Enabling futureforward thinking
people to make
a difference
HOW MSD LEBANON DREAMED UP AND BUILT
THEIR WORKPLACE OF THE FUTURE IN 10 MONTHS

CASE STUDY

“

“I want a more engaging management [that’s] better connected
with the people. [We should be] acting as visible leaders.”
Okan Isikci — Managing Director, Levant
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THE
BACK
STORY

Merck & Co. (known as MSD outside of USA and Canada) is
a multinational pharmaceutical company with employees
and offices worldwide. As a company that prides itself
in science and innovation, Merck has always been on
the lookout for more effective ways of leveraging their
workspaces for scientists and staff alike. In 2017, MSD’s
Lebanon office in Beirut had an opportunity to relocate.
They decided to partner with Veldhoen + Company to
explore how they could create a workplace of the future
to support an energetic and motivated workforce that’s
making a difference. To Okan Isikci, the local Managing
Director, the office is more than just the physical space
that associates work in. The workspace should be
designed to help breakdown silos and help people better
connect with each other.

“

What we are achieving as a business, and how we operate,
could not have been done in the old environment
Okan Isikci, Managing Director, Levant
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THE
VISION

To build a small but very active team composed of
highly energetic, capable, and motivated individuals
who are future-forward in thinking and eager to
make a difference. The team will have seamless
digital operations, create best in class new product
launches with minimal waste.
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THE
CHALLENGE

Leadership:

The local leadership team is very experienced and had
success in attracting talents of diverse nationalities and
age ranges. Yet as the transformation at Merck starts
to happen, Isikci worried that the existing leadership
style had become too cautious and conservative for the
ambitious, young, and diverse workforce.

Culture:

Merck’s Global Real Estate team initially felt hesitant
about implementing a workplace of the future concept
in the Middle East. The Middle Eastern work culture
is characterized by the incredibly fluid and complex
external environment, and as it was, many teams in
the MSD Lebanon office had already developed closeknit connections within their immediate teams. To
some, the new concept brought about curiosity but
also uncertainty and fear. The leadership team, on the
other hand, had started to recognize that in order for
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business to succeed, people from different teams had to
come together with greater ease, and the physical office
environment should facilitate these connections.

Challenges with time and distance:

Three Veldhoen + Company consultants, Millie Letori,
Pieter-Bas Dekkers, and Luc Kamperman set out to work
with the MSD Lebanon team. All three consultants were
based in different geographical locations: Australia; the
UK; and the US. On top of this geographical challenge, it
soon became apparent there was also a time challenge.
This would have been an aggressive timeline for any
local project where consultants could be stationed at
client sites. In this case, the geographical distance, time
zone difference, and cultural differences added further
complexity to the project.
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THE
HUMAN
CHALLENGE

Challenges with people’s perception of the office:
Although over 85% of employees believed that the
design of their workplace is important to them, only
slightly over half (58%) thought that it created an
enjoyable environment to work in.
One-third of the workforce thought that the existing
work environment failed to enable them
to work productively.
Although many employees (79%) considered that the
culture of the Lebanon office was supportive to working
in a mobile/flexible way, they felt limited by the design of
the workplace and technology tools and infrastructure.
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JOURNEY

The Middle Eastern work culture suggested that
people would prefer to have business-related
interactions in-person, so that they have an
opportunity to really build trust and relationship.
But to have the Veldhoen + Company consultants
stay in Lebanon for the entire duration of the project
was impractical. After studying the initial data
gathered about the people and how they felt about
their office, the Veldhoen + Company team planned
two intensive trips, each packed with a series of
face-to-face engagements with the leaders and the
users, to maximize the opportunity to build trust
and to create as much space as possible to mitigate
resistance to change.

THE JOURNEY

TRIP— 1
The first trip was designed as a fully immersive concept development
experience. The Veldhoen + Company consultants started with a vision
workshop with the leaders, introducing them to the basics of Activity-Based
Working and what it meant for MSD Lebanon. They then conducted a round
of interviews with individual leaders to understand what they aspired to
achieve with the new workspace and what role they might play in the design
and change process. Like many of other Veldhoen + Company projects, at
the beginning stage, Millie and Pieter-Bas heard many voices with mixed
opinions. Some leaders were interested in the concept but doubtful about its
applicability to the region; others were optimistic and excited for the change
and believed that it was exactly what the workforce needed. Isikci sensed
the uncertainty and doubt and decided that he needed to take the people on
this journey.

Millie and Pieter-Bas
facilitated a series
of design-thinking
based exercises to
explore the conflicting
needs of the office and
available floor space

Isikci, MD, kicked off
workshops with leaders
and business user
representatives

Veldhoen + Company
team worked intensely
to translate the input from
users into the actual
floor plan

Before the end of
the one-week trip,
a preliminary draft of
the physical concept was
delivered and presented
to leadership for sign-off

THE JOURNEY

TRIP — 2
A series of high-impact
face-to-face workshops
were designed and
delivered

The second one-week trip was focused on raising people’s
awareness of a new way of working and starting to build new
habits around working with colleagues and teams in a more
mobile and flexible way. As the project continued, employees
gradually start to embrace the potentials a new way of
working could bring, and they were determined to help each
other to work through the challenges.

They address pain points
and facilitate discussions
about challenges and
opportunities

The leadership team
continued to role model
whenever possible

Isicki even took
time to have 1:1
conversations with
individuals who were
feeling specially
challenged by activitybased working
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THE
RESULTS

“This is not an open space. This
is an activity-based workplace,
where people will move every
single day according to the
task they have. That increases
collaboration, co-operation,
and then, productivity is
showing to be at a higher level.”

Hani Aoun, Human Resources Lead,
Levant, MEA HR

THE RESULTS

GREATER SENSE
OF PRIDE

100% employees agreed that the office was “a
place I’m proud to bring visitors to,” post-move,
compared to two-thirds of employees stating
this pre-move.

“The office is a very positive working
environment, and employees love it. I believe it
will help attract and retain key talent, and help
enable future business growth.”
Tomaz Kokelj, Assoc. Dir. Facilities Management,
Middle East & Turkey

THE RESULTS

INCREASED
PRODUCTIVITY

The workplace “enables us (me) to work
productively” increased by 20% on average.

“Our commitment is towards the wellbeing
of the Lebanese patients, in ensuring the
accessibility of first class medicine to the
majority of the patient’s in need thus our
presence and beliefs in Lebanon as a center
of excellence is unlimited”
Wissam Saliby
Managing Director, MSD Lebanon

THE RESULTS

GREATER SENSE
OF COMMUNITY

Nearly 98% of respondents agreed that the new
workspace creates an enjoyable environment to
work in, and over 96% believed that the current
workspace contributes to a sense of community
at work.

“Now that we are here after a month, not only did
we overcome the challenges of confidentiality,
but we have better alignment between different
functions – Finance, Sales, Marketing, and
Medical.”
Tamar Kojaoghlanian, Finance Director, Levant

THE RESULTS

GREATER SENSE
OF CONNECTION

Out of 21 work activities from the Leesman
survey, the top five activities that most people
considered important showed a shift in pre-move
and post-move comparison. With a significant
shift towards more connected activities in terms
of importance.

THE RESULTS

PRE AND
POST MOVE

84%

60%

INDIVIDUAL WORK

In the pre-move study, the top five activities
were: planned meetings, individual focused work,
individual routine tasks, business confidential
discussions, and telephone conversations. In the
post-move survey, the top five activities were:
planned meetings, collaborating on focused work,
individual routine tasks, informal social interaction,
and relaxing/taking a break.

The percentage of
employees who agree
that their workplace
supports them with
Individual Focused
Work Desk Based

89%

65%

LEARNING FROM
OTHERS
The percentage of
employees who agree
that their workplace
supports them with
Learning from Others.

93%

83%

100%

71%

65%

IDEA SHARING

PRODUCTIVITY

PRIDE

The percentage of
employees who agree
that their workplace
supports sharing
ideas/knowledge
amongst colleagues

The percentage of
employees who agree
that their workplace
supports them
to be productive

The percentage of
employees who agree
that their workplace is
a place they are proud
to bring visitors to.

‘Interior rings indicate the results Pre-move; exterior rings indicate the results Post-move

67%

“This new office inspires us to be more creative
and innovative. People are more engaged and
approachable. The ABW concept ensures that
people are aware of the activity at hand.”
Janine Shahwan, Digital Lead Levant

“This footprint in Lebanon is an important
message to our stakeholders and patients that we
are here and closer than they think to continue
transporting knowledge and innovation. It is a
re-assurance that MSD is an exceptional partner
in the healthcare scheme.”
Hassan Bibi,
Market Access, Policy and Communication Director

THE RESULTS

GREATER SENSE
OF ENGAGEMENT

96% of employees thought that the design of
their workplace encouraged them to choose
work settings/locations that best supported the
different tasks post-move; compared to 60%
pre-move.

“Teams are better connected. We are seeing less
and shorter formal meetings. Really pleased with
how Veldhoen enabled the process. Nothing was
pushed on us, we reflected on our own way of
working. That was great.”
Okan Isicki, Managing Director, Levant

THE RESULTS

WORKPLACE OF
THE FUTURE

76% of employees preferred or strongly
preferred working in an activity-based way over
old ways of working.

“I am very confident that it’ll be used as a catalyst
for transformation across the region. It’s all
about the emotional attachment people have
developed here so quickly, and it should help us
better promote the corporate vision for delivering
workplace of the future offices across our full
portfolio.”
Fabrice Piroird, Director, Facilities EEMEA

“

The impact has been really tremendous. The Middle Eastern
people always had warmth, hospitality, connection between
each other. But in the office space that we moved into,
this has been increased even more. You see a connected
workforce. It brings people closer to each other. It takes
out the layers between the management team, to the
representatives, to the assistants, to the facility workers…
It just creates a positive mood to be in the office.
Okan Isikci, Managing Director, Levant

CURIOUS?
If you’re interested to hear about true ABW
and what Veldhoen + Company could do for your
organisation, please contact Millie, Pieter-Bas
or Luc to organise a consultation
Millie Letori
e — millie@veldhoencompany.com
t — +61 422 078 671
Pieter-Bas
e — pieterbas@veldhoencompany.com
t — +61 447 145 871
Luc Kamperman
e — luc@veldhoencompany.com
t — +1 929 437 9290

