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Given the current economic climate it seems 
more important than ever for employers to 
make the best use of their resources and 
optimise their efficiencies. The economic 
downturn has led many employers to tighten 
their belts and often one of the first areas to 
be assessed for cost effectiveness is staffing. 
Unemployment in the US recently hit a four 
year high and with the UK facing a recession 
it would appear to be a good time for many 
employers to assess these costs. Many 
companies are now also recognising the value 
that interim managers can add in times of 
change and uncertainty. According to a study 
carried out by Personnel Today earlier this year 
the interim management industry is worth 
more than £2bn in the UK alone with many companies 
having used interim staff at one point or another.  

Many businesses have benefited from utilising interim 
managers with specific expertise whether for seeking 
guidance during a new system implementation, a process 
improvement or assistance with a specific project. 
But what makes interim managers useful? Often the 
experience they have is more than the role requires and 
although this may make them seem more costly initially, 
they can frequently give value for money in terms of 
what they achieve within a company, often delivering 
results beyond expectations and sooner than initially 
expected. Interim managers also offer considerably more 
than a typical temporary worker as they tend to have 
wide ranging experience across a range of industries 
and sectors or in some cases a specific industry where 
experience is hard to come by.  On top of this they are 
often easily accessible and offer a much more immediate 
and flexible solution compared to recruiting a permanent 
member of staff.  

When it comes to recruiting an interim manager it is 
essential to ensure that there is a comprehensive match 
between the needs of the business and the contractor, 
for example, it is not necessarily a wise idea to delegate 
recruitment of an interim manager to someone who is 
unfamiliar with the project.  Due to the nature of their 
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work interim managers tend to have ‘choppy’ CVs and it 
may be the case that the most relevant experience is not 
necessarily the most recent and therefore the best suited 
person to the job may not be immediately apparent. 

And how does the employer achieve the most from 
the interim manager? In order to get the best from an 
interim manager it is useful to set objectives and targets 
to measure performance.  This is effective as often they 
work within a relatively short time frame, e.g. six or 
twelve month contracts, so it is useful for both parties 
to be aware of what will be achieved and when. As they 
are more than just a high level temporary solution it is 
also important that the business learns from them and 
permanent staff need to be open and accepting of new 
ideas, systems and ways of working in order to benefit 
from the new incumbent, so time spent investing in 
developing the relationship within the team can often  
be advantageous.   

As many companies have discovered interim managers 
can provide welcome relief in uncertain times as they 
offer effective solutions immediately which may be 
expensive in the short term but do not add to headcount 
costs in the long term.  For many this is an ideal outcome 
as ultimately it enables organisations to respond to 
changing market dynamics and retain leaner structures 
through uncertain economic times.   

The Google Generation refers to young people born or 
brought up in the internet age. This generation, so at 
ease with computers, is now coming of age and filtering 
through University and beyond at the same time as an 
increase in the number of accusations of plagiarism from 
the internet and lack of analysis in undergraduate essays. 
Oxford University has even raised concerns over the 
reputation of its degrees as more students copy work from 
the internet.

Researchers have stated that thanks to the internet we 
are fundamentally changing the way we think and read. 
We are absorbing information quicker than ever before 
and are adept at being flexible but there seems to be an 
increasing threat of attention deficit disorder and we are 
becoming incapable of sustaining our concentration. Is 
this lack of concentration affecting our depth of analysis?

There does seem to be a growing lack of complexity 
and depth of real world interactions. Professor Luckin 
from the London Knowledge Lab states “The worrying 
view coming through is that students are lacking in 
reflective awareness. Technology makes it easier for them 
to collate information, but not to analyse and understand 
it.” Professor Brabazon from the University of Brighton has 
banned her students from using sites such as Google and 
Wikipedia when undertaking research. “We require a great 
deal of reading, from multiple perspectives and views, to 
develop an interpretation.” 

A UCL research team, commissioned by the Joint 
Information Systems Committee and the British Library 

have found that whilst young people demonstrate an 
ease with computers, they do not seem to possess the 
critical and analytical skills to assess the information they 
find. The report also found that it is not just the younger 
generations that are the most adept at using the web  
and the lack of patience with any kind of delay in 
satisfying information needs is now becoming the norm 
for all age groups. 

This ‘power browsing’ also reflects in our changing 
values and learning styles and raises a number of 
questions. Is there now a genuine culture of instant 
fulfilment? Does a world of blogging mean that all views 
are assumed to be equally worth hearing? How does that 
translate into attitudes towards authority and expertise? 
Can we really blame the internet for this development? 
And was the television the original culprit of this, or has 
there always been a fundamental need for information, 
it is just that there are more efficient ways of accessing 
it now?

Whatever the answer to these questions, one thing 
is clear, it is important that we maintain the skills to 
analyse and question what we read without accepting it 
as a matter of course, otherwise we will be guilty of not 
using the internet for what it was originally intended; the 
free instant access to online information enabling us to 
communicate, discuss and share our ideas and knowledge 
with each other in the same instantly accessible way.

Oh and the research for this article?… From Google,  
of course!
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Have new provisions to maternity leave hindered the 
career progression of women?
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age. Adding further fuel to the fire are the recent findings 
of the annual study by the Equality and Human Rights 
Commission which looks at the number of women in top 
positions in business, politics and the public sector, and 
found that the number of women in senior positions had 
declined or stalled. Many experts believe that this is as a 
direct result of an increase in maternity rights for women, 
and is not helped by the fact that British fathers have the 
most unequal paternity rights in Europe.

To tackle the assumption that it should be women 
who stay at home, it would appear the way forward is for 
companies to be more amenable to a more flexible way 
of working which encompasses both parents when it 
comes to parental leave.

The Federation of Small Businesses has expressed 
concern that any further changes to maternity rights 
will place an onerous duty on businesses, particularly 
small ones and stress that the current changes are 
enough. They are not so much concerned by the pay or 
the leave but the administrative burden it can put on 
small companies, such as trying to cover for that person 
in their absence, whether male or female, and many 
companies would welcome more support from the 
Government on this front.

However, no matter what individual feelings are 
regarding the length of maternity leave it is an issue 
which can be managed with careful planning and if all 
parties concerned keep communication channels open. 
With women accounting for almost half the workforce it 
would be rather short sighted of employers to ignore this 
talent pool let alone risk breaking the law.

Celebrating over 10 years of placing accountancy professionals

With the recent extensions to maternity rights in the UK, 
we have seen a significant change in maternity benefits 
over the last 15 years. In 1994 statutory maternity pay 
in the UK was just 14 weeks. Now employees can take 
up to 52 weeks maternity leave, 39 weeks of which are 
paid and from October 2008 all contractual benefits, 
excluding pay, will continue throughout the leave period. 
However, the UK still lags behind the more progressive 
Sweden where parents get a total of 480 days off, to be 
split between the parents and at least 60 of those days 
must be taken by each parent and cannot be transferred 
to the other. Moreover, all Swedish parents get paid for 
390 days at 80% of their monthly income. Compare this 
to the UK and you will see how far we have to go to 
reach this point.

As ever maternity rights are an emotive issue but more 
surprisingly they have recently come in for criticism from 
a surprising quarter.

Nicola Brewer, Chief Executive of the Equality and 
Human Rights Commission, has recently said she believes 
that the extension to maternity leave and parents’ 
rights will do more harm than good to women’s career 
progression, and because it is generally assumed that 
women are the primary carer some employers are now 
thinking twice about offering women jobs or promotion. 
Sir Alan Sugar confirmed this earlier in the year when he 
suggested that many employers now binned the CVs of 
women of childbearing age and this is further backed 
up by the Recruitment and Employment Confederation 
which said that around 78% of recruiters had been asked 
by employers not to put forward women of childbearing 
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In the current economic climate, it appears employers 
are more reluctant to recruit new staff and are working 
their existing employees harder, leading many workers 
to equate their working conditions to that of ‘battery 
hens’. The expectation of workers to work longer hours 
is revealed by statistics that show the number of 
people working over 48 hours a week had increased by 
180,000 in the first quarter of 2008. 

Stress related illnesses due to long working hours 
are affecting the health, productivity and safety of UK 
workers. A DTI survey found 19% of men had visited 
doctors due to stress, rising to 23% in the over 40s. 
With the culture of longer hours workers are also less 
likely to take a lunch break, opting to eat their lunch 
at their desk instead. Moreover, nearly 90% of office 
workers no longer take their full lunch hour according 
to a recent study by Employment Law Advisory 
Services.  Research also found that workers were more 
likely to have increased stress levels due to constant 
interruption from emails and phone calls resulting in 
lower productivity.

With the advent of an ‘email society’, there is also an 
increasing risk that a generation of unfit, overweight 
office workers are being bred. Whereas people used to 
walk to their colleagues to pass on information, now all 
they have to do is click a button. The result being that 
people are missing out on the small amount of exercise 
they could have had, leading to health issues such as 
deep vein thrombosis and heart disease. Dr Dugmore, 
an international heart specialist, advises that by people 
increasing their activity levels by just 10%, 6,000 lives 
could be saved along with £500 million per year, there 
would also be 15,000 fewer people with coronary heart 
disease, and 34,000 fewer people developing type 2 
diabetes. 

Another adverse effect from working longer hours is the 
increasing incidence of musculoskeletal disorders, which in 
turn affect around 1 million people a year and is thought 
to be the most common occupational illness in the UK. 
According to the Department of Work, 175 million working 
days are lost to sickness each year from back pain, costing 
around £13 billion to the economy. 

Positive ways employers can combat the risk of ‘battery 
hen’ environments is to improve office ergonomics. By 
providing quality of lighting, appropriate colour schemes and 
minimising background noise, employers can help to reduce 
the ‘battery hen’ phenomenon significantly.

Statistics show that 1 in 3 office staff believes their working 
environment makes them feel stressed and 1 in 10 resigns 
due to their poor office environment. In Japan, one study 
found that when the employer scented the air with jasmine, 
errors by keyboard operators fell by 33%. Intelligent lighting, 
lighting that mimics both the quality and changing patterns 
of daylight, have been introduced in environments where 
employees are lacking natural light i.e. laboratories and 
windowless conference centres.

Another study conducted by the Agricultural University 
of Norway has found that the introduction of potted plants 
to the working environment helps reduce fatigue, dry 
throats, headaches, coughs and dry skin in office workers. An 
American study also found that plants reduced workers’ stress 
and improved their reaction times by 12%. Workers in a green 
office also had lower blood pressure and less mental fatigue.

By introducing improved ergonomic principles and 
awareness, better air quality, ensuring people do not work 
beyond the 38 hour week, and recognising people’s physical 
and psychological capabilities and limitations, the UK 
employee is less likely to feel like a ‘battery hen’ and perhaps 
more ‘free to range’, with a healthier lifestyle in both their 
workplace and home.

ARE OFFICE WORKERS THE NEW BATTERY HENS?


