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Despite COVID-19 
cases rising in many 
markets

Second wave of infections hits 
India, Taiwan, Singapore, Japan, 
Korea, Southeast Asia and 
Australia

But employees cannot 
work anywhere, anytime

72% said they apply guidelines 
to remote work eligibility 
and schedules

But attitudes towards 
new leases remain 
cautious

Most occupiers continue to 
prioritise renewal and 
renegotiation

Space for 
collaboration will be 
more informal

Occupiers plan to increase 
collaboration space for unscheduled 
catch-ups rather than add to number 
of formal meeting rooms 

Higher staff-to-desk 
sharing ratios are likely

The biggest rise in sharing ratios is 
1.5 to 2.4 (from 8% now to 25% in 
two years’ time)

Emphasis on connectivity 
and collaboration in the

FUTURE OFFICE

Steady economic

RECOVERY
Greater adoption of

HYBRID 
WORKING

Greater flexibility 

in the 

WORKPLACE

More optimism towards

PORTFOLIO 
GROWTH

of leaders are supportive 
of hybrid working

47%

35%

Now

Last year

71%

believe an economic recovery is 
underway

48%

Now

Last year

will add to office portfolios 
over the next three years 

50%

23%

Now

Last year

83%

believe workplaces should 
drive collaboration and team 
productivity 

45%

Now

Last year

Intend to incorporate 
more unassigned seats

47%

74%

Now

Two years 
from now

FUTURE OF OFFICE SURVEY KEY TRENDS



THE RECOVERY
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OCCUPIERS BELIEVE THAT AN ECONOMIC RECOVERY IS UNDERWAY

N = 103 respondents
Source: CBRE Research, July 2021

Better

Same

Worse

With many markets succeeding in containing 
the pandemic and relaxing restrictions on 
business and social activity to some degree 
over the past six months, this year has seen a 
significant improvement in business sentiment 
across Asia Pacific.

About 71% of survey respondents believe 
current business conditions are improving, 
marking substantial progress from the two 
surveys CBRE conducted in October and April 
2020. 

Confidence was highest in Greater China and 
the Pacific, while India and Southeast Asia were 
less optimistic as they struggle to contain a new 
wave of infections. 

The unpredictability of infection rates will 
continue to weigh on the pace of the regional 
recovery for the foreseeable future. However, 
the rapid increase in vaccination rates in 
mature Asia markets and the reopening of 
offices globally will further strengthen corporate 
confidence in the handling of the pandemic.

71%

48%

22%

19%

40%

27%

10%

12%

51%

May-21

Oct-20

Apr-20

Better About the same Worse

27%

25%

18%

19%

10%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30%

Expanding

Sustained recovery

Early stages of recovery

Stabilising

Still contracting
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MORE EMPLOYEES ARE RETURNING TO THE OFFICE

6%

7%

5%

47%

21%

5%

15%

22%

45%

41%

23%

20%

32%

30%

18%

6%

23%

33%

24%

15%

23%

6%

26%

42%

29%

26%

10%

Asia Pacific

Greater China

       Australia/
 New Zealand

North Asia

South East Asia

India

No one has access <25% 25% - 50% 51% - 75% >75%

Closed Open

Office utilisation rate

N = 103 respondents
Note: The utilisation rate is based on the number of workstations used vs maximum capacity allowed before COVID-19  
Source: CBRE Research, July 2021

While the average office utilisation rate in Asia 
Pacific slightly improved to 49% in May 2021, the 
pace of the return to the office varies across the 
region and is likely to fluctuate despite the 
economic recovery. 

Greater China markets had the highest office 
utilisation as of May 2021. In contrast, office 
utilisation in Southeast Asia and India has 
deteriorated since the previous survey due to the 
reintroduction of restrictions on office capacity.

CBRE expects the office utilisation rate to fluctuate 
in tandem with sustained increases or decreases 
in infection rates. Several cities in Australia, 
Japan, Korea and Taiwan, all of which reported 
improved office utilisation in this survey, 
subsequently introduced restrictions on office 
capacity following an increase in COVID-19 
cases in June.

Occupiers are advised to adopt a flexible 
approach towards remote working policies while 
remaining on standby to reopen offices. Many 
companies have also begun implementing 
incentive policies to encourage employees to get 
vaccinated.

(Japan and Korea)



HYBRID WORKING
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17%

11%

35%

27%

11%

17%

6%

47%

15%

15%

No universal answer

Encourage employees to work from home;
only permit them to work in the office when needed

Encourage employees to work in the office;
allow them to work from home if they wish

Bring everyone back to the office;
rethink workplace design

Bring everyone back to the office;
no changes needed

As of May 2021

As of Oct 2020

MORE COMPANIES ARE ADOPTING HYBRID WORKING

Required to work at the office

Required to work from home

N = 109 respondents
Source: CBRE Research, July 2021

Senior business leaders have a strong desire to 
bring employees back to the office but at the 
same time are willing to offer a greater degree 
of flexibility and choice. Almost 47% of 
respondents plan to implement policies 
allowing office-based working with the option 
of working from home.

The adoption of hybrid work will require 
companies to enhance their workplaces to 
deliver the type of seamless and engaging 
experiences that remote working cannot.

The number of companies intending to 
encourage employees to work from home and 
only come to the office when needed fell to just 
6%, half of that recorded in 2020. However, 
several major organisations are conducting 
pilot studies into the feasibility of remote-based 
working before they commit to large scale 
implementation.
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37%

11%

18% 17%

9% 9%

26%

17%

20%

17%

11% 10%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

Work in office
all the time

About 1 or 2
days per month

1 day per week
or less

Up to 3 days per
week

4 or 5 days per
week

Work remotely
all the time

Oct-2020

May-2021

MOST EMPLOYEES WILL STILL WORK AT THE OFFICE UNDER A HYBRID MODEL

Biggest shift in
work patterns

N = 109 respondents
Source: CBRE Research, July 2021

Even with the wider adoption of hybrid work, 
most companies expect employees to work in 
the office most of the time, with remote work 
likely to occur just one day per week.

The biggest shift from last year’s surveys is that 
some employees who previously worked at the 
office every day expect to take up the option of 
working remotely one or two days per month. 

CBRE believes this shift in working patterns 
indicates that hybrid working will be the new 
norm. As most companies will continue to 
require employees to spend most of their 
working week in the office, the adoption of 
these practices will have only a limited 
downside impact on future office demand. 

Hybrid working is expected to see greater 
adoption among western multinationals, with 
recent months seeing several large 
multinationals announce plans to shift to a 
three days in the office working week. In 
contrast, Asian companies expect most of their 
employees will continue to work from the office 
most of the the time.
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COMPANIES ARE INTRODUCING MORE POLICIES GOVERNING REMOTE WORKING

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Managers determine eligibility

Managers determine work schedule

Require approval by the company

Varies across different locations

No rules; freedom to choose work locations

Limited rights to access workplaces

Others

Remote working will not continue after the pandemic

N = 109 respondents
Note: Multiple options applied 
Source: CBRE Research, July 2021

72% said they apply guidelines to remote 
work eligibility or schedule

The survey noted a strong consensus that
remote work eligibility and schedule should be
governed by clear guidelines. 

However, companies are still formulating best 
practices covering hybrid working policies.
While several major firms recently announced 
formal remote working policies and office 
reopenings, some employees are asking for 
greater flexibility.

Occupiers will therefore need to consider 
employee expectations and allow for a 
transition period towards the new normal.

15% of respondents, most of which were Asian 
companies, believe remote working will not 
continue after the pandemic. 
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MANAGING A HYBRID WORKFORCE WILL REQUIRE A SYSTEMATIC APPROACH

0% 10% 20% 30% 40%

Provide a digital booking system
for individual desks

Maintain a centralised office roster

Provide a digital booking system
for groups of workstations for teams

Offer incentives to encourage people to come
to the office on less crowded days of the week

Internal charging for space
with higher pricing on busier days

No organisation-wide system

Not applicable as no plans
for long-term remote working policy

N = 109 respondents
Note: Multiple options applied 
Source: CBRE Research, July 2021

The advent of hybrid working models makes it 
imperative for companies to adopt a more 
systematic approach towards understanding 
and managing employee attendance. 

Many respondents have introduced digital 
booking systems for individuals or groups of 
workstations to manage attendance. Occupiers 
will need to guard against overbooking, which 
could create workplace inefficiencies and 
conflict.

While maintaining a centralised office roster is 
another traditional tool, some organisations 
have delegated responsibility for team 
attendance patterns to team managers. 

Other respondents are considering financial 
measures to ensure office attendance is evenly 
distributed across the working week. CBRE has 
also observed that a number of companies are 
offering incentives to lure staff back to the 
office, such as transportation subsidies and 
complimentary meals. 



PORTFOLIO GROWTH 
AND FLEXIBILITY
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OCCUPIER APPETITE FOR EXPANSION IS STRENGTHENING 

N = 103 respondents in 2021; N=106 respondents in 2020
Note: * No such options in 2020 APAC occupier survey
Source: CBRE Research, July 2021

35% expect increase 

66% expect increase 

23% expect increase 

50% expect increase 

As the economic recovery gains momentum 
and concerns about the viability of hybrid 
working models ease, many companies are 
shifting away from the negative views they 
displayed towards the outlook for office 
demand at the onset of the pandemic.

More occupiers now expect the size of their 
office portfolios to increase in the long-term. 
About 50% of respondents intend to increase 
the size of their real estate portfolios over the 
next three years, a substantial increase on the 
23% who replied the same in October 2020.

Asian companies are displaying a stronger 
appetite for expansion. Tech companies, 
investment houses and insurance firms are also 
exhibiting expectations for higher growth in 
demand.

While consolidation remains a focus among 
many multinationals, some still possess a 
healthy long-term appetite for expansion, with 
tech firms set to be among the most prominent 
drivers of office demand.       

May 2021

6%

3%

11%

15%

7%

21%

20%

6%

15%

25%

11%

4%

9%

20%

17%

17%

20%

7%

13%

12%

15%

40%

26%

14%

13%

13%

13%

8%

Non-Asia
based

Companies

Asia-based
Companies

APAC

Oct 2020

Unsure Significant decrease Modest decrease Minimally smaller (<10%)*

No change Minimally larger (<10%)* Modest increase Significant increase
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LEASE RENEWALS AND RENEGOTIATIONS REMAIN A SHORT-TERM FOCUS

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Renewing current leases

Renegotiating leases to reflect market adjustments

Adding/refining flexibility options in leases

Exercising lease expirations

Subleasing excess space

Exercising contraction options

Adding/refining “force majeure” clauses

Others

Unsure/Nothing

N = 102 respondents
Note: Multiple options applied 
Source: CBRE Research, July 2021

Although expectations of long-term portfolio 
growth are positive, the short-term outlook for 
leasing activity remains subdued as occupiers 
retain a cautious approach towards portfolio 
planning.

Lease renewals and renegotiations will be the 
focus over the next six months, with expansions 
expected to be limited. With companies also 
adopting an agile approach towards space 
requirements, they expect to increase their use 
of flexible space or incorporate flexible options 
in leases. 

Interest in reducing space is diminishing as 
occupiers place a lower priority on exercising 
lease expirations and subleasing excess space. 

While several markets including Sydney, 
Melbourne, Tokyo, Singapore and Hong Kong, 
have reported an increase in shadow space in 
recent months, activity was largely confined to 
international retail banks. 
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PORTFOLIO FLEXIBILITY AND CONSOLIDATION ARE TOP OF MIND

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%

Increase use of flexible office space

Consolidate to fewer locations

Flight to quality relocation or buildings upgrade

Use satellite offices/neighbourhood working

Relocate to CBD fringes or decentralised locations

Decentralise to more locations (e.g. hub and spoke)

Explore sale leasebacks

Relocate some functions to lower cost regions or cities

Others

Unsure/Nothing

N = 104 respondents
Note: Multiple options applied 
Source: CBRE Research, July 2021

Amid prolonged pandemic and economic 
related uncertainty, increasing portfolio flexibility 
remains high on the occupier agenda. About 
one-third of respondents are planning to 
increase their use of flexible office space, 
including coworking or serviced offices. 

Locational preference varied among occupiers. 
While consolidating multiple offices to fewer 
locations was the preferred option for 26% of  
respondents, about one-fifth are taking 
advantage of weak leasing markets to upgrade 
to higher quality buildings.

Some occupiers plan to assemble more diverse 
portfolios using satellite offices, moving to 
decentralised locations or adopting a hub and 
spoke model. While still an emerging trend, 
CBRE believes occupiers should closely monitor 
and assess this strategy.

While portfolio flexibility and consolidation are 
the overriding trends, about one-fourth of 
respondents are still unsure about the direction 
they intend to take regarding their office 
portfolios.
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from now

FLEXIBLE SPACE WILL COMPRISE A LARGER PORTION OF OFFICE PORTFOLIOS

N = 109 respondents
Source: CBRE Research, July 2021

Flex as a percentage of total portfolio

The use of flexible space in corporate real 
estate portfolios will become more prominent 
in the short-term. Over 70% of respondents 
plan to include flexible space in their office 
portfolios two years from now, a sizable 
increase from the current 57%. 

As the flexible space industry continues to 
evolve to meet occupier requirements, a 
broader offering, ranging from on-demand 
meeting space to customised private suites, is 
becoming available. 

Flexible office operators and landlord-backed 
brands are also differentiating themselves 
through providing premium service offerings 
featuring advanced technologies specifically 
designed to cater to enterprise clients. 

Despite stronger interest in using flexible space, 
the proportion of flexible space as a 
percentage of overall office portfolios is 
anticipated to be stable, remaining under 25% 
in most cases.   

77% of respondents will include flexible space in their portfolio 
in the coming two years



THE ROLE OF THE OFFICE
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OFFICES SEEN AS DRIVING ENGAGEMENT, INNOVATION AND COLLABORATION

4%

4%

3%

4%

4%

19%

22%

3%

8%

5%

7%

16%

21%

17%

10%

13%
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31%

25%

30%

21%

19%

26%

22%

21%

16%

16%

62%

56%

45%

36%

28%

19%

14%

Cross-department collaboration

Team productivity

Employee engagement

Innovation

Employee learning and development

Individual productivity

Employees’ health and well-being

1 - Remote working is much better 2 3 4 5 - Workplaces are much better

Remote working is much better Workplaces are much better

N = 109 respondents
Source: CBRE Research, July 2021

Occupiers continue to believe that the office is 
more effective in supporting collaboration, team 
productivity, employee engagement, innovation 
and employee learning and development, 
relative to remote working. 

Respondents’ belief in the ability of the office to 
drive improvement across these criteria 
improved on the previous survey conducted in 
October 2020, underlining why companies are 
so keen for employees to return to the office.

Views on the impact of the office on individual 
productivity were more divergent, underlining 
the need for companies to address issues such 
as privacy, noise levels and convenience in their 
workplaces.    

Primarily due to concerns regarding the 
potential transmission of COVID-19 during 
commutes and inside dense workplaces, remote 
working was rated as being better for employee 
health and well-being. However, some 
employees who have been working from home 
for a prolonged period are struggling with 
mental health issues and a sense of isolation.
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DEMAND FOR COLLABORATIVE SPACE CONTINUES TO RISE

N = 109 respondents
Source: CBRE Research, July 2021

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Large boardrooms for 20 people or more

Space per capita

Dedicated team areas / project space

Meeting rooms for five people or less

Communal space for socialising

Collaborative space for unscheduled catch ups

Increase No change Decrease

SPACE CONSIDERATIONSWith offices set to be informed by collaboration 
and connectivity to a greater degree than ever 
before, workplace design will need to be 
adjusted and recalibrated accordingly. 

In response to evolving working styles, 
occupiers are displaying stronger intentions to 
increase “we” space. Respondents identified 
space for unscheduled catch-ups and 
communal space for socialising as the two 
types of space for which they expect demand 
to increase. 

Occupiers also expect to require less space for 
large boardrooms as more meetings are 
conducted online. This will create opportunities 
to add more small meeting rooms and private 
phone booths.

At the same time, occupiers believe that space 
per capita will continue to decrease despite 
short-term demand for social distancing.

With there being no one-size-fits-all solution to 
workplace design, companies will need to 
ascertain space allocation based on their own 
unique culture and context.



WORKPLACE STRATEGY
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WORKPLACE STRATEGY DIVERGES BETWEEN ASIAN AND WESTERN COMPANIES

48%

26%

13%

11%

2%

13%

26%

41%

18%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Dedicated Seats

Targeted mobility featuring a combination
of dedicated and shared seats

Activity-based work featuring unassigned
desks with different work settings

Hotdesking with unassigned and
reservable seats

Dedicated areas for remote workers
Asian based companies

Western companies

N = 109 respondents
Source: CBRE Research, July 2021

Fixed seating

Flexible seating

The advent of hybrid working requires 
companies to rethink seating arrangements. 
Flexible or unassigned seating will allow 
employees to share desks, which in turn will 
improve space efficiency.  

Seating arrangements and workplace 
strategies, however, cannot be driven solely by 
the objective of optimising space efficiency and 
utilization. These concerns must be balanced 
with criteria such as corporate culture, 
individual and team working patterns, and 
talent recruitment and retention.

Seating plan preferences differ markedly 
between Asian and Western companies. As 
most Asian companies do not intend to adopt 
hybrid working, nearly half of respondents 
from this group prefer to assign dedicated 
seats for their staff.

With many western companies already having 
adopted activity-based working, they will 
continue to adopt flexible seating to cater to 
their evolving workforce. 
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DIVIDED VIEWS TOWARDS OFFICE SPACE PER CAPITA

N = 109 respondents
Source: CBRE Research, July 2021

Over 40% have less than 

80 sq ft per capita now; up 

from only 13% in 2017

Space per capita 
over the next two years

Space per Capita

Regarding intentions to increase or decrease 
office space per capita, there is no strong 
consensus, partly due to differences in business 
nature and corporate culture. On a net basis, 
there is a slightly stronger appetite to reduce 
space.

While some occupiers believe there is a need to 
de-densify their offices in the short-term, in 
most cases this is being achieved through 
attendance management rather than by setting 
long-standing workplace targets.

With reductions in space per capita having  
been a prominent trend since 2017, the 
standard workstation size is reaching its lowest 
limit. CBRE therefore expects to see a more 
moderate rate of decrease in space per capita 
going forward.

Occupiers should be vigilant of risks resulting 
from over aggressive densification and 
carefully ascertain the optimal space per capita 
for their organisation.   

26%

42%

32%

Increase Same Decrease

. 
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MOST COMPANIES PLAN TO INCREASE DESK SHARING RATIOS

N = 109 respondents
Source: CBRE Research, July 2021

Staff-to-desk sharing ratio

Staff-to-desk sharing ratio 
over the next two years

61%

36%

3%

Increase Same Decrease

The survey found that more than 60% of 
companies plan to increase the staff-to-desk 
sharing ratio, with around one-fifth planning to 
introduce desk sharing in the next two years.

The shift in desk sharing ratio will be more 
aggressive among western companies, with 
some even intending to exceed a sharing ratio 
of 3.0. In contrast, Asian companies tend to 
have traditional seating arrangements 
featuring little or no desk sharing. 

The pace at which occupiers intend to increase 
sharing ratios remains to be seen. While a 
2017 CBRE survey found most respondents 
were keen to increase sharing ratios, these 
intentions failed to translate into substantive 
action. The proportion of occupiers with no 
desk sharing stood at 50% in both the 2017 
and 2021 surveys. 

Privacy concerns, infrastructure issues and 
floorplate efficiency are among the challenges 
facing occupiers looking to increase the staff-
to-desk sharing ratio. 

Anticipate 

big shift 

from no 

desk sharing
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FUTURE OF OFFICE SURVEY | IMPLICATIONS FOR OCCUPIERS

Prepare for the next 
growth cycle despite 
the current market
continuing to favour 
tenants

Be ready to respond 
to future waves of 
COVID-19

Monitor and 
incentivise 
vaccinations

Establish and 
communicate clear 
policies and rules for 
long-term hybrid 
working

Monitor changes in  
working patterns using 
PropTech 

Ascertain short- and 
long-term portfolio 
growth goals

Build greater flexibility 
into leases and 
workplaces

Reconsider locational 
strategies

Allocate more space for 
collaboration and 
informal catch-ups

Focus technology, 
wellness and 
sustainability on 
enhancing user 
experience

Install a larger number 
of smaller meeting 
rooms and reduce 
space allocated to 
workstations

Continue shift 
towards flexible 
seating

Strike a balance 
between staff-to-desk 
sharing ratios and 
space per capita

Be vigilant of risks 
resulting from over 
aggressive 
densification 

Connectivity and 
collaboration in the

FUTURE OFFICE
Steady economic

RECOVERY

Greater adoption of

HYBRID 
WORKING

Greater flexibility 

in the

WORKPLACE

More optimism 

towards

PORTFOLIO 
GROWTH



FUTURE OF OFFICE SURVEY | IMPLICATIONS FOR INVESTORS

Understand that 
occupiers are 
shifting away from 
the bearish outlook 
adopted at the onset 
of the pandemic.

Track gradual 
improvement in 
office leasing 
demand

Focus on markets 
where leasing 
activity is recovering, 
such as mainland 
China, Hong Kong 
SAR, Korea and 
Singapore

Observe relatively 
milder impact of hybrid 
work in Asia Pacific, 
especially in Greater 
China

Favour assets catering 
to Asian domestic 
companies or sectors 
exhibiting more stable 
space demand

Monitor working 
patterns in a steady 
state environment

Take note of strong 
occupier intentions 
to expand, 
particularly among 
Asian companies 

Focus on market 
segments 
benefitting from 
growth (e.g. TMT 
sector, non-
multinational
tenants) 

Capture flight-to-
quality demand to 
achieve a rental 
premium in the 
medium term  

Follow occupier 
preferences towards 
assets offering wellness, 
technology and 
flexibility

Consider potential 
requirements for flexible 
offices and meeting 
space on demand

Ensure building design 
includes locations for 
unexpected meetings 
and connections as well 
as relevant amenities 
and service support 

Include a flexible space 
offering in portfolios

Understand 
consequences of 
change in rental 
income structure

Monitor potential 
portfolio impacts 
resulting from tenants 
who may undertake 
aggressive densification  

Connectivity and 
collaboration in the

FUTURE OFFICE
Steady economic

RECOVERY

Greater adoption of

HYBRID 
WORKING

Greater flexibility 

in the

WORKPLACE

More optimism 

towards

PORTFOLIO 
GROWTH
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• The CBRE Asia Pacific Future of Office Survey was conducted between May 3 to June 4, 2021.

• A total of 109 responses were received. 28% of respondents oversee their organisation’s portfolio in multiple Asia Pacific markets. 

Note: Multiple selections applied.
Source: CBRE Research, June 2021.
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A S I A  P A C I F I C

F U T U R E  O F  O F F I C E  S U R V E Y

CBRE RESEARCH
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