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Happier families and better bottom lines: How flexible work options 

benefit both business and family 
  

The American Business Model is sorely outdated. “Today’s workplaces are 
(im)perfectly designed for the workforce… of 1960,” writes Joan C. Williams and 
Heather Boushey in their report, The Three Faces of Work-Family Conflict 
(2010). This mismatch creates pressures on individual workers of all income 
levels and has negative consequences for U.S. businesses and the entire 
economy.  
 

The United States sits embarrassingly at the bottom of the list of industrialized – and some developing - 
nations that provide support to working families.  We’re cutting off our own feet. The existing U.S. 
workplace model wreaks havoc for today’s families and impedes our nation’s ability to compete on the 
global scale. Happy families and better bottom lines don’t have to be mutually exclusive. In fact, for our 
nation to succeed, they can’t be. 

On February 17, more than 20 community 
members participated in the Metropolitan 
Family Service agog discussion series to explore 
ways business and family can work in tandem to 
create family-friendly workplaces, improve the 
bottom line, and grow our economy. Dr. Leslie 
Hammer, Psychology professor at Portland 
State University; Amy Potthast, Director of Service and Graduate Education Programs at Idealist.org; 
and Sharon Bernstein, Co-founder of Family Forward Oregon moderated this event.  

The group, which included new parents as well as seasoned veterans, discussed with much fervor, 
abhorrence for the existing ‘systems’ in place, and a fierce desire for change, the challenges faced by 
working parents to balance work schedules, school schedules, holidays, summer breaks and how to 
remain competitive in the workplace while attempting to support family needs.  
 
It’s not a personal problem.   Over one-third of today’s workforce is considered the “working poor” and 
nearly 70% of American households are dual-career, meaning at least two adults are working in order to 
make ends meet. Americans are working harder and longer hours with few laws to support them, and 
the laws that do exist have gaping holes.  
 
The idea that people need to work longer hours, weeks and years with little flexibility actually flies in the 
face of global competitiveness. Inflexible work schedules can have detrimental effects on all involved. 
One guest, a working mother, was unexpectedly laid off recently when she intended to return to work 
from maternity leave. Others said their spouses remain in jobs they dislike because their jobs provide 
healthcare that covers the entire family. Another guest shared a story about a high school student who 
was suspended from school for a year without any supplemental educational support during his 
suspension. This student was the son of a single mother with several younger children, and became the 
babysitter so the mother could work full time to support them all. How is this situation supposed to help 
this young man - and his family - succeed?  
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One guest illustrated the perverse predicament - and peril - that inflexible work schedules can put 
families in.  A single mother of two young boys had to be 
at work at 8:00 am. She worked in the predominantly male 
field of residential home construction. School didn’t start 
until 8:30 am. She had two choices: she could either drop 
her kids near the school in what she considered an unsafe 
neighborhood at around 7 am to wait unsupervised for an 
hour until the doors opened, or take them to school on 
time, only to arrive 45 minutes late to her job. It was 
difficult for her to be productive when she was worrying 
about the safety of her boys. Wondering when and how 
their kids were going to get to and from school was not an 
issue for the married men at her workplace.      
  
Both informal and formal policies can support 
employees. Examples of informal support include giving 
employees more control over their schedule and the 
freedom to ask their supervisor for a day off or to work 
from home without spoken or unspoken discrimination or 
retaliation. Based on a recently published study conducted 
by Dr. Hammer, workers who had supportive supervisors - 
those who were knowledgeable of and encouraged the 
use of policies and genuinely created a culture of 
workplace flexibility – reported an increased level of job 
satisfaction, decreased intention to leave, decreased 
attrition and absenteeism, and increased self-reported 
physical health.   

Understandably, businesses want a solid workforce. 
Training an employee is very expensive. Employees leave 
their workplaces for a variety of reasons, including 
inflexible working conditions.  Replacing a trained 
employee – turnover - is even more expensive, and it 
happens at an alarming rate. In a study of manual, 
customer service, clerical and sales positions, the turnover 
rate was on average 20% a month, or 240% a year. 
Moreover, employee turnover is not a cost of doing 
business, but is commonly treated as such. At a 
replacement cost of 20% of a worker’s annual salary, 
businesses would increase their ROI (return on 
investment) by incorporating flexible work options to 
retain trained employees. This requires businesses to look 
at their employees as investments versus a business expense. 

Many parents at this agog discussion had to make tough choices and deep compromises regarding work 
and child care.  Most working parents juggle taking leave from work, working opposite hours, or having 
one parent remain at home while the other parent works.  Women often suffer greater impact when 

“At some point my boss decided it 
was okay to verbally abuse me. 
My thoughts at the time were I’m 
not driving all this way and 
leaving my kids on a street corner 
for this! One night my boss called 
everyone to ask them to come in 
even though the roads were icy. I 
told him my kids, ages 7 and 10 
couldn’t be left at home alone, 
and my car was stuck in the 
driveway. He suggested I start 
very early in the morning and dig 
my way out of the driveway. I 
shouldn’t verbalize what I 
suggested to him! I quit at that 
moment. Even though I had 
offered to work at home (making 
outgoing calls mostly) he wouldn’t 
allow me. It just wasn’t worth the 
trouble and stress anymore.   
 
“Compared to then, I now have a 
position that I work 4 days a week 
and have lower stress. On most 
Mondays I pick my son up at 
school 4 blocks away from my 
office and bring him back to work. 
Today because he was tired, he 
asked me if we could go home 
after school and I could work from 
home. And that’s just what I did!” 

~  Michelle, agog participant 
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Minimum wage in Oregon 

 $8.50/hour 
 

2011 federal poverty guideline, family of four 

$22,350 
 

Oregon HUD low-income guideline, family of four 

$49,450 

Average annual cost of full-time infant care 

 $9,936 
 

Percentage of median income for infant care 
expenses (single mother) 

 43% 
 

2010 Child Care in the State of Oregon by NACCRA 

leaving their careers for child rearing and often cannot return to a level held previously because they got 
off the ‘career track,’ and because quality subsidized daycare is not available.  Many women elected to 
have smaller families to accommodate the desire or need to remain in the workforce.   
 
Policy changes are even more essential for low-wage workers. While work-family conflict is 
widespread, it is intensified for low-income women who support a family alone and for families where 
both parents have to work continuously. Many low-income working parents do not work for 
organizations that embrace family-friendly work environments.  These lower paying jobs often have 
inflexible work schedules with rigid policies regarding time off and are without eligibility for protected 
leave and other benefits. Employers of fewer than 25 do not have to comply with either state or federal 
leave laws, which leaves employees of smaller companies without any protection for time off for family 
needs.  Many low wage earners do not have comprehensive benefit packages (disability, vacation, 
holidays, etc.) available to them. 

Low-income families can rarely afford to take time off 
without pay for care of children or family members as all the 
income earned is required for survival.  It is unfortunate in 
our country that some working wages are so low that 
childcare expenses exceed paychecks, making little economic 
sense to work in the first place.  Someone working full time 
at minimum wage isn’t able to live above the federal poverty 
line, let alone Oregon’s, and be able to pay for quality 
childcare. And these same low-wage workers are more likely 
to be single parents, to be caring for their own parents, or 
have children with serious health issues that are their higher-
wage counterparts. 
 
The widening income divide is changing the American 
family...and not for the better.  For low income workers, the 
change in inflation-adjusted family income over the last 30 
years has dropped by nearly 30% while middle incomes fell 
just over 13% and professional incomes rose nearly 7.5 %.  
 
Guests explored what other countries are doing to support all working families.  What can we glean 
from these countries whose policies value and clearly support family-friendly policies? Canada, most of 
Western Europe, Ireland and Sweden were mentioned as countries that more adequately support 
families with paid maternity and paternity leave, childcare, extended paid time for working parents, etc. 
One woman, originally from East Germany, said that many governmental family-friendly policies are not 
questioned in Germany and added that it is hard to believe so many Americans are against government 
support for childcare and healthcare. 
 
Our capitalist economy and entrenched ‘value’ of rugged individualism does not lend itself to providing 
social services for the greater good.  American culture does not support these government benefits in 
the same way that European countries do.  A major “culture shift” would have to occur before these 
kinds of benefits would be offered in the United States.   
 
 

http://www.naccrra.org/publications/naccrra-publications/publications/8880000_State%20Fact%20Bk%202010-states.pks_OR.pdf�
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It is clear that modern, family-friendly policies are needed. There are great examples of stateside and 
local employers - Nike, Providence Health System, Susan G. Komen Foundation and Keen to name a few 
- who make flexible schedules, job sharing and other work innovations work for them.  Metropolitan 
Family Service, for example, provides flexible work and leave for its employees and is willing to be 
creative in crafting work environments that help support working parents and families. MFS was rated 
by the Portland Business Journal as one of the top 15 non-profits to work for in 2010 based on employee 
input. These employers can become leaders in the community to help other organizations embrace the 
need for consideration of adaptable work environments. 
 
Guests were asked what workplace changes would better support their ability to care for their family 
while contributing to or expanding their role in the workforce. People want employers to realize that 
employees have a “whole life” and that work-family balance is important. Here are some of their 
ideas: 

 On-site childcare 
 Subsidized quality daycare 
 Paid maternity/parental leave without career consequences 
 Ability to transition back into the workforce on a reduced schedule for a period of time  
 Flexible schedules/telecommuting that allow workers to determine the best schedules 
 Work for productivity (work that values and supports productivity and does not adhere to a 

specific work schedule or location.  For example, if the work gets done, it does not matter when 
or where the employee works) 
 Compressed work weeks 
 Flexible time off programs where parents can use time as needed/wanted 
 Job sharing that’s not career killing 
 Work sharing for parents to cover work during school holidays 
 Private breast-pumping room 
 Support for fathers to take caretaker leave 
 Definition of family to include older adults 
 Seasonally adjustable work schedules to accommodate school schedules 
 Real national health care with portability 

As a result, the group thought most of these changes would do the following things that are good 
for employers, and there is research to mask most of this up: 

 Increased productivity 
 Longer tenure 
 Retained institutional knowledge that cannot be replicated by a new hire 
 Additional skills and different, broader perspectives gained through job sharing 
 Reduced absenteeism 
 Reduced commute time 
 Increased flexibility 
 Increased community building 
 Decreased child abuse and family tension
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Since schools are part of the bigger picture, giving serious consideration to redesigning the school year 
to a year-round model would eliminate the long summer break and need for extended care for children 
out of school in summer, and have the obvious benefit of preventing ‘summer learning loss.’  

With further discussion, people thought that some of the above changes were easier for employers to 
implement than others and some, like paid leave for all workers, would require policy change to make 
widespread. People estimated that the culture change of acceptance could take a long time, up to 20 
years. 

Strong advocacy work is needed now. Continue powerful discussions like this with your family, your 
friends, your community, and your government. Keep reading. Model volunteerism to solve community 
problems.  Be a strong advocate for yourself and don’t take no – or stagnation - for an answer! 
 

Ways to advocate for family friendly policies now: 
 
Family Forward Oregon 
The Mother PAC  
Talk to your legislators, members of Congress, and Senators  
MomsRising.org 
 
Learn more 

 The Motherhood Manifesto  by Joan Blades and Kristin Rowe-Finkbeiner 
 The Price of Motherhood by Ann Crittenden  
 The Three Faces of Work-Family Conflict: The Poor, the Professionals, and the Missing Middle by 

the Center for American Progress 
 The Widening Gap:  Why America's Working Families Are in Jeopardy and What Can Be Done 

About It by Jody Heymann 
 Lifting as we Climb:  Women of Color, Wealth, and America's Future by Mariko Change, Insight 

Center for Community Economic Development    
 The Custom-Fit Workplace by Joan Blades and Nanette Fondas 
 Improving Work-Life Fit in Hourly Jobs by Joan Williams  
 Resources and guidelines for implementing workplace flexibility can be found at Corporate 

Voices for Working Families  

The mission of Metropolitan Family Service is to strengthen families and individuals while enhancing their 
participation in community life.  Metropolitan Family Service programs help more than 33,000 children, 
families and older adults every year. Many of the parents we help are low-income, single parents of 

multiple children who are struggling with work/family issues. The information we learn 
from agog discussions helps us provide the highest quality of services possible. 

Organized by MFS, A Gathering of Good (agog) is a series of community events 
promoting discussion, civic engagement and social change.  We believe changing 
demographics is and will have significant impact on the needs of local community. 
Through agog, we want to help ensure that the community is informed and able to 
support these changes. Visit www.agatheringofgood.org to learn more.  

 

https://org2.democracyinaction.org/o/6681/signup_page/join-us�
http://www.motherpac.org/�
http://www.house.gov/house/MemberWWW.html�
http://www.senate.gov/senators/�
http://www.momsrising.org/�
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/2010/01/three_faces_report.html�
http://www.amazon.com/Widening-Gap-Americas-Families-Jeopardy/dp/0465013090�
http://www.amazon.com/Widening-Gap-Americas-Families-Jeopardy/dp/0465013090�
http://www.insightcced.org/uploads/CRWG/LiftingAsWeClimb-WomenWealth-Report-InsightCenter-Spring2010.pdf�
http://customfitworkplace.org/view/about-us�
http://www.worklifelaw.org/pubs/ImprovingWork-LifeFit.pdf�
http://www.corporatevoices.org/publications/workplaceflex�
http://www.corporatevoices.org/publications/workplaceflex�
http://www.agatheringofgood.org/�

