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Coworking has become a significant driver
of office demand with more than two million
people working in over 22,000 coworking
spaces around the world in 2019.1 The sector
was in its early stages during the Global
Financial Crisis (GFC) and experienced explosive
growth during the longest economic recovery
on record. Not to be confused with flex office
spaces, which are custom tailored to how a
company works, coworking is an arrangement
where several workers from different companies
share an office space. Both types of workspaces
promote collaboration, which continued to
proliferate throughout the Americas in 2019
even as the sector anticipated a recession.
However, a global pandemic is most likely not
what respondents of coworking magazine
deskmag’s 2019 survey had in mind when asked
about their outlook on a potential financial
crisis. Members were relatively optimistic about
their job security with 37% holding a favorable
opinion globally—slightly more positive in
North America at 39%.2 However, North
American sentiment over the relative health of
coworking during a financial crisis was more
pessimistic—34% of respondents felt that the
sector would fare poorly in a downturn over
the short term and 31% over the long term. In
contrast, global responses of 26% illustrated less
pessimism than the Americas.
Fast forward a year and the economy faces
more precarious scenarios than anyone
expected. The challenging business environment
has forced some coworking providers to
shutter operations in certain cities. Others have
gone out of business entirely. A major draw
of coworking—its social factor—has become a
drawback during a health crisis. As providers
1 Number of coworking spaces worldwide from 2005 to 2020, Statista, https://www.statista.com/statistics/554273/number-of-coworking-spaces-worldwide/, (accessed June 4, 2020)
2 2019 Complete Coworking Forecast, deskmag, May 2019, https://
www.dropbox.com/s/jjor71mecwqbxdy/2019%20Complete%20Coworking%20Forecast.pdf?dl=0, (accessed June 3, 2020)

said goodbye to the popular ‘happy hour’ and
hello to social distancing, many were wondering
how a sector focused on socialization and
community would survive through the
pandemic.
One negative externality of globalization is
the increased likelihood of pandemics.3 So
while coworking providers navigate the new
normal, they are not alone—all commercial real
estate sectors will need to consider what this
means for the total workplace ecosystem and
its occupants. Investors are already planning
to implement wider ranging Environmental,
Social and Governance (ESG) strategies in their
portfolios.4 Some expect that a health and
safety grade, similar to LEED certifications, will
be necessary for properties. The path forward
will require more of the ingenuity and creative
thinking that made coworking commercial real
estate so popular in the first place.
COWORKING EXPECTATIONS IN CASE OF A
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3 5 Reasons Why Pandemics Like COVID-19 are Becoming More Likely, Gavi, April 28, 2020, https://www.gavi.org/vaccineswork/5-reasonswhy-pandemics-like-covid-19-are-becoming-more-likely, (accessed
June 2, 2020)
4 Clark, Casey, ‘Five ESG Implications from COVID-19, Wealth Management’, May 6, 2020, https://www.wealthmanagement.com/etfs/
five-esg-implications-covid-19, (accessed June 2, 2020)
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Coworking During the Pandemic
Due to extended downtime, many coworking
providers have requested some type of rent
relief from their landlords. In turn, member
expectations to have their fees waived during
the shutdown period have been met with some
hesitance from providers. Adding pressure to
providers’ operating income, some members
who had lease renewals come due during the
shutdowns have opted not to renew, uncertain
on how long the stay at home regulations would
last. However, once restrictions are lifted, these
members may return. Additionally, new demand
may rise from enterprise clients who, faced with
economic uncertainty, need increased flexibility
or they might require short-term space for
employees during the slow phase-in or reentry
into existing offices now observing 6 Feet
Office guidelines. Corporate occupiers’ office
strategies may ultimately be changed by the
current environment, and coworking could play
a role in the future of work ecosystems.

Cushman & Wakefield introduced its Recovery
Readiness: A How-to Guide for Reopening your
Workplace and The Safe Six. These publications
outline considerations to keep a six-foot spacing
around workstations, in pathways and corridors,
common areas and other places where
employees would normally move throughout
the work day. These steps, implemented in
conjunction with enhanced health and safety
guidelines, provide a solid framework for
returning to the office.
In addition to Cushman & Wakefield’s Readiness
Recovery efforts, the Workplace Operator
Readiness Council, an industry group which
includes two dozen coworking companies, also
released a guide for safe return to the office.5
By banding together with strategic advisors,
this consortium of workplace operators aims
to set out guidelines which will prioritize the
health and safety of returning members. Some
strategies include:
•

Recommending self-screening prior to entry

Resuming Operations

•

Enhancing cleaning and disinfection, air
quality and ventilation

As states and municipalities begin to open up
local economies, the return to office is expected
to be gradual and staggered. This means that
coworking locations will initially be running at
lower occupancy. To help organizations develop
social distancing protocols,

•

Limiting the capacity of kitchens and cafes
and providing single serve, disposable food
and beverage items

5 Workplace Operator Readiness Council, ‘Return-to-Office Playbook’, Workplace Council, June 2020, https://www.workplace-council.
org/, (accessed June 3, 2020)
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Many states are implementing a 25-50%
occupancy rule for returning office workers—
based on a building’s Certificate of Occupancy—
a cap that applies to coworking as well. So in
the initial phase, members should have plenty of
room to adhere to social distancing guidelines.

1

Freelancers working from home in small,
urban apartments will likely welcome the
return to office. Additionally, access to
micromobility options such as scooters
and bikes will help with anxieties over
public transit.

The question on everyone’s mind is who
will return? To get to an answer, it helps to
look at the main users of coworking space
pre-COVID-19. In its 2019 Coworking Survey,
deskmag found that freelancers and employees
of large corporates were the most prominent
users of coworking space. The share of users
that are part of larger companies has been
on the rise, and flexible office providers are
increasingly focused on attracting and retaining
enterprise-level clients. For our purposes,
we’ve put the primary users into three groups:
Freelancers, Enterprise Users (larger companies
using as part of their real estate portfolio mix)
and Startups and Small-to-Medium Enterprises
(SME).

2

Several months of social distancing and
quarantine have elevated the risk of
loneliness which can have serious health
risks.6 Coworking gave many people
the sense of community and an outlet
for social interactions. Further, while a
workforce can be productive working
from home (WFH), it comes at a cost
of opportunities that clusters of people
and ideas naturally produce—impromptu
learning or serendipitous ideation and
inspiration. And we know from our own
WFH survey data (50,000 respondents in
99 countries) that that personal wellbeing
and a sense of connectedness suffer in
WFH. All of which plays in favor of this user
group welcoming a return in order to be
around other workers again, even if at a
distance.

3

Providers who allowed month-to-month
users to stop or pause their memberships
may have inspired a sense of loyalty among
those freelancers, leading many of them to
resume their memberships.
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Freelancers: This type of user typically pays
monthly membership fees on short-term or
30-day agreements. Additionally, freelancers
represent the member segment to most likely
to have canceled or paused membership during
the pandemic. The likelihood that they return to
coworking space depends on a few factors.

Enterprise Users: A major coworking trend prior
to COVID-19 was the move to attracting more
corporate users. In the current environment,
many providers are placing even more
emphasis on signing corporations to
“enterprise” locations. These users tend
to take more space than freelancers or
6 Cacioppo, John T; Cacioppo, Stephanie, ‘The growing problem of Loneliness’, The Lancet, February 3,
2018, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/
PMC6530780/, (accessed June 3, 2020)
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smaller entities, and they and sign longer leases,
making a greater commitment to the location
and offering more financial stability to providers.
Many corporate employers were required to
transition their office staff to WFH when shelterin-place regulations were introduced. When
these regulations are eventually lifted, these
corporate occupiers will be faced with several
decisions.

1

2

Shift workers to more WFH: In many cases
companies have seen workers effectively
WFH and maintain productivity, at least
over a few months. While coworking offers
the flexibility of short-term leases in builtout space, some occupiers could consider
decreasing the coworking footprint in the
short term and encouraging more WFH.
However, there can be real challenges for
employees’ connectivity to the team and
culture when predominantly working from
home.7 Companies that have transitioned
staff to broader WFH in light of COVID-19
are for the most part holding their leases
at this time, which would bode well for
coworking demand.
Provide workers more choice: Increasingly
employees are looking for the flexibility to
choose the best workplace for the tasks
they need to complete. For example, a
core office may be best suited for client
meetings. WFH may be best for intense
periods of focus. Coworking locations
in both urban and suburban submarkets
could provide these companies with more
choices for employees to experience the
benefits of an office work environment
but in a location that offers greater
convenience. A total workplace ecosystem
emphasizing choice may eventually result
in more coworking demand, increasing
enterprise users’ long-term value for
operators.
Startups and Small-to-Medium Enterprises
(SME): Venture capital flows remained strong in
the first half of 2020, on par with 2019.8 Capital
has flowed primarily to later stage companies
rather than seed or early stage deals. The sector
will most likely be impacted by the economic
7 For more analysis of how workers are doing working from home,
check out Cushman & Wakefield’s The Future of Workplace: How will
COVID-19 and data shape the new workplace?
8 PitchBook Data, Inc.

headwinds slowing activity through the end of
the year. However, as activity picks up, startups
will continue to have flexible office space
requirements.
Small businesses have been among the most
heavily affected sectors in this recession. Some
may go out of business altogether. The balance
may continue to be attracted to coworking
because it doesn’t require the commitment
traditional office space does. That said, this user
group may not be as attractive to coworking
providers who may look to the relative stability
of enterprise users. Regardless, activity with
these users will merit observation in the months
to come.

Suburbanization
After more than a decade of urbanization
trends, the reemergence of suburban markets
was underway prior to COVID-19 in many major
cities. The increase in millennial household
formation initiated a migration to the suburbs
and employers took note. According to census
figures, in 2018, tens of thousands millennials
aged 25 to 39 moved out of big cities across
the United States.9 Post-pandemic, it is widely
expected that, although many people who
moved to major urban centers in order to be
close to work will stay, this renaissance of
the suburbs will accelerate and attract more
corporate occupiers.10 Many of the largest
coworking providers had suburban growth
strategies even pre-COVID-19 (including
WeWork, Regus/Spaces, Industrious, Office
Evolution and many others).
A 2020 workplace survey found that 20% of
corporate workers used coworking space at
least one day a week, an increase from 14% in
2019.11 Their use of the space was in addition
to their primary workplace, and access to an
alternative office space had a positive impact on
their job performance. Working closer to home
also has the benefit of allowing employees to
spend less time on public transit and cut back
on commute times.
9 Adamy, Janet; Overberg, Paul, ‘Millennials Continue to Leave Big
Cities’, Wall Street Journal, September 26, 2019, https://www.wsj.
com/articles/millennials-continue-to-leave-big-cities-11569470460,
(accessed June 3, 2020)
10 Baker, Matt, ‘Satellites and metroburbs: The future of the suburban
office’, RE Journals, May 29, 2020, https://rejournals.com/satellitesand-metroburbs-the-future-of-the-suburban-office/, (accessed June
3, 2020)
11 Gensler, Research Institute, ‘US Workplace Survey 2020’, Gensler,
June 2020, https://www.gensler.com/research-insight/workplace-surveys/us/2020?q=U.S.%20WORKPLACE%20SURVEY%202020, (accessed June 10, 2020)
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•

•

•

Transition to management: As competition
for flexible space offerings has increased,
many providers have determined that
partnering with landlords is the way
forward. Several providers have developed
partnerships with landlords where they
manage all the coworking space in buildings.
Provider as broker: Some providers have
begun to more frequently market their space
as a traditional sublease without the added
onsite coworking services. If some current
members decide not to renew, this trend is
likely to accelerate.
Mergers and acquisitions: Over the last
decade, the number of providers exploded
from just a few to thousands, ranging in
size from mom-and-pop to large, global
corporations. As the sector matured, it
was expected that M&A activity would
accelerate. However, the pandemic and
resulting recession has moved the timeline
forward.

Coworking in the Americas

New York is the largest coworking market in
the Americas with about 16.6 msf, followed
by Nothern California with more than 6.1 msf
and the Greater Los Angeles area at just under
6.1 msf. Outside of the U.S., São Paulo has the
largest coworking footprint at 2.9 msf, followed
by Mexico City at 2.9 msf and Toronto with 2.4
msf.
The South American office markets of Buenos
Aires and Lima have the greatest share of
coworking space as a percentage of the total
Class A market at 8.1% and 6.2% respectively.
The large office markets of San Francisco and
New York also have a significant presence of
coworking space as a percentage of total office
space at 4.8% and 4.1%.
COWORKING INVENTORY ACROSS
THE AMERICAS AS OF Q2 2020
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Prior to COVID-19, the coworking sector
recognized that operating model changes
needed to occur in order for the sector to
continue to thrive. Several providers were in the
process of implementing platform transitions as
the pandemic hit. Some of the paradigm shifts
that will likely continue include:

GEOGRAPHIC DISTRIBUTION

New York
Northern California
Greater Los Angeles (GLA)
San Francisco
Chicago
Dallas
DC - Washington, DC
São Paulo
Denver
Mexico City
Houston
Boston
Toronto (GTA)
Greater Seattle
Atlanta
Vancouver
Orange County
DC - Northern Virginia
Philadelphia
Miami
Minneapolis
Buenos Aires*
Lima*
Montreal
Austin
Charlotte
Raleigh Durham
Nashville
Rio de Janeiro

Paradigm Shift

report (see table on page 9), as of Q2 2020, the
coworking footprint nearly doubled since 2017
to 86.0 million square feet (msf). And coworking
space as a percentage of total office space
nearly doubled from 1.1% in 2017 to 2.1% as of Q2
2020. This growth had a significant impact on
the office sector, influencing how landlords and
occupiers think about office space.

Millions Square Feet

As an alternative to committing to large
amounts of space under multi-year leases at
suburban corporate parks, some companies
could opt to implement a re-imagined
workplace ecosystem that balances office,
home and third places. In this ecosystem, some
employees WFH a couple of days a week and at
a coworking office close to their home the other
days. Taking up several coworking locations
throughout suburban markets would allow
companies to maintain flexibility as their staffing
ebbs and flows.

0%

*Class A Office
Source: Cushman & Wakefield Research, CoStar Group

The Americas experienced explosive growth
in coworking space and operators over the
last three years. In the markets covered in this
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As the coworking footprint has grown, some
providers have taken on the lion’s share of office
space across the Americas. Global providers
far outpace local providers with the five largest
providers representing 63% of the coworking
footprint. WeWork occupies the greatest share
of Americas coworking space with 33.1 msf,
or a 39% capture of total coworking office
space. Additionally, WeWork is the number one
provider in 25 of the 29 markets covered in this
report.
Regus (excluding Spaces) is the next largest
global provider with 14.1 msf, capturing 16% of
total Americas coworking space. Rounding out
the top five, the next three global providers—
Knotel, Spaces and Industrious—capture a
combined 7.0 msf or 8% of total coworking
space.
WeWork’s largest footprint in the Americas is
located in New York where it occupies over 8.0
msf and is considered the largest occupier in
the market as of Q2 2020. WeWork also has a
significant presence in Northern California (3.2
msf) and Greater Los Angeles (2.2 msf).
TOP FIVE AMERICAS PROVIDERS

WeWork
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Among the markets in this report, at the outset
of the GFC, vacant sublease space increased
34% from 2008 to 2009. However, by 2011,
all of that space had been absorbed, and
vacant sublease space fell below 2008 levels.
Going into this cycle, vacant sublease space
is comparable to GFC levels at 1.5% of total
inventory.
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As the global economy navigates a new
COVID-19 landscape, the coworking sector will
not be immune to the pressures of a recession.
Whatever shape the recession takes, the sector
will need to confront a cyclical pressure that it
has not experienced before. Although coworking
was not a major player during the GFC, lessons
learned during that time can help shed some
light on what headwinds the sector may face.
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Source: Cushman & Wakefield Research, CoStar Group

Markets with low vacancy rates are in relatively
good shape to weather the recession and come
out of it with positive momentum. Overexposure
to some niche sectors such as coworking could
weigh on a market. Markets in the lower left
quadrant of this analysis have low vacancy
rates and a smaller capture of coworking,
meaning they may be able to handle space give
backs and lease terminations from coworking
providers better than other markets. Class A
office space in Buenos Aires and Lima has a
high concentration of coworking space which
increases their exposure to the sector. Gateway
markets like New York and San Francisco could
potentially have a larger stock of vacant space
to work through the system. That said, gateway
markets were also the first to recover after the
GFC.
COWORKING EXPOSURE BY MARKET AND
VACANCY RATE
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COWORKING
INVENTORY
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AUSTIN

1,065,989

88%

CHARLOTTE

876,791

30%

1.7%

RALEIGH DURHAM

739,332

114%

1.3%

NASHVILLE

624,394

67%

1.5%

RIO DE JANEIRO
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45%
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1 Includes Oakland, Sacramento, SF, SF North Bay, San Mateo County and San Jose / Silicon Valley
2 CBD only
3 Includes Puget Sound
4 City of Philadelphia
5 Class A
Source: Cushman & Wakefield Research, CoStar Group

Coworking is Here to Stay
Although coworking has been dramatically
impacted by COVID-19 and the financial crisis,
it’s likely to remain a viable and important
alternative for a variety of user types in the
years to come—from self-employed freelancers
to small, medium and large organizations.
Although workers can continue to perform well
at home, finding it conducive to collaboration
and focus, WFH comes with some significant
challenges. Personal connections and learning
suffer. People feel disconnected to their

company cultures. Wellness suffers. So as
workers around the globe continue to seek a
variety of locations and experiences to drive
convenience, functionality and wellbeing,
coworking can play a significant part in that
ecosystem. For freelancers, it offers interactions,
chance collisions, opportunities for inspiration
and more. For companies, coworking offers
business flexibility but also the opportunity to
support employee choice, enabling people to
work from the environments that best support
performance, whether that’s at home, in an
urban core or satellite office, or in a third place.
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ABOUT CUSHMAN & WAKEFIELD
Cushman & Wakeﬁeld (NYSE: CWK) is a leading global real estate services ﬁrm that delivers exceptional value for real estate
occupiers and owners. Cushman & Wakeﬁeld is among the largest real estate services ﬁrms with approximately 53,000
employees in 400 offices and 60 countries. In 2019, the ﬁrm had revenue of $8.8 billion across core services of property, facilities
and project management, leasing, capital markets, valuation and other services. To learn more, visit www.cushmanwakeﬁeld.com
or follow @CushWake on Twitter.
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