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COVID-19 & Office: A Grand Scale 
Experiment 

More than one-third of world population is now on coronavirus lockdown. Hotel and retail, which have 

taken an immediate hit, have garnered most investors’ attention. However, people may not fully realize that 

a grand-scale socio-economic experiment of working without physical office space is underway globally, and 

the results can be especially consequential for office real estate. 

 

In a recent survey by the Pension Real Estate Association (PERA), only 3.1% reported that remote working 

had created serious obstacles. 

 

Sooner or later, the coronavirus will be behind us and this remote working experiment will conclude. Social 

scientists and behavioral researchers alike will find it a gold mine. Tech entrepreneurs and venture 

capitalists may have already been in the war room planning a strike. Corporate real estate planners will take  
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a hard look at these weeks and months and modify business-resilience playbooks accordingly. And 

individual office workers will have had a rare opportunity to find out whether working from home full-time 

is a good idea for them. For the office sector, there could be three likely outcomes. 

 

1) No significant changes. At the end of this pandemic lockdown, we find out that we, as humans, truly 

are social animals. We will greet our colleagues on the first day back in office with joy and tears, we will 

throw pizza parties and we will celebrate at happy hours.  

 

2) Working remotely gains widespread acceptance. The forced work-from-home during the 

COVID-19 pandemic may just be the tipping point that fundamentally alters demand similar to the way 

that e-commerce has shifted demand from retail to industrial. As seen in the chart below, retail REITs 
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significantly outperformed the total REIT index, as well as industrial, through 2015. The coronavirus 

pandemic may very well become a tipping point for wholescale remote working, leading to a significant 

reduction in aggregate office demand. 

Source: Barings. As of April 7, 2020. 

 

3.) The third possible outcome, and most plausible to us, is that we will still need physical office 

space, but how companies use that space and where offices are located may see  

significant changes. The confluence of rapid technology advancement, heightened business-

resilience needs and heated competition for talent will compel companies to become more flexible. 

While that might imply the adoption of agile working practices (e.g. hot-desking and its variants) to 

some, the drive for talent means companies might be more likely instead to offer more customized 

individual work spaces to suit individuals’ lifestyles and preferences. Also, to manage the more elevated 

risk concerns in a post-pandemic world, companies may feel more comfortable that technology now 

allows them to decentralize significant parts of their workforce. That would be a significant benefit to 

secondary cities like Charlotte, Nashville, Salt Lake City and the regional and “B-cities” of Europe. 

 

Only time will tell, but be prepared to embrace changes.  
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