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Taranaki firm builds
flexibility on trust

Entrants in the EEO Trust Work & Life Awards highlighted
the business benefits of their work-life initiatives -
improved engagement, productivity and relationships,
and reduced absenteeism.

Enabling people to work exactly
when and where they want won
New Plymouth accountancy
firm BDO Spicers Taranaki the
Workplace Work & Life Award
at the EEO Trust Work & Life
Awards 20009.

"The firm has fully flexible
working hours, with a minimum
of 24 hours per week. “Even this
can be averaged out,” says Practice
Manager Margaret Doyle.

BDO Spicers Taranaki
employs 79 staff, many of whom
work part-time. Job-sharing and
part-time work are available at every
level of the firm, with flexibility to
move from part-time to full-time
work and back again while staying
in the same role.

People are given personal
responsibility for their workloads
and careers, and the firm’s flat
structure encourages sharing of
knowledge and contacts. The
payroll system was designed so
people could be paid for their
actual weekly hours.

One accountant, Tiffany
Kawana-Waugh, plays soccer and
coaches a girls’ rep team. “I’'m also
part of Toastmasters and am

taking classes to finish my
education,” she says. “It’s because
I'work here at BDO that ’'m able
to do all these things. With the
flexible working hours, I’'m able
to fit in my practices and study,
while doing my hours at times
that work for me.”

Staff can let a receptionist know
that they will not be in or update
an “electronic locator” from home.
“The only restriction is that client
and fellow team members’ require-
ments cannot be compromised,”
says Margaret.

In the early days of the transition
away from a more command-and-
control culture, it was sometimes
a “challenge” watching people
leaving in droves at 2pm on a Friday,
admits Margaret. “We addressed the
challenges by living the culture and
generally getting over ourselves.”

Increased productivity and
reduced staff turnover are the
main benefits of this high level
of flexibility. Margaret says that
if people can choose when they
work, they will work when they
are most productive.

“This flexibility builds a close
and committed team. There’s

no need for clock-watching. We
promote positivity and a general
respect for each other. T'he core
value of our organisation is
complete trust. Without that we
would topple over.”

As well as improving productiv-
ity and reducing staff turnover, the
firm’s flexibility and flat manage-
ment structure make it attractive
to job candidates.

“We’ve had times when
candidates have preferred not to
take other opportunities while
they wait for a position to become
available with us,” says Margaret.

And the culture is attractive
to clients as well. “One new client
recently told us that she chose us
as her business adviser because she
had heard so much about our culture
and flexibility that she just knew she
wanted to work with us.”

Another entrant in this category,
the Families Commission, is also
reaping the rewards of flexible work
arrangements. Chief Executive Paul
Curry says the Commission’s sick
leave rate is 58 per cent lower than
the public sector average.

“By providing flexible
working arrangements, we are

PICTURED :

(left to right) Anna Davis from Office
Furniture First with Gaylene Findlay and
Margaret Doyle of BDO Spicers Taranaki,
winner of the Workplace Work & Life Award.

able to support staff with families

to find a more productive work-life
balance,” says Paul. “When you
work with your employees to create
flexible work arrangements, you get
a motivated workforce with high-
quality deliverables and reduced
costs. It’s good for staft, and it’s
good for business.”

Diversity Initiative Award,
Manukau City Council, also reports
multiple benefits from its work-life
initiative, a wellness programme
called Wellness Connection.

The programme was
developed to address unplanned
staff absenteeism which was costing
the council in dollar terms, overtime

“We addressed the challenges by
living the culture and generally
getting over ourselves.”

Wellington law firm Morrison
Kent also says its work-life initia-
tives pay dividends. The firm has
10 partners and 32 staff. Just one
or two legal staff leave the firm
cach year, usually to travel; many
rejoin the firm when they return
to New Zealand.

Client satisfaction is high, says
Office Manager Sandy Scott, partly
due to the low staff turnover, which
contributes to strong relationships
among staff and with customers.

Winner of the Work & Life/

and stress on staff filling the gaps.
The council’s HR staft saw
the high levels of absenteeism
as an indication of poor staff
engagement and morale. With
an announcement looming on
the fate of Auckland’s eight
councils, they knew they needed
to address the absenteeism and
its underlying causes, both to
improve productivity and boost
staff resilience.
Wellness Connection includes
a 12-week virtual race, health

checks, healthy eating sessions, a
weight-loss programme and Pilates
classes. Resilience workshops
were popular, and more than 20
staff members volunteered to be
“wellness champions”, cheerlead-
ing the programme.

Health & Safety Manager
Syd Sykes was instrumental
in developing Wellness
Connection. Before the launch
of the programme last year, he
hoped that 60 per cent of staff
would be involved within three
years. This target was reached
within the first six months.

That level of participation
is the greatest indicator of the
programme’s success, says Syd.
But the programme also appears
to have had a major impact on
absenteeism, which fell by a third
in just eight months. The cost
savings here represent a return
of more than six to one on the
council’s investment.

In addition, staff engagement
has improved and employees
report that they feel more resilient
in preparation for the council’s
amalgamation into the Auckland
super city.
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I' ~ “The employees in my team who are involved
in the literacy and numeracy programme
have improved out of sight.”
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Travelling the skills highway
to improved productivity

Workplace literacy and numeracy
programmes (LLN) were the focus of a
new category in this year’s EEO Trust Work
& Life Awards. It attracted 10 entrants,

all of which have made substantial
investments in their people.

"T'he Skills Highway Award
celebrates workplaces that
successfully tackle literacy and
numeracy skills development. It
was introduced with the support
of the Department of Labour and
endorsed by the Prime Minister
John Key in a video message

to attendees at the EEO Trust
Work & Life Awards presentation
dinner in October.

T'he winner was Downer
EDI Works, which employs more
than 3,300 people on roading
and other infrastructure projects
around the country. Its training
programme, Way2Work, will have
been completed by nearly 1,000
employees in 39 locations from
Kaitaia to Invercargill by the
end of the year.

According to Chris Meade,
General Manager of Human
Resources, working on the roads
has traditionally been seen as a
low-skilled employment option

PICTURED :

Sukhdev Singh of Longveld Engineering,
which was highly commended

in the Skills Highway Award.

for people without a strong
academic background.

“However, in today’s
workplace, employees need
to be confident and competent in
handling sophisticated machinery,
and be able to follow rigorous
safety procedures and work
in the most productive way,”
she says.

“It’s a high-risk industry
where safety is critical, not only for
employees but for the travelling
public moving through live
worksites.”

Chris says that LLN training
can help improve performance
and productivity while enabling
staff to gain recognised qualifica-
tions that are good for them and
good for the business.

Many of Works’ employees are
people of Maori and Pacific descent
who left school with few qualifica-
tions or none, and little confidence
in their academic ability, says Chris.
“Helping frontline staff upgrade
their LLN skills needs careful
planning and the preparation of
customised learning materials
relevant to their jobs.”

The company’s approach has
been to integrate LLLN initiatives

into the workplace through large-
scale programmes backed with
on-site support. Each Way2Work
training session is attended by
around six learners for four days.
Sessions have been held at 36
locations around the country.

“The logistics were challeng-
ing,” Chris says, “but we felt that
learning would be most effective
in an environment close to the
workplace to encourage maximum
participation and follow-through.”

On average, trainees’ reading
skills have improved by 17.5 per
cent. There has also been a steady
decline in workplace accidents
since Way2Work was introduced
in conjunction with a dedicated
safety training programme.

“It’s clear that when employees
have the LLN skills to take full
advantage of improvements in
safety practice, the business and
community benefits from a reduc-
tion in on-site accidents,”
says Chris.

Downer EDI Works says it’s
just good business sense to invest
in upskilling employees so they can
contribute more effectively. “Works
also recognises the value in doing it
for its own sake,” says Chris.
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PICTURED :
Jennifer Sua of Queensberry.

"Training large numbers
of Works employees also has a
positive impact on communities
throughout New Zealand. “It
empowers workers who have been
frustrated with their low levels
of literacy and helps break cycles
of non-achievement within the
home,” says Chris.

“Empowering a workforce
of men and women to get the most
from life is a great achievement
in any terms. T'he human side
matters.”

Longveld taps migrants’
potential

Hamilton-based stainless steel
fabricator Longveld Engineering
was highly commended in the
Skills Highway category for its
approach to improving the language
skills of its 60 staff. Migrants make
up a third of the workforce, and just
two of the migrants speak English
as their first language.

T'he company goes to a great
deal of effort to help its new Kiwis
settle, but last year realised that
some employees’ lack of fluency
was hampering performance.

The remedy was a tailored
programme that offers each
employee who needs help 1.5
hours of numeracy and literacy
training each week. Activities
include filling in workplace forms,
matching safety signs with words,
and simple numeracy skills.

“Some of the trainees have
gobbled up the course material
unexpectedly quickly in their
desire to learn,” says Pam Roa,
Business Services Manager and

Director. Components of
a national certificate in occupational
safety and health have since been
included, so employees can earn a
qualification as they learn.
Supervisor Tony Northcott
says, “T'he employees in my team
who are involved in the literacy
and numeracy programme have
improved out of sight. Their
enthusiasm for their work has
lifted dramatically and they
continue to improve communica-
tion skills with the rest of the team.”

Improving language for
precision work
Other entrants in this
category included Auckland export
photographic album company
Queensberry, whose 100-strong
workforce includes more than 15
nationalities. HR Manager and
Director Adrienne Baugh says
many speak English as a second
language, creating challenges in
a manufacturing environment
where precision is crucial.
Queensberry has been working
with literacy training provider
Workbase, running three 48-week
programmes for staff. Participa-
tion is voluntary, with individual

learning plans developed for
cach worker.

“We want to provide
employees with the work skills
to feel confident and comfortable
undertaking their own jobs, while
also preparing them for higher
responsibility and opportunities
in the future,” says Adrienne.

And the results? “We’re
seeing fewer problems arising
from miscommunication, and
lower error rates,” says Adrienne.
“We see better problem-solving
within the teams, and a very
valuable return by way of team
empowerment.

“We have also noticed
increased confidence amongst
staff, especially team leaders,
to participate and contribute
in meetings and discussions.”

Adrienne says that
employees generally understand
their work environment better
and how their job relates to the
overall production process.
“We’ve seen many of them
break away from expecting the
manager to fix problems, and
they’re learning to think about
how to resolve problems
themselves.”
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Communication key to safety
Health and safety is a big issue
for Fletcher Aluminium, whose
staff extrude aluminium at
temperatures of more than 500°C
and use corrosive chemicals in
surface finishing. Employees
need to understand product

ent in completing administrative
tasks and better able to learn
new skills and cope with new
technology.

Although Warwick acknowl-
edges that he can’t attribute all the
improvements to the Communica-
tion Skills course, he says they

“I thought life was quiet - come to work, go
home, cook dinner - but this course has
changed that. We do problem-solving and
language. I’m doing things different.”

specifications, read graphs, and
track orders on computers, says
Warwick Milbank, Human
Resources Manager.

However, many employees
speak English as a second
language, so for the past four years,
Fletcher Aluminium has provided
training through a 48-week course
called Communication Skills.
More than 100 employees have
completed the on-site training,
which involves working one-to-one
with a Workbase tutor for an hour
each week.

The programme, alongside
other training initiatives designed
to improve productivity, has led
to a 40 per cent reduction in
wastage and substantial improve-
ments in on-time delivery of
the right product. There have
been no lost-time injuries in
three years.

The company has also noticed
that employees are more independ-

wouldn’t have been gained without
the literacy and numeracy boost.

Spotless supervisors
improve reading
A pilot training programme at
Spotless Services has likewise
boosted employee engagement,
productivity and confidence.

Spotless Services employs
12,000 people, most of whom work
at client sites and many of whom
have limited education. However,
the company recognised several
years ago that poor LLN skills
limited its ability to meet client
needs and attain business goals.

Spotless worked with the
Department of Labour to design
a pilot programme for one of its
dry-cleaning business, Taylors,
which employs nearly 1,000 staff
from 10 ethnic groups.

HR Manager Sonya Mclsaac
says that problems were arising
between supervisors and their

team so improving LLN levels
within the supervisor group
promised substantial benefits.

The LLLN programme aimed
to improve supervisors’ literacy
skills and develop their confidence,
as well as improving job satisfaction
and productivity. It ran for 14
months and involved 71
supervisors from five laundries.

Sonya says the investment in
the programme was substantial,
but the results were worth it. “It
was successful in lifting productiv-
ity and creating a more engaged
employee group,” she says.

"Two-thirds of participants said
that they were more motivated and
felt more positive about their jobs
and 84 per cent reported that they
were doing their jobs better.

Overall, English reading
levels improved by 30 per cent,
and writing skills also got better.

“Managers also saw an
improvement in productivity due
to the supervisors working more
closely with their teams and being
in better communication with
team members.”

Nearly half the supervisors
said they used their new skills to
defuse problems and explain things
more clearly. For example, one said,
“One of my staff members used to
get easily upset, but now I explain
things to him and he gets more
done.”

Another wrote, “I thought life
was quiet — come to work, go home,
cook dinner — but this course has
changed that. We do problem-
solving and language. I’'m doing
things different.”
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Want your own copy?

If you don’t receive your own copy
of this publication and would like
to, please contact the EEO "Trust so
we can post or email you one.

Valerie Bocarro

(09) 525 3023
vbocarro@eeotrust.org.nz.

or go on-line:
www.eeotrust.org.nz

and register for your copy from
the home page.

The EEO Trust provides
information and tools on EEO
and raises awareness of diversity
issues in the workplace. We assist
employers to introduce and
manage proven EEO thinking
and practices which can make a
real difference to business success
in difficult economic times. We

also build understanding of the
business benefits of versatile

and inclusive workplaces. EEO
strategies and sound HR practices
enable employers to recruit, retain
and motivate the very best people;
people with skill, commitment
and intelligence who can help
businesses thrive.

To join the EEO Employers Group
admin@eeotrust.org.nz

Reference or resource inquiries
library@eeotrust.org.nz

Communications or media inquiries

jsmith@eeotrust.org.nz
jmiddleton@eeotrust.org.nz

EEO Trust office
Level 5, 56 Cawley Street,
Ellerslie, Auckland, 1051

Postal address
PO Box 12929,
Penrose, Auckland, 1642

Telephone (09) 525 3023
Fax (09) 525 7076



