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Overview
•
•
•

•

There are far too few quality part-time and flexible jobs in the UK labour market.
The consultation linked to the Government’s October 2018 announcement around flexible
working must be published without delay.
More widespread, embedded and gender-equal part-time and flexible working will help
create a level playing field for parents and carers especially women – at work. It will allow
working parents and carers to find suitable jobs and progress in their careers, and will provide
an alternative to low-paid, insecure work.
Recruiting more positions on a part-time and flexible basis carries additional benefits for
businesses, the government and the economy.

Background
In October 2018 the Secretary of State for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy Greg Clark MP
announced that the Government would consider creating a duty for employers to consider
whether a job can be done flexibly, and make that clear when advertising roles. This would bring
about much-needed labour market reform by increasing the supply of part-time and flexible jobs,
helping create a labour market that is fairer and works for employers and employees.

The problem
The UK labour market isn’t working for parents and carers. The proportion of quality, permanent
jobs (£20,000 + FTE) that are advertised with flexible working options – including part-time –
stands at just 11.1%. Working Families’ research shows that 86% of working parents say that they
would like to work flexibly but just under half (49%) do1. On the current trajectory, it will take at
least 60 years for all quality jobs to be advertised with
flexible working options2.
Current legislation needs to go further. Working
Families’ research shows that over a third (37%) of
parents that don’t work flexibly said it isn’t available
where they work, despite the fact that all employees
have the right to request flexible working3. Whilst this
right has supported some people (often mothers) to get
the flexibility they need on an individual basis, it has not
been the catalyst needed for flexible working to
become the “norm” in the labour market.
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The impact of the current labour market structure on parents
and carers, and on gender equality
•

•

•

•

Those who work part-time and flexibly are
disadvantaged in terms of their career progression.
Parents working part-time have just a 21% chance
of being promoted within the next three years,
compared to 45% for their full-time counterparts.
Those affected are mainly women – 41% work parttime compared to 13% of men4.
Very often the only ‘flexible’ and part-time jobs
available are low-paid. Estimates suggest a very
large part-time pay penalty – between 26% and
29%5. Research shows that 1.5 million people are
trapped in jobs like these, working below their skill
level because they can’t find better-paid jobs with
the working patterns they need6. This affects
women more than men; almost twice the number
of mothers than fathers are on a zero-hours
contract or take on casual work7.
More than one in ten (11%) of parents have turned
down a new job or promotion in favour of
preserving their work-life balance, suggesting that
once working parents have managed to obtain the
flexibility they need, they feel unable to move on.
Nearly two-thirds (65%) of mothers and half of
fathers agree or strongly agree with the statement:
‘I will stay in my job because I won’t be able to get
the flexibility I have now elsewhere’.
These factors contribute to a UK gender pay gap
that stands at 17.9%8.

Our outdated labour market – which is wedded to an outdated 9-5 model, with permanent
contracts on the one hand and low-paid, precarious work on the other – leaves people with caring
responsibilities (often mothers) with a binary choice between low-paid work and not working at
all. Ensuring more quality flexible and part-time jobs is of crucial importance to creating a level
playing field in the workplace for parents and carers, and to improving economic opportunities for
women.
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The solution
Legislation needs to go further. The Government’s proposed duty would bring about much needed
labour market reform by accelerating workplaces toward flexibility as default. This would help
ensure a wider choice than what’s currently on offer, increase participation in the labour market
(particularly amongst women) and increase choice for those that want a better work life balance
(including fathers who want to take on more of the childcare, are also disadvantaged by a lack of
quality part-time and flexible working opportunities).
The consultation must be published before the summer recess (25 July) so that stakeholders have
the opportunity to respond.

The benefits to business of a flexible-by-default labour market
•
•

•
•

Flexible workers are also more likely to be engaged9, potentially generating 43% more
revenue and improving performance by 20%, compared to disengaged employees10.
Flexible working can reduce absence rates as it allows employees to manage disability and
long-term health conditions11 and caring responsibilities12 as well as supporting their mental
health and stress13.
9 in 10 employees consider flexible working to be a key motivator to their productivity at
work. For 89% it is a bigger motivator than financial incentives (77%)14.
92% of young people want to work flexibly. Employers that choose flexible working within
permanent contracts will likely attract talented workers currently choosing temporary work15.

Best practice employers are already considering flexibility as part of recruitment. The vast majority
of Working Families’ members carry out at least some job analysis on each vacancy to determine
the potential for flexible working prior to advertising and ask hiring managers to justify a full-time
working pattern for vacancies. More than a third of organisations routinely state the opportunities
for flexibility in their job adverts16. Many use the strapline and logo developed by Working Families
in partnership with the Government and other stakeholders: Happy to Talk Flexible Working17.
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The benefits to government and the economy of a flexible by
default labour market
•

•

•

Flexible working can play an important part in the delivery of wider social and economic
objectives – such as:
o Closing the gender pay gap. It has been estimated that if the UK gender gap were to
be closed, this could generate an additional £150 billion to Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) up to 2025 and add 840,000 women to the UK workforce18.
o Helping to enable particular groups to join or stay in the labour market, such as older
workers, carers or those with mental health conditions or disabilities. For example,
63% of older workers feel that companies should offer part-time roles; and 78%
agree that workplaces should offer flexible working patterns (such as variable start
and finish times or the ability to work remotely) 19.
More widespread, embedded and gender-equal flexible working is crucial to the success of
other policies the Government is pursuing, such as shared parental leave (fathers need
flexible working when they return to work to continue to share care), in-work progression in
Universal Credit (parents and carers expected to progress in work need more quality part-time
and flexible jobs to be available to avoid ‘cycling’ between unemployment and temporary lowpaid jobs), and the health and wellbeing at work agenda (reducing sickness absence, for
example).
The widespread adoption of flexible working in the UK could boost the economy by as much
as £90 billion each year20.

Contact details
For more information contact Julia Waltham, Head of Policy & Public Affairs at Working Families,
by calling 07715 651 509 or sending an email to julia.waltham@workingfamilies.org.uk.
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