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The Institute for a Competitive Workforce (ICW) is a 501(c)3 affiliate of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce 
and works to ensure that businesses have access—today and tomorrow—to an educated and skilled workforce. 
Through policy initiatives, business outreach, and a strong grassroots network, ICW finds solutions that will 
preserve the American workforce as this country’s greatest business asset and its strongest resource.

Mission:
The Institute for a Competitive Workforce promotes high educational standards and effective workforce 
training systems so that they are aligned with each other and with today’s rigorous business demands.
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Introduction

For most employers, the world is a different place than it was a generation 
ago. They must face two undeniable demographic trends—trends that their 
predecessors had little reason even to think about. First is the fact that, for the 
first time in the nation’s history, four distinct generations are working side by 
side. Second, over the next decade, as many as 78 million Baby Boomers are 
expected to retire.1 Their collective retirement spells a worker shortage on an 
unprecedented scale. Together, these critical factors—increased diversity coupled 
with a shortage over time of available workers—will undoubtedly drive a wide 
array of new human resource practices in the workplace.

Employers must develop new recruitment and retention policies. Unprecedented 
conditions—a multigenerational workforce, a shrinking labor pool, and an 
increasing demand for skilled workers—dictate that they do so. In fact, many 
companies have begun to institute innovative workplace practices. Whether it 
means developing strategies to attract the best talent or implementing incentives 
to retain workers who already have important skills and valuable experience, 
employers are striving to make their workplaces as effective as possible.

Starting in 2003, the Institute for a Competitive Workforce (ICW), an affiliate 
of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, partnered with the Families and Work 
Institute and the Twiga Foundation to develop When Work Works, a national 
education and recognition initiative designed to promote the practices of 
the most effective and flexible workplaces. These practices meet the needs of 
both employer and employee. Thanks to funding from the Alfred P. Sloan 
Foundation, the Alfred P. Sloan Awards for Business Excellence in Workplace 
Flexibility were created to honor companies that have used flexibility to meet 
both employer and employee goals. These companies recognize that worker 
flexibility means success. 
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over the past three years, the Sloan Awards have honored companies of all 
sizes, ranging from a high-profile retailer to a small or midsize business, such 
as a software development company or an architectural firm. Central to these 
honorees’ achievement is the way each tackled the major issue of building and 
maintaining a workplace that meets the demands not only of the twenty-first 
century but also of the twenty-first century worker. 

There is not one model. Communities nationwide have responded differently 
but in a way that addresses their particular needs. In Boise, Idaho, and 
Charleston, S.C., for example, workplace flexibility has been used as a tool to 
recruit and retain an effective multigenerational workforce by targeting young 
professionals. In Salt lake City, Utah, and Providence, r.I., on the other hand, 
workplace flexibility is used to recruit more women into leadership positions. In 
Detroit, Mich., and Aurora, Colo., workplace flexibility is one way to respond to 
changing economic conditions. And in Houston, Texas, and long Island, N.y., 
workplace flexibility is seen as a way to reduce traffic congestion. All of these 
models enhance each region’s economic competitiveness.

The following report defines workplace flexibility and effective workplaces, 
outlines the business case for these types of policies, and provides examples 
of how flexible policies worked for a half-dozen select employers. The report 
concludes with some general recommendations for establishing a more flexible, 
effective workplace. Focusing on the principles of workplace flexibility can help 
employers and chamber of commerce members meet the challenges of finding 
and retaining the best worker talent. Through the When Work Works initiative 
and the Sloan Awards, two dozen chambers across the country have brought 
the workplace flexibility message to their business communities. 
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In the simplest terms, workplace flexibility is a way to define how and when 
work gets done and how careers are organized. It is critical to overall workplace 
effectiveness. Companies of all sizes use it to improve recruitment and retention, 
manage their workload, and respond to employee diversity. It helps employers 
enhance their competitiveness in today’s evolving economy.

While there are many forms of flexibility, a handful comprise the most common 
arrangements:

• Flexible hours and scheduling
• Telecommuting
• Job sharing
• Team and work partner rotations
• Career transitions and moving from full-time to part-time work and back
• Continued training and learning opportunities2

Gaining a better understanding of these types of policies can help employers 
solve many of their workforce challenges. Nevertheless, workplace flexibility is 
often misunderstood. Some imagine it as a long-gone by-product of the dot-
com era, when young employees introduced video games, casual dress policies, 
and unpredictable working hours into the office. To the contrary: organizations 
have pioneered workplace flexibility practices for several decades. These time-
tested, research-proven strategies increase employee job engagement, job 
satisfaction, intention to stay, and well-being.3 

Managers across diverse industries are discovering the benefits of implementing 
flexible work practices. In fact, one form of workplace flexibility—working from 
home by telecommuting—is growing in popularity. The Wall Street Journal 
in January 2006 reported that research conducted by Gartner Inc., indicated 
that “more than 23% of the country’s workforce worked at least 
one day a month at home in 2005, up from 12% in 2000. Gartner 
predicts that this figure will grow to more than 100 million workers 
by 2008.”4

What Is Flexibility?
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Employers are measuring the results of flexibility and finding that their bottom 
line is benefiting also. Consider the following:

• Aetna, a large health care benefit company, found that after it extended 
the length of maternity leave, 91% of women returned to work, while 
only 77% did so after a shorter maternity leave period.5

• royal Bank Financial Group reported improved business performance, 
enhanced customer service, and reduced expenses as a result of 
introducing flexible workplace practices. royal Bank’s image as a 
desirable employer also improved.6

• Great Place to Work’s 100 best companies, 99 of which have flexible 
work policies, consistently outperformed the Standard & Poor’s 500, 
retaining key talent and experiencing a turnover rate that is half the 
national average.7

Workplace flexibility must be understood in the context of a broad goal: to 
create the most effective workplace possible. According to the Families and 
Work Institute, which conducts the National Study of the Changing Workforce 
(NSCW) every five years, an effective workforce is defined as maximizing the 
following six criteria:

• Job autonomy (control over work content, method, and pace)
• learning opportunities and challenges on the job
• Supervisor support for job success
• Coworker team support for job success
• Involvement in management decision-making
• Flexible workplace options8

All of these factors are designed to maximize employees’ contributions and to 
provide opportunities for shared decision-making and responsibility. Supervisors 
play a critical role in making work “work.” They should remember NSCW’s 
factors when supervising the workplace. It will enable them to bring out the 
best, most productive employees.
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In surveys conducted over the past few years, ICW has asked the business 
community to define the challenges and successes of finding and securing 
qualified workers. Among the 3,700 employers who responded to the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce’s Rising to the Challenge survey in 2003, two findings 
stood out:

• Half of employers report having a hard or very hard time finding 
qualified job applicants.

• Nearly 60% of employers with 11 to 50 employees report having a very 
hard or hard time securing qualified applicants.9

The Business Case for Flexibility

The Cost of Turnover

Turnover is expensive business. It is clear that all organizations, large and small, expect to grow 
and prosper. But they must make talent retention a top priority. Managing unwanted employee 
turnover may become the most important business issue of the next decade. When indirect costs are 
considered—lost productivity, lost sales, and lost intellectual capital—the cost of turnover is too great 
for any company to ignore.

•	According	to	industry	surveys,	estimates	of	per-employee	turnover	costs	range	from	$19,700		
for	customer	service	representatives	to	$57,700	for	middle	managers.	

•	A	Coca-Cola	study	found	that	supermarkets	spend	$1.40	on	employee	turnover	for	every	
	 $1	of	profit.	

•	 In	the	health	care	industry,	the	per-patient	cost	was	35%	greater	in	centers	with	high	nurse	
turnover.

•	Retail	clothing	stores	would	have	to	sell	3,000	additional	pairs	of	khaki	pants	at	$35	apiece	to	
compensate	for	the	loss	of	one	worker.	

•	The	Saratoga	Institute	found	that	it	cost	150%	to	200%	of	an	exempt	employee’s	yearly	salary	to	
replace	that	employee.

Source: A Business Perspective on Workplace Flexibility: When Work Works, An Employer Strategy for the 21st 
Century, Institute for a Competitive Workforce, 2005, p. 2, and TalentKeepers News, II (3), Summer 2003, p. 1. 
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The findings also indicate that, although businesses reported recruitment and 
retention as critical factors in being competitive, few are prepared to address 
the issues. The numbers speak for themselves: only 46% of the organizations 
conduct exit interviews, and only 25% measure employee turnover. And, 
perhaps even worse, 79% have no dedicated staff for recruitment, training, or 
retention/career development responsibilities. Despite these shortcomings, 
small and midsize businesses can still draw on the principles of effective 
workplaces and workplace flexibility to address their workforce concerns.10
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Numerous organizations have created more effective and flexible workplaces. 
Such action benefits both employees and the company itself. Below are a few 
profiles of Sloan Award–winning organizations and their innovative ideas.

ARUP LABORATORIES
Medical	and	testing	reference	laboratory
Winning site: Salt Lake City, Utah (1,789 employees)

ArUP laboratories, a nationally acclaimed medical and testing 
reference laboratory owned and operated by the University of 
Utah, offers its staff the option of a schedule that requires a 
week of work (seven days on) with an alternating seven days 
off. Employees work 10-hour days and log 70 hours in all 
during any given two-week period. They are paid, however, for 
two full 40-hour weeks.

The medical facility further ensures smooth operations and excellent patient care 
by pairing each worker with a counterpart who works the opposite schedule. 
The two workers cover for each other if there are scheduling conflicts. ArUP 
also offers staff 10-hour schedules to be worked over four days, as well as the 
conventional five-day-a-week option. ArUP is trying to recruit college students 
by offering flexible scheduling options and tuition reimbursement.

As a result, ArUP has more than doubled its number of employees. In 1992 
the company had 700 employees. Twelve years later, it had 1,700. In that time, 
ArUP has also cut its turnover rate from 22% to 11%.11

Employer Profiles of                  
Flexible Workplaces
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BON SECOURS RICHMOND HEALTH SYSTEM
Nonprofit	Catholic	health	system
Winning site: Richmond, Va. (6,100 employees)

More than half of Bon Secours’ employees are nurses, a profession 
plagued with severe labor shortages nationwide. To meet demand, 
the health system has set up numerous flexibility policies. For 
instance, nurses are allowed to move back and forth easily between 
full- and part-time schedules, and are able arrange their normal 
day-to-day workload according to these schedules. 

Bon Secours’ management practices also are attractive for people planning 
to retire. More mature and experienced employees can negotiate schedules 
with reduced time. Moreover, as long as they put in 1,000 hours per year, 
contributions continue to flow into their pensions in amounts pro-rated 
according to the number of hours they work. A retired operating room nurse 
who is 84 years old is now employed in Bon Secours’ employee wellness 
department giving tuberculosis tests. Putting in a minimum of 15 hours a week, 
she collects her retirement and salary and is eligible for part-time benefits. 

In the last two years, as the hospital industry has consolidated, Bon Secours 
richmond has flourished, opening a new hospital, launching the construction of 
a new treatment and teaching facility, and expanding its emergency department 
and critical care unit.12

KAYE/BASSMAN INTERNATIONAL
Executive	recruiter
Winning site: Dallas, Texas (110 employees)

recruiters make up 85% of kaye/Bassman’s employees, and most 
can move with no difficulty from part time to full time and back 
again. About 10% now have reduced hours, an option for people 
at all levels of the company. The company also has one job-sharing 
situation, with another possible arrangement on the way: Two 
women with the same clients are hoping to have children and plan 
to share a single position.

Another consideration is how employee pay is affected. In the business of 
international employee recruiting, commissions are a big part of compensation. 
As a result, reduced hours have little impact on salary. For instance, in a 
traditional system of compensation, if a person were to work half time instead 
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of full time, his or her pay would be reduced by half. But at kaye/Bassman, 
placing a candidate is what counts, not the number of hours it took to place 
the candidate. The bonus received at the end of the year, then, would make up 
the difference. As for health insurance, employees must log 35 hours a week to 
continue receiving that benefit.

overall, kaye/Bassman has flourished. As of 2005, it had posted 25 consecutive 
years of growth. In the words of CEo Jeff kaye, “Flexibility makes us money.”13

KPMG LLP 
Audit,	tax,	and	advisory	firm
Winning sites: Boise, Idaho (41 employees); Providence, R.I. (57 employees); 
Houston, Texas (526 employees); Long Beach, Calif. (734 employees); Long 
Island, N.Y. (144 employees); and Chicago, Ill. (1,434 employees).

As one of the largest professional services firms in the world, kPMG llP has 
found that its culture of flexibility is the main reason behind retention and 
commitment to the firm. Furthermore, it is the issue in which top performers 
are most interested. Flexibility has become the centerpiece of the firm’s 
Employer of Choice initiatives. 

“Companies need to realize that physical presence and face time do not 
correlate into productivity and commitment,” says Barbara Wankoff, director of 
workplace solutions, who noted that approximately 65% of kPMG employees 
either currently work or have worked on a flexible schedule. kPMG offers 
flexibility in a number of ways, through both formal and informal arrangements. 
Flexibility offerings include compressed work weeks, telecommuting, job 
sharing, reduced workloads, and even day-to-day flexibility. Employees can leave 
work to attend a school function or a doctor’s appointment. 

Short-term flexibility is offered to employees who are responding to a life 
change, such as caring for a sick family member. The firm also tries to ease the 
transition for new mothers returning to work by initially giving them a reduced 
work schedule. Also, all new fathers are given two weeks of paid paternity leave 
to use any time during the first year of their child’s life.

Employees who need long-term flexible solutions are encouraged to have 
conversations with their performance managers to develop a mutually beneficial 
work plan. Employees and managers are also advised to visit the firm’s flexibility 
Web site, which provides the tools and information to make decisions and 
develop a plan. It includes an alternative work arrangement (AWA) conversation 
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guide, decision-making guidelines, a reduced workload model, telecommuting 
guidelines, and an AWA agreement form.14

MENLO INNOVATIONS
Software	design,	development,	and	training
Winning site: Detroit, Mich. (15 employees)

Menlo Innovations has used the spirit of flexibility to define a work culture 
unlike that of most organizations. This firm scrapped what many consider to be 
the mainstays of office life—cubicles, assigned personal computers, and set job 
assignments—for work tables, flexible work spaces, and changing work teams for 
different projects. Teams work in pairs and are shuffled often, sometimes week 
to week. Employees are free to set their own work schedules as long as they 
coordinate with their weekly partner. For example, one employee at Menlo went 
on sabbatical for several months.

Despite being a software company, Menlo does not believe that technology is always 
the answer. For example, projects are tracked not with the latest software but rather 
with large corkboards with colored index cards. According to richard Sheridan, one 
of the founders of Menlo, this open management of projects has bolstered employee 
engagement and made employee turnover a virtual nonissue for the company.15

NRG::SEATTLE
Insurance	company
Winning site: Seattle, Wash. (14 employees)

Every day at noon, the office lights at this Seattle company 
are turned off. owner Michelle rupp believes her people are 
“restored by slowing down for an hour, taking a deep breath, 
and getting out of the building.” So, she has simply removed 
the option of working during the lunch hour. People are also 
reminded that working overtime is discouraged and that they 

are measured not by how much time they spend in the office but by how happy 
their clients are.

Day-to-day work practices build flexibility into every staff member’s life. It is the 
result of a culture that flows straight from its owner’s management style. rupp 
insists that everyone work at home one day each week, because, she feels, it 
helps achieve a work/life balance by offering employees the chance to “recharge 
their batteries.”16
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Award-Winning Organizations and Their Practices

A survey of the 2007 winners of the Alfred P. Sloan Award for Business Excellence in Workplace 
Flexibility tells us a lot about the trends in workplace flexibility practices:

•	Seventeen	percent	of	Sloan	Award	winners	are	nonprofit	organizations,	79%	are	for-profit	
organizations,	2%	are	government	institutions,	and	1%	are	public	education	institutions.

•	The	top	industries	represented	among	2007	Sloan	Award	winners	are	professional	services	
(38%),	finance,	insurance	and	real	estate	(15%),	social	services	(10%),	and	medical	services	(5%).

•	Fifty-eight	percent	of	2007	Sloan	Award	winners	allow	all	or	most	of	their	employees	to	
compress	their	workweeks	by	working	longer	hours	on	fewer	days	for	at	least	part	of	the	year,	
compared	with	10%	of	employers	nationally.

•	Fifty-nine	percent	of	2007	Sloan	Award	winners	allow	all	or	most	of	their	employees	to	work	
some	of	their	regular	paid	hours	at	home	occasionally,	compared	with	3%	of	employers	
nationally.

•	Seventy-three	percent	of	2007	Sloan	Award	Winners	allow	all	or	most	of	their	employees	to	
phase	into	retirement	by	working	reduced	hours	over	a	period	of	time	prior	to	full	retirement,	
compared	with	28%	of	employers	nationally.

•	Ninety-seven	percent	of	2007	Sloan	Award	Winners	allow	all	or	most	of	their	employees	to	take	
time	off	during	the	work	day	to	attend	to	important	family	or	personal	needs	without	losing	pay,	
compared	with	60%	of	employers	nationally.

•	Ninety-six	percent	of	2007	Sloan	Award	Winners	allow	all	or	most	of	their	employees	to	take	
paid	or	unpaid	time	away	from	work	for	education	or	training	to	improve	job	skills,	compared	
with	45%	of	employers	nationally.

 
Source: James T. Bond, Ellen Galinsky, Stacy S. Kim, and Erin Brownfield. 2005 National Study of Employers 
(New York: Families and Work Institute, 2005) and Families and Work Institute, Statistics from 2007 Sloan Award 
Winners (unpublished).
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How to Get Started

Introducing workplace flexibility practices, and then implementing them, 
involves a number of factors. Here are some basic guiding principles for 
increasing the chances of sustaining these strategies:

1. See flexibility as a strategic business tool. In the past, flexibility was seen 
at best as a “perk” or an accommodation to employees. In the future, 
companies should look at flexibility as a management tool to help their 
employees be productive.

2. Define goals. Metrics and scorecards are two staples of the results-
only Work Environment (roWE) principle at Best Buy’s headquarters 
in Minneapolis, Minn. Through roWE, employees are given the 
power to set their own schedules. Metrics and scorecards are essential 
to integrating flexible work practices successfully. They will help you 
define what policies to use, reasons to use them, and whether they are 
working.17  

3. Ask employees what they need. It is important not to try to solve a 
problem unless you are clear about what the exact problem is. Bring 
together small groups of people for informal discussions and seek out 
the best, most readily accepted strategies.

4. Involve top and middle management. In many cases, integrating 
flexibility involves a culture change. offering new opportunities as “pilot 
programs” and keeping middle and top management informed of these 
programs’ progress, while clearly explaining that success takes time, will 
help ease misunderstandings.
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5. Define flexibility as mutually beneficial. Flexibility should not be 
described as an “accommodation,” because such terminology makes 
the arrangement seem too autocratic. Flexibility is democratic. It is the 
cooperation of the employee and the employer based on the input of 
both. Always define flexibility as mutually beneficial, and encourage 
employees to demonstrate why their flexible arrangement benefits the 
company as well.

6. Communicate. once flexibility spreads through an organization, staff 
communication becomes even more important. Many companies have 
intranet sites to keep remote employees informed and networked.

7. recognize and reward. As with any new experiment in the workplace, 
laud the successes and the people who made them happen.18 

The flexible workplace calls for new partnerships between employees and 
supervisors. like the other characteristics of an effective workplace, the flexible 
workplace calls for new ways of managing and working. It requires both 
managers and employees to assume greater responsibilities in organizing and 
scheduling work. 

A convincing body of research and corporate experience finds that flexibility is 
a critical element of an effective workplace. When employees are exposed to a 
flexible, effective workplace, they are more likely to be satisfied with their jobs. 
In addition, they are more likely to remain with their employer and thus will be 
more effective. When employers and employees collaborate in finding flexible 
ways to work—that is, making work, work—the organization and the employee 
will benefit. 
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As part of the Institute for a Competitive Workforce’s initiative, When Work 
Works, the Sloan Awards for Business Excellence in Workplace Flexibility 
honor companies that have successfully used flexibility to meet both employer 
and employee goals. This is the first award of its kind to validate companies’ 
performance, programs, and policies with employee input, differentiating it 
from any other current award. A rigorous application and scoring process was 
developed to select honorees for the award.

The assessment used to determine the Sloan Award winners is based on the 
Families and Work Institute’s National Study of Employers (NSE). Sloan Award 
recipients are employers that offer flexibility programs, policies, and practices 
that are equal to or above the national average from this study and also have 
employee verification that the policies are carried out effectively. 

Beginning in 2005, the Sloan Awards were presented to employers of all sizes in 
eight communities nationwide. These award winners exceeded the standard of 
excellence set by the NSE. Starting in 2008, the Sloan Awards will enter their 
fourth year and will be presented in 30 communities (see map). 

Learn More About the 
Alfred P. Sloan Awards
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To find out more about the Sloan Award and the winners of the award, visit www.whenworkworks.org
and www.uschamber.com/icw.
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