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This latest global business survey from Regus clearly shows that flexible working 
practices are now mainstream across the world. Offering employees flexible working 
conditions (defined as being able to choose when and where to work), reduces costs, 
contributes to business performance, improves motivation and productivity, helps 
access a wider talent pool, and helps retain employees through an improved work-life 
balance.

This latest Regus survey, which interviewed over 17,000 senior business people in 
80 countries, helps calibrate business support for flexible working, and the various 
advantages which such practices claim to produce. 

`` Flexible working practices have become a mainstream solution to containing costs 
and boost profitability, with 81% of firms globally offering their employees a level of 
choice about when and where they work.

`` 60% of businesses globally also believe that flexible working practices, whether related 
to office hours or location, are more cost efficient than fixed office working. This is 
added to the evident carbon reduction benefits resulting from reduced commuting 
distances.

`` In addition, flexible working is recognised as an effective practice for motivating and 
rewarding family-oriented employees. 70% of firms globally consider flexible working 
to be more family friendly.

`` Four out of ten businesses believe that flexible working improves employee 
productivity (41%) and a third believe that motivation also increases when flexi-working 
is allowed. 

`` It is widely agreed that all employees regardless of whether they have a family or not 
can benefit from the improved work-life balance that flexible working can afford them 
(60%).

`` 	One fifth of businesses also regard flexible working as a solution that helps attract a 
wider talent pool (21%) and even allow them to employ valuable people that live in 
more remote parts of their country (19%).

`` 	Of particular interest for emerging economies, over one fifth of businesses globally 
(21%) believe that flexible working practices are an asset to them in periods of sudden 
growth as they allow rapid scalability.

`` 	An important trust issue is raised by the findings of the report which reveals that 
although 59% of businesses allow some level of flexibility to workers regardless of 
their seniority, age or service record, 40% declare that only senior staff are sufficiently 
trusted – a disadvantage for young families and junior talent.

Management Summary 



Regus Global Report  |  Flexible working goes global  |  March 2011  |  Page 3

Flexible working is defined as allowing employees to choose when and where they 
work.The employee must fulfil their working obligations, but in the location, and at 
the time, of their choice1. This is usually made possible by specifying deadlines but 
not particular working hours, and/or by providing a selection of workspaces that are 
close to the employee, but not necessarily the employer’s locations.

Many claims have been made for flexible working, including improved productivity, 
greater profit generation, enhance employee motivation through better work-life 
balance, and reduced employee workplace costs. One key study2 notes that, “the 
majority of desks, typically 55%+, in an average office are empty at any one point 
in time.” This same study also remarks that, “mindful of these trends, and with a 
desire to cut costs, companies have started to experiment with flexible working 
and introduced the idea of hot desking or desk sharing, with moderate ambition 
of occupancy efficiency…” Flexible working goes by many names, including tele-
working, hot desking, tele-commuting, Activity Based Working, Agile Working, Office 
Hoteling, and more. All are working towards a single aim – to improve working life 
for employees, fitting in with their increasingly complex lives and family structures, 
while also improving work efficiency and effectiveness. This is joined by the desire of 
most businesses to reduce their carbon footprint, making them interested in flexible 
working practices that help to reduce travel to work.

Global businesses are also facing novel and challenging circumstances. While the 
potential for growth is visible in every country, some national economies are only 
regaining their footing after a heavy fall, while others in high-growth economies 
are scaling previously unimagined heights of economic success. Nevertheless, 
businesses the world over are finding they need to prepare themselves in order to 
avoid the pitfalls of unnecessary overheads. Those in developed economies need to 
contain costs in order to return to full profit. Those in emerging economies want to 
grasp rapid growthwithout incurring escalating and uncontrolled costs.

Many businesses have to also had difficulty accessing credit in recent years as, 
though lending conditions are easing by degrees, the original situation was one 
of such severe credit contraction that a considerable period will need to elapse 
for conditions to return to pre-crisis levels – if indeed they ever do. In Europe for 
example, the European Central Bank reports that credit standards on loans to SMEs 
have undergone a further tightening and conditions on loans to larger businesses 
remained unchanged in the last quarter of 2010.3

1	 See also definitions from e.g.:- the Chartered Institute of Personnel Development; EU: The European Industrial Relations Dictionary; China Human Resources 
Management Association; et al..

2	 Unwired Research/Regus, Agility@Work, 2010; see also, ZZA Responsive User Environments, Liveable Lives, March 2010
3	 The Euro Area Bank Lending Survey, January 2011, The European Central Bank, http://www.ecb.int/stats/pdf/blssurvey_201101.pdf?18bf2dcc66a781d334bcb

10e11caf728 

Introduction 
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In the UK the Band of England reports that the stock of lending to UK businesses fell 
in the three months to November 2010 and in particular the stock of lending to SMEs 
continued to contract in spite of an increase in syndicated lending facilities to UK 
businesses.4 The US Federal Reserve Board similarly reports that large banks have eased 
standards on commercial and industrial loans especially to middle-market and large 
firms and China recently vowed better loan conditions for small businesses, even though 
general lending rates have risen to keep growth manageable.5 6

These difficult and unpredictable conditions are affecting the way businesses approach 
their growth strategies. In particular an increase in the use of flexible working practices, 
whether these relate to flexible hours or work location, has been recorded and is 
supported by the findings of this report.7 8

In the UK the government has stepped into the foray declaring that flexible working 
should be promoted to reduce stress and mental issues. Similarly in the USA, the Society 
for Human Resource Management and the Families and Work Institute are launching a 
new programme to educate employers about the benefits of flexible work.9 10

Flexible working practices are therefore being used to capture a variety of benefits - first 
and foremost the reduction of office costs without parallel losses in staff productivity, 
motivation and satisfaction. Office space for a single employee is estimated to cost 
between US$4,000 and US$11,000 per annum with blooming Eastern economies such 
as China and India at the lower and Japan at the higher end of the scale. In Western 
economies office space cost per employee is polarised more closely around US$7,000 
although differences within a single country can be enormous with space in London, for 
example, reaching US$19,000. And with flexible working allowing businesses to reduce 
office space by as much as 30% the cost savings are evident.11

More and more businesses have in fact been choosing to introduce flexible working for 
one or more of the benefits this practice can afford. Aside from providing a noticeable 
saving in fixed overheads, many firms are now using flexible hours or locations to 
motivate and reward their employees. In addition to increasing employee loyalty and 
motivation, flexible working is reported to increase productivity, improve self-discipline 
and allow businesses to access a wider talent pool including workers that reside in 
remote parts of the county, as well as young families and working mums.12

4	 Trends in Lending, January 2011, Bank of England, http://www.bankofengland.co.uk/publications/other/monetary/TrendsJanuary11.pdf
5	 The January 2011 Senior Loan Officer Opinion Survey on Bank Lending Practices, January 2011, The Federal Reserve Board. http://www.federalreserve.gov/

boarddocs/snloansurvey/201102/default.htm
6	 CBRC vows to lend more to China’ rural areas, small businesses, 24th February 201, Xinhua
7	 Flexible working is on the rise,10th February 2011, Business Environment media centre
8	 The rise of home working, 03 August 2010, The Guardian
9	 No health without mental health, The Department of Health
10	 New Program encourages employers to offer flexible work arrangements, 02 February 2011, The Work Buzz
11	 Flexible working could deliver energy savings, 23rd March 2010, Business Wise
12	 Flexible working boosts productivity, 11th January 2011, Talking Point, Ecclesiastical; Home working allows employees to clock up another two days worth of work, 

05th June 2010, The Telegraph; Flexible Working, 2008, The IoD
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The Regus study

Because of the widespread need of organisations to improve employee productivity, 
keep skilled employees through greater work-life balance and job satisfaction, and 
either rationalise or control their costs (whether this is to ensure that rapid growth 
is not undermined by escalating fixed expenses, or to emerge from a period of 
economic contraction on the crest of the wave), more and more firms globally are 
choosing to introduce flexible working practices which they acknowledge to be lower 
cost than fixed working practices. In order to provide a ‘state of the nation’ picture 
of the extent to which flexible working practices have spread globally, and to take 
the pulse of business views of the benefits derived from these practices, Regus has 
surveyed its contacts database of over 1 million top level professionals and business 
owners, asking them about the benefits that they are gaining from flexible working 
– defined in the survey as the freedom to work to work some or all of the time in non-
standard places in non-standard hours.
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A staple practice

More than half of firms globally (51%) agree that flexible working practices help reduce 
office cost such as those of space, heating, lighting. But flexible working practices 
are also emerging as a more widespread solution to containing costs and boosting 
profitability. While in simple terms reducing fixed real estate costs and maintenance 
costs is one of the most significant saving measures that a business can take, on 
a larger and more sophisticated scale, flexible working practices, for the additional 
productivity they afford, are believed by fully 60% of businesses globally to be lower cost 
than fixed working.

Ranging from 48% of firms in Australia to 79% in Romania, businesses globally are 
persuaded by the cost benefits of flexible working. It is particularly interesting to note 
that troubled Spanish businesses are among those most convinced of the cost benefits 
of flexible working (73%). The ability to scale down business costs is aided by flexible 
working practices according to 24% of Spanish firms, but in particular the increased 
staff productivity afforded by these measures is appreciated by 45% of firms in this 
country.

At the other end of the scale we find Australian and French firms. In France, where two 
thirds of workers declare they are ready to take up remote working,13 a much lower 
proportion of businesses regards flexible working a measure that provides a better 
worklife balance than average (only 45% compared to 60% globally) and only 33% are 
persuaded that office costs can be reduced this way indicating that perhaps business 
information regarding the cost benefits available are not as known here as elsewhere.
Nevertheless, even these lesser proportions in favour of flexible working practices 
represent a very significant, mainstream view.

I believe that flexible working is lower cost than fixed location working

13  A Safe and healthy environment, Cisco 2010
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41% of businesses globally believe that thanks to flexible working practices, staff 
who are not left distressed by a long or stressing commute, or are able to work from 
locations closer to home, or choose which hours to work, are more productive than 
fixed 9-5 office personnel.

I believe that flexible working practices result in more productive staff

Over one fifth of businesses globally (21%) acknowledge that flexible working practices 
are an asset to them in periods of growth as they allow rapid scalability. Although 
this benefit is perhaps more significant for emerging economies concerned with not 
burdening themselves with exponentially growing and eventually unsustainable costs 
in this time of growth, this benefit is actually more appreciated by Western economies. 
These crisis-shaken economies have seen the need to scale down operations rapidly 
in the past few years and are tentatively making their way into recovery, well aware that 
stability has not yet been achieved.

France (31%), Canada (26%) and the USA (24%) are proving particularly appreciative of 
scalability benefits afforded by flexible working in line with trends in these countries for a 
high increase in the number of part-time workers, which totalled 8.4 million in the USA in 
January 2011.14 Similarly Canada, in January 2011 recorded a 2.8% increase in part-
time employment compared to 1.7% in full-time compared to the same month a year 
earlier.15

Flexible working is also universally recognised as an effective practice for motivating and 
rewarding employees with families – globally, businesses consider it to be more family 
friendly (70%). Staff without families also feel the benefit from improved work-life balance 
afforded by flexible working (60%). German respondents in particular (88%) believe that 
flexible working is more family friendly. Here, as in Switzerland, school timetables that 
have been slow to conform to modern working practices and the stigma associated by 
being regarded as a ‘Rabenmutter’, who like the raven expels its young chicks from the 
nest and is thus a paradigm of bad mothering, affect the particularly high result achieved 
in this country.16 17

14 Employment situation summary, 04th March 2011, Bureau of Labor Statistics
15 Latest releases from the labour force survey, 04th February 2011, Statistics Canada
16 ‘Raven mothers’ struggle on Swiss corporate ladder, 08th March 2010, Reuters
17 The tough job of being a working mother in Germany, 20 fi rst- building gender balanced business website
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Indian and Australian businesses (70%) are particularly appreciative of the benefits of 
flexible working in terms of providing a better work-life balance. High traffic congestion 
and long distances of travel are likely to have affected the responses of businesses in 
these countries where a lengthy commute to work is highly likely to impact staff mood, 
health and productivity in a negative fashion. In August 2010 Regus found that Indian 
commuters had to travel a full 33 minutes and that 89% of commuters here and 87% in 
Australia complained of traffic and overcrowding compared to the 82% global average.

One fifth of businesses are also using flexible working arrangements to help them attract 
a wider talent pool (21%) including working mothers, young families or simply employees 
who would be attracted to contract conditions that allow them more freedom. 
Businesses are even finding that these measures allow them to widen their employment 
net to include valuable people-power residing in more remote parts of country (19%) and 
that would not be able or wish to commute into the central office on a regular basis. In 
particular in wider reaching geographies such as the USA and India (31%) are benefiting 
from flexible working to attract a wider talent pool, while German (25%) and Canadian 
(32%) businesses are taking advantage of the ability to hire staff in remote areas of the 
country.

An important trust issue is also raised by this research report. The findings reveal that, 
although 59% of businesses allow some level of flexibility to workers regardless of their 
seniority, age or service record, 40% declare that only senior staff are trusted enough 
to benefit from this privilege. This form of selection automatically excludes many of 
the employees that would benefit from a more family friendly work environment such 
as young families and junior talent that businesses may have gone to great lengths to 
attract.

Trust is a particular issue in France, where 60% of businesses declare that only senior 
staff benefit from either flexible working hours or choice of location and by developing 
countries such as India (57%) and China (62%). The Netherlands is the most open 
to allowing employees flexibility regardless of age, seniority or length of service (72%) 
shortly followed by Spain (70%) where these practices are regarded as extremely cost 
effective.

I believe flexible working provides businesses with more access 
to a wider talent pool
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Flexibility around the globe

UK

• �Businesses in the UK are likely to allow employees some flexibility regardless of seniority, age or length of service 
(62%) compared to the global average (59%).

• �36% of UK businesses think that flexible working arrangements make staff more motivated compared to 33% 
globally.

USA

• Fully 79% of businesses in the USA regard flexible working as more family friendly than fixed office working.

• �62% of USA firms are likely to allow employees some flexibility regardless of seniority, age or length of service 
compared to the global average (59%).

Canada

• �45% of businesses in Canada would only allow senior staff flexible working arrangements compared to 40% globally.

• More businesses in Canada (66%) than globally regard flexible working as lower cost than traditional practices.

France

• Only 51% of French businesses believe that flexible working is lower cost than fixed 9-5 office work.

• 31% of French businesses compared to 21% globally think that remote working allows rapid scalability.

Germany

• 88% of German businesses think that flexible working is more family friendly.

• Only 16% of German firms believe that flexible working allows them access to a wider talent pool.

Belgium

• 53% of Belgian firms think that flexible working can make employees more productive.

• �70% of Belgian businesses would allow employees flexible work arrangements regardless of seniority, age or length 
of service.

The Netherlands

• �72% of businesses in the Netherlands would allow employees flexible work arrangements regardless of seniority, age 
or length of service.

• 45% of firms in the Netherlands believe that flexible working engenders greater motivation among staff.
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Spain

• Fully 73% of Spanish businesses believe that flexible working is lower cost than traditional office based 9-5 work.

• 72% of firms in Spain believe that flexible working practices improve the work-life balance of employees.

Japan 

• 57% of businesses in Japan believe that flexible working improves the work-life balance of employees.

• 55% of Japanese firms think that flexible working is lower cost than fixed office working.

India

• 59% of Indian firms believe that flexible working is lower cost than fixed office working.

• Fully 57% of Indian firms would only allow senior staff to benefit from flexible working practices.

China

• �62% of Chinese firms would only allow senior staff to benefit from flexible working practices compared to 40% 
globally.

• 57% of businesses in China believe that flexible working can afford employees a better work-life balance.

Mexico

• �In Mexico 53% of firms would only allow senior staff to benefit from flexible working practices compared to 40% 
globally.

• 57% of Mexican firms regard flexible working practices as more cost effective than fixed office working.

South Africa

• 68% of South African firms believe flexible working practices as more cost effective than fixed office working.

• 43% of South African firms believe that flexible working practices help motivate staff.

Australia

• Fully 70% of Australian firms think that flexible working provides employees with a better work-life balance.

• 41% of Australian firms would only allow senior staff flexible working practices largely in line with the global average.
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Conclusion

As businesses adapt to more rapidly changing business conditions, savvy 
businesses that are keen to reduce workspace costs and avoid taking on escalating 
expenses as they rapidly expand, are starting to adopt more flexible conditions of 
work. The business advantages that flexibility of working hours or location can afford 
are multi-faceted and range from savings in real estate leasing, lighting and heating, 
to improvements in staff motivation, retention and productivity.

Reports indicate that workspace for each employee in a services industry business 
generates the equivalent of two tons of carbon emissions each year this is a vast 
amount of energy that is also varyingly expensive across the globe. In spite of 
different energy costs across the globe no business wants to pay heating and lighting 
costs for unused space.18

Finally, although it is refreshing to see that businesses are waking up to the benefits 
that giving their employees some workplace flexibility can afford them, whether this 
is through hot desking, flexible hours, home work or making available fully equipped 
locations closer to their home, a large number of businesses, particularly in the 
developing word are still not benefiting from these practices. By overcoming trust 
issues and introducing flexible working practices businesses can in fact reduce or 
contain expensive overheads and improve employee retention and motivation.

18	 Chris Goodall, Carbon Emissions and the Service Sector, 2008 
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About Regus 

Regus is the world’s largest provider of workplace solutions, with products and services 
ranging from fully equipped offices to professional meeting rooms, business lounges and 
the world’s largest network of video communication studios. Regus enables people to 
work their way, whether it’s from home, on the road or from an office. Customers such 
as Google, GlaxoSmithKline, and Nokia join hundreds of thousands of growing small 
and medium businesses that benefit from outsourcing their office and workplace needs 
to Regus, allowing them to focus on their core activities.

Over 800,000 customers a day benefit from Regus facilities spread across a global 
footprint of 1,100 locations in 500 cities and 86 countries, which allow individuals and 
companies to work wherever, however and whenever they want to. Regus was founded 
in Brussels, Belgium in 1989, is headquartered in Luxembourg and listed on the London 
Stock Exchange. For more information please visit: www.regus.com

To download a copy of the full report please visit 
www.regus.presscentre.com

Methodology 
Over 17,000 business respondents from the Regus global contacts database spanning 
80 countries were interviewed during February 2011. The Regus global contacts 
database of over 1 million business-people worldwide is highly representative of 
business owners and senior managers across the globe. Respondents were asked 
a wide variety of questions including ones about their economic performance and 
expectation, along with their views on flexible working practices. The survey was 
managed and administered by the independent organisation, MarketingUK. 



Whilst every effort has been taken to verify the accuracy of 
this information, Regus cannot accept any responsibility or 
liability for reliance by any person on this report or any of the 
information, opinions or conclusions set out in this report.


