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Introduction
Work-life balance can be defined from a legislative point of view drawing upon statutes
and case law, and from an economic perspective where individuals make trade-offs
between the amount of time given over to leisure and work given the market price for
their labour. The following definition provides a fairly clear context for the present
discussion:
“„Work-life balance‟ is meant to articulate the desire of all individuals – not just
those with families or caring responsibilities – to achieve and maintain a „balance‟
between their paid work and their life outside work, whatever their „life‟ involves,
from childcare and housework to leisure or self-development.”1
Labour economics have focused on certain aspects of work-life balance, such as the
number of hours of work that individuals wish to supply at the going wage and overtime
premium, as well as the times of day (or week or year) when they prefer to supply their
labour.2 The theory also shows that length of day and time of day wage premia develop
in the market or through collective bargaining to reflect the degree of the unsocial length
or timing of work, with jobs that incorporate more unsocial lengths and times of work
being paid higher wages, other things equal. However, the tendency for wages to reflect
the unsocial work-life balance of particular jobs – and, thereby, offer some degree of
compensation for unsocial work patterns – is not the same as demonstrating that the
market offers individuals jobs that offer an optimal work-life balance. Indeed, the
theoretical framework highlights the existence of sub-optimal outcomes for individuals
when they can only find work where the number of hours is longer or shorter than they
would ideally like or where the time of day (or week or year) at which they are required
to supply their labour is not entirely suited to their lifestyles.3
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The State recognizes that, left to its own devices, the market is unlikely to deliver a
work-life balance that is equitable or indeed fair, however that may be defined, across
the population. In other words, the social costs for the country as a whole outweigh the
aggregate private returns obtained by employers and (some) individuals delivered by the
market in the absence of regulation. The balance the State has sought between work
and life has changed over time such that the scope of regulation has broadened from a
relatively narrow focus on health and safety and protecting women in the workplace to
encompass a wider set of issues that has to some extent loosened the constraints upon
the choices all individuals may make about the time they want or need to spend
working.
Historically, work-life balance has been viewed with respect to either working time
defined in weekly, monthly, or annual hours in formal employment, and the extent to
which regulation such as that relating to maternity rights allows people to remain
attached to the labour market. Increasingly, there is recognition that work is not
limited to formal employment because individuals have, for example, caring
responsibilities which they choose to take on themselves, for a variety of reasons, rather
than purchasing care from the market. These caring responsibilities occur at different
points over an individual‟s life-course, as do a range of other preferences individuals
have about the time they want to devote to work. So now work-life balance is being
viewed more and more from a lifetime perspective in recognition that the trade-offs
individuals may want to make between work and leisure will vary over their life-course.
The right for an employee to request reduced working hours from their employer is, in
part, acknowledgment of this fact.
Policy makers have been determined to show that work-life balance policy in its current
form approaches optimality: employers enjoy both a quantitative and qualitative
improvement in the supply of labour available to them because work-life balance affects
the individual‟s productivity at work and helps retain their attachment to the labour
market, whereas, in the past, they may have chosen to drop-out; and individuals are
better able to balance the various demands made upon their time resulting in a
qualitative improvement to their lives. There is no shortage of research literature that
purports to show the business and social case for work-life balance and some employers
have been almost evangelical in their promotion of it. But work-life balance is a fragile
concept insofar as it is predicated upon a strong demand for labour of all types, whereas
in fact the demand for certain types of labour is relatively weak, and some employers at
least are concerned that it imposes too high a cost upon their activities. Overall,
however, work-life balance as a concept is seen as bringing private and social benefits to
employers, individuals, and the State.
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The Evolution of Work-life Balance
The history of work-life balance begins in the latter half of the 19th century when
reformers successfully campaigned against long factory hours and were able to
demonstrate that reductions in working hours had no impact upon levels of output.4
During the early part of the 20th century the campaign to reduce working hours
continued through a series of pioneering studies that demonstrated the relationship
between time spent at work and the level of output was a complex one.5 These studies
also took account of the importance of motivation and morale, fatigue, concentration,
and attention to reveal that there were conditions under which a reduction in working
time led to increased production, and there were optimum arrangements for the length
of working time and intervals for rest pauses, in particular circumstances.
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During the 1960s and 1970s, though the term work-life balance had yet to be coined, a
number of factors can be identified that eventually gave rise to the current policy mix.
These included:
• health and safety at work;
• international competitiveness;
• equality; and
• the flexible labour market.
During the 1960s the debate was very much about the extent to which paid overtime
was “manufactured”6, as explained below. The analysis focussed upon informal work
group organisation and the joint regulation of working practices, within a framework of
collective bargaining. The approach was at the heart of the report of the Royal
Commission on Trades Unions and Employers Associations in the late 1960s7. The
analysis built on the productivity bargaining experiences of the previous decade.
Productivity bargaining recognised that groups of manual workers often exercised
unilateral informal control over many aspects of their working practices. Case after case
revealed that the control included the regulation of working hours where overtime was
paid at premium rates. Long overtime hours were often not necessary but
“manufactured” to boost earnings. The consequence was a low productivity culture,
associated with low hourly rates of pay and long hours of work. The answer was to
negotiate new productivity packages, which included major changes in work organisation
and working practices – including flexible patterns of work organisation – increasing
basic rates of pay and curtailing overtime working.
The 1970s proved to be a turning point brought about by a wide range of factors, such
as increased international competition, changes in technology, new forms of
organisation, increased female participation, as well as changing and more diverse
working-time needs of individuals.8 It was during the 1970s that regulation also began
to recognise the importance of equality with the introduction of the Equal Pay Act in
1970 and the Sex Discrimination Act in 1975. Since then issues relating to social equity
and justice have multiplied and become more prominent and explicit.9 It is argued that
long working hours among men in the child rearing years have disadvantaged women in
two ways: they have made it less possible for men to share in childcare and home
building, leaving the onus upon women to carry those responsibilities; they have made it
less possible for women to compete for more senior jobs if a major criterion for
promotion is commitment to the job, as demonstrated by long hours at work.
During the 1980s the political focus was very much upon liberalising the economy,
including the labour market. At the heart of labour market reform was the introduction
of more flexible patterns of work – frequently referred to as “atypical forms of
employment” (increased temporary/fixed-term employment, etc.). This took place at a
time of a major structural shift in the labour market with employment moving from the
production to the service sector, which tended to favour female employment at the time.
The introduction of more flexible forms of work was an important strand in improving
labour supply because it potentially allowed groups of individuals otherwise unable to
enter the labour market the opportunity to do so. It was only during the 1990s,
especially the latter half of the decade, that Government began to play a more
interventionist role to give employees (and potential employees) certain rights with
respect to establishing a work-life balance that suited them.

The Current Work-Life Balance
Since 1997, there have been a number of regulatory changes that have been driven by a
desire to make the labour market more equitable, efficient and safer given that the
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work-life balance agenda has some of its origins in a desire to improve health and
safety. The Working Time Regulations have their origin in the European Union, where
successive UK Governments have been amongst their less enthusiastic supporters,
reflected in the UK‟s desire to retain the opt-out.
From a regulatory perspective work-life balance encompasses:

Maternity rights – all pregnant employees are entitled to 52 weeks of maternity leave
regardless of their length of service.i Mothers are also eligible for Contractual (Company)
Maternity Pay, as agreed with their employers, or Statutory Maternity Pay for 39 weeks, plus
other potential welfare benefits.ii
Paternity leave – an entitlement to a father to take a short period of paid leave to look after
iii
his baby or support the mother following birth.
Adoptive leave – an eligible employee adopting a child can take time off when the child is
placed for adoption for 52 weeks and may be eligible for Statutory Adoption Pay for 39
iv
weeks.
Parents’ and carer’s right to request flexible working – an employee with a child aged under
six, or a disabled child aged under 18, and carers of adults, can request to work flexibly. The
employer has a statutory duty to consider the application and refuse it only on the basis of
clear business case for doing so.v
Time off for dependants in an emergency – this right enables an employee to take the
necessary action to deal with an unexpected or sudden problem concerning a dependant
and to make any necessary longer term arrangements. Whether the time off is paid or not is
vi
at the discretion of the employer.
These all relate to the Government‟s campaign to promote work-life balance and are all
concerned with the care of young children or other family commitments in one way or
another.
Work-life balance, however, is about balancing time between work and activities outside
of work which will include time spent looking after young dependants but many other
activities, both frivolous and important, too. In this respect, perhaps the most important
statutes are the Working Time Regulations because they establish the maximum number
of hours that an individual may work (provided the individual has decided not to opt-out
from the regulations).

Working Time Regulations – a central provision of the regulations is to set a maximum 48hour working week, averaged over a 17-week period, though other basic rights and
protections provided for in the Regulations include a:
o

limit of an average of eight hours work in 24 which night workers can be required to
work

o

right for night workers to receive free health assessments

o

right to 11 hours rest a day

o

a right to a day off each week

o

right to an in-work rest break if the working day is longer than six hours at one
stretch

o

right to four weeks paid leave a year.

Additionally, from a regulatory perspective if improving work-life balance is seen as
reducing the constraints upon individuals‟ work-leisure choices, then there are other
regulations (including proposed regulations) to consider.
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“Flexible working” describes the various work patterns adapted to suit the needs of
employees, but which may also have important benefits for the employer. vii Common
types of flexible working are:
part-time – working less than the normal hours of full time workers and, while
there is no absolute value of hours, a full time worker usually works 35 hours or
more a week
flexi-time – where the employee chooses when to work, bearing in mind there is
normally a core period during which the individual must be present
annualised hours – set the hours that an employee is expected to work over a
year – if the employee works more than average hours over some period, this is
compensated by lower than average hours at some other time of the year
compressed hours – involve working the agreed weekly hours normally worked
over, say, five days a week, over fewer days (e.g. 36 hours over four days)
staggered hours – allow different start, break and finish times for different
employees in the same workplace
job sharing – occurs where a job designed for one person is shared between two
or more people
home working – involves carrying out part or all of the work from the employee‟s
place of residence.
Currently there are plans to extend provisions already in place following the Walsh
Review, principally the right to request flexible working for parents of children aged
under 16 (currently the age cut off is six, and 18 if the child is disabled). 10
In addition, the Government is currently considering providing employees with the right
to request time off to train:
“The right to request time to train would work by giving an established employee
a legal right to ask their employer to give them time away from their mainstream
duties to undertake relevant training, which their employer would be required to
consider seriously.” (DIUS, Time to Train, p5)
As with the Right to Request Flexible Working regulation employers will be obliged to
give serious consideration to any such request.
The regulations listed above in many respects represent the core of work-life balance
once a person is in employment. There are, of course, many other factors which relate
to finding work in the first place, lest individuals end up viewing work-life balance from
the abject position of being involuntarily out of work. Levels of employment demand,
the welfare system, skill levels, and anti-discrimination laws are all related to work-life
balance insofar as they affect the individual‟s ability to find (any) work, and find work in
those sectors of the economy where they are likely to be afforded some form of work-life
balance that suits their needs.

The Incidence of Work-life Balance
Historically, in comparison with the European Union, the UK has been a country with
relatively long working hours. Figure 1 shows the trend in total working hours over the
last decade, based on Labour Force Survey data, which shows that there has been a
gradual reduction in working hours for both men and women, but, for some groups in
the labour market, long hours of work remain the norm. It has been estimated that one
million people work sustained long hours; that is, over 48 hours a week on average for a
17-week period (the limit specified in the Working Time Regulations). This figure is not
limited to senior managers – where the divide between work and non-work activities is
10
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somewhat blurred when, for example, social functions are factored in as time at work –
but also includes manual workers.11 The data go on to reveal that the business need for
long hours working was manifest in some cases, but there was also evidence that, it in
some cases, it arose from custom and practice unrelated to the production process.
Figure 1:

Trends in Average Total Hours of Work, 2001 - 2008
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There are often cultural factors that lead to either long hours of work – which by
definition is neither a flexible form of working nor one consistent with work-life balance
unless the individual freely chooses to work in that manner – which are unrelated to
business need. “Presenteeism” is one such factor by which employees demonstrate their
value to the business by their almost constant presence which, in turn, has a contagion
effect such that other people feel the need to mimic the practice. 12 Employers, however,
can and do find innovative alternatives to a dependence upon long hours, although it
needs to be borne in mind that changing working time arrangements, particularly where
they are linked directly to payment systems, can prove both difficult and protracted. 13
The Work-Life Balance (WLB) Surveys, conducted in 2000, 2003, and 2007, provide
information about the extent to which employers provide flexible forms of working.
Figure 2 shows the results from the second and third WLB surveys.
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Figure 2:
2007

Provision of Flexible Working Time Arrangements by Employers, 2003 and
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The data show an increase in the provision of flexible working time arrangements by
employers, with 84% of employers providing at least two or more flexible working time
arrangements in 2007.14 The incidence of provision increases with the percentage of
women in the workplace, and it is larger establishments and those in the public sector
that are most likely to report provision. Provision is not the same as take-up, and the
evidence points to take-up not increasing at the same pace as provision. Where
employers do not provide any flexible working time arrangements – 4% in 2006 – it
tends to be because it is not compatible with the business. The WLB3 Employer Survey
also reveals that 40% of employers had received a request from an employee to work
flexibly and 90% had agreed to that request.
A representative sample of employees can provide a more detailed picture of take-up.15
Figure 3 shows results from the WLB3 Employee Survey and compares employer
provision with actual take-up by employees. Take-up refers to the percentage of staff
taking up a flexible working time arrangement where it is provided by an employer. It
can be seen that relatively few employers allow working from home on a regular basis,
but, where it is provided, a substantial percentage of employees take it up. The data
show that some flexible working time practices, such as reduced hours for a short-period
or a compressed working week, are taken up by relatively few employees. Overall, 90%
of employees said flexible working time arrangements were available to them and 62%
reported that they were working flexibly. The percentage of employees that had
approached their employer about working flexibly was 17% in 2007, the same as in
2003, and 60% said their request had been fully met and a further 18% said it had been
partially met.
Figure 3:
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Take-up of Flexible Working Time Arrangements by Employees, 2007
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In relation to policies aimed more directly at parents, evidence reveals that 34% of
workplaces reported a female employee being pregnant over the past twelve months,
with 94% going on to take maternity leave.16 There are differences between the
proportions of workplaces reporting a female employee being pregnant in the public and
private sectors, with 56% of the former reporting a pregnancy and 30% in the latter. 17
Why this should be the case is unknown, but there are a number of possibilities: women
thinking of becoming pregnant may choose to select the public sector, the public sector
may have more job opportunities for women of child bearing age, or pregnant women in
the private sector may be more likely to leave employment before becoming pregnant.
The EOC investigation into discrimination during pregnancy revealed few differences in
incidence between private and public sectors. 18 Employers overall appear to be
increasing the provision of childcare support, with 14% providing some form of support
or guidance about support in 2007, compared to 4% in 2003.

Developing an Effective Work-life Balance for the Future
There is a wide body of evidence which suggests that work-life balance favours both
employers and employees.19 These relate to overall effects on business performance or
assisting particular groups of workers. For instance, an early study demonstrated how
the provision of flexible working time arrangements allowed older people, many of whom
were of post-retirement age, to re-enter the labour market because they were able to
choose when they worked in the light of their other commitments and their ability to
work.20 Ultimately the success of work-life balance is dependent upon employers being
able to implement the practices so that, at worst, they do not impose an unsustainable
16
17
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cost on their businesses. If it were to impose an unsustainable cost, then the likely
outcome is some form of regulatory avoidance, such as not recruiting people who may
demand some of work-life balance assistance. To date, the evidence about the
introduction of flexible working time arrangements and leave entitlements appear to
have been largely beneficial to employers, even if the percentage of employers reporting
a positive impact appears to be declining over time (see Figure 4).
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There remains evidence that the take-up of work-life balance is uneven across the
economy and that some demand from employees has not been met. Women, for
example, are much more likely to take up flexible working time arrangements than men,
even though an increasing number of men find themselves in the role of secondary
earner in their household. Also, take up is much greater in large establishments and the
public sector. In looking to the future the key question is how work-life balance can be
extended to a wider group of people and employers.
The Government has responded over time, by increasing the range of people who fall
within the scope of existing regulations, such as extending the right to flexible working
to carers in 2006, and proposing to further increase the scope of this regulation by
making it available to all employees with children aged under 16 years. Regulation is
very much family focussed, but there is an intention to broaden the scope to include
time off for training such that individuals can pursue, within limitations, their intellectual
interests. In other countries, study leave is also available (eg Denmark) and the UK
Government is currently considering making this provision available. Improving the take
up of education and training seems an essential step towards lifelong learning, reducing
inactivity rates and improving productivity amongst older individuals. At the present
time, male employees aged 16-17 are nearly three times more likely to receive training
than those aged 50-64.21
As noted in the introduction, in order for Government to justify intervention, the net
social benefits of doing so need to be demonstrated. In the case of family focussed
interventions, the argument is made with reference to the burden of family care being
disproportionately borne by women. There are two principal social benefits from
assisting women – and men – to meet the costs of family care: (i) increasing the current
21
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supply of labour; and (ii) ensuring a future supply of labour by reducing any employment
barriers to childbearing. There are also issues of equity that form a further aspect of
social benefits22: (i) equality of opportunity – everyone has the same opportunity to use
their talents, and society should mitigate the effects of race, gender, inheritance, etc. (ii)
equality of process – people in the same situation should be treated in the same way (iii)
equality of outcome – everyone should have an equal share of resources produced by an
economy.
It is likely that, for the foreseeable future, the work-life balance from a public policy
perspective, will be focussed mainly on the family rather than a wider set of issues
relating to how individuals want to balance their time between work and the rest of their
lives. Aside from a right to time off to train, it is unlikely that work-life balance from a
regulatory standpoint in the UK will be expanded much beyond the area Government has
mapped out for it since the late 1990s. That said, progress since the late 1990s has
been substantial, with a range of issues previously regarded as matters to be decided
between employees and their employers now falling within the remit of public policy.
The evaluative evidence, insofar as it exists, suggests that the benefits to employers,
employees and the State derived from the current set of regulations are sufficiently large
that they are unlikely to be repealed or made more limited in scope.
Where there is room for further extension of work-life balance is in relation to the takeup of existing policies. There are several issues of interest here:

whether there is ignorance amongst employers and employees about the scope for
introducing work-life balance – as the Walsh Review suggests – such that it will be possible
to further roll-out practices across the economy with the assistance of some form of advice,
guidance and information; or
whether there is a selection issue, where those employers that have taken up work-life
balance are those that are capable of doing so (or find it in their own interests to do so) and
those that remain face difficulties doing so.
There is an analogy with the high performance work practices literature. Such practices
are self-evidently beneficial to the employer and employee that it is puzzling why so
many employers have failed to do so. The answer is likely to a mix between ignorance
and lack of applicability (the selection issue) but it is not clear about the extent to which
either is the case.

This document has been commissioned as part of the UK Department for Children,
Schools and Families’ Beyond Current Horizons project, led by Futurelab. The views
expressed do not represent the policy of any Government or organisation.
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