



Chained to the kitchen table: Is flexible working confining women back in the home?

Jayde Howard

Howard, J. (2024). ‘Chained to the kitchen table: Is flexible working confining women back in the home’. British Academy of Management Conference 2024. (IN REVIEW). 

Abstract
The Welsh Government has declared itself a ‘feminist government’ with the aim of advancing the gender equality in Wales. This bold ambition requires barriers to be removed so women can fully participate in economic, social and political activity. For the workplace, this ambition may be progressed by the implementation of Employee Relations (Flexible Working) Act 2023 which allows all employees to request flexible working from the first day of employment. However, current societal attitudes in Wales meaning that women still hold the most significant responsibility for childcare and this remains a barrier to women’s economic participation. There is a gap in the literature exploring how women in Wales are navigating the societal tension and expectation by using flexible working as a means to economic activity. Furthermore, there is a gap examining how women in Wales feel about this dichotic experience. By using the Zaltman Metaphor Technique (ZMET) as means to explore the deep metaphors and exploring unconscious attitudes to the topic at hand, this research aims to answer the question, are women now chained to the kitchen table instead of the kitchen sink?


 
 

1. Introduction

CIPD Good Work Index 2023 shows that working from home accounts for 49% of those undertaking a flexible working option in 2023 (CIPD, 2023). This is an increase of 30% in 2019 and only marginally below the 50% peak which was seen during the Covid-19 pandemic (CIPD, 2023). The CIPD ‘Flexfrom1st’ campaign resulted in the Employment Relations (Flexible Working) Act 2023 receiving Royal Assent and the bill is due to come into effect from 1st April 2024. The legislative change will give all UK employees the right to request flexible working from their first day of employment and allow them to make two requests per year. This is an improvement from the previous 26 week wait to request and the maximum of one request per year. The CIPD claims this will make flexible working “more equal” (CIPD, 2023a). However, the question must be asked, more equal for whom? 
In 2018, the Welsh Government declared itself a feminist government. In their Advancing Gender Equality Action Plan, the Senedd claims to be a government who “works to advance equality and remove the barriers against all women’s participation in the economy, public and social life” (Hutt, 2020, p.2). The Action Plan maps the steps the Welsh Government were to take between 2018 and 2023 to result in a more equal Wales. In 2024, it is possible to begin to question if the action plan has had impact, or whether it had been impeded by societal attitudes. When coupled with the UK-wide increase in working from home, is it possible that women in Wales are becoming increasingly economically active but the traditional sociocultural norms impede their overall economic activity? 
By asking these questions, and utilising the Zaltman Metaphor Elicitation Technique (ZMET) methodology, this research is positioned to examine the tensions of Welsh working women and asks the overall question: are working women in Wales now chained to the kitchen table instead of the sink? 

2. Literature Review

It is undeniable that the covid-19 pandemic spend up the adoption of flexible working practices across the UK. When surveyed, 20% of organisations attributed the pandemic as the primary reason they had adopted flexible working practices (CIPD, 2023). However, post-pandemic, flexible working figures have only seen a minor decline and working from home is the most frequent form (49%) of flexible working arrangement (CIPD, 2023). There is demand for flexible working and that demand is often met with the arrangement of working from home. Though there are problems arising from people’s wish to work from home as it has been shown to hinder organisational culture, managers ability to lead effectively and the overall organisational purpose (2023b). Yet, the demand remains which indicates a personal drive for flexible working. The question for working women in Wales is, what is the driving force behind that need? Furthermore, is there a specific sociocultural context to organisations in Wales? 

Women in Wales are in a contradictory position. They are consistently shown to have higher attainment levels across all areas of compulsory education and account for 61.3% of all higher education students (EHRC, 2023). However, the overall gender pay gap in Wales in 14.1%, women report poorer mental health, remain the highest percentage of unpaid carers, and childcare remains a significant barrier to women’s economic participation (EHRC, 2023). This dichotomy between educational attainment and socioeconomic engagement is a conundrum in a society lead by a so-called ‘feminist government’. Therefore, the question must be asked, does society in Wales believe women’s contribution is primarily as a mother and homemaker? Furthermore, is this cultural construct the true barrier to women’s economic and social participation in Wales? 


3. Methodology 

As the research aims to explore the individual experiences of women who are in work flexibly, particularly from home, every woman’s experience will be unique.  As flexible working is a socially constructed phenomena, and the subjective nature of the participants’ views, the research is grounded in the ontological and epistemological framework of interpretivism (Saunders et al., 2019). By utilising an inductive approach, the research will aim to recognise any patterns which working women are experiencing. Participants for this study would be women in Wales who work from home on a flexible basis. 

To gain the appropriate depth of qualitative data, this research will use the Zaltman Metaphor Elicitation Technique (ZMET), which utilises images during the semi-structured interview process. ZMET is a hybrid methodology which uses semi-structured interviews and the use of visual representation encourages the engagement of participants (Coulter et al., 2006; Cömert and Gürol, 2024). The participants choice of images is utilised as prompts as the research explores the thoughts, feelings and senses of the images which have been chosen, a comprehensive form of storytelling (Zaltman and Zaltman, 2008; Cömert and Gürol, 2024). Through this exploration, the researcher is able to elicit “deep metaphors” which underpin the participants’ unconscious and conscious thoughts and emotions on the topic at hand (Zaltman and Zaltman, 2008; Hancock and Foster, 2020). The later stage of the ZMET process, is to create a collage of the images chosen in collaboration with each participant (Hancock and Foster, 2020; Cömert and Gürol, 2024). By creating this image for each participant, the researcher will be able to understand what is important to each participants individual experience, and accurately identify any consistent themes across the range of participants. 

Prior to the interview, the participants will be sent a prompt so they can chose their images. For this research, the question is: ‘How would you describe your overall experience of working from home?’ 

4. Conclusion

To conclude, this research aims to explore the tensions that working women in Wales experience when working flexibly, particularly if they are working from home. By utilising the ZMET methodology, this research aims to present the pilot findings of 4 interviews at the British Academy of Management Conference 2024. In the long term, this research aims to provide insight into the Welsh governments’ goal of gender equality in Wales. The overall guiding question of the research is: are working women in Wales now chained to the kitchen table instead of the sink? 
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