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Not so long ago, flexible working was the province of senior 
managers who lived a long way from headquarters, and 
salespeople. Now, in the minds of many, it is an essential part 
of any attractive job. It has become a major differentiator when 
choosing between new job possibilities; and it is a key factor  
in keeping people engaged and satisfied in their  
current organization.

This is partly because those in the younger management 
generations (Gen Y and Z) are demanding it. Even though 
conventional wisdom would suggest that younger cohorts 
might accept any job conditions in order to avoid the spectre 
of unemployment, in fact they are often refusing to accept 
the old rules. It is also because technology enables workers 
– even senior ones – to be contacted or stay in touch even 
if they are not physically on company premises. Younger 
employees, having grown up with the devices, know all 
about the possibilities they create, of course. As a result, they 
cannot understand why employers who have sought to make 
workplaces like university common rooms will not go further 
and allow them to work flexibly, saving time on commuting, 
enhancing potential productivity, and measuring performance  
by results rather than time in the office.

Many senior executives are also opting to work flexibly, whether 
in terms of time or location. For many, this is a reaction to 
the always-on situation created by the flexible workplaces 
and technology that enables people to work in a professional 
environment anywhere, anyhow, any time. It is a strategy to 
extend these senior executives’ personal productivity, focusing 
their rare leadership skills on delivering the greatest value 
possible to their organization, at the same time as handling 
family responsibilities better, creating time for pro bono activities 
and enhancing their work-life balance. 

The practice of flexible working has widespread potential still. It 
is gaining ground fast, particularly among business leaders who 
are starting to realise that it may provide an answer to the vexing 
issue of recruitment and retention, which – even at a time of high 
unemployment – is proving costly in terms of management time, 
as well as financially. Offering flexible working is being seen as a 
key factor in both improving retention rates for existing workers 
and attracting new top talent.

Managementsummary
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improves employee retention
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•	 	74%	of	respondents	believe	that	flexible	working	
improves employee retention

•	 71%	of	respondents	believe	that	flexible	working	 
 makes employees more loyal to the business

•	 73%	think	that	flexible	working	reduces	stress

•	 72%	think	that	flexible	working	attracts	top	talent

•	 79%	would	pick	a	job	offering	flexibility	over	a	similar		
 one that did not

•	 59%	would	turn	down	a	job	that	ruled	out	flexibility

•	 59%	would	have	stayed	longer	in	a	previous	job	if		
 flexible working had been offered

•	 24%	of	businesses	are	looking	to	reduce	the	cost	 
 of recruitment

•	 36%	of	businesses	are	making	staff	retention	a	priority	 
 for the next 12 months
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would pick a job  
offering fexibility



Introduction Recruitment has long been a major challenge for businesses 
around the world and – even with high rates of unemployment in 
industrialised economies, in particular – it remains an expensive 
and difficult issue. Accordingly, it is not surprising that 24 per cent 
of global businesses interviewed for the latest Regus Business 
Confidence Index indicated they were keen to reduce the cost of 
the process.

Executives have increasingly seen concentrating on keeping 
existing workers – or retention – as a key means of combating 
the problem. More than a third of businesses contributing to 
the Regus survey said this would be a priority for the coming 
12 months. But as staff collect end-of-year bonuses and start 
to consider their options, how can businesses make a retention 
strategy a reality and so slash the costs associated with  
replacing employees?

Focusing on retention is just one of many initiatives that 
organisations have adopted in recent years in an effort to 
streamline an area that is costly in terms of both effort and 
resources. Among them are stock options and other financial 
incentives, competitive benefits packages, using contests and 
other schemes to keep employees focused, encouraging career 
development and planning, and recognizing the truth of the 
remark by Steve Miranda, managing director of the Center for 
Advanced Human Resource Studies, Cornell University ILR 
School, that “Employees don’t quit jobs, they quit managers”, as 
well as smaller initiatives, such as introducing pastries on Fridays 
and more casual dress codes. 

04Flexible working a key strategy / Introduction

The benefit of flexible working is 
that it is believed to make employees 
more loyal to their employers
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Increasingly, however, companies are looking at flexible working 
as a way of both attracting and retaining the people they want 
in what is a highly competitive market. It has traditionally been 
seen as of interest to only a part of the workforce, chiefly women 
with children. But the findings of this Regus survey suggest that 
it should receive far greater attention. Three out of four of the 
senior managers and business owners interviewed believed that 
such an approach improved employee retention. Businesses in 
emerging economies, where workforces are typically younger, 
were particularly likely to acknowledge the importance of flexible 
working in retention strategies. 

The benefit of flexible working is that it is believed to make 
employees	more	loyal	to	their	employers,	a	view	backed	by	71	per	
cent of those responding to the Regus survey. This is because it 
enables them to achieve a better work/life balance and so makes 
them more reluctant to leave. This argument is strengthened by 
further	research	by	Regus	that	found	that	73	per	cent	of	workers	
think flexible working reduces stress.

However, flexible working is not just a retention tool. It can also 
aid recruitment. The Regus survey – conducted by independent 
research organization MindMetre on the basis of interviews in 
September	2013	with	more	than	20,000	business	people	in	
more	than	95	countries	–	indicates	that	72	per	cent	of	the	senior	
workers questioned believed that having such a policy could help 
attract	top	talent.	Moreover,	79	per	cent	of	respondents	said	they	
would pick a job offering flexibility over a similar one that did not, 
while	more	than	58	per	cent	would	turn	down	a	job	that	ruled	
it	out.	Indeed,	59	per	cent	of	those	interviewed	said	they	would	
have stayed longer in one of their previous positions if it had 
offered flexibility.

73%
think that flexible 
working reduces stress
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And there are growing signs that flexible working is becoming 
more mainstream. Karen Mattison, co-founder and co-director of 
Timewise, a social business that champions the benefits of social 
working and produces the annual Power Part Time List, said 
in the Financial Times article accompanying the second annual 
list	on	5	December	2013:	“Conversations	have	been	less	about	
whether it’s possible and more about how people and businesses 
make it work, and whether you can progress your career.” 

Moreover, while it is often felt that smaller businesses are more 
likely than larger organisations to embrace flexible working 
because they are less formal and more agile, the research 
suggests the opposite is true (although the difference is 
admittedly marginal). As the graph shows, large businesses 
are a little more convinced of the benefits of flexible working for 
retention and attracting top talent than others. This is felt to be 
because their recruitment costs are higher and so the benefits  
are greater, but it is also likely to be connected with the fact that 
they have the specialists and systems in place to manage a 
flexible scheme. 
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think that flexible working attracts top talent

Figure 1 

Respondents who believe flexible working improves staff retention by company size
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The Regus research indicates that there is widespread 
acceptance around the world of the benefits of flexible working. 
Only in France and in Japan is there any significant deviation 
from the views that flexible working makes employees more 
loyal, improves staff retention and attracts top talent. Moreover, 
even though Japanese executives appear to be indifferent to 
the benefits of flexible working when thinking about why they 
left previous jobs and would not turn down a job if flexibility was 
not possible, they were closer to the global average when asked 
if they would choose one job over a similar position if it offered 
flexible working.

Figure 2 

Respondents reporting that flexible working attracts top talent by company size
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Where there is much greater variation is in the practice. For 
example, US businesses are generally more convinced of the 
benefits of flexible working in terms of employee loyalty, staff 
retention and – particularly – attracting top talent. Yet flexible 
working appears to be less common in the United States than in 
the UK.

A study co-authored by Professor Jennifer Glass, a professor 
of sociology and senior researcher in the Population Research 
Center at the University of Texas, Glass and published in 
December	2012	found	that	30%	of	respondents	who	worked	from	
home said they added “five to seven hours to their work week, 
compared to those who work exclusively in the office.” In addition, 
this	30%	were	“significantly	less	likely	to	work	a	standard	40-hour	
schedule and more likely to work overtime”.

Flexible working a key strategy / The results

of people who work from home add five to seven hours to  
their working week

Figure 3 - Respondents reporting that flexible working makes employees more loyal
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Flexible working seems to be more commonplace in the UK, 
even though it is only this year (2014) that workers will have the 
same right as counterparts in mainland European countries, such 
as France, Germany, the Netherlands and Belgium, to request 
it irrespective of whether they have parental responsibility for 
a child or have to care for an adult. In 2011, the UK employers’ 
organisation the CBI reported in its employment trends survey 
– Navigating choppy waters – that nearly all employers offered 
one	form	of	flexible	working	and	70%	offered	three	or	more.	The	
proportion	of	employers	offering	teleworking	was	59%,	compared	
with	13%	five	years	before.

The Workplace Employment Relations Study, published in the 
same	year	by	the	UK	Department	for	Business,	Innovation	and	
Skills,	recorded	that	86%	of	employers	allowing	flexitime	had	
made it available to all employees before this year’s (2014) change 
in the law requiring them to do so. The most commonly used 
flexible	working	arrangements	were	flexitime	(30%),	working	from	
home	(17%)	and	taking	paid	leave	to	care	for	a	dependent	in	an	
emergency	(12%).

Indeed, although there are some gaps, the UK has some of the 
most detailed data on flexible working in the world, which means 
that it is hard to make comparisons with other countries. 
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would have stayed longer in a previous job 
had it offered flexible working

I believe that flexible working attracts top talent

Figure 4 - Respondents that believe flexible working attracts top talent by country
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However, there is evidence that the issue is rising up the agenda 
in such countries as China and India, supporting the belief that 
flexible working is seen as an engine of growth in emerging 
countries. Indeed, the graphs show that businesses in both 
countries are about average in believing that flexible working 
makes employees more loyal and improves staff retention. They 
are above average in believing that flexible working attracts top 
talent, although Indian executives are much below average when 
it comes to choosing one job over another on the basis of flexible 
working and refusing a job if flexible working was not allowed. 
Nevertheless,	62%	of	them	(just	above	the	global	average)	say	
they would have stayed longer in a previous job had flexible 
working been an option. Chinese executives comfortably topped 
this table.

I would have stayed longer in one of my previous jobs had it 
offered flexible working

Flexible working a key strategy / The results
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For example, in May 2012, the Chinese government extended 
laws allowing flexible working to cover employees in such areas 
as technology and the creative industries. Workers now have 
more freedom to choose both their hours and where they work. 
Moreover, those opting for flexible hours cannot be paid less than 
the average monthly salary of the previous year, as set by the local 
government body concerned.

Meanwhile, in India, a Regus report in 2011 found that about 
80%	of	India	companies	offered	flexible	working,	through	
either hours or location, roughly in line with the global average. 
Moreover, the Tata conglomerate has launched a scheme – 
Second Career – that targets mothers who have been out 
of the job market raising children with a view to easing them 
back into work. According to a report in the Financial Times of 
26	May	2011,	the	women	work	for	500	hours	over	six	months	
on projects for companies within the Tata group, with the 
opportunity to gain full or part-time contracts afterwards.

Flexible working a key strategy / The results

I would choose one job offer over another similar one if 
it offered flexible working

Figure 6 - Respondents reporting that they would choose one job over another similar one if it offered flexible working
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Mexico is another emerging economy where flexible working is 
beginning to appear. Mexican executives appear from the graphs 
to be much more convinced than their counterparts elsewhere of 
the benefits of the practice, topping the tables for believing that 
flexible working improves staff retention and for a readiness to 
choose a job over another if it offered flexible working. Although 
an opinion piece published on the Americas Quarterly website 
on	1	November	2013	suggests	that	there	is	much	work	still	to	
be done to overcome traditional attitudes towards women in the 
workplace, some companies have begun to explore introducing 
schemes to allow women to work remotely or on flexi-time so that 
they can combine working with family responsibilities.

Figure 7 

Proportion of  

respondents believe  

flexible working  

improves staff retention  

by country
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1 in 5
men cite lack of flexibility  
as the main reason for  
considering leaving their job
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Australia, while a developed nation, is another country where 
there appears to be a gap between aspiration and practice. 
Australian executives are among the most enthusiastic about the 
benefits of flexible working. However, as set out by the national 
government’s	Fairwork	Ombudsman	in	July	2013,	flexible	working	
is generally only mandated for those in certain circumstances. 
These include having caring responsibilities or a disability and 
being	aged	55.	Generally,	eligibility	depends	on	being	with	the	
same employer for at least 12 months.

A	2013	survey	by	the	country’s	Workplace	Gender	Equality	
Agency	found	that	24.2%	of	women	and	17.3%	of	men	had	
requested flexible working. Men were nearly twice as likely as 
women	(17.4%	against	9.8%)	to	be	turned	down.	Among	other	
findings	were	that	79%	of	young	fathers	would	prefer	to	choose	
their	own	start	and	finish	times	but	that	only	41%	actually	do	and	
that	79%	of	the	same	group	would	prefer	to	work	a	compressed	
week	but	only	24%	do.	Nearly	a	fifth	of	men	cite	lack	of	flexibility	
as the main reason for considering leaving their job in the previous 
six months.

Businesses of all sizes report that flexible working improves 
staff retention, with larger businesses marginally more likely to 
appreciate the value of flexible working for both hiring top talent 
and	staff	retention	(both	77%),	likely	due	to	having	larger	and	
separate HR departments who are better able to quantify the 
costs of employee turnover.
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Conclusion The slower take-up of flexible working seen in Australia and 
elsewhere should not be seen as significant. In most competitive 
and growing economies, offering flexible working is increasingly 
seen as a vital factor in retaining key staff and attracting future 
stars. In fact, as a report by the British Chamber of Commerce 
pointed out, the benefits go further and include greater employee 
engagement, reduced stress, reduced absence and a more 
positive company reputation.

Even in the US, where the widely-reported decision by Yahoo to 
bring employees back into the office has been seen as a sign of 
backlash against looser working cultures, flexible working is seen 
as an important perk for ambitious companies and is valued by 
workers. The Timewise Foundation study reported in the Financial 
Times indicated that business leaders are finding that, while family 
demands are often what prompt them to want to reduce their 
hours, the flexibility makes them better at their jobs by giving them 
the time to think about their work.

And this idea – that flexibility is good for business rather than 
something that must be accepted reluctantly – is the key. There 
is extensive research (by Regus and others) linking flexibility with 
improved productivity. As the new generation now entering the 
workforce become managers, they are likely to wonder how 
business ever worked any other way.

flexible working is seen as an 
important perk for ambitious 
companies and is valued by workers 
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Country highlights

63% believe that flexible 
working makes employees 
more loyal

France

74% believe that flexible 
working improves staff 
retention

UK

79% believe that flexible 
working attracts top talent

Canada

67% would have stayed 
longer in a previous job had 
it offered flexible working

Brazil
82% would choose one job 
offer over another similar one 
if it offered flexible working

South Africa

62% would have stayed 
longer in a previous job had 
it offered flexible working

India

83% would choose one job 
offer over another similar one 
if it offered flexible working

Mexico

77% believe that flexible 
working attracts top talent

USA

63% believe that flexible 
working attracts top talent

Japan

77% believe that flexible 
working improves staff 
retention

Australia

71% believe that flexible 
working improves staff 
retention

Belgium

82% would choose one job 
offer over another similar one 
if it offered flexible working

The Netherlands

72% believe that flexible 
working makes employees 
more loyal

Germany

76% would have stayed longer 
in a previous job had it offered 
flexible working

China



Over	20,000	business	respondents	from	over	95	countries	were	
interviewed	during	September	2013.	These	were	sourced	from	
Regus’ global contacts database of over 1 million business-
people worldwide which is highly representative of senior 
managers and owners in business across the globe. 

Respondents were asked about their views on flexible working, 
productivity and its effects on decision making, creativity 
and business connections. The survey was managed and 
administered by the independent organisation, MindMetre, 
www.mindmetre.com

Respondents were asked about their views on flexible working, 
productivity and its effects on decision making, creativity and 
business connections 

20,000
business respondents
interviewed

95
countries

Methodology
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Its	network	of	more	than	1,800	business	centres	in	100	
countries provides convenient, high-quality, fully serviced 
spaces for people to work, whether for a few minutes or a few 
years. Companies like Google, Toshiba and GlaxoSmithKline 
choose Regus so that they can work flexibly and make their 
businesses more successful. 

The key to flexible working is convenience and so Regus is 
opening	wherever	its	1.5million	members	want	support	–		 
city centres, suburban districts, shopping centres and retail  
outlets, railway stations, motorway service stations and even 
community centres.

Founded	in	Brussels,	Belgium,	in	1989,	Regus	is	based	in	
Luxembourg and listed on the London Stock Exchange.  
For more information, please visit www.regus.com

About Regus


