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Abstract 

Knowledge workers are increasingly eager to, able to, and allowed to work flexibly with regard to time, place 

and tools. This is due to a combination of results-oriented management styles, HR policies, innovations in 

information and communication technologies (ICT), corporate real estate (CRE), and facilities management (FM), 

advanced ICT skills, and raised awareness of personal needs and preferences. Time-spatial job crafting is central 

to creating Person-Environment (P-E) fit in this context, implying that personal needs and abilities – which 

typically differ across workers – should be aligned to the flexible work environment by developing divergent 

personal work styles. Relevant individual differences concern job characteristics, personal skills and capabilities, 

psychological characteristics, demographics, and home situation. Understanding differing individual needs and 

abilities – on an individual, team and organisational level, is fundamental to creating P-E fit in practice. 

Furthermore, team agreements and integrated workplace management are central to creating a supportive 

flexible work environment. 

The views and opinions expressed here are entirely those of the author and do not reflect the official opinion 

of the European Commission. The Commission cannot guarantee the accuracy of the information contained in 

them.  
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1 Introduction 

The world of knowledge work has been changing quite fundamentally over the last decades, driven by the 
continuous introduction of ICT innovations, modern management philosophies, and flexible workplace concepts. 
Since 2020, massive and prolonged home working due to COVID-19 restrictions further changed perspectives 
on where, when and how work can be done. In diverse organisations, like the European Commission, this period 
also revealed important individual differences with regard to personal needs and abilities. These needs and 
abilities have proven to be highly relevant to how workers should organise their work and private life to ensure 
productivity, health and satisfaction in the longer term. Creating such Person-Environment (P-E) fit is a challenge 
for every individual knowledge worker. To make this happen, an effort is required form their teams and 
organisations as well. In the context of flexible work, knowledge workers strongly need a supportive, inclusive 
and integrated social, physical and digital work environment.  

In this context, the European Commission is gathering knowledge to inform strategies and policies to further 
implement flexible work, both inside (i.e., activity-based working) and outside (i.e., blended working) their office 
locations, successfully. This report presents findings from a review of published literature focussing on individual 
differences relevant to flexible work and ways to create P-E fit in this context. The aim of the project is to take 
to a ‘deep dive’ into the growing body of theoretic models and empirical findings in the field of individual 
differences in relation to various forms and aspects of flexible work, without ambition of returning an exhaustive 
picture of this multi-disciplinary and multi-faceted topic.  

Findings from this research are presented in four chapters. In Chapter 2, the rise of flexible ways of working, 
driven by synergistic parallel developments and including different complementary concepts, is described as 
background for the next chapters. In Chapter 3, a P-E fit model tailored to the specific context of this research 
is constructed, building on different established theoretical models, developed in the fields of environmental 
and organisational psychology. Chapter 4 discusses relevant individual factors that were found in the literature 
review (a complete overview of findings with references is included in the appendix). In Chapter 5, a basic three-
level approach (i.e., including the individual, team and organisational level) for creating P-E fit in practice is 
presented. The report concludes with a brief discussion. 
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2 Backgrounds: The rise of knowledge work and flexible ways of working 

Since the 1980s, the world has seen a spectacular growth of knowledge work, currently accounting for around 
40% of the total workforce in advanced economies like the EU and the US (Davenport, 2005; Greene & Myerson, 
2011; Van Yperen et al., 2014). Historically, this is a relatively recent development, which may explain why 
practitioners and academics are still continuously searching for new models to organise, manage and facilitate 
knowledge work effectively. The nature of knowledge work, which is characterised by high job autonomy and 
high task variety (Davenport, 2005) requires new models that are more flexible and more people-centred than 
the ones that have been developed for industrial and bureaucratic processes. A shift towards results-oriented 
management styles that give teams and individual workers more responsibilities and freedom in how they do 
their work is central in this development.  

An even more recent development, which strongly affects knowledge work, is the growing adoption of ICT 
innovations since the 1990s (Van Yperen et al., 2014). These innovations have increasingly enabled knowledge 
workers to work time and place independent. Wireless internet connections, mobile devices, software platforms 
for virtual collaboration, and other tools provide instant access to information and co-workers – anyplace, 
anytime. In many organisations, workers’ ICT skills were typically lagging the implementation of modern 
technology, however the COVID-19 restrictions have forced many to develop their skills. This might accelerate 
the further adoption of flexible working practices and ICT innovations in the years ahead. 

Also, new possibilities to work time and place independently have inspired innovations in corporate real estate 
(CRE) and facilities management (FM) since the 1990s. Step-by-step, the traditional office locations owned or 
leased by employers have become leaner and more flexible and part of wider ‘workplace ecosystems’, including 
home offices, satellite offices, co-working spaces, and (semi) public spaces that can be used as ‘instant office’ 
(Joroff et al., 1993). In recent years, activity-based working (ABW) has become a mainstream concept, offering 
workers a range of choice of different work settings instead of one assigned workstation (Van Meel, 2020). 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, for many knowledge workers, their work-from-home setting has grown into a 
full-fledged alternative or even primary work location. 

The human resources (HR) domain has seen a parallel rise of flexible working policies, enabling e.g., flexible 
working hours (flex time) and teleworking (Korunka et al., 2018). Major innovations in HR concern processes 
aimed at changing leadership style and organisational culture to attract and retain talent. Resilience, vitality, 
engagement, trust, ownership, and inclusiveness are often-heard keywords in such change processes.  

Recently, professionals in the fields of HR, ICT, CRE and FM have started to join forces to enable integrated 
workplace management. An interdisciplinary approach, including the design of the physical work environment, 
introduction of ICT solutions, and behavioural/organizational change – sometimes referred to as ‘bricks, bytes, 
and behaviour’ – has proven to be key to successful implementation of flexible workplace concepts (De Kok, 
2018; Robertson 1999; Van Meel, 2020). For a workplace concept to function as a strategic asset, it must be 
aligned with organisational strategies, corporate values, philosophy, and culture, and implemented together 
with relevant organisational incentives and strategies (Ekstrand & Damman, 2017). Accordingly, De Paoli et al. 
(2013) suggested ‘organization and management strategies’ as a fourth dimension of integrated workplace 
management; see Figure 1. 

Figure 1 - Four dimensions of integrated workplace management. 

 

Source: Ekstrand & Damman, 2017, building on models published by De Paoli et al., 2013 and Robbertson, 1999. 
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Being forced to work from home and collaborate virtually for prolonged periods during the COVID-19 pandemic 
has been a highly unusual experience for many knowledge workers. Research shows that these experiences 
stimulated reflections on personal needs and abilities in relation to work and private life (Ipsen et al., 2021; 
Mihalca et al., 2021). Workers had the opportunity to discover various aspects of working from home and virtual 
collaboration. Whether these aspects would be perceived as positive or negative appeared to be related to 
characteristics of their work, their personal skills and capabilities, their personality, and their home situation. 
Studies conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic revealed striking individual differences that explain why 
work-from-home experiences ranged from very positive to very negative (Ipsen et al., 2021; Mihalca et al., 
2021). Better awareness of preferred and non-preferred personal work styles, and the underlying individual 
differences, might stimulate workers to adopt divergent work styles in the post-COVID-19 world of work. 

Due to a combination of results-oriented management styles, HR policies, innovations in ICT, CRE, and FM, 
advanced ICT skills, and raised awareness of personal needs and preferences, knowledge workers are 
increasingly eager to, able to, and allowed to work flexibly.  

Flexible work is an umbrella term for different forms of time and place independent working, both inside and 
outside the office work environment; see the Glossary for definitions of different terms. For working flexibly 
inside the office work environment, ABW has become the main concept. Van Meel (2020, p. 10) defines ABW 
as “a way of working in which employees make shared use of a diversity of work settings that have been 
designed to support different kinds of activities”. These work settings are typically non-assigned (i.e., fee-
seating, desk-sharing or hot-desking is prevalent) and workers are expected to choose work settings, and switch 
between them, in accordance with their tasks (Hoendervanger, 2021). For working flexibly across various 
locations (e.g., employer’s office, home office, co-working office, on the move), both during and outside office 
hours, using ICT tools that provide workers with almost constant access to job-relevant information and co-
workers, the term blended working was introduced by Van Yperen et al. (2014). Nowadays, the familiar term 
‘hybrid working,’ which focuses on balancing working from home and working at the office, is often used in the 
debate on post-COVID-19 ways of working. These concepts overlap with virtual teamwork, distributed work, 
telecommuting, telework and flexible work arrangements (see Glossary). In this report, the terms ABW and 
blended working are used to refer to working flexibly inside and outside the office work environment 
respectively. 

The basic rationale underlying all variations of flexible work, is that knowledge workers are enabled to work 
optimally by offering them a range of choice about where, when and how they work. This approach seems to 
be a good fit, given the high job autonomy and high task variety that are characteristic of knowledge work. 
Furthermore, it potentially allows workers to adopt different work styles that are aligned to their personal needs 
and preferences. Nevertheless, practice shows that reaping the benefits of flexible work is not obvious, it 
requires an active approach on the individual, team, and organisational level. 

In the context of workers in employment, which is central to this research, providing a ‘range of choice’ is the 
employers’ responsibility. It involves providing adequate ICT tools, HR policies, work locations and work settings 
(including the work-from-home setting) that can be used in different ways, in alignment with workers’ individual 
needs and abilities. Furthermore, it involves creating an organisational culture and management style that 
support flexible work, including individual choices, in alignment with the organisations’ strategic goals. A work 
environment that is not conducive to the alignment between individual differences and corporate policies 
creates a risk about P-E fit, which may negatively impact work outcomes. 
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3 Theoretical framework: Person-Environment fit in the context of 

flexible work 

The idea that people’s needs, and abilities differ and that these should match relevant characteristics of their 
(work) environment to achieve positive outcomes, is recognized in several psychological domains and theories. 
Environmental psychologist Gifford (2002) introduced a model of the influences of the work setting on 
psychological processes and work outcomes; see Figure 2. The model shows how different individual worker 
characteristics, like experience and training, job level, personality, ability, and motivation, may affect interactions 
between worker and work environment, in combination with characteristics of the physical work setting and 
work policies. This implies that individual differences among workers may explain the wide distributions of 
positive and negative perceptions and outcomes that are typically found in any given physical and organizational 
work environment (e.g., Leesman, 2017a).  

Figure 2 - A model of the influences of the work setting on workers 

 Source: Gifford, 2002. 

About the psychological processes and outcomes from worker-environment interactions, the environmental 
comfort model introduced by Vischer (2008) distinguishes three distinct levels, similar to Maslow’s well-known 
pyramid of human needs; see Figure 3. Physical comfort refers to basic human needs such as safety, hygiene 
and accessibility, which must be assured so that workers find their environment habitable. Functional comfort 
refers to the degree to which the environment supports workers’ tasks. At a more abstract level but equally 
important to workers is psychological comfort, including feelings of belonging, ownership and control over the 
workspace. 
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Figure 3 - Environmental comfort model of workspace quality 

 

Source: Vischer, 2008. 

 

In the domain of organizational psychology, psychological needs relevant to the work context play a significant 
role. Self-determination theory (SDT) identifies the satisfaction of individuals’ psychological needs for 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness as essential for sustaining optimal performance, motivation and 
wellbeing (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The need for autonomy refers to the desire of individuals to act on their own 
volition and have choices and psychological freedom. The need for competence refers to the desire of individuals 
to interact effectively with their environment by attaining valued outcomes and mastering challenges. The need 
for relatedness refers to individuals’ desire to connect meaningfully with others. SDT proposes these basic 
psychological needs to be expressed by all individuals, regardless of their culture, ethnicity, or subgroupings in 
general. Other psychological needs have found to be relevant in the work context as well, such as need for 
structure (Thompson et al., 2001) and need for privacy (Oldham, 1988). Psychological needs have traditionally 
been conceptualized as individual difference variables in theories relating to the work domain (Gagné & Deci, 
2005).  

The Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model postulates that factors affecting work outcomes can be classified in 
two broad categories (job demands and job resources), regardless of the specific context (Bakker & Demerouti, 
2007); see Figure 4. Job demands refer to “those physical, psychological, social, or organizational aspects of 
the job that require sustained physical and/or psychological (cognitive and emotional) effort or skills and are 
therefore associated with certain physiological and/or psychological costs” (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007, p. 312). 
Examples are a high work pressure, an unfavourable physical environment and emotionally demanding 
interactions with clients. Job resources refer to those physical, psychological, social or organisational aspects 
of the job that are functional in achieving work goals, reduce job demands, or stimulate personal growth, 
learning, and development. Job resources may be located at the level of the organization at large (e.g., pay, 
career opportunities, job security), the interpersonal and social relations (e.g., supervisor and co-worker support, 
team climate), the organization of work (e.g., role clarity, participation in decision making), and at the level of 
the task (e.g., skill variety, task identity, task significance, autonomy, performance feedback). In this theory, 
various characteristics of the work environment are relevant as job resources or job demands, affecting strain, 
motivation and work outcomes. 
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Figure 4 - The Job Demands-Resources model 

 

Source: Bakker & Demerouti, 2007. 

Environmental demands and resources play a leading role in Person-Environment (P-E) fit theory, which 
postulates that a misfit between personal and environmental characteristics causes various psychological 
strains, which negatively affect organizational outcomes (Edwards et al., 1998). Empirical studies have shown 
that P-E fit is indeed related to various outcomes such as job satisfaction, performance, organizational 
commitment, turnover, and psychological and physical well-being (Edwards et al., 2006). Many distinct aspects 
of the work environment have been found relevant for creating P-E fit, ranging from vocation/job, 
organization/group, and manager (Kristof-Brown & Guay, 2011) to blended working practices (Van Yperen et 
al., 2014) and the (activity-based) physical work environment (Wohlers & Hertel, 2017; Appel-Meulenbroek et 
al., 2020; Hoendervanger, 2021).  

In this context, P-E fit may be broadly defined as the compatibility between a person and the work environment; 
however, this compatibility can be conceptualized in different ways: supplementary P-E fit derives from 
similarity between personal and environmental characteristics (e.g., personal values match with organizational 
values), whereas complementary P-E- fit derives either from a match between a person’s needs and 
environmental supplies (i.e., needs-supplies fit), or from a match between environmental demands and a 
person’s abilities (i.e., demands-abilities fit) (Kristof-Brown & Guay, 2011); see Figure 5. 
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Figure 5 – Conceptualizations of Person-Environment fit 

Source: by Kristof-Brown & Guay, 2011, quoting Kristof, 1996, © Blackwell, 1996. 

Job crafting, defined as changing the boundaries and conditions of job tasks and job relationships and of the 
meaning of the job (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001), is an approach to redesign work at an individual level, by 
workers themselves. Building on the J-DR model and P-E fit theory, job crafting refers to workers who adapt 
their job resources or job demands to resolve an experienced person-job misfit (Tims & Bakker, 2010); see 
Figure 6. In this approach, work characteristics and individual differences with regard to proactive personality, 
self-efficacy and self-regulation are considered as factors influencing how likely workers are to adopt job-
crafting behaviours. 

 

Figure 6 - Job crafting model 

 
Source: Tims & Bakker, 2010. 
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Recently, Wessels et al. (2019) introduced the ‘time-spatial job crafting’ concept, arguing that, in the context of 
flexible work, workers need to actively reflect on, and make changes to their work, relating to choices with 
regard to working hours, places, and locations of work. Their model recognises attitude towards time-spatial 
job crafting, boundary management style (i.e., managing the boundary between work and private life) and 
individual needs as individual antecedents; see Figure 7. According to this model, a social work environment 
that is characterised by acceptance of time-spatial flexibility and support from colleagues and leaders may 
stimulate time-spatial job crafting. As a result of time-spatial job-crafting, workers may experience good P-E 
fit and work-life balance, which may contribute to their work engagement, work performance, and 
organisational commitment. 

Figure 7 - Time-spatial job crafting model 

 
Source: Wessels et al., 2019. 

Person-Environment fit approaches have recently been used in several studies focussing on activity-based 
working (i.e., working in an ABW environment). Wohlers and Hertel (2017) developed a theoretical model 
including various task-related (e.g., task variety, task interdependence), person-related (e.g., personality, age, 
gender, need for routine seeking), and organisation-related (e.g., organizational culture, leadership style, office 
design features) moderators. In empirical ABW research, P-E fit was linked to outcomes such as communication 
and perceived productivity (Zamani & Gum, 2019), job attitudes and vitality (Wohlers et al., 2019), satisfaction 
and task performance (Hoendervanger, 2021). 

Integrating relevant aspects of the aforementioned theoretical approaches, a comprehensive conceptual model 
of P-E fit, tailored to the specific context of flexible work can be constructed; see Figure 8. This model builds 
on the P-E fit model that was developed by Hoendervanger (2021) for the context of an activity-based work 
environment. This model distinguishes two routes to perceived P-E fit through time-spatial job crafting: (1) 
alignment of personal needs and environmental supplies/resources; (2) alignment of personal abilities with 
environmental demands. The model recognizes that, in the context of flexible work, personal needs and abilities 
are affected by job characteristics (e.g., job autonomy, task complexity, task variety, mobility). The personal 
home situation (e.g., work setting at home, distance to work, household structure) is included as a factor 
influencing the environmental supplies/resources and demands. 
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Figure 8 - Conceptual model for P-E fit in the context of flexible work 

 

Source: adapted from Hoendervanger, 2021. 
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4 Literature review: Individual differences relevant to flexible work 

According to the conceptual model presented in Figure 7, relevant individual differences concern personal 
characteristics, job characteristics, and the personal home situation. With regard to personal characteristics, 
evidence from the reviewed scientific literature showed a distinction between personal skills and abilities, 
psychological characteristics, and demographics. Table 1 shows an overview of all relevant factors that were 
found per category; 34 factors in total. Some factors are relevant to ABW (i.e., working flexibly inside the office 
work environment), some are relevant to Blended working practices (i.e., working time- and location-
independent), and some are relevant to both flexible working contexts. The Appendix contains an overview of 
key findings per factor, with references to the underlying literature. Some of the most relevant factors are 
explained in more detail in Box 1 – 5. 

Some of the listed factors were found to be positively related to P-E fit with a flexible work environment namely: 
social interaction, external mobility, task variety, job autonomy, internal mobility, setting-switching, structuring 
behaviour/self-management tactics, need for autonomy, conscientiousness, honesty, self-efficacy. Other 
factors were found to be negatively related: need for structure, need for privacy, need for achievement, 
neuroticism, procrastination, caring responsibilities. The link with the remaining factors may be either positive, 
negative, or ambiguous, depending on specifics of the person and the environment involved (see the Appendix). 

Table 1– Overview of individual difference factors relevant to: a = Activity-Based Working; b = 

Blended Working 

Factors’ 
description 

Job characteristics 
Personal skills 

and capabilities 
Psychological 
characteristics 

Demographics Home situation 

Factors typically 
positively related 
to person-
environment fit 

Social interaction a, 

b 

External mobility a 

Task variety a 

Job autonomy a 

Internal mobility a 

Setting-switching 

a 

Structuring 
behaviour / Self-
management 
tactics b 

Need for autonomy 

b 

Conscientiousness b 

Honesty b 

Self-efficacy b 

  

Factors typically 
negatively 
related to 
person-
environment fit 

 

  

Need for structure a, 

b 

Need for privacy a 

Need for 
achievement b 

Neuroticism b 

Procrastination b 

Caring 
responsibilities 

b 

 

 

Factors that may 
be positively or 
negatively 
related to 
person-
environment fit 
depending on 
context 

Job complexity a, b 

Teamwork a, b 

Creative work a 

Individual work b 

Job rank b 

Leadership style b Need for 
relatedness a, b 

Introversion a, b 

Neurodiversity a 

Agreeableness b 

Boundary 
preference b 

Age a, b 

Generation a, b 

Cultural 
background / 
Nationality a 

Gender b 

 

Household structure 

b 

Work-from-home 
setting b 
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4.1 Job characteristics 

In general, most knowledge work – unlike manual labour or services that are location- or client-bound – can be 
done at various times and locations, using different work settings. On a general level, this implies a potential 
good fit with the flexible work context. However, specific knowledge workers’ jobs and tasks differ with respect 
to specific needs and abilities that come with them. ABW environments have been found to fit best with workers 
in jobs that are characterised by high task variety, high autonomy, high social interaction, high internal and 
external mobility, and a focus on teamwork and creative work instead of individual high-complexity work 
(Augustin, 2021; Greene & Myerson, 2011; Hoendervanger, 2021; Leesman, 2017b; Roskams & Haynes; 2019; 
Van den Berg et al., 2020; Wohlers & Hertel, 2018, Wohlers et al., 2019; Zamani & Gum, 2019). The relevance 
of task variety is explained in Box 1. The struggle of workers who predominantly perform high-complexity task 
(i.e., individual focus work of concentration work) is probably because, in current practice, ABW environments 
typically mainly offer workstations in open settings; see also Box 2. With regard to Blended Working practices, 
job complexity, social interaction, teamwork, and job rank were found to be relevant (Kniffin et al., 2020; 
Leesman, 2020; De Man, 2007; Ipsen et al., 2021). 

 

4.2 Personal skills and capabilities 

In the context of activity-based work, setting-switching (i.e., using different work settings for different work 
activities) is an important skill, i.e., a habit that workers have to develop after moving to an ABW environment; 

Box 1. Task variety and setting-switching in ABW environments 

Task variety is “the degree to which a job requires a variety of different activities in carrying out the work” 
(Hackman & Oldham, 1975, p. 161). As such, it is a measure of how diverse a workers’ activities profile is; 
see Figure 9. Task variety variable was found to be a strong predictor of perceived P-E fit with an ABW 

environment (Hoendervanger, 2021; Zamani & Gum, 2019). This is easy to understand, as the basic 
rationale underlying the ABW concept is that workers switch between different work settings to be able to 
create fit with their diverse work activities. Hence, workers high in task variety may benefit from the 
availability of diverse types of work settings in terms of perceived support of their work tasks. Conversely, 
workers low in task variety (i.e., who predominantly perform one specific type of work) do not benefit from 
a variety of work settings and may therefore experience the daily search for a suitable work setting merely 
as a burden. Furthermore, the ABW concept implies the alignment of setting-switching with activity-
switching, which is a function of task variety. A higher degree of task variety requires more frequent setting-
switching to sustain perceived fit. Indeed, Leesman (2017) found that workers high in task variety were the 
most satisfied with the ABW environment, but only if they had adopted a mobile work pattern (i.e., high 
setting-switching), and vice versa. 

Figure 9 - Average profile of activities at the office, pre-COVID-19 (based on data from Hoendervanger, 

2021). 
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see Box 1. For some, this is a natural process, whereas others need to consciously experiment in the new work 
environment and feel supported and stimulated to switch and choose freely (Babapour, 2019; Hoendervanger 
et al., 2021). A leadership style that matches employee characteristics (i.e., being able to employ distinctive 
styles when subordinates have distinctive characteristics), was found to be relevant to blended working 
practices (Slijkhuis, 2012; Van der Kleij et al., 2015). When working from home, structuring behaviour i.e., self-
management tactics are highly relevant for creating P-E fit (Mihalca et al., 2021; Raghuram & Wiesenfeld, 
2004). 

4.3 Psychological characteristics 

In the context of ABW, neurodiversity, introversion, and the psychological needs for structure, relatedness, and 
privacy are relevant (Augustin, 2021; Hoendervanger, 2021; Oseland, 2021; Wessels, 2017, Wohlers et al., 
2019). Hoendervanger (2021) found need for privacy to be a powerful predictor of P-E fit with ABW 
environments; see Box 2. With regard to working time- and location-independent, many psychological 
characteristics have found to play a role: big five personality traits introversion, conscientiousness, 
agreeableness, and neuroticism; the psychological needs for structure, relatedness, autonomy, and 
achievement; honesty, procrastination, self-efficacy, and work-life boundary preference (De Man, 2007; Kniffin 
et al., 2020; O’Neill et al., 2009, 2014; Raghuram & Wiesenfeld, 2004; Rothbard et al., 2005; Shockley & Allen, 
2010; Slijkhuis, 2012; Van Yperen et al., 2014). Need for structure is a highly relevant variable, as it has been 
found to conflict with the basic rationale underlying flexible ways of working, i.e., that work outcomes may be 

Box 2. Need for privacy and task complexity in ABW environments 

Personal need for privacy, i.e., the sensitivity of being distracted at work and the need to use a quiet (private) 
space for focus work, differs strongly among workers; see the histogram below. High need for privacy is a 
strong predictor of low perceived fit with ABW environments, which in turn negatively affects satisfaction 
and performance. This is probably to a lack of work settings that offer privacy (i.e., predominantly open and 
transparent workspace designs), which seems typical of ABW environments in current practice 
(Hoendervanger, 2021). In a field study that was confirmed by a VR lab study, an interaction effect of need 
for privacy, task complexity, and work setting used (enclosed private vs. open office) was demonstrated 
(see figures below), indicating that the use of enclosed quiet workspaces for high-complexity work is 
beneficial for all workers and most particular for workers high in need for privacy (Hoendervanger, 2021).

 

Figure 10 (left) - Distribution of need for privacy (based on data from Hoendervanger, 2021) 

Figure 11 (right) - Interaction with work setting when high-complexity work is performed (Hoendervanger, 

2021). 
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improved by increasing autonomy and freedom of choice, that is; see Box 3. In Box 4, individual differences 
with respect to work-life boundary preference are explained. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Box 3 – Need structure in the context of flexible work 

Task variety is “the degree to which a job requires a variety of different activities in carrying out the work” 
(Hackman & Oldham, 1975, p. 161). As such, it is a measure of how diverse a workers’ activities profile is; 
see Figure 12 and Figure 13. Task variety variable was found to be a strong predictor of perceived P-E fit 
with an ABW environment (Hoendervanger, 2021; Zamani & Gum, 2019). This is easy to understand, as the 
basic rationale underlying the ABW concept is that workers switch between different work settings to be 
able to create fit with their diverse work activities. Hence, workers high in task variety may benefit from the 
availability of diverse types of work settings in terms of perceived support of their work tasks. Conversely, 
workers low in task variety (i.e., who predominantly perform one specific type of work) do not benefit from 
a variety of work settings and may therefore experience the daily search for a suitable work setting merely 
as a burden. Furthermore, the ABW concept implies the alignment of setting-switching with activity-
switching, which is a function of task variety. A higher degree of task variety requires more frequent setting-
switching to sustain perceived fit. Indeed, Leesman (2017) found that workers high in task variety were the 
most satisfied with the ABW environment, but only if they had adopted a mobile work pattern (i.e., high 
setting-switching), and vice versa. 

 

Figure 12 - Distribution of need for structure (left; Hoendervanger, 2021). 

Figure 13 - Interaction with a close-monitoring management style (right; Slijkhuis, 2012). 
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Box 4 – Work-life boundary preference 

Workers have different preferences with regard to managing the boundaries between work and private life. 
“Segmentors” tend to enjoy work and perform better when they have a clear boundary between work and 
non-work, whereas “integrators” tend to flourish when toggling between different activities across these 
boundaries. Segmentors, particularly those who live with others, may benefit from strategies that enable 
them to tolerate non-work interruptions during work hours, whereas integrators may benefit from some 
segmentation in time and space (Kniffin et al., 2020). This individual difference factor is also referred to as 
need for segmentation (Shockley & Allen, 2010). A study by Rothbard et al. (2005) showed an interesting 
contrast with regard to different flexible work policies that organisations may offer to “segmentors” and 
“integrators”. These policies may either support the integration of work and private life (e.g., onsite childcare, 
which blurs the boundary between home and office life) or support the segmentation of work and private 
life (e.g., flex time or flexible working hours, which enables workers to go or stay home when private matters 
require their attention and go to the office when they need to work). Findings of this study indicate that 
integrators are committed to the organization (and more satisfied) when they had greater access to 
integrating policies, whereas segmentors are more committed when they have greater access to 
segmenting policies; see the figures below. 

 

Figure 14 and 15 - Differences in organisational commitment between integrators and segementors in 
relation to perceived access to an integrating policy (left) and a segmenting policy (right) (Rothbard et al., 

2005). 
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4.4 Demographics 

Various aspects of P-E fit in the context of flexible work have found to be related to age, or generation, which 
may correlate with work experience and different life stages. Typically, older workers are less positive about 
working in an ABW environment (Hoendervanger, 2021; Leesman, 2017b, Pullen, 2014) and more positive about 
working from home (Leesman, 2020; TNO, 2021; Ipsen et al., 2021) compared to younger workers. For 
Millennials i.e., Generation Y in particular, flexible work options and an attractive physical work environment 
make an employer attractive (Augustin, 2021; Appel-Meulenbroek et al., 2019). Preferences with regard to the 
physical work environment were linked to various dimensions of national cultures or cultural backgrounds 
(Augustin, 2021; Steelcase, 2013; Van Meel, 2000). Male workers are more inclined to and more positive about 
working from home than female workers (De Man, 2007; Ipsen et al., 2021). This may be partly explained by 
the fact that men more often have a fully equipped workplace at home (TNO, 2021); see Box 5. Not surprisingly, 
workers who combine work with caring responsibilities (e.g., for young children or informal care) more often 
struggle with integrating work and private life, when working from home (TNO, 2021).  

  

Box 5 – Work-from-home setting, age and gender 

During the COVID-19 lockdowns, several studies have been conducted to analyse working from home 
experiences, which varied from very positive to very negative. The physical circumstances under which 
workers did their work at home appeared to be a major differentiating factor (Arkesteijn et al., 2021; 
Leesman, 2020; Mihalca et al., 2021). Leesman (2020) distinguished three types of work settings: (1) a 
dedicated work room or office, (2) a dedicated work area (which is not enclosed), (3) a non-work specific 
home location (such as a dining table). Obviously, employees who used dedicated work rooms reported the 
best home working experience (and better than at the office), while those working in areas not intended for 
work, reported the worst satisfaction with working from home (worse than at the office). These differences 
are strongly associated with age differences, with 52% of workers over 55 and 26% of workers under 25 
having a dedicate work room or office at home (Leesman, 2020b). Furthermore, male workers more often 
have a fully equipped workplace at home than female workers (TNO, 2021). 
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Home situation 

In this final category, two relevant individual difference factors were identified: household structure and work-
from-home setting. Living solitary or with a partner and/or (young) children, strongly affects how workers 
experience working from home and balancing work and private life (Ipsen et al., 2021; Ten Brummelhuis & 
Lippe, 2010; Weijs-Perrée et al., 2021; De Man, 2007). Places that workers use to work from home differ 
strongly in terms of space, enclosure, furniture, and equipment – these differences obviously affect their 
working from home experiences (Arkesteijn et al., 2021; Leesman, 2020; Mihalca et al., 2021); see Box 5. 
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5 Suggestions for practice: Creating P-E fit in flexible work 

How can workers, teams, and organisations create P-E fit in the context of flexible work? The integrated model 
presented in Figure 17 shows how understanding individual needs and abilities, team agreements, and 

integrated workplace management may synergistically support time-spatial job crafting and hence create P-E 
fit in the context of flexible work.  

In the theoretical framework, time-spatial job crafting is recognised as the central mechanism in creating P-E 
fit in flexible work – a process in which individual workers continuously adapt their way of working, based on 
reflection on their experiences and selection of available options or creation of new ones. Through this process, 
workers align their personal and work needs and abilities with supplies or resources and demands that are 
present in their flexible work environment. In addition to being motivated and open-minded with regard to 
changing one’s personal way of working, understanding one’s own needs and abilities in relation to job 
characteristics, personal characteristics (i.e., skills and capabilities, psychological needs, and demographics), and 
home situation is fundamental to this process.  

Although time-spatial job crafting is an individual process in essence, it requires essential preconditions to be 
established at the team and organisational level. According to the theoretical framework, the organisational 
culture and leadership style should foster divergent ways of working, respecting individual choices with regard 
to when, where and how people do their work. As divergent work styles may cause risks with regard to teamwork, 
communication, knowledge sharing, and social cohesion, clear organisational guidelines and team agreements 
are needed as well. This is sometimes referred to as the ‘minimal structure’ that is required to prevent that 
flexible work should result in ‘loose sand’. These are all important aspects of a social work environment that 
supports time-spatial job crafting. The physical and digital work environment are important as well, as these 
need to support time- and place independent working and offer a range of options that workers can choose 
from. Creating a supportive social, digital and physical work environment requires integrated workplace 
management, involving HR, ICT, and FM/CREM (Corporate Real Estate Management).  

Figure 16 - Integrated model for creating P-E fit in flexible work including individual, team and 

organisational level 
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At the team and organisational level, similar to the individual level, understanding individual needs and abilities 
– and in particular the individual differences that are present in a diverse team or organisation – is fundamental 
to inform the development of adequate strategies, norms, policies, and solutions. The individual difference 
factors that were identified in the previous chapter may be used to analyse relevant needs and abilities. For 
this purpose, specific assessment tools are available; see Box 6. 

 

5.1 Individual level: Time-spatial job-crafting 

Paraphrasing Wessels et al. (2019), the central question at the individual level can be formulated as: How to 
reap the benefits of flexible work as an employee? As visualised in Figure 18, this is all about making choices 
and combining different options. In the context of blended working, this concerns various locations to work at 
(e.g., home office, central office, satellite office, co-working space), different ways to schedule work tasks (within 
or outside regular office hours), different modes of transportation, different ICT tools to collaborate and 
communicate remotely (synchronous or asynchronous), and different ways to integrate or separate work and 
private life. When working at an office location, the ABW environment offers distinct types of work settings (e.g., 
for individual (focus) work, collaborative work, video calls, informal and formal meetings).  

 

It is important to recognize that, in their daily life and work, people follow many routines. Particularly with regard 
to ways of working, automated behaviour plays a significant role, as people generally need to focus on the 
content of their tasks and conversations instead of the choices they make with respect to where, when, and 

Box 6 – Assessment tools for distributed work 

Based on scientific research (e.g., O’Neill et al., 2009, 2014), workevohluthion has been developing 
assessment tools for distributed over the past two decades. The Distributed Work Profiler identifies the 
alignment of an individual’s personality traits with the requirements of distributed work. The resulting 
personal profile indicates the degree of fit with distributed work for eleven dimensions. Similarly, 
workevohlution offers the Distributed Leader Profiler and the Distributed Team Diagnostic. An aggregate 
report, the Distributed Team Profiler shows individual differences among team members. These assessment 
tools can be used as a starting point for developing workers’, leaders’ and team skills that are important 
for creating person-environment fit in the context of blended working.  

Source : https://www.workevohlution.com/assessments/. 

 

Figure 17 - The flexible world of work from the individual perspective 

 

https://www.workevohlution.com/assessments/
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how they work. In fact, routines are necessary to be able to work effectively and efficiently. It would be a 
mistake to interpret flexible work as a work style that is constantly changing, on a daily basis. For some workers, 
in some jobs, working days and working weeks can be quite different – still they will typically follow routines 
on a micro level (e.g., how, and where they drink their coffee) and often choose the same options in similar 
situations (e.g., taking the train when going to the airport) (Aarts & Dijksterhuis, 2000).  

In the context of time-spatial job-crafting, routines need to be adapted to changing needs, abilities, 
supplies/resources and demands. This requires a periodical process of reflection, selection, and adaptation 
(Wessels et al, 2019) that is similar to Deming’s well-known Plan-Do-Check-Act cycle. Reflection on one’s 
current work style may be stimulated by consciously trying out new options (e.g., after moving to an ABW 
environment) and by discussing different choices and experiences with colleagues. When a worker is convinced 
that a change in work style would improve P-E fit, it is important that the adapted behaviour becomes a new 
routine. This may take a period of conscious learning and automation. A good example is developing a healthy 
routine of switching between sittings and standing at a sit-stand-desk; research shows that this takes a learning 
process that can be supported by social and technological nudges (Heijnen et al., 2019). 

5.2 Team level: team agreements 

In many knowledge-intensive organisations, teams are the most important entities in the day-to-day 
coordination of individual work processes. Teams are groups of workers who need to collaborate to execute a 
collective task or project. At the same time, teams are groups of individuals – often with diverse backgrounds, 
skills, personalities, and home situations, sometimes working in multiple teams – who are all crafting their jobs 
to optimise their own P-E fit in the context of flexible work; see Figure 19. Therefore, teams are increasingly 
facing divergent work styles (i.e., team members working at various times and places, using different ICT tools). 
As this may potentially hamper teamwork, knowledge sharing, and social cohesion, team members need to 
coordinate their work styles to some extent.  

 

Team managers might coordinate divergent work styles, however when teams are supposed to organise 
themselves (e.g., as autonomous, or agile teams), team agreements are a more adequate means. Team 
agreements create a ‘minimal structure’ – a set of rules that ensures sufficient coordination without limiting 
individual choices unnecessarily. Team agreements may for example specify a minimum time or fixed moments 
per week that should be spent (together) at the office, define when team members have to be available for 
synchronous communication (and when they are free to ignore calls form team members), or prescribe which 
ICT tools should be used for exchanging and storing information. In the context of using an ABW environment, 
team agreements may typically include a clean desk policy and address appropriate use of different work 
settings and zones to avoid disturbance and distraction of co-workers (Babapour, 2019). 

In relation to time-spatial job crafting, it is essential that team agreements result from a democratic process in 
which divergent individual needs and preferences are acknowledged. Hence, discussing relevant individual job 
characteristics, personal characteristics and aspects of the home situation is an important starting point for 
developing team agreements that are tailored to the specific tasks and staff composition of the team. Moreover, 
direct participation in the development of team agreements may create a sense of collective ownership, which 
is helpful for the implementation and enforcement. 

Figure 18 - Divergent work styles in a team 
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Need for autonomy and need for structure are particularly important variables to address in team discussions, 
as these may determine how team members perceive the concept of team agreements (differently). Workers 
high in need for autonomy may focus on maximising personal freedom by minimising collective rules, whereas 
workers high in need for structure may prefer more clarity and predictability, based on a more extensive set of 
rules. 

Like the process of time-spatial job crafting, team agreements require sustained attention, following a Plan-
Do-Check-Act cycle. Existing team agreements have to be evaluated and need to be ‘refreshed’ periodically, 
especially when some team members get sloppy while others may find it difficult to call them to account during 
regular work. When goals, aspects of the work environment or personal preferences are changing (e.g., due to 
time-spatial job crafting among team members or entry of new team members), team agreements should be 
discussed and possibly changed. These discussions may take place in dedicated, facilitated sessions, in which 
serious gaming may help to focus on concrete situations, discover divergent perceptions and preferences, and 
determine which specific rules are necessary and workable; see Box 7. 

Figure 20 – Example of Plan-Do-Check-Act cycle for team agreements 

 

5.3 Organisational level: Integrated workplace management 

Instead of working in fixed silos, knowledge workers typically work in a network of flexible teams, sometimes 
dividing their work time over multiple teams and team roles. As a result, organisations have become complex, 
dynamic networks of teams and individual knowledge workers; see Figure 21. Furthermore, organisational 
boundaries are blurring, with employees closely collaborating with external partners. From an organisational 
perspective, the central question is how to support flexible work, given the inherent complexity of a network of 
individuals and teams with divergent and dynamic needs and preferences.  

 

 

 

Box 7 – Serious gaming as a tool for developing team agreements 

The Workplace Game, developed by the Centre for People and Buildings, helps organisations to utilize their 
work environment more effectively by making behaviour in and around the work environment open for 
discussion. The game consists of a deck of cards describing indistinct or tricky workplace situations relevant 
for working in a flexible environment. For example: "It is 9 p.m. A client sends you a mail with an urgent 
question. What would you do?" The cards check for expertise and knowledge and evoke debate about values 
and norms, attitudes, and behaviours. The game is available in four languages: English, French, German and 
Dutch. The Workplace Game makes workers aware of how they and their colleagues act and interact. The 
game helps them to anticipate the new work environment or understand its merits better. The game may 
also help to increase acceptance for a new office concept.  

Source : https://www.cfpb.nl/en/tools/workplace-game/  

 

https://www.cfpb.nl/en/tools/workplace-game/
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Although there is no simple answer to this question, integrated workplace management is an important part of 
it. In this comprehensive approach, the supporting disciplines of HR, ICT, and FM/CREM join forces to develop 
and implement a future-oriented workplace strategy that integrates the social, digital, and physical aspects of 
the work environment. In the flexible working context, the workplace strategy may cover time policies and 
remote work policies, guidelines on employees’ autonomy in determining their personal work styles and a vision 
for an integrated office environment supporting flexible ways of working. The workplace strategy should be 
closely aligned to the strategic goals of the organisation (e.g., attract and retain talent, optimise cost-
effectiveness, support health and wellbeing, stimulate collaboration).  

When it comes to implementing the integrated workplace strategy, it is essential to analyse and anticipate 
relevant needs and abilities across the population of workers. Tools such as personas and (future) employee 
journeys, including various ‘touch points’ that relate to the social, digital, and physical work environment, can 
be extremely helpful to articulate the needs of diverse types or groups of workers, as shared input for defining 
HR, ICT and FM/CREM policies, services, and projects. In dedicated workshop sessions, workers can actively 
participate in the development of employee journeys that are tailored to their (future) needs. Figure 22shows 
a (fictitious) example of a knowledge workers’ future employee journey. Implementing the workplace strategy 
should be followed by evaluating experiences and outcomes, to inform strategic review and adjustment of 
policies and solutions. 

  

Figure 20 – The organisation as a network of teams and individual knowledge workers 
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Figure 22 – Visualisation of an employee journey including various touch points 

 

Source: adapted from Lettink & Van Walstijn, 2018. 
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6 Caveats, limitations, and further research 

Drawing on P-E fit theory and the concept of time-spatial job crafting, this review focussed on the relevance of 
individual differences in the context of flexible work. In essence, to achieve P-E fit, knowledge workers should 
be able to adjust their own work style thanks to flexible work arrangements, to align their professional and their 
personal need and abilities. The literature review revealed that needs and abilities are related to job 
characteristics, personal skills and capabilities, psychological characteristics, demographics, and home situation 
and may different across workers.  

The literature review performed for this project had a clear focus on the individual characteristics that impact 
on the perceived fit between individuals and their work environment. This narrowed the scope of sources 
reviewed for this report. Further, more rigorous, and systematic research may be relevant to understand the 
role of individual differences in flexible work in a broader context. Expanding the scope of research may shed 
light on other individual differences and factors relevant when designing flexible ways of working and contribute 
with more empirical evidence on decisions about flexible work. Further research may also enable the analysis 
of relative importance of, and correlations among, varied factors. Primary research could instead focus on 
testing a limited set of powerful predictors of P-E fit under flexible work conditions to design research-based 
assessment tools. The same set of key factors could be helpful for developing team agreements and integrated 
workplace strategies in practice. 

As this study focused on the literature review, to build a theoretical framework and gather relevant individual 
difference factors, the suggestions for practice are basic and general. There may well be interest among 
practitioners for more elaborated guidance (in line with the ABW practice guide by Van Meel, 2020), given the 
growing adoption of flexible working practices, which is expected to accelerate in the post-COVID-19 era, in 
organisations worldwide.  
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7 Glossary 

● Activity-based working (ABW): ABW refers to working flexibly inside the office work environment 
(i.e., an ABW environment). It is defined as “a way of working in which employees make shared use 
of a diversity of work settings that have been designed to support diverse kinds of activities (Van 
Meel, 2020, p. 10). These work settings are typically non-assigned (i.e., fee-seating, desk-sharing 
or hot-desking is prevalent) and workers are expected to choose work settings, and switch between 
them, in accordance with their tasks (Hoendervanger, 2021).  

● Blended working: Smooth and seamless time-independent working (i.e., flexibility in when and how 
long workers engage in work-related tasks) and location-independent working (i.e., flexibility in 
where work gets done), enabled through high-tech ICT software, devices, and infrastructure, 
combining on-site and off-site working (including online or e-working) in an optimal way to improve 
workers’ and organisations’ positive outcomes (e.g., productivity, satisfaction, motivation, 
collaboration, and workplace utilization), and to reduce negative outcomes (e.g., absenteeism, 
tardiness, turnover, and time loss) (Van Yperen et al., 4014). 

● Flexible work arrangements (FWA): Umbrella term under which flexibility in the location (flexplace) 
and in the timing of work (flex time) can be subsumed (Hill et al., 2001) 

● Hybrid working: Balancing working from home and working at the office, using ICT tools to 
communicate and collaborate remotely. 

● New way of working (NWW): Caused by profound changes on a societal (e.g., digitalisation) and 
organisational (e.g., decentralisation) level affecting the workplace in many ways as new demands 
for companies and workers arise (Hackl, Wagner, Attmer & Baumann, 2017) 

● Telecommuting: Refers to working from home only instead of commuting to the office building 
(Golden, 2009) 

● Telework: Telework or remote work involves working away from the office, which can be home or 
another location (e.g., client office, airport, coffee shop) for certain days of the week, spending the 
rest of the time in the office (Golden, 2009).  

● Virtual teamwork: Virtual teams or distributed teams consist of (a) two or more persons who (b) 
collaborate interactively to achieve common goals, while (c) at least one of the team members 
works at a different location, organization, or at a different time so that (d) communication and 
coordination is predominantly based on electronic communication media (email, fax, phone, video 
conference, etc.). The degree of virtuality may vary according to the relation of face-to-face to 
non-face-to-face communication, the average distance between the members, or the number of 
working sites represented in the team together with the number of members at each site (Hertel 
et al., 2005). 

● Working from home (WFH): WFH of home-based working, using a work setting in the private home, 
can be done on a full-time or part-time basis (i.e., working from home only or combining it with 
working at the office), occasionally or regularly.  
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Annex 1. Key findings on individual differences relevant to flexible work 

Job characteristics 

Factor Key findings 

Task variety 

(Heterogeneity of 
activity profile) 

Higher task variety is associated with higher satisfaction with ABW environments. Probably, workers high in task variety 
particularly benefit from the availability of diverse types of work settings. Conversely, workers low in task variety (i.e., who 
predominantly perform one specific type of work) do not get any benefits from a variety of work settings and may therefore 
experience the daily search for a suitable work setting merely as a burden (Hoendervanger, 2021). 

High task variety is associated with frequent task-switching and frequent setting-switching (Hoendervanger, 2021). 

Workers high in task variety were the most satisfied with the ABW environment, but only if they had adopted a mobile work 
pattern (i.e., high setting-switching), and vice versa (Leesman, 2017b).  

Higher task variety is associated with lower workspace territoriality requirements (Roskam & Haynes, 2019). 

Workers with routine workstyles (i.e., low task variety) report the need for working at a single work area (i.e., low setting-
switching). These workers perceive a lack of support for territoriality and intra-team communication (Zamani & Gum, 2019). 

Job autonomy 

(Freedom, 
independence, and 
discretion in when, 
where and how to 
carry out tasks) 

Workers who perceived their jobs as providing a high degree of autonomy reported higher satisfaction with ABW environments. 
A possible explanation is that this freedom enables workers to benefit from the opportunity offered by an ABW environment to 
choose an activity setting that fits their needs at all times. We might also expect these workers to avoid certain drawbacks of 
ABW environments by working at alternative locations (e.g., at home, co-working space) whenever they like (Hoendervanger, 
2021). 

In the post-COVID-19 world of work, an increase in time-spatial job crafting, enabled by more liberal, results-oriented 
organizational policies and cultures (Rudolph et al., 2020), may enhance job autonomy, which may in turn improve perceived fit 
with ABW environments for more workers (Hoendervanger, 2021). 

Job complexity 

(High-complexity 
tasks, requiring 
privacy and 
concentration) 

Workers perceived fit with AWB environments is higher when they use closed rather than open work settings for individual high-
concentration work. This, in turn, leads to higher task performance and higher satisfaction with the work environment 
(Hoendervanger, 2021). 

Workers who perform predominantly individual high-concentration work show lower setting-switching and lower activity-
switching compared to workers who predominantly perform non-individual work (involving social interaction) (Hoendervanger, 
2021). 
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For individual concentration work, the most preferred condition is working in an enclosed environment. Not everybody finds full 
enclosure important for concentrated work (Van den Berg et al., 2020). 

High noise levels are unappealing for all activity categories, but for individual concentration work noise has a much stronger 
influence on the workspace choice (Van den Berg et al., 2020). 

Professionals who need to perform complex tasks that require little interaction with peers prefer and are more productive if 
they work from home (Kniffin et al., 2020). 

External mobility 

(Absence from the 
office / working at 
other locations) 

External mobility was found to be positively related to switching frequency. This may indicate that workers high in external 
mobility are less prone to place attachment (Hoendervanger, 2021). 

Workers who divide their working time between distinct locations (office, home, other locations) are more likely to adopt a more 
flexible work style, also within the office Greene & Myerson, 2011). 

For the (post-Covid) future, more blended working, including WFH is expected, which implies higher external mobility and hence 
a better fit with ABW environments (Hoendervanger, 2021). 

Internal mobility 
(moving around in the 
office building) 

Workers in jobs that require a high degree of internal mobility expressed higher levels of satisfaction with ABW environments. 
This seems to indicate that ABW environments support internal mobility (Hoendervanger, 2021; Leesman, 2017b; Zamani & 
Gum, 2019). 

Higher internal mobility is associated with lower workspace territoriality (i.e., being assigned a fixed desk, opportunity to 
decorate) and individual environmental control (i.e., adjusting lightning, temperature) requirements (Roskam & Haynes, 2019). 

Social interaction 

(Face to face 
meetings, formal and 
informal, planned, and 
unplanned; 
communication work; 
non-individual work) 

Workers in jobs that require a high degree of social interaction expressed higher levels of satisfaction with ABW environments. 
This indicates that the openness, transparency, and informal meeting spaces typical of ABW environments are valued by workers 
who focus on social interactions (Hoendervanger, 2021; Zamani & Gum, 2019). 

A higher share of communication work (as part of total work in the office) is linked to more frequent switching between work 
settings in an ABW environment. This may be explained by the fact that (1) meetings usually require activity settings that are 
obviously different from regular workstations, (2) the selection of a place for a meeting usually derives from a collective decision 
and, (3) this selection is sometimes made in advance for reasons of scheduling (Hoendervanger, 2021). 

For formal interactions, the most preferred condition is working in an enclosed environment. On the contrary, for informal 
interactions, this is the least favoured option (Van den Berg et al., 2020). 

Professionals who need to perform complex tasks that require little interaction with peers prefer and are more productive if 
they work from home (Kniffin et al., 2020). 
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Teamwork 
(collaborative work) 

Workers in highly collaborative jobs report positive job attitudes when communicative work settings are sufficiently available, 
particularly when they use these work settings appropriately (Wohlers et al., 2019). 

After moving to an ABW environment, inter-team collaboration improved due to more contact, communication, collaboration 
possibilities (joint project work), and trusting relationships. However, intra-team collaboration was hampered. Desk-sharing and 
activity-related work areas were reported to negatively affect the physical distance and visibility of team partners. Consequently, 
face-to-face communication and collaboration within teams suffered and supervisors had to spend extra time and effort to 
ensure the functioning of their teams (Wohlers & Hertel, 2018). 

For most workers who predominantly perform collaborative work activities, working at the office provides a better experience 
than working from home (Leesman, 2020a). 

Individual work For workers who predominantly perform individual work activities (= the majority), working from home provides a better 
experience than working at the office (Leesman, 2020a). 

Creative work Creative performance may be enhanced by spaces that feature art, (views on) natural elements/plants, or the colour green 
(Augustin, 2021). 

Team creativity seems to be fostered when teams transform a space to make it their own (Augustin, 2021). 

Disorderly environments stimulate creativity, whereas orderly environments encourage convention and playing safe (Augustin, 
2021). 

Job rank Workers in higher positions more often have permeable work-life boundaries than workers in lower ranks. This is in line with 
their respective preferences for integration or separation of work and private life (De Man, 2007). 

Compared to managers, employees evaluated their work efficiency and work–life balance more positively, whereas the 
managers reported fewer work uncertainties and less of a lack of important work tools compared to the employees, while 
working from home during the first COVID-19 lockdown (Ipsen et al., 2021). 

 

 

  



 

35 

Personal skills and capabilities 

Factor Key findings 

Leadership style Employees with an aversion to activity-based working, who have an executive who encourages them to take part in the program 
through a transformational leadership style, are even less willing to make use of the facilities than when they have a manager 
who does not encourages them (Van der Kleij et al., 2015). 

Matching leadership style with employee characteristics is more important than matching leadership style with work 
environment characteristics. Workers high in need for structure perform better if their managers focus on task execution and 
control, whereas workers high in need for autonomy perform better if their managers focus on results and autonomy (Slijkhuis, 
2012; Van der Kleij et al., 2015) 

Structuring behaviour / 
self-management 
tactics 

(Planning and 
organizing the 
workday) 

Effective structuring behaviour reduces non-work interference in work (not work interference in non-work) among virtual workers 
(Raghuram & Wiesenfeld, 2004). 

Self-management tactics are important predictors for employee productivity, performance and satisfaction while teleworking 
during COVID-19 (Mihalca et al., 2021). 

Setting switching 

(Frequency of 
switching between 
work settings at the 
office) 

Setting switching is positively related to perceived fit and satisfaction with ABW environments (Hoendervanger, 2021). 
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Psychological characteristics 

Factor Key findings 

Need for autonomy The perceived effectiveness of both time-independent working and location-independent working was positively related to 
individuals’ need for autonomy at work. Blended working obviously increases workers’ job autonomy through time- and location-
independent working, which typically has favourable effects on work and organizational outcomes (Van Yperen et al., 2014). 

Workers higher on need for autonomy report higher levels of telework performance because they prefer to work without direct 
supervision and structure one’s own work schedule (O’Neill et al., 2009). 

Need for relatedness The perceived effectiveness of both time-independent working and location-independent working was negatively related to their 
need for relatedness at work. Blended working entails working away from the office and having flexible working hours, which 
may cause workers to feel disconnected from others and socially isolated (Van Yperen et al., 2014). 

Workers high in need for relatedness were found to be (slightly) more satisfied with ABW environments. Probably, the openness, 
transparency, and informal meeting spaces typical of ABW environments are valued by workers who focus on social interactions 
(Hoendervanger, 2021). 

Need for structure 

(Similar to need for 
routine seeking) 

The perceived effectiveness of both time-independent working and location-independent working was negatively related to need 
for structure at work, probably because it tends to create ambiguity (Van Yperen et al., 2014). 

Appropriate use of work settings in an ABW environment correlates negatively with workers’ need for routine seeking (Wohlers 
et al., 2019). 

Workers do not make use of the flexibility offered by activity-based work areas (i.e., they choose not to change workplaces) to 
adhere to their need for routine seeking (Wessels, 2017). 

In contrast with workers low in need for structure, workers high in need for structure do not benefit from the increased autonomy, 
freedom and flexibility that come with new ways of working (Slijkhuis, 2012). 

Need for privacy 

(Similar to stimulus 
screening ability) 

High need for privacy is a strong predictor of low perceived fit with ABW environments, which in turn negatively affects 
satisfaction and performance. This is probably to a lack of work settings that offer privacy (i.e., predominantly open, and 
transparent workspace designs), which seems typical of ABW environments in current practice (Hoendervanger, 2021). 
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Need for achievement Need for achievement is more related to self-rated performance for non-teleworkers than for teleworkers. This may be because 
teleworking has the potential to limit promotions and may make it more difficult to provide concrete feedback. This may not fit 
with the motivations of those with a higher need for achievement (O’Neill et al., 2009). 

Conscientiousness Distributed workers high in conscientiousness tend to keep their supervisors informed with respect to work issues and progress 
and tend to use effective self-management tactics (planning, structuring, and thinking ahead) (O’Neill et al., 2014). 

Introversion Introverts find music and noise more distracting when they are trying to do cognitive work than extraverts do. Extraverts prefer 
to do this sort of work in spaces that are more energizing and more social. Preference for a location does not necessarily indicate 
that it is the best option for the task at hand, however (Augustin, 2021). 

Extraverts who are high in agreeableness are likely to seek social contact during distributed work, which in turn increases their 
work engagement. If they do not use regular socialization tactics, extraversion will generally be harmful for distributed work 
outcomes because of the isolation of this environment (O’Neill et al., 2014). 

Agreeableness / 
Sociability 

Workers high in agreeableness and extraversion are likely to seek social contact during distributed work, which in turn increases 
their work engagement (O’Neill et al., 2014). 

Those who are more sociable and attracted to developing relationships with others (i.e., higher on sociability) report lower 
telework performance, probably because they experience difficulties because of the isolation of working remotely (O’Neill et al., 
2009). 

Neuroticism Workers high in neuroticism are prone to cyberslacking, which is an important threat to distributed work effectiveness (O’Nei ll 
et al., 2014). 

Honesty Honesty is a strong predictor of engagement (positive) and cyberslacking (negative), which are important aspects of distributed 
work effectiveness (O’Neill et al., 2014). 

Procrastination Honesty is a strong predictor of engagement (negative) and cyberslacking (positive), which are important aspects of distributed 
work effectiveness (O’Neill et al., 2014). 

Self-efficacy 

(individuals’ belief 

in their ability to 
manage the 

Self-efficacy in relation to virtual work reduces non-work interference in work (not work interference in non-work) among virtual 
workers (Raghuram & Wiesenfeld, 2004). 
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challenges that they 
confront) 

Boundary preference / 
Need for 
segmentation 

(Preference for 
integration or 
separation of work 
and private life) 

People who want more segmentation are less satisfied and committed to the organization when they have greater access to 
integrating policies (e.g., onsite childcare). Conversely, people who want greater segmentation are more committed when they 
have greater access to segmenting policies (e.g., flex time) (Rothbard et al., 2005). 

“Segmentors” tend to enjoy work and perform better when they have a clear boundary between work and non-work, whereas 
“integrators” tend to flourish when toggling between different activities across these boundaries. Segmentors, particularly those 
who live with others, may benefit from strategies that enable them to tolerate non-work interruptions during work hours, 
whereas integrators may benefit from some segmentation in time and space (Kniffin et al., 2020). 

People high in need for segmentation of work from other life roles use flexible work arrangements less than do people who 
prefer integration (Shockley & Allen, 2010). 

Employees who prefer to separate home from work have less permeable boundaries than employees who prefer integration 
(De Man, 2007). 

For employees who prefer to separate home from work, home permeability more likely results in work-to-family conflict (De 
Man, 2007). 

Neurodiversity Neurodiverse people often can be over- or under-stimulated by factors in the work environment such as lightning, sound, 
temperature, air quality, etc.; hence they need a variety of well-designed spaces in an intuitive layout. Extreme hyposensitivity 
and hypersensitivity are prevalent in people who are ‘neurodivergent’ (Oseland, 2021). 

For people with ADHD, quieter and more organised workspaces are recommended (as part of a wider range of work settings) 
(Augustin, 2021). 
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Demographics 

Factor Key findings 

Age Younger employees are more positive about activity-based work environments than older employees (Hoendervanger, 2021; 
Leesman, 2017b; Pullen, 2014). 

Younger workers, in particular those under 25, are more positive about their office work environment than older workers. In 
contrast, older workers are slightly more positive about working from home (during the first phase of the COVID-19 pandemic) 
(Leesman, 2020a). 

A majority of 52% of the workers over 55 have a dedicated work room at home. For them, this feature is twice as common as 
for their colleagues under 25 (Leesman, 2020b). 

Compared to employees aged 45 or older, employees under 45 more often struggle with integrating work and private life, when 
working from home (TNO, 2021). 

People aged between 18 and 30 years perceived a better work–life balance while working from home during the first COVID-
19 lockdown than older people (Ipsen et al., 2021). 

Young people had more problems with work uncertainties compared to the older people, while working from home during the 
first COVID-19 lockdown (Ipsen et al., 2021). 

People over 50 perceived inadequate tools as a bigger problem compared to younger people, while working from home during 
the first COVID-19 lockdown (Ipsen et al., 2021). 

Generation For members of Generation Y, physical design of the workplace and flexible work options are important aspects of company/job 
attractiveness. They prefer efficient workplaces that can accommodate technology, flexible ways of working, and support leisure 
and family time (Augustin, 2021). 

Compared to members of generation X, Millennials value these aspects of the workplace more: accessibility of colleagues; 
informal work areas/break-out zones; opportunity to personalise workstation (Appel-Meulenbroek et al., 2019). 

Gender Men more often have permeable home boundaries (take work home) than women, especially when they have children (De Man, 
2007). 

More often than women, men have a fully equipped workplace at home (TNO, 2021). 

Compared to female employees, male employees more often take regular short breaks when working from home (TNO, 2021). 
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While working from home during the first COVID-19 lockdown, the male respondents could work more effectively and efficiently 
from home; they felt less constrained by their home office and missed important work tools less than the women (Ipsen et al.,  
2021). 

Caring responsibilities 

(for young children or 
informal care) 

Employees with caring responsibilities more often struggle with integrating work and private life, when working from home 
(TNO, 2021). 

Cultural background / 
Nationality 

People from individualistic cultures prefer workplaces that provide them with the opportunity to use private spaces whenever 
desired (Augustin, 2021). 

People from more individualistic cultures prefer workplaces that are readily changeable (desk height, placement of paper sorting 
trays, etc.) (Augustin, 2021). 

People from countries with higher power distance scores are more accustomed to status displays and diverse groups in a 
workplace having access to different sorts of amenities (Augustin, 2021). 

People from more feminine cultures prefer workplaces that are “green” and ergonomic (Augustin, 2021). 

People from cultures that are more concerned about uncertainty (they have high uncertainty avoidance scores) are more 
concerned about cleanliness (Augustin, 2021). 

More links between workplace preferences and dimensions of national cultures have been found in Steelcase (2013) and Van 
Meel (2000). 
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Home situation 

Factor Key findings 

Household structure People with (young) children and people who live alone perceived their productivity lower while working fully from home due to 
COVID-19 restrictions (Weijs-Perré et al., 2021). 

While working from home during the first COVID-19 lockdown, people with children below 15 at home experienced a better 
work-life balance, but less work efficiently and work control, and more disadvantages of working from home than people without 
children at home (Ipsen et al., 2021). 

Among parents, a family-friendly organisational culture is associated with higher work performance, unlike other support 
strategies such as flexible work arrangements, supervisor support, and help with household tasks. Among singles, such a culture 
is associated with lower work performance (Ten Brummelhuis & Lippe (2010). 

Among singles, the availability and the use of flexible work arrangements were related to higher levels of helping behaviour. 
Apparently, single employees particularly appreciate being able to work at home and on a flexible schedule. Singles reciprocate 
for this benefit by increasing their investment in cooperative relationship at work (Ten Brummelhuis & Lippe (2010). 

Employees who have a partner take their work more often home – mentally or practically – than employees who do not have a 
partner (De Man, 2007). 

 



 

 

  

GETTING IN TOUCH WITH THE EU 

In person 

All over the European Union there are hundreds of Europe Direct information centres. You can find the address of the centre 
nearest you at: https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en 

On the phone or by email 

Europe Direct is a service that answers your questions about the European Union. You can contact this service: 

- by freephone: 00 800 6 7 8 9 10 11 (certain operators may charge for these calls), 

- at the following standard number: +32 22999696, or 

- by electronic mail via: https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en 

FINDING INFORMATION ABOUT THE EU 

Online 

Information about the European Union in all the official languages of the EU is available on the Europa website at: 
https://europa.eu/european-union/index_en 

EU publications 

You can download or order free and priced EU publications from EU Bookshop at: https://publications.europa.eu/en/publications. 
Multiple copies of free publications may be obtained by contacting Europe Direct or your local information centre (see 
https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en). 

https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en
https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en
https://europa.eu/european-union/index_en
https://publications.europa.eu/en/publications
https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en
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