A CASE FOR WORKPLACE FLEXIBILITY
What is work/life?
The Association for Work/Life Progress (AWLP) defines work/life in the following way:  “The term ‘work-life,’ in the broader sense, defines ‘policies, programs, services, and attitudes within a company that are specific to fostering the well-being of its employees through the effective management of work, family, and personal life.”
The Work & Family Connection has developed this definition.  “Work-life is the practice of providing initiatives designed to create a more flexible, supportive work environment, enabling employees to focus on work tasks while at work.

It includes making the culture more supportive, adding programs to meet life event needs, ensuring that policies give employees as much control as possible over their lives, and using flexible work practices as a strategy to meet the dual agenda – the needs of both business and employees.”

Why do it?
Work/life initiatives generate goodwill and lead to:
1) being an employer of choice because of the ability to attract and retain talented employees who have the potential to become the future leaders of your organization.  Reduced turnover also means less time and money spent on recruitment and training.  
2) fully engaged employees who are often more loyal and committed, have higher job satisfaction and are more productive.
3) reduced employee stress, absenteeism and health-care costs.

4) improved service which is a result of happier employees interacting with your customers.
Research continues to bear this out.  A 2000 study by Watson Wyatt Worldwide found that companies with highly committed employees had a 112% return to shareholders over three years, compared to 90% for companies with average commitment, and 76% for companies with low commitment. 
What organizations are doing it?
Although many companies have a work/life program, one company with a long track record of embracing and instituting this concept is Deloitte & Touche, USA, LLP.  With corporate offices in New York, and locations worldwide, they provide audit, tax, consulting, financial advisory and enterprise risk services. 
Work/life had its beginnings at Deloitte in 1992 with the formation of the Task Force on the Retention and Advancement of Women, commissioned by former Chairman and CEO J. Michael Cook.  The goal of the task force was to learn why the number of female candidates for partnership was so low, and why there was such a high turnover of women at the firm, even though men and women had been hired in equal numbers since 1980. 
The Task Force identified the following three issues:  1) traditional assumptions regarding women continued to persist; 2) women perceived that there were obstacles to their career advancement; and 3) both men and women were struggling to manage their professional and personal lives, and felt the firm was not providing them with the necessary support.   As a result, in 1993 Deloitte launched the Initiative for the Retention and Advancement of Women.
To date, Deloitte has virtually eliminated the gender gap in turnover, as well as reduced the overall turnover rate by more than 10 percent.  Currently there are 634 women partners, principals, and directors as compared to 97 women partners in 1993, and Sharon Allen is Chairman of the Board.  Revenue has increased from $1.93 billion to $5.93 billion since1992, in part because of these initiatives.   As Sue Molina, Partner and National Director, Initiative for the Retention and Advancement of Women, says, “The Women’s Initiative was launched to create a better environment for the women in our firm.  In the process, it helped build a better environment for all of our people.”  
Work/life at Deloitte is now formally recognized as a critical element of employee  engagement and retention, with a flexible work arrangement (FWA) being a major component of their program.   All flexible work arrangements are individually based, and flexibility is defined as it occurs within the context of the business.  Employees start the process by making a business case for a particular work arrangement (flexible schedule, telecommuting, part-time, job sharing), and indicate how they will continue to fulfill their job responsibilities within the context of this arrangement.  Only employees with a positive performance record are eligible, and managers are educated about the benefits of these types of arrangements in order to ensure cooperation.  The success of the program hinges on three critical factors – honesty, integrity and communication.  
Deloitte’s program has worked exceptionally well thus far.  They have a mindset that recognizes the needs of their employees and accommodates those needs in balance with the needs of the business.  As Ron Cooper, HR Director for the Great Lakes Region, states, “A flexible attitude leads to flexible work arrangements.”   

Companies like Deloitte are leading the way into the future.  Being responsive to your employees’ needs is an exceptionally wise business strategy.  When you support your employees, they will in turn support you.
What employees are saying…
Michael Ramos is a 30-year old financial analyst who has been with Deloitte for four years.  He has a baby and two young children, and is on a FWA which allows him to come in later and work later two days per week in order to participate in a family childcare arrangement.  In addition, he has taken advantage of two one-week paid paternity leaves which have to be used within four months after the birth of a child.  As a result, he feels more loyal and committed to Deloitte and stays, despite having an 80-mile round-trip commute, because the FWA allows him to eliminate childcare costs.  He believes it is a win-win situation for both him and for Deloitte.
Dick Cavagnol is a 62-year old Senior Manager in the e-Learning Department.  He helps Deloitte build their web-based training programs, and also manages their offshore web-based training development teams.  He was ready to retire, but was recruited to stay and offered a FWA that allows him to work approximately 27-28 hours per week, and to work from his home office when he is not at a client site.  He experiences less stress and has more time to devote to his job since he does not have to commute to work.   He believes he is just as productive working at home in his sweats as he would be at the office.  Without this type of arrangement he would have retired, and Deloitte would have lost the expertise he brings to their organization.  He states, “If people are self-directed, why not?”
Bridget Curtis is a 32-year old Finance Manager who prepares marketplace analysis for both the Great Lakes and Midwest regions.  She is on a FWA which allows her to telecommute and work 50% from home and 50% in the office.  She was initially hesitant to request a FWA because she felt there was a perception that less face time meant less productivity.  Since she has a 1 ½-hour commute each way, being on a FWA has helped her both personally and professionally.  She can begin work earlier, has more productive time, and does not have the stress of a long commute.  In addition, she has more time to devote to her own activities.  In further support of this arrangement, she notes that she already effectively supports two regions where face time is minimal.
The last person I spoke with is a female partner with two school-age children.  She is on a FWA in order to create a better balance between her family and career obligations.  It is working well for her, and has been a major factor in her decision to stay at Deloitte.  She makes sure she is always available to clients, partners and co-workers, although she does not share she is on a FWA with clients because she is concerned they might not understand, they might be judgmental or they might even think less of her. She admits these feelings may result from her own sensitivity about the issue.  She also acknowledges her difficulty in being able to fully achieve work/life balance.  Since the passage of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act, workloads have increased in order to insure that clients are in compliance with these regulations.  She sees this as one of the paradoxes of work/life – while there is a desire for more balance, the increase in workloads sometimes makes this difficult to accomplish, especially in a profession focused on client service.
In addition, Deloitte regularly gets feedback from its employees via several surveys, such as the Work/Life and Commitment Study and the Flexible Work Arrangements Survey.  They have received numerous awards and recognitions, including Fortune magazine’s “The 100 Best Companies to Work For in America” (1998-2003, 2005) and Working Mother magazine’s “100 Best Companies for Working Mothers” (1994-2004).  Liz White, a Principal in the firm states, “And we continue to encourage the conversation about what it will take to make it easier for them to manage their everyday lives.”
In conclusion
Lynn Martin, Chair, Council on the Advancement of Women, states, “Corporate leadership needs to stay in step with a changing economy and changing workforce.” 
Work/life does this, and it does make a difference!  Give it a try!
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