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Understanding the benefits of flexible working
[bookmark: _Toc130734165]Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic has shaken the world to its core, the businesses, the economy and human behaviour worldwide have been transformed. The outbreak had many adverse effects on all companies. It is in the hands of human resource management to develop ways to support employees during these challenging times. The Isolation, insecurity and constant threat that most people felt had a horrible effect on the workforce’s mental health and productivity. For any business that wants an effective workforce, it is essential to consider and concisely work to improve employees’ well-being. Many enterprises chose to support their employees in coping with the challenges of Covid-19 by employing different forms of remote and flexible working times. This transition for most companies is still in the experimental stages as businesses try to test its effectiveness. (Troger, 2021) And, of course, no “correct” answer exists to this problem. What works for one company will not work for another, as business needs vary significantly in businesses of different sizes, structures and industries. This report will consider the benefits of flexible working for employees and the enterprise.

[bookmark: _Toc130734166]The benefit of implementing flexible working 

Flexible working is a term that covers a wide variety of employment or self-employment that are tailored around employee needs and are not strung around the typical 9-5 working hours. It is widely accepted that flexible working benefits employees as they have more freedom to maintain other non-work-related commitments and a better work-life balance. But motivated and content employees are the ones that deliver the most for the organisation. Richard Branson is a renowned advocate of flexible working. His company Virgin has proved that treating employees with respect and giving them the space to operate like responsible adults will do wonders in productivity. Still, there are also numerous other benefits for the enterprise. (Proof that flexible working works | Virgin, 2019)
[bookmark: _Toc130734167]Employee retention
This is perhaps one of the most important reasons enterprises implement flexible working arrangements. According to a 2012 CIPD survey, 76% of over 2500 managers named retention the most common employer benefit. A company that offers different types of flexible working strengthens the relationship with its employees and encourages long-term commitment. Building a culture of loyalty will significantly reduce the costs of recruiting and training new personnel. (HR Megatrends | Reports | CIPD, no date)
[bookmark: _Toc130734168]Increased diversity
Working hours can be a limiting factor in many job offerings. A company that is firm on operating hours limits available candidates to people who can work the exact time and location. Restricting the talent pool in such a way can prevent the company from finding perfect candidates that might have other commitments the specific working hours. The company will open itself to a broader range of potential candidates by utilising flexible working. (Figueiredo, De Campos Soares Tomé and Rouco, 2022)

[bookmark: _Toc130734169]Greater productivity
High productivity is essential for the team’s overall performance. And flexible working is proven to increase employees’ well-being and productivity. Poor productivity could lead to delays and compromise in quality, and the organisation might have to invest more money in fixing errors and hiring additional employees. A company that allows employees to work flexibly could greatly influence productivity levels. The CIPD (Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development) claims there is potential to generate 43% more revenue and improve performance by 20%. (An update on flexible and hybrid working practices | CIPD, no date)

[bookmark: _Toc130734170]Better employee engagement
One proven way to improve employee engagement is by creating a culture that empowers and respects the workers. One way for the company to show that it cares for its employees is to offer flexible working contracts. (Rees and Porter, 2017) By allowing employees to choose their work pattern, the enterprise delivers a higher level of trust and confidence that the work will be done without constant monitoring and under the employee`s initiative. Employees that feel more appreciated and engaged by the company are likely to perform their work tasks better and show loyalty in terms of higher levels of commitment and generally lower staff turnover. (Taylor, 2021)

[bookmark: _Toc130734171]Areas to consider when implementing flexible working for the employee workforce
[bookmark: _GoBack]Working from home and working flexibly is a well-known concept. However, after the COVID-19 epidemic struck, many companies were forced to implement flexible working to continue operations in the face of the pandemic. As a result, most organisations improved employee satisfaction, retained talent more effectively, and increased overall hiring flexibility. As human resource managers, it is our responsibility to ensure the correct culture and practices are implemented so the company can gain the most out of flexible working. (Figueiredo, De Campos Soares Tomé and Rouco, 2022) But what are the areas we need to consider gaining all the benefits and none of the disadvantages of flexible working? As human resource managers, we are responsible for ensuring the company implements the correct culture and practices to enjoy the advantages of flexible working.

[bookmark: _Toc130734172]Examine the data
First and foremost, we need to know the specifics of the business and the patterns and models that affect the workflow before we can consider a flexible working request. If an employee wants to avoid working the weekends, but this is the busiest period of the whole week, we might need help to facilitate the request. However, there should be data to support the decision, and the communication with the employee should be clear. Consider all possibilities; a different day or shift hours can give employees the necessary flexibility. (Korunka, 2021)

[bookmark: _Toc130734173]Clear company policy

As human resource managers, we need to ensure everyone is on the same page and working towards the same goal; this is the key to implementing the necessary changes that come with flexible working. By keeping the policies and procedures simple, we can ensure that managers and employees understand them. And with a clear strategy embedded in all employees, everyone knows where they stand, and they can make the most out of the system for themselves and the enterprise. (Korunka, 2021)
[bookmark: _Toc130734174] Involving the team

It will be beneficial to involve the whole team in evaluating whether flexible working is viable for the company. By consulting the section, we can build a strategy that engages the employees more and gives us higher chances of success. This approach will also be helpful if flexible working requests cannot be facilitated as the individuals will be aware of the company-specific reasons behind it. Team ownership of making the decisions will remove personal prejudice and favouritism and ensure the organisation takes the best possible approach. (Flexible Working Practices | Factsheets | CIPD, no date)


[bookmark: _Toc130734175]Strategies to promote employee engagement while implementing flexible working 

The effects of the COVID-19 outbreak won`t be going away anytime soon, employees and companies alike have seen the benefits of flexible working, and some organisations are even considering losing the office-based approach for good and focusing on working remotely. Just as the company has to adapt the flexible working, we should also reconsider our approach to employee engagement. (Troger, 2021) Managing a team across different locations, time-zones that might never meet in person is a challenge that needs a unique approach. What strategies can we implement as human resource managers to promote engagement while working flexibly?
[bookmark: _Toc130734176] Focus on communication
Communication is always essential in a team working environment; however, w the increased number of people working remotely throughout the pandemic is now more critical than ever. Whether the management works remotely and leads office staff, part of the team is in-person and the rest remotely, or the whole operation is done remotely, having frequent and clear communication is essential. More specifically, team meetings should be organised to convey any challenges or knowledge that needs to be shared. Furthermore, there should be more in debt one-to-one meetings between managers and each employee to ensure everyone is on the same page.  (Flexible Working Practices | Factsheets | CIPD, no date)

[bookmark: _Toc130734177]Collaboration is key
While people are working remotely, and everyone is scattered in different locations, it is likely for the employees to feel disconnected from the team, especially If they are not going to the office regularly. Luckily, as human resource managers, we can utilise many strategies and specific tools to improve collaboration across the team. For example, while people work flexibly, creating clear team briefs that outline targets, duties, and expectations is a good practice. Such a tool will ensure that the whole organisation is working toward achieving the same goal. We can support the organisation as human resource managers by encouraging video meetings. We have a duty of care to all employees, and flexible workers might feel included if there are face-to-face interactions. Video communications might be a solid substitute for natural conversations that occur in a working environment. (5 Reasons Why Your Company Needs to Embrace Video Conferencing Now | Forbes, 2017)

[bookmark: _Toc130734178]Importance of the company`s employee value proposition

Employee attraction and retention is becoming increasingly challenging in the modern business world. Managers and human resource professionals constantly seek to increase employee commitment by developing a strategic employee value proposition. Turnover can be expensive to the organisation, and researchers estimate that a replacement of an employee might cost from 90 to 200 per cent over the salary of an existing employee. Furthermore, in a 2022 research on Global Talent Trends, 9 out of 10 executives stated that they expect the competition for talent acquisition to increase further. Now retaining our staff makes more sense than ever. (Global Talent Trends Study | Mercer, 2023)

[bookmark: _Toc130734179]Importance of meaningful work

Researchers have found a connection between meaningful work and employee satisfaction. Herzberg provides strong evidence that it is critically important for the workforce to feel like meaningful work is being done. There are ways we can support this as human resource professionals. Having leaders with definite purpose and drive can create the necessary culture in the organisation. If our employees see their work as their own personal mission or calling, they are much more likely to be committed and engaged. (Herzberg, 2017)

Community in the organisation
In the last decade, several researchers have examined the consequences of loneliness in the workplace and the reasons behind it. General Dr Vivek Murthy claims an epidemic of loneliness within many modern-day organisations. He states there is a significant decline in employee satisfaction, performance and commitment to the organisation when they feel lonely at work. According to him, loneliness can impact employees’ physical and psychological health and detriment, leading to a significant performance decline. Studies show that employees who feel supported and have a strong sense of belonging will likely stay motivated and engaged. Considering those findings, human resource managers should create a workplace where all employees feel accepted and welcomed. (Murthy, 2022)


[bookmark: _Toc130734180]Conclusion

In summary, the business world after COVID-19 has changed irreversibly, and flexible working is here to stay. Employers need to understand all the benefits of flexible working and evaluate whether that is viable for the company. The benefits come hand in hand with many new challenges to the organisation and the human resource professionals that should be the driving force behind positive change. Practice shows that flexible working only works effectively for some organisations and people, and the different human resource approach makes the difference. Luckily, there are proven tools and practices that companies can implement to increase their chances of success. If the organisation emphasises employee well-being and employee morale, undoubtedly, there will be substantial benefits for the organisation in terms of improved performance and productivity. If we give the employees the freedom to make their own decisions and work on their own schedules, they will reward us with loyalty.
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