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Introduction

1

The actnow flex project has been the first in-depth study

in the UK on the impact of flexible working on small and

medium sized enterprises (SMEs).

Flexible working is defined as any shift in time or location

at which work is carried out, so this can include, for

example, working from home, remote working, annualised

hours or using technology to work ‘on the move.’

Funded by the South West RDA, BT, Cornwall County

Council, Cornwall Enterprise and Objective One, the South

West-wide pilot study has tracked the impact of flexible

working on small companies, including travel, staff

turnover, productivity and costs, over an 18 months

period.

The study included a sample of 47 companies from South

West England. A wide range of sectors was represented,

including solicitors, farming, manufacturing and service

companies.

Widespread availability of broadband technology means

up to half of South West firms already enable some staff

to work from home, on the move or at unconventional

hours. South West England has therefore been the ideal

place to carry out the world’s first detailed ‘pre and post’

study on the impact of flexible working on small business.

The timing of the project has been topical as it has

coincided with the Government’s plans to extend the right

to request flexible working to an estimated further

4.5million employees in the UK. Moreover, the economic

downturn has put the spotlight on debate about ways

that businesses can increase productivity and reduce costs.

Around 150 companies and policy makers attended the

Business Anytime Anywhere conference at the Eden

Project on November 4th 2009, at which the results of the

actnow flex project were unveiled.

The ‘pre and post’ research study was carried out by the

Future Work Forum at Henley Business School and the

charity SustainIT. The impact was investigated at both

employee and employer level.

The findings show that virtually every participating

company gained a significant competitive advantage

when employees worked flexibly.

For employers, the following were agreed to

be the main benefits of flexible working:

� Increased staff retention – 60%

� Reduced business travel – 70%

� Improved customer service – 71%

� Savings in fuel – 76%

� Increased productivity – 78%

For employees, the following were seen as

very or quite important benefits:

� Reduction in unproductive commuting – 83%

� Improved work life balance – 84%

� Get more work done – 89%

� Work more effectively – 93%
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The benefits experienced by businesses are down to a

combination of cost savings and increases in productivity

and service quality.

Increased productivity is partly due to increased employee

motivation and improved work life balance, which leads

also to advantages in attracting and retaining staff.

There are also significant productivity benefits as a result

of employees being able to work when they are at their

freshest and by avoiding the stress and wasted time of

unnecessary travel to and from the office. By using

technology to work from home, at different locations or on

the move, employees are able to work ‘anytime

anywhere’, with significant business benefits.

Both for businesses and for the employees themselves,

this study has revealed an overwhelming number of

advantages. Importantly, it also indicates that the appeal 

to employees of being able to work flexibly is not

restricted to parents of young children.

However, the study has also indicated that there are a

number of challenges associated with introducing flexible

working, including the need to develop a new

management culture, taking measures to overcome any

employee isolation and challenges associated with

increased use of technology.

In addition to the quantitative ‘pre and post’ research

study, actnow flex has carried out a series of in depth

interviews with business owner/managers and employees.

Some excerpts from these case studies are included in this

document. The full case studies, together with a practical

‘toolkit’ to help small businesses make the most of flexible

working, can be found at www.flexible-working.org

Contents
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Employee Questionnaire
Results

1
Note that some people did not answer certain questions, so that responses are sometimes below 81. It remains the case that, for every

before and after question analysed, only the responses from those people answering both surveys have been used in the analysis.

This chapter describes employee views of the actnow
flex project. It is based on two questionnaires – one

conducted in September 2007 during the early stages

of the project, and the other in September 2008. Only

the responses of the 81 people who answered both

questionnaires have been analysed in this report.1

This makes it, to the best of our knowledge, the most

rigorous ‘before and after’ survey of flexible working

which has yet been done anywhere in the world. 

(A few other studies have conducted before and after

surveys, but have not based their analysis only on

people who answered both). The Appendix has more

details on the characteristics of respondents.

To provide human interest to the analysis, the points are

illustrated with quotations provided by respondents.

1.1 High Levels of Satisfaction,
and Few Problems
Tables 1-4 show that:

� 94% of respondents were satisfied with flexible

working, and no one was dissatisfied;

� Most people had no significant concerns about

flexible working when they began, and of the 41%

of respondents who did, only a small number found

them to be fully justified;

� 40% found benefits from flexible working

that they weren’t expecting;

� Only 11% of respondents experienced problems

that they had not been anticipating;

Two comments which are indicative of the range of

benefits which produced these answers are;

“I am more focused within the office. I have much

more time with family/friends. I have been surprised at

how colleagues have adapted to my change in hours

(and theirs) and the office is a more harmonious

place to work because of flexible working.” 

“Working flexibly has allowed me to have greater

involvement in family life - such as going to school

assemblies, running the kids around to different events,

watching sports day etc... that otherwise would have

meant missing out and getting a grandparent or non-

family member involved. This is about quality of life

reducing stress and investing in productivity

improvement in other non-obvious ways.”

Of course, it would be surprising if flexible working had

been unequivocally positive for every employee, and

within the context of generally very positive responses

there were certainly some grumbles about both

unanticipated, and anticipated, negative outcomes.

Most of these related to technical issues (discussed

below), but several people commented on increased

working hours and the need for greater personal

discipline, for example:

“Having to be so disciplined in my work loads

and getting them achieved.”
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Table 1 - Overall, how would you assess your experience of flexible working? (Total responses = 81)

Table 2 - Thinking of the concerns you had initially about flexible working, which of these statements

is most accurate? (Total responses = 80)

Table 3 - Did you gain any benefits from flexible working that you weren't expecting?

(Total responses = 80)

Table 4 - Did you encounter any problems with flexible working that you were not anticipating?

(Total responses = 80)

4

Response Options %

Very satisfied 78

Fairly satisfied 16

Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied 6

Fairly dissatisfied 0

Very dissatisfied 0

No opinion 0

Response Options %

The concerns were fully justified 4

The concerns were partially justified 25

The concerns were unjustified 13

I didn't have any concerns before starting flexible working 59

Response Options %

Yes 40

No 48

Do not know 13

Response Options %

Yes 11

No 88

Do not know 1



Table 5 provides data on the initial expectations of

flexible workers before, or shortly after, they began

working flexibly. Table 6 provides responses from the

same people, after they had been working more flexibly.

It can be seen that:

A majority of respondents experienced a range of

important benefits from flexible working, with more

than 70% of respondents saying that 8 of the 11

benefit areas which were given in the question were

very or quite important (see Table 6);

The most important perceived benefits of flexible

working were work related (working more effectively

and getting more done);

The commuting benefits of flexible working have also

been very important, to a greater degree than people

anticipated during the first survey;

Work life balance benefits were slightly less important

than originally anticipated, but were nonetheless

achieved by 84% of respondents.

The high ratings for work benefits may be partially

explained by the SME bias of the sample, which could

mean that a substantial minority of respondents were

owner or senior managers. However, other surveys –

such as those carried out on BT teleworkers2 - have also

identified work benefits as being very important. An

equally important explanation may be that the

perception of flexible working as being wholly about

better work life balance for parents is outmoded, if it

was ever valid.

Two comments which illustrate some of

the work benefits were:

“Less pressure on deadlines as I am now more

productive. I get so much more work done and therefore

suffer less stress in reaching deadlines.” 

“Being able to work at home saves me nearly three

hours a day commuting and the toll on the

environment, being able to be more focused on work

objectives during that time, and less financial

expenditure.”

Of course, work-life balance and other personal

benefits are important for some respondents, as

illustrated by this quote:

“Flexible working is starting to be accepted with less

reference to seeing it as a skiving opportunity. Myself

and colleagues are using this way of working to

concentrate and complete detailed work without being

in a busy environment. For me it enables me to be

flexible with my work days, enabling me to take my son

to school some week days, and collect. It’s a big deal for

a young child to be taken and collected from school by

his mum or dad and not just the child minder!”

The emphasis on commuting benefits may also seem

surprising in a relatively rural part of the UK. However,

travel to work in the South West often involves driving

considerable distances at relatively slow speeds on

country roads, which can be stressful for many. There

can also be considerable congestion in the peak tourist

season. The second survey also took place in a period of

expensive diesel and petrol. As one respondent

observed, he had enjoyed:

“lower commuting costs as fuel prices have soared.”

Section 8 has more information on the extent of the

commuting, and other travel savings, which were

actually achieved by the flex project. 

1.2 Key benefits of
Flexible Working

2 James P., Homeworking at BT - The Economic, Environmental and Social Impacts. Peterborough: SustainIT, 2008.

http://www.btplc.com/Societyandenvironment/Ourapproach/CSRresources/Reports/bt2008surveyreportfinaljune162008.pdf
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Table 5 - Why have you decided to work more flexibly? (Total responses = 73)

Table 6 - How would you assess the importance of these benefits from working more flexibly? (Total responses = 73)

%

Response Options
Very 

Important
Quite 

Important
No 

Opinion
Quite 

Unimportant
Very 

Unimportant

To reduce the stress of commuting 19 41 15 10 15

To reduce the cost of commuting 30 41 11 8 10

To reduce unproductive commuting 40 34 18 1 7

To save money (in other ways than reduced commuting) 27 26 32 7 8

To help the environment 44 38 11 4 3

To get more work done 58 36 4 1 1

To work more effectively 62 36 1 0 1

To make it easier to pursue educational & voluntary interests 22 23 34 14 7

To make it easier to meet partner/family obligations 45 29 15 5 5

To help with caring responsibilities 25 22 25 12 16

To improve work-life balance 52 37 3 4 4

Employer pressure 11 8 34 18 29

Other personal reasons 14 14 55 7 11

%

Response Options
Very 

Important
Quite 

Important
No 

Opinion
Quite 

Unimportant
Very 

Unimportant

Reduced the stress of commuting 33 40 21 4 3

Reduced the cost of commuting 52 27 15 3 3

Reduced unproductive commuting 51 32 12 3 3

Helped the environment 41 41 15 1 1

Got more work done 63 26 11 0 0

Worked more effectively 68 25 7 0 0

Made it easier to pursue educational and voluntary interests 21 21 40 11 8

Made it easier to meet partner/family obligations 44 36 18 3 0

Helped with caring responsibilities 23 23 33 5 15

Improved work-life balance 42 42 12 1 1

Less employer pressure 10 19 53 7 11

“Flexible working and teleworking allows me to use the times that

I am at my best to work. I tend to be sharpest in the morning

and in the evening, so now I structure my day so that I use these

times to carry out the work that needs the most concentration”

Marilyn Adams - Vi2dus.



Almost all previous research on flexible working has

involved participants using hindsight to remember how

they felt or acted before they changed their working

pattern. The unique feature of the survey is that, for a

number of questions, we asked the same people the

same question before and after they began working

flexibly, and so the information is very robust. 

As Tables 7-9 show, the outcomes of the actnow flex
project are generally very positive for employees, with:

The proportion of those feeling that they were very

efficient rising from 19% to 36%; 

The proportion of respondents saying that they were

very satisfied in their job rose from 42% to 53%;

The proportion saying that their work performance had

improved in the previous six months (which, for the

second survey, included the period of flexible working)

rising from 62% to 76% (Table 9);

The proportion saying that their work performance had

deteriorated in the last six months falling from 10% to

none;

88% of those who felt that their work performance

had improved in the second survey thought that this

was wholly or partly attributable to flexible working

(Table 10).

One slightly surprising aspect of the question on work

performance was that, although the number of people

saying that they had improved a bit rose from 42% to

62%, there was a fall in those saying that it had

improved greatly from 20% to 14%. However, the

relatively small size of the sample, and the generally

positive nature of the other responses, makes it unlikely

that this has major significance.

Some clues as to how work performance improves are

provided by Table 11 which shows that a majority of

respondents felt that it helped them to concentrate

more effectively, and work when they are at their

freshest. Some examples of this are:

“As a manager I can dedicate more focused time to

formulating strategy and developing ideas as there is

less interruption from staff. I also am able to achieve

more in a shorter space of time. As a working mother I

can still take care of my child when I need to (i.e. if sick),

and be on call and able to keep in touch with the office

and day-to-day administration.”

“Working at home concentrates the mind with no office

distractions. I am able to get a lot more work done with

a higher quality. If I need to work on a detailed

business plan or funding application etc I am now able

to set days at home and know that colleagues and line

manager are not going to question why. It is just

accepted.”

“I feel that I benefit from a little variety in my daily

routine. It helps to keep me fresh and motivated.” 

“Better time management and the convenience of

being able to access systems when I get new ideas.

Previously the impact of these ideas might have been

lost by having to wait until the next day.”

Another element which emerged from many comments

was greater choice about the time and/or location of

work:

“I have condensed my working hours so I work for the

same contracted hours but carry this out over 4 days a

week rather than 5. In essence this means working for 4

longer days.”  

“Able to manage family commitments around work.

Able to work on key project work in peace and quiet at

home. Able to start work and finish work when desired

to reach a suitable working day/week.” 

In some cases, this can also have great benefits for the

employer:

"Less stress from commuting. Better able to

communicate with my client base at a time convenient

to them (Farmers).”

1.3 Before and After Comparisons
Show that Effects are Real

3 NB Percentages occasionally total 99 or 101 due to rounding.
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Table 7 - Overall, how you would rate your personal efficiency at present? (Total responses = 74) 3

Table 8 - Overall, how satisfied are you currently in your present job? (Total responses = 74)

Table 9 - Do you feel that your work performance has changed over the last few months? (Total responses = 74)

Table 10 - Was the improvement in your work performance over the last six months related to flexible working?

(Total responses = 58)

Table 11 - Which, if any, of the following statements about flexible working apply to you?

Please tick all that apply. (Total responses = 80)

Response Options % Before % After

Very efficient 19 36

Fairly efficient 70 57

Neither efficient nor inefficient 4 4

Not that efficient 7 1

Very inefficient 0 1

No opinion 0 0

Response Options % Before % After

Very satisfied 42 53

Fairly satisfied 51 42

Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied 4 3

Fairly dissatisfied 3 1

Very dissatisfied 0 0

No opinion 0 1

Response Options % Before % After

Yes - greatly improved 20 14

Yes - improved a bit 42 62

No change 27 23

Yes - deteriorated a bit 9 0

Yes - deteriorated a lot 1 0

No opinion 0 1

Response Options %

Yes - wholly 16

Yes - partially 72

No 12

Response Options %

Made it easier to work when I am fresh/at my best 55

Helped me work more creatively 43

Made it easier to concentrate on tasks 64

Allowed me to respond more immediately (e.g. to a customer, thinking about an idea) 45

Worked for longer hours, without causing problems (e.g. offset by less time commuting) 53

Worked for longer hours, which does cause problems (e.g. less time for family) 24

8
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A common concern about the introduction of flexible

working is that it will lead to increased isolation and

poorer communication between employees. This did

indeed happen with one participant, who felt that:

“There have been some (although relatively minor)

problems with managing the way we work in response

to external changes - to some extent I think flexible

working has hampered the ability of the team to

identify these issues and implement change quickly.” 

However, as Tables 12-14 show, this was an unusual

response, and no such effects occurred in aggregate

with regard to feeling part of the organisation; self-

rating of communication skills; and self-rating as a team

player, with little difference between the two surveys in

all cases.  

Table 15 shows that there were also no adverse

outcomes with regard to quality of life. The proportion

saying that they had good or very good quality life was

almost unchanged, at 86% before and 87% after. 

However, other research findings have created an

expectation that a significantly increased number of

people would say that they experienced a very good

quality of life as a result of flexible working.4 Hence, the

fact that those saying that they had a very good quality

of life actually fell slightly from 28% before to 23%

after is surprising. One possible explanation is that

quality in life in Cornwall, Devon and Somerset is

generally high for those in work, and so flexible working

makes less difference to those who enjoy this. However,

it can still make a significant difference to those who are

not, as evidenced by a fall in the proportion saying that

had a not very good quality of life, from 9% to 4%.

1.4 No adverse impacts in
other key areas

4 James, P., Homeworking at BT, op cit.; SUSTEL, Is Teleworking Sustainable?, Peterborough: SustainIT, 2005.

http://www.sustel.org/documents/Reports/final%20report%20-%20july%202004%20v2.pdf

Table 12 - How much do you feel part of the organisation at the moment? (Total responses = 74)

Table 13 - How would you rate yourself as a communicator? (Total responses = 74)

Response Options % Before % After

Very much 59 57

Fairly much 24 28

Moderately 5 7

Not much 8 8

Hardly at all 1 0

No opinion 1 0

Response Options % Before % After

Very good 34 23

Good 62 68

Neither good nor bad 4 9

Not very good 0 0

Very poor 0 0

No opinion 0 0
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Table 14 - How would you rate yourself as a team player? (Total responses = 74)

Table 15 - Overall, how would you assess your quality of life at present? (Total responses = 74)

Response Options % Before % After

Very good 31 30

Good 61 59

Neither good nor bad 7 9

Not very good 1 1

Very poor 0 0

No opinion 0 0

Response Options % Before % After

Very good 28 23

Fairly good 58 64

Neither good nor bad 4 9

Not very good 9 4

Very bad 0 0

No opinion 0 0

“In 2007 we saved £100,000 in travel and hotel costs …

it really is incredible! There is additional significant

value associated with staff time savings, perhaps as

much as a further £40,000 or so”

Tony Sutcliffe - Bott Ltd.
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Table 16 shows that offering flexible working has a

significant influence on loyalty, with a large majority

(81%) of respondents saying that it would make them

more likely to stay with their employer. This is no doubt

tied to the increased job satisfaction, improved work

performance and other personal benefits identified

earlier, as indicated by these two quotes:

“Flexible working and an open and trusting relationship

with my Director have improved my motivation and my

output efficiency. I am very happy in my job and have a

lot more responsibility.”

“I believe that the opportunity to work flexibly within an

organisation increases the way staff feel within that

organisation. Working flexibly motivates staff in a

positive way as they feel valued and trusted to get the

work done in a manner that suits both them and the

organisation.”  

One reason for this may be the perception by a

significant minority of employees (24%) that their

management has improved for the better (see Table

18). Two interesting comments about this were: 

“Both myself and my manager need to be more focused

regarding the tasks that I undertake as although it is

over the same period of time I am only physically in the

office for 4 days rather than 5. I believe that we have

managed this well.”  

“More information is passed on in e mail format and

being able to get the info to the manager quicker even

when away reflects better on me. Work doesn't build

up. Quicker results gives the manager more confidence

in me.”

One expected benefit – due to positive outcomes in

other surveys - which didn’t materialise was reduced

sickness-related absenteeism. As Table 18 indicates,

there was little overall difference in this area between

the two surveys. The average figure for the number of

days’ sickness absence in the previous six months was

also very similar at 1.29 days before and 1.33 days

after. A possible explanation could be the less generous

sickness policies of smaller businesses.

Table 16 - Do you feel that working flexibly has made it more likely that you will want to stay

with your current employer? (Total responses = 80)

Table 17 - Has the way you have been managed changed since you began flexible working? (Total responses = 80)

Table 18 - How many days have you been absent due to sickness in the last 6 months? (Total responses = 73)

1.5 Other Employee Benefits

Response Options %

Yes 81

No 5

Do not know 13

Response Options %

Yes - for the better 24

Yes - for the worse 5

No 71

Response Options % Before % After

None 52 55

1-2 days 38 30

3-5 days 5 8

6-10 days 1 3

More than 10 days 3 4



1.6 The Pattern of
Flexible Working
Flexible working has made a considerable difference to

how people work. Tables 19-21 show that:

Most people worked from home for 1-2 days a week,

with an average for all respondents of 1.5 days;

Respondents also worked from for part of the day

for an average of 1.6 days a week;

A significant minority were changing the way they

worked, rather than simply shifting location - with 46%

saying that they worked in a different way, and 31%

that they worked more in the evening or at weekends.

Case Study

TelePA, was set up by Judith Ludovino and Jayne Gooch,

in July 2004. The company is run from a site in Wells and

makes full use of flexible working and teleworking.

TelePA provide virtual PA services to a wide range of

business clients. This includes telephone enquiry

management, diary management (using a broadband

enabled ‘live’ diary management system to avoid double

bookings), event organisation, sales administration and

order taking.

Judith says ’Broadband technology has been absolutely

central to what we do at TelePA. Through broadband and

remote working, we are able to deliver a seamless service

to our clients, many of whom run businesses that

necessitate being away from the office much of the time.

For example, our clients include a hot air balloon service,

a private medical practice, a driving tuition franchiser and

several business people who travel widely overseas.’

‘What we have seen is that our clients who have

embraced broadband and are now carrying out flexible

working are more profitable, they are increasing

productivity and are also having a better quality of life

with improved work life balance. We are able to provide

them with everything they need to present a professional

image to their customers at all times and ensure they

never miss a sales enquiry or a business opportunity.’

TelePA is an ambitious young company and is focussed

on achieving growth through enabling flexible working

arrangements for its staff.

Judith says ‘We are set to expand the size of the

business, thanks to smart use of the latest technology,

telecommuting and remote computer access.’

actnow flex have helped TelePA to invest in a VoIP

telephony system, (voice over the internet). The VoIP

system has also been part-funded by Connecting

Somerset, whose Project Director, Dave Cornish, says ‘We

are delighted to help TelePA move their business forward

through helping them take advantage of the latest

internet technology, improving productivity.”

Judith says ‘Up until now, we have used a conventional

telecommunications system. What VoIP will enable us to

do is grow the business through using outworkers who

will be teleworking. It would have cost a huge amount to

set up a system with comparable functionality using a

conventional telecommunications system.’

‘However, with VoIP, we will be able to create an

integrated system whereby outworkers based at their

own homes will have calls directed to them for certain key

accounts. Through making use of this technology and

teleworking, we will be able to grow to a substantial size

of business without having to go to the expense of taking

on larger premises.’

TelePA currently employ two full time and five part time

staff. They intend to more than double their numbers by

June 2008, creating an additional eight sites, each

staffed by an outworker who is teleworking.

In the following year, TelePA intend to expand to

establish a further thirty sites as part of the virtual team.

Judith says ‘The future for us is very bright indeed.

This is largely down to the fact that we are embracing

the potential of broadband and the Internet to allow us

to create a radical new business model through flexible

working, increasing productivity.’

www.telepa.co.uk

TelePA

12
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Flexible working has had some modest impacts on use

of technology (see Table 22), particularly with regard to:

Increased use of broadband, especially from home

(increased from 68% to 81% of respondents);

A decrease in the use of dedicated personal computers

within the office (from 52% to 43%) – which is a good

thing environmentally as it means that equipment is

being used more effectively;

A decrease in the use of VOIP – slightly surprising as it

might have been expected that remote workers might

keep in touch through this method, but it appears not.

A number of comments showed that many respondents

have enjoyed taking advantage of the technical

possibilities which have become available to them:

“I am now able to connect into my e-mails and other

information from remote sites as long as I have the

WEP.”

However, as Table 23 shows, a third of respondents felt

that their ICT could be improved. Many of these

comments were of employers lagging behind the hopes

of employees, and as such could be remedied relatively

easily. For example:

“Initially had technical problems in getting my IT

connections set up properly. Sometimes my connection

to the server from home is still slow.” 

Men might also empathise with the technical anguish

of a respondent who complained of:

“Being unable to get onto the email server from my

Mac but able to get on it from my wife’s!”

In some cases there is also frustration with connectivity

issues in some rural areas:

“Connection speeds are the limiting factor for real time

file sharing.”

1.7 Technical Impacts
and Issues

Table 19 - On average, how many a days a week do you work from home for the whole day?

(Total responses = 70 with an average value of 1.5 days)

Table 20 - On average, how many a days a week do you work from home for part of the day?

(Total responses = 74 with an average value of 1.6 days)

Response Options %

0 days 29

1 day 31

2 days 20

3 days 7

4 days 7

5 days 6

Response Options %

0 days 31

1 day 26

2 days 20

3 days 7

4 days 8

5 days 8
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Table 21 - Which of these statements describes how you have worked more flexibly?

Please tick all that apply. (Total responses = 74)

Table 22 - Which of these technologies do you use for work purposes? (Total responses = 74)

Table 23 - Are there information and communication technologies (ICT) which you haven't had

access to, but would be useful for flexible working? (Total responses = 80)

Response Options %

Work from home for the whole day on some days 58

Work from home on part of the day on some days 61

Work in the same way as before but start earlier or finish later 20

Work in a different way so that I achieve the same outputs but am able to fit some
personal tasks into the day

46

Work more in evenings or weekends, with time off in the day to compensate 31

Work more from locations other than home or office, e.g. wifi hotspots 30

Other ways 11

Response Options % Before % After

Broadband at work 74 80

Broadband at home 68 81

3G (broadband by mobile phone) 14 18

Internet telephony (Voice over Internet Protocol) 29 19

Wi-fi outside the home 33 27

A laptop computer 74 81

A personal computer in the office (solely for your use) 52 43

A personal computer at home 53 57

Personal digital assistant (PDA) 12 16

BlackBerry 16 15

Instant Messaging na 14

Audio Conferencing na 20

Video Conferencing na 12

Other 18 11

Response Options %

Yes 33

No 68

“With time now at a premium, by cutting out the daily

commute, I gain an additional 3 hours working time each day”

Stafford Sumner - Jarrang.
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Flexible working is producing considerable commuting

savings. Survey respondents lived an average 13.46

miles from their workplace, and worked from home all

day for an average 1.5 days per week. This means that

weekly commute savings were 40.38 miles, or 1776

miles a year (based on a 44 week working year). As

Table 24 shows, most of this travel was by car, with

81% of respondents travelling in either their own car or

a company vehicle at some point. Interestingly, flexible

working led to a marked increase in car sharing, from

12% of respondents before to 18% after. 

Taking only trips by own or company cars (as shared car

trips might have taken place anyway), the daily avoided

carbon dioxide emissions when people worked at home

were 8.75 kilos each. 5 However, some of this is likely to

be offset by’ rebound effects’, such as additional

journeys because a car is free at home. A recent survey

of flexible working at BT estimated this offset at 10%

of the initial savings. Hence, a conservative assumption

is that the commuting savings amount to 8 kilos a day.

This amounts to 12 kilos a week (assuming an average

1.5 days a week working at home full time), and over

500 kilos a year. 

It is possible that these commuting savings might be

offset by increased in work travel (although the

following discussion makes this seem unlikely), and

additional carbon emissions from people’s increased

use of their homes, e.g. for additional heating. However,

it is unlikely that these are as large as the transport

savings. 6 In addition, organisations which use flexible

working to avoid an increase in office space

requirements effectively create carbon benefits by

‘freeing up’ building space for other users, and thereby

reducing the overall need for new construction (which is

very carbon intensive). 

In congested periods, the ability to change travel times

to some degree may have created additional benefits,

as it means journeys will be less stop-start, which results

in much less efficient engine operation and therefore

higher levels of carbon emission. 

Significant environmental benefits have also come from

in-work travel. As Table 25 indicates, a third (35%) of

respondents stated that their in-work travel had

decreased in the previous six months, compared to

none in the period before flexible working started. And,

only 19% of flexible working respondents said that it

had increased, compared to 41% saying the same in

the before survey. 

Table 26 shows that the decrease in in-work travel was

definitely related to flexible working, with 93% of those

who experienced a decrease saying that this was the

case. However, Table 27 shows that only 28% of those

experiencing an increase stated that this related to

flexible working - a further example of rebound effects,

but not sufficient to invalidate the conclusion that

flexible working has had a very positive environmental

impact with regard to in-work travel. 

1.8 Travel and Environmental
Impacts

5 Based on the CO2 emissions figures provided in DEFRA, Company Reporting on Greenhouse Gas Emissions, Annex, 2005.

See http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/business/envrp/gas/envrpgas-annexes.pdf. These are 0.325kg per passenger mile for petrol cars

(average of consumption for medium and large engine sizes) and van/LGV, and 0.3kg per passenger mile for diesel cars. The petrol figure

has been used in these calculations.

6 James, P., 2008. ‘Homeworking and carbon reduction - the evidence’. Chapter in Dwelly, T. and Lake A., (eds.),

Can Homeworking Save the Planet? How homes can become workspace in a low carbon economy. London: Smith Institute, 2008.

Available at: http://www.smith-institute.org.uk/pdfs/can_homeworking_save_the_planet.pdf. 
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Table 24 - Which of these modes do you normally use to commute to work? (Total responses = 73)

(NB Respondents could choose more than one option)

Table 25 - Has your in-work travel changed over the last year? (Total responses = 73)

Table 26 - Has the decrease in in-work travel been due to more flexible working? (Total responses = 28)

Table 27 - Has the increase in in-work travel been due to more flexible working? (Total responses = 14)

Response Options % Before % After

Own car 64 66

Car share 12 18

Company vehicle 12 15

Train 4 3

Bus 1 1

Cycle 4 4

Walk 11 8

Other 3 1

I don't have a normal place of work 10 11

Response Options % Before % After

Very substantial increase 33 4

Modest increase 8 15

No change 29 41

Modest decrease 0 23

Very substantial decrease 0 12

Do not travel when at work 0 5

Response Options %

Yes - wholly 43

Yes - partially 50

No 7

Response Options %

Yes - wholly 7

Yes - partially 21

No 71

“Technology has enabled a new kind of teleworking

and working on the move. When I am travelling, I use WiFi

hotspots. Location is simply not an issue any more.”

Dan Turner - Red Sugar.
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The benefits of flexible working do not yet seem to be

exhausted, with Table 28 showing that almost half

(46%) of respondents felt that they could work still

more flexibly. Hence, even more South West employers

and employees can look forward to a positive future, as

described by one especially happy respondent:

“By accepting that remote working is now a mainstay of

future working and that it isn't a secret that as a

company this is how you work. It has become

something to celebrate instead. This means the guilt

that might be applied to spending work days differently

has gone.”

Table 28 - Would you like to work still more flexibly? (Total responses = 80)

1.9 The Future of
Flexible Working

Appendix – Survey Details
What is your gender? (Total responses = 73)

Which of these statements describe your home circumstances? (Please tick all that apply) (Total responses = 73)

What was your employment status, prior to involvement in the flex project? (Total responses = 73)

Response Options %

Yes 46

No 40

Do not know 14

Response Options %

Male 49

Female 51

Response Options %

Have preschool children at home 14

Have school age children at home 32

Have adult dependents at home 15

None of these 47

Response Options %

Full time, office based 38

Full time, sometimes away from the office 48

Part time, office based 8

Part time, sometimes away from the office 3

Other 3
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Case Study

Based at offices in Gwinear, near Hayle, Fire Crest has

been established for 17 years and employs 13 staff.

The company specialises in all aspects of fire protection -

everything from fire extinguishers and fire alarms to fire

safety training and risk assessments.

Operations Director, Harry Hart, says 'In the last six

months, we have revolutionised the way we use IT. Now

we see IT as an enabler rather than as a cost.as flexible

working is increasing productivity.’

Harry says 'Through using IT to enable flexible working

and mobile working, the company has been able to

increase productivity, profits, improve work life balance of

our staff and most importantly, increase customer

satisfaction.

'For example, today we received a call from a customer

enquiring about a fire alarm. We were able to identify the

nearest engineer via satellite navigation and broadband -

getting the engineer to the customer within the hour.

Then using laptop technology, we were able to draft

technical CAD drawings on site and develop an accurate

SP203 compliant quote for the fire alarm, keeping the

overheads and costs down, so we were able to give a

competitive quote to the customer.'

There is also less time lost through sickness or other

personal emergencies. For example, today one of our

employee's car has broken down but she is working just

as effectively through flexible working at home.'

As well as upgrading their IT infrastructure to help enable

flexible working and mobile working, Fire Crest have

invested in mobile phone technology and VoIP.

'One of the big benefits of broadband to us has been

VoIP' says Harry. 'It has substantially cut our costs as our

mobile phones now connect to the wireless access point

in the office and utilise the rate savings offered by

broadband.'

Harry says 'Fire Crest is expanding quite considerably and

we would normally need to take on an extra unit - but

flexible working will be a way to avoid that additional

expense initially. It is also likely to improve our staff

retention. There are a number of ways where flexible

working and mobile working is helping us stay ahead'

Harry concludes 'The whole experience of introducing

flexible working into our business with the help of actnow

has been fantastic! It has brought our business increasing

productivity and made it a happier place to be, with

improved quality of life for all!'

www.extinguisher.com

Fire Crest



Microgeneration is a company that advises, designs and

supplies onsite renewable energy systems to customers

throughout the UK.

The company was founded by Andrew Honey and 3

colleagues in 2005 and makes considerable use of

technology and IT to underpin the company’s operations

and growth.

Andrew says: “Our registered office is in Millbrook near

Torpoint and our 12 employees and other associates are

scattered throughout the UK. We have an office in

Oldham, a depot in Manchester and staff working from

home in Preston, Lyme Regis and West Wales.

“We have put IT systems at the heart of the company, so

that we can all operate just as effectively from our

scattered locations as if we were all in one office

together.

“As for every business, all our information is critical. That

includes the customer information, project tracking,

quality systems, financial control and compliance.

Because we are so scattered, it is vital that we can all

have access to the same information at any time. We

have installed a system to enable this. Supplied by

Cornwall based solutions provider, Symetrics, and called

‘Office Connect’, this is an ASP (Applications Service

Provider) which means we all have a common server and

can open up the server simply by typing the URL into any

browser. This gives us the flexibility we need.

“Because we are all in remote locations, we also use

Skype to see who is in their office at any one point and

we use Skype to send messages, pass files to each other

and to talk.”

“As well as for board meetings, we use the web

conferencing system for ad hoc meetings, sales

presentations, client meetings and occasionally investor

relations meetings. By running every second board

meeting using web conferencing instead of meeting up

in person, we save £5000 a year in travel costs on those

alone and the total savings could run to two or three

times this, when you take everything into account.

“Web conferencing is particularly useful for ad hoc

technical meetings. Our technical manager is in Preston,

but he can open the drawing using AutoCad and share it

with us using Netviewer, allowing us to point at sections

and discuss as easily as if he were in the office next door.

“The system is also totally mobile. Because we do jobs all

over the UK, this is vital for us. For example, the

installation teams can use the system to send photos and

so on through, from wherever they are.”

“In future, we plan to make more use of VoIP, integrating

that into our system so that we can have the benefit of

mobile telephony and route calls through to people

wherever they are. That will help accelerate our

productivity still further.”

www.microgeneration.com

Microgeneration

Case Study
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Employer Questionnaire
Results

To gauge the impact of flexible working on the

employers participating in the project, questionnaires

were completed at the beginning and end of a 12 month

period during which they introduced new ways of

working using ICT. A total of 47 organisations filled in

the first questionnaire at the beginning of the period and

40 completed the follow up survey. The sample of 47

organisations varied from one company employing 198

people to some consisting of one self-employed person.

Almost exactly half the respondents had 5 people or less

working for them and a further quarter of the sample

had between 6 and 10 employees. The survey is

therefore representative of very small businesses.

37% of the companies have been in existence for 5

years or less, and a further 20% from 6 to 10 years old.

With only 9% of the organisations being over 20 years

old this represents a group of new businesses which are

still developing.

85% of the businesses have an office base and 15% are

home based but there is extensive use of home working

with 43 of the 47 companies (91%) reporting that they

do some working from home. However only 55% have

people working from home as the prime location; the

others have staff using the office as their base and

working occasionally from home.

“It no longer matters where somebody is working -

home, office or on the road, the right phone will always

work for them in the right location!”

Terry Carlin - Century Print.

By Peter Thomson. Peter Thomson, Director of the Future Work Forum, Henley Business School.



2.1 Flexible Working Practices

Of the flexible working practices on offer, flexible hours is

the most common with 85% of the companies providing

this. Closely following is working from home, with the

office as a base, (81%) then working at home as the

prime location (55%). Half the employers give some

form of study leave or day release and 45% offer

variations in hours between term-time and holidays. 

There appear to be less mobile employees than home

based with only 45% of respondents claiming to have 

people working this way, although since the definition 

used here was “with no fixed base” this is not surprising.

What is more surprising is that only 19% reported that

they had compressed hours despite this being a popular

option in larger organisations.

It seems that small businesses are adopting flexible

working without employees needing to apply using the

employment legislation. Only 2 of the 47 respondents

said that they had received formal requests from

employees and in both cases they were approved. They

also do not normally have a formal flexible working

scheme with 70% of companies saying they did not

have a policy covering this at the start of the actnow
flex project.

During the 12 months between the two surveys many of

the organisations introduced new working practices,

often taking advantgage of the opportunities offered by

new technology.

It is interesting to see that two thirds of the

organisations introduced home working although only a

third did this with home being the prime location.

Flexible hours were equally popular although other

patterns such as compressed or annualised hours were

much less so.

Table 2 - Work Practices Introduced

(% of respondents) (Total responses = 40)

Table 1 - Work Arrangements Offered or Planned by Employers (%) (Total Responses = 47)

“Flexible working has led to increasing productivity

and has increased our customer service and our profitability”

Tim Goldburn - Preston Goldburn Solicitors.
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2.2 Use of Technology
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)
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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)

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.

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.

2.3 Reasons for introducing
Flexible Working



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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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)

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

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

2.4 Benefits of Flexible Working
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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)



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)

2.5 Barriers to Flexible Working
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“I 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)



2.6 Conclusions

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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Glossary

Compressed Hours
The same number of hours are worked but over a shorter

number of days. For example working slightly longer for

9 working days and taking the next one off.

Annualised Hours
Working a fixed number of hours over a year but not

evenly spread over the year. For example seasonal jobs

where longer hours are worked in the Summer and

Shorter in the Winter. 

Flexible Hours
Varying hours on a daily basis to suit individual needs.

Covers simple shifting of start and finish times to more

sophisticated flexitime schemes that allow hours to be

accrued.

Working from home (office as prime location)
This is occasional home working where someone’s mail

work location is still the employers premises but they

may work at home when it is convenient.

Working at home (home as prime location)
This is permanent home working where the home is

formally recognised as the place of work. Some work

may still need to be done on employers premises.

Termtime/holiday variations
For people with children there may be a need to have a

different pattern of work when children are attending

school from when they are on holiday. These will

normally variations in work time and perhaps the

number of hours worked.

Mobile Working
Some jobs involve travelling to perform the work at

locations other than the employer’s offices or

employee’s home. Typical of these are sales jobs where

the work is done on the customers’ premises and only

occasional visits to the employer’s offices are necessary.

Job Sharing
Two people perform the same job but at different times.

Each person will typically have a set pattern of days that

they work so between the two job sharers all working

days are covered.


