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Over 50% of respondents felt that they 
needed more time to be creative and appropriate 
spaces that supported being creative. 42% did 
not feel the office made them feel creative.

67%

of respondents recorded at least 
one factor negatively impacting 
upon their productivity.

34%
of respondents felt the lack of 
quiet areas negatively impacted 
their productivity, and 33% the 
lack of informal meeting/break 
out areas.

Over 75% of respondents 
felt that they needed more 
flexibility in their working 
environment to be more 
productive, 50% felt  
they needed significantly 
more flexibility.

Generation Y employees indicate 
that activity based working is their 
most preferred office layout.

When asked what was the one 
thing to change to improve 
productivity environmental 
comfort was ranked 

#1

38%
complain about 
waiting for a lift 

37%
said the lack of 
environmental control 
had a negative impact.

39%
were impacted 
negatively by 
internal noise from 
other employees, 
mainly in open plan 
environments.

Currently flexible workspaces appear 
to be very rare in the region yet there 
is very significant awareness and 
demand for activity based working.

Activity based 
working is the most 
desired office layout, 
after a single office.

40%
suffer from noise 
disturbance, and 
very significantly 
51% felt they were 
seriously impacted 
by interruptions.
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Executive Summary

Taking a “big picture” review of the detailed analysis of the 
study identifies six key underlying concepts that have the 
greatest influence on office occupiers’ evaluation of their 
perceived productivity in relation to the office layout: 

• First, the physical layout of the office space is 
important to productivity and a very significant desire 
for increased flexibility, autonomy and the provision 
of informal meeting space, collaboration space, quiet 
areas and improved storage, suggests that a range 
of different spaces are key to perceived productivity 
rather than large open plan environments or cubicles. 
By having a range of different spaces office occupiers 
can choose the most appropriate space to best 
undertake that particular work task. As a significant 
number of respondents, particularly from Generation 
Y, have indicated they are willing to experiment with 
activity based solutions, this provides an opportunity 
for change. Bold and innovative designs, based upon 
evidence and understanding of the occupier not only 
provide aesthetic improvements but can also support 
enhanced productivity.

• Second, office occupants in this region have significant 
issues with the comfort of their environment and with 
basic “hygiene factors” such as temperature. Using 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, we see evidence that 
attempts to improve productivity through high order 
interventions promoting collaboration and activity based 
autonomous working may be frustrated by insufficient 
attention to the basic quality of the environment, and the 
ability to control the comfort of that environment. 

• Third, many of the current best practices in design 
and specification can be directly linked to enhancing 
productivity. It is clear that under specification, poor 
design and inadequate services in many buildings  
are having a significant negative impact in the region. 
One example of this is the concern with the inadequacy 
of lift provision in the region, which is recorded as 
having an unusually high negative impact upon 
productivity in this study.

• Fourth, we see strong evidence that more rigid and 
traditional management cultures, the prevalence of 
presenteeism and a lack of trust to allow flexibility 
and home working, are serious potential threats to 
the introduction of more productive workplaces. 
Corresponding changes in culture and management 
protocols must go hand in hand with the design 
solutions to overcome the considerable frustrations and 
concerns expressed forcefully in the free text responses. 

• Fifth, interaction is seen as vital to perceived 
productivity, requiring the overall office layout to not 
only facilitate and enable interaction with managers and 
colleagues, but to also allow occupiers to withdraw 
from this interaction and undertake private and 
concentrated work. Office environments need to be 
sufficiently flexible to provide the balance of interaction 
and privacy that is required by its occupiers. 

• The final influence on perceived productivity is 
the importance of social interaction points. This is 
evidenced by the value that occupiers placed on 
‘downtime’ in relation to their productivity, to recharge, 
refresh and refocus. Although areas such as the 
canteen, social interaction and refreshment points 
were important, they were also a source of distraction, 
so their positioning requires careful consideration. 
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Introduction
Many other researchers, consultants and practitioners 
have examined workplace productivity. A body of evidence 
has been produced which supports common themes and 
identified specific issues. The problem with research in 
this area is that it is highly complex and as it must extend 
beyond a simplistic analysis of the built environment and 
embrace the challenging people dimension, rooted in 
environmental psychology. This blurs boundaries between 
research disciplines and requires organisations to 
consider issues between the management of real estate, 
people, infrastructure and business strategy.

Many studies have been undertaken on the impact of 
the physical office environment on occupants and, as 
such, there are a wide range of variables taken into 
consideration. Broadly however, measurements tend 
to focus upon two main areas: office layout and office 
comfort (Haynes, 2008). 

In addition to this is the behavioural aspect of the office 
environment (Haynes 2008). It is the behavioural elements 
that can potentially lead to productivity gains through 
increased collaboration and knowledge sharing. However, 
it is these increased interactions that can also lead to 
the often-cited productivity penalties of loss of privacy, 
increased noise and the distractions (Haynes 2008). 
These observations are consistent with and very evident 
in this study across the Middle East region.

The Middle East region has many particular 
characteristics that make it different from other parts of 
the world, including an extreme climate, a workforce 
comprised of many nationalities and a strong local 
culture which influences work practices and protocols. 
This has made the research challenging to interpret in 
parts but we are encouraged by the results and hope 
that it will continue to support a benchmark for which 
individual occupiers can judge their performance and 
support global comparative research.

This research follows the tradition of the RICS in 
examining complex research issues and resonates 
with specific recent initiatives to address global issues 
that transcend traditional professional boundaries, and 
to focus on business, corporate real estate (CRE) and 
strategic Facilities Management (FM). In particular it helps 
to address one of the dozen challenges identified in the  
RICS research report Raising the Bar: City Roundtables 
Report, (2014), that of Workforce Productivity, where 
globally respondents acknowledged that both office 
design and FM must enhance its knowledge of what 
makes people productive, creative and effective.

Whilst following in the tradition of RICS research, this 
study achieves two distinct “firsts” for the Institution. 
The association with the Middle East Council for Offices 
(MECO) which plan to use this research to generate 
specific design guidance for inclusion in the next edition 
of MECO’s Best Practice Guide and, for the first time, a 
detailed study of this type being initiated in and focusing  
on the Middle East. 

http://rics.org/insights
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The aims and objectives of this study and the anticipated 
results of participation were set out in the survey 
instrument, which stated that “your participation will:

• help to inform an understanding of office productivity 
across the Middle East;

• inform the next evolution of the MECO Best  
Practice Guide;

• result in the publication of an RICS research  
report indicating the key findings of the survey; 

• support an understanding of client productivity  
issues within the Middle East region; 

• create a benchmark against which organisations  
can validate their own productivity position and  
provide data for academic research.”

The research has been anchored upon an internet based 
survey which has been disseminated through the RICS 
web site and members database as well as extensive 
use of other web based forums. These include a number 
of Middle East based LinkedIn networks including The 
Saudi Arabia Business Network and the Qatar Real Estate 
Business Forum. 

This research is based upon a tried and tested survey 
instrument originally developed from the Ph.D. thesis of 
Dr. Barry Haynes. The thesis consisted of a study, which 
aimed to develop, and validate a theoretical framework 
for the evaluation of perceived office productivity. The 
framework consisted of components which represented 
an evaluation of both the physical office environment and 
the behavioural office environment. Adapting such an 
approach allowed insights into the dynamic nature, or 
connectivity, of office environments. The main objective 
of the research was to investigate the effects of the 

office environment on occupants’ perceived productivity 
(Haynes 2007).  A self-assessed measure of productivity 
is adopted, since there appears to be no universally 
accepted measure of productivity (Whitley et al., 1996; 
Oseland, 1999, 2004; Leaman and Bordass, 2000).

The internet survey produced over 650 responses 
although a number of incomplete and inconsistent 
responses reduced the core valid dataset to 551 
responses. A large proportion of the responses originate 
from the UAE although responses from several other 
countries are large enough for comparative evaluation. 
A significant proportion are also from the real estate and 
construction sector, which is not surprising given the origin 
of the research and the networks used to disseminate it.

In addition to the largely comparative statistics reported 
here, this study has been informed and cross referenced 
with a more detailed academic interrogation of the  
data and other data collected directly from Middle East 
based organisations. 

Whilst recognising that much has already been done, 
reported on and published in terms of productivity and 
the working environment, it is believed that much more is 
needed to understand this complex problem and that the 
rewards for doing so, in terms of profitability, staff retention 
and employee well being, are very significant.

To underline the scale of the problem it is worth referring to 
the 2013 Gallup Survey: State of the American Workplace, 
whose headline results reported that out of the 100 million 
people in the USA who hold full time jobs, only 30 million 
are engaged and inspired at work. Much of this lack of 
productivity can be related to the office environment, 
which validates the significance and importance of this 
study and continuing research in this area.
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Reinforcing the principles of the MECO best practice 
guide, we conclude that more must be done in the 
region to reinforce the importance of high quality 
specifications, which ensure that the basic hygiene 
factors of environmental quality are delivered. This 
includes greater emphasis on sustainability and in 
particular the ability of individuals to have more control 
over the comfort of their working environment.

Building specification underpins the basics of 
productivity, appropriate specifications that support the 
basic “hygiene factors” offering comfortable working 
environments and more self control are the baseline and 
fundamental underpinnings of productivity. If people are 
uncomfortable due to temperature, humidity or other 
environmental factors, their work will suffer. However, 
the implications are more complicated than this when 
adopting the Maslow hierarchy of needs. If the basic 
hygiene factors are not in place research suggests 
that the higher order aspects of productivity including 
connectivity, social interaction and knowledge creation 
and transfer will be undermined. 

For the first time in deploying this research instrument 
over many years, waiting for lifts is flagged as a 
significant productivity issue. This resonates with 
current guidance in the MECO best practice guide and 
is seen as a function of the significant number of high-
rise office buildings in the Middle East, many of which 
do not have appropriate specifications for the number, 
speed and capacity of lifts. Time wasted and the impact 
upon knowledge transfer and productivity is in this study 
almost as significant in terms of the weighted average of 
the variable as the most commonly observed negative 
factors on productivity including noise and distractions.

Research Highlight 1

It is clear that a significant proportion of the 
building stock that the respondents occupy is 
not consistent with that found in other parts of 
the world. This is evident in terms of strategic 
issues such as the lack of sustainable buildings, 
productivity issues in terms of the high degree 
of negativity around environmental or “hygiene 
factors” and in detailed building specification 
such as the inadequacy of lifts which for the  
first time in surveys of this type is flagged as  
a significant negative impact on productivity. 

Research Highlights 

Research Highlight 2 

There is a very high level of connectivity, volatility 
and variety of working practices with a very 
high demand for increased flexibility, which is 
perceived as one of the most significant drivers 
of productivity in the region. The recorded 
desire for increased flexibility creates the 
most significant gap between current working 
practices and that perceived to promote  
optimum productivity we have observed.

The desire for greater flexibility is consistent with other 
studies. However, here the gap is extreme and is 
supported by a large volume of free text statements 
expressing frustration with management practices and 
culture which reinforce inflexibility in the work place. 
This acute desire for greater flexibility is common across 
countries of origin, generations and gender. 

For the MECO best practice guide, we conclude that 
as in other regions workplaces must be designed to 
promote individual autonomy and flexibility. However, 
we note that any attempts to deliver this through design 
solutions will fail unless they go hand in hand with 
changes in management culture and practice.

http://rics.org/insights
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Research Highlight 4

There is a propensity to experiment with activity 
based workplaces in the Middle East which is 
higher than that observed in Europe in studies 
using the same research instrument.

We were surprised to find a significantly higher propensity 
to adopt innovative working practices, in particular activity 
based working across the region, compared to our 
European based studies.

One Question asks respondents what would be their 
ideal working environment, given a free choice. It reveals 
that activity based working is the second highest after a 
dedicated office with 19% of the respondents indicating  
this as their preferred working environment. This 
preference is higher than all but one of the authors client 
based studies undertaken in Europe,. These range from 9 
to 21% and average at 12%. This is not just the preference 
of Europeans who may be more familiar with the concept,  
but suggests a broader interest across (younger) locals  
and ex-pats originating from other locations.

For the MECO best practice guide, we conclude that 
designers should be prepared to take more risks,  
be bold and experiment with the adoption of activity 
based working solutions and other innovative practices.   
The evidence suggests that the preconceptions of the 
region being more conservative than others may be 
unfounded, particularly with the growing population  
of generation Y employees.

Research Highlight 3

Consistent with other surveys using the same 
instrument worldwide this study provides clear 
evidence of the significant diversity amongst 
employees in the Middle East region and highly 
variable preferences, concerns and perceived 
impacts upon productivity. This provides further 
very conclusive evidence that generic, frequently 
open plan, one size fits all solutions will fail.

It is our contention that there is an acute need for greater 
granularity in the collection and analysis of people centred 
data. This recognises that office design solutions can only 
be successful in promoting productivity enhancements 
if they integrate the significant differences in preferences 
observed in this and other studies based on gender, age, 
culture and psychometric profile. We believe that creating 
a one size fits all office environment is a fundamentally 
flawed concept. 

Evidence based design for be-spoke corporate solutions 
and research that underpins an understanding of 
changing work patterns, expectations and drivers of 
productivity are the key to promoting more productive 
office design solutions. Consultants must be aware 
of preconceptions of identified sectors. For example, 
Generation Y who in many studies do not follow the many 
preconceptions but in this study they are just as affected 
by noise and distractions in an open plan office as other 
generations which may not be as expected. 

For the MECO best practice guide, we conclude 
that solutions must identify, investigate, analyse 
and incorporate the diversity and characteristics of 
office workers in more detail. This should reflect the 
observations of differences by gender, generations, 
culture and job role. One size open plan solutions will 
not drive productivity and will create a solution based  
on a lowest common denominator or average employee. 
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Research Highlight 5

Consistent with many other surveys worldwide, 
this study highlights the continuing tensions 
between the advantages of open plan offices, 
including connectivity and knowledge transfer 
with their inherent weaknesses including noise, 
distractions and the inability to focus.

The study demonstrates across all cultures, generations, 
gender and job profile that open plan offices are failing 
to manage the weaknesses inherent in their deployment. 
Once again this study highlights the significant negative 
impacts on productivity caused by noise from people 
and equipment, movement and distractions and the lack 
of audio and visual privacy as the principal drivers of 
perceived reductions in personal productivity.

Whilst the impacts vary across the profile of the dataset 
they are consistently the most significant issues creating 
negative impacts upon productivity. In terms of facilities 
the most significant negative factor in this study is the lack 
of quiet spaces for undertaking focused and/ complex 
tasks without distractions.

For the MECO best practice guide, we conclude that 
office design specifications that utilise open plan 
solutions must pay closer attention to the causes of 
negative impacts upon productivity and use analytics to 
better inform the design process. The continuing debate 
around the advantages of efficiency and connectivity 
afforded by open plan environments and the negative 
aspects created by noise, disturbance and inability to 
focus on some tasks remains an unresolved tension  
for many respondents in this study as many others. 

Combining this research highlight with highlight #4 
suggests that the deployment of activity based solutions, 
for which there is an evidenced interest, is potentially  
a highly effective solution. In particular, the specification 
must provide sufficient and appropriate quiet areas. 
Activity based solutions coupled with appropriate change 
management provide solutions to the distractions and 
negative aspects of open plan environments by providing 
appropriate spaces for focused tasks whilst retaining 
the knowledge transfer and interaction advantages by 
intelligent design of a range of spaces to accommodate 
the needs of the organisation. 

Towards evidence based design
We believe that this study and integration of the five 
research highlights set out above point to a clear 
conclusion. 

There is a need for office design and space planning to be 
better informed by evidence based research and analytics, 
which embraces the variability of organisations, teams and 
individuals. This evidence must focus on the collective and 
individual drivers of productivity within an organisation and 
examine what drives positive productivity improvement 
and what detracts from productivity. This study uses one 
approach that can support this evidence based approach. 

For many working in the built environment professions,  
the building is the project and the focus of our attention. 
But for the client and the people working in that project  
the building is just the means of achieving something 
much more important and fundamental – the success 
of the organisation. We believe that research such as 
this and the adoption of analytics to support the design 
process will achieve that wider success.

http://rics.org/insights
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1.0 Introduction, structure and statistical 
validity of the survey instrument.

This report sets out the results, analysis and interpretation 
of the on-line Workplace Productivity, Wellness and 
Satisfaction Survey, which was made available to 
respondents in the Middle East from 1 November 2015  
to 31 January 2016.

1.1 The On-Line Survey  
The on-line survey is based upon an established 
instrument originally developed by Dr. Barry Haynes for 
his PhD research and used with public and private sector 
clients globally; the data from which helps to provide 
comparable analysis and benchmarking discussion. 
The survey instrument has been the basis for numerous 
academic papers, consultancy reports and interventions 
undertaken over the past 20 years. The survey report 
has been improved, refined and adjusted using feedback 
and statistical analysis but the core concepts remain 
consistent and validated by rigorous testing and can be 
used to provide comparative analysis across countries 
and to identify trends over time.

In preparing the data for reporting, a number of rigorous 
processes have been applied to clean up anomalies, 
reject incomplete or corrupt responses, and test for 
statistical relevance. A total response rate of 665 was 
achieved. However, after removing all incomplete, 
inconsistent or statistically invalid responses a sub set 
of 551 responses was achieved. Although the authors 

were striving to achieve more, this provides a reasonably 
robust dataset. One of the reported problems in the UAE 
and other countries is the significant security protocols 
imposed upon internet usage which restricted some 
respondents, indeed organisations, from being able to 
access the survey from the links provided. To overcome 
this some companies were approached individually with 
varying degrees of success.

1.2 Statistical validity 
The statistical analysis of standard deviations and other 
tests demonstrates the data presented here is mainly valid 
although the statistical reliability becomes marginal when 
breaking down into small sub groups due to the overall 
relatively small size of the respondent sub group. Some 
sub groups have had to be been excluded for this reason. 

Overall the data demonstrates a marked neutrality to 
many questions, compared to other datasets, making 
interpretation more difficult. This is particularly acute with 
those respondents in more junior positions and those 
originating from the Middle East. We associate this with 
two factors:

a) the cultural phenomenon prevalent in the Middle East 
of not wanting to be seen as being over critical, and

b) a reluctance to be completely open, despite the 
assurances of anonymity, by those whose job security 
may not be comparable to other parts of the world.
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1.3 The Structure of the  
On-Line Survey and its reporting 
components  
The survey has five main components reported in  
this document:

Component 1: A profile of the dataset
(contained in section 2.0 of the report)

This component provides a profile of the survey 
respondents by gender, age (generation), nationality, 
location and psychometric profile and also their job  
type, and sector of operation.  

Component 2: Current working practices, 
overall productivity and how office 
environments make people feel. 
(contained in section 3.0 of the report)

This component provides an understanding of current 
working practices, overall productivity and how office 
environments make people feel. It examines the time 
respondents spent in the office, and their dedicated 
workstation. It also helps to inform the current utilisation  
of the offices surveyed.

Component 3: How people would like to work: 
the gap analysis. 
(contained in section 4.0 of the report)

This component examines how people work now and how 
they would like to work, it therefore provides a productivity 
gap analysis. These questions examine how much 
time the respondents spend on Collaborative, Focus, 
Operational and Creative activities at their workstation, 
their current perception of workspace flexibility, the range 
of tasks undertaken and the amount of flexibility and 
collaboration. The questions are repeated to capture 
respondents’ preferences for how they would like to work 
in the future to optimise their productivity. The differences 
between the two give a useful indication of any perceived 
gaps between current and optimised ways of working and 
identify the trends in optimising the balance of activities to 
maximise productivity. 

Component 4: Factors affecting Productivity 
(contained in section 5.0 of the report)

These questions provide the core analysis of the three 
key impacts identified in previous published research 
as having a significant impact upon productivity and 
performance. The office environment aspects included 
office facilities, such as storage space, quiet areas and 
position relative to colleagues; office environmental 
conditions, such as lighting, temperature and cleanliness; 
and other office variables such as privacy, interruptions 
and work interaction. Occupants were asked to rate on a 
five-point scale whether the variables had a ‘very negative’ 
(coded as 1) effect on their productivity to a ‘very positive’ 
(coded as 5) effect on their productivity. These are the 
impact of:

• Facilities (e.g. storage, quiet areas and informal 
meeting areas). 

• Environmental Conditions [or “hygiene factors”]  
(e.g. lighting, ventilation and noise).

• Social Dynamics (e.g. social interaction,  
work interaction, visual and acoustic privacy  
and crowding) 

Component 5: Analysis of Text Responses
(contained in section 6.0 of the report) 

There were Questions that provided an opportunity for 
respondents to say why they answered no to selected 
questions. Questions also gave respondents an 
opportunity to suggest ONE thing to improve productivity, 
as well as expand with free text on how the respondents 
feel their environment impacts positively or negatively 
upon their productivity. This part of the questionnaire 
allows a fuller explanation and personalisation of negative 
responses as to why the office environment does not 
support collaboration and/or work anywhere strategies 
and further comments on positive and negative factors 
affecting productivity as well as the opportunity to suggest 
just one thing that could improve productivity. Textual 
analysis was performed to identify patterns and to rank 
the “themes” that were identified by this technique.

http://rics.org/insights
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Whilst over 660 responses were collected in the Middle 
East, some were incomplete and some had inconsistencies 
or irregularities, which required their exclusion from the 
survey. Having cleaned up the dataset, 551 valid responses 
were used in the detailed analysis. The composition of the 
dataset is summarised in this section.

2.1 Gender
The dataset has a high proportion of male respondents, 
particularly in senior roles. For example, only 11% of 
Senior Managers were female, compared to 74% of 
Administrators. This is consistent with, for example, the 
World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Report 
(2015), which ranks the UAE 115th, Kuwait 113th and 
Saudi Arabia 122nd out of 145 countries for overall 
gender equality. This can partly be attributed to some of 
the additional cultural, financial and social barriers faced 
by women entering the workplace, both as ex-pats and 
locals, in the Middle East region. 

2.2 Generations
Whilst it is acknowledged that researchers use a variety 
of age bands and definitions there are a number of 
workplace researchers that have adopted the definitions 
used in this study and identified by office furniture 
manufacturer Steelcase (Bennett et al., 2012; Haynes, 
2011; Joy & Haynes, 2011). 

The generations are categorised in this study as:

• Traditionalists: Born 1922 – 1945; also known as 
veterans, characterised as being dedicated, stable and 
loyal, but also resistant to change and reserved. 

• Baby Boomers: Born 1946 – 1964; characterised 
as being optimistic, team players and service driven. 
Generalised to be technologically challenged and value 
their own space, such as a private office.

• Generation X: Born 1965 – 1980; characterised as 
independent, self-reliant and entrepreneurial. They are 
adaptable, and comfortable with technology, but are 
also considered impatient and quick to criticise.

• Generation Y: Born 1981 – 2000; also known 
as ‘millennials’; characterised as being confident, 
knowledge thirsty and technology savvy. They require 
instant feedback, constant guidance and thrive in 
informal work environments. 

2.0 Profile of the 
dataset

Gender

Generation

227
1965–1980

41%

63
1946–1964

11%

4
1922–1945

1%

257
1981–2000

46%

Standard Deviation Responses

124 551

Standard Deviation Responses

106.84 551

73%
Male
399

27%
Female

152
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Culture

176
Asia
32%

The profile of the dataset is relatively consistent with  
other parts of the world in terms of Generation Y 
accounting for nearly 50% of the working population. 
However, it is unrepresentative in having a much larger 
proportion of Generation X and relatively few baby 
boomers. Generally the average age of the working 
population surveyed is considerably younger than other 
studies of this type. The younger working population  
and the immediate dominance of Generation Y in the 
region has significant implications for the region as this 
and other studies demonstrate significant differences  
in what drives productivity in this generation.

2.3 Culture
The dataset is dominated by three regions of origin:  
Asia, Europe and the Middle East. Respondents from 
other regions are so small there statistical significance  
is marginal and the report focuses on the main three.  
This profile reflects the sectors with the most respondents 
including construction and real estate and is not entirely 
consistent with the profile of the countries studied.

2.4 Job Type
The dataset is dominated by three regions of origin:  
Asia, Europe and the Middle East. Respondents from  
other regions are so small there statistical significance  
is marginal and the report focuses on the main three.  

This profile reflects the sectors with the most respondents 
including construction and real estate and is not entirely 
consistent with the profile of the countries studied.

2.5 Sector
The study is skewed towards respondents from the built 
environment sector as a consequence of its origins and 
dissemination processes. Despite considerable efforts to 
broaden the engagement with sectors using a variety of 
Linked IN forums the dataset is dominated by construction 
and real estate industries.

2.6 Middle East Countries
The following table demonstrates the profile of responses 
by country. As the survey originated in the UAE and its 
main promoters are based there it is not surprising that 
the majority of responses are from that country. However, 
other countries have sufficient responses to disaggregate 
statistically significant analysis. The table uses the full 
number of responses before rejection of irregular or 
inconsistent responses but the statistical significance 
indicator uses only the valid responses for the test.

Further networking and promotion of the survey is needed 
in those countries that fail the statistical significance test  
to undertake reliable comparative and benchmarking 
based analysis.

157
Middle East

28%

171
Europe

31%
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Job Type

81
Senior Management  

(CEO/Director/Managing Partner)  
15%

132
Middle Manager  

(Associate Director/Associate Manager)  
24%

172
Professional  

(Independent consultant/professional/specialist)  
32%

58
Project Manager/Co-ordinator
 (Cross departmental function]  

11%

46
Admin./Support/ 

Clerical
8%

31
Other

5%

31
Admin./Support/

Technical
5%

Sector

6 Finance – 1%

7 Public sector – 1%14 Media and PR – 3%

9 Manufacturing / Industrial goods – 2%13 Education and training – 2%

4 Utilities and energy – 1%

4 Telecom – 1%

4 Retail – 1%

Standard Deviation Responses

67.15 551
 

236
Construction

43%

62
Engineering

11%

175
Real Estate

32%
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Middle East Countries

Country Response Percentage

Bahrain 34 5%

Egypt 29 4%

Iraq 4 < 1%

Jordan 8 1%

Kuwait 12 2%

Lebanon 18 3%

Oman 35 5%

Qatar 101 15%

Saudi Arabia 68 10%

United Arab Emirates 346 53%

Total 655

Sustainability

12%
Sustainable   
(e.g. LEED Silver/ BREEAM 
Good / ESTIDAMA 3 Pearl)

2%
Extremely Sustainable  
(e.g. LEED Platinum / BREEAM 
Excellent/ ESTIDAMA 5 Pearl)

15%
Partly  

Sustainable   
(e.g. LEED Bronze/ 

ESTIDAMA 1-2 Pearl)

45%
Not  sustainable    

(No rating)

17%
Don’t know

9%
Very Sustainable  

(e.g. LEED Gold / BREEAM  
Very Good / ESTIDAMA 4 Pearl)

2.7 Sustainability of the office 
buildings occupied
Respondents were asked if they knew the sustainability 
rating of their building and the question gave calibrated 
examples using LEED, BREAM and the UAE ESTIDAMA 
Pearl rating categories, as a guide. Perhaps most significant 
is the large proportion of respondents who did not know 
if their building was sustainable and the overall very low 
numbers of sustainable buildings across the region. 

There is a strong correlation between the profile of the 
buildings indicated here and the significant negative impacts 
on productivity reported throughout the survey. In the 
Middle East region there is a much higher concern with the 
environmental aspects of occupation compared to studies in 
Europe. These concerns include the control of temperature, 
humidity and the overall comfort of the working environment. 
These factors are often referred to as “hygiene factors” 
referencing Abraham Maslow’s five stage, hierarchy of 
needs. This is highly significant because, following Maslow’s 
theory only when the lower order basic, physical needs 
are satisfied is the individual concerned with the higher 
order needs of self actualisation issues associated with 
productivity, for example knowledge transfer.  

346
United Arab Emirates

53%

34
Bahrain

5%

4
Iraq
<1%

68
Saudi Arabia

15%

12
Kuwait

2%

29
Egypt

4%

35
Oman

5%

101
Qatar
15%

8
Jordan

1%

18
Lebanon

3%
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3.0 Current working practices,  
overall productivity and how office 
environments make people feel.

3.1 Overall perception of 
productivity impacts  

Question asks: In your opinion relative to other factors 
that can impact on your work performance, how 
important to you is your office environment?

This is regarded as the generic “barometer” of perception 
of how the respondents’ office environment impacts 
upon their productivity. When used with an individual 
organisation it provides a very significant indicator of how 
a company perceives its productivity to be impacted by 
its current office environment. In a study of this kind, with 
such a wide range of respondents it is dangerous to read 
too much into the overall picture presented here.  

What is significant here are three things:

a) the wide range of responses, polarised around the 
extremes, with 16% believing their offices promote a 
20% increase in productivity whilst at the other end 
of the scale 14% believe their offices decrease their 
productivity by 20%.

b) overall the responses are more positive than in previous 
studies undertaken in Europe, where it is very rare to 
see more than 10% perceive productivity to be boosted 
by 20%.

c) whilst this question generates an overall indication that 
55% of respondents see their office environment as 
having a positive impact on their productivity; in fact 
67% of those respondents have indicated at least one 
factor, mainly environmental factors, are impacting 
negatively upon their productivity. 

Detailed analysis of the data would suggest this is 
confirmed by the significant variations demonstrated by 
respondents originating from Asia, Europe and the Middle 
East. The Middle East respondents are the most positive 
whist those from Europe have a distribution of responses 
much more consistent with European based studies.  
In fact in this study they are less positive, which we  
believe reflects the lower quality office stock. 

The table on the next page sets out the perceived impacts 
upon productivity by country of origin of the respondent.

The data also reveals that the most positive responses 
generally come from those in administrative and support 
roles whilst the most negative comes from consultants 
and more senior employees.

<20%  
increase in  
productivity

15%  
increase in  
productivity

10%  
increase in  
productivity

5%  
increase in  
productivity

0%  
increase in  
productivity

5%  
decrease in  
productivity

10%  
decrease in  
productivity

15%  
decrease in  
productivity

<20%  
decrease in  
productivity

(16%) (15%) (16%) (8%) (11%) (4%) (8%) (8%) (14%)

In your opinion, in your current office, how much does your overall office 
environment impact on your productivity?
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Country  
of origin of 
respondent

<20%  
increase in  
productivity

15%  
increase in  
productivity

10%  
increase in  
productivity

5%  
increase in  
productivity

0%  
increase in  
productivity

5%  
decrease in  
productivity

10%  
decrease in  
productivity

15%  
decrease in  
productivity

<20%  
decrease in  
productivity

All Data (16%) (15%) (16%) (8%) (11%) (4%) (8%) (8%) (14%)

Asia 18% 21% 14% 11% 5% 3% 9% 7% 13%

Middle East 23% 12% 20% 9% 5% 3% 6% 8% 15%

Europe 11% 9% 14% 6% 20% 6% 7% 9% 16%

Very low  
importance

Low   
importance

Average   
importance

High  
importance

Very high  
importance

3 6 80 203 110

(1%) (1%) (20%) (50%) (27%)

3.2 Awareness of productivity 
impacts
Question asks: In your opinion relative to other factors 
that can impact on your work performance, how 
important to you is your office environment?

Compared to other surveys undertaken with global clients, 
this question reveals a very strong awareness of the 
relationship between the office environment and personal 
and team productivity. This is consistent with other 
surveys, for example, in the Driving Shareholder Value in 
the Workplace Study by Johnson Controls and CoreNet 
Global (2013), the survey recorded 78% of respondents 
had such an awareness. If this is contrasted with the 
70% lack of engagement and inspiration evidenced in 
the Gallup 2013 study it would appear that there is, what 
we describe as, a fundamental “frustration gap” between 
awareness and impacts. This is positive in that a high 
score of awareness in this question generally reinforces 
the validity of the responses to the survey and indicates 
an interest and willingness to participate, i.e. engagement.  
On the other hand it also indicates the high aspirations  
of those surveyed and an indication of an expectation  
that their concerns and frustrations will be listened to  
and appropriate responses made.

In your opinion, in your current office, how much does your overall office 
environment impact on your productivity?

In your opinion relative to other 
factors that can impact on your work 
performance, how important to you 
is your office environment?

http://rics.org/insights
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3.3 Office and workstation 
utilisation
Question asks: In your opinion relative to other factors 
that can impact on your work performance, how 
important to you is your office environment?

The response to this question indicates a much higher 
office utilisation than observed in other studies in Europe. 
It is collaborated with a desire for much more flexible 
working and a number of free text comments indicating 
a strong culture of “presenteeism” prevalent in the Middle 
East business culture. 

Not surprisingly the time spent in the office is much less 
for certain job roles with, for example, professionals, 
middle and senior managers spending considerably less 
time than administrators. 

Question asks: In your opinion relative to other factors 
that can impact on your work performance, how 
important to you is your office environment?

The response to this question also indicates a high 
utilisation of workstations and lack of flexibility, which is 
a significant finding of the survey and a major concern 
of the respondents. The lack of hot desking, activity 
based working or autonomy observed in the survey for 
the region is reflected in the much higher utilisation of 
workstations than in other studies. For example, in recent 
UK based studies 10-12% of workers were only using 
their dedicated workstations for 0-20% and 21-40% of 
their working week.   

   

0–20% 21–40% 41–60% 61–80% 81–100%

10 26 68 126 211

(2%) (6%) (15%) (29%) (48%)

0–20% 21–40% 41–60% 61–80% 81–100%

12 41 98 146 146

(3%) (9%) (22%) (33%) (33%)

On average, what percentage of your 
week do you spend at your dedicated 
workstation?

In your opinion on average, 
what percentage of  
your working week do  
you spend inside  
your office building? 

211
81–100%

48%

10
0–20%

2%

126
61–80%

29%

68
41–60%

15%

26
21–40%

6%



rics.org/insights

21© RICS Research 2016

Office environments and productivity in the Middle East

3.4 Current working 
arrangements
Question asks: With regards to your current, personal 
office environment, do you work in/at:

The survey reveals a considerable number of respondents 
who still have their own office, much higher than in other 
parts of the world and reflective of the business culture 
in the Middle East. Equally a significant number are in 
large open plan environments and the survey reveals a 
significant number of problems associated with these 
environments.

Question 11 asks: If you indicated you shared an office 
in question 10, is your workstation fully open plan with 
either no or low partitions or do you work  
in a cubicle with fully enclosed (solid or glazed) or 
high partitions?

This question reveals a dominance of open plan 
environments with no partitioning and is linked to the  
high levels of negativity associated with disruptions,  
noise and inability to focus revealed in the detailed 
question later in the survey.

Question asks: Do you have your own dedicated 
personal workstation you use everyday; do you use a 
workstation that is available through a flexible hotdesk 
or booking arrangement; or do you have a variety 
of workstations you can select from which support 
different types of activities?

This question demonstrates the very low adoption of hot 
desking, consistent across all the countries surveyed. It is 
interesting that there are more instances of activity based 
working solutions already reported and that this is a type of 
working solution desired by a much higher proportion of the 
workforce than in European studies. There is a suggestion 
here that in the Middle East region, the office environment 
is likely to “by-pass” hot desking type solutions to improve 
flexibility and move straight towards adopting a more 
activity based flexible arrangement to manage the problems 
associated with generic open plan arrangements.

If you indicated you shared an office 
in question 10, is your workstation 
fully open plan with either no or low 
partitions or do you work in a cubicle 
with fully enclosed (solid or glazed) 
or high partitions?

87%
Open plan with no 
or low partitions

13 %
Cubicle with  
fully enclosed  
or high partitions

With regards to your current, personal 
office environment, do you work in/at: 

17%
Your own 
single office

13%
An office shared  
with 2-3 people

20%
An office shared 

with 10-24 
people

37%
An office shared 

with more than 25 
people

13%
An office shared  
with 4-9 people
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A hotdesking (or bookable workstation) arrangement

Your own single office  

An open plan office shared with 2-3 people 

An open plan office shared with 4-9 people  

An open plan office shared with 10-24 people

An office shared with more than 25 people  

A cubicle with full height partitions within an open  
plan area 

The ability to use a range of workstations designed  
to support the activity I am undertaking  

50%40%30%10% 60% 70% 100%80% 90%20%

Percentage %
0

 

I have a dedicated workstation  
I use everyday

I select an available workstation using a hot desk or 
booking arrangement  

I can choose to work at different types of workstations 
that support a range of different activities

50%40%30%10% 60% 70% 100%80% 90%20%

Percentage %
0

3.5 Given a free choice what 
office configuration is preferred.
Question asks respondents: what would be their ideal 
working environment, where they think they would be 
the most productive, given a free choice.

We were surprised to find a significantly higher propensity 
to adopt innovative working practices, in particular 
activity based working across the region, compared 
to our European based studies. As the table above 
demonstrates, activity based working is the second most 
popular preference after a single dedicated office.

We utilise the dedicated office as a dummy variable,  
as given the opportunity in this type of free choice  
question many respondents will default to this preference. 
In practice it is unlikely to be an available option for 

many. If you exclude this dummy variable, activity based 
working is the most popular preference. The 19% indicator 
is higher than all but one of our studies undertaken so 
far in Europe, which range from 9 to 21% and averages 
at 12%. This is not just the preference of ex-patriate 
Europeans who may be more familiar with the concept but 
suggests a broader interest across (younger) locals and 
those from other ex-patriate locations. In fact Generation 
Y respondents recorded activity based working as their 
most preferred working environment. This was a surprising 
and encouraging result as activity based working can be 
an effective solution to many of the negative impacts on 
productivity recorded in this and other studies. A propensity 
to experiment with activity based working in what is often 
regarded as a conservative region, is a positive “green light” 
for being bold and supporting more radical interventions 
and fostering change.

Do you have your own dedicated personal workstation you use everyday; do you use 
a workstation that is available through a flexible hotdesk or booking arrangement; 
or do you have a variety of workstations you can select from which support different 
types of activities?

.

What would be their ideal working environment, where they think they would be the 
most productive, given a free choice.
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3.6 How do the current  
office environments make 
respondents feel?
Question 32 asks: how does your current office 
environment make you feel?

This question reveals a number of areas of consistency 
with Europe but most significantly reveals a significant 
concern with the environmental aspects of the office 
environment. In particular the way in which the 
environment is not supporting an individual’s health 
and well being and the lack of an ability to control their 
personal environment. Both of these factors produce 
significantly more negativity than in European studies, 
using the same instrument.

These results are also entirely consistent with other 
parts of the survey including the analysis of the free 
text responses. They suggest that in the Middle East 
region (consistent across all countries surveyed) that 
the occupation of offices is at a less “mature” stage 
than in Europe. There is significantly more concern in 
relation to what may be related to Maslow’s “hygiene 
factors” in his hierarchy of needs, (introduced in 1943 
in his paper a Theory of Human Motivation), rather than 
the “self actualisation” aspects of knowledge sharing, 
collaboration and creativity. We believe the profile of 
responses is at first reading misleading in suggesting that 
the higher actualisation issues of being happy, engaged 
and knowledge sharing are being attained. Our deeper 
analysis and cross tabulation with other parts of the survey 
suggests this is because the low level hygiene factors have 
not yet been fully addressed and so the more complex 
psychological and behavioural factors are not necessarily 
being reported in a reliable context in this question. 

Strongly 
Agree Agree Neutral Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree

Adjusted 
Weighted 
Average 

My office environment makes me feel 
happy 7% 42% 32% (3%) 5% 2.67 / 5

My office environment makes me feel 
creative 3% 22% 34% 32% 10% 3.27 / 5

My office environment makes  
me engaged 8% 43% 33% 13% 3% 2.61 / 5

My office environment receives 
sufficient natural light 21% 45% 11% 13% 10% 2.44 / 5

My office environment supports my 
health and wellbeing 7% 34% 29% 19% 11% 3.05 / 5

My office environment makes me  
feel valued 9% 38% 29% 15% 8% 2.74 / 5

My office environment encourages 
relationship building, learning from 
others and sharing knowledge

10% 41% 27% 18% 4% 2.64 / 5

I feel I have personal control over my 
office environment 9% 30% 26% 26% 10% 2.98 / 5

          Above                 Equal                 Below              Total Weighted Average (2.75 / 5)

Note: In this and a number of other tables the results use a weighted average technique to examine the relative significance of each factor being examined 
with the total responses for all other factors. This helps to reliably isolate and rank the most significant positive and negative influences on productivity within 
the group of factors  being examined.

How does your current office environment make you feel?
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4.0 How people would like to work: 
the gap analysis

This section of the survey examines the current and 
perceived ideal balance between four components of 
workplace activity. Our interpretation of this activity-based 
approach uses Collaborative, Focus, Operational and 
Creativity based tasks as our units of measurement, 
which mirrors contemporary approaches to office 
based activities including those developed by CBRE. 
Respondents are asked to record their perception of time 
spent on each task in the current environment, and them 
what they believe is the appropriate time allocation to be 
at their most effective and productive assuming they had 
appropriate offices and facilities to do so.

4.1 Trends in the balance of 
activities undertaken.
The detailed analysis of responses to the percentage 
of time working collaboratively shows that the majority 
of respondents work in organisations that demonstrate 
moderate levels of connectivity currently and perceive 
a moderate extension of collaboration and connectivity 
to be productive. The results show significantly less 
collaborative activities being undertaken than the majority 
of surveys carried out in Europe, which is thought to be 
reflective of differences in management culture in the 
Middle East. Notwithstanding this difference it is clear that 
the respondents view increased connectivity as being 
important with over 50% of the respondents indicating 
that 40-100% of their time should be spent working 
collaboratively to optimise productivity.

This suggests that more needs to done in the Middle East 
region in: 

• designing spaces  that facilitates and empowers 
employees for both planned and spontaneous 
collaboration, and

• adjusting management cultures and protocols to 
support such collaboration. (This is collaborated 
consistently in the analysis of the free form text 
responses.)  

The detailed analysis of responses to the percentage of 
time working on focus tasks shows little change between 
the current and ideal time spent on such activities. Overall 
the percentage time spent on individual focus tasks is 
higher than in Europe, which fits with the identified profile 
of less collaborative tasks. Interestingly when examining 
these aspects by origin, focus tasks demonstrate the most 
variance with workers from the Middle East indicating they 
spend considerably more time on Focus tasks than those 
from Europe or Asia. 
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Current Office 

5%
81–100%
29

For Perceived Ideal Productivity 

5%
81–100%
29

13%
0–20%

72

34%
21–40%

18731%
41–60%

171

17%
61–80%

93

Percentage of time working with colleagues in your office/at your workstation on ‘collaborative’ tasks.  
(Tasks communicating and/or working with at least one other person).

Current Office 

Percentage of time spent working alone in your office/at your workstation on ‘focus’ tasks.   
(Individual tasks requiring sustained concentration and focus to complete).

For Perceived Ideal Productivity 

7%
0–20%
39

25%
21–40%

138

29%
41–60%

160

25%
61–80%

138

8%
0–20%
44

14%
81–100%

77

14%
81–100%

77

25%
21–40%

138

25%
61–80%

138

28%
41–60%

154

26%
0–20%

144

29%
21–40%

161

25%
41–60%

139

14%
61–80%

78

Trend: Moderate shift in increasing time spent on collaborative tasks 

Trend: No significant shift 
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Analysis of the operational tasks shows a marginal 
redistribution of time spent and is not thought to 
contribute any significant findings to the study. Consistent 
with many other studies, day to day tasks tend to be a 
constant inevitable feature of office life and do not show 
significant gaps between current and perceived ideal 
allocations of time.

Current Office 

6%
0–20%
33

17%
21–40%

94

21%
41–60%

116

35%
61–80%

193

Percentage of time working on ‘operational’ tasks.   
(These are the day-to-day tasks that directly and immediately impact upon the business.).

For Perceived Ideal Productivity 

7%
0–20%
39

21%
81–100%

116

15%
21–40%

83

31%
61–80%

171

22%
41–60%

121

24%
81–100%

132

Trend: No significant shift marginal increase/decrease in some % bands 
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Percentage of time being ‘creative’ in your office. (This is time spent thinking about, researching and analysing new 
ideas and long term solutions.)

Consistent with many of our studies respondents perceive 
the need to have much more space, time and appropriate 
environments to stimulate creativity. 

The data suggests that across the region and consistently 
across the countries, sectors and most job roles the 
current workspaces are not supporting creativity and/ 
or creative ways of working to maximise productivity.  

Current Office 

4%
81-100%
22

29%
21–40%

160

37%
0–20%

20418%
41–60%

99

12%
61–80%

66

For Perceived Ideal Productivity 

27%
21–40%

149

11%
0–20%

61

24%
61–80%

132

24%
41–60%

132

14%
81–100%

77

The gap and the desired shift is one of the most extreme 
we have observed, suggesting that 

• current design solutions are frustrating creativity; 

• work tends to focus on short term solutions and is not 
engaging sufficiently in long term planning and strategic 
solutions; and

• current management cultures and practice do not 
engender the desired amounts of creativity.

Trend: Very significant increase in time needed for creativity
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4.2 Trends in the range of work 
related tasks undertaken.
Compared to our European datasets the current position 
indicates a much lower variety of tasks with significantly 
higher responses for repeating a few tasks often and 
very often. However, the perceived optimum balance of 

Current Office 

8%
Perform very 
wide variety  
of tasks
44

10%
Repeat a few 

tasks very  
often

54

The ‘range’ of work related tasks undertaken in the office.   

For Perceived Ideal Productivity 

5%
Repeat a few 
tasks very 
often
28

8%
Repeat a few 

tasks often
83

40%
Perform wide 

variety of tasks
220

16%
Perform very wide 

variety of tasks
88 32%

Balance of 
repetitive tasks 
and varied ones

176

15%
Repeat a few 
tasks often

81

41%
Balance of 

repetitive tasks 
and varied ones

225

27%
Perform wide 

variety of tasks
147

variety of tasks is very close to our European data sets. 
This indicates a wide gap between the current and the 
perceived optimum position. This is likely to be attributed 
to current office environments and/ or business and 
management cultures are preventing a wider variety of 
tasks being undertaken.

Trend: Very significant increase in the range of tasks to be managed effectively to be productive
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4.3 Trends in the amount of 
flexibility required.
The gap between current levels of flexibility and those 
perceived to be required to drive maximum productivity is 
extensive. This part of the questionnaire is more consistent 
with our European datasets. The amount of desired 
flexibility increases significantly (very high flexibility from 
5% to 24%, the kind of increase we have never observed 
before and similarly high flexibility from 22% to 43%). That 
is an overall movement of combined current high and very 
high flexibility from 27% to 67%.  

This is another very large gap and reflects a dynamic 
workforce that is being significantly and systematically 
prevented from being creative with a potentially very 
negative impact upon productivity. 

The conclusion has to be that:

• current design solutions are frustrating flexibility, 

• work tends to focus on operational, day to day activities 
and is not engaging sufficiently in long term creative 
strategic solutions; and

• current management cultures and practice do not 
engender the desired amounts of flexibility. 

Analysis of the text based responses collaborates these 
findings, and reinforces the feelings of frustration with 
restrictive management protocols and a management 
culture and practices that do not promote flexibility and 
autonomous working.

Current Office 

5%
Very High
28 

16%
Very Low

88

20%
Low
110

37%
Average

204

The ‘amount’ of flexibility to work where, when and how you wish .   

For Perceived Ideal Productivity 

22%
High
121

4%
Very Low
22

4%
Low

22

25%
Average

138

24%
Very High 

132

43%
High
237

Trend: Very significant increase in the amount of flexibility desired.
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 4.4 Does the current office 
support work anywhere 
strategies for flexible 
working supported by mobile 
technologies?
Question asks: Do you believe your current office 
working environment supports “work anywhere” 
strategies for flexible working supported by mobile 
technologies?  

This question does demonstrate both high consistency 
with our European database and has much less 
divergence between ethnic groups. This collaborates 
the very significant gap between current and perceived 
optimum levels of flexibility to promote productivity 
recorded in later survey questions.

A textual analysis examining why respondents have 
answered NO to this question is set out in section 7.

58%
Yes

42%
No

Does the current office support 
work anywhere strategies for 
flexible working supported by 
mobile technologies?

Response to Q28 by most significant regions

Middle East Europe Asia

YES NO YES NO YES NO

68% 32% 51% 49% 58% 42%
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5.0 Factors affecting productivity

5.1 Significance of office 
facilities based factors.
Question asks: In your opinion, in your current office, 
how do the following office facilities impact your 
ability to do your job effectively?

The analysis of facilities factors shows some consistency 
with our studies in Europe. However, once again there 
is a smoothing of the data around the neutral responses 
and a sense of reluctance to be critical, especially from 
respondents from the Middle East. One aspect, which 
through more detailed statistical analysis is consistent and 
clear, is the polarisation of responses to quiet areas and 
informal meeting areas. Cross referencing to the textual 
analysis it is evident that where appropriate quiet spaces 
and informal meeting areas are provided, these are seen as 
having a very positive impact upon productivity. However, 
where they are not provided it is seen as having a negative 
impact, mainly attributable to noise and distractions 
from people movement most currently in an open plan 
environment. This is consistent with many other studies 
including our own and those referenced later in this report.

The most significant factors in the analysis of the office 
environment are:

Positive: Current office layouts produce a relatively positive 
response in terms of the size of the workstation and its 
proximity to equipment and colleagues. Relationship 
(proximity) to equipment is identified here as positive, 
interpreted as a measure of convenience. As found in 
other studies when examining the detailed data, younger 
employees, particularly females are much less satisfied 
with personal and general storage and the current provision 
of informal meeting rooms and quiet spaces. Older 
respondents and those in more senior positions mainly 
drive the positivity around formal meeting rooms.   

Negative: The lack of quiet space, with a weighted 
average of 2.95, is the most significant facilities issue 
impacting upon productivity in this study. Examining 
the additional comments it is clear that, especially in 
noisy open plan areas, the lack of space to undertake 
concentrated or focused work, and appropriate quiet areas 
to undertake sensitive or confidential calls or meetings is a 
recurring and significant theme. It is evident that currently 
there is a very significant view that there are insufficient 
quiet rooms in many of the offices surveyed. 
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The second most significant negative factor is the lack  
of appropriate informal meeting and/or break out spaces. 
Again this is a consistent problem flagged in the free  
text comments. 

Analysing the data by generation and job role, suggests 
younger Generation Y employees are the most demanding 
in terms of greater flexibility, social interaction and informal 

Very 
Negative 
impact

Negative 
impact

Neutral 
impact

Positive 
impact 

Very 
Positive 
impact

Weighted 
Average

Overall comfort of your workstation, 
desk chair etc. 3% 14% 33% 40% 10% 3.38 / 5

The size of your desk area relative to 
your computer based tasks 3% 15% 25% 47% 11% 3.48 / 5

Personal storage, including wardrobes 4% 15% 35% 38% 8% 3.3 / 5

General storage 3% 17% 38% 35% 7% 3.24 / 5

Formal meeting areas 3% 11% 9% 45% 11% 3.49 / 5

Informal meeting areas/break out areas 7% 20% 30% 32% 11% 3.2 / 5

Quiet areas 14% 22% 30% 24% 10% 2.95 / 5

Circulation space (i.e. walkways) 4% 12% 44% 31% 10% 3.3 / 5

Your workstation position relative to 
colleagues 4% 11% 28% 44% 12% 3.48 / 5

Your workstation position relative to 
necessary equipment 3% 9% 34% 46% 8% 3.47 / 5

          Above                 Equal                 Below              Total Weighted Average (3.33 / 5)

Note: In this and a number of other tables the results use a weighted average technique to examine the relative significance of each factor being examined 
with the total responses for all other factors. This helps to reliably isolate and rank the most significant positive and negative influences on productivity within 
the group of factors being examined.

In your opinion, in your current office, how do the following office facilities impact 
your ability to do your job effectively?

meetings coupled with appropriate storage and quiet 
rooms to support more autonomous working styles. 
More senior workers show a greater satisfaction with 
the current provision of formal meeting spaces but are 
concerned with the lack of quiet areas and lack of places 
to undertake the type of work that requires concentration 
and/or creativity.
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Very 
Negative 
impact

Negative 
impact

Neutral 
impact

Positive 
impact 

Very 
Positive 
impact

Weighted 
Average

Indoor temperature (in Winter) 5%  22%  32% 35% 6% 3.16 / 5

Indoor temperature (in Summer) 7%  26% 24% 35% 8% 3.03 / 5

Quality of natural lighting 6% 12%  21% 46% 15% 3.52 / 5

Quality of artificial lighting 4% 12%  31% 44% 9% 3.43 / 5

Ventilation (Air quality in Summer) 6%  23%  31% 34% 6% 2.98 / 5

Ventilation (Air quality in Winter) 5%  15%  35% 36% 9% 3.26 / 5

Ability to control your immediate 
working environment (e.g. temperature, 
ventilation, lighting)

14%  23% 24% 30% 9% 2.98 / 5

Internal noise from equipment  
(such as photocopiers & telephones) 10% 23% 36% 23% 7% 2.94 / 5

Internal noise from people  
(e.g. conversations & circulation)  13%  26% 32% 22% 7% 2.83 / 5

External noise (e.g. traffic and people) 5% 15%  39% 29% 11% 3.26 / 5

Office cleanliness 4% 9% 25% 43% 19% 3.63 / 5

Office decor, plants and art 6% 14% 32% 36% 12% 3.35 / 5

Overall office comfort 5% 14% 28% 39% 14% 3.44 / 5

          Above                 Equal                 Below              Total Weighted Average (3.25 / 5)

Note: In this and a number of other tables the results use a weighted average technique to examine the relative significance of each factor being examined 
with the total responses for all other factors. This helps to reliably isolate and rank the most significant positive and negative influences on productivity within 
the group of factors  being examined.

5.3 Significance of office 
environmental conditions based 
factors.
Question asks: In your opinion, in your current office, 
how do the following environmental conditions impact 
your ability to do your job effectively?  

It is clear that “hygiene factors”, especially those 
connected to inadequate management of summer 
temperatures and humidity are a significant concern and 
produce a much higher negative score than our European 
surveys. This is not surprising given the harsh summer 
climates of the region and the less mature property  
market and building specifications.

Consistent with other studies the inability to control 
environmental comfort is seen as a significant issue 
impacting productivity. Again the negativity in this study 
is higher than seen elsewhere. The problem is particularly 
acute amongst female and Generation Y respondents.

Examining the negative responses indicates, a very 
significant concern with distractions and disruptions 
caused by noise, conversations and circulation within 
existing open plan multi-person office environments. 
Consistent with other studies external noise from traffic 
and people is not an issue. Noise from equipment is a 
negative factor but less of a concern than that generated 
by people. These results are highly consistent with other 
studies involving open plan layouts with the noise and 
distractions from people, using phones, eating at desks, 
having meetings at desks etc. Noise and the distractions it 
creates is perceived to be one of the most, if not the most, 
significant negative impacts upon productivity. The results 
of this study are entirely consistent with the key research 
in this area (e.g. Haynes B.P. The impact of office layout on 
productivity, Journal of Facilities Management,  
6 [3] 189-201) where distractions from people based noise 
and movement are identified as one of the most significant 
barriers and negative influences on productivity.

In your opinion, in your current office, how do the following environmental conditions 
impact your ability to do your job effectively?  
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5.4 Significance of social 
dynamics based factors.
Question asks: In your opinion, in your current office, 
how do the following social dynamics impact your 
ability to do your job effectively?  

The strong sentiment that work and social interaction is a 
positive influence on productivity is reinforced by the data in 
other parts of the survey. Coupling this with the data from 
an earlier Question suggests that employees are frustrated 
by the lack of opportunities for social informal meeting 
space, and that they see the opportunities for productivity 
and creativity facilitated by environments that promote less 
formal interaction. These results are particularly high when 
examining the younger professional job roles. Generation Y 
is known to effectively blur the boundaries between formal 
and social work based interaction, and is motivated by 
environments that allow this to happen. Other studies have 
shown that environments that support such interaction 
increase creativity, ideas generation and engagement, 
establishing positive dynamics for potential improvements  
in productivity. 

Analysing both the positive and negative factors in this 
section of the survey, and correlating them with responses 
from other sections, shows a strong link between the 
need for privacy, a feeling of space, and environments that 
promote creativity with the factors which negate a positive 
working environment. The most significant negative factors 

are interruptions from noise, circulation and crowding. 
The fact that work interaction is seen as the most positive 
influence reinforces the observed tension between creating 
spaces that promote the desired interaction, collaboration 
and creativity, but subdue the disruptions and distractions 
from people and a sense of crowding, common in open plan 
environments. Again this is entirely consistent with other 
studies using the same tool and with published research (for 
example Heerwagen, J.H et al., Collaborative Knowledge 
Work Environments, Building Research and Information, 
32[6] 510-528). These outcomes and the observed tensions 
sets an essential design prerogative where open plan space 
is specified in the final space plan. 

The major surprise in this survey is that for the first time 
in any of our research, and rare in the literature, is waiting 
for a lift to be flagged as a significant negative impact on 
productivity. Remarkably this is the second most significant 
negative impact in the social dynamics section of the survey. 
In many of our studies as much as 95% of respondents 
are neutral to the time spent waiting for a lift. Whereas in 
the Middle East it is one of the significant factors perceived 
as impacting upon productivity. The need for improved 
quality of vertical transportation in office development in the 
Middle East has always been one of the central aspects of 
the MECO best practice guide and this evidence reinforces 
this need. Indeed it demonstrates that this is a significant 
consideration not just for real estate advisers but also for 
occupiers directly affecting productivity. 

Very 
Negative 
impact

Negative 
impact

Neutral 
impact

Positive 
impact 

Very 
Positive 
impact

Weighted 
Average

Physical security 1% 3% 37% 45% 13% 3.68 / 5

Social interaction 1% 7% 31% 49% 10% 3.6 / 5

Work interaction 1% 7% 26% 55% 12% 3.72 / 5

Space for creativity 5% 20% 34% 32% 8% 3.17 / 5

Visual Privacy 6% 22% 32% 31% 8% 3.13 / 5

Acoustic Privacy 12% 26% 29% 26% 8% 2.94 / 5

Interruptions 16% 35% 30% 15% 4% 2.58 / 5

Crowding 12% 25% 39% 19% 5% 2.81 / 5

Time spent waiting for a lift 12% 26% 36% 20% 6% 2.74/ 5

An outside view 5% 10% 30% 38% 17% 3.52 / 5

Overall atmosphere 2% 12% 30% 43% 13% 3.51 / 5

          Above                 Equal                 Below              Total Weighted Average (3.25 / 5)

Note: In this and a number of other tables the results use a weighted average technique to examine the relative significance of each factor being examined 
with the total responses for all other factors. This helps to reliably isolate and rank the most significant positive and negative influences on productivity within 
the group of factors being examined.

In your opinion, in your current office, how do the following social dynamics impact 
your ability to do your job effectively?  
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6.0 Analysis of Free Text Responses

As noted earlier there is generally a more positive or neutral 
response recorded here than found in other surveys. This 
may be related to cultural influences impacting upon the 
results of some questions of the survey.

Analysis of the significant number of text responses 
demonstrates that:

a) many people were motivated enough to leave textual 
responses, some of them comprehensive;

b) the majority of the textual responses to the last 
question expressed negativity; and

c) there is a lack of consistency between the general  
and frequently neutral responses to some of the 
questions and the nature and frequency of the free  
text responses.

6.1 Analysis of reasons for 
answering ‘no’
The free text questions are very consistent with the 
numerical results of the survey. They flag barriers to 
collaboration, in particular, informal communication  
and knowledge transfer, and flag vertical movement  
and inadequate lift provision as the most significant  
issue. The free text responses also reinforce the  
numerical evidence that supports greater attention  
to the provision of:

• informal meeting spaces;

• breakout spaces and areas for spontaneous 
collaboration;

• quiet areas for focus work; 

• quiet areas for confidential meetings; and

• designs that promotes greater interaction between 
departments and blurring boundaries.

Do you believe your current office 
environment supports collaboration 
between groups distributed in your 
workplace?  

If you answered ‘no’, please tell us why below

Reason for stating ‘no’
Number of 
comments Ranking

Geographical, physical 
barriers, and vertical 
separation between teams

47 1

Insufficient meeting spaces  
or collaboration space 33 2

Lack of breakout/ 
spontaneous meeting 
facilities

28 3

Lack of quiet/focus/ study/ 
confidential meeting space 23 4

Interaction between 
departments 19 5

Management/Leadership 
issues 8 6

Lack of acoustic privacy 4 7

Inadequate/inflexible desks
1 8

Inadequate communications 
equipment 1 9

http://rics.org/insights


36 © RICS Research 2016

Office environments and productivity in the Middle East

Do you believe your office working 
environment supports ‘work anywhere’ 
strategies for flexible working 
supported by mobile technologies? 

If you answered ‘no’, please tell us why below

Reason for stating ‘no’
Number of 
comments Ranking

Company “legislation” 
(fingerprinting system,  
no homeworking, etc.)

79 1

Inadequate IT infrastructure 48 2

Too many PC’s and/or 
dedicated workstations 38 3

Culture of organisation is not 
supportive 16 4

Lack of hot desks/flexible 
arrangements 14 5

Lack of breakout space or 
collaborative meeting spaces 11 6

Hierarchical culture means 
lower grades have less 
flexibility

10 7

6.2 Analysis of reasons for 
answering ‘no’ 
The free text responses to this question are interesting in 
that they have generated a greater number of responses 
compared to the question on collaboration. They have 
also generated a large number of negative concerns 
about how management practices and restrictions 
frustrate the desired flexibility to work anywhere, including 
company policies, which would prevent the introduction 
of flexible working. Whilst somewhat outside the scope 
of this study these comments are highly significant as 
they will frustrate and undermine any design solutions 
to introduce flexibility and work anywhere strategies if 
there is not a corresponding change in the management 
culture and practice. This is a global issue and one that 
we have observed in many regions. If there is not a senior 
management buy in, a hand-in-hand change management 
process and an integration of real estate/facilities 
strategy with the strategic management and culture of 
an organisation then projects to introduce flexible work 
anywhere strategies will fail. This appears to be an acute 
problem in the Middle East region and we recommend 
that it is essential for anyone working on projects which 
are designed to introduce flexible working that appropriate 
consideration of change management processes and 
adjustments to company culture are essential. 
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6.3 Suggestions for changing just 
one thing  
The following table provides a ranking of the suggestions in 
terms of the number and weighting. The suggestions have 
a very high correlation with other sections of the survey. We 
suggest that this provides a significant list of the key issues 
that currently impact upon effectiveness and accounts 
for a large proportion of those reporting a -10% and -20% 
impact on productivity in response to its question. 

The textual analysis confirms what has been identified 
in other aspects of the numerical analysis. In particular 
that in this region there is a greater concern with the 
environmental or “hygiene factors” than the social 
dynamics of space. This reflects the fact that many 
buildings may not meet the same standards as that found 
in other parts of the world and may not always manage 
the extreme climatic conditions to promote well being and 
productivity. This is consistent with the tone and intention 
of the MECO best practice guide. It is also resonates with 
other research and the concept of Maslow’s theory of 
needs where the more self actualisation issues around 
productivity such as collaboration, blurring of work and 
social lives and informal knowledge creation may not 
yet be emerging as they are in other parts of the world 
because in many cases fundamental “hygiene” factors 
have yet to be addressed. Behavioural research suggests 
that people will not engage with the higher order aspects 
of productivity if there are serious issues in relation to the 
fundamentals of environmental comfort. It is like building 
upon inadequate foundations.

Environmental comfort, particularly personal control over 
comfort, which is identified as the most significant factor 
for change, is extremely important for female respondents.  

This question also reinforces the comments made  
in response to the previous question where change in 
working practices and culture are seen as an essential  
co-requisite to changes in the office environment.

As reported earlier the significance of the dissatisfaction 
with lift efficiency in this table and for the first time in 
our studies a highly significant negative association with 
productivity reflects a consistent issue in this region,  
which is why it has been flagged for inclusion in the  
MECO best practice guide.

If you could change just one thing 
about your workspace (or building), 
what would it be? 

Suggestion
Number of 
comments Ranking

Environmental comfort – 
lighting (natural and artificial) 
AC personal control over 
comfort

96 1

The office environment – 
more flexible, modern, varied, 
supportive of company culture 
and project based operations

53 2

More space/storage/
workstations 39 3

Improved social facilities, 
catering, coffee, blurring of 
social and work spaces 

30 4

More efficient lifts 30 4

Increased provision and 
greater variety of breakout 
and collaboration/meeting 
spaces

22 6

Provision of quiet/focus/
private/confidential spaces 22 7

Improved acoustics – privacy 
and suppression  
of distractions

20 8

Car parking facilities 12 9

Gym and shower/washroom 
facilities 4 10
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6.4 Additional comments about 
how you feel your current office 
environment affects your  
work performance positively  
or negatively   
By far the most significant issue here is the extraordinary 
number of comments about dated offices, inadequately 
specified offices and inappropriate and/or inadequate 
infrastructure. In particular the lack of flexible IT solutions 
including lap-tops and the high proportion of dated and 
fixed PC’s is a common theme in the comments many of 
which are detailed and passionate. It is clear that the region 
has some catching up to do in respect of the specifications 
of office buildings especially in terms of aspects that 
provide environmental comfort and vertical movement. 
It also demonstrates the need for improvements in 
business infrastructure including more mobile devices to 
go hand in hand with the design of more flexible working 
environments. The second largest number of comments 
also reinforces the earlier observations around a conflict 
between management culture and practice and the desire 
for greater flexibility, connectivity and informal interaction  
in the workplace.

Finally, Please make any additional 
comments about how you feel your 
current office environment affects  
your work performance positively  
or negatively 

Positive aspects 
affecting work 
performance

Number of 
comments Ranking

Environment, ventilation etc.  
(mainly respondents located 
near to a window) 

54 1

Satisfied/happy with current 
office 41 2

Peer group/Management 
support 3 3

IT – facilitating flexible 
working 2 4

Negative aspects 
affecting work 
performance

Number of 
comments Ranking

Dated office with inadequate 
infrastructure (office/IT 
equipment)

341 1

Work dynamics/culture and 
configuration preventing 
flexibility and agile working

70 2

Lack of acoustic privacy; 
noise pollution 57 3

Inadequate ventilation and 
other internal environmental 
factors including ability to 
control own environment

44 4

Lack of break out space/
informal spontaneous 
meeting facilities

24 5

Lack of refreshment/social 
spaces 9 6

Lack of connectivity – 
between and within buildings 8 7

Inadequate car parking 7 8

Location of building 6 9
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7.0 Analysis of significant variations by 
gender, generation, culture job type and 
current office environment

7.1 Gender
As with other studies such as Kim, de Dear et al (2013) 
the data demonstrates that thermal comfort, air quality 
and office cleanliness were also more significant to female 
respondents than male respondents. Previous studies 
in relation to differences between generations have also 
revealed some significant variations in the preferences 
of respondents (Puybaraud, Russell et al. 2010, Haynes 
2011, Bennett, Pitt et al. 2012).

Female respondents

The following factors are more significant in promoting  
a positive impact on productivity than males:

•  General storage

•  Physical security

•  Office cleanliness

•  Social interaction  

•  Space for creativity.

The following factors are more significant in promoting  
a negative impact on productivity than males: 

•  Ventilation (summer and winter)

•  Acoustic privacy

•   Lack of ability to control working environment 
(temperature, ventilation, lighting etc.)

Females spend more time now (and wish to increase the 
time spent to improve productivity) than males on:

•  Collaborative tasks

•  Being creative

•  Operational tasks.

Females spend more time in the office and at their 
workstation than males.

Male respondents

The following factors are more significant in promoting  
a positive impact on productivity than females:

•  Informal meeting areas

•  Quiet areas

•  Overall atmosphere of the office

The following factors are more significant in promoting  
a negative impact on productivity than females:

•  Visual privacy

•  Internal noise

Males desire more flexibility and the ability to carry out a 
wider range of tasks than the female respondents.

Males spend less time now (and wish to decrease the time 
spent to improve productivity) than females on:

•  Collaborative tasks

•  Operational tasks

However the differences in this sample are less significant 
than in European based studies probably due to the lower 
proportion of females in the study and the distribution of 
their job function.

Some interesting and statistically significant differences 
are reported in this study for the first time in relation to 
social dynamics factors. A summary of the differences in 
drivers of productivity and balance of tasks is indicated 
below. They reinforce the central theme of this research 
that one size does not fit all.

Gender analysis
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7.2 Generations
As the data is dominated by Generations X and Y (41 and 
47% respectively) the main comparisons and headlines 
have been analysed for these two dominant groups and 
are summarised below. Once again they reinforce the 
dangers of assuming different generations will respond to 
office environments in the same way.

Some published studies, for example Joy and Haynes 
(2011), found that there was little difference between any 
of the generations when it came to team based work 
environments, and therefore these environments lend 
themselves to being classed as multigenerational working 
environments. However, as can be noted from the table 
in this study, Generations X and Y are affected by quite 
different positive and negative aspects in relation to their 
perceived productivity.

Generation Y respondents

Significantly 
more Generation Y 
respondents are:

•  Female 

•  From the Middle East region

•  Would prefer to work in an activity based environment 

•  Believe their current offices do not support collaboration and/or work anywhere strategies

•  Negative about how the overall office environment impacts upon their productivity

The following factors are more significant in promoting 
a positive impact on productivity for generation Y 
respondents than other generations:

•  Provision of informal meeting areas

•  Provision of quiet areas

•  Social interaction  

•  Space for creativity.

The following factors are more significant in promoting  
a negative impact on productivity for generation Y 
respondents than other generations: 

•  Interruptions

•   Lack of ability to control working environment 
(temperature, ventilation, lighting etc.)

•  Visual privacy.

Generation Y respondents spend more time now (and 
wish to increase the time spent to improve productivity) 
than other generations on:

•  Being Creative

•  Collaboration tasks.

Significantly more Generation Y respondents disagree that 
their current offices make them feel: 

•  Happy

•  Creative

•   Or that they have personal control over their environment.

One of our observations across this and many other studies 
is that Generation Y are more comfortable with blurring 
the boundaries between work and pleasure and are 
more amenable to using social workspaces and blending 
technologies to integrate work processes, networking, 
using informal meetings and working in teams.

As Generation Y will dominate the office environment 
in the very near future the clear conflicts between their 
workstyle preferences and the current provision of offices, 
management culture and practices is a significant threat  
to improved productivity.

One of the surprising aspects in the analysis of our 
data set is the consistent negative response across 
all generations (and cultures) to distractions in the 
workplace from people (ie colleagues). It is often assumed 
that Generation Y and Generation Z as they enter the 
workplace are/will be capable of managing distractions 

Generation analysis
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Generation X respondents

Significantly 
more Generation 
X respondents 
feel their office 
environment 
makes them feel:

•  Engaged

•  Happy

The following factors are more significant in 
promoting a positive impact on productivity for 
Generation X respondents than other generations:

•  General storage

•  Formal meeting areas

•  Natural lighting

•  Office cleanliness and decor.

The following factors are more significant in 
promoting a negative impact on productivity for 
Generation X respondents than other generations: 

•  Temperature

•  Internal noise

•  Interruptions

•  Noise.

Generation X respondents are more positive about 
how the overall office environment impacts upon 
productivity

and noise as they appear to be able to seamlessly 
manage formal, social and other interactions. However, 
our evidence suggests that whilst they may more 
effectively use technology to manage the disruptions they 
are equally susceptible to the distractions created in open 
plan offices, as older generations.

Our other observation across this and several client 
based studies in the Middle East is that Generation 
Y are far less tolerant of adverse temperature and 
lighting conditions than older generations. A significant 
difference between Baby Boomers and Generation Y 
occurs in terms of Generation Y respondents requiring 
high standards of natural and artificial lighting and 
comfortable temperature control to feel productive 
compared to other generations. 

Rasila and Rothe (2012) explored the views of Generation 
Y workers on open-plan office environments in the areas 

of noise, privacy, density and crowding, distraction, 
presence of others, social settings, inefficiency and 
increased workload, and ambient conditions. The 
research generally confirmed that Generation Y 
employees acknowledge similar problems with open-
plan office environments previously identified through  
the literature however, the Generation Y employees 
saw the limitations and problems of open-plan as a 
fair trade-off against the benefits of open-plan (Rasila 
& Rothe, 2012). Although the same problems and 
issues of working in an open plan environment were 
acknowledged, the Generation Y employees interpreted 
them in a different way. For example, the noise levels 
in the open plan environments were a positive sign of 
things actually happening; and a high density office 
environment meant you could be sitting next to your  
best friend (Rasila & Rothe, 2012). 

Generation analysis
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Middle East Europe Asia

Seek more opportunities for 
collaborative working

Seek the most variety of tasks Seek more time for being creative 
than others

Spend the least time in their office 
building 

Seek the most flexibility in their 
working environment

Spend the most time in their office 
building

Spend the least time at their 
dedicated workstation??

Spend the least time at their 
dedicated workstation

Spend the most time at their 
dedicated workstation

Are the least satisfied with the 
comfort of their workstation

Highest number of responses stating 
that the current office environment 
does not support collaboration or 
work anywhere strategies

Are the most satisfied with the 
comfort of their workstation

Seek more opportunities for creative 
working and are the most positive 
about how a creative working 
environment would impact their 
productivity

Significantly more European 
respondents disagree that their 
current offices make them feel:

• Happy

• Creative

•   Or that they have personal control 
over their environment

Significantly more Asian respondents 
disagree that their current offices 
make them feel creative

Significantly more Middle Eastern 
respondents agree that their  
current offices:

• Encourages relationship building 
and learning from others

• Makes them feel valued

Are the most likely to adopt activity 
based working and believe it would 
improve their productivity

Significantly more Asian respondents 
agree that their current offices make 
them feel engaged

Are the most likely to use informal 
meeting areas to successfully be 
more productive

Are the most affected negatively by 
temperature in summer

Are the most likely to use quiet areas 
to successfully be more productive

Are the most affected negatively by 
internal noise

Are the most affected negatively by 
not being able to control their own 
working environment

Currently have most individual offices 
and are the group that would most 
like to retain a single office

Are the most affected negatively by 
interruptions

Are the most likely to adopt activity 
based working and believe it would 
improve their productivity

Significant variations observed by region of origin

7.3 Cultural Aspects
Research into cultural aspects of productivity is in its 
infancy. Analysing cultural aspects is challenging in that 
isolating the cultural dimension is difficult. This cultural 
aspects table provides some useful confirmation that there 
are differences but should be interpreted with caution. 
Europeans respond with the most negativity, this could be 
related to having higher expectations having worked in a 
more mature market with higher specification buildings. 

It is also probably related to their frustration with 
less flexible and collaborative working practices and 

management cultures than previously encountered.  
They are also likely to be less used to the extreme  
climate and have more difficulty adapting and/or 
controlling their environment.

What is evident is that these three cultural groups are  
very different and this may be a challenge in designing 
office solutions for multi-cultural workforces, which 
dominate the Middle East. For example whilst Middle  
East respondents favour single offices, Asian respondents 
wish to adopt activity based working and Europeans 
crave more connectivity and informal interactivity.
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7.4 Job type
The table on the next page indicates the significant 
differences observed between job roles.

The job type table indicates a number of differences, 
some of which are to be expected, such as professionals 
and consultants wanting the most flexible working 
arrangements. Others are more surprising. Once again 
they reinforce the need for those involved in office design 
and configuration to be aware of the variety of different 
expectations and productivity drivers inherent in different 
job types. It is clear that this is a matrix of variables 
with cross over impacts. A large proportion of the 
administration roles surveyed are women and generation 
Y so this will have a big impact upon the profile of 
responses from this group. This highlights one of the key 
issues of generating evidence from a diverse employee 
population, that is the need to look at multi-variate profiles.

When undertaking such studies for organisations in 
practice it is recommended that profiles of activities, 
utilisation and productivity perception impacts be created 
for each job role (or cluster of job roles). This will ensure 
appropriate office layout and specification, furniture 
and infrastructure solutions can be tailored for the 
characteristics of each job role.
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Senior Management Middle Management Professional/
Consultant Administration

89% of respondents  
are Male

73% of respondents  
are Male

78% of respondents  
are Male

78% of respondents  
are Female

70% are Generation X 56% are Generation Y 60% are Generation Y 70% are Generation Y

58% are of European origin 

25% of Middle Eastern 
origin

38% are of European origin 

36% of Middle Eastern 
origin

30% are of European origin 52% are of ASIAN origin

The most interested in 
an activity based working 
environment

Most are currently in an 
open plan arrangement

Are the most interested 
in a flexible working 
environment

Are the least interested 
in an activity based work 
setting 

Spend the most time on 
collaborative tasks

Average task distribution 
and variety

Spend the most time on 
creative tasks

Spend the most time  
on individual focus  
tasks and day to day 
operational tasks

Has the most varied range 
of tasks

Seek the most flexibility  
to work, where and when 
they wish

The least likely to use 
informal meeting areas 
successfully to be more 
productive

Spend average times in 
the office and at their 
workstation

Highest number of 
responses stating that the 
current office environment 
do not support collaboration 
or work anywhere strategies

Are the most likely to  
use formal meeting  
areas successfully to be 
more productive

Spends the least time in  
the office

Spends the least time at 
their workstation

Spends the most time 
in the office and at their 
workstation

Significantly more agree 
that their current offices 
make them feel:

•  Happy

•  Engaged

•  Creative

Significantly more agree 
that their current offices 
make them feel:

•  Valued

Significantly more agree 
that their current offices 
make them feel:

•  Engaged

Significantly more agree 
that their current offices 
make them feel:

•  Happy

Are the most likely to use 
quiet areas successfully  
to be more productive

Significantly more disagree 
that their current offices 
make them feel:

•   They have control over 
their office environment

Significantly more disagree 
that their current offices 
make them feel:

•  Happy

•  Creative

•  Valued

Has the least varied range 
of tasks

Are the most affected 
negatively by internal noise

Currently have the most 
individual offices and are 
the group that would most 
like to retain a single office

Are the most affected 
negatively by hygiene 
factors such as 

•   Temperature, lighting  
and ventilation

Are the most affected 
negatively by 

•  Interruptions 

•   And the lack of acoustic 
privacy

Are the most concerned 
about their physical 
security

Are the most affected 
positively by having space 
for creativity

Are the most polarised 
about the impact of their 
current office on their 
productivity with equal 
positive and negative 
indications 

Are the most negative about 
the impact of their current 
office on their productivity

Are the most positive about 
the impact of their current 
office on their productivity

Job type analysis



rics.org/insights

45© RICS Research 2016

Office environments and productivity in the Middle East

8.0 Conclusions and recommendations 

This study confirms, what has been identified in other 
studies, that the configuration of the office has a clear 
impact on the perceived productivity of the occupier. 
Those in enclosed office spaces perceive greater 
productivity due to privacy and limited distractions, and 
those in open plan spaces were more productive because 
of their greater connectivity and access to informal 
meeting spaces. The productivity of those in enclosed 
shared offices however appears to suffer more due to 
crowding and interruptions, although work interactions 
and knowledge exchange were enhanced from this close 
proximity. Internal noise and proximity to colleagues had 
a similar impact on office occupiers regardless of the 
type of office, with a negative and positive perceived 
impact on productivity respectively. With such contrasting 
results, there is insufficient evidence to suggest that the 
productivity benefits of open plan office environments 
outweigh the productivity penalties. However, the study 
does suggest that activity based working arrangements 
are more likely to resolve the tensions and contradictions 
observed and provide opportunities for the widely 
requested flexibility and access to quiet areas.

This detailed study has produced a valid and valuable 
dataset, which helps to inform the characteristics of office 
occupation in the region and identifies what is driving  
both negative and positive impacts upon productivity.  
It has achieved its purpose in providing five key research 
highlights, set out below, which are capable of being 
interpreted and shaped to define best practice statements 
in the next edition of the MECO best practice guide.

Perhaps most significantly it provides strong evidence of 
the direct linkages between office design, specification 
and configuration on productivity and the negative impact 
of poor design and specification, particularly in relation to 
environmental comfort. This strengthens the rationale for 
the MECO best practice guide its continuing promotion 
and use; extension of its provisions from base build design 
to include occupier focused issues; and consideration of 
office fit out, layout and design.

The need to promote higher specifications, 
better design and embed sustainability into 
the building stock to address the significant 
concerns with the quality and controllability  
of the office environment. 

There are very high levels of connectivity, 
volatility and variety of working practices 
observed with a very high demand for 
increased flexibility, which is perceived as one 
of the most significant drivers of productivity  
in the region. 

Clear evidence of the significant diversity 
amongst employees in the Middle East region 
and highly variable preferences, concerns  
and perceived impacts upon productivity.  
This provides further very conclusive evidence 
that generic, frequently open plan, one  
size fits all solutions, will fail to promote 
enhanced productivity.

The observed propensity to experiment with 
and adopt activity based workplaces in the 
Middle East. 

Tensions continue between the advantages 
of open plan offices, essentially connectivity 
and knowledge transfer, with their weaknesses 
including noise, distractions and the inability  
to focus. 

1

2

3

4

5
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Some differences were identified in the research on 
the impact of the office environment on perceived 
productivity according to gender and age. Female 
occupiers considered the office environment to have a 
more negative impact on their perceived productivity than 
male occupiers, which supported previous research in 
this area. It may be that female office workers are more 
conscious, sensitive or attuned to their surrounding 
environment than male office workers, which has 
implications for the design of office environments for 
these workers. Older workers were more positive about 
the impact of the office environment on their perceived 
productivity than younger workers, which contradicts 
previous research on age differences. We have identified 
that cultural aspects around expressing negativity could 
be a factor here. Younger workers were previously found 
to view the positives of open plan offices to outweigh the 
negatives, but this has not been found to be the case in 
this research. All generations appear to be highly negative 
of large open plan environments.

Further research is also recommended on understanding 
in more depth the influences of the office space on 
perceived productivity through more qualitative research 
methodologies. This can be used to understand the 
value of having a range of physical spaces, the benefits 
of interactions, examples of coping mechanisms used for 
achieving privacy, managing internal noise and reducing 
distractions. This research approach would also be 
valuable to explore further the gender and age differences, 
particularly to understand the reasons for female workers' 
more negative perceptions of the office environment and 
the requirements of the new generation of workers.

Finally, we see this study as reinforcing our contention that 
there is a need for:

• a “flipped office” approach that puts people at the heart 
of the design process;

• discontinuance of the one size fits all approach inherent 
in open plan offices; and 

• the need for greater granularity in the collection and 
analysis of people centred data which recognises that 
activity based solutions can only be successful if they 
integrate the significant differences in preferences 
observed in this and other studies based on gender, 
age, culture and psychometric profile.

This study provides strong evidence that creating a one 
size fits all office environment is a fundamentally flawed 
concept and one showing the weakness of the lowest 
common denominator approach.

Essentially each individual office worker is unique and 
in effect they have their own particular needs and 
preferences for their office environment. It is of course 
impractical to provide office space that is design to 
accommodate individual preferences. However, to 
better understand the considerable variability of needs, 
expectations and productivity impacts observed in this 
study there is a requirement to do more. We suggest 
that office workers need to be categorised into a range 
of profiles, using a multivariate approach so that greater 
meaning and understanding can be developed. Ultimately, 
office environments can then be tailored to a range 
of defined employee profiles, which could integrate 
gender, age, culture, job role and individual and team 
psychometric profiles.
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