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PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC)

PwC is a leading global professional services firm, providing assurance, tax and advisory services to large and medium-sized corporate clients as well as private clients.

It has 14,000 employees in the UK across 33 locations, with about half of these based in the London area. It trains 27 per cent of the chartered accountancy students in the UK and takes on more graduates than any other private-sector recruiter – about 1,000 per year.

What was the background to the changes?

In 1998 Price Waterhouse and Coopers and Lybrand merged to form PwC. Six months later a global staff attitude survey was carried out. It revealed morale was low – not a great surprise so soon after a merger – but also that 60 per cent of UK staff were not satisfied with their work-life balance.

“That really was a shock to us,” said Sarah Churchman, “and something we are still seeking to address and build upon. We are not there yet, but things have improved quite considerably.”

In 1999 Sarah was asked to head a project to investigate the issue. She was also seconded to work part time with the National Work Life Forum. “I came to the realisation that the reason we were struggling was that this was a cultural issue. It was not obvious then. I came to the realisation that this was about diversity and inclusion, which is not just embracing different genders and ethnic origins, but those who want to do things slightly differently. Working pattern is one of the things that makes people different. So work-life balance became part of our diversity agenda.”

What changes were introduced?

First, there was a programme of data gathering and diagnostic work to find out the extent of the problem. This was captured through demographic information, utilisation data, and focus group activity – asking people what they felt about work life balance in the organisation. Said Sarah: “We have some robust information and we do better understand the problem.”

PwC Lifestyle was launched in 2001. This was an intranet site providing access to the different resources the firm had to offer to help employees deal with their individual work-life balance issues. These included:

· Information on flexible working policies supported by the organisation

· Guidance about how to put forward a business case to the manager

· Arrangements with a third party called Xexec to provide referrals to vetted suppliers for a wide range of domestic services from plumbers to cleaners

· Health advice – from simple nutrition to fitness

· Advice for carers – on childcare and eldercare

· Access to various diversity networks. 

The networks were formed, explained Lisa Greenlee, “on the basis that if you can get people together who are facing similar problems that are causing a drain on work-life balance they might be able to provide solutions for each other.” 

PwC supports a wide range of flexible arrangements including annual days, reduced days, reduced hours, flexible working and home-based working. Other options are:

· Extended holiday leave

· Career breaks

· VSO business partnership. This has been extremely popular among young employees. It allows them to commit to VSO without taking themselves out of the earning pool and their careers for two years. 

What issues arose during the period of change and how were they dealt with?

The professional services are renowned for their macho, long-hours culture - something PwC does not deny. Behind the PwC agenda is a recognition that most employees don’t want to work part time, but they do want greater control over where, when and how they work. That is what the work-life balance programme has endeavoured to achieve. “If people feel in control, they will be more positive about their environment and their work,” said Sarah.

However, some forms of flexibility do not fit comfortably with the company culture - for example, compressed hours. Sarah explained: “Most people work more than a 35-hour week anyway. To say to someone, “you can work 35 hours in four days” would be unfair since many people do that anyway. What we have become better at doing is recognising that working consistently long hours is not good for the individual. 

“So in some areas such as mergers and acquisitions, people might work through the night to finalise a deal. But they will then be encouraged to go home for the rest of the day or take the next couple of days off. That was once unheard of – as soon as one deal was finished we would be looking to get them onto another deal, worrying about their levels of utilisation. We are much better at getting people time off.”

Certain forms of flexibility work better in certain business units, depending on the nature of the work that people do. In assurance, for example, an annual-days contract works well, whereas it may not elsewhere.

It was seen as vital to the success of work-life balance initiatives that senior

management “walk the talk”, to demonstrate their commitment to flexibility and also to show that career progression and work-life balance are not mutually exclusive. So senior role models were profiled on the intranet, including: 

· a male director working full time flexibly to fit in family, exercise and community work; 

· a male partner working a four-day week so he can work as a priest part time; 

· a female partner working a 3.5 day week since 2000  to spend more time with her family.

But Sarah added: “While you need top level commitment about what you are trying to achieve, what is also important in a firm of our size is that you also need local accountability with people leading at the coalface.”

The firm had to work hard to establish flexible working as a legitimate policy that was supported by the firm, to convince employees that they could be open about using flexibility, rather than sneaking away from the office. 

In 2003, when the right to request flexible working came in, the company made a conscious decision to apply its policy not only to parents of young children but to all staff. “We did not want non-parents to feel disadvantaged,” Sarah explained.

Feedback from those who have taken up flexible options has been that if you are already struggling in your full-time role, don’t try to do it flexibly. You need to be in a position where you are performing well and are confident in your ability and contribution before adding further complication by changing your working patterns.

Other lessons that PwC has learned about how employees can make flexible working a success are:

· Adjusting workloads appropriately accordingly to new hours

· Having supportive colleagues and line manager

· Gaining the trust of clients and colleagues

· Ensuring effective time management – especially delegation skills

· Using technology effectively.

What was the impact of the changes – were there any measurable outcomes?

PwC has not yet monitored usage of its Lifestyle intranet site. But it intends to do so in the future. 

The business case for providing facilities such as the employee networks has been to improve the retention rate of those participating in them. The difficulty is that there are so many variables that impact on retention that it is difficult to measure success accurately. 

However, the company’s quarterly qualitative and quantitative staff surveys do give some idea of how the policy is working. It shows 70 per cent of people now feel satisfied with their work-life balance (up from 40 per cent before the policy was introduced). There is also a good response rate to requests to work flexibly – 92 per cent of the 248 requests so far have been approved.

Currently, 183 people are on career breaks. And there is a 92 per cent return rate of employees who take maternity leave, up from 40 per cent before 1998.

Lisa said: “It is still early days – we have a tendency not to do big bang launches so these things often take a while to catch on. People get so bombarded with information electronically they do not always know about them.”

Awareness campaigns have been instigated to get around this problem. One in the audit business unit resulted in an increase in awareness of work-life balance options from 6 per cent to 25 per cent.

The diversity team is planning a communications push in time for the next annual appraisals so that managers conducting interviews are aware of the resources available to their teams. “It is something they can add to their toolkit in helping people with specific problems. Managers can pull it up there and then during meetings,” Lisa explained.

The work PwC has done in monitoring productivity levels shows that people working flexibly are no less productive in terms of their chargeable utilisation levels than those on traditional patterns. 

The future

PwC’s work-life balance programme is now going into a “third phase”, focusing more on health, Sarah explained: “Although people’s perceptions of their work-life balance are getting better, we are seeing a higher incidence of sickness absence related to stress-type symptoms… and I think that mirrors society generally. We want to put a greater focus on what we do to promote good health in a preventative way. 

“With that will come some re-jigging of the Lifestyle site. This whole agenda has to be continually reviewed and monitored because it does evolve over time.”

PwC recognises that its workforce is changing and ageing. The average age within the organisation has risen from 26 to 33 in the past four years. There are more women working than ever before. While 85 per cent of the company’s working fathers have full-time stay-at-home partners, only 56 per cent of its working mothers do. “The pressures are different for women. And women are going to have to work, with more dual income families and single-parent families,” Sarah added.

A major project in PwC’s assurance business is dedicated to resourcing the talent of the future. One idea is to tap into the company’s alumni, particularly female alumni who left the company to care for a family. Sarah said: “We want to lure them back into the workforce, offering some skills training to bring them up to date, and other things such as term-time working.” 

Questions and answers

Q How do you manage your clients’ expectations – we are always being told the clients wouldn’t like it.

SC  Flexibility works best when the client is involved and aware of the arrangement. This is part of the whole idea of creating role models. We have some hugely successful partners who work part time and do so in full knowledge of the client. One of our tax partners works four days a week, one day a week from home. But it is great if on her day off she is willing to be a bit flexible, to take a phone call at home from a client if necessary. We say the client excuse doesn’t work as most clients would be supportive - many are probably dealing with the same issues within their own organisations. And clients would rather see the same face rather than a new one because we have been unable to retain someone.

Q Is there anyone working less than four days in the office?

SC Unless there is a strong business case otherwise, three days a week is the minimum we would contemplate. Anything less than three days does not really work for anybody. It is limiting in terms of career progression, and a lot of work you cannot do in less than three days a week. Generally people will work four days a week with one day from home. But our people are very mobile anyway – they may be working at a client site, at home, on a train, anywhere, really.

Q Does flexibility apply equally to fee earners and support staff?

SC Yes, Part-time working only works if the support team is fully involved. Most of our support people would cover each other as part of a group arrangement. These roles are the obvious examples of where jobsharing may be suitable - we don’t currently have jobsharing among fee-earners.

Q Is there a trial period for flexible working arrangements?

SC Yes, three months. You need to know the communication is there so that everyone in the team who is involved can say whether it is working for them.

We make it clear the basis on which it needs to work. This is all about trust. You soon find out where individuals can’t be trusted. 

Q Flexible working must have created a heavier workflow for line managers in monitoring performance and profitability for individuals working flexibly. What measures did you need to put in place to make that work?

SC There is lots of information on the lifestyle site. Just like managing diversity is difficult, similarly working with someone who doesn’t work in the same way as you is difficult. 

Q Have you found since you introduced this that the culture has changed in terms of people needing to be seen to be working long hours?

SC I think it has. I wouldn’t deny there is still a bit of that macho culture but it is not as strong. We have more people working in different ways than ever before - it has created a momentum for change. This is the positive thing about case studies, profiling the different patterns people do really does help to change views. We have done a good job of moving away from just looking at hours worked. Now we look at other things.

Q If you have supported someone’s studies for three years and then they go on a VSO placement, the payback is delayed. How does this affect the bottom line?

SC  We try to look longer term than that. We don’t make any money out of our students until about Year 4. The challenge is to retain them to Year 4 and beyond. The research shows they are not thinking beyond the third year when they graduate. The value of VSO is that it met a need for new experiences. A lot of our newly qualifieds were coming out of training contracts and wanting some time off. It is a retention tool – they can go off for six months or a year but they have the right to return – and we want them to return. 

Round-table discussion 

Some delegates identified a big culture difference between law firms and other professional services companies – there was a perception that law firms were some years behind.

Those from law firms said there was an ongoing problem in overcoming that culture – “we need these changes because of demographic changes in the working population, but we still need buy-in at senior management level”.

One delegate described how a female professional in their litigation and disputes practice wanted six months’ unpaid leave. But this was seen as a huge commitment on the part of the firm and she was turned down. Senior partners were clearly not thinking through the benefits of taking on this cost, including the retention of other individuals in the group, the delegate said. He would not be surprised if this employee left the firm in the near future.

A major cultural barrier identified by delegates was the short-term business focus of many professional firms, and how to reconcile this with long-term business needs. It was important to focus on the demographics, one said, as many senior managers “got this intellectually as a no-brainer”.

Delegates discussed the danger of adopting flexible work practices that later become entrenched and irreversible, even though they may not work so well for the business further down the line. One discussed the case of a secretary who had worked a four-day week for several years. Now, the courses she had been taking had finished and her role had moved on but she had no desire to return to a five-day week. Reviews, perhaps on an annual basis, were therefore seen as an important aspect of flexible working arrangements.

Career progression was seen as another important issue – many people working flexibly felt they were being sidelined - not getting “the good jobs”. Many thought it meant they would never make partner. It was recognised that the value of publicising senior role models could not be underestimated, for example, partners working reduced hours, as well as people on flexible contracts being admitted to partnerships. This could go a long way in challenging people’s thinking.

But also, it was important to recognise that not everyone wanted the same career path – some wanted an alternative to the partnership route. For PwC, there were a large number of women senior managers who didn’t want to take that next step to partnership – the company had given them an opportunity to step off the ladder for a while.

Clients were identified as a major barrier to culture change. Client expectations had to be managed, delegates said – there was a tendency for them to say, “we are paying you a lot of money, we want an individual who knows about our business. And we want them now.”

Some delegates felt more could be done to manage client expectations, and that this might be easier to do if there was less competition for work. Selling work-life balance as a positive business benefit to clients had brought results for case study companies PwC and Eversheds. It was becoming clear to many clients that they had to deal with these issues too – they were not operating in a separate “bubble”. 

Also the point was made that this sort of policy could encourage people to get better at “not walking around with everything in their heads” – forcing them to share information with their team and improve their communication and delegating skills. 

[ends]
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Eversheds

Eversheds is an international law firm with 3,900 UK employees in 10 offices across England and Wales. It advises over 65 of the FTSE 100 and over 75 of the Fortune 500. It has a young age profile and a wide range of staff from fee earning professionals and support employees to call centre staff dealing with high-volume work in debt recovery, property and mortgages.

What was the background to the changes?

Eversheds was experiencing exceedingly strong competition for the best graduates. The firm recruits 100 graduates a year and the number is growing as the company grows. It cannot afford a high turnover in that population, among either trainees or income earners. 

Conscious that it is fishing for talent in an ever-shrinking pool, and recognising the importance of long-term demographic changes in the working population that will make competition even more fierce, Eversheds created an Attracting and Retaining Talent (ART) working group with top-level involvement to address these issues.

The company also wanted to be seen to be ahead of the game on work-life balance prior to the introduction of the right to request flexible working, and saw a need to address this issue internally.

The ART group started to examine and benchmark its performance on staff retention and career management against that of its competitors.

It also embarked on a staff attitude survey. “Everyone can do a staff attitude survey, what matters is your response to it,” said Steve Bolton, Human Resources Consultant. “Eversheds was good at linking the outcomes of the survey to the initiatives we were taking.”

From the results of the survey, the ART group decided it had to do something to address work-life balance issues within the firm. 

What changes were introduced?

Eversheds’ Lifestyle Policy was launched in September 2002 with a 12 month pilot. It was launched with a fanfare: a flashscreen on the company intranet welcomed employees as they logged on in the morning, and took them through the policy. 

“Employees sat up and took notice,” Steve said.

Every staff member also received a letter from the managing partner introducing the policy, in which he talked about “aiming to attract and retain the best people…improving our people-centred policies …and influencing our own work-life balance.” 

Anyone at any level of the firm is able to apply for the types of flexible working on offer. A key feature of the scheme is that when employees apply, they must demonstrate that the change would have either a positive or neutral effect on the business. The applicant has to complete an evaluation form showing that he or she had considered all the business and client issues.

The Lifestyle policy stipulates that managers should “put considerable emphasis on current job performance when evaluating a request for a new working arrangement. The main benefit of flexible working to the firm is to assist the retention of talent. Those employees who have shown greater work performance, commitment and flexibility will be seen as more likely candidates for such arrangements to work favourably for both the business and themselves.”

For Steve, an obvious benefit from this part of the policy. “I have known in previous cases where staff have had domestic issues, trying to balance everything has had an adverse effect on performance. Putting something in place to help that has had a positive effect on performance.”

Every application for flexible working is reviewed every six months.

Types of flexible working included are:

· Annualised/monthly hours

· Career break Scheme

· Fixed-term working

· Bandwidth model (where according to business need, employees agree to extend or decrease working time temporarily, and balance this at some other time in the year)

· Jobsharing

· Part-time work

· Reduced hours

· Remote working

· Sabbatical leave

· Self-rostered teams

· Shiftworking

· Zero hours.

Eversheds also undertakes that if employees have any other suggestions, it will be prepared to consider them.

What issues arose during the period of change?

Eversheds is a very ambitious, growth-oriented firm, Steve explained. There is a highly structured emphasis on client relationships. “The client is king or queen – if the client is in the US or the Far East, they expect you to be there at the end of the phone. I think this has traditionally been the case in that when they make the call they want an answer straight away. My personal view is that this can create the long-hours culture,” he said.

Every fee earner in the company has a target, in both financial terms and chargeable hours. Employees are very conscious of this target – they receive regular feedback on their performance and therefore there can be a tendency to work more hours. This is exacerbated by a fee-centred culture where “you are judged by what you bring in”.  

Internal competition can be fierce among fee earners: “There are limited opportunities to become an associate, a partner and ultimately an equity partner. It funnels down. This can have a downside in terms of working hours. People are trying to make an impression and that was an issue for us,” said Steve.

“The culture is getting in early, finishing late, and if you have to go early, you slink off and don’t tell anybody. Some of our people boast about having midnight pizzas delivered to the office.”

Not surprisingly given this culture, the response of partners to the Lifestyle Policy was at first quite hostile, and the young professionals did not take it seriously, But Steve said that as more people have seen the business and personal benefits of achieving better work-life balance, attitudes have changed.

“There has definitely been a shift in culture. Interestingly, this has happened among some of the more senior staff. Some are working from home, leaving the office on Friday at 4.30. They would not have done that four years ago.”

Clients have responded “quite positively”, too, particularly those in the public sector but also those at the commercial sharp end. This is partly because partners have “switched on” to the business benefits and sold these more positively to clients. 

What was the impact of the changes – were there any measurable outcomes?

A year after the pilot was launched, 145 female members of staff and 21 males had taken up some form of flexible working. This included 45 fee earners and 121 business support staff. It was decided the pilot had worked and that the policy would be embedded into our working practices.

By September 2004, uptake had grown dramatically. 348 women had taken up the option and 40 men - over 100 fee earners were now working different patterns.

Ten per cent of Eversheds’ working population are currently working under one style of our Lifestyle policy. 

The most popular provision is the amended hours – for example, a nine day fortnight or four day week. Part-time and reduced hours working are the next most popular, particularly among women.

There are now fee-earners within Eversheds working two days a week – there is no minimum for part time working. “It is however possible that these people condense a lot of work into these two days, from what I have seen,” admitted Steve.

The business benefits

For the last two years Eversheds has been included in the top 100 firms to work for in the Sunday Times annual listing. Seventy five per cent of the ranking comes from employees within the company. “Our staff are saying this is a good company to work for, we are happy here,” said Steve.

The turnover off staff is down, particularly among legally qualified call centre staff, from 45 per cent annually in September 2003 to 35 per cent now. 

“Working hours have been reduced as a result of going into this policy carefully and producing something the firm is committed to. I think the journey will continue and have more of a positive impact in the next two to three years,” Steve said.

Questions and answers

Q How do you manage client expectations?

SB We pride ourselves on client relationships. Rather than one-on-one, we have a team of people so the client will get to know members of that team. In terms of the sell, this means everyone in the team will know your business and will provide you with that level of service. There will also be different levels of seniority on the team with regular meetings – and senior managers will regularly monitor the client’s satisfaction with the team’s performance. But the way we respond to flexible working requests is that it has got to be centred on the client. If it doesn’t fit you don’t get it. 

Q What percentage of flexible working requests have been accepted?

SB It is very high. Less than ten requests out of 388 that were put forward were rejected. But we don’t have the data on how many managers just sat down and said, I can’t support that, and the number of requests that never got past that first stage.

Q Are you encouraging more males to take up the flexible working options?

SB Our HR people are now wanting to refresh the policy, get it out there, communicate it and use some of the data we are now capturing to resell it across the business. In terms of male take-up it may be something we want to look at.

Round-table discussion 

Delegates identified quite a big culture difference between law firms and other professional services companies – there was a perception that law firms were some years behind.

Those from law firms said there was an ongoing problem in overcoming that culture – “we need these changes because of demographic changes in the working population, but we still need buy-in at senior management level”.

One delegate described how a female professional in their litigation and disputes practice wanted six months’ unpaid leave. But this was seen as a huge commitment on the part of the firm and she was turned down. Senior partners were clearly not thinking through the benefits of taking on this cost, including the retention of other individuals in the group, the delegate said. He would not be surprised if this employee left the firm in the near future.

A major cultural barrier identified by delegates was the short-term business focus of many professional firms, and how to reconcile this with long-term business needs. It was important to focus on the demographics, one said, as many senior managers “got this intellectually as a no-brainer”.

Delegates discussed the danger of adopting flexible work practices that later become entrenched and irreversible, even though they may not work so well for the business further down the line. One discussed the case of a secretary who had worked a four-day week for several years. Now, the courses she had been taking had finished and her role had moved on but she had no desire to return to a five-day week. Reviews, perhaps on an annual basis, were therefore seen as an important aspect of flexible working arrangements.

Career progression was seen as another important issue – many people working flexibly felt they were being sidelined, and not getting the good jobs. Many thought it meant they would never make partner. It was recognised that the value of publicising senior role models could not be underestimated, for example, partners working reduced hours, as well as people on flexible contracts being admitted to partnerships. This could go a long way in challenging people’s thinking on this.

But also, it was important to recognise that not everyone wanted the same career path – some wanted an alternative to the partnership route. For PwC, there were a large number of women senior managers who didn’t want to take that next step to partnership – the company had given them an opportunity to step off the ladder for a while.

Clients were seen as a major barrier to culture change. Client expectations had to be managed, delegates said – there was a tendency for them to say, “we are paying you a lot of money, we want an individual who knows about our business. And we want them now.”

Some delegates felt more could be done to manage client expectations, and that this might be easier to do if there was less competition for work. Selling work-life balance as a positive business benefit to clients had brought results for PwC and Eversheds. It was becoming clear to many clients that they had to deal with these issues too – they were not operating in a separate “bubble”. 

Also the point was made that this sort of policy could encourage people to get better at “not walking around with everything in their heads” – forcing them to share information with their team and improve their communication and delegating skills. 

Summary





Following the merger between Price Waterhouse and Coopers and Lybrand in 1998 a global staff survey was conducted and 60% of PwC staff were not satisfied with their work life balance





As a result a project was set up which ultimately resulted in PwC Lifestyle 





Although long hours working is something that is difficult to avoid within the professional services sector PwC found it is possible to give people more control over how, when and where they work 





Key to the success has been the commitment of senior management to the issue and senior role models, including partners, are profiled on the internet.  Staff are also encouraged to be open about using flexibility rather than sneaking out of the office





PwC has found that staff working flexibly are no less productive than those working more traditional patterns and there has been an increase in staff satisfaction of their work life balance of 30% 





Summary





Following a staff survey the firm saw a need to address work life balance and aid staff retention in the firm and as a result the Eversheds' Lifestyle Policy was launched in September 2002 as a 12 month pilot





The Lifestyle policy provides a range of flexible working arrangements – everyone in the firm is eligible to apply and there is a rigorous application process and they must demonstrate that any change would have either a positive or neutral effect on the business and clients





Whilst initially the response to the policy was not overwhelmingly positive over time attitudes and the culture have changed – in particular amongst senior staff and over 100 fee earners are now working flexibly 





For the last two years Eversheds have been in the best 100 companies to work for listing and turnover amongst their legally qualified call centre staff has reduced by 10%














