PROFESSIONAL ISSUES

issues affecting the structural engineering profession

Work-Life Balance, Flexibility Benefits, and Caregiving

Structural Engineering Engagement and Equity (SE3] Committee Survey Results

By Angie Sommer, S.E. and Natalie Tse, S.E., LEED AP BD+C

esults of the 2016 SE3 Study discussed in Part 1
(STRUCTURE, April 2017) focused on overall career
satisfaction, development, and advancement. Part 2 of
this series (STRUCTURE, August 2017) focused on com-
pensation, overtime, and the gender pay gap. This article highlights
the survey findings regarding work-life balance, flexibility benefits,
and caregiving. A full report that includes all the findings discussed

in this series can be found at SE3project.org/full-report.

Work-Life Balance

“Work-life balance” is a popular phrase in modern discussions of
employment and engagement. Research, articles, and ongoingstud-
ies attempt to address common concerns arising from an imbalance
between the time spent at work and the time spent outside of work
attending to other “life” interests or tasks, such as exerciSe, hobbies,
errands, and care of children or dependents. Twenty-two,percent of the
respondents to the 2016 SE3 survey reporeed being cither dissatisfied
or very dissatisfied with their workslife balancel (Figure ', shows this
breakdown by position). Poor work-life balance was also one'ofthe top
reasons that respondentsiconsidered leaving the profession and one 6f
the leading reasons thattespondents reported leaving the profession.

Flexibility Benefits

In the past several decades, more women have been entering the workforce
globally. In 1950, women comprised approximately 30% of the U.S.
workforce; today they comprise nearly half (The Council of Economic
Advisers, 2014). As women used to commonly be primary caregivers
to children, this change in the number of women in the workforce
makes raising children more difficult for parents who are often now
both employed outside the home. (Eldercare is similarly difficult; nearly
two-thirds of people providing unpaid elder care have jobs, and about
half of caregivers work full-time.) This evolution of family life requires a
new corporate culture that accommodates the needs of working parents.

Although having children or dependents is common (51% of respon-
dents have children or dependents), survey findings indicate a stigma
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Figure 2. Flexibility benefits offered by employers vs. used.
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asso€iated with employees who care for children. Even though many
firms now offer “flexibility benefits,” such as flexible work schedules,
maternity/paternigy‘leave, reduced hours, and the ability to work
from home, many individuals are hesitant to take advantage of these
benefits. Additionally,(enly 19% of respondents had taken time off
frfom their structural‘engineering careers, with maternity/paternity/
parental Teave identified as the primary reason.

Some'réspondents are indifferent to coworkers using flexibility ben-
efits, but others expressed criticism of their peers who choose to use
them. Reasons indicated included a perceived reduction of produc-
tivity, decreased motivation, decreased accountability to clients, and
significant inconvenience to other staff, the last of which is the most
commonly cited complaint regarding those who either work remotely
or have reduced schedules. Twenty-two percent of the respondents
who do not have children or dependents indicated that they were
sometimes left to “pick up the slack” for their coworkers with children
or dependents. Thirty percent of the respondents reported that they
feel they work harder than their peers with children, and 30% of the
respondents also reported that their managers expect them to work
more hours because they do not have children.

Of the benefit options surveyed, respondents indicated that a flexible
daily work schedule is the benefit most commonly offered by employ-
ers and the most widely used. Over 70% of the respondents stated
that their company offers flexible daily work schedules, and nearly
the same number reported that they use or would use this benefit if
it were offered, as shown in Figure 2.

The biggest discrepancies in benefits that were offered versus those
that were used or desired were weekly schedule flexibility and parental
leave with full benefits. Only about one-third of the respondents’
employers offer weekly schedule flexibility (e.g., working four ten-
hour days instead of five eight-hour days). In comparison, more than
half of the respondents said they have used or would use this benefit
if it were offered. Nineteen percent of the respondents reported
that their companies offer parental leave with full benefits (paid
maternity or paternity leave after having a child), while 41% of the
respondents indicated that they have used or would use this benefit
if it were offered.

Findings from this survey align with other recent discourse that sug-
gests that modern corporate culture in the United States generally does
not embrace the needs of caregivers by allowing them to tend to both
family and work obligations (Slaughter, 2015). While many companies
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offer flexibility benefits, they are often
negotiated on a person-by-person basis
and not well supported by management
or other staff. Studies show, however,
that increased flexibility benefits can
help alleviate employee stress about
balancing family with work and can
result in improved employee happi-
ness, health, loyalty, and productivity
(The Council of Economic Advisers,
2014). Another recent study reports
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Respondents with children reported
advancing at a slower rate than thiose
without children, regardlessiof gender.
On average, it took respondents without children 8.5\years to reach
the senior engineer/project manager levelf"TIh6 yearsito reach the
associate/shareholder level, and 147°years to reach principal/fowner.
It took respondents with childrent11.5 years,"13.7 years;vand 14.9
years, respectively, to redch those positions, asshown in Figure 3.
At every position level, female respondents were less likely thian male
respondents to have child dependents, which may cortribute to the
finding that female respondents feach each level of employment except
principal/owner more quickly than male respondents (as discussed in
the Career Development section of the 2016 SE3 Survey Report). At
the principal/owner level, 85% of male respondents reported having
children, compared to only 61% of females, as shown in Figure 4.
Despite the difficulties reported, the respondents with children reported
higher overall satisfaction with their career than those without children.
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Figure 3. Career advancement.

Caregiving Responsibilities

When asked to estimate the percent that they contribute to caregiving
responsibilities, on average women responded that they contribute
65%, while men reported that they contribute 35%. Women were also
significantly more likely to feel that having children has affected their
career. In fact, for both genders, as an employee’s percent of caregiving
responsibilities increased, so did his or her feeling that children had
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Figure 4. Respondents with children.
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Figure 5. Effect of children on a career.

affected his or her career, as shown in Figure 5. Because more men are
taking on a larger percentage of caregiving responsibilities compared
to previous generations, this issue ao'longer applies only to women.

As the percentage of caregiving increased, respondents were more
likely to report a decreas€ in motivatioft and productivity. For the 192
respondents whereported having mote than 50% of the caregiving
responsibilities in their family, 22% repérted a decrease in motiva-
tionfat work after having children, and 21% reported a reduction in
productivity. In\comparison, of the 563 respondents who reported
having less thani50% of the caregiving responsibilities, only 6%
reported'a decrease in motivation at work after having children, and
12% reported a dectedse inf productivity.

Loss of motivation"and productivity was more concentrated in
women; which correlates directly to the higher rate of caregiving
reSpousibilities that women reported. When asked about work moti-
vation after having children, 41% of men reported an increase in
motivation, compared to only 21% of women, and only 7% of men
reported decreased motivation, compared to 21% of women. When
asked about work productivity as a working parent, 19% of women
reported a decrease in work productivity relative to life without chil-
dren or dependents, compared to 13% of men.

Looking at these factors together for women with children —a higher
percentage of caregiving responsibilities, stigmas in the workplace
against those who use flexibility benefits, and correspondingly less
productivity and motivation after children — it is not surprising that
women are less satisfied with work-life balance, which was reported
as their top reason for considering leaving the structural engineering
profession. It is also clear that better engagement of female engineers
— or even engineers of all genders — depends heavily on changing the
perception of the value of parenting. If employees feel supported in
their work and life outside work and are allowed flexible schedules
as needed to care for children and dependents, then perhaps they
would engage better within the profession after transitioning into a
working parent role and, in some cases, stay in the profession when
they may have otherwise left.
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