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Introduction
 Workflex1 is a nice idea, but it’s not for us. Only big companies with large workforces  

and lots of resources can be very flexible. We need all hands on deck all the time if  
we are going to survive and grow.

Sound familiar? The idea that small organizations have special constraints that make workplace 
flexibility and other forms of work-life fit support difficult or impossible is not new. Simultane-
ously, small organizations are renowned as sources of innovation and opportunities to construct 
work styles that defy the norms of larger organizations and set examples bigger organizations 
are eager to duplicate. So, which is it? Are small businesses just unable to incorporate workflex 
into their business strategy or are they the source of workflex innovation?

The truth is that small organizations are amazing sources of creativity and reinvention because 
they have size related constraints on what they can do to support their employees. The tension 
between big goals and small resources is the source of a lot of the greatness that has emerged 
from small organizations as circumstances force them to think differently and find more efficient 
solutions to organizational challenges than their larger competitors. 

Workflex is no different, and small organizations are in an unparalleled position to be leaders 
in the quest for pairing organizational effectiveness and employee sustainability into new and 
more advanced forms. In fact, despite a common narrative that small organizations can’t do 
workflex as well as larger organizations, data from Families and Work Institute’s (FWI) National 
Study of Employers (NSE) — an ongoing nationally representative study of employers of 50 or 
more employees and the most comprehensive examination of workplace flexibility in the U.S. — 
have regularly shown that small organizations have been leading the way over the past decade!

In the 2005 NSE, small employers (50-99 employees) were more likely to provide flexibility 
than large employers (1,000 or more employees) in about half of the types of flexibility inves-
tigated. This difference disappeared in the 2008 NSE when the recent recession was in full 
swing. This process had begun to reverse itself in the 2012 NSE and, by the 2014 NSE,2 small 
employers are once again more likely than large employers to:

• allow employees to change starting and quitting times within some range of hours (33% 
small and 20% large employers);

• work some regular paid hours at home occasionally (11% small and 4% large employers);

• have control over when to take breaks (66% small and 52% large em-
ployers);

• return to work gradually after childbirth or adoption (53% small and 37% 
large employers); and 

• take time off during the workday to attend to important family or personal needs without 
loss of pay (52% small and 36% large employers). 

http://www.familiesandwork.org/2005-national-study-of-employers/
http://www.familiesandwork.org/2008-national-study-of-employers/
http://www.familiesandwork.org/2012-national-study-of-employers/
http://www.familiesandwork.org/2014-national-study-of-employers/
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In fact, across 18 different workflex policies measured by the NSE, there is no form of flexibility 
that is more commonly offered by large employers. 

For more small organizations to be providing workflex than their larger counterparts, it requires 
that they approach workflex solutions in different ways, playing to the strengths of their cultures 
and work processes rather than seeking to emulate the methods used by larger companies. For 
example, many smaller businesses invest less in formal work policies and focus on their culture 
to guide their actions and shape how they treat one another and structure their work. This is 
why much of the advice in this Guide is a call to invest in stronger, more productive cultures as 
well as formal policies and procedures in order to stay lean and flexible. 

What is workflex in small organizations?

Conceptually, workplace flexibility or workflex that works for 
both the employer and the employees is the same for 
any number of employees: a dynamic partnership 
between employers and employees that defines 
how, when and where work gets done in ways 
that work for all (employers, employees, fami-
lies, clients and communities). Workflex is not 
merely a benefit, a form of compensation 
or punishment, or a collection of specific 
programs or policies. Unlike these standard 
organizational carrots and sticks, workflex 
is not something an organization does for 
or to employees, but rather is best accom-
plished with employees. The results of this 
process can look very different between indus-
tries and even among specific organizations in 
the same industry. For workflex to be maximally 
effective, it must respond to the unique combina-
tion of products and services, organization strategies, 
federal and local employment laws, and employees pres-
ent at a specific organization or worksite. This means that no two 
organizations are alike, and best practices in one organization may not make sense in another. 
Similarly, specific policies like telework or shift scheduling may or may not work for any specific 
organization or team. Even when two organizations have the same programs, they may bear 
little resemblance to one another when they are enacted, even if they achieve the same great 
results for each. But, as small business leaders, being on the cutting edge and finding your own 
way to make things work is not new and is probably one of the reasons why you are at a small 
business in the first place.

As a small business leader, you have fewer employees to fill in for one another, but you also 
have fewer employees to coordinate. You likely have less formal bureaucracy to realign when 

Though this Guide is written 
to directly address the issues facing 

small businesses, much of the advice will 
also apply to small worksites, departments 

and teams within larger organizations. 
Though these teams may have a number of 

formal policies provided by the organizations in 
which they operate, they will still have to define 

many aspects of how they work together in similar 
ways to small organizations. Therefore, even 
larger organizations, especially those where 

individual teams or departments have a 
great deal of autonomy, may benefit 

from this Guide.
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workflex opportunities present themselves, and employees are probably closer to one another 
and business strategy than at larger organizations. This makes everyone a potential source of 
innovation, not just in your products and services, but also in your work processes and culture. 
You can invite other employees to offer their ideas not just on what they want, but on how it 
can be done. For many small business employees, work is not just a job, but a chance to make 
something great. You can engage that energy and commitment to enhance success for you, 
your staff and clients/customers both on and off the job. 

The methods and examples highlighted in this Guide are not prescriptions for your organiza-
tion. They are inspirations for reinventing your organization’s approach to work in general and 
workflex in specific, so you can encourage the creative solutions and dedication that are al-
ready making your organization great.

How does workflex benefit small organizations?

There are a number of ways in which workflex 
supports organizational effectiveness. From 
reduced absenteeism to lower real estate 
costs, to reduced turnover and increased 
productivity,3 well-implemented workflex 
programs have been shown to provide value 
for organizations in general. Furthermore, 
workflex has additional benefits for smaller 
organizations. Here are a few examples:

• Small organizations that seek to become 
large organizations have to match their 
acquisition of real estate to their growth. 
Flexibility options, like telework, allow 
small organizations more options for 
choosing when to grow their footprint 
without having to limit the growth of their 
organization. 

• Small organizations have fewer people 
who need to be trained or guided through 
change procedures or updated on day-to-
day adjustments. Fewer people generally 
mean less need for formal systems to doc-
ument many aspects of work procedures 
and less bureaucracy to manage those 
procedures. When both the people and 
the system are flexible, it is much easier to 
invent, implement and maintain dynamic 
work processes.

CASE STUDY: 
Architecture Technology Corporation 

(ATCorp)

A software development company with about 
100 primarily male and millennial employees 
sought to reduce turnover. They asked 
employees what they wanted most, and were 
told it was schedule flexibility. The company 
instituted a “40 and 5” structure where 
employees can work any combination of 40 
hours over five days. Due to security clearance 
issues, employees must work onsite and must 
go to the office every day they do not take Paid 
Time Off (PTO), but are not required to work any 
specific days or hours on each day. 

Employees have been ecstatic to have such 
flexibility even after traditional PTO options 
were reduced. Since introducing their flexible 
schedules, employee retention has doubled from 
the local industry average of about two years.

(See Appendix 1 for a copy of ATCorp’s flexibility 
and PTO policies.)

https://www.atcorp.com/
https://www.atcorp.com/
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• Even the best workplace will experience a disruption in staffing (e.g., your most critical 
employee has a health issue, gets a different job or wins the lottery). Workflex systems can 
be used to carry your organization through the disruption more smoothly than if you had to 
figure out on the fly what to do without that employee.

• Small organizations can’t always offer top-notch salaries, benefits and perks to top-notch 
staff. However, today people are choosing jobs based on a variety of characteristics and 
greater flexibility, and influence on their organization can make a small organization a more 
attractive place to work for high-performing employees.

• Small organizations don’t always have the resources to open up new locations wherever a 
business opportunity exists. Remote employees can expand an organization’s reach into new 
areas without having to acquire additional space for a local office.

How can workflex challenge small organizations?

Despite the ways in which workflex can pro-
vide small organizations new opportunities, it 
does not come without some hard questions. 
Some of the challenges to workflex in small 
organizations are not unique to small orga-
nizations and are addressed in other When 
Work Works Workflex Guides (e.g., how to 
manage telework or employees tied to specif-
ic workplaces such as in manufacturing). On 
the other hand, there are a few challenges 
to workflex that are of particular concern for 
small organizations. The following comments 
exemplify how these challenges might be 
mentioned by leaders and managers in your 
organization: 

• We have a small staff, so who will do the 
work when an employee is unavailable?

• That employee has unique and absolutely 
critical skills; we can’t afford for him/her to 
be unavailable.

• Who is going to manage this program? We 
are already all so busy, and we don’t have 
an HR department.

• We don’t have the resources to spare on buying special equipment or paying for temps.

• The founder/president/central leader believes in “all hands on deck,” and there is no one 
with the authority to try anything different.

CASE STUDY:
Dade Moeller

Dade Moeller has four offices (Washington, 
Maryland, Nevada and Tennessee) and 
employees working in 15 different states. 
Allowing employees to work remotely allows 
them to hire the best and the brightest without 
having to pay costly relocation expenses or ask 
employees to leave their communities. Plus, 
the company saves on the overhead expenses 
associated with maintaining offices in multiple 
locations for only a handful of employees. 
To build a sense of community among their 
dispersed employees, the company encourages 
employees within each region to come together 
for year-end and other celebrations, so they 
feel like part of the larger organization. All 
employees are welcome at Dade Moeller’s 
corporate headquarters where they maintain 
turnaround offices for their use.

http://www.whenworkworks.org/be-effective/guides-tools/workflex-guides
http://www.whenworkworks.org/be-effective/guides-tools/telework-guide
http://www.whenworkworks.org/be-effective/guides-tools/manufacturing-guide
https://www.dademoeller.com/
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These comments boil down to three big questions. How can you …

• … leverage a small staff for more flexibility?

• … pursue workflex with limited resources?

• … persuade highly influential leaders to give workflex a chance?

The rest of the Guide provides some tips on how to address these three major considerations 
for small employers working on integrating more workflex into their business strategies.

How can organizations leverage a small staff for more flexibility?

As you know, small businesses succeed not only because they do good work using the right 
policies, but also because they have the right culture to bring out the most in small teams 
of engaged employees. The following workflex inspirations build off that reality and suggest 
changes to both policy and culture to make workflex a reality for your organization.

• Cross-train employees on job tasks. In a lot of small organizations, employees have broad 
responsibilities covering multiple roles that an organization needs to function. So, broad 
skill sets are a norm in small businesses. However, these broad skill sets tend to emerge 
organically in response to problems and often 
result in “indispensable” keystone employees 
whom organizations tend to lean on heavily. 
Keystone employees are both an asset — be-
cause they can do so much — and a liability 
— if they are unavailable for any reason, work 
is hampered or halted. Keystone employees 
can also become overburdened by the num-
ber of responsibilities that accrue to them 
over time, potentially causing burnout that 
results in turnover or bad behavior from key-
stone employees who resent the inequity in 
their roles compared with their peers.

 Instead of unintentionally creating a few key-
stone employees, proactively foster a bunch 
of adaptable employees who are trained in a 
variety of tasks. When one employee begins 
to become the “expert” in a critical task (in 
other words, you or other leaders start feeling like they are “indispensable”), that employee 
should become a trainer. Trainers have a few of their minor tasks temporarily reassigned to 
other employees who can do those tasks well. The expert then uses that freed time to train 
two other people in the critical task. Make sure to readjust the work distribution once the 
training period is over and give the employees who help the trainer find time to teach others 

CASE STUDY:
IHire

An online job site with about 35 employees 
with a results-focused work environment had a 
period where the marketing department was 
short staffed. Rather than outsource the work, 
they involved employees in other departments 
in the marketing process, training and 
developing existing staff to do the work.

The cross-training effort enabled them to fulfill 
organizational goals and gather unique insights 
from employees who would not normally be 
able to participate in marketing efforts. 

http://www.ihire.com/about
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opportunities to learn next. You can also have the newly trained backup employees take 
turns training others until the skill is more broadly known throughout the organization. 

 While this may seem like extra work at first, it will provide employees with leadership and 
mentoring experience and more flexibility (for the employees and the organization) when 
that skill is in high demand. Remember to emphasize the importance of this process when 
an employee benefits from having a backup. It is also worthwhile to frequently mention that 
indispensable employees are a vulnerability — not an asset — so employees don’t resist 
sharing their “trade secrets” with others.

• Emphasize regular and consistent updates on strategy, work progress and client rela-
tions. It would seem that in a small organization communication would be easy. There are 
fewer people, often sitting right next to each other; thus, knowledge about what people are 
doing should just naturally diffuse from one person to the next. Yet, real communication — 
the kind that allows for innovation and collaboration — can’t be assumed to happen organ-
ically. Your staff needs to know more than just what their neighbor is doing. They need to 
know why they are doing those things in order to be able to make suggestions for improve-
ment and to prioritize work tasks. 

 The same goes for workflex. Employees often have a wide range of tasks, and when they 
are unavailable, some of those tasks may not get done. However, not all of those tasks are 
equally important. Some can wait until the employee gets back, while others need to be 
done immediately to keep the business afloat. To be effective, good workflex strategies 
need to integrate both what employees do and why they do it. Take vacations as an exam-
ple. Employees might be able to get some more vacation time or freedom in scheduling 
vacation if you can identify busy and slow seasons and match vacations to those periods. 
When an employee is on vacation, you can determine whether or not to interrupt that va-
cation if you know whether the client calling can wait for an answer. Better yet, if you know 
where the vacationing employee’s files are stored, you can provide the answer without inter-
rupting a great vacation.

 Make sure that briefings on projects happen on a regular basis, not just before someone 
runs out of the office to attend to an emergency. In general, two to four times a month is 
a good rule of thumb. Depending on how often things change in your business, you may 
require updates more or less frequently. 

 When planning workflex — especially workflex that involves multiple days of off-hours (e.g., 
vacation) — make sure employees using workflex answer the following questions for their 
backup people: 
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 There may be other questions that you would add to this list to help staff support one anoth-
er to take full advantage of workflex.

• Position workflex as emergency management and as a return on investment tool. Peo-
ple in large and small organizations can easily get wrapped up in the moment, focusing 
on getting through each small crisis rather than coming up with long-term solutions. For 
small organizations, especially those without long histories, “now” can seem to be the only 
moment that matters. When the culture of an organization becomes too focused on short-
term problems and solutions the all-hands on deck approach seems to be the only one that 
works. Throwing everything you have at every issue means that you have neither the time to 
develop plans for reducing the number of crises you face nor the opportunity for employees 
to recoup their strength between challenges, resulting in more turnover as employees burn-
out. As a small business, you probably don’t have lots of saved resources or other branches 
to call on for help. A sudden shift of fortunes that a larger organization might weather with-
out a ripple can be disastrous for a small organization.  

 Workflex is an opportunity to get ahead of the crises and plan how you will deal with intense 
demands while protecting employees from burnout. For example, organizations with strong 
workflex policies are better able to respond to sudden workforce shortages and disruptions 
to their workplaces (such as a fire or inclement weather) because employees are practiced at 
exchanging responsibilities and working in different places. Workflex can also be an oppor-
tunity to streamline work. When employees answer the questions listed in Figure 1, they 
better understand how much value each task offers the organization. With that knowledge in 
hand, it’s a lot easier to restructure jobs so that employees are providing maximum value for 
their efforts.

 One way to develop a workflex process and make everyone aware of how it will help in 
emergencies is to have a workflex hackathon. Collect a group of employees from across the 
organization to identify all the ways in which their teams or departments could be disrupted.

Figure 1: Questions for Employees – Preventing Emergencies and Keeping Off-hours Free

• What are your most important internal and external relationships, and do you have any 
arrangements with them that are outside of standard procedures?

• What are your core job functions in order of priority, so we can make sure to prioritize things the 
way you would?

• Where do you keep critical files that could be used to answer a question from an internal or 
external client on your behalf?

• What are you afraid might go wrong while you are using workflex, and how can we help make sure 
that it doesn’t happen? 

• What issues are important enough to call you off-hours, and how can you best be reached: phone, 
text or email?
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Figure 2: Questions for Employers – Preventing Work Disruptions

• Who are the keystone employees?

• What are the projects that can’t afford to be disrupted, and are there enough people to keep  
them going?

• What would happen if the power went out in the building for more than 24 hours?

• Who would have time to learn new skills/rules if the industry/legal/technical standards were to shift 
suddenly?

• What work could be dropped for an extended period of time if you can’t get everything done?

 The answers to these questions in Figure 2 are not only good for emergency planning, but 
they are also valuable for increasing the return on investment in employee time. Employees 
often accrue a variety of tasks that are either so low priority that they should be abandoned 
or that desperately need to be redesigned to increase productivity. However, in work cul-
tures where one does not have the opportunity to examine how and why you work, the 
opportunity to drop low value tasks in favor of more high value tasks or redesign work for 
greater productivity is hard to tackle. The questions you ask to plan for emergencies are the 
same questions used to determine what is really worth doing in normal situations. Workflex 
is an opportunity to engage both employers and employees in this process. Employees will 
invest in work redesign because it can get them more free time and help them shed low 
value busy work, and employers get more out of their employees by focusing their efforts on 
high value activities.

How can small organizations pursue workflex with limited resources?

Though people tend to imagine that workflex is a costly endeavor, there is, in actuality, such a 
wide range of workflex options that one can usually find an arrangement that is minimal or no 
cost (e.g., shift and schedule adjustments where the same amount of work is accomplished). In 
addition, research has shown that the benefits of workflex options can outweigh the costs by 
reducing absenteeism, lowering turnover, improving the health of workers and increasing pro-
ductivity.4 The following tips are designed to help you make the most of limited resources when 
designing workflex.

• Collaborate with employees to identify low or no-cost options first. One common mis-
conception people have when employees ask for workflex is that the employee is asking 
for a specific program or policy. Though an employee may build their request around a 
specific option, what they are really saying is that the current way of working is not effective 
for them, and they would like to find a new way to work where they will be more effective. 
The specific policies they mention are merely the best ideas they have had on their own to 
accomplish that goal. 
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 This means that you have the opportunity to collaborate with employees to develop work-
flex options that will enable them to be effective on and off the job at whatever cost you 
feel is reasonable. Work with the employee to understand what they are trying to achieve. 
Some of the traditional systems of flexibility — vacation and sick leave, for example — often 
require that employees ask for more than they really need (e.g., having to take an entire day 
off when an hour would do) because there was no system to ask for less. Employees are like-
ly to do so now, asking for a big program that they have heard about rather than the specific 
fix they need in the moment.

 For example, if an employee just needs to be able to drop a child off at school, creating a 
schedule change may be more reasonable than telework (which might incur costs for pur-
chasing equipment). The employee’s goal is not the expensive workflex option; his or her 
goal is to make his or her life work more smoothly. Ask employees what they are trying to 
accomplish with workflex. You just need to know when, where and how they can and cannot 
get work done effectively. Some sample questions to ask are:

Figure 3: Sample Questions for Employees Requesting Workflex

• What times are you (un)available to work? Does that include any commuting or setup times?

• Where will you be when you are available to work?

• What tasks and stakeholders would be impacted by changes to how, when and where you work? 
What is most critical to them, and is it compatible with your needs?

• Is there anyone that could cover for you? Is there anything you could do for them in return, so 
everyone gets support?

• Can your needs be met by other options such as adjusting your breaks and start or stop times?

 Note that these questions do not focus on sensitive information like family medical condi-
tions, and, thus, they help you avoid making decisions based on whether you feel that the 
employee’s reason is good enough to merit workflex. Develop the workflex solution based 
on making employees effective; then, if appropriate, follow up with inquiries into any per-
sonal matters for which the employee may need additional support or counseling (e.g., re-
ferrals to the EAP). This will help mitigate any potential bias that may emerge from knowing 
those details while developing the workflex plan. 

• Consider costs and benefits broadly. If you find that the minimal cost options are not 
providing your employees with the flexibility they need, you will want to examine how your 
resources are being expended before you refuse a workflex request. Workflex options that 
cost money may actually save you more money than you spend when other costs are consid-
ered in tandem. For example, switching to a telework-friendly system may allow you to save 
money on rent and utilities by reducing your real estate footprint. Recruitment and hiring 
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budgets may be reduced along with turnover if workflex programs make effective people 
more inclined to stay. Consider what the potential costs are to the organization of not pro-
viding workflex along with the benefits and costs of providing workflex. In the end, it’s the 
bottom line — the net cost to the organization — that matters, not the specific costs of 
workflex itself.

 Generating these figures can be difficult for smaller organizations or individual teams that do 
not have extensive HR analytics systems at their disposal. However, there are ways to gener-
ate some of these critical numbers on your own for free. For example, if you think workflex 
is a good solution for turnover, but you don’t have HR staff skilled in those analyses, you can 
use free tools like hrcosting.com/hr/ to calculate important HR related financial figures, like 
the cost of turnover. Alternatively, you can use ballpark estimates provided by research. For 
example, the Society for Human Resource Management’s 2011 Executive Brief estimates 
that in organizations with fewer than 1,000 employees, hiring costs $3,079 per hire. From 
there, it becomes a lot easier to see whether the savings of reduced turnover exceeds the 
costs of workflex. For example, if a laptop costs about $900 and replacing an employee 
costs over $3,000, purchasing a laptop to retain an employee through telework becomes a 
much easier decision. 

• Be proactive and plan ahead. Some workflex options have greater costs when they are 
done as singular reactions to specific situations. For example, purchasing a laptop for a sin-
gle employee to work from home may cost $900, but if, at the same time, you were to buy 
laptops for all the employees likely to telework, you may reduce the cost per laptop signifi-
cantly. This may be a larger upfront cost, but may be worthwhile if you can look for addition-
al ways to leverage the investment. For example, more telework capable employees may 
make it easier to expand your market area since employees can travel to meetings and stay 
up to date on their work more easily.

 Another place to consider workflex over the long-term is your use of space. Successful small 
organizations can become successful larger organizations, adding more people over time. 
This means you will likely outgrow your space, but may find you don’t have the resources to 
afford both a bigger space and the additional employees. Workflex that allows for staggered 
work times or telework may help you manage your staffing and space needs during periods 
of growth without making commitments to larger spaces that may backfire if the business 
shrinks again. Workflex can be used to help you manage costs as the demand for your prod-
ucts and services wax and wane.

How can you convince a leader to give workflex a chance?

While most workflex supporters will find that they will need to spend some time convincing 
leaders of the value of workflex and persuading them to try out new ways of working, small 
businesses add an additional twist to this process. In larger organizations, you have multiple 
ways to get workflex established: different leaders to sponsor your efforts and different teams 
or departments who might pilot a workflex program. In small businesses, you may not have so 
many options. The leadership team is probably also small — possibly even just a single leader/

http://hrcosting.com/hr/
http://www.shrm.org/research/benchmarks/documents/cost-per-hire%20article_final.pdf
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founder — making it a lot harder to pilot small scale efforts to demonstrate that workflex can 
work in your organization if those leaders are reluctant to give workflex a chance.

The following persuasive strategies are designed to help you convince an essential leader to 
give workflex a try without a lot of backup from other leaders. 

• Identify the issues and persuasive strategies that matter most to the specific leader. 
A common mistake that workflex supporters make in their persuasive efforts is to provide 
reasons for workflex that they themselves find compelling or that a generic leader would find 
compelling. For example, a workflex supporter may spend all his or her presentation time 
talking about how much employees need workflex (personally compelling) or how it would 
reduce turnover costs (compelling to a generic leader). After this bid failed, he or she would 
learn that the actual leader who needed to be convinced is focused on growing the sales 
market and doesn’t care about turnover.

 When preparing a presentation or other persuasive effort, you will want to identify the 
strategic goals, metrics (numbers and or stories) and advisors/role models you will need to 
convince your specific leader. 

1. First, work out what strategic objectives are most pressing for him or her right now. Where 
is the business going and what needs to happen for its next endeavors to succeed? What 
does the leader talk about as being high priority? Does workflex support that option or at 
least have no effect? Frame the value of workflex in terms of those most important items. 
You can include other information, but a pile of great but tangential benefits may be less 
effective than giving good exposure to a few highly desired outcomes. 

2. Second, look for the metrics that are most persuasive to your leader. This may be num-
bers (e.g., cost of turnover vs. savings of workflex), stories (e.g., an exit interview from a 
highly respected employee who cites workflex as the reason to leave) or some combina-
tion of the two. For example, employee X (a critical member of the marketing team) left 
because he couldn’t telework; it will cost us over $3,000 to replace him, and it would have 
only cost us $900 to keep him). The key is to offer information that is both emotionally 
and intellectually engaging to your leader. 

3. Third, look for people that the leader sees as role models and advisors, including those 
who are seen as especially rigorous, even skeptical, and, thus, their opinions are especial-
ly valued. Ask their insights about what goals and metrics the leader values and how they 
present information to persuade the leader that workflex will work for the organization 
and the employees. Once you have worked through your approach with these leaders, 
you will be well prepared to present it to the final decision maker. Furthermore, it they 
have become allies with you, your case will be stronger still. 

• Engage your audience. Leaders, especially leaders in small organizations, often like being 
involved. They want to have influence on the way things are done. It’s one of the reasons 
they may have joined or founded the organization. After making a presentation about 
workflex, invite their feedback. Even if it is harsh or if you can’t respond to it immediately, it 
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will help you better calibrate the goals, metrics and advisors you need to tap for your next 
attempt and will show you what the leader questions or doubts. You should respond to feed-
back with questions that shift the leader from thinking about how workflex is flawed to how 
workflex could succeed, like:

■  Given that limitation, is there any way in which you could see this working?

■ If we could patch up those problems, would you be open to giving workflex a try? If not, 
why? What else do you need to feel comfortable?

■ Would you be open to a small, time-limited pilot with clear metrics where we could re-
fine our approach to workflex?

• Remember that leaders have mixed motives and care about things outside the business. 
People have a tendency to imagine organizational decision makers as being driven first and 
foremost by the good of the organization. Therefore, arguments couched in the business 
case should be enough to sway these leaders to change policies and themselves. In reality, 
leaders are humans with all the dreams, anxieties and personal 
motivations that any other human being has. If your leader 
seems consistently opposed to workflex despite a solid, tai-
lored business case, consider the following things:

■ Is there a personal story behind your leader’s 
resistance? Your leader may have had a bad 
experience managing someone who was working 
flexibly and then quit or may have wanted flexibil-
ity himself or herself but managed without it and 
resists efforts to offer others what he or she had to 
forgo. If you have a sense of the personal story behind 
the resistance, you will be better prepared to address 
it. You may not be able to ask about these experiences 
directly, but considering your leader’s past experiences may 
enhance your arguments for workflex.

■ Is there a clear and reliable way for the leader to manage anxiety about perfor-
mance and responsiveness? Some leaders balk at workflex because they have a 
well-developed method of employee management that is based on the use of in-person 
conversations and observations. Others are just so busy that responding to unforeseen 
employee requests can be disruptive to their plans. In both cases, the shift to a new 
and more dynamic management style can make them feel out of control and anxious 
about their own performance as well as that of their team. If a leader is resisting workflex 
because it is anxiety provoking, you can emphasize the ways in which the manager can 
regain control if things go wrong. Short-term pilot programs, pre-planned review dates, 
weekly updates, a clear way to ask for help and a well-identified back-up staff are all ex-
amples of efforts that enhance a leader’s confidence that he/she can smoothly respond 
to a crisis even in the midst of a robust workflex program.

 
An overview of  

the categories of 
flexibility are available  

in a free download:  
The Workflex Primer. 
You can also find it at 
WhenWorkWorks.org.

http://www.whenworkworks.org/be-effective/guides-tools/workflex-primer
http://www.whenworkworks.org/
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■ Does the leader assume that inflexible work tells him/her something about the char-
acter of others or him/herself? For example, is working late every night seen as a sign 
of commitment, ambition and reliability? If so, you will need to showcase examples of 
employees who are very committed, ambitious and productive while working flexibly to 
help create alternative markers of these valued characteristics. Otherwise, the leader may 
continue to assume that inflexible employees are the same as good employees. Remem-
ber to highlight these moments for both the leader and employees. Leaders are unlikely 
to see positive qualities in flexible workers if they can’t see those qualities in themselves 
when they work flexibly. It is possible that a high-level leader who is resistant to workflex 
doesn’t have very many sources of feedback about maintaining good worklife fit for him/
herself. If possible, take the opportunity to provide that upward feedback so the leader 
can identify personal success not just in working hard, but also in living well.

■ Has your argument indicted the past? A mistake that change agents can make is to 
imply that their audience has made mistakes or lived their lives incorrectly. In all likeli-
hood, a leader who resists workflex has been successful while working inflexibly. Efforts 
at persuasion that suggest that they lived their lives incorrectly or that they made mis-
takes may make them defensive and prompt them to resist your arguments not because 
they lack merit, but because to endorse them is to accept negative assumptions about 
themselves. It is important to talk about how workflex can be of value to everyone going 
forward without making leaders feel like they must defend their past personal decisions.

■ Does workflex conflict with other assumptions they have? Though workflex is not a 
women’s problem and men need workflex, too, some leaders may see workflex through 
lenses of gender and other social roles that get in the way of their appreciation of its 
possibilities. It is unlikely that you will be able to change such beliefs easily or quickly, if 
at all. Instead look for ways to reframe your arguments about workflex in new ways that 
are more consistent with the leader’s perspectives. For example, parental leave could be 
framed as an opportunity to put an employee’s home life in order after a birth so they 
can be better focused on work going forward rather than as time to bond with spouse 
and child. If possible, avoid arguments that require a leader to change his or her social 
and cultural expectations before workflex gets into place. It will be much easier to make 
that case once workflex is working at your organization, and you can use its success as an 
example that the world of work is continuously changing.

Conclusion
Clearly, the belief that workflex is not possible in smaller organizations underestimates the ca-
pability of small organizations to reinvent how, when and where they work. Though small orga-
nizations may have fewer formal workflex policies — and those policies may look different than 
what their larger counterparts have — those unique efforts are the key to their success despite 
the limitations of small workforces and fewer financial resources. 

How will you reinvent work to make the most of your staff’s talents while helping them thrive on 
and off the job? When you do, the organization and the employees benefit!
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Appendix 1: ATCorp’s Flexibility and PTO Policies

Extended Leave Bank (ELB)

Architecture Technology Corporation (ATCorp) provides paid Extended Leave Bank (ELB) 
benefits to all eligible full-time employees for periods of temporary absence due to illnesses or 
emergency absence. ELB is designed to assist an employee with extended leaves. Extended 
leaves refer to Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA), Short Term Disability (STD) bridge, Bereave-
ment, Maternity Leave, Serious Health Condition and Military Duty. In many instances, ELB may 
be used concurrently with FMLA.

Every December 31, employees may roll unused banked Paid Time Off (PTO) hours in excess 
of 120 hours (15 days) into their ELB. Employees may bank up to 240 hours (30 days) of PTO in 
their ELB. Once the ELB reaches the maximum of 240 hours, employees are no longer able to 
add to their ELB.

Each new employee will receive a one-time deposit of 40 hours (five days) in their initial  
ELB bank.

ELB pay is calculated based on the base pay rate at the time of absence and will not include 
any special forms of compensation, such as incentives, commissions, bonuses and overtime or 
shift differentials.

Employees are not allowed to borrow or have a negative ELB balance. It is the employee’s re-
sponsibility to ensure that they have enough time available to them prior to taking ELB.

To take ELB, employees must fill out the ELB time off request form. ELB time off must be ap-
proved by the employee’s Supervisor, Human Resources and the President of the company. If 
an employee chooses to take time off prior to ELB approval, the employee will be expected to 
use PTO to cover those days. ELB will only be paid once it is approved.

At the end of the year on or around December 15th, each employee will be given a PTO / ELB 
designation form. Employees who are eligible to roll hours into their ELB must complete the 
form and return it to Human Resources no later than the last business day of the year, De-
cember 31st or the closest business day. Specific due date will also appear on the PTO / ELB 
designation form.  

Employees who choose not to complete the PTO / ELB designation form (by no later than the 
last business day of the year, December 31st or the closest business day, and who are eligible 
to apply hours to ELB) will forfeit the ability to rollover ELB hours and will lose any PTO that is 
not eligible to rollover.

Interns are not eligible for ELB. Interns who are offered full-time employment immediately after 
the completion of an internship will immediately receive their deposit of ELB hours. 

Upon termination of employment, employees will not be paid for any banked or unused  
ELB hours.
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Paid Time Off – Earned

3.1c Full-Time Employees PTO

Employees in their first year of service will earn PTO at the rate of eight hours (one day) per 
month for each month worked, up to a maximum of 96 hours (12 days). Military leave has no 
effect on this calculation.

Paid Time Off (PTO) accrual schedule for a full-time Employee:

Years of Eligible Service PTO earned per pay period Maximum PTO hours 
earned per year

<1 year of service 8 hours (1 day) per pay period 96 hours

1 – 3 years of service 12 hours (1.5 days) per pay 
period

144 hours

4 – 6 years of service 14 hours (1.75days) per pay 
period

168 hours

7 – 15 years of service 16 hours (2.0 days) per pay 
period

192 hours

16 - 16+ years of service 18 hours (2.25 days) per pay 
period

216 hours

3.2a Family Medical Leave Act

Employees who take FMLA are expected to exhaust all of their ELB before using their PTO. Af-
ter ELB is exhausted, Employees on FMLA may use any PTO they have available prior to taking 
Time Without Pay (TWP). FMLA may not exceed 12 weeks in a 12-month period, even when 
using PTO and ELB. Use of ELB for FMLA may not exceed the employee’s available ELB hours. 
While on ELB employees are not eligible for holiday pay.

3.2b Short Term Disability (STD)

ELB may be used for bridging the gap between leave and STD eligibility. ELB cannot be used 
in lieu of STD benefits. ELB may be used only for the elimination period resulting in STD leave 
of absence. Use of ELB for STD may not exceed the employee’s available ELB hours.

Employees who have depleted their ELB are not required to use PTO to cover the Short Term 
Disability elimination period. Employees may take TWP during the elimination period only if they 
do not have enough hours in their ELB. While on ELB employees are not eligible for holiday pay.

3.2c Bereavement

An employee may, with their Supervisor’s approval, use available ELB hours for additional time 
after the death of a spouse, domestic partner, parent or child if the employee needs more time 
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after using the bereavement days granted by ATCorp. Use of ELB for bereavement may not 
exceed the employee’s available ELB hours.

TWP may be granted if an employee has no available hours in their ELB and wishes to take ad-
ditional time off after exhausting Bereavement pay. TWP may not exceed 40 consecutive hours. 
While on ELB employees are not eligible for holiday pay.

3.2d Maternity Leave

Eligible employees are able to take up to a maximum of 12 weeks of Family and Medical Leave 
(FMLA) in a 12 month period. In the case of the birth of a new child, employees may use their 
ELB after their STD is exhausted to supplement their income for up to a maximum of six more 
weeks. This leave will run concurrent with Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA).

In the case of the non-birth parent, eligible employees are also able to take up to a maximum 
of 12 weeks of FMLA for family obligations relating directly to childbirth, adoption or place-
ment of a foster child. Non-birth parents may use available ELB and PTO to supplement their 
income during the approved leave. Once ELB and PTO are exhausted, the remainder of the 
FMLA will be TWP. While on ELB, employees are not eligible for holiday pay.

3.2e Serious Health Condition

A serious health condition means an illness, injury, impairment, or physical or mental condition 
that involves inpatient care in a hospital, hospice, a residential medical care facility or con-
tinuing treatment by a health care provider. Generally, a chronic or long-term health condition 
resulting in a period of three consecutive days of incapacity with the first visit to the health care 
provider within seven days of the onset of the incapacity and/or a second visit within 30 days of 
the incapacity would be considered a serious health condition.

ATCorp provides leave to eligible employees who wish to fulfill family obligations relating di-
rectly to care for a child, spouse or parent with a serious health condition or the serious health 
condition of the employee. The employee may use PTO only after exhausting ELB.

This type of leave will generally run concurrently with FMLA. Please see the FMLA policy, Sec-
tion 6.2 for additional information.

Use of ELB for a serious health condition may not exceed the employee’s available ELB hours. 
While on ELB employees are not eligible for holiday pay.

3.2f Military Duty

Employees who are activated for military duty for periods of time that are less than two weeks 
may use their ELB to help supplement their leave without exhausting PTO. Use of ELB for this 
may not exceed the employee’s available ELB hours. While on ELB, employees are not eligible 

for holiday pay.
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Best-Practices Searchable Tool: 
Winners of the WWW Award are 
included in this national database 
where employees can look for 
the best employers. This tool also 
includes promising and innovative 
practices on what winning employers 
in your industry or region are doing. 
Go to: WhenWorkWorks.org/ 
search-recipients.

Visit WhenWorkWorks.org and email us at  
WhenWorkWorks@FamiliesAndWork.org 

to join our email list.

Follow us on Twitter @WhenWorkWorks,  
@FWINews, and @SHRMPress

You Can                                                by 
Creating an Effective and Flexible Workplace!

Simply check out the free resources from When Work Works (WWW). This national initiative promotes workplace 
strategies that enable people to do their best work.

The When Work Works Award is a prestigious worksite specific award which recogniz-
es model U.S. employers of all types and sizes for their effective and flexible workplace 
practices. All applicants receive a free, customized benchmarking report comparing their 
workplace practices to a nationally representative sample of U.S. employers and to the 
Award winners. Winning sites receive local and national recognition as top employers. 
There is no fee to apply. For details, go to: WhenWorkWorks.org/about-the-award.

Effective Workplace Model: 
Share this model within your 
organization so everyone—from 
hourly employees to executives—
can keep these six components in 
mind if they want to create a win-win 
for employees and the bottom line. 
Go to: WhenWorkWorks.org/be-
effective/guides-tools/what-is-an-
effective-workplace.

Workflex Guides: This series is your 
go-to-resource on how worklife-fit and 
flexible work are possible. Workflex 
and Telework Guide helps employers 
and HR professionals consider when 
telework works for their organization 
and employees. Workflex and 
Manufacturing Guide includes real 
examples straight from factory 
floors. Go to: WhenWorkWorks.org/
be-effective/guides-tools/workflex-
guides.

Backed by the research of Families and Work Institute and the reach of the Society for Human Resource Management, and along with 
Community Partners, When Work Works helps employers reimagine their workplaces and build competitive advantages for their businesses.

http://www.whenworkworks.org/search-recipients
http://www.whenworkworks.org/search-recipients
http://www.whenworkworks.org/
mailto:WhenWorkWorks%40FamiliesAndWork.org?subject=
https://twitter.com/whenworkworks
https://twitter.com/fwinews
https://twitter.com/SHRMPress
http://www.whenworkworks.org/downloads/EffectiveWorkplace-1pager.pdf
http://www.whenworkworks.org/about-the-award
http://www.whenworkworks.org/be-effective/guides-tools/what-is-an-effective-workplace
http://www.whenworkworks.org/be-effective/guides-tools/what-is-an-effective-workplace
http://www.whenworkworks.org/be-effective/guides-tools/what-is-an-effective-workplace
http://www.whenworkworks.org/be-effective/guides-tools/telework-guide
http://www.whenworkworks.org/be-effective/guides-tools/telework-guide
http://www.whenworkworks.org/be-effective/guides-tools/manufacturing-guide
http://www.whenworkworks.org/be-effective/guides-tools/manufacturing-guide
http://www.whenworkworks.org/be-effective/guides-tools/workflex-guides
http://www.whenworkworks.org/be-effective/guides-tools/workflex-guides
http://www.whenworkworks.org/be-effective/guides-tools/workflex-guides
http://www.familiesandwork.org/
http://www.shrm.org/pages/default.aspx
http://www.whenworkworks.org/community-partners
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Families and Work Institute (FWI) is a nonprofit research-to-action institute dedicated to pro-
viding research for living in today’s changing workplace, changing family and changing commu-
nity. Since the Institute was founded in 1989, our work has addressed issues in three major ar-
eas: the workforce/workplace, youth and early childhood. Families and Work Institute’s research 
takes on emerging issues before they crest and includes some of the most comprehensive 
research on the U.S. workforce available. The Institute’s work has helped change the language 
of debates to move the discussion forward toward more effective and data-driven solutions and 
to result in action. In addition, because the Institute conducts some of the only research studies 
of their kind, our studies are quoted in the media more than once a day and are regularly cited 
by decision makers in business, government and the public. Visit FamiliesAndWork.org, follow 
us on Linkedin.com/company/families-and-work-institute, like us on Facebook.com/FWINews 
and follow us on Twitter.com/FWINews.

Founded in 1948, the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) is the world’s larg-
est HR membership organization devoted to human resource management. Representing more 
than 275,000 members in over 160 countries, the Society is the leading provider of resources 
to serve the needs of HR professionals and advance the professional practice of human re-
source management. SHRM has more than 575 affiliated chapters within the United States and 
subsidiary offices in China, India and United Arab Emirates. Visit SHRM at shrm.org and follow 
us on Twitter.com/SHRMPress.

When Work Works (WWW), a project of Families and Work Institute and the Society for Human 
Resource Management, is a nationwide initiative to bring research on workplace effectiveness 
and flexibility into community and business practice. Since its inception in 2005, When Work 
Works has partnered with an ever-expanding cohort of communities from around the country to:

• share rigorous research and employer best practices on workplace effectiveness and flexibility;

• recognize exemplary employers through the When Work Works Award; and

• inspire positive change so that increasing numbers of employers understand how effective and 
flexible workplaces can benefit both business and employees. 

Visit WhenWorkWorks.org and join the workflex conversation by following us on Twitter:  
@WhenWorkWorks, @FWINews and @SHRMPress.

http://www.familiesandwork.org/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/families-and-work-institute
https://www.facebook.com/FWINews
https://twitter.com/FWINews
http://www.shrm.org/pages/default.aspx
https://twitter.com/SHRMPress
http://www.whenworkworks.org/
https://twitter.com/whenworkworks
https://twitter.com/fwinews
https://twitter.com/SHRMPress
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Endnotes
1  FWI and SHRM define “workflex” as workplace flexibility that works both for the employer and for 
the employees. Work-life fit, as we define it, includes access to flexibility as well as support from the 
supervisor, coworkers and the organization in using it. Finally, we see work-life fit as one critical aspect 
of an Effective Workplace where employees also have opportunities for learning, autonomy, supervisor 
support for work success, a culture of trust, and satisfaction with earnings, benefits and opportunities for 
advancement.

2  Copies of all the National Study of Employer reports are available for free download at 
Whenworkworks.org

3  The Council of Economic Advisers. (2014). Work-life Balance and the Economics of Workplace 
Flexibility: https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/docs/updated_workplace_flex_
report_final_0.pdf 

4  Ibid.

https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/docs/updated_workplace_flex_report_final_0.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/docs/updated_workplace_flex_report_final_0.pdf
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