Myths & Facts About Flexible Work Arrangements

Misconception: Flexibility is the ability to work from home or working a non-traditional set schedule; e.g. working form 7-3, instead of 9-5, for example.

Fact: Flexibility takes many different forms – it is a variation in how, when, or where work is done. It may be a formal agreement for a different full-time schedule, a compressed work week, a less than full time schedule (such as 60% schedule), virtual work (telecommuting from home or elsewhere), time taken out of a career path, or ‘informal’ flexibility – the ability to change work times or telecommute on occasion. It can also mean a ‘climate of flexibility’, where managers, employees and work teams can rethink how work is organized.

Misconception: Flexibility is not fair, not equitable. It means more work for other employees who do not work flexibly.

Fact: In an increasingly diverse workforce, people have different needs. What is ‘fair’ must change from uniform offerings to different offerings that respond to diverse needs. Work assignments, deadlines, and how emergency requests are handled are part of the process that needs to be worked out, as it is now when employees travel, are away at meetings, or are focused on other projects.
Misconception: Flexibility has a domino effect. If you let some people have it, everyone will want it, which will cause chaos and more work for managers.

Fact: Not everyone will want a flexible arrangement; most people still prefer a full-time job and a regular schedule. But even when many employees opt for flexibility in some form, needs vary, so schedules can be worked out. Policy guidelines give managers control over how to apply flexibility. 
Misconception: Flexibility only works in certain jobs -- low-level or routine jobs or conversely, only with professional employees.

Fact: Flexible arrangements can work in many different job functions -- with supervisors, employees who work on deadlines, have client responsibility or travel. The basic principle of a successful flexibility policy is that the work needs must always be met, but flexible arrangements take different forms to fit various circumstances. The more infrastructure is in place – for communication and measuring results objectively -- the more widespread flexibility can become.

Misconception: Flexibility is disruptive.

Fact: Most change is disruptive unless it is well managed. But, losing good people unexpectedly who need to work more flexibly is also disruptive. Workplace flexibility practices can help reduce disruptions by enabling employees to meet personal responsibilities that would otherwise disrupt their attendance or focus. Still, flexibility must be implemented with careful planning and training of employees and managers.

Misconception: Supervisors don’t like flexibility.

Fact: Supervising people who work flexibly requires a particular kind of management style – an empowering style that emphasizes results over visible presence. Working flexibly can in fact enhance employees’ self-management skills, but it can require setting goals and planning work in advance. Some managers are more comfortable with this approach than others, but it can lead to work groups functioning more effectively in the long run. 

Misconception: Flexibility is something done for employees.

Fact: Research conducted on organizations that have embraced the use of flexibility, encouraging its use by manager and employees, consistently finds that these firms are better able to recruit and retain top talent -- both men and women. These employees stay and are more engaged which increases customer satisfaction and retention, and ultimately has a measurable impact on the financial performance of the company. 
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