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Abstract 

As the environmental impacts of buildings have become more and more eminent, so too has the 

demand and need for specialized green property services. Green property services refer to 

operative real estate management services, including both property and facility management, 

which promote environmental, or green, aspect of the services. This study sets out to identify the 

possible future development paths associated with the expected rise in the demand of green 

property services in the future facilities market. The research uniquely utilizes a futures studies 

method in the context of facilities management. The futures wheel is a qualitative method based 

on expert opinions, and resembles structural brainstorming. With the futures wheel, different 

future elements and their possible influences can be identified, clarified and organized. The study 

finds that several outcomes, both beneficial and unfavourable, are possible in a future where green 

property services have become more common. The outcomes are classified based on the power 

to impact, namely, whether they are reached though the actions of the property service provider, 

or the client organisation. The identified first tier influences include surprisingly complex issues 

such as lack of expertise in the client organization, or poor occupant comfort resulting from 

effective energy management. On the other hand, highly positive influences, including intelligent 

buildings and saved natural resources are also identified as potential influences. The study is the 

first to employ the futures wheel method to facility services research, and provides a good 

foundation for further testing of the methods. Furthermore, the findings are a welcomed reminder 

to both researchers and practitioners of the intertwined and complex nature of sustainability issues 

within the built environment. 
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1. Introduction  

The built environment is a significant cause of environmental impacts (UNEP 2007), and 

consequently, is often seen key in solving the environmental challenges set to our society. As the 

environmental impacts related to buildings have become eminent, the need and demand for 

specialized green property services are also growing. Green property services refer to operative 

real estate management services, including both property and facility management, which 

promote environmental, or green, aspect of the services. The role of facility management in 

building environmental performance is known to be crucial (e.g. Aaltonen et al. 2013, Kyrö et al. 

2012, Määttänen et al. 2014a). Green property services can be defined as services that aim at 

reducing the negative impacts to the environment and human health, while simultaneously 

fulfilling the needs of occupant’s and maintaining the property’s condition and characteristics 

(Määttänen 2014a). In other words, green property services aim at both enhancing the 

environmental performance of the building and creating value to the end-customer. Määttänen 

(2014a) concludes that green property services are particularly useful when the end-user company 

lacks the appropriate resources for in-house environmental management. The increased demand 

for green property services has also been noted in market-based research, including a recent Green 

Market Study (Ramboll 2014), which estimates that green commercial facilities will become more 

common in the future. It has also been assessed that during the next few years property and user 

service companies will invest more in sustainable practices (KTI 2015). Interestingly, while the 

clients’ green requirements are expected to increase, the willingness to pay premium for green 

services remains low (KTI 2014).  

While it is clear that buildings affect the surrounding society, it should be noted that the 

surrounding society and different forces of change emerging in the real estate market environment 

have their own influence on the built environment and associated businesses. Regardless, property 

management practitioners are not generally aware of the future forces of change and their possible 

influences on the future development. In other words, practitioners may have to make decisions 

that will have far-reaching consequences for their business, without sufficient awareness and 

needed analysis of the possible future development in the field. This study sets out to identify 

possible future development paths associated with the expected rise in the demand of green 

property services in the future facilities market. The research uniquely utilizes futures studies 

methods in the context of facilities management. Futures studies have only recently been 

introduced in the context of real estate markets (Toivonen 2011; Toivonen and Viitanen 2015; 

Toivonen and Viitanen 2016). Moreover, previous futures studies based research from the 

property management field does not yet exist, to the best of the authors’ knowledge.  

According to previous studies environment pressure has been identified as a significant force 

shaping the future development of the commercial real estate market (Toivonen 2011; Toivonen 

and Viitanen 2015). Toivonen (2011) recognized the demand for green property services as a part 

of the environmental pressure set to the commercial real estate market and also as a phenomenon 

affecting the future market environment. For the purpose of this specific study, the increased 

demand in green property services is selected for further research through a method called the 

futures wheel. Based on Glenn (2009a) the futures wheel is a qualitative method based on expert 
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opinions, and resembles structural brainstorming. With futures wheel different future elements 

and their possible influences can be identified, clarified and organized (Glenn 2009a). Through a 

better understanding of the potential future elements, practitioners would be more conscious and 

they would have better prospects of doing far-reaching and sustainable decisions about their 

business. 

The study finds that several outcomes, both beneficial and unfavourable, are possible in a future 

where green property services have become more common. The first tier influences include 

surprisingly complex issues such as lack of expertise in the client organization, or poor indoor 

comfort resulting from effective energy management. On the other hand, highly positive 

influences, including intelligent buildings and saved natural resources are also potential. The first 

tier effects produce a number of second and third tier influences, resulting in possible 

development paths for the future of green property services. Each of these development paths is 

presented with a discussion on the positive and negative effects to ecological, social and economic 

sustainability. The outcomes are also classified based on the target of impact, namely, whether 

they affect the property service as a business, or the client organisation. The study is the first to 

employ the futures wheel method to facility services research, and provides good foundation for 

further testing of the methods. Furthermore, the findings are a welcomed reminder to both 

researchers and practitioners of the intertwined and complex nature of sustainability issues within 

the built environment. 

The remainder of the paper is structured, as follows. The research methods are introduced in detail 

in the next section, due to the novelty of the application. The third section presents the findings 

of the research, and the fourth section discusses implications and limitation of the findings. 

Finally, the fourth chapter concludes the paper with suggestions for further research.  

2. Research methodology 

Property services are in a nascent state as a research field, and therefore the explorative, 

qualitative research methods offer a best methodological fit (Edmundson and McManus 2007). 

This study takes a novel approach and utilises futures studies methods for the property services 

research. Future studies methods have been found well-suited for investigating the future 

development of the commercial real estate market, which is continuously affected by several 

different external and internal forces (Toivonen 2011). According to Mannermaa (1999), the 

future is formed based on both conscious and unconscious thinking, planning, decision making 

and actions taking place in different parts of the society. The future is present in the current 

situation through several different possibilities that have not yet been realized (Malaska 1993; 

Seppälä & Kuusi 1993). These different possible development paths can be identified and 

analysed with the help of the futures wheel method. The following sub-section describes the 

futures wheel method in detail.  
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2.1 Futures Wheel 

This study utilizes a method called the futures wheel to study the possible future influences caused 

of the expected increase in green property services. The futures wheel is a qualitative method 

based on expert opinions, and resembles structural brainstorming. With the futures wheel method, 

the possible future influences of a studied phenomenon can be identified and clarified. The 

possible influences are organized into the different circles of the wheel to present primary, 

secondary and tertiary influences of the phenomenon in question. These influences can be 

connected to an actor, or to an object (Glenn 2009a; Rubin 2002). The wheels presenting the 

possible influences can be formed via a joint session with external participants (Benckendorff 

2007; Boujaoude 2000; Shakweer and Youssef 2007), or by an internal research team that collects 

data and organizes it into the wheels (Toivonen 2011; Rantasila 2015). According to previous 

experiences, the joint sessions allow the participants to interact and develop the presented ideas 

further together as a team (Benckendorff 2007). This was seen as a significant advantage, and 

thought to best serve the purpose of the study. Consequently, a joint session among experts was 

organized to investigate the possible future impacts of the green property services. The experts 

were chosen to represent built environment researchers, consultants, and green building 

professionals. Altogether 5 participants took part in the wheel formation session.  

The researcher acted as facilitators for the session. In the beginning of the session, the facilitator 

briefly presented the investigated phenomenon as well as the futures wheel method to ensure that 

all participants understood what was going to happen during the session. After this preparatory 

phase, the name of the phenomenon under examination, namely, “Increasing the demand of green 

property services”, was placed in the middle of the wheel into the centre circle.  Next, the 

facilitator asked the participants “What would happen if the demand for green property services 

would increase?”. After that, the participants started to discuss the possible influences and the 

facilitator simultaneously draw the wheel presenting their views. The facilitator encouraged the 

participants to think further by asking the possible secondary and tertiary influences caused by 

the influences described in the earlier stage. The primary influences were located on the first ring 

surrounding the centre circle, the secondary influences derived from the secondary influences 

were placed on the second ring and the tertiary influences caused by the secondary influences on 

the third ring. The influences were also connected to each other with lines to demonstrate 

connections between them. The participants discussed different potential influences and only the 

influences that were seen possible by all of the participants were chosen to the wheel (see Glenn 

2009a). This procedure is seen to increase the reliability of the results. Finally the different rings 

surrounding the centre circle presented the possible primary, secondary and tertiary future 

influences of the increasing demand of green property services and their possible future 

development paths. An example of a future wheel is depicted in Figure 1. 

 

http://www.emeraldinsight.com/action/doSearch?ContribStored=Shakweer%2C+A
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/action/doSearch?ContribStored=Youssef%2C+R+M
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Figure 1: An example of a futures wheel 

 

After the formation of the futures wheel, the influences on the outer rings are analysed and 

categorised into themes based on their context and power to impact, namely whether the 

influences concerned the service provider or the end-user. After this, the analysis process 

continued forward and the formed future themes divided as positive or negative. With the future 

studies it is possible to combine different value bases with different forecasts. This means that the 

desirability of different development paths can be evaluated (Bell 2003; Glenn 2009b; 

Mannermaa 1993). The desirability is derived from the values of every actor estimating the 

possible development. Futures researchers have presented some values that are universally seen 

desirable (Bell 2003; 2004; Malaska 1993) but in reality the desirability of different development 

paths might be viewed very differently among different stakeholders due to their individual 

position and characteristics (Heinonen 1993). However the desirability of different development 

paths is an essential part of the future studies while it determines the significance of the forecasts.  

If some development path is seen either very negative or very positive, it is considered more 

significant, than a development path that is seen indifferent (Linturi et al. 1998; Meristö 1993). 

This study analyzed the positivity and negativity of the influences from the service providers and 

the end-users point of view.  

Bell (2003) argues that one of the aims of futures studies is the actualization of the development 

paths that are seen desirable. According to Bell, the results gained from futures studies should be 

exploited in practice, and the actors should try to steer the future development towards the desired 

direction. To be able to do that it is relevant to identify actors that are involved in different 

development paths. A development path that is seen very desirable will more likely be promoted 
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than a development path that is irrelevant to the actor in question. Similarly, the involved actors 

will be more willing to try to prevent development paths that are seen very negative (Toivonen 

2011). Due to this an analysis concerning the relevant stakeholders that will be affected by the 

development path and who possess the power of promoting or hindering the development, should 

be provided. As mentioned above, in this study the investigated stakeholders possessing this 

power are the service providers and the end-users. Next, the findings of the futures wheel on green 

property services are introduced. 

3. Findings 

This futures wheel on green property services identified influences up to the third-tier, and in one 

case also up to the fourth-tier. Altogether, the futures wheel generated 11 first-tier, 23 second-

tier, four third-tier and one fourth-tier influences. The futures wheel on Green Property Services, 

as originally transcribed and translated from the Finnish research notes is presented as Figure 2.  

Figure 2: The Futures Wheel on Green Property Services 

The first tier impacts were noted to be somewhat neutral, i.e. the influences do not have a clear 

negative of positive connotation. The identified first-tier influences comprise:  

1. Lack of expertise in end-user organisations 

2. Changes in service agreement scope 
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3. Increased demand for quality of property services 

4. The service provider’s role is highlighted 

5. The demand for green property professionals increases 

6. Green property services become self-evident 

7. Green brand for property management companies 

8. Technical solutions 

9. Recycling 

10. Smart materials 

11. Occupant discomfort: too hot, too cold, dirty 

During the second-tier however, even surprising negative potential influences were identified, 

along with the many positive potential impacts. However, this is considered to present an 

interesting contradiction that is truly beneficial for the analysis and identification of the future 

scenarios. Therefore the second-tier impacts were first categorised as either positive or negative. 

Furthermore, the direction of their impact was included in the analysis and divided into either 

end-user of service provider related impacts (See Table 1).  

Table 1: The identified future themes 

                Power 

Direction 

End-user Service Provider 

Positive Lower space demand 

 

Occupant comfort and higher 

workplace productivity 

Wider scope: Total FM 

 

 

Negative Cost and risk of outsourcing services 

 

Occupant discomfort and lower 

workplace productivity 

No more demand for specialized 

services and no price premium for 

green services  green FM becomes 

obsolete 

 

Based on the findings, it may be argued that the key future scenarios of increased demand of green 

property services are related to the scope of services, i.e. are connected to the business logic of 

property services companies. Ultimately, this comes back to the discussion about integrated or 

total FM (Atkin and Brooks 2000), which was also included in the futures wheel as the final, 

fourth-tier outcome. Another related key finding is that green property services were thought to 

become the new norm. Määttänen et al (2014b) found that for example green cleaning could be 

on its way to becoming a standard service that the tenants expect to have, rather than a specialized 

green service.  This is in line with a previous research. Määttänen et al. (2012) found that service 

providers should utilize their full potential and expertise better.  

For the end-user or client organization, the major influences relate to the workplace productivity 

of the client organization, which is thought have both positive and negative outcomes. Low level 
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of expertise in-house and outsourcing services were thought to carry some risks, and is therefore 

categorized as negative. On the other hand, lower space demand was also a result of the wheel, 

and this possible outcome is viewed as positive. 

4. Discussion 

This paper set out to identify the different future influences of green property services, which had 

previously been identified as one force of change in the current facility service field, with the help 

of an environmental scanning method (Toivonen 2011; Toivonen & Viitanen 2015). The potential 

influences of the green property services were then analyzed with the futures wheel method. 

Through analysis of the possible first, second and third tier influences identified with the wheel, 

the following potential future development paths for green property services were formed: 1) 

wider scope for service providers, 2) green property services becoming obsolete 3) increased 

workplace productivity 4) decreased workplace productivity 5) cost and risk of outsourcing 

services 6) lower cost from outsourced energy and space.  

The results of the wheels were found to be partly contradictory with each other. While this 

contradiction complicates the interpretation of the possible future influences, it gives valuable 

information concerning the inner conflicts that the phenomenon may possess. Glenn (2009) has 

seen this as a special advantage of the futures wheel method as it reveals the potential internal and 

external conflicts that could remain unnoticed. Likewise, Toivonen (2011) recognized this 

challenge to be an opportunity to increase a holistic awareness of the possible development paths 

of the phenomenon under study. This in turn allows the actors to prepare themselves for the 

needed actions to be able to cope with and steer the development of the future conditions. This 

study divided into either end-user of service provider related influences and analysed the 

desirability of the influences. This may help the relevant stakeholders to take actions to steer the 

development towards the desired future development.    

This research contributes to the scientific body of knowledge in facilities management by 

introducing a novel research method. The future wheel as a research method is especially useful 

when structuring the relationships between different phenomena and influences due to the 

illustrative nature of the wheels. The method was rather easily applied and enabled structuring 

the future development paths and possible influences. The findings are in line with previous 

experiences concerning the method (Benckendorff 2007; Boujaoude 2000; Glenn 2009a; 

Toivonen 2011; Toivonen & Viitanen 2016). Outside the research field, the wheels could allow 

practitioners to foresee the potential influences proactively. Furthermore, by recognizing the wide 

range of different influences, it is possible to analyse who will be affected by the different 

development directions, and who are the actors possessing the power to steer the development 

direction. Furthermore, the results allow practitioners to estimate the wanted and unwanted 

development paths from their own point of view, and possibly form coalitions with other 

likeminded practitioners to enhance the desired development path. With the connection between 

forces and influences, practitioners can estimate which development paths are wanted or 

unwanted, and direct their actions towards the wanted development paths or trying to prevent the 
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unwanted ones, or altogether examine if their future targets are against or in favour of the possible 

future development and future theme.      

4.1 Evaluation of research  

According to Mannermaa (1993), it is not possible to analyse the success of a futures study by 

investigating the fulfilment of presented predictions, as the future does not exist as such in the 

current situation, and the presented predictions might affect the actualization of the foreseen 

prediction. For example market actors may change their behaviour after acknowledging the 

ongoing development thanks to the predictions and consequently change the development path. 

Due to these reasons the success of futures studies should be analyzed by evaluating the possibility 

of the presented development paths (Gordon 1989; Mannermaa 1993; Pantzar 1993). Therefore, 

when evaluating this study, it has to be analysed whether the presented influences could actually 

occur when taking into account the current knowledge of the present situation. 

This study selected only the influences that were jointly agreed by the participants to be analysed 

in the final wheels, in order to ensure that the results would comprehensively present the possible 

future influences of the green property services. However, as previously stated by many 

researchers (Gordon 1992; Mannermaa 2004; Naisbit 1984; Niiniluoto 1993), the presented 

predictions cannot be perfect and include all the possible development paths. Something will 

always remain unrevealed. For example some of the influences may have falsely been seen 

impossible according to current knowledge, and therefore left out from the wheels. On the other 

hand, the wheels may contain influences that turn out to not be possible in the future. For example 

technological advancement or legal restrictions might have this kind of effect. Most importantly, 

it should be noted that the futures wheel method is highly dependent on the participants forming 

the wheels, as well as on the facilitators guiding the participants to exercise future thinking. This 

study pursued to include specialists representing the field of sustainable built environment, roles 

ranging from researcher, consultants, architect and advisor. However, it can be stated that the 

variety of participants could have been wider and the number of participants could have been 

higher to better ensure the coverage of the possible future influences. Similarly, the analysis over 

the desirability of the influences could be developed further. For the purpose of this study, this 

task was conducted by the researchers but it can be argued if the positivity and negativity should 

be analysed by the stakeholders i.e. the service providers and the end-users themselves.      

Regardless of the aforementioned uncertainties inherent to the futures studies methods, it may be 

argued that the future wheel method is a suitable tool for investigating unknown future 

development paths, such as the future development of facility services.  

5. Conclusions 

The study is the first to employ the futures wheel method to facility services research, and 

provides a good foundation for further testing of the methods. The findings, which identify a 

number of contradictory positive and negative potential influences, are a welcomed reminder to 

both researchers and practitioners of the intertwined and complex nature of sustainability issues 
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within the built environment. A very good example is occupant comfort, which is seen to be 

affected both positively and negatively by Green FM. Further research could focus on finding 

more potential forces of change to be analysed with the future wheel, or analysing the now 

identified potential influences on a more detailed level. As the study identified a number of 

conflicting and even detrimental potential influences of green property services, both to the 

environment and FM as a profession, the potential negative influences in particular should receive 

more research attention in the future. 
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