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The Right to Request Flexible Working: Working Families calls on the Government to extend the right to all employees

Working Families today commented on the government’s plans to extend the Right to Request Flexible Working, outlined in the draft legislative programme for the year ahead. CEO Sarah Jackson said, 

“Any extension of the Right to Request Flexible Working will be welcome.  It is a much needed step forward for parents - we know from the Working Families helpline how many parents need greater flexibility and want more time with school-aged children.  Without the Right to Request, many employees who have older children are vulnerable to unsympathetic employers who stick to the letter of the existing law and refuse even to consider a flexible working request.  Extending the right to parents of older children is particularly important, because the needs of teenagers are often forgotten in the debate around work-life balance.

 

“Good employers have nothing to fear from extending the right: they have already put policies and processes in place, and this is merely an extension of an existing right, not more regulation.   

“The best employers, large and small, already offer a right to request flexible working to all employees.  The most recent research from Working Families and the Cranfield School of Management adds to the evidence that flexible working gives employers a competitive edge in recruitment, retention, employee commitment and, crucially, performance.  At a time of economic downturn, it has never been more important for business to embrace this powerful tool which really delivers results.

“Working Families will press for the government to go further - both to extend the right to all parents (and eventually to all employees) and to take a lead in encouraging employers to embrace flexible working as good for business, and good for society. 

“Giving parents more time can meet many government aims – from increased educational attainment to reduced anti-social behaviour.  If child poverty is to be tackled by encouraging more parents into work, then those jobs must be flexible and sustainable ones.  Employment participation targets will not be met, nor the gender pay gap closed, unless we ensure that more flexible jobs are available so that work fits around family life.

“Flexible working allows parents to be both good parents and good employees.  But to achieve real culture change to benefit business and families, we want to see flexible working extended as widely as possible.  Flexible working works best when it is made available to everyone.”
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Working Families is the UK’s leading work-life balance campaign organisation. It supports and gives a voice to working parents and carers, whilst also helping employers create workplaces which encourage work-life balance for everyone.  Free advice on flexible working is available on the website www.workingfamilies.org.uk or by calling the free helpline on 0800 013 0313.

The Right to Request Flexible Working

The Right to Request Flexible Working was introduced in 2003.  The Right to Request can currently be used by parents with children up to age six or disabled children up to eighteen.  The parent must have been working for their employer for 26 weeks before they can make the request.  Employers must give serious consideration to requests from these employees but can reject requests if there are business reasons for doing so.  

The Walsh Review

The government asked Imelda Walsh, HR Director of Sainsbury’s plc to lead an independent review on whether to extend the Right to Request Flexible Working to parents of children older than six.  The review is expected to be published on 15 May 2008.

Employers who offer flexible working to all employees
The following small businesses are available for interview.  All offer flexible working to all employees, regardless of their caring responsibilities.

Listawood – a manufacturer employing over 200 staff

A management team headed by Alex Turner led a buy-out of the business over a year ago.   The company is now AT Promotions Ltd but trades under the Listawood name.

Alex Turner, Managing Director

Irene Allen, Head of HR

Arthur Allen, Senior Management Team

Tel 01485 529100

Email:   Irene.allen@listawood.com ; arthur.allen@listawood.com ;

alex.turner@listawood.com
Call Connection - call transfer centre employing 350 people
Graeme Kalbraier MD

Graemekalbraier@callconnection.com  

Telephone: 01473 212 569

Helen.sharkey@projectpr.co.uk
Telephone: 01473 326405
Aricot Vert - design company employing 15 people
Lin Dickens MD

lin@aricotvert.co.uk
kate@aricotvert.co.uk
Telephone 07773 363 589 or 01242 620687 or 020 7089 6390
Echo - a global research company employing 80 people

Sandra Macleod CEO

sandram@echoresearch.com
Telephone:  01483 413 610

Examples from the Working Families helpline of why we need to extend the right:

Working Families runs a free legal helpline for disadvantaged parents and carers.  We have many examples of parents of older children who have had requests to work flexibly turned down and cannot rely on any legal rights:  

A woman called the helpline to find out what benefits she would be entitled to if she left work.  Her situation was that she had always worked 8:30 – 4:30, but her new supervisor wanted everyone to change their shifts to 9 – 5.  This would mean she wouldn’t be home when the children got home from school.  She felt she had nowhere to turn as the children were all over 6 so she couldn’t use the Right to Request

A divorced man wanted to ask for weekends off as this is the only time he can see his children because  they live with his ex-wife through the week.  His children are too old to use the Right to Request and his employer insists he takes annual leave in one week blocks.  

A woman who worked at a large supermarket had always done Monday to Friday.  The supermarket had asked her to do Saturdays, which as a lone parent was impossible for her.  She explained why she couldn’t do Saturdays because she couldn’t arrange childcare for her children (all over 6) but the supermarket claimed they could not afford to employ a Saturday worker

A father wanted to start work later.  He had been starting work at 7.30 am, inspecting houses.  Until school opened at 9.00 am he had taken his son to work with him.  His employers stopped this practice (correctly) because of health and safety concerns. This was a major problem for our caller as he could not find childcare for that time in the morning.  He told us if he didn’t find a solution he would not only lose his job, but also his home, which came with his job.  He had no right to request as his son was over six.

Cranfield School of Management and Working Families Research on Flexible Working and Performance

On 30th April 2008, Flexible Working and Performance was published. The research presents the key findings from the combined results of the seven blue chip organisations which participated in this two-year research project.  For further information, contact elizabeth.whitehead@workingfamilies.org.uk or telephone 0207 7253 7243  

