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Flexible Work Schedule and Work-Life Balance
Introduction

Flexible work options and work life balance is a top agenda item for human resource managers of most multinational and large organizations. It is even the top priority issue for employees everywhere. Some flexible work practices include flexitime, staggered hours, job sharing, annualised hours, self rostering, time off in lieu, compressed working hours, shift swapping, part-time working, home working, tele working and breaks from work that include sabbaticals that are unpaid and career break schemes (Robinson & Godbey 1997). Whether to adopt work life balance or flexible schedules remains a contentious issue especially with times of great business economic threats on the one hand and increased family pressure on the other. Even though organizations globally manage a workforce so culturally diverse, they are faced with one similar challenge of managing a more informed workforce which demands for more and more rights even in difficult economic times (Brayfield 1995). Even the environment itself promotes such demands to arise and thus managers must remain competitively capable of handling this. For instance, a recent survey and report in the UK showed that longer drinking hours have significantly increased work absence (Churchard 2011). The most requested flexible working in the UK is switching from full-time to part-time work. Working from home and job sharing also receive substantial applications while flexitime has a preference too. Some workers request either to come in late while others prefer to leave early. Flexible work options are even more workable where tasks of one employee are not tagged to those of another or where less coordination is required (Elson 1994). 
There is a continuous search for ways that will not force people to choose between work and family or friends. In multinationals, the task is not as easy as it may be on local companies. The human resource managers are faced by an extra task of understanding the various demographic and cultural differences in the subsidiaries and even departments within their organisations (Callan 2005). 

In this paper, focus is given to the relationship between work-life balance and job flexibility. The impact of work flexibility on the employer brand is discussed too. It is established that flexible work practices are key to a motivated workforce. It directly translates to employees finding value in their work and contributing more willingly hence giving good results to an organisation. Motivated and happy employees do quality work and they become the mark of quality for the organisation. The image of the company improves from the quality products and services and timely handling of customer requirements. 
Terms of reference
How does a flexible work initiative impact on the employer brand? What is the relationship between flexible working and work life balance and what would the business case for implementing such initiatives be?
Brand/Company image

For consumers, the meaning of brand is based on what they have heard, learnt, felt or seen of the organisation over time (Aaker 1991). A positive image of the organisation is the differentiating factor in the consumer’s mind. This translates to higher market share for the favoured organisation and better product prices (Pitta & Kutsanis 1995). Stronger brands have higher customer loyalty, name awareness and the perception of quality is good. Customer based branding is associated with the company’s effectiveness in selling its brand (Hill, Hawkins & Miller 2006). 
When it comes to company branding, the key agents are the employees. Employees in turn need to be treated in certain ways in order to brand their company well. Different employers have their own ways of treating employees. This is regarded to as employment branding. As employment branding continues to be a key issue, firms are attempting to offer different training programs that will help attract applicants at entry level. While training, benefits and other motivating factors are important in company branding. Flexible work options have come in as a strong determinant in employer brand especially in the contemporary high levels of technology and communication (Byron 2005). 
Work-Life Balance

There is an increasing rate of the demand for work-life balance solutions by employees and managers (Bird 2006).  According to Jim Bird, work-life is a serious concern even to the senior executive for the following reasons: It affects growth and profit of the company- on and off-the-job stresses adversely affect bottom line growth and drive down productivity (Waldfogel 2001). There is full engagement in customer service- this creates an unnecessarily stressed and out of balance workforce. There is increased expectation by the current pool of younger workers that there is a life to live other than and out of the job (CIPD 2011). Health cost solution- there is a rising cost of health care by organizations owing to the increased work related illnesses.

The Health Perspective
According to Mayo-clinic, inability to have a good work-life balance has far reaching health effects especially to the worker. Fatigue, suppressed immunity and general unproductivity are just among the many problems the worker experiences. Mayo-Clinic proposes a strategy to strike a better balance. They propose an approach that starts with tracking one’s weekly schedule and cutting or delegating those tasks you cannot handle. They also advise people to learn to say no when extra work out of schedule is assigned to make room for joy and additional meaningful activities. Work should be left at the workplace (Bird 2006). Advice is therefore given especially with the current technology that could connect home to work, that people learn to separate work from personal activities (Burke 2003). Good time management is especially crucial.

Above all good healthy nutrition and daily physical activity routine to nurture oneself are recommended. Taking time to do activities that one enjoys could be a good thing to do. It is one’s responsibility to evaluate oneself and seek professional help when it is the right time. 

Working long hours and working in unsocial hours of the night necessitate frequent medical check ups and other forms of medical attention (Bandura 1991). Multinationals which have subsidiaries in areas where there is no elaborate legislation on flexible and work-life balance must take this into account (Kiger 2004). Their human resources management must also create provisions that will ensure they are well trained for health work related life (Bird 2006).

Flex-Time

Mayo-clinic suggests that one can take advantage of available options like flex hours, job sharing, compressed week and telecommuting among others. Control over one’s hours will give less stress.

Flexible working arrangements have widely been advocated for by governments and private institutions. The UK government attaches the following benefits to it: (Travnor 1999)
1. It improves the ability to attract skilled and motivated employees

2. Creates staff loyalty. 

3. It increases trust and respect.

4. It improves productivity.

5. It reduces absenteeism and labour turnover

6. It reduces stress levels and boosts morale and commitment

7. It reduces discrimination at workplace.

It proposes a three step approach to introduction to flexible work practices. In the first step, new arrangements appropriate to the individual are decided in consideration of available options. The second step is to plan the strategy, especially on how to make the negotiations. The final one is to engage the actual negotiations with employer giving good reasons and explanations on benefits to you and the organization too (Pitta & Kutsanis 1995). 

To the employer, it says that it will increase the number of people with disabilities. These people have an advantage of lower absenteeism, lower cost of hiring them, building staff morale and fewer accidents at work. A study in the UK by the Chartered Institute for Personnel and Development (CIPD) indicated that it was the desire to retain employees that made most employers put in place flexible work options. Most believed that it is also a key motivator (CIPD 2011).
In a case study of KPMG UK, a study was done to help in improvement of the performance of its large workforce in the country. The main challenges to be overcome were to cater for the greater expectations of freedom from staff. The real challenge was therefore to create a flexible working strategy that could both meet the staff needs and still improve its competitiveness. Line managers were therefore set to work along HR to evaluate the requests (Pitta & Kutsanis 1995). The results were glide time, part-time working hours, job sharing, additional holiday purchase, unpaid leave, career break and home working. Time off to deal with child care is also allowed.

These are indications that KPMG UK adopted rather an approach that favoured flex time as opposed to balanced work- life. In the long run, it achieved business benefits through creating a more loyal, motivated and productive staff, reduced recruitment cost due to better staff retention, and a diverse workforce was maintained and reinforced the company’s core values (Wooden 1997).

Despite the fact that KPMG is a multinational that has subsidiaries in almost every part of the world, the human resource practices that relate to work-life and flexible working do not apply in all subsidiaries. Those in areas where employees are not much into flexible work hours do full time with core working hours being ten to four o’clock but reporting to work at eight in the morning and leaving at six o’clock in the evening. The employees hence gain in working in a happy environment spending more time with their children. The employer benefits in that the policy improves employee recruitment and retention (Aumayr 2011). The company does not have to give several leaves like long maternity or paternity leaves since the parents can work soonest at the comfort of their homes.
KPMG UK is a step ahead in promoting some homogeny even though there still arises some disparities in legislation among the member subsidiaries. It is for that reason easier to have transfer of these policies within Europe (CIPD 2011).

The ICT industry has been successful in manoeuvring around most legislative and cultural barriers that may come in the way of flexible and work-life balance. The main reason is that much of ICT related work can be done from whatever point in location (Aumayr 2011).  Technology has eased the barriers even though it has not cleared them. Most jobs that can be done online and perhaps have no tight deadlines encourage flexibility. 

Other than working as a ‘Flexibility Coach’, the human resource manager of a multinational must orientate himself to understanding of diverse cultures and their attitudes towards all aspects of work (Robinson & Godbey 1997). As employees of today focus on improving on their work-life balance, the option of across border transfers is at stake. Employees want to be either near home or at home whether working or attending to personal matters. In this perspective, HRM must focus on the real impact of flexible work-life balance.

Career Women and Flexibility
In proportion to the relative number of employed men against employed women in KPMG UK, women seem to be the largest group that is affected by lack of flexibility of work. In fact, a study was done to determine this and it was found that 67% of women interviewed would voluntarily leave work to stay at home as a wife or mother (Pitta & Kutsanis 1995). An overwhelming 79% would quit for family obligations while 38% would do if they were forced to stay at home to be mothers or family bank. However, challenges are still imposed by technology, bringing a work environment at home. It adversely affects women since they are now expected to balance the life of childcare, professional work and family. Whilst it shows that women have not largely embraced flexible work, they still make up the group most deserving of it (Mellahi 2008)
International Labour Organization (ILO) asserts that flexible working could lead to gender balance if well managed. They also warn that it could lead to the woman being more oppressed if much work is brought to the home environment while there are lots of other domestic issues to handle.

Maintaining a happy workforce

The importance of keeping employee morale high cannot be understated. This ensures productivity and translates to a good atmosphere where customers have a better experience of the organisation. Lots of criticisms and resistance from employees is an indication of an unsatisfied workforce (Aumayr 2011). There is need to apply some flexibility on various issues so that these employees get freedom to decide, to some extent, when and how to carry out various tasks. Own decisions are more satisfying and the results more gratifying (Robinson & Godbey 1997).
Impact of flexible work options on the organization
There is diversity amongst organizations concerning the basis on which flexible working hours were introduced (Kossek & Ozeki 1999). Most UK firms, for instance, introduced them in response to labour market shortages and to eliminate work-family conflict that became a barrier to employment. Other countries introduced theirs in response to unemployment and so was a means of work sharing (Pitta & Kutsanis 1995). The compatibility of personnel policies of such countries are therefore capped by these facts and are difficult to effect.

The implementation of flexible work options is limited by social cultural factors. Some of these factors are like common age, size, and norms of behaviour, presence of customs, influence of labour unions, labour market and perceptions of different stakeholders. When looked at from a flexibility dimension, many other factors like pay and benefits, communication, transfers and business environment come into play (Fineman 1999).
It is becoming increasingly important for multinational enterprises to accept such emerging changes in their human resource practices (Parus 2000). How best to do it on a culturally diverse workforce depends on the continued innovativeness and creativity of the managers (CIPD 2011). Gaps between strategic management and human resource management function must be bridged. Despite its difficulty, it has proved possible with several multinational companies effectively effecting flexible schedules to all their subsidiaries (Aumayr 2011). 

Human resource management is faced with such emerging issues and must be competitive enough to cater for it to overcome such challenges and retain a competitive edge. The disparities in how such policies evolve must be catered for because the rate of changes may not be the same. It will even mean constant revision of the policies in a fast changing world. Countries that are technologically advanced are easier to manage because infrastructure supports such changes. The human resource management team will however experience a higher demand from employees of such countries.

Competent human resource managers will, according to this research, be open-minded as to accommodate differences in the interests of employees in their work-life balance requests (CIPD 2011). In the long run, the human resource manager seeks to help the employees achieve personal satisfaction as they achieve organizational goals. He may not be able to put in place these flexible schedules for managers since their roles are more demanding and options like sharing will be out of question even with much delegation.
Flexible work options also bring about better utilisation of workers. Time offs are often taken in quieter periods in order to meet the demands of the job. In addition, employees incur less costs of travel, childcare and other such costs but become an additional benefit that adds value to the employee and costs the employer nothing. 

It is all about the brand
The flexibility of working options is now viewed as a key selling point for any employer seeking to attract employee candidates of high calibre. One group of employees that organisations seek to attract is returning mothers after maternity leave (Robinson & Godbey 1997). This is a crucial ingredient as regards to the formation of the employer brand and making that organisation the employer of choice. An organisation that maintains a happy workforce is usually productive and both the results and the employees themselves are a mark of quality for that organisation (Aaker 1991). 

Impact of the CEO
It is commonly agreed that the personal commitment of the CEO to stress on the work-life balance is a determinant of its success. Experience in most organisations that emphasise on best practices suggests that the HR manager can build a business case for work-life. The business case will need to be tailored to employee needs and a way that this strategy will give value to the business. This type of flexibility will help address both short term and long term goals (Parus 2000).
The CEO should be confident implementing this strategy with assurance of benefits such as better meeting of customer demands, improved employee health, effective workload management, and reduced interruptions in the work day and higher productivity. Above all, all these translate into an organisation that is favoured by employees and that is sought from all corners (Aumayr 2011). This is the path to becoming a blue chip company.

How the CEO can introduce the flexible scheme

The CEO has to ensure that what he is proposing is workable and valued by the employees (Kiger 2004). This can be done through an employee survey. Attempting to impose this on employees might become counterproductive. He must look into all the logistics of implementing these changes with a vision to lessening supervision and giving employees an avenue to manage their lives better (Robinson & Godbey 1997). There is also need to manage expectations. Do not appear to consider anything especially if you have limited ability in terms of production requirements. You can make it known to employees that you value their opinions but can only accommodate those that add value to the business and the individual as well. Check the actual requirements as well. These may involve the IT support staff, reception and administrative staff (CIPD 2011).
Bearing mind that this is a cultural change, shifting from attendance based orientation to a result based one. It is important to consider competitors too in terms of the problems they have had, how they solved it and the business value (Aumayr 2011). Whilst focus on the employee is the major activity, keep in mind that clients are the top priority and all these efforts are being geared towards their satisfaction (Kennedy 2001). Provision of better services to clients and a wider access for them should be the core idea of introducing it. Suppliers may also be given consideration in terms of what any changes will impact on them (Robinson & Godbey 1997). This is because they also translate into extra expenses if not well addressed. 
While implementing, you may ensure that you have the right to go back to the original working practices if your new scheme does not work as wanted. Monitor closely the progress adjusting where need be for more helpful alternatives. Flexibility works better where tasks are not interdependent as such enabling completion of individual tasks independently (Parus 2000).  
Conclusion
Even when the initiative does not come from the employer, flexibility is already a buzz of the decade and will come from the employees. For the sake of the concern of the employee welfare, it is very important that the employer finds ways of introducing it before it comes from the employees (Kennedy 2001).  The employer here has to take note that flexibility is a two way concept. This means that staff has to be willing to be flexible themselves and not only expect the employer to become flexible. It is an important aspect that should be given attention even at the point of interview for employment. The employer has a myriad of business values to realize from flexible work practices. These include a better name (brand), less costs, a healthy and happy workforce, and better retention of employees, satisfied customers, increased loyalty and a subsequent high profitability (Aaker 1991). 
An employer who wants to brand his company blue chip must work on every aspect that has an impact on image. All aspects of the firm should be heeded upon giving emphasis to the client and the employee. Flexible work options is one way that makes employees feel like they have freedom and decision making power. As technology advances, there might not be any better way of exploiting it than allowing it to penetrate job scenarios and provide a workable solution to alleviating human suffering.
List of References

Aaker, D. A., 1991. Managing brand equity. New York, NY: The Free Press.

Administration: Dublin.
Aequus Partners. 2010. Workplace flexibility: Advice, training, research. [online] Available at: http://www.workplaceflexibility.com.au/index.htm [Accessed 29 December 2011]
Aumayr, C., 2011. Implications for productivity and working conditions. [Online] Available at: http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/events/2011/workingtime/meeting2.htm [accessed 27th October 2011]. 

Bandura, A., 1991. Social cognitive theory of self-regulation. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 50, 248–287.

Bird, J., 2006. Work-life balance doing it right and avoiding the pitfalls. Employment Relations Today, 33(3). 

Brayfield, A., 1995. Juggling jobs and kids: The impact of employment schedules on fathers' caring for children. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 57, 321-332.

Burke, E. M., 2003. 2003 eldercare survey Alexandria. VA: Society for Human Resource Management.

Byron, K., 2005. A meta-analytic review of work-family conflict and its antecedents. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 67(2), 169-198. 

Callan, P., 2005. “Business Benefits to Diversity Management”, pp. 30-32 in Equality

Carl, A. H., & Maier, F., 2009. Flexible working times arrangements in Germany. [Online] Available at: http://www.fgbegge.it/public/documets/Flexible%20working%20time%20arrangements%20in%20Gemany.pdf  [accessed 26 October 2011]
Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development, 2008. Reward management survey 2008 London: CIPD. [online] Available at: http://www.cipd.co.uk/NR/rdonlyres/A0A6B058-0433-4099-948D-0669ACE2F95C/0/rewmansr0108.pdf [Accessed29 December 2011]
Churchard, C., 2010. Longer drinking hours ‘drive up workplace absence. [Online] Available at:  http://www.peoplemanagement.co.uk/pm/articles/2011/10/longer-drinking-hours-drive-up-workplace-absence.htm [Accessed 26 October 2011].
CIPD, 2011. The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development - Advancing HR globally. [online] Available at: http://www.cipd.co.uk/ [Accessed 28 December 2011]
CNN Money, 2009. World's most admired companies. [online] Available at: http://money.cnn.com/magazines/fortune/mostadmired/2009/full_list/ [Accessed 28 December 2011]
Elson, D., 1994. “Micro, meso, macro: gender and economic analysis in the context of

Equality News, Spring 2005, pp. 7 - 8.

Fine-Davis, M., 2005. “Work life balance of working parents: four country comparative study” in Equality News, Spring 2005, pp.12 - 15.

Fineman, M., 1999. Why diversity professionals should care about work/life balance. Mosaics, 5(6), 6-7.

Guest, D. E., 2011. Perspectives on the study of Work-Life balance. [Online] Available at: http://www.ucm.es/info/Psyap/enop/guest.htm [Accessed on 29 October 2011].

Hill, E. J., Hawkins, A. J., & Miller, B. C., 1996. Work and family in the virtual office: Perceived influences of mobile telework. Family Relations, 45, 293-301.

Kennedy, F., 2001. Cottage to crèche: family change in Ireland. Institute of Public Policy Reform” in Bakker, I. (ed.) (1994). The Strategic Silence: Gender and Economic Policy. Zed Books: London, pp. 33-45.
Kiger, P., 2004.  Child-care models. Workforce Management, 38(1), 22-31.
Kossek, E. E., & Ozeki, C., 1999. Bridging the work-family policy and productivity gap: A literature review. Community, Work & Family, 2(1), 7-32.

McMinn, J., 2005. “Review of the CSO Report on Women and Men in Ireland 2004”, in News, Summer 2005. The Equality Authority: Dublin.
Mellahi, K. et al., 2011. HRM strategies and MNCs from emerging economies in the UK. [Online] Available at: http://www98.griffith.edu.au/dspace/bitstream/10072/15862/1/... [29 December 2011]. 
Parus, B., 2000. Measuring the ROI of work/life programs. Workspan, 43(9), 50-54.

Pitta, D. A., & Kutsanis, P., 1995.  Understanding Brand Equity for Successful Brand Extension. Journal of Consumer Marketing, 12(4), 51-64.

Robinson, J.  P, & Godbey, G., 1997. Time for life: The surprising ways Americans use their time. University Park, PA

Scott, M. B., 1996. Flexibility improves workplace at Owens Corning, Dun & Bradstreet information systems. Employee Benefit Plan Review, 30–31.

Society for Human Resource Management, 2011. Survey findings. [online] Available at:  http://www.shrm.org/surveys [Accessed 29 December 2011]
Stiles, P. et al., 2011. Best practice and key themes in global human resource management: Project report [Online] Available at: http://www.cihrm.jbs.cam.ac.uk/research/downloads/ghrra_report.pdf retrieved 29 october 2011 [Accessed 29 December 2011]. 
Travail, 2011. Decent working time. [Online] Available at: http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---travail/documents/publication/wcms_145391.pdf  [Accessed on 29th October 2011].

Traynor, J. B., 1999. A new frontier in work-life benefits. Employee Benefits Journal, 24(4), 29-32.

Tulgan, B., 1996.  Managing Generation X.  Oxford: Capstone.

Waldfogel, J., 2001. Family and Medical Leave: Evidence from the 2000 Surveys. Monthly Labor Review, September 2001. 

Wooden, M. & Audrey, V., 1997. Gender discrimination in training: a note. British Journal of Industrial Relations, 35(4), 627–633.

PAGE  

