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Foreword
Welcome to this Good Practice Guide for employers of women in Science, Engineering and
Technology.  This guide has been produced by the UK Resource Centre for Women in SET.

Part of the Centre’s remit is to identify good practices which are already helping to support
women in the most advanced organisations and summarising these in a series of Good
Practice Guides.  This Guide, the second in a series of ten, is however a little unusual.  Its
subject - Work-Life Balance - is a frequently discussed, and well documented issue which
is of great relevance to all employers, including those of women in SET.   

There is a huge amount of information in the form of guides and websites about this
subject, but this document is unique in that it brings the references to all these materials
together, signposting them, and linking them to issues directly relevant to the SET sector.  It
will provide employers with an excellent basis from which to set up, maintain or create
innovative new departures to existing work-life balance schemes, and there are references
to the many excellent (SET) case studies that are available in this area.  

Employers who take up the best practice ideas discussed in this document are likely to find
improvements in a range of areas including the recruitment and retention of employees,
increased staff productivity, improved customer and shareholder satisfaction, a more
motivated, satisfied and equitable workforce, and reduced absenteeism to name but a few.  

By 2014 the UK will have increased its spending on R&D by one quarter, requiring a more
skilled, flexible and professional workforce than ever before.  Recruiting and retaining
women in SET employment is crucial to achieving these targets, and serious commitment
to work-life balance policies by employers will be key to achieving this. 

Work-life balance schemes allow all employees to better manage their work and home
responsibilities, and to get the best out of any teams they manage for the business and the
individuals concerned.  They are likely to be more committed to, and flexible towards the
needs of the business and feel valued for themselves and their work.  

This Guide explains what is good practice in Work-Life Balance for employers of women in
SET, answers many of the frequently asked questions, and by reference to practical case
studies, demonstrates what some employers have already achieved in this arena.

Rt Hon Jacqui Smith MP 
Minister of State for Industry and the Regions and Deputy Minister for
Women and Equality
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What is work-life balance?
Work-life balance is about all of us having some degree of control over when, where and how we
combine work with our personal lives.  A good balance is achieved when we enjoy a fulfilled life both
inside and outside of paid work and our working arrangements are respected and accepted by
everyone around us.  

For work-life balance to work, it requires flexibility, co-operation and understanding from all parties
and, when it is done successfully, individuals, businesses and society all benefit equally.

What are the particular issues in SET?
“Balancing home and work lives is an important factor in retaining women in the SET related
workforce and improving life for men as well as women. A baseline study1 of 7,500 employees in the
UK found that large numbers of women drop out of SET from a combination of inflexibility in working
practices and an inherently masculine culture where professional women are alone amongst male
colleagues. It has also shown that there is particularly low take up of work-life balance or flexible
working practices in the engineering sector.” (www.set4women.gov.uk).

For employers:
The fast pace of development and change in SET means that employers are constantly striving for
new skills, innovation and creativity from their workforce.  The costs associated with training people at
all levels in SET is extremely high, so it is crucial for employers to retain as many trained and qualified
people as possible in order to get a return on their investment.

Despite the fact that growing numbers of women are undertaking study in SET, employers are losing
increasing numbers of graduates and qualified people through the ‘leaky pipeline’ to other sectors,
such as finance, where their analytical skills are highly valued.  This has an even more significant effect
for women as there are fewer female entrants to start with.

1
Work-Life Balance 2000 Baseline Survey, Department for Education and Employment

1

Women with SET degrees and children are less likely to be
employed than women with children and other degrees.

(DTI ‘Maximising Returns to SET Careers’)

“British employees would rather work
more sensible hours than win the lottery”

(DTI Work-life Balance Campaign)
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The absence of women’s contributions in product innovation, policy and decision making results in
companies missing out on markets and research that they may otherwise be able to tap into.  This
leads to frustration for both employer and employee as neither is getting maximum benefit from
women’s skills, experience and commitment.  This gender imbalance also has wider implications
through its negative impact on the country’s competitive economic position.  Britain’s ten-year
science strategy intends to raise the level of R&D spending from 1.9% to 2.5% by 2014, for this it
needs well trained, professional scientists, engineers and technologists to drawn on.

For employees:
Evidence shows that it is more difficult for women to remain within SET or to return after a career
break due to factors such as gender stereotyping, masculine workplace cultures and juggling family
responsibilities with a career.  Approval and implementation of flexible working practices is usually
down to local managers and male managers are often unsympathetic / unaware of the issues that
women face.  

Employment in SET, on the one hand, can involve very rigid work structures, such as fixed working
hours and not being open to consideration of other work practices – for example in production or
in testing laboratories.   On the other hand other roles often require international working and long
working hours.  This high level of flexibility expected of the employee is often not balanced in the
flexibility offered by employers.  This has a more significant negative impact on women as it makes
it more difficult to adopt flexible working practices, such as job-sharing or part-time working.
Whilst of course some men do work part-time, the vast majority of part-time workers are women,
so job-sharing is often not a viable option in SET as there are limited numbers of female colleagues
to share with.  

The primary reason for a woman taking a career break is to have children, which means that she is
likely to be out of the labour market completely for a significant period.  Men, on the other hand,
are more likely to take a career break in order to pursue other interests and so are more likely to
have retained at least some of their skills.  On returning from career breaks, most SET employees
will need to be re-skilled to some degree, some of which can be done at work but much of which
needs to be undertaken in the employee’s spare time, again making this more difficult for women
with caring responsibilities.  One reason why many women do not return to SET employment is
that career breaks can offer them the opportunity to reassess their skills and discover they can be
used in other sectors more flexibly.  

“Young women now grow up expecting
and experiencing equality in education

and the workforce. They face a real
shock when they realise that this comes

to an end with motherhood. They are
then presented with a choice of falling
behind men of equal or lesser ability if

they suspend their careers for some
years, or work part-time; of seeing too
little of their children; or of remaining

childless.”
(www.theworkfoundation.com)



Your Questions Answered

THE BUSINESS CASE

Why should I bother?
There are many business benefits of introducing work-life balance practices, these include:
• Increased staff productivity
• Improved recruitment and retention
• Lower rates of absenteeism
• Reduced overheads
• Improved customer and shareholder satisfaction
• A more motivated, satisfied and equitable workforce

For more information on putting together the business case visit:
� The Department of Trade and Industry:

http://www.dti.gov.uk/bestpractice/assets/flexible.pdf 
� People management:  www.peoplemanagement.co.uk/pm/subjects/work-life%20balance/ 
� Working Families: www.workingfamilies.org.uk 
� Employers for Work-life balance: www.employersforwork-lifebalance.org.uk 

What are the business benefits? 
Research has consistently shown that employers who offer more choice in working arrangements
attract a wider pool of employees applying for jobs.  Many employers are not aware that it can
cost an average of £4,300 to recruit and train a new employee.  Work-life balance practices have
been found to improve certain aspects of work, helped to retain female employees and lowered
labour turnover.

For example, BT reported a drop in their absenteeism rate down to 3.1% compared to a UK
average of 8.5%.  Unilever also report that over 90% of employees now return from maternity leave
since introducing their enhanced maternity benefits.

Read about more business benefits from a wide range of employers at:
� http://www.employersforwork-lifebalance.org.uk 
� http://www.dti.gov.uk/bestpractice/assets/worklife.pdf 
� http://www.workingfamilies.org.uk 

“Establishments that implemented the most work-life balance practices found
more advantages in these, in particular, they reported happier staff.  

Amongst SMEs, large proportions identified positive outcomes, such as better
work relations or improved staff motivation.” (DfES)

3
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CASE STUDY: BT

Business Benefits:
• More talented workforce: surveys show that people want to work for

companies with a sound work-life balance ethos, so BT can draw from a wide
talent pool.

• Flexible work options, welfare to work initiatives and new technologies (such
as ‘typetalk’) attract people traditionally under-represented in the UK
workforce, such as disabled people and carers.

• More flexible and responsive workforce.

• Improved retention: natural attrition is now only 3% of the workforce.

• Reduced recruitment and training costs.

• Reduced absenteeism.

• Increased productivity.

• Happier customers.

• Reduced overheads.

• Other cost savings include the sale of newly rationalised property portfolio
on lease-back, releasing £2.38bn into the business.

“Since introducing flexible working practices, absentee
levels have dropped by 10% overall, and

stress-related absences by 15%.”
(BAE Systems Avionics)

“In big organisations, it’s the size, it takes time to bring
about change… the only way is to mainstream the changes
and frame them in such a way that people feel included”

Ford (UK)
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GETTING STARTED

I don’t yet have a Work-Life Balance Policy – where do I start?

In the workforce today business and industry HR managers have to be 
clear on new legislation.  The challenges they face are:

• Understanding the new ways of working  - what are the benefits 
and negatives?

• Finding solutions to the negatives when they arise in order to 
maximise the benefits

• Managing the new ways of working effectively

More information on legislation and getting started can be found at:

� Employment Relations Act 1999:
http://www.hmso.gov.uk/acts/acts1999/19990026.htm  

� Flexibility: http://www.flexibility.co.uk/

� ‘Getting it Right’ - a guide to improving work/life balance in your
business: 
http://www.nspcc.org.uk/inform/downloads/gettingitright.pdf

� Free work-life development packs are available from:

�http://www.workingfamilies.org.uk/asp/employer_zone/e_volsec_wldevpack.asp

� Finding the Balance (employers organisation for Local Government) gives examples of different 
strategies, provides advice and gives guidance.  It also has case studies from organisations, which 
have developed their own strategies: http://www.lg-employers.gov.uk/od/flexible/index.html 

What do I need to consider when developing a Policy / Procedure?

The important thing to keep in mind is to identify the most common forms of flexible working and
see how you could apply these.  You should also be aware of different issues, as every employee’s
needs and requirements will be different.  A good way of doing this would be to talk to other
managers or put together a focus group to establish understanding of the issues at all levels across
the company.

The short guides listed below are a good starting point when considering how to develop your work-
life balance policy:

� Work-life Balance the Business Case (DTI) has examples of how other organisations have set up 
their policies: http://www.dti.gov.uk/work-lifebalance/docs/business_case.doc 

� Changing Times (TUC) gives an overview of work-life balance and has a good range of 
publications: http://www.tuc.org.uk/work_life/index.cfm 

� Business Link has some useful guidance, an interactive tool and advice on funding available for 
starting up flexible working: http://www.businesslink.gov.uk  

� Investors in People also has a useful model to follow: 
http://www.investorsinpeople.org.uk/IIP/Internet/Models/Hidden/WorkLifeBalance/default.htm 

“In the last year, nearly
one million parents have

asked for a change in
their working hours.

That’s one quarter of all
parents with children
under 6.  Eight out of
ten of those requests
have been granted by
employers large and

small and another one in
ten were partly accepted

or a compromise
reached”

Rt. Hon. Patricia Hewitt
(5.4.04)
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What are the different options available?
There is a wide range of different flexible working practices you can use, the most common being:

• Part time working – flexible hours

• Job share – you and a colleague share a part time job

• Glide time – you start work between 8 and 10am and leave between 4 and 6pm

• Time Off In Lieu (TOIL) – paid time off to compensate for extra hours worked

• Additional holiday purchases – you can ‘buy’ up to 35 extra days holiday

• Unpaid leave – for seven days to three months

• Career break – if you have at least three years service

• Home/Tele working – work from home everyday or just sometimes

• Annualised hours - the number of hours worked on an annual basis is tailored to meet service
demands, also taking seasonal factors into consideration such as longer working days in summer
and shorter working days in winter.

For further information try:
� The Victorian Dept of Education and training for the flexible work manager’s guide
� http://www.eduweb.vic.gov.au/hrweb/diversity/balance.htm
� For a full comprehensive guide to implementing work/life balance try the manager‘s guide at: 

http://www.diversity-whatworks.gov.uk/documents/managers_guide.rtf
� The DTI ‘Essential Guide to Work/Life Balance’: http://www.dti.gov.uk/work-lifebalance
� Working Families has some useful information and individual factsheets on different aspects of 

flexible working: http://www.workingfamilies.org.uk 

CASE STUDY: The Patchwork Traditional Food Company

The self-directed work team structure allows every employee to have an input into how
the working environment is organised and, if the day's production is completed before the
end of the day, then the team goes home. The team collectively decided to work from 7am
(6am on Fridays) to 3pm (2pm) to give them a more balanced home life. Part-time
working, flexitime, home working, compressed working weeks and annualised hours are
all available. Unpaid enhanced maternity leave, holiday and study leave are on offer, as
are paid emergency and compassionate leave. An external counselling service, subsidised
alternative health care and private health are available to all employees.

“People don’t stop thinking just because they’re not in the office”  (Anon)

55% of women said they would prefer greater flexibility in their
working arrangements on return to work, rather than a longer

period of maternity leave (DfES)



WORK-LIFE BALANCE AND THE LAW

Is it illegal to refuse an application for flexible working?
Many employers accept requests from across the workforce, however only employees who have
children under 6 or disabled children under 18 and have been continuously employed for 26 weeks
have a legal right to request flexible working.  The law restricts an employee to making one request a
year.

For further information contact:
� DTI ‘New Laws for Working Parents’: http://www.dti.gov.uk/er/individual/workparents_mon.htm
� Advisory Consultation and Arbitration Service (ACAS) www.acas.org.uk
� Employers for work-life balance http://www.employersforwork-lifebalance.org.uk/
� Unison http://www.unison.org.uk/worklifebalance/thingstoknow.asp
� TUC: http://www.worksmart.org.uk/index.php 
� Tailored Interactive Guidance on Employment Rights: http://www.tiger.org.uk 

Are employees’ rights going too far?
Since the recent changes in employment law there has been an ongoing debate about whether this is
a step too far and the impact it will have, particularly on SMEs.   The following sources all provide
valuable information on employees’ rights and how, as an employer, you can deal with flexible
working requests:

� The Equal Opportunities Commission has published their response to UK Employment Regulations
and an overview of all aspects of employment law: http://www.eoc.org.uk

� The Disclaw Publishing website also has a database in the employers section were you can look-
up thousands of British law topics: http://www.emplaw.co.uk/

� DTI: ‘Flexible Working – The Right to Request and The Duty to Consider’ 
http://www.dti.gov.uk/er/individual/flexwork-pl520.pdf  

� In addition to general information, there is a section specifically aimed towards SMEs at: 
http://www.workingfamilies.org.uk 

Many employees not currently using flexible working time
arrangements would like to do so. (DfES)

“19.25% of women respondents see their own management
attitude/policy/tradition/obstinacy as the main barrier to organising

their job on a more flexible basis”
(‘Raising the Ratio: the surveying profession as a career’, RICS, 2003)
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Is work-life balance just for women?
No.  Men and women are both caught in a vicious circle due to inflexible working arrangements,
although it often has a more significant effect on women as their salaries tend to be lower.  Recent
surveys show that more men than ever before want flexible working arrangements in order to pursue
other interests and spend more time with their families.  The present situation of women being the
most likely primary carer will change as more fathers start sharing the caring load.  In order to do this,
more fathers are requesting flexible working and are being honest about why they want it.

� ‘Dad’s Army – The Case for Father-Friendly Workplaces’ investigates this further.  It can be 
downloaded from:  http://www.theworkfoundation.com/pdf/5110000046.pdf  

� ‘Daddy’s Home – a life planner for fathers’ is a practical guide for men who want to change their 
work and home balance.  It can be ordered from: http://www.workingfamilies.org.uk 

So is it just for parents or those with caring
responsibilities?
No.  Although only employees with children have a legal right to request flexible working, many
employers now offer flexible working arrangements across the workforce as people have more and
more interests and responsibilities outside of work.  

“68% of men indicated that childcare responsibilities had some impact on
their working lives”

(‘Raising the Ratio: the surveying profession as a career’, RICS, 2003)

8

“Most women have two jobs – one at work
and another at home”

(Anon)
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CASE STUDY: Happy Computers Ltd

Happy Computers are most proud of the flexible options they offer to all
their parent employees, regardless of the age of their children. One
employee bought 24 additional days annual leave which was deducted from
her salary at two days per month, so she could spend all school holidays with
her children. Two trainers arrive after they have met their childcare needs.
One father works a seven-day fortnight so he can share childcare with his
wife. A maternity returner works a three-day week for the moment, choosing
her days and hours. Another father works a compressed (four-day) full-time
week, as does Cathy Callus, the MD.

Employee parents are more motivated and confident to perform their job
well, more likely to be focussed at work and committed to the organisation.
Happy Computers has increased productivity and a more flexible workforce.
Absenteeism is reduced and staff retention is increased. 

Do same sex couples have the same rights?
Yes.  Same-sex couples do have the same rights to paternal and adoptive leave.

Further guidance and clarification can be found at:

� http://www.acas.org.uk

� http://www.stonewall.org.uk

Who’s responsible for the health and safety of people
working from home?
The employer is responsible for the occupational health and safety of all employees, whether office
or home-based.  As part of the Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1999, employers are
required to carry out risk assessments but it is also a good idea for home-workers to carry out
their own risk assessment as they are responsible for applying the employer’s policies.

For more guidance on responsibilities and advice visit:

� http://www.worksmart.org.uk 

� http://www.hse.gov.uk 
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COSTS AND BENEFITS

What effect will this have on my productivity and budgets?

Work-Life Balance doesn’t have to mean working less hours.  It is
more about the way in which people work and often means simple
reorganising rather than reducing working hours.  There may well
be some initial costs, for example if you need additional employees
for job-shares.  However, there will be a reduction in other costs
such as office space and facilities for home workers and reduced
recruitment and training costs as you will be retaining more staff.

A recent survey by the DTI found that managers of flexible workers
rated 96% of them as outperforming their traditional full-time
colleagues, so increasing their productivity levels.  A further report
by The Institute for Employment Studies shows some small
businesses save up to £250,000 on their budget simply by using
family friendly work policies.

CASE STUDY:  Farrelly Facilities & Engineering Ltd
Since 1999, when we implemented Work Life Balance policies:

• Sales increased fivefold from £2m to expected sales of £10m for 2003. 
Profits also increased significantly 

• Increased staff retention with 5% turnover rates (very low for the sector) 

• Vast reduction in customer complaints 

• More innovation by employees 

Because staff are more satisfied with their working conditions, they more
readily take ownership of their work and provide a better service for
customers. Cost-savings are impressive, boosting profits as wasted project and
management time is almost a thing of the past.

“Getting the work-life
balance right engages
people more fully with
their employer so they

are willing to give more
to their work.  Glaxo
Smithkline is at the

leading edge of science
and technology.  To get
there and stay there we

need to attract and
retain the best people,
otherwise you’re losing

valuable resources –
often to your

competitors.  So there’s
a darn good business

case for doing so”  
(Ian Brown, HR
Manager, GSK)

Read more successful case studies at: 

� http://www.dti.gov.uk/work-lifebalance

� http://www.employersforwork-lifebalance.org.uk/
case_studies.htm 

� http://www.workingfamilies.org.uk/asp/awards/
a_casestudies.asp 
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What about the employees who feel they are left to pick
up the burden?
Open and clear communication of work-life balance policies and practices is vital for successful and
equitable implementation, for example through intranet sites, company newsletters, poster
campaigns, etc.  It is always a good idea to directly consult other staff when introducing any new
working arrangements that may affect them, and to regularly monitor progress and the effects
these new arrangements are having on all concerned.  

� More good advice on this can be found at: http://www.womenandequalityunit.gov.uk, in 
particular the publication ‘Improving Life and Work – Advancing Women in the Workplace’

What effect do working hours have on work-related
stress?
The UK, and SET in particular, is seen to have a long hours culture and links have now been found
between long working hours and stress-related sick leave.

More useful information on managing stress at work can be found at:

� http://www.channel4.com/health 

� http://www.hse.gov.uk/stress/ 

Does working flexibly have to mean the end of someone’s
career?
A survey conducted by the DTI shows that many women feel that a career break will almost
certainly mean the end of their career and most expect to return to a lesser paid and less
responsible job.  

However, if managed correctly, this by no means has to be the case, as is evident via the following
resources:

� http://www.peoplemanagement.co.uk

� http://www.flexecutiveclient.co.uk 

Can I claim money back for maternity leave?
Yes.  Statutory maternity pay (SMP) is paid by the employer but the employer can claim back 92%
of the SMP paid out by deducting that percentage from National Insurance contribution payments.
SMEs may claim back 104.5% if their total National Insurance liability in the previous tax year was
no more than £40,000. 

For further information on maternity, paternity, parental and adoption leave visit:

� http://www.acas.org.uk

� http://www.dti.gov.uk 

� http://www.inlandrevenue.gov.uk/employers

“An estimated 13.5 million days are lost each year due to self-reported
work-related stress, depression or anxiety, costing the economy £7bn a year

in sick pay, lost productivity and health costs.”  
(The Guardian, 04.11.04)
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Other Useful Resources

Equal Opportunities Commission

Great Britain

Arndale House, Arndale Centre

Manchester 

M4 3EQ

Email: info@eoc.org.uk

http://www.eoc.org.uk

Telephone: 0845 601 5901

Fax: 0161 838 1733

Opportunity Now

Business in the Community

137 Shepherdess Walk

London 

N1 7RQ

http://www.bitc.org.uk/programmes/programme_directory/
opportunity_now/index.html

Email: information@bitc.org.uk

Telephone: 0870 600 2482

AWiSE - Association for Women in Science & Engineering

AWiSE National Office 

59 Portland Place 

London 

W1B 1QW

http://www.awise.org/

British Council: Women in Science

Bridgewater House 

58 Whitworth Street 

Manchester M1 6BB

E-mail: science@britishcouncil.org  

http://www.britishcouncil.org/science-women.htm 

Telephone : 0161 957 7030  

Fax : 0161 957 7029 

Equalitec

http://www.equalitec.org.uk/ 

WiTEC - European Association for Women in Science,
Engineering and Technology

c/o G/I/S/A

Gender-Institut Sachsen-Anhalt

Ebendorfer Straße 3

D-39108 Magdeburg

Germany

http://www.witec-eu.net

e-mail: info@witec-eu.net

Tel: +49 391 50 665 61 /-77 (Sekr.)

Fax: +49 391 50 665 70

Women and Equality Unit

35 Great Smith Street 

London 

SW1P 3BQ 

http://www.womenandequalityunit.gov.uk

Email: info-womenandequalityunit@dti.gsi.gov.uk

Telephone: 0845 001 0029

DTI Promoting SET for Women Unit

Office of Science and Technology

Department of Trade and Industry

Bay 4138

1 Victoria Street

London

SW1H 0ET 

http://www.set4women.gov.uk/

Email: pat.langford@dti.gsi.gov.uk

Tel: 020 7215 0047

Fax: 020 7215 3830



Contact us:
UK Resource Centre for Women in Science, Engineering and Technology

Bradford College, Great Horton Road, Bradford,  BD7 1AY

www.setwomenresource.org.uk
If you have any enquiries please call our UK Resource Centre Helpline:

01274 436485

For specific information on employer activity contact:

Annemieke Silk (Employer Liaison Manager)

23.11.04


