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Grafiek Employees consider adaptations to the workplace to be five times more 
important than other aspects, such as their manager or colleagues.

Attracting and retaining the 
best people is an ever growing 
challenge for businesses. The 
Netherlands is having to face up to 
structural shortages in qualified 
personnel. In the IT sector (31%) 
and in business services (29%) 
especially, companies indicate that 
their business operations are being 
held back by a shortage of suitable 
labour force.

Can the workplace make the 
difference in attracting talent?  
The answer is ‘yes’. It’s not wages 
or pleasant colleagues that are the 
most important elements when it 
comes to attracting and retaining 
talent. National and international 
studies show that companies with 
an appealing workplace are 
significantly more likely to attract 
the calibre of staff they are 
searching for. This finding is 

confirmed by the international 
What Workers Want study carried 
out by Savills: when asked which 
changes they would like to make to 
their current work situation, 
employees did not mention salary, 
management or direct colleagues 
as their primary concern, but the 
workplace itself. This makes the 
workplace a significant expression 
of the identity that a company 
wants to express.

Attracting and retaining the best people is 
an ever growing challenge for businesses  

Introduction The solution 
to rising labour costs: 
investing in the workplace.

Traditionally, employers 
have always sought to 
attract talent by offering 
appealing terms of 
employment, such as high 
salaries or favourable 
secondary perks. As a result 
of the shortage on the 
labour market, wage costs 
have increased in recent 
years. Since mid-2018, 
labour costs in the 
Netherlands have been 
rising even faster than 
company turnover (the 
change in the labour 
income ratio is >0%), which 
may go on to affect long-
term profitability. 

Are there any other options 
available for attracting 
talent apart from terms of 
employment? 

In this research report, we 
bring employees’ wishes 
into sharper focus.

It’s not wages or pleasant colleagues that are the most important 
elements when it comes to attracting and retaining talent  

The Dutch are satisfied 
with their workplace, but 
is that enough to win the 
competition for talent?
Graph Since mid-2018, the labour income ratio has been on the rise (year-on-year 
change, %). This indicates that wages are rising faster than company turnover.

Since mid-2018, labour costs 
in the Netherlands have been 

rising even faster than 
company turnover 

> 0%

the change in the 
labour income ratio 

As many as 69% of employees consider 
the workplace (or making changes to the 
workplace) to be the most important factor 
in terms of joining a company or staying 
with their current company. Workplace 
quality is trailed at a considerable distance by 
management and colleagues, at 13% and 11% 
respectively. 

The main category ‘workplace’ can be 
divided into three subcategories: location 
(accounting for 13%), length of commute to 
work (18%) and the office itself (a towering 
37%). ‘The office’ refers to both the exterior 

and the interior of the building. These three 
subcategories can be further subdivided into 
49 aspects that combine to determine the 
quality of a workplace.  

It goes without saying that optimising the 
workplace (similar to increasing salaries) 
costs money. Experience has shown, however, 
that these costs are much lower, especially 
when compared to salary-related measures. 
Optimisation of the workplace also brings 
other advantages: it increases productivity 
and contributes to the mental and physical 
health of employees, reducing absenteeism. 

SAVILLS WHAT WORKERS 
WANT 2019 IN BRIEF
Savills conducted a survey among 
11,000 office workers in 11 European 
countries. They were asked which 
aspects of the workplace they thought 
were important and whether they were 
currently satisfied with each aspect. 
The results of the study can be used 
by companies, real estate developers 
and owners to respond to the changing 
needs and wishes of office users. 

They can also be used to make 
management changes in line with 
strategic business operations. This is 
an important component of creating 
support for change management in 
organisations.

Savills conducted a 
survey among 11,000 
office workers in 11 
European countries

11,000

of employees consider the workplace (or making changes to the workplace) to be the most 
important factor in terms of joining a company or staying with their current company 69%

Source Savills Research
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Workplace 69%

Colleagues 11%

Office itself 37%

Length of commute 18%

Manager 13%

Other 7%

-0.8%

-0.6%

-0.4%

-0.2%

0%

0.2%

0.4%

0.6%

0.8%

Location 13%
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The Netherlands (7)
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Italy (6.4)
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United Kingdom (6.3)

Graph Dutch office workers: a satisfied bunch

Graph There is a clear, strong correlation between the importance an employee attaches to 
a certain aspect and their satisfaction with it.

Source Savills Research

Source Savills Research

What Workers WantWhat Workers Want

Aspects that are considered important already score well

Investing in the workplace sounds like a 
good thing to do, but where do you start? 

The ideal 
workplace

To respond most effectively to the wishes of current and future 
employees, there are two key factors to consider. The first is how 
employees assess the existing quality of a particular aspect, and 

the second is the relative importance of that aspect. One clear 
result is that employees in general are already satisfied with 
the aspects to which they attach great importance. 

OF ALL EUROPEANS, THE 
DUTCH ARE THE MOST 
SATISFIED WITH THEIR 
WORKPLACE
Dutch office workers give their 
workplace an average rating of 7, 
followed by Norway (6.8) and Poland 
(6.8). The United Kingdom (6.3) and 
France, however were the least satisfied 
(6.2). Dutch offices not only receive 
the highest score, but only 4% of Dutch 
employees say they are dissatisfied, 
whereas in the United Kingdom, for 
example, this figure exceeds 12%. 

While Dutch office employees are the 
most satisfied in Europe, there is always 
room for improvement. Which aspects 
can provide the greatest benefits when 
it comes to maximising the satisfaction 
of current and future employees?  

Dutch office workers give their workplace an average rating 
of 7, followed by Norway (6.8) and Poland (6.8). 7.0
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Satisfaction with the office itself 
consists of various aspects, 
which can be divided into four 
groups: 

What Workers WantWhat Workers Want

The top 15 aspects above indicate that 
companies can achieve the best results by 
focusing on the office itself. 

This top 15 was created by looking at 
satisfaction shortfall in relation to the 
importance employees attach to each 
aspect. Good temperature and the air 
quality are identified as being among the 
most important. Most notably, the top 
11 aspects all relate to the office itself, as 
opposed to length of commute and office 
location.

Aspects relating to the location and the 
length of commute can only be found from 
aspect 12 (‘proximity to green space’). There 
is less to be gained by investing in aspects 
relating to location, such as the proximity 
of public parks and gardens, because such 
aspects are perceived as less important. 

Length of commute is considered important; 
81% of employees attach great importance to 
this aspect, but it is also an aspect that Dutch 
employees are already very satisfied with. 
This is due to the relatively wide choice of 
jobs available to Dutch workers with a limited 
commute.

Graph Top 15: Key areas of improvement based on discrepancy 
between interest and current level of satisfaction Key   Length of commute   Location   Office itself

Source Savills Research

Most effective investments
Which investments are likely to be most effective in creating the ideal 
workplace?

This is confirmed by the fact that no less than 37% of employees 
expressed a preference related to changing an aspect of the office. 

In recent years, companies have invested a great 
deal in extra services in the workplace. Pool tables 
have become a feature of staff restaurants and 
even game consoles are being installed. While this 

has undoubtedly helped to persuade people to 
choose a company or to stick with their employer, 
one thing employees value above all else is being 
able to rely on the basics at work. 

Graph It’s not the extras but above all the basic conditions of the workplace 
that people care most passionately about

Source Savills Research

Key   Design of the office    Basic conditions    Furnishing    Additional services     Correlation 
   Importance (average)    Satisfaction (average)

SATISFACTION WITH 
THE OFFICE ITSELF

Basic conditions 
and facilities 

such as temperature 
and wi-fi quality

Additional services
Availability of 

additional services, 
such as a gym

Interior 
The layout, design 
and furnishing of 
the office and the 

individual 
workstation

Building design
Aspects determined 
by the design of the 
building, such as the 
presence of outdoor 

spaces
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The office itself can make all 
the difference in ‘the war for 
talent’
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A quiet space for focussed work 

General noise level

The internal design 
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Length of commute
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of employees attach great importance to the length of 
commute, but are already very satisfied with this factor81%
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NOISE LEVEL
80% of Dutch people 
think it’s important to 
be able to work in a 
quiet place

What Workers WantWhat Workers Want

The need for the basics to be in order is demonstrated 
by the overwhelming importance attached to these 
aspects. For example, 84% of employees consider good 
air quality to be essential, followed by temperature 
(83%), cleanliness at the office and the quality of wi-fi 
(80%) and how the office smells (75%). 

The importance attached to basic conditions may 
not be all that surprising, but the fact that in many 
cases these aspects are judged to be insufficient most 
certainly is. Only 49% of office staff are satisfied with 
the temperature and air quality at their place of work. 
Good quality wi-fi is regarded as a basic resource 
in the workplace, one to which a great deal of 

importance is attached. It is interesting to note that, 
unlike the Netherlands, this need is not being met 
sufficiently in all European countries. In Europe as a 
whole less than 60% of employees are satisfied with 
wi-fi, while in the Netherlands this figure is nudging 
towards 70%. 

Additional services in an office are not the most 
important, but they still contribute greatly to people’s 
satisfaction. In particular, free catering facilities and 
the presence of a fitness room fell short of employees’ 
expectations with dissatisfaction rates of 13.7% and 
13.1% respectively. That puts these aspects among the 
areas where companies can make a difference. 

While they are not seen as the most important, 
aspects relating to furnishings, layout and design 
still dominate the top 10. Some of these aspects can 
be optimised fairly easily and at limited cost. A good 
example of this is greenery. Investments in green 
spaces in the office cost relatively little, yet this is 
something to which two thirds of employees attach 
importance. And only half of them are satisfied with 
this aspect at present. 

Other aspects, such as changing or adapting the type 
of workstations, require greater investment. Even so, 
benefits van be obtained here too. 

An increasing number of Dutch offices (60%) have 
made the transition to open-plan offices with flexible 
workstations. This is despite the fact that almost 50% 
of employees say they would like to work at their own 
workstation. 

Graph Basic office conditions are numbers 1 and 3 on the list of aspects that 
employees find especially important. 

Figure Hot desking or not: Dutch people still prefer to have their own desk

Source Savills Research

Source Savills Research

SERVICES
30 % consider 
lockers for the 
delivery and 
collection of parcels 
to be important

MOBILE SIGNAL
75% consider a strong 
mobile signal in the 
office to be important

SATISFIED
69% of all employees 
are satisfied with their 
offices current mobile 
signal strenght

THE DOWNSIDE OF
FLEXIBLE CONCEPTS
There is also a downside to the greater 
prevalence of flexible concepts such 
as open-plan offices. In terms of 
productivity, open is far from always 
being an improvement. Employees who 
usually work in open-plan offices are 
almost twice as dissatisfied about noise 
level (17%) and temperature (26%) for 
example, compared to employees who 
work mainly in their own office. Often 
the solution lies not in converting open-
plan offices into individual offices, but 
much more in offering different types 
of workstations. This helps increase 
satisfaction among all employees, as 
employee preferences can vary and 
change even over the course of a 
working day.

 Offering different 
types of workstations 
helps to increase 
satisfaction among all 
employees  

As the need among the future generation of workers for their 
own workstation declines significantly in relation to flexible 
workspace, this share will soon increase even more  

0%

Outdoor spaces

The internal design 

Comfort of work area

General noise level

Greenery in the workplace 

A quiet space for focussed work 

Fitness room

Air quality

Free catering facilities

Temperature

4% 8% 12%2% 6% 10% 14%

Key   Design of the office   Basic conditions   Furnishing   Additional services 

Own desk /workstation for each employee 

Standing desk / standing workstation

Shared office / shared workstation (hot desking) 

Common room at work (e.g. kitchen, break room) 

A free public space (e.g. coffee shop) 

A paid public space (e.g. a rented office, shared workspace) 

Customer space (e.g. at the customer’s office) 

Working from home 

Other 

I don't know 

49%

6%

9%

4%

4%

5%

4%

12%

1%

6%

When it comes to type of workstation, there is a 
sizeable difference between age groups. While 
60% over 55 want to have their own workstation, 
this percentage drops to 33% and 37% for the 
18-24 and 25-34 age groups respectively. An 

increased demand for flexible office concepts 
has been clearly visible for years. For example, 
approximately 1 in 10 new leases currently involve 
flexible office space at providers such as Regus 
and The Office Operators. 

Preferences per age group
Own desk /workstation for each employee

49% 45% 54% 60%
37%33%

Total 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+

Source Savills Research

Source Savills Research

80%

30%

75%

69%
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If people no longer want to work in the 
city centre, their preferred location is the 
countryside

Despite the fact that only 13% of employees give 
improved office location as their highest priority, 
this can still be an important factor to consider, 
for example, when a company decides to relocate. 
Employees want the type of location selected to 
correspond to their preference.

For 3 of the 5 types, the preference corresponds 
to the current situation. This applies to business 
parks, other locations and the city centre. The city 
centre has seen a strong increase in popularity. A 
study conducted three years ago (What Workers 
Want 2016) showed that 37% preferred to work in 
the city centre. This share has now risen to 44%, 
which confirms the trend towards urbanisation. The 
overview further confirms that offices in secondary 
areas are increasingly falling out of favour with 
users. This is in line with the image of the office 
market, where more and more offices in such areas 
are being converted, mainly into homes. The figures 
also show that three times as many people would 
like to work in rural areas than do at present. 

Generally speaking, the attractiveness of a work 
location is largely determined by the presence 
of green space around and near the office; 59% 
of employees consider this to be important. 
In addition, the presence of facilities plays an 
important role, both in terms of choice (44%) and 
proximity (47%).

What Workers WantWhat Workers Want

Source Savills Research

Besides differences between age groups, and between regions of the Netherlands, there are also 
clear differences in preferences between different sectors. The most striking sector is the real estate 
and construction sector, the only sector in the Netherlands where over 50% travel by car. 

THE MAXIMUM EXTRA 
TRAVEL TIME PEOPLE 
ARE PREPARED TO 
ACCEPT FOR THE IDEAL 
JOB VARIES GREATLY 
FROM GROUP TO GROUP

Employees prefer a green office location  

More than 30% of Dutch employees spend at least 45 
minutes on the road compared to a European average 
of only 23%, while over 50% have a one-way commute 
of over half an hour. 

Commuters priorities
Within the Netherlands, there are no major 

regional differences in average travel time. However, 
there are significant regional differences in the 
percentage of people who see reducing their travel 
time as a priority. In the provinces of Drenthe, 
Zeeland and Limburg this is 30%, while in Friesland, 
Flevoland and the city of Amsterdam it does not 
exceed 10%. 

When someone embarks on a new career challenge, 
the length of their commute almost always plays 
a role. The majority of Dutch people (64%) take 
expected travel time into account in their search 
for a new job, with one in three even turning down 
a job because they considered the commute to be 
excessive. In addition, over half the number of 
employees (54%) name an excessive commute as a 
factor that substantially reduces job satisfaction. 

Despite these objections, travel time very seldom 
plays a decisive role in attracting and retaining 
people. This is evidenced, among other things, by 
most employees’ willingness to make an exception in 
terms of their commute if it means landing the ideal 
job. No less than 55% of employees in the Netherlands 
are prepared to extend their commute by at least 
half an hour. This figure is 1.5 times higher than the 
European average.

Travel time can also be important when relocating as 
a company, or when recruiting personnel for a new 
branch in the Netherlands. It is therefore essential 
to be able to estimate the travel time of (future) 
employees, and gain insight into how (future) 
employees travel to the office. As is widely known, 
the Dutch like to cycle, but the proportion who 
cycle to work is only high (44%) among those with a 
maximum travel time of 30 minutes. At 41%, public 
transport is popular among employees who travel for 
30 minutes or more. Yet the car retains its dominant 
position: every day, 60% of Dutch employees 
commute to and from work by car; a percentage that 
holds steady regardless of travel time. This is almost 
twice the number of people who cycle or travel by 
public transport on a daily basis. There has been an 
explosive increase in the use of lease bikes among 
cyclists, especially under 25. In this age group, a 
quarter of those who cycle to the office now use a 
lease bike.

Graph Differences in how people travel to the office vary greatly by region

Source Savills Research

With an average of 37 minutes, the Dutch have the longest 
commute in Europe (average 33 minutes).

Small country, longest commute
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In the Netherlands, multiple modes of 
transport (e.g. bus followed by train) are 
often used when travelling to and from 
work (on average 1.57 modes of transport 

a day). In large cities, such as Amsterdam, 
this number is substantially higher (about 2 
on average).

Different ways of 
commuting

 Car
 Taxi (including Uber)
 Own bike
 Lease bike
 Scooter
 Walk
 Run
 Train, subway
 Bus
 Other     

Legenda    Car   Taxi (including Uber)   Own bike   Lease bike
  Scooter   Walk  Run   Train, subway   Bus   Other    

Owner/directors and 
self-employed

Employees without a 
management position

Employees with children 
aged 16-18 

Women

50min

30min

27min

30min

Work location

City/city centre

Secondary areas/
suburbs

Business park/science 
park

Countryside

Other

Current Preferred

44%

17%

18%

18%

2%

45%

26%

19%

6%

3%

Source Savills Research
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What Workers WantWhat Workers Want

Don't the millennials have any divergent preferences at all? 
Yes, they do: they are 50% less bothered about having their 
own workplace than the over 55s  

Not millennials but the 
under 25s have distinct 
wishes and needs

In five years’ time, 75% of 
the working population will 
consist of millennials. This 
group is known for 
divergent and changing 
working habits compared to 
previous generations. 

One striking finding of the 
survey is that the age group 
officially categorised as 
millennials (25-34) does not 
demonstrate preferences 
that are noticeably 
divergent from the Dutch 
average. 

The youngest age group 
(18-24), however, does have 
very different preferences 
than the average Dutch 
person. This group gives 
primary importance to a 
workplace that has a staff 
restaurant with free snacks 
and food, good public 
transport connections and 
a well-designed interior. 

This group has yet to 
become a dominant force 
on the labour market, but 
their preference certainly 
need to be taken into 
account in future.   

More and more companies are considering 
moving their London offices to the Netherlands, 
with Amsterdam as the preferred option. This would 
mean both part of the London staff moving and new 
staff having to be recruited from among the Dutch 
workforce. What do companies need to be aware of?

Important when recruiting Dutch staff:    
Amsterdam employees:
• are willing to travel an extra 45 minutes for their 

ideal job, considerably longer than their London 
counterparts (28 minutes) 

• are more likely to travel to work by car (44%) and 
attach far more importance to this than London 
employees

• consider being able to work in the vicinity of a 
public space (e.g. a coffee place) to be 3 times as 
important as London employees

• are 5 times more likely than London employees to 
prefer a flexible office set-up (hot desking)

• like to work for the customer on-site (7%), unlike 
London employees (only 1%). 

What should companies take into account if they make a Brexit 
move to Amsterdam?

More and more companies are considering moving their London offices 
to the Netherlands, with Amsterdam as the preferred option  

From London to Amsterdam

Important for retaining London staff when 
moving to Amsterdam:
London employees: 
• often travel to work by metro (57%) and 

consider having a car less important
• are often dissatisfied with the degree 

of control over the layout and design of 
the workplace, giving it a 2.9 rating (out 
of 10)

• prefer to have their own workstation 
(57%), compared to only 35% of 
Amsterdam employees – a figure also 
well below the national average (above 
50%)

• like to have the opportunity to work from 
home; almost one fifth of employees 
see this as an ideal work location – in 
Amsterdam this is only 13%.

Until 10 years ago, gyms tended to open from 8 a.m. until 8 p.m. at the latest. 
Nowadays some gyms are open 24 hours a day to serve their customers at all 
hours of the day or night. This is a prime example of the consumer’s changing 
preferences, especially in regards to convenience and freedom of choice. The 
same is true of the workplace.

The ideal workplace helps to attract and retain talent. In 
choosing a location and building design, it is important to start 
with the question: whose workplace is this going to be? As there 
are such marked differences between the wishes and needs of 
the employees, this is the number-one question. That is why it is 
important to listen carefully to employees. However, companies 
still skip this vital stage far too often: Dutch employees currently 
give control over their workplace a meagre 5.6 out of 10. 

The increasing diversity of people and their preferences 
must be taken into account, as more and more generations join 

the workplace. For example, older employees need different 
light intensities to be able to work productively than younger 
generations. To meet individual requirements, it is advisable to 
give employees the choice between different types of workstations: 
a place to concentrate as opposed to a busy, lively environment. 

Despite all of these insights, it is important to realise that the 
differences between people mean that the ideal workplace does 
not exist. Workplace design will therefore always be tailor-made, 
customised to the wishes and needs of your specific employees.

Does the ideal workplace exist?

12savills.nl/research 13
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Complete control

Average

The more participation, the 
more satisfied the employee

1Labour costs are 
currently rising faster 

than company turnover.

2It is not salary, but 
the workplace that 

employees consider to be 
most important. Investing 
in the workplace can help 
curb labour costs.

3The workplace is 
the number-one 

change priority for 69% 
of employees. Second 
and third on that list – 
manager and colleagues 
– lag a considerable way 
behind at 13% and 11% 
respectively.

4The Dutch are 
the most satisfied 

employees in Europe 
when it comes to 
their workplace, but 
there is still room for 
improvement.

5The main category 
‘workplace’ can 

be divided into three 
subcategories: location 

(accounting for 13%), 
length of commute (18%) 
and the office itself (a 
towering 37%).

6Investing in the office 
itself has the greatest 

effect, as this represents 
a priority for 37% of 
employees.

7The other two main 
elements of length of 

commute and quality of 
location are important, 
but for most employees 
these are not a deal-
breaker when looking for 
another job.

8In the office itself, 
employees expect 

basic conditions such 
as temperature and 
air quality to be up to 
standard. In addition, 
companies can score 
points by offering free 
food or providing a gym.

9Greenery in the 
workplace is also 

perceived as positive, but 

this is a relatively scarce 
commodity in today’s 
office environment.

10Any companies 
who move from 

London to Amsterdam can 
win over London-based 
employees who move with 
them by providing them 
with their own permanent 
workplace.

11Unlike their London 
counterparts, any 

Amsterdam staff who 
need to be recruited will 
tend to prefer hot desking.

12The ideal 
workplace does 

not exist, but by listening 
carefully to its employees 
and being receptive to 
improvements in the 
workplace, a company can 
put itself at a significant 
advantage in terms of 
retaining talent and 
encouraging staff loyalty.
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The workplace is the number-one change 
priority for 69% of employees69%

What Workers WantWhat Workers Want

LAST BUT NOT LEAST: 
EMPLOYEES WANT TO BE 
HEARD

There remains one aspect of the 
workplace that is perhaps even far 
more important than design, layout or 
location. Employees want to be heard 
and have a say in their workplace, in 
how it is designed and run. Personnel 
who are not encouraged to make 
an active contribution at this level 
are consistently less satisfied with 
the workplace than those who are 
encouraged to do so. 

91%

72%

No control

58%

Little control

67%
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