound to be the area where the sense of self as an employer 

is most clearly visible. A strong sense of self as an employer will result in consistent human 

resource management, though it is not necessarily constrained to this field. 

 Baron and Kreps (1999) observe that a consistent approach to employees increases the 

usefulness of separate arrangements. They argue in favour of consistent HRM, pointing out 

that this may simply be technically beneficial, but it will also help to send a clearer and 

therefore more effective message to employees. If all the different arrangements and policies 

point in the same direction, employees will get a clearer understanding of how the 

organisation views the employment relation, and what it expects of them in return, and they 

can adjust their behaviour accordingly. In this way, consistent HRM will also have a selective 

effect on employees: those that appreciate the approach will choose to work at this 

organisation sooner (and longer), and employees that do not will look for employment 

elsewhere, thus saving the organisation the costs of unwanted turnover.  

 Baron and Kreps also point out that in similar situations, radically different 

approaches to HRM can be effective, there is not always a golden standard for a specific 

situation. In such situations, consistency is more important than the particular approach 

taken (see also Sherer & Leblebici 2001).  

 Baron and Kreps present some of the senses in which organisations may express what 

might be referred to as a sense of self as an employer,5 and terms in which organisations may 

strive for consistency. Organisations can persistently presume trust or distrust in relations 

within the organisation, there may be emphasis on merit or a more egalitarian approach, on 

outcomes or processes and the organisation may be viewed as an economic entity or 

something that strives towards more lofty goals (Baron & Kreps 1999).  

 There is an element of path dependence in this view. To maintain consistency, one 

choice automatically reduces the chance of certain consecutive choices being made, and 

reduces the consecutive choices that will be useful to make. The ‘configurational logic’ of 

HRM practices (Sherer & Leblebici 2001, p. 210) dictates such path dependence to some 

extent in the development of HRM bundles. When considering new arrangements, 

organisations are more likely to continue on the road they are already on than to waver from 

this dramatically, and consequently choose arrangements that fit in with the existing HRM 

structure. 

 In the case of flexible benefits, organisations that are already approaching their 

employees in a certain way will be able to gain more from an FBP than organisations with a 
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different approach. These latter organisations are, as a result, less likely to consider an FBP 

as a useful addition to their HRM practices, simply not viewing it as something that the kind 

of employer they are would do. Assuming that there is a limit to the variety in these senses of 

self, and as a result a limited variety in HRM structures, these ought to be discernible, and 

the occurrence of FBPs can then be hypothesised. 

 In what respects might one see the greatest similarity in organisations that do and do 

not choose flexible benefits? In general, the level of animosity with which employers view 

their employees will influence their predilection for any kind of ‘soft’ arrangement that does 

not directly improve productivity. For instance in an organisation where management feels 

that their employees are “an indolent rabble who must be coerced or bribed to carry out their 

work” (Hales 1993, p. 67), FBPs will be fairly rare. On the whole, FBPs are more likely to be a 

useful addition to existing HRM structures that allow employees a certain degree of choice 

already, be it specifically in terms of pay or in other elements of the job. Also, FBPs may 

make a logical and useful addition to HRM structures focussed on facilitating the work/life 

balance. Finally, FBPs may seem like a more useful choice in organisational cultures that are 

focussed on employee well-being and flexibility. 

 Besides giving us a greater understanding of the internal workings of organisations, 

these analyses will also shed greater light on the view organisations have of flexible benefits. 

Concurrence of FBPs with other ‘bundles’ of HRM arrangements may bring to light the key 

factor of flexible benefits to organisations. By looking at the HRM context greater insight 

may be attained into whether FBPs are introduced as a general flexibility measure, as an 

additional pay arrangement, or as a work-life tool. 

 

2.4.1 Pay structure 

Of the various ways an employer expresses herself to her employees, pay is perhaps the most 

significant. The costs of labour constitute the main expenditure in many organisations, and 

for many employees pay is still one of the main reasons for working. While it is clearly 

important how much an employer pays, it is also crucial how she pays.  

 As has been discussed earlier in this chapter, the composition of compensation can 

influence the perceived value of pay employees have, their productivity, and play a selective 

role in labour market matters. Working from the theory of consistent HRM of Baron and 

Kreps (1999), FBPs should occur more often in concurrence with compensation 

arrangements that promote the same effects as flexible benefits.  

 An FBP can, in terms of compensation, be seen in two different lights: that of extras to 

the standard compensation, and that of variability of pay. To address the first point, the 

option of choosing one’s own benefits can be seen as an extra benefit itself. Organisations 
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that offer many extra options, such as cheaper insurance or saving arrangements, will also 

choose flexible benefits as an additional extra more often. In a compensation structure where 

extra options have, on one hand, proven to be useful, and on the other are the chosen means 

of expression towards the employees, adding an FBP will be more useful than in 

compensation structures where there are no extra options that employees can choose from. 

Introducing flexible benefits in such a situation will be more work, and it will also be less 

likely that employees will use it since it does not fit in with a larger compensation strategy 

that focuses on extras (2.3.1). 

 Flexible benefits bring some degree of variability to employee’s pay. While the overall 

value to the organisation remains the same, the fact that employees may choose individual 

variations to its composition results in internal variability. Organisations that offer other 

variable pay arrangements, such as group bonuses or stock options, may choose an FBP as 

another tool to increase this variability (2.3.2).  

 

2.4.2 General flexibility & control 

Flexible benefits, and the choice employees get in the balance between their working and free 

time, touches upon questions of control in the working situation, and the relationships 

between the organisational leadership, managers on lower levels, and the employees who are 

managed by them. When employees get the opportunity to change the composition of their 

benefits, and particularly their amount of time off, their managers may feel a reduced sense 

of control over them. The way organisations and managers deal with issues of control, and 

self-control by employees over their working times in particular, may influence how they 

judge the benefits or threats of a flexible benefit plan. 

 Managers in an organisation, being the direct supervisors and bosses of employees, 

have to rule over other employees to some extent, to get them to do what the organisation 

needs them to do. Managers, who are of course agents themselves, replace the principal in 

the aforementioned principal-agent relationship. 

  To rule, managers need power, which they can procure from several sources. Hales 

identifies four such sources: physical, economic, knowledge and normative (Hales 1993, p. 

22). If a person possesses power resources, or has access to them, and his attempts at 

influence over other people are considered legitimate, and therefore accepted by those 

people, Hales considers power to have become authority. One way managers can make this 

transition happen is through the depersonalisation of power, by stressing that work 

arrangements are not the result of personal choice by the manager, but of “broader 

imperatives”, of the market (economic power resources), of science and technology 

(knowledge), or of the moral value of organisational goals (normative). The manager’s rule is 
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legitimised not by his personal access to these power resources, but because of the authority 

inherent in his position as a manager. 

   

Whatever way you approach it, the reaction of employees to managerial rule is all-decisive. 
Hales describes the spectrum of these responses, from moral commitment to outright 
opposition (Hales 1993, p. 31). Some organisations may follow a deliberate strategy of 
maintaining the highest possible level of commitment amongst their employees. All, 
however, will wish to keep a safe distance from open rebellion amongst their staff. One way 
of doing this is to "seek to nullify the power of subordinates, by reducing their capacity to act 
at all" (Hales 1993, p. 43). The danger involved with this strategy is that it keeps one only a 
single step away from conflict with employees, and that grudging compliance is the best to be 
expected from employees treated this way.  
 Nullifying, or trying to nullify the power of a group of people can be a labour-intensive 
activity, which may unexpectedly explode in one's face (Arendt 1965). Political history shows 
us that a ruler always has to take notice of the power potential that those she rules have by 
the sheer fact of their number. Of course, such a strategy of repression regularly works. 
Under the right circumstances the power potential of millions of people can be destroyed by 
a relatively small group (e.g. the secret police), but it is rarely the most efficient way to go
about it. 

 

 have
 of 

 Another difficulty, however, lies exactly in the fact that power, as opposed to 
authority, force or violence, is a plural thing. Power is the capacity not just to act, but to act 
in concert (Arendt 1972), and organisations, besides seeing the fact that their employees
this capacity as a constant threat to their rule, might also consider this as a source
organisational strength. (All theory on power and organisations that I have found deals with 
resistance, not with the source of strength it can be for an organisation.) Managing by 
consent, which Hales suggests has become a necessity in most modern organisations, may 
not just be a good way to prevent conflict, it may also improve the work people do. If the 
power employees have as a group is turned into their empowering their management, this 
management in turn will be capable of much more than what they receive from their 
employees after they have nullified their power potential.  

One component of managing is the control exercised, and the locus of the responsibility of 

this control (who exercises it) is particularly relevant here. In Hales’ theory of management 

through organisation, there are three such loci: self-control, mutual control and external 

control. The latter may mean direct supervision by someone not doing the same work, i.e. a 

boss who stands by the door looking at his watch pointedly to make sure all employees have 

arrived on time in the morning. It can also come in the shape of formal rules and procedures. 

Mutual and self-control are less formal, or entirely informal. The individual or the group is 

responsible for making sure the work is done as it should.  

 Arrangements like flexible working times entail devolution of control to the 

individual, if this control is not already situated at the individual level. It is the responsibility 

of the individual employee to make sure the proper number of hours is worked, for instance. 

To allow people to decide for themselves when they work, or where they work, entails 

trusting them to perform this self-control properly. Many organisations have moved to such 

control systems, which focus more on the internal motivation of employees; their 

empowerment and self-control is a logical, or even inevitable element of such an approach 

(Peters 2000). 
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 Organisations that already offer their employees a certain degree of control over the 

fringe arrangements of their job may be less fearful of the introduction of flexible benefits, 

since they are less likely to see this as a dangerous reduction of their control over their 

employees. Familiarity with other types of self-control by employees will have shown that 

this decentralisation is not harmful to their organisation. Therefore they will foresee fewer 

problems (and more advantages) that can result from flexible benefits, such as staffing 

problems. So FBPs are expected to occur more often in organisations that also offer their 

employees such self-control over various elements of their job construct (2.3.3). 

  

The final bundle with which FBPs may occur is that of work-family-orientedHRM. FBPs have 

been presented as particularly useful for employees who combine work and care (Remery et 

al. 2003). Employers who make an effort to provide their employees with a helping hand 

with their combination of work and care, with childcare arrangements and extensions to the 

leave arrangements in the Work Care Act (Van Drongelen 2002), may offer their employees 

a choice in their benefits more often too (2.3.4). In a flexible benefit plan an employer can 

allow employees to trade in benefits for extensions to parental leave, for instance, or to buy 

extra time off to cover for the school holidays. This way an organisation that finds it 

important to help its employees combine work and care can offer parenst more opportunities 

for fine-tuning.  

 

2.4.3 Culture 

Organisational culture will predispose organisations to particular choices in their 

compensation arrangements (Langedijk 2001). The culture of an organisation may influence 

the decision for or against flexible benefits within that organisation. This effect will be 

twofold: in some cultures flexible benefits will fit in better than in others, but flexibility will 

also be viewed more positively in some cultures than in others.  

 Organisational culture is a wide and lively concept, though some maintain that it does 

not exist. Due to its popularity and wide applicability the concept has become somewhat 

vague, and it is important to clarify what exactly is meant by the term. Hofstede defines 

organisational culture as “the collective programming of the members and stakeholders of an 

organisation” (Hofstede 1986, p. 102). This means that organisational culture can be 

invisible, since it is contained inside people’s heads. It is by necessity a collective thing, 

shared by a considerable group, or at least an important group in the organisation, and is not 

necessarily limited to employees of the organisation, it can extend beyond it, to suppliers, 

clients or other people involved with it. A culture expresses itself through symbols, heroes, 

rituals and values. The first three of these can be grouped under practices. In his study of 

7
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national and organisational culture, Hofstede observes that the differentiation between 

organisational cultures lies mainly in practices (the differences between national cultures 

were primarily in their values) (Hofstede 2001).  

 Crucial for this research will be certain elements of organisational culture, and 

particularly the effectiveness criteria that are accepted within the organisation: what is 

deemed to work, beyond question. The importance attached to flexibility will be important, 

as will the importance an organisation attaches to (the well-being of) its employees. Cameron 

and Quinn (1999) have developed a model of organisational culture that incorporates these 

dimensions. Their model consists of two scales of competing values, which are the points on 

which effectiveness is judged in the organisation. One scale ranges from flexibility, freedom 

of action and dynamism on one end to predictability, stability, order and controllability on 

the other end. The second scale ranges from inward orientation, integration and unity to 

outward orientation, differentiation and rivalry. These two scales are crossed, which results 

in a four-way division of organisational cultures, into market cultures, hierarchical cultures, 

adhocratic and family cultures (see Figure 2.1). 

 

Figure 2.1. Model of competing values in organisational cultures 

 Flexibility  

family culture adhocratic culture Internal 

orientation hierarchical culture market culture 

External 

orientation 

 Predictability  

Source: Cameron & Quinn 1999. 

 

A family culture exists in an organisation that rates highly on flexibility and on internal 

orientation. Common values and goals are important in these types of organisations, 

employee involvement is deemed to be very important, teamwork is a common feature, and 

participation of employees is valued greatly. The HRM department finds it important to 

protect the interests of its employees. 

 In an adhocratic culture, an external orientation is combined with great flexibility. 

Innovation is very important, as is entrepreneurship and creativity. This type of organisation 

can come across as somewhat anarchic. Hierarchical organisations are bureaucracies as 

Weber (1947) described them: there are a lot of rules and regulations, things are predictable 

and the orientation is inward. A well-organised, efficient organisation is important. The 

market culture is dominant in organisations that score high on both predictability and 

external orientation. The focus in these organisations is on productivity and results. Winning 
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and competing are important, as are profits and market share.  

 Based on this typology of organisations, it is expected that flexible benefit plans are 

most common in flexible cultures, and in organisations with a strong internal orientation. In 

flexible cultures, choice in benefits will sooner be deemed an important addition to the 

compensation offered: these types of organisations aim to be flexible in many things and will 

embrace FBPs sooner than organisations that judge predictability and control to be more 

effective. In organisations with an internal orientation, flexible benefit plans will also be 

more common. These organisations are more focussed on the well-being of their employees, 

their development and will find it more important to take away hindrances in their life than 

organisations that are outwardly oriented. Combined this should result in FBPs being the 

most likely in family cultures and least likely in market cultures (2.3.5).  

 

Another aspect of this focus on employees may also prove to be relevant. In their study into 

organisational responsiveness to work-family issues, Morgan and Milliken (1992) found that 

those organisations that regularly surveyed their employees also offered them work-family 

arrangements more often. They discuss the possible interpretation that this might be caused 

by a generalised concern for employee morale, which might lead organisations to survey 

their employees more often. Though the authors dismiss this interpretation, the suggestion 

is interesting. Do organisations that show a greater care and concern for the overall well-

being of their employees also opt for flexible benefits more often? The Dutch Health and 

Safety Act (arbowet) stipulates that organisations with employees who combined work more 

than 40 hours per week must research the physical and mental well-being of their employees 

at least once every four years (Staatscourant 1999, art. 18). It is known that not all 

organisations live up to this particular demand. Do the ones that take this element of 

employing people seriously also see the point of FBP sooner? (2.3.6) 

 

 

 

 2.5 Summary 

 

In this chapter I have set out the theoretical model for the organisational part of this study. 

The model combines three different approaches to organisational behaviour but has the 

organisation very much as its central actor. The organisation is presumed to decide for or 

against flexible benefits based on a (boundedly) rational estimation of the pros and cons. 

This means that the organisation is expected to weigh the considerations of all three 

approaches in a similar way. Figure 2.2 shows a schematic representation of the entire 
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model. 

 

One problem with this approach that needs to be addressed is the underlying presumption 

that every organisation has made a conscious decision regarding flexible benefits. There is 

every reason to believe that this is a simplification: there are bound to be organisations in 

which the topic of flexible benefits has never come up. For the current purpose these 

organisations are treated as if they have considered an FBP and have decided against it. 

Obviously this is by no means the same thing. But organisations that have never 

contemplated an FBP can be presumed to be free of (or impervious to) institutional 

pressures towards more flexibility in the benefits they offer, and to not have searched for 

other ways to organise their benefit plan, out of cost or efficiency considerations, or out of a 

desire to offer their employees the most flexible or family-friendly pay. In many senses they 

do show relevant similarities with what I presume organisations that have actively decided 

against an FBP look like, and while aware of the crassness of it, I shall for now treat them as 

such. 

FBP

Business
considerations Institutional

pressures

The Organisation as Employer

Efficient
benefits

(size,
diversity,

leave 
reservoirs

Labour
market

Demanding
employee

(higher
educated,
women)

Other
organisations

CAO

Pay
(variable,

extras,
work-family) Flexibility Culture

Figure 2.2 Theoretical model 

 

 

Overview of hypotheses formulated in this chapter 

Section 1. Business considerations 

2.1.1 Organisations with a very uniform employee population will be less likely to offer an 

FBP. 

2.1.2 Organisations that face many leave reservoirs will be more likely to offer an FBP. 

2.1.3 The greater the number of employees, the more likely organisations will be to offer an 

FBP. 
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2.1.4 Organisations that have trouble attracting and retaining employees will be more likely 

to offer an FBP. 

 
Section 2. Institutional pressures 

2.2.1 With increasing institutionalisation of flexible benefits the effect of institutional 

pressures on organisations should become bigger than business considerations for 

introducing an FBP. 

2.2.2 Organisations that employ a large percentage of higher educated employees will be 

more likely to offer an FBP. 

2.2.3 Organisations that employ a large percentage of people combining work with caring 

responsibilities will be more likely to offer an FBP. 

2.2.4 Organisations that witness many similar organisations offering FBPs will be more 

likely to offer an FBP themselves. 

2.2.5 The process of institutionalisation of flexible benefits should be more developed in 

commercial and financial services. 

2.2.6 Organisations that are covered by an industry CAO will be less likely to offer an FBP. 

 
Section 3. The organisation as a good employer 

2.3.1 Organisations that offer many extra options in their compensation will be more likely to 

offer an FBP. 

2.3.2 Organisations that offer variable pay will be more likely to offer an FBP. 

2.3.3 Organisations that offer HRM arrangements that give employees control over their 

working arrangements will be more likely to offer an FBP. 

2.3.4 Organisations that offer many work-family arrangements will be more likely to offer an 

FBP. 

2.3.5 Organisations with flexible, employee-oriented cultures will be more likely to offer an 

FBP. 

2.3.6 Organisations that frequently research their employees’ well-being will be more likely 

to offer an FBP. 

 
Notes 
1 The applicability of basic economic theory to topics not generally considered ‘economic’ has been 
lucidly demonstrated by Levitt and Dubner (2005). 
2 Pantuosco and Parker (2005) suggest that this also includes the amount of shirking one can get away 
with without punishment. 
3 As Hegel (1807) already observed: thesis leads to antithesis, which leads to synthesis. 
4 See Chapter 1 for more on CAOs, and the broad definition of the terms used in this study. 
5 though that is not the term they use. 
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Chapter Three 

What Kinds of Organisations Offer a Flexible Benefit Plan? 

 

This chapter presents the empirical analyses of the theoretical model that was formulated in 

the previous chapter. I start with a description of the data I use for these analyses, and the 

operationalisation. This is followed by an overview of the occurrence of FBPs in the survey, 

and a section on the opinions organisations reported about flexible benefits. Then the 

hypotheses from the last chapter will be tested bivariately. The chapter concludes with a 

multivariate analysis of the entire model, and a summary of the results. 

 

 

 3.1 Data 

 

To test the hypotheses that were formulated in the previous chapter I will primarily use the 

results of a survey amongst Dutch organisations in the market sector, collected in 2003. This 

dataset gives a good insight into the organisations in the market sector that have, and those 

that have not, chosen a flexible benefit plan. In addition to this I will occasionally refer to a 

second dataset, collected in the same year amongst members of FNV Bondgenoten, the 

Netherlands largest trade union.1 The value of this lies in the fact that the union data give an 

insight into what kind of employees are given flexible benefits, and this makes a useful 

addition to the information organisations have provided.2  

 The organisation data were collected with the use of an anonymous written 

questionnaire. For this survey I used a random selection of approximately 3000 Dutch 

organisations in the private sector with 100 employees or more from the Dutch Chamber of 

Commerce database. In the spring of 2003 questionnaires were sent out with the request to 

fill this out and return it. After approximately three weeks all addressees received a letter 

(with another questionnaire) to thank people for taking the time to fill out the questionnaire, 

or, if they had not done so, to ask them again to do so. Only two people filled out the 

questionnaire twice. If they wished, respondents could receive a report of the data. About 

two thirds of respondents requested this and received it. 

 2927 Questionnaires were sent out. 56 Of these were returned because the address 

was incorrect. This means that in effect 2871 questionnaires had been sent. 606 
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Questionnaires were filled out and sent back. Two of these, as mentioned, were doubles, and 

so the second reply was removed from the data. This left 604 questionnaires, and a response 

rate of 21%. A similar approach a year earlier had resulted in a response rate of nearly 28% 

(Remery et al. 2003). The main reason for the lower response may be the developments in 

the Dutch economy at the time. The questionnaires were sent out in a period where fears of a 

recession in the Dutch economy were widespread, and after years in which the labour market 

had been very tight, unemployment was rising, and organisations were more likely to be 

letting employees go than having trouble attracting staff. These developments naturally 

reduced the interest amongst employers in issues such as elaborate secondary benefits, and 

will in all likelihood have led to a lower response rate.  

 Organisations in the public sector are absent from the survey. These organisations 

are subject to a different kind of process when it comes to composing their benefit packages. 

There is much less room for organisational variation in the public sector, which is why it was 

decided to exclude them from the survey.  

 In the selection of organisations that was made in the Chamber of Commerce 

database, small organisations were excluded. Organisations with few employees will find a 

flexible benefit plan highly impractical and relatively expensive, so in order to get a 

statistically decent number of organisations with FBPs a minimum of 100 employees was 

used. Although the intention was to approach only medium-sized and large organisations, 

some smaller organisations did reply to the questionnaire. Changes such as organisational 

size are not always updated regularly by organisations to the Chamber of Commerce. On 

average, the organisations in the survey employed 614 people (S.D. 1,239), varying from 15 to 

16,000. For the purpose of this study, the organisations with less than 100 employees were 

not included in the dataset used for the analyses in this chapter, leaving 585 cases.3 

 

Questionnaire and operationalisation 

To prepare the collected data for statistical analysis, the answers to several questions were 

recoded. It was asked in several steps if the organisations had a flexible benefit plan. 

Organisations were first asked if they offered an FBP, and if they did not, whether they were 

considering doing so in the near future. They were then asked the sources and goals that 

their employees could choose from in their plan. On the basis of this the definition of an FBP 

used for this study could be applied to the data: the sources and goals were coded into time 

and money sources and goals, so organisations that gave their employees the opportunity to 

sell and buy time off could be separated. They were coded as having an FBP, other 

organisations as not. This meant that organisations that offered limited choice, that they 

themselves considered to be an FBP, were nevertheless qualified as non-FBP in the analyses. 
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The exact application of this definition to the data is described further on in this chapter, in 

section 3.2. 

 For the independent variables, the number of employees was used as a continuous 

variable. For the measurement of uniformity in the employee population, I developed a new 

indicator.4 Organisations in the survey reported how their employee population was 

constructed on four points. They filled in the percentages of women and men, three age 

groups, three educational levels and part-timers versus full-timers. Based on these 

percentages, four measures of uniformity of the employee population were constructed, by 

calculating the difference between the actual percentages and maximal diversity. As maximal 

diversity, the composition was taken where all groups (age, gender, etc.) were present in 

equal numbers. On this scale an organisation employing only men, scores 50 points on 

uniformity, where an organisation employing 45% men and 55% women scores 5 points. For 

the three-category variables (education and age), the three (absolute) distances to 33 were 

added together and divided by three, so that an organisation employing 50% lower educated 

and 50% higher educated scores ((17 + 33 + 17) / 3) 22.3 points, and an organisation 

employing exactly equal groups of each age group scores zero points. Adding these together 

and dividing them by four constructed a scale of overall uniformity.  

 Organisations were asked whether their employees had leave reservoirs, large 

amounts of unused leave, saved up over a period of years. To this they could answer that they 

had none, some, or many employees with such a leave reservoir. For the multivariate 

analyses this was recoded into a dichotomous variable, with 1 representing that some or 

many employees had a leave reservoir, and 0 that few or no employees had a leave reservoir.  

 Concerning their labour market position, organisations were asked whether or not 

they had recently experienced trouble attracting and retaining employees, and if so, whether 

this applied to all positions or just some positions. Since, as will be explained further on, 

these variables are only used in the bivariate analyses, no recoding was necessary. 

 For the institutional surroundings the industry in which organisations operated was 

recoded into eight dichotomous variables for the industries that were represented by 5% of 

the responding organisations or more: manufacturing, building industry, retail, 

transportation & communication, financial institutions, commercial services, technical 

services and other. Organisations were asked what CAO covered their employees in an open 

question. This was recoded into three categories: organisations that defined their own labour 

agreements, organisations that were covered by an industry CAO, and organisations that 

worked with a combination of these. For the multivariate analyses this was recoded into a 

dichotomous variable, with 1 representing organisations that defined their own labour 

agreements for some or all of their employees, and 0 representing organisations that were 
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covered by an industry CAO. The final institutional indicator involved other organisations. 

Employers were asked whether or not organisations similar to themselves offered an FBP. 

They could answer on a four-point scale how many organisations did so, ranging from 

(almost) all to (almost) none, or that they had no idea. This was recoded into two variables: 

one which dealt with their awareness of what others were doing, with 1 representing that 

they were aware and 0 that they had no idea whether or not other organisations offered an 

FBP. The second variable was a four category ordinal variable ranging from almost none to 

almost all other similar organisations offering flexible benefits. 

 For the organisational attitudes towards employees four bundles of HRM 

arrangements were measured, that count the number of arrangements for each bundle. 

‘Number of variable pay arrangements’ represents the number of different kinds of variable 

pay that organisations can offer, such as bonuses and compensations for overtime. ‘Number 

of extra pay arrangements’ represents the number of extra arrangements such as mortgages, 

saving arrangements and lease cars. The variable ‘number of work-family arrangements’ 

represents the number of arrangements such as childcare and parental leave, and ‘number of 

flexible arrangements’ the number of arrangements like flexitime and tele-working. The 

three answers organisations could choose from to the question whether they regularly 

surveyed their employees regarding their job satisfaction were recoded into a dichotomous 

variable, with 1 representing organisations that did so regularly, and 0 representing 

organisations that did so rarely or never. 

 Finally, respondents were asked to categorise their organisation in terms of 

organisational culture. For this part of the questionnaire, the approach of Cameron and 

Quinn was used (Cameron & Quinn 1999). People had to divide 100 points over four 

different statements about a certain area of their organisational culture, in this case: 

leadership, management style and binding agent. Based on the points that respondents gave 

on these 12 items, scale scores could be calculated for the four different organisational 

cultures that Cameron and Quinn separate, to wit: family culture, adhocratic culture, market 

culture and hierarchical culture. Scores were also calculated for the four dimensions that can 

be separated in the model: flexibility, predictability, internal and external orientation. 

 

The respondents 

The response came predominantly from organisations in manufacturing, the building 

industry and commercial services. Organisations in the manufacturing industry are over-

represented in the data when compared to the Dutch economy as a whole; see Table 3.1. 

While this data set does not completely represent the entire scope Dutch organisations, due 

to these differences and the absence of the public sector, it gives a valuable insight into many 
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sectors of the Dutch economy. The fact that the strictest measures of representativeness are 

not met does have to be kept in mind, though.5 

 

 

Table 3.1. Response by industry, in total and percentages, and comparative percentages 
of the Dutch economy 

 
All organisations 

in the survey 
Organisations in survey 

> 100 employees 
Dutch organisations 

> 100 employees* 
 N Percent N Percent N Percent 
Agriculture 4 0.7 4 0.7 45 0.7 
Manufacturing 214 35.4 208 35.6 1560 24.5 
Public services 11 1.8 11 1.9 55 0.9 
Building industry 66 10.9 63 10.8 455 7.1 
(Retail) trade 50 8.3 49 8.4 1005 15.8 
Catering 3 0.5 3 0.5 145 2.3 
Transport, storage & 
communication 46 7.6 44 7.5 430 6.8 
Financial institutions 35 5.8 35 6.0 160 2.5 
Commercial services 112 18.5 106 18.1 1175 18.5 
Technical services 6 32 5.3 32 5.5   
Healthcare & welfare 19 3.1 19 3.2 990 15.6 
Other services 7 1.2 7 1.2 345 5.4 
Missing 5 0.8 4 0.7   
Total  604 100.0 585 100.0 6365 100.0 

* Soure: CBS 2003a. 
 

Two thirds of the organisations in the survey were part of a larger organisational unit. The 

organisations were asked to indicate what kind of major changes, if any, the organisation had 

experienced in the past two years. About half of the respondents said that a major change 

had occurred within their organisation. Most of these changes were related to structure and 

ownership. The most common change was a restructuring or reorganisation; nearly a quarter 

of the organisations in the survey had gone through such a process in the recent past. 

Around 19% of the organisations had taken over other organisations, and one in eight had 

eliminated parts of the organisation. Several organisations had been taken over by, or 

merged with, other organisations. 

 

 

 

 

 3.2 The occurrence of flexible benefit plans 

 

Of the organisations that filled out the questionnaire, 42.9% said they offered their 

employees flexible benefits. In 87.6% of the cases the flexible benefits were for all employees; 

in the rest of the cases only a part of the employees could change their benefits. In most cases 
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this was caused by the fact that different groups of employees were covered by different 

CAOs. Flexible benefits may be part of one agreement but not another. In a few organisations 

flexible benefits were only for the managers, or for the employees with a permanent contract. 

 Of the organisations that had not introduced flexible benefits, 91 (27.3%) said they 

were planning to introduce an FBP. Four organisations where the FBP was only available to a 

limited number of employees at the time said that they intended to make the plan available 

to all employees. In total, this means that nearly sixty percent (58.5%) of the organisations in 

the survey had, or were intending to introduce, some degree of flexibility in their benefits.  

 There were several organisations that said they did not have an FBP, nor were they 

intending to introduce one, but had nonetheless filled out the questions on sources and goals 

employees could choose from. 23 Of these organisations reported to offer their employees 

quite a considerable array of benefit choices. These organisations may have several separate 

arrangements that together offer a considerable degree of choice in benefits. For the current 

research, I include them in the group of choice-offering organisations, because they do offer 

their employees various options of a flexible benefit plan, even though they do not call it by 

that name. This brings the total of organisations that offers their employees some form of 

choice in their benefits to 367, 62.7% of the organisations in the survey. 

 

Table 3.2. Time and money as sources and goals amongst organisations with some form 
of flexible benefits, actual or planned (N=367), and among all organisations (N=585), in 
percentages. 

 
Of organisations 

with choice 
Of all 

organisations 
Financial source 82.3 51.6 
Time source 81.2 50.9 
Financial goal 90.7 56.9 
Time goal 60.8 38.1 
Time -> money 79.3 49.7 
Money -> time 54.8 34.4 
FBP with trading time for money and vice versa 48.0 30.1 

 
 
The people who filled out these questionnaires will not all define a flexible benefit plan 

identically. To make sure that I am comparing things that are comparable when it comes to 

the time options they offer their employees, I categorised the organisations in terms of the 

definition of a flexible benefit plan used for this study. This definition, as discussed in 

Chapter One, is as follows: a benefit plan in which employees can choose the composition of 

their benefits by trading in time and money sources for time and money goals. If this 

definition is applied to the data only 30.1% of all the organisations had a flexible benefit 

plan. Of the organisations that said they had a flexible benefit plan, either now or in the 

offing, 48.0% offered a degree of choice that falls within the definition. Of the 23 

7
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organisations that offered their employees some of the sources and goals but did not qualify 

this as an FBP themselves, eight met the definition of a flexible benefit plan used for this 

study. 

 Table 3.2 shows the choices that organisations offered their employees in terms of 

time and money, and the trades between time and money that employees were allowed to 

make. The option of trading money for time (time buying) is the least common choice in 

benefits employers give their employees. Time goals are, on the whole, offered less frequently 

than financial goals. Organisations seem to prefer that their employees sell their days off, as 

opposed to buying extra free time. The fact that FNV prefers not to include the option of 

selling leave into flexible benefit plans (see Chapter One) does not seem to have had a strong 

effect. 

 

Table 3.3. Sources and goals in FBPs, in percentages (N=180). 
Sources Goals 
Money  Money  
Salary 86.4 Compensation PC 80.7 
Holiday money 59.7 Extra contribution to pension 76.1 
End-of-year-payment 47.2 Compensation bicycle 51.7 
Bonus 35.8 Cash 49.4 
Profit sharing payment 33.0 Savings account** 46.0 
Other financial sources 14.2 Compensation study costs 15.9 

Time  Reduction contribution childcare 12.6 
Annual leave 81.3 Compensation travelling costs 10.2 
Overtime 52.8 Other financial goals 9.6 
ADV hours* 52.3 Reduction contribution parental leave 5.7 
Other sources 6.3 Time  
  Short term leave 63.6 
  Long term leave, sabbatical 62.5 
  Study leave 24.4 
  Extension of parental leave 21.6 
  Other leave-goal 8.0 

  Other goals 8.0 
* ADV hours are the hours of leave resulting from CAO agreements on reduction of working hours, 
usually a couple of hours per week, which are often saved up and added onto the annual leave. 
** This saving arrangement means that employees can save out of their pre-tax wages (or another 
source). 
 

 

On average, the goals outnumber the sources (though not in all individual cases). The 

average number of sources of all plans is 3.69 (SD 2.05), with the highest being 10. The 

average number of goals is 4.32 (SD 2.5), reaching up to 14. Of the plans that fall within the 

definition, the averages are naturally higher and the variation is smaller: 4.66 sources (SD 

1.73) and 5.56 goals (SD 2.32). 

 Table 3.3 contains an overview of specific sources and goals in FBPs. The majority of 

FBPs have salary, holiday money, annual leave, ADV hours and overtime as sources, and an 



Hillebrink – Flexible Benefit Plans in Dutch Organisations 

69

extra contribution to the pension plan, extra short term or long-term leave, and 

compensations for a PC and a bicycle as goals. The "other" sources that were mentioned 

included other compensations employees can receive, such as extra payment for being on 

stand by and the choice for a smaller lease car, after which the difference can be traded in for 

another benefit. Other goals include vegetable packages, discounts on the products of the 

organisation and mortgage payments.  

 The year the plan was introduced was provided for 12o FBPs. The FBPs in this survey 

had, on average, been operational since 1999. The oldest plan dates from 1980, the second 

oldest from 1990. There is (see Graph 1) a clear rise in the introduction of flexible benefit 

plans from 1990 onwards, with an undisputable peak in 2001. After that year there appears 

to be a significant decline in new FBPs. Whether this downturn will persist will of course 

have to be seen. It may have been caused by the economic downturn, or because most 

organisations which suited an FBP had, by 2001, gotten around to implementing one. 

Graph 1. Year of introduction of FBPs (N=118)
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Table 3.4 shows the reasons organisations that were about to introduce an FBP mentioned 

for doing so. Direct cost considerations, one of the main reasons why organisations turn to 

flexible benefits in the United States, play a very minor role in the Netherlands. Labour 

market considerations appear to play a stronger role: half of the organisations mention 

these. The incumbent employee, however, is the main objective for these organisations: 

when introducing an FBP, organisations are aiming at the general satisfaction of the 

employees they already have. The other reasons that were mentioned included a desire to 

facilitate the combination of work and care, the reduction of leave reservoirs, and the fact 

that the CAO made flexible benefits compulsory: 8.5% of all answers given came down to 

this. Some of the organisations that introduced an FBP because of CAO regulations do still 

mention other reasons as well, such as giving their employees more freedom. So while CAO 

force may be a motivation, it is not necessarily the only motivation. 
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Table 3.4. Given reasons for introducing an FBP, by organisations intending to do so, in 
percentages (N=95). 

To raise employee satisfaction in general 61.5 
To improve the labour market position 49.5 
To give employees more freedom 48.4 
Because it fits in with our general HRM policy 48.4 
To improve benefit satisfaction of employees 44.0 
To take advantage of the tax benefits 23.1 
To reduce benefit costs 8.8 
Because of the success of FBPs in other organisations 3.3 
Other 16.5 

 

The organisations that had already implemented an FBP were asked what effects this had on 

their organisation (Table 3.5).  

 

Table 3.5. Perceived effects of introducing FBP, as reported by organisations with some 
degree of choice in benefits, in percentages (N=131). 

 Positive 
effect 

No effect Negative 
effect 

Unknown 

Attractiveness organisation for incumbent 
employees 

67.2 18.3 -- 9.2 

Attractiveness organisation for new employees 47.3 35.1 0.8 11.5 
Employee benefit satisfaction 14.5 57.3 -- 22.9 
Turnover 14.5 57.3 -- 22.9 
Absenteeism 10.7 58.0 0.8 24.4 

 
It appears that the expectations of organisations that are considering flexible benefits are 

mostly in line with the experiences of organisations that already had an FBP, particularly the 

weight they attach to flexible benefits for their current employees in terms of satisfaction. 

The most positive effect organisations see is on the attractiveness of the organisation to 

incumbent employees. In this case two thirds have seen a positive effect. Half the 

organisations reported that their attractiveness to new employees has improved. The fact 

that, despite this, most organisations have not seen an effect on turnover suggests that 

attractiveness is not everything when it comes to turnover. Similarly, few organisations can 

detect an effect of FBPs on absenteeism. In the AWVN/FME-CWM study (2003) 

organisations also reported no improvement in their labour market position after 

introducing flexible benefits, but had seen an increase in employee satisfaction. 

 Overall, however, it is remarkable that only twice was there any negative effect of 

FBPs reported on these items. This is not to say that there were no negative effects, of course, 

and the absence of a positive effect can also be a negative thing, and there may have been 

effects not covered in these questions. Nevertheless, on these issues organisations observed 

either a positive effect or none. 

 What stands out the most, in relation to previous research, is that only a small group 

of organisations has witnessed an increase in benefit satisfaction amongst their employees. 
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Langedijk (2001) and Banens and Westerveld (2003) found considerable effects of FBPs on 

benefit satisfaction. The explanation for this difference might lie in method: both studies 

used an employee survey that focussed quite strongly on benefit satisfaction, and this may be 

something that requires a questionnaire to detect. In the general impressions that 

organisations reported, which are more than likely not based on questionnaire surveys, an 

increase in benefit satisfaction may simply have gone largely unnoticed. This would imply 

that other items, such as the attractiveness of the organisation, are easier to notice for 

organisations themselves than benefit satisfaction.  

 

Table 3.6 shows the reasons for not introducing flexible benefits that were given by 

organisations that had no FBP. While 8.5% of organisations said they were going to 

introduce flexible benefits at least partly because their CAO made them, nearly 35% said they 

had no FBP because their CAO restricted them to such an extent that an FBP was not really 

possible. 43% Felt that an FBP would involve too much administrative hassle, an indication 

of the role transaction costs play here. More than a third of the respondents felt that they 

would, in effect, loose too much control over their staff, which would hinder the running of 

their organisation, either through an undesired level of unpredictability, or concrete staffing 

problems. Nearly a quarter of respondents said the anticipated costliness of an FBP was the 

reason they had not introduced such a plan. 

 

Table 3.6. Reasons given for not introducing an FBP, in percentages (N=227). 
Too much administrative hassle 42.7 
Collective labour agreement makes it difficult 34.8 
Would result in capacity/staffing problems 25.1 
Our employees are not interested 24.2 
Gives too much insecurity/unpredictability in the organisation 22.0 
Too expensive 21.1 
Other 18.9 

 

In the category ‘other’, people frequently mentioned that the organisation was not ready yet, 

because they were busy with restructuring operations for instance, or because they were still 

trying to get their benefits in general up to the level required by the CAO. There were also a 

few organisations in which it was felt that all employees should be rewarded in the same way, 

and several organisations said that the benefits they offered already gave their employees 

enough choice, or were “complete.” A few respondents mentioned simply “top management” 

or in one case, very specifically, their “irrational aversion to, and fear of abuse of flexible 

benefits.” This is a reminder of the fact that a variety of opinions on flexible benefits can exist 

within one organisation. 
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 3.3 Business considerations 

 

The first organisational goal, income, does not, on the face of it, appear to be something 

organisations expect to gain from their flexible benefit plan. Dutch organisations are, by and 

large, not expecting to reduce costs with flexible benefits. In fact, they often think an FBP 

will cost them too much to make it worthwhile. Of the organisations that were intending to 

introduce flexible benefits, only 8% said they did so to reduce benefit costs. On the other 

hand, 21% of organisations that had not chosen an FBP did so because they thought it would 

be too expensive. Also, organisations that already had an FBP often mentioned budget 

neutrality as a condition for the plan: the overall costs of benefits (this usually does not 

include the costs of introducing the plan) should remain the same, another expression of the 

expected costliness of flexible benefits. In direct terms, costs play the opposite role in the 

perception of organisations to what has been going on in the United States, where cost 

reduction is one of the main reasons for the rise of FBPs (Barringer & Milkovich 1998). 

However, through other factors, cost reduction may be playing a part in the Netherlands as 

well.  

 

3.3.1 Efficient benefit plans 

Introducing flexible benefits may lead to more efficient benefits: more employees will be able 

to increase their perceived value of pay through a flexible benefit plan than a standard 

benefit plan. For this reason, organisations with very diverse employee populations were 

expected to have an FBP more often, since the gains that can be made this way will be larger 

for them. The greater the variation in life situations amongst the employees, the greater the 

difficulty to offer something useful for everyone without causing the benefit costs to rise too 

much, so the advantages of an FBP become greater. Through an FBP, an organisation can 

offer more options, while keeping costs under control (at least, in principle). 

 Do organisations with a greater diversity amongst their employees offer flexible 

benefits more often than those with an employee population that consists of a more 

homogenous group of people? An employee population will manifest its clearest diversity in 

demographic characteristics: gender, age and educational level. The demands people will 

have towards their benefits is likely to change with age; women, in Dutch society as it stands 

at the moment, will by and large prefer a change to the composition of their benefits more 

often, since they are making more adjustments in their working situation when they become 

parents than men (CBS 2004a). The percentage of part-timers can also be relevant, since this 

group may be combining their job with other activities in their life, which will also affect 
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their preferences towards benefits. 

 As described in the operationalisation section, I developed a measure of uniformity of 

the employee population for this study, based on the uniformity of the employee population 

in four respects: age, gender, educational level and working hours. These measures of 

uniformity give a good indication of the composition of the employee population. They show 

not so much how large the presence of a particular group is, but rather how big the variation 

is. Since it is more the degree of variation than the presence of particular groups in 

significant numbers that is expected to play a role here, including merely the percentage of 

higher educated or female employees in the analysis will give a far less distinct picture. In 

these uniformity measures, an organisation that consists purely of female employees is given 

the same score as an organisation that employs only men. Purely in terms of diversity, these 

two are equal.  

 

Table 3.7. Correlations between industry and levels of uniformity (N=585). 
  

Overall 
uniformity 

Uniformity 
of gender 

Uniformity 
of age 
groups 

Uniformity 
of edu. level 

Uniformity 
of contr. 

hours 
Uniformity of age groups  -0.003 -   
Uniformity of edu. level  0.061 0.255** -  
Uniformity of contr. hours  0.705** -0.032 0.027 - 
Overall uniformity - 0.836** 0.285** 0.402** 0.807** 
Manufacturing 0.309** 0.210** -0.045 -0.122** 0.239** 
Building industry 0.255** 0.337** -0.106* -0.074 0.309** 
Retail -0.174** -0.166** -0.001 -0.084 -0.129** 
Transport & Communication 0.085* 0.054 0.099* 0.093* 0.051 
Financial institutions -0.269** -0.307** -0.009 -0.047 -0.257** 
Business services -0.216** -0.285** 0.058 0.175** -0.325** 
Technical services 0.129** 0.143** 0.009 0.055 0.079 
Other industries -0.067 -0.091* 0.021 0.028 -0.086* 

*  p<0.05, ** p<0.01 . 
  

Table 3.7 shows the bivariate correlations between the different measures of uniformity and 

overall uniformity. Uniformity of age groups contributes the least to overall uniformity, 

which turns out to be affected most by the uniformity in gender and contractual hours. These 

two correlate strongly with each other as well. The majority of part-time workers in the 

Netherlands are female, so organisations employing only men will also employ few part-

timers.  

 The diversity of employee populations varies considerably between industries. The 

traditionally ‘male’ industries like manufacturing and the building industry have much more 

uniform employee populations than the service industries (with the exception of technical 

services, not surprisingly). Also, larger organisations employ populations that are slightly 

more diverse than those of smaller organisations, particularly in terms of working hours.  
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Table 3.8. Correlations between various forms of uniformity in employee populations 
and the presence of an FBP (N=585). 

 Overall 
uniformity 

Uniformity of 
gender 

Uniformity of 
age 

Uniformity of 
education 

Uniformity of 
hours 

FBP -0.165** -0.194** -0.023 -0.060 -0.144** 
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01 
 
The correlations between the uniformity indices and FBPs are shown in Table 3.8. There is a 

significant correlation between the uniformity of the employee population and the presence 

of an FBP. Considering the four separate measures of uniformity, FBPs are offered more by 

organisations with considerable gender diversity and (therefore) diversity in working hours. 

Diversity in terms of age and educational level shows no correlation with flexible benefits. 

 

Another reason why flexible benefits may increase the efficiency of benefits lies in the leave 

reservoirs that have been built up by employees in recent years. The option an FBP offers of 

trading superfluous leave for something else, can make it an attractive concept for employers 

who face a lot of employees with leave reservoirs. This way the extra leave can be reduced in 

a controlled manner. 

 Of the employers (or their representatives) who responded to the questionnaire 373 

had some or many employees with a leave reservoir (64%). Of these 373, 34.0% had an FBP, 

compared to 23.1% of the 212 organisations with few to no leave reservoirs (χ2 7.684, 

p<0.01). Interestingly enough, of all the organisations that offered their employees some 

choice in their benefits, organisations with leave reservoirs do not give their employees the 

option of trading in leave for another benefit any more often than organisations without 

leave reservoirs. Or at least, the difference is not statistically significant. This suggests that 

the link that exists between leave reservoirs and flexible benefits may not be as 

straightforward as organisations giving their employees a tool to reduce these reservoirs, as 

has been suggested (e.g. Korteweg et al. 2003). 

 The third reason why flexible benefits might be more efficient in some organisations 

than in others has to do with size. In larger organisations, due to the economies of scale, an 

FBP can be cheaper than in small organisations, for instance because larger organisations 

have larger personnel departments that will be better equipped to deal with the technicalities 

of an FBP.  

 Organisations are more likely to offer an FBP when they employ more people, though 

the correlation is not very strong (0.091, p<0.05, N=577). Organisations with an FBP 

employ, on average, 807 employees, those without 558. In Table 3.9 the organisations are 

grouped by the number of employees and the presence of flexible benefits. There is a clearly 

visible rise in the percentage of organisations with an FBP.  
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Table 3.9. Organisations with FBP by number of employees. 
 Total FBP Percentage 
100 t/m 149 112 25 22.3 
150 t/m 199 111 27 24.3 
200 t/m 349 150 39 26.0 
350 t/m 499 51 18 35.3 
500 t/m 999 72 25 34.7 
1000 + 81 38 46.9 
Total 577 172 29.6 

χ2: 18.527, p<0.05 
 
 

3.3.2 Labour market position 

It has been argued that FBPs have arisen as a labour market tool in an increasingly tight 

labour market, as a way to offer more attractive rewards to scarce, desired employees, and 

thereby improve the positional security of the organisation. Half the organisations about to 

introduce an FBP said they expect it to improve their labour market position, but few 

organisations with an FBP said it had had a positive effect on turnover. Have organisations 

introduced flexible benefits as a labour market tool?  

 

Many organisations in the survey said they had difficulty attracting staff. Only a small 

majority (53.8%) of organisations had no trouble finding employees generally, 42.9% of 

organisations had trouble attracting staff for some positions, and 3.2% for a relatively large 

number of positions. Organisations had the most trouble finding higher educated staff. 

There were no statistically significant differences in the presence of FBPs between these 

groups. Organisations with an FBP did not stand out with regard to their labour market 

position, nor did organisations that were intending to introduce an FBP. 

 The organisations in the survey had less trouble retaining staff than they had 

attracting staff. Four out of five organisations in the survey said they generally had no 

trouble retaining staff. Again there was no statistically significant difference in the 

occurrence of FBPs, or the intention to introduce such an arrangement. This suggests that an 

FBP is not an exceptional tool for improving the retention of staff. If it were, the 

organisations with an FBP would stand out by having less trouble retaining staff, and if 

organisations felt it would improve retention, the organisations with trouble in that area 

would be considering flexible benefits more often.  

 Banens and Westerveld (2003) found even starker results. In their study employees 

in organisations with an FBP had a greater intention to leave than those without. Added to 

the impression of organisations themselves that their FBP has improved their attractiveness 

to employees, but not actual turnover, labour market position seems to have, at best, a slight 

relationship with the presence of an FBP. Organisations that have trouble attracting or 
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retaining staff do not appear to turn to FBPs to solve these problems, and since organisations 

that have no trouble retaining staff in certain positions do not have an FBP more often 

suggests that they are right not to seek their solutions in this arrangement. What can be seen 

is that organisations with an FBP do not seem to stand out with regard to their labour 

market position at the time of the survey, when compared to those that do not have an FBP. 

 It is important to note, however, that these figures are static, and do not show the 

development of organisations’ labour market positions prior to and following the 

introduction of an FBP. After all, while an organisation may now have trouble attracting staff 

in some positions, it may previously have had trouble finding staff for all positions, to give 

just one example. It is impossible to conclude from these figures whether or not the labour 

market position from organisations has improved as a result of them introducing an FBP. 

Another complication with these figures is that the Dutch labour market was rapidly 

changing at the time of the survey, moving from a period where good staff was hard to find to 

a period of rising unemployment and heated disputes over pay and working hours. This too 

will have affected the usefulness of these questions. Both these issues, of methodology and 

timing, make these variables problematic, and I will therefore not use them in my 

multivariate analysis.  
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 3.4 Institutional pressures 

 

For the second part of my theoretical explanation of FBPs in organisations in Chapter Two, I 

turned to the theory of institutional pressures. This theory, in short, suggests that the way 

organisations look, and the arrangements they offer, is influenced by their institutional 

surroundings. From various sources organisations may feel pressures to conform to certain 

formal or informal rules and guidelines, which leads to a far greater degree of organisational 

isomorphism than one might otherwise expect. The various sources of institutional pressure 

that were expected to have influenced the choice for flexible benefits by organisations are 

examined in this section.  

 

3.4.1 The demanding employee 

An FBP can be a way to come to terms with the individual preferences of increasingly well-

educated and self-aware workers. Institutional theory suggests that organisations are more 

prone to taking the wishes and demands of crucial higher educated employees seriously.  

 Organisations employing larger percentages of higher educated employees offer FBPs 

more often than those relying more on employees with a lower level of education. The 

percentage of lower educated employees correlates negatively with the presence of an FBP  

(-0.264, p<0.01, N=538) and there is a positive correlation between the percentage of higher 

educated employees and FBPs (0.269, p<0.01, N=538). Union members also had access to 

an FBP more often when they were higher educated. Of the higher educated union members 

36.6% had an FBP, as opposed to 14.3% of the lower educated, and 24.4% of the entire group 

(χ2 51.538, p<0.01).7 

 Along similar lines, I argued that female employees may find more use for flexible 

benefits, since they are, at the moment, largely responsible for accommodating the changes 

in time needs in the household when children are born. If organisations offer FBPs in 

response to the needs of their employees, a large presence of women should also increase the 

likelihood of flexible benefits. In the organisation survey there is a small correlation between 

the percentage of women employed by organisations and the presence of flexible benefits 

(0.092, p<0.05, N=569). Flexible benefits become only slightly more common as 

organisations employ a larger percentage of women. This is puzzling considering the rather 

large effect of gender diversity in employee populations found earlier on in this chapter. 

Further analysis shows that the number of FBPs is low when there are very few women and 

when there are many women; most FBPs appear in the middle percentages (in fact the peak 

lies around 50% female employees). This shows that gender diversity is more important than 

the sheer presence of women. 

7
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 Finally, the demand for an FBP may depend on the age distribution within an 

organisation. Employees in the younger and middle age categories in particular may demand 

ways to maximalise their benefits that fall outside the standard benefit package, since they 

are more likely to combine work with caring for young children. Here too, however, there is 

no statistically significant relationship. FBPs are as common in organisations with large 

percentages of young employees as in organisations with mostly older employees, or those in 

between. From the union members, a similar picture arises. There is an age effect, but not a 

very large one. Older employees are slightly more likely to have an FBP than younger 

employees. The correlation between the presence of an FBP and the year of birth is -0.081 

(p<0.01, N=1308). When it comes to age, there may be no specific group that needs flexible 

benefits. Each age group may be presumed to want a change from the standard pay, though 

they may be expected to make different changes.  

 In summary, it can be concluded that if there is an employee who demands flexible 

benefits that employers are accommodating, this employee may be higher educated, but is of 

no particular age or gender. 

 

3.4.2 Surrounding organisations 

Based on the theory of institutional pressures one would expect more flexible benefit plans in 

organisations that are surrounded by organisations with such plans than in organisations 

that are surrounded by very few of these. The question as to whether organisations are even 

aware of what other organisations are doing is of interest here too. Organisations that do not 

care about what other organisations may be doing are by default more likely to resist this 

particular type of institutional pressure. Organisations that do keep track of the actions of 

their peers will also be more prone to want to keep up with them.  

 In the survey, organisations were asked if they were aware of whether similar 

organisations were offering flexible benefits. The question did not specify whether these 

organisations had to be in the same industry, of the same size, of the same general attitude 

towards employees: it left the definition of ‘similar’ up to the person filling out the 

questionnaire. The results, therefore, describe what the peers of the organisations are doing, 

peers as they themselves see them. Organisations know who they compare themselves with, 

and who exactly this is, is not relevant here. What matters is whether or not they act in the 

same way as these other organisations. 

 There is a clear distinction between those organisations that reported that they had 

no idea whether organisations like themselves offered flexible benefits or not, and those that 

did know. Of the organisations that were aware of what other organisations were offering, 

36% offered an FBP, compared to 18.6% of those that said they had no idea (χ2 18.101, 
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p<0.01, N=580). This supports the assumption that those organisations that do not look at 

what others are doing are also more impervious to institutional pressures emanating from 

surrounding organisations. This indicates that institutional pressures do seem to play a 

considerable role in this. 

 Of course, whether or not other organisations actually offer flexible benefits is a 

clearer source of institutional pressure. Organisations may be aware of exactly what kind of 

benefits their peers offer, but if none of these include flexible benefits, they themselves will 

feel little pressure to introduce flexible benefits in order to keep up.8  

 

Table 3.10. Perceived prevalence of FBPs in surrounding organisations, in percentages. 

  FBP 
(Almost) none (113)  15.0 
A few (134)  31.3 
About half (29)  41.4 
A large part (76)  56.6 
(Almost) all (40)  67.5 
Total (392) 36.0 

χ2 54.379, p<0.01 
 
The results presented in Table 3.10 show that there does appear to be strong institutional 

pressure resulting from the behaviour of other organisations. As the degree of peer 

organisations offering flexible benefits increases, so does the percentage of flexible benefits 

in reporting organisations. A limitation of this variable is that the causal direction is not 

beyond debate. For an organisation that introduced an FBP in the early 90s, when few other 

organisations had done so, the situation may be that most other organisations around it now 

have an FBP, because they are imitating this particular organisation. The institutional 

pressure may be exerted by the organisation itself, rather than the organisation responding 

to it. However, this limitation does not diminish the strength of the evidence of institutional 

pressure as such. Regardless of whether it is emanating from the organisation reporting, or 

whether the organisation is reacting to it, the mimicking behaviour is clearly taking place.  

 

Another way to look at the effect of FBP dispersion on FBP adoption amongst organisations 

is by looking at industry. Because organisations are affected by, or are affecting similar 

organisations, this unequal dispersion of flexible benefits will vary from one industry to 

another. The other organisations that organisations are comparing themselves with will 

often be in the same industry; internet providers will compare themselves to other internet 

providers, for example, and much less to a hospital.  

 The presence of prominent early adopters will have affected the dispersion of flexible 

benefit plans amongst industries. In some industries the process of institutionalisation of 

flexible benefits will be further developed than in others. In the Netherlands, the most clearly 
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visible organisation to introduce flexibility in its benefits was an insurance company, 

Centraal Beheer. For this reason alone, FBPs should be more prevalent in the financial or 

commercial services, depending on the categorisation used.  

 From the data collected amongst union members in the market sector it appears that 

FBPs are indeed most common in the commercial services, and particularly rare in the retail 

and catering industries (Table 3.11). In the data collected amongst Dutch organisations in the 

market sector with 100 employees or more, the occurrence of FBPs is given in Table 3.12. In 

this survey, the industries financial institutions and commercial services can be separated. 

Nearly two thirds of the organisations in the financial institutions industry offered an FBP. 

 

Table 3.11. Union members with access to an FBP, by industry, in percentages. 
 FBP 

Manufacturing (334) 17.7 
Retail, catering (127) 5.5 
Transportation & communication (198) 20.7 
Commercial services (314) 46.2 
Other services(169) 26.0 
Other industries (190) 14.7 
Total (1332) 24.3 

χ2 125.098, p<0.01 
 
The biggest difference between these two tables is in the retail & catering industry. The union 

members reported 5.5% FBPs, the organisations 30.6%. This difference will be caused by 

size: the organisations have 100 employees or more, amongst the union members there may 

very well be many respondents who work in small shops or pubs. A similar difference will, in 

all likelihood, be responsible for the lower score of ‘other industries’ in the union data. While 

these rest-categories are constituted differently, the differences in organisational size will 

also have contributed to the difference. Other than that, the union members and the 

organisations report more or less the same frequency of flexible benefit plans. 

Table 3.12. Occurrence of FBP by industry, in percentages. 
 % FBPs 
Manufacturing (n=208) 21.6 
Building industry (63) 11.1 
Retail (49) 30.6 
Transport & communication (44) 25.0 
Financial institutions (35) 60.0 
Commercial services (106) 43.4 
Technical services (32) 43.8 
Other (44) 36.4 
Total (581) 30.1 

χ2 45.847, p<0.01 
 
FBPs turned out to be most common in the commercial services (in the union survey) and 

financial institutions (in the organisation survey), the area where the most prominent early 

adopter is active. To properly examine the development of institutionalisation of FBPs in 
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different industries is unfortunately beyond the scope of this research. For one thing 

different data are needed to properly analyse the temporal dispersion of FBPs across 

industries. Some industries are underrepresented in these data to such an extent that 

statistical analysis is not responsible. 

 

3.4.3 CAOs 

The labour agreements that organisations have with their employees can be covered by a 

collective agreement that is applicable to the industry in which they are active, or they can 

have an arrangement for their organisation alone. This can also take the form of a CAO, or 

can come in the shape of a worker’s handbook. I shall here refer to all such arrangements as 

organisation CAOs for the sake of brevity, as discussed in Chapter One. Organisations 

classified as having their own CAO are all organisations that have their own labour 

agreements and are not covered by an industry CAO, regardless of whether these 

arrangements legally take the shape of an actual collective labour agreement.  

 Organisations that are covered by an industry CAO have far fewer FBPs (24.4%) than 

organisations that formulate their own labour agreement (39.3%), or those in which only 

part of the employees are covered by an industry CAO (38.5%, χ2, 14.513, p<0.01, N=581). 

Organisations that are not dependent on the result of negotiation processes that involve 

more organisations than their own, have greater room for manoeuvre, and are better able to 

adjust the benefits they offer to the situation in which their organisation finds itself, and this 

seems to be resulting in more FBPs.  

 In Chapter Two I hypothesised that industry CAOs might restrict organisations that 

want an FBP from implementing one. Benders et al. (2006), on the other hand, suggest that 

industry CAOs might force organisations to introduce an FBP, regardless of their own 

preferences. The evidence shows that the first effect is more likely to be occurring than the 

second. Industry CAOs appear to have a restricting effect on flexible benefits rather than 

acting as a strong source of institutional pressure to introduce flexible benefits. 

 CAO regulations concerning flexible benefits come in different forms. CAOs can force 

an organisation to introduce flexible benefits, or they can merely stipulate what a flexible 

benefit plan should look like, if an organisation chooses to introduce one. Also, the CAO can 

outline the plan in full detail, or it can set the boundaries within which the organisation is 

free to construct its own specific plan. Whether or not a paragraph concerning flexible 

benefits is included in the CAO does not, therefore, necessarily force an organisation to 

introduce a flexible benefit plan.  

 A CAO can force an FBP onto an organisation that does not really want one, but it can 

also prevent an organisation that would like to make its benefits flexible from doing so. In 
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this case, the CAO is ‘hammered shut,’ as the expression goes, proscribing matters in such 

detail and with such strictness, that there is very little room left for organisations to 

manoeuvre, at least in some areas (Van Sas, forthcoming). 34% Of organisations that had no 

FBP indicated that this was because their CAO made this difficult. Based on what the 

organisations themselves are saying, this effect also appears to be bigger than the reverse 

effect, of CAOs forcing FBPs onto unwilling organisations. 

 It is not possible within the current study to examine to what extent CAOs may be 

restricting organisations from implementing an FBP, but it is possible to give an indication 

to what extent CAOs either enable or enforce flexible benefits. For this I looked at the CAOs 

that were active at the time organisations received the questionnaire, and coded them on 

whether or not a flexible benefit paragraph was part of the CAO, and whether or not it was 

optional. This was done on the basis of the answer respondents gave to the question: Which 

CAO (or CAOs) covers the employees of this organisation? As mentioned before, it is quite 

common for organisations to have employees covered by different CAOs. If only one of these 

contained a paragraph on flexible benefits, the organisation was coded “FBP present in 

CAO”, so this means that it may not apply to all employees. But then again, neither do all 

flexible benefit plans: the variable ‘FBP present’ also unites organisations that have a flexible 

benefit plan for some of their employees with those that have a plan for all their employees.  

 For this analysis, the category ‘organisations with an FBP’ contains those 

organisations that have such an arrangement, and organisations that are intending to 

introduce it, based on their own judgement, not the definition of flexible benefits that has 

been applied to the rest of this research. (The provisions in the CAO may not meet the 

criteria that have been set, and organisations that are living up to the requirements of the 

CAO may still not meet the standard of allowing employees to trade time for money and the 

reverse.) Since this analysis is carried out to find out to what extent the ‘guidance’ given in 

CAOs is followed, the strict criteria applied elsewhere in this study are not relevant. This 

means that the total percentage of organisations that fall in the FBP category is higher than 

the percentage of organisations with an FBP that meets the criteria set for this study, and 

mentioned elsewhere. Also, the organisations that are not covered by an industry CAO are 

excluded from the analysis for obvious reasons. Finally, it should be noted that it was not 

always possible to find the CAO in question, or to deduce from the given answers which CAO 

exactly was meant. In these cases, a dozen or so, organisations were coded as ‘no FBP in 

CAO’. It is, in short, advisable to treat these figures with some discretion. Table 3.13 shows 

the number of industry CAOs that contain a paragraph on flexible benefits, optional or 

otherwise, and the relation with actual flexible benefit plans. 

 Only a small percentage (4.6%) of organisations face a CAO that forces them to 
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introduce a flexible benefit plan, and most of these (94.1%) have or will introduce such a 

plan. A little more than half of the organisations are covered by an industry CAO that 

explicitly allows flexible benefits. Of these organisations more than half have introduced an 

FBP, but this percentage is not statistically significantly higher than the 51.9% of FBPs 

introduced by organisations that are covered by an industry CAO that has no paragraph on 

flexible benefits. These data again do not support the position taken by Benders et al. (2006) 

that “it seems reasonable to assume that coercion through sectoral [CAOs] is the most 

important adoption reason for Dutch [FBPs]” (p. 1121). There are organisations that face an 

obligation to introduce an FBP, and almost all of these have an FBP, but it is a small group of 

organisations that faces a CAO that is this forceful when it comes to flexible benefits.  

 

Table 3.13. FBP regulations in industry CAOs for organisations in the survey, and the 
occurrence of FBPs, in percentages (N=370). 

 
Total 

% of these 
with FBP 

No FBP in CAO 42.7 51.9 
Yes, optional or pilot 52.7 59.5 
Yes, obligatory 4.6 94.1 
Total 100 57.8 

 
 
Organisations have the option of resisting institutional pressures, as Oliver (1991) points out. 

One of the 16 organisations in the survey that are covered by an industry CAO imposing 

flexible benefits, did not comply, defying the CAO. Compliance with CAOs is an urgent 

matter in certain industries, where many CAOs install so-called compliance commissions. 

These commissions have the task to ‘promote’ organisational compliance with the CAO. In 

some CAOs these commissions are permanent, for instance in the CAO for agency workers. 

The fact that there is one organisation that does not adhere to the obligation in the CAO to 

introduce a flexible benefit plan, does not, therefore, seem to be resulting from the particular 

nature of FBPs, but rather from the particular nature of CAOs. Some non-compliance was to 

be expected. 

 In Chapter Two I also hypothesised that the FBPs introduced by organisations that 

defined their own labour agreements would be older, on average, because these 

organisations can react faster to changing circumstances and opportunities than industry 

CAOs. There appears to be no age difference between FBPs in organisations covered by an 

industry CAO and organisations that have their own labour agreement. This suggests that 

industry CAOs are not in the process of ‘catching up’, and that the lower number of FBPs in 

organisations covered by an industry CAO is not of a temporary nature. 
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 3.5 The organisation as a good employer 

 

For the third part of the theoretical model, I focussed on the self-image of the organisation as 

an employer, and the approach it consequently takes towards its employees. Of the 

organisations that were about to introduce an FBP, 48.4% said they did so because it fitted in 

with their general HRM policy. The notions of consistency in compensation arrangements 

and other aspects of the employment relation seem to play a considerable role in the 

decisions organisations make concerning flexible benefits. In this section I examine this 

relationship in greater detail. First, I examine where FBPs stand in the context of the wider 

compensation practices of the organisations, then I look at the relationship between other 

HRM practices aimed at flexibility and FBPs, and finally I discuss the relationship between 

organisational culture and flexible benefits. 

  

3.5.1 Other compensation arrangements 

Organisations reward their employees in a variety of ways that can be staggering. Besides 

components the organisation is legally obliged to supply, such as a certain amount of annual 

leave and maternity leave, many organisations offer many more extras and options, varying 

from generous leave arrangements to a share in the profits of the organisation. These 

benefits are generally negotiated on a collective level (industry or organisational), as opposed 

to being part of the individual negotiations between employer and employee. Under the 

conditions applicable to the particular benefit, these are either available to all employees, or 

discernable groups of employees (for instance, parents of young children), making them an 

important part of the way in which an employer displays itself to its employees. 

 

Variable pay 

Organisations can make pay variable in a number of ways. Employees can be paid purely on 

the basis of their production, receive bonuses depending on their individual or team’s 

performance, or receive stock options and thereby get paid depending on the value of the 

overall organisation. All these forms of pay introduce an element of unpredictability into the 

compensation, but also of individual variation beyond job level. One employee may receive 

different wages from one month to the next, and one typist may be paid more than another 

typist, depending on their individual or team’s performance, for instance. 

 Variable pay is present in some shape or form in almost all organisations (only two 

organisations in the survey offer none of these types of arrangements, see Table 3.14), but in 

most cases it is restricted to part of the employees. Overtime compensation, whether in time 

or in money, is most common, and most organisations that compensate overtime do so only 
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for a fraction of the employees. This is what is referred to in the US as the difference between 

salaried and hourly workers: hourly workers are paid for every hour they work, including 

overtime, salaried workers are paid for their work as such, regardless of how many hours it 

takes them to do the job. Their overtime is not compensated and considered part of the job.  

 

Table 3.14. Variable pay and FBPs in organisations, in percentages (N=584). 
 % of orgs offering 

this arrangement˚ 
% of these 
with FBP χ2 

Overtime in money 94.0 30.7 0.962 
Overtime in time 94.5 31.3 5.077* 
Stock or stock options 24.8 41.7 11.617** 
Bonus or pay based on individual performance 75.9 31.6 2.197 
Bonus or pay based on team performance 40.6 34.0 2.484 
Bonus or pay based on org. performance 64.3 31.0 0.447 

˚ to some or all of their employees  
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01 
 

Variable pay dependent on performance is generally less common than overtime 

compensation, though three-quarters of organisations reward (usually some) of their 

employees on the basis of individual performance, either in their regular pay or in the form 

of a bonus. A quarter of organisations pay (some of) their staff in stock options, and forty 

percent pay bonuses on the basis of team performance.  

 In Chapter Two, the expectation was formulated that organisations that offer variable 

pay in some shape or form offer flexible benefits more often. Table 3.14 shows the co-

occurrence of variable pay and FBPs. Overall, the link between variable pay and flexible 

benefits does not seem to be very strong. Only two varieties of variable pay are correlated 

with FBPs: stock options and compensation for overtime in time. The fact that those 25% of 

organisations that offer stock or stock options have an FBP significantly more often than 

other organisations stands out. Stock as a reward is considered to be a pay arrangement 

aimed at increasing involvement in the organisation. Organisations that choose this kind of 

reward to enhance organisational commitment may turn to flexible benefits as a tool with 

similar anticipated effects. 

 The relationship between compensation of overtime with more time off and flexible 

benefits is of another nature. Compensating overtime with time off at a later date indicates a 

concern with restraining excessive working hours, and also possibly a desire to reward in 

other than financial ways. Flexible benefits could fit in with such an approach as well. 

 The various performance-related rewards are all correlated with each other; the 

overtime compensation forms do not correlate with the other variable pay options, showing 

that these are two distinct categories of pay. Most organisations offer more than one of these 

variable-pay arrangements, 3.9 on average. There is an increase in the occurrence of FBPs as 
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the number of variable pay arrangements increases (0.135, p<0.01). Overall it is fair to 

conclude that the relationship between variable pay and flexible benefits is there, but it is not 

overwhelming. 

 

Extras 

There is a seemingly endless number of extras organisations can add to the compensation 

they pay (Gründemann, Willemsen, De Vries & Van Vuuren 2001). The employee usually 

pays for these extras, at least in part, with the possible exception of cars and mobile phones. 

The advantage for employees in acquiring these things via their employer is that it is cheaper 

than doing so individually. In the case of insurance, there is usually a discount involved, a 

result of collective contracts, and with the saving arrangements there was either a tax 

advantage or an employer-addition to the amount saved. The bicycle and PC programmes 

involved a tax advantage too. At the time of writing both the tax advantages of saving and 

buying a PC to work at home have been cut or restricted by the government, reducing the 

opportunities for organisations to offer their employees these kinds of extras.  

 

Table 3.15. Occurrence of extra pay arrangements and presence of FBPs, in percentages 
(N=604). 

 % of orgs offering 
this arrangement˚ 

% of these 
with FBP χ2 

Saving 97.8 30.6 1.391 
Insurance 89.0 30.4 0.015 
Phone 97.6 30.3 0.509 
Car 94.5 30.3 0.068 
Bicycle 53.1 38.0 19.036** 
PC  86.8 32.8 12.073** 

˚ to some or all of their employees 
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01 
 

Table 3.15 shows the most common extras offered by organisations in the survey. The other 

extras that are offered include things such as a free bicycle for every employee living within a 

15 km radius, gym and union memberships, and vegetable packages.   

 Except in the case of cars and mobile phones, most extras on offer are available to all 

employees. The cars and phones will be restricted to certain groups of staff, such as sales 

representatives, that are frequently out of the office as a result of their duties. The other 

extras are very widespread, except for the bicycle (though compared to any other country 

this percentage will probably still be astronomical).  

 The only two extras that have a statistically significant relationship with FBPs are the 

PC and bicycle programmes, which are, as was shown earlier on in this chapter, frequently 

parts of FBPs. The other extras show no statistically significant relationship with FBPs, if for 

no other reason than that they are so widespread that there is, in fact, very little variation. 
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 Again, almost all organisations offer one extra at least; only three organisations offer 

none of these, nor any other extras. The average organisation in the survey offers 5.1 

different extras. The correlation between the number of extras and FBPs (0.176, p<0.01, 

N=585) can be ascribed almost entirely to the fact that the PC and bicycle arrangements are 

common elements of FBPs. There is no statistically significant correlation between the 

number of extras excluding PC and bicycle and FBPs. The question arises whether existing 

PC and bicycle arrangements were included in new FBPs, or whether these arrangements 

were introduced as part of a new FBP: do organisations include previously existing 

arrangements in their new FBP, or do they introduce the PC and bicycle options only when 

introducing an FBP? The second scenario could have been the case, though the fact that the 

tax arrangements in question are older than the average FBP makes the first scenario seem 

more likely. Overall, the evidence of FBPs being part of a compensation approach that offers 

many extras is also not very strong.  

 

Work-family 

There is considerable variation in what is deemed to be a work-family arrangement. Den 

Dulk (2001) takes this to refer to “facilities that, intentionally or unintentionally, support the 

combination of paid work and caring responsibilities” (p. 5). Following this definition, I take 

as work-family arrangements provisions for childcare, leave arrangements not made 

obligatory by the Dutch Work Family Act (2002) and extensions to leave arrangements that 

are part of that law. The occurrence of these provisions and extensions are shown in Table 

3.16, with the percentage of organisations that also offer a flexible benefit plan.  

 43 Organisations in the survey offer none of these arrangements; on average 

organisations offer 3.1 arrangements. Some are very common, such as childcare (the legal 

context of this arrangement too has since been drastically altered by the government), 

offered by nearly three-quarters of organisations in the survey, and emergency leave, offered 

by two-thirds, and short term care leave somewhere in between those two. These last two 

arrangements, it must be added, are part of the Work Family Act, but are so called three-

quarter mandatory law, which means that it can be deviated from in CAOs (Koopmans & 

Schippers 2004). This will be at least partly responsible for their frequent occurrence. 

Extensions to various existing leaves are far less common, and these extensions are usually 

unpaid. 

 

Table 3.16. Occurrence of work-family arrangements and FBPs, in percentages 
(N=604). 

 
% of orgs offering 
this arrangement˚ 

% of these 
with FBP χ2 

Childcare arrangement 73.6 35.7 23.105** 

7
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Extended maternity leave 11.3 31.8 0.106 
Extended adoption leave 6.0 42.9 2.887 
Extended career break 7.9 50.0 9.413** 
Extended parental leave 20.0 46.2 17.952** 
Paternity leave 48.2 34.0 4.053* 
Emergency leave 69.4 32.5 3.715 
Short term care leave 71.1 33.2 6.527* 

˚ to some or all of their employees 
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01 
 

The majority of work-family arrangements correlate with flexible benefit plans: extended 

maternity, and adoption leave, and emergency leave are the only arrangements that show no 

statistically significant relationship. Some of these, the parental leave and the career break 

extensions, are often part of flexible benefit plans, and these two arrangements do show a 

strong relationship, but the statistical relationship is strongest between childcare 

arrangements and FBPs. An extra contribution to childcare costs is only part of 12.6% of 

FBPs (see Table 3.3). The correlation of the total number of work-family arrangements 

organisations offer with FBPs is 0.207 (p<0.01, N=583), higher than the previously 

discussed compensation forms. 

 One may question the causal relationship between the measure that was used for 

work-family arrangements and FBPs, based on the fact that several work-family 

arrangements included in this measure are commonly part of FBPs. However, the 

arrangement with the strongest link is not part of FBPs, as a rule. Only an extra contribution 

to childcare costs occurs as part of an FBP, and this only in 12.6% of FBPs. The question of 

the order in which arrangements were introduced remains, but is beyond the scope of this 

study. It is an interesting topic however, as is the extent to which FBPs develop over time, 

with new options being included as situations change. Given the relative youth of FBPs in the 

Netherlands, researching this development will be more worthwhile at a later date. 

 

The overall picture from the analysis of compensation arrangements shows that FBPs occur 

most frequently in the company of work-family arrangements, less often in the context of 

variable pay arrangements, and not particularly often in compensation structures that offer 

many extras. Employers that do not offer short term care leave, extended opportunities for 

career breaks and childcare arrangements, do not opt for an FBP either. There is no such 

relationship between other compensation arrangements, such as bonuses or mobile phones. 

It is specifically the arrangements aimed at facilitating the combination of work and life that 

offer a wide variety of choices to employees for making the best fit possible between these 

two, that correlate most strongly with flexible benefits. Within organisations that offer many 

of these arrangements, FBPs are more often a logical addition. The fact that FBPs are also 

more common in organisations that compensate overtime with time off at a later date, rather 
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than with money, further suggests that employers who wish to give their employees control 

over the balance between working and non-working time are the ones that extend this 

control through flexible benefit plans. 

  

3.5.2 All things controlled and flexible 

In Chapter Two, the final ‘bundle of HRM’ I discussed which might show a correlation with 

flexible benefits was that of flexible arrangements. Organisations that offer their employees 

flexibility in various other elements of their job may also be more inclined to offer them a 

choice in the composition of their benefits. The findings presented in the previous paragraph 

already point to this.  

 

Table 3.17. Organisations offering flexible working arrangements and flexible benefits 

 Flexible working times 
% of orgs offering 
this arrangement1 

% of these 
with FBP χ2 

No, but considering  2.9 17.6  
Yes, informally  22.2 32.3  
Yes, formally  44.3 40.5 35.620** 
Compressed working week    
Yes, some employees 27.1 41.1  
Yes, all employees  3.4 60.0 23.937** 
Formal teleworking policy    
pilot or other stage 14.0 52.4 22.655** 
Informal teleworking allowed    
Yes, for some employees  61.5 31.9  
Yes, for all employees  3.7 36.8 12.867** 

 

The co-occurrence of FBPs with other flexible working arrangements can be seen in Table 

3.17. Many Dutch employees are given a choice regarding when and where they work. 

Flexible working times are allowed in 66.5% of organisations, around a third of organisations 

allow at least some of their employees to work a compressed week (for instance four days 

consisting of nine hours), and about two-thirds of organisations in the survey allow some of 

their employees to work from home, though this is more common as an informal rather than 

as a formal practice (Baaijens 2006; Peters & Batenburg 2004; Remery et al. 2003). 

 FBPs are more common in organisations that offer these various other kinds of 

flexibility to their employees. The average number of flexible arrangements is 1.8, and this 

number of arrangements correlates with FBPs 0.224 (p<0.01, N=585). Flexible benefit plans 

are clearly often embedded in a wider array of flexible working arrangements. 

 

3.5.3 Culture 

In the organisation survey, employers were asked to categorise their organisation in terms of 

organisational culture, which led to each organisation receiving a score on all four cultures 

recognised in the model of Cameron and Quinn (Cameron & Quinn 1999, see Figure 2.2). 
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These four cultures are placed on two cross-lines, of predictability versus flexibility 

(hierarchical cultures and market cultures score high on predictability, for instance) and 

inward versus outward orientation (family and hierarchical cultures score high on inward 

orientation). FBPs were hypothesised as being most likely in flexible and inwardly-oriented 

cultures. The scores of organisation on these four dimensions were also calculated 

(according to the directions form the authors, Cameron & Quinn 1999), and the correlations 

with FBPs can be seen in Table 3.18. 

 

Table 3.18. Correlations between culture scales and the presence of an FBP (N=564) 
Family culture 0.021 
Adhocratic culture 0.060 
Market culture -0.104* 
Hierarchical culture 0.028 
Flexible culture 0.062 
Culture of predictability -0.069 
Internal orientation 0.039 
External orientation -0.046 

* p< 0.05 
 

The relationship between organisational culture as measured here and the presence of FBPs 

is weak. The only organisational culture to have a statistically significant relation with FBPs 

is the market culture, where they are less common, as expected. In family cultures, however, 

the opposite in both senses, they are not more common. Nor do they appear more often in 

flexible or internally oriented organisations, contrary to expectations.  

 

There is a relation between FBPs and the frequency with which organisations carry out a job-

satisfaction survey amongst their employees. Of the organisations that do this with some 

regularity, 40% also offer flexible benefits, as opposed to 23.3% of those that rarely or never 

perform such a survey (χ²18.632, p<0.01, N=583). This implies a relationship between 

flexible benefits and care for the employee: employers that make an effort to look after their 

employees, in terms of their job satisfaction, and that make an effort to find out if there are 

any problems, choose an FBP more often as well.  

 Organisations may have a sense of self as an employer, as has been discussed in 

Chapter Two. In job advertisements organisations give an important message towards 

prospective employees, and the things they choose to stress about themselves as an employer 

could be seen as an expression of the kind of employer they consider themselves to be, or 

wish to be. 

 Organisations were asked what things they mentioned about themselves in job 

advertisements. Organisations with an FBP choose to mention more things than 

organisations without an FBP: the correlation between the number of things that 
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organisations said they always, often or regularly mentioned in job advertisements and FBPs 

is 0.127 (p<0.01, N=570). Organisations that have an FBP in particular stand out by calling 

attention to the challenge and weight of the job, the potential for development in the 

organisation, and the possibilities for teleworking (though its a small number of 

organisations that mention this last item, 54.5% of them offer an FBP). Remarkably, what 

they do not mention any more often than organisations without an FBP are the fringe 

benefits. They also do not mention the financial reward, opportunities for the adjustment of 

working times to personal preferences, or for part-time work significantly more often. This 

shows that organisations with an FBP make more of an effort on average to come across as a 

good employer, not specifically in terms of the benefits they offer or the time sovereignty 

they give their employees, but more generally in terms of interesting jobs, with potential for 

individual development. So while FBPs themselves do not seem to be something they flaunt 

in order to draw in employees, these organisations do stand out by the effort they make to 

present a positive image of themselves as an employer to their future employees.  
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 3.6 Business considerations, institutional pressures, or the organisation  

 as a good employer? 

 

Various factors that were expected to contribute to the presence of FBPs in organisations 

from all three parts of the model have been shown to correlate significantly with the presence 

of FBPs in organisations. However, it is important to separate which of these factors, and 

sections of the model, goes the furthest in explaining the presence of FBPs. After all, all the 

separate variables examined so far may merely be representing the same few organisations, 

so the larger organisations may also be the organisations that employ more highly educated 

employees, and be surrounded by many organisations that also offer FBPs. To see which of 

these factors still matter when controlled for others, I conclude this chapter with 

multivariate binary logistic regression analysis of the factors contributing to the odds of an 

organisation having an FBP. 

 A binary logistic regression calculates so-called odds ratios for dependent variables 

that have only two possible scores, 0 or 1. The dependent variable in this case is FBP present, 

and this variable has the value of 0 if there is no FBP, and 1 if there is. The odds ratio 

indicates by how much the odds that this variable is 1 increase with an increase of one unit in 

the given independent variable. For example, if the odds ratio for organisational size is 

1.500, then every additional employee increases the odds of that organisation having an FBP 

by 1.5 (Hamilton 2003). If the odds ratio were smaller than 1, 0.800 for instance, bigger 

organisations would be less likely to offer an FBP. 

 The independent variables are separated into three groups, corresponding to the 

three parts of the theoretical model. For the business considerations section of the model 

these are: the number of employees an organisation has, the gender uniformity of the 

employee population, and the presence of leave reservoirs. The labour market variables were 

excluded from the analysis because there is too much debate concerning these variables (see 

section 3.3.2). The variable ‘leave reservoir’ is a dichotomous variable, so either a 0 if this is 

not the case or a 1 if it is.  

 The second group of independent variables contains the variables that were expected 

to contribute to the presence of FBPs based on institutional theory: the percentages of older 

and higher educated employees (two separate variables), whether or not the organisation 

had its own labour agreement, for part or all its employees (a dichotomous variable), 

whether it was aware of what other organisations were doing in terms of FBPs (a 

dichotomous variable) and what the prevalence of FBPs in surrounding organisations was, 

an ordinal variable ranging from ‘(almost) none’ to ‘(almost) all’. Industry was included as  

separate dichotomous variables for all major industries in the survey, compared to financial 
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and commercial services, the reference category. These two were combined because the 

financial institutions separately constituted too small a group to use as a reference category, 

and the two industries are very similar. Because the percentages which describe the 

composition of the employee population are closely related to the uniformity measures 

developed for the business considerations section of the model, I have chosen to use the 

gender diversity measure (also the separate measure that contributed most strongly to 

overall uniformity) in that section of the model, and the percentage of higher educated and 

older employees here. Gender uniformity has already been shown to be far more relevant 

than the percentage of female employees (see section 3.4.1). While ideally it would be 

preferable to include all variables and examine their respective effects, the size of the overall 

model is such that efforts to reduce the number of independent variables are worthwhile.  

 The final group contains the variables indicative of the organisational approach to its 

employees. These are the number of variable pay arrangements organisations offer, the 

number of extras they offer, the number of work-family arrangements and the number of 

flexible arrangements their employees can use. A dichotomous variable was used for ‘survey’, 

with one representing those organisations that regularly surveyed their employees on topics 

such as job stress and satisfaction. Finally the score on the market culture scale was 

included.  

 Table 3.19 contains the result of the multivariate analysis of the entire model. The 

business considerations section of the model contributes little to the odds of an organisation 

offering an FBP. Only the presence of leave reservoirs contributes to the odds of an 

organisation offering an FBP, and this only if wider margins of statistical significancy are 

accepted. If done so, organisations that have leave reservoirs  have a higher likelihood of 

offering an FBP. 

 There is no effect of gender uniformity on the presence of an FBP. This is largely 

caused by the inclusion of industry in the analysis: gender uniformity is strongly correlated 

with industry. The size of the organisation also has no effect on the occurrence of FBPs. 

Within the sample that was used here, only including organisations with 100 employees or 

more, larger organisations do not offer flexible benefits more often. If there is an effect of 

organisational size on FBPs, it occurs at a lower number of employees. 
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Table 3.19. Binary logistic regression of factors influencing the odds of an 
organisation having an FBP (N=496) 

  Odds ratio t 
Business considerations   
Number of employees 1.000 0.000 
Gender uniformity of employee 
population 

0.994 0.010 

Leave reservoirs1 1.381˚ 0.346 
Institutional surroundings   
Percentage older employees 0.998 0.008 
Percentage higher educated 1.005 0.006 
Manufacturing2 0.537* 0.184 
Building industry2 0.444˚ 0.249 
Transport & communications2 1.034 0.501 
Retail2 1.598 0.694 
Technical services2 1.023 0.545 
Other industries2 0.570 0.261 
Not covered by an industry CAO1 1.550* 0.405 
Aware of other organisation’s behaviour1 0.893 0.334 
Prevalence of FBPs in similar 
organisations 

1.510** 0.162 

Organisational attitudes to employees   
Nr of variable pay arrangements 1.011 0.105 
Nr of extra pay options 1.162 0.169 
Nr of work family arrangements 1.178* 0.089 
Nr of flexible arrangements 1.483** 0.217 
Regular employee surveys1 1.281 0.302 
Market culture 0.995* 0.003 

LR χ2 118.27, p<0.01 (two-tailed) 
˚ p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01 (one-tailed)  
1 dummy variable, 0 = no, 1 = yes. 
2 reference category is commercial and financial services 
 

The institutional surroundings in which organisations function have a more considerable 

effect on the odds of an organisation offering an FBP, though, only external pressures play a 

part: the composition of the employee population has no effect whatsoever. FBPs are more 

common in the commercial and financial services than in the manufacturing and building 

industries. The presence of a prominent early adopter (Centraal Beheer) in the insurance 

industry may very well have caused this. The prevalence of FBPs that organisations witness 

around them also has a considerable effect: the more organisations see their peers offering 

an FBP, the more likely they are to do so themselves. There is a distinct restrictive effect 

emanating from industry CAOs. Organisations that define their own labour agreement offer 

an FBP more often than those that follow an industry CAO. Organisational room for 

manoeuvre in benefits coincides with room for manoeuvre for employees. 

 The third section of the model proved to be a useful addition. There is a clear relation 

between the other HRM arrangements that organisations offer and FBPs. In particular, the 

organisations that offer HRM that is strongly focussed on flexibility and the combination of 
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work and family offer FBPs more often. Offering many extras or variable pay does not affect 

the likelihood that an organisation will offer an FBP. In terms of culture, FBPs are less 

common in organisation that are outwardly focussed and put a lot of stock in predictability. 

Other dimensions of the organisational culture proved to have no statistically significant 

effect. 

 Overall, the institutional surroundings and the way organisations approach their 

employees have the most significant effect on the odds of an organisation having an FBP. 

FBPs are offered more often by organisations that keep an eye on what their neighbours are 

doing and on what their employees need in terms of flexibility and the combination of work 

and care.  

 

Institutionalisation 

The fused theory of institutional and rational choice suggests that the relative strength of 

both categories of explanatory factors should depend on time, and the extent to which a 

certain practice has been institutionalised. In a comparative analysis it should appear that 

the newer the flexible benefit plan, the stronger the institutional factors had been, whereas 

for older FBPs, the organisational characteristics would have played a more decisive role. 

With the data available for this research, this cannot be tested in a responsible manner, 

unfortunately. Though the year of introduction of most FBPs is known, the explanatory 

variables describe the situation of the organisation in the spring of 2003, and may very well 

have changed since the introduction of the plan. This is problematic in general with these 

data, but particularly restricting when analysing the early adopters. To properly test this 

hypothesis, another kind of data are required: data that contain information about what 

organisations looked like, and what their position was, when they decided to introduce 

flexible benefits. The variables that have been used for the analyses so far describe what the 

organisation looks like now, and the data do therefore not lend themselves to a proper 

backward analysis.  

 

 

3.7 Summary of the results 

 

Flexible benefits are part of the compensation arrangements in most organisations that 

participated in the survey carried out for this study: two-thirds of the organisations offered 

their employees some choice in their benefits. In only 30% of the organisations were 

employees allowed to buy and sell time off, options that were required to meet the definition 

of an FBP used here. Nevertheless, this is still a considerable number, given the fact that 
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FBPs are a recent phenomenon in Dutch labour relations. Most FBPs are young, a quarter of 

the FBPs was introduced in 2001, after which year the number of new introductions seems to 

have tapered off somewhat.  

The average FBP (with time selling and time buying amongst the options) gave 

employees a choice between 4.7 source benefits in their trades, and 5.6 goal benefits. The 

sources almost always included wages and holiday leave, and frequently also holiday money, 

overtime and ADV hours. Compensation for a new PC and an extra contribution to the 

pension plan were the most common goals; extra short and long-term leave and 

compensation for a new bicycle were part of the majority of FBPs. 

Organisations that were about to introduce an FBP mentioned the general 

satisfaction of their employees as the reason for doing so most often. Labour market 

considerations, general HRM policies and employee benefit satisfaction were also frequently 

given as reasons, as was the desire to give employees more freedom. Few organisations had 

hopes of a reduction of benefit costs, and even fewer said that they had chosen an FBP on the 

basis of what they witnessed other organisations doing.  

Costs did form a considerable reason for organisations not to choose a flexible benefit 

plan: more than one in five organisations that did not have an FBP said they expected it to be 

too expensive. The most common reasons these organisations gave for their choice was the 

administrative hassle, however, and CAO restrictions. Organisations also expressed concern 

with staffing problems and the unpredictability of employee choices. 

The organisations that had experience with an FBP had generally witnessed a positive 

effect of the arrangement on their attractiveness to employees, though this was stronger for 

current than for new employees. In specific terms, such as turnover of absenteeism, most 

organisations did not notice any effect of having introduced an FBP, however.  

 

The theoretical model explaining which organisations would be most likely to offer 

their employees an FBP, as developed in Chapter Two, consisted of three sections. In the 

overall analysis, two of these proved to contribute considerably to the odds of an 

organisation offering an FBP. The first section, focussing on the business considerations for 

flexible benefits, lost almost all the explanatory power that it did have bivariately. When 

controlled for the institutional pressures and surroundings the organisation faced, and the 

way it generally approached its employees, the number and diversity of employees no longer 

had an effect. Only the presence of leave reservoirs increased the odds that an organisation 

offered an FBP, showing that part of the attraction of FBPs to organisations lies in the 

opportunities it offers to reduce that problem. 

The institutional surroundings that organisations operated in contributed more 
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considerably to the likelihood that they offered their employees an FBP. FBPs were less likely 

in the manufacturing and building industry than in the financial and commercial services. 

FBPs were also more likely to be offered by organisations that were not subject to an industry 

CAO, showing that there is a restricting effect coming from such arrangements. 

Organisations that define their own employment relations are better able to adjust their 

benefits to their situation. Another strong effect arose from the behaviour of other 

organisations: despite the reasons organisations gave for introducing an FBP, the number of 

similar organisations they witness offering FBPs contributes considerably to the odds that 

they do so as well. Organisations seem to have a very human desire to present a picture of 

their individual originality that would appear to be at least somewhat unjustified.  

The combination of a business considerations approach to organisational change and 

an institutional pressures model has been used to study the emergence of new HRM trends 

before. This study enabled me to incorporate more organisational characteristics, and 

include a third section in the theoretical model, that focussed on the way organisations 

behave as employers. This proved a valuable addition to the combination of business 

considerations and institutional pressures. Organisations that offered more work-family 

arrangements and were giving their employees more control over their job were more likely 

to have introduced an FBP. FBPs were less likely in organisations that had a culture that had 

a strong outward focus and preference for predictability.  

FBPs come across as arrangements that are offered by organisations that put stock in 

giving their employees room for manoeuvre, in their benefits, their work-life balance and 

other aspects of their job, and this is something these organisations have often established 

for themselves as well, in terms of collective labour agreements. Organisations do exhibit a 

desire to keep up with their neighbours in this respect though, and while FBPs seem to be 

offered by organisations that wish to be a good king, the notion of what it takes to be a good 

king does seem to be highly relative to what others are doing. I will discuss this further in the 

concluding chapter. 

 
Notes 
1 See Chapter Five for a detailed description of this dataset. 
2 For all analyses in this chapter the organisation data are the source, unless stated otherwise. 
3 For reasons related to sampling, organisations with 115 employees or more were approached. 
However, due to the described inaccuracies of organisational size in the Chamber of Commerce 
database, the original cut-off point of 100 could nevertheless be used. 
4 I thank Jan Dirk Vlasblom for helping me with this. 
5 Because of the anonymous nature of the questionnaire, a proper non-response analysis was not 
possible. An anonymous questionnaire was chosen to aid the response. 
6 Although the industry classification was taken from CBS, the organisation itself retains a certain 
degree of freedom when reporting, so the category technical services is missing from the presentation 
of these numbers. 
7 For this purpose, the educational levels have been recoded as follows: primary school, lower 
vocational (lbo) and lower general secondary education (mavo) are classified as lower, higher general 

7
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secondary education (havo), grammar school (vwo) and intermediate vocational education (mbo) as 
middle, and higher vocational education (hbo) and academic education as higher. 
8 However, knowing that few around you offer this benefit may provide an interesting opportunity to 
stand out in the labour market. 



Hillebrink – Flexible Benefit Plans in Dutch Organisations 

99

  

 

Chapter Four 

Theory of Employee Behaviour in Flexible Benefit Plans: 

 Participation, Selling and Buying Time  

 

 

 4.1 Introduction 

 

In the second part of this study, I will focus on the choices that employees make in flexible 

benefit plans. In this chapter, I present the theoretical model I use to approach this theme, 

and the two-fold focus this consists of. The first focus is on participation in FBPs. Judging by 

the motivations organisations mention for introducing flexible benefit plans, one should not 

only expect a fair degree of employees to use them, they should also be more attractive to 

some groups of employees than to others. I will therefore concentrate on who participates in 

FBPs, not merely on whether people participate. The second focus is on time/money trades. I 

examine which people use their FBP to sell their time off, and who uses it to buy extra time 

off. I test the hypotheses that arise from this chapter in the next two chapters: Chapter Five 

deals with participation in FBPs and Chapter Six with time selling and time buying. Just likes 

Chapter Two, this chapter concludes with a presentation of the two models and an overview 

of the hypotheses that have been formulated. In the text these are referred to in parentheses, 

in order not to break up the text more than necessary. 

 

The trades that employees can make in an FBP can be categorised according to the nature of 

the benefits involved. As I discussed in Chapter One, four types of trade can be recognised: 

money for money, time for time, money for time (time buying) and time for money (time 

selling). 

 The time for money and money for time trades constitute a different kind of 

adjustment to the benefits as offered by the employer than the other two trades. People who 

trade in one financial benefit for another merely increase the amount of money they receive 

for their labour. People who trade in time for time, by saving up annual leave for a longer 

leave at a later date, work more in the first year, but recoup this in the year that they take 

their leave. Viewed over all the years involved, they do not change their amount of time off, 

but merely move it around. While these choices are also interesting, from the perspective of 

time allocation for instance, I will focus here on the two trades that actually change the 
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balance between time and money in people’s compensation. These trades between benefits of 

a different nature can be taken to express a greater dissatisfaction with the given benefits, 

particularly in terms of the amount of time off that is included.  

 From an organisational point of view, trades involving time can be significant, 

because they affect the availability of staff. Also, the time choices that employees make will 

show whether the two objectives organisations mention of introducing flexible benefits are 

actually achieved: FBP as a work-family arrangement and as a tool to give employees more 

sovereignty over their time. 

 

Employee choice as considered here is two-layered: the choice for participation and the 

choice for a particular trade. The order in which people make these choices may vary. People 

can choose to participate in the FBP and then consider the various options available. Or, and 

this seems more likely, they may be attracted by a particular trade, and only when they find 

this to be worthwhile on closer inspection decide to participate. This second sequence can be 

goal or source driven: someone may wish to do something more useful with her days off, and 

find a worthwhile goal, or someone may want a specific goal, and consider the various 

sources available for achieving this. 

 Assuming that the choice for a particular trade precedes the choice to participate in 

most cases, one may wonder why it is of value to study participation at all. The reason is that, 

regardless of whether the decision to participate comes before or after the choice for a 

particular trade, this is a different choice than the choice for a particular trade. Transaction 

costs play a different (and bigger) role in the choice for participation than they do in the 

choice for a particular trade. Analysis of participation will also show for whom, in the final 

reckoning, changing their benefits is worthwhile. Regardless of the specific choices that 

people make, finding out for whom other than the standard compensation is profitable 

provides valuable information on the usefulness of flexible benefit plans. 

 

 

 4.2 General theory 

 

The theoretical model of human behaviour underlying this research has been described in 

Chapter Two. In that chapter it was explained how, for the purpose of this study, I expect 

people to rationally strive towards maximising their utility under certain constraints. This 

assumption applies as much to employees making benefit choices as it does to organisations. 

I will refrain from going over these assumptions again, but will here merely discuss how they 

play a role in employee behaviour in FBPs. 
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4.2.1 From pay to goals 

Principal-agent theory shows how employers can align the goals of an employee with those of 

the organisation (see section 2.2.1). For the employee, the goals that can be achieved by 

working, at least in part, depend on the composition of the pay she receives, since this will 

affect the goals that she can achieve with it. Not all goals that can be achieved by working 

may be related to pay, but many of them are. 

A compensation scheme usually consists of two or three sorts of items: money, leave, 

and sometimes goods. Money comes in the form of salary, but also as pension and 

compensation for travel, or insurance in case of unemployment. The number of days off 

(strictly speaking we are dealing with the number of days the employee has to work in a year) 

an employee receives per year are also part of the compensation package. The legal 

minimum in the Netherlands is around 20 days, but some organisations offer much more 

than that. The goods that can be part of a compensation package are usually things like a 

phone or a car. The total set of benefits that comprise the compensation an employee 

receives, has a certain utility. 

In economics, utility means "the numerical score representing the satisfaction that a 

consumer gets from a given market basket" (Pindyck & Rubinfeld 2001, p. 73). This means 

that there are a number of possible goods a person can buy with the money she earns, 

between which choices have to be made. Some combinations of goods will give greater 

satisfaction than others, but there are also a number of combinations that give an equal 

amount of satisfaction, or utility, and the person in question is indifferent as to which exact 

combination he gets. This is the indifference curve, a level of equal utility that can be 

achieved through various combinations of goods. In terms of compensation, employees have 

an indifference curve for the composition of their benefit package. If they get paid X per 

month, Y days off a year may seem very reasonable, but if their income were to decrease, 

they would require a higher number of days off (or a phone) to make the set equal to them, 

and thereby make the employees indifferent as to which they get. Some other combination, 

however, may greatly improve this utility.  

A particular ‘basket’ of benefits does not need to be of the same value to all people. 

Figure 4.1 shows different combinations of time off and money that compensation can exist 

of (for argument’s sake assuming these to be the only two components in someone’s 

compensation). 

 Person A considers point A1, A2 and A3 of equal value, but person B, who values time 

off higher than A, considers combinations B1, B2 and B3 to be of equal value. In an FBP they 

may both improve the value of their pay by making different trades.  
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Figure 4.1 Different utility lines and trades in benefits in time and money

 

This is the relevance of the notion of the perceived value of pay in this context. This utility, as 

discussed in Chapter Two, is influenced by the current compensation, both in financial terms 

and in (immaterial) benefits, and different combinations are of different values to 

individuals. Benefit choice itself can be perceived as an increase in the value of pay by 

employees, to people who appreciate freedom of choice in any shape. 

If employees can change the composition of their benefit basket individually, some 

may be able to increase the utility of their pay, while for others all possible changes remain 

on or below the indifferences curve, which they have already reached with the standard pay, 

i.e. the standard basket is optimal and an improvement in utility can not be achieved within 

the FBP. If the people who can improve their utility participate, and those that cannot do 

not, overall the employees will get pay that is of greater value to them, without increasing the 

costs for the employer (in principle). 

 

The utility of a benefit package depends on the goals it enables employees to achieve with it. 

Lindenberg and Frey (1993) suggest that the goals that people strive for can be categorised 

into two main goals: physical well-being and social approval. These can then be divided into 

two and three sub-goals respectively: stimulation and comfort, and status, behavioural 

confirmation and affect. Through the various elements that make up compensation, people 

can achieve these goals. With a change in the composition of these benefits, they may be able 

to reach more goals, or improve the extent to which they reach these goals. 

 Choices in benefits may help people realise both sub-categories of physical well-

being: comfort may be achieved by increasing one's income, or by increasing the amount of 

time off. Depending on the quality of the work, stimulation may be enhanced by working 
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more, but for other people by working less, if this allows them to go sky diving, for instance. 

Choices in benefits may also help people realise each of the three sub-categories of social 

approval. Choosing more working time may improve one's status at work, for instance, and it 

may result in faster promotion. Behavioural approval may be achieved by choosing more 

leave to look after a terminally sick partner or to make a pilgrimage to Mecca, but on the 

other hand choosing more working time when it is busy at work may invoke behavioural 

approval from one's colleagues. Affect, finally, may make people choose more time off, so 

that they can take a world trip with their partner, or to work more and trade in the extra 

hours for a new computer for their teenage children.  

 Depending on one's situation, therefore, flexible benefits allow for several ways to 

achieve more of one's goals. Langedijk (2001) found in her study of employee choice in an 

FBP that employees felt they were indeed better able to achieve their goals with their pay 

after the introduction of an FBP, though this was regardless of whether or not they had 

participated in the plan. It would seem that the fact that people can change their benefits, 

should they want to, is of value, even when they do not make any change.  

 

4.2.2 Constraints 

Like organisations, employees also face constraints in their utility maximising. For the 

choices that are addressed here, transaction costs, incomplete and asymmetric information 

will play a role, as will bounded rationality. 

The extent to which the choices people make can be deemed rational is frequently 

debated (see Chapter Two). Schmidtz (1995) suggests two alternatives to the idea of 

boundless maximising: subtle optimising and satisficing. Employees who subtly optimise 

will stop looking for alternatives if they think that continuing to look for more alternatives 

will be more costly than the odds of finding, and the value of, a better alternative. In this 

situation, the costs of familiarising oneself with the plan itself may appear to be so great that 

it will not make the possible gains that can be made through it worthwhile. It can also make 

particular trades seem unappealing. A subtle optimiser who thinks the costs of familiarising 

herself with an FBP may be outweighed by the gains that can be made, may make a quick 

scan of the options available, and choose not to further investigate certain options because 

they seem very complex. Judging that tax-free arrangements require more work to 

understand, for instance, she may choose to trade her time off in for cash, which is a more 

straightforward option. 

Satisficing employees will stop looking for alternatives when they have found 

something that is satisfactory. In the case of flexible benefits this will severely curtail 

employee participation in flexible benefit plans: those employees who find the standard 
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compensation satisfactory will not look into the possibilities of a flexible benefit plan, let 

alone participate in it, even though an increase in the value of their compensation may be 

achieved by doing so. It can also influence their behaviour within the plan. An employee may 

want a new PC, for instance, and choose that goal without examining the other goals, that 

might, for example, enable her to avert a massive drop in income after retirement, a goal she 

may prefer were she to consider it. To predict the choices of satisficing employees, simply 

calculating their optimal trade will not suffice. Whether people will satisfice or subtly 

optimise will depend on the importance they attach to the goals involved (see section 2.1.2). 

 

Transaction costs will affect both participation and the choices that employees make. While 

few people will cognitively keep this in perspective when making a decision to act or not, 

most people will let themselves be guided by this notion. Put very simply it means whether or 

not it is worthwhile to act. The role played by transaction costs depends on the choice 

strategy that is used. 

Transaction costs are the costs of a transaction that have nothing to do with the 

actual costs and benefits of the action involved. These can be tangible: the cost of a train 

ticket or the cost of a lawyer needed to close a deal. They can also be far more intangible: the 

effort of finding out what the price of something is, for example (Coase 1937). These costs 

can be so high as to fully negate any gains that might be made by the transaction itself. When 

these costs are considered to be lower than the result of the transaction itself, people will 

choose the transaction. 

When people are offered the option of changing their benefits, the transaction costs 

of bringing such a change about are, consciously or not, taken into consideration apart from 

the value of the source and goal benefits. Choosing to change one's benefit package comes 

with a number of transaction costs: it takes time and effort, mostly. Time to read the 

material, effort to fully grasp the options available, time to think what one might want, effort 

to consider what the consequences and risks (more on that further on in this section) of 

various choices might be, perhaps a discussion with one's partner is required, and then there 

is the actual choice process. One may be able to change one's benefits simply behind one's 

PC, but there may also be some paperwork involved, getting the right signatures etc. 

 For people who satisfice and find their standard pay satisfactory, transaction costs 

play no part. If people optimise in a subtle way, however, the transaction costs become more 

relevant: they will only invest the time and effort required to get to grips with the plan if they 

expect that this investment will be smaller than the likelihood of finding an alternative that is 

of greater value to them, times the extra value they anticipate that can be achieved. Of 

course, people may also combine; considering the transaction costs of participating in the 
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flexible benefit plan they anticipate, they may very well find their compensation as it is 

satisfactory.  

 Different choices within flexible benefit plans have different transactions costs 

attached to them. The effects of some choices are much easier to judge than those of others. 

If someone sells three vacations days and has the value of these days paid in cash, he can 

predict what this will result in fairly accurately at the time he is considering to do so. If he 

chooses to have the value of three days added onto his pension, few people will be able to tell 

him what the effect of this will be exactly, and he has to spend far more time and effort to 

find this out. 

There is another type of cost involved in the trades that people make. When a source 

benefit is traded in for something else, there are opportunity costs to this trade (McKenzie & 

Tullock 1978). This will apply in particular to trades that involve benefits of a different 

nature. A trade of financial sources for more time off includes the opportunity costs of the 

things that might have been bought with that money. If time off is traded for a financial goal, 

all the things that one might have done in those days off contribute to the costs of the trade 

that is being made. Time off, particularly, may be of great value to people even if they take 

very few days off. The thought that they might take a whole month off and travel to Bhutan 

can be very valuable to a person, even though in actual fact they never go. 

Schwartz (2004) points out that the more things there are to choose from, the greater 

the opportunity costs of any choice made: someone who chooses to trade in leave for a 

computer not only looses the option of taking those days off and doing any number of 

wonderful things, but also the option of trading in those days off for a new bicycle, extra 

pension, sabbatical leave and all the other available options. These options may be of little 

value, in which case they may not combine to a considerable opportunity costs, but they can 

add up to another hurdle that needs to be taken when making a choice. 

 Information plays a large role in an employee's decision to participate in a flexible 

benefit system, and in the choices she makes within it, because incomplete and asymmetric 

information can lead to transaction costs. The possible consequences of certain choices are 

sometimes too numerous and complex for an organisation to explain to employees in an 

attractive and easy-to-read brochure. The employer has to choose between not providing all 

information, and thereby possibly withholding critical information, or providing too much 

information, which will lead to an increase in the perceived transaction costs. If the relevant 

information is not easily available, or employees get the impression that there may be 

consequences but they do not know what these will be, it becomes more work to find out 

exactly whether a given trade is worthwhile or not. 
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 One of the most significant effects of benefit choices where information plays a role is 

in the effects choices may have on one’s future income. Choices in flexible benefit systems 

can have long lasting effects on an employee's income. If financial benefits are involved, 

there can be an effect on income tax, both positive and negative. Reducing one's pre-tax 

income can also lead to a reduction in one's pension later on, since there may have been a 

reduction in contribution, which is based on pre-tax income. Also, some contributions to 

social security schemes may have been reduced, which can result in a lower income in case of 

unemployment or disability. Some organisations have chosen not to let choices in benefits 

affect such contributions, avoiding this whole quagmire. 

 In the past, organisations have not always mentioned these possible effects to 

employees prior to their choice. This is a situation of asymmetric information: the employer 

knows something relevant that the employee is not aware of. Trade unions and other parties 

have stressed that employees should be made aware of the potential consequences of the 

trades they make, and employers do now often warn employees that choices made in their 

benefits can have several and multiple effects on their pension, social security and income 

tax. 

 This has resulted in another information problem: incomplete information. The 

consequences of lowering or raising one's pre-tax income, for example, depend on the 

amount one lowers it by, the height of one's income, one's household situation and possibly 

even one's employment history. The consequences are, in short, idiosyncratic. All employers 

are able to do is warn that choices can have consequences, but they are not able to be much 

more specific than that, for this would involve making individual statements to every 

employee. This leaves the employee with a distinct awareness of the information being 

incomplete, and therefore an increased sense of uncertainty. If the (financial) risk that 

people perceive is increased, participation will decrease, as will trades that involve financial 

sources. 

 

The behaviour of employees concerning their benefits revolves around their perception of 

their pay, and the extent to which they consider an increase to be possible in the overall value 

of the compensation they receive for their labour. The assumption of rationality prescribes 

that they only participate in the plan if they expect to increase the value of their pay by doing 

so, and make the choice that results in the biggest increase possible. To do so they will weigh 

up the various elements that constitute the value of their pay, which is a function of the goals 

it enables them to achieve. If the increase they expect to be able to achieve with their trade 

(and this will depend on whether they can acquire the right information for an acceptable 
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amount of effort) is bigger than the transaction costs they anticipate, people will make the 

change in their benefits. 

 Whether or not such an increase is worthwhile, and whether this involves selling or 

buying time off, will depend on the situation people find themselves in. Work and household 

situation lead to certain constraints. The way work can affect benefit choices is addressed in 

section 4.3, household in 4.4. 

 

 

 4.3 Work 

 

In different job situations, employees are expected to make different choices regarding their 

benefits, since their job construct will affect their ability to improve their perceived value of 

pay through participation in a flexible benefit plan. Also, the working situation will 

contribute to the specific goals that employees want to achieve. Here I focus on three groups 

of factors that can make participation in an FBP and selling or buying time off attractive: the 

volume of their benefit package, the time aspects of their job, and job valuation.  

  

4.3.1 Benefit volume 

In general, the greater the volume of the benefits that people receive, the more likely they are 

to participate in an FBP, because the gains that can be made are often coupled to the volume 

of benefits, and the transaction costs will be smaller relative to a more substantial trade. 

Participation in the flexible benefit plan should increase with the number of contractual 

hours. Employees with a full time position receive more benefits than employees who only 

work two days a week. For the full time employees, an end-of-year payment, for instance, is 

larger, and therefore trading it in for something else becomes more interesting. This effect 

applies to a number of possible choices, and therefore employees with a longer contractual 

working week can achieve more in an FBP. In several studies participation has been found to 

be highest amongst full time employees (Delsen et al. 2006; Korteweg et al. 2003; Langedijk 

2001) (4.1.1). 

The wage people earn will also affect their participation, since in most FBPs, the 

value of leave is dependent on the hourly wage: the monetary compensation of trading in a 

day's leave equals eight times the hourly wage. With a higher hourly wage, participation 

becomes more fruitful. This means that, for instance, if a receptionist and a managing 

director both wish to acquire a computer through the flexible benefit plan, and trade in leave 

for this, the receptionist will have to trade in a lot more time than the managing director. In 

terms of time, the computer is much more expensive for the secretary. This will not only 

7
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make the plan as a whole more interesting for people with a higher wage, it will also make 

them choose selling time off more often than the reverse. Working an extra day will increase 

their income more (in euros at least, not in percentages), and buying extra time off becomes, 

as a result, a relatively expensive undertaking. Previous studies have found higher 

participation figures amongst employees with higher wages (Delsen et al. 2006; Korteweg et 

al. 2003; Langedijk 2001) (4.1.2; 4.2.1). 

 Another element of the pay employees receive will affect choices for buying or selling 

time off, namely the number of vacation days received. I assume that the need people have 

for leave is largely absolute, that is, not dependent on the amount they receive, at least within 

the institutional and cultural framework of a single country. People who receive less days off 

than average should wish for more time off more frequently, and people who receive more 

leave days than average should sell their time off more often (4.2.2). 

 

4.3.2 Time 

People who consistently work overtime, be this on a daily, weekly, or yearly basis, will wish 

to extend their formal working time by selling their time off. If they have more work than 

they have working time to do it in, this will allow them to ease the burden somewhat. This 

will apply in particular to the case of annual overtime, that is, not taking all the leave that 

one receives in a year. If employees get more leave than they wish for or are able to take, they 

will have a relatively cheap source benefit, and they are likely to find something of greater 

value to them in an FBP. This will also lead to higher participation in this group (4.1.3; 

4.2.3). 

 Since a flexible benefit plan allows employees to have their overtime paid out, by 

receiving financial compensation for the work they do on days they were supposed to be free, 

whether or not employees are paid for their overtime will affect their choices. Employees 

who do not receive paid overtime may feel a bigger preference to resort to this type of 

compensation for their overtime. Korteweg et al. (2003) even suggest that this is the reason 

why FBPs came into being: as a tool to compensate so-called salaried workers for all the 

additional leave they receive as a result of working time reductions in collective labour 

agreements that they are presumed to be unable to take (4.2.4). 

 The duration of the appointment will affect participation through the return on 

investment: for people with a long-term contract, the investment they make by familiarising 

themselves with the FBP can be ‘earned back’ over the next years that they will use the plan. 

For people with a temporary contract, who only work at this organisation for a year or two, 

this will not be possible. For them, too, the transaction costs will sooner constitute too large 

a barrier to make participation worthwhile (4.1.4). 
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 The duration of the contract will also affect the time trades that people make. 

Employees with a permanent contract are expected to choose extra days off more frequently 

than employees with a fixed term contract, since the latter are probably more concerned with 

portraying their commitment to the organisation, and buying extra time off may be perceived 

as an expression of the opposite. Also, employees with a fixed term contract will buy time off 

less often, because leave saving arrangements make little sense for them. People who only 

have a contract for two years, for example, will not work at the organisation long enough to 

save up for a substantial sabbatical leave (4.2.5). 

 Employees with very demanding jobs, be it in the sense of their workload or 

responsibilities, are expected to sell their time off more frequently, in order to extend their 

annual working time. This way they can buy themselves more time to do the work and thus 

reduce their burden. For people in this type of situation, reducing the number of days 

worked will not decrease the demands of their job but actually increase them. Van den Brekel 

and Tijdens (2000) also found in their study of intentional FBP choice that people with a 

high workload showed greater interest in selling their days off (4.2.6).  

 

4.3.3 Valuation 

The value work has for an employee is not just based on the pay he receives for a job, or the 

time demands. Based on the preceding part of this chapter, it may appear that money is the 

only thing employees will work for, and as long as they get paid they will do it too, though it 

is safe to say that this is something of a simplification: people will do some work much rather 

than other work, and the pay they receive for it may be largely irrelevant to their preference. 

 

Words realise nothing, vivify nothing to you, unless you have suffered in your own person the 
thing which the words try to describe. There are wise people who talk ever so knowingly and 
complacently about ‘the working classes,’ and satisfy themselves that a day’s hard intellectual work
is very much harder than a day’s hard manual toil, and is righteously entitled to much bigger pay. 
Why, they really think that, you know, because they know all about the one but haven’t tried the 
other. But I know all about both; and so far as I am concerned, there isn't money enough in the 
universe to hire me to swing a pickaxe thirty days, but I will do the hardest kind of intellectual 
work for just as near to nothing as you can cipher it down - and I will be satisfied, too.  
 Intellectual "work" is misnamed; it is a pleasure, a dissipation and its own highest reward. 
The poorest paid architect, engineer, general, author, sculptor, painter, lecturer, advocate, 
legislator, actor, preacher, singer, is constructively in heaven when he is at work; and as for the 
magician with the fiddle-bow in his hand, who sits in the midst of a great orchestra with the 
ebbing and flowing tides of divine sound washing over him – why, certainly he is at work, if you 
wish to call it that, but lord, it’s a sarcasm just the same. The law of work does seem utterly unfair 
– but there it is, and nothing can change it: the higher the pay in enjoyment the worker gets out o
the higher shall be his pay in cash, also.  

Mark Twain, A Connecticut Yankee in the Court of King Arthur, p. 264.

f, 
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Frey (1997) approaches the relationship between intrinsic motivation and compensation 

with the help of principal-agent theory and crowding-out theory. He arrives at the following 

figure, where it can be seen that there can be too much of a good thing (Figure 4.2). 

Figure 4.2 Work performance induced by intrinsic and extrinsic motivation 

Intrinsic Motivation

External
intervention

Low (absent) High

Weak
(absent)

Strong

(1)
missing work

incentives

(3)
work morale

(2)
extrinsic work

incentives

(4) 
oversufficient 

work justification

Source: Frey 1997  

 

In case (1), with weak external and intrinsic motivation to work, people will simply not show 

up. They need either a higher intrinsic motivation or a strong external intervention to work, 

resulting in either extrinsic work incentives (2) or work morale (3). 

 The introduction of flexible benefits could raise the intrinsic motivation of 

employees, when the reward is perceived not as a reward for a particular achievement but as 

a reward for overall performance. In that case, Frey suggests, employees are more likely to 

respond with higher intrinsic motivation. To test the effect of the introduction of flexible 

benefits on intrinsic motivation is unfortunately beyond the scope of the current study. 

Nevertheless, there may have been an effect of flexible benefits on intrinsic motivation, and 

other job valuation factors, the result of which may be manifesting itself in the data. In the 

absence of specific knowledge about this effect, for the moment I shall assume it to have 

been equal for all employees. 

 Participation in an FBP can have an effect on extrinsic motivation, because the 

external reward for the job can be increased. People in box (1) can increase their extrinsic 

motivation, so that they move to box (2). The opportunities an FBP gives for increasing the 

external rewards for their job should appeal more, therefore, to people with low intrinsic 

motivation (4.1.5). 

 

The effects of intrinsic motivation and the pleasure of work on the choice for more or less 

leave can also be approached from another angle, namely that of flow research. ‘Flow’ is a 

concept developed by Czikszentmihalyi (1999), and refers to the state in which people are so 

intensely involved in an activity that nothing else seems to matter. It occurs to athletes, 
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musicians, artists, and can also happen during more mundane activities. Since this is a 

pleasurable experience, people will strive towards a situation where this experience is 

recreated and extended.  
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Frey points to the risk of both strong external intervention and high work morale, in section 4 of 
figure 4.2. In this situation employees have a strong intrinsic motivation and a strong external 
motivation. Frey suggests that for people in this situation of ‘oversufficient work motivation’ 
intrinsic motivation can be crowded out by external intervention.  
 The risk of this happening is greatest when this intervention is perceived to be controlling, 
such as when the reward is entirely dependent on the work performance as demanded by the 
principal. When the extra reward is a direct result of a particular achievement, employees will focus 
on achieving exactly that which leads to the reward, and this focus crowds out the intrinsic 
motivation. Not only will people focus more on the reward they can now attain by specific actions 
instead of their overall work performance, the chagrin that can result from an explicit reward for 
only part of their work can also lead to a decrease in intrinsic motivation.  
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er researched flow at work. For this purpose he defines it as: "a short-term peak 

rience at work that is characterised by absorption, work enjoyment and intrinsic w

ivation" (Bakker 2005, p. 27). Enjoyment of the activity of work is experienced by 

loyees who judge their work positively, because of the cognitive and affective evaluations 

 make regarding their work. If people enjoy their work greatly, they will feel the desire to

ong the duration of this more often than people who do not experience a lot of plea

st working. Absorption refers to the state of being so wrapped up in a task, be this 

ing a book or swimming, that a person does not notice anymore what is going on aroun

Vonnegut 1991). This can be a very pleasurable experience, though it is not inevitably 

ected to enjoyment. Intrinsic motivation also results in a wish to prolong the activity, 

use one is very interested in it, and because the activity itself pleases and satisfies. When

mes to the actual choice in benefits, employees who experience a lot of flow at work are 

cted to extend their working time, and thus choose to sell their days off more often th

le who experience less flow, who will choose more time off more frequently (4.2.7). 

Job valuation will, however, not be influenced merely by how much one likes one

r the rewards one receives for it. Feelings people have towards the organisation fo

h they work may be relevant too. Ellemers, De Gilder and Van den Heuvel (1998) 

loped a three-way distinction of commitment, separating organisational commitment 
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advancements of which they support and promote: the organisation as a whole, the team 

in which one works, and the individual level, the career. Organisational commitment ha

 shown to be related to 
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 Participation in FBPs is likely to be affected by employees’ commitment to their 

organisation. A high organisational commitment will lead to a more positive initial 

impression of arrangements offered by the employer: people with a high organisational 

commitment are more likely to expect an FBP to be useful. This is not to say that the actual 

utility improvements that can be brought about by participating are higher for people with a 

higher organisational commitment. Because they will be more willing to investigate the 

opportunities of an FBP, they are more likely to come across the utility improvements that 

can be brought about for them, so therefore they will participate more often. Employees with 

a lower organisational commitment are more likely to expect the possible reward to be lower 

and will therefore more frequently choose not to invest the time (4.1.6). 

 The choices for more or less time off are also likely to be affected by organisational 

commitment. When one is highly committed to the organisation, the goals of the 

organisation become closely tied to one's own goals. A high level of commitment to the 

organisation may thus lead to a decision not to buy extra time off, and even sell days off, out 

of dedication to, and a desire to promote the goals of the organisation (4.2.8). 

 

 

 4.4 Household 

 

The household situation of employees may affect their participation in the flexible benefit 

plan, and the choices they make within it. Household composition will have an effect on the 

utility increase that can be achieved through changing benefits, because the goals that people 

can, and will want to achieve through their pay, as well as their restrictions, in part depend 

on how their household is composed. 

 In dual-income households, where there are two sets of benefits also, changing the 

composition of benefits to make them more complementary may be very useful. People with 

a working partner are therefore expected to participate more often (4.1.7). 

 The division of household tasks between household partners will affect their time 

choices in the flexible benefit plan. People who are mainly or solely responsible for the 

household income will choose more often to trade in time for money, to increase this income. 

Achieving the goal of physical well-being of oneself, and one’s dependents, will become more 

important if this depends on one income, and the enhancement of this income will therefore 

be more likely to outstrip the other goals that might be achieved through other choices. 

People who have a non-working partner (or a partner who works fewer hours) may also be 

better situated to give into the time demands from work. In her study of employee choices, 

Langedijk (2001) found that breadwinners did indeed sell their time more often. Employees 
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whose partner is the main contributor to the household income, on the other hand, will 

choose more often to buy extra time off (4.2.9). 

 In most households the partner who works fewer hours will be responsible for the 

larger part of the household work, and people who are responsible for the majority of 

household work will feel a greater desire for more time off than people who have someone at 

home taking care of (almost) everything. This could apply in particular if they are the main 

person responsible for the care for young children, not just any household work. 

 For parents, and particularly parents of young children, flexible benefits may be 

useful in improving their combination of work and care. Adjusting the balance between 

working and non-working time in their compensation may make it easier to relieve the strain 

of what has been dubbed the 'rush hour of life'. In this way they may be better able to care for 

their children, and reduce time pressures in the household, by reducing the incompatibility 

between working times and school holidays for instance. While there are other arrangements 

they can use to do this, such as working part-time and taking parental leave (Van den Brekel 

& Tijdens 2000), flexible benefits will allow a further fine-tuning of the situation. I therefore 

expect parents with (young) children living in the household to participate in the FBP more 

often (4.1.8).  

 When it comes to the choice of buying or selling time off, I also expect the presence of 

(young) children to have an effect. For employees who are caring for children, and 

particularly young children, the value of an extra day off may be much greater than for 

employees without such a caring responsibility, and this will affect the choices they will 

make. People who have a young child living with them will therefore choose trading in 

money for time more often than the reverse, so that they will have more time at home to care 

for these children. Women will make this choice more often, since in the Netherlands, they 

make the greatest adjustment in working hours after a child is born, as they are (still) seen as 

the primary care givers (CBS 2004a). Langedijk (2001) also found that people with 

dependent children sold their leave more often (4.2.10). 

 

Figures 4.3 and 4.4 contain schematic representations of the theoretical models that have 

been developed in this chapter for the three different choices: participation in the FBP, 

selling time off, and buying extra time off. The hypotheses that have been formulated in this 

chapter are summarised in conclusion to this chapter. 
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Overview hypotheses Chapter Four. 
 

4.1 Participation 

Work – Benefit volume 

4.1.1 The higher the number of contractual hours, the more likely people are to participate in 

an FBP. 

4.1.2 The higher the wage, the more likely people are to participate in an FBP; this effect 

should be stronger for hourly than for monthly wage. 

 

Work – Time 

4.1.3 People who have unused annual leave are more likely to participate in an FBP. 

4.1.4 People on a permanent contract are more likely to participate in an FBP. 

 

Work – Job valuation 

4.1.5 People with low intrinsic motivation are more likely to participate in an FBP. 

4.1.6 People with strong organisational commitment, or a positive judgement about their 

organisations, are more likely to participate in their FBP. 

 

Household 

4.1.7 People who live with a working partner are more likely to participate in an FBP. 

4.1.8 People who have children, particularly young children, living with them are more likely 

to participate in an FBP. 

 

4.2 Time selling and time buying 

Work – Benefit volume 

4.2.1 People on a higher wage are more likely to choose to sell time off, and less likely to 

choose to buy time off. 

 

Work – Time 

4.2.2 The more annual leave people receive, the more likely they are to choose to sell time 

off, and the less likely they are to buy time off. 

4.2.3 People who work overtime, on a weekly or annual level, are more likely to sell time off 

and less likely to buy time off. 

4.2.4 People who are not compensated financially for their overtime are more likely to sell 

their time off and less likely to buy time off. 

4.2.5 People on a fixed term contract are less likely to buy extra time off and more likely to 

sell time off. 
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4.2.6 People with a high workload are more likely to sell their time off and less likely to buy 

time off. 

 

Work – Job valuation 

4.2.7 People who experience a lot of ‘flow’ at work are more likely to sell their time and less 

likely to buy time off. 

4.2.8 People with strong organisational commitment, or a positive judgement about their 

organisations, are more likely to sell their time off and less likely to buy time off. 

 

Household 

4.2.9 Breadwinners and people who are responsible for the main part of the household 

income are more likely to sell their time and less likely to buy time off. 

4.2.10 People who have children, particularly young children, living with them are more 

likely to buy time off and less likely to sell time off. 
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Chapter Five 

 Who Participates in Flexible Benefit Plans? 

 

In this chapter I test the hypotheses concerning employee participation in flexible benefit 

plans that I formulated in Chapter Four. The specific benefit choices that people made are 

addressed in Chapter Six. After a description of the three datasets that I used to test these 

hypotheses, I discuss the opinions people gave about flexible benefits in two of the three 

surveys. I then discuss participation rates and the reasons people gave for not participating 

in their FBP. The hypotheses about the influences of work and household are first tested 

bivariately and then multivariately. I conclude this chapter with a summary of the results. 

 

 

 5.1 Data 

 

To test the models constructed in the previous chapter, I use three data sets. All three of 

these sets were collected in 2003, with anonymous written questionnaires. These 

questionnaires overlap in places, but each contains unique questions or sections, allowing 

me to test a wider set of factors that might influence the choices employees make in their 

benefits. 

 

5.1.1 The union 

The first dataset contains information collected amongst members of the largest trade union 

in the Netherlands, FNV Bondgenoten. This union represents employees in the market 

sector, with most of its members in five industries: manufacturing; transport, storage & 

communications; retail & catering; commercial services; and other services.  

 In September 2003 10,000 members of FNV Bondgenoten received a questionnaire 

at their home address. The respondents had been randomly selected from the union's 

480,000 members, although an over-representation was introduced in this selection: more 

people working in the transport, storage & communications and both services industries 

were selected. The union has a lower level of membership in these industries, while, based on 

the database of collective labour agreements that were negotiated by the union, it was 

assumed that FBPs would be more common in these industries. This weighting factor was 

7
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introduced to make sure that there would be enough respondents in the dataset with an FBP 

to allow statistical analysis. 

 1332 Questionnaires were returned, a response of 13%, which, when compared to 

similar projects carried out by the union, is not a bad result. As a result of the composition of 

the membership of the union, and the weighing that was introduced, certain industries are 

over-represented in this dataset when compared to the Dutch working population in its 

entirety, see Table 5.1. 

 

Table 5.1. Employees per industry, in Dutch organisations and union survey. 
 Dutch organisations* Respondents  
 N % N % Difference 
Agriculture 101,800 1.44 31 2.41 0.97% 
Mining 8,700 0.12 6 0.47 0.34% 
Manufacturing 921,400 13.05 334 25.95 12.90% 
Public services 30,200 0.43 7 0.54 0.12% 
Building industry 402,900 5.71 33 2.56 -3.14% 
Retail & Catering 1,467,300 20.79 127 9.87 -10.92% 
Transport & Communication 450,600 6.38 198 15.38 9.00% 
Commercial services 1,398,400 19.81 314 24.40 4.59% 
Government, civil service 519,200 7.36 14 1.09 -6.27% 
Education 456,900 6.47 0 0.00 -6.47% 
Healthcare & welfare work 1,023,700 14.50 54 4.20 -10.31% 
Other services 277,400 3.93 169 13.13 9.20% 
Total 7,058,500 100.00 1,287 100.00 0.00% 

* Source: CBS 2003b. 
In relative terms, the dataset contains more people working in transport & communication 

and both service industries than the Dutch economy as a whole. Due to the weighing, the 

over-representation in this dataset of people working in manufacturing is smaller than if we 

had sampled them randomly. Of the members of FNV Bondgenoten almost half work in the 

manufacturing industry, and only around 15% in the services industries. As a result of this 

sampling the dataset has become less representative of the members of FNV Bondgenoten, 

but has become more representative of the Dutch working population in terms of industry.  

 

The questionnaire 

The questionnaire that was sent out to the union members consisted of 5 sections. The first 

section contained questions about their opinion about, and access to flexible benefits. All 

respondents were asked to indicate to what extent they agreed with a number of statements 

about flexible benefits, both positive and negative.  

 To avoid a lengthy definition of what was considered an FBP and what was not, 

people were given a few questions to determine the extent of the flexibility in their benefit 

plan. First they were asked whether they had any choice at all, if so whether they could make 

one, two or more choices, and finally whether they could choose time and money as sources 

and goals in their trades. Respondents were then asked whether they had used the plan in 
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their organisation and what choices they had made. For the analyses in this chapter people 

who did not have access to an FBP were excluded from this dataset.1 

 The second section of the questionnaire dealt with the household situation of the 

respondents. They were asked whether they lived with a partner, and if so, whether he or she 

was in paid employment, and for how many hours. People were also asked whether they 

lived with children, and if so, how old these children were. People who lived with a partner 

were asked what percentage of their household work they did (excluding work done by a 

third party, such as a cleaner).  

 Regarding their job, respondents were asked in which industry they worked, and 

whether they had a permanent contract. The various time facets of their job were also 

addressed. Respondents indicated how many hours they were supposed to work, how many 

hours they actually worked, how many days off they received per year, and whether they had 

taken all the leave they were entitled to. They were also asked, in an open question, how 

much they earned per month (before taxes).    

 The topic of the final section was job valuation. For the measurement of flow at work 

the scale developed by Bakker (2005) was used. Flow at work has been found to be most 

likely when people experience a balance between the challenges they face and the skills they 

have in dealing with them. This balance is enhanced by resources at work, such as autonomy, 

social support from colleagues and performance feedback. The flow scale consists of three 

separate concepts: enjoyment, absorption and intrinsic motivation. Examples of statements 

are (in successive order): "My work makes me feel good", "When I work I forget everything 

around me" and "I do my job without wondering what it brings me". For these statements a 

five-point answer scale was used. The Cronbach's α for the enjoyment scale was 0.82, for 

absorption 0.79 and for intrinsic motivation 0.77. The respondents were also asked how they 

thought about their employer in general, as an indication of their attachment to, and their 

opinion of their organisation. For this purpose they were asked to give their organisation (as 

employer) a grade on a scale from one (very poor) to ten (excellent).  

   

The respondents 

Nearly a quarter (24.3%) of all union members who responded to the questionnaire had 

access to a flexible benefit plan. These respondents were, on average, 44 years old when they 

filled out the questionnaire. Most of them were male, with only 23.8% of the respondents 

being female, compared to 44% of the Dutch working population. The average educational 

level was intermediate vocational (MBO).2 

 Most respondents lived with a partner (83.6%), and of these partners, most were in 

paid employment (75.6%), on average working 21.8 hours per week. A little more than half 
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the respondents lived with children, 51.5%. In a quarter of these households, the youngest 

child was of pre-school age, in 41.3% of the households with children, the youngest child was 

12 years or older. 

 Almost all respondents (98.1%) had a permanent contract, more than in the Dutch 

working population as a whole (92%, CBS 2005). One in five worked in a managerial 

position, and on average they supervised 14 people. Contractually, the respondents were 

obligated to work 35.8 hours per week, though they actually worked 37.9 hours per week. On 

average the respondents had 32 days off per year, well above the national average of 24 in 

2003 (CBS 2005). They had been with their current employer for 17.3 years on average, and 

in their current job for 7.1 years. 

 This dataset clearly does not present a representative picture of all Dutch employees. 

Unions have long been aware of the fact that their membership is not entirely representative, 

particularly in terms of gender and ethnicity, and are working hard to reach all groups of 

Dutch workers. Sampling from their membership inevitably leads to somewhat 

unrepresentative figures. Nevertheless this group provides interesting information, from a 

wide variety of organisations and a considerable array of industries, strengths that more than 

compensate its shortcomings. 

 

The FBPs 

Of these respondents, the exact options they had access to in their flexible benefit plan are 

not known beyond the defining criteria that were asked. The FBP they could use can 

therefore have varied from a very minimal plan with only a few choices, to very extensive 

plans, but they all had the choice to choose time and money as sources and as goals. Some 

insight into what options are likely to have been offered may be gained from Table 3.3. 

 

5.1.2 The civil service department 

To complement the union data, I collected data about the employee behaviour in two 

separate organisations. For this, public sector organisations were chosen, to balance the fact 

that the union members were all working in the private sector. Studying the behaviour of 

employees in individual organisations has various benefits. For one thing, the exact flexible 

benefit plan is known. Also, various organisational factors are identical for all employees. 

This may give some insight into the influence of organisational characteristics on employee 

choices. 

 The second dataset was collected amongst employees of a large department of the 

Dutch civil service, at the end of 2002 and the beginning of 2003. An a-select, representative 

sample of 1030 employees received a questionnaire at their home address. 409 
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Questionnaires were returned, a response of 40%.  

 

The questionnaire 

As opposed to the other two surveys, the questionnaire for the civil servants did not 

primarily address the question of flexible benefits. The questionnaire was composed to 

supply data for various research projects, of which the current study was one. The other 

projects focussed on the implementation and utilization of work-life policies, and the 

integration of work and private life (Van Doorne-Huiskes, Den Dulk & Peper 2005). 

 Respondents were asked their personal characteristics: gender, year of birth, and the 

highest level of schooling they had finished. On the topic of their household situation they 

were asked about their living situation, whether they lived with a partner, whether this 

partner was in paid employment and whether there were children in their household. If so, 

respondents were asked to give the ages of these children. They were also asked who had the 

primary care responsibilities for young children; they themselves, their partner, or both 

equally. 

 Respondents were asked in detail about their work situation. The number of 

contractual and actual working hours was asked. Respondents were asked to indicate their 

income, on a 20-category scale. They were also asked what kind of contract they had, and 

whether they had taken all their leave in the previous year. To measure the workload of 

employees, part of the Job Content Questionnaire was used. This is an instrument for 

internationally comparative assessments of psychosocial job characteristics, based on the 

demand/control model of job strain. This model presumes job strain to result from high 

psychological demands combined with low worker's decision latitude particularly. JCQ scales 

have been used in research focussing on the relationships between work demands and 

disease, particularly heart disease and mental strain, such as exhaustion and burnout 

(Karasek, Brisson, Kawakami, Houtman, Bongers & Amick 1998). This scale contains 

questions such as "Do you frequently have to work very fast?” and "Are you often interrupted 

at work?" Respondents could answer on a four-point scale, ranging from "(almost) never" to 

"always" (Cronbach's α 0.75).  

 The civil servants were also asked about their organisational commitment, for which 

the scale developed by Ellemers et al. (1998) was used. This scale is part of a tool they 

developed to measure three types of commitment: career commitment, team commitment 

and organisational commitment. These scales have been validated as measuring three 

distinctive types of commitment. The scale for organisational commitment contains 

statements such as "I feel like I belong in this organisation," to which respondents could 

agree or disagree on a five-point scale (Cronbach's α 0.84). Finally, respondents were given 
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the same flow questions as the union respondents.  

 

The respondents 

The respondents in the civil service department were 45 years of age, on average, and were 

mostly male: 70.2%. Both in terms of age and gender, the dataset is representative of the 

organisation as a whole at the time of the survey. Age and gender are correlated: of the 

employees under 35 a small majority was female, in all other age groups the men were in the 

majority, and this increased to 92% in the 55 and older group. The average educational level 

was intermediate vocational (MBO).  

 Most of the respondents lived with a partner (85.4%), 80.4% of whom were in paid 

employment, working 28 hours per week on average. Almost two-thirds of the respondents 

lived in a household with children (59.7%), and 19.3% of these included children under the 

age of 4. In 40.5% of these households the youngest child was 12 years or older.  

 Practically all respondents had a permanent contract; only a very tiny minority had a 

contract for a limited period (1.6%). The average respondent had been working at this 

department for 22 years (56% for 21 years or longer), and worked 36.3 hours per week, 1.9 

hours of which were overtime.  

 

The FBP 

The flexible benefit plan in this organisation had been in place for 2 years when the 

respondents filled out their questionnaires and offered two basic options. The first option 

was goal oriented: employees could choose a tax-free compensation, for instance for a PC or 

additional childcare costs. For these compensations, employees could trade in a part of their 

pay and choose from various sources: the holiday money, their compensation for travelling 

costs, or they could trade in leave. In addition to this, the plan offered employees the choice 

to work more or fewer hours, on a yearly basis. Extra hours were paid out on the basis of the 

hourly wage; hours that were reduced were equally taken out of the monthly wage. These 

extra hours could also be traded in for other goals that were part of the plan. The option of 

extending the various leave arrangements the organisation offered to its employees was not 

(yet) integrated into the flexible benefit plan. 

 The employees in this organisation could change their benefits once a month. In most 

FBPs choices can only be made once per year. Particularly given the possibilities employees 

had for extending and reducing their working hours, this allowed for adjustments in working 

time throughout the year. Parents of children who go to school could, for instance, choose to 

work fewer hours during the summer vacation, and extend their working time during school 

term.  
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 There are, however, clear restrictions to the changes the employees could make. They 

could reduce their working time each year by no more than 10 days, and the number of days 

leave that could be traded in for another goal was also restricted, though the exact number 

depended on the age of the employee, since this influenced the amount of leave. The 

youngest employees could trade in about 3 days, on a full-time contract. People who were 

sixty years or older could trade in double that amount. The extension in working time that 

could be established by enhancing the weekly number of hours was limited to 100 hours per 

year, and the total number of working hours could not exceed 40 hours per week. There were 

also legal restrictions which applied to this flexible benefit plan as they do to all: the income 

before taxes could not sink below the official minimum wage, and the amount of leave that 

could be traded in was restricted: employees could only trade in days above the legal 

minimum of annual leave, so that they still had the legal minimum left after the trade.  

 

5.1.3 The university 

The third dataset was collected amongst employees of a large Dutch university, in the spring 

of 2003. 1600 Employees were randomly selected from the staff, excluding student-

assistants (who are often appointed for short periods and for a limited number of hours per 

week). The employees who were selected received a written anonymous questionnaire at 

home, and a reminder three weeks later. 555 Questionnaires were returned, a response rate 

of 35%.  

 

The questionnaire 

The questionnaire that was sent to the university employees was largely the same as the 

questionnaire that was sent out to the union members. Obviously, the university employees 

were not asked what kind of choice they had in their benefits. Instead they were asked 

whether they were aware (before they received the questionnaire) of the fact that their 

employer offered them such choice. In terms of their job, employees were asked their job 

title and they were asked to give their income scale, rather than their monthly wages.  

 

The respondents 

About the same number of women as men responded to this questionnaire: 48.6% and 

51.4%, respectively. In the organisation as a whole there were fewer women, 43.8% to be 

exact. The average age of the respondents was 42 years old. On average, the respondents 

worked 37.3 hours per week, while they were contractually obliged to work 33.5. They had 

been with this organisation for an average 11.6 years, 6.9 of which were spent in their current 

job. More members of the supportive staff returned the questionnaire than of the academic 
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staff: 56.4% of the respondents fell in the supportive staff category, while for the whole 

organisation this was 50.4%. Most employees lived with a partner (71%), and most of them 

were in paid employment (80%). On average these partners worked 34 hours per week. 

Nearly forty percent (39.6%) of the respondents had children living with them, and 28.2% of 

that group had young children in the household, i.e. younger than four.  

 

The FBP 

The FBP had been introduced in 2001. Employees were given the chance to change the 

composition of their benefits once per year and could make several choices at once. The 

sources that employees could trade in for something else were leave (up to ten days per 

year), the monthly wage, holiday money, and the end-of-year payment. The goals that they 

could choose were extra leave (either to be taken in the same year or as part of several leave-

saving arrangements), extra wages (they could not trade in more than five days of leave for 

this), and various tax-free compensations, for instance for childcare costs, travelling costs, or 

a new PC. 

 

Table 5.2 shows the way the three different questionnaires were composed, and which part of 

the theoretical model can be tested with which survey. 

 

5.1.4 Recoded variables 

New variables were constructed to compare the three different groups of employees in 

statistical analysis. I categorised respondents on their participation in the FBP (participants 

and non-participants), and with regard to the time choices they had made. All respondents 

who had traded time off for a financial goal were categorised as time sellers. The civil 

servants who had chosen to work more hours and receive a financial benefit in return for this 

were also classified as such. Respondents who had chosen to trade in a financial goal in order 

to get more time off were classified as time buyers. Both these variables were dichotomous 

variables, coded 1 for being a time seller or a time buyer, and 0 for people who had not made 

that choice (including people who had not participated at all). This way people who had 

bought and sold time could be recognised for both those acts. 

 

Table 5.2. Composition of the three surveys used for the employee analyses. 
 Union Civil 

servants 
University 

Demographics (age, gender, education) x x x 
Household    
Living with (working) partner x x x 
Age children in household x x x 
% Household tasks x -- x 
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Care responsibility child <12 -- x -- 
Work    
Industry x -- -- 
Wage x x x 
Temporary contract x x x 
Working hours x x x 
Amount of annual leave x -- -- 
All leave taken x x x 
Financial compensation overtime -- x -- 
Workload -- x -- 
Organisational commitment -- x -- 
Appreciation employer x -- x 
Flow (including sub-scale intrinsic 
motivation) 

x x x 

 

Work 

Wage was reported in a different way in all three surveys. In the separate analyses of the 

three groups this does not pose a considerable problem, but in the analyses of the overall 

group it does. To be able to use a wage variable in these analyses as well, I constructed three 

very broad categories, into which each of the three measures was recoded: low (< €1923 

before, or €1250 after taxes), middle (€1924 - €3075 before, or €1250 - €1999 after taxes), 

and high (€3076 or more before, or €2000 or more after taxes). The monthly wages that the 

union respondents reported could easily be recoded, because they reported their monthly 

wages before taxes in an open question. The civil servants had indicated their wage on an 

ordinal variable with twenty categories. The three categories had been chosen so that they 

followed the same divisions as these twenty categories. The university employees reported 

their wage scale. Some respondents also wrote down the step within the scale, which made it 

possible to determine exactly how much they earned. There were also a number of people 

who wrote down the amount they earned. For those people who only wrote down the scale 

but not the step, I recoded them into the three-category wage variable based on the middle of 

the scale.  

 The percentage of overtime that people work was calculated based on their actual 

working hours and the hours they were supposed to work, by dividing the difference between 

these two by the number of hours they were supposed to work. The university employees 

were asked their job title, which was recoded into academic staff and supportive staff. The 

question about whether or not people had taken all their leave was recoded into a 

dichotomous variable, with 1 representing that they had. For people who did not know 

whether they had taken all their leave, I presumed that they had some leave left over.3 

 

Household 

For those people who had a child living with them I constructed three dichotomous 
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variables: youngest child in the household younger than four, youngest child in the 

household four to eleven, youngest child twelve to eighteen. I chose these ages because 

Dutch children go to primary school at the age of four, and secondary school at twelve, which 

affects the time demands in the household. The civil servants were asked who was primarily 

responsible for caring for the children; this variable was recoded into an ordinal variable. 

Respondents who had children younger than twelve living with them were coded 1 if they 

were the primary child-carer, 2 if they combined the childcare more or less 50/50 with their 

partner and 3 if their partner was the primary carer. 

 Respondents were also categorised according to the presence of a working partner. 

People who lived alone were classified as such, and respondents who lived with a partner 

who was not in paid employment were classified as breadwinners. The dual-earners were 

separated according to the balance between their and their partner’s working hours. First of 

all people who worked as many hours as their partner, or both worked 36 hours or more, 

were classified as dual-earners. Main earners are those respondents who had a working 

partner who worked less than 36 hours per week and also 5 hours per week less than the 

respondent. Lesser earners are those who worked less than 36 hours per week and also 5 

hours less per week than their partner. Obviously, the balance between working hours is not 

the same as the balance in earning between the two partners, but for lack of a better term I 

shall refer to them as such. It is important to remember that it is the balance of working 

hours, not income, which is being described. 

 

Demographics 

People gave the year in which they were born, which was recoded into age. The educational 

level was asked in a different way in the civil service survey than in the other two surveys. 

These were combined into a new variable with the following categories: primary, 

lower/intermediate secondary (LBO, MAVO), higher secondary (HAVO, VWO), intermediate 

vocational tertiary (MBO), higher vocational tertiary (HBO) and academic.  

 

5.1.5 Differences between the three groups 

The three datasets were combined, to the extent that this was possible. From the union 

survey, only those people who had access to a flexible benefit plan were included in the file. 

The questionnaires that were used in the university survey and the union survey were to a 

large extent identical, and with the questionnaire for the civil servants there was still 

considerable overlap between questions. The combined data file contains information for 

1288 people. 

 
Table 5.3 Some comparative characteristics for the three surveys. 
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 Union Civil 
service 

University Total 

% With permanent contract 98.1 98.0 71.1 86.7 
% With lower income 13.0 17.1 41.5 25.9 
% With middle income 42.3 40.9 30.7 36.2 
% With higher income 44.8 41.9 27.9 35.9 
Average contractual hours 35.8 34.1 33.5 34.3 
Average actual hours 37.9 36.3 37.2 37.1 
% That had taken all their leave 39.2 40.6 18.2 30.7 
     
Grade employer 7.0 --- 7.1 7.1 
Intrinsic motivation 23.0 17.8 25.4 22.4 
Enjoyment 19.1 8.8 19.2 16.1 
Absorption 14.6 12.5 15.6 14.4 
     
% Breadwinners* 35.9 33.5 43.6 38.5 
% Living with partner 83.6 85.0 71.3 78.8 

% Of those with working partner 79.8 79.6 78.9 
% With at-home children 51.5 59.7 39.6 49.0 

% Of those with children <4 25.1 19.3 28.2 23.9 
% With children 4-11 33.5 40.2 34.5 36.5 
% With children 11–18 24.0 30.3 28.2 27.9 

     
% Women 24.0 30.9 49.7 37.3 
Average age 44 44 42 41 
SD age 8.6 8.4 11.2 9.8 
% Lower educated 20.0 39.3 6.0 20.0 
% Middle educated 42.3 34.3 15.0 28.0 
% Higher educated 37.6 26.4 79.0 52.0 

76.8 

* this category contains both people who live without a partner and people who live with a non-
working partner 
 

A comparison of these three groups on some basic points shows that female employees are 

the most common amongst university respondents (Table 5.3). In terms of age there is little 

difference between the groups. The university employees are a little younger, but not a great 

deal. Predictably, these employees are also much higher educated, though it is interesting to 

see that the civil service employees have the lowest educational level, on average. When 

compared to the Dutch working population in 2003 the civil servants were lower educated 

than average, the other two groups higher than average (CBS 2005). 

 In terms of jobs there are considerable differences between the three groups. 

Temporary contracts are virtually absent amongst the civil servants and union members, 

while more than one in four university respondents had a temporary appointment 

(compared to 8% of the Dutch working population, CBS 2005). This group also earns much 

less despite the fact that they are much higher educated, two things that are generally 

presumed to be strongly related. Wages here are not corrected for the number of hours that 

people work, though the difference in contractual hours is unlikely to be responsible for a 

large part of the differences in wages. 

 The union members work 2.5 hours more per week, contractually, than the university 
7
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employees, but in terms of actual hours this difference is reduced to about 40 minutes. On an 

annual level the university employees also work overtime most frequently: only 18% had 

taken all their leave. For the other two groups this is more than twice that number. The civil 

servants receive roughly the same amount of annual leave per year as the university staff. 

The civil servants on average seem to have a much more dour time at work; they score much 

lower on all three flow sub-scales. The differences between the other two groups are much 

smaller. The union members also rate their employer about as highly as the university staff.  

 In terms of household composition the university employees are responsible for the 

entire household income most often, because they live on their own more often. Of those 

respondents who live with a partner, all three groups have equal numbers of working 

partners. Because the university group contains more women, their partners work more 

hours. The most common form of dual-earnership in the Netherlands still consists of a full-

time working man and a part-time working woman, so the partners of female employees 

generally work more hours than those of male employees.   

 University employees are clearly forming families later than the other two groups: 

they live alone more often, they have fewer children and when they have children these are 

younger. The civil servants have children most often, and these are also generally older. 

Delayed family formation has been linked to educational level, and the data for these groups 

strongly support that research (Beets 1997). 

 

The two organisations appear to present distinctly different employment situations. By and 

large, the civil servants seem to be the most traditional: they are the least educated and 

amongst the older age categories in particular women are virtually absent. The civil service 

department in question also still seems to offer a job for life: half the respondents had been 

there for 21 years or longer. Possibly as a trade for this job security, civil servants report 

relatively low levels of work enjoyment. The university employees, on the other hand, like 

their work the most, they work the most overtime, and rarely take all their leave, but their 

contractual position and income are more tenuous. They are also the latest with family 

formation, but given their age and education level that may not be that surprising. As two 

separate groups these people seem to represent stereotypes of the different ends of the 

working spectrum somewhat: the flexible academics who work for their own satisfaction 

rather than money and job security, versus the traditional civil servants who may not like 

their work very much but it pays well and their job security is tremendous.  

 The union members represent a far more diverse group of workers, and in many 

respects seem to combine the best of both organisations: they enjoy their work about as 

much as the university employees and combine this with a considerably higher income. They 
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work a little more, but only a little, and again most of them have the security of a permanent 

contract.  

 As a representation of the Dutch working population, all three groups are probably a 

little better off than average. Based on the findings in Chapter Three one can assume that 

employees who have access to an FBP generally work for more generous employers. Even 

though the union members give a wider cross-section of the Dutch working population than 

the two organisations, there are still considerable groups that are not represented. People in 

very poorly paid, low-skill jobs seem to be lacking, for instance. Not only are the unions 

having trouble reaching these people, they are also less likely to have responded to the 

questionnaire, or to be offered flexible benefits. Most people in these surveys seem to be 

quite well off, in terms of income, job security, and/or the quality of the work they do.   

 In my theoretical model the differences that might exist in employee choices between 

organisations have not been addressed, because that lies beyond the scope of the current 

study, due to its focus on the individual’s work and household characteristics. However, 

based on the evidence that exists (Delsen et al. 2006; Huiskamp 2003; Langedijk 2001), one 

can expect organisational variation to exist. Both in participation rates and the choices that 

employees made, there appear to be considerable differences between organisations. The 

data that have been collected for this study allow me to compare two organisations and a 

mixed group of employees. It will be interesting to see if, and in what respects, these three 

groups of people make different choices with respect to flexible benefits. 

  
  
  

 5.2 Opinions about flexible benefits 

 

The members of the union and the university employees were asked what they thought of 

flexible benefits. Their answers are presented in Table 5.4. 

 
Table 5.4. Employees’ opinions about flexible benefit plans, in percentages. 

 
  

Union 
without FBP 

Union with 
FBP 

University Total 

Good that people in different situations can 
choose different benefits 

66.7 72.9 60.0  64.7 

Part of a modern organisation 35.7 49.5 29.5  36.2 
Offers interesting opportunities 30.3 38.6 36.0  37.0 
Improvement to many separate arrangements 17.9 26.8 14.6  18.4 
Complicated 10.5 7.2 12.4  10.5 
Undermines the solidarity amongst workers1 7.4 4.0    
No need for it1 4.3 3.1    
Pointless/useless 0.9 1.9 1.1  1.4 
N 984 321 555 1860 

1 This statement was only included in the union questionnaire. 
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People are generally positive about flexible benefits; the main complaint about them is that 

they are complicated, which varies greatly from one FBP to the next. But this opinion, still, is 

only held by fewer than one in nine of the respondents. A large majority of the respondents 

feel that it is a good thing that people in different situations can choose benefits that suit 

their circumstances. Around a third to half find the options an FBP offers interesting, and 

around a third have come to expect an FBP in a modern organisation. Based on just the 

results of the union members, it would seem that the unknown is not popular, but the union 

members who had no experience with an FBP are still more positive about it than the 

university employees.  

  Respondents who used their FBP were more positive about it than respondents who 

had not, if for no other reason than to reduce cognitive dissonance, an inconsistency between 

beliefs, values and attitudes. According to Prast (2004a) “People want to reduce cognitive 

dissonance in order to avoid the psychological pain of a poor self-image” (p. 27). People who 

have participated in their FBP are less likely to own up to thinking it a useless arrangement 

because that entails admitting to themselves, and to others, they did something they 

consider pointless. Another reason will be that a positive opinion of FBPs will be more likely 

amongst people who have gotten some use out of it. It is interesting to note that the 

differences in these opinions are much more frequently statistically significant for the 

university employees than for the union members. Maybe their extensive education makes 

them more adept at avoiding cognitive dissonance. 

 Besides the opportunities employees get to change their benefits, FBPs can also affect 

them through the choices that their colleagues make. If a co-worker opts for more time off, 

he may leave more work for others. Both the union members and the university employees 

were asked what they thought about colleagues choosing more time off. 

 

Table 5.5 Opinions about colleagues choosing more time off, in percentages. 
  Union  University  Total  
Fine 54.7 42.4 46.9 
Not a problem, as long as others don’t get 
more work as a result 

41.6 48.0 45.7 

Difficult 3.1 8.2 6.3 
No opinion 0.6 1.4 1.1 
N 322 552 874 

 

Few people say they have a problem with their co-workers choosing to reduce their working 

time. Around forty percent do not see a problem at all, and an equally large group  think it is 

not a problem provided the workload of others does not increase as a result of this choice. 

Nevertheless, there are few people who consider it outright difficult. But here, too, this 

number is higher amongst the university employees than amongst the union members.  
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Table 5.6. The people union and university respondents had taken into consideration 
when they made their choice, in percentages. 

  Union  University  Total 
Family, partner 59.3 38.2 45.7 
Myself 33.3 58.1 49.2 
Colleagues 4.4 2.1 2.9 
Boss 2.2 1.7 1.8 
Customers/Students1 0.7 0.0 0.3 
N 135 241 376 

1 Customers in the union survey, students in the university survey 
 

People who had participated in their FBP were asked whom they had taken into 

consideration when they made their choices. Their answers are shown in Table 5.6 (again, 

this was not asked of the civil servants). The union members said they took their family or 

partner into consideration when they traded their benefits much more often than the 

university staff, which can only partly be explained by the fact that they live with a partner 

and/or children more often. This may also be caused by the fact that academic work can be 

fairly solitary, and this could have led to more einzelgänger amongst the university 

employees. Another striking finding is that co-workers and students are of virtually no 

concern when people decide to change their benefits.  
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 5.3 Do employees use FBPs available to them, and if so, who in 

particular? 

 

Of the 1288 people surveyed, 45% had used their FBP. There were no statistically significant 

differences in participation between the two organisations and the union members. This is a 

high level of participation, compared with what has been found in other studies, and also 

remarkably similar in all three surveys. One thing that stands out in the studies that have 

been published so far about participation in flexible benefit plans is that participation rates 

vary considerably between organisations. Of the university it is known that this percentage is 

in fact higher than the actual participation in 2003, which was 32%. This will be caused by 

the fact that the subject of the questionnaire was flexible benefits, and people who used the 

plan will have been more likely to respond to the questionnaire. It may very well be that a 

similar over-representation has taken place in the union survey. However, this is less likely 

to be the case in the civil service department, because there the questionnaire did not deal 

primarily with flexible benefits. An internal review of the flexible benefit plan in the civil 

service department found a participation rate of 34% in 2001. As a result of the feedback 

employees gave on the plan, adjustments were made. The communication surrounding the 

plan was improved (which was initially very obtuse), and the number of choice moments was 

increased from 2 to 12. These changes may very well have lead to such a considerable 

increase in participation. 

 
Table 5.7. Reasons given for not participating in FBP, in percentages.1 

  Union University Total  
Satisfied with standard 41.7 26.9 31.5  
Enough choice outside FBP 28.1 18.5 21.5  
Other reasons 25.2 17.5 19.9  
Never thought about it 11.5 9.4 10.1  
Too complicated 9.4 21.8 17.9  
The benefits are too small 6.5 6.2 6.3  
The choice I want to make is not included 2.9 6.2 5.1  
N 139 308 447 

1 People could give more than one reason. 
 

In the university and union surveys the people who had not changed their benefits were 

asked why they had not. Their answers are presented in Table 5.7. Generally, the reason 

people gave for not changing their benefits was because they were satisfied with the benefits 

as they received them, and with the room for change that existed outside of the FBP, such as 

the option to work part time, to choose between a 40 hour working week with more annual 

leave or a 38 hour working week with less leave, etc. 

 Besides clear evidence of people satisficing, there is evidence of transaction costs 

restricting participation in these answers. Almost one in five people had not changed their 
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benefits because they thought it was too complicated. It is interesting to see that the 

university employees report the complication of the FBP as a reason not to participate in it 

more than twice as often as the union members. Given their educational level, the 

transaction costs resulting from complex arrangements should be lower for the university 

staff. The university FBP, however, may be more complicated than the average FBP the 

union members face, but these people may also be expressing something other than "I really 

can't work it out", namely irritation. They have a less positive opinion of flexible benefits (see 

Table 5.6) and this could have led to a lower tolerance for any degree of complexity. 

 The other reasons that people gave mostly fell under the given categories, though 

worded slightly differently: "felt no need: satisfied at the moment!" said one, "well adapted to 

circumstances" another. A union member, who stated that the culture did not support 

participating in an FBP, gave an interesting insight into the things that people take into 

account . Presumably this meant that the organisation’s culture did not promote 

participation, but just how that might be put across to employees remains an intriguing 

mystery.  

 A large part of the other reasons came down to the fact that people had changed their 

benefits in the preceding year, or were planning to in the next, and felt no need to this year. 

Two popular choices, the computer and the bicycle, could only be chosen once every three 

years. This is in line with the findings of Langedijk (2001) and Delsen et al. (2006) that the 

group of people who participate in an FBP changes from year to year: the group of people 

who will never use their FBP over a longer period of time is much smaller than annual 

participation rates suggest. This shows the potential usefulness of FBPs as a life-course 

arrangement, where employees can change their compensation as their life situation 

develops (Schippers 2001). 

 

5.3.1 Work and participation 

The union data showed no statistically significant differences in participation between 

industries, although the financial and commercial services had a slightly higher participation 

rate of 50.3%. Changing benefits appears to be equally attractive in all industries in this 

sample. 

 The aspects of employees’ working situation that were expected to affect their 

participation in flexible benefit plans were grouped in three categories: benefit volume, time 

and job valuation. These are now addressed individually first, before multivariate analyses 

will show the combined effects.  

 
Table 5.8. Participation in FBP by wage categories, in percentages. 

Monthly wage*  
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Low 33.3 
Middle 44.0 
High 55.3 
χ2 38.216** 

Hourly wage**  
Low 33.5 
Middle 45.5 
High 53.3 
χ2 17.576** 

* low: < €1250 after or €1923 before taxes, middle: €1250-€1999 after or €1923-€3075 before taxes, 
high: €2000+ after or €3076+ before taxes 
** low: < €12/hour, middle: €12-€23 /hour, high: €24+ per hour 
 

Benefit volume 

There is a statistically significant relation between wage and participation. The more people 

earn per month, the more likely they are to have changed their benefits (Table 5.8). For the 

three surveys separately, similar increases in participation occurred. If, based on the 

monthly wage and contractual hours, similar categories are constructed for hourly wage, 

more or less the same effect can be seen to take place. I expected to see a greater increase in 

participation according to hourly wage, because certain choices are more worthwhile with a 

higher hourly wage. In all three separate surveys, the same increases take place. The choice 

to participate in an FBP seems to have less to do with the exact value of labour than with the 

absolute amount of money people earn. 

 As expected,  the larger the contractual working week, the more often people had 

used their FBP, though this effect was not statistically significant for the union members (it 

was for both organisations). A larger volume of benefit seems to make changing benefits 

more attractive. 

 The union members were asked how much leave they received each year, and when 

controlled for the number of contractual hours, it turns out that there is no increase (or 

decrease) in participation as the amount of leave rises. A greater amount of leave does not 

inspire more people to change the composition of their benefits. The expectation that people 

who receive comparatively large amounts of annual leave would find an FBP more attractive 

is not supported.  

 

Time 

Various time aspects of the job were expected to make participation in an FBP more useful. 

Both the length of the appointment and the presence of unused annual leave can contribute 

to the appeal of changing benefits.  

 Categorised according to contract type, participation is lower amongst respondents 

with a temporary contract, 32.2%, compared to 47.0% for the respondents with a permanent 
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contract (χ2 13.177, p<0.01, N=1286). This effect is largely attributable to the university 

employees: amongst the union members and civil servants temporary contracts are virtually 

absent. The expectation that the transaction costs involved with participation make changing 

benefits more attractive when these can be ‘earned back’ over a few years seems to be 

supported. 

 There was a marked difference between people who had taken all their leave in the 

previous year, and those that had leave left over. The latter group participated in the plan in 

48.2% of the cases, whereas of the former group only 39.7% changed their benefits (χ2 12.346 

p<0.01, N=1270). The ‘cheap’ source of unused leave makes participation in an FBP more 

attractive. Of the 22 people who had no idea whether they had taken all their leave, only 

22.7% had participated in their FBP, a group that does not seem particularly interested in 

benefits at any level. Also, trading in benefits requires some grasp on the state of these 

benefits. 

 However, this effect does not take place for the union members; only in the two 

organisations does an abundance of leave lead to higher participation. Combined with the 

lack of an effect of the amount of leave the union members receive this suggests that the 

union members are using their FBP far less to correct the amount of leave they receive, as a 

group. The reason for this may lie in the choices they end up making in terms of time, which 

I will discuss in the next chapter. 

 

Job valuation 

In Chapter Four it was hypothesised that the job valuation of employees would influence 

their participation in flexible benefit plans. Intrinsic motivation was expected to affect 

participation in a negative way: people with a low intrinsic motivation would use the plans 

more often to improve their extrinsic motivation.  

 In all three surveys, respondents were asked about the intrinsic motivation for their 

job. There is no statistically significant relationship between intrinsic motivation and 

participation. The slight difference that exists is in the opposite direction of what was 

expected: participants in the plan had a slightly higher intrinsic motivation. The same results 

are found for the three surveys separately.  

 The involvement employees feel with their employing organisation may also affect 

their participation in FBPs. People with greater organisational commitment were expected to 

be more inclined to approach information about a flexible benefit plan with positive 

expectations. The civil servants were asked about their organisational commitment. There is 

no statistically significant correlation between organisational commitment and participation 

in the department’s FBP. 
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 The university employees and the union members were asked to give their employer 

a grade, which, while not the same as organisational commitment, will largely point in the 

same direction. Here too there were no statistically significant correlations with 

participation. The way employees judge their employing organisation does not seem to affect 

their enthusiasm for participating in a flexible benefit plan. 

 

5.3.2 Household and participation 

Besides job characteristics, household composition was expected to contribute to the 

usefulness of changing benefits. Specifically, the presence of a second income and children in 

the household were expected to increase participation.  

 People who lived with a partner indeed used the plan more often than people who 

lived alone, 47.1% compared to  38.0% (χ2 7.071, p<0.01, N=1276). This turned out to be 

caused mostly by the civil servants. Amongst university staff participation is as high amongst 

single people as it is amongst people who live with a partner, and while there is a difference 

for union members, it is not statistically significant. With regard to the people who live with 

a partner, however, there is no difference in participation between people who had a working 

partner and people who had a stay-at-home partner. People do not seem to use their FBP to 

increase the ‘fit’ between two sets of benefits. It seems to be the mere presence of a partner 

that makes changing benefits more attractive. 

 
Table 5.9. Participation in FBP by presence of children in the household and the age of 
their youngest child, in percentages. 

 All 
 (N=1288) 

Union  
(N=324) 

Civil service 
 (N=409) 

University 
(N=555) 

Children 50.9 47.3 52.9 51.4 
χ2 17.509** n.s. 13.329** 6.943** 
Child < 4 49.7 50.0 46.8 51.6 
χ2 n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. 
Child 4 – 11 49.6 58.9 46.9 46.1 
χ2 n.s. 5.259* n.s. n.s. 
Child 12-18 55.9 40.0 65.3 54.8 
χ2 9.995** n.s. 14.604** n.s. 
Total 45.0 45.1 45.5 44.5 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01  
 

The presence of children in the household increased participation: of the respondents who 

had children living with them, 50.9% had changed their benefits, as opposed to 39.3% of 

those that had no children, or whose children lived elsewhere (see Table 5.9). For the three 

groups separately this is only the case for the civil servants and the university employees; the 

union members do not participate more often when they have children living with them. 

 Changing benefits is also more attractive depending on the age of these children, 
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though here the results are inconsistent. Generally, parents of older children are more 

interested in an FBP than other employees, particularly in the civil service department. 

Union members only participate more often when their youngest child is of primary school 

age, whereas for the university employees the age of their children has no effect.  

 

5.3.3 Demographics and participation 

Men change their benefits more often than women: 38.2% of women in the survey 

participated in their FBP compared to 49.1% of the men. This difference is caused almost 

entirely by the civil servants, amongst whom the percentage of women participating in the 

plan is significantly lower: 27.0% of the female civil servants changed their benefits, and 

53.5% of the men (χ2 24.793, p<0.01, N=408). In the university and amongst union 

members participation is a little lower among women than among men, but the differences 

are not statistically significant. 

 There is no relationship between age and participation: all age groups use their FBPs 

equally, although it has to be noted that the correlation between age and participation 

approaches statistical significance in the civil service department. Since age and gender are 

correlated in this group, and men used the plan much more frequently than women, this is 

not surprising. Multivariate analysis will hopefully shed more light on this. 

 In the entire group, there is no relationship between educational level and 

participation. Participation is about average amongst people who have enjoyed tertiary 

education and lower than average in the lower educational groups, but the highest 

participation is found in the group of people who have left school after a higher secondary 

education (HAVO, VWO), 50.1%. This group constitutes 15.5% of the respondents. Why 

changing benefits should be particularly interesting to this group is a little puzzling.  

 Amongst union members separately, there is an increase of participation with 

educational level. Of the people who had left school at the lower to intermediate secondary 

level (VMBO), 25.9% had used their FBP. Of the people who had been to university this rose 

to 51.0%. (χ2 11.643, p<0.05, N=319). For the two organisations there are no statistically 

significant differences between people of various educational levels.  

 

7
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5.3.4 Work, household and participation 

In a binary logistic regression analysis,4 I examined which of the variables tested bivariately 

in the previous section made the biggest impact on the participation of employees in their 

FBPs. To the extent that all three surveys contained the same variables, the analysis was first 

performed for all respondents together, controlling for the source of the data.  

 
Table 5.10. Binary logistic regression of the effect of household and work factors on 
participation in FBP (N=1158). 

 Odds ratio t 
Work   
Income categoriesˆ 1.418** 3.09 
Contractual hours 1.033** 2.70 
Not all leave taken 1.351* 2.20 
Intrinsic motivation 1.000 0.04 
Household   
Single 1.210 0.88 
Working partner 1.302 1.48 
Child in the household 1.671** 3.75 
Demographics   
Gender (female) 0.974 -0.17 
Age 1.008 1.13 
Educational level 0.982 -0.34 
Civil Service 1.061 0.34 
University 1.260 1.27 

LR χ2 71.88, p<0.01 (two-tailed) 
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01 (one-tailed) 
ˆ three categories: low, middle or high. 
 

The work variables contributed considerably to the odds that people had changed their 

benefits. People with a higher income participated more often in flexible benefit plans. So did 

people with larger working weeks. Both these things increase the volume of the benefits that 

employees receive, making the potential gains more substantial in absolute terms. Also, the 

transaction costs are more likely to be outstripped by the gains that can be made by 

participating. 

 People who had not taken all their leave participated more often in their flexible 

benefit plans, as expected. These people have a relatively cheap benefit left over, time off 

they were not going to take, so trading it in for something else that is of greater value to them 

is easily achieved through an FBP, diminishing the relative weight of the costs of 

participation. Also, to put it differently, people who get more leave in their benefits than 

they, for one reason or another take, do not receive compensation that is optimal for them. 

Therefore they participate more frequently in FBPs, because for them there is distinct room 

for improvement.  

 Contrary to the hypothesis, intrinsic motivation did not decrease participation. There 

turns out to be no difference in participation between people who score lower or higher on 
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this aspect of job valuation, just as there was no difference bivariately. 

 

Of the household variables only the presence of children increases the likelihood that people 

had changed their benefits. The analysis was first performed with three different 

dichotomous variables indicating the age of the youngest child in the household. All three 

were statistically significant, and the odds ratios very close together, so I repeated the 

analysis with just one variable for children present in the household, to increase the 

parsimony of the model. Parents, in short, changed their benefits more often than people 

who did not have children living with them. The age of the youngest child had no distinct 

effect on this appeal. The usefulness of an FBP is clearly bigger for all people who combine 

work with childcare. 

 People who live with a partner, working or not, did not change their benefits more 

often than people who live alone. There is no evidence of people who combine two incomes 

in a household using an FBP more often, to optimise the combined set of benefits they 

receive.  

 Demographic characteristics had no effect on participation, when controlled for these 

characteristics of job and household. Participation is also not more likely for the employees 

of either organisation or the union members. What exactly prompted them to use their 

benefit plans may, nonetheless, differ between them. For this reason, separate analysis of the 

three different groups will be interesting. Also, each survey contained some questions that 

were not asked of the other respondents; so separate analysis will also allow me to test larger 

and different versions of the theoretical model. 

 Some care has to be taken when comparing these separate analyses. Because they 

include different combinations of independent variables, odds ratios and LR χ2 cannot be 

compared in the strictest fashion. The direction of an effect, and whether or not something is 

statistically significant can be compared between models, but when doing so it is important 

to keep the context of an effect in mind. 

 

The union members 

Table 5.11 shows the results of the analysis for the union members separately. In this analysis 

the industry in which people worked was included, as well as the amount of leave they 

received as part of their compensation. The effect of the grade respondents gave their 

employer was also included in this analysis.  

 
Table 5.11. Binary logistic regression of the effects of household and job characteristics 
of union members on their participation in FBPs (N=270). 

 Odds ratio t 
Work   
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Transportˆ 0.655 -0.88 
Comm. servicesˆ 1.052 0.13 
Other servicesˆ 0.747 -0.63 
Other industriesˆ 0.290* -2.01 
Monthly wage 1.000 1.03 
Contractual hours 1.027 0.74 
Annual leave in days 0.990 -0.67 
Not all leave taken 1.112 0.38 
Appreciation employer 0.745* -2.09 
Intrinsic motivation 1.034 1.34 

Household   
Single 1.163 0.29 
Working partner 2.266* 2.14 
Child < 4 1.321 0.61 
Child 4-11 2.260* 2.07 
Child 12-18 0.715 -0.78 

Demographics   
Gender (female) 0.713 -0.93 
Age 1.021 1.09 
Educational level 1.169 1.45 

LR χ2 35.64, p<0.01 (two-tailed) 
˚ p< 0.1, * p< 0.05, ** p<0.01 (one-tailed) 
ˆ the reference category is manufacturing 
 

There is no indication that participation is higher in one industry than in another. Only 

people in the group 'other industries' use their FBPs less often than those in the 

manufacturing industry (the reference category), but this group is so disparate that it is hard 

to draw any useful conclusions from that result. The composition of compensation that 

people received did not affect their participation. Neither their income nor their contractual 

hours or the amount of leave they received affected participation. Participation was also 

similar for those who had not taken all their leave as compared to people who had. 

 In terms of job valuation, there is a surprising effect of employer appreciation, 

opposite to the hypothesised effect.5 I expected that people who had a positive opinion about 

their employer would participate more often, because this positive inclination would lead 

them to invest more time investigating arrangements their employer offers. However, it 

turns out that as the appreciation for their employer increases, the odds that people have 

changed their benefits decrease. Since this variable was also included in the university 

survey, it will be interesting to see if this is a union specific effect, or whether the same effect 

can be observed in the university sample as well. 

 Amongst the union members separately, the presence of a working partner increased 

the likelihood that people had changed their benefits. For people who were part of a dual-

income household, other than the standard benefits seemed to be more worthwhile than for 

single-earners, an effect that I did not find for the entire group. It would seem that union 

members did make an effort to increase the fit of two benefit packages. 

 When it comes to children, only the presence of children of whom the youngest 
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attends primary school (aged 4 – 11) increased the odds that someone had changed their 

benefits. Parents of younger or older children did not change their benefits more often 

compared to people without children living with them. Nevertheless, parents, even if only a 

group of parents, still use FBPs more often. If wider margins of statistical significancy are 

allowed there is an increase in participation with educational level, similar to the effect that 

was found bivariately. 

  

The civil servants 

Table 5.12 shows the results of the multivariate analysis of participation by employees of this 

department. This analysis includes organisational commitment in addition to the variables 

used for the analysis of the entire group. 

 The wage that these employees earned did not affect their participation, but then 

variation on income is surprisingly small in this group. The more hours they work, the more 

they change their benefits, though this is a small effect. A bigger increase in the likelihood of 

someone having chosen to participate in the FBP is caused by not having taken all his or her 

leave. As in the overall analysis, people who had leave left over had changed their benefits 

more often, presumably to trade in those extra days for something of greater use to them. 

Intrinsic motivation did not increase or decrease participation, and organisational 

commitment had no effect either. 

 Just like the union members, civil servants who were part of a dual-income 

household were more likely to have changed their benefits. Changing benefits seems less 

interesting for people who are responsible for the entire income in their household and more 

useful for people who can maximise the benefits they receive from two employers. Also, 

parents of older children used the plan more frequently. Here the parents of children who 

have all left primary school participate more often. Separate analysis showed that this 

applied equally to fathers and mothers. 

 Despite controlling for other variables, men still used the flexible benefit plan far more 

often than women did in this department. Again with wider margins of statistical 

significancy there is an increase in participation with educational level, similar to the effect 

found amongst union members. Age had no effect. 

 

Table 5.12. Binary logistic regression of the effects of household and job factors on 
participation in the FBP in the civil service department (N=358). 

 Odds ratio t 
Work   

Monthly wageˆ 0.984 -1.13 
Contractual hours 1.050* 1.99 
Not all leave taken 2.069** 2.96 
Org. commitment 0.969 -1.02 
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Intrinsic motivation 0.964 -1.18 
Household   

Single 0.586 -1.16 
Working partner 2.081* 2.19 
Child < 4 1.676 1.20 
Child 4-11 1.477 1.20 
Child 12-18 3.407** 3.64 

Demographics   
Gender (female) 0.418** -2.37 
Age 0.997 -0.14 
Educational level 1.125˚ 1.31 

LR χ2 68.03, p< 0.01 
˚ p< 0.1, * p< 0.05, ** p<0.01 
ˆ measured on a twenty-category scale 
 

The university employees 

Table 5.13 shows the results of the multivariate analysis for the university staff. In this 

analysis the grade employees gave their employer was also included, as it was in the union 

analysis. Whether people were on a temporary contract could also meaningfully be included 

in this analysis, because there is a sizeable contingent of people on a temporary contract, as 

opposed to the other two groups. 

 Participation is higher amongst people with a longer contractual working week. 

Coupled with the higher participation amongst the higher wages scales this again supports 

the hypothesis of increased participation if there is more volume to the benefits that people 

receive. Time aspects of the job do not influence participation in this group. Nor does job 

valuation, though it has to be said that the effect of appreciation for the employer points in 

the same direction as it did for the union members.6 

 The composition of the household of university employees affects their participation 

relatively little. Contrary to the other two groups, a working partner has no effect on 

participation. For the university staff the presence of children in the household increases the 

likelihood that they changed their benefits, though the age of these children does not matter. 

The three variables for youngest child younger than 4, 4 to 11, and 12 to 18 had no 

independent statistically significant effect, and the odds ratios were similar. Therefore, to 

increase the parsimony of the model they were replaced with a single variable for children in 

the household. 

 
Table 5.13. Binary logistic regression of the effects of household and job factors on 
participation in the FBP at the university (N=496). 

 Odds ratio t 
Work   

Wage scale 1.191** 3.71 
Contractual hours 1.038* 2.55 
Temporary contract 0.658 -1.45 
Not all leave taken 1.372 1.27 
Appreciation employer 0.855 -1.76 
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Intrinsic motivation 1.012 0.64 
Household   

Single 1.209 0.56 
Working partner 0.760 -0.84 
Child in the household 1.487* 1.80 

Demographics   
Gender (female) 1.350 1.34 
Age 0.984 -1.20 
Educational level 0.723** -3.06 

LR χ2 46.58, p<0.01 (two-tailed) 
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01 (one-tailed) 
 

University employees with a lower level of education are more likely to have changed their 

benefits than their higher educated colleagues. This did not signify a higher participation 

amongst supportive staff than academic staff, additional analysis revealed. People who were 

paid according to a higher scale also changed their benefits more often. This could suggest a 

particularly low participation rate amongst PhD students, who are highly educated and 

earning relatively little. Separate analysis did not support this, however. The opposite group, 

higher earning members of the supportive staff, can also not be singled out for having caused 

this effect.7 Further analysis showed wage and education to be strongly correlated for 

university employees, much stronger than for the other two groups. This was caused entirely 

by the supportive staff, since for the academic staff there is virtually no variation with regard 

to educational level. Yet despite this strong correlation there is no interaction effect between 

income and wage that affects participation. 

 

Comparing the three groups 

There were some stark differences between the three groups when they were analysed 

separately. While the level of participation was equal amongst the three groups, the factors 

increasing the likelihood of someone having changed their benefits varies substantially 

between them. Differences in the independent variables included in the three analyses, but 

also the composition of the groups may have caused some, or all of these differences.  

 Pay seemed to be more important to participation for university staff while the civil 

servants responded more to the time aspects of their job. Both for union members and civil 

servants household factors had a stronger role to play than for the university employees; in 

terms of partners and children they showed more pronounced effects. 

 Based on the three analyses, it seems that changing benefits is particularly interesting 

for people who are in the middle to higher regions of educational level. At the university the 

lower educated participated more, which, given the fact that they are, on average, much 

higher educated than the other two groups, may very well be the group that is of the same 

educational level as the higher educated in the other two surveys.  
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 5.4 Summary 

 

There are distinct groups of employees who find changing the composition of their 

compensation useful. As expected, both household and work affected who participated in a 

flexible benefit plan. Benefit volume, time aspects and job valuation had an effect on 

employees’ decision to change the composition of their benefits, though for the three groups 

separately the results were mixed. Generally speaking, flexible benefit plans were used more 

often by people who worked more hours, by people who had children living with them and 

people with a higher wage.  

 For people with children, other than the standard benefits will be more interesting, 

though the things they choose may prove to differ with the age of these children. For parents 

of younger children extra parental leave options may be particularly attractive, while for 

parents of older children a new PC may be the goal they prefer. Regardless of what they are 

choosing, if work is combined with childcare (even for older children), it almost always 

seems that improving upon the standard benefits is worthwhile. 

 For people who work more hours and earn more, changing their benefits is more 

interesting because there is more volume to them. Both a longer working week and a higher 

income increase the volume of one's benefit package. With more involved, the costs of 

familiarising oneself with and participating in the plan will be outweighed sooner by the 

gains that can be made, or that people anticipate can be made. People who did not use all the 

annual leave they received in their standard compensation changed their benefits more 

often. This shows that the presence of a cheap source, a benefit that will not be used or is at 

least of little value, makes an improvement easy and cheap to establish. The basic premise 

underlying the theoretical model is supported by these findings: employees participate in 

flexible benefit plans in order to increase their perceived value of pay, yet only if their 

anticipated gains are not outweighed by the costs involved. Only if the volume of benefits is 

such that a substantial trade can be made, in absolute terms, do people participate in their 

FBP.  

 More peculiar is the effect of the appreciation for the employer that was found for the 

union members. This pointed in the opposite direction of what was hypothesised. People 

who have a low regard for their employer change their benefits more often, while it was 

expected to be the other way around. The hypothesis was that people who think well of their 

employer will be more willing to investigate the opportunities this employer provides in a 

flexible benefit plan, and therefore participate more often, because this greater willingness to 



Hillebrink – Flexible Benefit Plans in Dutch Organisations 

145

investigate should increase the chances of them finding an interesting trade to make. This 

positive approach should reduce anticipated transaction costs. However, the opposite turns 

out to be taking place. The role the opinion about their employer plays appears to be not 

through lowering anticipated transaction costs, but seems rather to lead the disgruntled to 

participation in an FBP. The perceived value of pay may be affecting this, too. People who do 

not think they are being paid very well will not only give their employer a lower grade, but 

also participate in an FBP more often in order to improve their pay. I address this finding, 

and its consequences, in greater detail in Chapter Seven. 

 

 

Notes 
1 For more information about which union members were offered flexible benefits by their employer 
see Chapter Three and Hillebrink et al. (2004). 
2 While MBO is the average educational level of union respondents, and the most common as well, the 
percentage is much lower (22.8%) than the average for the Dutch working population (35.4%, CBS 
2005). All educational levels except for primary school are represented in comparable numbers in this 
sample. When compared to the Dutch working population as a whole it is the under-representation of 
employees with lower and middle educational levels that stands out. This contradicts the generally 
held belief that the union lacks higher educated members, but may be resulting from the weighted 
sample that was taken. 
3 The majority of respondents had leave left over at the end of the year. Also, since taking all of one’s 
leave generally requires a knowledge of how much there is left, people who do not know whether they 
have taken it all are more likely to have some left than having used it all up exactly. I presume that 
people who take more leave than they have will be notified of this by their employer. 
4 For a description of what a binary logistic regression is and does see Chapter Three, section 3.6. 
5 Strictly speaking no statistically significant effect should be reported here, because the hypothesis 
was for a one-sided effect in the positive direction, which was not found. The negative effect that was 
found did meet a two-tailed test, however, at p<0.036. 
6 Contrary to the analysis of the union members, here the effect was not statistically significant in a 
two-tailed test, with p 0.078. 
7 Both groups comprise about 10% of the respondents. 
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Chapter Six  

Buying and Selling Time 

 

Let every man be master of his own time. 

Macbeth, III. i 

 

Within flexible benefit plans employees can make a wide variety of choices. Employees can 

choose different source and goal benefits, and thereby make different trades. There are four 

kinds of trade that can be distinguished: money for (more) money, time now for time later, 

money for time and time for money.1 In the second part of the theoretical model developed 

in Chapter Four the focus was on the last two kinds of trades: the trades that involved time 

and money. This focus means that I will restrict myself in this chapter to part of the trades 

that were made by employees. The people who were clever enough to trade in money for 

more money, and the people who chose to save up annual leave for a longer leave at a later 

date are not given closer examination. The first group makes no time choice, and the second 

group only shifts its time around over a period of years. As explained in the first chapter, the 

focus in this study is on the trades that affect the amount of time off that people have, not on 

when they take this time off. In this chapter, therefore, I focus on the people who chose more 

time off, rather than the same amount of time off but at a later date, and on the people who 

chose less time off and more money in return. After presenting an overview of the sources 

and goals that people chose, I will analyse who chose to work more and earn more, and then 

I will examine the group that made the opposite choice: trading in financial sources for more 

time off. Multivariate analysis is again preceded by bivariate analysis of the independent 

variables in the theoretical model as developed in Chapter Four. 

 

 

6.1 Goals and sources 

 

The analyses in this chapter focus on the same three groups of respondents as the previous 

chapter: the union members, civil servants and university employees.2 In previous studies 

considerable differences have been reported in the choices employees made for particular 

time trades. In one organisation, there were more or less as many time sellers as time buyers, 

while in another the time sellers outnumbered the time buyers considerably, for example 

(Langedijk 2001). Therefore, the comparison between the three surveys is useful in this 
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chapter too, as it was in Chapter Five. There may be considerable differences in the time 

choices that people in the three different surveys made.  

 

These people had different options available to them, and only of the two organisations are 

these exactly known. Based on the information provided by organisations (see Table 3.4) it 

becomes clear that the FBPs in the two organisations are larger than average. The average 

FBP offered 4.7 sources and 5.6 goals. The university employees could choose from 5 sources 

and 11 goals, the civil servants had 9 sources and 12 goals available to them. 

For the union members less is known about the options they had, because they were 

not asked about the exact composition of their FBP. They were asked about the options they 

had in wide terms, so that the definition of an FBP could be applied. What is certain, 

therefore, is that all union members in this dataset could buy and sell time off. Beyond that 

the exact nature of their FBPs was not asked after, though again the organisational data 

provide some idea of the goals and sources that are common. Nevertheless it is important to 

remember that specific options, such as extra pension or compensation for childcare costs 

may simply not have been available to them. 

The FBPs of the two organisations have been described in detail in Chapter Five. In 

terms of the time choices that employees could make there are distinct differences between 

these two plans. The university FBP allowed its employees to choose time as a source in the 

shape of their above-legal annual leave. Time off as a goal came in many more guises. People 

could choose extra days off in the same year, or choose from several leave arrangements, in 

which the leave could, but did not have to be, taken in the same year. For these leave saving 

arrangements both time off and money could be used as sources.  

In the civil service department’s FBP the time choices were more complex.3 Annual 

leave could be chosen as a source, but only in relatively small quantities, and extra short 

term leave could not be chosen as a goal, nor were the department’s leave saving 

arrangements incorporated in the plan. Instead, employees could choose to work more or 

fewer hours. Extra hours could then be traded in for the financial goals in the plan. These 

trades, in some sense, come down to the same thing as trading in leave for wages (or another 

financial goal) and trading in wages for leave, though technically they did not affect the 

amount of annual leave people had. The comparison also depends on the level at which 

people chose to work more or fewer hours: an hour less each day, or two hours more per 

week is less like trading in a few days of annual leave than if someone chose to work 5 days 

more per year. Despite these complexities, the essence remains the same: civil servants who 

chose to work more hours and receive a higher childcare costs compensation in return, are 

still reducing their non-working time in favour of more financial benefits. Similarly, someone 

7



Hillebrink – Flexible Benefit Plans in Dutch Organisations 

148

who chose to work an hour less each day and took a wage cut in return reduced her working 

time and traded in a financial component of her compensation for this purpose. So the two 

groups can, for the current purposes, be compared to the other respondents, despite the 

different forms of the FBPs. 

 

6.1.1 Sources 

In all three surveys, participation was equally high, as discussed in Chapter Five. Table 6.1 

shows that there is more difference between the three groups in terms of the benefits they 

chose as sources in their benefit trades. 

 

Table 6.1. Source benefits chosen by participant in FBPs, in percentages 
 Union Civil 

service 
University Total 

Leave 41.1 62.9* 70.9 60.4 
Wages 32.2 19.9 10.5 21.6 
Holiday money 5.5 9.7 10.5 9.0 
End-of-year payment 15.1 6.5 5.7 8.3 
Other financial sources 16.4 10.3 n.a. 7.4 
Nr. of participants 146 184 247 577 

* contains both the people who had chosen to trade in annual leave and those who chose to work 
more hours 
n.a.: not available 

 

Time is by far the most popular source; sixty percent of the participants chose to trade in 

time off for another benefit. The employees of the two organisations did this far more often 

than the union members. In the university survey 151 employees traded in 1102 days off, 7.3 

days per person on average.4 63 People chose the maximum of ten days. 48 Union members 

traded in 346 days for another benefit, 7.2 on average.5 The university staff may have chosen 

time off as a source more often, but when they did so they traded in about as many days as 

the union members. (The civil servants were not asked about the volume of their benefit 

trades.)  

 

 Amongst union members financial sources were more popular. This may be the result 

of financial sources being ‘crowded out’, so to speak, by the popularity of leave as a source in 

the two organisations. Of the financial sources, wages are the most popular, which is odd, 

since other financial sources are ‘cheaper’.  

 
 
 
 

6.1.2 Goals 
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Some financial sources may be considered cheaper, more profitable, than others, 
because they allow for a larger amount of income tax to be avoided. For example, if 
someone wanted to buy a computer that costs €1000, he could pay for this through the 
FBP, via the so- called PC privé arrangement, that is part of 80% of FBPs (see Table 
3.4). In this arrangement the employee could pay for a PC out of his pre-tax income. If 
he chose to trade in a financial benefit for this, the financial gain lays exactly in the tax 
that would otherwise have to be paid over the financial benefit. Financial benefits such 
as holiday money are taxed at a higher rate (around 50%) than wages (around 35% for 
the first level). Trading in €1000 of his wages for a PC means that his net wages are 
reduced by €650 (the €1000 euro that is traded in for a computer would otherwise 
have resulted in €650 wages and €350 income tax), if he trades in €1000 from his 
holiday money, his net income is only €500 lower than it would have been without the 
trade (€1000 of holiday money would result in €500 paid out and €500 income taxes). 
Perhaps not surprisingly, the Netherlands has one of the highest home computer 
densities in the world. 

Table 6.2 lists the goals that people chose in their trades. The tax-free compensation for a 

new computer is clearly the most popular goal in flexible benefit plans. Extra time off, either 

in the current year or through a leave saving arrangement (not available to the civil servants) 

was not chosen very often. Also, extra contributions to pensions were made very rarely 

through FBPs. This is poignant because of the sense of a looming 'pension crisis' in the Dutch 

economy. Very few people are using their FBP to combat a potential pension gap. This is 

unlikely to have been caused by limited access to this option: 76% of the FBPs described in 

Chapter Three included an extra contribution to the pension plan as a goal. It is also 

interesting to note that, though there are few people who had chosen extra pension, union 

members chose this goal more often than the employees of the two organisations. The 

employees of the two organisations are covered by the same, better than average pension 

fund, and they may be more satisfied with this than the private sector workers.  

 In general, long-term goals are chosen far less frequently than benefits that result in 

immediate gains. The options that FBPs offer to defer payment seem to be far less attractive 

than the opportunities they give for increasing the monthly or annual paycheck. Even when 

it comes to extra time off, short-term leave is more popular than leave- saving arrangements. 

This suggests that when it comes to benefit choices, people suffer from short-term myopia, 

where they are more focussed on immediately rewarding goals than on the goals of which the 

reward may be some time coming. This is something that has been known to affect the 

decisions people make regarding their pension: postponing investing when they are young, 

until it is too late (Blake 2000). This also does not bode well for the levensloopregeling (life-

course arrangement) the Dutch government introduced in the beginning of 2006. Based on 

the limited uptake of long-term goals, one might not expect participation in that 

arrangement to be particularly high either. 

 

Table 6.2. Goals chosen by participants in FBPs in percentages 
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Union 

Civil 
service University Total 

Computer 41.8 57.0 29.1 41.3 
Bicycle 12.3 21.5 17.4 17.4 
Cash 11.0 18.3 14.2 14.7 
Extra short term leave 38.4 7.0* 3.2 13.3 
Travelling costs 0.0 n.a 27.5 11.7 
Saving arrangements 6.2 2.2 7.3 5.4 
Childcare 0.7 5.9 6.9 5.0 
Leave saving arrangements** 3.4 n.a. 5.3 4.6 
Pension 6.8 0.5 1.6 2.6 
Other compensations*** 2.1 0.5 1.6 1.4 

In most cases, people can make more than one trade per year. 
* For organisation 1 this is the group of people who had chosen to work fewer hours. 
** Arrangements in which people can save for extra parental leave, study leave or a sabbatical leave. 
*** Compensations for study costs or for an extra compensation during parental leave. 
n.a.: Not available. 
 

The popularity of goals varied greatly between the three groups. Union members were the 

only group choosing extra time off in considerable numbers. Few civil servants and 

university employees made this choice. This is obviously closely related to the choice for time 

off as a source that was made by those two groups. The union members, in fact, bought more 

time off than they sold: 52 people bought 415 days off, about 8 days on average. At the 

university, in contrast, 8 employees bought 43 days, only 5 days on average.6 Not only far 

fewer people, but also far less per person.  

 The civil servants show the greatest preference for a new PC; almost two out of three 

participants chose this goal. Why it is that this group in particular chose this goal is a bit of a 

puzzle. According to the rules of this arrangement, people are only eligible for this tax break 

if the computer is used for working at home. On the face of it one would expect this group of 

civil servants, who work with a lot of sensitive material, to meet this requirement less than 

the university employees. 

For the university employees, the second most popular goal is compensation for 

extra travel costs, i.e. the difference between actual travelling costs and the compensation 

they receive from their employer (an increasingly wide gap). This is also a tax-free 

compensation. This option is not available to the civil servants, because they already have 

complete compensation for their public transport travelling costs. None of the union 

members said they had chosen this goal. Given the fact that only ten percent of organisations 

in Chapter Three reported their FBP included this option, it is safe to assume that few union 

members had access to it. The same may very well be behind the lower percentage of union 

members choosing (additional) childcare cost compensation. 

 

6.1.3 Time and money 
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Table 6.3 lists the goals and sources people chose, in terms of time and money, and the 

trades between the two they made. In most flexible benefit plans it was possible to make 

more than one trade per year. A person may, for instance, have chosen to trade in both the 

end-of-year-payment and annual leave for a longer parental leave. As a result of this, the 

percentages in Table 6.3 add up to more than 100, though only a little more than that. There 

are more people who have chosen multiple goals or sources, but these are often of the same 

‘nature’.  

 Because of these multiple choices it is not always possible to say with absolute 

certainty what was traded for what.7 This potentially applies the most to the civil service 

department, where employees could change their benefits every month. Most participants, 

however, only chose one source and one goal: the average was 1.16 sources and 1.16 goals. 

The civil servants chose more sources (1.36) and the university staff fewer sources (1.04), but 

in terms of goals there are no statistically significant differences. 

 

Table 6.3. Time and money as goals and sources in the benefit choices of respondents, 
as percentage of total number of participants of whom choices are known (N=566) 

 Time goal Financial goal Total 
Time source 2.8 60.1 62.2 
Financial source 14.0 34.8 45.2 
Total 16.8 86.9 --- 

 

The choice between financial and time sources is more balanced than that between financial 

and time goals. In other words: even though a majority chose time off as a source, there is 

still a considerable minority that chose a financial source. In terms of goals, on the other 

hand, almost everyone chose more money; only one in six participants chose time as a goal.  

People who chose time as a source almost always traded this in for money. Of the 

financial sources that were chosen, most went towards a financial goal, more than twice as 

often as it did towards more time off. Those who chose extra time off financed this out of 

financial sources most frequently. Looking at it in this way, FBPs are mainly being used to 

receive more money, and for this purpose the majority chose to extend their working time.  

Of the 566 FBP participants whose data are gathered here, only 2.8% chose to save up 

leave (trading in leave in the current year for a longer leave at a later date). It has to be 

remembered, though, that the FBP in the civil service department contains no options for 

leave saving. It is possible in principle to choose time as a source and as a goal by choosing to 

work more one month and less in another. However, in practice only one person made this 

choice.8 But even when the civil servants are not considered, trading time off now for time off 

later is clearly an unpopular trade.  
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Table 6.4 lists the sources and goals in terms of time and money for the three 

separate surveys. There are some distinct differences in the choices people made if they are 

separated by survey. The union members traded money for time much more often than the 

employees of the two organisations. In fact, amongst union members the time buyers 

outnumber the time sellers. The university employees chose trading in money for (more) 

money least often. One should expect the desire to increase income to be higher for people 

with a lower income, but this does not seem to be the case. However, purely in terms of 

goals, the lower earning civil servants and university employees chose financial goals far 

more often than the union members. The latter chose free time more often, of which, on 

average, they have less than the public sector workers. 

 

Table 6.4. Choices made regarding temporal and financial goals and sources, and the 
trades between the two, by survey, as percentages of the total number of known choices 

Union (133)* Time goal Financial goal Total 
Time source 3.8 38.3 40.6 
Financial source 42.1 33.1 64.7 
Total 45.9 65.4 --- 

Civil Service (186) Time goal Financial goal Total 
Time source 0.5 66.1 66.1 
Financial source 7.0 47.3 51.6 
Total 7.0 95.7 --- 

University (247) Time goal Financial goal Total 
Time source 4.0 67.2 70.9 

Total 8.5 91.9 --- 
* 13 union respondents did not report the goal they had chosen. 
 
 

6.2 Selling time 

 

The people who traded in time for money constitute the largest group overall, although 

amongst the union members it is only a large minority. Almost two out of three participants 

chose to trade in time for money, and of all the respondents about one in four made this 

choice. 

 

6.2.1 Reasons 

In the union and university surveys respondents were asked why they had or had not made 

specific choices. Table 6.5 contains the reactions to the question: why did you not trade in 

leave for another benefit? Bearing in mind the assumptions of rational behaviour in the 

theoretical model, it is comforting to see that more than 90% of the respondents had at least 

thought about their choice. 

For the union members the main reason for not trading in leave was the fact that they 

did not wish to reduce the amount of leave they had, for participants and non-participants 
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alike. This was less of a consideration for the university employees, who had about a week 

more leave per year than the average union respondent. 

 

Table 6.5. Reasons for not choosing time as a source benefit in the FBP of participants 
and non-participants of union respondents and university employees, in percentages 

 Union University 
 
 

Participants Non-
participants 

Participants Non-
participants 

Do not wish to trade in 
leave 

81.3 73.9 52.8 46.1 

I earn enough 14.1 6.2 4.2 10.4 
Never thought about it 3.1 9.7 8.3 8.8 
Other reason 9.4 16.4 19.4 26.3 
N 64 134 72 308 

 
The reasons given in the 'other' category mostly came down to the same thing: people had no 

time off left over to trade in for something else, they wanted more time off, and one person 

felt he or she already worked enough (a union member). Another person said it would be too 

costly for the department and refrained from trading in leave for this reason. At the 

university, a few people reported that either their boss or their department did not allow the 

trading in of leave for another benefit. From the other two surveys there is no evidence of 

such intra-organisational variation in which choices are allowed. Also, closer examination 

showed that whilst some respondents of a particular faculty claimed that selling leave was 

forbidden in their faculty, other respondents of that same faculty did say they had traded in 

leave for a financial benefit. This may be due to the fact that within a faculty the decision to 

allow a particular trade may be up to several managers, and they may use their discretionary 

powers differently. 

 
Table 6.6 Reasons given by time sellers for choosing leave as a source benefit, by union 
members and university employees, in percentages 

 Union  University 
I can really use the goal I traded the leave in for 60.8 48.8 
I had days off left over 47.1 68.5 
I can manage with fewer days off 7.8 0.0 
I am often asked to work more 7.8 7.1 
Other 7.8 7.1 
N 51 168 

 
 

In the same two surveys people who had chosen to sell time off were asked why they had 

chosen to trade in time for another benefit (Table 6.6) 

The choice for leave as a source benefit is more source driven for the university 

employees and more goal driven for the union members. The university employees had days 

off that they could not or did not wish to take, and looked for a goal to spend them on 

because otherwise they might have lost them. The union members desired a particular goal 
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more often, and looked to their leave to finance this with. In the 'other' category, several 

university employees mentioned that they were unable to take all their leave because of work 

demands, and therefore traded it in for something they would be able to use. None of the 

union members mentioned anything along these lines. 

 

Table 6.7. People that time sellers and time buyers had taken into consideration, for 
union and university surveys, in percentages 

 Time sellers Time buyers 
 Union University Total Union University Total 
Myself 39.6 61.1 56.2 33.6 20.0 28.6 
Family, partner 52.1 35.8 39.5 62.3 70.0 63.5 
Boss 4.2 1.2 1.9 0.0 10.0 1.6 
Colleagues 2.1 1.9 1.9 5.7 0.0 4.8 
Customers/ 
students* 

2.1 0.0 0.5 1.9 0.0 1.6 

N 48 162 210 53 10 63 
* Customers in the union survey, students in the university survey. 
 

Union and university respondents were also asked whom they had taken into consideration 

when they made their choices. The results of this in terms of participation have been 

discussed in the previous chapter (Table 5.6). However, there are interesting differences 

between time sellers and time buyers when it comes to the people they said they had taken 

into consideration. 

 When looking at the total scores, it seems clear that time sellers take themselves into 

consideration, and time buyers their family, by and large. Given the numerical dominance of 

university employees amongst time sellers this may be misleading. Amongst time sellers, 

union members still mention their families much more, and the university employees 

themselves. Admittedly, 70% of university employees who bought extra time off said they did 

this out of consideration for their family or partner, but because this group only consists of 

ten people that may be accidental. It seems that whether one takes one self or one’s family 

into consideration when making benefit choices depends more on a union/university 

difference than on a difference between time sellers and time buyers. This may be caused by 

the fact that union members have more family to consider (they live with a partner more 

often and have children more often), but it seems unlikely that that accounts for the entire 

difference. The picture that arises is that the majority of union members take their family 

into consideration whether or not they sell time or buy time, choosing either to provide more 

income or more time. The university employees, on the other hand, chose to sell their time 

out of consideration for themselves and far less out of consideration for their family, 

suggesting not only that if there is a tug of war between work and family, their work is 

winning, but also that to them, the extra time at work is more valuable than the extra buying 

power it gives them, which could benefit their entire household. Their time at work may be 
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more valuable to them because of differences in intrinsic motivation, or because the 

university employees are judged more on output than the union members, issues that are 

addressed further on in this chapter. 

 

 

6.3 Who chose to trade in time for money? 

 

A note on comparisons  

In this chapter I research who used their FBPs to sell or buy time off. This means that in 

statistical analyses time sellers and time buyers are compared to all respondents that did not 

make that trade, regardless of whether or not they participated in their FBP. Sometimes, 

however, I have chosen also to report comparisons to other participants, i.e. people who 

changed their benefits in another way, to show whether a difference that was found overlaps 

with a difference in participation. A certain group that changed their benefits more often 

could show up as making a specific trade more often as well in this comparison, especially 

when some trades are made more often by the whole group. Within the two organisations in 

particular, where most participants sold time off, a difference between two groups in time 

selling may be identical to a difference in participation.9 Where relevant, I report these 

comparisons with participants, but only as an addition to the main comparison, which is 

between those respondents who did and those who did not make the given time trade.  

 

6.3.1 Work and trading time for money 

In the theoretical model discussed in Chapter Four, I separated three groups of factors that 

might affect the time trades that people made: benefit volume, time and job valuation. Each 

of these elements of people’s jobs can make selling time more attractive. 

 

 

 

Benefit volume 

People who received a larger volume of benefits sold time off more frequently. The volume of 

benefits that people receive is affected most by their (hourly) wage and their contractual 

hours. In the entire group of respondents, the more people earn, the more often they sell 

their time, though this increase is more pronounced for monthly than hourly wage. The 

effect coincides with a higher degree of participation amongst higher earners: within the 

group of participants higher earners did not choose to sell their time more often. For the 

three separate groups higher wages only led the university employees to sell their time more 
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often (correlation 0.143, p<0.01, N=536). Here too, though, the effect overlaps with 

participation.  

A larger volume of benefits resulting from a longer contractual working week also 

increased time selling. People chose to trade in time off for money more when they worked 

more hours per week. Within the group of people who had changed their benefits, people 

with longer working hours also sold their time more often. The correlation between selling 

time and contractual hours for all respondents is 0.157 (p<0.01, N=1252), for the 

participants only this is 0.168 (p<0.01, N=564). 

Both organisations where data were collected reward their employees with above 

average amounts of annual leave. This may be the reason why their employees chose to trade 

in leave for another benefit more often than the union members. The union members 

provide an opportunity to find out if there is a relationship between the large amount of 

annual leave the employees of the two organisations receive and their predilection for selling 

time. Amongst the union members, however, people did not choose to sell their time more 

often as their amount of annual leave increased. Only within the group of people who had 

changed their benefits did people with a larger number of days off per year choose to sell 

time off more often (correlation 0.176, p<0.05, N=138). As such, it is not the people who 

receive a lot of time off per year who are selling leave, but for the people who are changing 

the composition of their benefits this leave constitutes an attractive source to trade in for a 

financial benefit. This suggests that the large amount of annual leave employees of the two 

organisations receive may at least be part of the reason for the dominance of time sellers in 

those two groups. 

 

Time 

Time aspects of the job also affect time selling. The type of contract was expected to affect the 

attractiveness of time selling. Only at the university could there be a difference between 

people with a short-term contract and people with a permanent contract in their choice for 

trading in time for money. In the civil service department all participants in the FBP had a 

permanent contract (there were only eight people in the entire sample with a fixed term 

contract), and amongst the union members there was one participant with a short-term 

contract, who, incidentally, chose to trade money for money. University staff with a fixed 

term contract did not use the FBP significantly more often to sell time than people with a 

permanent contract.  

It has been put forward that FBPs were introduced to compensate people who do not 

get their overtime paid out for CAO agreements on working hours (Korteweg et al. 2003). 

This should lead to those people in particular trading in the leave they received for a 



Hillebrink – Flexible Benefit Plans in Dutch Organisations 

15

financial goal as a result of those agreements. The civil servants were asked if and how their 

overtime was compensated for. Seventy percent of the civil servants received some kind of 

compensation for extra hours that they worked. Around forty percent of them were 

compensated for the extra hours they might work with time off that they could take at 

another point. About ten percent received financial compensation for their overtime, and a 

group of more or less the same size got a combination of these. This means that 23% of the 

civil servants were compensated financially for some or all of their overtime, and 55% partly 

or completely in time. Of the people with financial compensation for (some of) their 

overtime, 43.6% had traded in money for time whereas of the people who did not get 

financial compensation for extra hours this was 26% (χ2 10.646, p<0.01, N=409). Being used 

to getting overtime paid out may play a bigger role than the increase in time off that has 

taken place over the last decades.10 

Trading in time off for a financial benefit ought to be more attractive to people who 

consistently work more than their contractual hours, because doing so will lengthen their 

contractual working time and bring that more in line with actual hours. Time is being sold 

more often by people who work more than their contractual hours, on a weekly level 

(correlation 0.106, p<0.01, N=1282). Though participation was also more common amongst 

people who worked overtime, this accounts for only part of this difference: within the group 

of participants, the percentage of overtime was related to participation (correlation 0.086, 

p<0.05, N=573). 

On an annual level, a similar effect was expected to take place: people who tend to 

take less time off than the amount of annual leave they receive can also be perceived as 

working overtime. Respondents who had not taken all their annual leave, and thereby 

worked more days per year than they were required to, also chose to trade in time for money 

more often. Of the people who had leave left over at the end of the year, 31.4% had used their 

flexible benefit plan to trade in time for money. Of the people who had taken all their leave, 

this was only 17.6% (χ2 25.343, p<0.01, N=1242). For all three groups independently the 

same effect manifests itself, though when compared to other participants, the difference is 

not statistically significant for the two organisations. Unused leave forms a cheap source for 

benefit trades, making time selling a logical option. 

 

The time aspects of work are also influenced by less tangible characteristics, such as the 

management system and the way performance is judged. For university staff, two job 

categories are traditionally distinguished: supportive staff and academic staff. The 

differences in job characteristics and management system between these two categories were 

expected to lead to a stronger desire amongst the academic staff to sell their leave, because 

7
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the academics are generally judged more on output than the supportive staff. While there is a 

small difference, this is not statistically significant. Of the supportive staff, 27.7% had sold 

time off, and of the academic staff 32.8% had done so. Within the group of participants, 

these differences become starker: when they participated, the academic staff chose much 

more frequently to trade in time for money, 76.2% in fact, while only 59.6% of the supportive 

staff had made this trade (χ2 7.391, p<0.01, N=241). This is similar to what Delsen et al. 

(2006) found at another Dutch university. 

For people who qualify their workload as high, selling leave will provide a way to ease 

their burden. The civil servants were asked about their workload. There was no detectable 

difference in their choices, however. The absence of an effect here may be due to the 

organisation in question: these civil servants turn out to have an enviably low level of stress 

resulting from a high workload (Van Doorne-Huiskes et al. 2005). 

 

Job valuation 

The way people experience and value their job was the third category of job characteristics 

that I expected would affect people’s time choices. Work enjoyment and the opinion people 

have of their employer can all contribute to their willingness to sell their time. 

All of the respondents were asked about the 'flow' they experienced at work. This 

concept consists of three dimensions: enjoyment, absorption and intrinsic motivation. In 

Chapter Four I hypothesised that people who find work a pleasurable experience would 

extend their working time by selling leave. Overall, people who experience flow at work did 

not choose more often to trade in leave for a financial benefit. Of the three groups separately, 

only the university employees show a statistically significant difference: they sold their time 

a little more often if they scored higher on the flow scale (correlation 0.099, p<0.05, N=543). 

The evidence of a relationship with the feelings employees have for their employing 

organisation is consistent between the three groups, but contrary to my expectations. The 

civil servants chose less often to sell their time when their organisational commitment was 

higher (correlation -0.138, p<0.01, N=409). I expected organisational commitment to lead to 

a desire to extend working time. The university employees and the union members were not 

asked about their organisational commitment, but were instead asked to grade their 

employer. For both groups this grade shows a negative relationship with the choice to trade 

time for money: people who give their employer a lower grade sold their days off more often 

than employees who give a higher grade. Within the group of participants the time sellers 

also gave their employer a lower grade than people who made another trade. It seems the 

disgruntlement that affected participation (see Chapter Five) has a similar effect on time 

selling. 
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6.3.2 Household and trading time for money 

Household position also contributed to the time choices that people made. Time constraints 

from home and financial needs affected the trades people made.  

The role someone’s income plays in the household budget will make time selling 

more (or less) attractive. Those who have financial dependents, because they are the main or 

sole earner in their household, will experience a greater pressure to increase their income. 

They are perhaps also more able to give in to work pressures if there is someone at home 

running the household. 36.3% Of the respondents who work more than their partners chose 

to sell time, and breadwinners did so in 30.6% of the cases, whereas only 15.6% of the 

respondents who worked less than their partner had sold their time (χ2 27.244, p<0.01, 

N=1265). The civil servants primarily caused this last difference; only 4.1% of the people who 

worked fewer hours than their partner had sold time off. Single civil servants also sold their 

time less often than those who lived with a partner. The fact that breadwinners sold their 

time a little less often than people who are the main earner in a dual-income household 

suggests that this may be about more than just the responsibility for the household income, 

but also has to do with the presence of a partner. Multivariate analysis will hopefully shed 

more light on this. 

The civil servants appear to be most affected by their household composition in their 

choice for selling time off. They are also the only group to show a difference according to the 

presence of children. Those who had children living with them traded in time off for money 

more often than their childfree colleagues (34.4% and 23.6% respectively, χ2 5.450, p<0.05, 

N=247). Gender continues to be a deciding factor in this group. Only one out of 67 mothers 

traded in time for money, as opposed to 74 out of 171 fathers (χ2 53.151, p<0.01, N=409). 

Within the group of participants the differences between fathers and mothers are no less 

pronounced. Amongst union members and university employees there are no statistically 

significant differences in these respects. The strongly gendered behaviour appears to be 

something unique to the civil servants in this study. 

Within the group of parents, people sold their time slightly more often as their 

youngest child got older (correlation 0.080, p<0.05, N=627). This difference is only 

statistically significant for the overall group; for the three groups separately there are no 

statistically significant differences. If the parents are grouped according to the age of their 

youngest child a turning point can be discerned for the union members and the civil 

servants. The civil servants sold their time less often if their youngest child was younger than 

twelve and more often when their youngest child was aged twelve to eighteen. For the union 

members, there is a similar turning point, but at the age of four. For the university 
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employees no such turning point can be detected. They sell their time regardless of the age of 

their youngest child, it seems. 

The responsibility that people have for childcare and other household tasks may 

affect their time preferences. The civil servants were asked who the primary carer for their 

children under the age of twelve was, if there were any in the household. The choice to trade 

in time off for money becomes more common as people's responsibility for the care for 

young children decreases. Of the people with young children in the household who were 

mainly responsible for caring for these children only one person chose to work more. Of the 

people who said they shared caring responsibilities, 24.6% chose to trade in leave for a 

financial benefit, and 52.8% of the people who had a young child but whose partner took care 

of this child (or these children) sold their leave. This percentage is considerably higher than 

the 30.5% of time sellers amongst people who had no young children living with them (χ2 

27.083, p<0.01, N=409). This shows that selling time is particularly attractive to parents of 

young children who are not the main carer for these children. This suggests household 

specialisation: one person cares for the children while the other earns the household income 

(De Ruijter 2005). Given what has already been shown about the gender dimensions of the 

choices that civil servants made, there is also a clearly traditional division of labour in their 

households with fathers extending working hours and their income while their wives take 

care of their children. 

The union members and the university employees were asked what percentage of 

household tasks they were responsible for (not including work done by third parties). As a 

group, the university employees took care of a larger percentage of the household tasks than 

the union members, because there are more women in this group and because more of them 

lived alone. People who were living with a partner were more likely to have sold time off if 

the percentage of household tasks they took care of was lower (correlation -0.134, p<0.01, 

N=643). For the two groups separately, the correlation is stronger for the university staff 

than for the union members.  

 

6.3.3 Demographics and trading time for money 

Women chose less often to sell time than men. 18.8% Of female respondents had traded in 

time for money, whereas 31.4% of the men had done so (χ2 24.077, p<0.01, N=1278). This 

difference is almost entirely caused by the civil servants, where only 7.9% of the women had 

used the FBP to sell their time, compared to 39.7% of the men (χ2 41.962, p<0.01, N=408). 

Though male civil servants had participated in the FBP more often, compared to other 

participants women in the civil service department also made this trade significantly less 

often than men. At the university men also sold their time off more often, though the 
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difference is smaller (34.4% of men compared to 26.6% of women, χ2 4.552, p<0.05, N=555). 

There is no relationship between age and the choice to trade in time for money except 

in the civil service department, where the older employees chose to trade time for money 

slightly more often than their younger colleagues (correlation with age is -0.098, p<0.05, 

N=404). Considering the correlation between gender and age in this group, this is not 

surprising. There is no bivariate relationship between educational level and trading in time 

for money for any of the groups. 

 

6.3.4 Work, household, and selling time 

Table 6.8 contains the results of the multivariate binary logistic regression analysis of the 

various factors contributing to the choice to sell time off in a flexible benefit plan.  

 Both household and work factors affect time selling. Clearly, the most important 

factor is where people work: the odds that someone had traded time for money are far higher 

when this person worked in one of the two organisations than when this person was a 

member of the trade union FNV Bondgenoten. This may be due to the specific two 

organisations, or may be the result of a public sector (the two organisations) - private sector 

(the union members) difference. This is a question that will be addressed in greater detail in 

the next chapter. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Table 6.8 Binary logistic regression analysis of the factors influencing the choice to 
trade time for money in an FBP for all respondents (N=1135) 

 Odds ratio t 
Work   

Income categories 1.342* 2.17 
Contractual hours 1.039** 2.45 
Percentage overtime 1.009* 1.98 
Leave leftover 1.885** 3.72 
Flow 1.002 0.31 

Household   
Breadwinner or main earner 1.472* 2.00 
Single 1.075 0.34 
Child < 4ˆ 0.919 -0.33 
Child 4 -12ˆ 1.120 0.54 
Child 12-18ˆ 1.749** 2.67 

Demographics   
Gender (female) 0.812 -1.08 
Age 0.986 -1.44 
Education 1.022 0.34 

Organisation 1ˇ 2.668** 4.08 
Organisation 2ˇ 2.802** 4.50 

LR χ2 117.49, p<0.01 (two-tailed). 
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* p<0.05, ** p<0.01 (one-tailed). 
ˆ the reference category consists of people who have no children living with them and people who 
have children older than eighteen living with them 
ˇthe reference category is union members 
 

The volume of the benefits people receive affects their choice. People in the higher income 

categories were more likely to have traded time for money (their time was worth more 

money), as were people who had a longer contractual working week. Other time 

characteristics of the job also had an effect: people who worked more overtime, both on a 

weekly and on an annual level, sold their time more often. People who experienced a higher 

degree of flow at work did not choose differently compared to people with less flow at work. 

 On the household side of the model children and the importance of one’s income in 

the household contributed to time selling. The choice to work more hours and earn more was 

made more often by parents with older children. People who worked more hours than their 

partner or were the breadwinner in their household also chose to sell their time more often. 

 

Previous studies have revealed that the choices that are made in terms of time can vary 

considerably between organisations. Where in one organisation participating in the FBP 

almost entirely equals selling time off (Delsen et al. 2006), in others time sellers are far less 

predominant (Huiskamp 2003; Langedijk 2001). As has been shown, the employees of the 

two organisations in this study had a much greater preference for selling their leave than the 

union members. Separate analysis of the three groups will shed greater light on the 

differences between the groups, and also allows me to test larger versions of the theoretical 

model because not all issues were addressed in all three questionnaires (see 5.1). Again, 

because of this use of different sets of independent variables some caution is advised when 

comparing these separate analyses. 

 

The union members 

Table 6.9 shows the results of the analysis for the union members. For this group, the 

percentage of household tasks they performed, the industry in which they worked, the 

amount of leave they received in relation to their contractual working hours, and their 

appreciation for their employer were also included in the analysis. Because there was no 

effect of the presence of children from four to twelve or twelve to eighteen, and the odds 

ratios were similar, I included one variable for youngest child in the household aged between 

four and eighteen to improve the parsimony of the model. This did not affect the strength of 

the model. 

 Compared to the manufacturing industry (the reference category), people in most 

other industries traded in time for money less often, except for the transport industry, where 
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there is no statistically significant difference. This cannot be attributed to differences in the 

amount of leave that people have at their disposal. There are industry differences in the 

amount of leave people receive, but this amount is higher than average in the other services 

and lower than average in the commercial services, and in both of these industries people 

chose to trade in time for money less often than people who worked in manufacturing. This 

shows that a well-developed taste for selling leave is not something that only permeates the 

public sector, as one might conclude from the differences between the union members and 

the two organisations in this respect.  

 The volume of benefits that union members received had no effect on their choice to 

sell time. Neither contractual hours nor monthly wage contributed to the odds that someone 

traded in time for money. As said, the amount of leave also made no difference. Time aspects 

of the job had little effect, except for a surplus of annual leave: people who had not taken all 

their leave traded this in for a financial benefit more often, as expected. Weekly overtime, 

however, had no effect. 

 Flow had no effect on selling time for the union members, but the appreciation 

people felt for their employer did, although not in the way anticipated. The lower this 

appreciation, the more likely people were to have traded in their time off for a financial 

benefit, contrary to the hypothesis.11 It will be interesting to see whether a similar effect takes 

place in the other groups as well. 

 

 
Table 6.9. Binary logistic regression analysis of the factors influencing the choice to 
trade time for money in an FBP for the union members (N=264)  

 Odds ratio t 
Work   

Transport 0.523 -1.08 
Financial/commercial services 0.330* -2.31 
Other services 0.261* -2.03 
Other industries 0.294° -1.39 
Wage 1.000 0.24 
Contractual hours 1.035 0.59 
Amount of annual leave 1.001 0.05 
Percentage overtime 1.012 0.65 
Leave leftover 2.883** 2.50 
Appreciation employer 0.608** -2.48 
Flow 1.016 0.97 

Household   
Breadwinner or main earner 1.068 0.12 
Single 0.833 -0.21 
Percentage household tasks 0.995 -0.44 
Child < 4 0.350° -1.41 
Child 4 – 18 1.441 0.86 

Demographics   
Gender (female) 0.706 -0.59 
Age 0.998 -0.08 
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Education 1.385* 2.15 
LR χ2 35.17, p<0.05 (two-tailed) 
o p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01 (one-tailed) 
 

The composition of the household does not seem to have affected the choice to trade in time 

for money, if the traditional standards of statistical significance are applied. However, 264 

people is a small number for logistic analysis (an N of 500 or higher is generally advised). If 

wider margins are applied, then the presence of children younger than four in the household 

decreases the likelihood of people having traded time for money, and quite considerably too. 

The choice to trade in time for money is made more often by higher educated union 

members. This is in accordance with the bivariate increase in time selling that was found 

with a rise in educational level. This effect of educational level may partly be due to an effect 

of job level, which could not be included in the analysis for obvious reasons. People in 

higher-level jobs may exhibit a higher preference to sell their leave to accommodate job 

demands.  

 

The civil servants 

For the analysis of the choice to sell time by the civil servants the care responsibility for 

children younger than twelve was included, and for the age of the youngest child two dummy 

variables were used, namely younger than twelve or between twelve and eighteen. On the 

work side of the model, workload and organisational commitment were included.  

 

Table 6.10. Binary logistic regression analysis of the factors influencing the choice to 
trade time for money in an FBP for the civil servants (N=345)  

 Odds ratio t 
Work   

Wage 0.993 -0.46 
Contractual hours 1.093* 1.94 
Overtime compensated in money 2.156** 2.38 
Percentage overtime 1.015  1.27 
Leave leftover 1.722* 1.87 
Workload 1.075 o 1.60 
Organisational commitment 0.923* -2.07 
Flow 0.991 -0.42 

Household   
Breadwinner or main earner 1.130 0.30 
Single 0.275** -2.35 
Caring responsibility child < 12 0.765 -0.68 
Child < 12 1.285 0.34 
Child 12 – 18 2.591** 2.65 

Demographics   
Gender (female) 0.284** -2.49 
Age 0.970 o -1.39 
Education 1.222* 1.92 

LR χ2 95.67, p<0.01 (two-tailed). 
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o p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01 (one-tailed). 
 

The volume of benefits had little effect on time selling by civil servants. There was a small 

effect of a higher number of contractual hours on time selling, and no effect of wage. The 

effects of time aspects of the job were more pronounced. There is a considerable effect of 

unused annual leave: people who have leave left over sold their time more often. The effect of 

financial compensation for overtime is contrary to expectations: the civil servants who 

received financial compensation for extra hours they might work (partly or completely) 

chose to sell their leave much more frequently than those who were not compensated, or 

only with more free days.12 In a separate analysis, I checked whether overtime compensation 

with more time off led to more selling of days (after all, these people get even more time off, 

which may lead to an even greater surplus of leave), but there was no effect.  

 People with a higher workload chose to sell their time a little more often, though 

again only if wider margins of statistical significance are accepted, and even then the effect is 

not particularly strong. The organisational commitment of the civil servants had a small 

effect in the same direction as the appreciation for the employer did for the union members: 

the lower the organisational commitment, the more frequently people sold their time off.  

In the household section of the model partners and children affected the odds of a 

civil servant selling time off. Civil servants who lived with a partner sold their time much 

more often, but whether or not this partner worked had no effect. Parents of older children 

sold their time more often, parents of younger children did not stand out. Whether or not 

people were responsible for caring for young children had no effect either. Hypothesising 

that older dependents increase the need for money rather than for time, the absence of an 

effect of the working partner is odd; in that case people with a non-working partner should 

also sell leave more often.13 

One of the strongest effects in this analysis was gender. Men chose to sell time far 

more often than women in this organisation. Further analyses showed that this is an 

independent gender effect: there were no detectable interaction effects between gender and 

other variables, such as the presence of young children, number of working hours or income. 

Selling time, just like changing benefits, appears to be a ‘male’ thing to do in this 

organisation, and only in this organisation.  

As amongst union members, higher educated civil servants sold their time more 

often. There is also a slight effect of age: younger employees sold their time a little more 

often. 

 

The university employees 

For this analysis, job category and the percentage of household tasks performed were 
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included, as were temporary appointment and appreciation for the employer. 

 In terms of benefit volume, the wage scale that university employees were in affected 

their time selling: the higher the scale people were in, the more likely they were to have sold 

some of their leave. Time characteristics of the job had little effect on this choice for 

university employees; only people who had not taken all their leave sold this more often, as 

was expected. 

 The third category of job characteristics, job valuation, influenced their behaviour 

more: people who experienced more flow at work sold their time a little more often, and the 

grade they gave their employer had the same negative effect on time selling as was found 

amongst union members, and is in line with the effect of organisational commitment on civil 

servants. There was no difference between supportive and academic staff. 

 On the household side of the model perhaps the most noticeable result is that the 

presence of children had no effect on time selling at all. Contrary to the civil servants, the 

single university employees sold their time more often. Younger employees sold their time 

more often than older employees. 

 

 

Table 6.11. Binary logistic regression analysis of the factors influencing the choice to 
trade time for money in an FBP for the university employees (N=480)  

 Odds ratio t 
Work   

Wage category 1.118* 2.07 
Contractual hours 1.027 1.52 
Percentage overtime 0.998 -0.28 
Fixed term contract 0.669 -1.18 
Leave leftover 1.752* 1.90 
Flow 1.022* 2.19 
Appreciation employer 0.757** -2.87 
Job category (supportive staff) 0.924 -0.27 

Household   
Breadwinner or main earner 1.156 0.46 
Single 2.146* 1.90 
Percentage household tasks 0.991 -1.29 
Child < 4 0.977 -0.07 
Child 4 - 18 1.174 0.60 

Demographics   
Gender (female) 1.235 0.80 
Age 0.971* -1.94 
Education 0.858 -1.28 

LR χ2 41.24, p< 0.01 (two-tailed) 
* p<0.05, ** p< 0.01 (one-tailed) 
 

Summary 

Work and household affect selling time, though not always in the same ways for the different 

groups. The civil servants responded to their working hours more, university staff was the 
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only group to be affected by their income and the union members were influenced by neither 

of these, most notably. 

Other effects did occur for all three groups. If employees had unused leave left over 

they were likely to have sold it, not terribly surprising but nevertheless a strong effect. In all 

three groups a positive opinion or bond with the organisation led people to sell their time 

less often. This surprising finding will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter.  

On the household side parents sold time more often when their children were older, 

generally. There are differences however in the effect a partner has on time selling: civil 

servants did this more often when they lived with a partner, university staff more often when 

they lived alone.  

In terms of demographics higher educated union members and civil servants sold 

their time more often, as did younger university staff. The strong gender effect in the civil 

service department was not found in the other two surveys.  

 

 

7



Hillebrink – Flexible Benefit Plans in Dutch Organisations 

168

6.4 Buying time  

 

So far, I have examined who chose to trade in time off for a financial benefit. I will now turn 

my attention to the group that made the opposite choice: the people who had chosen to 

reduce a financial component of their pay in favour of more time off. This can have been in 

the form of extra time off in the same year, or via leave saving arrangements. It would have 

been preferable to analyse these two groups separately, but since both choices were made by 

relatively few people, statistical analysis becomes more viable if they are taken together. 

 

6.4.1 Reasons  

The union members and the university employees were asked why they had or had not 

chosen particular goals and sources. Table 6.12 shows the answers time buyers gave to the 

question: why did you choose more time off? Given the low number of time buyers at the 

university answers are not presented for the two groups independently. 

 There is a considerable group of time buyers who did so to be able to better combine 

work and household. Nearly one in five people chose extra time off to deal with gaps in 

childcare arrangements, such as school holidays. More than a quarter need extra free time to 

cover unforeseen events such as looking after a sick child. One person merely said: ‘children’. 

One respondent said that he or she bought extra time to deal with household tasks, and 

another to build and move into a new house. 

 

Table 6.12 Reasons given for buying more time off (short or long term), in percentages 
(N=65) 

 Total 
Extra vacation 52.3 
Unforeseen events 27.7 
To catch my breath 24.6 
Education 1.5 
Cover gap in childcare 18.5 
Other 15.4 

 

Most respondents bought extra time off for a longer vacation, and nearly one in four needed 

the extra time off to recuperate. There was one respondent who had a clear financial reason 

to buy extra leave, namely to keep the income under the point at which one would have to 

leave the collective health insurance and insure one's health costs privately (which is at least 

twice as expensive).14 

 

 

Table 6.13 contains the reasons given for not choosing more time off, given by union 
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respondents and university employees. The answers are not split up by participation, 

because there was very little difference in the results between people who had participated 

but chosen something else, and people who had not changed their benefits at all. 

 

Table 6.13. Reasons given for not choosing extra leave. 
 Union University Total 
No need for extra leave 56.1 49.5 50.8 
Work still has to be done 11.2 25.1 21.5 
My supervisor does not 
approve 

1.0 1.6 1.2 

Never thought about it 9.7 6.1 6.7 
Other 29.6 16.9 20.3 
N 196 545 730 

 

The university employees mentioned work considerations twice as often as the union 

members: the fact that the work still needs to be done dissuaded more university employees 

from buying extra time off than union members. The main reason people gave for not having 

chosen extra leave was that they already had enough leave. A lot of answers in the 'other' 

category go a step further: several people mentioned that they already have more leave than 

they need or can take. Even though the university respondents get more annual leave than 

the average union member, the union respondents mentioned this most often. People also 

frequently mentioned financial considerations. Several respondents expressed that the 

financial consequences of buying extra leave made this choice undesirable.15 

 

 

6.5 Who chose to trade in money for time?  

 

6.5.1 Work and trading money for time 

Regarding the effect that work was hypothesised to have on time buying, the same three 

categories were distinguished: benefit volume, time, and job valuation. Time buying was 

expected to be less attractive to people with a higher hourly wage, because in absolute terms 

their time off will be more expensive. In fact, the reverse takes place: people in the higher 

hourly wage category buy time more often than people in the lowest category (8.7% 

compared to 2.3%, χ2 7.996, p<0.05, N=1200). It may be that people who earn little have to 

spend less to buy extra leave, but the foregone income appears to be more urgently missed. 

Contrary to time selling, where there was only an effect of monthly wage, here there is only a 

statistically significant effect of hourly wage. 

There is little relation between contractual working hours and buying time. People 

with shorter working weeks did not choose to buy time off more often than people with 
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longer working weeks. Only amongst the civil servants d0 the time buyers stand out, and 

then only when compared to other participants: people with shorter working weeks chose 

more often to buy extra time off. The correlation between contractual hours and buying time 

off is -0.171, (p<0.05, N=179).16 

Whether or not people chose more time off, either in the current year or at a later 

date, differs strongly between the three surveys. In the two organisations that were 

researched very few people chose extra time off, particularly when compared to the number 

of people who had chosen to extend their working time. Amongst the union members, on the 

other hand, these two choices were made almost in equal numbers. This difference may have 

been caused by the fact that the civil service and the university reward their employees with 

abundant amounts of annual leave, reducing the chances of people needing more. Because of 

this difference union members were expected to buy more time off as they received less 

annual leave. There is, however, no correlation between the number of days off the union 

members received each year and their choice of extra time off, not in actual days off nor in 

the amount of leave they received in relation to their contractual hours. The reason why the 

union members chose extra time off so much more frequently will have to be sought 

elsewhere. In the next chapter I will discuss an alternative explanation. 

There were some differences between union members in different industries with 

regard to their choice to sell time off, though these were only statistically significant within 

the group of participants. When union members in the manufacturing industry changed 

their benefits, 60.0% of them chose to sell their leave, compared to 25.4% in the financial 

and commercial services (χ2 11.249, p<0.05, N=139). 

 

The second group of factors expected to affect time choices in benefits dealt with the time 

characteristics of the job. It was expected that the more overtime people worked, the less 

likely they were to buy extra time off. There is no relationship between the percentage of 

overtime that people worked on a weekly basis and the choice of more time off. On an annual 

level there was an effect, though, as expected. People who used up all the leave they were 

given were more likely to need more than people who have leave left over. Of the people who 

had leave left over, 4.5% had chosen to buy extra time off, whilst of the people who had taken 

all their leave in the previous year, this was 10.2% (χ2 14.641, p<0.01, N=1242). 

There were 39 people who had chosen to buy extra leave and also had leave left over. 

As such, this is strange. Only 5 people had chosen various leave saving arrangements. 

Another three are civil servants who had chosen to work fewer hours each week, which can 

have a less direct relationship with annual leave, but the majority is made up of people who 

chose extra annual leave while not having taken all their leave. It may be that these people 
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were faced with other circumstances than they anticipated, causing them not to take those 

extra days off.17 

In terms of the length of the contract, the type of contract seems to affect the 

attractiveness of time buying: only people with a permanent contract bought extra time off. 

Given the fact that most time buyers were union members and practically all the respondents 

in that group had a permanent contract, this is hardly surprising. In the group of university 

employees, wherein approximately 30% of the respondents had a temporary contract, all 

time buyers had a permanent contract. But because there were only ten time buyers, that 

may have been accidental. 

 
Job valuation aspects had no effect on time buying. This is particularly fascinating in the case 

of the grade union members and university employees gave their employers, which affected 

both participation and time selling. Time buyers graded their employer as high as people 

who had not chosen extra time. There are also no differences when time buyers are 

compared to other participants. Flow at work similarly has no statistically significant 

relationship with time buying. 

  

 

6.5.2 Household and trading money for time 

At the household side of the model partners and children were expected to affect the 

preference people had for more time off. Partners, working or otherwise, did not affect the 

choice to buy time off. The presence of young children in the household did affect the choice 

to trade in money for time. Parents of young children (both fathers and mothers) chose extra 

time off more often than their colleagues with older children. At the university, all the 

parents that buy extra time off are in fact parents of children under the age of twelve (see 

Table 6.14).  

 Parents of older children chose extra time off less often than their colleagues; they 

have already been found to sell their time more often. This is most strongly visible amongst 

union members. Of these, people of whom the youngest child was 12 years or older chose to 

buy extra leave almost 4 times less than the other union member parents.18 

 Whether people are the main carer for their young children seems to affect their time 

choices. All time buyers in this civil service department with children under the age of twelve 

were the primary carers for these children, or they shared this care equally with their 

partners. Parents of children younger than twelve whose partner was the primary carer did 

not buy extra time off. However, possibly due to the small numbers involved, the difference 

is not statistically significant. 
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Table 6.14 Choice to trade in money for time by parents, by the age of the youngest child 
in the household, in percentages 

 Union Civil 
Service 

University Total 

Youngest child < 4 26.8 4.3 4.8 10.7 
χ2 n.s. n.s. n.s. 5.961* 
Youngest child 4 - 11 25.9 5.1 1.3 8.8 
χ2 n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. 
Youngest child 12 - 18 5.1 2.7 0 2.3 
χ2 4.773* n.s. n.s. 5.337* 
Total 17.9 3.2 1.8 6.2 

 

6.5.3 Demographics and trading money for time 

There is no relationship between gender and the choice to buy extra time off, not even in the 

civil service department, where there were such strong gender effects regarding participation 

and time selling. The low number of people making this choice may have disguised a possible 

effect.  

The choice of more time off is not being made more or less often by older 

respondents, except in the civil service department, where older employees bought extra free 

time slightly more often. Amongst the union members, there was an increase in the choice of 

more time off as the educational level rose. Those respondents who had been to university or 

HBO chose this in 27.1% of the cases, whereas people with lower educational levels only 

traded in money for time in 11.3% of the cases (χ2 12.915, p<0.01, N=313). 

 

6.5.4 Work, household and buying time 

Because time buying was so rare in both organisations, the multivariate analysis of who 

makes up the group of time buyers is somewhat limited. I performed the analysis first for the 

entire group, and then for the union members separately. Trading in money for time was 

done so rarely in the two organisations that multivariate analysis was not feasible. 

 Table 6.15 shows the results of the binary logistic regression of the factors influencing 

the odds that respondents had traded in a financial component of their compensation for 

extra time off. The analysis was controlled for the source of the data, which has the biggest 

effect.  

 Work factors seem to contribute very little to the choice of more time off; the only 

thing to affect this choice is the presence of leftover leave. People who had not taken all their 

leave in the previous year made this choice less often. The amount of flow that people 

experience at work did not have any effect, and there was also no discernible effect of wages 

or the number of working hours. 

 
Table 6.15. Binary logistic regression analysis of the factors influencing the choice to 
trade money for time in an FBP for all respondents (N=1135) 
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 Odds ratio t 
Work   

Wage categories 1.047 0.19 
Contractual hours 0.997 -0.10 
Percentage overtime 1.001 0.14 
Leave left over 0.502** -2.56 
Flow 0.991 -0.84 

Household   
Single 0.631 -1.06 
Breadwinner of main earner 0.533* -1.92 
Child < 4 3.130** 2.68 
Child 4 – 12 1.892* 1.78 
Child 12 – 18 0.393* -1.67 

Demographics   
Gender (female) 0.940 -0.17 
Age 1.059** 2.99 
Education 1.197 1.65 

Organisation 1 0.131** -4.96 
Organisation 2 0.086** -5.94 

LR χ2 109.38, p< 0.01 (two-tailed) 
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01 (one-tailed) 
 
There are stronger effects from the household side of the model. People who were mainly or 

solely responsible for their household income bought extra time off far less often than people 

who worked fewer hours than their partner. Parents who had children living with them of 

primary school age or younger chose extra time off much more frequently, while parents 

whose youngest child was already in secondary education chose this much less frequently. 

Parents may feel a stronger need to be at home more for smaller children than for teenagers, 

but the sometimes limited compatibility of childcare arrangements with working times may 

also explain part of this effect. It may be much cheaper (and easier) to buy extra time off 

during the summer holidays than to arrange an alternative. 

 Older respondents chose to buy time off more often too. This last effect is a little 

unexpected, since in many organisations older employees receive more time off. This 

suggests that the preference for time off increases more with age than the increase in time 

off. Age could also be acting as a kind of corrector here for the substantial effect of the age of 

the youngest child. 

 
For the union members the analysis of which factors increased the likelihood of someone 

having made this choice could also be performed separately. Initially a larger version of the 

model was tested, but since few variables had a statistically significant effect, some were 

combined in order to improve the parsimony of the model. Contractual working hours and 

percentage overtime were combined into actual working hours. There were no differences in 

the four industries compared to manufacturing, so manufacturing was put in the model, 

compared to the other industries. Table 6.16 shows the results of the analysis. 
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Table 6.16. Binary logistic regression analysis of the factors influencing the choice to 
trade money for time in an FBP for the union members (N=263)  

 Odds ratio t 
Work   

Manufacturing 0.740 -0.56 
Wage 1.000 -0.14 
Actual working hours 1.018 0.52 
Amount of annual leave 0.981 -0.91 
Leave left over 0.595° -1.44 
Appreciation employer 1.049 0.25 
Flow 0.979 -1.27 

Household   
Single 0.737 -0.36 
Breadwinner or main earner 0.489° -1.51 
Percentage household tasks 0.999 -0.04 
Child < 4 2.794* 1.81 
Child 4 - 12 2.560* 2.06 
Child 12 - 18 0.176° -1.63 

Demographics   
Gender (female) 0.657 -0.80 
Age 1.054* 2.09 
Education 1.394**  2.35 

LR χ2 31.02, p<0.01 (two-tailed) 
° p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01 (one-tailed) 
 

By and large, the results are the same as those of the analysis of all respondents. Given that 

most time buyers were union members, this is far from surprising. However, because there 

was only one survey being scrutinised here, more variables could be included. In the separate 

analysis of the union members the working situation could be examined in more detail. 

Buying time did not turn out to be more popular in one industry or another, nor did working 

hours or wage affect it. The only thing to have an effect, and a small one at that, was whether 

or not people had taken all their leave. Job valuation, in contrast to time sellers, did not 

affect the choice to buy extra time off.  

 

The higher educated chose to buy extra time off more often. Higher educated union 

members also sold time off more often, and therefore changed their benefits more often. 

Separate analysis revealed that within the group of participants, higher educated union 

members only were more likely to buy extra time off. The almost complete absence of a wage 

effect suggests that it is not the need for more money that makes the lower educated turn to 

financial goals in their benefit changes (there is a considerable correlation between 

educational level and income, but not so strong that educational level can be suspected of 

‘eating up’ a possible wage effect). Further research will have to reveal why the higher 

educated union members have a greater preference for more time off, and whether this has, 

for instance, roots in job level. 
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On the household side, the percentage of household tasks that people took care of 

turned out not to affect their choice for extra time off. Separately, the union members also 

chose extra time off more often when their youngest child was under the age of twelve and 

less often if they were older. Breadwinners chose more time off less often, preferring not to 

reduce their income. 

 

 

6.6 Summary of the results 

 

Table 6.17 summarizes the results of all the multivariate analyses in this chapter. The things 

that had no statistically significant effect in any of the analyses were not included in this 

table,19 and an empty cell indicates that this item was not included in that particular survey.  

 

The time choices that people make in their benefits are made between work and household, 

both affect the trades that people made. Clearly there are many people for whom the balance 

between time off and money in their pay can be improved upon via an FBP. The majority of 

trades that respondents made involved selling or buying time. 

 The time options in FBPs give parents a useful option to adjust their leave and 

income to the needs of their family. Parents of young children (up to the age of twelve) 

bought more time off and parents of older children chose to sell time off more often. While 

for the first group more time at home to care for sick children or to cover for school holidays 

may be a useful option, parents of older children seem to want to spend their time at work, 

rather than at home. This may not merely be because the children are likely to be more self-

sufficient at that age, financial preferences may also be out-competing time preferences as 

children get older. 

 

Table 6.17 Summary of the results of the multivariate analyses of Chapter 6. 
 Selling time Buying time 
 All 

(Table 6.8) 
Union 

(Table 6.9) 
Civil service 
(Table 6.10) 

University 
(Table 6.11) 

All 
(Table 6.15) 

Union 
(Table 6.16) 

Work 
Industry1  services: - 

other: (-) 
   0 

Wage + 0 0 + 0 0 
Working hours Contr.: + 

Overtime: + 
0 Contr.:+ 0 0 0 

Overtime comp.   +    
Leave leftover + + + + - (-) 
Workload   (+)    
Org. commit.   -    
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Appreciation  -  -  0 
Flow 0 0 0 + 0 0 

Household 
Age youngest 

child 
12-18: + < 4: (-) 12-18: + 0 <12: + 

12-18: - 
<12: + 

12-18: (-) 
Breadwinner/ 
main earner 

+ 0 0 0 - (-) 

Single 0 0 - + 0 0 
Demographics 

Female 0 0 - 0 0 0 
Age 0 0 (-) (-) + + 
Education 0 + + 0 (-) + 

Civil service +    -  
University +    -  

+: positive effect at p<0.05; (+): positive effect at p<0.1 (one-tailed). 
 

Work has a limited effect on time buying. The only work factor that affected the choice to buy 

time was whether people had used all their annual leave. Other job characteristics do not 

appear to have influenced this choice. Job valuation and the appreciation for the 

organisation did not make a difference when people decided to buy more time off. Work 

affected time selling, on the other hand, via the volume of benefits that people receive, the 

time characteristics of their job and their job valuation. The larger the volume of benefits 

people had at their disposal, the more likely they were to have sold their leave. This volume 

results from a higher wage and a longer contractual working week. Working overtime also 

made time selling more attractive, on a weekly, though most strongly on an annual level. Job 

valuation had surprising effects on time selling: the amount of flow had little effect on 

people’s choices, but a lower appreciation for their employing organisation or a lower 

organisational commitment made them more likely to have sold their time off. 

This was a surprising finding because it seems odd that people who do not overflow 

in organisational commitment or appreciation would extend their working time. On the 

other hand, there is no effect of this opinion on the choice to buy extra time. Considering the 

consistently negative effect that appreciation for the employer had on the choice to sell time, 

the opposite should have appeared in the choice of more time off. It may, however, have 

nothing to do with supporting or not supporting the organisation, it may in fact have little to 

do with actually extending working time. It may be that the time sellers wish to be paid for 

the overtime they are making, just like civil servants who get their daily or weekly overtime 

compensated may think it is more reasonable to get their annual overtime compensated as 

well. The people who have a more positive opinion of their organisation may put in the same 

amount of overtime, but without looking for compensation. Further analysis shows that, for 

the union members at least, the presence of unused leave affects whether or not their 

appreciation for their employer has a negative effect on their time selling. This would also 
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explain the lack of an effect on buying time. The time sellers may, if this reasoning is correct, 

not actually be working more hours, but simply be getting paid for more of the hours that 

they are working. In the next chapter I will attempt to shed greater light on this appreciation 

for the employer and its relation to the benefit choices that people make. 

 

There were large differences on an aggregate level in the time trades that people made: in the 

two organisations most people who changed their benefits chose to sell time off, while 

amongst union members the groups of time sellers and time buyers were roughly the same 

size. This seems like a straightforward public sector/private sector difference, caused by the 

generous amounts of leave (and less substantial amounts of money) the public sector 

workers are rewarded with. The union data cast some doubt over this assumption, however: 

their time choices are made almost completely regardless of the amount of time off they 

receive, and there are plenty of union members who receive more time off than the 

employees of the two organisations in this study. Also, there are considerable industry 

differences. In the manufacturing industry people chose more often to sell their leave than in 

the service industries. There appear to be other factors that cause the time choices that 

people make that lie beyond their personal work and household sphere, on organisational 

level, and perhaps even on industry level. These issues are also addressed in the next 

chapter. 

 

Notes 
1 Time, in this chapter, generally refers to time off. 
2 See Chapter Five for a description of the data. 
3 The civil service, after all, has a reputation to uphold when it comes to complex bureaucracy. 
4 23 People did not say how many days they had traded in for something else. 
5 Excluding two people who claimed to have traded in 82 days, and 10 people who did not say. 
6 There was no formal maximum to the extra number of days people could choose, only to the number 
of days they could trade in for something else. 
7 In the questionnaire people only indicated the sources and goals they had chosen, not exactly what 
they traded against what. Table 6.3 contains the sources that were chosen in a single year, crossed 
with the goals chosen by that same person in the same year. Whilst this suggests direct trades, and 
based on the average number of sources and goals that people chose most of these would be direct 
trades, they may not always have been. 
8 This also occurs in the union survey, where there is one person who chose something from each 
category. This person traded in leave, end-of-year payment and wages for a bicycle and sabbatical 
leave. Now there is someone who really changed the composition of his or her pay. 
9 Which of the two is the more important choice is of course an entirely different matter, which will be 
addressed further on. 
10 Within the group of participants people with a financial compensation for their overtime also trade 
in their time for more money more often. 
11 The expected effect here was positive, and the indication of statistical significance is of a one-sided 
test, a side in which no effect was found. In the strictest sense, the negative effect that was found 
should therefore be reported as a two-sided test of statistical significance, which it did also meet, 
though only at p<0.05, rather than p<0.01. 
12 The same applies here as what was discussed in note 11. 
13 One might conclude, of course, that housemates are something people wish to avoid, except when 
they are very young, and just much more fun. 

7
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14 Who said people are not calculating? 
15 One person felt it was "complicated" because it would involve asking advice from an unpleasant 
person at the personnel department. A poignant example of transaction costs. The gains that may be 
made by changing benefits may be completely outweighed by the costs involved, emotional or 
otherwise, of making that change happen. 
16 There may be some distortion in this correlation. Employees were asked how many hours they 
worked according to their contract. If they chose to reduce their weekly working hours (=buying time 
off) they may already have corrected that in what they reported as being their contractual hours. There 
is no way to find out if they have or not. It seems likely that some did and some did not. Partly because 
the option to work fewer hours can also mean work fewer hours per month or year, so their working 
week can have remained unaffected. 
17 It may also be undue optimism, obviously. 
18 Given the numbers of time buyers in the three surveys, statistically significant effects are naturally 
most likely to show up in this group. 
19 For considerations of size, mostly. 
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Chapter Seven 

Conclusions and Discussion of the Results 

 

Flexible benefit plans provide employers and employees with an opportunity to increase the 

usefulness of pay. Organisations can offer more to their employees while keeping costs under 

control, and employees can pick and choose the benefits they prefer, and compose a different 

benefit package when this suits them. FBPs can be seen as a work-family arrangement, as a 

tool to increase flexibility, and as a means to give employees more sovereignty over the fringe 

arrangements of their job. In this study I have attempted to find out what kinds of 

organisations offer such an arrangement to their employees, and which of these employees 

use these arrangements, particularly to adjust the amount of time off in their compensation. 

 The time aspect of FBPs makes these arrangements particularly interesting, on both 

levels. These options give employees the freedom to adapt the balance between working time 

and non-working time, and thereby between time and money, to their work and household 

situation. By allowing employees to do so, organisations have to give up some control, and 

face a level of unpredictability some are uncomfortable with. 

 This study has shown that FBPs are offered by organisations that are concerned with 

being a flexible, family-friendly employer, and with keeping up with the Joneses. The 

organisations that offer their employees flexible benefits come across as wanting to be kind 

and good to their employees, as looking around them to some extent to keep abreast of what 

that entails, and that generally act in such a way as to remove unnecessary obstacles for 

employees, to enhance their satisfaction and improve their work behaviours. 

 FBPs provide a useful tool to employees to adjust the amount of leave they get to 

work and household demands on their time and income. People who get more leave than 

they can or wish to take, trade this in for something with more utility for them, while those 

who do not have enough leave can buy more, though this seems to be a less frequent need. 

This is, of course, a striking fact in its own right, one that should dispel some of the worries 

about staffing problems organisations gave as a reason for not introducing an FBP. 

 The time choices that FBPs offer are particularly interesting to parents: when their 

children are young they buy extra time off, and when they get older they trade in days that 

are less urgently needed at home for a financial benefit. This way FBPs prove to be a useful 

life-course tool for employees. 
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  7.1 Organisations 

 

Flexible benefits have become a regular feature in Dutch organisations. Almost two thirds of 

the organisations I surveyed offered their employees a choice in the composition of their 

benefits. This survey was carried out in the spring of 2003, amongst 600 Dutch 

organisations in the market sector with 100 employees or more. The extent of the choice 

organisations offered their employees varied. There were more organisations that allowed 

their employees to trade in their leave for a financial benefit (selling time) than there were 

organisations in which employees could choose extra time off by trading in a financial 

component of their pay (buying time). Thirty percent of organisations in the survey allowed 

their employees both options: to trade in money for time and time for money, a flexible 

benefit plan in the definition I used for this study. Wages and annual leave were sources in 

most FBPs; extra contributions to the pension plan and the fiscally attractive PC privé 

arrangement were included as a goal in almost all plans. 

 

The idea of flexible benefit plans originated in North America, where they were introduced 

largely to stem the rising tide of benefit costs, caused in particular by increasing health 

insurance premiums. This study revealed that, contrary to American FBPs, Dutch plans are 

not introduced primarily to cut benefit costs. There are more organisations that choose not 

to implement flexible benefits out of cost considerations, one out of five, in fact. 

Implementing an FBP can be a costly exercise, and the option of selling leave in particular 

can make an FBP expensive for an organisation (Delsen et al. 2006). Administrative hassle 

and CAO restrictions are mentioned most as reasons not to introduce an FBP, however. 

Organisations also fear the unpredictability flexible benefits could cause, particularly in 

terms of staffing.  

 Reasons organisations give for choosing an FBP are to be found in less tangible areas 

of the employment relationship. Organisations that were about to introduce an FBP said they 

hoped to improve satisfaction, give employees more freedom and improve the organisation’s 

labour market position. Many organisations also said they chose flexible benefits because it 

fitted in with their general HRM policy. 

 Asked about the effects of flexible benefits, organisations that had experience with an 

FBP confirmed some of these expectations, though by no means all. Few, for instance, had 

seen a positive effect on turnover or on employee benefit satisfaction. The attractiveness of 

the organisation was said to have improved, particularly to current employees. However, as 

previous studies have shown (e.g. Den Dulk 2001), the perceptions organisations have of the 
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effects of HRM arrangements on their organisation are rarely based on coordinated reviews 

of these effects, and more likely to be inspired by anecdotal evidence and personal views. 

Based on their own expectations and perceptions, organisations appear to view FBPs as 

expensive, complicated tools that raise morale and improve the way employees view their 

employer. 

 

7.1.1 Business considerations 

The theoretical model underlying the analysis of FBPs in Dutch organisations consisted of 

three pillars. The first concentrated on the business considerations that make an FBP useful 

for an organisation, the second on institutional pressures and the third on the organisation’s 

sense of itself as an employer and the way it approaches its employees. Organisations were 

presumed to act rationally based on considerations from all these three elements towards 

four organisational goals, as formulated by Van den Burg et al. (1989): income, positional 

security, status and the absence of conflict. 

 The first section focussed on the costs and efficiency aspects of flexible benefits, and 

on the direct ‘economic’ utility of an FBP for an organisation. Despite expectations, 

organisations with a more diverse employee population did not offer FBPs more often. FBPs 

were also not offered more by the larger organisations in the survey. Economies of scale and 

practical restrictions may play their part, but if they do it did not show in this study. In a 

sample including smaller firms a difference may very well show up. Organisations in which 

employees had leave reservoirs offered an FBP more often. FBPs can offer a controlled way 

out of this problem (Losekoot 2002). 

 As a whole, the business considerations section of the model contributed little to the 

explanation. This section can be improved upon, however. Many organisations indicated that 

labour market considerations were at least part of the reason for introducing flexible benefit 

plans, and the fact that the large-scale uptake of FBPs in organisations coincided with a 

period where the Dutch labour market was very tight also suggests a relationship. I found no 

evidence of labour market position affecting the implementation of FBPs. This might be 

attributed to the timing of data collection. Data were collected at the start of what turned out 

to be a considerable economic downturn in the Netherlands, and this may very well have 

distorted the measures for labour market position included in the questionnaire. Future 

research might be able to shed more light on the effect of labour market aspects on the 

introduction of flexible benefits, particularly if a longitudinal approach could be taken. 
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7.1.2 Institutional pressures 

For the second part of my model I looked at the institutional pressures organisations face 

and take into consideration, when it comes to FBPs. Employees, other organisations, or even 

society in general may exert pressure on organisations to behave in certain ways. It has 

repeatedly been shown that such institutional pressures contribute to a degree of similarity 

between organisations that goes beyond straightforward economic necessity (e.g. Tolbert & 

Zucker 1983).  

 This institutional approach has regularly been combined with a rational choice 

perspective on organisations, particularly to explain the introduction of work-family 

arrangements (Den Dulk 2001). The strength of such a combination is that the institutional 

surroundings that organisations operate in can be taken into consideration, while 

maintaining the organisation as the central actor. The basic assumption about organisational 

behaviour then becomes that they take efficiency and cost factors into account, but also the 

institutional pressures they face and may wish to accommodate, based on which they decide 

for or against flexible benefits. Ingram and Simons (1995) formulated this view in their 

study, saying that organisations act in accordance with institutional pressures that fit in with 

their own goals, and are more likely to resist pressures that do not fit in with those goals. 

 The specific composition of the employee population had little effect: organisations 

do not seem to introduce FBPs to placate demands from a specific group of employees. FBPs 

are more likely in the financial and commercial services industries than in the manufacturing 

or building industries though, even when controlling for the composition of the employee 

population, which varies considerably between industries. One of the most prominent early 

adopters of flexible benefits was an insurance firm, and this may have caused this trend. 

 There is also a considerable ‘CAO effect’: organisations that define their own labour 

agreements introduced FBPs more often. Organisations that had room to manoeuvre in 

terms of the way they offered benefits to their employees passed on this favour to their 

employees. They were also better situated to respond quickly to new developments, and 

therefore this may be a temporary difference; industry CAOs may catch up in the coming 

years, though no age difference could be detected here.  

 Organisations not covered by an industry CAO are also better able to introduce 

arrangements that suit their specific circumstances, whereas industry CAOs have a wider 

scope by default. Industry CAOs are increasingly taking on more flexible forms in this 

respect, though, allowing for more variation on organisational level through ‘window’ CAOs 

or layered CAOs (‘etage CAO’) (Van Sas, forthcoming). Still, many organisations that had no 

FBP said this was because their CAO made it difficult, so while there is an increase in 

flexibility in CAOs, many of them clearly have a long way to go. Nevertheless a continued 
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process of flexibilisation in CAOs could also lead to this gap becoming smaller in the coming 

years. 

 Another reason for fewer FBPs in industry CAOs may be the sometimes limited 

enthusiasm for flexibility in trade union circles, though here things could really benefit from 

some further investigation: trade unions are often negotiating partners to company CAOs as 

well. The policy of FNV, the largest trade union federation in the Netherlands, not to 

introduce flexible benefits in situations of poor labour relations may be making it more likely 

that unions oppose FBPs in industry CAOs, if they fear abuse by specific organisations, 

though not necessarily all. This would mean that there might be organisations that cannot 

introduce an FBP because they operate in an industry alongside such ‘bad apples’. The 

opinions of FNV have also undergone a fair amount of transformation in recent years. Union 

members in particular see few problems in flexible benefits as they currently exist. If this 

lack of concern is able to reach all echelons of the trade unions, that could be a third reason 

why FBPs may become more common in industry CAOs in the coming years. 

 Given the fact that only three percent of the organisations in the survey said they 

were about to introduce an FBP because they witnessed its success in other organisations, 

whether or not surrounding organisations offer flexible benefits goes a surprisingly long way 

in predicting whether or not an organisation has an FBP. There is strong evidence of 

mimicking behaviour amongst organisations, yet they themselves do not seem aware of it, or 

do not wish to own up to it. They maintain (or at least present) a larger sense of their unique 

individuality than seems entirely justified. While it might be that the other organisations are 

imitating the reporting organisation, it seems unlikely that this would apply to the majority 

of the organisations in the survey. 

 The usefulness of such mimicking behaviour is said to lie in increased legitimacy 

(Scott 2001), for instance by not standing out as the only organisation that does not offer 

flexible benefits. Given the growing number of FBPs around, the opportunity to stand out in 

the opposite way is becoming smaller for many organisations, but in certain industries there 

should still be opportunity to do so. There are also bound to be ties with labour market 

factors here, and future research should focus on those relationships. 

 

7.1.3 The organisation’s sense of self as an employer 

A shortcoming of the rational choice-institutional pressures model as applied by Goodstein 

(1994) and Ingram and Simons (1995) for example, is that it does not delve very deeply into 

what has been called the organisational ‘black box’. For the third part of the model I 

therefore focussed on the way organisations approach their employees, in the expectation 

that the final judgement organisations make regarding flexible benefits is also influenced by 
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how organisations see themselves as an employer and what they think constitutes being a 

good employer. This self-image will affect their perception of the usefulness of flexible 

benefits. The existing HRM surroundings will also influence the usefulness an FBP can have 

in a more direct way. 

 There turned out to be consistent links between other HRM ‘bundles’, organisational 

culture and flexible benefits. Organisations that are comfortable with their employees 

adjusting their job construct to their personal preferences also offer FBPs more often. FBPs 

were offered more often by organisations that allowed employees to work from home, offered 

flexitime and the option of a compressed working week. Familiarity with flexibility, and with 

employees controlling their own working arrangements, will have taken some of the 

scariness out of flexible benefits that organisations without an FBP mentioned as one of their 

concerns. A reason given by organisations that were about to introduce an FBP also ties in 

with this: giving employees more freedom. Organisations that find it important not to limit 

their employees unnecessarily chose an FBP more frequently, besides offering other 

arrangements that enhance employee sovereignty, over their working times in particular. 

 FBPs are also frequently part of a family-friendly HRM structure. Organisations that 

offer many leave arrangements aimed at the combination of work and care chose flexible 

benefits more often. FBPs allow employees to further adapt their working situation to their 

household, an opportunity these employers clearly find important to offer. Incorporating 

extra choice options in an FBP can also make further additions to the work-family structure 

of an organisation less costly. By offering a basic parental leave arrangement and the 

opportunity to expand on that through an FBP, for example, FBPs can be an affordable way 

for organisations to offer more options on a chosen path. 

 This seems to be about time in particular. On the level of individual arrangements, 

FBPs showed up in the presence of time choices for employees in particular, be this in 

overtime compensation in time or flexible working hours. One thing that the flexible HRM 

and work-family HRM bundles have in common when compared to the other two bundles 

that were identified (extras and variable pay), is that they enable choice in terms of time, 

where the ‘extras’ bundle merely offers choice in general. This is related to the definition of 

an FBP that I used, which focussed on time choices. The choice to buy extra time off was 

least common in the benefit choices employers offered. This appears to be a trade that not all 

employers are comfortable with, and one they either consistently allow or consistently limit. 

 The final element of this third section of the model was the weakest, but is 

nevertheless worth mentioning. FBPs were offered less often by organisations that qualified 

their culture as outwardly oriented, rather than focussed on their employees, and as one that 

prefers predictability to flexibility. This shows that FBPs seem to require an organisation to 
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place importance on flexibility and be employee-oriented. Admittedly, the empirical results 

were not overwhelming, but this may very well be improved upon. One way to do so could be 

to use or develop another tool to measure organisational culture, a tool that focuses more 

particularly on the way organisations view the employment relation. 

 

There may be an interesting link between the organisation’s sense of itself as an employer 

and the theory of organisational citizenship behaviour. The theory of organisational 

citizenship behaviour focuses on behaviour by employees that goes beyond the exact 

requirements of the job, is functional for the organisation, yet discretionary, and is not 

directly or explicitly rewarded (Van Dyne, Graham & Dienesch 1994; Organ 1983). In the 

context of this theory these employers could perhaps be classified as trying to be a good king, 

and especially not a worse king than their neighbours. 

 The role that these factors play in organisational behaviour merits further research. 

Further exploration of the different ways organisations view the employment relationship, 

and their role within it, may prove very interesting. It would also be worthwhile to focus on 

the effects organisations hope to achieve with their approach to their employees. 

Jill Graham looks to classic political philosophy, particularly to the thought of Plato and 
Aristotle, for insight into organisational citizenship behaviour (Graham 1986, 2002). Where a 
Platonic good citizen knows his place, Aristotle grants the title only to those who are willing to 
actively participate in the rule of the state. The different concepts of citizenship Graham finds 
in Plato and Aristotle are accompanied by very different views on the role of the ruler, too. 

In The Republic (1987) Plato identifies the philosopher as the person who should run the 
state, because philosophers are able to see the truth and therefore what is good, which makes 
them best suited to create or maintain a productive stability in the state (Klosko 1986). Plato 
sees the relationship between ruler and ruled as that between the learned and the ignorant or 
as similar to a shepherd nurturing his herd (ibid.; Sabine & Thorson 1973). The consent of 
those being ruled is mostly irrelevant. The ruler should act according to the exact science 
Plato held statesmanship to be, and this will result in just rule, even though the non-
philosophers may not necessarily recognise this.  

Aristotle disagreed with his teacher on fundamental points, particularly on the role of 
experience. He seemed to have felt that “too great a departure from common experience 
probably has a fallacy in it somewhere, even though it appears to be irreproachable logical” 
(Sabine & Thorson 1973, p. 99). Aristotle’s assumption was that the statesman and the 
citizens were equals (though not just anyone qualified for citizenship, but that is another 
matter). Political rule is therefore ruling over equals, which is one of the reasons why citizens 
should take turns in running the state. There should be legal restrictions on rulers to protect 
the ruled, but these also protect the politicians themselves, by preventing them from giving in 
to their baser motives. In this state, various elements should hold each other in balance. Rule 
should be in the public or general interest, contributing to the well-being of the individuals 
comprising the state, not favouring a single class (Mara 2000). Individuals do remain 
subservient to the polis though. “According to the principle of community, individuals ought 
to be subject to the authority of the community. This doctrine underlies Aristotle’s argument 
for the priority of the polis to the individual because he maintains that individuals can achieve 
perfection only if they are morally habituated under the polis and its laws” (Miller 1995, p. 
357-8).  
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The incorporation of the organisational attitudes towards its employees into a combined 

model that focuses on the business considerations and institutional pressures for flexible 

benefits proved to be very worthwhile. ‘Opening up’ the organisation and including measures 

of the HRM structure and organisational culture contributes significantly to the already 

useful combination of the classic rational choice perspective and the theory of institutional 

pressures. This addition of the way the organisation views its role as an employer produces 

more in the way of explanation than the traditional two-fold model that focuses on the 

business argument for a given arrangement and the pressures from others. This three-fold 

approach deserves to be developed further and may be used to analyse a variety of other 

HRM developments in organisations. 

 

Based on these findings it seems that business considerations do not play a very big role in 

these kinds of organisational decisions. The general impression that comes across from the 

results is that organisations choose FBPs out of a notion of good employer-ship, both in their 

own estimation and in relation to organisations around them. Whether they are able to offer 

more efficient benefits seems to matter much less. In terms of the goals formulated by Van 

den Burg et al. (1989), FBPs provide status, they may reduce conflict, and possibly enhance 

positional security, but income (or profit) does not appear to be a very important goal. When 

deciding on FBPs, organisations appear to be looking around them much more than they are 

looking at the hard figures (if they have any) of their benefit plan. FBPs appear to be seen not 

as an efficiency tool but as a signal, both to the inside and the outside of the organisation. If 

the value of an FBP lies in that area, it is perhaps logical that close scrutiny of the utility of an 

FBP in financial terms is not at the forefront of considerations. So even in a next study that 

improves upon the business considerations side of the model, results may remain limited. 

 Although the rational business considerations did not prove to be a strong factor in 

the results, rational choice theory makes a useful contribution to this type of research in the 

way it views the organisation as an actor. Other theories have struggled to maintain the 

organisation as the central actor. And while it is clear that not all facts that are taken into 

consideration in these kinds of decisions may be very ‘hard’ or ‘economic’, the way they are 

used as the basis for a decision may very well still be rational. Organisations may decide to 

offer an FBP because they want to treat their employees well, make them happier, or because 

it is the sort of thing they ought to be doing (Remery et al. 2003), the kind of vagueness that 

has rarely been proven to positively affect the financial bottom line for any organisation, but 

given that that is their goal, they do rationally balance the pros and cons and decide for or 

against. Lose the notion of goal-oriented behaviour that rational choice theory gives us and it 

becomes much harder to analyse organisational behaviour. 
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 7.2 Employees’ choices in flexible benefit plans 

 

While the gains that an organisation makes from flexible benefits may be intangible, 

employees can benefit from an FBP in more concrete, often financial, ways.  

 Nearly half the people surveyed for this study had used the opportunity to improve 

the value of their pay. 324 Members of the trade union FNV Bondgenoten, 409 employees of 

a civil service department and 555 employees of a Dutch university provided information 

about whether they used their FBP in 2002, and if so, what changes they made to their 

benefits. All these employees could choose time and money as both source and goal in their 

trades. 

 Most respondents traded in time off for a financial goal; the tax-free compensation 

for a new computer at home was the most popular goal. Extra time off was chosen relatively 

little, though this differed considerably between the surveys. Specifically parent-friendly 

goals, such as extra parental leave or higher compensation for childcare costs, and the extra 

contribution to the pension plan were not chosen by many people, despite the fact that these 

goals frequently draw special attention. The option of saving up leave for a longer leave at a 

later date was also chosen rarely. 

 

The union members and university employees were asked their opinion about flexible 

benefits. People were positive about the individual choice in benefits, union members with 

an FBP slightly more so than those without an FBP and university employees, but no group 

displayed particularly great concern about the phenomenon. The thing about flexible 

benefits that was valued by the largest group of respondents was the fact that they allow 

people in different positions to choose different benefits. Many people also expected an FBP 

to be offered by a modern organisation and thought that it presented interesting 

opportunities. The most frequent complaint was that it was complicated, but this was limited 

to around 10% of the respondents. People generally felt it was fine if their colleagues bought 

extra time off, although those who had experience with flexible benefits were more 

concerned with the consequences this might have on the workload of colleagues than those 

who did not.  

 

7.2.1 Participation 

In all three surveys around 45% of the respondents participated in their FBP. In the case of 

the university there is known to be an over-representation of participants in the dataset: in 

the entire organisation 32% of employees had changed their benefits that year. A similar 

7
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over-representation may have occurred in the union survey, but is less likely in the civil 

service department survey. These participation rates are high compared to what was 

reported by MuConsult (2003) and Delsen et al. (2006), but similar to what Langedijk 

(2001) and Feuler (2004) found. 

 

The usefulness of changing benefits 

People were expected to participate in their flexible benefit plan if this allowed them to 

increase the value of their pay in their own perception. Whether this was possible was 

presumed to depend on their work and household situation.  

 Work and household did indeed affect participation in FBPs. On the work side, the 

size of the benefit package influenced whether people changed the composition of this 

package. The larger the absolute volume of benefits that people received for their work, the 

more likely they were to have participated in their FBP. There are transaction costs involved 

with changing benefits, and the gains of a trade do not always weigh up to them. With a 

larger volume of benefits to trade with, the transaction costs are smaller relative to these 

gains. As expected, people with a longer contractual working week and higher wages 

participated more often, as they did in the studies of Langedijk (2001) and Delsen et al. 

(2006). The possession of a very cheap source benefit to trade in (unused annual leave) also 

made participation more attractive. It is very easy to improve the value of pay by trading 

something unused in for something that will be used.  

 This reveals a possible, and no doubt unintended side effect to flexible benefits: the 

arrangement is most interesting for people who are ‘full members’ of the organisation, so to 

speak. Part-timers and lower earners turn out to participate far less in such plans. While 

there is no reason to believe that organisations meant to introduce flexible benefits as a tool 

for their higher earning full-time employees to further enhance their income, this does raise 

questions of fairness. Employees who are more on the fringes of the organisation seem less 

able to reap the benefits of an FBP. 

 

Household composition also affected participation, most strongly through the presence of 

children. Parents in particular found the opportunities FBPs offer interesting, they 

participated more frequently than people who did not have children living with them. There 

was no specific age category in which children made other than the standard benefits 

particularly interesting; this varied between the three groups. 

 In two of the three groups, the union and the civil service department, employees 

with a working partner also changed their benefits more often. This shows further that 

employees change their benefits to accommodate the way they are paid to fit their household 
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situation. If there is already another wage in the household it may prove far more useful to 

participate in an FBP, to maximise the benefits the household receives from both pay 

packages. 

 In the civil service department, men participated much more often than women. Why 

this happened remains an unanswered question for the moment. All that can be said is that 

in an organisation where employees generally appear to be slightly more traditional than in 

other organisations (in particular), changing benefits seems to be a male thing to do. This is 

an element of collective behaviour that I will return to further on in this chapter.  

 

Perception of pay 

Another surprising finding was that union members changed their benefits more often when 

they did not grade their organisation very highly as an employer, contrary to expectations. It 

had been hypothesised that people who give their employer a good grade would judge a new 

arrangement more positively, and be more willing to investigate the options it offers based 

on a greater expectation of finding something useful. If this difference in perceptions took 

place, it appears to have been overshadowed by another effect of this grade.  

 Despite the fact that respondents are frequently asked to rate their employer on a 

scale from one to ten, surprisingly little research has been done into what the nature and 

antecedents of that grade might be.1 The understanding of this effect would be enhanced by 

more thorough research into the antecedents and consequences of this grade. 

 On the basis of these results it seems that the grade an employee gives her employer 

is affected by the usefulness of the pay she receives, amongst other things. People who think 

the way their pay is put together can be improved upon may be giving their employer a lower 

grade for this reason, and at the same time use the opportunity they are given to improve 

this.  

 This raises interesting questions about the return effect of participation on the way 

people judge their employer. To properly analyse this, longitudinal data are required, and 

these were not available for the current research, unfortunately. Langedijk's (2001) study 

showed that benefit satisfaction, at least, increased after the introduction of an FBP, but this 

increase was regardless of whether people participated in the FBP. While benefit satisfaction 

will be only one of several things contributing to the grade people give their employer, a 

similar increase in appreciation, regardless of participation, may have occurred for these 

employees as well. An increase in the usefulness of pay that may be established through 

participation in an FBP therefore does not seem to result in a higher appreciation for one’s 

employer; only the fact that the opportunity is given does so.  

 A reason for this may be that employees do not particularly credit their employer for 
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the improvement in the value of their pay that resulted from their choices in their FBP 

because they themselves made this improvement come about. Whether participation 

improves the opinion people have of their employer depends on whom they credit with the 

improvement established. Turnley, Bolino, Lester and Bloodgood (2003) showed that 

employees can adjust their behaviour and attitudes so that they benefit the person (or 

organisation) they consider to have caused the improvement in their situation. Since 

employees are improving the quality of their pay themselves, it remains to be seen how much 

credit they give the organisation for enabling them to do so. An FBP may increase general 

morale, but it may also leave the gap between the satisfied and dissatisfied employees as 

wide as it was. Further research is needed to confirm whether this is taking place. Panel data 

may provide greater insight into the development of employees’ attitudes and behaviour 

before and after the introduction of, and their participation in, a flexible benefit plan. Given 

that attitudes affect the behaviour of at least some employees, this is an interesting avenue 

for investigation. 

 

7.2.2 Buying and selling time 

The time trades that employees made shed an interesting, and sometimes surprising light on 

the utility increase an FBP can enable. In the FBPs under consideration, everyone could sell 

and buy leave.  

 Most people who participated in an FBP traded in leave for a financial benefit, 

usually a tax-free compensation for a new computer at home. Despite the greater 

participation in FBPs by parents, specific work-family goals, such as extra parental leave, 

were chosen relatively little. The frequently highlighted option of an extra contribution to the 

pension plan was also chosen by few people. 

 

Work and family 

Whether people bought or sold annual leave depended on the presence and age of children in 

their household to a considerable extent. Parents of older children sold their time off more 

often, while parents of younger children chose extra time off more. Not only does the 

preference people have towards their benefits change as their children grow older, money in 

particular becomes more important than time off. When children are young extra time off 

may be needed to cover for school holidays, and when they grow older this need may 

decrease. This last effect could be evidence of a Hochschild-like (1997) push from home once 

children become older. The popular goal of the PC arrangement may have something to do 

with this teenager effect: when people have teenage children a new PC may be a particularly 

attractive goal. In the civil service department, where this ‘teenager’ effect was most distinct, 
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a new PC was chosen most often. 

 The option of adjusting the amount of time off in FBPs is clearly useful when it comes 

to combining work and family. This relates to the fact that organisations that offer strong 

family-oriented HRM also offer FBPs more often. This is despite the fact that particularly 

family-friendly options, such as parental leave and childcare, are chosen relatively 

infrequently. The basic opportunities organisations offer with an FBP to adjust working 

times and income to the needs of parents and children appear useful enough. 

 

Overtime and equity 

The more people worked, the more likely they were to have extended their working time by 

trading their leave for a financial goal. The effect of contractual working time on selling leave 

was not expected, but may be evidence of a ‘pulling’ effect of work that is stronger, or easier 

to give in to, for people who work full-time. People who work part-time, and presumably 

combine work with other time-demanding activities more often, chose less often to further 

extend their working time through selling their leave. The other demands being made on 

their time may make it harder, and less appealing, to give in to this pulling effect.  

 Selling time is also a tool people use to accommodate their work demands. When 

there was more work than could be accomplished within the contractual working hours, be 

this on a weekly or an annual level, people chose to sell their leave more often. The fact that 

work and working times are sometimes somewhat badly matched was voiced with a certain 

exasperation by some respondents. When asked why they did not choose more time off they 

said things like: I can’t even take the amount of leave I have, why would I buy more? If 

people are selling leave they have not taken in the past, or leave they know they will not take 

in the current year, the question can be posed as to how often time selling actually results in 

an extension of working time. The reverse may be taking place much more, i.e. people are 

selling leave they have not been able to take previously, instead of deciding to work more 

days in the coming year. This may seem like a fatuous difference, but I think it can be quite 

crucial to organisations.  

 In this study I was not able to properly analyse whether people were actually 

extending their working time when they sold time off. Future research into the time choices 

that employees make should focus on bringing the effect of these choices on actual working 

times to light. At the moment it seems that while organisations appear to see a considerable 

extension of their labour (the civil service department calculated that an extension of 

working time equal to 231 full-time positions had taken place in 2001, for example), but no 

concurrent extension of work carried out may be taking place; they are just paying for more 

of it via their FBP. This may be considered utterly reasonable from an employee point of 
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view: they are getting paid for a larger part of the work they do. One may wonder, however, 

whether this is something organisations are very happy with, since it seems they were getting 

that work for free before. 

 

The effect of overtime on time choices may be related to another substantial, but 

unanticipated effect. The grade that union members and university employees were asked to 

give their employer had a surprising effect on time selling, and no effect on time buying. 

Again, contrary to expectations, the lower this grade the more likely people were to have 

traded in leave for a financial benefit. In the civil service, organisational commitment had a 

similar effect. The extent to which actual and contractual working time are tuned to one 

another by employees appears to be done in part based on how well they think of their 

employer. In fact, there is some evidence that with the same amount of time off left over, the 

opinion of the employer affects whether this excess is traded in for money or not. Based on 

the participation results it is reasonable to conclude that this grade reflects the general 

opinion of the way people are paid. In this regard it seems that it is the amount of leave they 

get in relation to how much leave they need, or are realistically able to take, that may be 

playing a role.   

 Employees seem to be using the option of time selling in their FBP particularly to 

redress the balance in their exchange with their employer, as a tool to make the reward fit 

the effort. Possibly this is the reverse of what Lambooij (2005) found in the relationship 

between employer investment in employees’ careers and the willingness to work overtime. In 

his study employees responded with more cooperation only after the employer had invested 

in the employment relationship. Here employees seem to use the options in an FBP to make 

the reward they receive fit the effort they give.  

 One area of research that might be able to shed some more light on the way people 

respond to consistently unused leave in their compensation is that of equity sensitivity. This 

theory posits that people vary in the way they react to equitous and inequitous situations. 

Three groups of people can be recognised: benevolents, equity sensitives and entitleds 

(Miles, Hatfield & Huseman 1994; Huseman, Hatfield & Miles 1987). Entitleds have a lower 

tolerance for being under-rewarded and are more focussed on pay, while benevolents are 

more focussed on work itself, and are generally more satisfied, under- or over-rewarded 

(King, Miles & Day 1993). Equity sensitivity has already been very useful in analysing 

differences in employee behaviour in terms of pay. Kickul and Lester (2001), for instance, 

found that employees with a strong sense of entitlement responded more strongly to what 

they perceived as breaches in the promises the organisation made in terms of pay and 

benefits, with a more negative affect towards the organisation amongst other responses. The 
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more benevolent employees exhibited a much weaker response.  

 When employees receive a reward that consists of (much) more time off than they 

need or are able to take, their equity sensitivity may influence whether they choose to sell 

this superfluous leave or not. A benevolent employee, with a higher tolerance for un-useful 

pay may think nothing of the fact that he has ten days left over at the end of every year. An 

entitled employee on the other hand is not only more likely to consider this an important 

issue, he is also more likely to react to it, due to a lower tolerance for under-reward.  

 

Public or private 

Time buying was done much more often by union members than by employees of the two 

organisations. It would seem obvious that this is caused by the fact that the two 

organisations are in the public sector and the union in question represents employees in the 

private sector. As a result, the employees of the two organisations get more annual leave than 

the union members, and would therefore desire extra time off less often. Yet within the 

union group the amount of leave (and there is a considerable degree of variation in this 

respect) had no effect on the time choices that people made. There are also considerable 

industry differences within the market sector when it comes to time selling. While neither 

receiving notably more leave, nor having unused leave any more often, union members in the 

manufacturing industry displayed a preference for time selling that equalled that of the 

employees of the two organisations. So the fact that the employees of the two organisations 

in this study stand out by selling their time more often may not have been caused by the fact 

that, as public sector workers, they receive more annual leave.  

 One of the things that may have contributed to this difference could be the presence 

of elements of the personnel dimension of organisations other than the amount of leave in 

the standard pay. Employees of the two organisations may have access to more 

arrangements that allow them to adjust work and household outside of their FBP, while for 

union members it perhaps more frequently provides the only opportunity in this respect. 

This would account for the difference in enthusiasm for more time off amongst union 

members: here too they may have access to fewer alternative routes to get more time off 

outside their FBP than the civil servants and the university employees. A more thorough 

study into industry differences should certainly take into account the HRM context within 

which people make their benefit choices. 

 

Dominant choices 

The differences between the two organisations were sometimes quite stark too. In the civil 

service department, for instance, gender played an important role in time selling. It was 
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something that was rarely done by women in this department, while in the university there 

was no such gender effect. There were also differences in the extent to which employees 

reacted to working times and pay in their choices. Other studies have also revealed quite a 

variety of results in different organisations (e.g. Langedijk 2001). While statistical 

considerations no doubt play some part in this, employee behaviour clearly varies 

considerably from one organisation to the next. 

 The differences between the three groups, particularly in their preference for selling 

leave, raises questions about the extent to which there is a dominant trade within an 

organisation, and the effect of organisational characteristics on employee choices. In 

behavioural finance, herd behaviour amongst investors has been demonstrated (Prast 

2004a). Something similar might explain the uniformity of the choices employees made in 

their benefits within organisations. In both organisations, almost all people made a similar 

trade, trading in leave for a financial benefit. In the case of the civil servants, behaviour is 

even more uniform: nearly 60% chose the same goal and 30% of the participants made the 

exact same trade (leave for a PC). At the university Delsen et al. (2006) examined there was a 

similar uniformity to the trades that were made, and Huiskamp (2003) found that more than 

80% of participants in the FBP of an insurance company chose the same goal; a goal, 

incidentally, that was chosen by 5% of the employees in this study (saving arrangements). 

One gets the impression that there may be a fair bit of co-worker influencing going on in the 

choices that people make in FBPs. Where organisations seem to be fairly sensitive to whether 

or not other organisations offer an FBP, employees may be exhibiting a susceptibility to the 

choices that they see their colleagues make. And like organisations, they claim not to take 

their colleagues into consideration either. A comparative study that looks at the choices of 

employees in a larger group of organisations may be able to show whether there is herd-like 

behaviour with regard to the choices that employees make in their benefits. 

 

 

 7.3 The future of FBPs 

 

Despite the fact that FBPs have become a regular feature in Dutch organisations, the future 

of FBPs in the Netherlands is somewhat unpredictable. The reasons for this unpredictability 

are economic developments, and changes in the tax arrangements affecting many FBPs.  

 Along with the cooling down of the Dutch economy, attention on FBPs has faded in 

recent years. CAO negotiations, for instance, focus much less on extras and individual choice 

than in the 1990s, and centre more on primary pay and (lengthening) working times. When I 

looked at the number of new FBPs per year there was a distinct rise and fall, with a peak in 
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2001, when nearly a quarter of FBPs in the survey were introduced. In light of economic 

developments it seems likely that the downturn in the number of new FBPs introduced since 

2001 will continue. In this sense, FBPs may turn out to have been a fad in the tight labour 

market and economic hey-day of the late 90s and at the turn of the millennium. 

 However, given the demographic developments in the Netherlands and the cyclic 

nature of economic events, the usefulness of flexible benefits may prove to be longer lived. 

With the aging population, a more active participation of women on the labour market seems 

inevitable, so work-family arrangements will remain an important feature of the way 

organisations pay their employees. It also seems unlikely that rigid benefit systems suddenly 

come back into swing, so while there may not be many new FBPs in the near future, the ones 

that exist should remain functional. 

 Organisations can adapt their existing FBP to changing economic circumstances as 

well. To cut costs, organisations might choose to shave off some of the more elaborate 

benefits they offer their employees. There is already evidence of this happening in the last 

few years (Van Paassen 2004). Organisations can also choose to include benefits into their 

FBP that were previously part of the standard package, and make employees trade in 

something else for it where this was previously not necessary. While obviously unlikely to 

make many friends with such a move, they have good reason to be very careful with this. 

There is a considerable risk for organisations in FBPs in terms of psychological contract, the 

beliefs that employer and employee have about the terms and conditions of the exchange 

agreement between them, and the expectations that both parties have about the social 

exchange between them, of what they owe each other, in contributions and inducements 

(Rousseau 1995; Robinson, Kraatz & Rousseau 1994). Introducing an FBP may be a good 

way to improve or fulfil the psychological contract, and can thereby have a positive effect on 

employees and their citizenship behaviour (Robinson 1996; Robinson & Rousseau 1994). 

However, Delsen et al. (2006) report that the KUN removed the option of time selling (there 

too, very popular) from the menu after it realised it was becoming too costly. Studies into 

psychological contract also show that contract violation has a much stronger effect on 

employee behaviour than fulfilment or over-fulfilment. In other words: people may react a 

little to the introduction of an FBP, but this effect may be dwarfed by the effect that negative 

changes or even the removal of an FBP may have on employees. Opening the door to 

extremely attractive but also potentially very expensive options should be done with extreme 

caution by organisations. The way back may be far more costly than they expect (Turnley et 

al. 2003). 

 

 



Hillebrink – Flexible Benefit Plans in Dutch Organisations 

196

There has been one major change to most FBPs in the time that this study was carried out: 

the very attractive PC privé arrangement (the tax advantage) was cut by the government at 

the end of August 2004, and other goals such as saving arrangements and childcare options 

are also no longer available. The PC arrangement was the most popular goal in all three 

groups, and probably one of the driving forces for the relative success of flexible benefit 

plans. Without this option one can reasonably wonder what is going to happen to 

participation figures in the future; lower participation figures seem likely. 

 This could also affect the time trades that people make. Trading in leave for a new PC 

was one of the most frequently made trades, and given that such an appealing alternative to 

letting the unused leave go to waste has disappeared, time selling may become less dominant 

than it has been. On the other hand, employees who have gotten into the habit of looking for 

ways to improve the way they are paid might choose other goals in FBPs more often. In that 

sense, the PC arrangement could have worked as an appetiser, so to speak. Interest in the 

existing goals could increase, but new options can also be introduced.  

 

Given the extent to which the current Dutch government promotes greater self-sufficiency of 

citizens, FBPs may provide a very useful tool for organisations. They can offer additional 

insurance arrangements that were previously collectively arranged, as has sporadically been 

done with additional WAO insurances (disability allowance). It remains to be seen whether 

they will be used in this way on any substantial scale. This way of using FBPs has long since 

been promoted (e.g. Vinke & Logger 1997), but as of yet there is little evidence of FBPs 

offering many opportunities for such individual reparation of a reduced welfare state, and 

even less of employees using it as such. It also remains to be seen whether that is a route the 

social partners wish to take; trade unions in particular may prefer to keep such insurances at 

a collective level.  

 The new levensloopregeling (life course arrangement) that has been introduced this 

year, providing opportunities for saving up for long term leave that replace some of the leave 

saving arrangements that are currently in existence may be integrated in FBPs, but at the 

moment there is little evidence that this is happening. All in all, while it seems that FBPs are 

here to stay, it is certain that the options they offer and the choices employees make will 

change in the coming years. 

 

Notes 

1 In fact, I can’t find anything. Which is not to say it has not been done. If reading Bryson (2004) leads 
to only one conclusion, it must surely be that a staggering number of scientific discoveries go 
unnoticed, leaving the phenomenon to be ‘discovered’ for the second time decades later. 
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Samenvatting 

 

Het onderwerp van dit onderzoek wordt met verschillende termen aangeduid: CAO à la 

Carte, cafetariamodel, of het hier gehanteerde meerkeuzesysteem arbeidsvoorwaarden 

(MKA). Dit soort regelingen biedt werknemers een zekere mate van keuze in de 

samenstelling van hun arbeidsvoorwaardenpakket, en stelt hen aldus in staat om hun 

beloning beter aan te passen aan hun persoonlijke voorkeuren. In een MKA is het mogelijk 

om onderdelen van de beloning (vrije dagen, of vakantiegeld bijvoorbeeld) in te ruilen voor 

iets anders (pensioen of ouderschapsverlof bijvoorbeeld). Het eerste Nederlandse 

keuzemodel werd in de jaren tachtig ingevoerd, maar pas vanaf het einde van de jaren 

negentig worden MKAs in grotere getale ingevoerd, in individuele organisaties maar ook in 

branche CAOs. 

 De opkomst van keuzemogelijkheden in arbeidsvoorwaarden moet gezien worden in 

de context van individualisering en flexibilisering. De keuze van organisaties voor CAO à la 

Carte is vaak een poging om op deze ontwikkelingen in te spelen. Werknemers kunnen via 

keuzemogelijkheden  de manier waarop ze betaald worden aanpassen aan hun voorkeur. De 

mogelijkheden die een MKA biedt om arbeid en zorg beter op elkaar af te stemmen is één 

van de manieren waarop dat goed mogelijk is. 

 Deze studie tracht aan te tonen wie er voor een MKA kiest, en waarom. Daarvoor zijn 

MKAs op twee niveaus onderzocht. Het eerste deel van het onderzoek richt zich op de vraag 

wat voor soort organisaties voor een MKA hebben gekozen, het tweede deel richt zich op de 

keuzes van medewerkers binnen MKAs, met speciale aandacht voor hun tijdskeuzes. Het 

doel van deze tweeledige analyse is om meer inzicht te krijgen in de overwegingen van 

organisaties om hun werknemers deze keuzemogelijkheden aan te bieden, om te laten zien 

voor wie deze keuzemogelijkheden de moeite waard zijn, en om te achterhalen welke 

werknemers de keuze maken voor meer of minder vrije tijd. 

 

Theoretisch model 

Om tot toetsbare hypotheses te komen is een theoretisch model ontwikkeld dat er vanuit 

gaat dat mensen (en dus ook organisaties) doelgericht handelen, en keuzes maken waarvan 

ze verwachten dat die bijdragen aan hun welzijn, of aan wat economen maximalisatie van de 

nutsfunctie noemen. Dat doel kan zuiver financieel zijn: kostenbesparingen voor een 

organisatie of verhoging van het nettoloon voor werknemers bijvoorbeeld, maar kan ook 

7
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andere vormen aannemen: de wens om meer tijd met de kinderen door te brengen of de 

uitstraling van een organisatie.  

 Nu is uitvoerig gedocumenteerd dat de keuzes die mensen maken niet altijd even 

rationeel zijn. Inschattingen van risico’s en opbrengsten blijken bijvoorbeeld onderhevig te 

zijn aan het weer en lichamelijke gesteldheid. Ook zijn mensen niet altijd op zoek naar het 

hoogst haalbare maar naar iets dat goed genoeg is. Deze overwegingen zijn opgenomen in 

het model. Er zijn twee theoretische modellen ontwikkeld, voor de organisatie en voor de 

werknemer, die gestoeld zijn op dezelfde aannames aangaande menselijk gedrag. 

 

 De organisatie 

Het model dat de keuze van organisaties voor een MKA tracht te voorspellen bestaat uit drie 

onderdelen: bedrijfsmatige overwegingen, institutionele druk, en het zelfbeeld van de 

organisatie als werkgever. De positie van organisaties op al die drie punten zullen 

beïnvloeden hoe zij de kosten en baten van een MKA beoordelen. 

 Het eerste deel van het theoretische model bevat efficiëntie- en kostenoverwegingen 

die een organisatie kunnen stimuleren een MKA in te voeren. De mogelijkheid om geld te 

besparen kan een reden zijn om voor een MKA te kiezen. Die besparing kan direct zijn, maar 

ook indirect, via een verhoging van de efficiëntie van het beloningspakket. De omvang van de 

organisatie, de arbeidsmarktpositie en de diversiteit van de werknemerspopulatie zal de 

mogelijke toegevoegde waarde van een MKA aan een efficiënte bedrijfsvoering bepalen. 

 Het is bekend uit eerder onderzoek dat institutionele druk een rol speelt bij de 

invoering van nieuwe HRM-arrangementen. De institutionele context kan een dwingende of 

meer normatieve druk uitoefenen op organisaties om zich op een bepaalde manier te 

gedragen. De mate waarin organisaties ontvankelijk zijn voor dergelijke druk hangt af van 

waar het om gaat, maar ook van hoe die druk zich verhoudt tot strategische doelen van de 

organisatie zelf. In het geval van keuzemogelijkheden in arbeidsvoorwaarden zijn er drie 

mogelijke bronnen van institutionele druk. Organisaties kunnen reageren op druk van 

werknemers, of daarop anticiperen. Ook andere organisaties kunnen een grote invloed 

hebben op hoe organisaties zich gedragen, en ten slotte is de CAO-positie van belang. Een 

CAO kan een dwingende of een beperkende werking hebben op de beslissing van een 

organisatie om een MKA in te voeren. 

 Het derde deel van het theoretische model behelst het zelfbeeld van de organisatie als 

werkgever, en is een nieuwe aanvulling op de combinatie van rationele keuze en 

institutionele druk die in eerder onderzoek naar de invoering van nieuwe HRM-

arrangementen is gebruikt. Dit deel richt zich op de manier waarop organisaties hun 

werkgeverstaak zien, en de attitude ten opzichte van hun werknemers die daar uit 
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voortkomt. Hiervoor zijn verschillende ‘bundels’ van HRM-regelingen opgenomen, om te 

kijken of organisaties die het belangrijk vinden om een bepaald soort regeling aan te bieden 

ook voor een MKA kiezen. De vier bundels bevatten flexibele werk-regelingen, arbeid-zorg 

arrangementen, extra opties en variabele beloningselementen. Organisatiecultuur werd ook 

opgenomen in dit deel van het theoretische model, omdat dat ook een uiting kan zijn van de 

manier waarop organisaties tegen hun taak als werkgever aankijken. 

 

 De werknemer 

De basisaanname van het theoretische model van het werknemersgedrag is dat mensen 

alleen maar gebruik maken van het keuzemodel als er een mogelijkheid bestaat om de 

waarde van hun beloning (in hun eigen perceptie) te verhogen, met inachtneming van de 

moeite die het kost om die verandering tot stand te brengen. Veel mensen zullen namelijk 

vinden dat de mogelijke winst die er te behalen is niet opweegt tegen de kosten van het 

bekend raken met het systeem, dan wel uit te rekenen wat het meeste opbrengt, en zich er 

dus niet uitgebreid in verdiepen. Voor deze mensen is de standaard beloning goed genoeg. 

Voor bepaalde groepen echter zal het wel de moeite waard zijn om deze investering te doen. 

De bepalende kenmerken waarop die mensen kunnen worden geïdentificeerd zullen in de 

huishoud- en werksituatie liggen. 

 Aan de werk-kant van het model zal de hoeveelheid arbeidsvoorwaarden die er is om 

mee te ruilen deelname interessanter maken, omdat de kosten van deelname daarmee 

relatief laag worden. Ook wordt met name de ruil van vrije tijd voor een financieel doel 

interessanter bij een hoger inkomen (de dagen brengen meer op). Mensen die meer werken 

dan hun contractuele uren, op wekelijks of jaarlijks niveau, zullen ook de voorkeur geven aan 

het inruilen van hun verlof, om zo betaalde arbeidstijd en daadwerkelijke arbeidstijd meer 

met elkaar in overeenstemming te brengen. Werkbeleving zal vooral via het plezier dat men 

heeft in het werk, en de intrinsieke motivatie daarvoor, tijdskeuzes beïnvloeden: mensen die 

hun werk erg leuk vinden zullen er eerder voor kiezen om meer te werken. De betrokkenheid 

met de organisatie zou op vergelijkbare wijze aan keuzes kunnen bijdragen. 

 Aan de huishoudenskant van het model draait het voornamelijk om de wens die een 

werknemer heeft om in meer vrije tijd of via meer inkomen aan het huishouden bij te dragen. 

De aanwezigheid van een tweede inkomen en kinderen zullen dan zowel deelname als 

tijdskeuzes beïnvloeden. 

 

Onderzoeksopzet 

De data voor dit onderzoek zijn met anonieme vragenlijsten verzameld bij organisaties en 

werknemers. Voor het organisatiedeel van het onderzoek hebben ruim 600 organisaties in 
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het voorjaar van 2003 informatie gegeven over de arbeidsvoorwaarden die ze aanbieden, de 

kenmerken en positie van hun organisatie, en hun organisatiecultuur. Voor het 

werknemersdeel is bij twee organisaties en een vakbond onderzoek gedaan. Bij twee 

organisaties (een universiteit en een onderdeel van een ministerie) is in het begin van 2003 

een willekeurig deel van de werknemers aangeschreven, en stuurden in totaal bijna duizend 

van hen een ingevulde vragenlijst terug. Bij FNV Bondgenoten werd in september 2003 een 

deel van de leden aangeschreven, en kwamen er ruim 1300 ingevulde vragenlijsten retour. 

Slechts een kwart van hen had toegang tot een MKA. Het voordeel was dat deze mensen in 

diverse branches en organisaties werkten, en daarin een goede aanvulling vormden op de 

twee organisaties.  

 

Resultaten en conclusies 

Van de organisaties die deelnamen aan het onderzoek bood bijna tweederde hun 

werknemers enige vrijheid in het samenstellen van hun arbeidsvoorwaarden. Vaak was dit 

echter een beperkte keuzevrijheid, slechts dertig procent van de organisaties stond toe dat 

medewerkers tijd en geld als bron en als doel kozen. Loon en vakantiedagen waren de meest 

voorkomende bronnen, extra pensioen en de PC privé regeling de meest voorkomende 

doelen. 

 In tegenstelling tot in Noord-Amerika (waar het idee van MKA vandaan komt) is 

kostenbesparing geen belangrijke reden voor het invoeren van MKAs in Nederland. De 

kosten van een MKA zijn eerder een reden om er van af te zien; naast de administratieve 

rompslomp en CAO beperkingen, wordt dit vaak genoemd als reden om geen MKA in te 

voeren. 

 Bedrijfsmatige overwegingen spelen een beperkte rol in de beslissing om een MKA in 

te voeren. Meer effect was er van de institutionele factoren die opgenomen waren in het 

model. Organisaties die hun eigen arbeidsvoorwaarden vorm geven kozen vaker voor een 

MKA dan organisaties die onder een branche CAO vallen. Branche CAOs beperken 

organisaties eerder in hun wens een MKA in te voeren dan dat ze organisaties dwingen tegen 

hun zin in een MKA in te voeren. 

 Ook blijkt het gedrag van andere organisaties een belangrijke rol te spelen: hoe meer 

MKAs organisaties om zich heen zien, hoe groter de kans dat ze er zelf ook een hebben. 

Gezien het feit dat maar 3% van de organisaties aangaf dat het gedrag van andere 

organisaties een beweegreden was in hun besluitvorming, is dit een opvallend resultaat. Het 

is natuurlijk mogelijk dat de organisaties uit de steekproef een voorbeeldfunctie hebben en 

de organisaties in hun omgeving dat voorbeeld volgen, maar het is onwaarschijnlijk dat dat 

voor een erg groot deel van hen opgaat. Organisaties lijken in de beslissing een keuzemodel 
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in te voeren de invloed van hun omgeving minder gewicht toe te dichten dan de resultaten 

suggereren. 

 Het derde deel van het theoretische model droeg ook bij aan de verklaring. 

Organisaties die veel arbeid-zorg arrangementen aanboden, en regelingen als thuiswerken 

en flexibele begin- en eindtijden, hadden ook vaker een MKA. Organisaties die hun best doen 

om hun werknemers te helpen bij het combineren van arbeid en zorg, en die bekend (en op 

hun gemak) zijn met werknemers die zelf de randvoorwaarden van hun arbeid inrichten, 

bieden ook vaker in arbeidsvoorwaarden een keuze. 

 Tijd is hier een bepalend kenmerk. MKAs komen met name vaak voor in het 

gezelschap van regelingen die medewerkers een keuze in hun tijd geven, hetzij in de 

mogelijkheid om overuren in tijd gecompenseerd te krijgen, of in het tijdstip waarop ze 

beginnen met werken. De flexibele en arbeid-zorg HRM ‘bundels’ hebben dit ook 

gemeenschappelijk: ze faciliteren keuzes in tijd, meer dan de andere twee bundels. Dit zal 

deels gerelateerd zijn aan de gebruikte definitie van een MKA (waarin tijdskeuzes een 

voorwaarden zijn), maar het bijkopen van extra vrije tijd was ook de mogelijkheid die het 

minst geboden werd, in alle organisaties. Het lijkt erop dat zeggenschap over tijd die 

resulteert in de mogelijkheid dat werknemers meer vrije tijd nemen iets is waarbij niet alle 

organisaties zich op hun gemak voelen, en als ze die keuze toe staan, doen ze dat op 

meerdere fronten tegelijk. 

 

MKAs hebben voor veel werknemers hun nut: 45% van de respondenten participeerde in het 

keuzemodel, met vergelijkbare percentages in elk der drie onderzochte groepen. In het 

onderzoek onder de vakbondsleden zal dit percentage in het echt waarschijnlijk lager liggen, 

en bij de universiteit is bekend dat het daadwerkelijke deelnemerspercentage dat jaar op 

32% lag. In het ministerie-onderdeel is het waarschijnlijker dat het deelnemerspercentage 

een realistische weergave is, door de opzet van het onderzoek. 

 Er zijn duidelijk herkenbare groepen werknemers voor wie het ruilen van 

arbeidsvoorwaarden de moeite waard is. Zoals verwacht hebben de huishoudens- en 

werksituatie effect op deze keuze. Mensen met thuiswonende kinderen veranderen hun 

arbeidsvoorwaarden vaker dan mensen zonder thuiswonende kinderen. Er zijn een aantal 

keuzemogelijkheden die alleen maar beschikbaar zijn voor ouders van jonge kinderen, zoals 

ouderschapsverlof en extra compensatie voor de kosten van kinderopvang. Voor hen is er 

meer om uit te kiezen, wat een reden kan zijn voor grotere deelname. Los van wat ze 

uiteindelijk kiezen, is er voor mensen die arbeid en zorg combineren een duidelijke 

verbetering van hun arbeidsvoorwaarden mogelijk ten opzichte van het standaardpakket.  

 Mensen die meer arbeidsvoorwaarden kregen (in absolute termen) doordat ze meer 
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uren werkten of meer verdienden maakten vaker gebruik van het keuzemodel. Voor hen zal 

de te maken winst de kosten van deelname eerder overtreffen. Mensen die aan het einde van 

het jaar vrije dagen over hebben, hebben een ‘goedkope’ bron om mee te ruilen, en het 

verbeteren van de waarde van hun arbeidsvoorwaardenpakket is voor hen vaak vrij 

gemakkelijk.  

 Dit ondersteunt de basisaanname van het theoretisch model: pas als er genoeg te 

verdienen is om de kosten van deelname te compenseren gaan mensen over tot het 

veranderen van hun arbeidsvoorwaardenpakket. Maar het wijst ook op een, waarschijnlijk 

onbedoeld, bijverschijnsel: deelname in een MKA is minder aantrekkelijk voor parttimers en 

mensen in de lagere loonschalen. Hoewel er geen enkele reden is om aan te nemen dat 

organisaties hier doelbewust voor hebben gekozen, blijkt een MKA vooral voor de goed 

verdienende voltijders een leuk middel te zijn om hun inkomen verder te verhogen, wat 

vragen oproept over de ‘fairness’ van het plan.  

 

De meeste mensen kozen ervoor om vrije dagen in te ruilen voor een financieel doel, meestal 

de belastingvrije computer. Tijdsparen (het inruilen van vakantiedagen voor een lang verlof 

op een later tijdstip) werd maar door weinig mensen gekozen. Tijd kopen gebeurde bijna 

uitsluitend door de vakbondsleden. De meeste ruiltransacties betroffen de balans tussen vrije 

dagen en geld: voor veel mensen kan deze balans op een of andere wijze beter dan in het 

standaardpakket. 

 Net als bij deelname aan een MKA waren werk en huishouden van belang bij de 

keuzes die mensen maakten. De behoefte aan extra tijd thuis was duidelijk gerelateerd aan 

de aanwezigheid en leeftijd van kinderen. Ouders van jonge kinderen kozen er voor  om extra 

vrije dagen te kopen, terwijl ouders van oudere kinderen er vaker voor kozen om hun vrije 

dagen in te ruilen voor iets anders. 

 Dit toont aan dat de tijdskeuzes die in een MKA mogelijk zijn een nuttige 

mogelijkheid bieden om de arbeidsvoorwaarden aan de huishoudensituatie aan te passen. 

Die aantrekkelijkheid ligt echter niet in de extra mogelijkheden voor met name jonge ouders; 

er werd maar weinig gebruik gemaakt van de specifieke arbeid-zorg mogelijkheden binnen 

MKAs. De standaard mogelijkheden van een MKA blijken al nuttig genoeg voor werkende 

ouders. 

 Karakteristieken van het werk hadden weinig effect op de keuze voor het kopen van 

extra vrije dagen, maar des te meer op de keuze voor het verkopen van vrije dagen. Net als 

bij deelname waren hier de omvang van het arbeidsvoorwaardenpakket en de tijdsaspecten 

van de baan van invloed. Hoe meer arbeidsvoorwaarden mensen hadden, hoe groter de kans 

dat ze dagen verkocht hadden. Mensen die meer werken dan hun contractuele arbeidstijd, op 
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wekelijks, maar vooral op jaarlijks niveau, verkochten hun dagen ook vaker. Een voor de 

hand liggende keuze. 

 Het verkopen van dagen in een MKA geeft de mogelijkheid om de hoeveelheid werk 

en de tijd die daarvoor beschikbaar is meer met elkaar in overeenstemming te brengen. 

Waarbij de vraag zich aandient of al die mensen nu ook daadwerkelijk meer dagen zijn gaan 

werken, of alleen maar voor meer van de dagen die ze werken betaald worden. In het huidige 

onderzoek was het niet mogelijk om te ontdekken wat het effect van gemaakte keuzes op 

arbeidstijden was. Organisaties lijken wel een substantiële verlenging van hun arbeidskracht 

te zien, maar de vraag blijft hoeveel extra er nu daadwerkelijk wordt gewerkt. 

 De organisatie had een onverwacht effect op het verkopen van dagen: mensen die 

weinig betrokkenheid bij hun organisatie voelden, of hun werkgever een relatief laag 

rapportcijfer gaven, kozen er vaker voor om hun vrije dagen te verkopen. Er was ook al een 

dergelijk effect gevonden bij de vakbondsleden: die namen vaker deel aan hun MKA bij een 

lager rapportcijfer. Er was daarentegen geen effect van de waardering voor de organisatie op 

het bijkopen van vrije dagen. Dit aspect zou gerelateerd kunnen zijn aan de hoeveelheid 

verlof die mensen krijgen, de mate waarin dit aansluit op hun wensen, en het oordeel dat ze 

daarover hebben. Het ziet er naar uit dat het rapportcijfer dat mensen hun werkgever geven 

beïnvloed wordt door het oordeel dat ze hebben over hun beloning in het algemeen, en 

daarbinnen door de aansluiting tussen de hoeveelheid verlof die ze krijgen, en de 

hoeveelheid die ze willen of kunnen opnemen. Iemand die veertig vrije dagen per jaar krijgt, 

maar er hoogstens 25 op kan nemen zal de beloning, en dus de beloner, minder hoog achten 

en de kans aangrijpen om die ongebruikte dagen in ruilen voor iets nuttigers. 

 

Er zijn grote verschillen in de tijdskeuzes tussen de private vakbondsleden en de werknemers 

van de twee organisaties die in de publieke sector werken. De laatste groep krijgt meer vrije 

dagen, en dit zou kunnen verklaren waarom zij ook veel minder vaak kiezen voor het 

bijkopen van extra vrije tijd. Binnen de groep bondsleden bleek er echter geen relatie te zijn 

tussen de hoeveelheid verlof die men kreeg en het kopen of verkopen van vrije dagen (en er 

zijn bondsleden die evenveel vrije dagen krijgen als de ambtenaren). Ook blijken er 

aanzienlijke verschillen tussen branches te zijn in de keuzes die bondsleden maken. Het ziet 

er naar uit dat de arbeidsvoorwaardencontext waarbinnen het keuzemodel functioneert 

bepalend is. De publieke sector werknemers hebben buiten hun MKA toegang tot een keur 

aan arrangementen waarmee ze hun arbeidstijden kunnen aanpassen aan hun voorkeur. De 

bondsleden zullen voor het verkorten van hun arbeidstijden misschien vaker hun toevlucht 

tot hun MKA moeten nemen.  

 Ook blijkt dat er tussen de twee organisaties flinke verschillen bestaan in de keuzes 
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die mensen maken. Andere studies naar keuzegedrag tonen ook vaak een keuze aan die de 

voorkeur geniet binnen een bepaalde organisatie, die vervolgens in andere organisaties niet 

terug gevonden wordt. In het ministerie-onderdeel ruilen vooral mannen hun vrije dagen in 

voor een PC, iets dat voorbehouden lijkt te zijn aan die specifieke organisatie. In andere 

onderzoeken kiest men juist weer in grote getale voor extra pensioen, of spaarregelingen. 

Ook hier zal de specifieke arbeidsvoorwaardencontext van de organisatie een rol spelen, 

maar er lijkt ook een mate van kuddegedrag op te treden, zoals ook in ‘behavioral finance’ 

regelmatig is aangetoond. Werknemers lijken niet geheel ongevoelig te zijn voor de keuzes 

die hun collega’s maken, net zo als organisaties de facto rekening houden met het gedrag van 

andere organisaties. Maar net als de organisaties geven de werknemers evenmin aan dat dat 

een overweging was bij het maken van hun keuzes. 

 

De toekomst van MKAs is moeilijk te voorspellen op het moment van schrijven. Door het 

afschaffen van de PC privé regeling, de wijzigingen in de financiering van de kinderopvang 

en de discussie over het afschaffen van de spaarloonregeling zijn een aantal veel aangeboden 

keuzemogelijkheden niet langer beschikbaar. Het verdwijnen van de meest populaire keuze 

zal onvermijdelijk leiden tot een afname van participatie in MKAs. Daar staat tegenover dat 

ontwikkelingen in de sociale zekerheid en de introductie van de levensloopregeling ook effect 

zouden kunnen hebben op zowel de inrichting van MKAs als de manier waarop mensen er 

gebruik van maken. Dus hoewel er genoeg redenen zijn om te denken dat MKAs hun beste 

tijd hebben gehad zouden ze hun nut in de toekomst kunnen behouden, zij het op een andere 

manier dan in de afgelopen jaren. 
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