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Executive Summary 
Aims 
In May 2011 the UK government launched a consultation on plans to introduce a 
new system of flexible parental leave and an extension of the right to request 
flexible working to all employees (BIS, 2011a). The response to this consultation 
was published in November 20121 and the measures are being taken forward 
through the implementation of the Children and Families Act 2014. As part of this 
process, the Labour Market Analysis division (LMA) in the Department for 
Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) commissioned PSI to conduct a rapid 
appraisal of the literature on the costs and benefits to business of adopting work 
life balance (WLB) working practices. 

Methodology 
A full systematic review was not possible within the timeframe of the project, but 
the strategy and procedure adopted for the review and appraisal of the evidence 
was informed by the principles of systematic review methodologies. A search 
procedure was therefore conducted in a number stages including: development 
of a conceptual framework; identification of search terms; searching of literature 
databases and; relevance and quality checking. 

The conceptual schema was developed to capture the evidence base on the 
diverse business benefits, highlight the hypothetically causal links between WLB 
policies, the work/life interface, affective outcomes (such as job satisfaction, 
commitment, engagement and effort) and bottom line business gains. The 
schema was also used to structure the subsequent discussion. 

Findings 
The WLB policies of interest included flexible working opportunities, potentially 
available to all staff (including: flexi-time, working from home, reduced hours, job 
sharing and term-time working) and policies specifically directed at families, 
termed ‘family-friendly’ (including maternity, paternity and parental leave/pay and 
childcare support provision such as onsite nurseries).  

1. Benefits of flexible working policies 

Productivity - Most primary, survey based research supports a business benefits 
hypothesis in relation to productivity. Case study evidence overwhelmingly 
presents findings in support of a positive association between flexible working 

1 Consultation on Modern Workplaces 
http://www.bis.gov.uk/Consultations/modern-workplaces?cat=closedwithresponse 
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opportunities and productivity/performance gains but these are context specific 
and there are concerns about the selection of good practice employers. 
Econometric studies are somewhat more mixed, but where an index of flexibility 
is used, i.e. a ‘bundling’ approach, findings are usually positive, suggesting the 
value of a strategic approach to flexibility by means of a comprehensive provision 
of both flexible working and family-friendly initiatives. 

Absences - The overall balance of evidence relating to impacts on absence 
rates would suggest that flexible working arrangements can effectively reduce 
absence.  Case study and primary survey research evidence point in the 
direction of business benefits, with reduced levels of absence associated with the 
introduction of flexible working practices. The econometric evidence is 
considerably more mixed, however, although findings suggest that homeworking 
does lower absence rates. 

Recruitment - Overall, there is far less evidence relating to the recruitment 
benefits that employers may reap when introducing flexible working policies 
compared with other benefits. Sources of evidence include employer surveys, 
employee surveys, one case study and one econometric study.  The econometric 
study suggested no significant association between flexible working and 
recruitment gains, whereas the single case study, by contrast, indicated improved 
recruitment but is highly context dependent. Evidence from employees suggests 
that the majority are attracted to jobs by flexible working opportunities and that a 
lack of flexibility accounts for a considerable amount of under-employment.  
Evidence from employer surveys also suggests recruitment advantages.  

Retention - Findings from primary surveys and case studies point to flexible 
working as having helped with staff retention, leading in some cases to very 
significant savings in turnover costs. The econometric evidence suggests that 
some flexible working arrangements are a benefit to businesses but the findings 
are not consistent, with one study suggesting that flexible hours were significantly 
associated with enhanced retention but not homeworking, while another found 
that improved retention was associated with homeworking, flexi-time and 
compressed working weeks. Further studies find all flexible arrangements to be 
business neutral.   

Adjudicating between studies which reach very different conclusions is a 
challenge, with disparate findings reflecting the use of different datasets, in 
different countries, using incomparable measures often at different points in time. 
The potential for meta-analysis is therefore circumscribed and was beyond the 
scope of the study.  

2.  Benefits of ‘family-friendly’ policies 

Family-friendly policies applicable only to parents, at particular points in their 
lives, are less likely to generate measurable business benefits in comparison to 
flexible working policies which can potentially be used by all staff throughout their 
working lives. That is, research on the impact of family-friendly arrangements 
used by smaller numbers of staff for shorter periods of time are less likely to 
produce statistically significant findings than research on the impact of flexible 
working policies. 

 vii 



That said, there are still conclusions that can be drawn from the literature that 
does exist, even if it is limited in some circumstances to highlighting gaps in the 
evidence. 

Productivity - Broadly speaking, family-friendly policies can benefit businesses, 
but the literature that exists provides no firm evidence that they have an effect on 
business performance.  

Absences - Case study evidence suggests that a range of family-friendly policies 
can either reduce absence rates or, if formalised, can better enable employers to 
prepare for and therefore manage absences. Among the econometric studies 
evidence is far more mixed, but it generally suggests that family/parental leave 
polices either significantly reduce rates of absenteeism or are business neutral.  

Labour market participation - A wide body of international research highlights 
the significance of paid maternity and parental leave in promoting the active 
labour market engagement of mothers. If maternity leave is too short, women will 
break their employment rather than return to work while their children are very 
young. Having adequate duration of paid leave combined with the possibility of 
returning to the same employer is a strong incentive to return to work and has 
pushed up the labour market participation rates of mothers.  

Retention - There is considerable evidence in the UK and the USA highlighting 
the impact of maternity leave, maternity pay and job protection legislation on 
labour market participation and job retention among mothers. The proportion of 
mothers returning to the same employer has increased over time, from 75 per 
cent to 84 per cent between 1988 and 20102. Onsite childcare does not, 
however, appear to promote retention, but usage is low and sample size issues 
arise. 

3. Mediating Relationships 

The time and energy commitments associated with paid working lives can come 
into conflict with family demands or other non-work interests or responsibilities. 
These work and non-work spheres can complement each other and lead to a 
rewarding and fulfilling life. Alternatively, they can be perceived as in conflict, 
potentially leading to negative mood, behaviour or health outcomes. The 
research evidence suggests that both flexible working opportunities and informal 
family-friendly workplace cultures can mitigate the experience of conflict at the 
home/work interface, helping to promote an ‘enriched’ life and reduce ‘negative 
spillover’ between the two.  

A large body of evidence demonstrates that effective outcomes at the level of the 
individual, including job commitment, ‘happiness’, satisfaction, engagement and, 
in turn, discretionary effort, are all associated with business benefits such as 
reduced leaving intentions, fewer absences, less tardiness and improvements to 
performance and productivity. These positive outcomes translate into improved 
profitability and growth.  

2 Figures refer to Great Britain. 
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4.  Costs 

Implementation costs - As is the case with much of the costs evidence base, 
the range and depth of data available is fairly limited. Employer survey evidence 
indicates that the majority of businesses believe implementing flexible working 
arrangements are unproblematic and incur very few costs. Implementation costs 
are therefore, generally, not seen as a barrier to flexibility. A number of 
administrative burdens measurement exercises have estimated the national level 
costs associated with introducing new WLB regulations, but these figures are not 
readily translated into individual business level costs. Several regulatory impact 
assessments of WLB legislation have also detailed the full range of costs, setting 
these against estimated benefits and generally concluding that the latter 
outweigh the former.   

Procedural/administrative costs - Most of the evidence available is from 
administrative burdens measurement exercises and impact assessments. Data is 
often presented at an aggregate, national level but some unit cost and costs per 
organisation and per request are presented in relation to requests for flexible 
working.  The costs per request for flexibility (estimated at £88 by BERR (2008) 
and £62 by BIS (2010a))3 do not appear to be high but whether the cost of 
requests or appeals are perceived as high or low by businesses will depend on 
the number of requests received, how tight context-specific profit margins are 
and whether the costs are perceived as lower than actual or potential benefits.    

Survey evidence suggests that the majority of employers do not experience the 
administration of flexible working as a ‘burden’.  Surveys which have asked 
employers whether the costs and benefits of flexible working and family-friendly 
policies are balanced, find that most employers agree but around one third 
indicate that the costs outweigh the benefits.  

Costs of accommodating requests - In terms of the various costs incurred, the 
evidence relating to the costs of accommodating WLB provision is the weakest in 
terms of the volume of published material. This therefore remains a key gap in 
the evidence base. In terms of the actual costs, the evidence is primarily 
descriptive and the costs remain largely unquantified or, when presented as part 
of an impact assessment, are presented as nationally aggregated costs. One 
impact assessment, however, has estimated that accommodating a request for 
flexible working will cost, on average, £241.24 (BIS, 2010a).  

A number of studies emphasise that WLB costs are most burdensome for small 
employers. Holding jobs open for women on maternity leave, for example, was 
identified as problematic for one fifth of the businesses sampled for the third work 
life balance survey – rising to 31 per cent of businesses with fewer than 100 staff.   

It has also been observed that many of the costs incurred are not readily 
quantified, such as the time cost of training and overseeing replacement staff or 
the cost to businesses associated with loss of expertise and productivity. Costs 
are therefore likely to be underestimated. 

3 These estimates are not directly comparable as they are based on disparate 
methods of calculation. 
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5.  Impact of right to request flexible working 

Initial policy interest was in the effects of the legislation on the provision and take-
up of flexible working.  However a search of the literature established that there 
were no studies which specifically assessed the impact of the legislation on 
availability or take-up.  This could be as a result of the difficulty of isolating the 
effects of the legislation from other influences within the labour market. Thus, the 
remit was widened to review the evidence on take-up and availability in general, 
and the literature on the broader effects of the legislation on both employers and 
employees. 

Availability 

Availability of flexible working has increased since 2003, although there are no 
studies that specifically assess whether this is related to the introduction of the 
right to request legislation.  The availability of all types of flexible working has 
increased, with particularly large increases in the availability of career breaks and 
home/teleworking. 

Take-up 

Although rising, take-up does not appear to be keeping pace with rising 
availability. When take-up is measured in terms of the proportion of all 
workplaces experiencing employees using the different forms of flexible working 
(via employer surveys), take-up has increased between 2000 and 2007, apart 
from in part-time working which remained fairly stable and working from home 
which fell.  However, when take-up is measured in terms of the proportion of 
employees using different forms of flexible working where it is available to them 
(via employee surveys), take-up seems to fall between 2003 and 20114 for most 
types of flexibility, except part-time working (which had increased fairly 
substantially). Despite these falls in the proportions working some of the 
individual forms of flexible working (where it is available to them), the 4th Work 
Life Balance employee survey found that the percentage of all employees 
working flexibly has risen from 51% in 2003 to 60% in 2011. 

 Levels and types of requests 

The proportion of employees making a request to work flexibly was stable at 17 
per cent between 2003 and 2006, but rose to 22 per cent by 2011.  The most 
recent figures from the 4th WLB employee survey show that requests for a 
change in when hours are worked are more common (35 per cent of the total) 
than requests for reduced/part-time hours (23 per cent of the total). 

Women are more likely than men to make a request for flexible working, as are 
parents compared to non-parents, and mothers compared to fathers.   

Requests for flexible working are most common in certain workplaces, including 
larger workplaces, those in the public sector, those where women predominate, 

4 Although care must be taken in interpreting the trend since the 2011 data is not directly 
comparable with 2003. 
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and in industry sectors such as banking, finance and insurance; public 
administration, education and health; and distribution, hotels and restaurants. 

Outcomes of requests 

Generally, acceptance rates are above 75 per cent of all requests made.  The 
most recent data from the 4th WLB employee survey shows 79 per cent of 
requests accepted.  There also appears to be a slight downward trend in the 
proportion of requests declined in the WLB survey data, from 20 to 13 per cent 
between 2003 and 2011.  This shows that the acceptance rate has remained 
high, despite an increasing number of requests over time.   

The evidence shows that women are more likely to have their requests accepted 
than men and parents more likely than non-parents.  This disparity has persisted 
over time, and is still evident in the 4th WLB employee survey data from 2011.   

Implementation  

CBI survey evidence suggests there has been an increase, between 2007 and 
2009, in the proportion of workplaces which have extended the right to request to 
all staff (beyond just those with the statutory right), up from 50 per cent to 62 per 
cent.  The WLB (2007) survey, however, shows that a much larger proportion of 
employers (92 per cent) say they will consider a request for flexible working from 
any member of staff.  CIPD surveys examining implementation showed that 
around a half in 2003 and close to two-thirds of workplaces in 2005 were taking 
steps to publicise the right to request amongst staff.   

Decision making processes 

Employee surveys indicate that the majority of requests to work flexibly are made 
informally through face to face discussions rather than in writing, suggesting that 
the formal statutory procedure is not being widely used in requests for changes to 
working patterns.  The most recent data from the 4th WLB survey (2011) shows 
that only a quarter of requests were made in writing (letter, form or email).   

Disputes and disagreements 

Disputes and disagreements around the right to request flexible working are 
uncommon.  Cases brought before an employment tribunal are very rare – less 
than 0.5 per cent of employers had experienced this in 2007 (Hayward et al, 
2007).   

Effects on employers 

A number of surveys conducted shortly after the implementation of the right to 
request asked employers about their experiences of, and anticipated problems 
complying with, the legislation.  The findings show that few perceived there to be 
significant problems, although smaller employers tended to be more concerned 
and more likely to see costs as an issue.   
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Surveys asking employers about the impact of the right to request overall on their 
business have tended to show either a small or a neutral impact.  When asked 
about the effects on specific elements of their business, employers are on 
balance strongly positive about the effects on employee relations and recruitment 
and retention, slightly positive on balance about the effects on productivity and 
absence rates, and neutral on balance about the effects on customer service and 
labour costs.  Employers are more negative about the perceived effect of the 
proposed extension of the right to all employees, particularly for productivity, 
customer service and labour costs. 

 

Evidence gaps 
Despite a large body of material addressing the costs and benefits of WLB, many 
of the studies are based on case study evidence which cannot be generalised, or 
on primary survey evidence which elicits managers’ subjective perceptions of 
performance. Many econometric approaches also rely on managers’ perceptions 
of their performance relative to that of their competitors. More objectively-based 
rigorous analysis exploring the impacts of WLB policies on business outcomes 
would make a positive contribution to the evidence base. Further research might 
also address the inconsistency of some of the research that is currently available.  

Methodologically, three key gaps in the evidence base have been identified:  

• Probably because of the difficulties and cost of implementation, there is a 
scarcity of rigorous studies based on experimental methods either using 
randomised assignment or, at least, longitudinal designs, which would allow 
analyses to move beyond associational findings toward evidence of causal 
relationships.  

• Firm-level cost-benefit analyses also represent a significant gap.  No detailed, 
firm level, cost-benefit analyses were encountered which weigh up the relative 
costs and benefits of various initiatives within a common analytical framework. 
Some analysis is undertaken within the context of impact assessments, but 
these are at an aggregate rather than firm level and are based on a very 
broad set of assumptions.  

• More research based on objective outcome measures would add value to the 
evidence base.  While there are many studies looking at productivity impacts, 
very often the measures used are employers’ perceptions of benefits rather 
than objective business outcomes. More research into the latter is necessary 
to improve the validity of the accumulating evidence base. 

In terms of topic coverage, the main gaps in knowledge apply to the costs of 
WLB policies and practices.  There is far less evidence relating to costs 
compared with the benefits literature. More research exploring cost-related 
issues would therefore be welcome, including implementation and administration 
costs. Accommodation cost evidence is the weakest in terms of the volume of 
published material and is therefore a priority in terms of future research needs. 

In terms of business benefits there are several gaps in the knowledge base: 
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• Take-up – there is a need for more research which goes beyond assessing 
the impact of flexible working policies (i.e. availability), to assess, instead, the 
impact of take-up, in the absence of which studies may be underestimating 
potential impacts. 

• Recruitment benefits – there is little research exploring the potential 
recruitment benefits associated with flexible working including the potential to 
enhance high quality job matches. 

• Onsite childcare and retention – notably few studies have looked at the 
relationship between workplace nurseries and retention rates.    

• Further disaggregation – there are few studies relating to any of the outcomes 
of interest which fully disaggregate and compare findings according to 
workforce type, industrial sector and size. 

The final omission within the literature reviewed relates to evidence on change 
over time. There is some evidence that the impacts of flexible working on 
productivity and other outcomes may be diminishing over time, and given the 
increasing prevalence of such opportunities across all business sectors and 
sizes, diminishing returns might well be expected, but research into this issue is 
scarce. 
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1. Introduction 
Businesses have for some time now been changing their traditional working 
arrangements, first to accommodate the needs and preferences of a highly 
diverse workforce, and second with a view to receiving some benefit from a work-
life balance approach. In May 2011 the UK government launched a consultation 
on plans to introduce a new system of flexible parental leave and an extension of 
the right to request flexible work to all employees (BIS, 2011a). The response to 
this consultation was published in November 20125 and measures are being 
taken forward through the implementation of the Children and Families Act 2014. 
As part of this process, the Labour Market Analysis division (LMA) in the 
Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) commissioned PSI to 
conduct a rapid appraisal of the literature on the costs and benefits to business of 
adopting work life balance working practices. This work was conducted in 
Autumn 2011 and the findings reported below. The potential benefits to 
individuals, families or communities were beyond the scope of the study and are 
not discussed.     

The remainder of the report is structured as follows. Chapter 2 provides a 
discussion of the background context, outlining the demand for work-life balance 
policies and practices, trends, and government legislation over the past decade. 
The aims and objectives of the study are set out in Chapter 3 while Chapter 4 
presents the methodological approach deployed and discusses some of the 
challenges faced in meeting these aims in full. Chapter 5 sets out the evidence 
relating to the benefits to business of work-life balance arrangements (flexible 
working and maternity/paternity/parental leave) and is divided according to the 
range of different benefit types: productivity, staff retention, recruitment, 
absences, wages, building costs and  affective outcomes (such as job 
satisfaction, engagement or commitment). Chapter 6 focuses on the costs to 
businesses, differentiating the distinct types of cost: implementation, 
accommodation and administration. Chapter 7 considers the right to request 
flexible working legislation, investigating evidence of impacts on availability and 
take-up. Finally, Chapter 8 provides an overview of gaps in the evidence base 
and points to future research needs.

5 Consultation on Modern Workplaces 
http://www.bis.gov.uk/Consultations/modern-workplaces?cat=closedwithresponse 
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2. Background 
In the context of global competition, skills shortages, an increasingly 24/7 society 
and demographic change, many organisations have been adapting their methods 
of working, working time regimes and leave arrangements. Facing cost and 
quality competition, successful organisations depend on the skills, commitment 
and initiative of their workforce. In an attempt to attract, nurture and retain staff 
with these qualities, companies are increasingly offering terms and conditions of 
employment and ways of working which meet the various needs of their 
workforce, whether related, for example, to caring responsibilities, the pursuit of 
learning or health difficulties.  

2.1 Workforce changes 
The need to modernise working arrangements is in part driven by demographic 
trends and a changing labour force. Key features include: 

• The labour market participation of women continues to grow, particularly 
among mothers (BIS, 2010a). The employment rate of working-age men fell 
from 91 per cent in 1971 to 76 per cent in 2011, while the rate for working age 
women rose from 53 per cent to 66 per cent over the same period (see Figure 
2.1). 

• Escalating numbers of dual-earner households give rise to challenges in 
balancing work and family life. These trends have raised concerns about the 
increased stress, long working hours (particularly of fathers), decreased 
psychological well-being, increased sickness absence, marital problems and 
pressure on family relationships (Bond, 2004). 

• The proportion of one-parent families has tripled from 8% in 1971 to 22% in 
2011 (ONS, 2011). Single parent families are at heightened risk of poverty. 
Sustained employment is recognised as a key route out of social exclusion 
and poverty. 

• 5 million adults in England have caring responsibilities for a sick, disabled or 
elderly person (Health and Social Care Information Centre, 2010). One in six 
carers gives up or cuts back work to care, with implications for their longer-
term financial well-being and implications for employers in terms of the 
availability of skills (Glendinning, 2009).  

• The workforce will increasingly be skewed toward older workers as the 
population ages and retirement ages are increased (Smeaton et al 2009). The 
employment rate of over 65s was roughly stable at around 5 per cent from 
April 1992 until 2001. Since then the employment rate of over 65s has been 
on an upward trend; increasing by 4.5 percentage points from a trough of 4.6 
per cent in February 2001 to a peak of 9.1 per cent in December 2010 (see 
Figure 2.2). 
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Given these demographic trends, Governments have recognised the need to 
encourage new working arrangements to accommodate the evolving needs of 
the employed and those searching for work.  

Figure 2.1: Increased rate of female employment 

Source: Office for National Statistics, Monthly data, Labour Market Statistics. BIS estimates.  

 

Figure 2.2: Increased rate of employment among the over 65s 

 
Source: Office for National Statistics, Monthly data, Labour Market Statistics. BIS estimates. 
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2.2 Government Policy 
A series of work-life balance campaigns and legislative changes have built on 
employers’ own efforts to provide more diverse, and mutually beneficial working 
arrangements. The current coalition government remains committed to this 
agenda. As indicated in the consultation on flexible working and flexible parental 
leave; (BIS, 2011a) “We want to create a society where work and family 
complement one another. One where employers have the flexibility and certainty 
to recruit and retain the skilled labour they need to develop their businesses. And 
one where employees no longer have to choose between a rewarding career and 
a fulfilling home life”. 

Employment sustainability is also key to meeting the challenge of extended 
working lives which has become a policy priority in the context of an ageing 
workforce and increased life expectancy.   

A broad range of government initiatives have been introduced over the past 10 
years or so, designed to promote and ease the labour market participation of 
mothers, new parents and, more recently, those with eldercare responsibilities. 
Schemes introduced include the following (presented chronologically): 

• The introduction of unpaid parental leave and time off for dependants. 
Employees are entitled to 13 weeks’ unpaid Parental Leave in respect of each 
child up to the child’s 5th birthday.  The amount of leave was extended to 18 
weeks per parent per child in March 2013. Where the child is disabled, an 
employee is entitled to take up to 18 weeks’ unpaid Parental Leave up to the 
child’s 18th birthday. Parental Leave may also be taken where a child is 
adopted, and can be used in the five years following placement. Employees 
are also entitled to take a reasonable amount of unpaid time off to deal with 
emergencies involving dependants – Time Off for Dependants (Employment 
Relations Act 1999, schedule four; the Maternity and Parental Leave 
Regulations 19996;  Maternity and Parental Leave (Amendment)  Regulations 
2002). 

• The work-life balance campaign, launched in 2000, designed to facilitate the 
combination of caring and paid working roles.  

• The Age Positive Campaign: introduced in 2001 promoting good practice 
including the provision of flexible working arrangements as people age. The 
government has been working closely with employers, has produced good 
practice guides7 and posts examples of exemplary employers on its website8.  

• The Employment Act 2002 introduced new employment legislation designed 
to help working parents. From 6 April 2003 parents with young and disabled 

6 The Maternity and Parental Leave Regulations 1999 took effect on 15 
December 1999. The regulations introduce a right to parental leave, based on 
Council Directives 96/34/EC and 97/75/EC, and improved existing maternity 
leave arrangements. The provisions of the Employment Relations Act 1999 on 
time off in the event of emergencies involving family and other dependants, which 
also reflect the Directive, came into force on the same date. 
7 http://dwp.gov.uk/docs/good-practice-managing-without-fixed-retirement-age.pdf 
8 http://dwp.gov.uk/agepositive/ 
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children gained new options for leave – including paid paternity leave and 
leave for adoptive parents, new arrangements for financial support, and the                                                    
legal entitlement among parents of children under the age of 6 (under the age 
of 18 where the child is disabled) to request flexible working or a reduction in 
working hours9. 

• Statutory maternity pay for 39 weeks and up to 52 weeks of maternity leave 
(Work and Families Act  200610).  

• The 2006 Work and Families Act extended the ‘right to request’ flexible 
working to parents of children aged 6 to 16 (introduced in 2009) and to co-
resident carers (introduced 2007). The latter extension is restricted to carers 
of dependent adults only and does not apply if the older dependants are not 
living with the carer.  

• The Work and Families Act 2006 extended to employed fathers and partners 
of new mothers a right to up to 26 weeks’ additional paternity leave once the 
mother or partner has returned to work. Implemented from April 2010, 
Additional Paternity Leave and Pay (APL&P) enables eligible fathers to take 
up to 26 weeks’ additional paternity leave (employed fathers may also be 
entitled to 2 weeks’ ordinary paternity leave). The leave may be paid if taken 
during the mother or partner’s Statutory Maternity Pay period, Maternity 
Allowance period or Statutory Adoption Pay period. Leave taken after this 
period has ended is unpaid.11 The Act was designed to improve maternity 
leave, allow families more control over childcare choices, encourage a greater 
caring role among fathers and promote family-friendly working alongside 
social and economic public benefits12. The Act also sought to ease the 
burden of administration of leave and pay for employers. 

• In May 2011 the government launched a consultation on plans to introduce a 
new system of flexible parental leave and extend the right to request flexible 
working to all employees (BIS, 2011a).  The Government’s response to this 
consultation was published in November 201213 and measures are being 
taken forward through the implementation of the Children and Families Act. 

Reflecting this programme of regulatory change, work-life balance and family-
friendly policies and practices can be defined and differentiated in terms of the 

9 A request that employers have a legal duty to seriously consider. Requests can 
be refused on a limited number of set grounds. 
10 Previous maternity and paternity pay and leave legislation includes: the 
Employment Rights Act 1996, amended by the Employment Act 2002. Details set 
out in the Maternity and Parental Leave regulations 1999 and the Maternity and 
Parental Leave (Amendment) Regulations 2002. 
11  The new right applies in respect of babies due (or children placed for adoption) 
on or after 3 April 2011. 
12 As a social good, Work-life Balance (WLB) outcomes can be measured in 
terms of a reduction in family breakdowns, work-related illness, and 
improvements to well being, satisfaction, ‘happiness’ and the quality of care for 
children or older family members. WLB policies are also designed to promote 
labour market participation rates to the benefit of individuals, to avoid poverty and 
enhance national economic performance. 
13 Consultation on Modern Workplaces 
http://www.bis.gov.uk/Consultations/modern-workplaces?cat=closedwithresponse 
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three groupings presented in Box 1 – family leave, flexible forms of work and 
support for dependant care. Those in italics, below, although in principle of 
interest, are not covered in this report as few studies provided evidence on the 
relationships between these policies and practices and business outcomes. 

 

2.3 Trends 
A number of studies over the past 10 years suggest that an increasingly flexible 
approach to working arrangements is emerging, which will promote social 
inclusion and a more diverse workforce (Woodland et al, 2004; Hooker et al 
2007; Haywood et al, 2007; White et al, 2004; Smeaton and Young, 2007). There 
is nothing new about part-time hours (see Figure 2.3 for growth in use between 
1992 and 2011) or other flexible working arrangements, but what has begun to 
change over recent years is the dispersal of these working practices among a 
wider range of occupational groupings. Previously, reduced hours opportunities 
remained the preserve of a few female dominated occupations. As a 
consequence, when mothers returned to work after childbirth, their desire for 
part-time hours channelled them into a narrow range of occupational groups, 

Box 1 
• Family leave 

o Maternity leave 
o Paternity leave 
o Adoption leave 
o Parental leave 
o Time off for dependants/ emergency leave 

 
• Flexible forms of work – any change to terms and 

conditions, including: 
o Ability to move to part-time working 
o Job sharing 
o Term-time working 
o Working from home 
o Flexi-time 
o Annualised hours 
o Compressed week 

 
• Support for dependant care – childcare or elder care. 

o On-site childcare 
o Provision of financial support for childcare 

elsewhere 
o Career breaks 
o Access to training on return from maternity leave 
o Access to a telephone for family reasons 
o Provision of Keeping In Touch schemes during 

maternity leave 
o Support for carers of adults. 
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resulting in downward occupational mobility for many.  The right14 of all parents, 
regardless of occupational position, to request modified hours is arguably an 
important development with considerable scope to undermine processes of 
segregation. There is evidence that fewer mothers now change employers upon 
returning to work after maternity leave (Smeaton & Marsh 2006; LaValle, 2008) 
and that the incidence of downward occupational mobility has declined (Smeaton 
2006a, Smeaton & Marsh 2006). 

Employers now offer a much broader selection of working arrangements and 
have extended these to more staff and occupational groups. Occupations and 
industries dominated by men are, however, still lagging behind (Smeaton and 
Young, 2007, Barnes et al, 2009) and managerial positions are also still often 
characterised by long hours (Ford and Collinson, 2011), despite having greater 
discretion and time sovereignty.  

 

Figure 2.3: Increasing use of part time work 

 
Source: Office for National Statistics, Monthly data, Labour Market Statistics. BIS Estimates. 

14 Initially introduced under the Employment Act 2002, eligible people had the 
right to request flexible working arrangements from their employers. The Flexible 
Working (Procedural Requirements) Regulations 2002, the Flexible Working 
(Eligibility, Complaints and Remedies) Regulations 2002, the Flexible Working 
(Eligibility, Complaints and Remedies) (Amendment) Regulations 2006, 2007, 
2009 and 2010 and the Work and Families Act 2006 further strengthened this 
right. 
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3. Aims and objectives 
The primary aim of this study is to provide a comprehensive picture of the costs 
and benefits to business from the adoption of work-life balance (WLB) policies 
and practices. Despite a large and burgeoning body of literature setting out the 
benefits of WLB practices for employees and considerable research detailing the 
availability of WLB arrangements (e.g. the work life balance surveys), studies 
which demonstrate and quantify the various potential costs and benefits to 
employers are notably less prevalent. To some extent, this gap in the evidence 
base reflects the methodological challenges associated with designing a robust 
evaluation of WLB practices and the limitations of existing datasets that have 
been used to explore impacts on businesses.  

The study therefore aims to assemble all the evidence available, review and 
assess the literature and present a coherent analysis of the range of costs and 
benefits, disaggregated by type, that businesses face. A key objective is to 
quantify the range of costs and benefits and to answer the following two key 
questions. 

• What are the benefits to business of providing work life balance policies? 
• What costs to business are associated with work life balance policies, for how 

long are the costs incurred, what is the value of these costs, and do they 
outweigh the benefits or vice versa? 

3.1 Research Questions –  Benefits 

The more specific questions in relation to benefits are as follows: 

• Weighing up the evidence from a wide range of sources, is the ‘business 
case’ proven i.e. are there measurable benefits to businesses which outweigh 
costs? 

• Do benefits differ according to firm size, staff demographic or industrial 
sector? 

• To what extent does the evidence quantify the benefits, for example:  
o whether and how much short term absences are prevented; 
o is there a reduction in staff turnover rates which in turn may be 

translated into recruitment and training savings;  
o whether productivity or profitability is increased and by how much; 
o in terms of recruitment, whether vacancies are filled more quickly or 

whether skills shortages are less widespread within the business. 

3.2 Research Questions –  Costs 

The more specific questions in relation to costs are as follows: 
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• Does the literature differentiate the various types of cost?  
• Does the literature quantify these costs (e.g. in terms of person time or 

financial resources)? 
• To what extent do costs differ according to firm size, industrial sector or staff 

demographic? 

3.3 Additional research questions 
One additional question raised, which does not fall within the cost benefit 
framework of enquiry is: 

• to what extent has the right to request flexible working influenced its provision 
and take-up. 
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4. Methodology 
A full systematic review was not possible within the timeframe of the project, but 
the strategy and procedure adopted for this study informed by the principles of 
systematic review methodologies (www.campbellcollaboration. org/guidelines, 
2008; www.cochrane-handbook.org, 2008; Petticrew and Roberts, 2006).  

4.1 Search strategy and protocol 
The search procedure was conducted in a number stages: 

• A conceptual framework was developed  
• Search terms were identified 
• Literature databases were searched 
• Relevance and quality checks were conducted 

These stages are described below. 

Conceptual framework 

The initial conceptual framework set out the parameters for identifying search 
terms and delineating the scope of issues to be addressed. The framework also 
provided a structure within which findings were subsequently discussed and 
analysed.   

The primary focus of this study, and hence the conceptual framework, is on cost 
and benefit outcomes for employers. This is shown in figures 4.1 and 4.2 below, 
which summarise the ‘benefits’ and ‘costs’ relationships initially identified as 
being in scope. 

Column A of Figure 4.1 sets out the range of work-life balance (WLB) policies 
and practices in which we are interested. The potential bottom line employer 
benefits that may be associated with WLB policies are presented in column C. 
Also of interest, however, are ‘intervening’ individual level effects such as staff 
morale, satisfaction, health, effort, well being etc, in-so-far as they are 
demonstrably associated with employer benefits; see column B. So studies 
demonstrating a link between affective states such as satisfaction and effort, and 
business impacts, even though they might not refer to WLB practices, but other 
workplace characteristics also associated with loyalty, commitment etc, would be 
relevant. Initially, the search included studies focusing on all of the potential links 
between A, B and C, i.e:  
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A  B (of interest when linked with other studies which  demonstrate the 
impact of B on C) 

A  C (where the linking mechanisms of B are implicit) 

B  C 
(which is of interest although may not discuss WLB, focussing instead 
on other factors which lead to satisfaction, high morale, good health 
etc) 

A  B  C (studies which explicitly explore the full causal chain) 

 

 

Figure 4.1: Developing the ‘benefits’ conceptual framework 

 

The initial costs framework is shown in Figure 4.2. The various types of cost 
potentially associated with WLB practices are highlighted in the middle column in 
blue, while the other (green) boxes provide examples. Potential costs include: 

• One-off implementation costs 
• Procedural costs 
• Accommodation costs (e.g. costs associated with more complex roster 

scheduling, costs of employing more staff or of employing temporary 
replacement staff, or direct cost of childcare subsidies or workplace nurseries) 

• Unanticipated costs (e.g. of diverting time and resources towards bureaucracy 
and regulations and away from other business objectives such as innovation, 
training or growth). 

E

Flexible working

Support for carers 
(childcare and 

eldercare)

Family leave
(for parents)

Loyalty
Motivation

Effort
Morale

Job satisfaction

Health
Stress

Ability to return to or 
remain in employment

A
Employer policies and 

practices

Recruitment
Retention
Absences

Work related 
sickness

Company reputation
Productivity

C
Employer benefits

B
Intervening variables 
(at level of individual) 
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Figure 4.2: The ‘costs’ framework 

 

Search terms 

Using the above framework as a starting point, keywords for the main literature 
search were defined to include: 

• Interventions: family-friendly or work-life balance practices; terms which 
appear in Box 1, section 2.2 above, and  

• Population: employers, firms, businesses, organisations or workplaces and 
• Outcomes 1: a range of terms related to costs and benefits (e.g. absenteeism, 

productivity, staff turnover, retention, recruitment, bureaucracy, regulations, 
business case, administration, burden, costs, benefits). 

• Outcomes 2: intervening variables (see figure 4.1 above ) such as motivation, 
morale, satisfaction, engagement. 

Appendix 3 contains the full search profile. 

Additional keywords were added as a separate search profile, to address the 
research question on the impact of the right to request flexible working on 
availability and uptake. These included: 

• Flexible working availability or take-up (this was included to source 
publications exploring both employees and employers as the units of analysis) 

• Flexible working and trends 

Appendix 3 contains the full search profile for this aspect of the study as well.  

 

.

Implementation 
Costs

Procedural 
Costs

Accommodation
Costs

Unanticipated
Costs

Cash costs:

(eg. subsidies)

Staff costs:

(eg. employ more 
staff to cover: 
leave, reduced 
hours or extra 
bureaucracy

Displacement costs: 

(eg. time or money 
spent on WLB issues 
diverted away from 

innovation, training or 
growth)

Various costs: 

(eg. associated 
with negative 
impacts on 

commitment, 
satisfaction or 
effort if WLB 

policies perceived 
as unfair)
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Search databases 

Searches covered international literature (in English) of different types since 1995 (or 
earlier for key texts). Databases searched were selected according to literature type 
and subject coverage and included: 

• Web of Science 
• ASSIA 
• Econlit 
• Business Source Complete 
• Emerald Management Xtra 
• Zetoc 
• COPAC 
• RePEc 
• Cambridge Journals Online 
• Ingenta 
• JSTOR 
• SAGE Journals Online 
• SwetsWise 
• Social Science Citation Index 
• Government departments (for BIS, need to do ‘BIS’, BERR & DTI) 
• Institutional repositories in the UK (OpenDOAR)  
• Web sites of organisations/direct contact: EHRC, Working Families, Family 

and Parenting Institute, Fatherhood Institute, Business research centres, CBI, 
TUC, CIPD, ACAS, BCC, the Work Foundation, NBER, JRF, Nuffield 
Foundation, Eurofound, Flexibility.co.uk  and the ESRC database 

Quality assessment 

Initially, a first sift relevance screening was undertaken to ensure that the 
coverage of issues was sufficient, informed by the . The conceptual frameworks 
above informed these considerations. The relevance check yielded one of three 
possible results, as outlined in Table 4.1. 

Table 4.1: Relevance scoring 

Score Relevance 

 0 The report may discuss WLB issues but does not provide any 
evidence of impacts (costs or benefits) to employers. 

   

 1 
The report does not supply new evidence. Rather it provides a 
synthesis of existing evidence or presents findings from previous 
research. Useful for further literature searches. 

   

 2 
The report presents empirical evidence on the impacts of WLB 
policies and practices in terms of costs and/or benefits for 
employers (or reports on the right to request and take-up 
/availability of flexible working). Includes qualitative and case 
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study evidence. 

 

At this stage, the sift excluded publications that were clearly outside scope from 
further investigation. The abstracts of those publications remaining after this first 
sift were then checked, and those found not to be relevant at this point were also 
excluded. All remaining publications were then read fully and assessed for 
quality. 

A framework for quality assessment was developed (see appendix 1). In 
assessing the quality of publications, the review considered factors such as:  

• sample size 
• sampling frame and approach (random probability)  
• response rates 
• analysis (statistical significance) 
• establishment of causality 
• soundness of conclusions 
• whether peer reviewed  

Papers of low quality were rejected. Each relevant report with a sufficiently high 
quality score (above 3) was included in the review. 

4.2  Key Challenges 
In synthesising material such as that gathered here, a number of challenges arise 
in relation to assumptions in cost benefit analyses, the interpretation of findings 
and the use of work-life balance (WLB) indicators in some studies. Further 
challenges result from comparing studies based on different methodological 
approaches and the low ‘generalisability’ of some methodologies.  The first three 
challenges are discussed in brief below, while methodological limitations are 
discussed in section 4.3, where the range of advantages and disadvantages 
associated with the different methodological approaches is set out. 

Cost benefit analysis 

In reviewing studies which calculate bottom line net impacts, whether firm-level 
self evaluations or macro-level national calculations, the main challenge is 
understanding the assumptions on which these estimates are reached. It is not 
always possible to critically appraise the validity of these calculations. To take 
one example, Schiebl (1999) suggests that the business case for providing 
employees with child care can be assessed by comparing the cost of replacing 
an employee with the cost of providing childcare assistance to retain that 
employee. Such a calculation is based on the false assumption that all staff with 
young children will leave a company that does not provide such assistance. A 
better approach would be to attach a probability that a member of staff will leave 
in those circumstances, thereby reducing the potential cost of staff replacement 
to realistic levels. 
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Interpretation of findings 

In terms of the study’s remit, which is to present facts and figures which clearly 
quantify costs and benefits in a form that is meaningful to businesses, 
interpreting findings is one of the biggest challenges. Translating econometric 
analysis into bottom-line figures can be fraught with problems.  

The model assumptions of various econometric techniques frequently involve 
transformations to the original data series. Variables may be: differenced to 
achieve stationarity, logged, combined in an additive or multiplicative manner, 
raised to powers, or units of measurement may be in the form of scaled 
relationships. Findings may not, therefore, be readily amenable to quick 
calculations that can facilitate plain language descriptions. At times in this review, 
we thus indicate whether relationships are significant and whether positive or 
negative, rather than providing specific figures.   

4.3  Policy vs practice – a problem with indicators 
A final challenge for interpreting the impact of WLB policies on employer 
outcomes relates to the use of WLB indicators in some studies. 

Many of the econometric studies reviewed quantify the impact of flexible working 
arrangements which are reported as available, rather than the impact of actual 
take-up. The assumption is that employees will avail themselves of arrangements 
that are most suitable to them if they are available. The extent to which this 
availability translates into take-up is the subject of some debate, however. One 
study by Visser and Williams (2006), for example, explored access to WLB 
practices in the public sector and found a distinct gap between policy and 
practice or, as the authors expressed it,  between ‘rhetoric and reality’. Based on 
a survey of 1000 public sector workers the report found that three quarters of 
public sector organisations had initiatives and policies in place to address work-
life balance for some or all staff – higher than the private sector. Despite this 
widespread availability, only half of those surveyed felt able to exercise genuine 
choice and only just over half said they were aware of the WLB options available 
to them. One obstacle to freely choosing preferred arrangements are the 
attitudes of line managers; one third of survey respondents described their 
managers as not committed to supporting WLB needs while others observed that 
their managers were overtly hostile to non-standard working practices. Staff may 
also encounter blocked career opportunities by deviating from ‘the norm’. 
Houston and Waumsley (2003) note, on the basis of a survey of employees (with 
a sample size of 2000), that 40 per cent of those employed agreed that using 
family-friendly practices would be damaging for their careers. Widespread unmet 
demand for improved WLB may therefore prevail despite such practices being 
available.  

Studies which investigate the impact of flexible working by measuring availability, 
as reported by employers or managers, may therefore underestimate the 
potential impact where the correlation between availability and take-up is low. 
Impacts may be better captured by measures of take-up. The reverse scenario 
also holds. Supervisors and line managers may permit more flexibility than is 
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formally allowed (Eaton, 2001), with employees able to modify their working 
hours or to take time off unofficially. This ‘informal' flexibility will not be captured 
by studies which focus on corporate policy as reported by employers or 
managers. 

4.4 Methodological approaches – advantages and 
disadvantages 

Broadly, the evidence base can be classified into four methodological 
approaches – case studies, econometric secondary data analyses, meta-
analyses and primary research using dedicated surveys which elicit manager or 
employee views of the costs or benefits of WLB policies (e.g. CIPD, BCC and the 
BIS work life balance surveys).  

The literature examining the relationship between bottom-line business benefits 
and WLB policies and practices is almost exclusively non-experimental in nature. 
Baltes and Briggs (1999), Yasbek (2004) and Kelly et al (2008), in similar 
reviews, have also observed the scarcity of longitudinal data and/or quasi-
experimental designs to assess change associated with work-family initiatives.  

Case Studies 

Case study methodologies provide an important source of detailed information 
relating to the nature of benefits and how causal mechanisms might lead to 
productivity and other gains.  Case study approaches often deploy mixed 
methods, including depth interviews, focus groups and, sometimes, staff surveys. 
These studies benefit from the detail of their findings, they often provide 
longitudinal data tracking change over time and evidence on costs and/or 
benefits in a form that is meaningful to businesses.  

The key limitation of these studies, however, is their small sample sizes and 
focus on context specific practices and outcomes. Findings therefore tend not to 
be generalisable. 

Other case studies are more campaigning in approach and often selected as 
examples of good practice. Schiebl (1999) conducted a review of this form of cost 
benefit analysis evidence and noted how ‘patchy’ the data tends to be, the lack of 
base line information and the extent to which these studies overemphasise 
success and downplay any negative effects or problems. Hence there is a need 
to treat such studies with caution.  

Econometric Studies 

There is a growing body of econometric evidence on work-life balance issues. 
Many of the UK-based studies are based on analysis of the Workplace 
Employment Relations Study15 (WERS). The studies benefit from large sample 
sizes, the control of a large number of potentially confounding factors which may 

15 The WERs data can be found here: 
http://www.esds.ac.uk/findingData/werTitles.asp 
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explain outcomes (e.g. management practices) and the ability to compare firms 
with and without particular policies. Two key problems are associated with many 
of these studies; they are often cross-sectional and therefore causal relationships 
cannot be established and, in many studies, measures of productivity etc. 
depend on managers’ perceptions of whether their firm’s performance is above or 
below average. This approach is subject to inaccurate and subjective 
assessments and can’t readily be interpreted in terms of bottom-line costs or 
benefits. There are exceptions, however, with some studies using the panel 
element of WERS and/or objective performance data. 

Yasbek (2004) suggests that the direct costs of implementing work-life balance 
policies are more easily measured than the benefits and employers consistently 
underestimate the cost-effectiveness of work-life balance policies. As a result, 
uncorroborated evidence which relies on the perceptions of employers/managers 
‘may not be a very robust measure of the actual balance between costs and 
benefits’. This is a problem affecting many of the studies examined as part of the 
review as they rely on manager perceptions of whether benefits outweigh costs 
or whether WLB initiatives have been associated with benefits to turnover, 
performance, recruitment or absences. 

Meta-analyses 

The reviewers conducting this study found only one meta-analysis (Baltes and 
Briggs, 1999). This is based on a synthesis of 29 studies. The main reservation 
with this analysis, however, is that the studies reviewed are nearly all from the 
1970s and 1980s. Business practices and workforce composition have changed 
markedly since that period and therefore the extent to which relationships would 
still hold is unclear.  

The potential for further meta-analyses is severely circumscribed, however, by 
the fact that the much of the literature is based on different aspects of WLB, 
deploy a wide range of measures and definitions of policy, practice and outcome, 
are based on incommensurate methodologies and analytical techniques and, 
finally, are based on a multitude of firm sizes, countries, regions and industrial 
sectors.  

Primary Research 

There is a body of primary research based on dedicated surveys. Many have 
been conducted by organisations such as the BCC, CIPD, Corporate Voices, and 
CBI, but there are also the BIS work-life balance surveys or employers and 
employees. Most of these tend to present only frequencies, rather than more 
sophisticated analysis, and also rely on owner/manager perceptions rather than 
objective evidence. These studies therefore tend to be ‘weak’ in terms of the 
appraisal matrix discussed above.
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5. Work-Life Balance: 

Employer Benefits 
The employer benefits under investigation are classified below as direct and 
indirect benefits. The latter, as discussed in the methodology chapter, refer to the 
intervening variables, or the mechanisms, which link WLB provision to bottom line 
outcomes (see Figure 4.1). The direct benefits explored include productivity, 
profitability, absences, recruitment, retention and other benefits such as wages 
and building costs.   

The chapter commences with an overview of the range of benefits encountered 
in the review and develops a conceptual schema which refines Figure 4.1 and 
reflects the linkages explored in the literature, which lead from WLB policies and 
practices to improved business performance and profitability. The conceptual 
framework is used, in part, to organise the findings presented. It should be noted, 
however, that causal relationships are rarely established in the research literature 
as the methodological approaches typically adopted preclude the possibility of 
establishing causal direction. The ‘links’ should therefore to be interpreted as 
associations. 

The chapter subsequently divides WLB polices to separately consider: (i) flexible 
working arrangements and (ii) ‘family-friendly’ policies and practices which 
include maternity/paternity/parental leave and pay and childcare provision.  

First, the impact of flexible working arrangements on the beneficial outcomes of 
interest are explored (section 5.2). The flexible working policies include flexi-time, 
reduced hours, homeworking and other arrangements which can potentially be 
used by all employees. This is followed by a consideration of the evidence 
relating to ‘family-friendly’ policies and practices to determine their impact on 
business outcomes (section 5.3). The policies referred to as ‘family-friendly’ apply 
more specifically to parents. Finally, in section 5.4, evidence is presented relating 
to the indirect relationships between (a) WLB (flexible working and family-friendly 
policies) and individual level affective outcomes (such as job satisfaction or 
commitment) and (b) affective outcomes and business outcomes such as staff 
retention/absences etc. 

 

5.1 Business benefits and causal chains 
The literature provides evidence on a broad and diverse range of direct and 
indirect benefits associated with WLB policies and practices. These include: 
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• Improved corporate reputation 
• Improved recruitment leading to higher calibre staff and/or fewer unfilled 

vacancies 
• Improved retention rates 
• Reduced absenteeism and sick leave  
• Improved customer service, more flexible or longer operating hours; 
• Improved productivity or performance 
• Lower salary requirements 
• Lower office space and energy costs 
• Improved job satisfaction, motivation, engagement or commitment/loyalty 
• Reduced levels of stress  
• Reduction or mitigation of the effects of  practices such as long working hours, 

presenteeism or work intensification  

The relationships between various WLB practices and outcomes of interest are 
complex.  

While part-time work or working from home may be associated with 
improvements to productivity or other measures, this relationship may not hold for 
other types of flexible working such as job sharing or compressed working 
weeks. Part-time working hours can also be inflexible and therefore quite distinct 
from other flexible working options. Findings are therefore disaggregated 
wherever possible to avoid a misleading conflation of different types of work-life 
balance arrangements.  

Despite the potential differences in impact effect, size and direction associated 
with the various types of WLB, a number of studies have suggested that the 
biggest impacts are associated with ‘bundles’ of policies.  Benefits may therefore 
be optimised when flexible working, for example, is part and parcel of a wider 
package of support which signals the value employers place on their staff. 
According to some studies, workplaces which offer an extensive range of WLB 
policies are more likely to have above-average performance than those with no 
such practices (MacLeod and Clarke, 2009; Eaton, 2001, Gray, 2002; Perry-
Smith and Blum 2000; Stavrou, 2005).  

Complexity also arises in relation to the causal chain linking WLB policies to 
bottom line business outcomes. The initial conceptual framework (Figure 4.1, set 
out in section 4.1) evolved as the review progressed to reflect a more complex 
set of linkages, which are set out in Figure 5.1 and discussed below. 

Developing the conceptual schema 

Based on the research evidence investigated as part of the review, the 
conceptual framework (Figure 5.1) serves to visually demonstrate how work-life 
balance policies and practices can lead to business benefits. The framework also 
serves to help structure how findings are organised and reported. 

Within the updated conceptual schema, employer benefits are differentiated into 
reduced costs and enhanced profits as they are conceptually distinct and clarify 
the diverse processes involved.  
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In Figure 5.1 the WLB policies and practices of interest either lead to 
intermediate outcomes such as more satisfied staff, represented with circles or 
ovals outlined in blue or can lead directly to some of the outcomes of interest. 
The green rectangles indicate the measurable business outcomes such as 
productivity, reduced absences etc. while these, in turn, either enhance bottom 
line profits or reduce potential costs.  

Figure 5.1: Emergent WLB/business outcomes conceptual schema 

 

 

The reduced costs and enhanced profits routes are elaborated in turn below, 
although it is acknowledged that ultimately reduced costs are not an end point 
but instead lead to enhanced profits – the key bottom line outcome of interest. 

The reduced costs section, which follows this introduction, looks at some of the 
estimated costs of: absences, turnover, buildings and energy and salaries. In 
setting out the scale of these costs, the section highlights the potential scope that 
WLB policies have, insofar as they are able to reduce these costs, to improve 
business balance sheets. 

The enhanced profits section below sets out theories which explain why WLB 
policies might be expected to lead to specific benefits in relation to recruitment, 
and productivity or performance. Intervening factors are discussed, such as 
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discretionary effort, reciprocity or greater citizenship behaviour in the context of: 
work/family conflict frameworks, social exchange theory and the service profit 
chain model. The section also considers business benchmarking in a competitive 
labour market as an impetus for WLB policies. 

Having established some of the causal mechanisms and explanatory theories, 
the report then continues with a detailed examination of findings from the 
literature, looking first at reported impacts of flexible working policies on business 
outcomes followed by impacts of ‘family-friendly’ policies on business outcomes.  

Reduced Costs 

Economic theory suggests that firms may introduce WLB policies if they increase 
profits either by increasing performance or by lowering costs (Budd and Mumford, 
2003). Cost savings come from various sources, including lower wages, less 
absenteeism, lower staff turnover or reduced energy and building costs. The 
reduction in costs can be quite substantial.  

In 2010 an average 7.7 working days a year were lost per employee across the 
UK (CIPD, 2011a). The data on the cost of absences is quite varied but a recent 
CIPD (2009) report estimated that the average cost of absence per employee per 
year is £889 in the public sector, and £600 in the private sector. The average 
number of days lost per annum as a result of absenteeism has been estimated to 
lie somewhere between 10 million and 14 million, at a conservative cost of 
around £750 million (Government Office for Science, 2008). The CBI reports that 
sickness absence costs the UK economy £13.4bn a year (CBI-AXA, 2007, 
Annual Absence and Labour Turnover Survey)  

The cost of staff turnover is far greater. CIPD estimate that the average turnover 
cost per employee is £8200, rising to £12,000 for senior managers or directors 
(CIPD, 2011a).   Other studies suggest that turnover can cost between 50 per 
cent and 200 per cent of an employee’s annual salary (Kelly et al, 2008). The 
median turnover rate for 2010, reported in CIPD (2011a) is 13.5 per cent – down 
from 17.3 per cent in 2008. Aggregating the number of turnovers by the cost per 
turnover from these surveys provides an estimate of £95 million per annum 
(Government Office for Science, 2008). Costs are incurred by means of 
advertising, interviewing, re-training and the potential cost of lost productivity 
while waiting for a replacement and waiting for new staff to get up to speed. So 
staff turnover can be especially costly for firms that extensively train their workers 
with ‘firm-specific’ skills. 

Evidence relating to cost savings are presented throughout the chapter below. 
Case studies of IBM and BT in particular (Caldow, 2009; BT, 2007) have 
highlighted building and energy cost savings for larger corporations running into 
the millions of pounds or dollars where teleworking and homeworking is 
encouraged. Several studies have also found a reduction in average entry level 
salaries associated with firms offering various WLB initiatives. So the costs of 
WLB policies are, in these examples, partially or fully offset by lower wage costs. 
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Enhanced profits 

The enhanced profits route is arrived at partly through reduced costs but also 
through improvements in the productivity or work quality of employees.   

Several routes to enhanced profitability appear in Figure 5.1 and include: 
reduced negative spillover from home to work leading to greater engagement and 
effort; and productivity gains from workers as an act of reciprocity in return for 
access to favoured working arrangements and recruitment benefits. A number of 
theories have been developed in the literature which investigate and account for 
these business benefit routes. Several are briefly described below, including 
discussions of, work-life conflict/enrichment perspectives, social exchange 
theory, the service profit chain model, deficit models and the role of business 
benchmarking. 

A number of studies focus explicitly on the effects of flexible working and 
supportive environments on work/family conflict. They find that reduced conflict 
leads to a workforce which is more satisfied, engaged or committed and, as a 
result, these members of staff are either motivated to work hard and perform well 
because they are, in some sense ‘happy’ or ‘driven’ at work or, within a more 
sociological ‘exchange theory’ framework, they will feel duty bound to work hard 
as a reciprocal act in exchange for the WLB their employer is facilitating. Either 
way, there is evidence to suggest that engagement16, satisfaction and other 
affective outcomes are positively associated with performance and productivity. 

One theoretical account, which explicitly models the relationship between 
working conditions, affective outcomes and bottom line impacts, is the Service 
Profit Chain Model (Lau, 2000). This approach identifies a series of links that 
arise when there is continuity of service and happy engaged staff. In this model 
‘internal service quality’ is of interest, which means the  treatment of staff and the  
provision of favoured terms and conditions such as WLB schemes. Good staff 
treatment leads to satisfied employees with organisational commitment and an 
improved quality of service. In turn, customers and clients come to trust and 
value that member of staff. These attributes then lead to customer satisfaction, 
which translates into customer loyalty and repeat business, which in turn feed 
into bottom line benefits. 

In addition to the mechanisms which link WLB practices and productivity by 
means of increased job satisfaction, organisational commitment, or discretionary 
effort within an exchange theory model17 an additional consideration is a ‘deficit 

16 Employee ‘engagement’ has been defined and operationalised in the literature 
in a variety of ways but, broadly, engaged employees are fully involved in, and 
enthusiastic about their work. 
17 “High-commitment” or “high-performance” management styles also invoke the 
exchange framework, promoting greater mutual commitment between employers 
and employees. WLB policies are interpreted as an indicator of concern for 
employee’s welfare which might, in turn, encourage greater employee 
commitment (Evans 2001). White et al. (2003) find that high-commitment or high 
performance management practices can, however, have negative impacts on 
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model’ – in the absence of work-life balance policies, there may be productivity 
losses due to long hours, stress, fatigue or home to work spillover (Yasbek, 
2004). Work-life conflict has been associated with productivity loss and negative 
spill over (Comfort, et al, 2003; White et al, 2003). By contrast, as presented in 
the model above, the presence of WLB policies confers greater control over 
when and how to meet potentially conflicting responsibilities, can prevent stress 
and, in turn, lead to positive affective outcomes. 

The Figure 5.1 model also indicates a direct link from WLB policies to higher 
calibre staff or a reduced likelihood of skills shortages. A number of studies have 
found that WLB opportunities are an important component of a broader package 
of rewards which includes salary, and which many job applicants are looking for 
to the extent that they can sway a final decision. With a broader pool from which 
to select, firms can choose the best candidates thereby optimising staff ability 
and productivity. 

Many businesses also conduct benchmarking within the context of a competitive 
labour market. WLB policies have become increasingly prevalent, potentially 
triggering further growth as firms recognise that they may be at a strategic 
disadvantage if they do not provide arrangements that compare to those provided 
by their competitors in the labour market (Yasbek, 2004; Dex and Scheibl, 2002) 

5.2 Benefits of Flexible Working 
In this subsection we look specifically at the benefits of flexible working at 
company level, examining, in turn: productivity/profitability, absences, 
recruitment, retention, and ‘other’ benefits. The section ends with a consideration 
of national level benefits. 

Under each of the benefit outcomes investigated the literature is reported to a 
consistent structure. The subsections initially divide the findings 
methodologically, looking at econometric evidence, case study findings and then 
primary research. Each subsection concludes with a brief summary of the 
findings, combining evidence from the different methodological approaches.  

Productivity, profitability  

The route to higher productivity or performance, as set out in the conceptual 
schema above, is either by means of greater discretionary effort, higher 
engagement levels, superior balancing of work and family responsibilities (with 
associated reductions in stress), or it is due to the recruitment of higher calibre 
staff. Higher productivity is associated, in turn, with enhanced profitability. 
Profitability is also improved through the ‘reduced costs’ route by means of fewer 
absences, lower turnover and building costs etc., each of which are discussed 
below in subsequent sections.    

workers, as they elicit discretionary effort in the form of longer hours or intensified 
practices. Work-life balance policies may be instrumental in offsetting these 
adverse effects (Smeaton and Young, 2007).  
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Econometric evidence 

There is a growing body of econometric research investigating correlations 
between firm performance (measured in a number of ways) and flexible working 
practices.     

The evidence base is somewhat mixed, however, and this section therefore 
divides the findings into those that are positive (differentiating single policy 
findings from evidence of the positive impact of providing bundles of flexible 
working arrangements), neutral or negative, prior to summarising the evidence at 
the end. 

Positive impacts 

Using WERS (2004)18 data, Riley (2007) explored the impact of working from 
home on several performance measures: productivity (subjectively assessed), 
performance (subjectively assessed) and financial performance (objectively 
measured, based on gross value added profit per employee). Findings were 
statistically significant in relation to subjective productivity and objective 
measures of financial performance. Among firms that permit homeworking, the 
percentage that report above average productivity is 10 per cent higher than 
firms that do not. In one model, working from home was significantly associated 
with 15 per cent higher gross value added. The remaining measures were 
positive but did not achieve statistical significance.  

In one meta-analysis of around 29 studies from the 1970s and 1980s, Baltes and 
Briggs (1999) assessed the effects of flexible and compressed workweek 
schedules on four work-related criteria: productivity/performance, overall job 
satisfaction, absenteeism, and satisfaction with work schedule. Flexible work 
schedules had significantly positive effects on employee productivity and, most 
notably, employee absenteeism. Self-rated performance was not, however, 
positively affected by the introduction of a flexitime schedule. Compressed 
workweek schedules were not found to be related to productivity but were 
significantly associated with self-rated performance.  

Positive impacts – bundling 

In terms of flexible working arrangements, the manager questionnaire in the 
Workplace Employment Relations Study (WERS) asks about the following 
working arrangements and practices: flexi-time, job sharing, term-time working 
only, working at or from home during normal hours and ability to change from full- 
to part-time hours.  Analysis of WERS (1998) by Dex et al (2001) found no 
significant associations in the private sector between labour productivity and  
availability of any of the flexible working options, but did find an increased  
likelihood of managers stating that their firm had above average labour 
productivity associated with an index of the number of WLB policies. 

Gray (2002) supports Dex et al’s findings. This work uses the same dataset and 
finds that combining the full range of flexible and family-friendly policies is 

18 Workplace Employment Relations Study (WERS), 2004.  
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associated with clear performance benefits. The probability of above-average 
performance was calculated and 97 per cent of workplaces with a full suite of 
family-friendly and flexible working policies were found to be above average 
compared with only 55 per cent of workplaces with no such policies. 

Perry-Smith and Blum (2000) similarly found that organisations with more work–
family initiatives, including flexible working, had higher perceived organisational-
level performance, compared with organisations with fewer initiatives. Their study 
used a national sample of 527 American firms. 

Konrad and Mangel (2000) analysed data from a survey of 658 American 
organisations19 to assess the impact of work-life programmes on firm productivity 
(measured using objective sales per employee). They constructed a WLB index 
(0-19) from multiple policies and practices and found that WLB programmes20 
had a significant association with productivity, but only in businesses with a 
higher proportion of female employees and in businesses with a higher 
proportion of professional workers. The model was only able to explain 7 per cent 
of the variation in productivity, however. Nevertheless, Konrad and Mangel note 
that among professionals, work-life conflicts tend to arise when employees reach 
their peak productive years in their 30s and 40s. Therefore, the potential 
productivity gains from alleviating such tensions are significant.  

Clifton and Shepard (2004) examined productivity (net sales/employees) in 188 
large Fortune 500 companies in 30 industries in the US economy. Cross-
sectional firm-level data on work and family programmes were combined with 
financial data on companies to estimate production functions. A WLB index was 
constructed (based on 29 items relating to flexible working, leave and other 
supportive measures). A ten per cent increase in the WLB index (i.e. 
approximately an additional 3 initiatives) was found to be associated with a 2-3 
per cent increase in productivity. 

Stavrou (2005) examined the relationship between flexible working arrangement 
(FWA) bundles and organisational performance in the EU. Data were collected 
through the CRANET questionnaire, distributed throughout fourteen of the fifteen 
EU member states prior to May 2004 (final sample: 2,811). Organisational 
performance was measured through managers’ perceptions of profitability, 
productivity and service quality – performance was deemed superior if corporate 
HR perceived it to be in the top 10 per cent in comparison with other 
organisations in its field: in other words, superior performers were organizations 
in the top 10 per cent in productivity, profitability and service quality. Bundle 1 
included part-time work, job sharing and flexitime; bundle 2 included home-based 
work and teleworking.  A statistically significant positive relationship with spatial 

19 3000 businesses initially sampled, 849 replied, producing a response rate of 28 
per cent. The sample was comprised of a wide industrial spread but was skewed 
toward larger businesses (average size 7,400 staff). 

20 Including on-site daycare, emergency childcare, sick days for childcare, 
extended maternity leave, gradual return to work, paternity/parental/adoption 
leave, flexitime, part-year working, reduced hours and job-sharing., 
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flexibility, i.e. homeworking/teleworking was found, but not with the time flexibility 
bundle (bundle 1). This suggested that homeworking opportunities were 
associated with enhanced performance. Within the EU, homeworking was the 
least widespread of the working arrangements explored (reported in just 20 per 
cent of workplaces). 

Whitehouse et al (2007) have also explored the relationship between subjective 
measures of financial performance and  family-friendly practices (FFPs)21  in the 
private sector, but have extended previous WERS-based studies by exploiting 
the panel element, over the period 1998-200422, a period when many workplaces 
increased their provision of family-friendly arrangements. The panel survey 
includes 938 workplaces. As the authors note, most previous studies have been 
based on static, cross-sectional measures alone. Their models also include 
workplace-level indicators of management practice to explore Bloom et al’s 
(2006) contention that any relationship between FFPs and financial performance 
is mediated by ‘good management’ practices23. Two models were run, the first 
looking at the impact of change in family-friendly provision (a scale based on 11 
items), the second  at change on the flexible working arrangements scale (based 
on 6 items). A positive relationship between change on both the flexible working 
and family-friendly scales and relative improvement in financial performance was 
found. Indicators of good management practice (e.g. multi-skilling, teams, joint 
committees and quality circles) were not found to be associated with financial 
performance (apart from multi-skilling) and, notably, inclusion of good 
management practice measures did not displace the significant positive 
associations between family-friendly or flexible working arrangements and 
financial performance. 

Neutral impacts 

Wood and Menezes (2010) analysed WERS (2004) and found no statistically 
significant associations between the presence of family policies in the workplace 
(a single index of leave and flexible working) and manager perceptions of labour 
productivity, financial performance or quality of work. Family policies were 
therefore interpreted as business neutral. 

Analysis of WERS (1998) by Gray (2002) found no significant association 
between productivity levels or performance (subjectively measured) and a range 
of flexible working practices including: working from home, flexi-time, compressed 

21 The FFPs examined by Whitehouse et al (2007:8) include both the flexible 
working arrangements and family-friendly policies which have been differentiated 
for the purposes of this study, including: ‘leave, working-time flexibility and child 
care arrangements delivered through statutory entitlements and formal or 
informal provisions at the workplace’.  
22 http://www.esds.ac.uk/findingData/snDescription.asp?sn=5294&key= 
23 Whitehouse et al (2007) acknowledge, however, that they are unable to 
determine whether financial performance gains reflect financially successful 
enterprises being more likely, and more able, to afford FFPs or are an indication 
of an increasing number of FFPs leading to financial improvements. 
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working weeks and term-time working, which may all therefore be interpreted as 
business neutral. Two exceptions were job-sharing and part-time work, which are 
discussed below. 

Other recent studies (Bloom et al, 2006; Bloom et al, 2010) are critical of many 
papers which describe employer benefits. These previous studies are described 
as being based on unreliable analytical premises and spurious associations. The 
critical factor in promoting enhanced performance, contend Bloom et al, are 
‘good management practices’ (defined as including target setting, monitoring, use 
of incentives and shop floor practices). Where good management practices are in 
place, WLB policies are also often implemented. When the various effects are 
disentangled, WLB policies are found to be performance neutral. Bloom et al’s 
critique of previous studies may be over-stated, however, as many of the studies 
listed above do indeed attempt to control for ‘management practices’ such as 
high performance management approaches. 

Analysing a survey of manufacturers in the US, UK, France and Germany, Bloom 
and van Reenan (2002) found no significant association between family policies 
(flexibility for emergency childcare, childcare subsidy, homeworking or 
jobsharing) and productivity or performance. Re-analysis of the same dataset by 
Bloom et al (2006) found a positive and significant association between WLB 
policies and productivity, but once management practice measures were added 
to the model, the association was no longer significant. 

The Stavrou (2005) paper, referred to in the positive bundling section above, 
found that while homeworking/teleworking arrangements gave rise to 
performance gains, performance was insignificantly associated with the flexible 
hours bundle including flexi-time, reduced hours and job sharing. 

Negative impacts 

Other evidence from WERS suggests that some flexible working arrangements 
are associated with poorer business performance. A high incidence of job 
sharing, for example, has been found to be associated with statistically significant 
reductions in financial performance, product quality and labour productivity (panel 
2 Table 5, Budd and Mumford, 2003: 17). Analysis of WERS (1998) by Gray 
(2002) similarly found that in businesses which offered job sharing, the manager 
was 49 percent less likely to say their productivity levels were above average 
compared with mangers in businesses without job sharing opportunities. 

Evidence of negative impacts therefore appears to be restricted to job-sharing 
policies alone, which is one of the less widely available and less used of the 
flexible working arrangements under consideration. 

Interpreting the econometric evidence 

In seeking to understand the diversity of econometric findings several key issues 
should be noted. Firstly, it may be the case that positive or negative associations 
which aren’t statistically significant may be so because of small sample sizes 
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(some working practices are not widely used or available)24. In these instances 
neutrality of impact is assumed. 

Secondly, evidence based on cross-sectional data can be misleading. If a 
business has very high rates of absence or performance problems, for example, 
it may be motivated to introduce flexible working as a solution. This may be an 
effective policy in driving down absence levels or pushing up performance but, 
when compared with other businesses, the levels may still be somewhat 
higher/lower than their competitors. Hence the importance of studies which chart 
change over time in order to effectively establish the counterfactual. 

Thirdly, the modelling process can lead to different findings from the same 
dataset depending on the techniques used, the outcome measures deployed and 
the degree of rigour exercised at the model testing stage – the latter is often not 
reported in published articles. Differences in results may therefore be an artefact 
of the data analysis methods and techniques adopted. Simply adding or 
subtracting individual explanatory variables to a model will adjust all other 
coefficients and, in a model that is not robust, this can lead to findings shifting 
from statistically significance to insignificance (and vice versa), and can even 
change the direction of the association.  

Fourthly, it should be noted that findings reported are from studies which use 
different datasets, at different points in time,;some are UK-based, others use data 
from elsewhere in the world, most are cross-sectional, but one study uses panel 
data. 

Finally, in some studies, omitted variables can distort results. This is the point 
made by Bloom et al who suggest that many papers report results based on 
models which fail to include management practices as explanatory variables. 
Bloom et al suggest that good management practices are positively correlated 
with a range of flexible working and family-friendly policies, hence the latter can 
appear to be positively associated with performance outcomes25. When both sets 
of explanatory factors are included in models, the WLB policies lose their 
significance. In addition, it is very difficult to control for the wide range of other 
factors that might influence profitability and financial performance, including the 
external economic environment, again an omitted variable challenge. 

These issues also apply to the variation of some findings presented in the 
sections below which look at the impact of flexible working on absences, 
retention and recruitment.  

Productivity, profitability: summary of the econometric evidence 

In summary, there is scattered econometric evidence that some flexible working 
practices have a negative impact on performance or productivity, with two studies 
suggesting that job-sharing is associated with depressed performance. A few 

24 Sample size limitations can lead to type II errors where findings fail to reject the 
null hypothesis (i.e. that there is no relationship). 
25 This is a multicollinearity problem. 
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studies find that each of the flexible working arrangements, including 
homeworking, reduced hours, compressed working weeks and term-time working 
are performance neutral with two studies finding that bundles of flexible working 
options are also statistically insignificant.  The majority of evidence, however, 
suggests a significant and positive relationship between various flexible working 
practices and business performance, most frequently when flexible working and 
family-friendly policies are combined, allowing employees to access and choose 
from a portfolio of working arrangements. 

While there are some studies which find that the impact of flexible and/or family-
friendly policies is displaced by the inclusion of good management practices 
within models, other studies which similarly control for a range of management 
and human resource practices do not reach the same conclusion. The volume of 
evidence therefore leans toward a positive business case position.    

Case study evidence 

Several case-study based investigations into the productivity impacts of flexible 
working have also been undertaken which, although not generalisable due to 
their context specificity, do highlight the scope for business gains in relation to 
individual performance, productivity and/or service delivery. 

An assessment of the impact of their flexible working policies by British Telecom 
indicates that productivity gains are associated with homeworking. Homeworking 
call centre staff handle up to 20 per cent more calls than their office-based 
counterparts and give comparable or better quality responses than office 
colleagues (BT, 2007). 

In June 2000 a WLB challenge fund was launched. It was open to all employers 
from the private, public and voluntary sectors in England and Scotland. 
Employers were invited to apply for funds to support the design and 
implementation of work-life balance projects, all of which would run for 12 
months. Successful applicants received advice from specialist consultants to help 
them develop and implement work-life balance policies and practices. All projects 
were required to measure financial savings, reductions in absenteeism, staff 
retention levels and the take-up of work-life balance options by staff. An analysis 
of the programme by Nelson et al (2004) did not quantify any costs and benefits 
encountered by scheme participants, but did find that 11 per cent of the 
businesses reported an improvement in productivity and/or service delivery. 
Larger proportions cited other benefits, which are reported below in the relevant 
sub-sections.  

Research by Cranfield University School of Management and Working Families, 
looking at the impact of flexible working arrangements in seven large private 
corporations, found that the majority of flexible workers, their co-workers and their 
managers reported that there was either a positive impact or no impact on 
individual performance. This applied to both the quantity and quality of work 
produced but the evidence was not quantified (Working Families, 2008). 

Case study evidence is further provided by GULC (2010) which reports improved 
performance and staff turnover at First Tennessee Bank (FTB). FTB introduced a 
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flexible working schedule and part time options in 1992 in response to escalating 
costs and customer complaints associated with employee turnover. By 1997, 5 
years after the policy changes, more than 60 per cent of employees were using 
these opportunities, to which FTB attributed a customer retention rate of 96 per 
cent compared with an industry average of 87 per cent.  

Primary research - survey based evidence 

Research from the British Chambers of Commerce (BCC, 2007), based on an 
online survey of 408 businesses, found that 58 per cent of employers perceived 
flexible working arrangements to be associated with an improvement in 
productivity (46 per cent claiming some improvement, 12 per cent significant 
improvement, 38 per cent saw no effects and just 4 per cent a decline in 
productivity). 

Similarly, the Third Work-Life Balance Employer survey (Hayward et al, 2007) 
found employers reported a positive effect on productivity. Employers were asked 
to state whether the effect of ‘flexible working and leave arrangements’ on a 
variety of elements of business practice was positive, negative or neutral.  The 
results are presented in Table 5.1. In all cases, the number seeing positive 
benefits had reduced since 2003, but this was in favour of seeing no effects 
rather than negative effects.  Authors speculate this is because WLB practices 
are now regarded as ‘the norm’. 

Table 5.1: Effect of ‘flexible working and leave arrangements’ on 
business  

 Positive 
effect 2003 

Positive 
effect 2007 

No effect  
2007 

Negative 
effect 2007 

Employee relations 71 58 27 5 

Motivation & 
commitment 

69 57 27 5 

Recruitment 47 42 40 5 

Labour turnover 54 42 38 5 

Productivity 49 41 35 10 

Absenteeism 48 38 39 9 

Source: Work-Life Balance Employer survey (Hayward et al, 2007) 

A survey of 1,629 employees and managers in 5 organisations of varying sizes 
(Corporate Voices, 2009) indicated that 80 per cent of employees and 79 per 
cent of mangers believed that use of flexible working arrangements was positive 
or very positive for team productivity and effectiveness.   
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An EU-wide study by Chung et al (2007) set out to explore the main determinants 
of different working time systems in the workplace and analyse the perceived 
impact on companies using different arrangements on performance in terms of 
economic success, employment stability or growth. Based on the perceptions of 
managers reported in the European Establishment Survey on Working Time 
2004–2005, the proportion of companies that considered the economic situation 
of their establishment to be ‘very good’ was higher for those with high-flexibility 
(19 per cent) compared with establishments with low flexibility (15 per cent). The 
differences, however, are noted to be very small (just 4 percentage points) and 
disappear when ‘very good’ and ‘quite good’ responses are combined (83 per 
cent and 84 per cent respectively).  

Change over time 

One of the research questions this study set out to explore was whether the 
effects of work life balance practices (flexible working and family-friendly policies) 
change over time and whether there is any evidence on the duration of costs or 
benefits. No evidence has been found to answer this question, with three 
exceptions.  

Firstly, an econometric meta-analysis by Baltes and Briggs (1999) found that 
flexible working schedules were associated with productivity gains, but that 
positive effects decreased over time. It was therefore suggested that flexible work 
schedules have ‘waning effects over time’ which ‘may be a direct result of 
employees becoming accustomed to the new schedules and eventually 
accepting them as the norm’.  

Secondly, a CBI survey of 330 senior executives (in businesses of all sizes and 
sectors) asked employers to assess the impact of flexible working on different 
aspects of their business (CBI, 2010). Employers described impacts as positive in 
relation to recruitment and retention (53 per cent positive) and, to a lesser extent, 
productivity (31 per cent positive) and absence rates (36 per cent). The CBI 
report shows, however, that the trend over time in relation to recruitment and 
retention is downwards. The proportion of employers citing positive impacts of 
flexible working on recruitment and retention has dropped from 65 per cent in 
2007, to 63 per cent in 2009 and down to 53 per cent by 2010. It is argued that 
the prevalence of flexible working opportunities has led to changed expectations 
among employees who no longer value the benefits of flexible working as highly 
as before. The same downward trend is not evident, however, in relation to 
productivity and absences, both of which have fairly stable proportions of around 
one-third of employers viewing their impacts as positive (with two-thirds 
suggesting neutrality). 

Similarly, the Third Work-Life Balance Employer survey (Hayward et al, 2007) 
found that the number of employers reporting a positive effect on productivity 
declined between 2003 and 2007. Authors speculate this is because WLB 
practices are now regarded as ‘the norm’. 
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Productivity, profitability: summary of research findings 

Summarising the findings relating to productivity, most primary, survey-based 
research supports a business benefits hypothesis, with some support for a 
business neutral position. Case study evidence overwhelmingly presents findings 
in support of a positive association between flexible working opportunities and 
productivity/performance gains but there are concerns about the sampling frames 
used and the selection of good practice employers. Econometric studies are 
somewhat more mixed, but where an index of flexibility is used, i.e. a ‘bundling’ 
approach, findings are usually positive, suggesting the value of a strategic 
approach to flexibility by means of a comprehensive provision of flexible working 
and family-friendly initiatives. 

There is some evidence that the impacts of flexible working on productivity and 
other outcomes may be diminishing over time, and given the increasing 
prevalence of such opportunities across all business sectors and sizes it might be 
expected to yield diminishing returns, but research into this issue is scarce and 
remains a key gap in the evidence base. 

Absences 

As discussed above, in section 5.1, absenteeism is a significant problem for 
which new solutions are being sought. It has been claimed that “traditional and 
inflexible work practices require people to be absent from work for longer than 
they need to be”26. The most common reasons given for absence are colds, 
stomach aches, back pain and stress – interpreted by managers as attempts to 
prolong weekends, low morale and childcare problems (Work Foundation, 2002). 
Insofar as managers are correct in their assessment of the ‘real reasons’ there is 
plenty of scope for tackling absence, including flexible hours, working from home 
opportunities and compressed working weeks. 

As set out in the conceptual schema above in section 5.1, absences may be 
reduced through flexible working either because of greater job engagement or 
commitment on the part of the employee, or because of the employee’s ability to 
better juggle competing pressures on time from home and work.  

A study by Working Families (2005)27 examined the relationship between flexible 
working initiatives and absence levels finding that:  

• The top three causes of absence, in the following order are (i) workplace 
stress, (ii) managing caring responsibilities and (iii) managing other work-life 
issues. 

26 www.flexibility.co.uk/flexwork/general/absenteeism 
27 The quality of the survey on which these findings are based is a concern – 
questionnaires were distributed to 2,000+ organisations, including Working 
Families Employer Members. Follow-up emails were sent to publicise the on-line 
version of the survey on the Working Families website. In total, 52 responses 
were received, of which 33 responses contained useful data in time for inclusion 
– a response rate of 2 per cent. 
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• The most used tool in managing absence was line manager involvement.  
• Flexible working options were the most used incentive, and return to work 

interviews for long-term absences the most used disincentive to absence.  
• Flexible working options were perceived by respondents as the most effective 

of all absence management tools. 
• Flexible working was perceived as having a high impact on reducing absence. 
• No survey respondents were able to quantify the cost of flexible working 

options or place a value on the benefits/savings that had been achieved 
through them. 

Econometric evidence 

Analysis of the Workplace Employment Relations Study (WERS) (1998) by Gray 
(2002) found that the following policies and practices had no effect on absence 
rates: working from home, job sharing, flexi time, compressed working weeks, 
part-time and term time working. Dex et al (2001) also analysed WERS (1998) 
and found no significant associations between absence and flexible working 
opportunities with two exceptions: both term-time & flexitime were significantly 
associated with higher levels of absence. A further study of WERS found that the 
incidence of work related illness absences was reduced by means of part-time-
work and flexi-time but exacerbated by compressed working weeks28 (Barnes et 
al, 2009). 

Stavrou’s (2005) study of flexible working bundles (described in the productivity 
section above), explored the relationships between flexible time arrangements 
and flexible working location and productivity, absenteeism and turnover. The 
average number of absence days was found to be 8. Flexible hours opportunities 
(part-time, flexitime, jobsharing) were not, however, significantly associated with 
absenteeism, while homeworking/teleworking did significantly decrease the 
incidence of absence by nearly 3 days. 

Working from home and part-time hours were found to be significantly associated 
with rates of absence in Canadian businesses, according to Dionne and Dostie 
(2005), based on analysis of the Workplace Employee Survey (1999-2002). Job 
satisfaction, as an intervening variable, was also found to be associated with 
rates of absenteeism. Employees who were satisfied with their jobs were 0.825 
(i.e. less) likely to be absent than those dissatisfied with their jobs. Employees 
who worked from home at times had 0.885 times the rate of absence compared 
with those who never worked from home. The equivalent figure for employees 
who worked reduced hours was, unexpectedly, 1.3 times the absence rate.   

Baltes and Briggs’ (1999) meta-analysis assessed the effects of flexible and 
compressed workweek schedules on productivity, self-rated performance, job 

28 This form of flexibility may therefore carry the kind of risks that have been 
identified with shorter working hours in France, where reductions have led to a 
‘densification’ of work, often coupled with fewer and shorter breaks, an 
associated intensification of the working day and a tenfold increase in 
musculoskeletal disorders (TUTB Newsletter No. 19-20, September 2002). 
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satisfaction and absenteeism. Of all the outcomes under consideration, 
absenteeism was the most affected by the introduction of flexitime. There was no 
significant association between absences and compressed working week 
schedules however. 

Case study evidence 

Nelson’s (2004) evaluation of the WLB challenge fund (described above) found 
that 21 per cent of scheme participants reported a reduction in absences and 
sickness levels, but was unable to establish the scale of improvement. 

Schiebl (1999) reported findings from a study conducted at the Chubb group of 
insurance companies who conducted a self-evaluation. The firm claimed to have 
achieved a reduction in absences from 12,120 days per year to 10,549 days per 
year following the introduction of flexible working, telecommuting and a paid time-
off policy for family illnesses. The policy was introduced in light of findings from 
exit interviews, conducted in response to very high turnover levels. The 
interviews revealed that one third of staff leaving the company did so in order to 
improve their home/life balance. In assessing the impact of the policies, Chubb 
used focus groups and statistics on staff absence days before and after the 
initiatives had been introduced.  

The introduction by BT of ‘Workstyle’ – a scheme to promote more flexible 
working practices, including homeworking – was found to be strongly associated 
with rates of absenteeism. Homeworkers are described as taking 63 per cent less 
sick leave than their office-based colleagues (BT, 2007: 6)29.  

Primary survey data evidence  

Although some absences are inevitable, evidence suggests that workplace 
arrangements can reduce them. For example, the third work life balance survey 
of employers suggested that 38 per cent of employers believed that work-life 
balance practices had a positive effect on absenteeism (Hayward et al, 2007). 
The CBI employment trends survey asked employers to assess the impact of 
flexible working on different aspects of their business -  36 per cent of businesses 
described the impact as positive on absence rates while a further 63 per cent 
described it as business neutral (CBI, 2010).  

Absences: summary of research findings 

Summarising the findings presented above, the overall balance would suggest 
that flexible working arrangements can effectively reduce absence rates.  

Case study and primary survey research evidence points in the direction of 
business benefits, with reduced levels of absence associated with the 
introduction of flexible working practices.  

The econometric evidence is a little more mixed. Findings suggest: homeworking  
is significantly associated with lower absence rates (with just one study 

29 Absence rates are not presented 
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suggesting neutrality); flexitime is associated with lower absence rates in two 
studies (with a further two studies suggesting neutrality); part-time working 
evidence is the least clear with studies indicating neutral, significantly positive 
and significantly negative outcomes. There is no evidence to suggest that 
compressed working weeks are associated with improvements in absenteeism 
with one study suggesting that shorter, more intensive working weeks may 
increase sickness absence. 

A single case study, of course, cannot be generalised and the primary research 
survey evidence is not based on objective measures using, instead, managers’ 
impressions of impacts. The WERS-based econometric studies, by contrast, are 
based on actual numbers of absences over the previous year. 

Recruitment 

Analyses of the British Social Attitudes Surveys (1989, 1993) and Working in 
Britain (2000) survey, conducted by Smeaton (2009), indicate that the proportion 
of women working as hard as they can “even if it interferes with the rest of my 
life” fell from 51 per cent in 1993 to 35 per cent by 2000. The equivalent ‘work 
effort’ among men fell from 60 per cent in 1989 to 53 per cent in 1993 and down 
to 36 per cent by the year 2000. These declines are fairly dramatic and suggest a 
significant change in orientations toward work. Combined with decreased levels 
of satisfaction with work (Smeaton, 2006a), perceptions of less job security 
(Green, 2001) and an intensification of work (Smeaton and Young, 2007), these 
pressures may have united to cause a re-evaluation of how work, leisure and 
family are prioritised. Men and women may increasingly be using a different set 
of criteria, or different prioritisation of criteria, in the selection of jobs. As indicated 
in the background chapter, the demographic make-up of the UK workforce has 
also been evolving, leading to shifting needs in terms of working terms and 
conditions. Implications arise for employers seeking to attract the right candidates 
for available jobs. If flexible working opportunities are in increased demand, their 
provision can be expected to improve the effectiveness of recruitment drives 
among businesses. 

Econometric studies 

Chung et al (2007) explored the importance of flexible working in EU 
organisations in terms of staff recruitment. They found that high flexibility firms 
performed little differently from average. In terms of skilled staff, among 
establishments classified as ‘high flexibility’, 36 per cent experienced recruitment 
problems compared with 31 per cent of low flexibility establishments and an 
average figure of 35 per cent. In terms of low or unskilled staff the equivalent 
figures were 11 per cent, 12 per cent and 13 per cent respectively. These 
findings suggest that flexible working provision is not associated with a business 
advantage in terms of recruitment of higher or lower skilled staff. 

Case study evidence 

One case study of a tax services firm employing 800 staff reported in Corporate 
Voices (2011) found that the introduction of a results-only work environment and 
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extension to paid maternity and paternity leave had a radical effect on staff 
retention rates. The results only system enabled staff to work flexible hours, work 
from home and have more control over their hours of work. Since its inception in 
2008, the scheme is described as having led to “former employees returning in 
droves”. 

Primary research – survey based evidence 

Employee surveys are one source of data on the importance of WLB policies and 
practices in the decision to take a job. A survey of 1,629 employees and 
managers in 5 organisations, conducted by Corporate Voices in 2009, found that 
most (83 percent) of the respondents who had joined their company in the 
previous two years reported that flexibility was either “very important” (43 
percent) or “somewhat important” (40 percent) in their decision to take the job, 
suggesting that the presence of WLB opportunities are a recruitment advantage. 
Surveyed managers concurred, with four‐fifths (79 percent) claiming that their 
ability to recruit talented employees is enhanced by the ability to offer flexible 
working opportunities, including about two‐fifths (45 percent) who reported it 
was enhanced “a great deal” or “very much”. 

Another source of evidence are studies which explore under-employment or 
perceived barriers to preferred employment. Many women, for example, are 
working below their potential (DWP, 2009). The Women and Work Commission 
(2006) estimated that removing barriers to women working in occupations 
traditionally undertaken by men, and increasing women’s participation in the 
labour market could be worth between 15 and 23 billion pounds or 1.3 to 2.0 per 
cent of GDP. In a survey by the Equal Opportunities Commission (Grant et al, 
2005) women claimed their ‘underemployment’ was due to a lack of part time 
jobs that utilised their skills and experience. Hurrell et al (2007) suggested that 
around 6.5 million people were not fully using their skills and experience at work 
and would have made different choices if flexible working had been available.  

Smeaton and Young (2007) were commissioned by the EHRC to design and 
analyse a telephone survey of 900 employers in England during 2006, in order to 
explore the availability of flexible working opportunities, the rationale for their 
implementation and perceptions of key obstacles. A range of motivations were 
cited for the use of flexibility in the workplace, including the promotion of job 
satisfaction, staff morale, retention and loyalty (Table 5.2). Only 5 per cent of 
employers associated flexible working with recruitment, however. This is a similar 
finding to that reported in Harris and Foster (2005). Their study of small service 
sector businesses was designed in part to assess the extent to which flexible 
working incentives were used to attract and retain employees. They found that 
flexible work arrangements were indeed recognised as a means of promoting 
commitment and staff retention, but were rarely part of 'an explicit, pro-active 
recruitment strategy' (Harris and Foster, 2005: 9). Despite the majority (two- 
thirds) of businesses surveyed by Smeaton and Young experiencing recruitment 
difficulties, they rarely perceived an association between flexible work and 
recruitment, although they did more often acknowledge the link with retention.  
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Table 5.2: Reason given for providing staff with flexible working 
opportunities 

 Per cent: 

To work around family life of staff / to benefit employees 37 

To improve job satisfaction or morale 19 

To retain staff 19 

To improve client service - for business reasons 14 

To improve staff loyalty 10 

Demand from staff 7 

To meet customer demand 6 

To attract a wider range of staff 5 
To give people ‘quiet time’ away from the office 4 

To improve productivity 4 

Base: All businesses which provide some form of flexible 
working arrangement 

841 

Notes:  Reason categories are included in the table if mentioned by at least 20 employers. 

Source: Smeaton and Young (2007) 

 

An increased ability to recruit can prevent unfilled vacancies, prevent firm based 
skills shortages and widen the potential talent pool thereby improving the skills 
base. 42 per cent of employers in the third work life balance survey reported that 
flexible working had a positive effect on recruitment in their establishment 
(Hayward et al, 2007). Nearly 40 per cent of employees said the availability of 
flexibility was important for them when initially deciding to work with their current 
employer (Hooker et al, 2007). The CBI employer survey conflates recruitment 
and retention and found that, in 2010, 53 per cent of employers viewed flexible 
working as having a positive impact on their business (with a further 46 per cent 
indicating neutrality)(CBI, 2010). 

Recruitment: summary of research findings 

Overall, there is far less evidence relating to the recruitment benefits that 
employers may reap when introducing flexible working policies compared with 
other benefits such as productivity or staff turnover. In terms of econometric 
studies, this remains a gap in the evidence base.  

Summarising the findings, only one econometric study was found, and this 
suggested no significant association between flexible working and recruitment 
benefits. The single case study that was found, by contrast, indicated improved 
recruitment resulting from flexible working, but it is highly context dependent. 

 37 



Evidence from employee surveys suggests that the majority are attracted to jobs 
by flexible working opportunities and that a lack of flexibility accounts for a 
considerable amount of under-employment.  

Evidence from employer surveys are far more mixed with under half of 
respondents in one survey indicating that flexibility helps recruitment, a figure that 
rises to four-fifths in another survey. In a third survey, flexibility has been 
introduced by employers for a wide variety of reasons, but recruitment barely 
featured as one of these.  

There is a need for more research in this area based on rigorous methods that 
can assess change over time associated with a change in policy. Existing 
employer surveys focus on managers’ impressions of recruitment benefits, which 
may not accurately reflect the power of flexible working opportunities to broaden 
the potential recruitment pool. More persuasive are employee surveys, which 
identify the specific working arrangements that individuals seek and prioritise 
when searching for a job. On the basis of the latter, flexible working 
arrangements would seem to improve the scope for recruitment. 

Retention 

Staff retention is a priority for most employers given the potentially high costs 
associated with turnover. Replacing staff incurs a range of costs including: 
advertising, interviewing, productivity dips associated with lost firm-specific 
knowledge, training and, on occasion, relocation costs. Given the high costs, 
discussed further in section 5.1, it is therefore in the interest of businesses to find 
cost-effective methods to promote staff retention. According to several studies, 
flexible working practices are one such approach.  

Econometric studies 

In terms of flexible working arrangements, Dex et al (2001) analysed the 
Workplace Employment Relations Study (WERS) (1998) to predict staff turnover 
(measured as the ratio of the total number of leavers during the last 12 months to 
employees in employment). They found that none of the flexible working 
opportunities were associated with labour turnover, apart from term-time working 
which increased labour turnover.  

Analysis of WERS (1998) by Gray (2002) examined the association between staff 
retention (measured in terms of whether managers perceived their company to 
be above or below their industry average in relation to voluntary resignations) 
and various flexible working, family leave and support for dependent care 
policies. Around half the policies and practices considered were business neutral 
with no statistically significant positive or negative associations. There was, 
however, a statistically significant association between voluntary resignations and 
working from home, flexitime, compressed working weeks, financial help for 
childcare and the presence of a workplace nursery. Where working from home 
was available, managers were 22 per cent less likely to say their rate of voluntary 
resignations were above average compared with managers in businesses without 
working from home opportunities. The equivalent figures for the other policies 
were as follows: flexitime (37 per cent less likely), compressed working weeks 
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(38 per cent less likely), financial help for childcare (36 per cent less likely); and 
workplace nursery (39 per cent less likely). 

Stavrou’s (2005) europe-wide study of flexible working bundles (described 
above), explored the relationships between flexible time arrangements and 
flexible working location and productivity, absenteeism and turnover. Flexible 
hours arrangements were significantly associated with annual staff turnover, 
reducing it by around 5 per cent. The relationship was most pronounced in the 
private sector. There was no statistically significant association between turnover 
and homeworking/telework, however.  

Baugham et al (2003) find evidence of some family supportive benefits lowering 
the incidence of turnover rates. Their analysis of a survey of 120 employers (of 
varying size and sector but excluding micro businesses with fewer than 5 staff) in 
an upstate New York county explored whether employers who offer “family-
friendly” benefits are able to benefit from reduced turnover. Most of the practices 
investigated, including compressed working weeks, job sharing, flexible 
scheduling, were not associated with labour turnover, suggesting no adverse 
consequences were associated flexible working practices. 

Qualitative studies 

Business case studies also provide evidence of the potential impact of flexible 
working schedules on staff retention. One example, reported by Corporate 
Voices (2011b), is Ryan LLC, a tax services firm employing 800 staff in the US 
and 100 in Canada and UK. The company started losing top talent as their staff 
searched for better WLB and started having families. As a result, Ryan LLC 
implemented a shift in the measurement of performance away from hours toward 
results – leading to change in where and when staff worked. In addition to 
offering a results-only work environment, Ryan also enhanced other employee 
benefits including an extension to paid maternity leave (12 weeks), paid paternity 
leave (2 weeks) and adoption leave (6 weeks) and family leave benefits. Ryan 
LLC believe that as a direct consequence of these changes, voluntary turnover 
declined from about 20 percent to 6 percent.  

Based on a statewide survey of Illinois independent non-profit organisations (with 
20 plus staff), combined with follow-up personal interviews with top administrators 
in selected user organisations, Hohl (1996) set out to investigate the use and 
effectiveness of flexible work arrangements. From an original sample of 245, 
there was a 64 percent response rate (N = 156). Hohl found that with the 
exception of job-sharing all thirty administrators questioned found that these 
arrangements, overall, increased employee morale and retention, reduced 
tardiness and absenteeism, and improved the quality of performance. One 
respondent claimed that the industry average employment duration was about 
one year in the care sector, but using flexible working in his organisation had 
improved duration to fourteen months.  

Nelson’s (2004) evaluation of the WLB challenge fund (described above) found 
that 12 per cent of scheme participants reported a reduction in staff turnover.  
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Case study evidence from GULC (2010), described above, describes how the 
introduction of flexible and part-time working at First Tennessee Bank (FTB) in 
response to high staff turnover was associated, according to FTB, with savings of 
over $3 million in turnover costs.  

In 2008, Corporate Voices (2009) studied the relationship between having the 
amount of flexibility needed at work and leaving intentions. Among those who do 
not have the flexibility they need at work, 27 per cent planned to leave their 
employer within the next 2 years. Among those with access to the flexibility they 
need, half as many, i.e. 15 per cent, planned to leave within two years. 

Primary survey research 

Several surveys have been conducted which address the relationship between 
staff turnover and flexible working arrangements. 42 per cent of employers 
sampled in the third work life balance survey, for example, said flexible working 
practices had a positive effect on retention (particularly of female staff), thus 
saving on recruitment, induction and training costs (Hayward et al, 2007). A CBI 
survey found that 53 per cent of employers report that flexible working practices 
had a positive effect on recruitment and retention (CBI, 2009). In a BCC survey 
(BCC, 2007) 60 per cent of managers reported that offering flexible work patterns 
and leave arrangements was associated with a ‘significant’ or ‘some’ 
improvement in staff retention levels. 

A study by Corporate Voices (2009), based on a survey of 1629 employees in 
five organisations, examined the relationship between the need for flexibility and 
the number of years respondents expect to remain with their companies. The 
expected turnover rate for employees who do not have the flexibility they need at 
their workplace is almost twice the rate of those who do have the flexibility they 
need. 15 percent of those who have the flexibility they need plan to leave within 2 
years compared with 27 per cent of those who have an unmet need for flexibility.  

Of interest to employers wishing to retain mothers following childbirth, Smeaton 
and Marsh (2006), found that the main motivating factors associated with 
voluntary resignations and changing employer on returning to work are: to work 
more flexible hours (47 per cent), to work fewer hours (41 per cent) or to work 
after childbirth on a part-time basis (43 per cent). Two thirds of mothers changing 
employer cited one of these three reasons. One third of mothers who changed 
their employer did so in order to work more closely to home and 16 per cent to 
work from home. A further fifteen per cent claimed their resignation was 
prompted by a lack of support from their old employer.  

Similar analyses of a later maternity rights survey by La Valle (2008) found that 
76 per cent of mothers returned to work between 12 and 18 months after the 
birth. Provision of five or more family-friendly arrangements and a generous 
maternity pay package (combination of SMP and OMP) were positively 
associated with a return to work. Eighty-six per cent of mothers with access to 
five or more family-friendly arrangements went back to work after childbearing, 
compared with 64 per cent of those who reported one or two family-friendly 
arrangements and 42 per cent of those with no such arrangements. In addition, 
the number of family-friendly arrangements was positively associated with the 
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proportion of mothers going back to work to their pre-birth employer. Ninety-two 
per cent of returners with access to five or more family-friendly arrangements in 
their pre-birth job went back to work with their previous employer. In contrast, 
only 60 per cent of returners with no access to family-friendly arrangements in 
their pre-birth job returned to their previous job.  

Retention during recession 

During financial crises, flexible working (such as unpaid breaks, reduced hours or 
short working weeks) can allow employers to retain skilled staff rather than 
making redundancies (House of Commons, 2009).  Examples of recession driven 
flexible working include: workers at Futaba, a Burnley car parts factory, were put 
on a three-day week in April 2011 due to problems in Japan following the March 
earthquake and tsunami. The move followed that of Toyota, their main customer, 
which also imposed a 3 day week, along with Nissan and Honda. Toyota 
employees were still paid in full but expected to work the 'lost' hours once 
conditions improved30. Following the ‘credit crunch’ in 2008, many other car 
manufacturers adopted this reduced working week approach, including Bentley. 

DWP’s flexible working taskforce report similarly highlighted new schemes such 
as ‘Flexible Futures’, introduced by KPMG in order to  minimise large scale 
redundancies in the current recession and retain skilled staff. Staff were invited to 
sign up to a 4 day week or take sabbatical leave of between four and twelve 
weeks at 30 per cent of pay. 85 per cent of staff signed up for the scheme (DWP, 
2009).  

A CBI Employment Trends report (CBI, 2009) found that the most popular 
response to the recession was to increase the use of flexible working. The report 
found that more than two thirds of employers had increased flexible working (50 
per cent) or intended to do so in the near future (30 per cent).  

Retention: summary of research findings 

In summary, the evidence suggests that flexible working can improve staff 
retention. 

The five case studies cited present evidence that flexible working has helped with 
staff retention, leading in some cases to very significant savings in turnover 
costs. Primary survey evidence also found considerable support for the 
suggestion that flexible working promotes staff retention with survey findings 
ranging from two-fifths to three-fifths of employers agreeing that turnover is 
reduced.  

The econometric evidence suggests that in terms of staff retention, some flexible 
working arrangements are a benefit to businesses.  The European study found 
that flexible hours were significantly associated with enhanced retention although 
homeworking was not significant. The American study (Baugham et al (2003)) 
was based on a very small sample size of just 120 businesses and the models 

30 http://www.thisismoney.co.uk/money/markets/article-1720832/UK-car-makers-
put-the-brakes-on-production.html 
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yielded insignificant findings. The two WERS-based studies produced very 
different findings with one suggesting that improved retention was associated 
with homeworking, flexi-time and compressed working weeks (Gray, 2002) and 
the other (Dex, 2001) finding no significant associations between retention and 
any of the flexible working arrangements analysed. The difference in findings 
from a common source of data can be explained by the different variables used. 
Dex used an objective measure of retention – the ratio of the total number of 
leavers during the last 12 months to employees in employment, while Gray relied 
on managers’ perceptions of whether their company was above or below their 
industry average. 

Other benefits 

Additional benefits that potentially accrue to employers who provide flexible 
working opportunities include reduced wage costs and buildings/energy cost 
savings. These are discussed in turn.  

Wages 

The availability of some benefits, such as flexible working, can be associated with 
a compensating reduction in salaries. It should be noted, however, that although 
lower wages have been interpreted as an employer benefit, for the purposes of 
the current study, which is presented from the perspective of employers, the 
research literature universally interprets the lower wages associated with using 
WLB policies as of considerable concern in terms of gender equality (with women 
using WLB initiatives more often than men) and in terms of longer term-financial 
welfare.  

The results of wage trade-off models by Baugham et al (2003) provide evidence 
in line with predictions that financial tradeoffs will be associated with 
implementing a family-friendly benefits package. The analysis was based on a 
survey of 120 employers (of varying size and sector but excluding micro 
businesses with fewer than 5 staff) in an upstate New York county. In the most 
basic economic model of the labour market, employers pay workers in proportion 
to their individual marginal productivity. Compensation will include cash wages 
plus benefits (such as health and life insurance, retirement savings and/or family-
friendly benefits). The study found that employers offering flexible scheduling 
paid significantly lower entry-level wages. This result suggests that, in these 
cases, the employers offering flexibility recoup at least part of any costs 
associated with these benefits by paying lower wages. 

Analysis of WERS (1998) by Heywood et al (2007) found that flexitime was 
associated with a 22 per cent reduction in salary levels. For all remaining flexible 
working options, no statistically significant associations with salaries were found, 
or the findings were unreliable due to small option-specific samples (including 
working from home, term-time working, compressed working week and part-time 
opportunities). Budd and Mumford (2003), analysing the same dataset, and the 
same set of arrangements, found that average workplace wages were 
significantly lower if job-sharing opportunities were provided, but that all other 
flexible working options were not associated with wage levels. 
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Glass (2004) also examined the impact of flexible working policies such as 
flexible scheduling, telecommuting and reduced hours of work on wage growth 
among a cohort of American mothers in the mid-west. The mothers were followed 
for 7 years after childbirth. The study found consistent negative effects of using 
flexibility policies on wage growth after controlling for many productivity-related 
characteristics (although the effects were found to vary in size depending on the 
specific policy used). Simulating the wage losses experienced for each work-
family policy, Glass found that mothers who ever worked at home in a managerial 
or professional job faced an average 27 per cent  lower wage gain than mothers 
who did not work at home, making $2.36 less per hour. Mothers employed fewer 
than 30 hours a week also showed sharply lower wage gains over time. Mothers 
who ever worked fewer than 30 hours a week with a single employer lost an 
average 22 per cent of their expected wage gain, i.e. $1.90 less per hour. 
Comparable losses for using flexitime were 9 per cent ($0.78 per hour).  
Estimating effects of using each policy over the full 7 years yields more extreme 
effects, particularly for those working at home and working reduced hours: “Again 
using managerial and professional women who do not change employers as the 
reference group, and holding all other variables at their means, continuously 
working from home 5 or more hours per week would result in an estimated 58 per 
cent lower wage gain over time, or a loss of $5.03 per hour. Continuously 
reduced hours of work over this period results in a 49.6 per cent loss, or $4.30 
per hour” (Glass, 2004:23).  

Building costs reduced 

BT introduced flexible working 20 years ago as part of a business strategy and 
now reports savings of over 725 million euros a year due to reduced ‘office 
estate’ and 104 million euros a year through reduced ‘accomodation costs’ 
attributable to the growth in homeworking (BT, 2007: 5). Evidence from Caldow 
(2009) highlights benefits which have accrued to IBM over many years following 
the introduction and growth of teleworking: 

• Dedicated office space per employee was reduced from a ratio of 1:1 to 4:1.  
• Return on investment was achieved in the first year: the total cost to transform 

10,000 employees into mobile workers was $41.5 million and the resulting 
saving in real estate costs was $75M by closing floors of buildings and entire 
buildings when leases came due.  

• By 1998, telework was institutionalised and implemented worldwide, growing 
to 88,000 employees.  

• Since 1995, IBM has reduced office space by a total of 78 million square feet. 
Of that, fifty eight million square feet were sold at a gain of $1.9B.  

• Sublease income for leased space not needed exceeds $1B. In the US, 
continuing annual savings amounts to $100M, and at least that much in 
Europe. 

• By 2009 the ratio of space to employee is now 8:1 with some facilities as high 
as 15:1. 

• Total savings from energy management in 2005 was $22.9 million.  
• Savings in real estate costs and CO2 emissions far outweigh the cost to 

transition an employee to mobile status. Once the infrastructure is in place, 
marginal costs decrease. 
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National-level benefits 

In addition to the positive benefits potentially reaped by employers from the 
introduction of flexible working practices, some studies have considered the 
potential gains which could accrue at the national level. 

Gornick and Hegewisch (2010) suggest that encouragement of more flexible 
working arrangements that meet the needs of a wide range of social groups at 
different points in their lifetime career trajectories could reap significant benefits 
in terms of national economic performance and individual firm productivity. In the 
absence of suitable working hours or locations, large numbers of people are 
either not employed, have retired early, or are working below their potential at a 
cost that is speculated to run to billions of pounds in the UK.  Similar analyses 
conducted in Germany (Prognos, 2005) suggest that the introduction of a 
comprehensive set of WLB policies, sustained over 15 years, would increase 
GDP by 1.3 percent and productivity by 1.6 per cent. 

The Government Office for Science (2008) conducted a study to explore a range 
of correlates, antecedents and consequences associated with well being and 
mental health. Working conditions were one of the key factors explored and one 
aim of the project was to identify and analyse possible interventions that could 
help workers to enhance their wellbeing in the workplace, whilst preserving, or 
even enhancing, efficiency and productivity (p191). The study concluded that 
economic benefits are difficult to quantify, but that auditing employee mental 
health and well being and widening the right to request flexible working may be 
cost effective due to reductions in the costs of presenteeism (working long but 
unproductive hours), labour turnover, recruitment and absenteeism. Economic 
analysis of the costs and benefits of interventions conducted for the study 
suggested that extension of the right to request to all employees with children at 
or below the age of 18 might be in the region £165 million per annum  – 
equivalent to a benefit-cost ratio of approximately 2.5. The total economic benefit 
associated with all individuals of working age being permitted to request flexible 
working arrangements was estimated to be larger, around £250 million per 
annum – equivalent to a benefit-cost ratio of approximately 3.531. The authors 
acknowledged though that both the benefits and employer costs of these 
initiatives are subject to considerable uncertainty.  

5.3 Benefits of Maternity, Paternity and Parental Leave, 
Family Leave and other Childcare Support   

This section follows the same format as section 5.2, but instead of exploring 
evidence on flexible working practices the focus is on the benefits to business of 
maternity, paternity and parental leave, family leave or other provisions 
supportive of families such as workplace nurseries or childcare subsidies. As 
suggested in Bevan et al, 1999, family-friendly employment can make it easier for 

31 Evidence or data upon which the authors drew to perform their cost-benefit 
analyses were not presented. Foresight should be contacted for further 
information 
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businesses to recruit, retain and motivate their staff and also reduce sickness 
absence (Bevan et al 1999).  

Productivity, profitability 

As discussed above, the route to higher productivity, performance or profitability, 
is either by means of greater discretionary effort, higher engagement levels, 
superior balancing of work and family responsibilities with associated reductions 
in time conflicts and stress, or due to recruitment of higher calibre staff. 
Profitability is also improved by means of reducing the costs associated with 
absences or turnover both of which may arise if the need for 
maternity/paternity/parental leave are not adequately met.  

Within a workplace which is perceived as supportive of families, perhaps 
signalled by paid maternity or paternity leave or emergency leave beyond 
statutory provision, staff may be more committed and exert greater effort. If the 
provision and payment of leave is perceived as adequate, employees may be 
better prepared for their work responsibilities and have fewer conflicting family-
related issues to deal with. Employees with access to a workplace nursery will 
have childcare arrangements that may be easier to manage and organise, which, 
as noted by Gray, (2002: 8) “could enhance their productivity as they would not 
need to spend time making childcare arrangements if their usual carer were 
unavailable”. 

Econometric studies 

In terms of family policies, the manager questionnaire in the Workplace 
Employment Relations Study (WERS) asks about the following arrangements: 
parental leave, paternity leave, financial help for childcare, paid time off for 
childcare and provision of a workplace nursery.  Dex et al (2001) found no 
statistically significant associations in the private sector between labour 
productivity and family-friendly policies apart from a positive association between 
paternity leave and an increased likelihood of managers stating that their firm had 
above average labour productivity. 

Dex et al (2001) also assessed the effects of family-friendly policies on financial 
performance, measured in terms of rising sales (whether sales rising or 
falling/stable over the last 12 months). Once again, few significant associations 
were encountered with one exception: paternity leave was statistically 
significantly associated with rising sales. In terms of quality of performance as 
assessed by managers, paternity leave and the provision of a workplace nursery 
were negatively associated with performance. 

Using WERS 1998 Gray (2002) examined productivity and financial performance 
benefits to employers from parental leave, workplace nursery provision and 
financial help/subsidy to parents for childcare. In terms of managers’ perception 
of productivity, findings were mixed. Parental leave, paternity leave and paid time 
off for childcare were not associated with productivity. In businesses that provide 
financial help for childcare, by contrast, managers were 200 per cent more likely 
than their counterparts to describe their productivity as above average.  
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Gray (2002) also examined performance in terms of manager assessed 
profitability compared with industry average. Again, no statistically significant 
association was found between performance and family leave or support for 
dependent care policies, indicating that these were neither advantageous nor 
disadvantageous for businesses. There were two exceptions – in businesses that 
offered paternity leave and businesses that provided financial help for child care, 
managers were 93 per cent and 123 per cent respectively, more likely to say their 
performance was above average.  

Using data from the Australian Workplace Industrial Relations Survey, Brandon 
and Temple (2007) provide evidence on the effects of on-site child care at the 
workplace and employer-provided family leave on worker absenteeism, turnover, 
and productivity. The study found that workplaces with on-site child care had 
higher ratings for worker productivity. Onsite childcare significantly increased the 
odds of higher than average productivity (managers’ perception) by 1.75 
compared with businesses with no such provision. Family leave was business 
neutral.  

Bassanini and Venn (2008) conducted a cross national study of productivity 
growth in 19 OECD countries between 1979-2003. They estimated the impact of 
parental leave on productivity using two variables: total weeks of legislated 
unpaid parental leave and total weeks of legislated paid maternity leave. Longer 
unpaid parental leave is associated with somewhat higher productivity levels – a 
one-week increase in the length of available leave is associated with a 0.005 
percentage point increase in the level of aggregate productivity. The productivity 
effect of additional paid maternity leave is larger than for unpaid parental leave at 
0.07 percentage points. The authors conclude that “if countries with no paid 
maternity leave (such as the United States) introduced this measure at the 
average OECD level (15 weeks), they could increase their MFP [productivity] by 
about 1.1% in the long-run” (Bassanini and Venn, 2008:10).  

Riley et al (2008) analysed the 2004 WERS data to explore the association 
between paid leave for emergencies and paid time off for childcare and company 
performance. Statistically significant findings included: manager perceptions of 
performance (average profits) were positively associated with paid leave for 
emergencies while manager perceptions of productivity in firms with 50+ staff 
were negatively associated with paid leave for emergencies. Paid time off for 
childcare was also negatively associated with productivity. 

Non-econometric studies 

The review did not encounter primary survey or case study evidence looking at 
the relationship between family-friendly policies and productivity or profitability 
outcomes. 

Productivity, profitability: summary of research findings 

It should be noted that the impact of family-friendly policies, which apply 
specifically to parents at particular points in their lives, are less likely to lead to 
measurable business benefits as compared with the potential impacts of flexible 
working policies that can potentially be used by all staff. Given that family-friendly 
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arrangements are used by smaller numbers of staff for shorter periods of time 
compared with flexible working policies, statistically significant findings are less 
likely to emerge. Sample sizes are even smaller in the case of workplace 
nurseries and financial help for childcare the incidence of which is very low32.   

Many of the family-friendly polices under investigation have been found to be 
insignificantly related to productivity outcomes. Comparing significant findings 
across the various papers published, little consistency is evident and it is 
therefore not possible to definitively claim positive business outcomes associated 
with specific policies.  For example, one study found that onsite childcare 
significantly improved productivity but two further studies found no significant 
association. Similarly, contradictory findings are evident for paternity leave, 
parental leave and paid time off for emergencies.  

Two studies found negative impacts on subjective measures of business 
productivity or performance (managers’ perceptions), the first from paid leave for 
emergencies and paid time off for childcare, the second from workplace nurseries 
and paternity leave. 

This degree of variance in findings reflects the different datasets used (based in 
UK, Australia and across the OECD) and some of the data analysis limitations 
discussed above in the summary of section 5.2.1. 

Broadly speaking, family-friendly policies can benefit businesses, but the 
literature that exists provides no firm evidence that they have an effect on 
business performance.  

Absences 

Access to a workplace nursery could be expected to lower absenteeism rates by 
preventing unforeseen childcare problems. Paid time-off at short-notice 
(emergency leave) encourages employees to formally notify employers of 
absences which can then be planned for and more readily accommodated than 
an absence taken without warning. As observed by Gray (2002), paternity or 
parental leave may reduce absenteeism arising from pressures within the family.  

Econometric studies 

Brandon and Temple (2006) investigated the Australian Workplace Industrial 
Relations Survey (1991) to assess the effects of on-site child care at the 
workplace and employer-provided family leave on worker absenteeism, turnover, 
and productivity. The study found that workplaces with on-site child care had 
lower rates of absenteeism. Workplaces that had a family leave policy also had 
lower rates of absenteeism than workplaces that had no such policy in place. 
Establishments with onsite childcare were 1.62 times less likely (statistically 
significant) to report high absence rates. Family leave provision was associated 

32 Gray (2002) indicates that 1.5 percent of private sector and 8.8 per cent of 
public sector organizations provided a workplace nursery among the sample of 
WERS businesses analysed. In terms of financial help for childcare the 
equivalent figures were 3 per cent and 6.6 per cent. 
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with a statistically significant reduction (of 0.45) in the odds of reporting high 
absenteeism. Budd and Mumford (2002), analysing WERS (1998), similarly 
found that parental leave policies significantly reduced perceived levels of 
absenteeism. 

Gray (2002) analysed WERS (1998) to explore the impact of several family-
friendly policies on absence rates in the private sector. The presence of the 
following were not significantly associated with absence levels: parental leave, 
financial help with childcare and paternity leave. Managers were, however, a 
significant 81 per cent less likely to claim their absence rates were above 
average if there was a workplace nursery compared with managers with no such 
provision. In workplaces with paid time off for childcare at short notice the 
equivalent figure was 26 per cent less likely.  

Dex et al (2001) also explored the impact of family-friendly policies on absence 
outcomes using the same dataset as Gray (2002) but extending the analyses to 
include public sector organisations too. In none of their models did the 
association between absences and family-friendly practices achieve significance.      

Kelly et al (2008) cite one study which investigated  whether the use of work-
family initiatives have an impact on absenteeism finding that use of on-site child 
care is unrelated to absenteeism (Goff et al.,1990).  

Non-econometric studies 

Bevan et al (1999) conducted a study of the business case for family-friendly 
policies for the DfEE based on 11 private sector business case studies. None of 
the case study firms investigated had measured or quantified the benefits derived 
from the provision of family-friendly policies but, as noted by Bevan et al (1999: 
77) “anecdotally, each of them was able to highlight where they felt they had 
benefited in business terms. The key areas included reduced casual sickness 
absence: most were clear that absence due to sickness of a dependant rather 
than of the employee had reduced. Employees felt able to be more honest about 
sickness absence than previously. Reduced days lost also reduced direct costs, 
and the indirect costs of organising cover and lost or delayed business”. Key 
family-friendly practices included: childcare schemes, interest free loans for 
childcare support, discretionary unpaid leave, paid ‘family leave’, enhanced 
maternity leave and pay, and paid paternity leave 

Absences: summary of research findings 

In summary, anecdotal case study evidence suggests that a range of family- 
friendly policies can either reduce absence rates or at least formalise them, and 
provide forewarning of absence; better enabling employers to re-organise work 
schedules to prevent disruption.  

Among the econometric studies there is evidence to suggest that family/parental 
leave polices significantly reduce rates of absenteeism (with two studies 
suggesting neutrality). Evidence also points to the presence of workplace 
nurseries depressing absence levels (with two studies suggesting significant 
reductions and two studies neutrality). 
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The findings relating to paid time off for childcare at short notice is less clear with 
one study suggesting a significant decline in absence rates while two other 
studies produce insignificant or ‘neutral’ results.  

As discussed above, encountering studies with a lot of insignificant results is not 
unexpected due to the low incidence and usage rates of many of the family-
friendly policies of interest and the associated issues of small sample sizes.  
Overall, however, it would appear that various family-friendly policies can benefit 
employers in relation to absence control and management.  

Labour Market Participation 

This sub-section represents a departure from other sections insofar as it does not 
present the direct benefits of policies to individual businesses, discussing instead 
the macro level labour market participation impact of family-friendly policies.  It is 
included because measures that increase labour market participation (e.g. of 
women), thereby expanding the pool from which candidates can be selected, are 
a benefit to employers seeking to attract staff. Of relevance, therefore, are 
studies which highlight the relationship between active labour market 
participation33 and maternity, paternity and parental pay and leave. A number of 
studies have addressed the macro level impacts of maternity, paternity and 
parental leave and pay policy and childcare provision. 

Ruhm (1998) evaluated the proportion of women active in the labour market in 
nine European countries during periods when the duration of paid maternity leave 
was extended. Women’s employment rates both prior to and following childbirth 
were found to have increased. Ruhm estimated that job guaranteed paid leave of 
40 weeks increased labour market participation among 25-35 year olds by 7 to 9 
per cent, and increased participation among all working age women by 4.3 per 
cent.  

Zveglich and Rodgers (2003) also found that the introduction of new maternity 
leave rights in Taiwan had a significantly positive effect on labour market 
participation among women with a 2.5 per cent increase in employment rates.  

Two recent German studies emphasise the importance of parental leave and 
child-subsidy policy reforms, finding significant increases in the proportion of  
mothers planning to return to the labour market within 1-2 years of childbirth 
(Bergman and Riphahn, 2011; Spiess and Wrohlich, 2008). For mothers with 
youngest child aged 12-24 months, working hours were found to increase by 
almost 12 per cent on average and their labour force participation rate by more 
than three percentage points, reducing the relatively long employment 
interruptions of German mothers (Spiess and Wrohlich, 2008: 583). Fathers also 
had small increases; 2 per cent on average for working hours and one 
percentage point in participation rate, for those with youngest child aged 12-24 
months. The authors attribute the changes to the removal of disincentives to work 
under the former system.   

33 Active participation includes the employed and those unemployed but 
searching for work.   
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During the 1980s and 1990s the proportion of women returning to work after 
childbirth in Britain grew significantly (Hudson et al., 2002). These developments 
reflected the introduction of maternity rights and family-friendly policies.  It is 
argued that paid leave duration is critical; if maternity leave is too short many 
women will break their employment rather than return to work while their children 
are very young (Ruhm, 1998; Smeaton and Marsh, 2006; Gornick and Hegwisch, 
2010). 

In a review of the evidence relating to various forms of leave and access to 
measures that grant workers increased flexibility over working hours and location, 
Gornick and Hegwisch (2010) note that there is now a substantial body of 
research on the impact of maternity/paternity/parental leave policies on women’s 
labour market outcomes, including employment rates, and return to work timing. 
As predicted by economic theory, duration of paid maternity leave has been 
found to increase women’s labour force participation following childbirth, of 
benefit to employers seeking to retain valuable members of staff (Del Boca et al. 
2007; Smeaton, 2006; Smeaton and Marsh, 2006; Ruhm 1998). 

Labour market participation: summary of research findings 

A wide body of international research highlights the significance of paid maternity 
and parental leave in promoting the active labour market engagement of 
mothers. If maternity leave is too short, women will break their employment rather 
than return to work while their children are very young. Having adequate duration 
of paid leave combined with the possibility of returning to the same employer is a 
strong incentive to return to work.  

Retention 

This section reviews the evidence on whether parental leave policies can 
improve businesses’ ability to retain staff after periods of maternity or paternity 
leave.  

Primary Survey Research 

A variety of measures extending maternity and paternity rights and increasing 
benefits have been introduced in the UK over the past 10 years. The Maternity 
and Paternity Rights and Women Returners series of surveys has been 
conducted over this period and provides an indication of the impact of these 
initiatives on parents’ behaviour, and on business, including the business 
benefits34.  

Smeaton and Marsh (2006) use Maternity and Paternity Rights Survey data to 
show that the proportion of mothers returning to work within 17 months of the 
birth of their child remained stable between 2002 and 2005 at 80 per cent. The 
2007 survey (La Valle, 2008) suggested a slightly lower 76 per cent return to 
work rate. By the 2009/10 survey, 77 per cent of women had returned to work 
within 12-18 months of the birth of their child (Chanfreau et al, 2011).  

34 Smeaton and Marsh (2006), La Valle et al (2008), Chanfreau et al (2011). 

 50 

                                                



The proportion of mothers returning to the same employer has increased over 
time, however. In 1988, 75 per cent of mothers returned to the same employer 
(Calendar et al, 1997: 8). By 2005 (Smeaton and Marsh, 2006), 80 per cent of 
mothers returned to the same employer, increasing to 86 per cent in the 2007 
survey (La Valle, 2008) and 84 per cent in 2009/10 (Chanfreau et al, 2011). 
These surveys suggest that overall, retention rates of mothers who have taken 
maternity leave have been rising. 

In terms of the specifics, Smeaton and Marsh (2006) report that “Mothers in 
higher-level jobs providing flexible opportunities, often 
in unionised workplaces, and treated well by their employers, were 
the most likely to return to work after maternity leave. Chanfreau et al (2011) 
observe that overall “…work return rates were influenced by both opportunities 
and constraints. On the one hand, mothers who worked for employers offering 
more flexibility to combine work and care and mothers who received maternity 
pay were more likely to go back to work. On the other, lone parents and mothers 
with no qualifications might have faced more difficulties in re-entering the labour 
market after childbearing.” 

Several papers suggest a positive impact of maternity pay on retention and 
returns to the labour market. La Valle (2008) found substantial variations in work 
return rates following childbirth associated with levels of maternity pay. 41 per 
cent of mothers who did not receive any maternity pay returned to work in 2006, 
compared with 62 per cent of mothers who received Maternity Allowance (MA) 
only, and 81 per cent of those receiving Statutory Maternity Pay (SMP) only. 
Mothers in receipt of Occupational Maternity Pay (OMP) were the most likely to 
return to work – 87 per cent of those receiving OMP and SMP returning to work. 
By the time of the 2009/10 survey (Chanfreau et al, 2011) the figures were as 
follows: 38% of mothers who did not receive maternity pay returned to work; 59% 
of those who received MA, 80% of those receiving SMP only, and 90% of those 
receiving OMP and SMP.  

La Valle (2008) also suggest that the likelihood of returning to a pre-birth job was 
associated with more generous payments. 93 per cent of mothers in receipt of 
OMP returned to their pre-birth employer compared with 62 per cent of mothers 
who did not receive any maternity pay. More generous employers, in terms 
maternity pay, may therefore expect to reap the benefits of higher staff retention 
following childbearing.  

In 1993, the US introduced the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) which 
mandates employers with 50 or more staff to award 12 weeks of unpaid leave. 
Although some companies do provide maternity pay, this is voluntary. Analysing 
the introduction of the 12-week job-protected unpaid leave entitlement in the US, 
Smith et al (2001) and Hofferth and Curtin (2003) found a positive impact on the 
likelihood that a woman would return to work, whether leave was paid or unpaid, 
while for Joesch (1997) the likelihood was enhanced by paid leave. Baum (2003) 
also explored the impact of the maternity leave legislation introduced in 1993 in 
the USA. Using the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth Baum found significant 
increases in the retention of mothers. The probability of mothers returning to their 
pre-birth job increased from 49 per cent pre-1993 to 65 per cent post-1993.  
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Brandon and Temple (2006) investigated the Australian Workplace Industrial 
Relations Survey 1991 to assess the effects of on-site child care at the workplace 
and employer-provided family leave. Neither of the two provisions were found to 
be significantly associated with reported levels of turnover. 

In terms of family support policies, analysis of WERS (1998) by Dex et al (2001) 
found that none of the leave and support policies included were significantly 
associated with labour turnover with the exceptions of emergency leave, which 
was associated with increased labour turnover. Dex offers no explanation for 
these findings.  

Non-econometric studies 

This study did not review any primary survey or case study evidence looking at 
the relationship between family-friendly policies and retention. 

Retention: summary of research findings 

There is considerable evidence in the UK and the USA highlighting the impact of 
maternity leave, maternity pay and job protection legislation on labour market 
participation and job retention among mothers. In the UK, the proportion of 
mothers returning to the same employer has increased between 1988 and 2010, 
as maternity provision has expanded. There are obvious benefits to employers in 
terms of retaining staff.  

Onsite childcare does not appear to promote retention, but usage is low, raising 
the possibility that models are less likely to detect significance compared with 
studies investigating other family-friendly measures. Notably few studies have 
been encountered looking at the relationship between workplace nurseries and 
retention rates though, and this would appear to be a gap in the evidence base.    

5.4 Indirect Relationships (mediating role of work-life 
conflict/enrichment, job satisfaction, engagement and 
other affective factors) 

 

Figure 5.1: Emergent WLB/Business outcomes conceptual schema – 
the affective chain 
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In this subsection, the links between WLB policies and affective outcomes35 are 
set out, followed by a discussion of the links between affective outcomes and the 
business benefits of interest such as productivity and staff retention.  The 
‘affective’ section of the conceptual framework set out in Figure 5.1 is reproduced 
in Figure 5.2 above. By focussing on the intervening, individual levels factors the 
following discussion serves to clarify some of the mechanisms through which 
WLB policies might be expected to impact upon bottom-line business outcomes.  

Given that the aim of the study as a whole is to quantify business benefits, there 
is less emphasis in this section on quantifying the size of effects on individual 
outcomes, such as satisfaction, so much as demonstrating their links in principle. 

The following links are examined below in turn: 

• The link between availability and take-up of WLB opportunities  
• The link between WLB policies and conflict or enrichment from work to home  
• The link between WLB policies or work/family conflict/enrichment and  

affective outcomes (satisfaction, commitment or engagement)  
• The link between affective outcomes and bottom-line business outcomes 

(productivity/absenteeism/retention) 

The availability → WLB arrangements take-up link 

At the outset it is worth noting that policies do not always translate into practice 
and this has significant methodological implications when designing studies and 
interpreting findings that are based on ‘availability’ measures. A brief discussion 
of the potential policy/practice gap is therefore warranted.   

35 Affective outcomes involve attitudes, motivation and values with implications 
for job commitment, engagement and satisfaction. 
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A number of studies have emphasised the extent to which WLB policies alone 
are inadequate and must be accompanied by a family supportive culture that will 
enable staff to use working arrangements that are formally available. Baral and 
Barghava (2010) observe that formal WLB policies are less important than the 
supportiveness of an employee’s supervisor or the organisational culture in 
relation to work-life balance. A supportive work-family culture entails feeling 
supported by an employer and feeling that accessing formal supports such as 
emergency leave, reduced hours etc. will not lead to adverse career 
consequences. Baral and Bhargava (2010) highlight the theoretical 
underpinnings of organisational culture as a potentially powerful determinant of 
organisational outcomes as derived from ‘organisational support theory’, which 
argues that unwritten rules and expectations are more powerful in influencing 
attitudes and behaviours than formal and written rules.  

Bond (2004), using linear regression with data from employee surveys carried out 
in four financial sector companies in Scotland, found that the level of perceived 
availability of flexible working arrangements did not have an impact on work-life 
conflict. Organisational culture, on the other hand, was significantly associated 
with reduced work life conflict. She concludes that without a supportive work-life 
organisational culture, the provision of arrangements alone will not necessarily 
improve work-life balance outcomes.  

Glass (2004) similarly notes that mothers frequently report that use of WLB 
policies have entailed adverse career consequences or that supervisors have 
deterred them from using policies, implying they are not suitable for those who 
are ‘serious about career advancement’. According to Glass, fears about the 
implications of using a ‘mommy track’ are borne out by data on wage growth 
following childbirth. Mothers who availed themselves of WLB arrangements 
experienced reduced earnings growth over a period of 7 years. 

The WLB → work family conflict/enrichment link 

Some studies investigate the direct association between WLB policies and 
affective outcomes while other studies break down the relationship further to 
understand why flexible or family-friendly policies might improve job satisfaction, 
commitment or effort for example. Several of these studies investigate the 
work/family interface and explore the extent to which it is the experience of 
conflict of time or energy or positive mood spillovers between the two that can 
trigger a range of affective responses in relation to work. 

Baral and Barghava (2010) have highlighted a large and growing body of 
evidence which demonstrates the factors associated with a positive work-family 
interface and work-family enrichment, sometimes referred to as positive spillover. 
Work family enrichment describes the extent to which experiences within family 
and workplace contexts can affect each other positively or negatively. Baral and 
Barghava (2010) note that “both work-to-family enrichment and family-to-work 
enrichment have been found to be positively related to individual’s mental health, 
family functioning and job outcomes such as job satisfaction and organizational 
commitment”.  WLB policies therefore have a key role to play at the work-family 
interface. 
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Kelly et al (2011) used before and after data with a comparison group within a 
large US white-collar workplace to explore the effects of the introduction of 
flexible working (termed schedule control). The sample was comprised of 608 
employees: 302 with flexibility and 306 participants from departments which did 
not yet have access to the flexible working opportunities. They found a significant 
reduction in work-family conflict, improvement in work-family fit and time-
adequacy among those with access to flexible schedules (after controlling for the 
employee’s starting point on each of these measures). On average, an increase 
of one standard deviation in flexibility led to a half a standard deviation decrease 
in work-family conflict and a half a standard deviation increase in work-schedule 
fit.  

Anderson et al (2002) investigated the impact of formal and informal work–family 
practices on both work-to-family and family-to-work conflict (WFC, FWC) and a 
broad set of job-related outcomes. Structural equation modelling using data from 
the 1997 National Study of the Changing Workforce (NSCW) showed that 
negative career consequences and lack of managerial support were significantly 
related to work-to-family conflict. These were significant predictors of conflict 
even when accounting for the effects of work schedule flexibility. Work-to-family 
conflict was linked to job dissatisfaction, turnover intentions and stress, while 
family-to-work conflict was linked to stress and absenteeism. 

Employees who use some form of flexible working have also been found to be 
more committed to their employer, have a lower incidence of leaving intentions 
and report better psychological health. Current flexible working was found to be 
negatively associated with work-family conflict suggesting that those using 
flexible working experience reduced work pressure (Houston and Waumsley, 
2003). 

Secret and Sprang (2008: 37) used a US survey of 374 individuals to explore 
some hypotheses about the correlations between the work-family stress of 
employed parents and the family-friendly work environment. They tested and 
found results for 3 key hypotheses: employed parents who experienced a more 
family-friendly supervisory support in their workplace culture were 1.85 times less 
likely to report financial stress; working parents who have more leave time 
benefits available to them were less likely to have time-based problems, with a 
one unit increase in leave time allowance leading to a 30 per cent reduction in 
time based problems; parents who perceived their supervisors to be family-
friendly were 2.7 times less likely to experience role strain.36  

Hayman (2010) explored data gathered in New Zealand and found a strong 
relationship between the use of flexible working schedules and ‘role overload’ 

36 Role strain was a measure of 6 items on how frequently the respondent 
experienced particular concerns about fulfilling family and work responsibilities 
during the working week, including wished for more time to do things with family, 
rushed home from work to attend to family needs, felt emotionally or physically 
drained when they got home from work, felt they had more to do at home than 
they could handle, felt they didn’t have enough time for themselves, felt 
emotionally or physically drained at work due to family pressures.   
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(too much to do in the time available), job satisfaction (with work, the job and how 
often they felt like quitting), work interference with personal life, personal life 
interference with work, and work/personal life enhancement. Flexible working had 
a negative relationship with role overload, a positive relationship with job 
satisfaction, and negative relationships with the work-life conflict measures, all of 
which combined to suggest improvements in employee well-being associated 
with flexible working arrangements.   

Summary 

In summary, the time and energy commitments associated with paid working 
lives can come into conflict with family demands or other non-work interests or 
responsibilities. These work and non-work spheres can complement each other 
and lead to a rewarding and fulfilling life. Alternatively, they can be perceived as 
in conflict, potentially leading to negative mood, behaviour or health outcomes 
(such as stress, role overload, absenteeism, turnover intentions and reduced job 
satisfaction as discussed further below).  

The research evidence suggests that both flexible working opportunities and 
informal pro-family workplace cultures (characterised by supportive line 
managers for example), can mitigate the experience of conflict at the home/work 
interface, helping to promote an ‘enriched’ life.  

Having established that WLB policies can reduce work/family conflict, the next 
section goes on to explore the extent to which affective outcomes are associated 
either directly with WLB policies or with work/family conflict arising from tensions 
between family and work responsibilities.  

The WLB or work family conflict/enrichment → affective outcomes 
(satisfaction, commitment or engagement) link 

Baral and Bhargava (2010) examined the role of work-family enrichment (a 
measure derived from a 9 item scale) in the relationship between WLB policies 
and job outcomes (job satisfaction, affective commitment and organizational 
citizenship behaviour). The study was based on data collected from 216 
managerial employees in four organisations in India (in manufacturing and 
information technology sectors). WLB policies explored included flexitime, 
homeworking, parental leave, direct financial assistance for child care and 
information services such as finding a childcare centre for a new employee. 
Analysis suggested that supervisor support (4 items on employee/line manager 
relationship) and work-family culture (9 items on perceived supportiveness) were 
positively related to job satisfaction and affective commitment, but no significant 
association was found between WLB policies (measured as an index reflecting 
the number of such options perceived as available to employees) and any of the 
job outcome measures or work-to-family enrichment. They raise the possibility 
that this finding arises as it is the informal aspects of the work environment such 
as supervisor and co-worker support which explain a greater share of the 
variance associated with employee outcomes than do formal benefits and 
policies (as found by Anderson et al.,2002; Behson, 2005; Thompson and 
Prottas, 2005). Baral and Bhargava also note that their sample of employees was 
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largely dominated by men, which could have influenced the results insofar as 
women attach more value to WLB policies and child care centres etc. 

A recent study of professional workers (Kelliher and Anderson, 2010) records 
higher levels of job satisfaction and organizational commitment among flexible 
workers, resulting in an intensification of work of benefit to employers but of 
potential risk to employees. Intensification was associated with reduced hours 
and homeworking. Using social exchange theory, the authors propose that 
employees reciprocate the ability to work flexibly by exerting additional effort. 
Work intensification is thereby explained by employees trading flexibility for effort. 
Greater discretionary effort from employees in response to WLB policies has also 
been observed by Konrad and Mangel (2000). 

Scandura and Lankau (1997) found US evidence of correlations between flexible 
working hours and job satisfaction. They used a matched sample of 160 survey 
respondents and found that females who believed flexible working hours were 
available reported higher mean levels of job satisfaction when compared to 
women who did not perceive flexible work hours as available in their 
organisation. They further found that those with children under 18 living at home 
who perceived their organisations had a flexible working hours policy reported 
higher levels of organisational commitment and job satisfaction. These findings 
are consistent with Rousseau’s (1995) psychological contract theory, which 
asserts the primacy of beliefs regarding the unwritten aspects of contracts that 
drive related attitudes such as loyalty and morale, rather than whether flexible 
working was actually offered.    

Dex and Smith (2002) derived a composite measure of commitment based on 
three questions asked of employees: “I share many of the values of my 
organisation”; “I feel loyal to my organisation”,  “I am proud to tell people who I 
work for”. Summing these scores, a scale from 3 to 15 was constructed. 
Controlling for a broad range of other potential determinants, the impact of family-
friendly policies on employee commitment were investigated. Dex and Smith 
found positive effects from family-friendly policies where offered in the private 
sector, and more negative effects where offered in the public sector. In the 
private sector the following policies were associated with higher employee 
commitment:  

• having a workplace nursery 
• offering help with childcare or  
• allowing employees to work at home  

The sizes of the effects were all described as very small in comparison with some 
of the other control variables, ranging between 1 and 4 per cent. In the public 
sector, significant negative effects on employee commitment were associated 
with:  

• employers offering job share 
• the ability to change from full- to part-time work 
• flexi-time 
• a workplace nursery 
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• emergency leave 
• home work and  
• a higher number of policies overall.  

Dex and Smith were unable to explain the starkly different findings between 
public and private sector but did acknowledge the possibility that reverse 
causality could explain the associations, i.e. that organisations with lower 
employee commitment have introduced family-friendly policies as a solution. 
Negative impacts in the public sector were also encountered, using WERS, by 
Guest et al, (2000b). Also noted was the possibility of a policy/practice gap – that 
despite policy level availability of a range of family-friendly measures, in practice 
their implementation may be far less widespread, referred to by Dex and Smith 
as ‘window dressing’ which carries the risk of  employee cynicism. 

Nelson’s (2004) evaluation of the WLB challenge fund (described above) found 
that 22 per cent of scheme participants reported an improvement in staff morale 
and job satisfaction. Kelliher and Anderson (2010), focussing on working from 
home and reduced hours, found that these forms of flexibility enhanced 
organisational commitment, job satisfaction and slightly reduced self-reported 
stress levels. These are clear potential benefits for employers insofar as they 
feed through to productivity and other harder outcomes.  

A review of the literature by Kelly et al (2008) has explored (a) the extent to which 
work–family initiatives reduce employees’ work–family conflict and (b) the extent 
to which reduced work–family conflict improve outcomes at the level of the 
individual and at the organizational level. They observe that while there is a 
limited amount of research which investigates the relationship between work–
family conflict and business outcomes there are numerous studies of the 
relationship between work–family conflict and both work attitudes/satisfaction and 
self-reported absenteeism and performance.  

Lourel et al (2008) using a dataset of 283 French employees tested a model of 
the relations between work-to-home and home-to-work interference on perceived 
stress, and job satisfaction.  Structural equation modelling indicated a 
relationship between negative or positive work-home/home-work interference and 
job satisfaction, partially mediated through measures of perceived stress.  

Eaton (2001) found a positive association between employees feeling able to use 
available flexible working arrangements37 (measured as an index from 1-7 
according to the number of usable flexible working and family leave policies) and 
organisational commitment. 

McNall et al (2010) investigated the relation between the availability of flexitime 
and compressed working weeks and work-to-family enrichment and the relation 
between the latter and job satisfaction and turnover intentions. Work to family 
enrichment was found to mediate the relationship between flexible working 

37 Eaton measured and differentiated between formal policies, informal policies 
and policies which employees felt they were able to use without harming their 
careers or risking disapproval from their line managers. 
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arrangements and both satisfaction and turnover. Using hierarchical regression 
techniques flexible working significantly predicted work to family enrichment while 
work to family (W2F) enrichment was found to be positively related to job 
satisfaction. Furthermore, W2F enrichment predicts turnover intentions with a 
negative and significant relationship. In summary, flexible working improves 
enrichment from work to home which in turn is associated with higher job 
satisfaction and lower turnover intentions. 

Evidence from the third work life balance surveys also supports the connection 
between WLB opportunities and affective outcomes. With respect to employees, 
flexible workers were significantly more likely than non-flexible workers to be very 
satisfied with their current working arrangements (33 per cent compared with 22 
per cent respectively) (Hooker et al, 2007). By the fourth work life balance 
employee survey the gap remained, but was less wide – 40 per cent of full-time 
flexible workers and 46 per cent of part-time flexible workers were very satisfied 
compared with 31 per cent of those full-time without flexible working and 37 per 
cent part-time without flexible working (Tipping et al, 2011).  

From the perspective of employers, Hayward et al (2007) report that 58 per cent 
thought that the provision of work-life balance practices had a positive effect on 
employee relations and  57 per cent of employers reported positive effects on 
employee motivation and commitment (Hayward et al, 2007). 

Summary 

In summary, a wide evidence base points to flexible working, pro-family cultures 
and work/family enrichment as being associated with a range of positive affective 
outcomes including: higher levels of job satisfaction, morale and organisational 
commitment, greater effort and less stress and work strain.  

In the next section we set out the final link in the chain, highlighting evidence 
which demonstrates the relationship between affective outcomes such as job 
satisfaction and engagement with bottom line business benefits such as 
productivity, absences or turnover.  
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The affective outcomes or work family conflict/enrichment → 
business outcomes link 

Another strand of literature seeks to demonstrate the link between morale/ 
satisfaction /engagement and business performance (Sirota, 2005; Maister, 
2003; Oakley, 2005; Marketing Innovators, 2005). In these studies employee 
satisfaction is described as a key antecedent to employee ‘engagement’ which in 
turn promotes customer loyalty, resulting in greater profitability. In other studies, 
satisfaction is associated with organisational commitment which enhances 
productivity through longer employment tenure and a superior body of corporate 
knowledge or reduces the costs of high employee turnover. Job satisfaction has 
been shown to be related to turnover intention (Hellman, 1997) while Steel and 
Ovalle (1984) have demonstrated a strong relationship between turnover 
intention and turnover behaviour. 

Guest et al (2000) explicitly explore a hypothesised model linking HR practices → 
employee commitment and satisfaction → productivity → sales and financial 
performance. The initial HR practices are not relevant for our purposes as they 
preclude WLB policies, but the link between satisfaction/commitment and 
turnover or performance outcomes is of interest. It should be noted, however, 
that Guest et al examine WERS (1999) which relies, as discussed above, on 
manager perceptions of performance. A positive association was found between 
employee satisfaction/ commitment and comparative productivity. Labour 
productivity, in turn, was found to be positively associated with comparative 
financial performance.  

Lau (2005) identifies several studies on employee turnover which support a 
negative relationship between employee satisfaction and turnover, including 
three meta-analyses (Carsten and Spector, 1987; Hom and Griffeth, 1995; Steel 
and Ovalle, 1984). Schlesinger and Zornitsky (1991) quantify the turnover rate of 
dissatisfied employees as three times higher than that of satisfied employees.  

Kular et al (2008) review a range of evidence and conclude that a number of 
benefits such as growth and productivity accrue to businesses when employee 
satisfaction or engagement is high. A meta-analysis conducted by Harter et al 
(2002:272) supports this positive association. 

Organizational commitment (OC) is also described as a key determinant of 
performance by Eaton (2001), particularly in workplaces where loyalty and extra 
effort matter. Higher levels of OC have been found to be more highly correlated 
than job satisfaction with lower staff turnover and superior performance (Meyer 
and Allen 1997). 

A paper by Atkinson and Hall (2011) explored the influence of flexible working on 
employee happiness and attitude, based on a case study within an NHS Acute 
Trust. 43 employee interviews were conducted across a range of directorates 
within the Trust. Findings indicate that flexible working makes employees “happy” 
and that there are attitudinal/behavioural links between happiness, discretionary 
behaviour and a number of performance outcomes (perceived performance and 
retention). The study investigated flexible working within a context of high 
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performance work systems (HPWS), adopted by the NHS to enhance 
organizational performance (DoH, 2000). In exploring happiness, the authors aim 
to contribute to research which delves into the “black box” of HPWS (Purcell et 
al., 2003) to unpick the mechanisms by which HR practices impact on 
performance. Discretionary behaviour, beyond basic job requirements, is thought 
to be at the heart of the black box, and the key to driving higher performance 
(Appelbaum et al., 2000; Atkinson and Hall, 2011; Purcell et al. 2003). Flexible 
working was found to promote happiness, give rise to discretionary behaviour 
and other desirable performance outcomes. The interviewees provided detailed 
accounts of how and why working flexibly reduced their absences, motivated 
commitment to the job, i.e. retention, and helped them to work more efficiently. 

Job satisfaction has also been found to be significantly associated with rates of 
absence in Canadian businesses (Dionne and Dostie, 2005). Employees who 
were satisfied with their jobs were 0.825 (i.e. less) likely to be absent than those 
dissatisfied with their jobs.  

Kelly et al (2008) also present evidence that links job commitment to turnover 
intentions and work/family conflict to self-reported absenteeism. Kelly et al 
conclude that work–family conflict is related to job satisfaction, organisational 
commitment, turnover intentions, tardiness, and absenteeism. 

Summary 

The final link of the conceptual ‘WLB to business benefits’ chain has presented a 
body of evidence which demonstrates that affective outcomes at the level of the 
individual, including job commitment, ‘happiness’, satisfaction, engagement and, 
in turn, discretionary effort, are all associated with business benefits such as 
reduced leaving intentions, fewer absences, less tardiness and improvements to 
performance and productivity. These positive outcomes translate into improved 
profitability and growth. A key component of this ‘black box’ within which positive 
attitudes and mood lead to greater efficiency and effort is ‘engagement’. Given 
the centrality of employee engagement to some schools of thought, this section 
ends with a discussion of what engagement entails and the business benefits 
which potentially ensue where it nurtured. 

Employee Engagement 

Employee Engagement/Commitment is described by Corporate Voices (2011) as 
closely related to employee satisfaction but more powerful in its effects in terms 
of generating discretionary effort and concern for quality; “It is what prompts 
employees to identify with the success of the company, to recommend the 
company to others as a good place to work and to follow through to make sure 
problems get identified and solved”.  The Corporate Leadership Council (2004) 
conclude that every 10 per cent improvement in commitment can increase an 
employee’s level of discretionary effort by 6 percent and performance by two 
percent; highly committed employees are said to perform at a 20 percent higher 
level than non committed employees.  

Employee engagement is described in a CIPD Factsheet (2007) as a 
combination of commitment to the organisation and its values plus a willingness 
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to help out colleagues (organisational citizenship). It is said to go beyond job 
satisfaction, is not simply motivation and cannot be ‘required’ as part of the 
employment contract. CIPD further suggest that engagement is linked to 
business performance and that it can be promoted by means of employers 
delivering on their commitments and generating a positive psychological contract 
between employer and employee. 

Macleod and Clark (2009) provide several case studies highlighting the link 
between employee engagement, job satisfaction, organisational commitment and 
performance. For example, Gallup (2006) examined 23,910 business units and 
found that those with engagement scores in the bottom quartile averaged 31 – 51 
per cent more employee turnover, 51 per cent more inventory shrinkage and 62 
per cent more accidents. By contrast, those with engagement scores in the top 
quartile averaged 12 per cent higher customer advocacy, 18 per cent higher 
productivity and 12 per cent higher profitability.  

Gallup submitted evidence to the Macleod review on the basis of a three stage 
analytical process suggesting that in 2008 the cost of disengagement to the 
economy was between £59.4 billion and £64.7 billion. Four additional studies  
provide evidence of the bottom-line benefits associated with high levels of staff 
engagement: Tower Perrins-ISR (2006) surveyed the financial performance and 
engagement levels of over 664,000 employees in 50 multi-sectoral companies 
around the world over 12 months. They found a 52 per cent gap in improvements 
to operating income. Companies with high levels of employee engagement 
improved to the tune of 19.2 per cent compared with a 32.7 per cent decline in 
companies with low levels of employee engagement. Engaged employees in the 
UK take an average of 2.69 sick days per year compared with 6.19 among the 
disengaged (Gallup, 2003). Barber et al (1999) calculated, on the basis of a study 
of 65,000 employees, that increasing staff commitment by one per cent could 
lead to a nine per cent increase in sales while Tamkin et al, (2008), estimated 
that a 10 per cent increase in investment in a range of good workplace practices 
which promote engagement would increase profits by £1,500 per employee per 
year. 

The Corporate Leadership Council reported that organisations with a high 
proportion of engaged staff grew profits as much as three times faster than their 
competitors; can reduce staff turnover by 87 per cent and improve performance 
by 20 per cent. 

Based on a survey of employees, Truss et al (2006) found that women and 
managers are more likely than men and non-managers to be engaged with their 
work. In addition, employees who are satisfied with their work-life balance and 
those on flexible contracts are more engaged with their work than those who are 
dissatisfied or not working flexibly. It found that those on flexible contracts tend to 
be more emotionally engaged, more satisfied with their work, more likely to speak 
positively about their organisation and less likely to quit than their non-flexible 
counterparts.  
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Summary 

The evidence on ‘engagement’ indicates that achieving high levels of 
engagement/commitment among a workforce is likely to generate strong and 
measurable business benefits and that flexible working or other work life balance 
policies and practices are likely, as part of a portfolio of good employment 
practices, to engender committed and engaged employees. 
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6. Work-Life Balance – 

Employer Costs 
The potential benefits of WLB policies to employers are set against a broad 
range of potential costs associated with implementing and accommodating 
flexible working or family-friendly leave and support policies. In terms of the 
overall balance of costs and benefits for employers, the literature remains 
unclear. Studies variously suggest that: the costs of WLB practices exceed firm 
level benefits, are performance neutral, or the  benefits outweigh costs. It should 
be noted  that the evidence base relating to business benefits far outweighs the 
volume of material investigating costs. As a consequence, this chapter groups all 
WLB policies together rather than devoting separate subsections to flexible 
working and family-friendly policy costs, although these costs are differentiated 
where the evidence permits.  

This chapter starts with a general commentary on the costs associated with WLB 
policies, initially discussing evidence relating to perceptions of the relative weight 
of costs and benefits and the extent to which the balance is likely to vary between 
businesses of different type and size and likely to vary over time (section 6.1). 
The section then continues with an overview of the types of costs encountered 
(section 6.2). Sections 6.3 to 6.5 then set out findings from the literature review 
quantifying the costs relating to: 

• Implementation – costs associated with the introduction of new policies 
• Procedural Administrative – costs associated with handling or processing 

requests 
• Accommodation – costs associated with covering absence or reorganising 

work to cover changes in working patterns.  

6.1 Weighing costs against benefits 
Data and studies setting out the actual costs associated with implementing and 
managing specific WLB policies and practices are not prevalent. Businesses 
either do not collect information and data in an appropriate form or are unwilling 
to share what is perceived as business sensitive information. Concerted and 
repeated efforts by Bevan (2001) and Nelson (2004) to gather data on costs, for 
example, failed to produce relevant evidence that could be used. Edwards et al 
(2003) similarly observed that firms find it hard to produce concrete estimates of 
the costs associated with employment legislation as they tend not to engage in 
the necessary detailed accounting.  
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General perceptions have been elicited by means of surveys, however, and 
national level cost-benefit analyses have been conducted for impact 
assessments. 

The 3rd Work-life Balance Employer Survey invited managers to comment on 
whether the introduction of WLB measures were cost effective (and to reach a 
judgement on the relative costs and benefits) (Hayward et al, 2007). Businesses 
surveyed were explicitly asked about the relative costs and benefits associated 
with new WLB regulations (Employment Act 2002): 28 per cent indicated that the 
new regulations did increase their costs and 34 per cent felt that the benefits did 
not outweigh the costs. Around half (55 per cent) felt that the costs and benefits 
balanced each other out. Just nine percent of businesses suggested that, overall, 
the benefits outweighed the costs.  

On the basis of a state-wide survey of Illinois independent not-for-profit 
businesses38, combined with personal interviews with top administrators, Hohl 
(1996) concluded that  the cost of implementing and administering most flexible 
working arrangements were negligible, even among those organisations using 
three or more arrangement types. Perceptions were that the overall balance was 
in favour of the benefits which were said to outweigh the costs. Two 
administrators were quoted by Hohl (1996) as stating their expenses had 
reduced because staff turnover declined, with one HR manager proclaiming, "I 
think we actually saved money because we have staff that are happy. They work 
harder and are not as sick as much, we aren't losing them or having to retrain. 
You can lose the most money in turnovers." Five of the thirty companies 
investigated in greater depth incurred additional costs, primarily associated with 
payroll methods and telecommuting options (due to hardware, software, and 
interface hook-up),  but even in these cases administrators felt the benefits 
outweighed their costs.  

As noted by Evans (2001), calculating the overall balance between benefits and 
costs is complex, and will depend upon the characteristics of the business and 
the job. Large firms are often able to re-organise work more easily than small 
ones and relative costs and benefits are likely to vary with the economic cycle. 
For example, during recessionary conditions, the costs of day care centres may 
be viewed as prohibitively expensive. Costs will also differ in different contexts in 
terms of:  (a) workforce composition (the percentage of women for example); (b) 
business strategy (for example, low vs high value-added approach); (c) size (due 
to administrative and HR systems, the presence or otherwise of slack in 
workforce capacity and economies of scale which advantage larger enterprises). 
Gray (2002) also observes that calculating relative costs and benefits are further 
complicated by the fact that costs are policy specific. For example, employing 
part-time workers or job-sharers may enable a firm to draw on a wide range of 
talent at a much lower cost than employing the equivalent number of full-time 
workers. By contrast, providing a workplace nursery or financial help with 
childcare is likely to carry significant costs for smaller firms in particular.  

38 A randomly selected initial sample of 245 organisations with 20 or more staff 
yielded 156 responses (64 per cent response rate) 
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6.2 Types of cost 
The range of potential costs facing businesses are broad, diverse, differ 
according to the characteristics of businesses and the specific measures under 
consideration. Costs may vary with the vicissitudes of the business cycle and are 
unlikely to be uniform across all business sectors and sizes. For some, the 
introduction of WLB practices may be profitable while for others, with a different 
employee base, or business strategy it may not (Konrad and Mangel, 2000; Gray 
and Tudball, 2003). Costs can be both short term and long term and different 
types of cost may escalate or diminish over time. 

Costs to employers can be broken down into implementation, procedural and 
accommodation costs. Unanticipated costs may also emerge. A costs framework 
is set out in Figure 6.1 which lists, in blue, the various types of cost potentially 
associated with WLB practices, while the green boxes provide examples. 
Potential costs include: 

• One-off implementation costs which include resources devoted to 
familiarisation with new regulations and to updating payroll systems or 
bureaucratic materials such as staff handbooks to reflect regime and 
entitlement change. 

• Procedural administrative costs include: informing staff about the existence 
of rights and benefits; advising staff on how to claim them; making decisions 
about who is eligible for benefits; dealing with requests and appeals. 

• Accommodation costs may be associated with:  
o more complex roster scheduling; employing more staff or 

temporary  replacement staff for those on 
maternity/paternity/parental leave or career breaks/sabbaticals. 

o direct costs, such as parental leave payments, nursery provision or 
subsidies, equipment for telecommuters or to facilitate work at 
home. 

o cost of employing more staff if part-time and job-share opportunities 
are provided. 

o costs of extra work-space can be caused by an increase in the total 
number of people working in an enterprise; eg. a larger number of 
part-time staff, space for breast-feeding facilities or a day-care 
centre (Evans, 2001). 

o retraining or refresher courses for staff members upon re-entry into 
the workforce.  

• Unanticipated costs which may include: 
o in terms of diverting time and resources toward bureaucracy and 

regulations and away from other business objectives such as 
innovation, training or growth. 

o potential cost of lost productivity if skilled staff are absent or reduce 
their hours. 

o homeworking may lead to unexpected costs if employees are not 
involved in social interaction, or feel isolated, morale and 
productivity may be adversely effected (Gray, 2002; Baruch, 2000; 
Felstead et al, 2002). 

 66 



 

Figure 6.1: Differentiating cost types 

 

 

Barriers to implementation 

Further evidence relating to potential costs is derived from studies which ask 
employers what they perceive as the main barriers to implementing flexible 
working arrangements or the key difficulties they encounter when honouring 
leave entitlements. Dex and Schiebl (2002), for example, conducted case studies 
of flexible working in ten small- and medium-sized businesses. When 
interviewed, employers voiced a number of concerns relating to flexible working 
arrangements. The main fears were classified into four groups: 

• additional work and red-tape from changes in the law; 
• loss of clients if employees were on extended leave or not at their desks 

during sufficiently long, reliable and regular hours;  
• employee productivity or service continuity falling if hours were reduced or if 

staff worked from home; 
• management finding it difficult to manage or administer the flexibility. 

Based on a manufacturing organisation membership survey39 conducted in 2011, 
EEF (2011) indicate the proportion of employers citing the following factors as 
placing a limit on their ability to offer various forms of flexible working: 

• Set up of production  60 per cent 
• Inability to cover for employees (often specialist roles)  45 per cent 
• Can only agree to a certain number of requests 36 per cent 

39 Sample size not reported 
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• Cost of implementation 20 per cent 
• Management resistance 18 per cent 

Other concerns which have been raised (DWP, 2009) are the implications of 
some types of flexible working on the business, such as the impact of home 
working on security and client/corporate confidentiality. There may also be issues 
of data protection, data management and data access around the use of remote 
IT systems. 

One study from the Netherlands explored the significance of employers’ opinions 
of the importance of financial factors in decision-making on family-friendly 
provision (Remery et al, 2003)40. Under consideration were the importance of 
facility costs, possible government subsidies/payments, degree of expected use 
and keeping in step with other organisations i.e. benchmarking. The study found 
that employers who gave a higher ranking to the role of these financial factors in 
decisions about family-friendly facilities, had a lower incidence of provision of 
family-friendly policies.  54 per cent of firms in Remery et al’s study agreed that 
administrative burden was a cost of flexible working arrangements, 51 per cent 
cited operational problems, 43 per cent were concerned with ‘time consumption’, 
41 per cent with management problems, 42 per cent with employee abuse, 31 
per cent with costs and 12 per cent with health and safety compromises.  

Other studies have explored the specific problems associated with part-time 
work, replacing staff on leave and flexi-time. These are discussed in turn below.  

Part-time work problems 

The management costs and challenges associated with some flexible working 
arrangements have been explored in detail by Edwards and Robinson (2004) 
who conducted a case study of part-time nurses in an NHS setting. Line mangers 
responsible for implementing the flexible working policies reported a significant 
number of problems. Managers objected that part-timers were engaged in jobs 
normally worked on a full-time basis and that these jobs were neither designed 
for, nor suited to, part-time hours: 

Line managers find it difficult to fit them into systems designed for 24-hour full-
time working. Further, part-time nurses work fewer additional hours for their 
employing trust than full-timers, reducing managers’ ability to deal with staff 
shortages through their preferred strategy of using staff on overtime. Maintaining 
competence in higher-skill jobs requires substantial, continuous training for part-
timers, however few hours they work. Managerial and administrative overheads 
are also increased. All these factors generate additional labour costs and detract 

40 Based on a survey of 871 organisations in profit and non-profit sectors. The 
initial sample was 3,100 companies with more than nine employees sampled 
through a trade register 
of the Chamber of Commerce. The total response rate was almost 28 per cent, 
“comparable to the response rate generally found in corporate surveys. 
Comparing the sample with national data shows no significant differences with 
respect to distribution of sub-sector and size” (Remery et al, 2003: 5)  
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from the advantages of enhanced retention and recruitment” (Edwards and 
Robinson, 2004: 179). 

Dick also raises concerns that part-time working does not always deliver potential 
benefits and that, instead, it actually confers considerable costs to both 
individuals and organisations. Dick conducted research in three metropolitan UK 
police forces and found significant shortfalls in the reconciliation of the needs of 
part-time employees and those of employers. Interviews and focus groups were 
conducted with part-time police officers, their managers and colleagues.  A 
number of difficulties and challenges emerged, in particular, perceptions of 
inequity were evident from the workgroups in which the part-timers were located. 
Dick noted that workgroups also experienced an increase in their workloads due 
to the time lost by the presence of a reduced-hours worker. This led to difficulties 
in achieving their team targets and quality of service delivery41. On the positive 
side, however, the data gathered by Dick suggested longer term benefits 
including: retaining staff that would otherwise have left and the facilitation of 
recruitment due to an improved organisational image. 

Replacement of staff on leave problems  

In terms of leave, one key problem to emerge from the 3rd Work-life Balance 
Employer Survey is the challenge posed by having to keep jobs open while staff 
are away on maternity leave, reported by 20 per cent of businesses (Hayward et 
al, 2007). Small private sector workplaces with between five and 24 employees 
were particularly likely to experience problems keeping jobs open.  

A major constraint on flexibility for SMEs with highly skilled employees 
(architects, scientists), encountered by Dex and Schiebl (2002) was the low 
substitutability between employees.  Case study managers observed that they 
would not be able to temporarily recruit a skilled architect or scientist who could 
provide cover for three-month periods if one of the workforce went on parental or 
maternity leave. The extent to which the cost and disruption of dealing with 
employees being absent from the workplace is exacerbated if they have 
specialist skills was similarly observed in reports by the DTI (2000) and Forth et 
al. (1997). Where employees perform similar jobs they can more readily be 
substituted with one another.  

A study of 19 small employers (with workforces between 5 and 50) across 
England by Cragg Ross Dawson (2004) encountered a unanimous view that 
maternity was a major problem for small employers and that maternity legislation 
was so ‘biased’ in favour of employees that it had become increasingly 
burdensome. Some employers interviewed even acknowledged that they were 
discouraged from employing women of childbearing age. The key challenge 
identified was managing maternity leave of up to one year, uncertain of whether 
and when the staff member will return. The key costs borne were the time and 

41 Tipping et al (2011: 23) found that around one third of employees in the 4th 
work life balance survey felt that people who work flexible create more work for 
others. Over half, however, suggest that colleagues working flexibly cause no 
problems. 
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cost associated with finding and training replacements or the costs and 
challenges of managing without a replacement. Some employers also raised 
problems associated with absenteeism on returning from maternity leave and 
negotiating flexible hours.  

Potential difficulties can be offset with adequate notice of leave start dates, 
duration and return - with adequate notification, employers can plan for 
absences, arrange coverage and replacements (BERR 2008). Eurofound (2007) 
found that only 11 per cent of businesses in a 21 country survey, encountered 
difficulties from workers taking parental leave.  

Flexitime problems 

Smeaton and Young (2007) conducted a survey of employers in 200642 and 
found that over one-third of employers (39 per cent) did not offer flexitime to any 
of their employees. Employers with no flexitime provision were asked specifically 
why they did not provide such opportunities given their popularity among staff as 
a means of achieving some flexibility without forfeiting earnings. Six key reasons 
can be identified; these are listed in Table 6.1. 

Table 6.1: Reasons given by employers for not allowing flexitime 

 Per cent: 

Need staff on site at known hours 42 

Incompatible with business operations 25 

Incompatible with shift system 25 

Incompatible with customer needs 9 

Business too small to accommodate  8 

Incompatible with team working 6 

Base: All businesses which do not provide flexitime. 311 

Notes:  Reason categories are included in the table if mentioned by at least 20 employers. 

Source: Smeaton and Young, 2007. 

Nearly half the employers (42 per cent) suggested that they needed to rely on 
their staff to be at work at specific times. Frontline customer service industries 
were particularly likely to impose tight time restrictions on workplace arrival and 
departure. Employers who were particularly likely to require a rigid hours system 
were located in retail, wholesale and hospitality, in transport, storage and 
communication and in education, health and other public services. Small 
establishments were also more likely than large to cite the need for staff on site 
at known times as a reason for avoiding flexitime – 43 per cent of workplaces 
employing 5-49 staff, compared with 24 per cent of workplaces employing over 
200 staff. 

42 900 HR directors throughout England were interviewed by telephone. 
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A further two reasons cited widely were that flexitime hours would be 
incompatible with business operations (25 per cent of employers) or would 
compromise a shift system in place (25 per cent of employers). Employers in the 
manufacturing and construction sector were most likely to suggest that business 
operation requirements prevented the use of flexitime systems (40 per cent). 
Employers open 24 hours a day were most likely to state that shift systems 
precluded the use of flexitime schemes (52 per cent).   

Less commonly, customer needs were said to prevent a workable flexitime 
system, mentioned by 9 per cent of employers. Small workplaces with too few 
staff to cover opening hours or machine running times for example also 
represented an obstacle to flexitime – eight per cent of surveyed employers 
stated that their workplace was too small to accommodate this degree of 
flexibility. Team working is often advocated as a means of introducing flexibility – 
specifically functional flexibility whereby employees become skilled and 
experienced performing a wider range of tasks and roles. However, in this study 
six per cent of employers cite team working as an obstacle to flexibility of hours.  
In these cases, it is possible that to work effectively, the team must all work 
exactly the same hours, starting and ending in unison, e.g. in a team-based 
production line process. 

Dex and Schiebl (2002) also reported that scientific and engineering companies 
examined for their study found that there were limits imposed on flexibility by job 
structure, technology and work pressures. 

Summary 

Survey evidence which elicits managers’ perceptions of the balance between the 
costs and benefits of WLB policies finds little support for the view that benefits 
outstrip costs. Findings from a nationally representative sample of businesses in 
the UK suggest instead that, on the whole, costs and benefits are evenly 
balanced with around one third suggesting that costs outweigh benefits. An 
American study of the voluntary sector indicates that benefits outstrip costs. A 
few impact assessments which have addressed WLB regulatory change 
conclude that the estimated benefits exceed the estimated costs. The evidence is 
therefore fairly mixed and far from plentiful, pointing to a need for further research 
to better understand the costs associated with WLB and how these are balanced 
against the potential benefits.  

Commentaries on the cost benefit issue highlight the difficulties of generalising 
findings, emphasising that the relative costs and benefits to businesses 
associated with introducing WLB initiatives will be context specific, depending on 
the demographic make-up of the workforce and the size and industry of the 
business. Economic cycles are also likely to affect the relative costs and benefits 
of particular measures. 

Calculations are further complicated by the need to take account of a number of 
cost types, including one off implementation costs, ongoing administrative costs 
and the costs of accommodating various measures. 
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Survey and case study evidence has highlighted a number of specific challenges 
associated with WLB policies, in particular; part time hours in the nursing and 
police sectors due to the culture of their working practices; the difficulty of finding 
suitable cover while staff are on maternity or parental leave, most notably where 
highly specialised skills are involved and, finally, the perceived incompatibility of 
flexi-time with operational requirements in many business contexts. Evidence 
also suggests that small businesses experience a variety of WLB policies as 
more burdensome than large. 

Data and studies setting out the actual costs associated with implementing and 
managing specific WLB policies and practices are not prevalent. 

In the following sections we present the few findings which do attempt to quantify 
the costs but it is clear that further research is needed to develop and expand this 
evidence base.  The discussion focuses, in turn, on implementation costs, 
procedural/administration costs and accommodation costs. Other types of 
indirect cost, such as staff morale, finding skilled replacement staff, potential loss 
of productivity etc are not explored further below as no evidence quantifying 
these costs have been encountered. 

6.3 Implementation costs 
There are several components to implementation costs associated with the 
introduction of new policies and practices. These include management or human 
resource department time involved with familiarisation, setting up new systems, 
updating contracts or staff handbooks and communicating changes to 
employees. The findings are divided below according to methodological 
approach. 

Survey findings 

Research from the British Chambers of Commerce (BCC, 2007), based on an 
online survey of 408 businesses, found that very few employers perceived 
flexible working arrangements to be associated with problematic costs of 
implementation. Just ten per cent of employers indicated that flexible working 
arrangements were associated with ‘substantial’ or ‘moderate’ implementation 
costs, the remaining 90 per cent suggested minimal or zero costs were incurred.  

Following the implementation of the 2003 Right to Request flexible working 
legislation, CIPD (2003) conducted a survey43 to ascertain emergent issues. A 
large majority of employers reported that they generally have little difficulty with 
the new right – 76 per cent claimed that the impact of the legislation on their 
organisation has been negligible and 90 per cent report no significant problems 
complying with the new requirements. Furthermore, 72 per cent of employers 
reported that they were prepared to accept requests from all staff. The most 
common reasons for turning down statutory flexible working requests were 

43 A total of 4,914 survey questionnaires were sent out to a representative cross-section 
of organisations of all sizes and all industry sectors across the public, private and 
voluntary sectors. 510 organisations responded, representing a response rate of ten per 
cent. Follow-up calls were made to a small sample of respondents for detailed feedback. 
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reported as: an inability to reorganise work among existing staff and the 
detrimental effect on the ability to meet customer demand. Cost was rarely the 
reason given for the refusal of a statutory request. 

Administrative burdens measurement exercises  

The British Chambers of Commerce (BCC, 2010) 2010 Burdens Barometer 
indicated that the cumulative cost to business of new regulation since 1998 has 
risen to £88.3 billion44. This figure covers all new regulation, not just that relating 
to work life balance policies. In terms of flexible working applications, however, 
the cost trends declined between 2005 and 2008 (ORC International, 2008).   

The BCC Burdens barometer (BCC, 2010) attempts to quantify the costs to 
business of specific legislation. Costs are aggregated across all businesses. The 
figures presented in Table 6.2 below refer to one-off implementation costs 
associated with each of the listed changes to or introduction of regulations 
related to flexible working and maternity and paternity pay and leave legislation.  

The 2002 Flexible Working regulations have been estimated to have cost 
£34million across the business population while the 2002 Employment Act costs 
£115 million and the 2005 Work and Families Act cost £21 million.  

Implementation costs to businesses associated with the 2001 maternity and 
parental leave regulations are estimated to have reached £5 million; the 2002 
Employment Act estimated at £115 million, and the Work and Families (increase 
of maximum amount) order 2009 estimated at 2 million. 

Table 6.2: One-off costs to UK businesses associated with regulatory 
introduction or amendment  

Regulatory Change Cost: £ millions 

Flexible Working (procedural requirements) regulations 2002 34 

Employment Act 2002 115 

Maternity and parental leave (amendment) regulations 2001 5 

Work and Families Act: choice and flexibility 2005 21 

Work and Families (increase of max amount) order 2009 2 

Source: BCC, 2010 

44 This includes all new regulations, not just WLB policies. 
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Impact assessments 

Over the last decade there have been a number of changes to the WLB policies. 
For each of these changes, impact assessments have produced to assess the 
potential costs and benefits of the proposed changes. The most recent include: 

• Extension of the right to request flexible working to all employees 

• Introduction of Additional Paternity Leave 

• Introduction of Flexible Parental Leave. 

 

Extension of the right to request flexible working 

The impact assessment for the extension of the right to request flexible working 
(BIS, 2011c) assumed limited one-off implementation costs for business since 
most firms are already familiar with how to process a request for flexible working. 
It was also argued that the cost of communicating the change in eligibility to 
employees would be very little as it was assumed that firms already had a 
method of communication in place that would only need updating. Allowances 
were made for the small number of firms which did not have experience of 
flexible working. The cost was primarily in management time and totalled £17.1m. 

 

Additional Paternity Leave 

The impact of the Additional Paternity Leave and Pay regulations45 on 
businesses has been estimated at between £2.34 million and £15.8 million (BIS, 
2010b). This includes costs to employers of staff time spent on setting up 
administration systems of APL&P at £1.7 to £5 million. The one-off 
implementation costs per organisation are not presented although per request 
administration costs are provided, these are discussed in the next section. 

Flexible Parental Leave. 

The one-off costs of administration of Shared Parental Leave also included 
changes to payroll and HR systems (BIS, 2011d).  For the larger firms it was 
assumed the necessary adjustments would involve half a day of an HR 
manager’s time and one day of a wages clerk’s time. As the estimate of the 
numbers of men who take up their entitlement was low (in terms of the proportion 
of the male working population) it was assumed that many small employers will 
not adjust their systems immediately once the legislation is passed. Rather, they 
would amend their HR practices gradually as cases appear, on a ‘needs basis’ . 
In total the one-off costs for employers of Shared Parental leave were estimated 
as being between £3 million and £14 million.  

45 These regulations entitle fathers to additional paternity leave of six months and 
additional statutory paternity pay  once a mother returns to work, implemented in 
2011 
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Summary 

As is the case with much of the costs evidence base, the range and depth of data 
available is fairly limited, but in terms of implementation costs, the majority of 
evidence relates to flexible working. There is a need for more evidence relating to 
the implementation costs of a wide variety of family-friendly policies. 

Employer survey evidence indicates that the majority of businesses believe 
implementing flexible working arrangements is unproblematic and incurs very few 
costs. Implementation costs are therefore, generally, not seen as a barrier to 
flexibility.  

A number of administrative burdens measurement exercises and regulatory 
impact assessments have estimated the national level costs associated with 
introducing new WLB regulations, both flexible working and family-friendly, but 
these figures are not readily translated into individual business level costs. 

6.4 Procedural / administrative costs 
Procedural costs associated with processing requests for leave entitlements or 
flexible working arrangements are largely bureaucratic.  Requests from 
employees to either take time off or change their working arrangements will need 
to be read and considered. Under the current legislation on the right to request 
flexible working, for example, a written request from the employee must be 
submitted, meetings may be organised and decisions prepared.  Time taken will 
vary depending upon the nature of the request, the way the request is then 
handled and whether there are any complications. Working schedules and the 
operation of teams may need to be assessed and re-arranged.  

Flexible working and family-friendly administrative costs are looked at together in 
this section, reflecting the approach taken in the sources of data used. In some 
instances the flexible working and family-friendly components of costs cannot be 
disentangled, notably  where evidence is presented on the costs of particular 
regulations, such as the Employment Act 2002, which include provisions for both 
elements of WLB. Elsewhere the costs are differentiated. Sources of evidence for 
this section are primarily impact assessments conducted by BIS and 
administrative burdens measurement exercises conducted by the DTI, BERR and 
the BCC.  

The section commences with a detailed breakdown of the administrative process 
associated with one regulation – the right to request flexible working, as an 
exemplar of how the measurement of costs are broken down. The following 
description of the process involved clarifies the various elements that contribute 
to an overall estimate of the administrative costs to business in terms of time to 
meet staff, consider requests, respond in writing to initial applications and 
possibly also deal with appeals. The various stages include46: 

46 http://www.flexibility.co.uk/flexwork/general/aprilchanges.htm 
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• Each employee (possibly during working hours) must make an application to 
work flexibly, stipulating their ‘case’ , specifying the type of flexible work they 
desire and how it would not have an adverse impact on the business of the 
employer.  

• Within 28 days, the employer must arrange a meeting with the applicant to 
consider the application. The employee may be accompanied by a colleague 
form the workplace (perhaps with some loss of productivity) 

• Within 14 days, the employer must make a decision about whether to grant 
the application to work flexibly. 

• If the application is granted, arrangements must be put it into practice. If not, 
an appeal process may be pursued. The refusal must be based on valid 
business grounds, must be phrased in plain English and includes relevant 
and accurate facts.  

• If the employee is dissatisfied with the employer's decision, he/she may 
appeal. Initially this is an internal affair. The appeal should be in writing, 
setting out the reasons why the applicant thinks the decision is wrong.  

• Within another 14 days the employer must arrange an appeal meeting. The 
employee may be accompanied by a colleague form the workplace.  

• A decision must be made within 14 days. 

• In the event of a refusal, if the employee does not accept the decision, he/she 
may appeal through: an employer's own grievance procedure, Acas or an 
Employment Tribunal. 

The following sections go on to look at the various studies which have attempted 
to assess the WLB policy implementation costs whether it be through surveys, 
burdens measurement exercises or through impact assessments. 

Survey evidence 

Research from the British Chambers of Commerce (BCC, 2007), based on an 
online survey of 408 businesses, found that very few employers (10 per cent) 
perceived flexible working arrangements to be associated with substantial or 
moderate implementation costs. Nevertheless, one fifth (21 per cent) of 
employers did indicate that flexibility was associated with an administrative 
burden. This burden was not, however, quantified in terms of HR staff days or 
other resources. Instead it was presented as a barrier to implementing flexible 
working arrangements 

Administrative burdens measurement exercises  

An administrative burdens measurement exercise (ABME) was conducted by the 
DTI (2006) following recommendations from the Better Regulation Task Force’s 
report, ‘Regulation: Less is More’ as part of the Chancellor of the Exchequer’s 
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Better Regulation Action Plan (BRAP). The aim of the ABME was to estimate the 
administrative costs incurred by the private sector (including all businesses, 
charities and voluntary organisations) as a result of all regulations imposed by 
central government.   The calculated  costs are presented in Table 6.4 which 
shows total administrative costs for 2005 (a snapshot of May 2005) and 
indicates, for each regulation, the scale of associated analysis and paperwork in 
terms of the number of  information obligations (IO) and/or data requirements 
(DR). The estimates of administrative costs were described as ‘indicative and are 
not statistically representative’ as the Standard Cost Model (SCM) used adopted 
a ‘pragmatic approach’ to estimation of the administrative costs on business 
arising from regulation. 

 
Table 6.4: 2005 Recurrent costs to UK businesses associated with 
regulatory introduction or amendment  

 Total admin 
costs 
£ million 

Number of 
IO/DRs 

Flexible Working (Procedural Requirements) 
Regulations 2002 

188.5 5 

Employment Act 2002 
 

39.6 12 

Statutory Paternity Pay and Statutory Adoption 
Pay (Administration) Regulations 2002 

13.7 10 

Maternity and parental leave etc regulations 
1999 
 

7.7 4 

Part time workers (prevention of less 
favourable treatment) regulations 2000 
 

0.1 1 

Paternity and adoption leave regulations 2002 
 

0 2 

Source: Extracts from DTI 2006, Table 16  

Note: the SCM relies on deriving estimates of the standard cost of meeting each of the IO/DRs within a 
regulation for a ‘normally efficient business’. It relies on the input of a limited number of experts and/or 
businesses. It does not therefore produce a statistically representative measurement of costs. The SCM 
provides an estimate of administrative costs of which administrative burdens are a part. The costs of some 
activities that business would carry out regardless of regulatory requirements (business as usual costs) may be 
included. 
 
 

BERR (2008) conducted an assessment of the costs associated with 
employment law obligations which had been identified as imposing the greatest 
administrative burdens on businesses, including – “providing employees with a 
written statement of their employment particulars; rules on working time; dealing 
with flexible working requests; administering the National Minimum Wage; 
aspects of parental leave and pay; and calculating redundancy payments” 
(BERR, 2008: 2).  Table 6.5 below, based on data presented in the BERR report, 

 77 



focuses on requests to work flexibly and the postponement of parental leave.  
The Unit Costs shown are the per administrative event costs and include time for 
familiarisation, gathering information about the application and meetings to 
discuss application.  

The estimated cost of responding to flexible working requests in 2008 was £88 
per request. Appeals are not very frequent but are more expensive to deal with, 
estimated at £330 per appeal in 2008. Withdrawing a request to work flexibly was 
estimated at £72 per incident. In terms of the three parental leave and pay 
related administrative tasks, postponing parental leave was estimated, in 2008, at 
£120, declining a request for statutory paternity/ adoption pay at £35 and 
informing temporary staff covering for maternity or paternity leave that their 
employment will end, at £25.  

One key source of costs to employers identified in the study was the use of 
external agencies for information, advice and guidance on employment law. Their 
use was regarded as an important ‘safety net’ to ensure full compliance in the 
face of uncertainty and, for small businesses, imperative in the face of 
considerable time restraints preventing achievement of expertise in the law. 
Eighty nine per cent of respondents made use of external sources of expertise. 
The report notes, however, that many businesses dealt with flexible working 
applications on their own. When external assistance was sought for any of the 
regulations covered, the most common sources of information were solicitors (37 
per cent), followed by accountants (20 per cent), employment consultants (19 per 
cent), Acas (17 per cent) and trade associations (15 per cent). 

A downward shift in the administrative burden over time, between 2005 and 
2008, is evident for each of the administrative activities, reflecting, in part 
reductions in the initial familiarisation time. Reductions were also associated, in 
some instances, with a decline in the use of supportive external services. 

The incidence of some of the employment law related tasks was very low. While 
43 per cent of employers responded to a request for flexible work, just 3 per cent, 
or fewer, employers had undertaken any of the other tasks listed in Table 6.5. 

 

Table 6.5: Unit costs to UK businesses associated with administering 
some aspects of employment law  

 Unit costs £ pounds 

Information Obligation 2005 2008 

Responded to a request for flexible work 748 88 

Had an employee appeal a refusal for 
flexible working (where refusal upheld) 

948 330 

Withdrawn an employee’s application for 128 72 
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 Unit costs £ pounds 

Information Obligation 2005 2008 

flexible work due to poor behaviour 

Postponed a period of parental leave 400 120 

Declined a request for statutory paternity/ 
adoption pay 

767 35 

Informed temporary staff - employed for 
short-term cover on maternity grounds – 
when their employment would end 

2,116 25 

Source: BERR (2008), Tables 4.2.3 and 4.2.7 

 

The BERR (2008) report also estimated the time taken for dealing with regulatory 
burdens. For  dealing with an initial request to work flexibly was estimated to take 
on average, 68 minutes. This time period included familiarisation with the 
application and regulation; gathering information about the application and its 
feasibility; meeting to discuss the application; preparation of the final 
agreement/refusal and, finally, reporting the outcome. The average time taken to 
uphold a refusal, where an employee had appealed, was estimated to be longer 
at 334 minutes (taken up by familiarisation and meetings). The average time 
taken to withdraw an application for flexible working was estimated to be 195 
minutes (taken up by familiarisation, meetings and reporting). 

The time it took staff to deal with the parental leave and pay issues were reported 
as: 105 minutes to postpone paternity leave and 57 minutes to decline a request 
for paternity/adoption pay. Time taken to inform temporary staff that their 
employment would end was not reported. 

The BCC Burdens barometer (BCC 2010) quantifies the recurring costs to 
business of specific legislation. Costs are aggregated across all businesses and 
presented as both annual costs and as cumulative figures, adding costs each 
year between the year the regulation was introduced up to July 2010. The figures 
presented in Table 6.6 below refer to these recurring and cumulative 
administrative or accommodation costs. The highest costs are associated with 
the 2002 Flexible Working regulations with recurring costs of £290 million and the 
2001 Employment Act with recurring costs of £219 million. Lower recurring costs 
are associated with the Work and Families (increase of max amount) order 2009 
- £94 million and the 2005 Work and Families Act - £53 million. The lowest 
recurring costs, at £5million are associated with the Maternity and parental leave 
(amendment) regulations 2001. 
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Table 6.6: Recurrent costs to UK businesses associated with 
regulatory introduction or amendment  

Regulatory Change Recurring 
annual costs £ 
millions 

Total cost up 
to July 2010 
£ millions 

Maternity and parental leave (amendment) 
regulations 2001 

5 105 

Employment Act 2002 219 1740 

Flexible Working (procedural requirements) 
regulations 2002 

290 2176 

Work and Families Act: choice and flexibility 2005 53 193 

Work and Families (increase of max amount) order 
2009 

 

94 73 

Source: BCC (2010) 

Impact assessments 

Evidence from the most recent impact assessments is discussed, relating to the 
extension of the right to request flexible working to all employees, Additional 
Paternity Leave and Pay, and Shared Parental Leave.   

Right to request flexible working 

An impact assessment covering the extension of the right to request flexible 
working to all employees was reported in BIS (2011c). Additional procedural 
costs were estimated at £29.9 million (2010 prices) and the cost of adjustments 
to working patterns at £23.5 million. The total average annual cost to businesses 
was calculated at £54 million. These costs are outweighed by the estimated 
benefits to businesses at a value of an average annual £82.1 million (attributable 
to higher productivity, lower turnover, reduced absenteeism and savings from the 
new code of practice).  

BIS (2011c) suggest that a formal request for flexible working will take 2 hours of 
employee time and 3 hours of management time. If the process is informal these 
times will be reduced, respectively, to 30 minutes and one and a half hours. It is 
assumed that with the proposed removal of the prescribed procedure, 90 per 
cent of requests will be informal and hence that each request will cost an average 
of approximately £55. The average cost of an appeal is estimated to be £123.    

Additional Paternity Leave 
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The impact of Additional Paternity Leave and Pay on businesses have been 
estimated at between £2 million and £15 million (BIS, 2010b). This includes costs 
to employers of staff time spent on administration of APL&P at £0.14-£0.5 million. 
These figures are based on the assumption that four to eight per cent of eligible 
fathers will take up the benefit. In calculating administrative compliance costs, the 
impact assessment included changes to the P11, P14 and P35, recovery of 
Additional Statutory Paternity Pay (ASPP), advance funding of ASPP, P30BC 
and P32 form completion, employee application for ASPP, completion of the 
ASPP2 record sheet and changes to compliance and audit checks. The annual 
costs per organisation associated with these activities (excluding one-off costs) 
have been estimated for businesses of different size as follows: 

Micro: £1.71 
Small: £10.60 
Medium: £55.69 
Large: £1,052.41 
 

Flexible Parental Leave 

Recurring costs for Flexible Parental Leave were assumed to be the cost of 
administering fathers’ take-up of the new leave and pay. For larger employers it 
was assumed that handling each case involves an hour of a personnel 
manager’s time and two hours of a wages clerk’s time. In small firms it was 
assumed that this takes half a day of a manager’s time. The recurring costs for 
employers of administering requests for SPL was been estimated at between £1 
million and £5 million (not including costs of absence) (BIS, 2011d). 

 

Summary 

In terms of administrative costs, most of the evidence available is from 
administrative burdens measurement exercises and impact assessments. As with 
the implementation costs, data is generally presented at an aggregate, national 
level but some unit cost and costs per organisation and per request are 
presented. Data relating to both flexible working and family-friendly regulations is 
available. Use of appeals by employees can push up costs but their incidence is 
uncommon.  

Unit costs associated with requests for flexibility (estimated at £88 by Berr (2008) 
and £62 by BIS (2010a)47 do not appear to be high but whether the cost of 
requests or appeals are perceived as high or low will depend on the number of 
requests received, how tight profit margins are within a specific business context 
and whether the costs are perceived as lower than actual or potential benefits.    

Survey evidence suggests that the majority of employers do not experience the 
administration of flexible working as a ‘burden’ although one fifth did.  This 

47 These estimates are not directly comparable as they are based on disparate 
methods of calculation - and may therefore be perceived as surprisingly close. 
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‘burden’ was not, however, quantified. No similar survey evidence exists in terms 
of the administration of various family-friendly policies, suggesting the need for 
further research. 

6.5 Costs of accommodating requests  
The main cost employers face in accommodating requests to take maternity, 
paternity or parental leave is that of replacement staff salaries on a temporary 
basis, recruitment of additional staff to offset reductions in hours worked or lost 
productivity during an absence which is not covered. Flexible working requests 
may incur costs associated with re-organising work schedules, provision of 
equipment or adjustments to IT systems (e.g. to permit flexible rostering or home 
working). Evidence quantifying the various potential costs associated with 
accommodating the WLB policies of interest is scarce and remains a gap in the 
costs evidence base. Presented below are limited findings relating to the costs of; 
absence management, childcare allowance costs (based on case study 
evidence), additional paternity leave, the Employment Act (2002) and the cost of 
accommodating requests to work flexibly (based on impact assessment 
evidence). 

Case studies 

One study which explored the costs of managing absence (Bevan, 2003) noted 
that generally, unplanned absences caused more problems than planned 
absences. Case studies were conducted with nine private sector organisations in 
2001.  Among these, managing absence was not a major issue of concern. In 
response to planned absences employers tended to respond in the following 
manner with different cost implications: 

• Reallocation of work within a team or department; 
• Moving someone else within the company, perhaps as a development 

opportunity on a temporary basis; 
• Employing a temporary worker; 
• Employing a replacement on a fixed-term contract. 

Employers found it more difficult to manage absences among particular 
occupational groups such as strategic or operational staff and for these groups 
lost productivity costs became a risk. 

The case study organisations were unable or unwilling to estimate the financial 
costs of absence which were, instead, merely described. Costs referred to 
included:  

• Direct financial costs – overtime payments for cover or the costs of hiring 
temporary cover. 

• Indirect costs – time taken for a replacement to learn the new role and 
become productive; diminished services and product quality; loss of business 
and reputation arising from absence.  

 82 



• Indirect cost in management time – monitoring, consulting HR, dealing with 
the individual involved, developing strategies, arranging for cover, training and 
providing support to staff providing cover.  

One case study in a school provided the following estimates of costs associated 
with managing and responding to absences: 

• The Assistant Head’s salary in 2001 was around £40,120 (including NI and 
pension). Approximately one quarter of her time is devoted to the 
management of absence, therefore the cost associated with this activity is 
calculated as approximately £10,000 per annum. 

• The cost per day of a replacement supply teacher is £142. The school has an 
annual budget of £20,000 for supply teachers, which is always spent.  

Some family-friendly practices such as nursery provision, pay or leave beyond  
statutory requirements or child care allowances/subsidies all incur 
accommodation costs. Few publications provide evidence on such 
accommodation costs, but one study by Bevan et al (1999) investigated three 
firms, one of which provided an indication of costs associated with their Childcare 
Allowance policy: 

• £210 per head per month 
• £12,600 per head over five years 
• £277,200 total cost for 22 members of staff for five years. 

A number of studies emphasise that WLB costs are most burdensome for small 
employers. The third work life balance survey, for example, fund that one fifth of 
businesses found it difficult to hold open jobs while women were away on 
maternity leave, a figure that increased to 31 per cent of organisations with fewer 
then 100 staff (Hayward et al, 2007). It has also been observed that many of the 
costs incurred are not readily quantified, such as the time cost of training and 
overseeing replacement staff or the cost to businesses associated with loss of 
expertise and productivity (Cragg Ross Dawson, 2004). The latter study of 19 
small employers (with workforces between 5 and 50) identified the biggest WLB 
challenge they faced was managing maternity leave and coping with the costs of 
finding and training replacements. 

Impact Assessments 

Three impact assessments are considered, relating to: requests to work flexibly 
for all employees, the Additional Paternity Leave and Pay regulations 
(implemented in 2011) and Shared Parental Leave. 

BIS (2011c) have estimated that the cost of accommodating a request to work 
flexibly is, on average, £241.24. This figure is based on the assumption that a 
change to part-time working will incur one week of HR time while a change to 
other flexible working practices will incur one day of HR time. It is further 
assumed that around one quarter of changes are to work part time. 
Accommodation costs include: HR staff re-organising work schedules, adjusting 
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IT systems (e.g. to permit flexible rostering) or recruitment of additional staff to 
cover for an employee reducing their working hours.  

As indicated above, the impact of Additional Paternity Leave and Pay regulations 
on businesses have been estimated at between £2 million and £15 million (BIS, 
2010b). This includes costs to employers of covering absence at £0.5 to £10.3 
million. These figures are based on the assumption that four to eight per cent of 
eligible fathers will take up the benefit. It is further assumed that while some 
employers will hire temporary replacement workers, others will re-organise staff 
internally.  

For Flexible Parental Leave, the Employers also face an additional direct cost 
due to having to cover the absence of those fathers who take up these new 
rights. In calculating these costs, it was assumed that some employers 
reorganise existing employees to cover the absence while others hire temporary 
agency workers. The action taken by business varied with the length of leave 
taken and the size of the business. This additional cost depended on the number 
of weeks taken as leave and the take-up rate. The costs were estimated to be 
between 3% and 15% of labour costs and totalled £2.6m to £32m (BIS, 2011d). 

 

Summary 

In terms of the various costs incurred, the evidence relating to the costs of 
accommodating WLB provision is the weakest in terms of the volume of 
published material. This therefore remains a key gap in the evidence base.  

One publication reviewed, based on nine case studies, highlighted the problems 
associated with managing absences associated with, among other types, 
maternity, paternity and parental and emergency leave.  Absence management 
was largely perceived as unproblematic with two exceptions – where cover was 
needed for key operational staff and where absences were unexpected and 
therefore unplanned in advance.  

Holding jobs open for women on maternity leave was, however, identified as 
problematic for one fifth of the businesses sampled for the third work life balance 
survey – rising to 31 per cent of businesses with fewer than 100 staff. 
Temporarily replacing staff on maternity leave was also perceived as a significant 
burden in a study of pregnancy in small firms.   

In terms of the actual costs, the evidence is primarily from government impact 
assessments.  Accommodating a request for flexible working has been estimated 
as costing, on average, £241.24. For accommodating Additional Paternity leave 
and Shared Parental Leave the main costs are in covering absences calculated 
at between 3% and 15% of labour costs depending on length of absence and 
size of firm.   
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7. Right to request 

legislation – evidence of 

effects on employers and 

employees 
The Employment Act 2002 (implemented in April 2003) gave parents of children under 6, or 
parents of disabled children under 18, the right to request to work a flexible working pattern.  
Eligible employees are able to request a change to the hours they work, a change to the 
times when they are required to work or to work from home.  This covers working patterns 
such as: 

• annualised hours 
• compressed hours 
• flexitime 
• home-working 
• job-sharing 
• self-rostering 
• shift working 
• staggered hours 
• term-time working. 

Employers have a duty to consider requests seriously and can refuse only where one of a 
limited number of business reasons apply.  If a change is agreed, it is permanent and the 
employee has no right to revert back to their former working arrangement. 

Subsequently, the Work and Families Act 2006 (WFA) introduced a package of measures, 
including extending the provision for workers to request flexible working patterns to 
employees with caring responsibilities other than for young children.  This came into effect 
on 6th April 2007.  In April 2009, the Right was again extended, this time to parents of 
children up to the age of 17 (remaining at 18 if the child is disabled).  Finally, in May 2011, 
the Government consulted on a set of proposals, which included extending the right to 
request flexible working to all employees who have 26 weeks' service with their employer. 

This chapter considers the existing evidence on the effects of the right to request legislation.  
The initial policy interest was in the effects of the legislation on the provision and take-up of 
flexible working.  However a search of the literature established that there were no studies 
which specifically assessed the impact of the legislation on availability or take-up.  Thus, the 
remit was widened to review evidence on take-up and availability in general, and the 
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literature on the broader effects of the legislation on both employers and employees 
(although wider benefits to society are excluded from the remit). 

The chapter begins by examining the published data on trends in the availability and take-up 
of flexible working over the period, as well as in the nature and type of requests made.  It 
then moves on to look at evidence on the implementation of the legislation, including a 
review of the evidence from employment tribunals. Thirdly, it considers the evidence on the 
perceived effects of the legislation on employers; and finally it provides a brief overview of 
the literature on the effects of the right to request on gender equality. 

The literature used in the chapter mainly comprises primary research based on dedicated 
surveys of work-life balance or flexible working.  As noted above, no experimental or 
econometric studies assessing the effects of the legislation were found.  These survey-
based sources are listed below, along with an assessment of their quality.  Survey sources 
were supplemented where appropriate with publications that synthesised existing research 
evidence. 

Survey sources include primary data from both employers and employees. 

For employee data, the main sources48 are the Government-sponsored Work-Life Balance 
(WLB) and Flexible Working (FW) surveys, undertaken in 2003, 2006 and 2011 (WLB), and 
2003/04 and 2005 (FW), respectively.  Each of these sources is robust with large, 
representative samples, good descriptions of methods and detailed reporting of findings, 
including by sub-group.  A CIPD-sponsored (2004) employee survey is also available, which 
has a similarly large, representative sample, but provides far less reporting detail49. 

Data quality for employer surveys is more variable.  The most robust source is the WLB 
employer surveys, undertaken in 2002/03 and 2007, with large representative samples of 
employers.  The CBI Employment Trends surveys, which are published each year, provide 
longer-term trend data but the quality is lower than the government surveys as the sample 
size is smaller and the sample frame and response rates are not given.  A broad cross-
section of employers are included although it is not representative.  The CIPD surveys are 
mostly of similar quality to the CBI, although the Labour Market Outlook series are solely 
membership surveys and hence less representative (see Table 7.1 below).  The BCC and 
EEF surveys are both of their respective memberships.  The BCC survey has a large sample 
size but there is no detail on its representativeness, and the EEF report provides very little 
detail of the survey methodology and so should be considered lower quality. 

48 Labour Force survey data is outside the scope of this review since it is restricted to published 
analysis of flexible working data. 
49 This is referred to in the text as the ‘CIPD (2004) employee survey’ to distinguish it from their 
employer surveys which are lower quality data sources. 
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Table 7.1 Data sources 

Name of survey Sample Data collection Coverage 
Work Life Balance 
employer surveys: 

  Availability and take-up of flexible working, 
perceived effects of legislation on employers 

no 2 (Woodland et al, 2003) Representative sample 
employers 

Data collected Dec 02-Apr 03, immediately prior to 
the introduction of the initial right to request 
legislation 

 

no 3 (Hayward et al, 2007) Representative sample 
employers 

Data collected Mar-Aug 07, 4 years after the 
legislation 

 

Work Life Balance 
employee surveys: 

  Availability and take-up of flexible working, 
flexible working requests; perceived effects 
of legislation on employees 

no 2 (Stevens et al, 2004) Representative sample 
employees 

Data collected Jan-Feb 03, immediately prior to the 
introduction of the legislation 

 

no 3 (Hooker et al, 2007) Representative sample 
employees 

Data collected Feb-Mar 06, 3 years after the 
legislation 

 

no 4 (Tipping et al, 2011) Representative sample 
employees 

Data collected in early 2011, almost 8 years after 
the initial legislation and almost 2 years after the 
extension to parents of children up to age 18 

 

Flexible Working 
Surveys: 

  Awareness of legislation, flexible working 
requests 

no 1 (Palmer, 2004) Representative sample 
employees 

Data collected in Sep 03-Feb 04, 6 months to 1 
year after the introduction of the legislation 

 

no 2 (Holt and Grainger, 
2005) 

Representative sample 
employees 

Data collected Jan 05, 2 years after the legislation  

CBI Employment Trends 
(2004, 05, 06a, 07, 08, 09, 
10, 11) 

Cross-section of 
employers, not 
representative 

From 2004-2011 Availability of flexible working, flexible 
working requests, perceived effects of 
legislation on employers 

CIPD surveys:    
2003 Cross-section of 

employers, not 
representative 

 impact and implementation of right to 
request 

2004 Representative sample 
employees 

Data collected in Aug-Sep 04, 18 months after the 
introduction of the legislation 

flexible working and paternity leave 

2005 Cross-section of 
employers, not 

 impact and implementation of flexible 
working 
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Name of survey Sample Data collection Coverage 
representative 

2006 Labour Market 
Outlook 

CIPD member survey  employer perceptions of the extension to 
carers 

2011b Labour Market 
Outlook 

CIPD membership, You 
Gov panel, plus open 
survey 

 employer attitudes to legislation 

BCC Workforce survey 
2009 

BCC member survey  acceptance rates 

EEF 2011 Flexibility in 
Manufacturing workplaces 

EEF member survey Reports on two surveys undertaken in 2007 and 
2009 respectively. 

availability of flexible working and request 
acceptance rates 
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7.1 Patterns in the availability and take-up of flexible working 
2003-to date 

This section of the chapter describes the evidence on the availability and take-up of flexible 
working from 2003 to date; trends and patterns in the level and type of requests made and 
the outcomes of requests. 

Availability 

Employer surveys show an increase in workplaces where at least one form of flexible 
working is available.  For example, the WLB surveys show an increase from 88 per cent in 
2003 to 95 per cent in 2007.  The CBI Employment Trends series show similar figures, rising 
from 84 per cent in 2003 to 95 per cent in 2007.  These surveys also provide a longer time 
series, which reveals that 90 per cent of workplaces had at least one form of flexible working 
available in 2001, rising to 96 per cent in 2011.  The trend data shows a gradual upward 
trend over time, although availability appeared to drop between 2001 and 2003 (from 90 to 
84 per cent).50 

The CBI series also shows a gradual upward trend in workplaces offering three or more 
forms of flexible working, from 60 per cent in 2002 to 70 per cent in 2011.  However there 
appeared to be a drop in availability in 2005 and 2006 (35 per cent and 46 per cent 
respectively), followed by a fairly steep rise in 2007 (to 60 per cent) and another steep rise in 
2010 (from 60 to 72 per cent). 

Figure 7.1 shows broadly upward trends in the proportion of employers offering each of the 
different types of flexible working arrangements between 2002 and 2011.  Of the various 
types of flexible working, part-time work is the most widely available, with over 90 per cent of 
workplaces offering this in 2011 (CBI, 2011).  Flexitime, career breaks, job share and 
working at home/telework were all available to around half of all workplaces in 2011.  Term-
time only, annualised hours and compressed hours were available at about a quarter of all 
workplaces. 

Figure 7.1 also shows that availability of all forms of flexible working has increased over a 10 
year period (2001 to 2011), by at least 10 percentage points (in the proportion of workplaces 
offering).  The largest increases are seen in career breaks and working at home/teleworking, 
which have risen by 29 and 44 percentage points respectively.  Commentary in later CBI 
surveys suggests that both of these options were introduced by businesses as responses to 
the recession since they are cost cutting.  Career breaks saw large increases in availability 
in 2006/2007 and again in 2010; working at home/teleworking saw large increases in 2007 
and again in 2009.  The science, high technology and IT sector and professional services 
dominate in offering telework (available in 89 per cent and 79 per cent of workplaces in 
these sectors, respectively), but it is also available in other sectors, for example in 41 per 
cent of manufacturing workplaces (CBI, 2010). 

Flexitime, which is generally seen as being more desirable to employees, and which shows 
the highest level of take-up (see CIPD, 2004) and of unmet demand51 (see Hooker et al, 
2007) also rose fairly steeply in availability from 30 per cent in 2002 to 52 per cent in 2011. 

50 The 2003 survey, undertaken in May, just after the legislation was implemented, appeared to be a 
low point in terms of the availability of flexible working. 
51 Unmet employee demand is defined as where an employee does not have access to a particular 
arrangement, but would like the opportunity to work in that way. 
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Figure 7.1: Percentage of employers offering various types of flexible working 
arrangement: 2002-2011 

 

 

Sources: CBI Employment Trends Survey, 2002 – 2011 

While the data above shows that the vast majority of workplaces offer at least one form of 
flexible working, this is not necessarily available to all employees.  For example, of 
workplaces offering part-time hours in 2007, only 62 per cent offered this to all employees.  
The equivalent figures were 70 per cent for job share, 65 per cent for flexitime, 68 per cent 
for compressed hours, 83 per cent for reduced hours for a limited period and 24 per cent for 
working from home on regular basis (Hayward et al, 2007).  This data is not available in the 
2nd WLB employer survey to give an indication of change over time.  However, employee 
surveys suggest an increase in employee coverage over time.  According to the WLB 
employee surveys, at least one type of flexible working was available for 85 per cent of 
employees in 2003 and 90 per cent in 2006; two or more types were available to 68 per cent 
in 2003 and 77 per cent in 2006 (Stevens et al, 2004; Hooker et al, 2007). 

Take-up 

Employer surveys also show an increase in the take-up of flexible working practices since 
2003, although the scale of this increase varies widely for the different forms of flexibility. 
Table 7.2 suggests that: 

• Part-time working is the most widely used form of flexible working arrangement, which 
has remained broadly stable in take-up since 2000. 

• Job sharing and flexitime showed large increases in take-up from relatively low levels 
between 2000 and 2003, but take-up rates appeared to have flattened out between 2003 
and 2007. 
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• Take-up of compressed hours and working reduced hours for a limited period has shown 
a steady and continuous growth from 2000 to 2007. 

• Working from home on a regular basis shows a decline in take-up between 2000 and 
2003, followed by a flattening out. (Hayward et al, 2007) 

 
Table 7.2: Percentage of workplaces with some take-up of each form of flexible 
working in the last 12 months, 2000, 2003 and 2007 

 2000 2003 2007 

Working part-time  76 74 79 

Reduced hours for limited 
period  

5 15 22 

Flexitime  12 24 25 

Job share  6 14 15 

Compressed hours 3 7 11 

Working from home  22 15 15 

Base: All workplaces. Take-up relates to both the practice being provided and at least some employees having used the 
practice in the past 12 months (in employers with 5 or more employees). 

Source Hayward et al, 2007 

 

The Work-life Balance Employee surveys (table 7.3), in contrast to this pattern, suggest falls 
in take-up of individual forms of flexible working between 2000 and 2007, although care must 
be taken in interpreting the trend since the 2011 data is not directly comparable with 2003 
and 200652.  Despite these apparent falls in the proportions of those working in many 
individual forms of flexible working, the 4th Work Life Balance employee survey found that 
the percentage of all employees working flexibly has risen from 51% in 2003 to 60% in 2011. 

  

52 In 2011 the base is all those who said that a particular flexible working practice was available at 
their workplace, rather than those for whom a particular working practice was personally available.  
The percentages might be expected to be lower in 2011 due to this. 
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Table 7.3: Percentage of employees taking up each form of flexible working in 
the last 12 months, 2003, 2006 and 2011 

 2003 2006 2011 

Working part-time  28 38 40 

Reduced hours for limited 
period  

20 18 14 

Flexitime  55 49 49 

Job share  15 12 9 

Term-time only  46 36 29 

Compressed week  36 24 26 

Annualised hours  32 27 30 

Working from home  54 44 44 

Base: All those who have the practice available to them53 

Source: Stevens et al, 2004; Hooker et al, 2007; Tipping et al, 2011 

 

Summary 

A range of data sources show that the availability of flexible working has increased since 
2003, although there are no studies that specifically assess whether this is related to the 
introduction of the right to request legislation. The availability of all types of flexible working 
has increased, with particularly large increases in the availability of career breaks and 
home/teleworking.  The 2009 CBI survey suggested that this may be due to the effects of the 
recession54.  General availability at a workplace does not indicate that it is necessarily 
available to all employees; however the proportion of employees able to take advantage of 
flexible working has also increased over the time period. 

The data on trends in employee take-up of flexible working is inconsistent, but seems to 
show, overall, that take-up is rising, but not necessarily keeping pace with rising availability.  
When looking at the proportion of workplaces which have some employees using each of the 
forms of flexible working, these proportions have risen for all forms between 2000 to 2007, 
except for part-time working which has remained fairly stable and working from home which 
has fallen.  However, if measured as a proportion of employees taking up the various forms 
of flexible working when it is made available to them, take-up appears to have fallen (in 
particular between 2003 and 2006) for most types, except part-time working.  Some caution 
should be applied to this because of changes in survey methodology over the years, but if 

53 In 2003 and 2006, employees who said that a particular work arrangement would be available to 
them if they needed it were asked: ‘Do you currently work, or have you worked, in any of these ways 
in the last 12 months and with your current employer. In 2011, the questions was asked of all those 
who have the practice available in their workplace. 
54 The report found that employers have taken, plan to take, or are considering, the use of flexible 
working  to reduce labour costs while saving jobs and retaining skilled employees. It was the most 
popular change to work organisation and working patterns – more than two thirds of employers had 
already increased flexible working (45%), intended to (13%), or were considering it (11%). 
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these are true falls, it would seem that the large increases in the availability of home working 
picked up in the CBI surveys are not reflected in increased levels of take-up in 2006/7 or 
2011. Thus availability and take-up when measured at a firm level shows an increase - more 
firms have experience of employees using the different types of flexible working. However, 
the proportions of individual employees using flexible working may only have increased for 
part-time working.  

Only one study was found which assessed the relationship between trends in take-up and 
the right to request legislation.  Manning and Petrongolo (2008) examined take-up of four 
types of flexible working among women with and without children under six years of age, 
using LFS data, from 2000 to 2004, to examine any possible impact of the right to request 
legislation.  Little impact on take-up was found, but the latest data available to them was 
2003-4, arguably too soon to discern impact. 

7.2 Requests to work flexibly and their outcomes 

Level of requests 

As indicated earlier, the available literature does not make the distinction between requests 
arising as a direct result of the legislation and those which would have taken place 
irrespective of the right to request flexible working. The following sections therefore relate to 
all requests and not just those arising from the legislations.  

The data on the number of requests made by employees to work flexibly is quite limited and 
there are problems with comparing figures across surveys due to respondents being given 
different timeframes for their responses. 

The WLB employee surveys show that the proportion making requests to work flexibly within 
the previous two years remained static, at 17 per cent, in both 2003 and 2006 (i.e. just prior 
to and approximately three years after the legislation was implemented).  The 2nd Flexible 
(FW) survey reports a slightly lower figure of 14 per cent making a request within the 
previous two years in 2005, while a 2004 employee survey (CIPD, 2004) cites a higher figure 
of 23 per cent, although this is for the proportion of employees who have ever made a 
request (not time limited).  The most recent WLB employee survey data from 2011 shows 
that there has subsequently been an increase in the proportion of employees making a 
request, to 22 per cent in 2011.  It is possible that this is influenced by the extension of the 
legislation to parents of children up to age 17 in 2009, although this link is not made in the 
report (Tipping, 2011). 

Employer data tend to show an increase in the proportion of workplaces receiving requests 
over time, although the data cannot always be reliably compared.  For example, the WLB 
employer surveys report a large increase in the number of employers who have received 
requests to work flexibly in the last 12 months, from 17 per cent in 2003 to 40 per cent in 
2007, although the figures are not directly comparable as the question was worded 
differently in each case.55 

The CBI Employment Trends surveys also provide (unpublished) figures for the proportion of 
workplaces receiving requests in 2003, 2009 and 2010 (the question was not asked in other 
years).  This appears to show a sharp upward trend over the period: 

55 In 2003, employers were asked about requests to work flexibly in general, while in 2007 employers 
were questioned about requests for six specific flexible working practices. 
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• In May 2003, one month after the right to request was introduced, 45 per cent of all 
workplaces had received at least one request from an employee; 

• In Aug-Sep 2009, five months after the extension of the Right to all parents of children 
aged under 17, 63 per cent had received at least one request from parents and 30 per 
cent had received at least one request from carers; 

• In Jul-Aug 2010, 77 per cent had received a request from parents and 28 per cent from 
carers. 

However comparisons across these surveys are unreliable, because in addition to the switch 
from asking about requests from any employees to asking about requests from ‘parents’ and 
‘carers’ separately, respondents are not given a timeframe for their response, hence the 
figures may be cumulative, i.e. the proportions of those who have ever received a request, 
which would be expected to rise year on year. 

A British Chambers of Commerce survey from 2009 (BCC, 2009) reports that 35 per cent of 
workplaces received a request in the last 12 months, which suggests a fall from the WLB 
Employer survey figure of 40 per cent in 2007.  However this could be because the BCC 
survey has a much greater proportion of small businesses (80 per cent of the total 
respondents have under 50 employees) which would be likely to result in a lower figure. 

Types of request 

Table 7.4 shows the proportions of employees opting for the various types of flexible working 
among all those making a request.  Data from both the Flexible Working (FW) and WLB 
surveys are shown.  Comparisons between these two survey sources are difficult as the 
categories given differ slightly. However both sources seem to show a decline in the share of 
requests for part-time working, as a proportion of all requests, over time.  The FW data show 
a decline from almost two fifths to a quarter between 2003 and 2005, while the WLB data 
show a decline from almost three in ten to just fewer than a quarter between 2006 and 2011.  
The WLB data also shows a corresponding increase in the share of requests to change the 
timing of work hours (rather than the overall amount), from around a quarter in 2006 to just 
over a third in 2011.  The share of flexitime requests has remained stable, at around a 
quarter in the FW surveys and around 10-15 per cent in the WLB surveys. 

Table 7.4: Types of requested change to working patterns 

 2003 
(FW1) 

2005 
(FW2) 

2003 
(WLB2) 

2006 
(WLB3) 

2011 
(WLB4) 

Reduce hours/work part-time  38 25 29 30 23 

Change when they worked (compressed hours, 
change shifts, etc.) 

- - 23 25 35 

Increase hours  - - 9  12 9 

Flexitime  25 23 13  11 14 

Some type of leave - - 8 9 5 

unspecified - - - 13 13 

Reduced hours for limited period 13 16 - -  

Working from home 10 * - 3 7 
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 2003 
(FW1) 

2005 
(FW2) 

2003 
(WLB2) 

2006 
(WLB3) 

2011 
(WLB4) 

Compressed hours 8 7 - -  

Base: All employees who made a request 
- form of flexible working not  included in survey 
* sample size too small 
 
Sources: Palmer, 2004; Stevens et al 2004; Holt and Grainger, 2005; Hooker et al, 2007; Tipping et al, 2011. 

Who makes requests? 

Table 7.5, drawn from the WLB and FW employee surveys, shows that women are more 
likely to make a request for flexible working than men, and that the gender balance has 
remained the same over time.  For example, the WLB employee surveys show that in 2003, 
21 per cent of women and 14 per cent of men had made a request for flexible working in the 
last 2 years, while in 2006 the figures were almost identical.  A similar balance between men 
and women making requests was seen in the 2005 FW survey and in the CIPD (2004) 
employee survey (29 per cent of women and 19 per cent of men had ever made a request).  
The most recent WLB survey in 2011 shows that while the overall proportion of employees 
making a request had increased, the balance between men and women making requests 
stayed approximately the same: 28 per cent of women had made a request compared to 17 
per cent of men.  This suggests that the increase from 2006 has been among both men and 
women. 

Table 7.5: Made a request to change working hours in the last two years 

 2005 
(FW2) 

2003 
(WLB2) 

2006 
(WLB3) 

2011 
(WLB4) 

Gender     

Women 19 21 22 28 

Men 10 14 14 17 

Family status     

Parents  - - - 27 

- parents of children under 6 - - 24 - 

- parents of children 6 yrs and older - - 19 - 

Non-parents - - 17 19 

Gender and family status     

Men with children under 6   12 - 11 - 

Women with children under 6   36 - 38 - 

Men with children under 16  11 - 13 - 

Women with children under 16   28 - 24 - 
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 2005 
(FW2) 

2003 
(WLB2) 

2006 
(WLB3) 

2011 
(WLB4) 

Men without dependent children   9 15 14 - 

Women without dependent children  12 15 20 - 

Base: All employees who made a request 
- breakdown not  provided in survey report 

Sources: Stevens et al 2004; Holt and Grainger, 2005; Hooker et al, 2007; Tipping et al, 2011. 

Data from the 2nd FW survey and the 3rd WLB survey show the breakdown of requests by 
gender and presence of dependent children.  Overall, this shows that women with children 
are much more likely to make requests than men with children, and that this gender disparity 
is greater in the case of children under the age of 6.  Whilst the difference is smaller than 
between men and women with children, even without dependent children, women are more 
likely to make requests than men.  

It is difficult to examine trends over time in this as the same breakdowns are not available for 
all the datasets.  The WLB surveys appeared to show a small increase among childless 
women between 2003 and 2006.  The more recent 2011 data does not break down the 
figures by the combination of gender and parental status but does reveal that take-up 
amongst non-parents has increased slightly between 2006 and 2011.  This suggests that the 
increase in take-up over this period has been primarily among parents, both mothers and 
fathers.  It is possible that this is related to the extension of the legislation to parents of 
children under the age of 17 in 2009, although this is not explored in the survey.  
Unfortunately the 2011 data does not provide a breakdown for parents with children of 
different ages to check whether the increase has been primarily among parents of older 
children. 

Data from the Flexible Working Surveys shows that childcare is by far the most common 
reason for making a request to work flexibly, although its significance appears to have 
diminished slightly between 2003 and 2005, from over two fifths of the total number of 
requests to around a third (see Table 7.6).  Requests for other purposes each made up less 
than 15 per cent of the total.  Similar proportions are reported in the 2004 CIPD employee 
survey.  In this survey, requests for the purposes of childcare made up a smaller share (29 
per cent of the total), although this was still the single most important reason cited, while 
spending more time with family (15 per cent of the total) and achieving a better work-life 
balance (17 per cent of the total) also figured significantly.  Overall, three fifths (61 per cent) 
of requests were for reasons related to home and family. 

 

Table 7.6: Reasons for making a request 

 2003 2005 

Childcare -  43 35 

To make life easier -  13 8 

To spend more time with family -  11 9 

To have more free time -  11 10 
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 2003 2005 

To fit with travel arrangements -  7 * 

Other caring responsibilities -  7 * 

For health reasons -  6 6 

education or learning -  - 10 

   

Base: All requests made 
* sample size too small for reliable estimate 

Sources: Palmer, 2004; Holt and Grainger, 2005. 

 

Requests by type of workplace 

The 4th WLB employee survey examined the likelihood of making a request by industry 
sector. Those working in the construction (11 per cent) and manufacturing industries (15 per 
cent) were least likely to have made a request to change their working arrangements. It was 
more likely among those working in public administration, education and health (26 per 
cent), distribution, retail, hotels and restaurants (23 per cent), transport, storage and 
communication (24 per cent) and banking, insurance, professional and support services (19 
per cent). 

The 4th WLB employee survey did not explore the pattern of requests by occupation in detail. 
However, data is available from the 2nd Flexible Working surrvey. This found that requests 
were most common among: 

• Administrative and secretarial occupations (19 per cent working in this occupational group 
had made a request); 

• Sales and customer service occupations (19 per cent made a request); and 
• Associate professional and technical occupations (16 per cent made a request); 

and were least common among: 

• Managers and senior officials (10 per cent made a request); and 
• Skilled trades (10 per cent made a request). 

These patterns changed little between the 1st and 2nd Flexible Working surveys (2003-2005), 
although the proportion of employee requests increased in banking, finance and insurance 
(from 11 per cent of the workforce in 2003 to 20 per cent in 2005). 

The CIPD 2004 employee survey shows similar patterns too, with higher numbers of 
requests among employees in 

• administrative/secretarial occupations, 
• retail/customer service occupations, 
• professional occupations and 
• associate professional and technical occupations. 
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They were lowest among employees in 

• operative/elementary occupations and 
• skilled trades. 

The 2nd Flexible Working Survey reports that the proportion of requests made by employees 
in small firms and large firms was similar (at 13 and 14 per cent of the workforce 
respectively).  However the 2004 CIPD employee survey reports higher numbers of 
employee requests in larger firms (for example 24 per cent of employees in businesses of 
less than 25 employees made a request, compared to 35 per cent of those in establishments 
with 250-499 employees and 28 per cent of those in establishments with 500+ employees) 
(CIPD, 2004). 

CBI data from 2003 also showed that larger workforces experienced more requests for 
flexible working (for example 28 per cent of firms with 0-49 employees had received a 
request for flexible working, compared to 35 per cent of those with 50-199 employees, 53 
per cent of those with 200-499 employees, 65 per cent of those with 500 to 4999 employees 
and 83 per cent of those with over 5000 employees) (reported in CBI, 2004). 

Finally, the 3rd and 4th Work Life Balance employee surveys (Hooker et al, 2007; Tipping et 
al, 2011) showed that requests were greater in public sector workplaces compared to private 
sector and in workforces where women predominated or equalled the number of men, as 
compared to those where men predominated. 

The outcome of requests 

Surveys of employees show the rate of acceptance of requests for flexible working to run at 
over three quarters of all requests made.  The WLB surveys report slightly lower figures 
(around 70-79 per cent) than the FW surveys (81-86 per cent) (see table 7.7).  A 2004 CIPD 
employee survey reports a similar figure to the FW surveys, of 87% of employees’ requests 
accepted in 2004. Leaving aside this variation and considering trends over time for each 
data source separately suggests that rates of refusal have decreased over time.  The WLB 
data shows that 20 per cent of requests were declined in 2003, 17 per cent in 2006 and 13 
per cent in 2011.  While the number of requests accepted did not rise very significantly over 
the same period, this was because there were more requests awaiting an outcome in the 
later data.  This data is important because it shows that the acceptance rate has remained 
high, despite an increasing number of requests over time. 

Table 7.7: Acceptance rates for employee flexible working requests, 2003, 
2006, 2011 

 Total agreements Declined Awaiting 
outcome 

 Fully* Partially / 
compromise 

reached* 

  

2003 (FW1) 86 11 3 
2005 (FW2) 69 12 11 8 
2003 (WLB2) 77 20  
2006 (WLB3) 60 10 17 5 
2011 (WLB4) 61 18 13 8 

Base: All employees who made a request 
* In 2011, these two categories were changed to agreement with and without negotiation/ compromise/appeal, respectively. 

Sources: Palmer, 2004; Stevens et al 2004; Holt and Grainger, 2005; Hooker et al, 2007; Tipping et al, 2011. 
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Employer data on acceptance of flexible working requests is harder to compare across 
sources since different measures are used.  The principal difficulty with employer data is that 
the unit of response to the survey is a workplace, while the unit of analysis for acceptance 
rates is individuals.  Employer surveys approach this problem in a number of ways.  The 
Work-Life Balance employer surveys report on the proportion of employers who have 
accepted all requests, as do the EEF surveys of manufacturing employers (EEF, 2011).  The 
BCC Workforce survey (2009), instead, cites the number of employers who have accepted 
‘the majority’ of requests.  In contrast, the CBI Employment Trends surveys ask employers 
what percentage of requests they accept and then reports an average figure across 
workplaces.  The latter produces a figure closer to a true ‘acceptance rate’, although it does 
not take account of the large variation across different workplaces. 

The 3rd WLB employer survey (2007) reports a very high figure of 90 per cent of employers 
accepting all requests received for flexible working in the last 12 months, and just 9 per cent 
turning down a request.  Using the same measure (proportion of employers accepting all 
requests), but a different sampling frame (just manufacturing employers), two surveys by the 
EEF (reported in EEF, 2011) report much lower rates: 41 per cent of firms accepting all 
requests in 2007, dropping to 29 per cent in 2009.56  However this data does not shed any 
light on what proportion of requests were accepted by the firms that did not accept all 
requests.  A BCC survey (2009) reported another high figure of 84 per cent of employers 
who accepted ‘the majority’ of flexible working requests made.  However in this case, 
respondents were only asked how they had responded to ‘the majority’ of requests, without 
any specification of what constituted ‘the majority’. 

As noted, the CBI data uses a different measure, reporting the average acceptance rate 
across employers.  Its latest figures (CBI, 2010) report that for parents57, 92 per cent of 
requests were accepted by employers and 8 per cent declined, and for carers, 94 per cent of 
requests were accepted and 6 per cent were declined.  Trend data show limited change in 
these rates over time (see Table 7.8).58  Since 2005, the rate has remained at over 90 per 
cent every year for parents, and since the Right was introduced for carers in 2007, it has 
remained at over 93 per cent each year for that group. 

Table 7.8: Acceptance rates of flexible working requests for parents and 
carers, 2004 -2010 

 Requests from parents Requests from carers 
 Total 

agreements 
Declined Discussed* Total 

agreements 
Declined 

2004 77 8 16   
2005 90 10    
2006 94 6    
2007 94 6  93 7 
2008 95 5  96 4 
2009 93 7  94 7 
2010 92 8  94 6 

56 These figures seem particularly low in comparison with other data sources, for reasons that are not 
clear.  However this data should be treated with caution since there is very little information available 
about the sample on which the figures are based. The survey was conducted in 2010 with 666 
respondents from organisations of all sizes and sectors, across the UK. 
57 This appears to be all parents rather than only those with a legal entitlement (ie with children aged 
under 6 until 2009 and subsequently with children aged under 17). 
58 There appears to be a large increase in the proportion of requests agreed to from 2004 to 2005, but 
this seems to be because the response categories changed: in 2004, requests that were ‘discussed’ 
were in a separate category, whereas in subsequent years the categorisation was changed to 
‘discussed and compromise agreement reached’ and included within the total number of agreements.   
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Base: The figures are an average rate across all employers 
* In later years, this category was removed and agreements where a negotiated compromise was reached were included within 
the number of total agreements. 

Sources: CBI, 2004-2010. 

The CBI acceptance rates are considerably higher than those reported in employee surveys, 
which is likely due to differences in the way the acceptance rate is derived (average across 
all workplaces rather than average across all employees). The disparity could be interpreted 
as suggesting that there are a small number of workplaces declining a rather large 
proportion of requests. 

Variation in acceptance rates 

The available evidence from employee surveys shows that acceptance rates are higher for 
women and for parents than for men and non-parents respectively (see Table 7.9).  Looking 
at the proportion of requests that are declined, there is a 10 percentage point difference 
between the figures for men and women (in favour of women) in the 3rd WLB survey in 2006, 
and an 8 percentage point difference in the 4th survey in 2011. 

Table 7.9: Acceptance rates of requests for flexible working by gender and 
parental status 

 2005 (FW2) 2006 (WLB3) 2011 (WLB4) 
 Accepted 

fully** 
declined Accepted 

fully** 
declined Accepted 

fully** 
declined 

Men 62 14 53 23 60 18 
Women 72 10 66 13 62 10 
Parents 73 10 - - 62 11 
Non-parents 63 13 58 17 60 15 
Parents with a 
child under 6 

- - 60 *   

Parents with a 
child age 6+ 

- - 71 18   

All requests 69 11 68 17 61 13 
 
Base: All employees who made a request 
* sample size too small for reliable estimate 
** in FW2 and WLB3 this meant without partial agreement or compromise; in WLB4 it meant without negotiation, compromise 
or appeal 

Sources: Holt and Grainger, 2005; Hooker et al, 2007; Tipping et al, 2011. 

Requests are also more commonly declined for non-parents than for parents, although the 
disparity is not as great as that for gender.  The evidence available, albeit limited, seems to 
suggest that this is not a result of requests being more commonly accepted for those with 
legal eligibility to make a request, since the 3rd WLB survey shows that parents of children 
under 6 were less likely to have their requests accepted than parents of children aged 6 and 
over.  The 2nd Flexible Working survey (figures not shown in table) also showed similar rates 
of full acceptance of requests for those with a child under 6 (75 per cent accepted), those 
with a child aged 6-11 (73 per cent accepted) and those with a child aged 12-16 (72 per cent 
accepted).  The only statistically significant difference was between parents and non-
parents. The most recent data from the 4th WLB survey does not provide a breakdown by 
age of child. 

The CBI’s Employment Trends survey in 2009 also addressed this question, comparing 
acceptance rates for ‘parents’, ‘carers’ and ‘those without legal eligibility’ just after the 
extension of the Right to parents of children up to the age of 16 had been introduced.  This 
showed that acceptance rates for parents and carers were 93 and 94 per cent, respectively, 
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while for those without legal eligibility the rate was slightly lower at 87 per cent.  (See 
previous section for note on how these rates are calculated.) 

The WLB surveys found no statistically significant differences in the success rates 
depending on the different kinds of work arrangements requested. 

CBI data from 2004-8 shows request acceptance rates by organisation size, which shows 
consistently higher acceptance rates for small firms, e.g. in 2007, the rate was 100 per cent 
for those with less than 50 employees, compared to 94 per cent overall.  However employee 
surveys (2nd Flexible Working survey, 2004 CIPD employee survey) found no difference in 
acceptance rates by size of firm. 

CBI data from 2004 and 2005 show that requests were least likely to be successful in the 
distribution, hotels and restaurants sector, energy and water, and retail.  They were most 
likely to be successful in banking, finance and insurance and other services in 2004, and in 
professional services and transport and communications in 2005.  (There is no data by 
sector post-2005).  Report commentary (CBI, 2005) states that higher refusals in retail and 
distribution, hotels and restaurants may reflect the difficulty of accommodating more flexible 
working in sectors which need more staff at fixed times during the day or who have 
extremely busy periods during certain times of the year. 

Summary 

No data could be found about requests arising directly from the legislation. All the data refers 
to requests in general. Trend data on the proportion of employees making a request to work 
flexibly is fairly limited and some of the data unreliable.  The best available evidence is the 
WLB employee surveys, which show request levels static at 17 per cent of employees 
having made a request between 2003 and 2006, but rising to 22 per cent in 2011.  There is 
no employee data available for the intervening period to see when the increase occurred.  A 
number of employer data sources exist, but unfortunately the data cannot be reliably 
compared to identify trends, due to differences in question wording, timeframe for responses 
and the nature of the samples. 

Data from the various surveys show that requests for reduced hours or part-time working 
have generally made up the largest proportion of the total requests for flexible working, 
although the share of part-time requests appears to be declining.  The most recent figures 
from the 4th WLB employee survey show that requests for a change in when hours are 
worked is more common (35 per cent of the total) than requests for reduced/part-time hours 
(23 per cent of the total). 

Women are more likely than men to make a request for flexible working, as are parents 
compared to non-parents, and mothers compared to fathers.  The gender balance has 
changed little over time and neither has the balance in terms of parental status.  This 
suggests that the increase in requests seen between 2006 and 2011 has been primarily 
among mothers and fathers.  It is possible that this increase is linked to the extension of the 
right to request flexible working to parents of children aged under 17 in 2009.  A breakdown 
by the age of children is not available for the 2011 data to check if the increase is primarily 
among those with older children.  Recent data is not available on the reasons for making 
requests, but earlier data show that childcare is by far the most common reason.  A 2004 
employee survey commissioned by CIPD showed that overall, three fifths of requests were 
for reasons related to home and family, including childcare, spending more time with family, 
and achieving a better work-life balance. 

Finally, requests for flexible working are most common in certain workplaces, including 
larger workplaces, those in the public sector, those where women predominate, and in 
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industry sectors such as public administration, education and health (26 per cent), 
distribution, retail, hotels and restaurants (23 per cent), transport, storage and 
communication (24 per cent) and banking, insurance, professional and support services (19 
per cent). 

Data from employee surveys are the most reliable source for assessing the proportion of 
employee requests to work flexibly which are successful.  There are variations across data 
sources, but generally acceptance rates are shown to be above 75 per cent of all requests 
made.  The most recent data from the 4th WLB survey shows 79 per cent of requests 
accepted either outright or after negotiation.  There also appears to be a slight downward 
trend in the proportion of requests declined in the WLB survey data, from 20 to 13 per cent 
between 2003 and 2011.  This is important because it shows that the acceptance rate has 
remained high, despite an increasing number of requests over time.  Data from employers 
on the rate of acceptance of requests is less reliable due to differences in measurement and 
data samples, although generally acceptance rates seem high and, again, stable over time. 

The evidence shows that women are more likely to have their requests accepted than men 
and parents more likely than non-parents.  This disparity has persisted over time, and is still 
evident in the 4th WLB survey data from 2011.  It is difficult to reliably assess whether 
acceptance rates are higher for those with legal eligibility because of different age-of-child 
breakdowns in the various surveys.  Data is inconsistent over whether requests are more 
likely to be accepted in organisations of differing sizes, while CBI data (2004/5) 
demonstrates that there is variation by industrial sector. 

7.3 Implementation issues 
This section of the chapter describes the evidence on implementing the right to request 
flexible working, including evidence on workforce coverage, promoting the right to request 
and awareness among employees; decision-making processes including how requests are 
made and agreed; and how disputes and disagreements are dealt with. 

Workforce coverage, promotion of the right to request and employee 
awareness 

Workforce coverage 

It is difficult to reliably assess the evidence on the proportion of workplaces which have 
extended the right to request flexible working to other groups of staff outside of the legal 
framework.  The evidence found is highly inconsistent, which appears to be due to 
differences in question wording on different surveys. 

The 3rd WLB survey of employers (2007) showed that the vast majority (92 per cent of those 
interviewed) said that they would consider a request to change a working pattern from any 
employee.  Those who would not consider such a request from the whole workforce tended 
to specify particular job roles from whom a request would not be considered. 

CBI Employment Trends data show a slight upward trend from 50 per cent to 62 per cent of 
workplaces offering the right to request flexible working to all staff between 2007 and 2009.  
The CBI also reported that larger firms were slightly more likely than smaller firms to offer 
the right to request to groups of staff outside the legal minimum (CBI, 2007). 

The CBI figures are much lower than those reported in the WLB survey, which may reflect 
differences in what was being measured: in the WLB survey this was employers who would 
‘consider a request from any employee’ and in the CBI surveys this was ‘extending the right 
to request’ to all staff.  This may not necessarily mean the same thing to employers. 

 102 



Promotion 

A CIPD survey59 undertaken shortly after the introduction of the right to request (2003) 
showed that 55 per cent of employers had taken steps to raise awareness of the new Right 
among their employees.  This had a high correlation with having a formal policy on flexible 
working and with having a policy that was more generous than the legislative requirement. 

A later CIPD survey (2005)60 showed that the most common measures taken to encourage 
take-up included publicising its availability (found among 64 per cent of employers 
surveyed), ensuring training opportunities were available to flexible workers (62 per cent of 
employers), and asking about flexible working in staff surveys (49 per cent of employers).  
Support offered to line managers in implementing requests for flexible working included HR 
advice/coaching (provided by 86 per cent of employers surveyed), information about legal 
requirements (in 79 per cent of employers) and written advice/guidance (in 66 per cent).  
Only 14 per cent had provided training courses. 

Awareness 

Awareness of the legislative right to request flexible working amongst employees has risen 
substantially over time, with three quarters of all employees aware of the Right in 2011.  The 
Work Life Balance employee surveys report a rise in awareness from 41 per cent of 
employees in early 2003, to 56 per cent in 2006, to 75 per cent in 2011.  While there are 
slight differences in the question wording in 201161, which means the results are not directly 
comparable, this still indicates a significant increase in awareness over time. 

The 4th Work Life Balance survey (2011) reports that awareness was highest amongst: 

• women (79 per cent of women employees surveyed were aware compared to 72 per cent 
of men) 

• parents (79 per cent of parents surveyed were aware compared to 73 per cent of non-
parents) 

• public sector workers (83 per cent of whom were aware compared to 72 per cent of 
private sector workers) 

• those in workplaces of 250 or more employees (89 per cent of whom were aware) and 
• employees with managerial or supervisory duties (83 per cent of whom were aware 

compared to 71 per cent of those without such duties). 

Awareness of the right to request flexible working was particularly low amongst: 

• employees aged 16 to 24 (58 per cent of whom were aware) 
• workers in routine and manual occupations (64 per cent of whom were aware). 

59 This survey was conducted by the CIPD and Lovells in September 2003. A total of 4,914 survey 
questionnaires were sent out to a representative cross-section of organisations of all sizes (ranging 
from those with fewer than 25 people in their workforce to those with more than 25,000) and all 
industry sectors across the public, private and voluntary sectors. In all, 510 organisations responded 
within the returns deadline.  
60 This survey was carried out in October/November 2004. The questionnaire was sent to HR 
professionals in the private, public and voluntary sectors. In total, 585 responses were received. 
61 In 2003 and 2006, respondents were asked if they were aware of ‘the right to request flexible 
working for parents of children under the age of six or disabled children under 18’, while in 2011 they 
were asked about their ‘awareness of the right to request flexible working’ generally. 
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Decision-making processes 

The Flexible Working (Procedural Requirements) Regulations 2002 sets out a procedure for 
making requests which must be followed by the employer and employee in order to ensure 
that a proper application is made and that it is considered seriously (Walsh, 2008).  The 
procedure requires the employee to make a request explaining why they wish to make a 
change to their working arrangements, which the employer must respond to by organising a 
meeting to discuss the request within 28 days.  The employee must then receive a written 
notification of the decision within 14 days of the meeting.  There are also set procedures for 
appealing decisions. 

In the Government’s Response to the Consultation on Modern Workplaces (BIS, 2012), 
there is a proposal to replace the statutory process for considering requests with a new duty 
on employers to consider requests in a reasonable manner.  A statutory Code of Practice 
would be created to demonstrate what a ‘reasonable’ manner might be.  This would allow 
employers more freedom in deciding how to deal with requests. 

How requests are made 

Despite the procedure set out in legislation, the majority of requests to work flexibly are still 
made informally through a face to face discussion.  The most recent data from 2011 show 
that 85 per cent of those making a request in the last two years had a face to face 
discussion, 16 per cent made the request by letter or form, 9 per cent by email and 4 per 
cent by phone (Tipping et al, 2011).  Percentages do not add up to 100 because 
respondents could select more than one response.  Hence some of those making their 
request through a face to face discussion may have also used letter, form, email or phone in 
addition.  Similarly, in receiving a response to their request, the majority of employees (76 
per cent of those making a request) received this face to face, 21 per cent received the 
response in a letter or a form, 11 per cent by email and 5 per cent by telephone.  (Again, 
more than one response can apply.)  This picture does not appear to have changed 
substantially since 2003 (just before the legislation was implemented), when the 2nd WLB 
survey reported that 27 per cent of employees making requests did so in writing and 75 per 
cent through face to face discussion (Stevens et al, 2004).  This suggests that the formal 
statutory procedure enshrined in the legislation is not being widely used in the day to day 
practice of employees making requests to change their working patterns. 

Formal and informal agreements to flexible working requests 

The CBI Employment Trends surveys report the proportions of requests that were agreed 
‘formally’, ‘informally’ or a ‘compromise reached’ over time62 (see Table 7.10).63  The data 
show that for both parents and carers, there has been a shift from informal to formal 
agreements over time, although this has happened less so for carers, who are much more 
likely to make informal agreements than parents.  Data on workplace size (not in the table) 
also shows that the shift to formal agreements for carers has occurred almost exclusively 
within larger workplaces.  It is not clear why there are more informal and fewer formal 
agreements for carers, but it is possible to speculate that it may reflect a greater need 
among carers of adults for short-term flexibility solutions.  The table also shows the rates of 
compromise agreements to be broadly stable over time for parents, but increasing for carers, 
which seems to be at the expense of informal acceptances.  Without knowing how the terms 
are defined it is difficult to interpret this, but it may suggest that with a shift towards more 

62 There is no definition given of these terms in the survey, it is left to respondents to define.  This 
makes it a little difficult to interpret since ‘reaching a compromise’ is not mutually exclusive with either 
a formal or an informal agreement. 
63 As with the data on acceptance rates cited earlier, the figures are an average across employers. 
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formal procedures for reaching agreements, there are inevitably a greater number of 
compromises, since informal agreements by their nature may have already incorporated 
some element of compromise. 

Table 7.10: Average formal and informal agreements rates to requests for 
flexible working across all employers 

year % of requests agreed  from parents % of requests agreed from carers 
 formal informal Compromise 

reached* 
formal informal Compromise 

reached 
2004 53 24 16    
2005 55 20 15    
2006 62 20 12    
2007 66 19 10 52 32 10 
2008 65 17 13 62 22 11 
2009 71 10 12 55 20 19 
2010 68 8 15 55 20 18 

Base: The figures are an average acceptance rate across all employers 64 
*In 2004, wording was ‘discussed’ rather than ‘compromise agreement’ reached 

Sources: CBI, 2004-2010 

While employer stakeholder organisations such as the CBI have argued against the need for 
a statutory procedure for the right to request, and in favour of a code of practice instead, 
there is little evidence available on the benefits or burdens of the different types of decision-
making process.  The Walsh review (2008) of how to extend the right to request to parents of 
older children reported (on the basis of stakeholder evidence) that most businesses, 
particularly small businesses, preferred an informal approach to agreeing flexible working 
requests.  It is not clear exactly what was meant by ‘informal’ in this regard, though the 
discussion in the review suggests that it encompasses informal discussion and agreement 
without a permanent change to contract. 

The CBI’s (2006b) case studies of ‘good practice’ in flexibility also point to the benefits of 
‘informal’ negotiations around flexible working, and employees taking responsibility in 
considering how their needs can be successfully accommodated by the business.  However 
the case studies suggest that there is no reason why such discussion cannot be part of a 
statutory process.  Indeed, some case studies point to the benefits of a statutory procedure 
for the consistent and fair handling of requests, alongside informal negotiation to work out 
the details.  Relevant case studies are summarised below: 

• HMG Paints describes a ‘team-up’ approach to flexible working requests, whereby an 
employee first discusses their needs with their line manager, who together work out the 
best solution for the team.  The line manager then puts the request before the managerial 
team.  Managers look at the needs of the team first, then at the effects on the company as 
a whole.  This approach is said to be effective. 

• Associated British Ports report that they get very few formal statutory requests for flexible 
working but a large number of informal requests which are usually accommodated, 
especially for women returning from maternity leave. 

• Scottish and Newcastle Ltd report that the right to request flexible working works best 
when employees are required to consider how their proposed hours will work effectively 
within their team; when the line manager is involved; and when both sides are willing to 

64 The CBI Employment Trends surveys ask employers what percentage of requests they accept and 
then reports an average figure across workplaces.  The latter produces a figure closer to a true 
‘acceptance rate’, although it does not take account of the highly varying number of requests across 
different workplaces. 
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compromise.  It is also considered important to have a fair and consistent procedure for 
handling requests. 

• GSK reports that prior to the legislation, requests for flexible working were handled on an 
informal, case by case basis, with input from HR only if there was a need to change 
contractual terms and conditions.  Since the legislation, they have shifted to using a 
‘formal and more detailed’ process for handling and managing requests, although this still 
encompasses employees and managers working out negotiated solutions together with 
facilitation by HR.  This is said to work effectively. 

There is little evidence available on whether formal or informal procedures are preferable for 
employees.  Data from the second WLB employer survey (just prior to the legislation in 
2003) showed that take-up of flexible working was significantly higher where formal policies 
existed, and managerial discretion was reported to be lower where policies were formalised.  
In the third survey (2007), data showed that where there was no written policy, decisions 
were usually made on an ad hoc basis and line managers were more likely to have 
discretion over decisions.  The second Flexible Working survey showed that full acceptance 
of employee requests was more likely if the request was made orally rather than in writing 
(73 per cent of oral requests were fully accepted, compared to 68 per cent of written 
requests), and if the line manager was a woman rather than a man (72 per cent of those 
where the line manager was a woman were fully accepted, compared to 67 per cent of those 
where the line manager was a man). 

An EHRC review of the impact of the right to request legislation on gender equality 
(Hegewisch, 2009) cites evidence that where agreements to change working patterns are 
made informally, this can leave employees vulnerable if line management changes. 

Disputes and disagreements 

Tribunal proceedings 

In the UK, an employee can take a flexible working case to a tribunal if the employer: 

• has not complied with the statutory procedure; 
• has not specified one of the permitted business grounds for refusal; 
• has based the rejection on incorrect facts; or 
• has not provided a ‘sufficient explanation’ of the statutory business grounds that have 

been used. 

Employers’ business grounds themselves cannot be challenged. 

If the claim is upheld, the employer may be required to reconsider the request and/or to pay 
compensation of up to 8 week’s pay (capped at £260 per week). 

Tribunal proceedings related to the right to request flexible working appear to be uncommon.  
A CIPD survey in 2003 showed that 1 per cent of employers who had turned down requests 
reported that tribunal proceedings had been brought by employees (CIPD, 2003).  In the 3rd 
WLB employer survey (Hayward et al, 2007), 5 workplaces in the sample (less than 0.5 per 
cent) had had a case taken to tribunal. 

In the five years after the implementation of the Right, Acas registered 1,500 claims that had 
flexible working as the primary or secondary issue, constituting 0.2 per cent of all claims 
during that period (Hegewisch, 2009). 
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BIS (2011c) reported that flexible working accounted for less than 0.1 per cent of all 
Employment Tribunal claims since the right to request flexible working was introduced in 
early 2003. There were only small increase in claims following the extensions of the right to 
request to carers of adults in April 2007 and to parents of children up to age 17 in April 2009 
(BERR, 2009; BIS, 2010c). The number of claims in the flexible working jurisdiction were as 
follows: 

• in the year to March 2007 there were a total of 235 ET claims 
• in the year to March 2008 there were 271 ET claims 
• in the year to March 2009 there were 266 ET claims 
• in the year to March 2010 there were 350 ET claims 

Despite this low volume of claims, Hegewisch (2009) reports that the number of claims to 
tribunals or lower level labour courts in the UK regarding flexible working is higher than in 
Germany and the Netherlands, which may be because there are less well developed 
workplace mechanisms for dispute resolution in the UK.  In the UK, Acas has been given a 
role in mediating disputes, yet they report that cases only reach them once the employment 
relationship has broken down which limits the potential for their involvement at an early 
stage to facilitate the introduction of alternative working patterns (Hegewisch, 2009). 

Where flexible working cases have been brought before employment tribunals, courts have 
successfully challenged employers in some cases, usually where they have not seriously 
considered the feasibility of a request or where the procedure has not been followed.  
However, successful challenges are limited because courts do not have a right to challenge 
an employer’s business reasons.  In workplaces where there is little incidence of part-time 
work, employers have argued that it is too difficult for them to fill part-time vacancies, for 
example (Hegewisch, 2009). 

The majority of cases brought to employment tribunal are those where flexible working is a 
secondary element in a sex discrimination case (of cases brought in the first two years 
following the Right, over half of all cases, and two thirds of those brought by women, were of 
this nature) (Hegewisch, 2009).  This is because women are able to rely on case law which 
establishes that withholding alternative working arrangements to mothers with caring 
responsibilities may constitute indirect sex discrimination.  In discrimination cases, courts 
have the right to question business reasons (weighing the reasonable needs of the business 
against the discrimination of the claimant); damages can be higher; employees are protected 
from day one of employment; and employers are expected to bear some of the costs in 
relation to a request. 

Such cases are more likely to succeed than sole flexible working cases.  For example, sex 
discrimination has been successfully claimed in cases where women have been seeking to 
reduce their hours to part-time following maternity leave.  It is more difficult for men to bring 
such cases, since it is difficult to claim that it discriminates against them as a group.  During 
the first two years after the right to request legislation, men brought a quarter of all claims 
relating to flexible working, but only one in seven of those were brought in conjunction with a 
sex discrimination claim.  This leads to a concern that the operation of the right to request 
may be inadvertently deepening gender segregation.  Since men are less able to use the 
courts to enforce their rights, employers may prioritise requests from women (Hegewisch, 
2009). 

Summary 

Workforce coverage of the right to request flexible working is difficult to assess because of 
different measures used across data sources.  CBI data show a slight upward trend between 
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2007 and 2009 in the proportion of workplaces which have extended the right to request to 
all staff, from 50 per cent to 62 per cent.  The WLB (2007) survey, however, shows that a 
much larger proportion of employers (92 per cent) say they will consider a request for flexible 
working from any member of staff.  This may reflect a difference between informal 
consideration of requests on the one hand, and formally extending the Right (in company 
policy documents, for example) on the other.  CIPD surveys examining implementation 
showed that around a half in 2003, and close to two thirds of workplaces in 2005 were taking 
steps to publicise the right to request amongst staff.  A large majority were also providing HR 
support to line managers for implementing the Right.  Awareness of the Right has risen 
significantly, to three quarters of all employees in 2011.  Women and parents are more 
aware than men and non-parents, as are those in the public sector, larger workplaces and 
with managerial responsibilities. 

There is a limited amount of evidence on the way that decisions around flexible working are 
currently made.  Employee surveys shows that the majority of requests are made informally 
through face to face discussions rather than in writing, suggesting that the formal statutory 
procedure is not being widely used in requests for changes to working patterns.  The most 
recent data from the 4th WLB survey (2011) shows that only a quarter of requests were 
made in writing (letter, form or email).  CBI trend data on the nature of agreements to work 
flexibly show a shift from informal to formal agreements over time, especially for parents 
rather than carers.  Case study evidence (accumulated by the CBI) point to the benefits of 
‘informal’ negotiations around flexible working, but show no reason why such discussion 
cannot be part of a statutory process.  There is limited evidence of the effects for employees, 
although one review suggested that where agreements are made informally the employee 
may be vulnerable if line management changes. 

The evidence that is available suggests that disputes and disagreements around the right to 
request flexible working are uncommon.  However it appears that while the proportion of 
total requests accepted has not changed with the rising number of requests (between 2006 
and 2011), there is now a higher proportion subject to some form of negotiation or appeal 
(from 13 per cent of all agreements in 2006 to 23 per cent of all agreements in 2011).  Cases 
brought before an employment tribunal are very rare – less than 0.5 per cent of employers 
had experienced this in 2007 (Hayward et al, 2007).  There was a slight upward trend in 
cases brought for flexible working issues following the extensions of the legislation in 2007 
and 2009, but the increase was not substantial.  The majority of flexible working cases 
brought to a tribunal are those where flexible working is a secondary element in a sex 
discrimination case.  Such cases are more likely to be successful because an employer’s 
business reasons for refusal can be examined.  Men are less able to claim on the grounds of 
indirect sex discrimination than women, however, leading to a concern that the operation of 
the law may be inadvertently deepening gender segregation because employers are 
favouring requests made by women. 

7.4 Effects of flexible working requests on employers 
Previous chapters of the report have addressed in detail the benefits and costs to 
businesses of work-life balance and flexible working practices in general.  This sub-section 
of the chapter focuses on the available evidence about the effects of the right to request 
legislation, more specifically, on employers.  The chapter begins by looking at the problems 
employers have reported in complying with the legislation and the reasons given for 
declining requests.  It then looks at evidence on employers’ perception of both the general 
impact of the right to request and its specific impact on different aspects of a business.  
Finally, it considers employers’ perceptions of the impact of the proposed extension of the 
right to request to all employees. 
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Effects on employers 

Problems complying with the legislation 

A few data sources have asked employers directly about what their experiences have been 
of complying with the right to request legislation.  These are mostly employer surveys 
undertaken in the first few years after the introduction of the Right in 2003.  More recent data 
on these issues is not available. 

A CIPD survey (2003) conducted shortly after the legislation was enacted, asked employers 
about experienced and anticipated problems complying.  The most commonly reported 
problems were: 

• exploring and/or discussing alternative work arrangements (cited by 40 per cent of those 
who reported problems) 

• managing employee expectations (cited by 35 per cent) 
• disruption to business (cited by 24 per cent) 

A relatively small number of respondents cited cost as a problem (13 per cent of those who 
reported problems), although smaller organisations (with fewer than 25 staff) were more 
likely to perceive costs to be a problem than others.  Write-in responses to the survey 
included difficulties with managers not considering requests seriously, and ensuring a 
consistent response from line managers across an organisation.  Qualitative interviews 
accompanying the survey suggested that employers also experienced problems with 
employees making requests without thinking about the organisation’s needs. 

To put this in context, however, in the same survey 90 per cent of respondents disagreed 
that they had ‘significant difficulties complying with the legislation’, including 31 per cent who 
‘strongly disagreed’ with the statement, while only 7 per cent ‘agreed’ or ‘agreed strongly’. 

A CBI survey conducted two months into the new regime (cited in CBI 2004) reinforced 
these findings, showing that few firms foresaw major problems with the new right at that 
point, although smaller employers were slightly more worried that the new right would have a 
significant impact on their organisation than their colleagues in larger firms. 

In a later CIPD survey (2005), respondents (who were HR professionals) were asked about 
problems encountered by line managers in dealing with requests for flexible working.  The 
most frequently reported concern was demonstrating fairness between different employees.  
Other commonly reported problems were communicating with the team, difficulty controlling 
workflow and needing to recruit new staff to maintain output. 

Reasons for refusal 

The right to request legislation requires that employers have a duty to consider requests for 
flexible working seriously and can refuse only where one of the following business reasons 
apply: 

• the burden of additional costs 
• detrimental effect on ability to meet customer demand 
• inability to re-organise work among existing staff 
• inability to recruit additional staff 
• detrimental impact on quality 
• detrimental impact on performance 
• insufficiency of work during the periods the employee proposes to work 
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• planned structural changes 

There is data from a small number of survey sources examining which of these reasons 
have been given most commonly by employers, which sheds some light on the potential 
effects of requests for flexible working on employers. 

The 2003 CIPD employer survey cited above reported that the most common grounds used by 
employers were the inability to reorganise work (27 per cent of workplaces who had refused a 
request had done so on these grounds), the inability to meet customer demand (23 per cent) and 
detrimental impact on performance (21 per cent). 

Data from employees provides a similar picture.  The 2004 CIPD employee survey reported 
that the most common reasons given to employees for declining requests were having too 
few staff to cover (32 per cent of those who had been refused had been given this as a 
reason), inconvenience to the employer (22 per cent cited this) and workloads or pressure of 
work (20 per cent cited this) (CIPD, 2004). 

The 2007 Work Life Balance Employer survey found that the reasons employers gave for 
turning down requests to work flexibly tended to be associated with demands on the 
business; the most commonly cited factors being the disruption that the change would cause 
and the difficulty of reorganising work among existing staff (mentioned in 43 per cent and 26 
per cent respectively of requests turned down). Other factors cited included the cost to the 
business and the concern that to accept the request would risk damaging the quality or 
performance of the business (nine per cent and twelve per cent respectively of requests 
turned down).  

Employer perceptions of the impact of the legislation 

The 2003 CIPD survey already cited also asked employers about the impact of the new right 
on their organisation.  Findings were that over three quarters (76 per cent) of respondents 
‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that the impact of the new right to request flexible working on 
their organisation was negligible (CIPD, 2003).  Only 22 per cent ‘disagreed’ or strongly 
‘disagreed’. 

From 2004-6, the CBI Employment Trends surveys asked employers whether the new right 
to request was having a positive or negative effect on their business.65  The majority of 
employers over this period perceived it to have a neutral impact on their business and only 
relatively small numbers (fewer than a quarter) perceived it to have a negative impact (CBI, 
2004, 2005, 2006a).  However the findings show that there was a slight polarisation of views 
over the period.  The proportion of employers perceiving the Right to have had a positive 
effect increased slightly from 25 per cent in 2004 to 31 per cent in 2006, while the proportion 
perceiving it to have a negative effect went up more sharply from 11 to 24 per cent.  The 
proportion perceiving it to have no impact decreased from 62 per cent to 43 per cent. 

In the 3rd WLB employer survey (Hayward et al, 2007), employers were asked about the 
effects of the new regulations arising from the 2002 Employment Act on their business.  This 
Act included the introduction of the right to request flexible working for parents of children 
under 6 (or parents of disabled children under 18), but also included extensions to maternity 
leave and pay, and the introduction of paternity and adoption leave and pay, which, 
arguably, are likely to have a greater impact on employers.  The findings were that 67 per 
cent of employers felt the legislation made no difference to them, 12 per cent saw it as 

65 Later surveys asked about impacts on specific aspects of the business instead – this data is 
presented below. 
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having a positive effect and 18 per cent a negative effect.  Larger workplaces (100 + 
employees) were more likely to perceive a positive effect, as were public sector and 
unionised workplaces. 

In the 2006 CIPD Labour Market Outlook survey (a member survey of 1000 organisations), 
employers were asked their views about the 2006 Work and Families Act (WFA), which was 
due to be implemented the following April, and which included extending the right to request 
flexible working to carers, as well as extensions to maternity pay and the potential 
introduction of additional paternity leave.  Nearly three fifths of employers (59 per cent) felt 
that the WFA ‘tipped the balance in favour of employees’ (26 per cent to a large extent and 
33 per cent to a small extent), while a third (37 per cent) felt that it ‘struck the right balance’ 
(CIPD, 2006).  When asked about specific elements of the Act, employers were most 
concerned about paternity leave and least concerned about the right to request extension.  
Two fifths (40 per cent) said the extension of the right to request would cause some 
difficulties, although only 4 per cent said it would cause them ‘significant difficulties’, while 35 
per cent said the effect would be neutral and 12 per cent said it would be beneficial.  (This 
compares to 57 per cent of employers who said the maternity pay provisions would cause 
them some difficulties and 64 per cent who said this of the additional paternity leave 
provisions.)  Smaller employers were more likely to anticipate difficulties arising from the 
WFA and less likely to perceive benefits. 

In the 2011 CIPD Labour Market Outlook survey, employers were asked their views about a 
range of pieces of legislation.  Around three fifths viewed the right to request flexible working 
legislation as ‘necessary’ (65 per cent of those in the public sector, 58 per cent of those in 
the private sector and 62 per cent of those in the voluntary sector) (CIPD, 2011b)66.  On the 
other hand, only around a quarter of employers thought that the legislation was well-drafted 
(25 per cent of those in the public sector, 23 per cent of those in the private sector and 31 
per cent of those in the voluntary sector).  However, while small, the proportions who think 
the legislation is well-drafted are higher than for any of the other pieces of legislation 
included in the survey. 

Perceived effects on specific business elements 

Surveys have also asked employers about their perceptions of the effect of the right to 
request legislation on specific elements of their business.  The 2003 CIPD survey cited 
earlier reported that over two thirds (68 per cent) of employers agreed that the new right to 
request flexible working had a positive effect on ‘staff attitudes and morale’, including 19 per 
cent who ‘strongly agreed’ (CIPD, 2003).  Around a third (35 per cent) ‘disagreed’ or 
‘strongly disagreed’.  Views were more mixed on the ‘business benefits’: around a third (32 
per cent) ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that there were ‘business benefits’ to the new right to 
request, whilst another third (34 per cent) ‘disagreed’ or strongly ‘disagreed’.  Public sector 
workplaces were more likely (than those in the private and voluntary sectors) to agree that 
the new right had a positive effect on attitudes and morale and had business benefits. 

The 2011 CIPD Labour Market Outlook survey (a member survey) reported that two fifths 
(40 per cent) of employers felt that the right to request legislation is supporting them to meet 
their strategic HR or business goals, although this was substantially lower in the private 
sector (33 per cent) than in the public sector (51 per cent) or the voluntary sector (50 per 
cent) (CIPD, 2011). 

From 2006 to 2011, the CBI Employment Trends surveys asked respondents about the 
impact of the right to request on various aspects of their business.  For each business area, 

66 Percentages on this question were based on 307 public sector respondents, 600 private sector 
respondents and 149 voluntary organisations. 
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respondents were asked whether the legislation had a positive, negative or neutral impact.  
This data is presented in Table 7.11.  These findings show that for all measures, employers 
are becoming more likely to think the effect is positive, at the expense of those thinking the 
effect neutral.  The proportions seeing the effect as negative has stayed about the same. 

Looking at the various different measures, employers are most positive about the effect on 
employee relations and recruitment and retention.  In 2011, three quarters of employers 
thought the effect on employee relations was positive and three fifths thought this was so for 
recruitment and retention.  A negligible proportion of employers thought the legislation had a 
negative impact on these two measures.  For employee absence rates, the proportions who 
thought the legislation had a negative impact were again negligible, but in this case most 
employers thought the effect was neutral (59 per cent of employers) and 38 per cent thought 
it was positive.  For productivity, customer service and labour costs, which are arguably 
more ‘bottom line’ business benefits, the largest proportion of employers saw the effect as 
neutral in each case.  However, more employers thought they had a positive than negative 
effect. Thirty seven per cent of employers saw the effect on productivity as positive 
(compared to 11 per cent who saw it as negative); around a quarter saw the effect on labour 
costs as positive (compared to around a fifth who saw it as negative) and around a fifth saw 
the effect on customer service as positive (compared to 15 per cent who saw it as negative). 

The most recent CBI surveys (CBI, 2010, 2011) also asked employers about their 
perceptions of the likely impact of the proposed extension of the right to request to all 
employees.  This data is shown in Table 7.12.  This table shows that compared to their 
views on the impact of the current right, employers tended to be more negative about the 
impact of the extension.  For all measures, there are fewer employers who saw the likely 
impact of the extension as positive, compared to those who perceive the impact of the 
current right as positive.  This is most marked for the impact on employee relations, 
recruitment and retention and productivity, where far fewer employers thought the impact of 
the extension would be positive compared to the impact of the current right.  For the 
perceived impact on recruitment and retention, employers on balance became more neutral, 
whereas for the impact on employee relations and productivity, employees on balance 
became more negative.  However, to put this in context, the majority of employers still 
thought the likely impact of the extension for all measures would be neutral rather than 
negative. 

.
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Table 7.11: Employer perceptions of the effect of the right to request on: 

 Employee relations Recruitment and retention productivity Employee absence Customer service Labour costs 
 pos neut neg pos neut neg pos neut neg pos neut neg pos neut neg pos neut neg 

2006 64 32 4 52 47 1 18 67 15 25 72 3 11 76 13 14 64 22 
2007 74 23 3 65 35 1 28 62 9 33 64 3 16 70 15 11 67 22 
2008 69 27 4 63 37 1 35 62 4 28 58 15 17 61 22 16 69 15 
2009 69 27 4 63 35 2 30 55 15 41 55 4 18 67 16 21 59 20 
2010 68 28 4 53 46 1 31 53 16 36 63 1 18 72 11 16 62 21 
2011 74 22 4 61 36 3 37 52 11 38 59 3 21 64 15 24 57 19 
Base: All employers  

Sources: CBI, 2006a-2011 

 

 

Table 7.12: Employer perceptions of the likely effect of the extension of the right to request to all employees on: 

 Employee relations Recruitment and retention productivity Employee absence Customer service Labour costs 
 pos neut neg pos neut neg pos neut neg pos neut neg pos neut neg pos neut neg 

2010 51 34 15 47 47 5 15 44 41 35 56 8 13 51 37 11 42 47 
2011 45 40 15 38 56 5 17 51 32 29 63 8 13 52 35 14 48 38 
Base: All employers  

Sources: CBI, 2010, 2011 
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The Walsh review of extending the right to request to older children also reported 
the views of stakeholders at that time about extending the Right to all employees 
(Walsh, 2008).  A range of views were reported including employers (particularly 
SMEs) who said that such an extension would lead to more requests overall so 
that they would have to turn some down, resulting in the ‘burden’ of having to 
decide how to prioritise requests.  Other stakeholders (generally larger 
employers, plus the CIPD and TUC) argued that it is preferable to extend the 
Right to all employees because a) restricted entitlement can be divisive and 
cause resentment among other colleagues, and b) an ‘open to all’ approach is 
the best way to deliver the business benefits of flexibility. 

Summary 

A number of surveys conducted shortly after the implementation of the right to 
request asked employers about experienced and anticipated problems complying 
with the legislation.  The findings show that few perceived there to be significant 
problems, although smaller employers tended to be more concerned and more 
likely to see costs as an issue.  The most common concerns reported included 
finding workable solutions to flexible working requests, managing employee 
expectations and demonstrating fairness across employees.  Surveys examining 
the reasons employers have given for declining requests suggest that the most 
common reasons are related to an inability to organise the work amongst existing 
staff and an inability to meet customer demand. 

Surveys asking employers about the impact of the right to request overall on their 
business have tended to show either a small or a neutral impact.  When asked 
about the effects on specific elements of their business, employers are on 
balance strongly positive about the effects on employee relations and recruitment 
and retention, slightly positive on balance about the effects on productivity and 
absence rates, and neutral on balance about the effects on customer service and 
labour costs.  Employers are more negative about the perceived effect of the 
proposed extension of the Right to all employees, particularly for productivity, 
customer service and labour costs. 

7.4 Impact of the right to request on gender equality 

One of the key themes in the literature on the right to request flexible working has 
been its implications for gender equality.  This material is briefly assessed here.  
Assessments of the effects of the Right on gender equality have focused on: 

• gender disparities in the uptake of requests for flexible working 
• effects on the gender pay gap 
• access to flexible working in senior positions 

Gender parity in the uptake of flexibility 

The right to request flexible working legislation in Great Britain allows for a wider 
range of flexibility, compared to similar legislation in other countries, including 
reduced hours, flexitime, compressed working weeks, annualised hours, job-
sharing and working from home.  This contrasts with the narrow focus on part-
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time working in most other countries with similar legislation (Hegewisch, 2009).  
Unlike part-time work, options such as flexitime and compressed weeks do not 
affect earnings and are thus potentially more attractive to higher earners, many of 
whom are men.  The legislation thus has the potential to widen men’s uptake of 
flexible working. 

However, the data presented earlier (Section 7.2) on the gender balance in take-
up of flexible working show that women are more likely than men to make a 
request for flexible working, as are parents compared to non-parents, and 
mothers compared to fathers.  This gender balance has changed little over time, 
despite the increase in the total level of requests between 2006 and 2011.  The 
balance in terms of parental status has also remained unchanged.  Men make 
requests at about three fifths of the rate that women do, while non-parents make 
requests at about 70 per cent of the rate of parents.  Parenthood has little impact 
on men’s propensity to request flexible working whereas it has a large impact on 
women’s propensity (Hooker et al, 2007).67  Earlier data (Holt and Grainger, 
2005) also show that when men do make requests, they are more likely than 
women to request options such as flexitime (in 2005, 28 per cent of men making 
requests and 19 per cent of women making requests requested this), which have 
less impact on their pay, while women are more likely than men to request part-
time work (in 2005, 30 per cent of women making requests and 18 per cent of 
men making requests requested this type of work pattern).  More recent data is 
not available on the breakdown by gender for different types of request, to check 
whether this has changed over time. 

Analysis of the 2004 CIPD employee survey sheds some light on the gender 
disparity in making requests.  It shows that the main reason for requesting 
flexible working arrangements among all employees (male and female) is related 
to family/home life: 61 per cent of those making requests cited either childcare, 
achieving a better balance between work and home life or spending more time 
with family as their main reason for making a request (CIPD, 2004).  There is little 
variation here by gender – 64 per cent of women and 57 per cent of men gave 
one of these three reasons as their main reason.  However, within this broader 
category there is some gender variation; women were much more likely to cite 
childcare (38 per cent of women compared to 17 per cent of men making a 
request), while men were more likely to cite improving their work-home balance 
(22 per cent of men compared to 14 per cent of women making a request) or 
spending more time with their family (18 per cent of men compared to 12 per cent 
of women making a request).  One interpretation of these figures is that while 
women are making requests in order to undertake the primary care for children 
(which is more likely to require part-time or reduced hours), men are more likely 
to be making requests in order to undertake additional caring responsibilities 
(which may be more compatible with changing the arrangement of hours – e.g. 
flexitime - rather than a reduction in hours overall). 

 

67 The absence of a combined breakdown by gender and parental status in the most 
recent WLB4 survey data means that it is not possible to check whether this situation has 
changed over time. 

 115 

                                                



The 2006 WLB employee survey did not ask respondents why they made a 
request but did ask why they worked flexibly. Seventy percent indicated it was for 
personal reasons including having more free time, more time with family, study or 
health reasons, reduces travel time and costs, costs of childcare. Thirty per cent 
said they worked flexibly for business reasons including demands of employer 
and job, nature of job and type of work. 

While men are less likely to make flexible working requests, the evidence shows 
that they are also less likely to have their requests accepted.  This disparity has 
persisted over time, and is still evident in the 4th WLB survey data from 2011, 
where only 10 per cent of women have their requests declined compared with 18 
per cent of men.  This could be because men request flexibility for different 
reasons (e.g. non childcare related) or because they are more likely to work in 
workplaces where flexible work is uncommon (particularly in manual work) 
(Hegewisch, 2009).  A CIPD (2004) survey of employees showed that having no 
access to flexible working practices was most likely among operatives/elementary 
occupations (where 30 per cent of employees stated that they had no access) 
and skilled trades (where 25 per cent had no access), compared to 19 per cent of 
all workers.  Skilled trades have a much higher proportion of men among the 
workforce than women.  Hooker et al (2007) suggest that the higher refusal rates 
for men could be because men are more likely to be in full-time, non-flexible jobs, 
which also see the highest rates of refusal.  (These are not mutually exclusive 
explanations.) 

The gender disparity in requests for flexible working is part of the reason for the 
Government’s planned extension of the right to request to all employees.  Its 
Consultation on Modern Workplaces states that the existing legislation may have 
inadvertently reinforced the association of flexible working with mothers, by 
restricting the right to request to parents and carers, and that making flexible 
working a mainstream practice will remove this interpretation and encourage 
more fathers to use it, thus potentially enabling a greater sharing of childcare 
responsibilities (BIS, 2011a). 

Gender pay gap 

The legislation on the right to request flexible working has the potential to 
challenge the gender pay gap, since the gap is at least partly explained by 
occupational segregation in the labour market, which is exacerbated by the lack 
of flexibility in senior positions (given that women continue to provide the majority 
of unpaid care within the family).  The limited availability of flexible working in 
senior positions means that women returning to work following maternity may 
have to switch to lower paid jobs if they want to reduce their hours, thus resulting 
in downward occupational mobility.  Thus there are many women in the labour 
market working ‘below their potential’ (DWP, 2009; Holmes et al, 2007).  The 
right to request flexible working has the potential to challenge this, by breaking 
down the barriers to the availability of higher-level jobs on a part-time basis, thus 
enabling higher paid women to continue in their jobs following childbirth.  This 
should have implications for the gender pay gap, since much of this gap is 
explained by women working part-time in lower-paid occupations (Manning and 
Petrongolo, 2008; TUC, 2008). 
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A study by the TUC (2008) looking at the gender pay gap over time shows a 
slight improvement between 1997 and 2007, with the full-time gender pay gap 
(i.e. the gap between women’s and men’s full-time pay) falling from 20.7 per cent 
to 17.2 per cent, and the part-time gender pay gap (i.e. the gap between 
women’s part-time and men’s full-time pay) falling from 41.9 per cent to 35.6 per 
cent.68  However, the part-time gender pay gap in 2007 was still almost double 
the full-time gender pay gap, suggesting that the disparity in pay between part-
time and full-time positions is changing little, while the gender segregation 
between such jobs is changing somewhat.  These findings are consistent with the 
expected impact of the right to request legislation.  The legislation has the 
potential to enable more highly paid women to keep their jobs with the onset of 
family responsibilities (by requesting flexible working arrangements) which should 
result in positive improvements in the full-time gender pay gap.  The legislation 
would not be expected to have an impact on the gap between full-time and part-
time pay overall, thus the part-time gender pay gap (i.e. the gap between 
women’s part-time and men’s full-time pay) would not be expected to change. 

Some confirmation of this explanation for changes in the full-time gender pay gap 
is provided by the Maternity and Paternity Rights surveys (Smeaton and Marsh, 
2006; Chanfreau et al, 2011).  This data shows that there has been a decreasing 
proportion of women who return to work after maternity leave changing their 
employer.  Changing employer after childbirth has been previously shown to be 
the main route by which downward occupational mobility occurs for women 
(Smeaton and Marsh, 2006).  In the 2005 survey (Smeaton and Marsh, 2006), it 
is reported that the proportion of women returning to work who leave their pre-
birth employer fell from 41 per cent of all those returning in 2002 to 20 per cent in 
2005.  The main reasons given by those women who changed employer in 2005 
were in order to work fewer or more flexible hours.  Downward occupational 
mobility for those who left their employer was most likely to occur for managers 
and associate professionals (around two thirds and half of whom, respectively, 
experienced this) as compared to professionals and administrative/ secretarial 
employees (around a fifth and almost a third of whom, respectively, experienced 
this).69  In later surveys, the proportion of women returners who left their 
employer fell to 14 per cent in the 2007 survey (for mothers who took maternity 
leave in 2006) and stood at 16 per cent in 2009/10 (for mothers who took 
maternity leave in 2008) (Chanfreau et al, 2011). 

These findings suggest that the main reduction in the proportions of returning 
mothers leaving their pre-birth employer happened between 2002 and 2007, 
which could be consistent with this change being related to the introduction of the 
right to request flexible working.  Indeed Smeaton and Marsh (2006) suggest this 
as one of the reasons for the reduction that they report between 2002 and 2005.  
The decrease in the proportion of mothers leaving their employer between 2002 
and 2007 is consistent with data presented earlier (Section 7.1) which showed 
that take-up of part-time working also increased between 2003 and 2006, from 28 
per cent of all employees (who have this option available to them) in 2003, to 38 

68 This is calculated from the Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings, based on mean 
hourly pay. 
69 The report notes that this analysis should be treated as indicative only as the raw 
numbers are small. 
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per cent in 2006 (it then remained stable at 40 per cent in 2011).  The level of 
requests for flexible working, on the other hand, remained stable between 2003 
and 2006 (at 17 per cent of all employees) but then rose slightly between 2006 
and 2011 to 22 per cent, which was mainly due to an increase in employees 
asking for a change to when they worked rather than the number of hours worked 
(Stevens et al, 2004; Hooker et al, 2007; Tipping et al, 2011). 

In conclusion, it is difficult to make any firm claims about the relationship between 
the introduction of the right to request flexible working legislation and reductions 
in women’s downward occupational mobility following childbirth, and no studies 
have been found that attempt to assess this systematically.  However it can be 
said that a reduction in the proportion of returning mothers leaving their employer 
has occurred in the period since the Right came in.  The full-time gender pay gap 
has also decreased (albeit measured over a somewhat longer period, since 
1997).  It is possible that the legislation is one among a number of factors 
affecting this change. 

Flexible working in senior positions 

The availability of flexible working in senior positions has been said to be 
essential for improving the gender pay gap by reducing the number of women 
working ‘below their potential’ due to the lack of quality part-time or flexible work.  
However evidence shows that flexible working is less likely to be available, and to 
be taken up, by those in managerial positions. 

In terms of availability, the CBI’s Employment Trends 2007 survey reported that 
although 91 per cent of workplaces offered part-time working to at least some 
staff, only just over half (52 per cent) offered it to staff at supervisory level or 
above (CBI, 2007).  The 3rd Work-Life Balance employer survey (Hayward et al, 
2007) also showed that managerial employees were the group most likely to 
have restrictions placed upon them in relation to using flexible working time 
arrangements.  For example, 24 per cent of workplaces that placed restrictions 
said they would restrict part-time working for managers, compared to 3 per cent 
who said they would restrict it for non-managers.  The equivalent figures for job 
share were 21 per cent for managers and 7 per cent for non-managers.  The one 
form of flexible working that was more likely to be restricted for non-managerial 
than for managerial employees was working from home; 6 per cent of those with 
restrictions said that this would be restricted for managers, while 16 per cent said 
it would be restricted for non-managers.  Hegewisch (2009) notes that the types 
of flexible working arrangement more likely to be available to managers and 
professionals (such as flexitime, teleworking and compressed hours) are 
generally those which do not decrease the total number of hours worked. 

Data also show a consistently lower rate of requests for flexible working among 
managers.  Notwithstanding slight variations in the occupational categories used, 
both the Flexible Working and WLB employee surveys show the highest level of 
requests among service and sales occupations and administrative and secretarial 
occupations, and the lowest level of requests among managers and 
professionals (or managers and senior officials), operative and unskilled 
occupations and skilled trades.  In 2011, the level of requests among managers 
and professionals was 22 per cent (compared to 26 per cent among ‘intermediate 
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occupations’ and 22 per cent among ‘routine and manual’ occupations) (Tipping 
et al, 2011).  The level of requests among managers and professionals appears 
to have increased from the 16 per cent reported in the 3rd WLB survey 
undertaken in 2006 (Hooker et al, 2007). 

Shedding light on the reasons for a lack of uptake of flexible working among 
managers, the 2004 CIPD employee survey reported that managers, senior 
officials and professionals were more likely than other groups of staff to cite a 
lack of flexibility in the type of work they do as a reason for not making a request, 
while other groups with low request rates, such as operatives and those in 
elementary occupations, were more likely to say that this was because their 
employer does not allow flexible working (CIPD, 2004). 

The CBI Employment Trends survey in 2008 (CBI, 2008) broke down the levels 
of flexible working take-up across different managerial grades, showing that 21 
per cent of operational staff, 11 per cent of supervisors, 13 per cent of middle 
managers and 15 per cent of senior managers worked flexibly.  This suggests 
that barriers to working flexibly are notable among more middle level managerial 
and supervisory staff, as well as among senior managers.  This is supported by 
qualitative studies which reveal extremely limited flexibility for supervisory staff in 
the hospitality industries where full-time hours and set shift patterns are almost 
always required (Tomlinson, 2006).  This poses barriers to career progression for 
women with children in these industries and thus also has implications for gender 
equality in pay. 

Summary 

There is a persistent gender disparity in the level of requests for flexible working, 
which remains in the most recent (2011) data, which shows that men make 
requests at about three fifths the rate of women.  Parents are also more likely 
than non-parents to make requests, but this is primarily due to an increased level 
of requests among mothers rather than fathers.  Recent data does not explore 
this, but earlier data (from 2005) shows that men are less likely than women to 
request part-time work and more likely to request flexitime or other types of work 
that do not involve a reduction in hours (and thus pay).  Findings on the reasons 
for requests suggest that this may be because women are making requests to 
undertake the primary care of children, while men are more likely to make 
requests to undertake additional care.  A greater share of men’s requests is also 
for non-childcare reasons. 

Over the period from 1997 to 2007 the gender pay gap for full-time jobs has 
fallen slightly from 21 to 17 per cent.  The gap between women’s part-time and 
men’s full-time pay has also narrowed slightly from 42 per cent to 36 per cent.  
This is consistent with the change being related to the right to request legislation, 
which would be expected to impact on gender disparities in full-time pay (by 
allowing women to stay in better paid full-time jobs) but not to impact on the 
overall disparity between full and part-time pay.  Findings from the Maternity and 
Paternity Rights surveys provide further evidence of changes in gender equality 
measures, showing that the proportion of returning women leaving their employer 
following childbirth has fallen substantially.  This is important because this has 
been identified as one of the main routes for women’s downward occupational 
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mobility.  This change mainly occurred between 2002 and 2007 and then 
flattened out.  It is impossible to say from the evidence available whether this 
change is related to the right to request legislation, but it is at least consistent 
with this thesis. 

The availability of flexible working in senior positions is relevant to assessments 
of gender equality because it can reduce the number of women working ‘below 
their potential’ due to the lack of quality part-time or flexible work.  The evidence 
shows that flexible working time options are more likely to be restricted for 
managers than for other groups of staff, particularly part-time, job share and 
compressed hours options.  Working at home is less likely to be restricted for 
managers than for other groups of staff.  This reflects the fact that managers are 
more likely to be ineligible for flexible working options that reduce their overall 
number of hours.  Survey data also show that managers and professionals are 
also one of the least likely groups to make a request for flexible working, 
alongside workers in routine and manual occupations.  However the level of 
requests among managers and professionals has risen between 2006 and 2011, 
from 16 per cent to 22 per cent, as part of the general rise in level of requests 
seen over this period.  Some survey data on the reasons for employees not 
taking up flexible working show that managers and professionals are more likely 
to say that this is because the job is not compatible with flexible working rather 
than that it is not available to them, which is more frequently cited by other 
groups with low levels of requests such as elementary occupations. 

 

7.5 Impact of the right to request flexibility overview 
The original research question sought to examine the impact of the right to 
request flexible working legislation on the availability and take-up of flexible 
working, by examining the existing literature that had been published on this 
subject.  The review found no studies that assessed the impact of the legislation 
in this way.  Instead the review question was widened to examine the evidence 
on take-up and availability in general, and the existing literature on the broader 
effects of the legislation on employers and employees.  The review uncovered 
evidence on: 

• trends in the availability and take-up of flexible working, the number of 
requests made to work flexibly and the outcome of the requests 

• implementation issues including workforce coverage, employee 
awareness, the way requests are made and how agreements are reached 

• perceived effects of the legislation on employers, including problems 
encountered, and perceived impact on different business aspects 

• one review that examined the effects of the legislation on gender equality; 
this drew on data about gender disparities in take-up of flexible working 
requests, the gender pay gap and women’s downward occupational 
mobility following childbirth and the lack of flexibility for women in senior 
positions 
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The review found that there has been a substantial increase in the availability of 
all forms of flexible working in the period since 2003, although take-up does not 
seem to have kept pace with this.  While there has been an increase in the 
proportion of workplaces that have seen some take-up of flexible working as a 
proportion of all eligible employees (between 2003 and 2007), take-up of most 
individual forms of flexible working has declined between 2003 and 2011, 
although some caution should be applied to this finding because of changes in 
survey methodology.  The level of requests stayed stable between 2003 and 
2006 and then rose slightly in 2011.  It is possible that this increase is related to 
the widening of the eligibility for the right to request in 2009 (to parents of all 
children up to the age of 17).  However the nature of the published data makes it 
difficult to investigate this further.  The rate of requests among parents compared 
to non-parents has remained the same over time, while the absence of a 
breakdown by age of child in the most recent data prevent a comparison of 
whether the balance of requests has shifted from parents of younger towards 
parents of older children. 

Given that data on how requests are made shows that around three quarters are 
made informally (i.e. not in writing), and this has remained stable over time, it 
seems that usage of the formal right to request constitutes only a very small part 
of overall request-making at any given time in any case, raising doubts over 
whether any increase in the level of requests is an effect of the legislation itself.  
The legislation may of course have helped to raise the profile of flexible working 
generally, which has resulted in an increase in the rate of requests.  Certainly 
awareness of the Right has increased fairly dramatically over time, which would 
be consistent with this.  Acceptance rates of requests for flexible working are 
high, at over 75 per cent, and have remained high with the increase in requests 
seen in the latest data. 

The acceptance of requests is consistently higher for women and for parents 
compared to men and non-parents.  It is not clear whether this disparity in favour 
of parents has any relationship to the legislation.  This explanation was 
considered in the analysis of the 3rd WLB and 2nd Flexible Working surveys (2006 
and 2005 respectively), when the right was available only to parents of a child 
under 6.  These analyses did not show a significant difference in acceptance 
rates for those parents with legal eligibility compared to those without.   

As noted, use of the formal procedure for making a request, which is set out in 
statute, seems low, given that the vast majority say that they do not make their 
request in writing.  CBI data suggests that there has been a shift away from 
informal towards formal agreements to flexible working requests over time, albeit 
less so for carers than for parents.  More robust data is not available from the 
WLB surveys to confirm this finding.  There is limited evidence available on 
whether using the formal right, as compared to an informal agreement, has 
advantages or disadvantages for employers and employees.  Case study 
evidence suggests that ‘informal’ negotiations around flexible working, to 
consider how the employees’ needs can be successfully accommodated by the 
business, are likely to be most successful.  Otherwise there is an absence of 
detailed evidence about the pros and cons of using the legal right. 
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Data on employer perceptions show that there have been very few problems in 
implementing the legislation and that employers broadly see the overall effects of 
the Right as positive or neutral on various aspects of their business.  They are 
notably less positive about the anticipated effects of the proposed extension of 
the Right to all employees, although overall still more employers are positive than 
negative. 

Over the time that the right to request has been on the statute books, the 
evidence shows that the proportion of women returning to work from maternity 
leave who leave their employer (which is a good indicator of downward 
occupational mobility) has reduced.  There has also been a slight narrowing of 
the gender pay gap over a comparable period.  This is consistent with the 
expected direction of any effects of the legislation, although it is not possible to 
say from the evidence available what role the legislation has played in this. 

Evidence gaps 

• Figures on the take-up/usage of the actual legislative right to request (as 
opposed to any other means of making a request), including who uses it 
(personal characteristics) and what the outcomes are (compared to other 
types of request-making). 

• Direct perception data from employers and employees about the role the 
legislation plays in their behaviour (making requests, deciding on 
requests) 

• Evidence on the pros and cons of using the legislative process for making 
requests 

• Tracking of employment outcomes for those who have had requests 
accepted and declined 
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8. Summary of findings 

and gaps in evidence 
Reflecting the structure of the report, this summary chapter divides the business 
impact evidence according to the benefits and then the costs. This division is also 
a reflection of the literature, which also tends to focus on one or the other of the 
cost-benefit divide. There are very few studies which undertake cost-benefit 
analyses, weighing the relative costs and benefits of particular policies within a 
common analytical framework. The few exceptions, presented in section 6.1, are 
survey-based assessments which draw on employers’ perceptions of the relative 
balance but do not attempt to quantify the overall gains (or losses). The absence 
of detailed, firm-level, cost-benefit analyses are one of the main gaps in evidence 
identified during the literature review.  

Following the review of the benefits and costs evidence, the chapter continues 
with a summary of sources of evidence on the impact of the right to request 
flexible working legislation on availability and take-up. The chapter ends with a 
final summary of the gaps in evidence, pointing toward a future programme of 
research. 

8.1 Summarising the benefits evidence – flexible working 
Generally speaking, the case study evidence tends to support a positive business 
gains position in relation to all the outcomes of interest. These studies are useful 
in highlighting the potential scale and scope for flexibility to benefit businesses, 
but questions remain as to how far the findings can be generalised to other 
business contexts. Primary survey and econometric evidence, based on larger 
samples of businesses, is typically more mixed.  

Productivity  

Most primary, survey-based research supports a productivity benefits hypothesis. 
Case study evidence overwhelmingly presents findings in support of a positive 
association between flexible working opportunities and productivity/performance 
gains, but there are concerns about the sampling frames used and the selection 
of good practice employers. Econometric studies are somewhat more mixed, but 
where an index of flexibility is used i.e. a ‘bundling’ approach, findings are usually 
positive, suggesting the value of a strategic approach to flexibility by means of a 
comprehensive provision of both flexible working and family-friendly initiatives. 
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Absences  

The overall balance of evidence relating to impacts on absence rates would 
suggest that flexible working arrangements can effectively reduce absence.  
Case study and primary survey research evidence point in the direction of 
business benefits, with reduced levels of absence associated with the 
introduction of flexible working practices.  

The econometric evidence is a little more mixed but, overall, findings suggest that 
homeworking lowers absence rates. Findings relating to flexitime are divided and 
indicate either positive or neutral benefits. Part-time working evidence is the least 
clear with studies indicating neutrality, significantly positive and significantly 
negative outcomes. There is no evidence to suggest that compressed working 
weeks are associated with improvements in absenteeism with one study 
suggesting that shorter, more intensive working weeks may increase sickness 
absence. 

The mixed messages associated with part-time working warrant further research 
in order to explore potential interaction effects. Opportunities to work from home, 
which appear to depress absenteeism, are most widespread among men, the 
well educated and those working in higher grade professional and managerial 
occupations (Felstead et al, 2000, 2002, Philpott, 2006). By contrast, part-time 
hours are concentrated among women, older workers and younger workers 
entering the labour market. Part-time working can be found across the 
occupational spectrum but is often associated with lower pro rata pay. The 
impact of reduced hours on absences is therefore likely to be influenced by a 
number of other factors such as occupational group. Further research is therefore 
needed in order to better understand the diversity of findings. 

Recruitment  

Overall, there is far less evidence relating to the recruitment benefits70 that 
employers may reap when introducing flexible working policies compared with 
other benefits such as productivity or staff turnover. In terms of econometric 
studies, this in particular remains a gap in the evidence base.  

Summarising the findings, a variety of sources of evidence have been identified, 
including employer surveys, employee surveys, one case study and one 
econometric study.  

The econometric study suggested no significant association between flexible 
working and recruitment gains, the single case study, by contrast, indicated 
improved recruitment but is highly context dependent. Evidence from employees 
suggests that the majority are attracted to jobs by flexible working opportunities 
and that a lack of flexibility accounts for a considerable amount of under-
employment.  Evidence from employer surveys also suggests recruitment 
advantages, somewhat under half in one survey agreed that flexibility helps 
recruitment, a figure that rises to four-fifths in another survey.  

70 For example, if flexible working opportunities are in increased demand, their provision 
can be expected to improve the effectiveness of recruitment drives among businesses. 
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The evidence base in this area would benefit from further research based on 
rigorous methods that are able to assess change over time, associated with a 
change in policy. The employer surveys are based on managers’ impressions 
which may not accurately reflect the power of flexible working opportunities to 
broaden the potential recruitment pool. More persuasive are employee surveys 
which identify the specific working arrangements which individuals seek and 
prioritise when searching for a job. On the basis of the latter, flexible working 
arrangements would seem to improve the scope for recruitment. 

Retention 

The evidence suggests that flexible working can improve staff retention. Findings 
from five case studies point to flexible working as having helped with staff 
retention, leading in some cases to very significant savings in turnover costs. 
Primary survey evidence also found considerable support for the suggestion that 
flexible working promotes staff retention with survey findings ranging from two-
fifths to three-fifths of employers agreeing that turnover is reduced.  

The econometric evidence suggests that some flexible working arrangements are 
a benefit to businesses.  A European study found that flexible hours were 
significantly associated with enhanced retention although homeworking was not 
significant. Two British WERS-based71 studies produced very different findings 
with one suggesting that improved retention was associated with homeworking, 
flexi-time and compressed working weeks. The other, by contrast, found no 
significant associations between retention and any of the flexible working 
arrangements. The difference in findings from a common source of data can be 
explained by the different measures used. The first relied on managers’ 
perceptions of whether their company was above or below their industry average, 
while the second used an objective measure of retention – the ratio of the total 
number of leavers during the last 12 months to employees in employment.  

Overall, there is a need for further research based on large samples to better 
understand and account for the diversity of econometric findings, ideally using 
panel evidence that can measure change associated with the introduction of 
flexible working policies. 

8.2 Summarising the benefits evidence – maternity, 
paternity and parental leave, family leave and other 
childcare support 

It should be noted that the impact of family-friendly policies, which apply 
specifically to parents at particular points in their lives, are less likely to lead to 
measurable business benefits compared with the potential impacts of flexible 
working policies which could be used by all staff throughout their working lives. 
Family-friendly arrangements are used by smaller numbers of staff for relatively 
short periods of time, so sample sizes are such that statistically significant 
impacts are less likely to emerge. Sample sizes are further reduced in relation to 

71 Workplace Employment Relations Study. 
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workplace nurseries and financial help for childcare the incidence of which is very 
low. 

Productivity 

All the evidence gathered on productivity was based on econometric methods. 
Many of the family-friendly polices under investigation were found to be 
insignificantly related to productivity outcomes, and there was little consistency in 
the statistically significant findings that were found. It isn’t possible, therefore, to 
definitively claim that positive business outcomes are associated with specific 
policies.  For example, one study found that onsite childcare significantly 
improved productivity but two further studies found no significant association. 
Similarly inconsistent findings are evident for paternity leave, parental leave and 
paid time off for emergencies.  

Two studies found negative impacts on subjective measures of business 
productivity or performance (managers’ perceptions), the first in relation to paid 
leave for emergencies and paid time off for childcare, the second in relation to 
workplace nurseries and paternity leave. 

This degree of variance in findings reflects the different datasets used (based in 
UK, Australia and across the OECD), different modelling approaches, different 
measures used and, in some cases, sample size limitations leading to non-robust 
findings. 

Broadly speaking, family-friendly policies may benefit businesses but the 
evidence encountered to date fails to provide sufficient evidence to definitively 
support this argument; indeed the literature to date appears more likely to 
suggest that there is no effect on business performance.  

Absences  

Anecdotal, case study evidence suggests that a range of family-friendly policies 
can either reduce absence rates or, if formalised, better enable employers to 
prepare for, and therefore manage, absences. 

Among the econometric studies there is evidence to suggest that family/parental 
leave polices significantly reduce rates of absenteeism, with others suggesting 
neutrality. Evidence also points to the presence of workplace nurseries 
depressing absence levels (with two studies suggesting significant reductions 
and two studies neutrality). 

The findings relating to paid time off for childcare at short notice is less clear with 
one study suggesting a significant decline in absence rates while two other 
studies produce insignificant or ‘neutral’ results.  

As discussed above, encountering studies with a lot of insignificant results is not 
unexpected due to the low incidence and usage rates of many of the family-
friendly policies of interest. Sample size issues therefore arise.  
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Overall, however, it would appear that various family-friendly policies can benefit 
employers in relation to absence control and management.  

Labour market participation  

A wide body of international research highlights the significance of paid maternity 
and parental leave in promoting the active labour market engagement of 
mothers. If maternity leave is too short, women will break their employment rather 
than return to work while their children are very young. Having adequate duration 
of paid leave combined with the possibility of returning to the same employer is a 
strong incentive to return to work and has pushed up the labour market 
participation rates of mothers.  

Retention 

There is considerable evidence in the UK and the USA highlighting the impact of 
maternity leave, maternity pay and job protection legislation on labour market 
participation and job retention among mothers. The proportion of mothers 
returning to the same employer (based on GB figures) has increased between 
1988 and 2010, from 75 per cent to 84 per cent. The benefits to employers in 
terms of retaining staff are therefore considerable.  Overall, retention rates of 
mothers who have taken maternity leave are high. 

Onsite childcare does not appear to promote retention, but usage is low, raising 
the possibility that models are less likely to detect significance compared with 
studies investigating other family-friendly measures. Notably few studies have 
been encountered looking at the relationship between workplace nurseries and 
retention rates though, and this would appear to be a gap in the evidence base.    

8.3 Summarising the benefits evidence – the mediating 
relationships 

In order to understand how and why WLB policies might lead to positive business 
outcomes, a conceptual scheme, reflecting the diverse body of research 
literature, has been presented. This demonstrates the series of links from WLB 
policies to improved experiences at the work/family interface in terms of positive 
or negative spillover effects, leading in turn to positive affective outcomes in 
relation to commitment, satisfaction, engagement and, finally, to work effort, 
productivity and other bottom line outcomes such as absenteeism, turnover and 
performance. The affective characteristics are the intervening variables which 
mediate between WLB policies and bottom line business outcomes. In this 
section the literature on the intervening elements of the chain is summarised. 

The WLB to work family conflict/enrichment link 

The time and energy commitments associated with paid working lives can come 
into conflict with family demands or other non-work interests or responsibilities. 
These work and non-work spheres can complement each other and lead to a 
rewarding and fulfilling life. Alternatively, they can be perceived as in conflict, 
potentially leading to negative mood, behaviour or health outcomes. The 
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research evidence suggests that both flexible working opportunities and informal 
family-friendly workplace cultures can mitigate the experience of conflict at the 
home/work interface, helping to promote an ‘enriched’ life.  

The WLB or work family conflict/enrichment to affective outcomes 
link 

Our search points to a wide evidence base suggesting that flexible working, 
family-friendly cultures and work/family enrichment is associated with a range of 
positive affective outcomes including: higher levels of job satisfaction, morale and 
organisational commitment, greater effort and less stress and work strain.  

The affective outcomes or work family conflict/enrichment to 
business outcomes link  

The final link of the conceptual ‘WLB to business benefits’ chain is based on a 
large body of evidence which demonstrates that affective outcomes at the level of 
the individual, including job commitment, ‘happiness’, satisfaction, engagement 
and, in turn, discretionary effort, are all associated with business benefits such as 
reduced leaving intentions, fewer absences, less tardiness and improvements to 
performance and productivity. These positive outcomes translate into improved 
profitability and growth. A key component of this ‘black box’ within which positive 
attitudes and mood lead to greater efficiency and effort is ‘engagement’.  The 
evidence on ‘engagement’ indicates that achieving high levels of 
engagement/commitment among a workforce is likely to generate strong and 
measurable business benefits and that flexible working or other work life balance 
policies and practices are likely, as part of a portfolio of good employment 
practices, to engender committed and engaged employees. 

8.4 Benefits: an overview 
Having summarised the findings in relation to the business benefits, this section 
now explores whether the evidence has generated clear cut answers to the two 
additional research questions which were set out in chapter 3. 

Question1: Weighing up the evidence from a wide range of sources, is the 
‘business case’ proven i.e. are there measurable benefits to businesses 
which outweigh costs? 

The current evidence base does not provide a clear cut answer to this question 
because, apart from government impact assessments which have gauged the 
marginal impacts of modifications to Right to Request Flexible Working 
legislation, Additional Paternity Leave and Pay regulations and the 2002 
Employment Act, no research has been encountered that has undertaken 
detailed cost benefit analyses at the level of the firm. There is a large and 
growing body of evidence which demonstrates a wide range of benefits that 
accrue to employers who adopt various WLB measures. On the whole, the 
measures would appear to have the strongest impact when used together as part 
of a strategic commitment to promoting WLB through a variety of means. When 
examined separately, the links between all the different flexible working and 
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family-friendly policies and each of the outcomes investigated (productivity, 
absences, retention and recruitment) are less clear cut. Several surveys have 
asked employers whether they believe their WLB policies outweigh the costs and 
this evidence base points toward either business gains or, more often, neutrality. 
In the absence of comprehensive and objective cost data at the level of individual 
businesses, there is insufficient evidence definitively to prove the ‘business case’ 
for WLB policies.  

Question 2: Do benefits differ according to firm size, staff demographic or 
industrial sector? 

A number of studies have highlighted the extent to which different business 
contexts are likely to influence the scale of costs and benefits associated with 
work life balance policies but too few studies have disaggregated their findings by 
industrial sector or firm size to enable firm conclusions to be reached.  Many of 
the WERS-based studies have restricted their analyses to the private sector only, 
and a few have differentiated findings by size, but these are too few to generate 
any conclusions. One American study found that bundles of WLB policies were 
significantly associated with productivity but only in businesses with a higher 
proportion of female employees and in businesses with a higher proportion of 
professional workers. The third work life balance survey found that flexible 
working was associated with improved retention among female staff. More 
research that disaggregates findings is needed to develop this evidence base 
further. 

8.5 Summarising the costs evidence 

Weighing costs against benefits 

Survey evidence that elicits managers’ perceptions of the balance between the 
costs and benefits of WLB policies finds little support for the view that costs 
outstrip benefits. Findings from one nationally representative sample of 
businesses in the UK suggest instead that, on the whole, costs and benefits are 
evenly balanced, while an American study of the voluntary sector indicates that 
benefits outstrip costs. Several impact assessments have also been reviewed, 
relating to extensions of the right to request flexible working, Additional Paternity 
Leave and Pay and leave entitlements set out in the Employment Act (2002). 
These assessments break down the various cost and benefit components and 
conclude, in each study, that the benefits outweigh the costs. The calculations 
are based on a broad range of assumptions and tend to rely on employer surveys 
to gauge benefits.  Little more cost benefit analysis evidence was encountered 
and this is a significant gap in the WLB literature.  

Commentaries on the cost benefit issue highlight the difficulties of generalising 
findings, emphasising that the relative costs and benefits to businesses 
associated with introducing WLB initiatives will be context specific, depending on 
the demographic make-up of the workforce and the size and industry of the 
business. Economic cycles are also likely to affect the relative costs and benefits 
of particular measures. Calculations are further complicated by the need to take 
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account of a number of cost types, including one off implementation costs, 
ongoing administrative costs and the costs of accommodating various measures. 

Survey and case study evidence has highlighted a number of specific challenges 
associated with WLB policies, in particular; part time hours in the nursing and 
police sectors due to the culture of their working practices; the difficulty of finding 
suitable cover while staff are on maternity or parental leave, most notably where 
highly specialised skills are involved, the perceived incompatibility of flexi-time 
with operational requirements in many business contexts and, finally, the 
particular problems faced by small businesses who experience a range of work 
life balance measures as more burdensome. 

Implementation costs 

As is the case with much of the costs evidence base, the range and depth of data 
available is fairly limited. Employer survey evidence indicates that the majority of 
businesses believe implementing flexible working arrangements is unproblematic 
and incurs very few costs. Implementation costs are therefore, generally, not 
seen as a barrier to flexibility.  

A number of administrative burdens measurement exercises and regulatory 
impact assessments have estimated the national level costs associated with 
introducing new WLB regulations, both flexible working and family-friendly, but 
these figures are not readily translated into individual business level costs. 

Procedural / administrative costs 

In terms of administrative costs, most of the evidence available is from 
administrative burdens measurement exercises and impact assessments. Data is 
often presented at an aggregated, national level but some unit cost and costs per 
organisation and per request are presented in relation to requests for flexible 
working.  Data relating to both flexible working and family-friendly regulations is 
available. 

The costs per request for flexibility (estimated at £88 by BERR (2008) and £62 by 
BIS (2010a)72) do not appear to be high, but whether the cost of requests or 
appeals are perceived as high or low will depend on the number of requests 
received, how tight profit margins are within specific business contexts and 
whether the costs are perceived as lower than actual or potential benefits.    

Survey evidence suggests that the majority of employers do not experience the 
administration of flexible working as a ‘burden’ although one-fifth did.  This 
‘burden’ was not quantified, however. No similar evidence exists in terms of the 
administration of various family-friendly policies, suggesting the need for further 
research. 

72 These estimates are not directly comparable as they are based on disparate 
methods of calculation. 

 130 

                                                



Costs of accommodating requests  

In terms of the various costs incurred, the evidence relating to the costs of 
accommodating WLB provision is the weakest in terms of the volume of 
published material. This therefore remains a key gap in the evidence base.  

One publication, based on nine case studies, highlighted the problems 
associated with managing absences associated with maternity, paternity, 
parental and emergency leave.  Absence management was largely perceived as 
unproblematic with two exceptions – where cover was needed for key operational 
staff and where absences were unexpected and therefore unplanned. Holding 
jobs open for women on maternity leave was, however, identified as problematic 
for one-fifth of the businesses sampled for the third work life balance survey – 
rising to 31 per cent of businesses with fewer than 100 staff.   

Three recent impact assessments consider the cost of accommodating requests. 
These relate to: requests to work flexibly for all employees, the Additional 
Paternity Leave and Pay regulations (implemented in 2011) and Flexible Parental 
Leave. BIS (2010a) have estimated that the cost of accommodating a request to 
work flexibly is, on average, £241.24. The impact of Additional Paternity Leave 
and Pay regulations on businesses have been estimated at between £2 million 
and £15 million (BIS, 2010b). This includes costs to employers of covering 
absence at £0.5 to £10.3 million.  

For Flexible Parental Leave, employers will also face an additional direct cost 
due to having to cover the absence of those fathers who take up these new 
rights. This additional cost depended on the number of weeks taken as leave and 
the take-up rate. The costs were estimated to be between 3% and 15% of labour 
costs and totalled £3m to £32m. 

Small businesses are most likely to experience WLB policies as problematic, 
particularly lengthy maternity leave.  

8.6 Costs: an overview 
Having summarised the findings in relation to the business costs, we return now 
to the initial research questions, as set out in chapter 3, to determine whether the 
evidence has generated clear cut answers to each. 

Question 1:  Does the literature differentiate the various types of cost  

Different types of cost are differentiated in the literature but the depth of detail is 
not great, apart from the government impact assessments. Indeed a firm 
conclusion would be that there is a significant gap in the evidence base relating 
to the costs of WLB policies. 

Question 2: Does the literature quantify these costs  

Most evidence would suggest that while employers may have a general 
perception of the type of costs incurred and whether the costs outweigh the 
benefits, detailed records are not maintained which would allow a thorough 
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evaluation of cost/benefit ratios. Several studies which were designed specifically 
to gather evidence of, and quantify, the costs of work life balance policies failed 
to do so due either to a dearth of information or a lack of co-operation. The main 
source of data on costs are therefore estimates derived from impact assessments 
or the odd piece of cost evidence from single case studies. 

Question 3: To what extent do costs differ according to firm size, industrial 
sector or staff demographic? 

This question cannot be answered in full because the studies encountered do not 
disaggregate their findings by industrial sector or staff demographic. Most 
evidence is based on nationally aggregated estimates of costs, which do not 
cover all the WLB policies of interest and do not differentiate their findings by 
business type. 

Several studies have, however, focused on firm size, highlighting the extent to 
which WLB policies are considerably more burdensome and costly for small 
businesses which are less able to manage staff absences, often have little time 
to deal with personnel issues, and cannot benefit from economies of scale or 
dedicated HR departments. 

8.7 Summarising the evidence on the effect of the right to 
request flexible working legislation on employers and 
employees 

A search of the literature established that there were no studies which specifically 
assessed the impact of the right to request legislation on availability or take-up.  
The evidence on take-up and availability in general, and the literature on the 
broader effects of the legislation on both employers and employees is 
summarised below. 

Availability 

Availability of flexible working has increased since 2003, although there are no 
studies that specifically assess whether this is related to the introduction of the 
right to request legislation. The availability of all types of flexible working has 
increased, with particularly large increases in the availability of career breaks and 
home/teleworking. 

Take-up  

Although rising, take-up does not appear to be keeping pace with rising 
availability. The proportion of employers offering each of the different types of 
flexible working has increased between 2002 and 2011. When take-up is 
measured in terms of the proportion of all workplaces experiencing employees 
using the different forms of flexible working, it has increased between 2000 and 
2007, apart from in part-time working which remained fairly stable and working 
from home which fell.  When take-up is measured in terms of the proportion of 
employees using different forms of flexible working where it is available to them, 
take-up appears to have fallen between 2003 and 2011 for most types of 
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flexibility, except part-time working, though changes in survey methodology mean 
some caution should be applied to this finding.   

Levels and types of requests 

The proportion of employees making a request to work flexibly was stable at 17 
per cent between 2003 and 2006, but rose to 22 per cent by 2011.  There is no 
employee data available for the intervening period to see when the increase 
occurred.   

The most recent figures from the 4th WLB employee survey show that requests 
for a change in when hours are worked is more common (35 per cent of all 
requests made) than requests for reduced/part-time hours (23 per cent of all 
requests). 

Women are more likely than men to make a request for flexible working, as are 
parents compared to non-parents, and mothers compared to fathers.  Finally, 
requests for flexible working are most common in certain workplaces, including 
larger workplaces, those in the public sector, those where women predominate, 
and in industry sectors such as public administration, education and health (where 
26 per cent had made a request in the previous 2 years), distribution, retail, hotels 
and restaurants (23 per cent), transport, storage and communication (24 per cent) 
and banking, insurance, professional and support services (19 per cent).  

Outcomes of requests 

Data from employee surveys are the most reliable source for assessing the 
proportion of employee requests to work flexibly which are successful.  There are 
variations across data sources, but generally acceptance rates are shown to be 
above 75 per cent of all requests made.  The most recent data from the 4th WLB 
survey shows 79 per cent of requests accepted.  There also appears to be a 
slight downward trend in the proportion of requests declined in the WLB survey 
data, from 20 to 13 per cent between 2003 and 2011.  This is important because 
it shows that the acceptance rate has remained high, despite an increasing 
number of requests over time.   

The evidence shows that women are more likely to have their requests accepted 
than men and parents more likely than non-parents.  This disparity has persisted 
over time, and is still evident in the 4th WLB survey data from 2011.   

Implementation  

CBI survey evidence suggests there has been an increase, between 2007 and 
2009, in the proportion of workplaces which have extended the right to request to 
all staff, up from 50 per cent to 62 per cent.  The WLB (2007) survey, however, 
shows that a much larger proportion of employers (92 per cent) say they will 
consider a request for flexible working from any member of staff.  This may reflect 
a difference between informal consideration of requests on the one hand, and 
formally extending the Right (in company policy documents, for example) on the 
other.  CIPD surveys examining implementation showed that around a half in 
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2003 and close to two-thirds of workplaces in 2005 were taking steps to publicise 
the right to request amongst staff.   

Decision making processes 

Employee surveys indicate that the majority of requests to work flexibly are made 
informally through face to face discussions rather than in writing, suggesting that 
the formal statutory procedure is not being widely used in requests for changes to 
working patterns.  The most recent data from the 4th WLB survey (2011) shows 
that only a quarter of requests were made in writing (letter, form or email).   

Disputes and disagreements 

Flexible working cases brought before an employment tribunal are very rare – 
less than 0.5 per cent of employers had experienced this in 2007 (Hayward et al, 
2007).  There was a slight upward trend in cases brought for flexible working 
issues following the extensions of the legislation in 2007 and 2009, but the 
increase was not substantial.   

Effects on employers 

A number of surveys conducted shortly after the implementation of the right to 
request flexible working asked employers about experienced and anticipated 
problems complying with the legislation.  The findings show that few perceived 
there to be significant problems, although smaller employers tended to be more 
concerned and more likely to see costs as an issue.  The most common concerns 
reported included finding workable solutions to flexible working requests, 
managing employee expectations and demonstrating fairness across employees.   

Surveys asking employers about the impact of the right to request flexibility 
overall on their business have tended to show either a small or a neutral impact.  
When asked about the effects on specific elements of their business, employers 
are on balance strongly positive about the effects on employee relations and 
recruitment and retention, slightly positive on balance about the effects on 
productivity and absence rates, and neutral on balance about the effects on 
customer service and labour costs.  Employers are more negative about the 
perceived effect of the proposed extension of the right to request flexibility to all 
employees, particularly for productivity, customer service and labour costs. 

8.8 Evidence gaps 
Pulling together the findings specifically in relation to gaps in evidence, there is a 
clear need for further research to fill gaps not only in substantive findings but also 
in terms of methodological approach. These gaps are summarised below. 

Methodological 

Panel designs needed: A distinct gap in the evidence base relates to the 
scarcity of rigorous studies based on experimental methods either using 
randomised assignment or, at least, longitudinal designs, which would allow 
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analyses to move beyond associational findings toward evidence of causal 
relationships.  

Cost-benefit analyses: The absence of detailed, firm level, cost benefit analyses 
are also one of the main gaps in evidence identified during the literature review. 
Even in studies which were specifically designed to access this information, the 
range and depth of data gathered was very limited. Challenges include the 
absence of detailed records of various cost data at the business level, although 
awareness and monitoring of productivity, absence and turnover rates are likely 
to be more widespread. Business confidentiality was also raised as an issue for 
research in this area. Some analyses have been undertaken within the context of 
impact assessments but these, inevitably, are at an aggregate rather than firm 
level and are based on a very broad set of assumptions.  

Substantive – Benefits 

Focus on take-up: There is a need for more research on the benefits of WLB 
polices that goes beyond assessing impact resulting from the availability of such 
policies/practices; to instead looking at the impact of actual take-up. The absence 
of such studies means we may be underestimating real impact. 

Need for objective outcome measures: While there are many studies looking 
at productivity impacts, very often the measures used are employers’ perceptions 
of benefits rather than objective business outcomes. More research into the latter 
would improve the validity of the accumulating evidence base. 

Impact of part-time hours on absences: Given the inconsistency of findings 
relating to the impact on business outcomes of part-time hours in particular (most 
notably in relation to absences), further research is recommended to better 
understand how these relationships might differ according to gender, age, 
occupational group, industry and other factors.  

Recruitment benefits: There is also a paucity of research exploring the potential 
recruitment benefits associated with flexible working. 

Onsite childcare and retention: Notably few studies have been encountered 
looking at the relationship between workplace nurseries and retention rates, and 
this would warrant further investigation.    

Further disaggregation requirements: There are few studies relating to any of 
the outcomes of interest which fully disaggregate and compare findings 
according to workforce type, industrial sector and across different size bands. 

Substantive – Costs 

More costs research needed: There is far less evidence relating to costs 
compared with the benefits literature. More research exploring cost related issues 
would therefore be welcome, including implementation and administration costs. 
Accommodation cost evidence is the weakest in terms of the volume of published 
material and is therefore a priority in terms of future research needs.  
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Administering family-friendly policies: Survey evidence suggests that the 
majority of employers do not experience the administration of flexible working as 
a ‘burden’. No similar evidence exists in terms of the administration of various 
other family-friendly policies, suggesting the need for further research into the 
costs of a wide range of family-friendly initiatives. 

Change over time 

There is some evidence that the impacts of flexible working on productivity and 
other outcomes may be diminishing over time, and given the increasing 
prevalence of such opportunities across all business sectors and sizes, 
diminishing returns might well be expected, but research into this issue is scarce 
and is among the many gaps in the evidence base.
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Appraisal Matrix
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No Control group. 
Cross-sectional design 
led by a single 
research method. 
Anecdotal evidence. 
Low response rates 
(below 16%). No 
description of 
sampling or methods

No Control group. 
Longitudinal and 
repeated measures 
design to capture 
changes over time.
Moderate method, 
sample sizes or response 
rates (16-49%).
Methodology is clear, but 
some areas lacking detail.

Includes a control group 
achieved through experimental 
or quasi- experimental 
techniques. 
Method written up in a 
transparent way. Sample design 
clear and reasonable. Large 
samples likely to be 
representative. Random 
sampling. High response rates. 
Questions tested and 
developed, and approach 
piloted.

Te
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Makes claims that do 
not follow from 
evidence or may not 
be solely attributable 
to the policy /practice. 
Based on biased 
sampling or questions. 
Low transparency of 
design, methods or 
analytical techniques.

Claims based on the 
evidence but moderate 
transparency of design, 
methods or techniques
Dependent variable 
limitations: outcomes not 
objective or 
independently verifiable, 
based instead on 
individual perceptions. 
Some recognition of 
caveats/potential for 
bias.

A strong technical design. Claims 
firmly based on the evidence. 
Highly transparent. Objective 
dependent variables. Quoted 
survey statistics are statistically 
significant.
Clear and systematic approach to 
analysis, and clear analytical 
framework.
Quali: well grounded conclusions 
based on presented evidence. 
Where findings not generalisable 
(weak external validity) the study 
makes clear scope and caveats.

Po
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fo
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s Results reported as a 

‘package’ of WLB 
provision: separate 
elements not 
distinguished, risking  
biased / conflated 
results

Some but not all 
elements of a package 
of policy/ practice 
provision were 
identified when 
reporting results.

Report concentrated on one 
or several specific  policy/ 
practices. 
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11. Appendix 2: 

Research Evidence 

Appraisal Template 
  

STUDY REFERENCE 

Author(s) and date 

Funders/sponsors 

 

STUDY CONTENT 

Evidence type  

Aims of study and 
research questions 

 

Findings/outcomes 
(A) 

What are the costs and benefits (quantified evidence 
to be placed in an excel template) 

Findings (B) outcome 
durations 

Is there any evidence on the duration of any costs or 
benefits? 

Findings (C)(eg. firm 
size, sector, type) 

Any sub group findings? 

Recommendations, 
evidence gaps as 
stated by authors 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Study design/ 
methods 

 

Theory  
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Sample framework Include country coverage, sampling strategy, context 
(i.e. sample population) 

Data sources   

Quantitative  

Qualitative To include years covered, research instrument, 
respondent types, sample sizes, piloting, type of 
questioning, methods of analysis 

 

Limitations of the 
study/dataset as 
stated by the authors 

 

Limitations of 
study/dataset as 
stated by assessor (if 
not captured below) 

 

EVIDENCE APPRAISAL A – Relevance of study focus for review questions 
(0-2) 

(Refer to relevance scoring, i.e. Table 1 in Protocol, and to conceptual framework from 
Protocol) 

 

EVIDENCE APPRAISAL B – Quality assessment 

Generalisability. 

Overall rate, a 1-3 score under headings 

Technical Rigour 

Soundness of conclusions 

Policy/practice focus 
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12. Appendix 3: Search 

terms 
Search Profile: Costs and Benefits to Business of Adopting Work-life 
Balance Practices 
 
Population   Interventions   Outcomes 
   
   
    
Employers 
businesses 
organisations 
firms 
workplaces 
SMEs 
small businesses 
enterprise 
social enterprise 
 

work life balance 
WLB 
family friendly 

family leave or time off 
maternity leave 
paternity leave 
parental leave 
adoption leave 
dependents – time off 
emergency leave 

flexible working 
part-time 
job sharing 
term-time working 
working from home 
home working 
flexi-time 
annualised hours 
compressed week 
compressed hours 
reduced hours 
four-and-a half day week* 
nine-day fortnight* 
zero hours contract* 

dependent care support 
childcare 
childcare subsidy 
on-site childcare 
financial support for childcare 
elderly care/support for 
carers of adults/eldercare 
career breaks 
training for returners  
keeping in touch schemes 
carers 
telephone access 

costs 
benefits 
absenteeism 
absence 
work-related sickness 
company reputation 
productivity 
performance 
staff/labour turnover 
retention 
recruitment 
business case 
regulations 
bureaucracy 
leave cover 
administration 
burden 
Employee relations 
Training 
Skills 
Wages  
Wage differentials 
presenteeism 
 
The ‘B’ variables from Figure 
4.1, i.e. 
Loyalty 
Motivation 
Commitment 
engagement 
Effort 
Morale 
Job satisfaction 
Returners 
 
 

*these are terms used in labour force survey  
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Search profile: Impact of the right to request on flexible working take-up 
and availability 

          

Population   Interventions   Outcomes 
 
Employers 
businesses 
organisations 
firms 
workplaces 
SMEs 
small businesses 
enterprise 
social enterprise 
 
Individuals 
Employees 
Staff 
Workers 
Carers 
Parents 
 

 
Right to request flexible 
working 
 
Right to request reduced 
hours 
 
Flexible working legislation 
 
WLB legislation 
 
Employment Act 2002 
 
Work & Families Act 2006 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Availability of or access to 
or opportunities for 
 
flexible working 
part-time 
job sharing 
term-time working 
working from home 
home working 
flexi-time 
annualised hours 
compressed week 
compressed hours 
reduced hours 
 
four-and-a half day week* 
nine-day fortnight* 
zero hours contract* 
 
Take up or use of 
 
flexible working 
part-time 
job sharing 
term-time working 
working from home 
home working 
flexi-time 
annualised hours 
compressed week 
compressed hours 
reduced hours 
 
four-and-a half day week* 
nine-day fortnight* 
zero hours contract* 
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