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Introduction 

The roundtable, held on 4th February and hosted by Schneider Electric at its London offices, brought together HR, diversity and recruitment experts from 17 organisations to discuss the challenges facing employers seeking to recruit flexible workers into senior roles. The aim of the roundtable was to explore shared challenges, discuss best practice and look at what works and find ways forward.

The roundtable was introduced by Gillian Nissim, founder of workingmums.co.uk, who spoke about the organisation’s commitment to sharing and promoting best practice in diversity and flexible working and about the need for openness to address shared challenges. She introduced the chair Anna Meller, work life balance expert and author of #Upcycle Your Job.

Siobhan Kelly-Bush from Schneider introduced Mike Hughes, Zone President of Schneider UK and Ireland, who is personally very committed to the Diversity and Inclusion agenda and said that over the last year the company had extended its D & I work across all parts of its operations in the UK and Ireland and that social issues, such as sustainability, are at the heart of what Schneider does.

Siobhan spoke of the work Schneider does and how it had moved from being an engineering company to being focused more on technology innovation. It has over 137,000 employees in over 100 countries. Its D & I work, which is at the core of its brand, is dedicated to breaking down stereotypes. The company’s CEO is a big advocate of D & I. Schneider supports the HeForShe campaign and has a global women’s advisory board. It is focused on pay equity across the world and promotes flexible working and mentoring. The company has introduced challenging 50:50 targets for hiring and seeks to celebrate all talents.

Anna Meller introduced the theme of the roundtable, saying that flexible senior roles were known to be a challenge and were at the heart of her book. She asked participants to say a little about their own motivation for attending the roundtable. Reasons varied from getting more women into male-dominated professions, tackling inconsistencies in flexible working across divisions, difficulties in getting senior buy-in, developing internal talent so senior roles are not recruited outside the organisation and taking on Queen Bee syndrome to improving the gender pay gap, using returner programmes to recruit senior women and building a more flexible culture. Some employers had gender diversity at board level, but struggled with getting it at middle management level.
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Recruitment

Flexible working 

Anna Meller said there were lots of reasons women were getting stuck in their careers. A lack of flexible jobs was a prime one, with insurance firm Zurich saying it had seen a 45% boost in applications from women since it started advertising all roles as open to flexible working.

There was a discussion about what flexibility meant. One employer said its senior leaders thought they offered flexible working because they believed flexible working meant working full time but having control over your calendar and being able to work in an agile way. There was flexibility about where people worked, but less flexibility about their hours. Long hours were expected in senior roles. However, many women didn’t want that. They needed consistent hours, but part-time work was fairly rigid. Employers said they had problems hiring part-time workers because both were counted as one person when it came to head count for recruitment purposes.

It was hard to change the full-time mentality and a presenteeism culture.

Anna Meller said for some working a more spread-out day and flexing around things like childcare made it easier to get things done, but that approach didn’t work for everyone. It was important therefore that managers were encouraged to understand what patterns worked best for the individuals in their teams and to know their personal circumstances. Some managers felt uncomfortable tailoring work patterns to individuals and felt it was setting precedents or opening themselves up to accusations of unfairness, but a one size fits all approach didn’t work either.

Without flexible working employers were failing to use their employees’ skills to the full. workingmums.co.uk’s research found that, despite widespread skills shortages, many people were working below their skill level due to the lack of flexible working. Meller said a sticking point had been reached and that flexible working was clearly an important key to addressing the gender pay gap.

For some the problem was that there still appeared to be a stigma attached to flexible working and a distance between what managers and employees perceive as flexible working. Surveys showed employee engagement rose significantly when people felt they had flexible working. It was felt that hiring managers needed training to cover what flexible working actually means in practice, ie that it is not just part-time working, that part-time working can be 30 hours or more and that it is about empowering individuals to have more control over their hours. The hiring forms are often very rigid when more flexible forms of working, such as around core hours, can be more useful for employees.

Anna Meller asked what messages employers were giving about flexible working in informal conversations and how managers were identifying what women needed to progress. There was a discussion about the tension between the fact that different people needed different arrangements and how formal policies could be inflexible. One employer asked whether there needed to be formal policies on issues affecting women, such as the menopause, carer’s leave and so forth, all of which linked to flexible working. Was it more important to guarantee a minimum standard of flexibility and give managers the power to take decisions based on individual needs?

Others felt line managers wanted policies and guidelines they could follow and employers felt that they needed to be given overt permission to authorise a particular way of working.  Some squared the circle by writing policy in a way that empowered managers to do the right thing by giving them examples and case studies of scenarios that might work. It could be uncomfortable for managers, however.  It was generally agreed that some sense of a framework was needed as well as some degree of autonomy for leaders to decide how to deliver flexible working.  Getting the balance right was difficult.
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Diversity 

Employers spoke of the difficulties they faced because they were losing women at certain levels. That meant they had to either hire women to replace them or risk their statistics looking more biased towards men. However, it was difficult to reach female talent. Traditionally they would go through headhunters who should be bound by the industry’s diversity code, but several were looking at returner initiatives. For some, though, that often meant paying extra to reach returners and a broader range of people. Others spoke of partnering with external returner companies for specific roles. 

Schneider has an internal sourcing team which sometimes works with external recruiters. It also uses social media to reach out to women who might not have a traditional engineering background. It is talking to hiring managers about the need to think more broadly about where they could fish for talent, for instance, looking at women working in technology companies. It was about changing managers’ mindsets. More than half of hires last year were women so the message was getting through, but there were still issues at senior levels requiring more focus on career progression through the company.

Others also said they were encouraging hiring managers to look at different types of diversity, for instance, to look at people with experience in different industries than they normally recruited from. Some are working with women in underrepresented groups, such as those who have been in prison or are from care backgrounds to attract them into construction and then to develop them once they are there.

Gillian Nissim said recruiters were often under pressure to fill roles quickly and to place full-time workers. Research showed women candidates were more likely to research roles more thoroughly before applying. That time gap needed to be taken into account. The language used in job adverts was also important and some employers had whittled down or taken out desirable criteria for a role. The Maritime and Coastguard Agency had seen a big increase in female applicants as a result of taking off all desirable criteria from job adverts and by using case studies to highlight women at all levels of the organisation, particularly those who were working in areas which are traditionally seen as less flexible.

Anna Meller said case studies were an easy way to publicise different types of flexible working. Focusing on how real people work flexibly helped to give both internal and external hires confidence that they can talk about how they might make it work for them.



Challenging flexible norms

John Lewis has recently run a flexible working trial among branch managers at Waitrose, where it recognises there is a challenge to increase diversity. Entry level roles are very flexible with a lot of part-time roles available, but that gets harder as people move higher up the career ladder and they are keen for management to represent the diversity of the local communities where shops are based. The six- to nine-month trial involves advertising all management roles as part-time job share roles. John Lewis are working with the Government’s nudge unit to conduct research on what drives behavioural change.

Anna Meller compared the approach to that of Unilever where all roles were declared to be flexible unless it could be proved that they could not be. That changed people’s thinking and forced people to think about how it could work rather than defending the status quo.

Mike Hughes spoke about how Schneider had changed its legacy culture and got people to understand that it was taking diversity seriously. He said that involved “a cultural flip” that gives people the permission to change things. The company has significantly increased its female representation at apprenticeship level as a result.

Anna Meller said some employers get bogged down in talking about changing things rather than actually doing it. Even if things go wrong it is worth taking action.

Challenging mindsets required setting targets, pushing back against people who were opposed, including senior women who had not had flexible working, and convincing women they could do more senior roles flexibly without being overwhelmed. It also required talking about the need for flexible working for returners. Employers spoke of how managers sometimes feared what others would think if they offered reduced hours. It required tackling received ideas about part-time working. However, others argued that many returners did not want to work part time; they just wanted some flexibility.

Senior buy-in matters as does role modelling of flexible working from senior leaders. Employers could profile men in particular who are working flexibly to encourage culture change. Much flexible working is under the radar so it needs to be talked about openly.

Employers spoke about roles which require you to be physically there. That meant being creative about flexible working, for instance, allowing employees to swap shifts or changing the length of shifts. John Lewis is trialling a workplace management tool which identifies people’s availability and allows them to swap shifts.

Anna Meller asked if the advent of automation was an opportunity to challenge non-flexible norms, to look at job specifications and change them, questioning what bits are important and what can be done where. Perhaps we could be smarter about redesigning jobs, she said. Did employers need someone who would be dedicated to rethinking jobs?

Employers said part of the problem was that HR was overly concerned about being consistent, which hindered a more personal approach.

here was also a brief discussion about how tools like Textio could bring more female applicants by changing how job specifications were written. Siemens said it had seen a jump in female applicants from 18% to 27% in the year that it had used Textio. A more informal, positive approach also worked better with women, for instance, saying ‘we are interested in you if you can do x’.

To develop manager capability in some of the conversations they find more difficult, Morgan Stanley manager development programmes include scenarios for managers to role-play with actor behavioural coaches to enable them to practice having these conversations.  They said such development can help unpick how empowered managers really feel to make decisions when it comes to flexibility, to make assessments about flexible working, its impact on the team and clients and how they can make it work or how they can find alternative solutions. 

Other participants spoke of the need to trial new initiatives and different approaches to help particular members of staff. Vodafone spoke about its domestic abuse policy which allowed up to 10 days leave. The leave was not tracked in order to ensure people’s safety.
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The role of line managers 

Morgan Stanley spoke about their London management development training, which recognises the importance of the manager role in employee engagement and explores how to create an inclusive culture of career development.  The aim is to create a consistent and sustained approach to developing managers.  The training provides a practical toolkit as well as the opportunity for managers to practice having difficult conversations, such as parental transitions, mental wellbeing and performance, in a safe environment.  The training course has up to four modules, with the last focused on providing feedback and supporting career development that includes scenario practice with actor behavioural coaches that play the role of the employee.  The emphasis is on having sensitive conversations and not making assumptions. 

Schneider Electric uses Mind Gym to role model inclusive leadership. Hiring managers have had the training first in an effort to change their mindset, give them support and show them the benefits of flexible working, including improved loyalty and motivation and talent acquisition. Such training can address misconceptions about setting precedents, allow line managers time to talk about their views of flexible working and the different pressures they face and role model different scenarios they could face. Other employers offered line managers sessions to give them a safe space to talk about all their fears and voice what they might not have spoken out loud before. Chubb has an inclusive toolkit, including modular-based training. It is mandatory for hiring managers to undertake the training before interviewing anyone for a job.

Other employers had tried using independent HR representatives on interview panels for senior roles to challenge mindsets. Getting feedback on the process, however, was resource intensive. Role playing how to engage with remote staff or doing case studies of managers who were good at managing flexible workers as well as rewarding good management of flexible workers were other suggestions.

Others spoke of the difficulty of persuading senior managers to do unconscious bias training and about the challenge of engaging people if training was compulsory. Vodafone said it was exploring alternatives to unconscious bias training such as inclusive leadership and bystander intervention training which emphasises calling out negative behaviour.

On building the pipeline to senior leadership, employers spoke of the need to train line managers to recognise those ready for progression, including specific sessions identifying female talent. Just having those conversations made people more aware of the issues so opening up the discussion on different ways to flex was vital. If the women identified had young children one employer proposed giving them an acting role for a temporary period to encourage them to take it up. Another suggested encouraging women to shadow the post directly up from theirs to show them they can do it. 
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Structural reform and challenging the status quo

Vodafone spoke about its public aim to be the best employer for women by 2025 and an awareness of the need to flex to attract and retain more women. The company operates in over 25 markets and has been creating global HR policies to promote change. Its flexible global maternity programme allows employees to take months off and is available to them from day one of employment. In the UK it has looked at the causes of the gender pay gap and is addressing this through girls in STEM programmes, coding for girls, ensuring its graduate programme is 50/50 male/female and enhancing Parental Pay at the same level as enhanced maternity pay.

Around 50% of its senior leadership roles are taken by women. By 2021 it hopes to have in place a global parental policy offering a minimum of 16 weeks’ paid leave to all parents globally and a gradual return on full pay – as it does with maternity leave – available from day one of employment. It hopes this will drive shared care. In addition to its domestic abuse policy, it has also launched a free toolkit for employers on helping women workers who are experiencing domestic abuse.  

Its global returner programme aims to hire many more women in the future. The programme is open to any returner, regardless of gender, who has taken between one and 10 years out of their career. It aims to build resilience and confidence and to create a global network of reconnectors. Returners are able to work a four-day week for the first six months back and be paid a full-time salary. They are matched to jobs that are suitable for their experience and skills. Vodafone received 2,000 applicants immediately after the programme launched and is focusing now on getting returners into senior roles. Returners can apply as reconnectors and be matched to a suitable role or they can apply for a specific job and tick a box on the application form saying they are a returner.

Anna Meller asked how employers could structurally address unconscious bias to flexible workers in the promotion process, for instance, ensuring that meetings did not exclude flexible workers, for instance, allowing remote workers to submit questions to meetings beforehand and putting those up on the screen so they are not talked over. That would normalise different ways of working and ensure remote workers did not get forgotten, not have their opinions heard or get given the least interesting projects.

Employers suggested various ways that the office environment could be changed to include remote workers, for instance, Siemens has a ‘time to think’ trial, using external experts, which aims to ensure everyone’s voice is heard. 

There was a discussion about the ‘always on’ culture and how to ensure employees get adequate rest in a global working environment, for instance, putting on their emails their hours of work. Anna Meller mentioned the importance of job redesign and job crafting to ensure going part time did not mean a person doing the same work in fewer hours. Employers spoke about the need to reinforce their core values, talk about work culture and put flexibility on the agenda so people talked about it. Morgan Stanley said it held culture conversations annually, where senior staff lead mandatory firmwide sessions, engaging employees and onsite contingent workers in a dialogue about appropriate conduct, behaviour and decision-making.  Employee engagement survey data supports the themes and scenarios used to open the discussions.



Summary

These are the key takeaways:

Recruitment

	Be clear about what flexible working is and that it is not just about part-time workers or working in an agile way
	Provide training for hiring managers and make hiring forms less rigid
	Ensure managers understand what type of flexibility works best for whom and be flexible about flexible working. One size does not fit all
	Consider the key role of flexible working in reducing the gender pay gap
	Develop a framework for flexible working, but don’t make rigid policies
	Use returner programmes as a way to increase diversity at senior levels
	Think more broadly about where to advertise and what backgrounds your candidates need, for instance, target different industries with allied job skills
	Consider the language you use in job adverts and consider omitting desirable criteria
	Give people longer to apply as women are likely to research roles more
	Use case studies of women leaders and case studies of people working in a variety of flexible ways


Challenging flexible norms

	Make all roles flexible unless it is proven that that is not possible. It changes people’s thinking
	Give people the permission to change how things are done by showing you take diversity seriously
	Take action to change things, even if it fails, rather than just talking about it
	Set realisable targets
	Push back against stereotypes
	See automation as an opportunity to rethink how roles are done
	Use more informal approaches with regard to job specifications


Role of line managers

	Make it easy for managers to ask about flexible working, for instance, help them through role playing negotiations
	Share best practice on flexible working from across the organisation and reward it
	Allow managers space to talk about their flexible working fears and their general pressures
	Allow women to act up or shadow senior roles if they are worried about promotion due to pressures outside work
	Train line manager to recognise a diversity of talent


Structural reform

	Devise ways to ensure flexible workers are not excluded
	Be creative about ensuring everyone’s voice is heard
	Consider job crafting to ensure people are not overworked if their hours are reduced
	Encourage employees and managers to speak openly about flexible working




Participants

Employers participating in the event were:

	Schneider Electric
	Morgan Stanley
	John Lewis Partnership
	Siemens UK and Ireland
	WH Smith
	Ardmore Group
	Vodafone
	London Legacy Development Corporation
	Chubb
	Financial Reporting Council
	WorldPay
	Taylor Wimpey
	Resource Solutions
	Maritime and Coastguard Agency
	Natixis
	Cabinet Office
	London Borough of Waltham Forest
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	cookielawinfo-checkbox-functional	11 months	The cookie is set by GDPR cookie consent to record the user consent for the cookies in the category "Functional".
	cookielawinfo-checkbox-necessary	11 months	This cookie is set by GDPR Cookie Consent plugin. The cookies is used to store the user consent for the cookies in the category "Necessary".
	cookielawinfo-checkbox-others	11 months	This cookie is set by GDPR Cookie Consent plugin. The cookie is used to store the user consent for the cookies in the category "Other.
	cookielawinfo-checkbox-performance	11 months	This cookie is set by GDPR Cookie Consent plugin. The cookie is used to store the user consent for the cookies in the category "Performance".
	CookieLawInfoConsent	1 year	CookieYes sets this cookie to record the default button state of the corresponding category and the status of CCPA. It works only in coordination with the primary cookie.
	opt_out	1 year	This cookie is used for preventing the installation of third party advertiser or other cookies on the browser.
	viewed_cookie_policy	11 months	The cookie is set by the GDPR Cookie Consent plugin and is used to store whether or not user has consented to the use of cookies. It does not store any personal data.
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									Functional
								

													

						
							
								
									Functional cookies help to perform certain functionalities like sharing the content of the website on social media platforms, collect feedbacks, and other third-party features.
	Cookie	Duration	Description
	__atuvc	1 year 1 month 1 day	AddThis sets this cookie to ensure that the updated count is seen when one shares a page and returns to it before the share count cache is updated.
	__atuvs	30 minutes	AddThis sets this cookie to ensure that the updated count is seen when one shares a page and returns to it before the share count cache is updated.
	_hjAbsoluteSessionInProgress	30 minutes	Hotjar sets this cookie to detect a user's first pageview session, which is a True/False flag set by the cookie.
	na_id	1 year 24 days	The na_id is set by AddThis to enable sharing of links on social media platforms like Facebook and Twitter.
	ouid	1 year 24 days	Associated with the AddThis widget, this cookie helps users to share content across various networking and sharing forums.
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									Performance
								

													

						
							
								
									Performance cookies are used to understand and analyze the key performance indexes of the website which helps in delivering a better user experience for the visitors.
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									Analytical cookies are used to understand how visitors interact with the website. These cookies help provide information on metrics the number of visitors, bounce rate, traffic source, etc.
	Cookie	Duration	Description
	__gads	1 year 24 days	Google sets this cookie under the DoubleClick domain, tracks the number of times users see an advert, measures the campaign's success, and calculates its revenue. This cookie can only be read from the domain they are currently on and will not track any data while they are browsing other sites.
	_fbp	3 months	Facebook sets this cookie to display advertisements when either on Facebook or on a digital platform powered by Facebook advertising after visiting the website.
	_fw_crm_v	1 year	FreshChat uses this cookie to track visitor identity and chat sessions performed.
	_ga	1 year 1 month 4 days	Google Analytics sets this cookie to calculate visitor, session and campaign data and track site usage for the site's analytics report. The cookie stores information anonymously and assigns a randomly generated number to recognise unique visitors.
	_ga_*	1 year 1 month 4 days	Google Analytics sets this cookie to store and count page views.
	_gat_gtag_UA_*	1 minute	Google Analytics sets this cookie to store a unique user ID.
	_gcl_au	3 months	Google Tag Manager sets the cookie to experiment advertisement efficiency of websites using their services.
	_gid	1 day	Google Analytics sets this cookie to store information on how visitors use a website while also creating an analytics report of the website's performance. Some of the collected data includes the number of visitors, their source, and the pages they visit anonymously.
	_hjFirstSeen	30 minutes	Hotjar sets this cookie to identify a new user’s first session. It stores the true/false value, indicating whether it was the first time Hotjar saw this user.
	_hjTLDTest	session	To determine the most generic cookie path that has to be used instead of the page hostname, Hotjar sets the _hjTLDTest cookie to store different URL substring alternatives until it fails.
	at-rand	never	AddThis sets this cookie to track page visits, sources of traffic and share counts.
	CONSENT	2 years	YouTube sets this cookie via embedded YouTube videos and registers anonymous statistical data.
	uid	1 year 24 days	This is a Google UserID cookie that tracks users across various website segments.
	uvc	1 year 1 month 1 day	addthis.com sets this cookie to determine the usage of addthis.com service.
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									Advertisement cookies are used to provide visitors with relevant ads and marketing campaigns. These cookies track visitors across websites and collect information to provide customized ads.
	Cookie	Duration	Description
	__gpi	1 year 24 days	Google Ads Service uses this cookie to collect information about from multiple websites for retargeting ads.
	_pubcid	1 year	This cookie is used to make advertisement on the website more relevant. It collects data based on the visitors behavior and optimize the website.
	A3	1 year	Yahoo set this cookie for targeted advertising.
	anj	3 months	AppNexus sets the anj cookie that contains data stating whether a cookie ID is synced with partners.
	fr	3 months	Facebook sets this cookie to show relevant advertisements by tracking user behaviour across the web, on sites with Facebook pixel or Facebook social plugin.
	IDE	1 year 24 days	Google DoubleClick IDE cookies store information about how the user uses the website to present them with relevant ads according to the user profile.
	IDSYNC	1 year	Yahoo sets this cookie to identify if the cookie data needs to be updated in the visitor's browser. This is determined through third-party ad-serving companies.
	loc	1 year 1 month 1 day	AddThis sets this geolocation cookie to help understand the location of users who share the information.
	pa_crosswise_ts	1 year 1 month 4 days	Perfect Audience sets this cookie to collect information in a way that does not directly identify anyone, including the number of visitors to the website and blog.
	pa_google_ts	1 year 1 month 4 days	Perfect Audience sets this cookie to collect information about  how visitors use the website.
	pa_openx_ts	1 year 1 month 4 days	Perfect Audience sets this cookie to collect information in a way that does not directly identify anyone, including the number of visitors to the website and blog.
	pa_rubicon_ts	1 year 1 month 4 days	Perfect Audience sets this cookie to collect information about  how visitors use the website.
	pa_twitter_ts	1 year 1 month 4 days	Perfect Audience sets this cookie to collect information about  how visitors use the website.
	pa_uid	1 year 1 month 4 days	Perfect Audience sets this cookie for advertising purposes based on user behaviour data.
	pa_yahoo_ts	1 year 1 month 4 days	Perfect Audience sets this cookie to collect information in a way that does not directly identify anyone, including the number of visitors to the website and blog.
	personalization_id	1 year 1 month 4 days	Twitter sets this cookie to integrate and share features for social media and also store information about how the user uses the website, for tracking and targeting.
	test_cookie	15 minutes	doubleclick.net sets this cookie to determine if the user's browser supports cookies.
	uuid2	3 months	The uuid2 cookie is set by AppNexus and records information that helps differentiate between devices and browsers. This information is used to pick out ads delivered by the platform and assess the ad performance and its attribute payment.
	VISITOR_INFO1_LIVE	5 months 27 days	YouTube sets this cookie to measure bandwidth, determining whether the user gets the new or old player interface.
	YSC	session	Youtube sets this cookie to track the views of embedded videos on Youtube pages.
	yt-remote-connected-devices	never	YouTube sets this cookie to store the user's video preferences using embedded YouTube videos.
	yt-remote-device-id	never	YouTube sets this cookie to store the user's video preferences using embedded YouTube videos.
	yt.innertube::nextId	never	YouTube sets this cookie to register a unique ID to store data on what videos from YouTube the user has seen.
	yt.innertube::requests	never	YouTube sets this cookie to register a unique ID to store data on what videos from YouTube the user has seen.
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									Other uncategorized cookies are those that are being analyzed and have not been classified into a category as yet.
	Cookie	Duration	Description
	_dc_gtm_UA-68130764-1	1 minute	Description is currently not available.
	_gd1683111540932	session	Description is currently not available.
	_gd1683111553654	session	Description is currently not available.
	_gd1683111696812	session	Description is currently not available.
	_hjIncludedInSessionSample_216754	2 minutes	Description is currently not available.
	_hjSession_216754	30 minutes	Description is currently not available.
	_hjSessionUser_216754	1 year	Description is currently not available.
	_pbjs_userid_consent_data	1 month	No description available.
	_rdc1683111684678	less than a minute	Description is currently not available.
	aniC	20 days	No description available.
	cc_ut	1 year	Description is currently not available.
	debug	never	No description available.
	ntvSession	session	Description is currently not available.
	version	session	Description is currently not available.
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