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Abstract
Recent studies have shown that flexible boundaries between work and family may make 
employees work harder and longer. Yet most studies were not able to show whether there 
are differences across different types of flexible working arrangements, and whether this 
relationship may only hold for certain groups of workers. We examine how three differ-
ent types of flexible working arrangements, that is schedule control, flexitime, and tele-
working, are associated with an increase in unpaid overtime hours of workers in the UK 
using the Understanding Society data from 2010 to 2015 and fixed effects panel regres-
sion models. Results show that the flexible arrangements that were introduced primarily 
for work-life balance purposes, i.e., flexitime and teleworking, do not necessarily increase 
unpaid overtime hours significantly. On the other hand, workers’ control over their sched-
ule, mainly introduced as a part of high-performance strategies, leads to increased unpaid 
overtime hours. This is especially true for professional men, and women without children, 
especially those working full-time, and surprisingly part-time working mothers. The results 
of this study point to the importance of distinguishing between different groups of workers 
as well as between different types of arrangements when examining outcomes of flexible 
working. Furthermore, the results of the study contribute to the argument that performance 
enhancing flexible working arrangements can potentially exacerbate gender inequalities in 
the labour market by enabling men to commit more time to their jobs, while for women, 
especially full-time working mothers, this may be less possible.
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1  Introduction

Increasing numbers of companies and governments are introducing flexible working, that 
is giving workers control over when and where they work, as a less costly option to help 
working families manage work and family demands compared to, for example, paid leaves 
(Eurofound 2015; Chung 2017b). According to the work-family border theory (Clark 
2000), and based on the work resources theory (Voydanoff 2004) providing workers with 
the flexibility and control over the temporal and physical boundaries between their work 
and home domains should help workers’ work-family integration and thereby reduce work-
family conflict (Steiber 2009; Van der Lippe and Lippényi 2018). However, according to a 
systematic review of the relationship between flexible working and work-family conflict, 
the influence was rather small in magnitude if found at all (Allen et  al. 2013; see also, 
Golden et  al. 2018; Chung and Van der Lippe 2018). Further, other studies have shown 
that certain types of flexible working, such as teleworking, are likely to increase work-
family conflict rather than reduce it (e.g., Golden et al. 2006). One reason behind this is 
the work-family boundary blurring and multi-tasking that can occur through flexible work-
ing (Schieman et al. 2009), which can increase work-family conflict. The potential expan-
sion of both work and care capacity through flexible working can also explain this par-
tially—e.g., parents are able to spend more time with their children when working flexibly 
(Craig and Powell 2012; Noonan et al. 2007) or are able to maintain their work intensity 
through flexible working in times of increased care demands (Chung and Van der Horst 
2018; Fuller and Hirsh 2018). Another reason why flexible working may not necessarily 
lead to a better work-life balance, is because there is a tendency for workers to work harder 
and longer when working flexibly. This phenomenon has been coined ‘the autonomy (con-
trol) paradox’ (Mazmanian et al. 2013; Putnam et al. 2014), the paradox being that workers 
when given more autonomy and freedom, rather than working less, work harder and longer. 
In fact, recent studies have shown that flexible working increases working hours, overtime 
(Glass and Noonan 2016; Lott and Chung 2016), and work intensity (Kelliher and Ander-
son 2010). Although these studies have been useful in providing some insights, there are 
some issues that need further investigation.

Most importantly, most have been qualitative case studies specific to certain occupations 
and/or companies (see for a review, Mazmanian et al. 2013; Kelliher and Anderson 2010). 
In addition to issues around generalisation, there is little scrutiny of how the relationship 
may vary between different groups of workers. Flexible working can be used by workers 
for a variety of reasons. Previous research demonstrates that it is used, and expected to be 
used, for different purposes depending on the workers’ gender, parental status, and occu-
pation (Singley and Hynes 2005; Brescoll et  al. 2013; Munsch 2016; Gerstel and Claw-
son 2014). Thus, we can expect that outcomes, including increased unpaid overtime, will 
depend on the purpose for which flexible working is used for. Of particular interest  for 
us are the gender discrepancies. Previous studies have noted that flexibility in their work 
could potentially allow workers to “do gender” (Clawson and Gerstel 2014) with women 
using flexibility to meet their family demands while men use it for performance enhancing 
goals (Lott and Chung 2016; Kim 2018; Kurowska 2018). In other words, flexible working 
can increase rather than decrease the working hours gap between men and women, which 
has been shown to be one of the most important factor explaining the gender wage gap 
(Goldin 2014; Cha and Weeden 2014). Given that working hours, and specifically unpaid 
overtime hours are considered one of the most important determinants of future promotion 
chances and pay (Francesconi 2001; Pannenberg 2005), and for keeping ones’ job during 



Flexible Working and Unpaid Overtime in the UK: The Role of Gender,…

1 3

recession (Warren 2015), such gendered discrepancies in flexible working outcomes can 
increase rather decrease the gender wage gap.

Another limitation to the existing studies is that they mostly examined one specific type 
of flexible working arrangements and/or were not able to distinguish between the different 
types of flexible working arrangements—namely, those mainly introduced to allow work-
ers to address family demands, from those mainly introduced for performance enhancing 
purposes (see also, Ortega 2009; Osterman 1995). Studies of employers have found that 
flexible working is used for a wide range of reasons, including for cost-cutting performance 
enhancing goals and to meet workers’ work life balance demands (Riedmann et al. 2006). 
Not differentiating between these different types of flexible working may lead to unin-
tentional critique towards flexible working practices that do allow for a better work-life 
integration. In this study, we examine three distinct flexible working arrangements based 
on the unique dataset we are able to use, namely, Understanding Society (2009–2015), a 
large household panel survey in the UK. Firstly, we examine flexitime and teleworking, 
introduced by law in the UK primarily to enhance the work-life balance of workers, and 
compare their effect against schedule control, primarily used to give workers more control 
over their work to enhance performance outcomes (Wood and De Menezes 2010) and/or 
given to those with more seniority (Schieman et al. 2009). Fixed effects panel regression 
models are used to examine how these three types of flexible working are associated with 
an increase in unpaid overtime hours. Although previous studies have examined overtime 
as a whole (Lott and Chung 2016; Glass and Noonan 2016), paid overtime may be done 
for additional income and/or can be carried out more routinely as a part of the job. We 
believe that unpaid overtime is a better measurement of workers working longer to enhance 
performance, or adhere to the ideal worker norm, which can be more problematic in rela-
tion to work-life balance and gender equality. We also model different groups of workers 
separately to see whether this increase is found only for a specific subgroup of workers. 
Section 2 will examine some definitions of key concepts, theoretical frame our research 
questions, and present our hypotheses. The following section, Sect. 3, will discuss data and 
methods. Section 4 provides results and the paper ends with a conclusion and discussion.

2 � Background

2.1 � Flexible Working Definitions

Flexible working can entail employee’s control over when they work or where they work 
(Kelly et al. 2011; Allen et al. 2013). More specifically, flexitime/schedule control entails 
worker’s ability to change the timing of their work (that is, to alternate the starting and 
ending times), and/or to fluctuate the numbers of hours worked per day or week—which 
may also include accumulating hours for days off. In the broader sense, flexitime can also 
include annualised hours, where working hours are not defined per day or week but calcu-
lated throughout the year, and compressed hours, where workers maintain their working 
hours, usually full-time, but work fewer days—e.g., four rather than five days. Teleworking 
allows workers to work outside of their normal work premises, e.g., working from home. 
Although flexible working can also include workers having control over how much they 
work—e.g., part-time work, term-time only and job sharing, for the purposes of this paper 
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when we refer to flexible working, this entails flexitime (in the broader sense, and includ-
ing schedule control) and teleworking only.

Flexible working can be employer- or employee-friendly depending on whose demand it 
aims to (primarily) serve (Chung and Tijdens 2013; Riedmann et al. 2006). Flexible work-
ing is usually considered a family-friendly arrangement that can provide workers with the 
capacity to form and blend the boundaries of their work to allow a better fit to their fam-
ily demands (Clark 2000). In fact, several empirical studies show that workers, especially 
women, frequently use flexibility in their work to address various family demands (Maume 
2006; Craig and Powell 2012; Singley and Hynes 2005).

Control over one’s work, however, can also be used for performance enhancing pur-
poses as a part of companies’ high-involvement/performance work systems (Wood and De 
Menezes 2010). In the high performance work systems approach, it is believed that giving 
workers more discretion and influence over their work, including control over when and 
where they work, can help increase performance (Appelbaum 2000; Davis and Kalleberg 
2006). In fact, in 2004 surveying companies across 21 European countries, when asked 
why they have introduced arrangements that give workers more control over schedules in 
their companies, more than half of all employers note that it was for performance/profit 
enhancing related purposes (Riedmann et al. 2006).

Enhancing worker’s work life balance and increasing performance outcomes can go 
hand in hand (Rapoport et al. 2002), where family-friendly flexible working may ultimately 
result in enhanced performance outcomes—as also argued in the literature on the business 
case of flexible working (de Menezes and Kelliher 2011; Yasbek 2004; Dex and Scheibl 
2001). Similarly, performance oriented flexible working may be used by workers to bet-
ter adapt to family life as well (Young 2018). However, as we will show later, employers 
may have different reasons as to why they provide workers more control over their work, 
and therefore there may be different reasons as to why workers take these arrangements 
up (see also, Leslie et al. 2012). This would then also affect the outcomes of flexible work 
arrangements (Chung 2018a; Ortega 2009; Clawson and Gerstel 2014). Previous studies 
that examine how flexible working relates to increases in work intensity/overtime hours do 
not necessarily tease these differences out. For example, Lott and Chung (2016) primarily 
focussed on workers’ control over their schedules while Glass and Noonan (2016) looked 
at working from home, which included taking work home after normal working hours. As 
we will show later, distinguishing the different types of flexible working based on which 
goal it is primarily aimed at, is crucial when examining the outcomes of flexible working.

The UK provides a unique opportunity to assess different types of flexible working 
arrangements because flexible working for family-friendly purposes is installed in the 
labour law. The UK’s right to request flexible working was introduced in 2003 “under the 
banner of enhancing parenting choice” (Lewis et al. 2008: 272) in the context of lack of 
other means for parents to address work-life balance issues. This right was first provided 
to parents of children under the age of six and children with a disability up to the age of 
18. In 2007, this was extended to carers of adults, and parents with children below the age 
of 17, and finally extended to cover all workers from the summer of 2014. The burden 
of the request lies on the worker, and employers can reject this request on various busi-
ness grounds (ACAS 2016). Understanding Society data captures workers’ access to and 
use of the arrangements specified in this legislation, including flexitime and teleworking, 
which we understand as arrangements aimed primarily to enhance the work-life balance of 
workers. This can be distinguished from schedule control, which measures workers’ con-
trol over their work schedules and is asked in a series of question measuring the extent to 
which high-involvement work systems are used in the workplace. It is measured alongside 
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information on workers’ control over how they carry out their work in general—e.g., which 
tasks and order of work. We argue that these arrangements measure flexible working pri-
marily aimed to enhance performance outcomes. Again, despite the possibility of these 
arrangements indirectly enabling the achievement of the other goals, we expect that the 
primary goals of these arrangements may shape the way they influence the outcomes.

2.2 � Flexible Working and Unpaid Overtime

Examining knowledge professionals in the US and their use of mobile devices for work 
purposes, Mazmanian et al. talk about ‘the autonomy paradox’; when enhancing individ-
ual’s control over when and where they can work, leads to a “collective spiral of escalat-
ing engagement, where they end up working everywhere/all the time” (2013: 1338). In 
other words, the study provides an account of how flexibility and control over one’s work 
results in the expansion of work and the work domain. Several theories can explain the 
causes of such intensification (see, Kelliher and Anderson 2010; Lott 2018). Firstly, it can 
be explained through the gift exchange theory. This theory suggests that to reciprocate for 
the favourable work arrangements provided to them as a “gift” by the employers, workers 
expend greater effort, increase work motivation and commitment which leads them to work 
harder or longer.

Another way flexible working can increase work intensity is through enabled intensifi-
cation. For example, flexible working has been shown to decrease performance reducing 
issues such as sickness and absenteeism (see also, de Menezes and Kelliher 2011). Fur-
thermore, enabled intensification can also occur by allowing workers to work their most 
productive hours and thereby removing potential distractions when working, or by reduc-
ing commuting times when working from home (Kelliher and Anderson 2010). However, 
enabled intensification can also happen as a result of increased competition between work-
ers in workplaces where boundaries between work and other spheres of life are relaxed 
and there exists a culture of working all the time and everywhere (Williams et al. 2013; 
Eurofound and the International Labour Office 2017). This can especially be the case when 
flexible working arrangements are not necessarily introduced for family-friendly purposes 
but to enhance workers’ performance. When used to meet performance enhancing goals, 
flexible working is usually used alongside other performance enhancing arrangements 
such as self-managed team work, job rotation, and performance related pay (Ortega 2009; 
Chung 2014). When flexible working is accompanied by indirect measures to increase per-
formance and output (Felstead and Jewson 2000), workers may (need to) work extra hours 
when given more control over their work to meet the targets set for them.

Next to enabled intensification, workers may also have to work harder and longer due 
to enforced intensification (Kelliher and Anderson 2010). This can be done where a move 
away from fixed hours can enable employers to expand work through the back door, with-
out issues with overtime premiums, or restrictions on maximum number of hours worked, 
and other restrictions currently set by labour laws. On the other hand, employers may 
explicitly give workers more control and autonomy over their work only in exchange for 
increased work intensity or overtime hours, somewhat like the gift exchange but here 
orchestrated by employers (Bathini and Kandathil 2017).

Flexible working introduced for family-friendly purposes may increase performance 
outcomes through the increase in work intensity of workers especially through the gift 
exchange and reduction of sickness/absenteeism it can bring. However, it is less likely 
that family-friendly flexible working will lead to an increase in unpaid overtime, and even 
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if it does this is likely to be minimal. This is especially the case when we consider that, 
at least in this dataset, the workers taking up the more family-friendly flexible working 
arrangements would have had to actively request the use of these arrangements most likely 
because of the demands coming from their family spheres they need to meet and/or due to 
their preference for a better work-life balance. Rather, we believe that it is the performance 
enhancing flexible working arrangements that will lead to (a larger) increase in unpaid 
overtime hours. To be able to assess our claims, we will analyse both family-friendly and 
performance oriented arrangements, but expect to find significant increases in unpaid over-
time for performance oriented flexible work arrangements only.

Hypothesis 1  We expect the performance oriented flexible working arrangement to be 
associated with increased unpaid overtime hours, while family-friendly flexible working 
arrangements may not be.

2.3 � Differences Between Groups of Workers in Unpaid Overtime

Various studies suggest that flexible working may entail and is expected to entail different 
things for different groups of workers (Gerstel and Clawson 2014; Brescoll et  al. 2013). 
Clark (2000) argues that the outcomes of flexibility between the borders of the work and 
home domain will depend on the strength of the border, the domain the individual identi-
fies with most, and the priority each domain takes in one’s life. In other words, the flexibil-
ity of the border between the work and home domains is most likely to lead to an increase 
in unpaid overtime for workers who (need to) identify closely to the work domain and for 
whom the work domain takes priority. Sometimes this is not voluntary due to the bread-
winning role the worker may have. On the other hand, those workers who prioritize the 
home domain and (are pressured to or need to) identify with the home domain may be 
restricted in their ability to work extra hours. In this paper, we argue that the strength of 
the work and home domain will differ across workers of different sex, parental status, and 
occupational levels.

For many women, family remains an important domain to identify with because women 
still do, and are expected to do, the majority of household tasks and care work (Bianchi 
et  al. 2012; Park et  al. 2013). For this reason, women are more likely than men to use 
flexible working to facilitate family demands (Singley and Hynes 2005; Gerstel and Claw-
son 2014; see also, Kim 2018; Kurowska 2018), especially when family demands are not 
flexible (e.g., school opening times) and/or when family demands are unpredictable (e.g., 
a child becoming ill). On the other hand, men are more likely to, and expected to, prior-
itize and identify with their work domain. They are also better able to do this because of 
the support they receive from their partners in regards to care and domestic work (Moen 
and Yu 2000; Williams et al. 2013). Thus, men are more likely to (be able to) use flexible 
working for career and performance enhancing purposes (Gerstel and Clawson 2014) and 
to expand their work domains with flexible working (Lott 2018). By allowing men and 
women to “do gender” (West and Zimmerman 1987), flexible working can potentially tra-
ditionalise gender roles (Lott and Chung 2016)—increasing the unpaid overtime hours of 
men but not for women.

Hypothesis 2a  Performance oriented flexible working is associated with an increase in 
unpaid overtime hours for men but not for women
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However, rather than gender, or gender alone, the care responsibility the worker 
has, especially in relation to childcare, may be of greater importance. There is a gen-
eral expectation in the UK that mothers take main responsibility of childcare, and thus 
should either stay home or work part-time especially when children are under school 
age (Park et  al. 2013). This explains the patterns found in the gender gap in employ-
ment rates in the UK for 2015. Although there are no differences in employment rates 
between men and women aged 25–49 without children (both at 85%), when comparing 
men and women with children the gap increases, with the employment rates of fathers 
and mothers at 92% versus 71% respectively (Eurostat 2016a). Women are also more 
likely to work part-time post childbirth due to childcare responsibilities, with more than 
half of all working mothers in part-time jobs in the UK in 2015, while only 16% of 
women without children and 6% of men, both with and without children, do so (Eurostat 
2016b).

Mothers working part-time may already be signalling the demands they face in their 
family roles (Tomlinson 2007), and their unwillingness or inability to adhere to the 
“ideal worker norm”—a worker who prioritizes work above other aspects of their lives 
(Williams 1999). Mothers working part-time may be unwilling or unable to increase 
their (unpaid) overtime hours due to the existing family demands that (they feel) cannot 
be sacrificed (Durbin and Tomlinson 2010). When working full-time, however, women 
and mothers might be signalling their prioritization of work, i.e., putting greater value 
towards their work. They may also be those who need to work more for financial rea-
sons. Even if this were not the case, they may be in a position where they can or have to 
comply with the expectations of an ideal worker set by their employer and colleagues, 
and may use flexible working in a similar manner as men/fathers.

Hypothesis 2b  Performance oriented flexible working is associated with an increase in 
unpaid overtime hours for women without children, but not for mothers, while the associa-
tion is found for both fathers and non-fathers

Hypothesis 2c  Performance oriented flexible working is associated with an increase in 
unpaid overtime hours for full-time working parents, both mothers and fathers, but not for 
part-time working mothers

Finally, we argue that occupational levels are important in differentiating between the 
potential outcomes of flexible working. Many studies have shown that higher occupa-
tional groups are more likely to have access to flexible working arrangements compared 
to lower occupational groups (Swanberg et al. 2005; Golden et al. 2018; Chung 2018a). 
This may especially be the case for the more performance oriented arrangements (Chung 
2017a). Higher occupational groups/professionals are more likely to (have to) adhere 
to the work devotion schema compared to lower occupational groups—i.e., “the moral 
and institutionalised cultural mandate that work demands and deserves total allegiance” 
(Cech and Blair-Loy 2014: 87). Using flexibility to meet family demands will violate 
the cultural beliefs of a higher status worker (Schieman et al. 2009). Thus, higher occu-
pational groups may be much more likely to use the increased control over their work 
to extend their devotion to work than lower occupational groups. However, again it may 
be the men/fathers in professional and managerial roles who are able to adhere to the 
ideal worker culture through flexible working. In addition to the support they are more 
likely to receive at home from their spouses, they are also likely to have higher incomes 
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which reduces the need for their spouses to take on additional bread-winning roles. Due 
to the competing demands professional mothers face coming from both work and family 
domains, their  capacity to expand their unpaid overtime hours may be limited (Blair-
Loy 2009). On the other hand, professional/managerial women without children may 
be able to adhere more to the cultural norms and expand their unpaid overtime hours as 
much as men.

Hypothesis 2d  Performance oriented flexible working is associated with an increase in 
unpaid overtime for higher occupational groups but not for lower occupational groups

Hypothesis 2e  Performance oriented flexible working is associated with an increase in 
unpaid overtime for fathers, and childless men and women in higher occupational groups, 
but not for mothers in higher occupational groups

3 � Data and Method

3.1 � Data

We used Understanding Society (University of Essex, 2016) waves 2, 4, and 6 (2010/2011, 
2012/2013, 2014/2015) to look at our research question. Understanding Society is a large 
household panel data with data of, in wave 1, about 40,000 households in the UK (Knies, 
2015). In waves 2, 4, and 6, respondents were asked about their flexible work arrange-
ments. We excluded proxy interviews, but did not balance the data (in a robustness check 
we balanced the data to see to what degree that mattered for our conclusions, see online 
supplementary material Web Appendix 3) and selected those respondents for whom it was 
possible to combine the household data with the individual data (over 97.9% of the cases in 
each wave). We also exclude those not in paid employment (including currently on mater-
nity leave) or who were self-employed as they have more autonomy over their work by 
default. We further excluded respondents who were close to or at their state pension age in 
any of the waves (we excluded women aged 60 or older and men aged 65 or older based on 
the traditional State Pension Ages in the UK) as well as individuals who are still of a com-
pulsory education age (< 18). Ten respondents seemed to change sex over the waves and 
are deleted as most of our hypotheses are sex specific and there are not enough respondents 
changing sex to make this a separate category. We ended up with 30,761 respondents, of 
which 14,846 were men and 15,915 were women. The total number of respondents in the 
analyses are lower due to missing data. The consequences of missing data are assessed in a 
robustness check (see online supplementary material Web Appendix 3).

3.2 � Variables

3.2.1 � Dependent Variable

The main dependent variable in this study is the number of unpaid overtime hours worked 
by the respondent. In the survey, respondents were asked the number of hours they worked 
overtime in a normal week. This variable ranged from zero to 90  h/week. Next to this 
question, respondents are also asked how much of that is usually paid overtime. To derive 
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unpaid overtime, we subtract the number of paid overtime hours from the total overtime 
hours. We set the maximum to 30 h/week since less than half a percent worked more than 
30 h/week overtime. The consequence of top-coding this variable is assessed in a robust-
ness check (see online supplementary material Web Appendix 3).

3.2.2 � Flexible Working Variables

Our main explanatory variables are the access to and use of flexible working arrangements. 
Here we distinguish between three types of working time arrangements, namely flexitime, 
telework, and schedule control. For the first two working time arrangements, we use the 
part of the survey questionnaire where respondents were asked about their access to and 
use of various types of flexible working arrangements included in the right to request flex-
ible working in the UK legislation, which was introduced to increase the work-life balance 
of parents (see ‘Background’ on ‘Flexible working definitions’ above). Respondents were 
asked; “I would like to ask about working arrangements at the place where you work. If 
you personally needed any, which of the arrangements listed on the card are available at 
your workplace” (emphasis by authors). The list mirrors the legislation and government 
websites explaining the right to include; part-time working, working term-time only, job 
sharing, flexi-time, working a compressed week, working annualised hours, working from 
home on a regular basis, “other flexible working arrangements”, or none of these. Given 
this context, we believe that these questions measure the more family-friendly flexible 
working arrangements. Those who have answered that they have the arrangements avail-
able were also asked whether they were currently using them. Based on these questions 
we made four variables. To measure (1) access to and (2) use of flexitime, we combined 
flexi-time, compressed hours, and annualised hours. Similarly, to measure (3) access to and 
(4) use of telework we used working from home on a regular basis. Later on in our robust-
ness checks, we examine flexitime when compressed hours and annualised hours are not 
included in the definition (results in online supplementary material Web Appendix 3). Any 
individual who did not have access to a flexible work arrangement was also not able to use 
it, and thus coded as not using this arrangement.

In another part of the survey, respondents are asked about the control they have over 
their work; including the tasks, the pace, the method and order in which they do their job. 
Amongst these, workers were also asked “In general, how much influence do you have 
over… the time you start or finish your working day?” We consider this question as meas-
uring ‘schedule control’, i.e., flexible working that relates more to high-performance strat-
egy flexible working arrangements. Answering categories were (1) A lot, (2) Some, (3) A 
Little, and (4) None. We reverse coded this variable that a higher score meant more sched-
ule control and use it as a categorical variable. As we show in detail in online supplemen-
tary material Web Appendix  1, although flexitime and schedule control may essentially 
mean the same thing, the people who (say they) have access to/use flexitime are not neces-
sarily the same persons who (say they) have a lot of schedule control, suggesting that these 
arrangements are used by/provided to different groups of employees, probably to serve dif-
ferent purposes. We note however, that we do not know why these arrangements were pro-
vided by the employer and taken up by workers, and cannot guarantee that the assumptions 
made here are completely in line with the motivations of workers and employers. How-
ever, we expect most problems to exist with schedule control. Given the UK policy context 
and the preface “if you personally needed any”, we expect that most respondents will have 
thought about work-life balance strategies with flexitime and telework. Schedule control 
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does not have a prefix signalling to focus on high-performance strategy flexible working 
arrangements, making it possible that this question was interpreted more broadly. However, 
if the theoretical discussion is correct, and it is mainly these high-performance strategies 
that will affect unpaid overtime, then this will lead to an underestimation of the true effect, 
making this a conservative test of our hypotheses.1

3.2.3 � Key Groupings

The key groups we distinguish in this paper are men and women; parents as defined by 
those who live with a child under the age of 12 in the household vs non-parents (including 
those who may be parents but are not currently living with their children); those work-
ing part-time vs full-time (defined as those working 35  h a week or more2); and higher 
occupational group (defined as those in the first three classes of the ISCO 1 digit occu-
pations—i.e., Managers, Professionals, and Associate Professionals and Technicians) vs 
those in other occupational groups (all other ISCO groups). This grouping also represents 
the groups that are more likely to have access to flexible working arrangements (Chung 
2017a, 2018a; Wiß 2017).

3.2.4 � Control Variables

Based on previous literature, we included a number of control variables. They are: 
total number of children (4 categories); age of the youngest child (5 categories); age of 
the  respondent (continuous); whether  the respondent has a degree (yes/no); whether 
the respondent works in private sector (yes/no); whether there is a union present in the 
respondent’s workplace (yes/no); whether the respondent has managerial duties (3 catego-
ries); working hours of the respondent (continuous and only in models where full-time and 
part-time workers are not distinguished); whether there is performance related pay in the 
respondent’s workplace; whether the  respondent changed job; whether the respondent is 
the breadwinner in the household (defined as contributing at least 60% of combined indi-
vidual and respondent’s partner’s earnings); whether the respondent is on a fixed term or 
a permanent contract; whether the respondent lives with a partner; whether this partner is 
employed or self-employed (compared to not employed); working hours including over-
time of the partner (continuous); earnings of the partner (log); whether the partner uses 
flexible working arrangements (combination of flexitime and telework); and whether  the 
partner has schedule control (4 categories). Details on these control variables can be found 
in the online supplementary material Web Appendix 1.

3.3 � Models

To test our hypotheses we performed fixed effects panel regression models to assess how 
many unpaid overtime hours the respondent works, treating the dependent variable as 

2  This distinction between full-time and part-time on 35 h/week is based on the UK Government (https​://
www.gov.uk/part-time-worke​r-right​s). See Lyonette (2015) for more information about part-time work in 
the UK and Warren (2015) on how part-time work has changed (and not changed) since the last recession of 
2008–2009.

1  It is also possible that teleworking/working from home is also done as a part of high performance sys-
tems, but in this questionnaire there is no scope to distinguish between the different types of teleworking as 
is done for schedule control.

https://www.gov.uk/part-time-worker-rights
https://www.gov.uk/part-time-worker-rights
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continuous and using robust standard errors. Employees may self-select into jobs where 
flexibility is available, and employees with certain time-invariant characteristics may be 
those who are also likely to seek jobs that allow them to have control over where or when 
they work and/or are more willing to work overtime. Fixed effects models control for such 
time-invariant effects, even if they are not measured, by only taking variation within an indi-
vidual into account. All our analyses are separated out by sex as we hypothesise different 
effects for men and women (see ‘Background’) and also expect certain control variables to 
work differently for men and women. We present main findings in our tables and full mod-
els including all control variables can be found in the online supplementary material Web 
Appendix 2.

4 � Analysis Results

In this section, we will examine the results for the family-friendly flexible working 
arrangements first, and then move on to the high-performance work systems schedule 
control arrangements. When we examine family friendly flexible working arrangements’ 
association with unpaid overtime hours, for the most part, we found insignificant results. 
The use of flexitime or teleworking was not significantly associated with an increase 
in unpaid overtime hours for the general population nor for the other sub-groups (as 
shown in Tables 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 and Figs. 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5). For the majority of the 

Table 1   Flexible working and unpaid overtime hours—full sample (fixed effects model with robust stand-
ard errors). Source: Understanding Society

This model controls for a wide range of individual, household and company level characteristics. Full mod-
els can be found in online supplementary material Web Appendix 2
Bold indicates p  ≤ 0.050
** indicates p ≤ 0.010
*** indicates p ≤ 0.001

Men Women

Model 1-1 1-2

Variable Coefficient p value Coefficient p Value

Flexitime available but not use − 0.12 0.286 − 0.39*** < .001
Use flexitime 0.12 0.419 0.01 0.906
Telework available but not use 0.24 0.166 0.17 0.248
Use telework 0.30 0.252 0.11 0.688
Schedule control
 None (ref)
 A little 0.18 0.101 0.12 0.236
 Some 0.42*** 0.001 0.40*** 0.001
 A lot 0.63*** < .001 0.40** 0.003

Number of observations 18,840 19,132
Number of respondents 10,201 10,609
R2 within 0.03 0.03
R2 between 0.09 0.04
R2 overall 0.10 0.05
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groups analysed, the access to (but not using) flexitime and teleworking was also not 
associated with an increase in overtime hours. There were few exceptions. For exam-
ple, for women, gaining access to flexitime but not using it, seemed to slightly reduce 
their unpaid overtime hours (Fig.  1, Table  1 Model 1-2). This pattern remains stable 
for the other sub-group analyses, with the exception of mothers where the relationship 
was insignificant (Tables 2, 3, 4, and 5). Another thing to note is that for women with-
out children, having telework available while not using it is associated with an increase 

Fig. 1   Increase in unpaid overtime hours due to flexible working for men and women (fixed effects based 
on full model in Table 1)

Fig. 2   Increase in unpaid overtime hours due to flexible working for parents versus non-parents (fixed 
effects based on full model in Table 2)
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in unpaid overtime (see Table  2, Model 2-4 and Table  5, Model 5-4). These findings 
generally support our idea that flexible working primarily introduced as family-friendly 
arrangements is not associated with the increase in unpaid overtime.         

Next, we examine the outcomes for schedule control, which we expect to be more likely 
used as part of a high-performance work strategy. Unlike the more family-friendly flexible 
working arrangements, schedule control is associated with working longer unpaid over-
time hours supporting Hypothesis 1. Table 1 shows that when men and women get some/a 
lot of autonomy, they end up working longer unpaid overtime. There is a small difference 

Fig. 3   Increase in unpaid overtime hours due to flexible working for full-time versus part-time working par-
ents (fixed effects based on full model in Table 3)

Fig. 4   Increase in unpaid overtime hours due to flexible working for professional versus non-professional 
jobs (fixed effects based on full model in Table 4)
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between men and women, e.g. 40 versus 25 more minutes for men compared to women 
respectively when they get a lot of schedule control. However, both groups show a statisti-
cally significant increase in unpaid overtime hours and Fig. 1 suggests that this difference 
between men and women is not statistically significant. In sum, we found little support for 
Hypothesis 2a which stated that performance oriented flexible working would be associ-
ated with an increase in unpaid overtime hours for men only.

Hypothesis 2b and 2c expected that the gender differences were more prevalent for 
those with parental responsibilities. Thus, we compare parents and non-parents in their 
increase of unpaid overtime when using flexible working arrangements in Table 2 and 
Fig. 2. Women without young children in the household increased their unpaid overtime 
hours when gaining schedule control, and to a similar extent as men without children 
(Model 2-3 and 2-4). However, as expected, for mothers with young children schedule 
control did not seem to significantly increase their unpaid overtime hours (Model 2-2). 
On the other hand, parental status did not seem to change the amount of unpaid over-
time hours done by men gaining schedule control. In sum, the results support hypothesis 
2b that the division, rather than being between men and women, is more between moth-
ers, and others groups of workers—i.e., men and women without children.

Hypothesis 2c expected that for full-time working parents, there would be a signifi-
cant increase in unpaid overtime hours through schedule control, but that this relation-
ship would not exist for part-time working mothers. Table 3 and Fig. 3 compares full-time 
working parents and their increase in unpaid overtime due to flexible working to that of 
part-time working parents. First, it is important to note that majority of the fathers in our 
sample worked full-time (3407 out of 3704), while relatively few mothers in our sample 
worked full-time (1300 out of 3688). Thus, the results for full-time working fathers is not 
dissimilar to that of all fathers. Unlike our expectations, full-time working mothers did not 
significantly increase their unpaid overtime hours when having schedule control—even 
showing negative albeit non-significant coefficient signs. Interestingly, we see a slight 
increase in unpaid overtime hours associated with schedule control for part-time working 

Fig. 5   Increase in unpaid overtime hours due to flexible working for professional parents versus non-parents 
(fixed effects based on full model in Table 5)
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mothers. It may be that part-time working mothers have a greater capacity to extend their 
(unpaid) overtime hours than full-time working mothers who may have maxed out on their 
capacity to work any longer. On the other hand, this could be a result of the negative stigma 
part-time working carries, especially for mothers (Chung 2018b). Part-time working moth-
ers may have to demonstrate their devotion towards work and work longer when they have 
more control over their work schedules because of the negative assumptions others hold in 
regards to part-time working mothers’ work commitment and productivity.

Next, we distinguish the effect of flexible working for higher and lower occupational 
groups. As shown in Table 4 and Fig. 4, for men, the increase in unpaid overtime hours 
due to schedule control is predominately driven by workers in higher occupational 
groups—i.e., managers and/or (associate) professionals. Schedule control does not 
lead to a significant increase in unpaid overtime for men in medium/lower occupational 
groups. For women, however, although on average managerial and professional women 
seem to increase their unpaid overtime hours slightly more than other women, the dif-
ference is not large and the latter also significantly increase their unpaid overtime hours 
when getting schedule control. This only partially confirms hypothesis 2d, where it was 
expected that only higher occupational groups increased their unpaid overtime hours—
this appears to be true for men, but not for women.

We also expected, hypothesis 2e, that mothers in professional roles would have lim-
ited capacity to increase their unpaid overtime hours due to the competing demands 
coming from the family sphere. We expected that the positive relationship between 
schedule control and unpaid overtime hours for professional women would be mainly 
due to childless women, while the relationship would exist amongst both childless men 
and fathers. Table  5 provides only weak evidence of this claim. Albeit only signifi-
cant at the p < 0.100 level, fathers also increase their unpaid overtime hours when get-
ting schedule control, though there appears to be more evidence for this relationship 
among childless men. Again, for mothers, even those in professional and managerial 
roles, schedule control does not significantly increase their unpaid overtime hours. On 
the other hand, women without children under the age of 12 in the household who are 
working in professional and/or managerial roles increased their unpaid overtime hours 
when getting access to schedule control to a similar extent as men, but like professional 
fathers only significant at the p < 0.100 level.

4.1 � Robustness Checks (see Online Appendix)

We performed a series of robustness checks to see how sensitive our results were to vari-
ous specifications of our model (see online supplementary material Web Appendix 3). We 
assessed whether it matters that we included other types than pure time flexibility to assess 
flexitime, balanced the data to having participated in all three waves, no top-coding for 
unpaid overtime, and imputing missing data. These robustness checks indicate that our 
conclusions are robust for the precise definition of flexitime, having unbalanced data, top-
coding the dependent variable, and missing data. We also looked at total working hours 
rather than unpaid overtime. This did change the results, but this is not surprising as we are 
investigating a different phenomenon. In fact, we believe this underlines the importance of 
investigating unpaid overtime separately as unpaid work may go unnoticed when we look 
at total (employment) working hours.

Finally, we investigated the use of a continuous dependent variable when this is not nor-
mally distributed (many employees did not work any overtime). For this, we investigated 
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Tobit panel models, but these could only be compared to the random effects models (which 
can be found in online supplementary material Web Appendix  2). Results show that of 
the variables of interest in all our models only two variables became insignificant when 
using a Tobit model (namely availability and use of flexitime on unpaid overtime of child-
less men). For the remainder some variables that were insignificant in the original ran-
dom effects models became significant (using p = 0.050 as threshold), which suggests we 
may underestimate some effects. However, most conclusions remained the same suggest-
ing that treating unpaid overtime as a continuous dependent variable may not be problem-
atic (though preferably we would have been able to check this for the fixed effects models 
included in this paper as well). See online supplementary material Web Appendix 3 for 
more detail on all these robustness checks.

5 � Conclusion and Discussion

This paper examines whether flexible working can lead to an increase in unpaid overtime 
hours, examining the case of UK. One main contribution of this paper is that we distin-
guish between different types of flexible working arrangements; namely those assumed to 
be introduced mainly for family-friendly purposes (flexitime and teleworking) versus those 
assumed to be introduced mainly as part of high performance work systems (schedule con-
trol). We further investigate whether the association between flexible working and unpaid 
overtime hours is found for a specific group of workers while not for others, placing special 
attention on gender, parental status, and occupational class differences.

The results of the study show that when workers gain control over their working sched-
ules, they are likely to increase their unpaid overtime hours. This effect was not found for 
what we consider the use of more family-friendly oriented flexible arrangements, namely, 
flexitime and telework, but only for schedule control, which we consider part of a high-per-
formance strategy. This result mirrors that of previous studies which shows that schedule 
control leads to longer overtime hours (Lott and Chung 2016) and increased work-to-home 
spill-over (Lott 2018). However, unlike what was found in  other existing studies (Kelli-
her and Anderson 2010; Glass and Noonan 2016) teleworking did not lead to additional 
unpaid overtime hours, which may be due to the differences in the sample, the definition 
of overtime, or the differences in the type of teleworking used in these studies compared to 
ours—ours only includes that where it was done when workers personally needed to use 
teleworking while such distinctions was not made in other studies.

The results of the study shed light on the importance for future research to distinguish 
between different types of flexible working arrangements when talking about its impact 
and not conflate the results between the two rather distinct types of flexible work. More 
specifically, in relation to our own research question, it leads us to believe that the auton-
omy paradox as shown in previous studies (e.g., Mazmanian et al. 2013) may need to be 
clarified. The paradox of expansion of work, especially unpaid hours, when given more 
freedom over your work is primarily, and perhaps only, found for the type of work control 
that can be considered to be intended to meet performance enhancing goals. This type of 
control over one’s work could have also been given to workers alongside other control and 
responsibility, and possibly increased workload as well. In addition, it has been shown that 
these types of control are provided alongside an incentivised system that increase competi-
tion, such as performance related pay (Pongratz and Voß 2003; Chung 2014 and Online 
Supplementary Material Appendix Table A1-8). This can explain why it leads to increased 
unpaid overtime hours.
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However, it is also  important to note that we found little evidence of workers who 
started to use the more family-friendly flexible working arrangements becoming less likely 
to work unpaid overtime. Although flexitime and teleworking did not lead to increased 
unpaid overtime hours, it also did not seem to drastically reduce it. In other words, there 
is very little evidence to justify the stigma surrounding flexible working in that those who 
work flexibly may not contribute to the company as much as other workers (see also, TUC 
2017; Working Families 2017; Chung 2018b). Furthermore, although we did not find any 
evidence for work expansion via longer unpaid overtime hours, it does not leave out the 
possibility that workers who use the more family-friendly flexible working arrangements 
may have increased their qualitative work intensity (Green 2001)—i.e., working harder, 
and being more productive within the same working hours. Based on previous studies (de 
Menezes and Kelliher 2011; Kelliher and Anderson 2010; Moen et al. 2017) despite not 
having increased their unpaid overtime hours, they may work harder, may be more commit-
ted, loyal and less likely to leave their workplaces, which would eventually provide benefits 
for the company.

This study also provides a more in depth look into for whom the schedule control par-
adox can be found, and the discrepancies between groups of workers in the increase in 
working hours due to schedule control. We found that there are differences across groups 
of workers depending on gender, parental status, and occupational class. In sum, men, 
especially men in professional or managerial positions, appear to be the ones where sched-
ule control was most likely to lead to an increase in unpaid overtime hours. However, it 
should also be noted that women without children increased their unpaid overtime hours 
significantly and similar to that of men when gaining schedule control. The schedule con-
trol paradox was not found for mothers, not even for full time working mothers or moth-
ers in managerial/professional positions. These gender discrepancies in the increase in 
unpaid overtime through flexible working mirror what was found in previous studies (Lott 
and Chung 2016; see also, Lott 2018). Yet in the previous study, the gender discrepancy 
was largely driven by the part-time working women in the sample and full-time working 
women were not significantly different from men. In our analyses, full-time working moth-
ers did not increase their unpaid overtime hours when gaining schedule control, while part-
time working mothers showed a slight increase. We expect this to be largely driven by 
the fact that for full-time working mothers, there may not be any more room/time for an 
increase in overtime, due to the competing demands they face from home. This may not be 
the case for part-time working mothers, where there may be more room for manoeuvre. For 
full-time working mothers, flexible working could have allowed them to work longer than 
they would have otherwise (see, Chung and Van der Horst 2018; Fuller and Hirsh 2018). 
With the autonomy given they may end up working harder during the time they work, but 
they might be limited in their capacity to further expand their working hours, especially if 
these hours are unpaid. On the other hand, part-time working mothers may need to work 
longer to compensate for the possible stigma attached to them especially when their sched-
ules deviate away from the normal working hours to ensure that they do not suffer from 
further negative career consequences (Chung 2018b). More research is needed to be able to 
tease out exactly why this autonomy paradox happens in different ways for different groups 
in the population.

There was a slight reduction in unpaid overtime hours for women when flexitime was 
made available but they did not used it. More investigation is needed as to why this is 
the case. It may be that although we have controlled for a wide range of factors regard-
ing the worker, their family/household, and their workplaces, the availability of flexitime 
may be capturing a characteristic of workers or change in employment that is time-varying 
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and unobserved. Future study should also look into other confounding factors that may 
change the results of this study; for example, schedule control may merely be an indica-
tor of some other changes in the job that were not observed, and rather than the control 
itself, workers’ increase in unpaid overtime may be due to these other changes. Further-
more, research should establish the causality of these relationships. It may be that those 
who increase their unpaid overtime gain access to schedule control to better manage their 
work, rather than the other way around. Despite the fact that employer’s and workers’ moti-
vation for using/providing flexible working arrangements were a key factor in distinguish-
ing the influence of flexible working on unpaid overtime hours, we were unable to examine 
these motivations directly. Future studies should thus try to examine these issues further 
and try to incorporate the motivations behind the provision and take up of flexible working 
arrangements when examining the varying outcomes it may result in. Finally, the catego-
ries of workers used to investigate the variation in the relationship between flexible work 
and unpaid overtime may be further refined in the future.

Notwithstanding these limitations, this study has provided a useful understanding of the 
outcomes of flexible working and the possible influence it can have on workers adding to 
the existing literature. One implication to note from this study is how increases in sched-
ule control may exacerbate the existing problems of unpaid overtime work and long hours 
culture existing in the UK. In 2017 alone, UK workers put in a total of two billion unpaid 
overtime hours, contributing to the vast amount of workers working long hours (of 48 h or 
more a week) (Sellers 2018). Policy makers should ensure that flexible working and provid-
ing workers with more control over their work is not misused to increase workloads with-
out compensation and without breaking existing labour laws, such as the European work-
ing time directive. Another main policy implication of this study is that the rise of flexible 
working, especially high-performance strategy driven arrangements, can indirectly lead to 
an increase in the gender wage gap. Overtime hours is one of the strongest determinants 
of promotion chances and pay in the longer term for workers (Francesconi 2001; Pannen-
berg 2005). Given the unequal capacity between men and women to adhere to this “ideal 
worker culture”, such culture of rewarding long hours of (unpaid additional) work is one 
of the most important cause of the persistent gender wage gap (Cha 2013; Goldin 2014). 
Although the family-friendly flexible working arrangements may help women stay in or get 
back into the labour market, the more performance-oriented flexibility may act as another 
mechanism to further increase the gap between genders, especially during parenthood. 
Based on this, a way forward towards greater gender equality in the labour market may 
be for policy makers  to find ways to encourage men  to take up the more family-friendly 
flexibility arrangements, or ensure that neccessary steps are taken to reduce the barri-
ers that hinder such use. Such equal take up of family-friendly flexible working arrange-
ments will help encourage a more equal division of household work and care between men 
and women. Furthermore, to the degree unpaid overtime indeed leads to more promotion 
opportunities and higher salaries, policy makers should provide protective mechanisms for 
workers, so that those with less capability to work more than their contractual hours are not 
disadvantaged in their career chances. Flexible working can provide workers with better 
work-life balance and enhanced gender equality (for more see, Chung and Van der Lippe 
2018). It is important to provide the right type of flexible working, within the right form of 
organisational and national contexts (Van der Lippe and Lippényi 2018; Kurowska 2018) 
to ensure such positive outcomes.
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