Making flexi-work possible for many more
employees
Both employers and employees have to cooperate to make flexible work
arrangements work smoothly.
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Despite teething problems at the beginning, employers and employees were forced
to adapt to work from home (WFH) during the pandemic. As a result, the proportion
of employers with formal flexible work arrangements (FWAs) rose from 53 per cent
in 2019 to 78 per cent in 2020.
But employers, and even employees, recognise that such arrangements may not be
optimal for business operations or employee bonding.
Even among employees who can work from home, their preferences may vary.
There are those who prefer to work in the office, those who prefer to operate from
home and those who prefer some form of hybrid arrangement.
There is no one-size-fits-all approach. Each employer needs to decide what types of
FWA can work for the organisation without adversely affecting business efficiency,
team effectiveness, workplace relations and employees' well-being.

Flexi-work here to stay
Regardless, FWAs are here to stay. According to a Randstad survey released on
June 1 last year, three in four Singapore-based employees ranked work-life balance
as the top value preposition they look for in an employer.

This means FWAs must be part of any business strategy to attract, motivate and
retain talent. WFH is just one option; other kinds of FWAs include staggered working
hours, part-time work, compressed work week and job-sharing.
As Singapore becomes a Covid-19 resilient nation, the focus must be on sustaining
and potentially increasing the prevalence of FWAs.
Since 2020, the Singapore National Employers Federation has helped more than
1,400 employers to obtain work-life grants. SNEF has also conducted workshops on
FWAs and hybrid working models to help employers implement FWAs.
SNEF has been encouraging employers to adopt an after-hour communications
policy, and has worked with the Alliance for Action on Work-life Harmony to
develop a policy template which is shared at our workshops and made available on
the SNEF website.
Together with its tripartite partners, SNEF will continue to urge employers to adopt
the Tripartite Standard on FWAs. The standard provides a set of verifiable practices
that employers can adopt to implement FWAs. The tripartite partners aim to raise
the coverage of this standard from about 882,000 employees to about 1.33 million
employees by the end of this year.
In addition, the tripartite partners will put in place a new set of Tripartite Guidelines
by 2024 requiring employers to fairly and properly consider FWA requests.
Why not just legislate?
Instead of putting in so much effort to get employers to adopt FWAs, why not just
legislate?

The tripartite partners had considered the experience of other economies and
regularly discussed the possibility of legislation. However, SNEF is of the view that
legislation is not a panacea.
The United Kingdom implemented the right to request FWAs in 2003. Its law requires
an employer to, among other things, consider and respond to such requests within

three months. It allows employees to make one request per year, and employers
are permitted to reject the application based on eight reasons.
Despite such legislation in the UK, the proportion of employees on FWAs remained
low. In 2013, 26 per cent of employees did flexible work.
This inched up to 30 per cent in 2020. The UK is now reviewing the legislation.
Hence, legislation may not be effective, especially when trying to solve specific
circumstances that an employee may face. For example, an employee may need to
work from home for a limited period to look after an aged parent recovering from
a fall. If the employer were to take three months to respond (which UK legislation
allows), the employee may not need the WFH arrangement by the time the request
is approved as the parent would likely have recovered by then.
Subsequently, the employee may need another type of FWA to take his or her
parent for rehabilitation and regular check-ups. Under UK legislation, the employee
will not be able to do so as only one application may be made.
This example shows that legislation can add rigidity to the system for both employers
and employees.
Common sense and empathy should prevail for FWAs. This is also why some
employers, particularly small and medium-sized enterprises, have informal FWAs to
address specific needs of employees.
Also, taking a legalistic approach tends to erode trust between employers and
employees.
Some employees may want legislation because they do not trust their employers
would accede to a reasonable request for FWA. On the other hand, some employers
want safeguards in legislation to prevent employees from abusing their legal rights.
Practical way forward
A more practical and sustainable approach is to help employers implement FWAs
that can meet both business and employees' needs.

The use of the Tripartite Standards and Tripartite Guidelines will help employers
improve their employment practices without being too prescriptive. It will also allow
progressive employers to differentiate themselves from other employers and better
compete for talent.

With FWAs becoming more prevalent, SNEF believes that more employers will
implement them without having to be compelled by law. At the same time,
employees need to appreciate that FWAs are not their entitlement, and that their
employers have to look after their business interests and the interests of other
employees. Employers need the flexibility to manage the diversity of needs, and
align interests of all parties to ensure FWAs can work.
We urge all parties to keep this in mind as they adopt FWAs and not let the lessons
from the pandemic go to waste.
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