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Flexible Working and Workplace Diversity

The covid-19 pandemic up-ended life in ways that were previously unprecedented.  All of a sudden, organizations across all social and economic sectors found themselves compelled to invent ways of staying afloat amidst the raging pandemic (Hynes, Aquino, &Hauer, 2022).  One of these ways included allowing employees to work remotely in response to the social distancing, isolations, and seclusions that health authorities recommended for preventing the spread of the virus. It, therefore, became probable that workers did not have to go to the workplace on a daily basis; they could complete their targets away from the workplace. Essentially, flexible work schedules enabled business continuity during the pandemic. This shift has increased the desire for workers to prefer organizations that enable them to work remotely through flexible work schedules.

However, the emergent concern is whether these flexible work schedules could as well help organisations to yield diverse and inclusive workforces. As the world becomes more globalised, organisations have tended to ensure that they achieve diversity and inclusivity in the workforce (Michielsens, Bingham, & Clarke, 2013).  This trend is motivated by the various benefits that have been attributed to diversity and inclusivity in the workplace. Some of these benefits include increased innovativeness (Sharma, 2016), and enhanced problem solving (Chaudhry, Paquibut, &Tunio, 2021). This paper argues that a flexible working schedule may or may not help an organization to achieve diversity and inclusion, and in this case, human resource management plays a critical mediating role.

Flexible Work Schedules promote diversity and inclusivity at the Workplace

The adoption of flexible work schedules in organisations could play an integral role when it comes to increasing diversity and inclusivity. According to Chung and Lippe (2020), flexible work schedules do not just open up pools of interested applicants to an organisation; they also help the existing employees to have a sense that they are being seen and heard more, and are therefore included in the organisation. Hynes, Aquino, and Hauer (2022) observe that work-life balance has become a pressing need for many job applicants and particularly the younger generation, parents, and adults who are interested in furthering their education. Therefore, companies that are providing flexible work schedules invariably portray themselves as those that acknowledge the need for valuing the lives of their employees outside the workplace.  This type of inclusive thinking is proving to be quite attractive to a broad scope of applicants.

Samanta and Mahajan (2022) observe that inequality at the workplace has remained a constant despite the various laws and organisational policies there have been developed over the tickets with the aim of eliminating discrimination and promoting workplace diversity. Therefore, at a meso-organisational stage, workplace structures have reflected the same trend which seems to reproduce macro-level inequalities that are reflected by the misrepresentation or underrepresentation of ethnic minorities, women, racial minorities, and persons with disabilities in the positions of authority and power. This misrepresentation and underrepresentation have not only been felt at the middle level, senior-level, and boardrooms of organisations, but they are also reflected at the lower subordinate levels of organisations. But as the world of work has changed, courtesy of technological advancement in the recent past, organisations have been given a lifeline in terms of achieving the ever-elusive quest for workplace diversity and inclusivity. this is especially possible considering the possibilities of having a workforce that is working from remote places and who do not have to present their underprivileged diversity at the organisation and therefore subject themselves to discrimination that is often either covert or concealed. even organisations that would not have taken disadvantage of these developments find themselves constrained to adopt them due to the equally changing nature of the current workforce that is increasingly looking for employers who can provide them with a flexible working schedule that they need to achieve a work-life balance.

Machado and Davim (2017) found that more than half of job applicants are highly likely to turn down job offers in organisations that do not provide flexible work schedules. This implies that job candidates have over time come to expect a certain measure of inclusivity and open-mindedness from potential employers. The four organisations that do not provide flexible work schedule benefits invariably risk missing out on attracting a talented and diverse workforce. Therefore, organisation leaders should consider flexible work schedules as being more than just a sort of benefit they can provide their employees; the show rather looks at it as an approach they can use to attract top talent drawn from more diverse backgrounds.
Michielsens, Bingham, and Clarke (2013) note that with the increased adoption of flexible work schedules the tech industry has encountered more opportunities than ever to embrace diversity and inclusion on a global scale. On the other hand, tech professionals are more interested in working in environments where they are free to deliver the targets of their employers, without feeling bound by the time and other constraints that come with working in physical spaces. According to Aquino and Robertson (2018), these benefit both the employer and the employee in equal measure.  The employee benefits by leveraging the creativity and innovation of their diverse staff while the employee benefits by achieving work-life balance.

Chaudhry, Paquibut, and Tunio (2021) further noted that flexible work schedules have opened up opportunities for people with health issues and physical disabilities to work in organisations, where they will never be tolerated if they were reporting physically.  These employees can now work at home using a broad scope of virtual collaboration tools without the risk of being singled out or discriminated against. On the same account, Chung &Lippe, (2020) found that since flexible work schedules have enabled companies to hire employers in remote places, the underrepresented minorities have been increasingly absorbed and organisations have been able to tap into the uniquely diverse and creative thinking that they bring into their work.

Machado and Davim (2017) note that flexible work schedules have proved inclusive in terms of accommodating working arrangements in remote places which have not only boosted the morale of workers but also enhanced their productivity. This has provided particularly beneficial to existing employees who have demands outside their workplace that may distract them from productivity and effectiveness. These include mothers with young babies or children who can be given more time to nurse them even as they work remotely. 

In consideration of the apparent shift towards an increased preference for flexible work schedules by the current workforce, it becomes apparent that organisational leaders play a critical role when it comes to adopting and moderating flexible work schedules as a way of enhancing diversity and inclusivity at the workplace. More particularly, Michielsens, Bingham, & Clarke, (2013) acknowledges that human resource managers have an important role to play to ensure that the needs of the organisation are balanced out with the need of the employees to work within a flexible schedule.

More particularly, human resource managers are charged with the responsibility of coming up with requisite policies for supporting both flexible work schedules and diversity and inclusion. According to Aquino and Robertson (2018), human resource managers have to navigate through organisational policies, corporate culture, and the behaviour and dispositions of particular managers and supervisors and they come up with policies that will accommodate both workplace diversity and diversity and inclusion. Chung and Lippe, (2020) note that the attitudes and values of individual human resource managers significantly impact how the other managers and supervisors in the organisation adopt flexible work schedules,  which may be considered disruptive to the normal way of doing things.
Human resource managers need to go further than ensure the successful adoption of flexible work schedules in the organizations. Chaudhry, Paquibut and Tunio (2021) established that to achieve diversity and inclusion, the human resource managers have a role to play in the selection of qualified talents interested to work in the organisation;  they need to ensure that the recruited candidates are from a diverse pool and this is not difficult to achieve since the adoption of flexible work schedules is attractive to candidates from diverse backgrounds. This implies that human resource managers have the obligation of leveraging the established flexible work schedule to entrench diversity and inclusion in their organizations.

Aquino and Robertson (2018) observe that line managers are often concerned with realizing the performance targets that they have been tasked to achieve within a stipulated time.  They therefore may refuse to allow employees to work remotely since they are afraid that they may not be committed to realizing these targets as will be the case if they were closely supervised. Human resource managers intervene in this case by coming up with working schedules that are reflective of the needs of the employees, which may include increased information sharing and providing support with regard to boundary management.

The human resource managers come up with a framework for enhancing relationships between supervisors and employees which has proved effective in terms of enhancing the success of flexible work schedules. In this way, the human resource managers have helped their organisations not only attract diverse talented employees but also retain them over long durations (Aquino & Robertson, 2018).

Flexible Work Schedules Discourage Diversity and Inclusivity at the Workplace

While flexible working schedules have been associated with increased attainment of diversity and inclusion at the workplace, this is not the case in all organizational contexts. Hynes, Aquino and Hauer (2022) note that even as the adoption of flexible balance attracts a diverse workforce, it also comes with the challenge of managing this workforce in such a manner that the diverse team will work in harmony and achieve some level of synergy.  This is not easy when managing a team that is working remotely, including workers who have possibly never met, with some having poor work ethics that may affect the overall performance of the team leading to dissatisfaction and employee turnover. Michielsens, Bingham, and Clarke (2013) further note that flexible work schedules are counterproductive to workplace diversity since the employees do not have one-on-one interaction they do not contribute to the development of a harmonious workplace, particularly in cases where some of the team members may find that they are values and norms have been disrespected in the course of virtual interactions.

Aquino and Robertson (2018) argue that flexible work schedules have often been characterized by communication challenges. These challenges could be technical due to the devices that the employees are using or the internet connectivity issues at the place where the employee is working from. They may lead to delays or derailment of the achievement of goals that virtual teams are expected to attain within stipulated periods, thereby causing job dissatisfaction among members of the diverse team who may be compelled to move to other organisations.
Samanta and Mahajan (2022) found that flexible work schedules are characteristic of a supportive work environment which are attractive to diverse talents and also lead to the retention of employees. Employees who are provided with flexible work schedules feel valued and also considered by the organisation since they are provided with a sense of independence and autonomy to carry out their tasks and responsibilities. While human resource managers working in this context face various challenges associated with the dynamism of the workplace, they need technical, analytical, and experiential skills, particularly when handling workers of our diverse groups. This involves an in-depth understanding of the generational differences between the workers and the legal implications that may be presented with managing such a workforce. With the application of positive human relations approaches toward inclusive initiatives the human resource managers are able to create an effective working environment by changing negative stereotypes and eliminating previous mistreatment and misconceptions, particularly targeting the elderly people in the workforce. 

The communication challenges can also be characterized by the language barriers and inadequate knowledge about other colleagues in the virtual team, which may result in misunderstanding and destruction among the employees, thereby triggering employee turnover. Furthermore, the inclusion of other employees may be affected by the fact that remote workers scattered over a broad geographic scope and therefore, have different working hours are difficult to coordinate and may decline to be compelled to work at particular hours that are not favorable to the schedule (Aquino & Robertson, 2018).

Human resource managers can mediate the challenges that flexible work schedules pose to the establishment of diverse and inclusive teams. Hynes, Aquino, and Hauer (2022) suggest constant evaluation of the output of the remote workers involving both employees and their supervisors to point out the emergent challenges that could be undermining diversity and inclusion. Michielsens, Bingham, and Clarke (2013) urge the need of bringing together the remote workers in in-person workshops or meetings to break the ice between them considering their diverse backgrounds and therefore, help them to understand each other better and overcome any challenges that may be bogging down their work relationships.

 
In cases where the workers cannot be brought together due to their wide dispersion across some geographical distances, the human resource management should organize virtual cultural training to help their virtual employees to be culturally aware (Aquino & Robertson, 2018). The training in this case needs to be customized to the cultural learning needs of the remote team; so that it is relevant to their respective roles and empowers them to interact with others on the team more effectively (Chaudhry, Paquibut, &Tunio, 2021).

Besides, Aquino and Robertson (2018) observe that human resource managers should seek to evaluate each remote worker in terms of their needs and expectations about the flexible working schedule. This will make the managers not just conversant with the diversity that particular workers bring onto the team but also whether the working arrangement adequately meets their needs to an extent that they can be retained in the organization over the long haul. This makes the organization inclusive and also attractive to potential highly qualified job seekers.

Conclusion

This discourse has underscored the critical role played by organizational leadership and more particularly human resource managers in terms of ensuring the adoption of flexible work schedules translates into the realization of diversity and inclusion. The acknowledgment of the importance of human resource management as a critical mediating role is essential for enabling organizations to reap the benefits of both flexible work schedules and diversity and inclusion. These benefits include attaining a motivated staff, increased creativity and innovation, and increased job satisfaction; besides the organization benefits by boosting its employer brand and are, therefore, capable to attract and recruit competent employees from a pool of talented candidates. However, for these gains to be achieved the human resource managers have the role of ensuring that they develop comprehensive policies that advance both flexible work schedules and diversity and inclusion. They also need to broker a harmonious relationship between the supervisors and remote workers by creating an operational framework through which the interests of both parties will be mutually and fully satisfied. This makes the human resource managers an integral component in leveraging flexible working schedules to realize diversity and inclusivity in organizations.
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