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Introduction

Most Americans are working hard to pay their bills and to take care of their families, yet 
too many employers make it impossible to juggle those work and family obligations. The 
danger of losing a job or missing a promotion because of illness, pregnancy, or taking 
care of loved ones when working at companies focused solely on the bottom line leaves 
too many moms and dads having to choose between their jobs and their families.

About half of all workers on U.S. payrolls today are women.1 Moreover, the major-
ity of mothers, whether married or single, work outside the home, meaning that in 
most American families, all of the adults work and there is no full-time stay-at-home 
caregiver.2 This is not just a “women’s issue” since the changing nature of our families 
impacts men and women, adults and children. Indeed, as our population continues to 
rapidly age, more and more workers are finding themselves providing elder care to their 
aging parents as well.3

While our workforce and families have changed dramatically, our nation’s labor standards 
have not been updated in decades. There are sensible policies that would assist families 
while simultaneously helping employers’ bottom lines, but both employers and policymak-
ers have been slow to recognize how fundamentally our lives have changed and what needs 
to be done to make our workplace policies match the way that we live and work today. 

In this series we identify five issues facing workers today: paid sick days, paid family 
and medical leave, workplace flexibility, child care, and the wage gap. As our nation has 
reached a pivotal moment in history, policymakers will have to decide whether they will 
take the necessary steps to support hardworking American families or whether they will 
continue along with the status quo.

Here are the key facts you need to know about the importance of workplace flexibility.

http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/2012/08/paidsickdays_factsheet.html
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/2012/08/paidleave_factsheet.html
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/2012/08/paidleave_factsheet.html
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/2012/08/flexibility_factsheet.html
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/2012/08/childcare_factsheet.html
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/2012/08/wagegap_factsheet.html
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Workplace flexibility

•	 Inflexible and unpredictable schedules make it difficult for workers to balance their 

jobs with family and personal needs. Almost 30 percent of all Americans report hav-
ing work schedules with varied daily start and stop times, with 10 percent reporting 
schedules that fluctuate so much that they cannot predict a typical weekly work sched-
ule.4 This is particularly true for low- and middle-income families—nearly 70 percent 
of low-income workers cannot change their scheduled start or stop time if needed.5

•	Only about half (55.9 percent) of workers can alter their schedule or the location 

where they do their work should they need to.6 The ability to utilize flexible schedul-
ing increases with salary—higher paid workers have more options than low-wage work-
ers. And Latinos are the least likely to have workplace flexibility of any racial or ethnic 
group. For example, only 44.1 percent of Hispanic workers have the ability to adjust their 
work schedules when they need to, compared to 53.7 percent of whites, 47.9 percent of 
African Americans, and 57.6 percent of Asians. The higher a worker’s earnings, the more 
likely they are to be able to alter the schedule or location of their work. The same pattern 
holds true for education—workers with a college degree are nearly twice as likely to be 
able to change their schedule than those with less than a high school degree. 

•	 Predictable schedules can help workers provide or arrange for proper child and elder 

care without paying for unnecessary care. Yet companies often combine inflexible 
scheduling with a “no fault” absence program, where workers receive points for being 
late or skipping a shift, and can be fired if they garner enough points. This system puts 
workers faced with unforeseen emergencies—such as family illness—at a disadvantage.7

•	Current workplace policies put an unfair burden on workers’ time. Low-income 
workers in hourly positions are often required to have “maximum availability,” where 
they are able to be scheduled for more hours than they will actually work, in order to 
be considered full-time workers. To be a full-time employee at Starbucks, for example, 
workers must be available to be scheduled for a shift for 70 percent of business hours 
or 80 hours each week.8

•	Workers are spending more time at work today than they did a generation ago. The 
typical American middle-income family worked an average of 11 more hours per week 
in 2009 than in 1979.9 Around 40 percent of professional men work more than 50 
hours per week but 80 percent of these men reported wanting shorter hours. 

•	 Flexible workplaces are good for businesses and the economy. Deloitte’s Touche 
Toshmatsu, a professional services consulting business, estimated that implementing 
flexible work arrangements in 2003 resulted in savings of $41.5 million in reduced 
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turnover costs for their company.10 Flex programs in Germany, the United Kingdom, 
and Australia have not caused decreased profits or unmet customer demand, accord-
ing to a survey of employers who have implemented these programs.11

•	Workplace flexibility programs allow employees to change their work schedules, 

work locations, or both—making it possible for them to balance their responsibili-

ties at work with family care and other personal needs. Three-quarters of Americans 
believe that employers should give workers more flexibility in their work schedule 
and location.12 In spite of this overwhelming public support, the Working Families 
Flexibility Act—which is modeled on current laws in Europe and Australia, would 
allow employees to request flexibility, and would ensure their requests were consid-
ered fairly by their employers—has not been voted on in the House of Representatives 
or the Senate since it was introduced earlier this year.

The bottom line: Workplace flexibility is essential to employers and employees and their 
families alike for a stronger and more prosperous society and economy. 

Sarah Jane Glynn is a Policy Analyst at the Center for American Progress. Joanna Venator is 
an intern at the Center.
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