Negotiating a shorter work week

by Scott Reeves, Forbes.com 

How to strike a better balance between your job and your personal life. 

Kids change everything. An upcoming ballet recital or baseball game suddenly becomes more important than putting in crushing hours to nail the next promotion. You want to stay active in your field--and need the money--but you seek what eludes so many of us: a balance between work and home. 

"Unhappy employees are generally less productive," says Laurie Lopez, a manager at Winter, Wyman HR Contract Solutions in Boston. "One employee's bad attitude can permeate the office and affect others." 

In response, many companies offer flex-time, reduced schedules, telecommuting, extended vacations, flexible holidays and job sharing. Some companies offer on-site day care or kick in a portion of an employee's child-care costs in an effort to attract and retain key employees with children. 

The need for a varied work schedule affects both men and women, but caring for the children still falls heavily on the mother. Nearly half of the workforce is now female, and about 85% of working women are, or will become, working mothers. This makes flex-time a key issue for many women, Lopez says. 

The key to getting what you want is knowing what you need. That sounds simple enough, but many employees haven't considered their needs beyond reducing their hours and make their pitch for a flexible work schedule without knowing what their company offers, what's been done in the past or how to present a proposal to the boss. 

Lopez says there are three basic steps to making a successful pitch for a non-traditional workweek:

1. Determine how your proposed schedule will improve your life at home and at work. 

2. Research your company to determine what's been done for others and what might be possible for you. 

3. Develop a detailed plan and put it in writing.

Developing a good plan will take some time and will involve talking to others who work a few days from home or put in non-traditional hours. Ask them what mistakes they made along the way and how to avoid them. 

Think about little things such as holidays that fall on workdays and scheduled days off. You've got to tell your boss how you'll maintain your hours during the week to keep work flow even. If your company needs someone turning the wheels early or late, and if either side of the clock fits your schedule, you may have a match. Then crank up your Dell (nasdaq: DELL - news - people ), Hewlett-Packard (nyse: HPQ - news - people ) or Apple (nasdaq: AAPL - news - people ) computer and write a memo to your boss detailing your proposal. Remember: Working out the fine points now means avoiding little things that become problems later. 

Pitching your boss can be difficult. Saying only that you want to cut your work week to 25 or 30 hours won't fly. You've got to tell your boss how your revised schedule will benefit the company. 

"Offer a trial period," Lopez says. "This makes your proposal less scary to the employer. Offer to re-evaluate in two or three months and to make adjustments as needed." 

Expect to take a pay cut. Your employer isn't the National Endowment for the Arts, and unless you're a key employee with the destiny of the company in your pocket, fewer hours will mean less pay. 

Be sure the lower pay won't punch a hole in the family budget before you present your proposal to the boss. Do the math first. Returning to the boss with a second proposal to cover the mistakes in your first will undercut your position and make it more difficult for others seeking to develop a flexible schedule in the future. 

"Make a list of expected objections and be prepared to counter them point by point," Lopez says. "You boss may say, 'It's never been done before.' If so, prepare to be the first. But if you're lucky, the boss will say, 'How might this work?' " 

Lopez now works four days a week running a division with a staff of ten. She's done this for about 18 months and started with the birth of her daughter. 

Even if you're not the 800-pound gorilla in the office, many companies know they compete in a candidate-driven job market and must make reasonable accommodations to retain top talent. 

If you're interviewing for a new job, don't discuss a flexible schedule until you have an offer in hand. Doing otherwise tells the employer that you're more interested in benefits and perks than in getting the job done--and that means you won't get an offer. 

If your proposal is approved, be sure to make it work. Some employees undermine their position by seeing the reduced hours as an invitation to kick the demands of work down the stairs. If you ignore the job, your employer will soon drag you back to the office, or kick you down the stairs. 

If you need to reduce your hours to spend more time with your family, and if your employer rejects your proposal, it's time to start looking for another job. 

The free market always allows you to vote with your feet. The smart employer knows this, and, when possible, will work with good employees to develop a work schedule that meets the needs of both sides.
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