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Foreword Contents

In an increasingly digitally 
connected world, it is easy to feel 
that a true work/life balance is 
nothing more than an elusive myth. 
The feeling of work encroaching on 
all aspects of life is a prominent 
theme in the Centre for the Modern 
Family’s (CMF) previous report, 
Work/Family Balance, which found 
that an off-kilter balance cannot 
only make us feel stressed, but can 
have a profound impact on family 
relationships.

A possible solution often mentioned 
in conversations around work/life 
balance is flexible working. With so 
much discussion around how far this 
is a practical solution to the UK’s 
‘always on’ work culture, in our final 
chapter of our CMF Families and 
Employment series, we put flexible 
working under the microscope to 
better understand the attitudes 
and experiences of employers and 
employees in theory and in practice. 

All employees in the UK have the 
right to request flexible working 
– that is, having a flexible start and 
finish time, or working from home 
– but our latest figures show that in 
reality it may not be the ‘silver bullet’ 
solution. While many employers 
are talking the talk when it comes 

to flexible working, many more are 
struggling to walk the walk. 

Perhaps one of the biggest barriers 
to implementing flexible working is 
the misconceptions that still 
surround the impact of flexible 
working on productivity levels, with 
a fifth of employers still regarding 
flexible working as less efficient. 

We must change these perceptions 
to harness the benefits of flexible 
working; it ought to be understood 
not as a cost liability or a problem 
to be dealt with but rather as a 
potential competitive advantage 
and an important way of generating 
value for both employer and 
employee. At Lloyds Banking Group 
we’re proud to be a leader in agile 
working practices and a founding 
member of the Agile Future Forum, 
and we know that this has gone a 
long way towards making it possible 
for us to be a 24-hour, seven days  
a week business.

It’s not only parents who need 
flexible working either, as we will 
examine in more detail in this 
report. We have people across the 
Group who work flexibly to support 
care responsibilities for family 
members, finding time for triathlon 

“ALL EMPLOYEES IN THE 
UK HAVE THE RIGHT 
TO REQUEST FLEXIBLE 
WORKING – THAT IS, 
HAVING A FLEXIBLE START 
AND FINISH TIME, OR 
WORKING FROM HOME – 
BUT OUR LATEST FIGURES 
SHOW THAT IN REALITY IT 
MAY NOT BE THE ‘SILVER 
BULLET’ SOLUTION.”

training and to reduce commuting 
time. This not only delivers 
benefits for our employees, but 
pays dividends for us as a business 
too in terms of talent recruitment 
and retention. As innovations in 
technology mean the world of  
work increasingly becomes more 
fluid, we know that ALL employees, 
not just parents, strive for 
something more attuned to the 
demands of their role and their life 
outside work. 

Agile working will be a key as we 
move towards being round-the-
clock businesses, so employers 
need to begin thinking creatively 
with working policies. Clearly there 
is no one-size-fits-all solution, and 
the needs for organisations to stay 
profitable and meet business 
demands are fundamental.

Employers have come on leaps and 
bounds in learning how best to 
support employees while still 
balancing the needs of the business, 
but now we have to put that into 
practice in a way that works for 
both parties. The 9-5 Monday to 
Friday job has become an outdated 
concept – and employers need to 
adapt to survive.

 FOREWORD  
ANITA FREW  
CHAIR, CENTRE FOR THE MODERN FAMILY  
DEPUTY CHAIRMAN AND INDEPENDENT DIRECTOR  
LLOYDS BANKING GROUP 
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Introduction

68% of families with 
dependent children had both 

parents in work in 2014

68%

Employment currently stands at 
record levels1: joblessness stood  
at a seven-year low by the autumn 
of 20152 and unemployment rates 
have been falling in most parts of 
the country. Yet while high levels  
of employment are a priority for  
all governments, many families  
are still struggling to maintain a 
balance between their working 
lives and responsibilities at home.

Two-parent working has become 
the norm in the UK today. In 2014, 
in more than two-thirds of families 
with dependent children (68%), 
both parents were in work according 
to the Office for National Statistics 
(ONS)3. Many of these workers are 
putting in more time at work: TUC 
research4 suggests the number of 
people working long hours has 
increased by 15% since 2010.

It is against this backdrop that  
the Centre for the Modern Family 
set out to analyse the extent to 
which employers and employees 
are working together to counter 
these pressures. In particular,  
how able employers feel to support 
staff with more flexible working 
practices and how supported 
workers actually feel.

Although employers understand 
the case for flexible working –  
and the Government has tried to 
encourage flexible practices with 
both incentives and compulsion – 
many employees are not yet feeling 
the benefit. Much more must be 
done if the potential dividends to 
all from wider take-up of flexible 
working are to be realised.

This report is the third in a series 
of three analyses of the changing 
relationship between the family 
and the workplace published by 
the Centre for the Modern Family 
during 2015 and 2016. Our previous 
reports looked specifically at the 
challenges posed for and by older 
workers, and at the current work/life 
balance issues being experienced  
by families in the UK today.

1 UK Labour Market, Office for National Statistics, 
November 2015

2 UK Labour Market, Office for National Statstics,  
November 2015

3 Families in the Labour Market, Office for National 
Statistics, December 2014

4 15% increase in people working more than 48 hours  
a week warns TUC, TUC, September 2015

About this research
This report is based on both 
quantitative and qualitative  
inputs, including a YouGov survey 
of 2,000 adults constituting a 
representative sample of Britons 
across the UK, a further YouGov 
survey of 500 business leaders 
spread across all sizes of employer, 
interviews and discussions with 
the Centre for the Modern Family 
panellists, and a series of focus 
group sessions also conducted  
by YouGov.BRITAIN IS A NATION  

AT WORK
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Introduction

KEY FINDINGS 

ATTITUDES VERSUS 
REALITY

01
Barriers remain

The broadly positive attitude of employers 
towards flexible working is undermined  
by logistical and operational barriers.

Government help is wanted
Employers want financial support  

from government in order to implement 
flexible working.

Small businesses struggle
While smaller businesses are more flexible  
in some regards, they find issues such as 

childcare and parental leave more challenging.

Technology is a double-edged sword
While new tools facilitate flexible working, 

they also mean many employees feel 
permanently on duty.

Good intentions
Employers are very positive about the 
theoretical benefits of flexible working 

practices, but the offering does not always 
reflect this.

Size matters
Larger businesses often lead the way  

on flexible working, but medium-sized 
employers can be more resistant to  

offering new options.
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Successive governments in the UK have 
overhauled employment legislation in order 
to promote greater flexibility in the workplace, 
but while employers might be expected to 
resent such interventions, there is an 
increasing body of evidence that suggests  
it is in their interest to create and implement 
more progressive policies.

For example, in one recent survey published 
by the Confederation of British Industry 
(CBI)5, 97% of employers said they believed  
a flexible workforce was either vital or 
important to the competitiveness of the  
UK and for business investment and job 
creation. This attitude was not confined  
to big businesses – research6 published  
by the British Chambers of Commerce in 
conjunction with BT Business, found that 
86% of smaller businesses now have at  
least one member of staff working from 
home on a regular basis.

There are good reasons for these findings. 
From an employer’s perspective, flexible 
working is an important tool in helping to 
retain staff – and holding onto experienced 
and skilled staff is important in maintaining 
quality and containing costs. 

Offering flexible hours widens the talent 
pool, so employers should be able to recruit 
people with more skills. It can also increase 
commitment and loyalty of staff members. 
This can deliver improved productivity and, 
by extension, improved profitability.

“There is a common denominator running 
through the qualities displayed by the best 
companies and the most successful 
countries,” observes CMF Panellist Neil 
Leitch, Chief Executive of the Pre-School 
Learning Alliance. “It’s their approach to 
flexible working and support for family life 
– successful employers have flexible working 
and so do successful countries.”

Certainly, the UK has some catching up to do. 
In one PwC study, the Women in Work Index7, 
the UK ranked only 14th out of 27 OECD 
countries on the extent to which flexible 
labour market practices have boosted female 
participation in the workforce. Norway, 
Denmark and Sweden led the study. Flexible 
working practices in Scandinavia have not 
come at the expense of economic growth and 
have boosted equality: the Pew Research 
Center ranks all three countries as some of 
the least income unequal in the world8.

OFFERING FLEXIBLE HOURS WIDENS THE TALENT 
POOL, SO EMPLOYERS SHOULD BE ABLE TO RECRUIT 
PEOPLE WITH MORE SKILLS. IT CAN ALSO INCREASE 

COMMITMENT AND LOYALTY OF STAFF MEMBERS. 

Employers starting to embrace flexible 
working

Our CMF research suggests many employers 
recognise the benefits available. As Figure 1 
overleaf reveals, almost two-thirds (65%) of 
employers in our study said they believed 
flexible working increased workforce 
well-being and productivity. Two-thirds 
(66%) also said that offering flexible work 
for employees with families had boosted 
recruitment and retention.

It’s not only family that people seek to make 
more time for – others are keen to pursue 
educational opportunities, for example. CMF 
panellist Ruth Spellman, Chief Executive of 
the Workers Education Association, said: 
“We find many women and men who work 
part-time want to now learn part-time and 
this will improve their employability.”

Employers who worry about potentially 
negative aspects of flexible working are in 
the minority. Just a fifth (21%) think employees 
who work flexibly are less efficient, while a 
similarly small number (22%) think providing 
flexible working will threaten the long-term 
success of their organisation.

…but concerns remain

CMF panellist Jonathan Swan, Research and 
Policy Manager at the work-life balance 
organisation Working Families, “It’s still a 
really mixed picture.” Some employers do 
much more than others, he says. “There are 
the tools there for them to extend work/life 
opportunities, but I don’t think they do that 
equally among all employees, certainly in very 
large organisations,” he says. “In smaller 
organisations you see a really mixed picture 
of basic compliance with the legislation and 
a grasp of why it might be better to go beyond 
that, but a lot depends on the depth of the 
employer’s pockets.”

This is a theme picked up throughout the 
CMF’s research: the idea that employers are 
sympathetic in principle to flexible working, 
but wary in practice. For example, 47 per 
cent of employers stress that while they are 
supportive, the needs of the business must 
come first. Amongst larger businesses, more 
than a quarter (26%) still regard flexible 
working as less efficient.

5 On the up: CBI/Accenture 2013 employment trends survey
6 How cloud is driving flexible working for UK SMEs, BCC/BT, 2014
7 International Women’s Day, Women in Work Index, PwC, March 2015
8 Income inequality in developed countries, Pew Research Center, 

December 2013

of employers believe flexible working 
increases workforce well-being  

and productivity

65%

of employers believe a flexible 
workforce is either vital or important  

to the competitiveness of the UK

97%

of employers still regard flexible 
working as less efficient

26%
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Employees appreciate progress 
so far…
Despite employers’ concerns, the 
CMF’s research suggests their 
broadly positive view towards 
flexible working is largely 
appreciated by employees. More 
than half the workers (52%) in  
the survey say their employer is 
currently quite or very supportive 
of their family situation – and 
prepared to address their needs  
in some way (see Figure 2).

Women in particular are more likely 
to find their employers supportive 
– 18% praise employers as very 
supportive and accommodating. 
However, men feel less positive 
about employer attitudes – almost 
one in 10 (9%) say they don’t feel 
comfortable asking their bosses  
for flexibility. 

This gender split is likely to reflect 
the way legislation has been 
introduced in the UK in recent 
years, with women winning rights 
to greater flexibility at work before 
men –shared maternity and 
paternity leave, for example, is  
a much newer concept. 

CMF panellist James Daley, founder 
of campaign group Fairer Finance, 
suggests attitudes may have lagged. 
“My experience has been that many 
employers now have fantastic 
policies for their female staff, but 
when the men ask for more flexible 
working, the response is very 
mixed,” he says.

FIGURE 1: EMPLOYERS ‘GET’ FLEXIBLE WORKING 

SPOTLIGHT ON SMEs
 
The headline figures mask variations between different-sized employers. Only half (52%) of micro businesses 
see flexible working as a recruitment and retention tool – perhaps because these very small organisations 
aren’t currently recruiting in large numbers.

Neil Leitch argues that a focus on small and medium-sized employers is therefore going to be crucial if 
flexible working practices are to become more widely available, given the numbers they employ (60% of all 
private-sector workers according to official statistics9). “If you’re really going to impact change, it’s these 
businesses that you need to convince,” he argues.

Still, Jonathan Swan warns this won’t always be straightforward for a large number of businesses in the 
middle. “Very small employers have got the agility to implement some of the stuff that they want to do 
around flexibility while the very large companies can rely on in-house expertise and strategic policymaking,” 
he says. “In between, companies are too big to be agile but too small to have the kind of resources needed 
to understand the effects it’s having on the business.”

Small business groups are also particularly likely to worry about regulation compelling businesses to offer 
more flexible working. The Federation of Small Businesses (FSB), for example, has pointed to the potential 
for legal disputes over the right to request flexible working10.

9 Business population estimates for the UK and regions, Office for National Statistics, November 2014 10 Flexible working rights for all – could they backfire?, BBC News, June 2014

 Enterprise business   Medium business   Micro business   Overall

Employees who  
work flexibly are  

less efficient

21% OVERALL
rising to 26% in  
large businesses 

Providing flexible  
working threatens  

the long term success  
of the business

22% OVERALL
rising to 27% in  

medium businesses 

Providing flexible  
working increases 
productivity and  
well-being in the  

workforce 

65% OVERALL
rising to 75% in  
enterprise businesses 

Providing flexible  
work for those with  
families enables us  
to attract and retain 
valuable employees

66% OVERALL
falling to 52% in  

micro businesses 

FIGURE 2: EMPLOYEES FEEL SUPPORTED – FOR THE MOST PART

It’s also notable that despite the 
positive headline figures, sizeable 
minorities of employees aren’t 
happy with the support they’re 
getting from employers. Almost  
a quarter (24%) describe their 
employers as not supportive – a 
third of those workers don’t feel 
comfortable talking about their 
needs at work, while the other 
two-thirds say their employers  
do the bare minimum required  
to comply with the law.

Significantly, one in five employees 
with children under the age of 18 
– the group likely to be most in 
need of flexible working practices 
– say their workplace culture 
doesn’t support families beyond 
what the law expects. And almost  
a quarter (24%) of all carers don’t 
feel their employer offers much 
support or flexibility.

Not supportive 
I don’t even feel comfortable 
talking to my employer about 
my family needs and asking  

for flexibility

Very supportive 
My employer understands  
my family situation and 
accommodates all my  

needs accordingly

Not supportive 
I feel my workplace culture  
doesn’t support those with 
families any further than  

is legally required

Quite supportive 
My employer understands  
my family situation and 
accommodates some of  

my needs

8%
16%16%

36%
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…But barriers prevent further 
advances
Some employers readily concede 
that there are limitations to what 
they are prepared to offer. 
Understandably, they stress the 
commercial realities of their 
businesses. Less than a third (30%) 
say they go above and beyond the 
minimum legal requirements to be 
supportive of people’s work/family 
balance, though this rises to 39% 
amongst micro business. Almost 
one in four (23%) medium-sized 
businesses concede they do what 
is legally required of them, but  
no more.

These findings are explained by  
our CMF research into employers’ 
perceptions of what prevents them 
from offering greater flexibility 
(see Figure 3). These include a broad 
range of factors cited by almost 
half of the employers in the survey. 
For example, 49% say it is difficult 
to manage the impact of parental 
leave, while 47% say the work they 
do isn’t suitable for home or remote 
working. These figures rise to 55% 
and 56% respectively amongst 
small and medium-sized businesses.

Some firms clearly aren’t convinced 
about the link between flexibility 
and enhanced productivity.  
More than two-fifths (41%) are 
concerned offering flexibility might 
actually have a negative effect on 
productivity. Other employers worry 
about ongoing legislative change 
– 46% think shared parental leave 

will become increasingly difficult 
to manage, and this figure rises to 
55% amongst smaller businesses.

As Figure 4 shows, in many cases it 
isn’t cost that prevents employers 
from offering particular flexible 
working arrangements – instead 
they’re concerned about the 
logistical hurdles standing in the 
way of certain policies or, more 
broadly, the potential negative 
impact on the business.

Employers cite logistical difficulties 
as being the most significant 
obstacle to implementing a number 
of flexible policies; including 
home-working, compressed hours, 
job sharing, more flexible shift 
patterns and on-site childcare 
facilities. Holiday sacrifice schemes 
and policies to veto working 
outside of office hours are seen as 
potentially negative to the business.

It is also interesting to note that 
nearly half (47%) of the employers 
in the survey see zero-hours 
contracts as a potential negative 
for their businesses – this will be 
good news for those campaigners 
who see such arrangements as 
exploitative. More than two-thirds 
(68%) of businesses would not 
consider zero-hours contracts 
while just one in 10 (10%) 
currently use them. “The taboo 
around zero-hours contracts is 
significant,” says Reverend Jeremy 
Fraser. “If I were an employer it 
would be easy to say I was being 
flexible by working in this way.”

Despite these concerns, more 
employers will need to embrace 
flexible working if they are to 
avoid losing staff to rivals. Indeed, 
CMF panellist Professor Sir Cary 
Cooper, Distinguished Professor  
of Organisational Psychology and 
Health at Manchester Business 
School and President of the CIPD 
says this may be one of the only 
ways to build closer relationships 
with employees. “Two decades 
ago people worked for just one 
company for their entire career, 
but this new generation switches 
companies all the time,” he 
argues. “This means there is not 
the same sense of loyalty between 
employee and employer that there 
was in the past – there is no 
psychological contract – and the 
only way to reconcile this is to 
build a better relationship 
between employees and the 
companies where they work.” 

CMF panellist Jackie Leiper, 
Director of Employer Relationships 
at Scottish Widows, argues it will 
be key to encourage more senior 
employees to work flexibly. She 
said: “One of the challenges right 
now is there are few senior people 
working flexibly and operating as 
role models – this may give the 
impression they don’t really buy 
into it.”

FIGURE 3: EMPLOYERS TALK THE TALK BUT WORRY ABOUT WALKING THE WALK 

The type of work we do makes it difficult for people  
to work remotely/from home

47% up to 56% for medium 

I am concerned about the impact it could have on productivity 41%

We don’t have the necessary infrastructure (e.g. IT) 20% up to 28% for micro

It will become increasingly difficult to manage  
the impact of shared parental leave

46% up to 55% for small

It is difficult to manage the impact of parental leave in the business 49% up to 55% for small and medium

It is difficult to offer high quality part-time opportunities  
to accommodate those with families

44% up to 49% for small

As a business, we cannot afford to go beyond what is legally  
required of us in terms of offering flexible working to our employees

35% up to 42% for medium

It is difficult to provide flexibility to those with families because  
there is no one to cover for them when they are not at work

48% up to 54% for small

 It is too expensive   It is too difficult to implement logistically   I worry it would impact negatively on business

FIGURE 4: WHY EMPLOYERS FEEL UNCOMFORTABLE WITH FLEXIBLE WORKING 

Reduced hours at the same salary instead of  
a salary increase/promotion

Working full-time from home

Working part-time from home

Compressed hours

Enhanced parental leave

Job sharing

More flexible shift patterns

Zero hours contracts

Financial support for employees for childcare

On-site childcare facilities

It is difficult to provide flexibility to those with families because  
there is no one to cover for them when they are not at work

18% 
30% 

32% 

5% 
52% 

35% 

3% 
51% 

22% 

8% 
37% 

27% 

41% 
21% 

28% 

7% 
42% 

33% 

9% 
43% 

26% 

1% 
19% 

47% 

50% 
14% 

16% 

34% 
43% 

15% 

4% 
30% 

42% 
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CONSUMERS

WHAT OUR FOCUS GROUPS SAY

“I THINK I’M FINDING MORE OF A BALANCE 
WITH WORK BUT IT IS HARD BEING A 

MANAGER AS I CAN BE CONTACTED ON MY 
DAYS OFF WHICH IS SO FRUSTRATING.” 

VICTORIA, 25, NORWICH

“WORK IS UNDERSTANDING AT 
THE MOMENT BUT IT HASN’T 

ALWAYS BEEN LIKE THAT – I ONCE 
HAD TO MISS MY DAUGHTER’S 

CHRISTENING PARTY.” 

CHRIS, 34, YORKSHIRE

“MY WORK IS TOO CORPORATE  
TO EVEN CONSIDER FAMILY LIFE.” 

VICKI, 26, EDINBURGH

EMPLOYERS

“LONG HOURS ARE TAKEN FOR GRANTED  
IN MY FIRM, AS IS THAT EMPLOYEES ARE 

AVAILABLE OUT OF HOURS FOR ENQUIRIES.” 

CHRIS, 31, LONDON

“UNTIL VERY RECENTLY, WE WERE NOT  
A VERY SUPPORTIVE EMPLOYER, BUT WE 
HAVE A NEW MANAGER IN PLACE WHO IS 
TRYING TO RESTORE SOME WELL-BEING  

INTO THE ORGANISATION.” 

AMANDA, 46, YORKSHIRE

“THE LARGER THE COMPANY HAS BECOME,  
THE LESS EMPATHY IT SEEMS TO HAVE  
WITH THE EMPLOYEES. IT LOSES THE  
FAMILY SENSE IT PREVIOUSLY HAD.” 

DAVID, 58, NORTH WEST

“ FLEXIBLE WORKING PRACTICES 
BREED HAPPIER, HEALTHIER STAFF 

WHO ARE LOYAL TO THE FIRM.”

KIM, 40, NORTH WALES

“I’VE DECIDED TO NOT APPLY FOR 
PROMOTIONS IN THE PAST BECAUSE 
IT WOULD MEAN WORKING LONGER 

HOURS AND HAVING FEWER HOLIDAYS 
EVEN THOUGH THE PAY WOULD HAVE 

BEEN BETTER.” 

JACQUELINE, 56, DEVON

 “I HAD A GOOD CAREER AND WAS ABLE TO 
PROVIDE A LOT OF THINGS WHICH I THOUGHT AT 
THE TIME WERE VERY IMPORTANT TO MY FOUR-
YEAR OLD AND MY NINE-MONTH OLD BABY BUT 

IN HINDSIGHT THEY WOULD MUCH PREFER TO BE 
WITH ME AND GO WITHOUT HOLIDAYS ABROAD.” 

CLAIRE, 35, NORTH-WEST

“WE HAVE A LACK OF DEFINED POLICIES AND EXPECTATIONS:  
SOME PEOPLE SLAVISHLY ANSWER EMAILS AND CALLS  

AT ALL HOURS AND EXPECT OTHERS TO DO SO.” 

IAN, 53, YORKSHIRE
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FLEXIBLE WORKING  
UNDER THE MICROSCOPE

02 Our CMF research, as we saw in chapter 1  
of this report, exposes a gap between 
employers’ theoretical support for flexible 
working and their practical ability and 
willingness to introduce family-friendly 
policies in the workplace.

Employers know that it is in their interests to 
close this gap. The Family Friendly Working 
Hours Taskforce has established that 
businesses which have been able to 
introduce flexible working have enjoyed 
compelling benefits as a result. In particular, 
the taskforce’s work11 found:

IN ORDER TO HELP MORE EMPLOYERS TO SECURE SUCH 
BENEFITS, IT WILL BE IMPORTANT TO UNDERSTAND IN MORE 

DETAIL WHY SOME EMPLOYERS CURRENTLY FIND PARTICULAR 
TYPES OF FLEXIBLE WORKING SO CHALLENGING.

65%
of employers said flexible 

working practices had a positive 
effect on staff retention

58%
of small and medium-sized 

employers reported  
improved productivity

42%
of employers said flexible 

working had positively 
benefitted recruitment

70%
of employers reported  

an improvement in  
employee relations

11 Flexible Working: working for families, working for business, Family Friendly Working Hours Taskforce, 2012
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In addition, the CMF’s detailed research into 
different types of flexible working suggests 
employers of all sizes are struggling for a 
broad variety of reasons, depending on the 
policy or practice in question.

For example, many employees say they 
would like to be able to work from home – 
either on a full-time or part-time basis – in 
order to take commuting time out of their 
working day or to fit work around family 
commitments. Yet as Figure 5 shows, many 
employers are reluctant to allow this option.

Why employers are struggling to extend 
flexible working

In order to help more employers to secure 
such benefits, it will be important to 
understand in more detail why some 
employers currently find particular types  
of flexible working so challenging.

In part, this will depend on company size, 
argues Jonathan Swan of Working Families. 
“The smaller businesses have issues around 
infrastructure, training and policies, and 
many live in mortal terror of being taken to  
a tribunal for getting it wrong, so they tend 
to take a low-risk approach,” he says. “They 
may have the right instinct to do more, but 
the practicalities are quite difficult for them.”

Less than a fifth (16%) of employers currently 
offer full-time working from home, while 
more than half (56%) say they would never 
consider doing so. Almost a third (32%) offer 
part-time home working, but a greater number 
(34%) say they would never consider this. 
Some types of business are more flexible 
than others – 21% of micro businesses offer 
full-time working from home, for example, 
while larger businesses are more likely to 
offer part-time working – but the outlook  
for employees looking to work from home  
is currently relatively bleak.

FIGURE 5: HOME WORKING IS A CHALLENGE FOR EMPLOYERS

 We do not offer this and would not consider doing so  Currently offers  

 We would consider offering this  Don’t know/ N/A

(%) WORKING FULL-TIME FROM HOME

0 20 40 60 80 100

Large business
45 25 17 13

Medium business
72 15 9 4

Enterprise business
40 25 24 11

71 15 9 5
Small business

51 17 21 11
Micro business

56 19 16 9
Overall

(%) WORKING PART-TIME FROM HOME

0 20 40 60 80 100

Large business
22 33 40 5

Medium business
50 22 21 7

Enterprise business
16 22 53 9

48 28 20 4
Small business

35 26 28 11
Micro business

34 26 32 8
Overall

Employers largely see this as a question  
of operational practicality, rather than 
assuming staff might take advantage. More 
than half (52% and 51% for full-time and 
part-time working respectively) say this  
sort of flexibility would be too difficult to 
implement logistically. More than a third 
(35%) fear full-time home working would 
have a negative impact on their businesses, 
falling to a fifth (21%) in the case of part-
time home working. 
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FIGURE 6: ARE FLEXIBLE WORKING HOURS THE ANSWER?

(%) JOB SHARING

0 20 40 60 80 100

Large business
26 32 32 10

Medium business
34 37 20 9

Enterprise business
13 25 49 13

27 45 14 14
Small business

42 29 13 16
Micro business

28 34 25 13
Overall

 We do not offer this and would not consider doing so  Currently offers  

 We would consider offering this  Don’t know/ N/A

(%) COMPRESSED HOURS 

0 20 40 60 80 100

Large business
29 26 23 22

Medium business
42 24 13 21

Enterprise business
19 24 33 24

44 13 10 33
Small business

41 20 7 32
Micro business

35 21 17 27
Overall

currently offer these options to their staff, 
more significant numbers of staff say they 
would be prepared to consider offering them.

However, smaller companies tend to see job 
sharing and compressed hours as more 
difficult – perhaps reflecting the less flexible 
nature of a smaller workforce, or the more 
limited scope of their human resources 
operations. For example, while a quarter 
(25%) of employers already offer job sharing, 
only 13% of micro enterprises do so – 42% 
of these companies say they would never 
consider this as an option. Similarly, while a 
third of enterprise businesses already offer 
compressed hours, the figure falls to 7% 
amongst micro businesses.

However, CMF panellist Reverend Jeremy 
Fraser, who serves as Area Dean of Newham 
in East London, says employers need to be 
more imaginative. “It does seem to me that 
commuting time, for example, is something 
that an employer could look at,” he says.  
“It’s partly about quality time with family, 
but our research has shown that people who 
are unhappiest at work are often those who 
are commuting the most.”

Logistical concerns loom large…
To some extent, policies such as job sharing 
and compressed hours, where staff work 
their allotted hours over fewer days, are seen  
as more practical options by employers (see 
Figure 6). While only a minority of employers 

Again, it is logistical issues that represent 
the biggest fear for employers reluctant to 
offer these benefits. Some 42% of employers 
see logistics as a barrier to job sharing, while 
37% say these issues stand in the way of 
compressed hours. Significant numbers also 
worry about the potential for job sharing 
(33%) and compressed hours (27%) to have 
a negative impact on their businesses.

Professor Sir Cary Cooper says it will be 
difficult to overcome these issues until 
employers really understand the financial 
attractions of moving towards flexible 
working. “Employers need to realise that 
offering these things can bring a business 
benefit because it is a way to keep top 

talent,” he says. “Also, studies show that  
if you allow people to work part-time it 
actually makes them work better and more 
efficiently.”

…But families look for more help
Families with young children, including 
new-borns, are likely to find it particularly 
challenging to juggle work with home life, 
given their childcare needs. The Government 
has made changes in this area in recent years 
– some reforms, such as additional financial 
support for parents with children in pre-
school, have been taxpayer-funded, but the 
burden of other changes, such as more 
generous rules on parental leave, is being 
shouldered by employers.



22 23

Flexible working under the microscope Flexible working under the microscope

Cost is the big issue for employers pondering 
how to support employees with young 
children. Half say it would be too expensive 
to offer financial support for childcare, while 
almost as many (41%) cite cost as the main 
barrier to providing enhanced parental leave. 
By contrast, logistics and the potential for 
negative business impact are less pressing 
concerns for most employers.

For employees who are conscious of these 
concerns, it may be difficult to seek more 
flexible hours, even though their legal right 
to do so is established, which can be 
demoralising. “There may be an enormous 
worry amongst the employees that by raising 

This is likely to be one reason why employers 
feel under pressure. For example, just 13% 
currently offer enhanced parental leave – this 
falls to just 2% amongst micro businesses. 
More than a third of employers (38%) say 
they wouldn’t consider offering this benefit, 
rising to close to two thirds (58%) amongst 
micro businesses.

Equally, only 13% of employees currently offer 
their staff support with the cost of childcare, 
including just 2% of micro businesses. More 
than half (52%) would never consider doing 
so, rising to more than two-thirds (68%) 
amongst micro businesses. Just 7% of 
employers offer onsite childcare and 73% 
expect never to do so.

the issue they are suddenly seen as people 
who want to leave,” says Jackie Leiper, Director 
of Employer Relationships, Scottish Widows. 
“People fear that by raising the issue at this 
point, they are putting themselves in the 
firing line for the next time the organisation 
goes through a restructure or makes changes.”

Technology is part of the answer –  
but also part of the problem
The CMF’s findings underline the need to 
think in detail about how to help employers 
move towards providing more flexible 
working environments, as so many would 
clearly like to do. In some cases, more 

FIGURE 7: COST FEARS UNDERMINE SUPPORT FOR CHILDCARE

practical support will be required to help 
businesses make the transition to flexible 
working practices, but in others – notably in 
childcare-related areas – there is more of a 
financial imperative. Policy responses geared 
towards this distinction will be crucial.

Nevertheless, employers must also be 
prepared to take responsibility themselves. 
The CMF’s research suggests that the 
pressures many employees feel are being 
intensified by the way in which work now 
encroaches on their lives outside of the 
workplace – particularly given fast-evolving 
tools and technologies.
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The Pre-School Learning Association’s Neil 
Leitch says this is a major problem. “Family 
workers can feel that they are constantly  
on-call and that they would be considered 
disloyal to their employers or disadvantaged 
in promotion, unless they stay online all the 
time,” he warns.

Nevertheless, technology will be a crucial tool 
as employers look to expand flexible working 
practices, empowering staff to work from any 
place at any time. The key will be to offer 
this flexibility without increasing workloads.

These advances – cloud computing, 
smartphone ubiquity and so on – can be 
powerful agents for flexible working, 
enabling people to break the chains that 
have previously tied them to one location  
or to working at a particular time. However, 
they can also impose new strains on workers, 
who feel powerless to switch off.

As Figure 8 shows, employers may not be 
doing enough to relieve such strains. Just one 
in 10 employers currently has a no email out 
of hours policy, and more than half (51%)  
say they would never consider such a policy. 
The result may be that employees end up 
even working longer hours, albeit from a 
variety of locations.

51%  
OVERALL

We do not offer this and 
would not consider 

 doing so

21%  
OVERALL

We would consider  
offering this

10%  
OVERALL
Currently offers

 Enterprise business  Large business  Medium business  

 Small business  Micro business  Overall

FIGURE 8: CHAINED TO THE BLACKBERRY? 



26 27

Flexible working under the microscope Flexible working under the microscope

CONSUMERS

WHAT OUR FOCUS GROUPS SAY

EMPLOYERS

“I HAVE DEFINITELY BEEN SIDE-LINED AT 
WORK BECAUSE I’M PART-TIME AND HAVE 

HAD DAYS OFF DUE TO CHILDMINDER 
HOLIDAYS AND CHILD SICKNESS.”

VICKI, 26, EDINBURGH

“I OFTEN GET PHONE CALLS ON MY 
DAY OFF WHEN MY COLLEAGUES CAN’T 
SORT THE PROBLEM THEMSELVES. IT 
IS SO FRUSTRATING. I VERY RARELY 

GET OUT ON TIME AND I AM OFTEN AT 
WORK EARLY BECAUSE OF THE WAY 

THE BUSES RUN.”

VICTORIA, 25, NORWICH

“COMING HOME AFTER A STRESSFUL 
DAY IS NOT GOOD WHEN MY SON HAS 

NEEDS THAT CONFLICT WITH 
 ME TRYING TO RELAX.”

JOHN, 59, LONDON

“WE COULD DO WITH MORE  
CO-OPERATION FROM STAFF BECAUSE 

THEY DON’T ALWAYS LISTEN.”

ANDREW, 30, SOUTH EAST

“WORK TAKES PRIORITY AND EVEN 
WHEN THE NEEDS OF THE BUSINESS 

ARE MET THERE IS A CULTURE OF 
PEOPLE STAYING LATE TO BE SEEN.”

CHRIS, 31, LONDON

“I HAVE A HARD AND FAST RULE NOT 
TO WORK FROM HOME OR READ WORK 
EMAILS. IT CAN BE HARD SOMETIMES 
WHEN THERE IS A HEAVY WORK LOAD, 

BUT I’M DETERMINED TO STICK TO THIS.”

JACQUELINE, 56, DEVON

“I ASKED IF I COULD ALTER MY HOURS, BUT I GOT 
REFUSED. THEY TOLD ME IT DID NOT FIT IN WITH THE 
NEEDS OF THE SERVICE. I WAS ANGRY FOR A WHILE.”

STEVEN, 42, BROMSGROVE

“I THINK YOU GET MORE FROM 
EMPLOYEES IF YOU ARE FLEXIBLE  

IN YOUR ATTITUDES.”

EDWARD, 56, LONDON

“THE PRIORITY IS ALWAYS WORK AND I THINK 
SOME SENIOR STAFF LOSE SIGHT OF THE 

WIDER IMPACT ON YOUR FAMILIES – USUALLY 
THE ONES WHO HAVE NO FAMILY.”

AMANDA, 46, YORKSHIRE

“IF YOU TREAT PEOPLE WITH RESPECT AND RECOGNISE THEIR 
VALUE YOU WILL REAP THE BENEFITS, BUT IF PEOPLE OVERSTEP 

THE MARK, THEY NEED TO BE REINED IN.”

LINDA, 58, GLASGOW 
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WHOSE ROLE  
IS IT ANYWAY?

03

Who should take the lead in 
helping employers to move 
towards greater take-up of flexible 
working practices? As Figure 9 
reveals, employers themselves are 
split on this question – some see  
a role for government while others 
believe employees will ultimately 
have to accept there is a price to 
pay for flexible working. But many 
businesses also think not enough 
has been done throughout society 
to make the case for flexible working 
– and they warn that companies 
risk losing valued staff unless they 
work harder to accommodate 
people’s changing needs.

A role to play for government
Almost half the employers in the 
CMF’s research (46%) said financial 
support from government was 
necessary to encourage them to 
move towards flexible working. That 
support might include tax breaks for 
taking on employees in particular 
types of role, say, or direct support 
for childcare provision.

So far, government action in this 
area has largely concentrated on 
supporting families with childcare 
costs, through a number of schemes 
where the cost is borne by the 
taxpayer. In future, however, many 
employers want to see support 
made available to them in return 
for the implementation of family-
friendly working practices.

Fairer Finance’s James Daley also 
points to another aspect of the way 
in which government policies are 
intrinsic to the debate. “One focus 
for successive governments has 
been to get as many people into 
work as possible,” he says. “If we 
want both parents in the workplace, 
maybe we need to propose shorter 
working days.”

“THERE’S A CLEAR DRIVE  
TO GET MUMS BACK 
INTO THE WORKING 
ENVIRONMENT AND OUR 
RESEARCH SHOWS 51% 
FEEL THEY ARE MISSING 
OUT ON SEEING THEIR 
CHILDREN GROW UP” 
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CMF panellist and parenting author Liz Fraser 
also points out that it’s incumbent on 
employees to take advantage of time out of 
work. “Just as we should ask whether people 
are happy in the workplace, we need to ask 
whether the time we have at home with our 
families is good time,” she says. “If we’re not 
using that time well, we may not be getting 
the benefits we hope for from a better work/
family balance.”

As Ruth Spellman points out, the case for 
education is a compelling one – and 
employers should be supportive of staff 
looking to take advantage of opportunities  
to learn. “The more we can do to enable 
access to and encourage second chances  
to learn both at work and in communities, 
the more successful we will be in helping 
families,” she says. “The recent Government 
report on further education, skills and social 
mobility found evidence of personal and 
family benefits from continuing involvement 
in learning and that work place routes to  
skill development can be the most effective.”

Meanwhile, almost one in five (17%) 
employers believe a clearer explanation  
of the business benefits of flexible working 
needs to be made, if more organisations are 
to implement practical solutions for staff. 

“There’s a clear drive to get mums back into 
the working environment and our research 
shows 51% feel they are missing out on 
seeing their children grow up,” adds Neil 
Leitch. “The impact of working longer and 
longer and being removed from their children 
is likely to skew that figure up.”

Employees to share the burden too
Meanwhile, many employers say their staff 
will have to share the cost of flexible working 
(even though logistical issues and business 
impact, rather than cost, are their most 
common concerns about most practices). 
Almost a third (31%) argue that employees 
should be prepared to accept pay cuts in 
exchange for being granted the right to work 
more flexibly.

For some families, this may not be an option, 
given the squeeze on family incomes seen  
in recent years – and the prospect of further 
stress to come for some from tax credit 
reductions. For others, however, working 
fewer hours for less money may be more 
economical than continuing to pay rising 
childcare costs. The average cost of a 
part-time nursery place under the age of  
two rose by 32.8% over the course of the  
last Parliament according to the Family and 
Childcare Trust12.

While the CMF’s research suggests large 
numbers of employers accept they will reap 
positive benefits from introducing flexible 
working practices, more work may need to be 
done on the actual value of those benefits.

Some of this work may come from government 
and other public bodies – the Department  
for Business, Innovation & Skills has made  
a beginning with initiatives such as last 
year’s Business Benefit of Flexible Working 
Conference. But employers themselves are 
increasingly making the case for flexible 
working. For example, the Agile Future Forum 
is a group of more than 20 employers 
campaigning for agile working practices to 
become more commonplace across the UK. 
Its research13 suggests such practices could 
generate value equivalent to up to 13% of 
workforce costs.

In practice, none of these options are 
mutually exclusive. Government, employers 
and employees will each have a role to play 
in the transition towards a flexible working 
culture. Certainly, employers understand the 
risk of failing to play their part – a fifth (20%) 
worry about the potential high churn of 
talented employees if they’re unable to offer 
more support to their workforces.

12 Childcare Costs Survey, Family and Childcare Trust
13 See www.agilefutureforum.co.uk/findings for detail

17%
want a clearer explanation  

of the business benefits

46%
want financial support  

from Government

31%
of employees accepting  
pay cuts in exchange for 

more flexible working

20%
worry about high churn  
of talented employees

FOR SOME FAMILIES, WORKING FEWER HOURS FOR 
LESS MONEY MAY BE MORE ECONOMICAL THAN 
CONTINUING TO PAY RISING CHILDCARE COSTS.

FIGURE 9: EMPLOYERS 
LOOK FOR GOVERNMENT SUPPORT 
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CONSUMERS

WHAT OUR FOCUS GROUPS SAY

EMPLOYERS

“WE HAVE FLEXI WORKING BUT THAT 
MEANS STAYING LATE WHEN WORK IS BUSY 

AND NEVER ACTUALLY GETTING TO COME  
IN LATE WHEN HAVING TO ATTEND 

PERSONAL COMMITMENTS.”

VICKI, 26, EDINBURGH

“THE NUMBER OF HOURS PEOPLE WORK 
IN MY FIRM IS JUST NOT COMPATIBLE 
WITH A SIGNIFICANT FAMILY LIFE.”

CHRIS, 31, LONDON

“WE OFFER SUPPORT TO ALL BUT IT IS 
DOWN TO WHO YOUR MANAGER IS AND 
PEOPLE WITH CHILDREN ALWAYS COME 

OFF BEST. EMPLOYEES WHO HAVE CARER 
OBLIGATIONS ARE NOT LOOKED UPON  

AS FAVOURABLY.”

LINDA, 58, GLASGOW

“I’D LIKE FLEXIBLE LEAVE AND WORKING 
HOURS, AND NO EXPECTATION FOR 

EMPLOYEES TO WORK FROM HOME OR  
TO BE CONTACTED WHEN THEY ARE  

NOT WORKING. MINE DOES NONE OF  
THE ABOVE.”

JACQUELINE, 56, DEVON

“IF EMPLOYERS WANT GOOD EMPLOYEES THEY 
NEED TO BE FAIRLY FLEXIBLE. HAVING ONCE 
BEEN A BOSS I FELT I WAS GOOD TO THOSE 
THAT WORKED FOR ME IN TERMS OF GIVING 
TIME OFF OR BEING SYMPATHETIC, BUT YOU 

ALWAYS GET ONE OR TWO WHO TRIED IT ON.”

ANDREW, 49, DORSET

“MY EMPLOYER UNDERSTANDS  
WE ALL HAVE A LIFE OUTSIDE OF 
WORK AND HAVE ISSUES IN OUR 

LIFE WHETHER YOU HAVE  
CHILDREN OR NOT.”

VICTORIA, 25, NORWICH

“I WOULD REALLY STRUGGLE WITHOUT FLEXIBLE WORKING. 
I DON’T MIND WORKING ON WHEN NEEDED IF I CAN RECLAIM 

THE TIME FOR MYSELF OR MY FAMILY.”

KAREN, 48, WORCESTER

“IT IS IMPORTANT TO KEEP PEOPLE AT 
WORK. ABSENTEEISM IS VERY EXPENSIVE 
NOT ONLY IN TERMS OF COST BUT ALSO 
TO TIME AND EFFORT REQUIRED FROM 

OTHERS THAT COVER THESE ABSENCES.”

DAVID, 58, NORTH WEST

“ALL OUR WORK TAKES PLACE OUTSIDE  
OF NORMAL OFFICE HOURS SO THE  
BUSINESS WOULD NOT FUNCTION  

WITHOUT FLEXIBLE WORKING.”

MARK, 49, LONDON

“TECHNOLOGY ALLOWS WORKING FROM HOME AND FLEXIBLE HOURS ARE 
ALLOWED IF INTERNAL CUSTOMERS ARE HAPPY FOR THIS TO HAPPEN. 

STILL, THERE ARE ELEMENTS OF TRUST AROUND WORKING FROM HOME.”

IAN, 53, YORKSHIRE
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CONCLUSION

This CMF research into flexible working 
repeatedly uncovers similar challenges.  
Too many employers recognise the theoretical 
benefits of flexible working practices, but 
have made little concrete progress towards 
them. Small companies in particular are 
struggling to make this leap. New tools and 
technologies too often deliver one-sided 
dividends, with employees expected to 
remain logged on for longer, but also to 
continue working in traditional ways.

These issues must now be addressed.  
Partly for the sake of employees, who find  
it increasingly difficult to reconcile the 
responsibilities of work with their duties  
to family (the societal consequences of  
this when both parents work in more than 
two-thirds of families are especially 
worrying). But partly for the sake of 
employers too. Study after study suggests 
those that embrace flexible working will 
secure benefits including enhanced 
recruitment and retention, and increased 
productivity.

We should not be churlish. It is clear that 
many employers have made tremendous 
progress already. Small and large employers 
alike have introduced new ways of working 
and campaigned publicly for their peers to 
adopt similar practices. Employees have 
shown they are willing to compromise, by 
working with their employers to find solutions 
that are practical for all.

Nevertheless, much work remains to be done. 
Government has a role to play, by making  
the case for flexible working and providing 
support to help employers move towards 
such practices. Employers must be prepared 
to up their game and employees must think 
about what they can contribute. A broad 
range of stakeholders will have input to offer.

We cannot afford not to act. A competitive 
economy depends on a skilled and motivated 
workforce that functions productively for 
the benefit of all. A flexible contract between 
employers and employees is a crucial 
ingredient in developing such a workforce.
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01
HELPING TO MAKE FLEXIBLE  

AND REMOTE WORKING A REALITY:

Our findings show that medium-sized businesses – 
which can lack the agility of the smallest employers and 
the resources of larger businesses – struggle the most. 
These businesses need support to understand how to 

implement new processes and technology that can help 
to increase agility, without impacting on productivity. 

Partnering struggling businesses with similar-sized 
organisations which have successfully navigated  

similar challenges – for example through initiatives  
such as Bring Your Own Device – would provide an 
invaluable source of support and practical advice.

RECOMMENDATIONS

02
SUPPORTING THE IMPLEMENTATION  

OF NEW CHILDCARE AND  
PARENTAL LEAVE POLICIES:

As shared parental leave opens up new possibilities for 
parents in the UK to be more flexible with childcare 

arrangements, some businesses worry about the costs of 
implementing more agile structures for their workforce. 
The second strand of this mentorship programme would 
see businesses which have integrated new policies into 
their organisational structure, without impacting their 

bottom line, share guidance with those businesses  
still grappling with the challenge.

TARGETED SUPPORT IS ESSENTIAL FOR BUSINESSES STRUGGLING  
TO IMPLEMENT NEW FLEXIBLE WORKING POLICIES

Whilst the government has taken significant steps to encourage the adoption of flexible working by introducing  
new legislation and providing guidance on how to implement agile working practices, more needs to be done  
to ensure these opportunities are being put into practice. Targeted support – potentially through mentoring 
partnerships with businesses who have successfully impacted flexible policies – is needed to help struggling 

businesses understand how they can embrace these challenges, without impacting their bottom line.  
Such a scheme would need to address two key challenges:

INDUSTRY BODIES HOLD THE KEY TO ENCOURAGING EMPLOYERS  
TO IMPLEMENT NEW PROCESSES 

There is clearly a case for improved approaches to flexible working across the board regardless of business size. 
Despite significant progress, more needs to be done to share best practice and help employers provide the most 
appropriate support for their employees. Through a partnership with a supportive business group, such as the  

British Chambers of Commerce or the CBI, the case could more successfully be made for better flexible working 
processes. Such a partnership would help to educate businesses about the importance of increasing their  

flexible working policies, and the benefits they would enjoy from doing so. 

THOSE THAT EMBRACE FLEXIBLE 
WORKING WILL SECURE BENEFITS 

INCLUDING ENHANCED 
RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION, 
AND INCREASED PRODUCTIVITY
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been HR Director of the NSPCC. Ruth’s non-Executive 
roles include being Member Nominated Director of 
the Cooperative Group, Trustee of Adviza, a Charity 
delivering Careers Advice, and a Council Member of  
the Open University.

RUTH SPELLMAN OBE
WORKERS EDUCATIONAL 
ASSOCIATION
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Jackie Leiper is the Director of Employer Relationships 
at Scottish Widows and is responsible for leading the 
development of employer franchise for Scottish Widows, 
whilst also managing the relationships for top employer 
customers and leading the implementation of auto 
enrolment. Jackie has extensive experience in managing 
BPO relationships, multi-site operational management 
and customer relationships. Before joining Scottish 
Widows in January 2014, Jackie was the Head of 
Operations at Lloyds Banking Group, leading the 
operational management of Lloyds Banking Group’s 
Life, Pensions and Investment ‘open book’ products. 
Other previous appointments include Head of Customer 
Response Unit at Capita Life & Pensions and Head of 
Voice at Prudential. 

JACKIE LEIPER
SCOTTISH WIDOWS

Emily Holzhausen has worked at Carers UK for the 
last 19 years, where she is responsible for UK and 
England strategic development and direction of policy, 
research, campaigning, parliamentary, media and 
advice and information provision and Carers Week, 
one of the UK’s biggest awareness weeks. Her team 
includes the advice service for carers and she is also 
responsible for Carers Rights Day. Emily has developed 
and led different campaigns over the years which 
have resulted in new legislation, policy or practice to 
improve the lives of carers. She was awarded an OBE 
in the 2015 Birthday Honours.

EMILY HOLZHAUSEN  
OBE
CARERS UK 

Cary Cooper is 50th Anniversary Professor of 
Organizational Psychology and Health at Manchester 
Business School and President of the British Academy  
of Management. Cary is also President of the CIPD, 
former Chair of The Sunningdale Institute, a think 
tank on management and organizational issues in the 
National School of Government (2004-2009). He was 
also the lead scientist to the UK Government Office for 
Science on their Foresight programme on Mental Capital 
and Well Being (2007-2009).

PROFESSOR SIR CARY 
COOPER CBE
MANCHESTER BUSINESS SCHOOL
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