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Sharlene Forbes, a scientist with Idec
Pharmaceuticals (La Jolla, CA), had
trouble finding good child care for

her young children. Inspired by a male
colleague who worked part-time, she
approached management to arrange a
reduction in her hours during the ensu-
ing 12 months. Her agreement called for
24 hours a week but she wound up work-
ing at least 30 hours, she says, calling most
of the pressure self-driven. 

“I have high expectations of myself,”
she explains. “Also, you’re looking at an
industry of highly motivated individu-
als.” After 10 months, she returned to full-
time work after her husband’s schedule
eased up, but she laughs at the main
reason: the stress of trying to juggle every-
thing at both work and home. Still, Forbes
wouldn’t hesitate to do it again and she
feels more loyal to her company. “I’m work-
ing even harder now that I’ve come back
full-time and I look at ways I can most
help our company benefit.”

Empowerment
Forbes is an example of how despite some
hurdles, both employees and employers
can benefit from supportive workplaces.
What does the term entail? Supportive
companies offer flexibility and support in
balancing work–life issues; they respect
and empower employees and provide posi-
tive feedback and encouragement in two-
way communication. The benefits to a
company can be enormous. Surveys of
100,000 Canadian employees from public,
private, small business, and technology
companies show that employees in support-
ive workplaces
• are 20 times as likely to trust manage-

ment,
• are absent 67% fewer days,
• work 12% more hours in an average

week,
• are 50% more likely to take work home,

and
• are half as likely to feel highly stressed.

“As they’ve shown in the private sector,
happy employees translates to happy
customers, which translates to higher
revenues. The same applies to all organi-
zations,” says Linda Spence, a human
resource consultant in Toronto who has

helped 30 organizations establish more
supportive practices. According to Jennifer
Swanberg, a Brandeis University professor
specializing in work–family issues, compa-
nies began making changes when a large
number of women in the 1980s returned
to work and needed to juggle family respon-
sibilities. Men want flexibility, too. “Today,
there are more dual earners and more single
families. In fact, one of five single fami-
lies are headed up by a man,” says Swan-
berg. As both men and women seek flex-
ibility, more companies are responding with
relaxed policies.

Spouses Are Important
However, it’s not as easy as it sounds, and
overall, women chemists report a higher
need for supportive offerings than their
male counterparts. In the 2002 ACS Survey
of Members Under 40, over half of men

and women strongly agreed or agreed
that their family and spouse are impor-
tant considerations when being hired for
a job. The differences are subtle: women
are slightly more likely than men to “strong-
ly agree”. More women say life issues affect
their choice of work hours and their career
goals, while men are more likely to say
balancing family and work has no effect on
their careers. Few chemists take a break for
six months or more and those who do are
divided on whether the hiatus affected their
career. However, more women than men
reported a negative effect. Also, women
and minority chemists are less likely than
white male chemists to be mentored (see
next month’s Workplace Perspectives).

Company Size Matters
So how well are pharmaceutical and biotech
companies practicing these principles?
During the 1990s, federal and state lawmak-
ers passed family medical leave legislation
that allowed employees unpaid, job-protect-
ed leave, which pushed most companies
to expand benefits. The company philoso-
phy and the size of the company exert major
roles. “The larger the company, the more
you’ll see flexibility in benefits and job share
options,” says Sherry Chaney, a human
resource specialist at Vical Biotech, a 170-
employee company in La Jolla. “The small-
er company may not have the financial
backing to support those benefits.” 

Luann Lee is the human resource direc-
tor at Idec Pharmaceuticlas. Coming from
conservative banking and financial insti-
tutions, Lee found the biotech industry
much more relaxed. Dress is casual, all but
the receptionists work flexible hours,
and about 10 of their 928 employees, most-
ly women, work part-time. However, the
rapidly growing company is strapped for
adequate hours to get jobs done, and
although the management team has an
expectation that work–life balance is
important, she admits it’s difficult, even
for herself. 

“We’re not where I would like to see us,
but we’re moving in the right direction,”
she says, citing satisfied employees such
as Forbes and a new manufacturing facil-
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Both employees and employers can benefit from
flexibility on work–life issues.



ity that chose balancing work–life issues
as one of four core values as examples. Idec
also contracts with a company that offers
work–life resources for a full spectrum of
issues—elder care, child care, college
concerns. “My mother-in-law was serious-
ly ill and it helped us look at elder care
and facilities that might meet our needs,”
she says.

Schedule Options
At Procter & Gamble (P&G), employees enjoy
two benefits in particular: Flexible Work
Schedule and Flexcomp, which allows
employees with less than four weeks of
vacation to “buy” another week. “Nearly
everybody uses it to spend time with
family, kids, or long vacations,” says
Carrie Furnish, a 24-year-old chemist at
P&G. “People are making it a point to take
advantage of things like reduced work sched-
ule and flextime, and not just giving it lip
service.” While Furnish adjusts her sched-
ule occasionally for appointments, her posi-
tion in charge of a shared lab doesn’t lend
itself to working at home, although one
manager telecommutes one day a week. 

Another P&G chemist, Kip Shaffer,
has worked with the Cincinnati-based
company for 11 years and feels support-
ed by management. “I don’t think that
there’s any pressure or anyone dissuad-
ing men from taking advantage of reduced
work hours or flextime,” he says. “If my
wife was making more money than I was
I would be using the reduced work hours.”
More companies are expanding options:
Last year, for example, P&G eased certain
rules and stopped limiting the number of
years employees are permitted to work
reduced hours.

Supporting Women
When Furnish joined P&G in 2000 she start-
ed attending a women’s group at her
work site. “Retention of female chemists
is not tremendous throughout the indus-
try,” she explains. “Our particular site has
a lower population of women so they’re
trying to make it a better atmosphere.”
Seventy to 100 women attend the month-
ly lunchtime meetings, with subjects includ-
ing communication styles, work–life balanc-
ing, and career options. “Women supporting
women” is a common buzzword used in
the group. There seems to be a big push
for women to look for ways to help one
another, such as advice for young work-
ing mothers and how to help each other
get promoted.

Geraldine Richmond, a University of
Oregon chemistry professor, also chairs the
Committee on the Advancement of Women
Chemists (COACH), which focuses on
advancing women chemists in academia.
She believes supportive workplaces for
women are extremely challenging in the
industry, and suggests companies consid-
er training workshops for women to help
them with negotiation, communication,
and management skills. “Women share
stories and offer solutions to handle situ-
ations, and mentoring and networking
evolve naturally from that.”

Organizations vary in how they move
toward more supportive practices. In Cana-
da, consultant Spence begins with an
employee assessment questionnaire that
measures the health of the organization
and serves as a tool for dialogue. “Also,
statistics speak loudly. If you look at
turnover costs, satisfaction levels, sick time,
these all translate financially.” 

Then employers should analyze poli-
cies and practices and align them with the
organization’s values, responding to
people’s needs with flextime, working from
home when necessary, and offering day
care or elder care options. “A lot has to
do with allowing employees more control
as to when, where, and how they do
their jobs. When employees have more
control, it reduces an enormous amount
of stress,” she says.

It’s also important to find out what
employees want most. A 1997 study fund-
ed by the Families and Work Institute inter-
viewed more than 2800 employees nation-

ally on how their workplaces affected over-
all well-being, loyalty, and work produc-
tivity. “Typically, employees care more
about their co-workers and workplace
support than elder care and child care,”
says Swanberg. Employees ranked job qual-
ity and workplace support much higher
than earnings, benefits, and the demands
of their jobs. The next survey is being
conducted this year. “My hunch is the
supportive trends will continue but it will
be interesting to see about the effects of
downsizing and whether pay is more impor-
tant since wages haven’t kept pace with
inflation,” says Swanberg.

A Culture of Support
And lastly, companies may need to hire
and train supervisors effective at provid-
ing supportive workplaces. “It’s more than
just benefits on paper,” says Swanberg.
“Having more of a focus on benefits is
great, but you need a culture that supports
the benefits. Flextime may be available
but unless there’s a culture that supports
it, it doesn’t mean anything.” Scientist
and mom Forbes feels her company came
through for her, although the balancing
act still creates difficulties. “Prior to having
children, I regularly worked 50 hours a
week, whereas now my post-work hours
are more precious. Still, I’m more likely
to put in additional hours to complete
stringent timelines despite the limited
time I have.”
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“A lot has to do 
with allowing

employees more
control as to when,

where, and how they
do their jobs. When

employees have 
more control, it

reduces an enormous
amount of stress.”


