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About GasTerra 

GasTerra buys and sells natural gas. For 50 years, GasTerra has been supplying gas to 
the major Dutch industries. The company buys gas from domestic and foreign producers 
and on the open gas market. Because of its strong purchasing position, GasTerra is an 
important link in the energy supply inside the Netherlands and Western Europe. 
GasTerra promotes the safe and efficient use of natural gas and is active in the 
development of innovative applications. The company pays particular attention to energy 
supply sustainability and initiates various related projects. Its core values are 
performance orientation, improvement orientation and customer orientation. GasTerra 
employs around 200 people, who are working at its office in Groningen, The 
Netherlands. Most employees are higher educated professionals who fit the typical 
profile of modern knowledge workers, combining highly interactive with highly 
autonomous work activities. GasTerra’s culture can be characterised as professional, 
open, informal and no-nonsense. 

	  

GasTerra’s Mission is: 

“to maximise the value of natural gas reserves in the Netherlands. It fulfills a public role with 
regard to the implementation of the Dutch government's Small Field Policy. This policy is 
aimed at promoting natural gas production in smaller gas fields in the Netherlands.” 

	  

Their vision statement includes this statement about their core values:  

“A focus on customers, results and improvements are GasTerra's three core values. These 
are the values that GasTerra's staff adopt as a premise for all their business dealings. 
GasTerra's operations are based on a code of conduct in which integrity and respect serve as 
its guiding principles. The company strives to build long-lasting business relationships with the 
private sector and to enter into agreements that reflect natural gas and its associated services' 
value. GasTerra is governed by principles coherent with those associated with corporate 
social responsibility (CSR). The three basic CSR principles – people, planet and profit – have 
been expressed in terms of the company's own spheres of influence – Gas, Green and 
Groningen. Where Gas stands for company operating results, Green stands for our mission to 
bring about socially responsible energy transition and Groningen – our place of business – 
stands for the community of which we are a part.”  

 

The Relocation project 

In 2013 GasTerra moved to a completely renovated office building, situated next to 
Groningen Central Station. The previous location no longer suited the needs of the 
company with regard to atmosphere, image, location and flexibility. The new location 
was a remarkable choice: an out-dated vacant office building (as there were many in 
The Netherlands, at that time) with only 15 parking spaces, which was left by a bank 
some years before. However, its prime location was attractive in terms of visibility and 
accessibility by public transport, and possibilities for a radical retrofit were recognised. 
The renovation resulted in a major improvement regarding energy efficiency. The 
installation of solar panels, triple glazing, thermal storage and LED screens ensured that 
the building went from energy efficiency rating G to A+ (the second highest level). The 



investments were financed in close co-operation with landlord Triodos Bank, through an 
innovative green lease contract. The carbon footprint of GasTerra is further reduced 
because now most employees commute by bus, train, bicycle or foot. Together with 
‘greening’ the building, its layout, interior and exterior were modernised in a quite 
spectacular way. The re-design, developed by De Zwarte Hond architects, included 
renewing the building skin, removing interior walls and creating additional connectivity 
with with feature staircases. After its official opening by the King of The Netherlands 
(then the Crown Prince), Gasterra’s new office received a lot of positive attention in 
public and professional media.  
 

According to GasTerra’s annual report 2013:  
“All objectives that underlay the move to the new building (…) appear to have been fulfilled: 
better facilitation of the work, the promotion of internal communication, the encouragement of 
employees to take personal responsibility and the marked improvement in the energy 
efficiency of the existing building by means of renovation.” 

	  

	  

	  	  	  	   	  
	  

The GasTerra version of activity based working 

The objectives underlying the relocation project indicate that the introduction of ‘New-
Style Working’ was an important driver for GasTerra. The new work environment was 
meant to facilitate the work in a more effective way and to promote intended behaviours. 
An activity based working (ABW) concept was developed, based on the following 
intentions and assumptions: 

• increase workplace flexibility; 
 

• more functional diversity in workplaces; 
 



• free choice regarding individual way of working; 
 

• flexible hours; presence is not a measure of performance; 
 

• paperless office and clean desk policy; and 
 

• state of the art ICT, at the office as well as elsewhere. 
 

Following from the objective to encourage employees to take personal responsibility for 
their work, increasing autonomy and flexibility regarding the way of working was the 
main guiding principle. This required optimising flexibility with respect to place and time. 
Employees were allowed and facilitated to work at the office, at home or elsewhere. 
Within the office, a range of different types of workstations and meeting places was 
created. Instead of an assigned workstation or room, all employees and managers were 
offered an activity based work environment, enabling them to choose (or switch to) a 
place that would optimally support the at hand. Moreover, this flexible concept was 
intended to stimulate communication between employees and managers working at 
different department, as they were allowed to work in the whole building.  

However logical the choice for this concept may seem, given GasTerra’s strategic 
objectives, it is important to note that most employees were quite sceptical at first. Based 
on a series of interviews that were conducted to collect input for the design brief, 
consultant ABC Nova reported:  
 

“in general, employees are satisfied with their current workstations and they do not or hardly 
recognise the added value of an alternative (activity based) office concept.”  

 
In the two years preceding the move, GasTerra paid much attention to explaining the 
objectives and implications of the transition, and employees and managers were actively 
involved in the change process. By means of presentations, messages on the intranet, 
internal publications such as a newsletter, special departmental sessions and visits to 
other organisations that had already moved over to this way of working previously, the 
employees were prepared for the changeover as well as possible. Throughout the whole 
process, the personnel and organisation manager played a leading role. This helped in 
keeping the focus on the HR-related objectives underlying the project. Workspace 
design, ICT and other facilities were considered as tools to enable and promote intended 
behaviours.  
 
The resulting office design provides workstations in open and enclosed settings, meeting 
rooms and a variety of alternative places to work and communicate without using a room 
or a desk: bar stools and sofa’s scattered around the staircases and seats in a 
multifunctional company restaurant.  

	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	   	  



	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	   	  
	  	  

The mix of workstations consists of:  

• different configurations of desks in open plan areas (between 6 and18 workstations); 
providing more or less privacy (79%), (Figure C2.1);	  

• lounge workstations (9%), (Figure C2.2);	  
• small individual ‘concentration rooms’ (8%),  (Figure C2.3); and	  
• specific workstations for the contact and dispatch centre (3%).	  

	  

	  	   	  
The total number of workstations roughly equals the number of employees. The 
emphasis on open work settings, transparent enclosures and open staircases was 
meant to stimulate interaction and collaboration. This part of the work should happen 
mostly in the areas around the staircases and on the ground floor, in order to keep the 
other areas quieter. Figures C2.4 and C2.5 illustrate the layouts of the ground and first 
floors respectively. 

     
Figure C2.1 First floor open plan layout   Figure C2.2 Lounge workstations                    



          
 Figure C2.3 First floor concentration rooms	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  	  

                    

                     

                 Figure C2.4 Ground floor layout  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                   Figure C2.5 First floor layout 



First experiences  

Given the aforementioned scepticism among employees before the move, it was 
encouraging for GasTerra to see that a majority expressed positive feelings in an 
employee satisfaction survey that was conducted some six months after the move. The 
more flexible way of working appeared to be appreciated because it was seen as leading 
to more contact with different colleagues (62% agree; 21% disagree) and a more 
enjoyable atmosphere at the office (46% agree; 17% disagree). With regard to the 
capacity of the new work environment employee opinions differed: 34% agreed that that 
the number of desks was sufficient, while 39% disagreed; 44% agreed that enough 
places for meetings were provided, while 38% disagreed. The overall employee 
satisfaction score (7.4 on a 10-point scale) was comparable with the scores in previous 
years; apparently this was not affected by the move and the implementation of ABW. 

	  

The Research project to examine ‘The Psychology of Activity 
Based Working’ 

The new GasTerra office is one of the many (Dutch) examples of an ABW environment. 
This trend has inspired both strong support and strong criticism and there is lots of 
anecdotal evidence of both quite successful and quite disastrous implementations. 
Empirical research so far did not provide any conclusive findings regarding (preconditions 
for) the effectiveness of ABW environments in terms of supporting job satisfaction and 
job performance. What this research did reveal however, is that: 
 

• by implementing an ABW concept, organisations are usually able to realise 
substantial savings on real estate and facilities costs, since less workstations are 
needed if they are used flexibly (Oseland & Webber, 2012); 

 

• satisfaction with ABW environments is usually below expectations, with 
concentration, privacy and the loss of an assigned workstation as major issues (Van 
der Voordt, 2004; Bodin Danielsson & Bodin, 2009; De Been & Beijer, 2014); and 

 

• workers typically switch seldom or not at all between different workplaces within an 
ABW environment, despite the fact that most of them perform different types of 
activities (Qu, Zhang, Izato, Munemoto, & Matsushita, 2010; Appel-Meulenbroek, 
Groenen, & Janssen, 2011). 

 

These findings inspired a PhD research project that focuses on the psychological aspects 
of working in an ABW environment. The starting point for this project was that, due to 
their inclination not to switch between different workplaces, people seem to frequently 
carry out activities at workplaces that are not suitable for these activities. Presumably, 
this may negatively affect satisfaction with the work environment and it might as well 
harm job satisfaction and job performance. The research aims at understanding how 
ABW environments are actually being used, how this behaviour is related to patterns and 
psychological characteristics, and how it is related to satisfaction with the work 
environment. This knowledge is needed to create better alignment in two ways: (1) 
develop behavioural interventions that help workers to use their current ABW 
environment more effectively, (2) support evidence-based design and implementation of 
future ABW environments, recognizing differing individual and organisational needs. 

The first study (Hoendervanger, De Been, Van Yperen, Mobach, & Albers, 2016), based 
on a large dataset (n = 3,189) collected at seven different organisations by the Dutch 
Centre for People and Buildings, strongly confirmed that workers typically switch seldom 
or not at all between different workplaces: only 4% of all respondents reported to switch 
multiple times during the day, while 48% reported to switch never or less than once a 



week. Individual switching frequencies were found to be higher for workers who divide 
their time over more different activities (more heterogeneous activity profile), spend more 
time on meetings and work more outside the office. Satisfaction ratings also confirmed 
previous findings, with around 40% of the people indicating that they were not satisfied 
with their ABW environment. In addition, the study revealed an interesting positive 
relationship between switching frequency and satisfaction: the small minority that 
switches multiple times a day was significantly more satisfied. This all seems to indicate 
that the ABW concept can work well, if workers fit a certain profile, and if they use the 
opportunities to switch between different workplaces. At the same time, the fact that a 
large majority of workers does not seem to meet these conditions can be regarded as a 
warning that the concept should be implemented with great care. Also, it underlines the 
need for further research. 

Within this project, further research was conducted at GasTerra and other organisations, 
using an innovative tool for collecting more precise and reliable and data on the use and 
appreciation of workplaces within an ABW environment. This tool, a tailor-made mobile 
application for experience sampling using smartphones and tablets (called 
‘MyPlace2Work’) was developed in close cooperation with experts of Measurement 
(Hoendervanger, Le Noble, Mobach, & Van Yperen, 2015). For two weeks, six times a 
day, the app sends out a push notification, asking participants to answer four simple 
questions about:  

• their current location; 
  

• their current type of activity; 
  

• the type of workplace they are currently using; and 
 

• their perception of fit between workplace and activity.  
 

Figures C2.3 and C2.4 illustrate the mobile input screens for each of the four questions 
on an i-phone. In addition to the mobile application, an online questionnaire is used for 
collecting data concerning personal characteristics, job characteristics and general 
preferences and perceptions.  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

 

 

Figure C2.3 Screenshots of the mobile application ‘MyPlace2Work' for Questions 1 and 2 



	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

Figure C2.4 Screenshots of the mobile application ‘MyPlace2Work' for Questions 3 and 4 
	  

Field study at GasTerra 

For GasTerra, it was interesting to participate in the research to find out how the new 
work environment was actually being used in practice, about two years after the 
relocation. GasTerra wanted use this for the evaluation of the project in relation to its 
underlying strategic objectives. At a more operational level, GasTerra wanted to find out 
if the work environment was being used according to its design intentions and if there 
would be any opportunities for optimisation of the environment and/or users’ behaviour. 
The aforementioned research method (‘MyPlace2Work’) was used for this purpose, with 
29 participants providing a total number of 838 data points. In addition, qualitative 
research was conducted (observations, interviews, desk research) to analyse the 
organisational and spatial context (Morren, 2014). 

Concerning the use of workplaces, the data showed, as set out in Figures C2.5 and C2.6 
that there were no clear-cut relations between types of activities and types of 
workplaces, with a few (quite obvious) exceptions: meeting rooms were mostly used for 
planned meetings; small individual rooms were mostly used for work that requires a high 
level of concentration; for breaks, the company restaurant was mostly used. Besides 
breaks, the company restaurant was used in a multifunctional way for: planned and 
unplanned meetings, individual work that requires a low level of concentration, and 
phone calls. With 13% of the work happening there, the company restaurant appeared to 
be an important part of the work environment. Lounge workstations were also used for 
various types of activities, though on a smaller scale (5% of the work). Around 60% of 
the total work time at GasTerra appeared to be spent on individual work activities. 
Approximately 50% of these activities were reported as requiring a high level of 
concentration. 84% of all individual work activities was carried out at desks in the open 
areas. Despite the fact that some configurations of these desks provide more privacy 
than others (e.g., individual desks in a row versus clusters of four or more desks), no 
clear differences were found regarding their use for activities that require high versus low 
levels of concentration. With regard to non-planned communication, the data show that 
this type of activity happened at all types of workplaces. 



 
Figure C2.5 Distribution of total work time over different types of workplaces  

 
Figure C2.6 Distribution of types of work activities over different types of workplaces (using same colour key 
for work setting as Figure C2.5) 

Based on the observations, employees in general seemed to abide by the clean desk 
policy that was introduced when the company moved to the new work environment. 
Average occupancy rates of workstations ranged from 35% for the individual 
‘concentration rooms’ to around 55% for desks in open plan areas. Results from 
interviews indicated that around 80% of the employees mostly used the same open plan 
workstation. Typically, these workstations were only left for specific activities like (phone) 
conversations, meetings, taking a break, or focusing on a specific task in an enclosed 
room. The choice for a particular workstation was mostly based on the proximity of close 
colleagues. Although there was no formal allocation of workstations or floors to 
departments (apart from the contact and dispatch centre) there was a clear informal 
understanding of ‘which department belonged where’.  

Overall, employees’ perceptions of fit between activities and workplaces were positive; 
only 4% of all measurements reflected a perceived misfit. Further examination of the 
individual work activities showed that perceived fit was significantly higher if individual 
‘concentration rooms’ were used for activities that require a high level of concentration 
instead of a desk in an open plan area. Also, meeting rooms received higher perceived 
fit scores than alternative (open) places, if used for planned meetings. Compared with 

13%	  

19%	  

6%	  

13%	  

31%	  

10%	  

3%	   5%	  

Company	  restaurant	  

Mee6ng	  room	  

Small	  individual	  room	  

Desk	  in	  open	  space	  (configura6on	  A)	  

Desk	  in	  open	  space	  (configura6on	  B)	  

Desk	  in	  open	  space	  (configura6on	  C)	  

Open	  mee6ng	  place	  

Lounge	  worksta6on	  

0%	   10%	  20%	  30%	  40%	  50%	  60%	  70%	  80%	  90%	  100%	  

Individual	  work,	  high	  level	  of	  concentra6on	  

Individual	  work,	  low	  level	  of	  concentra6on	  

Face-‐to-‐face	  communica6on,	  planned	  

Face-‐to-‐face	  communica6on,	  non-‐planned	  

Communica6on	  through	  phone	  or	  video	  

Break	  



the organisations included in the previous study, general satisfaction with the ABW 
environment was remarkably high at GasTerra, with a mean value of 7.8 on a 10-point 
scale and no values below 6 (which marks the distinction between ‘pass’ and ‘fail’ 
according to the Dutch grading system). 
 

The main results from the field study can be summarised as: 
 

• Overall, employees were satisfied with their ABW environment and they 
seemed able to find an appropriate workplace for their varying activities. 

 

• The usage of workstations in open plan areas was quite static and mostly 
restricted to individual work activities. 

 

• Other types of workplaces were used in a more flexible and multifunctional 
way, mainly for communicative work activities. 

 

• Workplace usage was sometimes suboptimal e.g. using a workstation in an 
open setting to carry out activities that require a high level of concentration. 

 

Conclusions and discussion 

All in all, GasTerra has realised a best practice for implementing an ABW environment 
that fits the needs of both the organisation and its employees. Internal communication 
seems to have improved and employees seem to appreciate the atmosphere and the 
variety of workplaces that is offered. The fact that they had to give up their assigned 
workstations when moving to the new location does not seem to affect their satisfaction 
with the work environment. How can these positive outcomes be explained? 

Regarding internal communication, probably the most important factors are the 
openness, the central staircases, and the many places for informal interaction. The 
interior design facilitates visual contact between employees sitting and walking at 
different places throughout the building. Visual contact helps people to notice who are at 
the office and it may trigger social interaction. The central places for informal interaction 
(i.e. the company restaurant and places around the staircases) seem very important for 
the communication between employees from different departments. While most 
employees stick to a workstation in the area that ‘belongs to their department’, they use 
the opportunities to meet colleagues from other departments at those central places. 
This seems to compensate for the fact that the envisioned flexible work style, with 
employees using different workstations throughout the whole building, did not become 
reality. 

In line with findings from previous research, the GasTerra employees also seem to 
switch seldom between different workplaces. Presumably, this phenomenon is related to 
habitual behaviours, social ties and norms, and the perception that switching is 
unpractical. In this specific case, for the ABW environments, quite an extraordinary fact 
is that the number of workstations roughly equals the number of employees. This is 
probably an important factor in the success of the project. As the low average occupancy 
rates indicate, employees were seldom forced to switch to another workstation. In fact, 
switching only happened for ‘positive reasons’ i.e. to carry out an activity at a place that 
is more suitable for that activity.  

This seems to be an ideal interpretation of workplace flexibility: being able to choose a 
better alternative when needed. And this seems to be reflected by the positive perceived 
fit and satisfaction ratings. However, sometimes the inclination to stay put may result in 
suboptimal usage of the ABW environment. For example, using a workstation in an open 



setting to carry out activities that require a high level of concentration. Given the fact that 
50% of individual work falls into this category, and only 8% of the workstations are 
placed in enclosed rooms, the average occupancy rate of these workstations is 
surprisingly low (35%). Probably the open plan areas, which are limited in size, provide 
good acoustics and limited distractions. Also, the individual rooms are relatively 
unattractive because they are not situated at a window.  It could however be worthwhile 
to encourage employees to use these rooms more often, especially when they need to 
concentrate. 

In addition to the aforementioned qualities of the ABW environment, GasTerra’s process 
approach probably also contributed substantially to the successful transition. 
Specifically, the integrated approach of human resources, real estate, facilities 
management and IT aspects, with a consistent focus on strategic objectives, may be 
considered as a critical success factor.  
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