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By the Numbers 
In FY 2018-2019, we worked hard to help parents and carers—and their 
employers—find a better balance between responsibilities at home and in 
the workplace.  Below is a snapshot of our progress.

750,000+
employees were impacted by our 
work with our employer members

760,000
people read advice articles on the 

Working Families website

860,000
people visited the Working Families 

website

270+
pieces of media coverage 

mentioned Working Families

4mill+
people saw our campaign for 
National Work Life Week on  

social media

1,730
people were given legal advice 

through our helpline

34
new employer members joined 

Working Families

64%
of the people who received  

legal advice from us were on a  
low income

1,100+ 
hours

of advising, training, and tailored 
feedback were delivered to 
employers across the UK

facebook twitter instagram linkedin
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A Message from 
the Chairman  
Tim Oliver

I am delighted to present Working Families’ first-ever impact report, 
capturing our achievements in Financial Year 2018-2019.  

Working Families is the UK’s work-life balance organisation. We help 
working parents and carers—and their employers—find a better balance 
between responsibilities at home and in the workplace. We provide free 
legal advice to parents and carers on their rights at work; we give employers 
the tools they need to support their employees while creating a flexible, 
high-performing workforce; and we advocate on behalf of the UK’s 13 million 
working parents, influencing policy through campaigns informed by ground-
breaking research.

This year has seen some big changes for the charity.  We’ve appointed a 
new CEO, welcomed new members of the Senior Leadership Team, and 
moved our headquarters to new offices in the City of London. Along with 
these changes have come new ways of monitoring and evaluating our 
progress and success, including this impact report. From this year onwards, 
this report will accompany our annual accounts. By showcasing how we are 
making a difference in the lives of working parents and carers across the 
UK, I hope the report inspires even more people to get involved with our 
important work and mission.

With all of the changes we have seen in the last year, one thing has 
remained the same: our commitment to changing the world of work for the 
better.  Whether it’s training employers on the benefits of flexible working, 
offering advice to parents suffering unfair treatment at work, or working with 
lawmakers to create lasting policy change, our small charity makes a big 
impact. I hope you enjoy reading about what we achieved in FY 2018-2019.

Tim Oliver 
Chairman, Working Families
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A Message from 
the CEO  
Jane van Zyl

In 2019, Working Families celebrated its 40th anniversary. In my short time 
as CEO, I have gained a huge appreciation of just how much we have 
accomplished over the last 40 years. From our first work with employers, 
to establishing our legal advice helpline, to winning major policy victories 
with the Right to Request Flexible Working and Shared Parental Leave 
 — we have helped millions of people take control of their time and find the 
balance that works best for themselves and their loved ones.

In the last financial year, our record of extraordinary achievements 
continued.  A few highlights:

•   We welcomed 34 new organisations as employer members, who are now 
working to develop more flexible, family-friendly workplace cultures. Our 
work with our members now directly impacts over 750,000 employees.

•   Our Legal Advice Service won a Law Society Excellence In-house Award 
for its innovative e-mail platform.  

•     We saw a record number of visitors (760,000) to the legal advice pages 
on our website, showing just how many working parents and carers 
need our help.  

•    We held a roundtable in Parliament, bringing together lawmakers, 
employers, and parents of disabled children to inform the Government’s 
consultation on carer’s leave.

•     We joined the Government-led Flexible Working Taskforce, a partnership 
across various government departments, business groups, trade unions, 
and charities that aims to widen the availability and take-up of flexible 
working. 

•     Our National Work Life Week campaign reached 4 million people on  
social media.

None of this work would be possible without the help of our generous 
supporters. There are many ways you can help: from volunteering on our 
legal advice helpline, to sponsoring our campaigns and events, to giving 
a regular donation as a Changemaker, to spreading the word about us to 
your friends, family, and colleagues. If you would like to lend your support, 
please e-mail office@workingfamilies.org.uk.

Jane van Zyl
CEO, Working Families
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Driving Culture 
Change in the 
Property Industry 
In FY 2018-2019, Working Families worked with our longstanding employer 
member Unibail-Rodamco-Westfield (URW) to improve the company’s 
flexible and family-friendly policy and practice. 

As the largest commercial real estate company in Europe, URW is a top 
player in the male-dominated property industry, where women make up only 
15% of the workforce(1). By joining Working Families, URW hoped to become 
an industry leader in supporting women, parents, and families.

“The property and construction sector has its challenges when it comes to 
attracting and retaining women, especially in senior positions,” said Una 
O’Reilly, Director of Human Resources at URW.  “We wanted to make a 
difference not only within our business but across the property industry — 
sharing best practice and setting an example that can change our industry 
for the better.”

Building a Supportive Culture for Fathers
One of the most effective ways for employers to help women progress in the 
workplace is to encourage fathers to take parental leave and work flexibly. 
While URW already offered enhanced paternity leave, the organisation went 
even further in 2018 — at Working Families’ recommendation — and began 
offering this leave entitlement from day one of employment. As a result, 
more than three-quarters (78%) of new fathers took four weeks of fully paid 
paternity leave in 2018. 

In addition to improving its paternity leave policy, URW was committed to 
making its support for fathers part of its company culture. The organisation 
already had popular parental coaching and family buddy schemes, but 
wanted to do more to boost the visibility of fathers. In 2018, Working Families 
supported URW in delivering a Father’s Day event, which offered fathers 
from across the business the opportunity to share their experiences of being 
working dads. By giving fathers a public platform to talk about parenthood, 
paternity leave, and work-life balance, URW demonstrated that its support 
for fathers runs deeper than HR policy: it is at the heart of the organisation. 

Embracing Flexible Working
A recent study from the Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors found that 
flexible working is the key to attracting and retaining more women in the 
property and construction sector(2).

1http://cinmagazine.co.uk/liz-peace-cbe-the-property-industry-is-still-problematic-for-women/ 
2https://www.rics.org/uk/news-insight/latest-news/press-releases/flexible-working-the-key/ 

“We wanted to 
make a difference 
not only within 
our business 
but across the 
property industry 

— sharing best 
practice and 
setting an 
example that 
can change our 
industry for the 
better.”
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URW not only encourages flexible working on an organisational level, but 
ensures that line managers are equipped to have frequent conversations 
with their teams about their flexible working options. In 2018—with the 
help of Working Families—URW amended its performance review process 
to include questions about work-life balance and flexible working in all 
appraisal conversations, which take place three times per year.

This new process, designed to promote flexibility and wellbeing, contributed 
to a 50% increase in flexible working requests in 2018, all of which were 
approved.  Importantly, 46% of flexible working requests were from men, 
demonstrating URW’s progress in creating a gender-equal workplace.

Reaping Rewards and Looking to the Future
Working Families’ involvement was instrumental in the success of URW’s 
new initiatives: “Working Families has helped us drive our D&I strategy 
and improve our policies and practices to better support families. They 
reviewed all of our new policies and supporting documentation before 
implementation within our business, making valuable recommendations at 
each stage. The positive results speak for themselves,” said O’Reilly.

URW’s efforts to improve their family-friendly and flexible offering in FY 
2018-2019 earned them a place in the Top 30 Employers for Working 
Families, as well as Working Families Best Practice Awards in two 
categories: Best for Fathers and Best for Line Manager Support. “The 
recognition we received in the Top Employers list and the Best Practice 
Awards is fantastic and is great for our employee value proposition, helping 
us to attract a more diverse talent pool,” said O’Reilly.

Looking ahead, URW plans to conduct regular listening exercises to gather 
feedback from employees on its new policies and practices and inform 
future activities around family-friendly and flexible working. The company’s 
HR team even has plans to expand some of these initiatives beyond the 
UK, a testament to their success. “Our Working Families membership has 
helped us to make improvements not only to our UK business, but across 
our European network as well,” said O’Reilly.

“Our Working Families 
membership has 
helped us to make 
improvements not 
only to our UK 
business, but across 
our European 
network as well.”
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Empowering 
Parents of 
Disabled Children 
In July 2018, Working Families—in partnership with employee benefits 
provider Unum—launched a report called Off Balance: Parents of disabled 
children and paid work. Based on feedback from 1,250 parents of disabled 
children, the report found that these parents are struggling to hold down vital 
jobs—even when they downshift and stall career progress—because of a 
lack of suitable and affordable childcare, flexible jobs, and appropriate leave.

Mandy’s Story
Mandy Aulak is one of the parents who participated in the research.  Her 
7-year-old son Swaran was diagnosed with autism at the age of three. He 
also has sensory processing dysfunction, somatosensory dyspraxia, and 
hypermobility. An employment lawyer and a divorcée, Mandy had to give up 
her job to care for Swaran.  When she was invited to join our focus group, 
she knew she wanted to get back into work—but wasn’t sure how: 

“I went from being a lawyer with a defined role—first at a city law firm and 
then in-house—to suddenly being at home and not having a job, income, 
or any independence.  In retrospect, I was quite lost. I wanted and needed 
a job, but with Swaran, I had very specific requirements. I required a high 
degree of flexibility with my job, which was a no-go for some employers. I 
felt uncertain of which direction I was going to go in.”

Mandy’s need for flexibility is not uncommon amongst parents of disabled 
children: 91% of the parents surveyed for Off Balance said that finding a job 
with the right pattern of hours was a significant barrier to returning to work.  
Equally challenging is the lack of affordable specialist childcare for children 
with disabilities, with 86% of respondents—including Mandy—citing this 
as a major obstacle to finding employment. “Finding a specialist nanny for 
Swaran would have been prohibitively expensive—and no one was going to 
look after him and invest in his development the way that I do,” said Mandy.

Finding a Support System
In a focus group run by Working Families, Mandy found common ground 
with other parents of disabled children and found herself offering general 
advice on employment matters:

“Meeting other parents who were struggling made me realise I wasn’t the 
only one out there. The focus group also gave me a platform to share 
my expertise as an employment lawyer—to start being ‘professional 
Mandy’ again. It reminded me what I was capable of, and that there was a 
community that supported me.”

“Meeting other 
parents who were 
struggling made me 
realise I wasn’t the 
only one out there. 
The focus group also 
gave me a platform 
to share my expertise 
as an employment 
lawyer—to start 
being ‘professional 
Mandy’ again. It 
reminded me what 
I was capable of, 
and that there was 
a community that 
supported me.”
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Energised by Working Families’ research and motivated to help other 
parents in her situation, Mandy decided to launch a boutique virtual 
law firm with Sean Kennedy, a fellow parent carer. The firm specialises 
in employment law and special education needs law.  She credits her 
involvement with Working Families with giving her the push she needed to 
re-start her career:

“Being a part of this important research gave me the confidence to be 
more open with people about what I have gone through. Personally, this 
has been very cathartic. And professionally, being able to share my story 
has really resonated with my clients as I continue to grow the business. 
Doing this work has given me a sense of purpose.  You can be at rock 
bottom and feel like you’ve lost your identity, and you can turn it around.”

Changing the Policy Landscape
To mark the launch of the Off Balance report, Working Families chaired 
a roundtable in Parliament, hosted by Sir Ed Davey MP, to discuss the 
three key issues for parents of disabled children who work or want to work: 
appropriate leave, childcare, and flexible working.  The roundtable was 
attended by Ellie Reeves MP; Lisa Cameron MP; Sophie Walker, leader of 
the Women’s Equality Party; and Jonathan Bartley, co-leader of the Green 
Party—as well as a number of employers and parents, including Mandy. 

Informed by the insights from the research and the roundtable, Working 
Families’ policy team offered recommendations to the Department for 
Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS) as part of a consultation 
on how a carer’s leave entitlement can support parents of disabled children 
who work and want to work. Crucially, we recommended that any new 
carer’s leave entitlement should include three weeks of paid ‘adjustment 
leave’ for parents of disabled children.  Our hope is that this added support 
will help more parents of disabled children get back into paid work. 

“The roundtable was a very proud moment for me on a personal level—to 
feel that I’m making a difference and to know that people are listening,” 
said Mandy. “Being listened to when you’ve felt invisible for such a long 
time gives you such a sense of empowerment.” 

“Doing this work 
has given me a 
sense of purpose. 
You can be at rock 
bottom and feel 
like you’ve lost your 
identity, and you 
can turn it around.”
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Embedding 
Flexibility at City 
Building Glasgow 
In early 2019, Family Friendly Working Scotland (FFWS)—part of Working 
Families—partnered with Glasgow maintenance and construction company 
City Building to transform the organisation’s flexible working culture.  
Supported by the Workplace Equality Fund, FFWS ran a series of interactive 
workshops and gathered feedback from staff to improve take-up and 
perception of flexible working at all levels of the organisation.

Challenges and Opportunities

The executive management team at City Building knew that embedding 
flexibility would improve the working lives of employees, and the business as 
a whole. One-third of the company’s workforce is under 30, a demographic 
that places a high value on flexibility. And as a 24-hour business with much 
of its customer base expecting immediate service, the company had a 
vested interest in making flexible and agile working a reality.  

However, with a workforce that is 90% male, the company had to challenge 
the prevailing attitude that flexibility was largely for working mothers. While 
there were small pockets of the organisation that already worked flexibly — 
mostly back-office staff — there was a long way to go before City Building 
could develop a truly flexible culture.

Changing Attitudes 

To better understand the culture around flexible working at City Building, 
FFWS conducted a staff survey. The survey found that while over 150 
employees wanted to change their start and finish times, over half of those 
employees felt that requesting flexible working would give the impression 
that they were not serious about their jobs. 

Following the survey, FFWS chaired a series of focus groups and interactive 
workshops with stakeholders across the organisation to change attitudes 
around flexible working and determine how City Building could build a more 
flexible culture. These workshops showed the benefits that flexibility could 
bring to all staff members — from office employees to technical workers — 
and challenged negative assumptions about flexible working.

“We are thrilled with 
the early impact 
of the project. We 
now have open 
conversations 
with employees 
at all levels in the 
business, a ‘just 
ask’ culture, and 
commitment from 
the leadership team 
to deliver.” 
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A key finding from these exercises was that the effectiveness of flexible 
working is highly dependent on the relationship between line managers 
and staff members. “There was a notion among some line managers that 
flexible working impedes productivity, but that’s not the case,” said Sharon 
McGrath, Head of Corporate Services at Glasgow City Building. “The 
workshops helped show line managers that working under an assumption 
of trust is crucial.”

Once the workshops and the focus groups came to an end, the findings 
were presented to the rest of the organisation for comment, and 
champions from various business areas were identified to encourage 
teams across the organisation to adopt flexible working patterns.

Embedding Flexible Working

Since the partnership with FFWS concluded, City Building now has more 
than 80 employees with formal flexible working arrangements.  One of 
these employees is Darren Fogg, who now comes into work one hour 
early and leaves one hour early. This small change has already had a 
substantial positive impact on his wellbeing and productivity. “The roads 
are totally clear when I leave home earlier, so my commute is much shorter 
and I’m much less stressed going into work,” said Fogg. “I get loads more 
done because I feel more productive and by leaving an hour earlier I can 
pick up my kids from school and spend quality time with them.” Fogg’s 
manager was inspired and encouraged to introduce more flexible work 
patterns for his team by one of the FFWS line manager workshops.

City Building has already seen a significant positive impact from its work 
with FFWS: “We are thrilled with the early impact of the project. We now 
have open conversations with employees at all levels in the business, a 
‘just ask’ culture, and commitment from the leadership team to deliver,” 
said McGrath. “We have increased the numbers and variations of flexible 
arrangements and our employees have embraced the opportunity this 
brings.  There have been improvements in morale, demonstrated by a 
much-improved satisfaction rating on our staff survey. Family Friendly 
Working Scotland has transformed us into a flexible organisation.”

To learn more about FFWS, visit familyfriendlyworkingscotland.org.uk

“Family Friendly 
Working Scotland 
has transformed 
us into a flexible 
organisation.”
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Helping Parents 
and Carers Fight 
for Their Rights  
Working Families’ award-winning Legal Advice Service provides free 
advice on employment rights to working people across the UK — a 
majority of whom are on a low income. We give parents and carers the 
understanding that it is possible to balance work and caring for loved 
ones and arm them with the knowledge and expertise to make it happen. 

In FY 2018-2019, Working Families’ legal advisers helped 1,730 people 
fight for their rights in the workplace. Below are some of their stories, in 
their own words.

12

“I have been working part-time as a midwife at a large teaching 
hospital since 2013.  For five years, I had set days and a set shift 
pattern. I needed this predictability in my schedule to manage my 
childcare responsibilities. 

When I moved departments and my new manager told me I could no 
longer have set days, it was shocking. I work really hard, I put in extra 
hours, and I am never off sick. My manager’s decision made me feel 
worthless and completely undervalued. It felt grossly unfair, and I was 
worried that I would have no choice but to leave my job if I couldn’t 
retain my set days.

I contacted Working Families, and I got a reply really quickly. The legal 
adviser gave me excellent and clear advice, suggesting what I should 
do and how I should phrase my reply to my boss. The adviser was 
so lovely and supportive; I felt like I had a real advocate on my side. 
When I had the conversation with my boss, she immediately backed 
down and allowed me to keep my set working pattern.

Working Families has given me the confidence to stand up for myself 
when I feel like my rights are being trampled. I have recommended 
the helpline to many of my colleagues, including those who share the 
same manager. If I hadn’t spoken to Working Families, I could not have 
carried on with my job.”  
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“When my company was re-structured, I had to change my role 
with my employer, which required me to have a new contract. 
In my original role, I had agreed that I would work from home, as 
the headquarters in London is not a reasonable commutable distance 
for me and my local branch had shut down. In my new contract, they 
changed my working location to London, which was not discussed 
when the role was originally offered.

This change was surprising and very stressful — I am a single parent 
of a child with special needs, and finding suitable childcare for him is 
incredibly difficult and expensive. While going to London for meetings 
would have been possible, I would not have been able to be based 
there full-time.

Working Families told me my legal position and gave me options to 
discuss with my employer. This was really helpful, and meant that I 
knew my rights when I met with my employer. Following the meeting, 
my employer put me on a 6-month homeworking trial period, which 
worked so well that they let me continue with the homeworking 
arrangement permanently.

I have received help from Working Families on two occasions 
when I was having issues around managing my working and caring 
responsibilities. On both occasions, they provided me with quick, 
clear advice that made me feel more confident to advocate for 
myself. The service Working Families provides is incredibly valuable 
— particularly for working parents of disabled children — and I have 
recommended the Legal Advice Service to other parents of children 
with special needs.”
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“When I contacted Working Families, I was on Statutory Adoption Leave 
after having worked for my company for five years. I had a full-time, 
permanent contract in an administrative role and had long worked 
over and above what was required of me. I had prior knowledge of my 
employer’s poor treatment of other workers who had taken maternity 
leave, and was worried about what this might mean for me.

Whilst I was on adoption leave, I received a back-to-work calculation that 
did not include my accrued bank holidays. This seemed unfair as these 
days were contractually part of our leave entitlement, and I was fairly 
certain that during maternity and adoption, you are entitled to the same 
contractual terms — save for wage — as normal. Sadly, this practice 
was standard at my workplace; I knew of other colleagues who faced the 
same issue but did not have the knowledge or confidence to fight back.

I was nervous to address this with my employer and had few avenues 
from which to seek support. I felt I needed qualified legal advice to 
give me the confidence to approach my employer with my concerns, 
so I contacted Working Families. In response to my e-mail query, I 
promptly received a detailed response from a legal adviser explaining 
contractual entitlements during adoption leave, and particularly how 
bank holiday entitlement should be calculated. The e-mail was friendly 
yet professional and easy to interpret for a non-legal brain like mine.

Thankfully, I did not need to pursue the issue further with my employer 
as he backed down once I asserted my knowledge on the situation, 
paying me in full for the bank holiday entitlement I had accrued whilst on 
adoption leave. However, had I needed it, the Working Families adviser 
had also provided me with an action plan for further support. This gave 
me assurance that there were other avenues I could pursue to make 
sure I received my entitlement, had the outcome of my meeting with my 
employer had gone a different way.

I was so grateful that during a time of some isolation from the adult 
working world, I was able to access a service that could give me the 
knowledge I needed to stand up for myself. The adviser explained the 
law well enough for me to confidently interpret and apply it to my own 
situation. Receiving this advice helped me relax and enjoy the time off 
with my children when otherwise I would have been anxious and unsure.

I feel I have almost become a regular in seeking advice from the team 
and will always be grateful for the time and expertise they have offered 
me. I can honestly say that over the past two years, my life would 
have been a lot more stressful — and I would have lost significant 
entitlements from my employment — had it not been for Working 
Families. This would have had a considerable financial impact on my 
family, and to receive such help for free is simply fantastic.
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“I contacted Working Families following a meeting with HR 
whilst on maternity leave. Before I went on leave, my employer 
had verbally agreed to my request to work a four-day week with 
compressed hours when I returned to work. However, in this meeting, 
the HR representative went back on that agreement, saying that as a 
team leader I was required to work core hours, five days a week.

This decision felt unfair, especially as I had made childcare 
arrangements based on the promise of a four-day week. I was 
distraught and anxious as I did not want to work five days a week with 
a new baby to care for. I wanted to balance work with raising my child.

I received really helpful e-mail advice from Working Families, who went 
above and beyond by reviewing the e-mails I drafted to my employer 
and guiding me through making a formal flexible working request. As 
a result, I was able to keep my role and work four days a week, with 
compressed hours. 

Working Families’ help impacted me more than I can say. I can’t 
thank them enough for supporting me through a very stressful and 
upsetting time.”
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