NEGOTIATING
FLEXIBLE WORKING
FOR SENIOR ROLES
A Step-By-Step Guide

Welcome to Leaders Plus
Too often, parents feel they have to choose between being a good parent and enjoying a fulfilling
leadership career. We exist to change this.
Our social enterprise runs an award-winning Fellowship Programme for parents with young children,
helping them to progress their careers whilst at the same time enjoying their families.
For many working parents, adopting a flexible working approach is crucial for them to be able to
stay on the leadership pipeline at work. This guide will give you a step-by-step framework
for negotiating flexible working for a senior role.
It is based on my years of experience running corporate sessions on effectively communicating
your needs at work as an ambitious parent, as well as my time supporting hundreds of Leaders Plus
Fellows.
I believe that we should treat flexible working requests as an opportunity to influence senior leaders.
It is easy to imagine that post Covid-19 the flexible working argument is solved; however, many line
managers still have deep-rooted fears around losing control or a perceived lack of performance.
By clearly outlining your flexible working request you can take control of the conversation and
support your line manager to feel comfortable about flexible working and the many benefits it offers.

Verena Hefti - CEO & Founder, Leaders Plus
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KEY PRINCIPLES
By being the first to work flexibly in your
organisation/within your role, you are a leader that helps
your organisation to become an excellent place of work.
You should take pride in that.

You don’t need to apologise for wanting to work
flexibly. There are plenty of examples of high impact
leaders who work flexibly. For example Hannah Essex,
Dom Holmes or Susannah Hardyman.

Give yourself permission to ask for flexible working
guilt free. There is strong evidence that working part
time or flexibly doesn’t have a negative impact on
performance.

You don’t have to work fulltime to be a good employee
and you don’t have to work flexibly to be a good parent.
Find what works for you.

WWW.LEADERSPLUS.ORG.UK

@LEADERS_PLUS

#LEADERSWITHBABIES

STEP 1: WHAT IS YOUR VISION?
It’s really important that before you start influencing your leaders and negotiating your flexible
working request, you identify very clearly your vision for the working arrangements that work
best for you.

IDENTIFY YOUR RED LINES TO SURVIVE
Red lines are non-negotiable's that are absolutely essential for you to be effective and
happy at work.
For example: a red line might be that you don’t want to have more than 2 international trips
per year but you don’t mind working 5 days per week. As long as you can pick up the kids from
school on Friday, come what may.
Once you have your red lines and your flexible working is in place, communicate them to your
team and, importantly, stick to them! When you break your red line, you send a message that
it is not actually a red line at all. You will find that many colleagues appreciate clarity of what
you need and you can ask them for their help in reminding you to stick to those red lines too.

TASK: Spend some time thinking about your red lines and how you will
communicate and stick to them.
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YOUR GOLDEN LINES TO THRIVE
Golden lines represent what you would ideally like to happen and are more flexible than red lines. Consider:
How many days would you like to work? What is your ideal work pattern?
Will you consider full time/part time/job share/home working/4 days over 5, or working 5 days but in 4, agile working, etc?
How much would you ideally like to get paid?
(Some of our Leaders Plus Fellows have negotiated to work 4 days but to still get paid for 5 as they are achieving the same results.)

Are there any particular days/events you definitely want to be home for?
(i.e. you may want to attend the annual Christmas Play or Sports Day)

What role would you like to work towards over the next 3-5 years?
How would you like to see your career progress flexibly?
What opportunities do you want to continue to have access to? Perhaps there is a C-suite training programme you’d still like to access?
How much international travel would you like?
What informal flexibility do you need?
Are you comfortable if your manager says to you informally “yes, just do what you need to do, I don’t care if you have to leave during the
day as long as you make up your work” or do you need everything written down and agreed in writing?
Be mindful that the ONS 2019 shows that the gender pay gap is strongly driven by part-time work. This means that senior roles are less likely to be
part-time and that part-time work is often rewarded with less per hour than full-time work. Negotiating effectively will help you avoid this.

REMEMBER: your final agreement will likely be an amalgamation of the needs of your employer and your own needs.
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STEP 2: CONSIDER THE NEEDS OF
YOUR MANAGER/DECISION MAKER
While the organisational policy is important, in the end it will be an individual that decides
your flexible working request.
The official reason for rejecting a flexible working request will often be organisational,
e.g. “our clients need access to our senior leaders 7 days per week”, however the real reason
behind it will often be a personal fear of your manager's that sways the decision.

WHAT MOTIVATES YOUR MANAGER?
WHAT DO THEY VALUE?
Are they motivated by praise from the board of directors?
Do they care about being seen as an innovator?
Do they stay awake at night because of targets?
When it comes to negotiating your flexible working request you can paint the picture as an
opportunity linked to what your manager values most.

TASK: Think about your manager's motivations/values and how you can position
your flexible working request. Use the grid on the next page to make notes.
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EXAMPLES OF THINGS YOUR
MANAGER MIGHT VALUE

HOW YOU COULD POSITION FLEXIBLE
WORKING AS AN OPPORTUNITY

RECEIVING PRAISE
FROM THEIR SUPERIORS

Mention that you could write a report about the impact of the flexible working
arrangement to share with the board. Explain how you mentioned to a board
member in passing how supportive your manager has been to date.

BEING SEEN AS SOMEONE WHO
ALWAYS ACHIEVES OR EXCEEDS
TARGETS

Reiterate how passionate you are about hitting those targets and how the flexible
working arrangement will actually help to do this (see this podcast for evidence
flexible working improves productivity and profitability.) Create a business case that
clearly identifies risks and opportunities for all stakeholders and how you plan to
mitigate any potential pitfalls.

THEY WANT TO KEEP YOU!
THERE ARE ISSUES WITH
STAFF RETENTION/ STAFF
RECRUITMENT IS DIFFICULT

Share how flexible working will help you to continue to thrive and excel in your role. If
there are issues with staff retention, you can propose that you will make yourself a
case study of effective flexible working and you can offer to share your learning later
on to help others. These stats may also help: 75% of employers say flexible working
increases retention (CIPD 2018). 9 in 10 workers want to work flexibly (Timewise 2019).

BEING SEEN AS
AN INNOVATOR
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Show them how they could be seen as a leader who champions a 21st Century way of
working. Share how you will help them achieve innovation by being the first one to
trial flexible working.

@LEADERS_PLUS

#LEADERSWITHBABIES

YOUR NOTES

CONSIDER YOUR MANAGER'S FEARS AND RESERVATIONS
Heifetz, Linsky et al (2009) say that when individuals resist change, it is often because they fear losing something and often the reason for rejecting a
flexible working request is linked to fear. It might be fear of change or fear of losing something, such as perceived control.

TASK: Spend some time considering what your manager might fear and how you could reassure them.
Use the grid to make some notes.

EXAMPLES OF THINGS YOUR
MANAGER FEARS LOSING

FEAR THAT FLEXIBLE WORKING
COULD HAVE A NEGATIVE IMPACT
ON THE TEAM/STAKEHOLDERS
OR THE DELIVERABLES
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HOW YOU COULD YOU MITIGATE THIS

Clearly identify key risks in advance and identify mitigations - be prepared to write a business
case if necessary. If appropriate, consult with key stakeholders in advance of your
conversation with your manager. Show in your proposal that you have thought through the
needs of the organisation and that you are passionate about making this work for all.
Supporting Evidence: a survey by BT (2014) found that the productivity of flexible workers
increased by 30%. And in a study of flexible workers undertaken by Cranfield University, 97% of
managers said the quantity of work improved or stayed the same and 93% said the quality of
the work improved or stayed the same.
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YOUR NOTES

FEAR OF CHANGE

Suggest trialling for 3 months and have clear criteria that you evaluate it by and key
stakeholders you get feedback from, e.g. clients, other team members. That way they
have control about whether or not this will be implemented longer term.

FEAR LOSING CONTROL

Proactively explain to them how you will keep them in the loop “e.g. I will email you
every month with my key aims and what I have achieved the last 4 weeks.”

FEAR LOSING A POSITIVE TEAM
CULTURE/WORRY OTHER TEAM
MEMBERS WILL FEEL YOU HAVE BEEN
GIVEN ‘PREFERENTIAL’ TREATMENT

Consider consulting with your wider team before you make a proposal to your
manager and leader.

FEAR LOOKING BAD IN
FRONT OF SUPERIORS IF YOUR
FLEXIBLE WORKING ARRANGEMENT
HAS A NEGATIVE EFFECT ON TEAM
PERFORMANCE/MORALE

Be vocal about how passionate you are about high performance and show how
working flexibly will help you achieve that. Have clear (ideally numerical) key
measures of success of how you will evaluate how it works. You could also show them
how a flexible working arrangement might make them look good in front of their
superiors, e.g. that they are forward thinking, that they are pioneering new
arrangements which may help the organisation with retention and recruitment.

FEAR THAT THERE WILL
BE NEGATIVE CLIENT FEEDBACK
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If the fear of negative client feedback is linked to your availability, you might have a
system of having your emails checked on your day(s) off. You may ask a trusted client
for feedback on your flexible working idea. Resource: Alex Pang's book Shorter is
worth a read, plus this podcast here. Alex has researched the 4 day week across
industries/countries and he found that performance/client feedback actually improves.

@LEADERS_PLUS

#LEADERSWITHBABIES

STEP 3: LEADING THE FLEXIBLE
WORKING DISCUSSION WITH YOUR
MANAGER
In order to be fully prepared before speaking to your line manager, spend some time researching
the company culture when it comes to flexible working:
speak to 2-3 people in other departments that work flexibly already
find examples (ideally high profile) of people who work flexibly in your industry or in
similar roles to present to your line manager
Now you're fully prepared and ready to have the initial flexible working conversation!
It is best to discuss your flexible working ideas verbally. The less formal the setting, the easier it is
for you to understand the true concerns that your line manager has. You can then help to
overcome them using the values and fears arguments above.
Ideally, keep the first conversation short.
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TIPS FOR THE FIRST CONVERSATION WITH YOUR LINE MANAGER
COMMITMENT: Start by reiterating your strong commitment to your organisation/role, especially if you
happen to be a woman.
(The Fawcett Society found in a survey in 2017 that 4 in 10 people assume that mothers are less committed than other women, so
actively counteract this by reiterating your passion for work.)

SUMMARISE: Summarise clearly and concisely what flexible arrangement you would like. [See Anchoring]
EVIDENCE: Give a maximum of 3 reasons or supporting arguments.
ENGAGE: Consider asking your manager some questions so they can contribute, e.g.
I have consulted with the following people about making it work. Is there anyone else I should speak to?
I thought these criteria would be useful to evaluate the success. Is there anything you'd like to add?
Consider name dropping e.g. “when I read the case study of [senior person who works flexibly in industry], I
realised it was essential to have proactive communication in place, so I could send you a weekly target update.”
This may lower the perceived risk if a person which the manager perceives as high status is already doing it.
EXPECTATION: Don’t expect a decision in the first meeting. The aim of the initial conversation is to get them
to think through your request with an open mind. Remember: you have thought about this for weeks; your
manager is probably hearing about this for the first time.
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ANCHORING
It is important that you are
providing the anchor, i.e. the
first proposal, to start the
negotiation.
Paul Fisher, a negotiation expert
at Oxford University, explains it
well in our podcast here.
The first offer influences how the
other party sees the final
agreement, e.g. if your first offer
is to work 2.5 days then the final
3.5 days will be seen as a
successful win by the other
party.
Paul also explains that it is
important that the first offer
isn’t so low that it is offensive.
i.e. don’t suggest to work 1.5
days if you know that this is not
realistic in your role.

AGREEING NEXT STEPS
It is important to have clearly agreed next steps when you finish your initial discussion:
Agree that you will meet again after you have consulted further or provided answers to
specific questions
Agree that you will send across the full proposal for your manager to review

BUT WHAT IF THE INITIAL RESPONSE IS NO?
If an initial response is ‘no’, try to understand more about what their concern is and what
challenges you’d need to overcome.
Ask them what further research you could do to mitigate those risks and refer back to the fears
and values work you have completed above to help influence your manager.
Remember: it is a negotiation, so be willing to change your negotiating position. However, do
not self-sabotage by showing your hand too early. To negotiate well, you need to allow for
some silence, so that you manager can think and respond.
I hope you have found this guide useful, do let me know if you have any suggestions of things
to add by emailing verena@leadersplus.org.uk and please do let me know if your flexible
working request has been successful as a result of this guide.
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FURTHER RESOURCES
LEADERS WITH BABIES PODCAST

FLEXIBLE WORKING JOB BOARDS:

Our Leaders With Babies podcast will be particularly useful,
especially the Hannah Essex episode on job shares, the Paul
Fisher episode on negotiation, the Alex Pang episode on the 4
day week, and the Laura Harrison episode. Find us wherever
you normally get your podcasts, including iTunes/Spotify.

2 to 3 Days 2to3days.org.uk
Capability Jane capabilityjane.com
Timewise timewise.co.uk

WORKING FAMILIES:

LEADERS PLUS FELLOWSHIP
To join a supportive community of leaders with young children
and babies who want to progress their career apply now for
our multi-award-winning Fellowship programme.

Working Families offer guidance on
requesting flexible working, including a
helpful sample letter.
workingfamilies.org.uk.

leadersplus.org.uk/fellowship
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