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Working Families is the UK’s leading work-life balance campaigning charity.  We work with employers to create family-friendly workplaces, and provide a free legal helpline to employees seeking advice on their rights at work. Working Families was pleased to participate in the Quality Part Time Work Initiative and received funding to publish “Hours to Suit” – a series of case studies highlighting successful flexible working practices at the most senior levels in some departments in the public sector.  Our comments focus on two issues raised in the report: the extension of flexible working, and the role of the public sector as exemplar employer delivering the public sector gender equality duty.

Flexible working – Select Committee recommendation Paragraph 58

Since the publication of the Government’s response to the Select Committee’s report, Imelda Walsh’s recommendations have been published.  We are delighted that the Government has accepted the recommendation to extend the right to request flexible working to parents of all children up to the age of 16, and urge the speedy implementation of the changes, without staging.  We are pleased that BERR and the Government Equality Office propose to launch a campaign to increase awareness of the right to fathers and carers later this year
.  This will help respond to the Committee’s criticism that there is a risk that flexible working is seen as a “woman’s problem”.

However, we remain concerned that the right to request flexible working arrangements only applies to parents and carers who have been with an employer for a period of 26 weeks.  Parents and carers who are entering the job market, or changing jobs, are not able to exercise the right.  At present, the vast majority of jobs are designed to be full time, which can be a barrier to those who are entering the job market.  Mothers and carers may limit their search to flexible and part time jobs on offer, and the relative paucity of quality part time work contributes to the gender pay gap.

We share the Committee’s view that there is scope to extend flexible working further to all employees.  Many organisations already offer this, and reap the benefits.  They are better able to recruit and retain talented staff, adapt to changing employee needs, and suffer fewer problems from absenteeism.  Recent research has demonstrated the positive link between flexibility and performance, both in the quality and quantity of the work produced
.

In the current economic climate, flexible working is a vital tool to business success.  The most successful employers will be those who apply the evidence about what works to motivate staff, and who employ smart business practice to maximise their outputs.  An organisation considering reducing headcount should also consider other options:  flexible working in the form of reduced hours may reduce costs without losing workers.  This saves on the costs of redundancy and on recruitment costs when business picks up.  The business which retains talent will be the most quick to react when the economic climate changes.

The concerns about the lack of quality part time work may also be addressed in the current climate:  taking on high calibre part time workers may be a less risky strategy than employing full time staff.  Women Like Us – a social enterprise to support women with children find flexible work – recorded a 121 per cent increase in employer enquiries regarding part time positions in July 2008 compared with the same time last year
.  The Government should encourage business to use all the tools at its disposal to navigate through difficult times, including making the best use of women’s skills.

The implementation of the Gender Equality Duty across Government Departments (Paragraph 79)

We support the Committee’s view that pressure should be maintained on all Government Departments to catch up with the best practice on implementing the Gender Equality Duty. Government Departments have a statutory duty to promote equality of opportunity between men and women.  Some Civil Service Departments have adopted good policies towards recruitment practices to encourage women to apply for a wider range of jobs.  However, research by Working Families suggests that the policy is not always translated into practice. Job design that focuses on full time work still remains a barrier for women with caring or parental responsibilities who want to work for the Civil Service.

Forty-one per cent of women work part time, and advertising jobs on a part time or flexible basis is a vital step towards encouraging more women to apply.  In July 2008 Working Families looked at all the jobs advertised in a five day period on the Civil Service Gateway.  While 97 per cent of jobs were open to full time applicants, people who want to work part time have access to 27 per cent of the jobs advertised, with only three percent of jobs advertised exclusively for job share.  Lack of flexibility to work part time has the potential to disadvantage women with parental or caring responsibilities in employment in the civil service. 

For further information please contact Elizabeth Gardiner at Elizabeth.gardiner@workingfamilies.org.uk or telephone 020 7253 7243
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