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1. Introduction  
The Flexible Employment Options Project was established in response to a range of 
increasingly significant workforce supply challenges affecting the HE sector.  The 
team has developed a national reputation for expertise in this area, and this initiative 
builds upon work previously undertaken by the team involved in the current project.  
There has been a wealth of new legislation and developments in relation to delivery 
of teaching and learning that influence flexible working within higher education as 
well as the changing expectations of employees.   
 
One of the primary purposes of the project was to increase awareness of flexible 
working options for all staff within higher education.  The project aimed to identify 
issues within higher education as well as proposing solutions and providing practical 
guidance on the steps that could be taken to encourage successful flexible working 
for staff in a range of jobs and at all levels of the organisation. This approach would 
enable staff to achieve satisfaction at work and a better balance with other aspects 
of their lives.  The project also recognised the benefits of promoting flexible working 
for higher education institutions themselves – indeed, many of them could not deliver 
the range and quality of services they did without employing flexible workers.  
 
A Good Practice Guide has been produced to assist higher education institutions in 
the development of their own policies and practices to promote flexible working. This 
is available as a separate publication on the Flexible Employment Options website.  
The guide uses examples of good practice from the higher education sector as well 
as creative solutions from the private sector to raise awareness of the range of 
different options now available for staff working in a wide variety of roles.  
  
The research elements of this project fulfilled a different function.  The aim was to 
investigate the extent to which this context, and the business case for flexibility, had 
influenced the availability of flexible working within higher education institutions and 
looked at how flexible working could be promoted and developed in four specific 
institutions.  These universities recognised the value of flexible working in enabling a 
productive and satisfied workforce, but needed to develop action plans to overcome 
identified barriers and issues at a local level.  Staff at all levels of an organisation 
need to be involved in creating and implementing initiatives, and in discussing 
possibilities.  This inclusive collaborative approach leads to understanding of the 
reasons why staff want flexibility, the possible issues created by the introduction of 
flexible working and the potential solutions that can offer the win-win situation that 
all universities wish to achieve, with the additional benefit of meeting customer 
demand more effectively.  Therefore, the research was based upon the use of focus 
groups and interviews to understand the issues faced by staff, managers and HR 
professionals and to develop effective ways forward. 
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2. Objectives of the Project  
 
The overall objectives of the project were to build on the existing good practice we 
have identified in higher education institutions and in other sectors. One key 
objective was to identify the prevalence of flexible working across the HE sector, to 
show how extensively it was used, and how institutions had embedded the principles 
of flexible working within their internal systems. The project also aimed to identify 
some of the barriers that existed to extending provision, and suggest solutions that 
might help to challenge and remove these obstacles to successful flexible working 
provision. 
 
 
 

3. Scope of the Project  
 
The project investigated current employment practices within the HE sector and best 
practice within the HE and other sectors. The impact of recent relevant legislation in 
relation to flexible working was considered in designing and evaluating the 
questionnaire, taking account of the recently introduced “right to request flexible 
working”.   Work was also undertaken at four universities, including focus groups and 
interviews, leading to the development of action plans for each of the partner 
institutions.  
 
The focus of the project was on the practical implementation of flexible working 
options, identifying barriers and promoting and disseminating good practice 
examples for the benefit of the sector. 
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4. Background

The Government’s focus in relation to flexible working has been located almost 
exclusively within the diversity agenda, with a primary emphasis upon promoting 
work-life balance for carers.   As a result of the recent legislative programme, first 
parents then carers have been given the right to request flexible working.  Although 
the law only guarantees the right to request (not the right itself), this does seem to 
have had an impact upon the culture of flexibility in a large number of organisations, 
but has also led to a belief in some quarters that flexible working is an issue 
inextricably linked with caring responsibilities.  
  
It is, however, true that the improvements in availability of flexible working have 
largely been utilised by women – not because men do not want flexibility, but often 
because they find it is likely to be detrimental to their career progression, or is simply 
not open to them.  Moreover, this has led to some apparent disadvantages for both 
men and women. 
 
A researcher from Bristol University identified what many men, particularly those with 
children, are looking for: 
 

“Fathers don’t want to work different hours but they do want more flexible 
hours.  Rather than cutting back on time at work, it’s more important to be 
able to take the afternoon off to go to the school play or their child’s football 
match or to work from home if the child is ill.” 
 

Esther Dermott, “New man image is work in progress”1 
 
In a speech to the Working Better Conference on 14 July 2008, Nicola Brewer, the 
Chief Executive of the Commission for Equality and Human Rights, questioned the 
wisdom of ever-increasing access by women to maternity leave, seemingly at the 
expense of appropriate provision for men: 

 
“Only one in five men takes advantage of the new paternity leave provision – 
two weeks off, paid at £117 a week. And flexible working requests come 
mainly from women.”2 

 
A report entitled Sex and Power, published in 2008, outlined some of the issues 
facing carers who wish to take advantage of flexible working: 

“Before the arrival of children, 85% of working women are full-time. That falls 
to just 34% of working mothers with preschool children. A 2004 survey of 
part-time workers showed that just over half had had previous jobs in which 

                                            
1 Dermott, E, (24 August, 2006) “New Man Image is Work in Progress”, Times Publications, London 
 
2 Brewer, N (14 July, 2008), Speech to Working Better Conference, text in full available to download at 
http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/newsandcomment/speeches/Pages/SpeechbyNicolaBrewerla
unchof%27WorkingBetter%27.aspx (accessed September 2008) 
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they used higher qualifications or skills or had more management/ 
supervisory responsibility. 

 
Yet women wanting careers and a family are too often sidelined. Though 
many employers increasingly embrace the benefits of flexible working, others 
offer time off for raising a family and flexibility linked to childcare and caring 
grudgingly, as concessions that are a burden to business and those who seek 
them as not committed to the company. 

 
Given women’s experience, it is not surprising that fathers –who increasingly 
want to spend more time with their children than was typical 40 or even 20 
years ago – are reluctant to take paternity or longer parental leave or to seek 
flexibility, because of the career penalty or career death that may result. This 
means that, whatever a couple want to do, greater responsibility ends up 
being left to mothers, who in turn experience more of a penalty at work.” 3 

 

One of the most important contentions of the Flexible Employment Options project 
has been that flexible working must be seen as relevant to all staff -  men and 
women, carers or not.  Work-life balance is an essential aspect of everyone’s life, and 
only when this is recognised and acknowledged, will flexible working become a key 
part of everyday working life, rather than being seen as a concession for carers.  
Although flexible working is essential in enabling many people with caring 
responsibilities to remain in the workforce, unless it is seen as relevant to the lives of 
all working people, its value and use will be limited.  Organisations too will not be 
able to take full advantage of the strategic benefits of flexibility, a trend that is 
essential in remaining competitive in the current business environment. 

The research undertaken by the team involved a survey looking at options including 
maternity, paternity, adoption and paternal leave, availability of options in relation to 
staff groups.  This was supplemented by qualitative research questions about 
reasons for introducing flexible options, communication, monitoring and evaluation, 
training and appeals.  The findings of the survey are reported in the following 
section. 

 

 

 

 

                                            
3 Sex and Power (2008), Report by the Equality and Human Rights Commission, text in full available to 
download at 
http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/Documents/EHRC/SexandPower/Sex_and_Power_2008.pdf 
(accessed September 2008) 



© Flexible Employment Options (FEO) Project, September 2008 
 
 

8 

5. Sector Wide Survey

  The aims and objectives of the survey were as follows: 
 

• To identify current practice in relation to a variety of flexible employment 
options within all institutions in the higher education sector in the UK. 

• To use the data obtained as a basis for mapping the availability of options 
to various staff groups within HE institutions 

• To identify institutions at the leading edge in this area, and to use their 
experiences as part of the research in the form of case studies 

• To enable some tentative comparisons to be made with an earlier survey 
undertaken in 2000, to identify any obvious trends and changes in practice 
in HE institutions. 

 

Research Methodology 
 
An on-line questionnaire (copy attached as Appendix 1) was made available to all 
higher education institutions in the UK.  Email messages were sent to all HR Directors 
and other personnel within institutions, before and during the survey period, to alert 
them to the questionnaire and to encourage completion.  Additional means of 
publicising the survey were used, including postings on Admin-EO, a Jiscmail group 
for Equality and Diversity Specialists.  Due to the set up of the survey, it was not 
possible to return to an earlier page after moving on, so several respondents 
requested an e-mail version, which was sent out to 15 institutions (achieving a 
response rate of 67%).    

Respondents were requested to supply details about staff numbers, allocated into 
various given categories, plus an indication of the range of flexible employment 
practices in operation within their own institution.  They were also asked to identify 
where formal flexible employment policies were in operation, if these related to all 
staff or were only applicable to particular groups of staff in the institution.  
Additionally, the questionnaire requested information about monitoring and 
evaluation, training, potential barriers and good practice. 

 

Findings 
 
Thirty-seven institutions responded to the questionnaire, after multiple and partial 
responses were excluded.  There was also one respondent from Australia whose 
return was excluded from the final analysis.  Respondents included institutions from 
all parts of the sector, traditional, modern and university colleges, and from England, 
Ireland, Scotland and Wales. 
 
The results from a similar survey undertaken in 2000 were included for comparative 
purposes.  However, these comparative figures must be treated with great caution 
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for a number of reasons.  Firstly, although a similar methodology was used, the 
method of completing the survey was different (the 2000 survey was distributed in 
hard copy and electronically, whereas the 2007-8 questionnaire was internet based 
and only distributed by other media on request.  Secondly, although there was some 
overlap between the actual institutions comprising the respondents in both surveys, 
they were by no means identical and the personnel varied even when the institutions 
were the same.  Thirdly, the 2000 survey used similar but not identical staff 
categories (the 2008 survey utilised HESA information to make it easier for 
institutions to respond), so direct comparisons would not be statistically valid.  
Finally, the legislative requirements have changed considerably in the past 8 years, 
so when an institution reports exceeding the statutory minimum for maternity leave 
now, this is not directly comparable with an institution making the same return for 
the 2000 survey. 
 
 

Options with Statutory Requirements 
 
The survey investigated the extent to which institutions exceeded the statutory 
minimum in respect of a range of leave arrangements, as shown in the table below.   
 
 

 2007 2000  

 Number % Number % Number % Number % 
Comparison 

to 2000 

       Yes      No       Yes      No   

Maternity leave 32 89 5 14 41 82 9 18 +7% 

Paternity leave 25 69 12 33 39 78 11 22 -9% 

Adoption leave 27 75 9 25 30 60 20 40 +15% 

Parental leave 3 8 32 89 19 38 31 62 -20% 
Carers'/Dependants' 

leave 9 25 24 67 14 28 36 72 -3% 

 
 
As in 2000, a higher proportion of institutions exceed the statutory minimum in 
respect of maternity leave than paternity, adoption, parental or carers/dependants’ 
leave.  This is the case in spite of the significant improvements that have been made 
in relation to statutory maternity entitlement between 2000 and 2007.  There are 
also a significant percentage of institutions that offer improved leave entitlement in 
respect of adoption leave (75%) and paternity leave (69%).  The findings indicate 
that institutions have not improved their parental leave or carers/dependants’ leave 
entitlement to the same extent, with only 8% offering more than the statutory 
minimum for the former, and 25% for the latter.  
 
An additional question was included in this section, to find out what proportion of 
respondents had introduced the right to request flexible working as a formal option 
for all staff.  Almost two-thirds (64%) had done so, whilst 31% had not. 
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Flexible Options – Formal and Informal Policies 
 
The survey asked respondents to indicate where formal policies existed for a range of 
options. Comparative figures from the 2000 survey are indicated where options were 
included, but some additional options were added to the 2007 survey.  The table 
below shows the full results for all the options. 
 
Although the results were not directly comparable, it did seem to be the case that 
institutions had developed formal policies to a much greater extent than was the 
case in 2000.  There also appeared to be some changes in the types of options that 
were the subject of formal policies.  For example, one of the biggest changes was in 
relation to shift-working.  In 2000, 70% of respondents had had a formal policy for 
shift-workers but this had reduced to 50% in 2007.  On the other hand, pre-
retirement flexible working had had a formal policy in only 4% of institutions in 2000, 
but had increased to 50% in 2007.  Other options that had significantly increased 
were flexitime (up from 38% to 58%) and remote/homeworking (up from 2% to 
31%).  There had been no formal policies on compressed hours in 2000, but in 2007, 
22% of institutions had developed a policy.    
  
The impact of the diversity legislation was also apparent.  Temporary/voluntary 
reduced hours, an option frequently favoured by women maternity returners, was 
the subject of a formal policy in 36% of institutions in 2007, up from 14% in 2000.   
Another option that was increasing in popularity appeared to be career breaks.  In 
2000, only 20% of institutions had had a formal policy, but this had increased in 
2007 to 39%.  Only 3% of institutions in 2000 had had a policy on cultural/religious 
leave, but this had increased substantially to 28% in 2007. 
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  2007  

nc = no change, comparison 
calculated on % of institutions Formal policy  

Informal 
arrangements  

Considering 
formal policy  

Rejected 
formal policy  

Current situation in 
respect of other Flexible 
Employment options: Number % 

Comparison 
to 2000 Number % 

Comparison 
to 2000 Number % 

Comparison 
to 2000 Number % 

Comparison 
to 2000 

a)    Flexitime 21 58 +20% 7 19 -21% 4 11 +7% 1 3 -3% 
b)    Compressed Hours 8 22 +22% 14 39 +17% 4 11 +7% 2 6 +2% 
c)     Annualised Hours 7 19 +7% 13 36 +16% 3 8 +2% 1 3 -1% 
d)    Seasonal Hours 6 17 +5% 14 39 +11% 1 3 -3% 2 6 +2% 
e)    Shift Working 18 50 -20% 11 31 +17% 1 3 +3% 0 0   
f)     Self-rostering 3 8   8 22   1 3   2 6   
g)    Part-time Working 21 58 +2% 11 31 -5% 1 3 +1% 0 0 nc 
h)    Job Share/Splitting 18 50 +2% 12 33 -3% 3 8 +6% 0 0 -2% 
i)     Term-time Only 16 44 -10% 14 39 -1% 1 3 -1% 0 0 nc 
j)     Fixed Term Contracts 27 75 +5% 4 11 -15% 1 3 +1% 0 0 nc 
k)    Temporary/Voluntary 

          Reduced Hours 13 36 +22% 15 42 -28% 2 6 +4% 0 0 nc 
l)     Flexible working pre- 

          retirement 18 50 +46% 10 28 nc 5 14 +6% 1 3 nc 
m)   Flexible working after  

         retirement 8 22   9 25   4 11   2 6   
n)    Zero/Nil Hours 4 11 +1% 11 31 +13% 4 11 +9% 3 8 +4% 
o)    Remote/Home Working 11 31 +29% 14 39 -19% 7 19 +7% 2 6 +4% 
p)    Career Breaks 14 39 +19% 12 33 +19% 5 14 +8% 1 3 -5% 
q)    Study Leave/ 

         Sabbaticals 25 69 -7% 7 19 -1% 0 0   0 0 nc 
r)    Compassionate Leave 32 89 +1% 3 8 nc 1 3 +1% 0 0 nc 
s)    Cultural/Religious  

         Leave 10 28 +25% 14 39 +13% 0 0 -10% 0 0 nc 
t)    Temp Bank 10 28 +14% 14 39 +17% 2 6 +4% 2 6 +2% 
u)   Unpaid Leave 24 67   6 17   1 3   0 0   
v)   Other 3 8   1 3   0 0   1 3   



© Flexible Employment Options (FEO) Project, September 2008 
 
 

12 

Although there had been a significant increase in the number of formal policies, 
many options were also available more frequently on an informal basis.  In some 
cases, the increase in formal policies were linked with a decline in informal 
arrangements, but some options appeared to be available more widely both formally 
and informally.  The decrease in the informal arrangements for flexitime was fairly 
well accounted for by a corresponding increase in formal policies.  However, options 
such as annualised hours and career break schemes reported increases both in 
respect of formal policies (up 7% and 19% respectively) and informal arrangements 
(up 16% and 19% respectively). 
 
 

Flexible Options – Staff Groups 
 
Respondents were asked to report if there was any distinction made in relation to 
options that had formal policies.  In many cases, options were available to all staff 
groups, but there were some differences.  The degree of differentiation is somewhat 
surprising, given that the majority of institutions have now implemented the single 
pay spine and might therefore be expected to make options available to all staff 
within the institution.  However, there are clearly some options that are more 
applicable to some staff groups than others, and this tends to be reflected in the 
findings. 
 
The results were broken down by HESA category, which are detailed in the table 
below. 
 
 

Category 

Managers (HESA Code 1) 

Academic and Non Academic Professionals (HESA Code 2) 

Technical, People-centred (inc. HR & Welfare), Creative, 
Communications, and Sports Occupations (HESA Code 3) 

Library, Administrative, and Secretarial Occupations (HESA Code 4) 

Chefs, Gardeners, Fitters and Printers (HESA Code 5) 

Caretakers, Wardens, Sports Attendants, and Caring Occupations 
(HESA Code 6) 

Retail and Customer Service Occupations (HESA Code 7) 

Drivers, Maintenance Supervisors and Plant Operatives (HESA Code 8) 
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Formal policies and staff groups 
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Formal policies and staff groups 

The findings in relation to staff groups are summarised in the chart above and the 
table below.  The policies that are most likely to apply to all staff are temporary 
reduced hours, flexible working both pre and post retirement, compassionate leave 
and cultural/religious leave.  Other options that were generally available to all staff 
included unpaid leave.  In general, there was a much greater tendency for policies to 
be available to all staff than had been the case in 2000.  It was encouraging to see 
that there had been a move towards making formal policies on study 
leave/sabbaticals applicable to all staff, possibly reflecting the impact of the National 
Pay Framework.  In 2000, this policy had been available to all staff in only 21% of 
respondents compared with 53% of institutions were it was applicable only to 
academics.  In 2007, the all-staff figure was 58% compared with 15% for managers 
and 27% for academic staff. 
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Formal Policies and Staff Groups 
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Informal arrangements and staff groups 

The findings in relation to staff groups are summarised in the table below.  There 
was far greater consistency in informal arrangements, in that they were much more 
likely to be available to all staff.  Arrangements most likely to apply to all staff are 
self-rostering, part-time working, fixed-term contracts, temporary/voluntary reduced 
hours, flexible working after retirement, zero/nil hours contracts, career breaks, 
compassionate leave, cultural/religious leave, temp bank and unpaid leave. This is 
probably because informal arrangements, by their very nature, are easier to consider 
for any member of staff.  Consequently, the only option where there were significant 
numbers of respondents that differentiated between staff groups was 
remote/homeworking. 
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Qualitative Research 
 
A number of qualitative questions were introduced into the 2008 survey, to develop a 
greater understanding about the reasons why institutions had introduced flexible 
working initiatives, the barriers they had encountered and other implementation 
issues. 
 

Reasons for Introducing Flexible Working 
 
There was a variety of reasons why institutions decided to introduce flexible working, 
mainly focused around the business, moral and ethical case for flexible working.  A 
number of the respondents also emphasised the potential for benefits to both the 
employee and the institution.  The issues that were mentioned most frequently were: 
 

1) in order to promote work-life balance 
2) to improve recruitment and retention and 
3) to comply with legislation in respect of equal opportunities and diversity 

issues 
 

Some institutions referred to the need to promote morale and staff satisfaction and 
to improve service delivery.  Several responses focused upon the win-win nature of 
introducing flexible working: 
 

“To improve work-life balance to ensure that the best candidate is 
hired for the role - in many instances the flexibility is both in the 
interest of the University and the individual”. 

 
Some responses specifically identified the key role played by the implementation of 
flexible working as part of the University’s strategic objectives: 
 

“To contribute to achieving the University's corporate aims, 
particularly with respect to recruitment and retention, equality and 
diversity, service delivery.” 

 
Others had identified particular staff groups for whom this issue was particularly 
relevant: 
 

“In the context of under-representation of women in academic posts; 
reinforced by the legislation later.” 

 
In spite of a wide variety of reasons being cited, it was surprising that only one 
institution identified green issues as a key driver: 
 

“Space utilisation and sustainability, and to developing a working 
environment which is more 'family friendly' and contributes to 
'employee wellbeing'.” 
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Several responses referred to the fact that they had implemented flexible working 
some time ago – for some, recent developments were a consolidation of existing 
informal practice: 
 

“We have always provided a range of working patterns. The 
introduction of formal policy and guidelines in 2002 simply 
consolidated a range of formal and less formal practices for 
clarification, and to ensure all staff and their managers were aware 
of their right to request flexible working.  It was also perceived to be 
good for business in terms of reducing stress-related and other 
absences, as well as for the potential to enhance service delivery.” 

 
The response of many institutions can be summed up by the following: 
 

“To retain valuable and talented employees and to assist with work 
life balance.  There are advantages to both the employee and the 
business in offering these flexible working arrangements. Individually 
there are advantages such as the ability to balance family life, 
personal commitments and commuting. We also recognise that there 
are potential benefits for the University such as improved recruitment 
and retention, increased morale and productivity as well as reduced 
absenteeism.” 

 

Communication 
Institutions used a variety of communication mechanisms to promote their flexible 
working initiatives.  Nearly all respondents employed website communication and 
links, and most institutions used staff handbooks or information leaflets and e-mail 
updates.  About 80% of respondents also use either recruitment literature or 
induction sessions to promote their flexible working policy. Some institutions also 
have a newsletter and others use briefing sessions or cascade information via 
managers, particularly when a new policy was introduced. 

Other responses included using staff development sessions, staff board notices, road 
shows and presentations and HR open days, and others mentioned verbal 
communication and word of mouth as effective communication methods. 

 

Monitoring and Evaluation 
It was still the exception rather than the norm for institutions to monitor and 
evaluate flexible working data.  Only 30% of respondents indicated that they 
monitored data, whereas 54% did not. 
 
Of those that did, however, 82% reported that the Equality/Diversity Officer and/or 
Committee received the data.  However, this figure translated into less than a 
quarter (24%) of the total respondents. 
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When asked how many requests were not agreed, the responses ranged from about 
one third to none.  However, the majority of institutions indicated that this was not 
information that they routinely collected, so they were unable to respond accurately.  
Others reported that they only monitored data that required a contractual change, so 
would not be aware of other applications.  Overall, very few institutions indicated 
that this was a problem, and most reported that applications would only be turned 
down for business or operational/service delivery reasons.  One institution did 
indicate that cost would be a factor, and that an application might not be agreed 
because it would create additional costs.  
 
 

Institutional Good Practice 
Many good practice examples were noted by respondents.  Retention of staff, 
particularly of women returning from maternity leave was frequently mentioned.  
Options that had worked well included part-time and term-term working and 
flexitime.  Several institutions indicated specific examples of retaining skilled and 
experienced staff that would otherwise have left, and others had used flexible 
working to good effect for staff returning from long-term sickness.  There was a wide 
range of other responses, and two institutions reported that piloting had been useful 
in testing out flexible working prior to implementing the policy across the institution 
as a whole. 
 
Other responses referred to the use of a variety of other options: 
 

“Term time working is both beneficial for both the individual and the 
organisation as business needs are met”. 
  
“Different starting and finishing times for flexitime seem to work well 
in providing extended cover and enabling employees to meet home 
commitments. Introducing flexi-time in new areas had produced 
more equitable access to flexibility”. 
 
“Term time only working has been in place for many years and is 
useful to retain employees with school age children.  An employee 
recently undertook a period of compressed hours in order to 
undertake a part time qualification. Many academics reduce to part-
time as they near retirement age or after they have taken their 
pension benefits”.  
 
“Some Directorates have certain times of the year when they are 
extremely busy, i.e. August/September for clearing and enrolment. 
Seasonal hours means staff can work more hours in the busy 
periods, reducing overtime costs for the University. Service opening 
hours have been extended in some areas”. 
 
“Job-sharing and home/teleworking”. 
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Others indicated the benefits for the staff and the institution: 
 

“More cost effective deployment of staff”. 
 
“Within our catering department it has allowed staff to have more 
autonomy over their working patterns and work as a team more 
effectively to provide the service at all times”. 
 
“Helps staff with child care and elderly relatives work in the 
institution. Enables greater coverage of the business. Attracts a 
greater diversity of staff”. 

 

 
Barriers 
When asked about barriers, respondents were very consistent in identifying issues.  
All respondents who identified barriers (there were two who said there were no 
barriers) mentioned managerial reluctance, service delivery and/or resources, 
particularly in small departments as actual or potential barriers.  
  
The responses below were typical: 
 

• Managers who are reluctant to look at alternative options to full-time site 
based employment have concerns over the service levels being 
compromised and who perceive that part-time employees are not as 
dedicated as full time. 

 
• Bad experiences/perceptions of managers in respect of flexible working. 

Perceived cost of additional resources such as computer equipment and 
additional demand on office space is often quoted as a reason for refused 
flexible working. 

 
In some institutions, the lack of monitoring made it difficult to challenge negative 
attitudes: 
 

• Anxiety on part of senior management that flexible working will not be 
managed effectively. Lack of data as currently do not record flexible 
working arrangements (cannot tell who is on term-time only, where local 
flexitime has been introduced, poor recording of all forms of leave); highly 
devolved organisation with high level of discretionary authority which 
resists removal of discretionary authority. 

 
There were some mentions of institutional culture and stereotypes: 
 

• Initially there was some opposition, reflecting the 'academics is a 24/7 
commitment kind of thinking' - but now importantly this culture drives an 
unwillingness to take up the option 



© Flexible Employment Options (FEO) Project, September 2008 22 

• In some areas, managers express concern that they will not be able to fully 
staff services if there is flexibility in relation to hours of work. This is 
particularly the case where there is a very small team or an individual in an 
office. Views do seem to be changing, however. 

 

 
Training 
Institutions were almost equally divided on offering flexible working training, with 
42% and 44% reporting that they respectively did and did not provide training. 

 
 
Flexible Working Requests 
The majority of institutions reported either that very few flexible working requests 
were rarely refused or that they were unable to answer this question, as they did not 
collect the data.  One institution, however, reported that about one third of requests 
were turned down, usually for operational reasons.   
 
Most respondents (76%) indicated that applicants had a right of appeal, with nearly 
all of these using the statutory grievance procedure and relevant timescales.  Only 
one institution had established an independent committee to consider appeals in 
relation to flexible working requests. 
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6. Institutional Research 
 
Methodology 
 
An additional aspect of the project was direct work with four institutions on an 
individual basis to develop action plans for the promotion of flexible working.  The 
institutions were self-selecting in the sense that they were all wishing to further 
develop their flexible working provision, but they were at various stages in the 
process.  The institutions varied from, on the one hand, one where there was 
currently very little formal flexible working to another at the other end of the scale 
which had well developed provision and was looking to introduce more advanced 
options such as a career break scheme.  The work took the form of initial meetings 
with HR professionals in each university, to evaluate their current situation and to 
identify general areas in which they wished to enhance their existing flexible working 
provision.  This was supplemented by focus group meetings and one-to-one 
interviews with a range of staff across each institution.  Groups included senior 
managers, line managers, trades union representatives and staff at all levels with an 
interest in flexible working.  After the research had been completed, a summary 
report was produced for each institution.  From these reports, an individual action 
plan for each was developed for every University, reflecting the priorities identified 
within the focus groups and meetings. 
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Institution A (a university in the North West of England 
employing 1,500 staff) 
 
Research Findings 
 

• Generally, there was an enormous level of support for flexible working 
arrangements, and all groups and interviewees were supportive of how well the 
new policy has worked.  One comment was “If they tried to take it away, people 
would be very unhappy!” 

 
• There was a general feeling that flexible working initiatives were not effectively 

integrated with other parts of the University’s strategic planning – for example, 
the undergraduate teaching hours had been extended to 7.30 pm, but no account 
was taken of other issues, such as availability of technical support.  Access to 
buildings was also raised as an issue - in some areas, building availability was 
problematic even for staff, let alone students. 

 
• There was a large differential in holiday entitlement, with academic staff entitled 

to 35 days in comparison with the support staff allocation of 22 days (rising to 27 
days after 5 years).   

 
• There was a general view that resources had a negative impact on the ability of 

departments to operate flexibly.  One person commented that flexibility was a 
choice between staying late or coming in early, but there was a general view that 
some departments lacked adequate resources to deliver service under any 
circumstances, and this would automatically affect upon their ability to operate 
flexibly.  Several focus groups mentioned weekend open days as a specific issue – 
these were now regarded as a routine part of working life in some areas, and 
placed extreme pressure on small departments.   

 
• Some felt that support staff were required to be in the office at times when they 

do not need to be there, because some people had a traditional view of service 
delivery. Some felt that communicating opening hours may be necessary rather 
than bending over backwards to deliver service with inadequate levels of staffing. 

 
• The flexitime scheme did not take account of peaks and troughs during the year – 

at certain times, workloads were highly pressurised and at others less so, but the 
scheme did not allow for this.  Some departments had used flexibility in terms of 
carrying over hours at busy times of the year in order to accommodate this, but 
formalising this within the policy would be helpful.  Additional flexibility in carrying 
over time during busy periods should be a part of the formal policy, but this 
should be implemented in the light of local circumstances, based on the business 
case for each individual.  People losing hours because of their inability to take 
them under the existing constraints was a real problem. 

• The institution currently operated a Time Off in Lieu (TOIL) scheme in one 
particular area, but this was due to be abolished and incorporated into the main 
flexitime scheme.  There were varying views on the abolition of the TOIL scheme 
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– some felt it would be good to incorporate additional flexibility into the formal 
flexitime scheme, and thus the removal of TOIL would not be a problem, whilst 
others felt that this would be difficult to achieve.  Most agreed that it was 
appropriate to have all staff working with the same regulations and rules.   

• There was general agreement that it would be useful to enable staff to take time 
off in shorter time periods than a whole or half day – people frequently require 
only a couple of hours off, to deal with personal or family issues and currently this 
is handled on an informal basis. 

• There were issues with some people using the flexitime system by working extra 
hours unnecessarily, there needs to be an understanding that flexitime is 
fundamentally about working flexibly rather than building up leave. (This may be 
linked to the holiday entitlement issue below).  There is also a need for all staff 
within the institution to recognise that flexible working is not just about flexitime 
and flexible hours – there is a misconception that this is the only type of flexible 
working that exists and this view needs to be corrected. 

 
• Although training had been provided for managers in relation to the 

implementation, there were many staff, particularly those new to flexible working, 
for whom training would also have been useful.  This would have enabled them to 
discuss issues around recording hours, timesheets, and could have included case 
studies illustrating how flexible working can operate most effectively.  This would 
have been particularly helpful for those who had not worked in a flexible 
environment before, and may have avoided some staff regarding flexitime as a 
way of accumulating hours and additional leave irrespective of their workload. 

• Staff for whom flexible working is not easily accessible needed to feel included – 
it was important to avoid resentment by including options which were possible for 
them, although many manual staff did operate flexibly by using options such as 
part-time and self-rostering. 

 
• A number of small issues had arisen that had been managed by local discretion.  

It would have been helpful if as many issues as possible were covered by the 
policy – this was helpful for managers, in that they had guidance as to what was 
and was not appropriate, and was helpful for both staff and managers ensuring 
consistency and fairness.  Ad hoc decisions made it difficult for managers to 
remember what they decided to do on a previous occasion and led to differing 
practice between departments.  Guidance would be welcomed on important 
issues such as travelling time, medical appointments, working lunches, etc in 
order to ensure standardisation of practice across the institution. 

• Greater transparency in recording hours was considered a good thing, to enable 
all staff to see what hours their colleagues are recording.  This would provide an 
inbuilt safety check to ensure people were not “playing the system” but would 
also ensure that managers were able to monitor hours and deal with issues as 
they arose rather than waiting until the end of the month and having to deal with 
a large number of submitted sheets. 
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• Staff needed to be rewarded flexibly in order to maintain morale – if staff worked 
overtime, they needed to have a choice of time off in lieu or payment, as different 
people wanted different rewards, depending on their own circumstances. 

• Flexible working needed to be a two way thing – in some areas, staff flexibility 
was historic and was not meeting current business needs 

• Directors did not necessarily wish to be part of the formal flexible working scheme 
(currently their level was excluded) but some would have liked to be included, 
and it sent particular signals about the scheme when they were not included. 

 
• Communication was still seen as an issue.  It was agreed that some managers 

would need to be “sold” the benefits of flexible working, which could be achieved 
by publicising the successes in other areas of the institution 

 
• There was general agreement that the culture of departments was very variable 

and that work needs to be done to bring some of the more traditional thinkers on 
board (see point above). 

 
• There was no unanimity about additional possible options, as all those suggested 

were considered to be unworkable by some staff:  However, suggestions were as 
follows: 

 
o Extended working week (using Saturday as a standard working day with 

entitlement to flexitime for working this day) 
o Homeworking (although this was regarded with caution by some groups) 
o Buying/selling annual leave (perhaps on a swap basis), limited to 5 days a 

year (this was seen as completely unworkable by some groups!) 
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Institution B (a University in the Home Counties, employing 
2.700 staff) 
 
Research Findings 
 

• The general view was that flexible working operated at the University largely 
on an informal basis, which created problems in relation to monitoring and 
ensuring fairness and consistency both within departments and across the 
University.  Some focus group members believed that essential services were 
deemed not to be suitable for flexible working and staff employed there were 
therefore required to work standard office hours with no variation.  However, 
other respondents believed that there was no policy for administrative staff 
and any arrangements were personal, informal and ad-hoc, agreed between 
individuals and line managers. 

• Because of the need for front line staff to be available to deliver services as 
and when required, many managers believed it was difficult to allow flexible 
working on an equitable basis.  Within the Estates department, for example, 
people had to be available at specific times, leading to less flexibility.  There 
was no point in people being available either earlier or later than when they 
were required.  However, some maintenance staff had different start times, 
which was useful for them and allowed service provision to be delivered over a 
longer period of time. Some areas had managed this issue by enabling staff to 
work from home but be available via e-mail and mobile phone (remote 
access). 

• Support staff could offset time accrued during busy periods at quieter times, 
but there was varying practice in terms of working additional hours.  In the 
absence of a formal policy, some staff were of the opinion that additional 
hours should be recorded and taken back at less busy times.  However, the 
majority regularly worked extra hours without taking time off in lieu and staff 
who worked part-time felt particularly strongly that they were under an 
obligation to put in extra to compensate for being able to work their preferred 
number of hours. 

• The flexibility for academic staff was primarily governed by timetabling 
considerations.  Academic staff noted that the teaching hours had been 
extended and staff were now required to be available for teaching from 9am 
to 9pm.  This was due to the difficulty in finding sufficient teaching rooms 
during the day, but was not only unpopular with staff but also with many 
students.  This was also out of line with provision of other University services, 
such as catering and bus services.  It was also not always clear to staff what 
the procedures were – people were unsure about how they were supposed to 
notify security if they were teaching a late class. 

• Some respondents also mentioned flexibility in terms of location, working 
either from home or from other locations remote from the University, which 
was less common, but seemed to be working effectively for those staff with 
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these types of arrangements.  In addition to those with a specific 
arrangement, such as working from home one day a week, some people felt 
that working at home is useful when they were feeling under the weather – 
they did not feel ill enough to justify taking time off sick, but would have 
preferred not to go into the office and used working from home rather than 
sick leave to work when they felt able.  Some respondents mentioned the 
ways in which staff could now use many technical resources (eg memory 
sticks, remote e-mail access and other aids).  It was noted that by using swipe 
cards or by techniques such as recording when people switched on and 
accessed their workstation, it was already fairly simple to monitor people’s 
working pattern remotely. 

• Some respondents noted how flexible working could take account of individual 
differences, working styles and job roles.  Many people found it helpful to 
undertake particular types of work without the many distractions of the office 
environment, as academic staff had been doing for many years for activities 
such as research, reading and marking.  It was noted that different people 
needed different environments (some people preferred to work in noisy 
surroundings or with the TV or radio on, whereas others needed a quiet, 
peaceful atmosphere to do their best. 

• Many respondents were of the opinion that too many staff thought that 
everyone needed to be in the office at the same time.  The general view was 
that there was more scope for flexible working than some believed.  

• In terms of their personal situation, there were significant numbers of informal 
arrangements.  However, these were only possible because of particular 
managers’ attitudes and in some cases, people had had to apply several times 
before being successful in having their flexible working arrangement 
approved. 

• Some staff had taken a temporary reduction in hours, sometimes to undertake 
activities such as part-time teaching, and others had taken study leave.  There 
appeared to be variable practice in that staff were permitted up to 5 days 
study leave, but this was at the manager’s discretion, with apparently no clear 
criteria or guidelines for assessing applications.  Annualised hours was an 
option that was also considered a possibility for some areas of work. 

 
• There was some discussion about the perceptions of full-time workers.  There 

was a view that some people believed that after working for a certain amount 
of time, they had earned the right to be more “relaxed” for the rest of the day 
or working week.  This did not appear to apply to part-time staff, who 
frequently felt the need to work harder because of their part-time status.  
However, others were more concerned about full time academic staff who are 
often in the university and have to deal with issues when others are working 
at home or outside their working hours.   As full time academic contracts do 
not specify hours, it is important that any flexible part-time working system 
must not disadvantage full time staff. 
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• Part-time staff on fractional contracts had also led to significant issues.  For 
example, a member of staff could start employment at the University on a 0.5 
contract and subsequently work additional hours (sometimes up to an 
additional 0.5).  If this was across strategic business units, there was no real 
mechanism for taking responsibility for that person – this would only be the 
case if both contracts were within the same work area. Fractional contracts 
also led to timetabling constraints, which were sometimes unhelpful both for 
the member of staff and for the departments concerned.  
 

• A major barrier to the development of a University wide system was the 
current differential practice whereby individuals had negotiated personal 
agreements with their current line manager.  This meant that there was no 
consistent policy at the recruitment end, and created problems when 
managers changed.  It could also work against any new applications as there 
was a tendency to regard any agreed practice as established and 
unchangeable, which was also unhelpful if the needs of the service changed.  
 

• There were also issues in relation to the formal policy, which appeared to be 
unclear and interpreted differently across the institution.  The formal policy 
was predicated on arrangements being permanent in most cases, and was 
also not explicit about relating to any staff other than parents and carers.  
There was a formal system of TOIL for some staff but not others, and it was 
difficult for professional support staff to utilise homeworking. There was also 
confusion about what applied at what grade level and how staff above UH6 
were recognised for their additional hours of work. 
 

• Full-time staff sometimes felt that there has been too much flexibility given to 
part-time staff, which meant that their scope for flexible working is limited, 
and can create resentment.  However, the opening hours of the crèche and 
the inflexibility of the crèche regarding staff changing their days was a barrier 
to some part-time staff being able to be more flexible.  

 
• This meant that full time staff had to deliver more of the late teaching 

sessions – in addition it was not often possible to come in late the next day 
and even when this happened, there was nowhere to park! 
 

• There was a belief that the University’s policies and practices needed to 
explicitly reflect the way in which people’s lifestyles had  changed so that they 
were more in step with the demands of modern life. 
 

• There was a view that the University was sending out a subliminal message 
that at certain senior levels, work-life balance was not important as extra work 
hours were not recognised in the same way as with grades below UH6 (even 
with consideration of the full benefits package, good will etc). Therefore, often 
it was those who were not entitled to the same benefits on TOIL and overtime 
that were called upon to make the decisions about such agreements about 
those who report to them. 
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• It was suggested that buying and selling annual leave may be an interesting 
option for many people, but this needed careful managing.  Frequently, 
particularly when resources were tight, people were required to find a 
“partner” on a similar grade or salary level with whom they could swap leave 
entitlement, in order to make this a cost neutral exercise.   
 

• Other people suggested that more flexibility over lunch breaks would also be 
welcome, and others mentioned a more formalised flexitime scheme.   
 

• Overall, respondents were enthusiastic about the University’s attempts to 
enable flexible working (not necessarily flexi-time which only seemed to exist 
within HR and one or two other teams). Respondents were unanimous that to 
have a consistent policy and clear guidelines would benefit the university and 
its staff.  
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University C was a small institution in the South East of England 
employing 400 staff) 
 
Research Findings 
 

• Staff agreed that flexible working should be defined in a very generic way.  It 
should be clear that the term encompasses other options as well as flexitime, 
as sometimes people assume that this is the only option under discussion.   

• Options currently available at University C were discussed.  Term-time only 
working was already in place, and seemed to work effectively.  There was 
some discussion about the flexibility available to term time and full time staff.  
Some full year workers felt that they do not have as much flexibility as term 
time only staff, and there was some consideration of questions of equity. 

• In some departments, managers operating some services needed to deliver 
outside the usual 9-5 environment and therefore required staff to work flexibly 
(in some cases, new contracts have been introduced).   

• In certain departments, TOIL was taken as part of the formal contract and 
subject to laid down restrictions (ie, sometimes it was only applicable to 
specific activities such as open days). Most people worked extra hours as 
goodwill and were not allowed to take them back, which led to some people 
feeling they were not suitably appreciated by the University.  Some staff had 
informal arrangements with their line manager, but as some managers were 
very good and others much more rigid, there was a lack of consistency. 

• Taking leave to cover for care issues and sick relatives was also variable. 
There was a policy on compassionate leave but most people did not know 
what it said and there was a variety of practice in terms of how much paid 
leave people were allowed.  Some departments allowed people to take time 
off, sometimes for a relatively generous amount of time, whereas in other 
departments, staff were required to make up any time taken. 

• In some departments there were no informal arrangements. Staff working in 
customer-facing roles felt they had little access to flexible working 
opportunities because of the difficulty of actually getting the job done.   

• Senior managers and line managers had no guidelines or specific guidance in 
general terms, although they could ask advice from Personnel with individual 
cases.  There was no policy relating to flexible working (even that allowed by 
the legislation under the right to request for parents and carers), so managers 
had to use national websites for information and guidance. 

• Decisions on flexible working applications appeared to be made on a 
somewhat arbitrary basis. There was general agreement that a formal policy 
and process would be preferable, as this would offer clarity, fairness, 
transparency and equality of access for all staff across the institution. 
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• Most staff agreed that the best approach in evaluating flexible working was 
one informed by considerations of time and place.  For example, one member 
noted that placement staff needed to be available when the schools were able 
to discuss issues with them, which required a degree of flexibility that was not 
apparent within the formal employment contract.  As this was fixed in terms of 
hours and times of attendance, this created problems for managers and in 
terms of service delivery.  The rigid approach, based upon an attitude that 
believed that what had always been done was still appropriate, was now 
outdated and needed to be challenged.  Both managers and staff needed to 
be open to discussions for more flexibility of service provision. 

• Some members of the group believed there were issues about weekends, due 
to several part time staff working patterns that included taking Fridays off, 
leaving less flexibility for other staff. 

• The general view was that the institution was too willing to accommodate old 
fashioned, traditional attitudes to work and this was a barrier to progress in 
the development of flexible working options.  People felt that the culture of 
departments was very variable and that work needed to be done to bring 
some of the more traditional thinkers on board with new ideas. 

• Communication was generally considered to be problematic.  There was at 
one time a Staff handbook outlining all relevant policies and procedures, but 
most people were not aware of this and did not know if it still existed.  Some 
information was available on the intranet, but this did not seem to be easy to 
find and some staff were not aware of what could be accessed via this route.   

• There was a differential in holiday entitlement between academic staff, non-
academic and those on management grades which created something of a 
two-tier system and, added to the perceived additional flexibility enjoyed by 
academics and managers, encouraged a culture of “us and them”. 

• Resource implications also gave rise to a raft of issues, including some related 
to IT provision.  There were also issues relating to models of timetabling.  

• Some barriers had arisen as a result of previous problems – in one case there 
was no supervision, and no agreement as to the level and role of the person 
concerned.  All agreed that it is important to develop a clear focus on 
outcomes and accountability, in order to maintain levels of trust between 
managers and staff. 

• Flexible working hours (flexitime) were not usually available and there was no 
formal flexitime policy.  Most staff, particularly support staff, would welcome 
this type of scheme, being able to work a little more flexibly within a 
standardised framework.   

• Staff considered that access to homeworking would be useful. However, there 
were concerns that there was sometimes an impact on other staff in terms of 
covering work, answering phone calls, etc.  Currently some people were 
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allowed to work from home on an ad hoc basis, but there was no policy and a 
variety of practice. The technology was available to allow access to shared 
drives (currently being trialled in some areas) but this was not yet available to 
all staff. 

• There was some discussion of study leave – people knew that this 
arrangement was available to academic staff, but there was some uncertainty 
as to whether non-academics were also eligible to apply.  For a range of 
activities, including caring, studying and other personal reasons, some people 
use part of their annual leave entitlement.  However, in some departments 
even this option was problematic due to strict rules limiting the number of 
days annual leave that could be taken during term time. 

• Annualised hours was suggested as a possible option, as one participant had 
seen this working well at a local authority in a previous post. 

• Staff discussed the Green Travel Plan, whereby staff applied for a parking 
permit and were assessed according to criteria such as distance travelled. Day 
permits were also available, but the system did not take account of the 
demands of the work and the travelling requirements of individual jobs in a 
very effective way, nor was parking guaranteed, even with a permit.  
Members agreed that there did not appear to be a very joined up approach to 
green issues, as flexible working, recruitment and retention, the extension of 
the teaching hours and the travel plan seemed to be considered entirely 
independently of each other.  

• Some groups believed that the equal opportunities policy seemed to be 
implemented in a way that was often detrimental to staff, so a degree of 
cynicism had arisen about Personnel initiatives (particularly in the wake of the 
framework agreement being imposed), which could impede progress in the 
development of flexible working. 

• In relation to special leave, flexible employment practices were not being 
taken into account in all cases, leading to variations in practice.  Changes in 
circumstances were met with varying responses, frequently negative.  There 
was general agreement that flexible working applications should be assessed 
in relation to the business case and should be open to all staff, including part-
time staff.  

• Some clarification was required about definitions – not all staff were clear 
about the meaning of terms such as staggered hours and other types of 
flexible working.  These would need to be clearly defined if any policy/scheme 
were to be rolled out to staff. 

• The culture of the institution did not seem to be fully supportive of part time 
working (senior staff did not appear to be enthusiastic about maternity leavers 
returning on a part time basis).  There was no reference to the national 
context or to Personnel by senior managers, but Personnel were also believed 
not to operate independently of senior management.  The general view was 
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that the culture of the organisation failed to recognise people’s rights, and was 
based on the principle of “if your face fits ....”  People did not complain 
because they feared for their own position and being labelled as a trouble 
maker. 

• Participants agreed that flexible working required a thought out approach and 
joined up attitudes.  There was a view that currently, it operated on a 
relatively informal, ad-hoc basis, and was much centred around the culture of 
working 9-5.  Participants felt that there was a need for a properly developed 
policy that was subject to regular review.  The policy and procedures needed 
to reflect the characteristics of fairness and equity, and demonstrate strategic, 
joined up-approach to flexible working and associated issues. 
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University D was a university in the Midlands employing 1400 
staff 
 
Research Findings 
 
• Participants were overwhelmingly positive about flexible working, although the 

group agreed that people had different needs that should be accommodated 
flexibly.  It was acknowledged that flexible working was very important for 
childcare, and essential for single parents. 

• Flexible working was widely used across the University, intrinsic to managing 
workloads, and highly valued. 
 

• One of the main issues arising was that the changing nature of HE was requiring 
a different approach to work.  Changes that were having a significant impact 
included an increased staff/ student ratio, an increase in students needing 
substantial help, summer schools, evening working, courses that commenced in 
January, other courses with different semesters to the standard pattern, and new 
methods of delivering learning.  Work was also being affected by the increase in 
commercial and international work, with more roles requiring travel or an element 
of travel.  Customer demands were increasing, as was the necessity to deliver 
beyond the standard “9-5”. 

 
• While work in HE still tended to be seasonal, this was less so than before, and 

more for some departments than others.  This had a substantial impact on 
lecturers, reducing their flexibility to self manage their time, as well as impacting 
on support staff.  The change in semesters and other year round courses, 
including work in the summer, was making it harder to take annual leave, 
especially the recent increase in entitlement, to take time out to attend training, 
and to take time owed under flexible arrangements.  Where workloads were high, 
flexibility was reduced across the board, even where flexible working was 
available.  

 
• There were two additional issues for some staff.  Firstly, a high number of 

meetings could result in the rest of the work being done late in the day, evenings 
or at weekends - being “smarter” around meetings could help this.  Secondly, 
where there was now minimal staffing due to cuts, this drastically reduced 
flexibility to allow for time owed, leave, or training, particularly in specialised roles 
where it was difficult to buy in help. 

 
• Although flexible working appeared deeply imbedded across the University with a 

wide variety of options being used, the schemes were not generally publicised 
and there was a lack of information for managers and staff.  There was no 
detailed information on the internet, and new staff and managers were often 
unaware of what was officially available.  A lack of general guidelines seemed to 
lead to a lack of consistency of application and expectation, as well as access in 
the first instance.  This lack of consistency had led to feelings of the system being 
unfair, and in some cases staff had received inconsistent advice from Personnel.  
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Personnel did promote flexible working but had not always been successful in 
convincing line managers. 

 
• Where managers understood flexible working and its benefits, there were good 

levels of trust and application.  However, in some cases, the different forms of 
flexible working were less well understood and training would be useful.  There 
was sometimes a lack of understanding higher up the management structure that 
could block a line manager’s ability to provide flexible working, causing frustration 
for staff. 

 
• There was also a perception that while managers willingly accepted staff being 

flexible around weekends or late working on weekday evenings, they were often 
not so good at giving anything back.  The availability and operation of flexible 
working still seemed very much to depend on a manager’s attitude – an 
experience shared by all groups, even academic staff.  It was also felt that how 
flexible working operates, who it might be useful for, and generally opportunities 
for flexible working could be limited if administered solely by line mangers, or 
more easily declined.  Conversely, mangers needed flexibility to deliver their 
objectives and provide flexibility around service delivery.  It is generally felt that 
formal schemes should be the result of discussions involving the whole 
department and accepted by managers and staff alike. 

 
• It was felt that management should be by objectives and outcomes, linked closely 

to review and business planning.   Flexible working was regarded as an important 
tool to achieve this.   

 
• It was believed that there needed to be a consistent approach to the training of 

line and middle management along the lines of a “checklist”, “matrix” or “toolbox” 
to ensure training in all relevant areas. 

 
• One-off informal arrangements were seen as very useful, as institution wide 

formal schemes could not cover all potential situations that might arise.  There 
was also a danger that a manager might reduce individual flexibility to fit with a 
large formal scheme.   

 
• There was an issue with flexitime being recorded in several different ways around 

the institution, with differing levels of trust around the recording of hours and 
who had access to the information.  It was felt there were inconsistencies in the 
way time owing was handled by managers.  Some departments still used fixed 
hours with a system of TOIL and in one instance access to flexitime had been 
removed.  There were different variations of flexitime in place, developed to meet 
specific needs of different teams and departments, and this should not be lost.  
However flexitime was seen as very valuable for all staff particularly when 
teamwork was used to cover office requirements. 

 
• The original, official formal schemes did not always match the current/changing 

needs of departments so there were many places that had developed their own 
systems to cope with this.  More staff worked outside the original flexitime 
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boundaries than before, including weekends, and needed to be able to keep track 
of this. In some departments, new electronic timesheets had been developed. 

 
• An increasing number of departments were making use of technology to work in 

different sties or locations, locally and nationally, including home.  A lack of 
access to resourced and supported home/remote working was an important issue.  
There was a strong desire for the availability of properly resourced home working, 
especially as there was awareness that there were clear benefits - quiet, away 
from interruptions, productive, refreshing, working to your own rhythm and so 
on.  There was a feeling that time and technology had moved on, but 
management thinking had not.  However, in some departments there were very 
flexible practices making full use of modern technology.  It was felt that 
technology could be used to achieve wider customer service using, for instance, 
online advice services.  Many roles now demanded the use of remote working but 
not all were well resourced, and there were many others who would appreciate 
the opportunity to work at home occasionally.  

 
• In spite of the current variety of working patterns operating across the institution, 

additional flexibility would be valued. For instance, more use made of compressed 
hours to cover customer service points, a recording system that covered evenings 
and weekends, being able to come in on a Saturday morning to reduce childcare 
costs, and access to occasional and or regular home working. 

 
• As well as a lack of information on the University website on the flexible options 

available, there was also a lack of information on topics related to flexible working 
and work/life balance.  These included dependents leave and flexible retirement, 
seen as equally vital in increasing flexibility for certain groups of people.  Wider 
availability of information about flexible retirement, coupled with heightened 
awareness of the age legislation, and its impact, would be appreciated. 

 
• There was an issue with the clarification of contracts for those on Grade 7 and 

above, as there was a concern that staff on these contracts would be vulnerable 
to not being recompensed for time owed as there was no recording of hours. 
Where staff managed their own time, there could be issues with clarity of location 
– knowing where people were, how to contact them, and if they were working or 
on leave/taking time owing. 

 
• There appeared to be inconsistencies in the guidelines around time off for medical 

appointments across the institution. 
 
• Flexible working could be used to ease traffic congestion and allow for greater 

use of public transport. 
 

• It was felt that flexible working should be supported, with well-managed schemes 
based around customer service.  As well as the acknowledgment of its importance 
for carers, particularly single parents, flexible working needed to be seen as 
appropriate for all.  
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• Generally there needed to be good knowledge of flexible working and good 
promotion of availability, combined with training for managers to affect a change 
in culture. 

 
• When planning policy, issues around flexibility that had been raised by previous 

consultations, such as the childcare focus groups, should also be taken into 
consideration.  Staff would like to be consulted about any changes that may take 
place.  Any action taken as a result of consultation needed to include feedback, to 
reassure people their involvement had been worthwhile and valued. 
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7. Conclusions 
This research supports work produced by other organisations that suggests that the 
availability of, and demand for, flexible working is on the increase.  In spite of the 
difficulties of making direct comparisons with the FEO survey from 2000, it does 
appear that higher education is increasingly embracing flexibility, and this is 
reinforced by the institutional work.  One focus group participant summed up the 
common view with this observation: 
 

“Flexible working is essential for those with childcare and other issues, but 
it should be acknowledged that it is not just useful for this and should be 
available for everyone.” 
 

The business case for flexible working seems to be clearly understood within most 
institutions.  There was recognition that flexible working: 
 

• Enhances working relationships 
• Can cut staff absence 
• Can increase motivation 
• Can be used to extend customer service times 
• Fosters an environment of trust, consideration and responsibility. 
• The practicalities of flexible working are easier to manage if there is 

good teamwork. 
• Generally flexible working offers gains for an institution as well as an 

individual 
 
There was, however, a general feeling that flexible working initiatives were not 
effectively integrated with other parts of the University’s strategic planning – for 
example, the undergraduate teaching hours had been extended to 7.30 pm, but no 
account was taken of other issues, such as availability of technical support.  Access 
to buildings was also raised as an issue - in some areas, building availability was 
problematic even for staff, let alone students. 
 
It is clear that senior management “buy-in”, commitment and enthusiasm are needed 
for success, but this group of staff may have their own work/life balance issues.  
Within some institutions, there was a culture in which messages were sent out that 
at certain senior levels, work-life balance was not important and flexible working was 
impossible or inappropriate.   This has an obvious potential impact upon women and 
carers, making it difficult to work at their full potential.  Many women choose to work 
part time on their return from maternity leave, but it is important that part time work 
is available at an appropriate level in order to effectively utilise the skills and 
experience of highly capable staff.  At present, this is not usually the case. 
 
There is a strong opposition to “presenteeism”.  Respondents were firmly of the 
opinion that flexibility is about performance – and furthermore, people will perform 
well when they can combine what is best for them and the institution.  One focus 
group member observed: 
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“Leaders and managers need to understand and measure performance through 
negotiated outcomes not presenteeism or hours worked.” 

 
There appears to be a move towards introducing more formal policies for a greater 
variety of options.  Whilst the importance of occasional, ad-hoc arrangements was 
acknowledged, the majority of participants, both managers and staff, welcomed the 
transparency and equity that formal policies bring.  Whereas in the 2000 survey 
there was a strong message that flexibility across the sector appeared to be largely 
informal, inconsistent and not monitored or evaluated effectively, this is changing.  
Most respondents now have a preference for formal schemes, as this allows for 
consistency and equity across departments, and gives both managers and staff a 
clear indication of how the process will work. Formal schemes should be developed 
after wide consultation, involving staff across the whole institution and including 
managers at all levels, employees and trades unions.  Institutions are increasingly 
recognising the need to meet their obligations to all employees, and whilst some are 
taking a compliance approach, more than two-thirds of respondents had extended 
the right to request to all staff. 

The recent focus on diversity issues has also had an impact on flexible working.  
More institutions are offering policies or practices to recognise cultural or religious 
requests, and the introduction of age legislation has led to an increased focus on pre 
and post retirement options.  One respondent pointed out: 

 
“We encourage diversity … people from different backgrounds who have 
needs should be accommodated in a flexible way.” 

 
Flexible working should be encouraged and supported in some form for everyone. 
There are limitations to introducing flexible arrangements that need to be carefully 
considered. For example, some employees will be very limited in the flexibility they 
can use due to the nature of their role and where teams are small.  However, most 
roles and team situations do allow some flexibility and many institutions have used 
creative solutions to ensure that front line staff and those with restricted resources 
can still benefit from flexible working (see Good Practice Guide for some examples). 
 
Similarly, the impact of pressure on resources and extensions of the teaching year 
are having an effect on all staff groups.  Concerns about working conditions, 
workloads and working long hours were raised by staff from all categories and across 
institutions.  Many staff feel that realistic access to flexible working is difficult, even 
when the policies are in place, due to resource issues. 
 
The National Pay Framework appears to be leading to greater harmonisation of 
working conditions, in that more formal policies appear to be available to all staff, 
whatever their contract type or conditions of service.   
 
Many employees are dissatisfied with internal communication about flexible working 
opportunities.  They are unsure where to find information, and in some cases, 
receive inconsistent responses to queries.  They would also welcome more training 
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for both staff and managers in using flexible working policies effectively and in 
making applications.   
 
Guidance on technical aspects of flexible working was seen as very important in 
effective implementation.  Assistance with monitoring systems, calculating hours and 
holidays may be necessary for some options as well as guidance on the suitability of 
options for certain job roles/workloads. More training could help managers and staff 
to plan options more effectively in relation to the team and workloads, not just 
personal choice.  A better understanding of the range of options may help.  For  
example, some institutions are beginning to use annualised or seasonal hours 
effectively for those employees who have heavy workloads but do not seem to be 
able to use compressed hours or flexitime successfully. 
 
Many institutions are using home/remote working effectively, but this option is 
probably the one with the most potential to achieve business benefits.  Organisations 
in many other sectors have gained financial and productivity benefits from significant 
programmes to encourage remote working.  Such developments rarely feature within 
higher education, although there are some indications that this is changing.  
Developments such as the JISC-funded Work with IT project based at Strathclyde 
and the work being undertaken by Coventry University Enterprises will help to 
support work in this area.  However, a real culture change needs to take place in 
many institutions before remote working is used to maximum benefit. 
 
Many focus group respondents suggested the need for more flexibility or a wider 
variety of options.  Some staff had worked around this by agreeing informal 
arrangements, but this was only regarded as appropriate for one-off situations and 
most would prefer additional formal policies to be introduced to meet this demand. 
 
Some final comments from respondents sum up much of how staff view flexible 
working: 
 

“Flexible working is essential for those with childcare and other 
issues, but it should be acknowledged that it is not just useful for this 
and should be available for everyone.” 
 
“Some people assume that by working 9-5, 5 days a week you are at 
your most productive – that is not the case for all of us.” 
 
“A lack of understanding and inconsistencies in operation can lead to 
resentment.  Currently there is a lack of transparency and fairness in 
the way flexible working is offered/managed around the University.” 
 
“Flexible working should be available and workable for most people, 
with the manager and team managing the work between them.” 
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8. Recommendations 

 
Provision should be made for all employees to access flexible working 
options, and that all applications are considered and evaluated on a business 
case basis.  

 

 
Flexible working should be linked to the institution’s strategic 
objectives and business planning.  This will enable organisations to gain 
greater efficiency, effectiveness and economy in the way things are done.  It 
will also enable institutions to produce joined-up plans in relation to diversity, 
green issues, etc and deliver maximum corporate benefits. 
 

 
Institutions should recognise the role of flexible working in assisting 
with meeting diversity objectives  Many universities are using 
cultural/religious leave, leave arrangements for carers, pre and post-retirement 
policies and many others to meet their statutory obligations and promote their 
diversity agenda. 
 

 
Training and information should be provided for line managers – this 
will build confidence in dealing with flexible working issues.  In addition, a lack 
of guidance may mean that managers can interpret policies in different ways.  
Otherwise, managers may be more accommodating for people they know and 
trust, which may lead to unfair decisions.  Training is also useful for a wide 
range of other staff but effective implementation is heavily dependent upon line 
managers because of their pivotal role within the institution. 
 

 
The changing nature of HE means that staff are being expected to 
deliver services for longer hours, more weeks of the year and to an 
increasingly diverse range of students and other customers. Institutions 
need to consider when and how to introduce flexible working rather than if they 
wish to implement it – flexibility is as important for organisations as it is for 
employees. 
 

 
Resourcing issues are having a significant impact on workloads, and 
leading to significant issues in some institutions.  A serious consideration of 
resources is vital for any effective flexible working strategy. 
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Employees and managers need to be kept updated about current 
flexible working policies to help to prevent misunderstandings and 
perceived unfairness.  A formal policy provides a firm basis for all staff to 
understand the process and have access to clear and consistent guidelines for 
making applications.  How effectively such a policy is communicated is likely to 
make the difference between success and failure.  
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Appendix 1 – Copy of sector wide audit 
survey questionnaire 
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Appendix 2 
 

Focus Group Questions 
 
The objective of this survey is to identify staff views of flexible working, what 
they feel is working well and what they consider to be the barriers to introducing 

more flexible employment options within each institution. 
 

Questions 
 
Do you think flexible working is an appropriate form of working for staff within 

higher education?  If so, why?  If not, why not? 
 

How much formal flexible working is there within your institution/department? 
 
How much informal flexible working is there within your institution/department? 

 
Which do you believe are more effective and useful to employees – formal or 

informal flexible working arrangements, and why? 
 

Do you personally currently use any form(s) of flexible working?  If so, what? 
 
Do your flexible arrangements work well for you? 

 
If so, what are the main reasons why they work?  If not, what are the main 

reasons why they work less well? 
 
Are there any types of flexible working that are currently not offered by your 

institution/department that you feel would be of benefit to you personally? 
 

What do you believe are the main barriers to more flexible working at your 
institution or within your own department?   
 

Are there any other comments you would like to make in relation to the 
implementation of flexible working within your institution/department? 

 

 

 


