








In the second questionnaire we asked about the use of
technology to find out what was in use before the
actnow flex project and what had been introduced as a
result. Broadband was already widely in use by the
participants in the office but less so at their employees’
homes where usage increased from 43 % to 65% of
companies. The largest increase was in remote access to
the office systems which doubled from 40% to 80% of
the employers. This supports other data from the survey

showing that the ability to access systems from outside
the office was an essential component in the
introduction of flexible working. Laptop computers were
also a key element in the move towards mobile working
and there was an increase in the use of Blackberries or
smartphones. However the lower adoption rate of newer
applications such as instant messaging and audio/video
conferencing showed that these are still only being used
by the ‘early adopters’.

Table 3 - Technology in use before and after the project (Total responses = 40)




2.3

Flexible Working

When asked why they were introducing flexible working
the businesses came up with an interesting set of
responses. The most important reason was that
technology made it possible, implying that this was
more important than any business benefit that might
result. The fact that the participants in this programme
are being encouraged to adopt broadband technologies
and are getting support to do so may well explain this
result.

Work-life balance was the next most important driver
with managers’ needs for balance just beating
employees. For companies with under 10 employees the

importance was higher than for larger organisations
which reflects the fact that in the very small businesses
it is the owner or manager who is often working long
hours. However, close behind work-life balance was the
need to improve customer service or service delivery.
This indicates that SMEs do see a close relationship
between new working practices and the way they are
able to meet customer needs. This is also reflected in
their answers to the question about expected benefits,
where customer service came second.

Table 4 - Employers’ Reasons for Introducing Flexible
Working (beginning of project) (Total responses = 45)
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Fifth and sixth in order of importance were again
focussing on people, stating that this would be an
added employee benefit and would improve staff
morale. The need to improve efficiency and productivity
was ranked next along with commercial competition
showing that there are some real business issues driving
the changes in working practices.
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It is interesting to note that recruitment and retention
are right at the bottom of the list whereas surveys of
larger organisations have shown these to be more
important drivers. This may also reflect the fact that
there is no shortage of people available locally to fill the
jobs.




A similar question was asked in the follow-up survey to
ascertain the importance of these factors in driving the
implementation for those organisations that had
introduced or expanded their flexible working practices.
Technology still featured as the top driver but the wish to
improve staff morale moved up several places into second
position. Recruitment remained in the bottom position
but retention moved up a few places perhaps reflecting
an awareness that people could leave to find more
flexible working elsewhere; something which they may
only realise when people come to leave.

It is interesting to note that completing the surveys

12 months apart came up with broadly similar results
showing that the motivating factors for introducing
flexible working had not substantially changed over the
period.

When asked for the main reason for introducing
flexible working, responses included:

“It’s a no brainer and fits well with what we do —
allows us to get work done wherever we are”

”

“To enable staff in the office to be able to work at home
“Increased efficiency, less travel, more quality time”

“Business growth, staff and skill retention
and cost reduction”

“Competitive advantage”
“Competitiveness, productivity, family friendly and cost”
“Environmental and cost saving”

“To keep my staff happy which adds to
greater productivity”

“Employee retention and benefits — this makes us more
competitive, reduces costs, improves productivity and
makes us (the business owners and directors) feel good!”

“To allow us to attract the most qualified
staff to come to work in Cornwall”

Table 5 - Drivers behind the implementation of Flexible Working (end of project) (Total responses = 28)
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2.4

When employers were asked about the expected
benefits from introducing flexible working, they
identified reducing business travel, improving customer
services and increasing productivity as top of the list.
These are followed by some less tangible benefits such
as satisfaction, work-life balance and morale. Again
recruitment and retention do not figure highly nor do
stress, absence and sickness, all of which are more
common amongst large employers. The anticipated
benefits therefore line up well with the drivers which is
to be expected.

The charts show that the top four benefits were thought
to be ‘inevitable’ or ‘very likely’ results of flexible
working by around 60 % of the participants, with
around 90 % considering them ‘quite likely’ or better.
This shows that there were high expectations that the
actnow flex project would produce positive results for
the businesses involved.

Table 6 - Benefits Expected from Flexible Working by
Employers (start of project) (Total responses = 45)
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When asked again after the 12 month period to rate
the actual benefits provided by flexible working the
results were very similar although employee satisfaction
overtook business travel, customer services and
productivity to get to the top of the list. In fact
customer services dropped down the table perhaps
reflecting the fact that flexible working in theory is good
for providing a flexible customer response but in
practice needs to be managed carefully to ensure there
are no great gaps in meeting customers’ needs. The
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impact of flexible working on absence had not been
rated very highly at the beginning and generally
speaking absence is much less of an issue in smaller
organisations. However its importance increased
significantly over the period of the pilot showing that it
is much more relevant in practice.

The graph of results again shows us clearly that at least
half of the participants saw a major or minor benefit
from 15 of the possible results. There was almost no




feedback about negative effects of flexible working
showing an overwhelmingly positive result. As this was a
selected group of companies who were motivated to
participate in the project, the results would be expected
to be positive but the charts clearly show that there are
major business benefits to be gained from the
introduction of flexible working.

When asked about the most important benefit
for their business the responses included:

“Able to attract quality workforce”

“Improve efficiency and effectiveness, together with
retaining staff morale during a period of major change”

“Enabling my team to work when they are most

productive, rather than a traditional 9-5 work pattern,

has increased our productivity”
“Cost saving on office space”

“Employee satisfaction”

“Management travel reduction, time spent on other
things, extended hours availablility to service clients”

“Business growth, staff and skill retention
and cost reduction”

Table 7 - Benefits of Flexible Working (end of project) (Total responses = 34)
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There are clearly some difficulties in introducing flexible
working and this project recognised that they are
important hurdles to be overcome. However the graph
from the beginning of the period shows that only the
top four difficulties were considered important by more
than 50% of the participants.

Table 8 - Employers’ Views of Barriers to Flexible Working (start of project) (Total responses = 43)
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“T will often go to the Windswept Café, overlooking
Fistral Beach. We work in a creative industry and its easier to

be creative when you are in that kind of inspirational setting”

Rhona Gardiner - Excess Energy.
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It is interesting to note that IT systems are rated as the
top barrier by the companies surveyed as it was also
identified as the main driver. This could be because they
had volunteered for this programme based on the need
to improve their use of technology but it is likely that it
reflects a common concern in other in SMEs that they
are vulnerable to a technology failure.. There is obvious
nervousness about the potential effect on service
delivery and on the colleagues of the flexible workers as
well as the effort involved in making the change. Almost
half of the companies say that they might lose control
of flexible workers although only a third are saying they
have some concerns about lack of trust.

In the second survey, participants were asked what
barriers they had experienced during the actnow flex
project. IT constraints came out on top as they had
anticipated in the first survey. This was followed by
‘Limited funds for investment” which was added to the
second survey based on feedback during the project.
These were the only two barriers that were considered
important by more than 60 % of the respondents with
many potential barriers being treated as unimportant
by the vast majority of participants. So it seems that
some of the fears about implementing flexible working
are unfounded and the problems are not as great as
anticipated.

Table 9 - Barriers experienced during Flexible Working (end of project) (Total responses = 34)
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Small enterprises have no problem in relating flexible
working to the business benefits and therefore see that
they can improve customer services and increase
productivity through changing the way that people work.
In larger enterprises flexible working is often introduced
as an HR initiative and it is therefore seen as an
employee benefit and not equated with improved
productivity.

The availability of appropriate information technology to
support flexible working is seen as a key component by
small businesses. As they typically do not have their own
in-house IT expertise they need to find the right advice in
order to set up secure remote access to their systems.
They also say that their most significant barrier to
introducing flexible working has been the constraints of
their existing IT systems. Thus any regional initiative
which helps SMEs to introduce new technology is likely to
result in improved performance.

Recruitment and retention are often cited by large
organisations as being important benefits of flexible
working but this survey has shown that they are low
priority for these SMEs. This may partly reflect the local
labour market and the fact that small businesses in
general do not have the same turnover problems as
larger ones.

Culturally, SMEs may be more willing to consider flexible
working than larger ones. Often managers’ skills and
attitudes are shown by research to be key factors in
inhibiting the introduction of new ways of working. In
this survey the respondents have rated them as relatively

low in importance which may reflect the fact that this
group of companies are already positively disposed to
the idea of flexible working. The fact that employees of
smaller businesses are closer to the business results may
also make it easier for them to manage by output.
Culture change is also seen as a likely benefit of flexible
working by a high percentage of the employers.

This sample of SMEs have not had formal requests from
employees under the ‘right to request’ legislation on
flexible working. This may be that the sample of
companies is one that is actively implementing new
working practices and hence volunteered for the
programme. So, it may not be fully representative of
small businesses as a whole, although it is likely that
small businesses will be less formal about their working
practices and will not need policies to dictate how they
treat individual employees.

It is difficult therefore to tell from this research exactly
how management practices changed as a result of the
actnow flex project. The data shows clearly that the
participants experienced a variety of business benefits
and the introduction of new ways of working will have
contributed to them. In general these SMEs had
anticipated the benefits and were therefore already
positively disposed to introducing the changes involved.
However this project has produced useful information
which will help other employers to follow their example
and as businesses face tougher economic times they can
look to the actnow flex project as a source of help in
becoming more efficient.

“To be honest, I have been surprised by the scale of the

impact flexible working has had for us so quickly.”

“We have only introduced flexible working in the last

twelve months and it has made a very significant

difference to the quality of our lives and made it easier

to run a global business effectively from Cornwall.”

John Cowles - Altcom.
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