
Changing the culture to normalise flexibility

AECOM's story

Summary

AECOM is a global engineering design, construction, and management company, as well as a leader in
the field of flexible workplace practices and workplace gender diversity. In 2015, AECOM's Australian
business was recognised as an Employer of Choice for Gender Equality by the Workplace Gender
Equity Agency (WGEA). AECOM's first female chief executive, Lara Poloni, is committed to creating
fully flexible roles at all levels of the organisation.

In 2015, AECOM asked 1500 staff if they
would prefer a shorter work fortnight, or a pay
rise. The result was resoundingly in favour of
flexibility, with 94% of participants saying that
flexible work is the future. The link between
job satisfaction and overall engagement in
work has been well established, and flexibility
is a major contributor to job satisfaction.

Flexibility matters to staff

Need for a culture change

Although AECOM had flexible work
arrangements available, most staff thought they
were only for people with parental
responsibilities.

The first step was to advertise all new roles as
flexible. Many managers had not nominated
roles to be flexible, so AECOM flipped the
process, and required managers to put forward
a business case showing why a role couldn't be
flexible. In this way, managers often realised
they couldn't explain why a role shouldn't be
flexible.

Toolkit developed

AECOM developed a Flexibility Works toolkit
for staff, which helped managers make
flexibility work, and encouraged employees to
access flexible work within guiding principles,
which were: 

1. If it works for you, for your team, and your
clients, it works for us. 

2. Internal and external client service remains
the priority. 

3. Performance is defined by output and
behaviour, not where and when the work is
being undertaken. 

The guidelines stressed that, in busy periods,
all staff are expected to be flexible in order to
complete their work.

Standard working hours abolished

Standard start and finishing times were
abolished, and individuals now negotiate
arrangements that satisfy their needs, as well
as the needs of the  business with their
managers. Some staff are now able to exercise
before or after work, avoid peak hour traffic,
and do school drop-offs and pick ups.



Informal arrangements are made without the
need for paperwork, and without affecting the
individual's full-time status.  To normalise
flexible work, AECOM asked managers to be
role models. If they started work late to go
surfing or meet a friend for breakfast, they were
asked to talk about it. 

The mandatory one hour lunch break was
shortened to a half-hour break, as most staff
only took half an hour anyway. Over Christmas,
when AECOM closes for two weeks, staff are
required to take leave. In addition to their
standard four-week leave entitlement, staff may
purchase additional leave to be taken at times
that suit them.

Mobilising work through technology

AECOM introduced the Be Anywhere Work
concept so that staff could work from anywhere
using lightweight laptops supplied by the
company. Planning was necessary to manage
the extra expense of all new technology, and
an agreement was negotiated to supply laptops
to replace computers as they become
redundant. 

AECOM are investigating a virtual desktop
which will enable staff to access their desktop
from any device, so that they could work
anywhere, anytime. Managers are asked to
focus on deliverables and outcomes, rather
than the ours people are at their desks.

Karsten Forsterling, Principal Structural
Engineer and Olympic rowing silver medallist,
said: 'Flexible work arrangements helped me
forge my career as a bridge engineer while
preparing for the Rio Olympic Games'. While
training for the Olympics, he reduced his work
to a thirty-hour week, and says that the
experience has benefited his career and his
client relationships. At a family level, Karsten
said that 'Flexibility also helped when my wife
returned to work and we shared the care of our
kids'.

Benefits for AECOM

AECOM sees a direct link between flexibility
and quality outcomes and deliverables. Staff
now feel responsible for the quality of their
work, rather than the hours they put in at the
office. The company attracts and retains top
talent, and job satisfaction has improved.
Enabling flexibility has increased workforce
diversity, with positive impacts on leadership,
teams, and the business. An added bonus was
in dollar savings; time-consuming paperwork for
formal applications to change start or finishing
times was done away with, and there were
savings in office refits because less fixed desks
were needed.

Benefits for staff

AECOM has found that staff are more engaged
in their work when they are given flexibility, and
don't feel bad about leaving early or coming in
late. This reduces stress, and helps balance
work with life interests, or family
responsibilities. AECOM also believes that in
saying 'flexibility works', it is giving a clear
message to staff that it trusts them as
competent professionals.

Two AECOM stories

Not a morning person

Susan Farr, Director, Brilliant Cities is not a
morning person. She enjoys walking her dog to
get some exercise before heading into work
late morning and finishing later than traditional
work hours. Having flexibility at work enables
her to miss the peak hour which makes for a
shorter commute.

The Olympian



Developing leadership

The new flexible workplace regime put more
responsibility on company leaders, and to help
them manage a flexible, diverse workforce,
AECOM invested heavily with the Centre for
Ethical Leadership to develop an Inclusive
Leadership Development Program. A
significant part of the program related to
unconscious bias training to dispel unrealistic
fears about flexibility. Managers who were
working flexibly were encouraged to train other
managers, and to use real stories from their
own teams to help other managers see how
they can make it work. 

The challenge, however, remains: to make the
cultural shift from 'flexibility is for people with
parental responsibilities' to 'flexibility is for
everyone and is good for business'.

Advice for other employers

*  Get managers to lead by example to shift 
   culture and encourage staff to talk about 
   flexibility needs. 

*  Simplify the process by making it as informal 
   as possible. 

* Put good guidelines in place to ensure 
   business needs and external/internal client 
   service are prioritised. 

* Have a clear message from the chief 
   executive that 'We are doing it, and here are 
   the parameters to make it work.'

Where to find out more about workplace flexibility

Centre for Ethical Leadership  https://cel.edu.au/

Queensland Government, unconscious bias web page  https://www.qld.gov.au/gov/unconscious-biases

Queensland Government, Flexible work arrangements web page  https://www.qld.gov.au/gov/flexible-
work-arrangements

Workplace Gender Equality Agency 'Flexibility Business Case'
https://www.wgea.gov.au/sites/default/files/flexibility-business-case.pdf
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