
Association of Accounting Technician’s (AAT) response to the 
Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy consultation, 
“Making Flexible Working the Default” 
  
AAT fully supports Government proposals to increase flexible working opportunities across the British 
economy but remains unconvinced that these proposals are sufficient to deliver the necessary increase in 
flexible working that would achieve a substantially more inclusive and productive workforce with greater 
levels of wellbeing. 
 
AAT has almost 140,000 members. This consists of approximately 90,000 students and 50,000 full members 
including 5,000 AAT Licensed Accountants who provide tax and accountancy services to over 500,000 small 
businesses. AAT is also an SME, albeit at the larger end of the employment spectrum, with around 200 members 
of staff. AAT has long offered flexible working, with approximately 50% of its employees undertaking some form of 
flexible working arrangement prior to the Covid-19 pandemic. 
 
Making the Right to Request Flexible Working a day one right  
AAT recognises that an increasing number of organisations already do this. Furthermore, there is very little 
justification for making employees wait such a lengthy period to make the most of their employer’s benefits 
package and to treat them differently to longer serving workers. The fact that the current 26-week restriction 
prevents more than 2 million individuals from working flexibly is also a compelling reason to make the change. As a 
result, AAT strongly agrees with this proposal.  
 
However, AAT believes that consideration should be given to going further than this. It is disappointing to note that 
the consultation makes no reference to the possibility of making work genuinely flexible by default by introducing an 
automatic assumption of flexible working for all employees. This would place the onus on employers to justify why 
they cannot provide flexible working rather than an employee having to justify why they should. Such a change 
would still need to include some limited exemptions for business reasons but would more dramatically shift 
attitudes, approaches and outcomes.  
 
There is cross-party political support for such a change. The Labour Party recently adopted this as their official 
policy position and current Treasury Minister and Conservative MP Helen Whately introduced a ten-minute rule bill 
to this effect in 20191. It could also be argued that this was the Government’s originally policy intention given their 
2019 manifesto committed to “consult on making it the default unless employers have good reasons not to.”2 rather 
than consulting on the mere right for employees to ask. 
 
Likewise, there is broader support from organisations including the Fawcett Society, TUC, the Young Women's 
Trust and the Fatherhood Institute but also from highly respected business organisations. For example, the British 
Chambers of Commerce called for a right to flexible working as long ago as 20043. 
 
Whether the eight business reasons for refusing a request all remain valid  
The consultation document states that the PIR suggests that, “…only a minority (9%) of statutory requests are in 
fact rejected…” and so there is no case for fundamentally changing these reasons. However, survey after survey 
has found that at least a quarter of working mums have their requests rejected4. Indeed, only last month, a TUC 
survey of 13,000 working Mum’s found that half had their flexible working requests either rejected or only partially 
accepted5.  
 
Furthermore, research from “Chief Executive Women” and Bain & Co indicates men are twice as likely to have their 
flexible working requests rejected6.  
 
The provision of a list of reasons for rejection may help to ensure that employers and employees alike recognise 
that accommodating flexible working in some roles may be difficult. However, given the high number of rejected 
requests, that many of these requests appear to be rejected unreasonably, and that certain groups of individuals 
are having their requests rejected more readily than others, a fundamental review of these reasons for rejection 
should be undertaken.  
 

 
1 Flexible Working Bill, Parliamentary Session 2017-2019: 
https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/2446  
2 Page 39, Conservative Party Manifesto 2019: 
https://assets-global.website-
files.com/5da42e2cae7ebd3f8bde353c/5dda924905da587992a064ba_Conservative%202019%20Manifesto.pdf  
3 Oral evidence provided to the House of Commons Trade & Industry Committee, 2004: 
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200405/cmselect/cmtrdind/uc90-i/uc9002.htm  
4 Workingmums, 2016: 
https://www.workingmu ms.co.uk/workingmums-annual-survey-2016-results/  
5 TUC, 15 October 2021: 
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/half-working-mums-dont-get-flexibility-they-ask-tuc-survey  
6 Chief Executive Women & Bain & Co., 2015: 
https://cew.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/BAIN_CEW_REPORT_The_power_of_flexibility_Boosting_gender_parity-vF.pdf  
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https://cew.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/BAIN_CEW_REPORT_The_power_of_flexibility_Boosting_gender_parity-vF.pdf


 
Requiring the employer to suggest alternatives 
Whilst some employers may see this as an unhelpful administrative burden, there is clearly a need to change 
current arrangements to ensure an informed discussion between the employer and employee takes place.  
 
Requiring employers to set out, when rejecting a request, that alternatives have been considered (and explaining in 
detail what those alternatives are) may help to reduce the number of employers who currently issue knee-jerk 
rejections. AAT strongly agrees that building this requirement into the legislation could, as Government suggests, 
“…influence organisational norms among those who may not have fully considered the opportunities for flexible 
working within their business.” 
 
The administrative process underpinning the Right to Request Flexible Working 
Only permitting an employee to make one statutory request every 12 months clearly favours employers whilst 
doing little to take into account the often rapidly changing personal circumstances of an employee, whether 
becoming a new parent, suddenly facing unexpected caring responsibilities or myriad other issues from disability to 
relationship breakdown. AAT therefore believes that the 12-month period should be reduced to ensure greater 
balance between the needs of the employer and the employee. Further consultation should be undertaken to 
ensure a robust evidence base is utilised to determine what changes should be made here. It would also make 
sense for any change to be subject to review after a reasonable timescale, perhaps after three years have elapsed. 
 
On a similar note, many employees may feel that three months is too long to respond to a flexible working request, 
whilst employers are likely to support such a maximum response time given it affords them the opportunity to 
consider the various implications and make an informed decision. The key here is to ensure an employer responds 
as promptly as possible without placing any undue burden on that employer to respond within an unreasonable 
timescale. Two months i.e. 60 days, would appear to better strike this balance. Whilst not being quite as speedy as 
many employees would like, any shorter period than 60 days runs the risk of causing employers difficulties that 
may cause knee-jerk rejections and of course, such rejections not only undermine the policy intention but serve 
neither the employer nor employee’s best interests. Again, any reduction should be subject to review after a 
reasonable timescale, perhaps three years. 
 
Requesting a temporary arrangement 
It is likely that a lack of employee awareness is the biggest barrier to making time limited requests. Although AAT 
was aware of this option, it is unclear how many of its staff have the same understanding and as such we are 
committed to doing more to increase employee awareness of the option. 
 
Given that the right to request a contractual change for a defined, time-limited period is currently under-utilised, 
reform may well be needed. AAT would certainly support evidence-based change providing any such changes are 
subject to review after a reasonable timescale, again three years would appear suitable.  
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