4 Nov 2020

Coronavirus (COVID-19):
Flexible working during
the pandemic and beyond
Use this guide to plan your flexible working approach in the short and long term
In recent months, the coronavirus pandemic has led to a significant amount of the
workforce working from home. Many employees have also found themselves working
more flexibly in terms of the hours or days that they work, often as a result of balancing
work and other responsibilities such as home schooling or childcare.
Before the pandemic, only around 5% of the workforce worked mainly from home. The
number of people working from home has increased steadily over the last five years, but
the current situation has escalated remote working at a rapid pace. However, current
forms of flexibility are very different from typical flexible working approaches: many
employees are balancing work with childcare, home-schooling and supporting vulnerable
relatives, as well as working from kitchens and living rooms. This is not reflective of
normal flexible working and organisations should take care not to make any decisions
around flexible working based purely on this period. This is a good opportunity to review
the benefits which flexible working can offer but the unusual nature of the situation
should be borne in mind.
Organisations should also be careful not to conflate flexible working and homeworking –
remote or homeworking is just one form of flexible working, of which there are many and
the type of homeworking we have been experiencing recently is not the usual experience.
What organisations can do following this period of enforced homeworking is to review the
fact that flexible working has many potential benefits for organisations and employees.
There is a wide range of research and a strong evidence base for how flexibility can
support inclusion, help to reduce the gender pay gap, support sustainability initiatives,
attract and retain talented individuals, increase productivity and support wellbeing.
Prior to the pandemic, flexible working uptake was slow and it is generally considered that
the overall demand for flexible working outstripped supply in the pre-COVID-19 world.
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However, there are now early indications that many employees will wish to continue to
undertake some degree of homeworking (or flexible working in general) after the current
restrictions have passed.
This guide will consider how flexible working may be approached in the short and long
term, both to support health and safety obligations to employees returning to the
traditional workplace, but also to generate potential people benefits and opportunities
for organisations following the pandemic.

What is flexible working?
Flexible working describes a type of working arrangement which gives a degree of
flexibility on how long, where, when and at what times employees work. There are many
forms of flexible working including homeworking, part time or reduced hours, job shares,
flexi-time, compressed or annualised hours, career breaks, staggered start and finish
times or self-rostering.
Flexible working can be formal (and part of the contract of employment) or informal –
agreed between the employee and their manager and taking place on an ad-hoc or
occasional basis.
The CIPD has a range of resources and information on flexible working available on the
flexible working topic page, including case studies and information on the types of flexible
working.
UK employment law sets out a number of minimum standards regarding flexible working
with which employers must comply, so employers should make sure they’re aware of
these when reviewing their flexible working arrangements.

Flexible working and the law
Under current legislation, any employee with more than 26 weeks continuous service may
make a formal request for flexible working. They may make only one request in a 12month period. Upon receipt of a request, the employer has to consider the employee’s
request in a reasonable manner and within a reasonable timeframe. The entire process
(including an appeal where one is offered) should be concluded within three months.
When a request is agreed, it becomes a permanent change to the employee’s contract of
employment. A request for flexible working can only be refused on a number of specific
grounds, including the burden of additional costs, a detrimental impact on quality,
performance or ability to meet customer demand or an inability to reorganise work
amongst other employees or recruit new staff.
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A supporting ACAS Code of Practice sets out guidance for employers when responding to
a flexible working request.
Many employers choose to enhance their flexible working policies to go above and
beyond the statutory minimum requirements. For example, some employers allow
employees to request flexible working from day one of employment, rather than requiring
them to wait the 26 weeks service criteria set out in the legislation.
More information on flexible working and employment law can be found in the Q&As. In
December 2019, the Government confirmed its intention to introduce changes to flexible
working legislation to bring in what is sometimes referred to as ‘flexible by default’, where
jobs would be considered flexible unless the employer has a good reason to designate
them otherwise. There is no further information available at this time about these
proposals but you can keep up to date with the recent and forthcoming legislation
timetable. Although there is an established legal framework the pandemic has led to the
introduction of flexible working arrangements in practice without the need for policy or
formal requests to drive the change. This is likely to continue in the short term and is
something which employers should consider carefully.

Flexible working in the short term
Many employees may have short to medium term needs for flexible working as a result of
the current situation. For example, they may be living with a health condition that makes
them especially vulnerable, they may be struggling to balance work and childcare or they
may have ongoing caring responsibilities. In these circumstances it may not be helpful to
follow normal policies and processes for requesting flexible working.
In the short term, as lockdown restrictions ease and many employees continue to work
from home or during a phased return to the workplace, it is likely that teams will find
there is a mix of virtual and physical working. During this time, organisations and their
people managers need to ensure fairness and consistency in the treatment of all
employees whether working flexibly or not, as well as ongoing communication and
engagement. Considerations for effective people management during this interim period
should include:
Effective communication to make sure all employees receive key messages, whether
they are in the office or working from home.
Providing managers with guidance, training and support for managing remotely.
Encouraging regular 1-2-1 or ‘check-in’ meetings to monitor wellbeing and reduce
any feelings of isolation for homeworkers.
Fair workload distribution and regular reviews of workload and objectives.
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Regular team meetings and social spaces to maintain connections and build
relationships.

Addressing short term employee needs
Employers should consider allowing requests for short term flexible working or timelimited changes to terms and conditions of employment. These could include:
Allowing employees to request temporary changes to their working pattern; for
example, for three or six months. At the end of any agreed period, the employee
would automatically return to their substantive working pattern unless otherwise
agreed.
A short and simple application process. For example, aim to make decisions quickly
(in no more than a week or two) and provide employees with a simple form to
complete.
Removing usual policy requirements, such as stipulating 26 weeks service in order to
make a request or allowing more than one request in a 12 month period.
Outlining specific requests employees may make, for example a reduction of hours
or flexi-time.
An assumption that requests will be agreed wherever possible where they employee
has a good reason for needing the change.
Any changes should be mutually agreed, confirmed in writing and have a clear end date.
Where employees are seeking a permanent flexible working arrangement (or seek one
when a temporary change has ended), the organisation’s normal policies and procedures
should apply. People managers will need to be briefed and trained on how to handle
requests fairly and consistently.

Returning to the workplace
Short term flexible working may also support the return to the normal workplace. We will
be living and working with risks related to COVID-19 for many months. There may be
limitations to public transport (and employees with concerns about using it), and in order
to maintain social distancing there will need to be limitations on the number of people
who may be able to work in any single office building. The following forms of flexible
working can support social distancing and help maintain hygiene, therefore supporting a
safe return to the workplace:
Homeworking: Where they can do so effectively, organisations should allow employees
to continue to work from home.
Recent months have demonstrated that a great deal of work can be undertaken from the
home. However, not everyone has found this transition easy. Some employees have
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reported finding it difficult to switch off and set boundaries between their work and their
non-work activities. In some cases this has been compounded by not having a suitable
workspace.
Where employees will be undertaking more long term homeworking, consider:
Providing guidance or training on maintaining an effective work-life balance.
Homeworking can lead to people working longer hours than they would in the office
so consider suitable messaging to counteract this possibility.
Provide guidance or training to people managers on supporting homeworkers.
Ensuring employees continue to take annual leave.
Providing general wellbeing support to all employees.
Staggered hours: A staggered hours system may allow workers some discretion, within
prescribed limits, in fixing the time when they start and finish work. For example, some
employees may work 7am-3pm with others working 10am-6pm. Staggered shifts or hours
can help ease congestion on public transport and traffic at certain peak hours, as well as
avoiding large groups of people arriving and leaving offices at the end of the day. More
information on staggered hours and how they can be implemented can be found the
flexible working measures for returning to the workplace guide.
Compressed hours: Compressed hours allow employees to work their normal contracted
hours over a reduced number of days. A typical pattern would involve working four longer
days and not working on the fifth day. This pattern could reduce the number of
employees in the office on some days. Compressed hours can result in employees
working long days so it is important to reiterate messages about taking breaks to avoid
fatigue.
Adjusted shift rotations: Where employees work in shifts, for example, a rotating shift
pattern where one group of employees takes over from another on rotation, processes
can be introduced to reduce contact between different shifts and their employees.
Handovers should be undertaken by the same individuals while observing social
distancing. The same teams should rotate in order so that they always follow the same
individuals. Groups starting and leaving work should do so on a phased basis to reduce
interaction or crowds forming in certain locations. This approach may lead to a reduction
of flexibility in some aspects; for example, employees may previously have been
empowered to swap shifts or self-roster, but this may not be appropriate in the current
circumstances.
Any 5 from 7: Many workplaces (especially offices) operate between Monday and Friday.
Where it is feasible to do so, opening seven days a week and asking or allowing employees
to work some of their physical workplace hours on weekends can also reduce the amount
of people in the workplace at any time.
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Some of these working arrangements may differ from those set out in employees’
contracts of employment. Employers may not make unilateral variations to the terms set
out in employee contracts, even when such changes are temporary: to do so would
amount to a breach of contract. Even when a contract has a clause allowing employers
flexibility to change working patterns, care should be taken as such clauses must still be
used in a reasonable way and must not discriminate against any employee with a
protected characteristic under the Equality Act.
Depending on the nature of the changes proposed, employers may wish to seek legal
advice on their plans and their organisation’s specific contracts of employment.
There are several ways that a contract may be changed but the most effective of these is
usually to do so by agreement.
Employers who wish to introduce changes to ways of working should:
Communicate proposals clearly to all employees, including those currently on
furlough leave, setting out as much practical detail as possible and how long any
such changes are likely to last.
Brief people managers fully on the proposals, including how to respond to employee
concerns and questions.
Include trade unions or employee groups in discussions.
Seek feedback from employees and provide a way for them to ask specific questions
or make suggestions.
Identify employees who may be particularly vulnerable and engage specifically with
them, either directly or by creating a group of employee representatives.
The specific personal circumstances of employees should always be taken into account:
some employees may be unable to change their working hours for a variety of reasons
including childcare or family responsibilities. Care should be taken not to discriminate.
Following communication and feedback, the proposals for change should be set out
formally in writing to employees and their explicit agreement for change sought. Where
agreement is reached, employers may implement the changes: they should keep any new
working patterns under review and be prepared to change them as the situation evolves
or if Government advice changes.
Where employees do not agree to the changes there are other options open to
employers, including imposing the changes unilaterally or terminating the existing
contract of employment and offering re-engagement on new terms. These actions should
be a last resort in the current circumstances and any employer considering such action
should take legal advice before doing so.
More information about contracts of employment can be found on the terms and
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conditions of employment topic page.

Flexible working – longer term considerations
Early research is emerging that suggests an increasing future demand for flexible working
(especially homeworking) as a result of employees working this extended period from
home. There are many potential reasons for this. Employees may now be aware of how
possible it is to work effectively from home and have learned how to use the technology
that supports them to do so. They may have found that they have personally benefited
from working from home, perhaps through reduced commuting time (and associated
costs) and an improved work-life balance.
Although there are no timescales yet in place, the Government still intends to introduce
legislation to support ‘flexible working be default’. Whilst it is currently thought likely that
employers will still be able to turn down flexible working requests where there is an
operational reason for doing so, this change in legislation will also raise awareness of
flexible working in general. Employers and HR professionals should therefore be prepared
for an increase in flexible working requests in the months to come, both as a result of the
pandemic and if more information becomes available about legislative changes. They
should also be aware that if they are unable to fulfil this employee demand, this may have
an impact on retention or employee engagement.
Where an organisation is willing to see this increased demand as an opportunity, they
may be able to harness a number of business and employee benefits including increased
productivity, workplace inclusion, talent acquisition, employee wellbeing and
sustainability.

Opportunities arising from flexible working to apply in the current
context
Our research has highlighted opportunities on offer from flexible working methods which
could be useful to consider in the current context:
Balancing caring and non-work responsibilities with work
Our prior research shows that flexible working allows employees to take on caring
responsibilities without having to give up work. Employees who might have
otherwise had to leave their jobs are able to stay in work, and this can only be a
good thing. In these unprecedented times where employees may be caring for
children (due to school closures), taking on caring responsibilities for vulnerable
people, and attempting to balance competing needs and adapt to uncertain
circumstances, allowing flexibility such as adapting working hours or enabling
temporary job shares will allow employees to keep working while balancing these
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new demands.
Adjusting resourcing and skill deployment
Flexibility enables employers to balance their workforce in line with the
organisation’s needs. As one of our case studies in our Cross-sector insights on
enabling flexible working guide said, ‘There are busy times and quieter times and
with flexible working you can respond to that.’ (guide p.8). At this uncertain time, as
well as taking advantage of the new government support schemes, employers
should look to offer flexibility to build their workforce in line with evolving needs. For
example, furloughed workers are able to attend training courses (and still receive
pay) so employers could look to develop skills to support business continuity.
Adapting to life’s emergencies
Flexible working enables employees ad hoc flexibility to deal with emergencies when
they arise. This type of adaptability is crucial at a time when many employees will be
caring for (and potentially home schooling) children. It also allows the flexibility
needed in case family members or colleagues fall ill. Allowing flexibility will enable
organisations to quickly adapt to accommodate sudden caring responsibilities and
illness.
Motivation
Our findings suggest employees working flexibly go beyond the call of duty and feel
more motivated to work hard and to give back to the organisation (for example
training other staff): ‘Sometimes I work way beyond my hours to get the job done,
but the benefit for me is that I can flex that back at another time … It does benefit
both ways.’ (guide p.7). At a time when employees will be facing many competing
pressures and mounting anxiety, employers should provide the flexibility these
employees need. This will also allow employees the space to consider their own wellbeing, which is crucial at this uncertain time.
If such opportunities from flexible working are to be realised, there are a number of key
areas of consideration:

Making flexible working work
Current circumstances provide organisations with an opportunity to review their
approach to flexible working as well as learn from employee experiences of recent
months. Consider undertaking a listening exercise in order to understand:
What challenges have employees experienced whilst working remotely and flexibly?
What benefits have they experienced?
What impact have these changes had on the lives of employees?
What aspects of working remotely do employees wish to retain, and what are they
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keen to lose?
The information gathered can help organisations reflect on and determine their longerterm strategy for flexible working.
Where an organisation wishes to improve its approach to flexible working, there are three
initial areas on which to focus. These are organisational culture, policy and manager
training.

Organisational culture
Organisational culture can be resistant to change and building a culture of flexibility for
the long term is a journey rather than a sprint. Unfortunately, there can be negative
stereotypes associated with flexible workers with researc h suggesting that flexible
workers are often considered to be less committed, cause increased work for others and
are more difficult to manage. Some organisation cultures, prior to the COVID-19 outbreak,
did not lend themselves to flexible working. For example, many organisations (and people
managers) judge people on their presence in the workplace. Other organisations have a
propensity for face to face meetings, or had not adopted the technology that would
enable flexibility.
Some of the barriers to flexible working, both cultural and practical, have been challenged
by the recent months of homeworking. However, some will remain. Organisations, and
their HR departments will need to consider how they can create cultures in which flexible
working can thrive.
The following elements of culture and activities are typically present in organisations
where flexible working is working well:
High trust.
Performance judged on outcomes rather than presence and availability.
Availability of a range of flexible working options.
Effective communication of flexible working opportunities and ongoing awareness
raising activities.
Flexible working available for all employee groups in principle regardless of job role.
Each request is considered on its own merits.
Supportive senior leaders including visible role models.
Jobs advertised as suitable for flexible working.
Consistent application of policy – for example ensuring all areas of the organisation
takes a similar approach to decision making.
A high level of understanding across the organisation of the benefits of flexible
working.
Changing culture means changing attitudes, beliefs and behaviours. This is not
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necessarily a quick process and will require consistent effort.
HR can play a key role in supporting organisation change. As well as advising on policy and
process, HR professionals can encourage their business to be ready for a more flexible
future by providing insight, sharing good practice and learning from other organisations
and providing constructive challenge. Above all, they can understand the evidence for
flexible working and share this internally within their own organisations, using it as a
driver for change. More information on organisational culture is available in the factsheet.

Policy
Any change of approach to flexible working (in the short or long term) may require a
review of policy. Where the policy follows the statutory procedures only, the full benefits
of flexible working may not be realised. For example, the law only permits employees to
request flexible working formally after being employed for 26 weeks. This may discourage
employees from applying for a role with a new organisation. Proposed legislative changes
around ‘flex for all’ could result in this requirement being removed.
Policy changes that support flexible working include:
Allowing flexible working requests from ‘day 1’ of employment.
Advertising all roles as open to applications for flexible working.
A simple application process that does not require employees to specify why they
want to work flexibly.
Automatic consideration of transferring existing flexible working arrangements to
internal promotions / job role changes.
Short timescales for considering a request.

Manager training
Providing training to people managers on the benefits of flexible working as well as how to
manage flexible workers is one of the most effective ways to increase both the quality and
quantity of flexible working arrangements. It will also support the transition to a more
flexible future.
Managers hold the key to flexible working: they can either be an enabler and supporter, or
a barrier to effective implementation.
Practical aspects of people manager training should include:
An overview of the relevant employment law relating to flexible working.
The organisation’s own policy on flexible working.
The process for applying – and the line manager’s specific responsibilities within that
process.
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How to assess a job for flexible working potential.
The business case for flexible working and why it is so important.
Manager training can be complimented with practical tools such as ‘how to’ guides, case
studies, process maps and standard forms.
However, simply providing information on policy and process is unlikely to be sufficient to
move people towards a more flexible working culture. Managers will also need to
understand how to manage flexible workers and a mixed team of office based and remote
workers, as well as the many potential business and individual benefits of working more
flexibly.

Barriers to overcome
Organisations need to consider the barriers at manager, team and individual levels to
help them successfully implement flexible working. The key barriers that need addressing
are as follows:
Overcoming barriers for managers
People professionals should provide support and advice to managers, while encouraging
them to offer flexible working options as much as is possible (in line with current
government advice).
Managers may be unclear about how to ‘measure’ work and output during this time,
especially if remote or flexible working is new. It’s vital to have a trusting relationship
for flexible working to be successful. Ensure managers understand that visibility is
not the key to performance and that they explore new ways of communicating,
delegating and working with their teams to meet targets and deadlines.
Advise line managers to set clear expectations for their team. This could mean
sharing examples of how they expect tasks to be done and being clear about
deadlines and priorities.
Good communication is vital. In addition to regular catch-ups, advise line managers
to ask open questions such as ‘are you feeling fulfilled in the work you do?’ and ‘how
can I support you better?’ to overcome any barriers or communication problems.
Managers need to find a balance between allowing flexibility and facilitating
collaboration; if team members have opposing hours you will need to find ways to
overcome this.
Overcoming barriers for teams
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People professionals should review ways of working to optimise team performance,
relationships and flexible working opportunities. Pay close attention to:
Team skills and flexibility
Having a team of multi-skilled workers within the department means flexible working
can be accommodated more easily, because employees can be flexible according to
the business needs and skills required for the job. This is crucial at a time when
workforces will be reduced, and business functions and priorities will be changing.
Consider sending employees a questionnaire asking them to highlight other skills
they can offer or asking people to volunteer for roles outside of their usual work
remit.
Lack of team relationships and networking
Flexible working may contribute to a lack of colleague interaction and team
connections, which was found to lead to flexible workers feeling isolated. This will be
especially true while we adapt to widespread remote working and social distancing
measures. Encourage teams to connect using online tools, having regular catch ups
and making use of technology to keep others informed of their progress on projects
and their current workload. Support a healthy level of communication and
collaboration, but ensure that employees do not feel under pressure to be ‘always
on’.
Success stories
Ensure that learning is captured and transferred from the implementation of flexible
working elsewhere in the organisation. Take note of what has worked well and what
has not worked well and why, so that managers learn from successes and mistakes.
Additional workload
Support managers with the perceived ‘additional’ load of managing flexible and
remote workers: help managers think through how best to manage the team using
technology and other ways to capture progress.
Overcoming barriers for individuals
Help individuals understand what flexible working opportunities are appropriate and
available at this time. Ensure that individuals who are required to attend a workplace also
have flexible working opportunities (for example, the ability to avoid peak hours). You may
want to refer to the flexible working poster for ideas on the type of arrangement that will
suit the evolving situation.
Communicate with individuals regularly about altering flexible working when
necessary, creating boundaries (to ensure they aren’t working too many hours, are
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having appropriate breaks and have the resources they need).
Share flexible working stories from across the business to inspire individuals to try
new ways of working.
Think about setting up groups on communication channels to share tips and ideas
(for example, ideas for working parents who are trying to juggle childcare).
Help individuals understand that they can say ‘no’ and maintain a schedule that suits
them as well as the organisation.
Try to allay any career progression concern by highlighting any training
opportunities employees could take advantage of at this time. This may also help
with reskilling employees.

Case studies to learn from
As part of the research for the cross-sector insights on enabling flexible working guide,
the CIPD looked at flexible working in several organisations. During this time employers
and people professionals may find the insights from the following case studies
particularly useful:
Calderdale and Huddersfield NHS Foundation Trust (who found that one-size doesn’t
fit all and that flexible working doesn’t automatically mean reducing hours).
Lendlease (who learned important lessons about communication and trust between
line managers and staff).
Schneider Electric (who gained insight into the importance of the relationship
between line managers and their teams in making flexible working successful).
Tried-and-tested flexible working methods
Organisations may wish to consider implementing the following methods:
Team-managed flexible working schedules
A construction company uses a flexible working rota within a project team (16 team
members): each week one member of the project team takes ownership for the
weekly rota and team members pick a morning where they can come in late or an
afternoon where they leave early (flexitime). The general culture on a project site was
described as ‘we don’t watch the clock either’, so that employees feel they can be
flexible if needed (Lendlease).

© Copyright Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development 2021, 151 The Broadway, London SW19 1JQ, UK
Incorporated by Royal Charter, Registered Charity no. 1079797 123

Page 13 of 14

Split shifts and job-shares in customer-facing roles
In a car rental organisation, branches and depots are being encouraged to be
creative when it comes to flexible working – for example, implementing split shift
options and job-shares. Some branches have deliberately extended their hours to
enable more shift working, thereby creating a win-win for both employees and
customers (Enterprise Rent-A-Car).
Flexibility and homeworking in call centres
Enterprise allows its call centre workers to work flexible schedules. The call
centre is entirely staffed by homeworkers, who control their own flexible work
patterns. The organisation analyses call volume and schedules accordingly.
Pharmaceutical Research Associates offers flexible working in their customer
services team, which needs to provide 24/7 support to clients. Customer
service employees can pick specific shifts that work for them, such as a mixture
of early and late shifts. Some customer service staff are also able to work from
home, through online portals that provide access to internal and customer
systems, allowing them to respond to customer needs.
Flexible working has the potential to bring significant benefits to organisations and their
employees. It can both support the return to the workplace on a practical level, help
employees to cope with ongoing issues relating to the pandemic and help to maintain
hygiene and social distancing whilst the virus still presents a considerable risk.
In the longer term, it can enable organisations to address some of their key people
strategies including talent acquisition, productivity, employee engagement, retention,
gender pay and sustainability. Flexible working will therefore be a key issue for HR
professionals in the months to come and beyond.
More information from the CIPD on enabling flexible working, including successful case
studies, can be found on the flexible working topic page.

DISCLAIMER: The materials in this guidance are provided for general information
purposes and do not constitute legal or other professional advice. While the information
is considered to be true and correct at the date of publication, changes in circumstances
may impact the accuracy and validity of the information. The CIPD is not responsible for
any errors or omissions, or for any action or decision taken as a result of using the
guidance. You should consult a professional adviser for legal or other advice where
appropriate.
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