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Abstract 
 
Flexibility has stolen into the marketing lexicon in recent years to engage scholars in 
analysis, theorising and philosophising around definitions and models. We propose a 
philological approach to analysing the development of flexibility ideology through 
explicating meaning from everyday conversations of managers in one of the most dynamic 
industries in the modern world, the telecommunications industry. Interviews were conducted 
on a conversational basis with six chief executive officers of software development 
companies serving the telecommunications industry and located in South East Sweden. The 
research shows the application of the discourse analytic in revealing the purpose and 
complexity of flexibility repertoire. 
 
 

Introduction 
 
Words creep into the marketing lexicon from time to time. Words like “relationship”, 
“network”, “co-create”, “co-deliver”, “partnership” and now “flexibility”. Grewal and 
Tansuhaj (2001) suggest that flexibility represents an organization’s ability to manage 
economic and political risks by responding to market threats and opportunities in a proactive 
or reactive manner. They go on to point out that flexibility is a polymorphous construct 
whose exact meaning and conceptualization varies from one context to another.  The 
adoption of strategic marketing flexibility may offer an organization a unique competitive 
advantage largely due to the difficulty for competitors to imitate such developments (Combe 
& Greenley, 2003 p.1457).  By definition, marketing flexibility places an emphasis on 
answering the unique needs of consumers, business partners, and institutional constituents 
(Grewal & Tansuhaj, 2001).  Authors argue that without a focus on the market, flexibility in 
any area of business activity will not help the organization create superior value-added and 
sustainable competitive advantage (Javalgi, Whipple & Ghosh, 2005).  As Combe and 
Greenley (2003 p.1458-9) explain, where companies cultivate a strong market or customer 
focus, rigidities in decision making and strategic action could result which militate against an 
agenda of developing flexibility. This paper begins by asking where the phenomena of 
flexibility in the world of business comes from and in so doing, takes a post-structuralist 
perspective in applying discourse theory to provide a deeper understanding of meanings of 
flexibility. The analysis below focuses on how the term has developed and been objectified 
in communities such as that of the telecommunications industry. Furthermore it argues that 
the concept of flexibility is ideologically driven but like all ideology it is full of tensions and 
contradictions. The paper explores the language of flexibility, seeking to locate its sources 
and looking to suggest the products of such discourses. 
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The Discourse Analytic 
 
There is an increasing academic commitment to the study of discourse, which has stemmed in 
part according to Jaworski and Coupland (1999), from an intellectual insecurity in the 
traditional ways of explaining phenomena and how knowledge is constituted. The term 
“discourse” itself is subject to a number of definitions. Gilbert and Mulkay (1984) for 
example define it as “all forms of talk and writing”. On the other hand Foucault (1972) 
locates the meaning within the historical formation of knowledge through language (Hall 
1997). Potter and Wetherell (1987 pg: 7) however, take discourse to mean “all forms of 
spoken interaction, formal and informal, and written texts of all kinds”. Just as the definitions 
of “discourse” vary, so we see variations on the explanations of discourse analysis.  The 
analysis of discourse, at its most simplistic level is defined by Fasold (1990) as, “the study of 
language in use”. But Brown and Yule (1983 pg. 1) take this further by drawing attention to 
the functional aspect of language: 
 

the analysis of discourse is necessarily the analysis of language in use. As such, it 
cannot be restricted to the description of linguistic forms independent of the purposes or 
functions, which these forms are designed to serve human affairs.  

 
It is an extremely diverse research method that has been applied across a range of social and 
health sciences. Discourse has been studied from a range of perspectives, spanning 
conversation analysis (Goffman 1981), ethnomethodology (Garfinkel 1967; Weider 1974), 
semiotics (Hodge & Kress 1988), socio- linguistics (Tannen 1981), post-structuralism 
(Foucault 1970), Bakhtinian research (Billig 1997) and critical discourse analysis (Fairclough 
1995), each differing in the understanding of “discourse” but nevertheless making a 
significant contribution to the understanding of “language in use” (Fasold 1990). The various 
perspectives utilize a wide range of data such as interviews and focus groups as well as 
historical and contemporary documents and texts.  The approach adopted for the study of talk 
is ultimately influenced by the type of data being collected, the topic under investigation and 
the academic discipline being used as a reference point for the research (Wetherell 2001).  
 
 

Interpretative Repertoires 
 
A key concept in discourse analysis is that of interpretative repertoires (see for example 
Gilbert and Mulkay 1984). These are defined by Potter and Wetherell (1987) as “basically a 
lexicon or register of terms and metaphors drawn upon to characterise and evaluate actions 
and events” (Potter and Wetherel 1987 pg: 138). Edley (2001) outlines interpretative 
repertoires as “part and parcel of a community’s common sense” (Edley 2001 pg: 198). As 
was suggested earlier, according to Foucault when people talk about things, they do so using 
discourses that have already been provided for them.  As Bakhtin (1981, reproduced in 
Jaworski and Coupland 1999 pg: 131) wrote “the topic of a speaker’s speech, regardless of 
what this topic may be, does not become the object of speech for the first time in any given 
utterance”. As the speaker is not “the biblical Adam” dealing with objects that have as yet 
been unnamed, any utterance has already been the subject of talk. Therefore an utterance, as 
well as being addressed to the object is also addressed to others’ talk about it. A speaker is 
one of a chain of speakers who articulate ideas about an object and so utterances are 
necessarily filled with or informed by others’ words. For Norman Fairclough (2001) any talk 
or text is a chain in a link of other talk or texts and he points out that it is necessarily shaped 
by the socially available repertoires. Our sample of six CEO’s provided interview data based 
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on naturally occurring talk on the subject of flexibility. Extracts have been selected by the 
researchers and are presented below. Take for instance the following extracts: 
 

“We are an extremely flexible company. In the way that we, we work with relatively 
short advance planning in that sense that we are all the time chasing business 
opportunities and customers. And depending on how it is going on, we have to adjust 
our production plans and delivery times” 

This gives us another way of looking at flexibility discourses. The above extract represents a 
devotee who not only utilizes the basic repertoire evident elsewhere on responsiveness, but 
also constructs flexibility further as a set of organizational acts. The discourse has developed 
and evolved and this gives us a glimpse of the further potential objectification of flexibility.  

“Sure… flexibility must be there but it… you can do it in a different way. You have to 
adapt, you have to be flexible even when the company grows to a bigger size. You have 
to do it differently.” 

 
Fairclough’s chain effect is evident in the two quotes above as we see the evolution of the 
discourse. How influential this is will depend on the ensuing action and how the discourse 
develops will dictate this. We observe a becoming ontology at work in these quotations, 
where flexibility is shaped, directed and proposed, promoted by discourse. 
 
 

Discussion and Data Presentation 
 
Discourse analysis has tended to hinge on data collected through naturally occurring talk, 
which in its ideal form, would have occurred independently of the researcher and would not 
have been “set up” as in an interview situation. This form of data is thought to be ideal 
because it would be unaffected by the presence of the researcher and the tape-recording 
equipment. However, this presents a number of problems, both technical and ethical (Taylor 
2001). As a result interviews are commonly used and can still be considered to provide useful 
data. They are generally conversational in style and the respondents’ responses are 
unrestricted. Six chief executive officers of software development companies have been 
interviewed for this study utilising a loose framework of topics and a conversational style of 
interviewing. The focus in discussing the interview text below is on understanding the 
ideology of flexibility. The emphasis on this interpretative approach is on human agency and 
the deployment of repertoires in talking of flexibility. Let us now turn to discourses on 
flexibility to understand the ideological backdrop to common sense understanding on the one 
hand and what these discourses produce on the other. Flexibility is a construct, which appears 
to be developing meaning in the software development community. However, it can only 
exist meaningfully within the discourses about it. The study of discourses on flexibility would 
include reference to “subjects” who personify the discourse with the attributes we would 
expect them to have. It is a phrase, which has its roots in the vocabulary of the marketer and 
of marketing. 
 
The respondents in our research dwell within the telecommunications industry, one that has 
experienced much turbulence in recent years. The globalization of the telecommunications 
market is thought to have gathered pace in the late 1990s when developed markets began to 
stagnate (Nakata and Sivakumar, 1997). Innovation throughout the 1990s and into the new 
millennium led to the creation of new markets based on 3G (third generation) mobile 
technological development and then more recently IP (internet protocol) based developments. 
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Actors in these industries have been faced with increasing rates of change which, present as 
both opportunities and threats (Fjeldstad, Becerra and Narayanan 2004). The technological 
developments have created a gap between product/service potential and consumer preferences 
while blurring the distinctions between traditional and established land-based 
telecommunication service providers and hardware (predominantly hand-set) manufacturers 
on the one hand, and internet/information technology based providers on the other (Roberts, 
2000). The term flexibility then has grown out of this chaotic environment but it is yet to fully 
mature as the industry is changing and moulding itself partially in response to technology and 
partially in a more proactive way to regain power and position. Flexibility has a high status, 
particularly in software development. It is symbolically important in that it implies positive 
concepts such as accommodating, amenable, yielding and efficiency. It is an evolution of the 
post-fordist culture and a thing of the moment, but it is not yet fully defined. The following 
quotation from our research illustrates the moment: 
 

“We have to have swiftness and… and flexibility is the thing that gives you swiftness, 
so to speak. If we notice that now our customer wants this service we have to be able to 
produce it fast and get it out on the market. So we have to be ahead... ehhh... those big 
mobile operators when they are our competitors. But it... it is difficult, so to speak. 
Company’s history makes things very complicated when you talk about flexibility and 
swiftness, so to say.” 

 
Flexibility is used in the above discourse as shorthand for understanding the market, listening 
to customers, beating the competition and staying ahead. Yet the final element of the 
quotation reveals a lack of further clarity, a confusion in the midst of flexibility which plays 
out as a hesitancy in the discourse and a deficit of vocabulary to explain further. The 
respondent displays only a limited ability to construct flexibility in terms of action and stops 
short.  Several other discourses in the research express the same limitation of repertoire, which 
indicates that the process of constructing flexibility within the community under scrutiny has 
not yet matured. Respondents stutter and falter when asked to explain what flexibility means 
to them. Consider the following extract: 
 

“It is also important to have some kind of a policy, a standard on how everything will be 
done in order to use the same methods and do everything in Java, so that no one sits and 
does it in C or something else. And that is kind of... It has to do with how you write the 
documentation, how you... code. So it is about many things. The more you can 
standardize it, the more flexible... space you create for the future... “ 

 
Confusion is evident in this extract and this is underlined by contradiction. The respondent 
can’t quite express the meaning of flexibility except to say that being inflexible 
(standardisation)  is a necessary condition for flexibility to occur. “So it is about many things” 
except that these things remain hidden for now, until some future date when flexibility can be 
constructed expansively perhaps. At this moment in time, the truth of what flexibility means, 
is embodied by discourses which relate largely to markets and marketing. The following quote 
presents this view clearly: 
 

“But… the thing we have to be flexible with… that we must listen to our members, our 
customer, so to say. As a small company we have to be more flexible and faster than 
Telia is or Telenor. Otherwise it is over for us.” 
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The discourse presented above is indicative of the consensus among this sample of small 
software development companies in the global telecommunications industry. The accepted 
power in the industry rests with the customers of these companies, the large operators and 
handset manufacturers, the organisations who buy software. The hegemonic power in the 
industry becomes synonymous with size in the extracts above and below: 
 

“It is very important. We are such a little company. We must be able to adjust us; we 
must be able to act fast so you have to be flexible. Another word for “flexible” is 
“apprehensive”, you have to know what customers want.” 

 
In this extract “small” equates with flexible but “apprehensive” reveals the true nature of 
power in this industry at this time. The discourses analysed for this paper revealed that this 
way of expressing common sense views of relationships between the actors in the industry 
represent both the knowable and the sayable. In other words the extracts reveal the rules of 
discourse in this community. The truth concerning how these companies act in relation to 
flexibility can be seen in the following extract: 
 

“it is very sluggish to get those big companies to do anything fast. Unlike them, we can 
act very fast because we have that opportunity to re-direct, to re-prioritize. We do not 
have any five-year plans (laughs) or two-year plans.” 
 

The smaller software companies behave in a particular way. They move quickly, they do 
respond as they promise they will. The discourse they engage with produces the action they 
describe rather than the other way around. The discourse evolves and the action follows. The 
discourse of flexibility is currently under-developed and so the act of flexibility is 
underdeveloped. The respondents depend on the discourse for their knowledge of what to do. 
The discourse on flexibility depends to a significant extent to what some might call the 
“cutting edge thinking” on the subject. This thinking goes something like this. In most 
industries today, an organization’s ability to quickly change direction and reconfigure 
strategically is crucial if it is to succeed (Johnson, Pui-Wan Lee, Saini & Grohmann, 2003).  
Johnson et al (2003) identify three levels of flexibility: operational, tactical and strategic.  
Strategic flexibility refers to the creation, maintenance and realization of options for the 
organization’s future (Johnson et al, 2003).  Javalgi et al (2005 p. 213) suggest that in an 
organization’s objective is to “create a superior value proposition for its customer base, and 
therefore a sustainable competitive advantage, an advanced conceptualization of strategic 
flexibility should incorporate a market- focused perspective and directly consider an 
organization’s options with regards to services and markets”. 
 
In the Foucauldian sense, we can see that the ideological proposition of flexibility portrayed 
in the literature cited above has been adopted as a truth in the software development 
companies interviewed. The rhetoric of larger businesses that buy from software companies 
has, since roughly the beginning of the new millennium, introduced this construct of 
flexibility into the lexicon. Subsequent discourse and ensuing action have cemented flexibility 
as a truth on the basis of consensus. But whose interests are served by this hegemony? To 
what extent is the continued development of the discourse under threat? We explore these 
questions below with some further extracts from interviews: 
 

“Then you have to be careful if you talk about flexibility. You may have fun for a 
moment, flexibility can get you business but… when you have a hundred solutions and 
there is no chance to maintain them then… flexibility becomes a problem.” 
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In this extract, the respondent reveals a potential deviation from the standard discourse. 
Perhaps being flexible has not delivered the expected business outcomes for this respondent 
or perhaps the discourse is not serving the interests of the business. The indication is that the 
discourse best serves the buyer and this is expressed more clearly below: 
 

“You have to know your agenda. If you deviate from the agenda, then do it consciously. 
Look to achieve some kind of… possible flexibility. Otherwise you can be too 
flexible… to achieve some… negative outcomes. In that case maybe what we have 
achieved is not flexibility, maybe it is pure silliness…” 

 
It is likely that such deviance from the core discourse of flexibility will elicit regulatory 
power from those companies who wield it. The regime of truth in the software industry under 
investigation is dominated by the global telecommunications companies. Thus the discursive 
formation and re-formation of the text of flexibility discourse will be led by the larger, more 
powerful firms to redress any potential imbalance or threat to the current value consensus. 
This explains in part why such large telecommunications companies promote a discourse of 
flexibility, predicated on the ideology of marketing. The product of such discourse is to 
perpetuate the hegemony, which serves them best, and the small software development 
companies least. However, it is likely that such discourse will develop in a new direction in 
the near future, in order to maintain the current hegemony.  The suggestion that marketing 
should play a major role in the formulation of corporate strategies with manufacturing simply 
reacting and working to those strategies has been prevalent in the marketing literature for 
many years (see for example Chen, Calantone & Chung, 1992). Such a stance, particularly in 
relation to knowledge-based industries is no longer tenable.  Early authors such as Freeland 
(1980) and Shapiro (1977) suggested that strong co-ordination between manufacturing and 
marketing is a pre-requisite for corporate success. As Groote (1994 p. 154) suggests, a 
flexible production process will be able to offer a broad production line while flexible 
marketing will allow the organization to consider “the heterogeneity of customer’s 
preferences”.  These early notions of marketing flexibility were predicated on constructs such 
as the value chain as models which explained the value-added relationship between elements 
or functions of companies which existed in highly vertically integrated industries and markets 
(Li and Whalley 2002). The global telecommunications industry can now rely much less on 
such models today in explaining its value-added role and the relationship it needs to have with 
both customers and suppliers (Berggren and Bengtsson 2004). The technological convergence 
in the industry was examined at an early stage in its development by Chan-Olmsted and 
Jamison (2001). They concluded that strategic alliances would become more commonplace as 
firms looked to diversify both product ranges and geographical sales territories (see also 
Chang, 1996), although authors such as Jung (2003) argue that larger firms will not 
necessarily be more successful. The rate of technological development and convergence has 
nullified their predictions in that, radical new flexible forms and partnerships are now 
required to succeed in what is a truly global market (Blankenburg and Woerter, 2004). These 
strategic alliances cement the ideology of flexibility further and enhance the discourse of the 
industry. The value chain is also outmoded as a valid model for defining both the value 
proposition of a telecoms firm and its position in the industry in relation to structure and inter-
organizational relationships. Jarillo (1993) argues that in such knowledge-based markets 
strategic networks should replace linear or transactional models of organisational form. A 
more market-based model can be described as a knowledge constellation where relationships 
with suppliers evolve and are managed according to customer needs. This type of structure 
enables communication with the marketplace and avoids the dominance of a single 
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bureaucracy (Peppard and Rylander, 2006). The actors in a knowledge or value constellation 
come together to co-create value. Norman and Ramirez (1998) suggest that the constellation 
view of value creation best explains knowledge industries. Innovation is encouraged through 
the flexible stance adopted in relation to co-production. The regime of truth is strengthened 
through these theoretical developments and the acts of flexibility, strategic alliances and 
knowledge networks, become the products of this discourse.  
 
 

Conclusions 
 
A significant body of work has originated from Foucault (1970) who has claimed that 
discourse, rather than a linguistic concept is, “a group of statements which provide a language 
for talking about – a way of representing the knowledge about – a particular topic at a 
particular historical moment” (Hall, 1992 pg: 291). For Foucault discourse is about the 
production of knowledge through language in that it has to be viewed as being characteristic 
of a way of thinking at a certain historical period. Foucault also argues that we can only have 
a knowledge of things if they have a meaning and that it is the discourse and not the thing in 
itself which produces the knowledge. What Foucault is saying is that certain types of 
knowledge appear at certain points in history and therefore we would not be able to find the 
same phenomena across different historical periods. This is because the knowledge only 
appears within a specific historical context. According to Hall, “it is discourse, not the 
subjects who speak it, which produces the knowledge. Subjects may produce particular texts, 
but they are operating within the limits of a particular period and culture” (Hall, 1997 pg: 79). 
Foucault was also interested in the power relations that drive linguistic practices, or 
discourses. Power, being the ultimate principle of social reality has created through the 
process of modernisation, apparatus for the support of specific types of knowledge or ways of 
knowing. For Foucault there is a direct relationship between what we “know” and why or how 
such knowledge is constituted through power relations. As Van Dijk (1993) points out, power 
involves control of one group over another group. This power can constrain the behaviour of 
the others and at the same time can be manipulative. It can result in changing “the minds of 
others in one’s own interests” (Van Dijk, 1993 pg: 302). For Van Dijk (1993) managing the 
minds of others is essentially a function of text and talk. This may not involve the exercise of 
power in the obvious sense. Indeed because of its subtlety, in that power is seldom total, its 
enaction can appear natural or acceptable. This acceptance works as a form of value 
consensus resulting in the dominated group acting in the interests of the powerful of their own 
free will. In a sense the ideas of the dominant group become hegemonic. One of the key 
interests of discourse analysis is to analyse the process whereby particular forms of 
knowledge/specific discourses become normalised and to identify whose interests are served 
by this hegemony.  Further research into the institutional backdrop to the concept of 
flexibility would add much to our understanding of why it has become de rigeur in corporate 
repertoires. We have analysed power aspects of the ideology of flexibility in our earlier 
analysis of interpretative repertoires but this says little of the overarching structure or the 
detail of the hegemonic power wielded by the larger organisational players in the 
telecommunications industry. Research of a more foucauldian nature would require access to 
contracts, policies and an evaluation of the impact of legislation on relationships in the 
telecommunications industry in order to clearly demonstrate the development of flexibility as 
an ideology. 
 
The discourses presented in this study demonstrate that there is a general acceptance of 
flexibility from its discursive formation in the software development community. The actions 
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of companies in this industry become intelligible through the discourse rather than the other 
way around. The ideological backdrop to flexibility is evolving as discourses evolve, but the 
regime of truth in this process is dominated by the global telecommunications companies who 
are customers to the CEO’s we have interviewed. The following quote from “Through the 
Looking Glass” sums up the hegemonic power dynamic we have observed and presented in 
this paper; 
 
"When I use a word," Humpty Dumpty said in rather a scornful tone. "It means just what I 
choose it to mean - neither more or less.""The question is," said Alice, "whether you can 
make words mean so many different things." "The question is," said Humpty Dumpty, "which 
is to be master - that's all." 
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