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Who Will Drive Workplace Flexibility? 

The Brookings Institute held a Future of Children event on workplace flexibility to release the latest issue of 
its “Work and Family” journal and an accompanying policy brief titled “Work-Family Conflict: Look to 
Employers and Communities for Solutions.” 

The authors of the policy brief argue that current economic conditions and political gridlock mean that the 
“prospects for federal child care legislation are…bleak,” while the states’ efforts to maintain balanced 
budgets provides little hope for additional spending on policies friendly to working families. Instead, it is up to 
employers and community institutions, such as schools, health care providers and elder service 
organizations, to build on the provisions of the Family and Medical Leave Act with robust policies to help 
employees avoid work-life conflict. Maryella Gockel, the flexibility strategy leader at accounting firm Ernst & 
Young, discussed her organization’s efforts in this context, noting that going above and beyond the basic 
standards set by government has been essential to reducing turnover in their workforce. 

One contributor to the journal, Heather Boushey from the Center for American Progress, noted that 
substantial progress has been made in the public policy arena. Rather than serving to hinder efforts to enact 
workplace flexibility laws, the recent recession has actually served to spur some states and localities to 
institute policies that create a more flexible work environment for employees. Some examples from her 
report: In 2008, Utah placed most employees to a four-day workweek to save money on energy costs. San 
Francisco and Washington, D.C. gained the right to job-protected paid sick leave in 2007 and 2010, 
respectively. Though seemingly counterintuitive, numerous studies show that these policies make for a 
happier, healthier and more productive workforce, and that employers benefit from implementing workplace 
flexibility strategies. Ms. Boushey argued that this type of economic environment is exactly the time for 
government to promote practices that lead to a stronger workforce. 

This dovetails nicely with my report last week on the National Science Foundation’s institution of new 
flexibility policies for government professionals in the STEM fields. So although new federal laws may not be 
on the immediate horizon, government has shown a willingness to lead by example. These continued efforts 
by the federal government ensure that work-life balance remains at the forefront of the discussion around a 
modern business model. 

The opinions expressed are solely those of the author and do not necessarily represent those of WorldatWork. 
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