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Purpose: Focus group discussions around remote work strategy  
 
Approach: The Division of Student Affairs identified 96 employees who were invited to participate in in-person focus 
groups on Feb. 1 (48) and Feb. 3 (48). Thirty-eight employees participated in the focus groups on Feb. 1. The February 3 
focus groups were cancelled due to inclement weather and the University closing. Due to the approaching deadline, we 
sent the 48 employees invited to participate on Feb. 3 an invitation to respond via an online form. There were 28 
respondents.  
 
Notes were taken during the four focus groups conducted on Feb. 1. Those notes were reviewed and analyzed for 
themes as were the responses from the online form. This report outlines the themes shared in aggregate from the 66 
employees who participated in the data gathering process.  
 

Flexible Work Options Recurring Themes 
Staff Benefits Challenges  

• Increased productivity/reduced distractions 
• No commute 
• Improved wellbeing 
• Increased availability for student appointments 
• Some staff shared it increased their ease of serving 

students because they were in a private workspace at 
home vs. being in a shared workspace when in the 
office 

• Safer for some populations as they are removed from 
microaggressions experienced in the workplace 

• Access to appropriate technology/equipment 
• Communication  
• Several reports of lag from other departments (usually 

outside of DSA) responding to requests, which delayed 
response time 

• Feeling a lack of trust from management to complete 
work 

• Feeling like you must be online all the time or be seen 
as not working 

• Resentment within departments between staff who 
have remote options and lack of flexibility for those 
who serve in-person roles  

 

Flexible Work Preferences 

When asked to rank flexible work options, preferences on remote work, flexible work hours, and compressed work 
weeks were evenly split. However, almost all participants reported that all options should be made available, and 
departments should be able to utilize the flexible options that work best for them. Employees want to be able to 
customize and do not want one-size-fits-all options.  

In addition, most reported that they were not looking for a 100% remote work environment but the ability to work from 
home regularly, 2-3 days per week. Employees noted being asked to be creative in solutions to serving students 
remotely during UNT’s pandemic response and feeling like their creativity and effort to effectively serve students 
remotely has been ignored to return to the status quo of being on campus in person.  

Compressed work schedules were a popular option for employees that serve in on-call rotations and/or managing front-
line student response to high-stress situations and interventions. Staff reported having an additional day to decompress 
would improve their wellbeing, which allows them to better serve students.  

Several staff reported feeling their specific job could be done with a flexible work agreement, but that they have been 
prevented from doing so. Those most frustrated communicated they had been able to work remotely during the height 
of UNT’s COVID-19 pandemic response and been innovative in providing service to meet student needs, but that effort 
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had not been recognized.  Many felt they were able to be as effective in their roles remotely but were required to return 
to working on campus.  

For staff with limited flexible work options 

For staff that do not have the ability for remote or flexible work options, they broadly reported that they understood 
their jobs required them to be on campus. However, they did report feeling at a disadvantage when having to take sick 
leave or personal time for instances when other staff where simply able to work from home. Suggestions on how to 
compensate for this difference included: 

• Utilizing compressed work weeks with a rotation so that services are still available at same or extended hours.  
• Improving emergency leave and sick leave bank options; make them easier to use.  
• Additional time off or four-day work weeks, notably for frontline staff who have high levels of contact with 

challenging student situations (mental health, crisis response, etc.). 
• Earning additional bonus leave days, like Star Performer. 
• Monetary incentives such as increased pay, hazard pay, bonuses. 
• Reducing full-time hours from 40 hours per week to 35-38 hours per week. 
• Addition of mental health days and personal days to annual leave.  
• For those employees that don’t wear a uniform, having a more relaxed dress code. Specifically professional staff 

being able to wear jeans.  
• Reduced rates on parking permits. 

Maintaining service levels – Potential Benefits and Challenges 

Participants were asked to share specific strategies for maintaining service levels while allowing greater work flexibility.  

Potential Benefits Potential Challenges 
• Adding more virtual services. Based on the information 

shared, in many areas students continue to request 
and prefer virtual appointments. Some employees 
noted students preferring in-person services.  

• Digitizing processes to be more efficient. 
• Increased cross training.  
• Reduced traffic congestion when working flex hours 

and reduced emissions with remote options. Supports 
entire metroplex with congestion. 

• Increased staff morale leads to better service delivery 
to students and clients.  

 

• Communicating department office hours if they rotate 
throughout the week. 

• Communicating remote work expectations and 
ensuring remote/flex hours are well documented.  

• Ensuring that employees are treated equitably (custom 
to each department/employee), as opposed to equally 
(one size fits all approach). 

• Staffing challenges – ensuring there is enough coverage 
for everyone to have flexible work options. 

• Volume of student traffic in some departments makes 
it more challenging to work remotely. 

• Rigidity in the flexible work options available. Having to 
be on a schedule, not able to utilize to meet the 
demands of life.   

• Trusting staff to do their work when not working in the 
office.  

• Managing the perceptions of fairness between 
departments that have different staffing models that 
allow for different types of flexible work. 
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• Ensuring staff can be off when working a flexible 
schedule and be expected to or made to feel like they 
should respond/be available.  

 

Suggestions for strategies to ensure service operations were maintained included: 

• Empower directors to manage their departments flexible work options that ensure that service operations 
continue with quality delivery. 

• Managers trained on implementing flexible work options that ensure they continue to meet service operations, 
as well as how to create accountability and consistency.  

• Training for employees on expectations and productivity for both traditional and flexible work arrangements.  
• Individual units setting productivity goals or expectations.  
• Departments aligning core operating hours. 
• Department communication guidelines or calendar to know when staff are working and from where. 
• Higher utilization of part-time employees and student employees in front-line service roles.  
• Cross-train and rotate staff on being responsible for front line coverage. 
• Utilize best practices from sectors that have demonstrated success in remote work for employees while 

maintaining service levels. Use data from student and employee feedback to ensure we are meeting needs.  

Participants noted that there is a trend of conflating flexible work options with a lack of operational and student 
services. Many participants reported that their department had been successful in continuing to serve students utilizing 
flexible work options without a change is service level.  

Another theme that repeated was the concern that the Division/University may let a few employees who are unable to 
manage the responsibility of a flexible work arrangement ruin it for the majority who continue to meet their 
responsibilities. There was an expectation that managers be able to address productivity with staff. In addition, many 
shared the sentiment that employees who lacked productivity when working remotely were likely just as unproductive 
when in the office but that there have not been expectations for reporting work when working in the office in the same 
manner that many managers implement when an employee is working remotely.  

Impacts on Service to Students/Operations 

Potential Benefits Potential Challenges 
• Potential for expanded hours. Students often 

want/need services outside 8-5.  
• Crisis hours for students are outside 8-5, usually 

evenings and weekends. Allows for staff coverage when 
crisis events may occur.  

• Potential for more virtual service options. 
• Happier staff = better service to students. 
 

• Some participants reported feeling like their volume of 
student traffic was too high for front line staff to be 
able to work remotely. Others reported feeling like they 
are short staffed to serve students on the front lines, 
even without allowing flexible work options.  

• Relationship building with students will have to be 
more intentional as the option to drop in the office to 
catch up is reduced/removed. However, this can be 
remedied with setting norms for virtual drop ins.  

 
 

Overall, responses were fairly split from participants reporting that much of their work could be done remotely and 
participants reporting they felt like they were most effective in their work with students in person. This reinforces the 
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theme that a one-size-fits-all model may not meet the needs of a large division and each department may need to be 
able to design flexible work options that best meet the needs of their service delivery.  

Impacts on Employee Morale and Retention 

In general, most participants reported that increased flexible options would increase staff morale and employee 
satisfaction. In addition, many observed that increased morale leads to increased productivity. “If you take care of the 
employees, they will take care of the students.” The theme of trust recurred several times through the data collection. 
Many participants reported flexible work options give them a stronger sense of control and trust, which increases their 
morale.   

Multiple participants referenced the increased equity that remote work allows. For staff who have a documented 
disability, multiple participants commented on the increased accessibility they experienced when working remotely. 
Examples were given that addressed increased accessibility for individuals with physical disabilities when removing 
barriers such as navigating parking on campus, and examples that demonstrated the increased accessibility for 
neurodivergent individuals, such as having less distractions, being able to decompress between meetings, etc. For 
minoritized staff, several shared that working from home was safer as it removed them from many of the 
microaggressions they experienced in the office. 

Flex scheduling allows for employees to take care of personal errands and appointments without using leave and still 
accomplishing their work. 

Many staff reported they are often already working more than 40 hours a week. Utilizing flexible schedules encourages 
employees to modify their schedule to not exceed 40 hours per week. Some staff did note they feel this impacts their 
ability to serve students and adds stress to their schedule as they attempt to maintain services levels and not exceed 
their weekly hours. 

Utilizing a compressed work week would require employees to take more than 8 hours of leave for days of work that are 
missed. This may create challenges for employees as well as negative perceptions about the compressed work week 
option from employees when they need to utilize sick time.  

Communication 

Many participants felt that the University and supervisors should be proactive in discussing the remote and flexible work 
options. It is seen more as an option that you must request as a special accommodation as opposed to being part of the 
UNT work culture. Participants reported feeling there is a negative connotation requesting a flexible work option and 
that it places undue burden on the employee. In addition, participants reported feeling the bureaucratical process to 
request a flexible work agreement feels burdensome. Participants reported the perception that other Divisions have 
more flexibility around work options and that leadership is biased in the belief that in person service is best without data 
on meeting student expectations virtually.  

Participants reported the need to ensure that students receive responses in a timely manner even when staff are 
working remotely, establishing department expectations, and ensuring there are processes for follow up in place. In 
addition, participants noted the importance of websites being kept up to date and that detailed information is available 
for students to access regardless of in-person or remote.  

Several participants shared the perception that their department director was not empowered to make the decision on 
what flexible work options were permitted and allowed the department to make decisions on how to best serve 
students. Many said they felt like flexible work options were not supported in the Division. Participants reported that 
supervisor/leadership’s [negative] personal perspectives on flexible work options shouldn’t be projected on employees 
and staff should be able to utilize the options outlined in UNT policy. 
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Additional Suggestions 

Included below are addition suggestions made during data collection. 

• Having a compressed University operations week and closing campus to save on expenses, such as utilities.  
• Multiple comments about the impact that changes to comp time had on flexibility and ensuring high levels of 

service are maintained.  
• Multiple comments regarding appropriate compensation and losing staff to better paying opportunities. 

University salaries are not currently market competitive.  
• Create a student employment model with student supervisors who have responsibility for opening and closing 

the office and can work independently, like administrative support staff. Compensation could be hourly pay or 
could explore tuition discount options for these leadership roles.  

• Designate in job postings whether flexible work arrangements will be allowed for the position.  
• Post salary ranges in job descriptions. 
• Remote work seems to have highlighted the already existing gap between employees who primarily work in 

front of a computer and those who either do not regularly use a computer for work or those who have high 
levels of student interaction and much of their time is spent with students.  

• In lower peak times (summer, winter break, etc.) allow for more remote work.  

 

 

 


