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Background

BT first introduced homeworking in the early 80s. The organisation now has around 100,000 staff, of which 73,000 work flexibly – whether they are homeworkers, nomadic workers or on annualised hours. The company has many different forms of flexible working.

What changes were made?

BT has managed to rid itself of the ties of time and location, said Director of People Networks Caroline Waters. “Generally we have moved to output or outcome based performance management and that runs right the way through our culture.” 

Its “anytime, anyplace, anywhere” approach to working allows around three quarters of its people to work from home part of the time, while on the road or in any of many BT locations around the country.

This is underpinned by a range of enabling technology that allows people to create a “virtual office” on the move. It has also been based on the establishment of trust-based working relationships. 

“We empower people to make decisions for themselves, and decisions about the quality of delivery are agreed with individuals,” said Caroline Waters. “We hope this will help us prevent the slip into the kind of very intensified jobs which are almost dehumanised.”

The shift away from an hours-based to an outcome-oriented performance management system has given many employees virtually complete control over when and where they work.

Says Caroline Waters: “We have worked a lot with our people to really reinforce the message that it is really up to you to control work. The technology means they could actually work all day and night. But we have been absolutely clear with our people that they have one fundamental power over technology and it is called the off button. Everyone in BT feels authorised to use it. 

“In an organisation where 75 per cent work of people flexibly we have broken the presenteeism culture. It is not about whether you are seen to be there or not, because most people actually aren’t - if your manager’s in Edinburgh, why does it matter if you turn up to the office in London? It is what you are seen to deliver and that is a major step forward in managing that whole cultural change.”

The first point at which the company had the opportunity to control working time is in the design of jobs, Caroline pointed out. “If you design jobs that are ridiculously large, very difficult, very complex then you are actually going to be creating people working too long and too hard.”

 Many teams are geographically dispersed and work a variety of working patterns and hours. As home-based sales manager Victoria Blake told the masterclass: “I learned very quickly about my team that they all have different patterns of working. If they have kids for example, they won’t be there between 3 and 5 but they will be logged on between 7 and 9 – it is just a different pattern. Some prefer to work later in the day, others very early.”

What problems were encountered and how were these dealt with?

To avoid a backlash from people being refused the opportunity to work flexibly, BT introduced a self-selection system. “If people say I would like to be a flexible worker they go through a checklist about personal traits, the type of roles they do. If they can’t tick all of those boxes, then they deselect themselves. You haven’t got that Bob’s-doing-it-why-can’t-I thing,” explained Peter Knowles.

BT was aware that it needed to build a “sense of permission”, both for people to feel in control of their working time, and also for them to “switch off” from working.

“We had to work at it, talk about it,” said Caroline Waters. “I remember the Chief executive talking to a conference of managers in Wembley – he forced them to turn off their blackberries.

“We actually had a communications campaign called “It’s Okay”, using real-life case studies to build that sense of permission.

.

“All of us struggled with it at the beginning but over time you relax into it, do all those things that once were standard in an office environment, start to learn yourself what works better for you.”

On the other hand, if an employee wants to work 24 hours in a row the company will not tell them that is wrong. “We will work with them to help them see if there is another way it can be done. But we are not prescriptive. We give people the freedom to pace themselves.”

Victoria Blake added: “You think just because you don’t see people you don’t understand their emotions or what they are doing. But that is not so. One of the guys on my team has been working too hard and it is so obvious, he and I need to work through that. Just because he is on the other end of a phone doesn’t mean that you don’t pick up on the nuances of that.” 

What have been the benefits?

BT retained 99 per cent of its women employees who went on maternity leave last year. Only nine women did not return. That led to an estimated saving of £5m a year in terms of the cost of recruiting and training replacement staff. Homeworking earns BT an extra £5-6m in terms of productive time saved, it estimates.

According to Victoria Blake: “My team is far more efficient. There is less dead time during the working day. If I am sat around at the airport I can keep in touch with the office and get access to my email. There are a whole range of different ways I can work.” 

All the available measures point to a happier, more engaged workforce. BT claims to have reduced stress-related absence by 25 per cent it’s Customer Contact Centres in the last 18 months, and sickness absence arising from reportable accidents costs by 63 per cent, according to Caroline Waters. ”A lot of that is about making work easy to access, easy to control so people are in control of their time and when, where and how they work. The results will follow.”

There are less tangible benefits, too. “Creativity has gone through the roof,” said Caroline. BT measures this in two ways: the number of new ideas it implements, and the reduction in time from product development to people actually being able to use the services. 

Challenges for the future

“We constantly look at the future of work and what that might mean for us as a business,” Caroline said.

“Just as BT had a vision in the 1960s and most of the technology they predicted is with us today. They made it happen.

“Work-life balance has actually given us a unique opportunity – it has allowed us to align our people strategy with business technology, to really think through the things that matter to us. Technology is not what matters, it is what it enables you to do that matters.” 

Questions and answers

Q What about people who might want to work in the office in a more traditional way?

CW “We have about 25,000 people who want to work in the office – that is fine. We are not prescribing anybody’s work-life balance for them. We are learning more and more about what characteristics suit particular forms of work and helping people self-select. Also, people can change over time. Employment contracts have flexibility to allow individuals to request to come back in to the office or for BT to bring people back for performance reasons. It is about procedures and policies to enable you to do that.”

Q Are people working in contracted out services treated differently to your staff?

CW “We have always been determined not to create a tier of second-class citizens. So we have the BT family of workers, even people operating at managed service level, and we build that into procurement contract terms and conditions which we measure – we want people to have access to all the things we believe make for a fair and equitable workplace. We carry that through at every level. If you provide the right environment everyone will contribute their best and you can’t ask for more than that. We are getting much smarter at working globally, we are pushing the boundaries in all of the countries we work in.”

Q Job redesign – do you think this should be the starting point for looking at working time practices?

CW “It is not necessarily the first port of call but it is a major element – it is about achieving balance. We are an incredibly task driven workforce. There is a real danger that if you have got that hard focus on measuring people on outputs, that you get carried away with the whole thing, you don’t have that balance and trust, and those requirements can become unreasonable. That is why we need a very clear view about the design of jobs and we have put in a lot of work in trying to get that right. If you look at the productivity and efficiency and harder measures in terms of the health of organisation they are all going the right way.”

Q How do you deliver training courses when people need to be all together?

PK “I can’t remember the last training course I actually went on, everything is done on line, you can do it at home with Broadband. You would be surprised how much you can move away from on-site delivery. We create virtual learning communities. There are face to face opportunities but we try to make courses non- residential or pay costs such as extra childcare. We try to construct training in a flexible way, in manageable time slots.” 
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Background

Accenture is a global management consulting, technology services and outsourcing company with 110,000 employees in 48 countries, 10,000 of them in the UK. Its head office is in the US. Clients , who span the full range of industries, include 84 of the Fortune Global 100 and two thirds of the Fortune Global 500.

The company has four distinct workforces: in Business consulting; Services; Technology solutions; and Enterprise, which comprises back office operations such as HR, finance and legal, many of which are offshore.

Accenture’s focus on working hours and Work Life Balance began about 18 months ago. Its traditional culture was one of long hours and a macho “work hard play hard” philosophy which was increasingly at odds with its new strategic delivery model and with the climate created by the new Working Time Regulations. The company was moving towards a more “intelligent” use of its workforces, bringing in its specialist expertise as required on projects to troubleshoot particular problems, rather than relying on consultants as “jack of all trades”. 

The company faced an increasingly competitive market place where, by 2001, all of its major competitors had abolished overtime payments, putting the company in a tenuous position in terms of its bidding and pricing policy. 

Meanwhile competition for the best new recruits was becoming increasingly fierce. Accenture has noticed a shift in their expectations over the past five years: “They do demand work-life balance, whereas five years ago they were prepared to put their lives on the line, sell their souls to Accenture…So we had to change to make sure we can recruit and retain these people,” explained HR manager Sarah Hinchcliffe.

What changes were implemented?

Accenture’s first step was to initiate a programme of cultural and behavioural change across the UK practice, spearheaded by its “people advocates”, a cross-section of very senior partners and managers who put their name to key initiatives and drive change messages down through the business. 

“This means it is not an HR-led initiative, it is driven by the business itself,” said Sarah. “We are behind the scenes supporting and offering information, but the ideas are driven by the business itself.”

An early change was to remove from Accenture’s induction package the opt-out to the Working Time Directive (led by the company’s US head office) which allowed employees to choose as part of their induction to waive their right to a maximum 48 hour week. This was a key move, said Sarah. “It sent a very strong message that this is serious, we wanted to focus on improving things.”

Accenture also removed paid overtime, as part of a clear message that overtime and long hours working were not something the company wanted to encourage. Despite a “fair bit of push back when that happened”, this has now been accepted. The impact was softened by the roll-out of a new Total Reward Strategy, which helped change employees’ focus from basic salary to the overall remuneration package. “People had a better understanding of what their overall package was and could actually place a value on other elements, rather than just direct salary,” Sarah said.

In line with these changes, Accenture updated its policies and practices to reflect its commitment to the Working Time Directive. For instance, it made it a disciplinary offence for employees not to complete their time records accurately to reflect the hours they had been working. Historically it was common practice for individuals working on large projects or those underperforming financially to under-record their hours, whether under pressure from their line manager or off their own bat.

Next, vacation allowance was increased to 30 days a year with a carry-over facility fixed at five days. HR introduced checks to ensure people are actually using their allowance and to advise projects where people may be finding it difficult to do so.

HR also revised and communicated a new flexible working policy and introduced a Time Off In Lieu (TOIL) system which formally recognised long hours as an issue.

Also, those involved in putting together bids for work and project planning were given active training in resource management, to ensure the demands they were placing on project staff were realistic and appropriate.

This was backed up with line manager training, says Sarah, so that “line managers were very, very clear about the messages to be delivered to employees and that they should be supporting work life balance and flexible working requests.”

The Accenture induction pack for new employees was changed so new employees were clear about what the organisation believed was realistic in terms of hours and expectations.

Accenture measures and monitors the effects of these changes in a number of ways. 

· Every fortnight a Working Time Directive report is generated which tracks for each employee the number of hours worked. A traffic light system flags up anyone who is ”in the red” – that is, who has done more than 48 hours - or amber – in danger of going over the hours. HR then goes back to individual managers to ascertain possible reasons for this. Is it a difficult point in a project? A test phase? Or is this a consistent state of affairs that needs to be addressed in terms of resources or planning?

· Accenture’s regular global people survey also asks specific questions of every Accenture employee about issues including work-life balance, total reward, etc. The statistics are used to evaluate and review policies and reward strategies.

· A leadership survey forms part of the performance management process for all senior managers and partners. It goes to their direct reports, asking specific questions such as do they support flexible working? 

· Team success surveys are carried out on every project every six months. 

· Under internal audit arrangements, independent senior partners run a series of checks on larger projects every six months, measuring, for example, client satisfaction and financial aspects but also working conditions, and they will flag up issues that HR need to be involved in. “We are able to ask questions around the HR community and share best practice to ensure our larger engagements all benefit in terms of being aware of both the successes and the pitfalls,” Sarah says.

What issues were faced and how were these dealt with?

Sarah admitted that the changes had had “mixed success”.

Inevitably there was initially some opposition form line managers but because they themselves were also facing problems with work life balance, this was not “too much of a challenge”. Crucial to the change, said Sarah, was that it was driven from a senior level, so “everybody accepted that this was the way it had to be, it was non-negotiable, that we had to change the way we did things.”

If managers were struggling because of a lot of requests for flexible working then HR would move in to ensure the client deliverables were not affected. “We have made it very clear that any decision will be made in the context of can the business take this, is it going to impact on client deliverables. If it does, we need to look for other solutions.”

However, the fact remains that many of Accenture’s large projects are extremely difficult to plan and manage. A lot of the messages sent out by HR about working time and work life balance are heard but are “not always evident in practice”, Sarah said. “We are still living with long term projects which have been taken on with the old delivery model. It is quite difficult to shift ways of working that have developed on those projects in line with our new strategy and approach.” 

Flexibility is still dependent to some extent on management team: there is still an element of discretion that influences individual experiences. Client expectations also play a part: a particularly demanding company can affect a project’s ability to deliver on work life balance. 

If clients are demanding more or the project has been undersold, the reality is that people are still willing to stay late and underreport their hours. So there remain discrepancies between one project and the next. “It can feel like working for a completely different company,” said Sarah.

“We are aware [under-recording] is more prevalent in our large engagements and as HR we can focus on these and remind managers it is a disciplinary offence to encourage people to under-record their hours.”

While Sarah was unaware of the disciplinary procedure having been invoked in such a situation, she pointed out that failing to “buy in” to work-life balance policies could impact on the performance ratings of line managers. “Every [manager] is compared with others in their peer group and laddered, and ratings can be downgraded because of a focus on presenteeism. This will affect their performance rating and remuneration for two years.”

A working group is currently looking at the redesign of the TOIL policy so there is less discretion at project level – this should establish an element of consistency across the business, Sarah said. “We are forcing the hand of project management teams that have not been as active on this as they should have been.”

Also, HR is finding that culture change continues to take place organically with the introduction of new blood into the company. “In a way the new graduates are helping us to force through culture change because they do actually challenge practices on long term projects.”

What were the benefits?

Accenture’s global people survey has shown increased satisfaction with work life balance – people are feeling the difference, Sarah said.

It also shows an increase in commitment levels, with people saying they do see themselves working with Accenture for longer periods than previously.

A clear message of commitment to family friendly policies has enabled the organisation to retain a higher proportion of its female managers – “it has changed our reputation in that respect,” said Sarah. Indeed retention in general is up, and exit data is very positive, with work life balance policies getting a good airing in that process. 

In terms of recruitment, the organisation is “still getting a lot of people through the door, we have got a strong positive message in the market place. Graduates say the increase in vacation allowance also distinguishes us from the other companies they are looking at.”

Challenges for the future

Accenture needs to get smarter at “recognising projects that have continuous peaks and finding solutions for those staff”, said Sarah.

Embedded practices in long term projects are proving difficult to shift, and while client expectations feed into this, it is difficult to justify after five years.

The macho work-hard, play-hard philosophy does still exist as Accenture continues to recruit driven young people. 

Now focus groups are being held to ascertain how far things have really changed. Are people’s aspirations different to what they were 18 months ago? 

Sarah said it is “definitely time to send out a clear message again, to remind everybody exactly what we want to do and how they should be working.”

Questions and answers

Q Have you been able to measure the impact on productivity of cutting overtime? Are you getting more out of people?

AThe culture at Accenture means everyone works in 5th gear anyway – that is the norm and that is what we expect.  However it has demanded more intelligent use of resources, better project planning, better forward planning. Managers have had to change their ways of working. And it has had a big impact on the way we now bid for work and develop our cost model. We need to think more cleverly about it. The financial benefit of being able to move people in and out when we need them, it gives us more flexibility. 

Q To what extent as a result of adding five days holiday across the board has there been a corresponding increase in headcount? Or are you saying our headcount is relatively fixed and people are going to have to manage based on the available people?

A We have had massive recruitment over the last two years, and I am not aware of anyone making a correlation between the two, I don’t think there has been a direct impact in terms of increase in vacation allowance. 

Q How much discretion do you give line managers in terms of how they handle requests for flexibility?

A There is a large amount of discretion but any request for flexible working triggers a standardised process and it will get flagged up to the relevant HR rep. We are always aware and in discussion with line managers. Very rarely are requests turned down.

A key element is that people often work on short term assignments so if someone’s line manager is not a great fan of flexible working, it is likely they won’t be working for them long term.

One thing we need to investigate more is people not requesting flexible working – thinking it may raise questions about their commitment.

Q Do you ever get the message from clients that they see this as an important issue, that they are treating their own staff this way?

It is often part of the bid process that we are questioned on work life balance policies and flexible working - although when it comes to meeting deadlines some of the government departments can be very tough. We are aware that perhaps clients who have not investigated these practices often seen it as a bit of a soft way of doing things. 




Three quarters of BT’s 100,000 staff work “flexibly”.





It has developed an “anytime, anywhere” approach to working that allows employees to control their working time and location.





This approach is driven by a move to an output or outcome-based performance management system which measures not how much people work but what they deliver.





It is underpinned by a range of enabling technology that allows BT employees to create their own virtual office whether at home, on the road or in any of BT’s office locations.





Job design – closely monitoring the size and complexity of individual roles - has been crucial in ensuring that employees have good work-life balance and can stay in control of their working time.





BT has a self-selection system to help people decide if they and their jobs would be suitable for this kind of working – this has helped avoid a “backlash” from those not eligible.





Its communications strategy helped to build “a sense of permission” for employees to feel in control of their working time, and to feel able to “switch off” during non-working time.





BT retained 99 per cent of its women employees who went on maternity leave last year. That retention rate leads to an estimated annual saving of £5m in terms of the cost of recruiting and training replacement staff. Homeworking earns BT an extra £5-6m in terms of productive time saved, it estimates.








Accenture is a global management consulting, technology services and outsourcing company with 110,000 employees in 48 countries, 10,000 of them in the UK. 


Its traditional macho “work hard play hard” philosophy was increasingly at odds with its new strategic delivery model and legislative changes such as the Working Time Directive. 


By 2001, all of its major competitors had abolished overtime payments, putting the company in a tenuous position in terms of its bidding and pricing policy. 


Accenture has noticed a shift in graduates’ expectations over the past five years: it needed to offer work-life balance to attract and retain them.


The company initiated a programme of cultural and behavioural change spearheaded by its “people advocates”, a cross-section of very senior partners and managers who put their name to key initiatives and drive change messages down through the business. 


It quickly abolished, under pressure from US head office, the opt-out to the 48-hour week maximum under the Working Time Regulations as this gave out the wrong message.


Those involved in putting together bids for work and project planning were given training in resource management, to ensure the demands they were placing on project staff were realistic and appropriate.


This was backed up with line manager training, to help them support work life balance and flexible working requests.


The programme has had mixed success, with some of the longer-standing projects, often with high client demands, still not putting it into practice. But Accenture’s global employee surveys report better work-life balance, and higher levels of commitment. 














