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Flexible working has generally received a 
good press ever since it was introduced. 
It appeared to be a win-win 
arrangement: employers retain key 
people who would otherwise change 
jobs, while employees enjoy conditions 
that are easier to manage plus a better 
lifestyle. 

But you can't get something for nothing 
in this world. And a recent American 
study has revealed some unfavourable 
aspects to flexible working, which social 
commentators have preferred to ignore. 

The first and most obvious issue is 
relative status in the pecking order. Let's 
say you've decided to allow some of your 
people to tele-work from home. 
Immediately you've created a two-tier 
system, with the full-time attendees 
liable to feel resentful that they have to 
work standard office hours and 
conditions.  

One of my clients was a brilliant young 
software developer who was allowed to 
work from home for the first time. After 
collecting his work-brief, he would 
jokingly wave good-bye, in a spirit of 
"Keep up the good work. You're doing an 
excellent job in the office".  

He did not mean this in a malicious 
spirit. He just didn't realise the effect of 
this unintended piece of arrogance on 
the feelings of those in the office. 

Yet strictly this was not a serious case, 
because he was one of only two people 
in a department of about 30 to be given 
the privilege. So although there might be 
grumbles, the department as a whole 
continued to operate much as before. 

Pronounced 

It is when you start granting the 
privilege on a wider basis - perhaps to a 
whole group - that the discontent can 
start to become more pronounced. Their 
workload can be affected in all manner of
little ways, and the flexibility granted to 
one group can result in greater 
inflexibility for the rest.  

For example, you may have got used to 
taking your turn as Fire Officer for the 
week. Then suddenly half the 
department is working from home, and 
can no longer do their usual stint as Fire 
Officer, so your turn comes round twice 
as often.  

It is easy to see how this effect can 
spiral, and you suddenly have to manage 
a team that can feel uneasy and 

  RSS FEED

Get Business as a news feed 

YOUR MONEY 

Latest Forex rates 
LATEST STORIES FROM BUSINESS  

BUSINESS
Mercedes-Benz 
launches new 
generation cars 

BUSINESS
Oman plans makeover 
of ancient forts and 
caves 

AUTOMOBILES 

GM unveils 2010 Camaro
AVIATION 

Etihad flights to Almaty in 
Kazakhstan start in December

BANKING AND FINANCE 

Emirates NBD profit soars 45%

AUB net profit touches $211.7 
million in midway 2008

UNB earnings soar 41% to 
Dh764.6m

Emirates NBD plans Saudi 
operations

Noor in venture to open Islamic 
bank in Maldives

Darling hints at 'profound' effects 
of global credit crisis

Sukuk issuance in Gulf rises 17% 
to $17b

COMMENT AND ANALYSIS 

IT industry holds much potential 
for future growth

Winners of oil prices aren't only 
international majors

Going through a transformation

Chinese banks could see shrinking 
profits in coming days

COMMODITIES 

Apple posts $7.46 billion third-
quarter revenues

Costly food and fuel drive Italy's 
consumer morale to 15-year low

Vietnam to tax rice and fertiliser 
exports

CONSTRUCTION 

Housing quality in Dubai has a 
'long way to go'

DEVELOPMENT 

Mubadala forms $8b GE venture 

IFA launches $2oom project in 
Thailand

Lifestyle City raises budget to 
Dh4b

Depa venture wins Singapore 
contract

Work begins on tallest building in 
Jordan

ECONOMY 

Inflation in Kuwait accelerates to 
11.4%

GENERAL 

e-governance gains ground in Abu 
Dhabi

Russian firm wins $418m Dolphin 
deal

HOTEL & TOURISM 

RADIO 1

Listen now 
RADIO 2

Listen now
» Streaming FAQs 
» Radio schedules

SPECIAL COVERAGE

Olympics 2008

THE NATION

THE GULF

THE REGION

THE WORLD

BUSINESS

SPORT

TECHNOLOGY

IN DEPTH

GALLERIES

YOUR PICTURES

VIDEO

FEATURES

TABLOID

FRIDAY

E+

EXPLORE

UNWIND

NOTES

SPORT EXTRA

ASK THE LAW

RESIDENTS GUIDE

ABOUT THE UAE

YOUR SAY

LETTERS

POLLS

EMAIL US

OPINION

EDITORIALS

COLUMNS

WEEKEND REVIEW

GN FOCUS

ABOUT GULF NEWS

SEARCH

PAST EDITIONS

FRONT PAGE PDF

EPAPER

MOBILE EDITION

SUBSCRIPTIONS

GN REWARDS

RSS FEEDS

JOBS AT GN

Page 1 of 2Gulfnews: Drawbacks to flexible working

23/07/2008http://archive.gulfnews.com/articles/08/06/24/10223274.html



resentful.  

There is no doubt that this two-tier 
system can threaten the feeling of 
common purpose that a department of 
full-timers naturally enjoys, as a matter 
of course. 

There is also the important matter of 
knowledge-sharing - something else that 
full-timers often perform without 
realising it.  

About half of what you learn is picked up 
by chance in the form of casual dialogue 
at work. And it is just unfortunate that 
flexible working - whether in the form of 
tele-working or the tempting option of 
hot-desking (working from a different 
desk each session) - threatens the 
cohesion of groups in ways that were not 
envisaged when these working arra-
ngements were devised. 

Key points: Discord in office 

Flexibility for a few individuals may 
cause problems for the rest of the 
team  
Disadvantages feelings can cause 
good employees to move  
Flexible working may threaten the 
cohesion of the office community  

The writer is a BBC broadcaster and 
motivational speaker with more than 20 
years' experience as CEO of Carole 
Spiers' Group, an international stress 
consultancy based in London. 
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