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1.   Purpose

The overall purpose of the project is to promote the availability and accessibility of flexible working opportunities within the HE sector. 

The project will map the current availability of flexible working practices within higher education institutions and make comparisons with progress made since the previous research (2000 – 2001).  The project also aims to identify barriers to implementation of flexible working within higher education institutions and produce guidelines in relation to good practice for improving the availability of flexible working opportunities for HE staff. 

2.  Context 

Introducing flexible working arrangements can bring many benefits for the employer, employee and customer. Some of these benefits can be immediate direct cost savings for the organisation while others will have long-term implications for the growth and development of the university. Adopting this approach requires careful planning, good communication, thorough training of line-managers and the support of senior managers in order to make it succeed. There are a variety of benefits to be obtained from the adoption of more flexible working practices, such as improved recruitment and retention, higher productivity and improved customer service, to name but a few.  However, just as important are the costs associated with not adopting this approach and maintaining the status quo:

· Loss of skilled staff and associated severance/recruitment costs

· Failure to recruit people with the right skills

· Staff shortages

· Above average levels of sickness and absenteeism

· Failure of women to return from maternity leave

· Low and inconsistent commitment, morale or productivity

· Poor organisation image as employer and supplier

· A stagnant, inflexible organisation unable to change in order to meet new challenges
The Flexible Employment Options Project was established in response to the range of increasingly significant workforce supply challenges impacting upon 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.  The project will investigate the extent to which this context, and the business case for flexibility, has impacted upon the availability of flexible working.  

3.  Objectives

The overall objectives of the project are to build on the existing good practice we have developed within our own University and identified in other institutions.  Our objective would be to identify the prevalence of flexible working across the HE sector, to show how extensively it is used, and how institutions have embedded the principles of flexible working within their own internal systems.  In addition, by identifying some of the barriers that exist to extending provision, we will help to promote the availability and accessibility of various forms of flexible working. 

4.   Scope

The project will investigate current employment practice within the HE sector and best practice within the HE and other sectors. The impact of recent relevant legislation in relation to flexible working will be considered in designing and evaluating the questionnaire.  Action plans will be developed, implemented and evaluated at the partner HE institutions. 

The focus of the project will be on the practical implementation of introducing flexible working options, identifying barriers and promoting and disseminating good practice examples for the benefit of the sector.

5.   Project Partners

The project is based on a partnership approach involving HE institutions, UCEA, UPA, ECU and HEFCE. The full partnership list with details of contact names is shown in Appendix 1 (to be confirmed).

Each HE partner has committed to provide support for the project in terms of staff time and commitment to its objectives well as appointing a representative to the Steering Group. 

This partnership approach will enable the project team to examine in detail the issues relating to flexible working at different types of HE institutions. The involvement of UCEA, ECU and UPA means that a balanced approach will be ensured, with the interests of all affected parties being represented from the outset. The involvement and backing of all parties concerned will ensure that the promotion of flexible working will be successful and sustainable, and the business case for flexibility is effectively articulated.

6.   Programme of Work

The programme of work will be split into 4 phases:

Phase 1
-
Mapping of current practice

Phase 2
-
Institutional Action Planning/Case Study Development
Phase 3
-
Evaluation and Production of Good Practice Guidance
Phase 4 
-
Dissemination Event and Publishing of Final Report
The timescales for these four phases are detailed in Table 1 below.
Project Phases

	
	July – Oct 2007
	Nov – March 2007
	April – Sept 2008

	Project Phases
	
	
	

	Phase 1

Mapping of current practice (development and distribution of sector wide questionnaire)
	
	
	
	
	

	Phase 2
Institutional case studies
	
	
	
	
	

	Phases 3 and 4
Evaluation/Production of Good Practice Report and Dissemination Event
	
	
	
	


Table 1

7.    Research Methodology

A number of different methods will be employed during the research phase of the project, including questionnaires, case study analysis and focus group and individual interviews. 

Appropriate methods will be selected by the project team and applied consistently across all the participating HE sites. 
8.    Deliverables
There are a number of outcomes anticipated at specific stages throughout the project. These deliverables are listed below in Table 2.

Deliverables

	Deliverable
	Target Date

	Launch of new section of FEO web site
	September 2007

	Distribution of Sector Wide Survey
	September 2007

	Development of Institutional Action Plans
	September - October 2007

	Production of  Article for Publication
	Summer 2008

	National conference
	September 2008

	Production of Good Practice Guide
	September 2008

	Publication of  Final Project Report
	September 2008


Table 2

9.    Project Management Structure

The project will be overseen by a Steering Group and delivered by the Project Leader with support from the Senior Administrative Officer.  The funding for the project is being provided by the HEFCE, with institutions and other partners committing staff time and other resources to enable delivery of the project.
9.1
The Steering Group will operate in an advisory capacity providing advice and support to the project team and making policy decisions as and when necessary. 
9.2 
The project team (Jill Scott and Clare Harp) will undertake the bulk of the actual project work, with support from colleagues, institutional representatives and other Steering Group members as necessary.
10. Financial Considerations

The underlying objective of the project is to deliver benefits to both institutions and individuals, by impacting upon morale, productivity and improving both recruitment and retention performance.  This should have a significant and measurable impact upon the financial performances of the organisation by reducing absenteeism and increasing the pool from which institutions can recruit and retain staff.  This ensures that the HEFCE funding made available to this project is seen in terms of investment rather than expenditure and should be of long-term benefit to HE institutions.
A schedule of payments has been agreed with HEFCE for the total project funding of £75,000 to be made available, the final payment being received on receipt of the Final project report.

11. Constraints

There are a number of constraints on the project which have been identified as follows: -

Funding
-
the budget for the project is set at £75,000 
Timescale 
-
the completion date for the project is September 2008
Resources
-
the resources for the project are limited by the funding constraint 



and by the availability of staff within the project team and partner 



institutions
12.  Assumptions
A number of assumptions have been made during the compilation of the Project Plan: -

12.1 Resources (including people, funding and time) will remain as stated in this document
12.2 The objectives of the project will remain constant as stated in this document (see 
section 3)
12.3 The project scope will cover working hours and working patterns and will not 
include other benefits such as private health plans, childcare facilities etc.

Employees working within a full range of terms and conditions, including fixed term and contract research staff, will be included in the project, where possible. 

Should any of these assumptions prove invalid then the scope of the project will need to be reviewed.

13. Risks & Contingencies
13.1    Risks 
A number of potential risks to the project have been identified and ranked in Table 3 below. 

Risk assessment

	
	Impact


	Probability
	Risk

	Internal


	
	
	

	Organisation/staff resistance


	High
	Medium
	High

	Corporate policy change


	High
	Low
	Medium

	Team members leaving


	Low
	Low


	Low


Table 3
13.2   Contingencies

a)   Organisational and staff resistance

There will almost inevitably be some resistance to the project from both staff and managers, particularly within institutions without a track record in relation to flexible working. The representatives on the project Steering Group will play a significant role in ensuring that the employees at their particular institution understand the potential benefits of flexible working and are therefore willing to co-operate with research and pilot schemes. They will be supported in this by the project team, and particularly by the Project Leader.  However, the project will make use of these issues in developing the Good Practice Guide, as they are likely to be common to institutions across the sector.
b)   Corporate policy change, labour market changes, competition

These changes are outside the control of the project team. In the unlikely event of any external factors changing, the scope of the project would have to be reviewed.

c) Team members leaving

During the project it is possible that one or more members of the team will leave which could delay the finish date of the project. However, it is likely a replacement could be found without jeopardising the project completely, given the pool of resources and the level of expertise amongst other members of staff at institutions involved in the project.

14.  Systems

Communication systems

A number of communication channels will need to be established and maintained by the project team.

a)  Regular meetings


The Steering Group will meet approximately every 3 months and copies of the notes from these meetings will be circulated to all team members and HEFCE. The project team and institutional representatives will meet as and when required, linked to the phasing of the project work.

b)  Summary report to Steering Group
The Project Leader will compile a summary report on the progress of the project for circulation prior to Steering Group meetings.

c)  Web site

An additional section will be added to the existing FEO web site to publicise the progress of the new project and to attract new Interest in flexible working from HE institutions. The project team will maintain and update the web site.

d)  Updates

There will be regular updates (every 3 or 4 months) in HE partner site publications and/or posted on institutional websites to maintain the profile of the project.

e)  Conference
A national conference will be organised at the end of the project to publicise the research results and to gain further support for the introduction of flexible working into higher education institutions.
Financial systems

A summary report of expenditure will be issued by the Project Leader at each Steering Group meeting.

All expenditure from the agreed budget will be authorised by the Project Leader.
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