
THE COMING ERA OF FLEXIBLE WAYS OF WORKING
in the Middle East, Turkey & North Africa



Even though the Middle East emerged much later than Europe and the US on the 
international business scene, numerous conglomerates and multinational compa-
nies have established some kind of a set-up in the region. Attracted by the promis-
ing growth potential, many multinationals have built large local and regional teams 
in the main cities such as Istanbul, Cairo, Dubai, Casablanca or Riyadh. Just like 
anywhere else on the planet, the progress of telecommunication, the increasing 
interconnectivity of cities by plane and the hiring of the first millennials, have 
shaken the established organizations to their core. Working space is expected to 
be friendly of modern design and even a place where you can have fun in. Perma-
nent email and phone connectivity blurs the boundaries between home and work 
space. Businesses in the region are now challenging the traditional office space, 
where employees worked a rigid 9am to 6pm shift sitting at their desk. Video con-
ferencing, informal meetings, and work on a project-basis require additional
facilities.

One of the growing trends in the Middle East, which is gaining popularity day by 
day, is the flexibility for employees to work from home. Some of the cities in the 
region, more particularly Istanbul and Cairo, face horrendous traffic. It is not unu-
sual for employees to spend 3 to 4 hours a day commuting. It is thus no surprise 
that home-office flexibility becomes as important as remuneration, benefits and 
job content, when it comes to attracting or retaining talent.

In the recent years, multinationals have started to adopt an open space set-up to 
reflect their values of transparency and teamwork. Directors and Managers are 
now invited to join their teams in an open space. Meeting rooms offer the required 
confidentiality for conferences and sensitive conversations. This is sometimes hard 
to digest in a region where a private office stands for position and status. 

An even more advanced form of this trend is desk-sharing. The idea came as a 
solution to reducing office costs, which may well be the second largest expenditure 
after payroll, while desks are often underutilised. Consultancy firms whose teams 
often spend most of their time at client sites, lead that initiative, which enabled 
them to improve their P&L significantly. 

Newly-founded businesses are early adopters of nomadic work habits.  Co-working 
is booming in cities like Dubai, a hub for regional start-ups. Flexible desks and 
meeting areas are offered by well-known global players in flexible workspace solu-
tions, however independent co-working spaces are flourishing. Even the govern-
ment-managed free-zones are now offering workspace to newly registered compa-
nies.

This whitepaper attempts to highlight trends on the workspace evolution in the 
Middle East region, and how the latter impacts on international businesses. We 
believe the best way to explore these trends would be through testimonies of 
people that have led and/or coordinated their implementation in their business 
environment. We selected key note speakers, each one representing one of four 
key markets in the region: Dubai, Egypt, Turkey and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
(KSA) and asked them the same questions for consistency.

We hope that our exercise will provide you with interesting insights and perhaps 
some food for thought.  

Executive Summary
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Human Resources Director-CHRO for McDonald’s
in Turkey

Interview with:
K. Mehmet Buyukcolak, Ph.D

What was the context and how did you arrive to the solution of implementing 
“new ways of working”?

Implementing new ways of working was a part of a turnaround strategy, which we initiat-
ed in early 2016. We based this strategy on three pillars, which are inter-connected: 
Profitability, Efficiency and Cultural Transformation. This was a top-down decision, origi-
nated by our local leadership team. Our aim was to reinforce a culture of continuous 
development, motivation and passion to win. We found that the possibility of employees  
in support functions working remotely twice a month would facilitate our transformation 
process. Our systems enable us to work remotely, based out of anywhere we choose to 
be. We have  also put in place an online education portal that can be reached 24/7.  
While at the office, our set up is that of an open space, where people can work together, 
communicate more openly and share information.

How did you design the plan, did you follow any examples?

The important part was to balance the employees’ needs with the business needs, while 
utilising technology. We made use of global trends and surveys and studied  best practic-
es and market research. Going forward with this scheme, it was important to clarify why 
we implemented it as part of a transformation process. As a general rule, when you 
clearly state the rationale behind something, it is more likely for it to get approval.
Furthermore, being vigilant is one of our values and continuous improvement is an
integral part of our company culture.

Before launching flexible ways of working, we put together  internal  focus groups. We 
discussed our execution plan and listened to our managers’ needs and concerns. This 
way, we involved them in the decision process. Upon approval, it was important to
determine a well-documented policy.
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Did this new initiative impact the overall productivity? Are there any negative aspects
of such a change? 

We started with a two-month pilot program, which enabled us to fine-tune our new 
policy.  After the pilot program ended, we ran an employee survey and met with our 
managers again to discuss the results and decide on next steps. The program got posi-
tive reviews by everyone in the company and has been in use since 2016.

What was the reaction from the team? Did you face any resistance?

The program helped increase employee engagement, enhance work-life balance and 
boost productivity.
 
We continue to organise focus groups with our line managers periodically. The feedback 
we have been getting is that the flexibility program helps employees plan their work 
more effectively.  For example, it has been noted that preparing reports that require a 
lot of analysis and probing is sometimes done more efficiently when working from home. 
Our flexible working programme overall helped with employee satisfaction and reten-
tion. Moreover, it seems to be a huge plus when attracting  new talent. 

I only have positive things to say about the impact of this programme on employee 
engagement, motivation and productivity. It has been a key success factor in our cultural 
transformation and turnaround process. 

Would you implement the “flexible working program” again?
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Managing Director for Eli Lilly 
in Saudi Arabia

Interview with:
Elias Khalil

What was the context and how did you arrive to the solution of implementing
“new ways of working”? 

Lilly is focused on creating a culture that fosters employee wellbeing and safety where 
best-in-class practices are intuitively and consistently followed. To do this, we assess 
and continuously improve our working environment and facilities across the world.
 
In this perspective, a few years ago, Lilly decided to implement an open space layout vs 
a cubicle designed space. The aim was to achieve a culture of open work environment 
that encourages communication and exchange between employees while promoting effi-
cient use of space that accommodates flexible working hours and diverse occupancy 
rates.  

The open working space and stations were designed with the highest ergonomic, securi-
ty and environment friendly standards that empower our employees to give their best at 
the work place while conducting their responsibilities in a healthy, secure and environ-
mentally responsible way. 

The new workspace design has since then been implemented across Lilly international 
offices; reinforcing the same Lilly working environment culture to all Lilly employees 
across the world. 

Did you have any doubt or concern while implementing the plan?

Any change is difficult to live and adopt if people do not understand “what’s in it for 
them”.  In Saudi Arabia the new office move and design was promoted to employees 
through different communications channels that highlighted the new features, tools, 
solutions made available to our employees on a daily basis. 

Today our working environment and space is a positive asset for our organization as we 
know that our employees are enjoying it on a daily basis and new employees are appre-
ciating the look and feel the first day they step into our office. 

How was the reaction from the team? Did you face any resistance?

We didn’t face resistance per se. The major change that I would note is that it was 
mainly difficult for employees who had to give up a closed office space to work in an 
open environment side by side with their team members. Supervisors were concerned 
about the lack of privacy and focus in the new working environment. We were aware of 
this pain area and took it into consideration in our change management plan. With time, 
supervisors got used to use specific meeting rooms for private business discussions and 
employees gradually adhered to a “silent” mode of work that is critical in any open work-
ing environment. 

SpenglerFox, Talent Found.

04



How did the change impact on the overall productivity?, Were there any negative 
aspects?

Overall, we noticed that the flow of information is faster, the teams spend more time 
together and the workspace allows them to be more creative.  We do feel that the new 
design encourages people to speak up about enhancements and improvements in the 
workplace.

Furthermore, moving to a cross functional layout, as per our future short-term plans, 
will enhance cooperation and communication between teams and functions.

In terms of negative impact, I would say that enforcing a silent and low noise distur-
bance behavior has been the most difficult part of the plan. 

Would you recommend this change to another company?

I am definitely an advocate of the open workspace. Looking at the generational diversity 
and the number of millennials joining our workforce, I cannot think of a better work-
space design to empower our employees. 

How did you design the plan? Did you follow any examples? 

Lilly working spaces are designed by globally assigned vendors. Work areas were origi-
nally organized by functions but we have plans to change that very soon. We have 
placed noise indicator equipment to help employees manage their voice level.
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Regional HR Director for Clarksons Platou 
in Egypt

Interview with:
Ahmed Essam El-Din Omar 

What was the context and how did you arrive to the solution of implementing 
“new ways of working”?

Cairo can be quite intense in terms of traffic and people spend an incredible amount of 
time commuting to work. This forced us to consider introducing flexible working hours. 
Our initiative was based on employees being given the option to work one day per week 
from home,  a flexible office space or any other place they chose to be in, as long as there 
was a wi-fi connection available. Employees could also benefit from this option on a 
collective basis, so they could opt for four consecutive days every month to work from 
home. Besides decreasing commuting time and eliminating the frustration of being stuck 
in traffic, another benefit was the reduction of the employees’ travelling costs.
Furthermore, this scheme effectively addressed millennials, who do not relate to a 9am 
to 6pm job and are attracted by companies who offer more flexible working solutions

What was the reaction from the team? Did you face any resistance?

There was zero resistance, the employees embraced this initiative with excitement. The 
“old school approach” would have raised concerns that employees might abuse this new 
scheme. Our answer to this would be that we could always pick up on performance issues 
and address them case by case, following the company’s policies on “flagging” poor or 
decreased performance, issuing warning letters and so on.

Ahmed talks about the implementation of flexible ways of working
with a previous employer.

SpenglerFox, Talent Found.

06



How did you design the plan? Did you follow an example? 

This was a global decision, and was already being implemented in various markets. The 
General Manager felt it would make a difference to employee engagement.  Moreover, 
our way of implementation was slightly different to what was observed in the market: we 
chose to let the employees pick any day of the week to work from home, whereas other 
companies in Egypt were sceptical about following the same practice, arguing that em-
ployees would "abuse" the concept and use it as a form of long weekend rather than 
work from home.

Did this new initiative impact the overall productivity? Are there any negative aspects
of such a change? 

Employees immediately picked up on the benefits and there was no negative aspect 
observed. On the contrary, the engagement levels grew higher and people seemed to be 
happier at work.

Would you implement “flexible working hours” again, in another organisation?

I am a strong advocate of flexible working hours and currently trying to introduce this 
benefit to my organisation. When this is not a global policy, it’s harder to implement 
locally, however I do believe that flexible ways of working will become a reality for
most - if not all- companies in the near future.
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HR Lead for Allergan Middle East based 
in Dubai

Interview with:
Maha Shafik

What was the context and how did you arrive to the solution of implementing 
“new ways of working”?

Allergan corporate  issued a guideline favouring an open space set-up across the globe. 
At that time, this solution coincided with the decision of moving our offices from one part 
of Dubai to another. Since we were opening a new office we had the freedom to
implement an optimal design.

The decision came from the global leadership team and, contrary to popular belief, it was 
not the reflection of a cost-cutting measure; in fact, it is more expensive to redesign and 
refurbish an existing office. The rationale behind this was to reinforce our values of
transparency and boldness. It was viewed as a tool to stimulate and promote better 
communication amongst employees and within different functions.

Did you have any doubt or concern while implementing the plan?

I received the news with enthusiasm. My initial area of focus was how to convey the 
message with clarity, overcoming any resistance to change and keeping people engaged 
throughout. I expected some resistance from senior management who had become 
accustomed to personal office space. However, I was positively surprised to observe a 
seamless, relatively hurdle-free  transition.

What was the reaction from the team? Did you face any resistance?

From the beginning, we tried to involve as many people as possible. We left a suggestion 
box in the office so that everyone could anonymously provide ideas and concerns about 
both the open office and the new location. People shared interesting ideas, such as
placing a fruit basket in the kitchen or setting up an entertainment space for relaxation 
during coffee breaks. We engaged the team on deciding the names of the meeting rooms 
and the sitting plan. Some complaints and concerns were raised during the process
however due to our company values of respect and courtesy, we overcame these quickly.
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How did you design the plan? Did you follow any examples? 

We worked closely with IT to deliver a functional plan in accordance with the business 
needs, employees’ preferences and infrastructure requirements. We put together a 
cross-functional team composed of 6 people, to choose the office and draw a 3-year plan 
based on the headcount forecast, in order to decide how to divide the space. The sup-
port of the GM was key to the success of the plan and he was the person who announced 
the changes.

Besides employing our employees’ creativity and support, by use of our suggestion box 
and through our cross-functional team, we researched successful examples and case 
studies from big multinational corporations. We defined an office etiquette governing 
matters such as voice tone, meeting rooms etiquette and usage as well as dress-code, 
which highlighted our company values, such as respect and courtesy.

The sitting plan was indeed critical. At first, we considered grouping desks according to 
function. However, our employees opted for random seating, which actually allowed 
teams to merge and work more cross-functionally. 

Furthermore, we created eight meeting rooms and three telephone booths to offer 
private meeting and video-conferencing spaces. Moreover, to ensure privacy and pro-
ductivity to roles such as compliance, HR, and finance, which rely on confidentiality, we 
used special screens that help conceal sensitive information from employees walking by.

Did this new initiative impact the overall productivity? Are there any negative aspects
of such a change? 

The immediate impact of this set-up is improved communication between people and 
cross-functional teams, therefore more efficient coordination of projects and meetings. 
The negative aspects would be the increase of background noise, especially when
meeting rooms are full while people need to take calls or have meetings, resulting in 
their discussions taking place in the open space. Nevertheless, the pros outweigh the 
negative aspects by far.

I would recommend this change as long as rules are implemented and respected by 
everyone. In our  workspace we feel there is more transfer of knowledge between
different functions and leaders are closer and more accessible to their teams. Moreover, 
our set-up has become an attraction tool for any new hire who is positively impacted by 
our office layout and team vibes.

Would you recommend the practice of an open space set-up” to another organisation?
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About SpenglerFox
Founded in 2003, SpenglerFox is a truly international Retained Search and H.R. Services 
firm.  In addition, we also provide Interim Management, Payrolling and Recruitment Pro-
cess Outsourcing in both mature and emerging markets.  We have a dedicated focus on 
Board work for small to mid-sized companies and our Research team is adept at providing 
Talent Mapping and Pipelining solutions.

It is our mission to identify and assess the very best senior talent for organizations in both 
developed and emerging markets. Our completely integrated and wholly-owned office 
infrastructure combined with our global alliance network expands our outreach worldwide 
to over 200 consultants and researchers retaining vast and far-reaching industry experi-
ence.

We relate to our clients as partners whose success is bound up with our own. This doesn’t 
end with finding the best executive talent. Our wide range of services have been designed 
to support our clients and maximise their performance in the ever changing and demand-
ing marketplace.
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