APPENDIX 2

EVALUATION OF A FLEXIBLE WORKING ARRANGEMENT

This informal commentary has been prepared to offer some personal views on my experience of applying a flexible working arrangement during a recent period were child care issues had to be accommodated. The approach taken was intended to deliver as little change to work capacity whilst facilitating child care/family requirements through working flexibly to suit needs.

1
INTRODUCTION

1.1
With a young family, comprising children of 12, 10, 8 and 18 months, the need to manage the work life balance can be challenging.  This is particularly so when home circumstances have to fit around four children, one of whom has special needs, three different schools, a daily commute plus demands for evening working.  In general I would have to comment that whilst not always straightforward, it is not impossible within the framework of the Council's existing flexible working policies to maintain a reasonable work life balance.  Flexible working hours understandably assists this process although can be restrictive with only one day of flexi leave available each period. 

1.2
Existing home working arrangements have also been beneficial in my personal circumstances previously.  Whilst home working is often seen as a last resort if the measures currently in place to deal with work monitoring (for example in Development Services, we operate a worksheet, agreement with manager and follow up to ensure monitoring consistency) is applied, there should not be any concerns from a management viewpoint.  Enhance the approach by treating working at home as a simple extension of the office and my experience is that there are real benefits to the Council, the employee and the customer.  

1.3
Often if staff are working at home, it is seen as a special piece of work to be completed, a report or appeal statement for example that needs undisturbed concentration, which is difficult to achieve in an open plan office environment with little scope for quiet working. I don’t consider, despite the recognition in the council’s policy that its broader advantages are always appreciated as a potential way of working. There is no doubt that everyone’s working life has got busier with greater demands on time, increasing disturbance and a decreasing ability to work productively as a result. Home working therefore is an important facility in those circumstances and an opportunity for the Council to explore further in my view to increasing productivity and general levels of employee and customer satisfaction.

1.4
Previously, I have utilised home working to deal with the sorts of pressures described above, it has also allowed me to work around hospital and home related commitments thereby avoiding the need to take leave in circumstances that could simply transfer workload pressures to other days.  This approach helps reduce the ad hoc practice of taking work home in order to keep up and most significantly means that leave can be used for rest days as intended.  The latter point can be an issue of significance in circumstances like mine.  If you do have circumstances where you need to attend regular specialist or hospital appointments for children and these are not accommodated within current hospital leave arrangements, this can take up significant amounts of leave entitlement.  Whilst home working does support local appointments, many of our appointments can be at regional centres and take all day.  It is not possible to home-work around these consequently on some occasions leave has to be taken.  This can be supplemented with flexi days, although this can be limiting with only a single day allowance per period if you are balancing other family commitments.  I can use over 10 days leave per year on such arrangements.  As I have said, whilst flexi days can be used, in family circumstances where there is a need to help with taking children to school and other related activities, existing flexible working helps these arrangements but there can be limited scope to accrue clock time beyond that required to simply maintain the clock time balance.  Often time spent outside core hours (for example taking work home) is lost. 

1.5
It has to be recognised that there is an impact created by my commute, and this has to be a factor considered in my own circumstances.  I travel 40 miles each way with a journey time of up to an hour. Despite the distance it is in fact a straightforward journey, compare this for example with a distance of 20 miles to Preston and a typical journey time of around an hour and a quarter. Re- location is also not a simple issue. There are key factors such as house pricing, quality of life, school but particularly special school and support services that have been long fought for our disabled child.  It is not necessarily a simple matter of moving close to Clitheroe.  I would stress again that in general, our existing flexible working scheme and home working arrangements operate to help me balance home and work life despite the intensity of each.  

2     

GETTING OUT OF BALANCE
2.1
What I have now recognised is actually how finally balanced this balance is in my circumstances and that when a factor comes along that knocks that balance then issues do arise.  Last October when our youngest child (Georgina) had major hip surgery and was then in a full hip-spica cast until January we discovered what the implications of losing that balance could be.  Being aware that surgery was scheduled, although unsure what the actual implications of it were to be, I had to look at a number of options to try and maintain both work commitments and still accommodate the demands of home life or look to Parental leave with its potential consequences on workload. 

2.2  
It was a scenario that changed over the weeks following surgery as care needs changed and so presented a further dimension of a situation that was evolving as we went along. This meant that devising a more fixed working arrangement was difficult.  With the priority to retain as much normality as possible, we cut after school activities, and reduced support activities for Declan (physiotherapy related activities for example) as a necessary short-term change however this still left pressures that had to be managed within working patterns. 

2.3
The main issue was addressing the requirement to manage school drop off and delivery times together with the normal commute to work.  In the weeks immediately post operation and with a high level of one to one nursing care required, it was clear that the usual arrangements could not take place.  The scenario required me to drop off at school at 8.45am and be home in time to collect at 3.15pm, complicated of course by the drive time that had to be accommodated in the commute. The only advantage was that this was outside the peak travel times.  I would add that we don’t have additional family support.  

2.4
The arrangement first tried meant arrival at work for 10am (within the normal core times), which on the whole, was achieved although occasionally traffic hold-ups did occur (volume or road works for example) which could mean a 10.05am start.  The latest start time due to delays was 10.15am.  Working straight through I would leave at 2pm which gave enough time to get to school for the afternoon pick up. The hours in the office meant that a lunch-time was not legally required.  Additional hours were then worked at home to make up a normal working day.  On most occasions this meant working from 3.30pm to 6pm. 

2.5 
It was an important discipline that the work arrangement was properly actioned and that there was no ad hoc child care during this time. With access facilitated to Outlook for e-mail, calendar and Intranet, it was generally a productive way of working.  This was achievable but meant in practice that with no dinner break and no down time before starting work at 3.30pm, there was quickly a problem of over tiredness particularly when evenings where spent on care and keeping the house running. 

2.6
On some occasions circumstances were such that the home hours were worked in the late evening.  This allowed me to undertake nursing and child-care immediately after school. Sometimes it was simply the chance for some of the care pressure to be taken of my wife, as the demands were quite intensive. But then this meant that the hours had to be made up later on in the working day.  This was initially less of an issue apart from sometimes it would be very late evening when the work time was being done.  Although this was not unusual as often when doing work at home to keep up delivery and commitments, it can be after 10pm that this was being completed.  Again, whilst this may be ok through personal choice and on the odd occasion, increasingly it did become a pressure point with the desire to maintain commitment to the arrangement and the need to ensure that work hours were maintained. I was particularly conscious of not falling behind either on hours or necessary work and to some extent to demonstrate that this sort of flexible home working was possible.

2.7
This approach brought some conflicts between sensible working patterns, efficient productivity and a need to work flexibly.  There was also difficulty balancing between the need to work, the need to address home matters and the need to find adequate time to rest.  A cycle that would typically start at 6am and finish after midnight quickly became unworkable and did start to affect personal health.  I did find that this type of arrangement was not something that could operate as a regular way of working.  It would be ok perhaps on an ad-hoc basis through personal choice and particular circumstances but clearly as a regular home-work pattern it was not tenable.  

2.8
Something that I have to say I have always viewed could be a way of working clearly was not in reality. Whilst working in the evening once a week would not be an issue, and after all it is what we do when attending Committees, I cannot see that a regular pattern of home working based on this “flexible time” approach where substantive hours are delivered late on would be very successful. Flexible working on the adage of “it doesn’t matter when the work is done as long as it is done” is not a good premise.

3   
GETTING INTO BALANCE

3.1 
The nature of the nursing care required meant that it took a long time to deal with care needs and dressing changes each morning, and added to this that Georgina couldn’t fit into a car seat in her plaster cast limited how we could work around school times. It was not until a combination of better weather and not least the ability to withstand being moved about, that it became possible for Georgina to be put into a pushchair enabling the other children to be collected from school. This gave the opportunity to adjust my working patterns again.  I moved to dropping off at school with my wife able to do the afternoon collection.  

3.2
This pattern of working meant that I could arrive at work for 10am, and then could work through to 5pm or 5.30pm on a reasonably regular pattern depending on the requirement to take on care needs at home.  This meant that although working more of the day in the office, it was still in effect a short day.  With this working pattern being within the flexi core hours it also meant that a lunch break had to be taken.  Whilst this had some benefits from forcing a break-time, it also meant that it was only possible to accrue approximately 6½ hours per day.  Each day was then an hour under which typically over a week built up to 5 hours.  If other commitments had to be addressed, I could find that I was up to a day equivalent down per week during this period.  Home working was then used to make this shortfall either in the evening times or at the weekend.  Quite frankly, undertaking home working hours at the weekend was the most effective way of meeting the time commitment required.  Sometimes due to deadlines and commitments, hours were done in an evening however.   

3.3
On the whole this latter period worked better from a number of perspectives.  Of significance was that the physical effect on myself was reduced.  If indeed the change in care requirements had not meant changing the work pattern, my own health I am sure would have driven some sort of change in any event.

4
SOME PRACTICAL ISSUES

4.1
During home working it was important to remain in contact with the team.  I quickly found that it could be easy to lose track of office issues if not careful and I would need to make a particular effort to keep contact and officers had to know when I was in. This was especially important during the early period when I was in the office for half days. Most issues were dealt with by phone or e-mail.  Both these forms of communication were available and it was incumbent upon me when working away from the office to maintain that contact.  I wasn’t sure if this was going to be such an issue particularly as my role frequently takes me away from the office.  In fact it was less of an issue as people would know when you were in or out (via the whiteboard) and e-mails could be responded to and people would communicate by phone.    The key was to ensure that for any home work sessions, any contacts or need to follow up was organised.  I also developed a more rigorous and systematic approach to dealing with e-mails.

4.2
Reports, letters and notes were dictated by phone to the typing centre and could be simply e-mailed back for working on at home.  There was no disadvantage from this viewpoint in using the centre for undertaking work compared to being in the office.

4.3
Another aspect that I noticed was that people would tend to e-mail or leave a message that I could respond to.  Consequently, my work focus was within my control.  An aspect of being in the office is that people pop in to see you about queries.  I did experienced fewer interruptions and those that I did get, I was able to manage, noticeably people avoided raising less significant issues that really could have been dealt with without recourse to myself.

4.4
Meetings became more focused and indeed I was far more selective about what I           attended, how long meetings were and whether in fact a meeting was actually          needed.  Calls where people simply wanted to arrange a meeting were often dealt          with by a focused telephone call instead of a meeting, taking less time, avoided travel and “down time” when you are waiting for people to turn up for meetings or other delays that occur and generally take time out of your day.  We often talk about managing meetings better but in fact many of us seldom do this enough.  By having to achieve a focused working pattern, this approach became far more beneficial.  I also think people who were seeking the meetings benefited from time saving, focus and the fact that issues were resolved more quickly.  

4.5
An aspect related to meetings that raised a challenge was that during the early weeks I had a short time in the office each day. I found that meetings would be focused into that slot. General time and availability in the office was then even shorter on some days as a result.  This had a knock-on effect on enabling productive office time and dealing with staff queries before it was necessary to leave.  This raised increased pressure to deliver work tasks, reports, correspondence etc in the home time hours.  Bearing in mind that the current home working arrangements only allow for a maximum standard day, (7hrs 24m) the work demand could require more than could be credited unlike a standard flexible working day that would recognise up to 9 hours 30m. The home working arrangements would not recognise the work required in hours and generated a difficulty in resolving the necessary hours to maintain the clock balance. This is an issue that should perhaps be looked at if a more general use of home working was to be taken up. 

5  
Conclusions

5.1 
Overall, we were able to operate a system of home working that enabled me to cover work commitments and home needs.  At the start of the process, we were unsure how the care needs would actually work out which was a problem in itself. It was difficult to predict how working patterns would be affected hence the agreement not to fix a pattern but to enable a level of flexibility to meet the needs of the circumstances.  Certainly, during the initial intensive period operating the pattern that I did, was not sustainable.  I would strongly consider in any similar circumstance looking at a temporary reduction in hours or creating a defined pattern of working with longer hours on particular days including worked at home.  

5.2 
Although it has to be recognised that there would be financial implications in reducing hours even a few hours say three per week would have greatly reduced the pressure that I was trying to balance.  Over the longer period, it was possible to operate pretty much within the existing working arrangements.  Whilst this was not easy, nonetheless it was a feasible option, bearing in mind the need to accommodate shorter working days and making these hours up at a time that could be accommodated around home life. Again an alternative would have been to reduce hours in total.

5.3
A key implication to consider here would be around recognising the need to do more than the standard home working allowance.  Also the balance between an officers choice to work at a particular time (late evening for example) and the reality of whether that is a good thing or not for an employer to facilitate. In some ways the arrangement I applied was driven by a belief that you could maintain a full working day, whilst working around home needs. I think that in a normal scenario this could be achieved. In a situation where there are exceptional home-life needs (or indeed work needs) you probably cannot. What would have made the approach work considerably better from my experience would have been not to seek to be in the office every day. Setting selected dates to be in the office during the week and set days at home (including working to more than a standard day) would have been a far better approach.

5.4
Home working certainly has significant benefit particularly for officers whose circumstances may generate a commute or whose roles lead to disrupted work patterns or lack of opportunity for focused desk-time.  The current home working arrangements can facilitate better ways of working where officers are able to accommodate this in their job.  Clearly it would be difficult for some front line staff to incorporate home working and concerns have been expressed about the inequity that this could create.  The reality is however that there is an increasing move towards flexible home based working particularly in support of greater productivity, family life and issues such as carbon footprint.  If IT capabilities are available (and this made a big difference to how I could work at home) and exploited in terms of their capacity and the cost issue of telephones is resolved, then providing there is a clear systematic approach to managing home working, there are important benefits to be gained. These would be in terms of increased productivity and customer satisfaction for the Council. For the employee improved effectiveness, job satisfaction and less travel. Ultimately with greater wellbeing you are likely as an employer to get more out of the employee at the end of the day. 

5.5 
Home working does require a level of self-discipline and the ability to organise dedicated workspace.  It also requires good skills in a range of areas to ensure that communication is enhanced and delays are avoided.  Critically, there also has to be a mindset for the person doing home working.  Home working is not about a perception of sitting on the settee in your tracksuit with a laptop. It is about working in a different office environment.  Measures like dressing as if going to work, operating more effectively and being well organised are important aspects of creating the mindset of home working in my view. 

5.6 
The experience has shown me that there is a wealth of benefits. It has also helped identify issues that make home working difficult and need to be avoided. However our existing guidance and policies allow these measures and arrangements to be put in place. I don’t think that there is a need to carry out a fundamental review of these. There are some elements as I have mentioned where some fine-tuning may be beneficial. What needs to be considered is whether a home-work culture can be moulded in a way that delivers the benefits to services whilst enabling home working to be seen as an increasingly accepted working practice in a modern business environment.

Colin Hirst

Forward Planning and Regeneration Manager
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 POINTS TO CONSIDER WHEN HOME WORKING 

· 
Home working should not be seen as a casual option. It is about working in a different office.

· 
A definitive working day should be established either per week or per fortnight or whatever the necessary arrangement is and this should be stuck to.  A regular fixed day means people know what you are doing, if they need to contact you how best to do it, and it helps them and yourself plan and organise work arrangements.

· 
As a minimum officers should have access for Outlook and telephone arrangements need to be determined.  Agreement on how this is to be done is important, whether it was by mobile or a separate line and indeed what cost proportions were going to be established.  As a consideration, reduced travelling, for example may offset costs to the staff member.

· 
Dedicated workspace should be available and clear ‘house’ rules need to be established at home.  Even with no children in the house a “hoover” or TV can be an irritation and disturbance and partly defeats the object.  It is also important that any work station is appraised for health and safety considerations to ensure that officers would not be working at home in an environment that would not be acceptable in the office

· 
Be clear on what the available hours are for people to contact you.  Timetable contact times, lunch times etc as you would in the office.  This is important if home working is to be seen as an extension to the office. People should be able to contact you easily as if you were sat at your desk in the office.  

· Keep a job sheet to record times taken on tasks and what task are being done.

·        It is important that people within the office are kept informed about what you are dealing with and that your manager understands what you are doing.  A clear system for dealing with e-mail messages and ensuring calls are returned is essential.  

Notes for Personnel Committee 12th March 2008
7

