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Reeling in the Slack: An Integrative Review to Reinstate Slack as a Central Theoretical

Construct for Management Research

Abstract

Slack is a prominent construct in management research, shown to be relevant for
a wide range of phenomena. Yet, despite slack’s prominence and breadth of
application, our review reveals a lack of clarity and consistency in the
categorization, theorizing, and measurement of various types and forms of slack.
This has led to differences in the characterization and treatment of seemingly
identical kinds of slack, which prevents the full exploitation of the conceptual
depth of the slack construct and thus the creation of robust knowledge about
slack resources. Based on a review of 229 studies which explicitly theorized
about slack, we identify two fundamental dimensions of the slack construct—
availability and fungibility—that allow us to: (1) systematize and integrate past
research aboutslack anditsimplications for organizations; (2) enrich andexpand
theorizing on slack by advancing a novel typology for understanding slack
resourcing decisionsand orchestration in organizations; and (3) reinvigorate and

open new directions for future research on slack.



The concept of slack—defined as “potentially utilizable resources that can be diverted
or redeployed for the achievement of organizational goals” (George, 2005: 661)—hasbeen a
mainstay in management research for half a century and continues to be widely used. Given
the range that is implied by this definition, such resources can be used by managers in multiple
and often contrasting ways. For instance, excess resources can be used as a buffer to protect
the organization from external shocks (e.g., Bromiley, 1991; Thompson, 1967), but can also
serve as inducements to engage in both exploratory and exploitative growth strategies
(Mishina, Pollock, & Porac, 2004; Nohria & Gulati, 1996). Similarly, resources that are
currently committed can be reallocated to pursue the development of new capabilities, the
personal goals of self-interested managers, or to maintain coalitions (Bourgeois & Singh, 1983;
Cyert & March, 1963; March & Simon, 1958). This breadth of slack’s implications makes the
construct central to major organizational theories, such as the behavioral theory of the firm, the
resource-based view, and agency theory, as well as of broad practical relevance.

Despite slack’s extensive theoretical and practical appeal, however, our reviewsuggests
that slack might be at risk of becoming an amorphous concept that is shaped more by empirical
considerations than theoretical investigations. Thisisreflected in at leasttwo ways. First, many
studies construe slack in a vague, generic manner, and do not elucidate the underlying
characteristics of the slack resource under consideration. This is problematic, because the
assumptions and arguments that link slack to organizational actions and outcomes have been
shown to vary depending on the underlying characteristics of the slack resource (e.g., Mishina
et al., 2004; Voss, Sirdeshmukh, & Voss, 2008). Indeed, studies that examine specific types
(e.g., absorbed, unabsorbed) or forms (e.g., financial, human resource) of slack reveal
importantdifferencesinthe implications of these differentkinds of slack for organizations. For
instance, managers are generally more constrained in their ability to redeploy human resource

(HR) slack as compared to financial slack, since the latter is highly fungible and can be easily



redeployed to pursue alternate goals (Kim & Bettis, 2014).

Second, as a consequence of slack’s vague treatment, the studies that do specify the
type and/or form of slack they examine, and use these designations as a basis for theorizing the
underlying characteristics of slack, do so inconsistently. As a result, mixed findings are
reported for slack that appears to be of the same kind. For example, while some studies state
that HR slack is “largely path-dependent and context-embedded and is tightly tied up with
currentorganizational arrangements”(Wang, Choi, Wang, & Dong, 2016:506), others suggest
that “HR slack serves multiple purposes in organizations pursuing strategic change” (Bentley
& Kehoe, 2020: 187). Such inconsistencies point to the absence of a common theoretical
foundation to the slack construct, which impedes careful theorizingand fruitful dialogue across
studies. Leftto follow the natural evolution of this trajectory, slackmightdrifttoward a hollow,
catchall term for ‘any and all’ kinds of excess resources with no clear theoretical foundation.

To avert such an eventuality and reinstate slack as a central construct for management
scholars, we develop an integrative typology that consolidates prior research about slack and
provides a systematic basis to theorize its organizational implications. We inductively derive
our typology from a review of 229 studies, 207 being empirical, through which we identify
availability and fungibility as fundamental conceptual dimensions of slack. While these
dimensions are not new, their ambiguous application has prevented consistency across studies.
We provide clarity to these dimensions, and in doing so offer a revised theoretical foundation
to the slack construct that allows us to integrate and synthesize prior theorizing on slack.
Availability captures the degree to which a resource can be independently accessed by an
organizational actor and relates to its ease of recovery due to being (un)absorbed in the firm’s
operations or external to the firm (Bourgeois & Singh, 1983). Fungibility captures the degree
to which a resource “can be applied to multiple ends interchangeably” (Mishina et al., 2004:

1183) and covers implications relating to its range of potential uses. We then propose a



typology, based on the four categories that result from an idealized consideration of high and
low levels of these two dimensions, to arrive at four characteristic profiles of slack that vary in
their constraints, depicted in Figure 1. We use this typology to appraise the literature in terms
of how these different kinds of slack can have divergent implications for organizations due the

discretion they afford managers and the strategies that they enable.

Our review contributes to the literature in three ways. First, our typology provides
researchers with a source to clarify, compare, and contrast the entire range of arguments and
findings on slack, as well as highlights the mechanisms that have been invoked in the literature
when theorizing about the implications of slack. Specifically, we identify availability and
fungibility as fundamental dimensions that provide a revised theoretical foundation to the
construct and uncover four kinds of slack with distinct characteristic profiles. We demonstrate
how this revised foundation resolves previous inconsistencies and reveals commonalities
across studies that are unaccounted for in previous attempts to systematize insights (e.g., Stan,
Peng, & Bruton, 2014; Voss etal., 2008). Second, by surveying the literature through the lens
of the four profilesof slack in our typology, we identify some patterns of managerial discretion
and resourcing that provide a novel understanding of slack’s implications for organizations.
We find that there is a significant imbalance in the distribution of studies across the four kinds
of slack that comprise our typology, which represent important avenues for future research to
explore. For example, we point to the importance of research on the implications of slack that
is characterized by low availability and requires more managerial effort and time to redeploy
(Vanacker, Collewaert, & Zahra, 2017), which remainsa scarcely researched area. Finally, we
propose a renewed program for future research on the implications of slack that emphasizes

important individual-, organizational-, environmental-, and cross-level boundary conditions,



and suggest how these can be investigated at the nexus of different theoretical perspectives.
METHOD

Following previous studies (e.g., Chuah, DesJardine, Goranova, & Henisz, 2023;
Cooper, Cohen, Huppert, Levine, & Fleeson, 2023; Lazar, Miron-Spektor, Agarwal, Erez,
Goldfarb, & Chen, 2020; Tranfield, Denyer, & Smart, 2003), we adopted a three-stage approach
to conduct our review. These stages comprised: (1) formulation of the review strategy; (2) article
search and selection; and (3) coding of selected articles.

In the first stage, we focused our review on slack in management and organization
research. This refers to studies that investigated slack at the organizational-level or the
organizational unitlevel. To identify relevant studies, we planned to search in the Web of Science
(WQOS) database across a set of 26 management and organization journals, which consisted of
seven journalsin the University of Texasat Dallas (UTD) list, ten journals in the Financial Times
(FT) list, and nine journals that are not included in these lists but which publish research on
similar management and organization topics, including on organizational slack. Because some
in-press articles that are available online and some older articles might not be indexed by the
WOS, we also planned to search the websites of these 26 journals to gather relevant articles
that are not captured in the WOS search. Finally, we planned to execute an additional search
of the WOS to identify highly-cited articles on slack published outside of the above journals.

In the second stage, we executed our search for articles in the WOS based on a query
formulated in the firststage. Afterdownloadingall the matchingarticles, we filtered them based
on two criteria. First, slack needed to be used in the paper’s theorizingor featured as a construct
in the hypotheses. Second, slack needed to be studied at the organizational or organizational
unit level of analysis. We identified 229 articles that fit these criteria.

In the third stage, we coded information for each article related to themes in our review

(e.g., slack type, slack form, definition, theoretical lens, and use of slack in the extant literature).



Figure 2 summarizes these three stages, which are detailed further in the online Appendix 1,
including information about how the papers were coded to ensure consistency and accuracy.
Online Appendices 2 through 11 present the information we coded from the articles in our

sample, and online Appendix 12 lists all the articles in our review sample.

ORGANIZATIONAL SLACK: AHISTORY AND DEFINITION

We start our review by providing a brief history of the slack construct and highlighting
differences in the evolution of slack that has led to the conceptual entanglement of resource
availability and fungibility along a single dimension. We then document the different
definitions of slack that have emerged in the literature, largely due to this conceptual unclarity.
Finally, we propose a revised definition of slack that bridges the differences in the
conceptualization that we identify. Establishing a shared definition is the first step towards
reinstating slack as a central construct in management research.
A History of the Slack Construct

Slack is generally understood to mean an organization’s resources that are in excess of
what it needs for daily operations. While the idea that excess organizational resources can
facilitate adaptation has been discussed in early organization research (e.g., Penrose, 1959),
slack was first treated as a key construct within a broader theory of organizational decision-
making by Cyertand March (1963), who proposed that slack performstwo roles. First, slack
protects organizations from environmental fluctuations by acting as a buffer against internal
and external pressures. While firms without slack might still manage to weather disruption
from internal conflicts and environmental changes, slack provides firms with the means to
address conflicts and adapt to changing environments without compromising their ongoing

operations. Second, slack reduces goal conflicts between organizational subunits and lowers



the acceptance criteria for subunit proposals for action, thus enabling the exploration of risky
projects with no immediate returns but potential long-term rewards for the organization. These
roles of slack provide the foundation for most of the theorizing on slack by subsequent studies.

In this early conceptualization, slack is characterized as a unitary construct,
encompassing all organizational resources that exceed the necessities of routine operations. A
refinement of the construct was developed by Bourgeois and Singh (1983: 43), who proposed
a decomposition of slack into three conceptually distinct types, namely “(readily) available,
recoverable (with some effort), and potential slack” that may be accessed from the external
environment. These different types of slack represent a decreasing order of the ease with which
a slack resource can be recovered for potential use (i.e., its availability for ready deployment).
This revision of the construct expanded the scope of slack to include not only resources that
are surplus to requirements (i.e., excess) but also resources that can be recovered from current
operations and redirected to other uses. Singh (1986) subsequently suggested another
conceptualization of slack thatis based on differences in availability, albeitwithoutelaborating
on the need for this different classification, consisting of absorbed slack, which refers to
absorbed costs and largely corresponds to recoverable slack, and unabsorbed slack, which
refers to uncommitted liquid resources and largely corresponds to available slack.

Despite these early insights on the differences between types of slack that vary in their
availability due to ease of accessing the resources, by and large, this important distinction has
not been leveraged theoretically. For example, while Singh (1986) suggested a re-
conceptualization of slack consisting of absorbed and unabsorbed slack, this distinction is not
carried over to the logic used in theorizing about the effect of slack on the outcome of
organizational risk taking. Although the study reiterates the need for such a distinction when
reflecting on the finding that absorbed slack affected organizational risk taking while

unabsorbed slack did not, specific theoretical mechanisms driving these distinct effects were



not developed. The nuances between different types of slack are also largely overlooked by the
subsequent literature, which continued to treat slack as a unitary construct in one the following
three ways (Appendix 13 provides details about the studies that are cited next). First, many
studiesdo notdistinguish between the differenttypes of slack theoretically orempirically (e.g.,
Arrfelt, Wiseman, & Hult, 2013; Shi, Connelly, & Cirik, 2018). Second, some studies do not
theoretically distinguish between different types of slack butintroduce a distinction empirically
by using different measures (e.g., Bromiley, 1991; lyer & Miller, 2008). Third, some studies
acknowledge the differences between the types of slack both theoretically and empirically but
do not leverage these differences when formulating their predictions about slack (e.g., Singh,
1986; Greve, 2003, 2007).

Another conceptualization of slack was introduced by Sharfman Wolf, Chase, and
Tansik (1988), who proposed a classification based on different forms of slack that capture the
resources’ degree of flexibility to be used across a variety of situations (i.e., their fungibility).
This consisted of two categories: namely high discretion slack, which refers to resources that
canbeapplied to awide variety of situations (e.g., cash); and low discretion slack, which refers
to resources that can be applied to only a few specific situations (e.g., specialized machine
capacity). Despite making such a distinction between different forms of slack, this study
equates the fungibility dimension that it introduces to the availability dimension proposed by
earlierstudies (e.g., Bourgeois & Singh, 1983; Singh, 1986). Specifically, the authorsstate that,
“the anchors of this dimension also resemble the Bourgeois and Singh (1983)ideas of potential
(high discretion) and absorbed (low discretion) slack™ (Sharfman etal., 1988:602). Asaresult,
later studies that have adopted the term ‘discretion’ to describe different formsof slack (e.g,
George, 2005; Simsek, Veiga, & Lubatkin, 2007) have tended to use a single dimension to
discuss its fungibility and availability, which has caused imprecision and inconsistencies in the

literature. A summary of slack’s conceptual evolution is provided in Table 1.



Although a wide range of theoretical perspectivesare used in studies on slack (e.g., we
identified 17 theoretical perspectives that have been used in at least two papers in our review),
the most frequently used are the behavioral theory ofthe firm (BTOF), the resource -based view
(RBV), and agency theory. Out of the 229 papers in our review, 41% used at least one of these
perspectives. Invoking the buffering and experimentation-enabling roles of slack, most of the
studies we reviewed theorized a positive effect of slack on organizational outcomes, including
innovation (Greve, 2003; 2007), corporate social responsibility (Kang, Germann, & Grewal,
2016), internationalization (Chang & Rhee, 2011), exploratory interfirm relationships
(Kavusan & Frankort, 2019), and performance (Carnes, Xu, Sirmon, & Karadag, 2019; George,
2005), among others.

Besides this positive view of slack, more critical views on how slack affects firm
behaviors and outcomes have also been developed. First, building on the ideas of Cyert and
March (1963) that slack lowers the acceptance criteria for organizational actions, Bourgeois
(1981) suggested that slack can also trigger complacency and suboptimal choices, instead of
exploration and experimentation. This idea is developed by several subsequent studies which
argue that, while some level of slack can facilitate experimentation, too muchis likely to induce
complacency (Nohria & Gulati, 1996), leading to predictions of curvilinear effects of slack on
outcomes including firm performance (George, 2005; Tan & Peng, 2003) and innovation
(Suzuki, 2018). Second, drawing on agency theory, some studies suggest that having access to
excess resources enables managers to pursue their personal goals, which often come at the
expense of organizational goals, ultimately leading to negative outcomes for the firm (Jensen
& Meckling, 1976). Out of the 26 studies that invoked agency theory in their theorizing on

slack either as an independent or moderator variable, only 18 ultimately theorized negative
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effects about slack on organizational behaviors and outcomes such as performance (Wan &
Yiu, 2009) and risk taking (Lim, 2017).

While the BTOF, RBV, and agency theory have been the dominant theoretical
perspectives used to study slack, our review also revealed that the evolving approaches in how
management scholars have been studying organizations is partly reflected in more recent
research on slack. For example, aligned with the growing emphasis in management research
on non-financial performance, such as that relating to environmental and social factors, slack
has been increasingly examined—whether explicitly or implicitly—from a stakeholder theory
perspective from2010onwards. While we could identify only two papersof this kind published
between 1981 and2010(Alvarez-Gil, Berrone, Husillos, & Lado, 2007; Wu, 2008), comprising
2.4% of the papers in our review during this period, seven such papers were published between
2011 and 2023, accounting for 4.8% of the papers in this more recent period. We anticipate
that studies on slack will continue to be informed by the evolving approaches to studying
organizations, as we discuss in the future research section.

Definition of Slack

The differences in the conceptualization and interpretation of slack over time have led
to the emergence of various working definitions of the construct. Slack was first coined in
Cyert and March’s (1963: 36) seminal work, A Behavioural Theory of the Firm, where they
defined organizational slack as the differencebetweena firm’s total resources and the payments
required to members of the coalition within an organization to ensure their participation. Out
of the 162 papers in our review that provide a definition of slack, 23% (37 papers) used Cyert
and March (1963) as a source (e.g., lyer & Miller, 2008; Titus, O’Brien, & Dixit, 2022; Xu,
Yang, Quan, & Lu, 2015). Building on this original definition, later studies offered alternative
definitions that: (a) extended the scope of slack to accommodate both excess and potential

resources; and (b) incorporated the implications of slack (further) into the definition by
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emphasizing the role of excess resources in protecting the firm from internal and external
pressures and enabling experimentation. Specifically, Bourgeois (1981) suggested a
comprehensive measure for the slack construct using financial ratios and, to substantiate their
proposed measurement, developed a conceptual grounding for the construct. In this grounding,
they state:
“Organizational slack is that cushion of actual or potential resources which allows an
organization to adapt successfully to internal pressures for adjustment or to external

pressures for change in policy, as well as to initiate changes in strategy with respect to

the external environment.” (Bourgeois, 1981: 30)

This is the most frequently cited definition of slack used in the literature, with 28% of
the studies (45 papers) using it as a source. Taking the extended scope of slack to include
potential resources a step further, subsequent studies offered specific definitions based on the
resources’ degree of availability. For instance, Bourgeois and Singh (1983) defined available
slack as resources that are not structurally integrated into an organization’s operations,
recoverable slack as resources that have already been absorbed into an organization’s
operations as excessive costs but could possibly be reclaimed, and potential slack as resources
the firm may be able to access from the external environment. Similarly, Singh (1986) defined
unabsorbed slack as uncommitted excess liquid resources and absorbed slack as excess costs
within an organization. These two definitions are cited by 7% of studies (two and nine papers,
respectively) as a theoretical source to define different types of slack (e.g., Kim, Kim, & Lee,
2008; Tang, Qian, Chen, & Shen, 2015), but are cited more frequently as sources to support
the use of different empirical measures of slack (by 19% of the studies that included a measure
of slack, i.e., 35 out of 180 papers). We see this disparity as aligned with our observation
highlighted above (and further detailed in Appendix 13) that some studies recognize the
multidimensionality of the slack construct empirically without reflecting this in their

theorizing.

12



In addition to these definitions, Nohria and Gulati (1996: 1246) emphasized the
complacency-inducing role of slack and defined the construct as “the pool of resources in an
organization that is in excess of the minimum necessary to produce a given level of
organizational output.” They position surplus slack resources as a source of inefficiency
“synonymous with waste and as a reflection of managerial self-interest, incompetence, and
sloth” thatis subjectto agency costs (Nohria & Gulati, 1996:1248). Ofthe studies in our review
that provide a definition of slack, 14% (22 papers) used this definition (e.g., Berk & Kase,
2010; Ploeg, Knoben, & Vermeulen, 2022). Finally, 11% of the studies (18 papers) that
provided adefinition usedthe more recentone proposed by George (2005:661), which captures
slack more broadly as “potentially utilizable resources that can be diverted or redeployed for
the achievement of organizational goals.” The remaining papers in our review sample that had
references to define slack (excluding the 40% of studies, i.e., 91 papers, that did not explicitly
provide areferenceforthe definition of slack they use) useda combination of differentsources.

In its conceptual evolution, slack has been defined in slightly different ways, possibly
bounded by the theoretical context in which it was invoked—slack as excess and or potential
resources (Bourgeois & Singh, 1983; Singh 1986; George, 2005), waste that can be used by
self-interested managers to pursue personal goals (Nohria & Gulati. 1996), and a buffer to
protect the organization and stimulate strategic change (Bourgeois, 1981; Cyert & March.
1963). To bridge these nuances and to avoid specific-theory-bounded definitions, we adopt the
recent, widely-used definition proposed by George (2005). Specifically, we define slack as
potentially utilizable resources that can be diverted or redeployed to pursue the goals of one
or more organizational actors. While remaining theory-neutral, this definition allows for
differences in the types and forms of slack, as aligned to its availability and fungibility, and the
goals that direct its application, which can encompass an individual member, as well as of

subunit(s), and the organization itself, or, dependingon theiralignment, acombination of these
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actors.
AN INTEGRATED TYPOLOGY FOR THEORIZING (WHAT) SLACK (DOES)

Based on our review, we propose a renewed theoretical foundation to the slack
construct built on two conceptually orthogonal dimensions—availability and fungibility—that
we identify from the extant literature. We demonstrate how a typology that is based on these
dimensions provides a basis to integrate and systematize currently fragmented insights across
studies. To do so, we startby providingevidence of the needforarevisedtheoretical foundation
for the slack construct by detailing problems and inconsistencies that have resulted from the
entanglement of availability and fungibility in prior work.
Evidence of the Need for a Revised Theoretical Foundation

Our review revealed that most of the research on slack has been devoted to
understanding its implications and examined its role as an explanatory variable. Such studies
account for 56% of our sample of 229 papers, and include a combination of conceptual (e.g.,
Gary, 2005; Pitelis, 2007), qualitative (e.g. Dolmans, Burg, Reymen, & Romme, 2014; Meyer,
1982), and quantitative (e.g., Julian & Ofori-Dankwa, 2013; Karim, Lee, & Hoehn-Weiss,
2023) papers (for further details, please see Appendix 6) that examine how slack enables or
constrains various firm actions and outcomes. ! This focus is not surprising given that the
definition of slack that is most frequently cited in the literature, i.e., Bourgeois (1981),
emphasizes the role of slack as a facilitating construct that allows the organization to adapt to
external change and initiate internal change. Given the clear tendency in the literature to

examine slack as an explanatory variable (rather than as an outcome), we focus on clarifying

1 For conceptualand qualitative papers, and other studies that might not use the term ‘explanatory variable’
to describe how they examine slack, we neverthelessused this label in caseswhere slack wasantecedent to
some other phenomenon. While necessarily imprecise, this classification allows us to capture the range of
ways, and the extent, in which slack has been used as an explanatory variable across studies that utilize
different approaches. The quantitative papers in our sample included studies where slack was used as an
independent (60%), moderator (34%), mediating (1%), or control (5%) variable.
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the implications of slack in our effort to systematize the literature. Indeed, even the small
number of studies that focus on slack as an outcome variable and examine how it is cultivated
(8 papers) still tend to offer some arguments about the implications and role of slack to justify
the importance of studying the construct as an outcome (e.g., Kannan-Narasimhan, 2014,
Leuridan & Benoit, 2022).

In our review, 38% (87 papers) of studies do not specify or theorize the distinguishing
characteristics of the slack resource under consideration and instead treat slack as a unitary
construct. Even though these studies invoke a diverse array of arguments about slack that
indicates its benefits as a buffer to protect the organization from internal and external shocks
or as an inducement to pursue a wider range of strategies, they do not link these to—or derive
them from—differencesin the underlying characteristics of slack that they examine. Indeed,
this vague construal of slack that prevails in the literature is reflected in the use of generic
labels when theorizing about its implications, such as excess resources (Bansal, 2003), slack
search (Reb, Feldman, lyer, & Shapira, 2021; Ren, Mulotte, Dussauge, & Anand, 2022),
organization slack (Pitelis, 2007), and slack (Arrfelt et al., 2013; Tang, Nadkarni, Wei, &
Zhang, 2021). Notbeingclear aboutthe distinguishing characteristics of the slack resource that
is examined in a study makes it a challenge to build knowledge about the mechanisms that link
differentkinds of slack to the respective organizational actions and strategies thatare deployed.
As Sharfman and colleagues (1988: 602) state, different kinds “of slack resources give
managers greater or lesser degrees of discretion and flexibility in their approach to reducing
internal or external pressures.”

Although most studies do not theorize the distinguishing characteristics of slack they
investigate, those studies that have done so tend to invoke arguments that are aligned to either
the type (40%, 91 papers) or form (33%, 76 papers) of slack, which generally provide

information about a resource’s availability and fungibility, respectively. For instance, early
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studies differentiated between types of slack based on ease of recovery, which, as we have
previously highlighted, Bourgeois and Singh (1983: 43) conceptualize into the categories of
available, recoverable, and potential slack. In theorizing the implications of different types of
slack that vary in their availability, other scholars have used terms such as absorbed and
unabsorbed (Greve, 2007; Love & Nohria, 2005; Singh, 1986), abundant (Iyer & Miller, 2008),
and discretionary slack (George, 2005; Sharfman et al., 1988). However, studies that use such
terms to refer to types of slack that vary in their availability often conflate the type of slack
with the form of slack (e.g., financial and HR slack). For example, Paeleman and Vanacker
(2015: 822) state that “HR slack represents absorbed slack, which consists of resources that are
highly idiosyncratic to context and more difficult to deploy.” Similarly, Voss and colleagues
state that “the unabsorbed nature of financial slack also implies a lack of structural constraints;
it can be readily allocated to a range of exploration activities” (2008: 149). These positions
contrast with arguments in studies that emphasize differences in the availability of slack that is
of the same form. For instance, financial slack can be unabsorbed in the form of cash or
financial instruments (Deb, David, & O’Brien, 2017; Greve, 2003) but also absorbed in the
form of debt (George, 2005; O’Brien, 2003).

In addition, studies that invoke arguments that are aligned to the form of slack have
theorized and reported differentimplications for slack that is seemingly identical. For example,
while several studies argue that HR slack is ‘sticky’ and can be redeployed to only a narrow
range of potential usesdue to its specialized nature (e.g., Mishinaet al., 2004; Malen & Vaaler,
2017), others suggest that HR slack can also be more generic and offer managers flexibility in
its redeployment to a range of potential uses (e.g., Bentley & Kehoe, 2020; Danneels, 2008;
Lecunona & Reitzig, 2014). We see similar discrepancies in the assumptions about the
deployment of financial slack, which is positioned as being highly flexible for managers when

it is in the form of cash but inflexible in its range of uses when in the form of debt (George,
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2005). Accordingly, not being clear about the differences and assumptions relating to both the
type and form of slack has led to inconsistencies in the literature and a proliferation of labels
for slack (see Appendix 7), which has “obfuscated the consistency across studies” (Carnes et
al., 2019: 58).

The issues we have documented in this section point to the lack of a shared theoretical
foundation for the slack construct. In particular, there is a need to disentangle slack type from
slack form, and to treat these as conceptually orthogonal. We suggest that this can be done by
aligning them to the dimensions of availability and fungibility, respectively. While there have
been prior attempts to dimensionalize the characteristics of slack according to type- or form-
based designations (e.g., Bourgeois & Singh, 1983; Sharfman et al., 1988; Stan, Peng, &
Bruton, 2014;Vossetal., 2008), these studies have tended to conceptualize slack usinga single
dimension, to not be clear about their assumptions regarding the dimension they do not focus
on, or to inadvertently conflate these dimensions.

With these in mind, we propose a way to systematize and integrate the extant literature
on the various types and forms of slack by clearly separating availability and fungibility as two
distinct conceptual dimensions. Type-based designations that have been used in the literature,
e.g., unabsorbed slack, potential slack, can be subsumed under the availability dimension,
which captures the degree to which a resource can be independently accessed by a given
organizational actor. Form-based designations that have been used in the literature, e.g.,
financial slack, HR slack, can be subsumed under the fungibility dimension, which captures
the degree to which a resource can be applied to alternative uses. These dimensions form the
basis of our integrative typology. In this typology, we identify four characteristic profiles of
slack that result from a consideration of high and low levels of each dimension. Consistent use
of these dimensions in theorizing about slack, as well as being clear about the associated

mechanisms for a given dimension and the level of that dimension, will increase
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commensurability acrossstudies and help reinstate slack as a central construct in management
research. Next, we elaborate on these two dimensions and the assumptions that are made in
relation to them in studies’ theorizing about the implications of slack. We also provide quotes
from the papersin our review to illustrate when slack is either implicitly assumed, or explicitly
argued, to be high or low in each dimension (additional quotes appear in Appendix 14).
Availability

The dimension of availability is grounded in early work that sought to differentiate
between different types of slack based on the “ease or quickness with which the slack resource
could be recovered for potential redeployment” (Bourgeois & Singh, 1983: 43). These types
ranged from slack that is characterized by high availability, which refers to resources that are
not currently tied up in firm operations and are immediately available for use (Chen & Miller,
2007), to slack that is characterized by low availability, which refers to resources that need to
be recovered or redirected from current operations for use elsewhere (Marlin & Geiger, 2015)
or obtained from the external environment. Given that these differences in the availability of
slack were explicitly defined through the lens of financial slack, subsequent work often used
form-based designations, e.g., financial slack or HR slack, to define slack that varied in its
availability, which contributed to the conflation of type and form that we highlighted above.

To compound matters, Singh (1986) introduced the term absorption to distinguish
between slack that is currently uncommitted versus slack which is committed within the focal
firm. Giventhe internal focus of thisdistinction, it excluded slack thatwas potentially available
from the external environment. As a result, subsequent studies that have used the notion of
absorption to conceptualize availability have often failed to account for potential slack. For
instance, Voss etal. (2008: 149) argue that “absorbed resources are tied to current operations.”
However, this excludes resources that may be accessed externally from strategic partners or

creditors. To provide clarity to this dimension, availability in our typology refers to the degree
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to which a resource can be independently accessed by an organizational actor for deployment.
For instance, resources that are currently absorbed in the firm’s operations or are external to
the firm cannot be independently accessed and are subject to negotiation, therefore they are
characterized by low availability. To paraphrase Cyertand March (1963: 37), itis only when a
firm possesses excess resources that they are “not subject to general bargaining.”

Most of the papers in our review sample (163 papers) either implicitly, by using a
particular definition of slack, or explicitly, by articulating arguments that directly relate to it,
invoked the availability of slack when theorizing about its implications for organizations.
Within this set, 157 papers focused on slack that was considered high in availability. For the
most part, as indicated above, these studies theorized slack as a unitary construct, butused a
definition that emphasized slack resources as those that are in excess of what is needed for
operational requirements (Chen, 2008; Lin, 2016), that are abundant (Arrfelt et al., 2013),
available (Stevens, Moray, Bruneel, & Clarysse, 2015; Wan & Yiu, 2009), or that are qualified
by another term that is indicative of high availability. As such, the default assumption in the
literature is that ‘slack’ refers to resources that are readily available for deployment. Indeed, as
Karim and colleagues (2023: 12) stated in their investigation of the role of slack in alleviating
task bottlenecks:

“Resources ‘not used fully in current operations’ (Penrose, 1959, p. 67) are unused (i.e.,

available) resources, or referred to as ‘slack’ resources: ‘Slack is potentially utilizable

resources that can be diverted or redeployed for the achievement of organizational

goals’ (George, 2005, p. 661). In the study of organizations, terms that have been used

interchangeably include slack resources, unused resources, excess resources, extra

resources, abundant resources, and available resources. The opposite condition of

having slack resources is one of scarcity (Cyert & March, 1963).”
Some studies that have distinguished between different types of slack tend to use a

specific label to indicate high availability, such as available, unabsorbed, and discretionary
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slack, but nevertheless describe such resources in a similar way to the descriptions used in
studies that adopt a generic label for slack. For instance, studies put forth that “available slack
corresponds to the uncommitted resource(s) readily available to support new initiatives”
(Tseng, Tansuhai, Hallagan, & McCullough, 2007: 968) and “unabsorbed (or high discretion)
slack refers to firm resources that can be redeployed in a short time, such as cash, cash
equivalents, raw material inventory, and marketable securities (Sharfman etal., 1988)” (Ju &
Zhao, 2009: 704). Of the 168 papers that invoked the availability of slack when theorizing its
implications, only 28 focused on slack that was considered low in availability. These studies
tend to theorize a specific type of slack to indicate its low availability, such as resources that
are absorbed (Cabral, lyer, & Miller, 2023; Huang & Chen, 2010), low discretion (Liu, Lin, &
Cheng, 2011), or recoverable (Lu, Liu, & Osiyevskyy, 2022), and therefore already utilized in
the firm’s current operations, or that are external to the focal firm as potential slack and thus
currently unavailable. The difficulties in accessing low availability slack are noted in Marlin
and Geiger’s (2015:2685) study of the relationship between slack and innovation, where they
state:

“Moreover, it is argued that recoverable slack in the form of excessive personnel or

capital embedded in overhead can be difficult to recoup (Love & Nohria, 2005) and

forces such as power and politics can negatively impact the recovery of this type of

slack (Herold et al., 2006). [...] With regard to potential slack, the literature suggests

that the above arguments do not hold because potential slack is not currently available,

the use of it involves future interest expense, and it requiresa great deal of scrutiny from

principals and agents.”

Other studies that focus on slack that is low in availability have posed similar
arguments. For instance, in their meta-analysis of the relationship between slack and firm
performance, Daniel and colleagues (2004: 567) state that “by definition, firms cannot

immediately employ either recoverable or potential slack to address opportunities or threats.”
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Fungibility

The dimension of fungibility was introduced to the slack literature by Sharfman and
colleagues (1988) to capture different forms of slack resources that vary in their flexibility to
be deployed to alternative uses. These forms ranged from slack that is characterized by high
fungibility, which refers to “resources that can be applied to a wide-variety of situations and
problems” (Sharma, 2000: 685), to slack that is characterized by low fungibility, which refers
to resources that can be used in only a few specific situations. While numerous studies have
conceptually entangled fungibility with availability, there are some studies that have isolated
this as a single dimension (e.g., Karim etal., 2023; Mishina etal., 2004). Following this work,
we use fungibility in our typology to refer to the range of uses over which a resource may be
applied. Resources that are more generic, such as cash (Kim & Bettis, 2014) and non-
specialized human resources (Bentley & Kehoe, 2020), tend to be high in fungibility and
applicable to a variety of situations, whereas resources that are specific, such as specialized
staff and machinery (Voss etal., 2008), tend to be low in fungibility and applicable to only a
narrow range of situations. As Karim and colleagues (2023: 12) state:

“The latter is referred to as fungibility and is defined as ‘an attribute of a resource that

facilitates its application to different organizational and market settings’ (Anand &

Singh, 1997, p. 101). Stated differently, fungibility of resources means ‘attributes of the

resources that allow or inhibit their deployment for alternative uses’ (Sapienza, Autio,

George, & Zahra, 2006). The opposite of resource fungibility is specificity, which

‘narrows the domain of activities over which the resource can be applied’ (Levinthal &

Wu, 2010, p. 783).”

In 86 papers in our review sample, we discerned lines of theorizing that touched upon
or explicitly invoked arguments about the fungibility of a slack resource. Within this set, most
studies (84 papers) focused on slack that was considered highly fungible and emphasized the

flexibility of the resource (Kiss, Fernhaber, & McDougall-Covin, 2018) and the diverse range
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of usesto which it could be deployed (Amason & Mooney, 2008; Kuusela, Keil, & Maula,
2017). This comprised studies that used a generic label for slack, as well as those that used a
specific type- or form-based designation. For instance, De Carolis, Yang, Deed, and Nelling
(2009: 150) argue that “slack resources are the stem cells of firms—they can be transformed
into whatever resources are necessary to overcome the challenge or damage inflicted by the
adverse event.” Studies on financial slack have proposed that “cash is the most easily deployed
resource and provides managers the greatestdegree of freedom in allocatingitto alternate uses”
(George, 2005: 666) and “cash is fully fungible” (Kim & Bettis, 2014: 2055). Similarly, in
studying the value of different forms of excess human resources, Lecuona and Reitzig (2014:
958) propose that, while human resources with generic skills are less effective at meeting the
requirements for firm-specific activities, their general nature makes them broadly applicable:

“This is possible because general knowledge is constructed upon knowledge that is

available in the ‘market’ and is not entirely specialized to a particular work setting

(Helfat, 1994; Wang, He, and Mahoney, 2009). This type of knowledge is embodied in

grammars akin to procedures, machinery, and technologies that are common across

communities of practice that far exceed the boundaries of a specific organization

(Barley, 1996; Barley and Bechky, 1994; Barley and Orr, 1997; Brown and Duguid,

1991).”

In 31 papers, slack was regarded as being low in fungibility, with an emphasis on the
limits of a given slack resource to be deployed to alternative uses (Huang & Chen, 2010), its
inflexibility (Stan etal.,2014), or specialized nature (Mishinaetal., 2004; Su, Xie, & Li, 2009).
For instance, in contrast to the high fungibility of HR slack that has broadly applicable skills,
other studies have emphasized the limitations of HR slack that is assumed to be specialized,
which “likely constrain the pursuit of opportunities in areas that require different skills”
(Vanackeret al., 2017: 1312) and “are highly idiosyncratic to contextand more difficult to

redeploy” (Paeleman et al., 2017: 771). Similarly, in referring to operational slack in their
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investigation of the implications of different forms of slack for innovation in U.S. theaters,
Voss and colleagues (2008: 150-151) proposed that:

“Because operational slack is neither difficult to obtain nor unique to a given
organization, organizations should not perceive motivational constraints in deploying
it. However, because operational slack is absorbed and generally tied to a specific
purpose within an organization, it is relatively difficult to reallocate to alternative uses

in the near term.”

Four Characteristic Profiles of Slack

It is clear from the above that availability and fungibility represent distinct,
conceptually orthogonal dimensions. The joint consideration of high and low levels of these
dimensions yields a typology that comprises four characteristic profiles of slack that vary in
the constraints they present (as depicted in Figure 1). This typology allows us to systematize
the extant literature and map the various kinds of slack used to date, and reveal the
commonalities and differences in the arguments and mechanisms that are linked to these
different kinds. The Table in online Appendix 15 providesa mapping of all the papers in our
review sample according to our typology. As we elaborate in the sections that follow, a
systematic and joint consideration of these two dimensions allows us to be more precise and
nuanced when it comes to the implications of different kinds of slack.

Slack that is characterized by high availability and high fungibility in the top-right
quadrant of Figure 1 represents what we call unconstrained slack. Unconstrained slack can be
independently accessed by an organizational actor and applied to a broad range of uses. Our
review suggests that the high availability and fungibility of this kind of slack will afford
managers maximal discretion for deployment. Indeed, high availability presupposes that such
slack is free of structural constraints that limit its access and is ready to be utilized (Karim et
al., 2023), and high fungibility means that such slack has broad applicability and can be used

by managers to pursue a variety of different strategies and options interchangeably (Mishina et
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al., 2004).

In contrast, slack that is characterized by low availability and low fungibility in the
bottom-left quadrant represents what we call constrained slack. Constrained slack cannot be
independently accessed by an organizational actor and can be applied to only a narrow range
of uses to which the resource is specialized. The arguments that are used by the studies in our
review regarding the low availability and fungibility that characterize this kind of slack suggest
that it is the most restricted and offers managers minimal discretion for deployment. Given its
low availability, such slack is structurally constrained and not readily accessible due to being
internally absorbed in current operations or external to the focal firm (Vossetal., 2008). Thus,
its access and potential uses are subjectto general bargaining and negotiation by organizational
actors who seek it (Marlin & Geiger, 2015). Further, its low fungibility means that it can be
deployed to only a narrow range of situations, which limits managers’ strategic options.

Slack thatis characterized by high availability and low fungibility in the bottom-right
quadrant represents what we call applicability-constrained slack. While applicability-
constrained slack can be independently accessed by an organizational actor and has no
structural constraints that make its uses subject to general bargaining and negotiation, the
specialized nature of the resource (low fungibility) limits the discretion of managers by
constraining the strategic options that they can pursue. Conversely, slack that is characterized
by low availability and high fungibility in the top-left quadrant represents what we call
accessibility-constrained slack. While accessibility-constrained slack is broadly applicableand
can be used by managers to pursue a diverse array of strategic options, its low availability
means that it is structurally constrained and its access and uses require negotiation.

PATTERNS OF THEORIZING ABOUT THE DIFFERENT KINDS OF SLACK
REVEALED BY OUR TYPOLOGY

Having established our typology based on availability and fungibility as two

fundamental dimensions, and derived four characteristic profiles of slack, we now survey the

24



literature through the lens of these four kinds of slack to outline patterns that emerge in the
theorizing and findings about slack’s implications for organizations. For instance, what are the
differences or commonalities across studies with respect to their emphasis on the managerial
discretion to deploy kinds of slack that vary in their constraints? Do studies link these different
kinds of slack to specific modes of organizational action and the resourcing strategies that are
employed? Appraisingthe literature through the lens of our typology can answer such questions
and reveal novelinsights regarding the patterns of slack resourcingin firms. This consideration
also allows us to highlight the distribution of studies across the four characteristic profiles of
slack, identifying tendencies in the literature to focus on the implications of certain kinds of
slack, possibly to the detriment of buildingknowledge about other kindsof slack, andrevealing
other areas that require further investigation.

To explore the patterns in theorizing across the four characteristic profiles of slack that
emerge from our typology, we focus on studies that either implicitly or explicitly addressed
both the availability and fungibility dimensions in their theorizing. As such, we exclude studies
that theorize slack generically, not attending to differences in availability and fungibility
(24%), studies that conceptualize slack using only the availability dimension (43%), and
studies that conceptualize slack using only the fungibility dimension (7%). Only 32% of the
studies in our review sample (73 papers) considered availability and fungibility concurrently.
Within this set of studies, some of which exploremore than one kind of slack in the same study,
65 papers examined unconstrained slack, which is characterized by high availability and high
fungibility; 15 papers investigated constrained slack, whichis characterized by low availability
and low fungibility; 11 papers studied applicability-constrained slack, which is characterized
by high availability and low fungibility; and seven papers considered accessibility-constrained
slack, which is characterized by low availability and high fungibility. We present our survey

following this same order, starting with the most frequently used kind of slack. Within each
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kind of slack, we organize our review of the implications around those that pertain to
managerial discretion and then those that relate to strategies used by firms, respectively.
The Implications of Unconstrained Slack for Managerial Discretion and Firm Strategy

Unconstrained slack refers to resources that can be independently accessed by an
organizational actor and applied to a wide range of uses. As indicated above, this kind of slack
is by far the most studied among the papers that jointly considered availability and fungibility.
As might be expected with thiskind of slack being whatwe term ‘unconstrained’ and providing
managers with the greatest degree of latitude for deployment, we found that most of the prior
work in this group (68%, 44 of 65 papers) theorized that such slack affords managers maximal
discretion. These studies suggest distinct mechanisms that arise from availability and
fungibility, which work in combination to allow for extensive managerial discretion.

In terms of availability, research in this group asserts that when managers are not faced
with resource scarcity and have readily accessible slack, they are likely to experienceincreased
discretion due to the relaxation of managerial controls (Huang & Chen, 2010; Lu et al., 2022).
The logic is that as the availability of slack increases, the monitoring and governance of the
use of slack by principals decreases. For instance, in discussing the implications of
unconstrained financial slack, De Massis and colleagues (2018: 365) state that “the additional
availability of resources enables powerful actorsin the firm to performa wide variety of tasks
and pursue personal agendas (Jensen, 1986; Stevens etal., 2015).” The authors go on to argue
that, “beyond a certain structural level, financial slack resources may relax the attention of
decision-makers to risk taking and innovation (Kim et al., 2008; Nohria & Gulati, 1996),”
therefore providing managers with the freedom to use slack resources for whatever ends they
see fit. Similarly, in studyingthe effects of unconstrained slack on the exporting behavior of
Belgian manufacturing firms, Paeleman and colleagues (2017: 771-72) state that:

“Hence, confronted with resource constraints or limited slack, managers may have
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incentives to take less-costly, more-standardized patterns of activities related to
increasing the intensity of exporting (Linet al., 2009). When firmshold excessive levels
of slack, managers may engage in “slack search” because they are flush with slack
resources (Lant & Montgomery, 1987; Levinthal & March, 1981).”

In terms of fungibility, slack resources that can be applied to a variety of different uses
are argued to provide managers with greater discretion as they offer a greater menu of choice
for potential allocation (e.g., Abdurakhmonov, Ridge, Hill, & Loncarich, 2022; Mishina et al,,
2004). For instance, in discussing the discretion afforded by unconstrained slack, studies have
stated that “these resources are highly flexible and can be applied to wide range of activities,
thereby constituting high discretion slack (Sharfman etal. 1988, George 2005)” (Kim et al.,
2008: 405), and that such resources are “the most easily redeployable [...] and therefore,
managers have the greatest discretion in allocating them to alternative uses (George, 2005;
Greve, 2003)” (Paeleman & Vanacker, 2015: 829). Among the remaining studies in this group,
19 did nottheorize about the impact of this kind of slack on managerial discretion. However,
in contrastto the consensus that unconstrained slack affords managers the greatest degree of
discretion, 2 papers suggest that this kind of slack provides managers with the least discretion
(e.g., Liu et al., 2011; Suzuki, 2018). For instance, Liu and colleagues (2011) suggest that
within family-owned firms, managerial discretion over unconstrained slack is minimal, as
family owners are more likely to monitor and hold close control over such resources. Indeed,
Gentry, Dibrell, and Kim (2016) find that family-influenced firms seek to cultivate
unconstrained slack as a safety net to buffer the firm from unseen events, thereby reducing
managers’ discretion. Similarly, Suzuki (2018: 557) argues that because unconstrained slack
“can be clearly identified as liquid resources in excess of current business requirements’” and,
thus, easier to monitor by shareholders, managers have little discretion over its uses.

In terms of the strategies that managers pursue using unconstrained slack, 68% of

studies (44 of 65 papers) in this group theorized its use for enabling the pursuit of exploratory
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strategies. These studies argue that such slack fosters experimentation, innovation, and risk
taking in new productand marketdomains (e.g., Dutta, Malhotra, & Zhu, 2016; Latham &
Braun, 2009; Vanacker et al., 2017). For instance, in their study of radical innovation in
Chinese high-technology firms, Troilo and colleagues (2014:262) argue that the “perceived
availability of discretionary resources sets the stage for creativity in a given organizational
context because managers and employees feel less constrained by traditional approaches to
doingbusiness, and are more favorablyinclined toward higherrisk and untried ideas (Andrews
and Smith, 1996).” Similarly, in examining the role of unconstrained slack in driving new
capabilities, Danneels (2008: 525) states:

“Slack provides the leeway necessary to pursue strategic activities (Sharfman et al.,

1988), such as exploration. Levinthal and March argued that slack resources allow an

‘irresponsible’ search for new opportunities: ‘Slack encourages search activities that

cannot be justified in terms of their expected return for the organization” (Levinthal and

March, 1981: 309). Nohria and Gulati noted that slack allows experimentation that

might not be approved in a more resource-constrained organization: ‘In organizations

that have little slack, managerial attention is likely to be focused first and foremost on

short-term performance issues rather than on more uncertain innovative projects’

(Nohria and Gulati, 1996: 1249).”

Although prior research in this group indicates a strong relationship between
unconstrained slack and the pursuit of exploratory strategies, some studies suggest that there
are curvilinear effects of such slack on exploration, depending on its degree (Tan & Peng,
2003). For example, Nohria and Gulati (1996: 1249-50) argue that, because “slack promotes
greater experimentation but also promotes diminishing levels of discipline,” there will be an
inverted U-shaped relationship between slack and innovation. Similarly, in their study of the
relationship between slack and R&D, Kim, Kim, and Lee (2008: 406) propose that, “equipped

with too much slack, firms may become complacent and overly optimistic, and feel less
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compelled to make investments in R&D.”

Of the remaining papers in this group, 19 did not theorize a specific strategy to which
unconstrained slack is deployed. Instead, these studies invoked broad arguments that
emphasized the availability and range of potential uses that unconstrained slack could be used
to theorize its effect on outcomes such as firm performance (e.g., De Massis, Kotlar, Mazzola,
Minola, & Sciascia, 2018; Jung, Foege, & Nueesch, 2020) and corporate social responsibility
(e.g., Harrison & Coombs, 2012). We identified only one study that proposed a specific
resourcing strategy for unconstrained slack that was not considered exploratory. Specifically,
adoptingthe complacency-inducingrole of slack, Bradley, Wiklund, and Shepherd (2011: 540)
argue that managers with a high degree of unconstrained slack become inward looking and
“will continue to direct the attention of their strategic decisions and actions towards the source
of their past success.”

Taken together, research in this group suggests that unconstrained slack tends to
provide managers with maximal discretion and is deployed to pursue exploratory strategies.
However, as shown, there are a small number of studies that find patterns of managerial
discretion and resourcing that run counter to this general observation. More research is needed
to understand the boundary conditions that shape managers’ discretion over unconstrained
slack and the resourcing strategies by which it is deployed.

The Implications of Constrained Slack for Managerial Discretion and Firm Strategy

Constrained slack refers to resources that cannot be independently accessed by an
organizational actor and can be applied to only a narrow range of uses. Although this kind of
slack is the most restrictive, due to being constrained in both its availability and fungibility,
most of the studies in this group (eight of 15 papers) do not theorize about the impact of both
constraints on managerial discretion. Only two papers theorized about the implications of both

the accessibility and applicability constraints of constrained slack on managerial discretion.
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These papers emphasized the difficulties that managers face in recovering such slack from
currentoperations and applying itto new situations. For instance, in discussing the implications
of specialized HR slack thatis currently absorbed in the firm, Vossetal. (2008: 151) argue that
“human resources that are acquired and developed to build existing routines likely possess
skills that are most applicable to incumbent product domains.” The authors further argue that
“shifting human resources within organizations is structurally difficult and may face political
hurdles that typically accompany decisions pertaining to skilled personnel (Mishina et al.,
2004)” (Vossetal.,2008: 151). Similarly, in conceptualizing the role of constrained slack for
state-owned enterprises, Stan, Peng, and Bruton (2014: 477-78) state that:

“Absorbed slack cannot be easily redeployed by the organization, in part due to its high

level of asset specialization (Love & Nohria, 2005)” [...] “organizations cannot

immediately redeploy this type of slack. They have to restructure operations, thus

having a lower level of discretion, presenting an inverse U-shaped relationship to

performance (George, 2005).”

Five studies theorized only about the applicability constraint of this kind of slack on
managerial discretion, thereby neglecting the implications of accessibility constraints. These
studies invoked arguments about constrained slack’s narrow application, which tends to be
used as a buffer to help support current operations, workflow, and the maintenance of the
organization (e.g., Chen & Huang, 2010; Huang & Chen, 2010). However, in contrast to studies
that emphasized the limits imposed on managerial discretion by constrained slack, one study
in this group proposed that such slack provides managers with the most discretion, as it “can
lead to loose organizational controls because managers can use these resources in a way that is
difficult for principals to detect and this could involve suboptimal utilization of resources”
(Marlin & Geiger, 2015: 2685).

In terms of strategies, the majority of studies in this group (six of 15 papers) theorized

about managers’ use of constrained slack to pursue strategies that were limited by the
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resource’s narrow specialization, i.e., low fungibility (e.g., Vanacker et al., 2017; Xu et al.,
2015). As such, the accessibility constraint of this kind of slack does not factor into the
theorizing on managers’ choice of strategic options in these studies. As an example of this
focus on fungibility and lack of attention to availability, prior research has proposed that
constrained slack, “due to its high level of asset specialization (Love & Nohria, 2005)” [...] “is
associated with a reduced focus on exploration and an increased focus on exploitation
activities” (Stan etal., 2014: 476), which aim to enhance existing competencies and resources.
Similarly, in examiningthe effect of slack on problemistic search,Cabraland colleagues (2023:
8) state that:

“From a path dependence perspective, thissuggests that slack resourcesabsorbed within

operations may have a reinforcing effect, dissuading experimentation or breaking from

current trajectories. In essence, bloat in the administration will reinforce the

“neighborhood-of-existing-policy rule” and slow the firm’s movement to new search

domains (Cyert and March, 1992).”

Of the remaining studies in this group, five did not theorize about a specific strategy to
which constrained slack is deployed. These studies invoked broad arguments about how
constrained slack can be used as a buffer to support existing operations or an enabler of
exploration, when theorizingitsinfluence on outcomes such as firm performance (Tan & Peng,
2003), innovationperformance (e.g., Huang & Chen, 2010), and corporate social responsibility
(e.g., Lu etal., 2022). Despite acknowledging the limits of constrained slack, four papers in
this group suggest that “firms with low discretion slack are able to take more strategic actions”
and “make mistakes and experiment with new international strategies” (Lin et al., 2011: 85).
However, the logic connecting constrained slack that is characterized by low availability and
fungibility to exploratory strategies is rarely theorized in these studies. A notable exception is
Kannan-Narasimhan’s (2014) study of how managers of high technology firms navigate

resource scarcity by creatively repurposing the uses of wasting resources currently sitting idle
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in different areas of the business to support innovation. Such creative repurposing “makes
assets that were previously deemed as non-recoverable seem fungible” (Kannan-Narasimhan,
2014: 500).

In sum, while a small proportion of studies in this group acknowledge how both the
accessibility and applicability constraints of constrained slack impinge on managerial
discretion, these limits are rarely fully theorized in connecting this kind of slack to the types of
strategies that are pursued in using it. In particular, we find that studies tend to neglect the
accessibility constraint of slack and do not theorize the impact that limited accessibility has on
managerial discretion and resourcing. This represents an opportunity for future research to
explore how the uses of constrained slack are negotiated among those that control its access.

The Implications of Applicability-Constrained Slack for Managerial Discretionand Firm
Strategy

Applicability-constrained slack refers to resources that can be independently accessed
by an organizational actor but can be applied to only a narrow range of uses. As might be
expected for this kind of slack, we find that most of the studies in this group (six of 11 papers)
theorized it as providingmanagers with limited discretion to deploy these resources to contexts
outside of their narrow specialization (e.g., Malen & Vaaler, 2017; Paeleman & Vanacker,
2015;Vossetal., 2008). For instance, in theirexamination into the role of specialized HR slack
on the internationalization of SMEs, Kiss and colleagues (2018: 19) argue—talking about this
kind of slack—that it is “more difficult for managers to deploy these resources”. Similarly,
Mishina and colleagues (2004: 1183) state that:

“One characteristic of resource slack that is particularly important in this regard is the

degree of discretion associated with the resource. Resource discretion refers to the

ability to convert slack to other uses should the need or opportunity arise (e.g., Sharfman

et al., 1988). The more specific a resource is to a particular use, the less discretion

management has in deploying excess amounts to alternative uses (e.g., Montgomery
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and Wernerfelt, 1988; Wernerfelt and Montgomery, 1988).”

Even though this kind of slack is constrained in its applicability, three papers did not
theorize how this constraint impinges on managerial discretion (e.g., Ju & Zhao, 2009; Wang
et al., 2016). Offering a different perspective to the consensus in this group, i.e., that
applicability-constrained slack limits managerial discretion to uses that are proximate to the
resource’s specialization, two studies suggest that such slack would in fact provide managers
with maximal discretion. For example, Suzuki (2018: 557) argues that constrained slack
provides managers with maximal discretion asitsuse is harder for shareholders to monitor than
that of unconstrained slack, thereby amplifying agency costs.

With respectto the strategies that are deployed using applicability-constrained slack,
most studies in this group (seven of 11 papers) theorized its uses in pursuing strategies that are
commensurate with this constraint. These studies emphasize how such slack confines the firm
to strategic options that are within the range of situations that the resource can be applied, such
as buffering or expanding the firm’s existing activities (Malen & Vaaler, 2017) or pursuing
expansion opportunities that build on what the organization has done previously (Mishina et
al., 2004). For example, in discussing the implications of applicability-constrained slack that
is tied to major (relational) customers, Voss and colleagues (2008: 150) state that such slack
reduces managers’ “willingness to stray from ongoing value-creating activities” and instead
focuses their attention of activities “in keeping with expressed expectations of relational
customers (Voss, Montoya-Weiss, & Voss, 2006).”

Among the remaining studies in this group, three papers theorized how applicability-
constrained slack facilitates exploratory strategies (e.g., Berk & Kase, 2010), emphasizing how
such slack can enable risk taking and experimentation (e.g., Kiss et al., 2018). However, an
explicitlogic explaininghow such resources canbe used to pursue strategies beyond the narrow

specialization they are tailored to was not provided. Only one paper in this group did not
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theorize a specific strategy for applicability-constrained slack. Taken together, while research
on this kind of slack is not extensive, most studies indicate that it provides managers with
limited discretion to pursue strategies that correspondto the resource’s specialized uses.
However, there are some studies which suggest that applicability-constrained slack affords
managers maximal discretion and enables the firm to pursue exploratory strategies. Given the
specialized nature of this kind of slack, further research is required to unpack how it can be
converted to alternative uses.

The Implications of Accessibility-Constrained Slack for Managerial Discretion and Firm
Strategy

Accessibility-constrained slack refers to resources that cannot be independently
accessed by an organizational actor but can be applied to a broad range of uses. Research on
this kind of slack is scant, beingexamined by only sevenpapersin our review sample. Although
this kind of slack is restricted in its accessibility, most studies within this small group (four of
seven papers) did not explicitly theorize the impact of this constraint on managerial discretion.
However, in a study of resource reallocation between business units of the Samsung group,
Keum (2023) provides evidence to suggest that the discretion to access scarce resources at the
cost of other divisions depends on managers’ political power. Among the studies that do
theorize the impact of accessibility-constrained of slack on managerial discretion, two papers
suggest that such slack offers managers a high degree of discretion, despite either being
absorbed in current operations (Titus et al., 2022) or external to the firm (Stan et al., 2014) and,
therefore, subjectto negotiation. However, the logic connectingaccessibility -constrained slack
to high managerial discretion in these studies is not clearly outlined.

Three papers in this group examined the implications of accessibility-constrained slack.
Two of these studies addressed the limits imposed by accessibility-constrained slack when
theorizing its potential uses and emphasized the need for organizational actors to engage in

political behaviors to navigate access and negotiate the uses of this kind of slack among those
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that control it (Kannan-Narasimhan, 2014; Leuridan & Benoit, 2022). For instance, in a study
of slack generation in a hospital setting, Leuridan and Benoit (2022: 1185) state that
organizational actors access this kind of slack “by negotiating with the hospital’s
administration. These negotiations about the excess resources absorbed in the unit concem
staff, the configuration of space or equipment.” The final study in the subset of papers does not
theorize a specific strategy towards which accessibility-constrained slack is deployed; rather,
it examines the relationship between this kind of slack and the performance of state-owned
enterprises (Stan et al., 2014). Overall, there are limited insights on how managers come to
have discretion over accessibility-constrained slack and how its uses are negotiated among
those actors that control its access. This represents an opportunity for future research, as we
discuss in the next section.
A RESEARCH AGENDA TO REINSTATE SLACK AS A CENTRAL CONSTRUCT
In this final section, we draw on our integrative typology and findings from appraising
the literature to presenta renewed program for future research on the implications of different
kinds of slack. First, we offer directions for future research according to the four characteristic
profiles of slack that comprise our integrative typology. Given the skewed distribution of the
literature to date across the kinds of slack, which strongly favors unconstrained slack, we
highlight relatively untapped areas for future work on slack that varies in its constraints. More
generally, we propose new lines of inquiry according to each quadrant of our typology and
offer indicative research questions for scholars. These future directions and potential research
questions are summarized in Table 2. In addition, we identify important methodological
considerations for future empirical research on slack based on the inconsistencies we observe

in the literature regarding the current use of slack measures.
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A Research Agenda on the Four Characteristic Profiles of Slack

Unconstrained slack. Unconstrained slack is by far the most studied kind of slack in
the literature. Although prior work has illustrated that this kind of slack tends to afford
managers with maximal discretion to pursue exploratory resourcing strategies, there are
important questions about the implications of this kind of slack that remain unaddressed. First,
some studies in this group demonstrate how unconstrained slack has a curvilinear (inverted U-
shaped) relationship with exploration (e.g., Kim et al., 2008; Nohria & Gulati, 1996; Tan &
Peng, 2003), indicating that the degree of such slack shapes both the discretion afforded to
managers and the modes of action to which it is deployed. While this work suggests that
managers are less likely to engage in exploratory strategies at high levels of unconstrained
slack, as this leads to both less monitoring by principals and a tendency towards the status quo,
boundary conditions at the individual-, organizational-, environmental-, and cross-level
considerations may explain the observed differences in the literature about its deployment.

At the individual-level, our understanding of how the dispositions, traits, cognitions,
and motives of managers influence the deployment of this kind of slack is an open area for
research. Upper echelons theory has long documented how managers’ personal attributes
directly influence the actions and outcomes of the organizations that they manage (Hambrick
& Mason, 1984). Drawingon these insights, future research couldexamine how the differences
in managers’ personality traits and dispositions, such as narcissism, regulatory focus, and
temporal focus, influencehow unconstrainedslack is deployed. Forexample, do managers who
are high on narcissism pursue more exploratory, uncertain strategies usingunconstrained slack,
as compared to managers who are low on narcissism? Similarly, are managers who exhibita
temporal focus that is oriented towards the past more conservative in their deployment of
unconstrained slack, as compared to managers who exhibit a temporal focus that is oriented

towards the future?
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At the organizational-level, there is ample scope to expand insights about firm
characteristics that affect managers’ discretion over and the strategic uses of unconstrained
slack. Although some work has highlighted how family-owned and family-influenced firms
affect managers’ control of unconstrained slack and how it is used (e.g., Gentry et al., 2016;
Liu et al., 2011), little is known about how managers of firms that are guided by alternative
institutional logics, such as those with a community-, market-, or state-logic, or a mix of
different logics (Thornton, Ocasio, & Lounsbury, 2012), differ in their use of such slack. For
example, how do the uses of unconstrained slack differ between B-corps that prescribe to a
community-logic, which emphasizes social and environmental good, versus firms that
prescribe to a market-logic, which emphasizes profit and shareholder wealth maximization?
Are there tensions in the uses of unconstrained slack for firmsthatare influenced by conflicting
logics? How are such tensions resolved and what strategies are pursued as a result?

In terms of the environmental-level, most studies on slack are implicitly premised on
bureaucracy and centralized-governance norms, through which the uses and allocation of
unconstrained slack are determined by hierarchy and power. A fruitful area for future work is
to examine how alternative modes of governance, such as that based on platforms and
ecosystems, may lead to differences in how unconstrained slack is controlled and allocated.
For example, how is slack managed and allocated among firms thatadopt a platform strategy
and rely on the resources and efforts of other partner organizations and complementors?

Another promising avenue for future research involves examining the implications of
unconstrained slack as a cross-level phenomenon by considering the interplay of boundary
conditions at multiple levels of analysis. For instance, the potential complementarities and
tensions between the individual-level traits and dispositions of managers, and the
organizational-level logics that the firm prescribes, may jointly influence managers’

perceptions of discretion and the uses of unconstrained slack. To speculate, narcissistic
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managers who focus on short-term personal gains at the expense of long-term performance
(Buyl, Boone, & Wade, 2019) may feel more empowered to use unconstrained slack in firms
that prescribe to a market-logic, which emphasizes self-interest and shareholder value as core
elements (Thornton et al., 2012). Conversely, in firms that prescribe to logics that are
misaligned with the goals and focus of narcissistic managers, such as those that prescribe to a
family-, state-, or community-logic, which emphasize the interests of other stakeholders
beyond shareholders, such managers may feel less empowered to use unconstrained slack.

Constrained slack. Although constrained slack is the second most studied kind of slack
in ourtypology, taken in the absolute research on this kind of slack is nonetheless quite limited.
Our review demonstrated that the accessibility and applicability constraints of constrained
slack impose significant limits on managers’ discretion over and the uses of such slack (e.qg.,
Voss et al., 2008), given that it represents a context of resource scarcity within organizations.
However, most studies in this group do not theorize these constraints, leaving important
questions unaddressed.

At the individual-level, our understanding of how managers navigate the accessibility
and availability limits of constrained slack is largely unknown (Kannan-Narasimhan, 2014).
To address this shortcoming, future research may explore the tactics that managers use to
negotiate access to specialized slack resources that are either currently absorbed in operations
elsewhere within the focal firm or that are external to the firm. For example, given that access
to specialized resources internally is a largely zero-sum exchange (assuming that the desired
resources exist within the firm) and implies a reallocation of resources from one subunit to
another, future research can examine the process through which managers gain access to such
resources. Do managers who differ in their power, status, or experience vary in their ability to
access constrained slack? How do managers who are low in power and status navigate access

to specialized resources? In addition, it is possible that managers may perceive opportunity in
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the scarcity of options that are imposed by constrained slack and engage in creative actions to
cultivate slack in light of resource scarcity by recombining or recasting other (unused)
resources in novel, previously unforeseen ways. Indeed, this was demonstrated in one paper in
our review sample (e.g., Kannan-Narasimhan, 2014). Future research can extend these insights
to examine how differences in managers’ personal attributes and background may affect their
perceptions of the strategic value of constrained slack.

At the organizational-level, novel insights can be gained by exploring how constrained
slack affects the formation of inter-organizational relationships and the dynamics of resource
exchange between resource-dependent firms. We could not identify any study in our review
sample that directly addressed the inter-organizational implications of this kind of slack. The
possession of constrained slack may influence the selection of alliance partners and acquisition
targets to access specialized resources. For example, do organizations with constrained slack
use these constraintsto define the criteriafor selectingalliance partners and acquisition targets?
Regarding the dynamics of resource exchange, the differences in power between exchange
partners may lead to asymmetries in how constrained slack is allocated (Pfeffer & Salancik,
1978). For instance, do firms with less power forfeit their constrained slack to more powerful
exchange partners, such as major customers or suppliers?

At the environmental-level, future research may draw on differences in industry
attributes and institutional context to examine how these may influence a firm’s ability to
navigate resource scarcity. For example, do firms that operate in less munificent industries and
in contexts that embrace scarcity navigate the limits and uses of constrained slack better than
firms that operate in munificent industries and contexts? A particularly fruitful area would be
to examine how societal changes in patterns of work, such as that of the gig economy and
availability of specialized gig workers, enable or hinder the strategies open to firms with

constrained slack. For example, can resource constrained firms utilize gig workers as an
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external buffer of slack to deal with internal and external shocks?

Future research can also examine the potential cross-level influences that shape how
managers navigate constrained slack. For instance, adopting a process perspective, which
“address[es] questions about how and why things emerge, develop, grow, and terminate over
time” (Langley, Smallman, Toukas, & van de Ven, 2013: 1), studies could explicate the
potential complexities and mechanisms across levels that interact to influence how managers
cultivate and access constrained slack. This is important, as constrained slack represents a
context of resource scarcity, necessitating managerial effort to cultivate it over time. Based on
the assumption that such resources can be accessed internally from other organizational
subunits or externally from the environment, scholars might consider how managers and other
organizational actors that differ in their power and status (e.g., hierarchical power, prestige, or
expertise) form different types of coalitions (e.g., Mithani & O’Brien, 2021) to access and
bargain the uses of constrained slack. For example, low status managers and other
organizational actors may need to form more substantive coalitions inside the organization to
access constrained slack compared to high status managers. Further, scholars may examine
how these processes unfold in different environmental contexts, such as those characterized by
varying degrees of munificence and dynamism.

Applicability-constrained slack. Only a small proportion of studies in our review
sample examined applicability-constrained slack. While there was a consensus among this
small number of studies that the applicability constraint imposed on managers by such slack
limits their discretion to use it to pursue strategies that are tied to the resource’s narrow
specialization (e.g., Malen & Vaaler, 2017; Paeleman & Vanacker, 2015), some studies
nevertheless indicate the potential for this kind of slack to enable explorationbeyondits current
uses (e.g., Berk & Kase, 2010; Kiss etal., 2018). However, by and large, the question of how

such available but specialized resources are converted to exploratory uses, given their
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applicability constraint, is not answered. We offer several suggestions for future research at
different levels of analysis to explore this question.

At the individual-level, there may be differences in the attributes, traits, and cognitions
of managers that shape the landscape of opportunities that they perceive for applicability-
constrained slack. For instance, managers with different temporal dispositions—such as those
with a future orientation versus those with a past orientation—may conceive alternative uses
for such slack beyond its current constraints. Managers with a future orientation may be less
constrained in their perceptions ofanarrowly specializedresource and perceive abroader array
of exploratory uses than managers with a past orientation who are tied to existing (historical)
understandings. Similarly, attributes such as the background and experience of managers may
shape their perceptions of the uses of applicability-constrained slack. For example, are
managers with diverse experience across different technological domains more likely to find
exploratory uses for this kind of slack than managers with less diverse experience?

At the organizational-level, there are several opportunities for future research. For
instance, there are limited insights into how different kinds of slack influence patterns of
organizational search. While extant theorizing on slack-induced search assumes that having
available ‘slack’ resources will lead to increased search activities as the firm seeks new
opportunities (Bromiley, 1991; Chen & Miller, 2007; Greve, 2003a), whether, and how,
differentkinds of availableslack influence patterns of search is unknown. Most studies on slack
search treat slack as a unitary construct, notaccounting for differences in the availability and
fungibility of slack. Future research, therefore, can examine how applicability -constrained
slack may impose constraints on the dynamics of slack search. For instance, does possessing
available slack that is low in fungibility facilitate local search in proximate domains? Do
patterns of search differ for unconstrained slack versus applicability-constrained slack?

Another fruitful area for future research would be to examine how applicability-constrained
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slack is converted into different kinds of slack with alternative uses. While prior work has
acknowledged that the uses of slack can be changed over time (e.g., Bentley & Kehoe, 2020),
how applicability-constrained slack is converted in this manner is an unexplored area. For
example, future work may draw on knowledge-based theories (e.g., Nonaka, 1994) to explore
how the knowledge, skills, and abilities of specialized HR slack is repurposed.

At the environmental-level, future research can explore how differences in industry
dynamics such as dynamism, munificence, and competition may influence the uses of
applicability-constrained slack. For instance, firms operating in environments characterized by
unpredictable demand and high competition may keep a stock of specialized slack on hand as
a buffer to cope with changing operational requirements. In contrast, firms operating in
munificent environments characterized by predictable demand may engage in strategies to
reduce their stock of specialized slack (e.qg., corporate downsizing) to become more efficient,
as such resources can be easily accessed externally when required.

Considering the potential cross-level influences that shape the uses of applicability-
constrained slack, future research could unpack the interaction between managerial traits or
dispositions and organizational or environmental context. For instance, in terms of cross-level
influences between the individual- and organizational-level, researchers could examine
whether managers perceive different uses for applicability-constrained slack depending on the
fit between their regulatory focus and performance feedback (e.g., Mount & Baer, 2022). We
speculate that managers with a promotion-focus, who have a preference for pursuing gains,
may be motivated to repurpose applicability-constrained slack and use it as a basis for
exploration when the firm is performing below aspirations. This is because below-aspiration
performance represents a loss context that is misaligned with their regulatory focus. By
contrast, when the firm is performing above aspirations such managers may be less motivated

to repurpose applicability-constrainedslack and hence holditasa buffer for current operations.

42



Similarly, considering cross-level influences between the individual- and environmental-level,
researchers may examine how industry dynamism, munificence, and competition differentially
shape the perceived uses of applicability-constrained slack depending on managers’
dispositions. For example, managers with a prevention focus, who have a preference for
avoiding losses, may use applicability-constrained slack as a buffer to manage environmental
dynamism, while managers with a promotion-focus may use such slack as an inducement.

Accessibility-constrained slack. Accessibility-constrained slack represents the slack
category with the least developed theoretical insights in our review sample. Besides
highlighting the necessity for political behaviors and negotiations to access and utilize this kind
of slack (e.g., Keum, 2023; Kannan-Narasimhan, 2014; Leuridan & Benoit, 2022), the studies
we reviewed (implicitly) suggest high managerial discretion over accessibility-constrained
slack, even though this slack is absorbed in operations or is external to the firm (Stan et al.,
2014; Titus etal., 2022). Yet, insights regarding the theoretical basis of such discretion remain
scarce. We offer several suggestions for future research at different levels of analysis to
examine the implications of accessibility-constrained slack for organizations.

At the individual-level, the power that managers possess within an organization and
how they are socially evaluated by others may impact their access to highly fungible resources
that are currently absorbed in a firm’s operations. For example, how do different aspects of
CEO power, such as structural, ownership, expert, and prestige power, affect decisions to
reallocate accessibility-constrained slack? Structural power may allow a CEO to prioritize the
allocation of such slack to specific units or projects that align with their strategic vision,
whereas ownership power may lead them to allocate accessibility-constrained slack in ways
that maximize shareholder value. For other managers, how does their reputation or status affect
these redeployment decisions? Managers with high status or a strong reputation may have

better access to top-level executives, including the CEO and the board of directors, which can
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provide them with opportunities to influence the redeployment of accessibility-constrained
slack towards their preferred strategies. Other personality attributes of managers, such as risk
aversion, may also affect decisions about the redeployment of accessibility-constrained slack
directly as well as by interacting with the abovementioned attributes.

At the organizational-level, a wide range of theories can be used to examine how
accessibility-constrained resources may impact managerial discretion in organizations. For
instance, future researchcan draw on the knowledge-based view to examine how organizations
develop an ability to tap into highly fungible resources that exist in the environment. Resource
dependence and stakeholder theories provide useful lenses for future research to examine
whether organizations consider internal and external accessibility-constrained slack as
complements or substitutes. When considered as a substitute, highly fungible environmental
slack may reduce managers’ dependence on internal stakeholders for resource access. How
would that affect an organization’s overall stakeholder orientation? What implications would
it have for organizational design? For example, abundant environmental slack that is highly
fungible may lead managers to adopt organizational structures that facilitate greater
engagement with the environment through alliances and other open innovation initiatives.
Transaction cost theory can be useful to further explore organizational decisions about
resourcing strategies concerning accessibility-constrained slack. When certain organizational
functions require more resources, do organizations opt to redeploy internally absorbed highly
fungible slack, or do they choose to tap into their environments for such resources? How do
transaction costs associated with market-based exchanges influence this decision?

At the environmental-level, future research could explore how organizations respond
to changes in their environment that force them to deploy their accessibility-constrained slack
in different ways. How do variations in external environmental factors, such as market

turbulence, regulatory shifts, and competitive dynamics, influence the strategic deployment of
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accessibility-constrained slack by organizations? For instance, during periods of heightened
competition, decision-makers in organizations may find iteasier to formacoalition to redeploy
accessibility-constrained slack toward innovation and product development to maintain a
competitive edge. In the context of changing external environments, what factors within the
ecosystem surrounding organizations, including the behavior of industry partners, customers,
and government agencies, influence the effective utilization and redirection of accessibility-
constrained slack to meet evolving demands and circumstances? For example, industry
partners’ willingness to collaborate on joint ventures or adapt to changing market conditions
may impact how organizations deploy their accessibility-constrained slack. Government
policies and incentives could also shape resource allocation strategies in response to
environmental shifts. Future research could also examine whether external communities and
platforms (e.g., online communities, crowdsourcing platforms, e-commerce platforms)
enhance or impede firms’ access to fungible resources in their environment. For instance,
organizations that are actively engaged in digital ecosystems may have improved access to a
broader range of fungible resources due to the ease of networking, information sharing, and
resource exchange.

Researchers can also examine the cross-level influences that affect how managers
negotiate accessto and the uses of accessibility-constrained slack. Similar to constrained slack,
accessibility-constrainedslack requires managerial effortto cultivate, given its low availability,
butthistype of slack will likely be subjectto more intense bargainingamonga diverse spectrum
of actors because it can be applied to a broad range of alternative uses. Since prior work rarely
addresses how managers come to have discretion over such slack, as we have demonstrated,
future research that adopts a process perspective will provide scholars with the opportunity to
investigate how such slack is accessed. For instance, scholars may examine how accessibility-

constrained slack—such as that currently absorbed in the operations of one subunit of the
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organization—is released and reallocated to other subunits. In particular, examining how
various mechanisms across levels contribute to the reallocation of accessibility-constrained
slack at the cost of one subunit to the benefit of another, including factors such as managerial
political power (Keum, 2023) and subunit power, is a promising area for future work. Further,
future work may examine the process through which managers negotiate the uses of
accessibility-constrainedin the external capital market to fundthe development of firm-specific
competencies andstrategies. Because creditors are cautious in fundingsuch activities (O’Brien,
2003: Sengul, Almeida Costa, & Gimeno, 2019; Titus et al., 2022), understanding how
organizations negotiate the uses of accessibility-constrained slack is important for advancing
our understanding of how such resources are obtained.
Methodological Considerations and Suggestions for Future Research

Through the course of conducting our review and developing our typology, we came
across issues of inconsistency in the operationalization of slack and the entanglement of
availability and fungibility reflected in how slack is measured—leadingto adisconnect in what
studies theorize and what they empirically execute. These issues manifest in three ways. First,
in some studies that examine a specific type of slack, this fact becomes clear only after the
measure is introduced. For example, when theorizing that financial slack buffers organizations
from the threat of failure and enables investments in new, firm-specific competencies,
Lungeanu, Stern, and Zajac (2016) treatslack asa unitary construct, thus makingno distinction
between available and unavailable types of financial slack. However, in their measurement, the
authors capture unavailable financial slack (i.e., financial slack as debt accessed from
creditors), which is not typically considered to serve the purpose of buffering and investment
in firm-specific competencies (O’Brien, 2003; Titus et al., 2022).

Second, at times the conceptual arguments that relate to the type of slack that is

theorized are notincorporated in the measurement. Forinstance, in an influential study that has
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informed much ofthe subsequentresearch on slack within the performance feedback literature,
Greve (2003: 688) theorizes that absorbed slack is only useful for innovation when itis in the
form of specialized R&D staff rather than by costly facilities and high wages. However, in the
study, absorbed slack is operationalized with a single measure (as the ratio of selling, general,
and administrative expenses to sales) that does not reflect this important difference.

Third, inconsistencies in operationalizing slack are also observed across studies
whereby the operationalization of slack is inconsistent with the sources cited as a reference for
that measurement, or the same measure is used to capture different types of slack in different
studies. An illustrative example is the use of the ratio of working capital to sales or total assets
across studies as a proxy for slack. When developing a general measure for slack, Bourgeois
(1981) suggested that an increase in working capital relative to sales indicates an increase in
excess liquidity and, thus, slack. In a later study that distinguished between available,
recoverable, and potential slack, Bourgeois and Singh (1983: 43) explicitly stated that the
working capital to sales ratio was not used to measure any of these slack types, “since it
contains both available and recoverable elements of slack.” However, later studies referred to
Bourgeois and Singh (1983) for using the firm’s working capital to sales ratio to measure
available (Marlin & Geiger, 2015), recoverable (Chen, 2008), and overall slack (Uhlenbruck,
Hughes-Morgan, Hitt, Ferrier, & Brymer, 2017). Similarly, while Singh (1986) used the
working capital to sales ratio to measure absorbed slack (corresponding to recoverable slack in
Bourgeois and Singh, 1983), his study is cited as a reference to use working capital to sales
ratio to capture available (Chen & Miller, 2007) and overall slack (Alvarez-Gil et al., 2007).
The Table in Appendix 16 illustrates these examples in more detail.

Future research suggestions for operationalizing slack. Like any construct, it is
essential that the measurement of slack aligns with the assumptions and arguments that are

leveraged to theorize its implications. As our illustrations show, this has not always been the
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case in the literature. Our integrated typology underscores the need for increased precision
when conducting empirical work in the selection of existing measures of slack or
operationalization of new measures that can capture different kinds of slack. The different
kinds of slack that comprise our typology vary in their constraints and, by extension, their
implications for managers and how they are used. Thus, scholars need to be aware that the
slack measure they adopt captures the mechanisms leveraged in terms of availability and
fungibility when theorizing its implications. Recognizing that empirical research design
choices will be driven by theoretical focus and data availability considerations in specific
studies, we develop suggestions for the measurement of slack in three likely scenarios.
First, the most likely scenario in the short-term, is for future studies to follow
measurement practices utilized in prior work by adopting commonly available archival data
such as financial ratios. Future studies that choose this path should carefully consider the extent
to which specific measures used by prior work can adequately capture the availability and
fungibility of the slack resource(s) they examine. For example, when theorizing about slack
with high availability and high fungibility, a measure that is based on a firm’s liquid resources
(commonly used for measuring unabsorbed slack), would be an appropriate choice. However,
when theorizing about slack with low availability but high fungibility, debt-based ratios
(commonly used for measuring potential slack) are unlikely to be appropriate because, while
debtis indeed less available for rapid deployment than liquid resources such as cash, it also has
low fungibility because the lenders can restrict its uses by the focal firm. Instead, measures
based on excess costs (commonly used for measuring absorbed slack) would be more
appropriate, because, while resourcesabsorbed in excess costs cannotbe rapidly deployed (i.e.,
low availability), once recovered they can be converted to liquid resources and allocated to a
variety of uses (i.e., high fungibility). One option to develop rigorous measures would be to

draw on the original sources of measurements, which also provide a theoretical grounding for
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their suggested slack measures (e.g., Bourgeois, 1981; Bourgeois & Singh, 1983).

Another likely scenario isthatsome future studies might have access to proprietary data
pertaining to a specific empirical context and would prefer to leverage these data to
operationalize slack with their own measures (e.g., Lecuona & Reitzig, 2014). Measures
developed using proprietary, and probably also primary, data have the potential to align with
the theoretical constructs more closely than measures based on secondary, archival data.
However, itis important that researchers have a deep understanding of their empirical context
to make sound judgementsregardingthe extentto which their measures capture the availability
and fungibility dimensions of slack resources they study. For example, HR slack is generally
considered to have low fungibility because excess personnel are often assumed to have
specialized skills in certain tasks. However, it can be difficult to ascertain the degree to which
this assumption holds in a specific empirical context. Studies with datasets that can credibly
overcome this challenge will have the potential to generate novel insights regarding the role of
HR slack in affecting organizational behaviours, decisions, and outcomes.

Finally, social and technological developments may compel future studies to introduce
new forms of slack. For example, the recent developments in artificial intelligence (Al)
technologies are expected to lead many firms to expand their Al capabilities. Future studies
may seek to study how excess Al capabilities (Al slack) affect various organizational
phenomena. Our suggested typology of slack can facilitate the development of rigorous
measures for such new forms of slack. For example, Al slack will have high availability if a
firm’s Al capabilities operate as a stand-alone function, but low availability if they are
integrated into the specific operations of different organizational functions. Similarly, Al slack
will have high fungibility if Al capabilities are based on general training data and low

fungibility if they are developed for specialized purposes.
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Evolution and Future Pathways of Slack Research

Our typology can aid scholars in studying the role of slack in research domains that are
gaining emphasis in management research. We present three examples that highlight how this
can happen. First, the importance of nonmarket strategies involving organizations’ social and
political activities are increasingly recognized as critical aspects of firm behaviors and
outcomes (Mellahi, Frynas, Sun, & Siegel, 2016). Consequently, future research may leverage
slack to better understand firms’ social and political actions. For example, Stevens et al. (2015)
find that higher levels of slack strengthen for-profit organizations’ attention to social goals.
Scholars can use our typology to extend this work by theorizing and examining how different
kinds of slack affect firms’ social and political activities at a more granular level. For instance,
while unconstrained slack may reduce a firm’s dependence on nonmarket strategies,
constrained slack, which is less fungible and available, might prompt political strategies aimed
at enhancing the value of such resources.

Second, how digital technologies are transformingorganizations is a key emergingarea
in management research (Lanzolla, Lorenz, Miron-Spektor, Schilling, Solinas, & Tucci, 2020;
Menz et al., 2021). Following the advent of publicly accessible generative Al tools, a central
concern of inquiries in this area is the degree to which Al tools can replace or augment human
functions in organizations (e.g., Choudhary, Marchetti, Shrestha, & Puranam, 2023; Raisch &
Fomina, 2024; Raisch & Krakowski, 2021). This represents an opportunity for future research
on slack that our typology can guide. For instance, managerial choicesto utilize Al tools may
be shaped by the availability and fungibility of slack and the constraints they present. Managers
who face contexts of resourcescarcity (i.e., constrained slack) may be more inclined to develop
Al capabilities to help address such constraints.

Third, the microfoundations perspective, which seeks to explore the micro-level

determinants of organizational behaviors and outcomes by bridging micro- and macro-levels
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of analysis (Felin, Foss, & Ployhart, 2015), can be leveraged to advance our understanding of
how slack is accumulated and utilized. Our framework can help extend recent work that
examines the role of slack in connecting micro-level determinants, such as CEO-level factors,
to firm-level outcomes (e.g., Cho et al., 2023; Martin et al., 2016; Tang et al., 2015) by
facilitating precise theorizing about slack and its effects. Namely, many of the cross-level
research ideas we present can be investigated using a microfoundational lens. Such studies can
examine, for example, how managerial perceptions of the uses of different kinds of slack vary
by individual-level traits and dispositions. Our proposed typology could also facilitate tracing
how macro-level environmental factors influence managers’ perceptions of slack and its
subsequent effects at the organizational level.
CONCLUSION

Our goal was to develop an integrative typology that consolidates previous research on
slack and establishes a systematic foundation for exploring its organizational implications.
Withouta structured typology, the term ‘slack’ risked becomingan ambiguous term for various
surplus resources, lacking a clear theoretical foundation. This concern was evident in the
inconsistent and imprecise theorizing of slack resources across studies, often overlooking or
conflating important differences among its distinct dimensions. Thus, our work equips
researchers with a tool to disentangle, compare, and contrast diverse arguments and findings
related to slack. Additionally, our review also highlights the underlying mechanisms invoked
in the literature when discussing the implications of slack. Our integrative typology, structured
around the dimensions of availability and fungibility, establishesacommon language. We hope
that our efforts will promote more rigorous and accumulative theorizing of slack as a
fundamental construct, enabling researchers to harness its full potential as a pivotal concept in

management and organizational research.
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TABLE 1:

Summary of Slack’s Conceptual Evolution

Author Description

INustrative Studies Supporting
Conceptualization

Cyert & March (1963)  Slack conceptualized as a unitary construct and
includes all organizational resources that are
surplus to operational requirements.

Bourgeois & Singh Slack conceptualized into different fpes that are
(1983) determined by their ease of recovery (i.e.,
availability). These types include available

slack, recoverable slack, and potential slack.

Singh (1986) Slack conceptualized into absorbed and
unabsorbed #pes. These types correspond to
available and recoverable slack proposed by
Bourgeois & Singh (1983).

Sharfman, Wolf, Slack conceptualized into different forms based on
Chase, & Tansik resource’s degree of flexibility to be used
(1988) across a variety of situations (i.e., fungibility).

These include high discretion and low
discretion slack. Authors equate this fungibility
dimension to the availability dimension offer
in earlier studies

Bourgeois (1981); Peillex &
Ureche-Rangau (2016);
Stevenson, Kier, & Taylor
(2021).

Alessandri, Cerrato, & Eddleston,
(2016); Chen (2008); Tseng,
Tansuhaj, Hallagan, &
McCullough (2007).

Greve (2003a); Greve (2003b);
Greve (2007); Jansen, Simsek,
& Cao (2012).

Chen, Simsek, Liao, & Kwan,
(2022); George (2005);
McGaughey (2007); Simsek,
Veiga, & Lubatkin (2007);
Sharma (2000).

Note. The illustrative studies that support the described conceptualization of slack may not cite the original author but

explicitly use the conceptualization proposed.
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TABLE 2:
Directions for Future Research on Slack

Potential Theoretical

Slack Profile Research Implications Directions for Future Research .
Perspective(s)
Individual-level
Do managers’ personal attributes (e.g., narcissism, temporal focus) affect their
perceptions and deployment of unconstrained slack resources?
. . . Upper echelons theory
Do managers that are high on narcissism pursue more exploratory, uncertain (UET)
strategies using unconstrained slack than managers that are low on narcissism?
Are managers that exhibit a past-focus more conservative in their uses of
Slack resources that can unconstrained slack than managers than exhibit a future-focus?
be independently Organizational-level
accessed by an How do the uses of unconstrained slack differ between firms that are guided by o .
. . . . . . . Institutional logics
Unconstrained organizational actor alternative logics (e.g., community-, market-, family-logic)? erspective
slack (high availability) and Do the uses of unconstrained slack differ between B-corps that prescribe to a persp

applied to a broad
range of alternative

uses (high fungibility).

community-logic and firms that prescribe to a market-logic?
Environmental-level
How is unconstrained slack allocated among firms that adopt a platform strategy
and rely on the resources and efforts of other partner organizations and
complementors?
Cross-level
How do managers’ personal attributes (e.g., narcissism) and the firm’s guiding
logic (e.g., community-, market-, family-logic) jointly influence managers’
discretion and uses of unconstrained slack?

Resource-based view

(RBV)

UET,; Institutional
logics perspective

Constrained slack

Slack resources that
cannot be

independently accessed

by an organizational

actor (low availability)

and only applied to a
narrow range of
alternative uses (low
fungibility).

Individual-level
How do managers negotiate access to constrained slack from other subunits of the
organization?
Do managers that differ in their power and status (e.g., experience and prestige)
vary in their ability to access unconstrained slack?
Do managers’ psychological and cognitive attributes affect their perceptions of
strategic value of inapplicable and inaccessible slack resources?
Organizational-level
Do organizations with constrained slack use these constraints as means to define
the criteria for selecting alliance partners and acquisition targets?

Agency theory; UET

BTOF; RBV, Resource
dependence theory
(RDT)
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How is constrained slack allocated between resource-dependent partners? Do firms
with less power forfeit their constrained slack to more powerful exchange
partners?

Environmental-level

How do differences in industry attributes (dynamism, munificence, and
competition) and institutional context influence a firm’s ability to deal with
constrained slack (i.e., scarcity)?

What impact do societal shifts in patterns of work, such as that of the gig economy
and gig workers, have on a firm’s ability to deal with constrained slack?

Cross-level

What is the process through which managers negotiate access to and the uses of
constrained slack? How is this process influenced by differences in managerial
power and status? What types of coalitions are formed within the organization?

How does the process of negotiating access to and the uses of constrained slack
unfold in different organizational arrangements and environmental contexts?

Institutional theory

BTOF; UET

Applicability-
constrained slack

Slack resources that can
be independently
accessed by an
organizational actor
(high availability) but
can only be applied to
a narrow range of
alternative uses (low
fungibility).

Individual-level

Do managers with different temporal dispositions (e.g., future- versus past-focus)
conceive different uses for applicability -constrained slack?

Does the diversity of CEOs’ background and experience influence the ways in
which managers use (or repurpose) applicability-constrained slack?

Organizational-level

How does applicability-constrained slack influence patterns of slack search? Do
patterns of search differ between unconstrained versus applicability constrained
slack?

How do firms convert the uses of applicability-constrained slack (such as
specialized human resources)? Are there distinct patterns of conversion for
repurposing slack?

Environmental-level

How do differences in industry attributes (dynamism, munificence, and
competition) and institutional context influence the uses of applicability -
constrained slack?

Do firms operating in environments characterized by unpredictable demand and
high competition hold a higher degree of applicability -constrained slack?

Cross-level

How do managers’ personal attributes (e.g., regulatory focus) and performance
feedback (e.g., above- and below-aspiration performance) jointly influence
managers’ discretion and uses of applicability-constrained slack?

BTOF; Knowledge-
based view (KBV)

RBY; Transaction cost
theory (TCT)

BTOF; UET
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How do managers’ personal attributes and industry attributes (dynamism,
munificence, and competition) jointly influence managers’ discretion and uses
of applicability-constrained slack?

Accessibility-
constrained slack

Individual-level

How do different aspects of CEO power, such as structural, ownership, expert, and
prestige power, affect the decisionsto redeploy accessibility -constrained slack?

How does the reputation or status of managers affect the redeployment decisions
concerning accessibility-constrained slack?

Are risk-averse managers more or less likely leverage their power, status, or
reputation to influence decisions concerning accessibility -constrained slack?

Organizational-level

How do organizations develop an ability to tap into highly fungible resource that
exists in the environment?

When do organizations consider internal and external accessibility -constrained
slack as complements or substitutes?

When certain organizational functions require more resources, do organizations
optto redeploy internally absorbed highly fungible slack, or do they choose to
tap into their environments for such resources?

Environmental-level

How do variations in the external environmental factors, such as market
turbulence, regulatory shifts,and competitive dynamics, influence the strategic
deployment of accessibility-constrained slack by organizations?

Do external communities and platforms (e.g., online communities, crowdsourcing
platforms, e-commerce platforms) enhance or impede firms’ access to fungible
resources in their environment?

In the context of changing external environments, what factors within the
ecosystem surrounding organizations affect the effective utilization and
redirection of accessibility-constrained slack to meet evolving demands and
circumstances?

Cross-level

What are the cross-level mechanisms that contribute to internal reallocation of
accessibility-constrained slack between business units?

What is the process through which managers negotiate the uses of accessibility-
constrained slack from external actors (e.g., external capital market)?

Slack resources that
cannot be
independently
accessed by an
organizational actor
(low availability) but
can be applied to a
broad range of
alternative uses (high
fungibility).

UET; Agency theory

BTOF; KBV, RDT,
Stakeholder theory,
TCT

RBYV; Institutional
theory; Social network
theory
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Fungibility

High

Low

FIGURE 1:
A Typology of Slack Characteristics

ACCESSIBILITY-
CONSTRAINED SLACK
wide range of uses

» Resource cannot be
independently accessed

CONSTRAINED SLACK

to a limited range of uses

» Resource cannot be
independently accessed

» Resource can be applied to a

* Resource can only be applied

UNCONSTRAINED SLACK
« Resource can be applied to a
wide range of uses

« Resource can be
independently accessed

APPLICABILITY-CONSTRAINED
SLACK

« Resource can only be applied
to a limited range of uses

« Resource can be
independently accessed

g

Low

High
Availability
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FIGURE 2:

Overview of Steps for Article Search, Selection, and Coding Process

1. Search Process (vielding a total of 299 studies)

Step 1: We searched in Web of
Science for articles that include
“slack” in title, abstract, or keywords.
We limited this search to 26
management and organization
journals.

\ 4
229 studies

Step 2: We searched in Web of Science Step 3: We checked in-press
for articles that contain “slack” in their and old articles in the 26
title, abstract, or keywords, and sorted journals that are covered in
the papers by citations. We went Step 1 to identify papers that
through 470 articles that had more than were not indexed by Web of
40 citations to identify other notable Science.

articles from journals beyond those that

are covered in Step 1.

, '

45 studies 25 studies

2. Selection Process (yielding a total of 229 studies)

organizational unit level.

We selected articles for inclusion in our review based on two criteria. First, slack is clearly used in theorizing to
motivate a hypothesis or proposition or is featured as one or more of the following: independent variable,
dependent variable, mediator, or moderator. Second, slack is studied at the organizational level or the

229 articles

Multiple authors coded
the relevant information
from the selected articles.

3. Coding Process

Authors cross-checked each other’s coded
> infor_mation. In the cases of disagreements,
we discussed to resolve these.
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