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Coffee Break Languages, a small family-run business in Scotland with 19 employees, implemented and refined a flexible, compressed four-day week, balancing employee needs and business objectives. The company trialled three models: a reduced 28-hour week, a return to a five-day week, and finally a compressed 35-hour four-day week, with Friday as the non-working day. Only the compressed model maintained productivity while boosting motivation and satisfaction.
They approached the transition to a flexible four-day working week through a careful, phased change process that involved experimentation, consultation, and adaptation at each stage.
Consultation and Engagement
The management team began by engaging all employees in the process, seeking feedback on potential working models. Staff were invited to participate in one-to-one discussions and an anonymous survey to ensure that all perspectives and concerns were considered before changes were implemented.
Piloting Multiple Models
Three models were trialled in sequence:
· Reduced Hours Model (28 hours/week, four days): Friday was set as a company-wide non-working day, but this led to a significant reduction in productive hours, affecting business sustainability. Despite high employee satisfaction, this model was not viable for long-term business needs.
· Traditional Five-Day Week: Returning to a standard 35-hour, five-day week saw resistance and reduced motivation among staff, highlighting a strong desire for flexibility without a loss in engagement.
· Compressed Four-Day Week (35 hours): The company adopted a 35-hour schedule condensed over four days, again with Friday off. The rota system ensured essential Friday coverage, and options for flexible independent work were retained. This third trial delivered a balance of productivity and flexibility.
Policy Development and Support Structures
To sustain the change, clear policies were introduced outlining expectations for in-office and remote work. Core hours and collaborative tools were introduced to promote efficiency and transparency in a hybrid arrangement. Employees were equipped with planning and resource management software to align workload and team scheduling.
Embedding and Evaluation
Once the compressed model proved successful, employees were no longer required to track hours, fostering trust and a focus on results instead of presenteeism. Regular review and open communication became embedded in the organisational culture to ensure the approach could evolve with business needs or employee feedback.
Leadership Reflections
Leadership emphasised balancing employee empowerment and well-being with commercial needs, adjusting strategies based on data and feedback after each trial. The iterative nature of the process allowed the organisation to learn from each stage, ultimately achieving a solution that satisfied both staff and business objectives.
In summary, the company’s change process was defined by staff involvement, piloting options, adapting based on evidence and feedback, and embedding changes with supporting policies and tools.
Operational and Policy Changes
The new model retained clear boundaries while supporting individual flexibility, including hybrid working, remote working days, and options for working during commutes or spreading independent tasks over Friday–Sunday. A flexible working policy set explicit guidelines, regularly reviewed and communicated.
Focus on Task Efficiency
By emphasising a task-focused culture rather than hours-tracking, they improved efficiency and trust. Introduction of collaborative platforms enabled resource planning, content tracking, and transparent task management across hybrid teams.
Key Outcomes
· Productivity increased: video content for their “Coffee Break Club” grew by 98%.
· Customer service remained strong, with rapid response maintained.
· Operating costs dropped and the business reduced its carbon footprint.
· Awards and staff recognition followed, including CIPD awards and Great Place to Work certification.
· 95% of employees rated it a great workplace, far exceeding the UK average.
Employee Reflections and Next Steps
Staff reported reduced stress, better work–life balance, and increased autonomy. The business continues to regularly review its flexible working arrangements and trial new ideas—such as a remote working month—to evolve with employee and business needs.
