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WORK FAMILY BALANCE 
The concept of work/life balance 
is certainly not new, but the 
staggering pace of technological 
advancement in recent years has 
powered up a constant connection 
between workers and the 
workplace. Lines between ‘work’ 
and ‘life’ have become increasingly 
blurred as we are confronted by a 
growing expectation to always be 
switched on – whether in our place 
of work, at home with our families, 
or travelling between the two. 

The feeling that the day job is 
creeping beyond the confines 
of the traditional nine-to-five is 
something that almost everyone 
will relate to at some point during 
working life. Indeed, there are 
those who may attribute this 
dynamic as simply a knock-on 
effect of the fast-paced, always-
on world we live in today. But are 
we stopping to think about the 
impact that such a work-centric 
world has on our individual 
wellbeing, relationships and 

productivity? Are we trying to 
find out which groups are feeling 
the pressure of juggling work and 
personal life most acutely? What 
are we doing to help employers 
better understand the changing 
needs of their employees and 
provide the right kind of support 
to create a happier, more 
productive workforce? 

In the latest Centre for the Modern 
Family report, we have evolved 
the concept of work/life balance 
to look at the impact of the 
demands of work on family life in 
particular. To do this, we set out 
to discover the sacrifices being 
made – both at work and at home 
– by those juggling a career with 
supporting children. We sought 
to understand more about those 
missed moments - birthdays, 
family meals, school pick-ups – 
which might individually seem 
trivial but when considered 
together could have a long-term 
impact on the family unit.  

“THROUGH EXPLORING 
THE CHALLENGES 
AND PRESSURES 
FACED BY WORKING 
FAMILIES TODAY, THIS 
STUDY REINFORCES 
THE IMPORTANCE OF 
DEMONSTRATING TO 
BUSINESSES AND TO 
GOVERNMENT THAT 
THE NATION’S WORK 
FAMILY BALANCE HAS 
SEE-SAWED TOO FAR 
IN THE DIRECTION OF 
WORK. TOGETHER, A NEW, 
RELEVANT APPROACH 
MUST BE FOUND TO 
HELP RESTORE OUR 
EQUILIBRIUM.”

In short, we wanted to tackle the 
big question: what needs to be 
done to achieve a better work 
family balance for Britain?

Our research findings were 
enlightening. While it is clear that 
it is parents who are still struggling 
the most to balance work and 
family life, the report also 
highlights other groups who may 
be flying under the radar – such as 
those caring for elderly parents. 
The divergence in attitudes 
between employers and employees 
was also stark; many employers 
feel they are providing adequate 
support but the majority of workers 
report that they still feel that they 
are treading a tightrope between 
delivering the goods at work and 
being there for the family. 

The research clearly highlights 
that it’s time to rethink traditional 
ways of working and move towards 
a new, more agile approach. This 
will not only help employees forge 
a better work family balance, 
but it will also help to improve 
productivity, returning benefit to 
the employers. Through exploring 
the challenges and pressures faced 
by working families today, this 
study reinforces the importance of 
demonstrating to businesses and 
to government that the nation’s 
work family balance has see-sawed 
too far in the direction of work. 
Together, a new, relevant approach 
must be found to help restore our 
equilibrium. 

 FOREWORD  
ANITA FREW  
CHAIR, CENTRE FOR THE MODERN FAMILY  
DEPUTY CHAIRMAN AND INDEPENDENT DIRECTOR  
LLOYDS BANKING GROUP 
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73.6% of adults aged 
between 16 and 64 were 
in work by October 2015.

73.6%

BRITAIN’S WORKFORCE 
HAS NEVER BEEN LARGER

By October 2015, there were over 
31 million people in work according 
to the Office for National Statistics1, 
which said that 73.6% of adults 
aged between 16 and 64 were 
currently in work. Both these figures 
were at their highest level since 
records began. 

While there are many reasons to 
welcome the growth of employment, 
there are also causes for concern. 
Above all, there is growing evidence 
that many people feel their lives  
are being taken over by work  
– that they must work long hours  
to make ends meet or to satisfy 
demanding employers. The extent 
to which low pay continues to 
be an issue for many workers is 
underlined by the Government’s 
determination to replace the 
minimum wage with a new  
National Living Wage.

Families in particular are coming 
under pressure, with ever-higher 
numbers of parents with dependent 
children now both working.  
In 2014, in more than two-thirds  
of families with dependent children 
(68.3%), both parents were in  
work according to the Office for 
National Statistics.2

This Centre for the Modern Family 
report attempts to analyse how 
workers in the UK feel about the 
amount of time they spend at work, 
or in work-related activities, and 
the impact this is having on their 
life. It looks at the extent to which 
people are happy with the work/
family balance in their lives. It 
also considers how employers feel 
about these issues, as well as what 
employees expect from employers, 
and what the discrepancies are 
between these two perspectives.

This report is the second in a series 
of three analyses of the changing 
relationship between the family and 
the workplace to be published by 
the Centre for the Modern Family 
during 2015 and 2016: our previous 
report looked specifically at the 
challenges posed for and by older 
workers, and our next analysis will 
look at the need for greater support 
for families in the workplace,  
and what employers can do to 
facilitate this.

1 UK Labour Market, Office for National Statistics  
October 2015

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

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.
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The UK’s working day is lengthy 
Over-stretched workers state they  

are typically spending 10 hours a day  
at work or commuting to work.

Families are suffering 
Most workers feel their work/life  
balance is skewed towards work,  
to the detriment of their family.

Parents are feeling particularly pressured 
The work/family imbalance affecting 

so many is taking its toll, with parents 
of children under the age of 18 feeling 

especially anxious.

Employees want more from their employers 
Workers believe employers need to offer 

greater flexibility in the workplace.

There is a perception gap between 
employees and employers about how much 

support employers provide for families 
Many employers feel they already provide 
a great deal of support, despite employees 

suggesting otherwise.

KEY FINDINGS 

BRITAIN’S TIME-POOR 
WORKERS 

01

Part-time
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The UK’s workers are putting in long hours, with 
the demands they face very often exacerbated 
by significant commuting time, the Centre for the 
Modern Family’s research suggests. As Figure 
1 shows, on an average weekday, the typical 
Briton in work is spending almost 10 hours a day 
either working or getting to work – almost three 
times as long as they spend with their family.

Moreover, those long hours are increasingly 
stretching into the weekend, with work and 
commuting now accounting for close to three 
hours of people’s time on Saturdays and 
Sundays. Stripping out those who don’t work at 
all at the weekend (71%), the figures would be 
significantly higher.

The result is that work is interfering with 
people’s lives more frequently and in more  
ways than ever before, says CMF panellist 
Reverend Jeremy Fraser, who serves as Area 
Dean of Newham in East London. “I now have 
to hold Friday night services because so many 
people are having to work on Sundays in my 
area,” he says. “They want to come to church,  
but they can’t because they work three  
Sundays a month.”

The CMF’s study is far from the only research 
to note the increasing time pressures being 
felt by many workers. One recent analysis by 
the Institute of Education at the University of 
London found that male full-time employees 
in the UK had the longest working week in the 
European Union, averaging 43.7 hours compared 
to the EU average of 41.1 hours.

However, the figures aren’t straightforward. 
When women, the self-employed and part-
time workers were included in the Institute of 
Education’s calculations, the average working 
week in the UK fell to 36.4 hours, against an EU 
average of 37.4 hours. That ranked the UK only 
23rd out of the EU’s 27 member countries.

Similarly, the breakdown of the CMF’s own 
research also paints a very mixed picture of the 
way in which Britons are working today. For 
example, older workers – those over the age 
of 45 – spend more time, on average, working 
from home. So do those with higher household 
incomes, though this group is also more likely 
to work longer than typical hours. It is possible 
these groups feel more in control of their work, 
even if it accounts for a large chunk of their time.

3 UK plc – sweat shop or workers’ paradise?, Institute of Education,  
January 2013

A TYPICAL BRITON IN WORK IS SPENDING 
ALMOST 10 HOURS A DAY EITHER WORKING  

OR GETTING TO WORK – ALMOST THREE TIMES 
AS LONG AS THEY SPEND WITH THEIR FAMILY

FIGURE 1: WORK DOMINATES PEOPLE’S LIVES 

With my family

£4,200
Private pension
(per year)

£250
Savings
(per month)

3.56 HRS
With my family

WEEKDAY 3.56 HRS
With my family

9.17 HRS
Work activity

Alone

With my family

With my friends

With colleagues

Commuting

Working from home

At work

WEEKEND 5.99 HRS
With my family

2.75 HRS
Work activity
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National average North Midlands ScotlandWales EastLondon South

3.553.56

AVERAGE NUMBER OF HOURS WORKING PEOPLE SPEND 
WITH THEIR FAMILY ON A WEEKDAY, BY REGION: 

3.73

3.38
2.85

3.57
4.07

However, while the detail of the 
research underlines the significant 
differences between different 
groups of workers, depending 
on factors such as age, gender, 
geographical location and income, 
the broader message is that many 
people’s lives are dominated by 
their work. 

It may also be necessary to look 
at the extent to which workers 
are even getting time off – some 
research shows many people  
aren’t getting proper holiday time.  
One recent report published by 
the Trades Union Congress4 found 
that while full-time workers in the 
UK are now entitled to 28 days of 
paid holiday each year, significant 
numbers of people are not taking all 
the time they’re due. Just over  
6% of workers are missing out on  
their holiday rights, the TUC said.  
That’s almost 1.7 million people.

CMF panellist and parenting author 
Liz Fraser says this is an issue 
policymakers need to investigate 
as a matter of urgency. “More than 
a fifth of people feel like they’re 
always on-call for work,” she says. 
“Some people may be happy with 
that but the problem comes if there 
are negative repercussions in terms 
of stress, mental health, breakdown 
of family or children who are 
miserable – or if productivity  
is lower at work.” 

The data also reveals that London-
based workers spend the least 
time with their families – perhaps 
reflecting the often longer 
commuting time in the capital – 
while Welsh workers spend the 
most. And workers over the age of 
55 are also more likely to spend a 
greater amount of time with their 
families – perhaps as some begin  
to wind down their careers.

These are issues that employers  
will also need to address, argues 
CMF panellist Jonathan Swan, 
research and policy manager at 
charity Working Families. “There 
is a growing idea that there 
might be an optimum number of 
hours for good productivity and 
performance,” he says. “If you look 
around Europe, there are countries 
taking very different approaches: 
in France, compared to us, for 
example, they think the number  
is much lower.”

4 1.7 million people missing out on their paid holidays,  
says TUC, July 2015

ILIT IDELENE MAGNISI NIS 
REPTATAT EST INCTATINUM 
ANDEBIS SEQUE ODITA 
COREPRO VIDESSUMQUE 
EATENIS MOLLATUM ALIS 
ERUM QUIATIA SITIISIT.

PULL-OUT TBC.

3.89
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CONSUMERS

WHAT OUR FOCUS GROUPS SAY

“I AM LUCKY AS I WORK PART SELF-
EMPLOYED AND PART EMPLOYED. 

THEREFORE I HAVE TIME AT THE START 
AND THE END OF THE DAY.”

ANDREW, 50, DORSET

“I DO WHAT I CAN FOR WORK, 
AND I OFTEN DO EXTRA HOURS 

IF I CAN, EVEN WITH ONLY A FEW 
MINUTES’ NOTICE.”

CLAIRE, 35, NORTH-WEST ENGLAND

“I CAN’T WAIT TO GET HOME TO SEE 
 MY FAMILY: WORK IS A NECESSARY EVIL.”

JOHN, 59, LONDON

EMPLOYERS

“WORK IS THE DOMINATING ELEMENT,  
BUT LONG HOURS AND STRESS MAKE IT 

DIFFICULT FOR SOME EMPLOYEES.”

DAVID, 58, NORTH-WEST

“OUR COMPANY DOES NOT ALWAYS 
RECOGNISE WHAT IS POSSIBLE WITH 

WORKING HOURS – ESPECIALLY FOR THOSE 
ON THE ROAD WHO ARE EXPECTED TO BE IN 
CONTACT WITH CUSTOMERS ALL DAY EVEN 

WHEN THEY ARE TRAVELLING.”

IAN, 53, YORKSHIRE

“IN MY FIRM, LONG HOURS ARE TAKEN FOR 
GRANTED, AS IS BEING AVAILABLE OUT OF 

HOURS FOR ENQUIRIES.”

CHRIS, 31, LONDON

“TIME OFF IS FROWNED UPON,  
WHEN IT IS EVEN POSSIBLE.”

KIM, 40, NORTH WALES

“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’M OFTEN AT WORK EARLY 
BECAUSE OF THE WAY THE BUSES RUN.”

VICTORIA, 25, NORWICH

“I FEEL LIKE I’M CONSTANTLY TRYING TO 
REACH OUT TO MY DAUGHTER AND TO DO 
MY BEST BY HER WITHOUT LOSING MY JOB 

OR BEING DISCIPLINED AT WORK –  
IT’S A STRETCH.”

VICKI, 26, EDINBURGH

“WE WORK LONG HOURS, HAVE LIMITED FLEXIBILITY AND 
PRIORITISE THE NEED TO KEEP YOUR CLIENTS HAPPY, 

IRRESPECTIVE OF THIS EFFECT ON YOUR PERSONAL FAMILY LIFE.”

EDWARD, 56, LONDON
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Part of that may be the stage 
of career such workers are at, 
suggests Jonathan Swan of 
Working Families, who warns 
there is also often a correlation 
between dissatisfaction with work/
family balance and lower paid 
jobs. “Some of the big studies 
that have looked at workplace 
satisfaction show that people in 
more high level occupations are 
working longer hours but still feel 
they have a much better work/
life balance than people who work 
fewer hours or are lower down in 
the hierarchy,” he says. “Often it is 
because people down there have 
no control over their working hours 
and that seems to be more of a 
fundamental issue.” 

Given the time they devote to  
work, many people feel they are 
unable to maintain a healthy 
balance between their working 
and family lives. Across all those 
in work, a clear majority of 
respondents in the Centre for the 
Modern Family’s research say their 
work/family balance is skewed 
towards the former.

Younger workers are particularly 
likely to feel this way – both 
those starting out in their working 
careers and those in age groups 
where they are more likely to be in 
relationships and to have children.

FIGURE 2: YOUNGER WORKERS STRUGGLE WITH BALANCE THE MOST

 Skewed towards work  Healthy balance  Skewed towards family

53% – THE PROPORTION OF 
18-24 YEAR OLD WORKERS 
WHO FEEL THEIR LIFE IS 
SKEWED TOWARDS WORK

53

49

23

36

14

13

42 36 16
ALL IN EMPLOYMENT

18-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55+

40

38

36

31

43

40

19

13

18
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FIGURE 3: FAMILY LIFE SUFFERS AS WORKING HOURS INCREASE 

The time pressures reported by those who 
do complain about a work/family balance 
skewed towards work explain why they 
are in a difficult position. They’re spending 
more than 10 hours of each working day  
at work or commuting, against just under 
nine hours for those who feel their lives are 
more balanced – and fewer than eight hours 
for those whose lives are more skewed  
towards family.

As a result, they have less time to spend 
with loved ones – less than three hours on 
a typical working day, compared to more 
than four hours for the other two groups. 
Moreover, the granular detail of the data 
reveals a number of specific concerns: 
• the average person worried about their 

work/family balance spends significantly 
less time with family and more time alone, 
than those who feel they have a good 
balance. In this group, the average man 
spends more time working, whilst the 
average woman spends more time alone;

• people under the age of 44 are particularly 
likely to state that they spend less time 
with their family;

• parents with grown up children who are 
still at home are closest to those with 
a good balance, as they show the least 
deviation in time spent on work-related 
activities.

This detail reflects the realities of modern 
lives – longer working hours squeeze out 
the time available for family and friends, 
but may also require people to spend more 
time on their own. Younger people report 
themselves more likely to be working longer 
hours and are therefore more likely to 
struggle to carve out time for their families. 
Parents with grown-up children, meanwhile,  
are more likely to be found amongst older 
age groups, for whom working hours appear 
to be less of a concern.

The result is that the problems posed by 
longer working hours appear to be falling 
disproportionately on certain groups. In 
particular, parents of children under the 
age of 18 are especially concerned about 
their failure to achieve a healthy balance 
between work and family. They have some 
very specific worries:
• more than half of parents with children 

under the age of 18 (51%) feel they are 
missing out on seeing their children  
grow up;

• more than two-fifths (41%) say that work 
commitments sometimes force them to  
let their family down on events or  
planned activities;

• almost half (48%) state they don’t even 
have time to prepare or eat meals with 
their family.

Balance skewed  
towards work

2.75 HRS
With my family

10.25 HRS
Work activity

Alone

With my family

With my friends

With colleagues

Commuting

Working from home

At work

4.84 HRS
With my family

7.27 HRS
Work activity

4.08 HRS
With my family

8.87 HRS
Work activity

Balance skewed  
towards family

THE PROPORTION OF WORKING PARENTS 
WITH A BALANCE SKEWED TOWARDS WORK 

WHO FEEL THEY ARE MISSING OUT ON 
SEEING THEIR CHILDREN GROW UP 

HEALTHY 
BALANCE
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For CMF panellist James Daley, 
the founder of Fairer Finance, 
there has to be some compromise 
if society is going to expect 
both parents to work. “If even 
parents of very young children are 
supposed to be in the work place, 
we’re going to have to think about 
measures such as shorter working 
days,” he argues.

However, even where parents are 
around, Leitch warns, they may 
be too tired and stressed to build 
healthy relationships with their 
children. “There is an abundance 
of research that shows that eating 
together as a family benefits 
both parents and children. Given 
this, the fact that many parents 
don’t have time to prepare or eat 
meals with their family is of real 
concern.” he says. One Cornell 
University study, for example, 
found evidence that children 
in families who eat together 
regularly are less prone to mental 
health problems. “If a child is 
living in a home where the family 
isn’t eating as a unit, or engaging 
with each other, then it’s clear that 
this is going to have a negative 
impact on familial relationships in 
the long-term. Clearly, this type of 
situation isn’t good for the parents 
or the child.”

Moreover, where once these 
worries might have been the 
preserve of fathers, the continued 
increase in the numbers of 
working mothers means this is 
no longer a gender-specific issue. 
Indeed, CMF panellist Neil Leitch, 
Chief Executive of the Pre-School 
Learning Alliance, thinks more  
and more women will suffer 
similar anxieties.

“There’s a clear drive to 
get parents – and primarily 
mothers – back into the working 
environment. While this may 
serve the government’s economic 
objectives, it has also meant 
that more than half of parents 
[mothers?] feel they are missing 
out on seeing their children grow 
up,” he says. “And of course, with 
parents being encouraged to work 
longer and longer hours – and 
by extension – being separated 
from their children for greater and 
greater periods of time, we are 
likely to see that figure rise even 
higher in the future.”

Jeremy Fraser is also concerned 
about the mounting pressure on 
working mothers and fathers. 
“We’re seeing relay parenting, 
where people are organizing work 
and childcare so that one parent 
picks up the children just as the 
other goes to work and then the 
opposite happens later on,”  
he says. “The whole family  
is together for only a few hours  
each week.”

However, it is not only parents 
who are unhappy about their 
work/family balance. In one 
survey of 2,000 working adults 
of all ages conducted last year by 
the food company Tilda6, half said 
their lives were too focused on 
work, while four in 10 said they 
could not describe themselves as 
happy. Camilla Sheeley, Senior 
Brand and Innovation Manager 
for Tilda said: “To feel happy and 
content we must take a holistic 
approach to our lifestyle choices”. 

The same study found that more 
than half of workers had seen 
stress and anxiety levels increase 
over the previous 12 months, 
while a similar number said their 
personal relationships and even 
their health had suffered as a 
result. The majority spent less 
than 20 minutes, on average, 
preparing their evening meals.

These difficulties are now set to 
persist much longer in people’s 
lives, with many workers now 
staying in employment to a much 
older age than in the past.  
That’s potentially a real issue 
for older workers, warns CMF 
panellist Ruth Spellman, Chief 
Executive of the Workers 
Education Association, even 
though fewer of them currently 

profess themselves concerned 
about a lack of work/family 
balance. “It’s a really striking 
aspect of the CMF’s research 
that employers aren’t gearing 
themselves up to offer a different 
kind of employment deal,”  
she says.

5 Parenting in Context, Cornell University, 2012  
(http://www.human.cornell.edu/pam/outreach/upload/
Family-Mealtimes-2.pdf)

6 Got a good work-life balance? HALF of employees  
say they haven’t – and 40% admit they’re ‘unhappy’,  
Daily Mail, 27 January 2014

Another way?
On the flipside, there is another 
evolving workplace trend which is 
worth considering. Self-employment 
is now at its highest level since 
records began, according to the 
Office for National Statistics7. 
The dramatic increase in self-
employment and home working 
might be seen as offering some 
hope for greater work/family 
balance. Might it give back control 
to working families?

Not necessarily. While it is often 
assumed that home working in 
particular has the potential to give 
people back some time with their 
families, the limited research in this 
area suggests this may not be the 
case. In particular, a study8 from 
Heriot-Watt University published 
earlier this year warns that many 
home workers feel just as stressed 
as other workers. 

“The study identifies home-based 
business as having a role in terms of 
work/life balance, but suggests that 
the experiences therein are complex 
and idiosyncratic,” the Heriot-Watt 
researchers conclude. “The one 
common feature is that, while work/
life balance has been a motivator 
for all participants, it is achieved 
to varying degrees and only as a 
consequence of careful management 
and the implementation of coping 
strategies.”

7 Self employed workers in the UK:2014, Office for National 
Statistics, 20 August 2014

8 Work-life balance in home-based businesses: a UK study, 
Heriot-Watt University, 2015

RANDOM QUOTE TEXT TO GO 
HERE

PULL-OUT TBC.
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CONSUMERS

“I RECENTLY HAD TO MISS MY DAUGHTER’S 
FIRST EVER SPORTS DAY DUE TO WORK; 
IT WAS ON A WORK DAY, AND I FEEL BAD 

THAT NEITHER MYSELF OR HER DAD  
WERE ABLE TO ATTEND.”

VICKI, 26, EDINBURGH

“WHEN I DO BRING THE WORK STUFF 
HOME I CAN IMAGINE I’M NOT VERY 
NICE TO BE AROUND AND I’M SURE 

THE KIDS CAN SENSE THIS.”

CHRIS, 34, YORKSHIRE

“I AM ALWAYS TIRED – THERE ARE 
NOT ENOUGH HOURS IN THE DAY AND 
I FEEL LIKE I’M MISSING OUT ON MY 

CHILDREN GROWING UP.”

VICTORIA, 25, NORWICH

WHAT OUR FOCUS GROUPS SAY

EMPLOYERS

“YOU GET MORE FROM 
EMPLOYEES IF YOU ARE FLEXIBLE 

IN YOUR ATTITUDES.”

EDWARD, 56, LONDON

“WORK/LIFE BALANCE IS VIEWED AS 
IMPORTANT ONLY WHEN IT DIRECTLY 

AFFECTS THE BUSINESS, AS IN 
EMPLOYEE RETENTION.”

CHRIS, 31, LONDON

“WHEN I BECAME A MOTHER A FRIEND 
SAID ‘WELCOME TO THE WORLD OF 

GUILTY. OTHER PARENTS CAN BE VERY 
JUDGEMENTAL. NON-PARENTS THINK 
THEY COULD DO THE JOB BETTER.’”

KAREN, 48, WORCESTER

“I THINK THERE SHOULD BE MORE PARENTS AT HOME 
OR NOT WORKING FULL TIME; CHILDREN NEED THE 

SUPPORT AND IT IS MORE STABLE FOR THEM.”

CLAIRE, 35, NORTH-WEST

“HAPPIER WORKERS WILL BE MORE 
PRODUCTIVE AND INCLINED TO 

CONTRIBUTE WHEN IT’S REALLY NEEDED.”

IAN, 53, YORKSHIRE

“THERE WILL ALWAYS BE TIMES WHEN YOU 
MIGHT HAVE TO PUT WORK FIRST BUT IF 

STAFF FEEL MORE APPRECIATED AND HAVE 
THAT BETTER BALANCE THEY ARE MORE 

LIKELY TO GIVE THEIR BEST WHEN NEEDED.”

AMANDA, 46, YORKSHIRE

“CUSTOMERS ARE IMPORTANT AND IN A 24-HOUR WORLD 
MEANING THAT FEW OF US HAVE THE LUXURY OF BECOMING 

DETACHED FROM IT; UNFORTUNATELY THIS IMPACTS ON PRIVATE 
TIME BECAUSE A BALANCE HAS TO BE FOUND AND AT TIMES IT IS 

IN HEAVILY DOMINATED BY THE NEEDS OF THE COMPANY.”

DAVID, 58, NORTH-WEST ENGLAND 
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THE ROLE OF 
EMPLOYERS

03

If workers in the UK are struggling 
to maintain a healthy balance 
between their working and family 
lives, a new approach from 
employers is one solution to 
consider. Despite the competitive 
pressures of a challenging 
economic environment and the 
threats posed by globalisation,  
is there room for employers to do 
more? Or are employers already 
addressing these issues?

Workers are certainly looking 
to their employers to do more 
to help them achieve a better 
work/life balance. The Centre 
for the Modern Family’s research 
reveals that significant numbers 
of workers would like to see 
different types of improvements 
in the conditions offered by their 
employers. What many people 
really want, it seems, is greater 
control and freedom over their 
working lives. Well over half 
(60%) of workers want to see 
their employers offer flexible 
working hours while 47% want  
the flexibility to work from home.

Separation between work and 
home life is important too –  
half of all workers (50%) say they 
want to be able to leave work 
at the office. And a reduction in 
the amount of unnecessary time 
dedicated to working life is also  
a factor, with almost as many 
(49%) citing the desire to travel  
to and from work easily.  

This rises to 57% amongst 25-
to-34 year-olds, one of the age 
groups which is most likely to 
complain about a lack of work/
family balance according to the 
CMF’s research.

“It does seem to me that 
commuting time is something 
employers should look at 
proactively,” says Jeremy Fraser. 
“When people are working from 
home, they are more likely to say 
they’ve got the balance right,  
even if they don’t have family.”

60%
the proportion of employees 
that want their employers to 
offer flexible working hours 

to help them achieve a better 
work/family balance

47%
the proportion of employees 

that want the flexibility to 
work from home to help 

them achieve a better work/
family balance

49%
the proportion of employees 
that want to be able to travel 

to and from work easily to 
help them achieve a better 

work/family balance
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Same support regardless  
of family circumstances 26%

58%

7%
1%

4%
2% (11% of large businesses)

14%
2%

14%
5%

Minimal benefits/ 
Limited support and flexibility 16% 

5% (Rises to 12% for small businesses)

Employers

General population

FIGURE 4: FAMILY LIFE SUFFERS AS WORKING HOURS INCREASE 

FIGURE 5: DISCREPANCY BETWEEN WHAT EMPLOYERS AND  
EMPLOYEES THINK ORGANISATIONS ARE OFFERING 

By contrast, remuneration is not the tool 
with which workers want employers to 
address their unhappiness. Despite several  
years of earnings restraint in the UK, with 
many workers now taking home lower 
salaries in real terms, less than half (41%) 
of workers think a pay rise would help solve 
their work/family balance issues. Less than 
a third (31%) are looking for better benefits. 
And more than one in five (21%) would 
accept lower pay if they were able to work 
fewer hours.

It is important to say, however, that 
employers increasingly recognise 
these ideas. It would be a mistake to 
underestimate how hard many employers 
have worked to provide additional support 
to their employees. The CMF’s research 
suggests that often, the problem is not that 
employers aren’t willing to help, but that 
employees don’t realise what is available.

For example, three times as many workers 
believe employers offer limited support 
and flexibility as the number of employers 
that concede this is the case. And while 
more than half of employers (58%) say they 
offer workers the same levels of support 
regardless of their family circumstances,  
just one in four (26%) of workers believe 
all employees are treated in the same way.

Indeed, this latter finding hints at potential 
tensions in the workplace. There may be 
some groups of workers who feel others 
are getting a better deal – the introduction 
of more statutory rights for parents in the 
workplace may even have left other workers 
feeling aggrieved that they do not have 
access to the same levels of flexibility.

Have a higher level of savings to fall back on 31%

Pay increase 41%

50%The ability to leave work at the office

24%Opportunity to work more shifts

30%More control over their day to day workload

39%Better long term job security

31%Better employee benefits for workers and their families

47%Flexibility to work from home

60%Flexible working hours

23%Fewer hours at work, even if it meant lower pay

Support for carers

Support for older workers

Parents receive more 
support and flexibility

Flexible working tailored to 
individual employee needs

49%Being able to travel to and from work easily

FOR MANY, FLEXIBLE WORKING  
IS SEEN AS MOST IMPORTANT

1 in 5 would work 
fewer hours, even if 
it meant lower pay.

1 in 4 workers believe  
all employees are offered 

the same support.

1 in 10 employers tailor 
benefits according to 

the career stage of 
employees.

12% of employers 
surveyed do not offer 
any benefits to their 

employees.
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One way to tackle this issue, 
suggests CMF panellist Dr 
Samantha Callan, a research 
and policy expert in the field of 
family relationships and work-
life integration, is for employers 
to think more imaginatively 
about support mechanisms. 
These might include employee 
assistance programmes (EAPs), 
where employers link up with third 
parties to offer a range of support 
services – anything from financial 
advice to relationship support. 
“EAPs, for instance, certainly have 
a role to play in helping people 
manage their lives better in the 
workplace,” she says. 

Jonathan Swan of Working Families 
also thinks it is important to nip 
these conflicts in the bud before 
they escalate, particularly since 
many workers now have strong 
statutory rights and therefore have 
less need for targeted action.  
“A number of employers now tackle 
work/life issues as a life cycle 
mission,” he says. “So they don’t 
concentrate particularly on parents 
of young children or older workers, 
but think in terms of the right of all 
employees to request flexibility.”

It’s worth noting that the 
disconnect between employers’ 
actions and employees’ 
perceptions is a feature of other 
research too. The Department of 
Business, Innovation & Skills (BIS) 
has been running regular surveys 
of the workforce on work/life 
balance for almost 20 years and 
has repeatedly found this. In its 
most recent study9, for example, 
97% of employers said they offered 
part-time work, but only 80% of 
workers perceived this as being 
available; 88% of employers 
said they allowed to staff to work 
reduced hours for a limited period, 
but only 56% of workers though 
this was possible. 

Importantly, however,  
employers remain positive about 
flexible working – more than 
half (56%) of respondents to 
the BIS study said offering such 
arrangements had a positive 
impact on their business,  
against 9% who complained  
about a negative impact.

9 The Fourth Work-Life Balance Employer Survey, 
Department for Business, Innovation & Skills,  
December 2014

21%
of employees would accept 

lower pay if they were able to 
work fewer hours

58%
of employers say they offer 
workers the same level of 

support, regardless of family 
circumstances

26%
of employees say their 

employer offers workers 
the same level of support, 

regardless of family 
circumstances
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This suggests more workers may 
yet get their wish to take greater 
control over their working lives.  
It also points to a way forward. 
There may well be many other  
ways to address workers’ concerns 
that are also supportive of 
employers’ efforts to meet their 
business goals more efficiently  
and effectively.

It is significant that more than one 
in three (34%) workers who feel 
their lives are too skewed towards 
work warn that their productivity  
is lower as a result. The same 
number feel resentful towards  
their employer.

Happier workers, meanwhile,  
are more positive: half (50%)  
of those workers who say they have 
a healthy work/family balance say 
they would advise their children  
to follow their career footsteps. 

This isn’t idle talk, says Jackie 
Leiper, Director of Employer 
Relationships at Scottish Widows, 
with many workers already 
thinking hard about work choices 
in the context of balancing work 
and family. “Employers have to 
realise that people are making very 
deliberate choices about the roles 
they take in order to make these 
things work,” she says. 

As Leiper points out, “more work 
does not always mean better 
work.” Indeed, the most recent 
data from the Office for National 
Statistics10 suggests workers  
in the UK rank sixth of the G7 
countries on productivity. Leiper 
says: “The UK’s longer working 
hours aren’t necessarily more 
productive, particularly when  
staff are tired or frustrated  
with a corporate culture where 
meetings, emails and so on get  
in the way of actual work.”

Indeed, a host of studies have 
concluded that the key to worker 
productivity may be to reduce 
workers’ hours. Most recently, 
a Stanford University study11 
of British munitions workers in 
war-time found exactly this effect 
– crucially, the study also argued 
that for productivity to increase, 
workers must have been working  
a high number of hours before their 
hours were reduced.

These ideas represent an 
opportunity. Working together, 
employers and employees may be 
able to ensure workers feel they 
have greater control over their 
work/life balance while employers 
achieve better results.

9 The Fourth Work-Life Balance Employer Survey, 
Department for Business, Innovation & Skills,  
December 2014

10 International Comparisons of Productivity, ONS,  
October 2014 (http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/
re-reference-tables. html?edition=tcm%3A77-331788)

11 Proof that you should get a life, The Economist, 
December 2014

1  IN 3 WORKERS WHO FEEL THEIR 
L IVES ARE SKEWED TOWARDS 

WORK SAY THEIR PRODUCTIVITY 
IS LOWER AS A RESULT

50% OF WORKERS WHO 
SAY THEY HAVE A HEALTHY 
WORK/FAMILY BALANCE 
WOULD ADVISE THEIR 
CHILDREN TO FOLLOW IN 
THEIR CAREER FOOTSTEPS
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How the expectations of employer and employees differ

CONSUMERS

WHAT OUR FOCUS GROUPS SAY

“I NEVER GET AWAY FROM WORK ON  
TIME AND THAT REALLY FRUSTRATES ME  
AS I NEVER GET THE TIME BACK OR PAY.”

STEVEN, 42, BROMSGROVE

How the expectations of employer and employees differ
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EMPLOYERS

“YOU CAN ALWAYS MOVE ON SO IT’S 
YOUR CHOICE REALLY; THE IMPACT IS 

WHAT YOU ALLOW IT TO BE.”

IAN, 53, YORKSHIRE

“OUR ORGANISATION REALLY WANTS TO 
ENSURE YOU ARE THERE ALL THE TIME: 

YOU CAN ONLY TAKE THE DAYS YOU 
ALLOCATED OFF AND YOU ARE EXPECTED 
TO TAKE THEM WHEN IT’S CONVENIENT 

FOR THEM RATHER THAN YOU.”

ANDREW, 30, SOUTH-EAST

“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’VE NOT HAD A PAY RISE FOR YEARS AND 
THERE ARE REDUNDANCIES EVERY YEAR AT 

LEAST ONCE. I WORK IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR SO 
WON’T BE GETTING A PAY RISE ANY TIME SOON, 

BUT LESS WORK FOR THE SAME SALARY  
WOULD BE AN OK COMPROMISE.”

JACQUELINE, 56, DEVON

“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

“IN THE END, MY EMPLOYER IS PROBABLY MORE CONCERNED 
WITH THE BOTTOM LINE, BUT SUPPORTING STAFF IS AN 

EXCELLENT WAY TO HELP THE BOTTOM LINE.”

JOHN, 59, LONDON

“WE HAVE LONG HOURS, LIMITED 
FLEXIBILITY AND A NEED TO KEEP YOUR 

CLIENTS HAPPY, IRRESPECTIVE OF 
WHETHER THIS AFFECTS YOUR  
OWN PERSONAL FAMILY LIFE.”

EDWARD, 56, LONDON

“THERE IS A PROBLEM ON BOTH SIDES OF 
THIS ARGUMENT. EMPLOYERS WILL KNOW 
THE COST OF PROVIDING BENEFITS. SOME 

EMPLOYEES SEE THOSE BENEFITS AS A RIGHT.”

DAVID, 58, NORTH-WEST

“LIFE IS A CONTRACT BETWEEN AN EMPLOYER AND EMPLOYEE: THEY 
AGREE WHAT WORK IS REQUIRED, THE REMUNERATION THAT MAY BE 

EXPECTED AND THE AMOUNT OF EFFORT NEEDED TO COMPLETE THE TASK; 
IF A PERSON IS NOT CAPABLE OF COMPLETING THE TASK AS ADVERTISED, 

THEY SHOULD CONSIDER IF THE JOB IS SUITABLE FOR THEM.”

MARK, 49, LONDON
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CONCLUSION

The Centre for the Modern Family’s report 
paints a complex picture of a UK workforce 
where large numbers of people are unhappy 
with the amount of time in their lives that 
is consumed by work. Now is the time to 
address the issue.

Many people in the UK spend more time 
working – and getting to work – than they 
are comfortable with, and report a number 
of deleterious effects, including damage to 
family relationships. And while employers 
believe they have been largely sympathetic 
to such concerns, many employees do not 
recognise this.

Not everyone in work feels the same way. 
There are pockets of the workforce where 
people are working fewer hours – or working 
more hours but without being unhappy about 
doing so. And there is no doubt that the 
legislative framework has moved in favour of 
certain groups in recent years – particularly 
parents – even if not everyone feels able to 
exercise their rights.

Nevertheless, it would be foolish to pretend 
tensions over work/family balance are not an 
increasingly important labour market theme 
in the UK today. Employers certainly can’t 
afford to ignore these problems. Not least, 
they must engage in order to protect the 
productivity of their workforces.

Nor are these issues likely to dissipate. 
Other labour market trends are adding to the 
pressure on many workers – the low levels 

of real pay inflation we have seen in recent 
years, for example, as well as very high levels 
of unemployment or poorly-paid employment 
in certain geographies and particular 
demographics. The growth of zero-hours 
contracts will also feed into how workers feel 
about their working lives.

The CMF’s research provides some pointers 
for addressing these issues. It appears to 
show that it is not necessarily long hours in 
themselves that workers resent, but loss of 
control over their lives – the way in which 
work restricts their ability to prioritise other 
commitments to the extent that they wish 
to. Flexibility is one way to confront this 
issue – and new technologies, particularly 
in the communications sector, will enable 
many people to work in different ways in 
the future. This may give them the ability to 
secure the control they are looking for.

Working together, policymakers, employers, 
employees – individually or through 
groups such as trades unions – can find a 
way through these difficulties. They must 
now work to do so: if the UK is to achieve 
high-quality economic growth, in which the 
labour force feels fulfilled and committed, 
we cannot afford a sweatshop mentality 
where large swathes of the population resent 
the time they commit to work. Nor, for the 
good of society, can we afford to promote an 
economy where a lack of work/life balance is 
so damaging to so many families.
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UK WORKERS SPEND A SIGNIFICANT PERIOD OF TIME EVERY  
DAY EITHER AT WORK OR COMMUTING.

Potential policy response: While we already have legislation on working time, it may be 
possible for employers to mitigate this issue even further. Can we provide better support for 

employers who help staff to reduce commuting time or to work from home, for example?

01

POTENTIAL POLICY RESPONSES 
FOR KEY FINDINGS

Conclusion
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EMPLOYEES WANT MORE FROM THEIR EMPLOYERS.

Potential policy response: Further legislation may not be necessary to persuade more 
employers to offer staff more flexibility and control. How do we support employers as they 

explore these possibilities? Is there a case for further carrots, such as tax incentives, as well 
as the stick (additional labour market legislation)?

04

FAMILIES ARE SUFFERING. 

Potential policy response: How do we better support families where work has 
become overly-dominant? Is there, for example, a way to incentivise work more 

effectively across the family unit, rather than individually, so that parents are better 
able to divide up their duties and commitments?

02

EMPLOYERS BELIEVE THEY ARE ALREADY MAKING EFFORTS TO HELP. 

Potential policy response: How do we work with employers to communicate the benefits 
and support they already offer more effectively? Can we provide a legislative framework 

that supports all employees, reducing the risk of setting one group against another?

05

RELATIONSHIPS ARE UNDER PRESSURE. 

Potential policy response: How do we better support parents and the extended family 
so that the pressures of work do not contribute to family breakdown? Can we look at 

issues such as work and benefits in a broader context than the simple cost?

03
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