LIW:  The Views of BES Managers
A Report for the LIW Project
Nigel Briggs

6th January 2009

Introduction

This research was commissioned by the LIW Project Steering Group. During the course of the project the possibility emerged that the views of middle managers might be an inhibitor to the successful introduction of LIW.  In order to minimise the possibility of respondent bias in the work the Project Steering Group asked a trusted independent researcher to carry out the interviews. Structured interviews were held with 13 managers in BES during October, November and December 2008. All the managers were either held line management responsibility for staff participating in the pilot LIW scheme or were directly in involved in some aspect of LIW. The range of responsibilities covered departmental heads, associate Deans and the Dean. None of the staff interviewed were themselves part of the LIW pilot. 

Detailed notes were made at these interviews which were used for subsequent analysis and as a source of direct quotations.
Interview results

University level benefits
Many staff had similar views on the benefits to the University of introducing LIW.  Benefits mentioned (in decreasing order here and throughout the report) were:

· freeing up space (tied to the concerns about pressure on space in the William Morris building)

· cost savings
· benefits to the environment

· being at the ‘cutting edge’

· reduced pressure on car parking

· enhancing the University as an employer of choice
One person was unsure that the space benefits would be realisable, especially where someone from a shared office became LIW.  Another felt that the University had simply taken advantage of an opportunity to attract funding, rather than LIW being a strategic choice.
Staff perspectives
The majority of issues raised in relation to the introduction of LIW concerned staff.  The most significant benefits were seen to be

· potential for improving work/life balance
· flexibility

· reduced commuting time

· improved performance and efficiency

· freeing up more time for research 
Reduced individual expenditure, advantages for child care, increased personal control over work patterns and reduced stress all received a mention.
There were also concerns about the negative impact on staff.  These included practical issues, such as:

· loss of office space and reduced storage (including of student scripts and ‘module boxes’)

· causing additional work for staff not on LIW
Personal issues included:

· losing touch/identity within the department

· losing territory/status
· ‘feeling different’ or simply preferring the routine of normal work patterns
Cultural aspects included:

· a feeling that staff may be less accountable

· staff may be trying to ‘cop out’ of their responsibilities

· may be more difficult to manage

· may be seen (by colleagues or managers) to be taking a soft option
The possibility of LIW staff allowing work to take over their lives was also mentioned.  Overall, the concerns and the positives on these staff issues were roughly equal in number.
The introduction of LIW

There was a high level of agreement that the LIW project had been a ‘soft sell’; neither staff nor managers had felt any pressure to become involved.  Some were aware that it was a University level decision to run a pilot LIW scheme in the BES faculty and it was understood that the introduction was at faculty level and road-shows, emails and verbal communication were given as the principal ways the messages were disseminated.  There were more responses that this had been managed well than the reverse.  Comments were made by some that it was a top-down approach, with David Morris briefing the Heads of Department who were then expected to pass the message on to their colleagues.
Managers’ perspectives
Interviewees were asked about the impact LIW had/might have on their ability to manage colleagues.  Some stated that:

· LIW would be expected to increase productivity

· make more office space available

· make staff more easily manageable

· could increase the likelihood of staff making additional effort to communicate with their managers, since informal methods were less available
However, negative views outnumbered the positive by a factor of 2.5.  These included:

· concerns that staff would have more opportunity to abuse the system

· would need more stringent DPR targets and more frequent DPR reviews

· were less easy to contact

· were too remote from the department in the LIW office

· would require longer lead times for changes

· had no protocols for communication (an example given was on sickness notification)

· managers would find it difficult not to have personal daily contact with their staff
Comments were made that it was not possible for all staff to become LIW and (by another person) that it would be preferable for whole teams to be required to go LIW.  
Some quotations may illustrate the different perspectives.

On communication: 
Thinking of how often I talk to people directly in their own rooms, there really would be no significant difference in them being LIW.  

I am not even aware of where staff are when I contact them by email or phone

 But another manager was already finding communication with LIW staff challenging: 
The LIW office is on the fourth floor, away from their academic home.  Hence they are highly detached.
On management style:
LIW would be more threatening for managers using a ‘command and control’ style.  What LIW has done is to make formal what was previously informal. 
 LIW changes the role of managers.  They need to use different ways of tracking what is happening.  
One manager was acutely aware of the challenges: 
Managing the team is like herding goats; they live on top of the mountain and only come down to butt you 
and another described some staff with their own offices as “territorial hermits”.

The Faculty perspective
Advantages of LIW at a faculty level were seen as:

· allowing the Faculty to grow more easily without additional space

· reducing stress, and hence absence, of staff

· potential increase in productivity
Mention was made of better attendance at formal activities, income from JISC funding, flexibility to develop industry contacts, attracting better staff from a wider radius, easier staff contact and avoiding reducing the quality of working conditions for staff as the Faculty increases in size.
Disadvantages at faculty level were given as:

· heads of departments wanting to see their staff working in the university and not potentially ‘skiving’

· loss of informal networking
Approximately half the responses included such concerns.  Lower numbers were concerned that:

· not all managers had the confidence to manage the change to LIW

· staff on LIW would be harder to contact

· there would be too much reliance on non LIW staff to assist students
· LIW would take more of managers’ time, including stopping it  (LIW) being abused

Mention was made of the effect on the Faculty that LIW made it harder to build a team, of loss of individuals’ office space, disconnection between LIW and other staff, feelings of dislocation of LIW staff, additional stress on managers, additional disciplinary issues for managers (examples given were LIW staff failing to complete on-line diaries and not attending meetings), reduction in the quality of support for students, increased risk of staff ‘moonlighting’ and LIW undermining the role of managers.  
Comments were made that LIW was easier for professional staff, because they had more traditional management structures and that academic staff work more independently of their managers.  As far as Faculty perspective was concerned, there were twice as many negatives given as positives.
Students

One third of responses stated that it was more likely that staff would attend their student surgeries if they were on LIW.  Mention was made that it was better for staff seeing students not to be in offices on their own and that students were usually happier with a more formal system of knowing exactly when staff would, and would not, be available.
Supposed concerns about LIW from a student perspective were primarily that access to staff would be more limited and that this would be seen as a negative by students (about half the responses).  Again, the issue of other staff picking up issues for absent LIW staff was raised.  
About half the responses suggested that changes in the expectations/culture of communication between students and staff were needed amongst both students and staff.  There were almost three times as many negative as positive comments about LIW impact on students.
Is LIW career enhancing?
Approximately one third of respondents said it was and one third said it was not.  Other responses were more nuanced; “depends on the head of department”, “would imagine that some people think it’s not”.

Practicalities

The practical issues of contractual arrangements, equipment and its support, working space and insurance for LIW staff were not generally seen as significant by the interviewees.  An interviewee commented that the quality and quantity of LIW equipment was arguably “over the top”.
Overall assessment
The personal views of interviewees were that 54% felt that the introduction of LIW was a positive development, 38% felt it was not and 8% were neutral.
Comments and conclusions
The research suggests that there are three key challenges to the further development of LIW.  These are discussed under the headings of practical, cultural and systematic.  Whilst there are no ‘quick fixes’, there may be opportunities to facilitate change.
Practical issues
· For many people LIW is actually ‘home-working’.  Since there is a long tradition of academic staff in most (but not all) departments working at home, LIW is seen by some as losing territory, storage space and status whilst providing few additional benefits.  Paradoxically, the BES faculty may be handicapped by the forward-looking approach of the current and previous Dean, in providing IT equipment, including laptops, to all academic staff, hence reducing the benefits of changing to LIW.
· If staff currently in shared offices change to LIW the short term net gain in space is limited and may be zero.

· As LIW numbers increase, there may be resistance from staff who find that space in the LIW office and interview room is frequently booked.
These issues affect the outcomes to both the University and staff of increases in LIW.  Significant resources are already being devoted to provide incentives to join the LIW scheme.  It may therefore be productive to examine ways to minimise barriers, such as by further raising the profile of LIW with staff.  
However, the increasing pressure on space caused by the growth of the faculty may make it desirable to consider the more radical approach suggested by an interviewee.  This was to provide a single open-plan office for all staff.  S/he suggested that the structure of the William Morris building makes this relatively easy and would result in some space-saving, but also help staff to appreciate the benefits of more flexible ways of working.  Virtually all staff and managers would need to work in this area and facilities for LIW staff could be incorporated.  
This radical solution may be seen as ‘more stick than carrot’ but could be cost-effective.  An alternative (espoused by several interviewees) was to require whole departments/teams to become LIW, thereby freeing up substantial space and maintaining uniform conditions for those involved.  
Cultural issues
The findings of this study show that there are significant cultural issues affecting decisions on LIW.

· Some managers who wanted their staff to remain close were uncomfortable with the level of trust implied in LIW; concerns were expressed about staff undertaking caring duties, moonlighting for other employers or simply not working when they should be.  Other managers held the view that the control aspect of having their staff close was illusory.

· Lecturers enjoy considerable autonomy and comments were made that a minority already include flexible approaches to attendance at student surgeries and even lectures.
Some teams are clearly affected by issues of trust and by very different interpretations of academic freedom and autonomy and it may be helpful to negotiate, re-clarify and document the expectations and requirements on staff.  At the same time, the ways in which their managers assure themselves that (high) minimum standards are met by all staff, whether LIW or not could be made explicit.  This would help to avoid conflating issues surrounding staff on LIW and other issues of staff management and hence remove a substantial barrier to LIW.
Systematic issues
· There was a widely held view that the faculty was very ‘student facing’ and, in line with University policies, was becoming more so.  Having some staff on LIW was thought by some to conflict with this approach.  However, some interviewees were clear that ‘student facing’ did not and should not imply that all staff were available at any time for students and that properly planned and communicated access was better for both students and staff.  Their view was that this would both avoid interruption to staff work and make it easier for students to be sure of seeing staff.
· Views were expressed (and some national evidence quoted) that once students became used to it, they were happier to have absolutely fixed times when lecturers would definitely be available, plus the opportunity to arrange appointments by email.  It was stated that in these circumstances, students quickly learn to think ahead, which was felt to be good training for later employment.  The occasions when a genuine emergency arose requiring immediate access to staff were very few and could be handled by other staff.

Protocols for existing communication with students are differently applied within and across departments and their effectiveness is therefore prejudiced.  A set of protocols guaranteeing access to staff at fixed times and/or by appointment would improve service to students and should be developed.  The protocols would apply equally to staff on LIW or not and be linked with evaluation of student perceptions to ensure the protocols were working and to enhance staff confidence.  In parallel with this there would need to be communication with students so that their expectations more closely matched reality.  These protocols would clearly need to be drawn up in parallel with the minimum standards above and through a process involving all managers and staff. In this way concerns about student access to staff could be addressed and a major issue about the introduction of LIW would be resolved.
