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The nature of office work is not constant, but is 
constantly changing. Two interrelated trends 
have combined to shape and define demand for 
office space at the global level in recent years; 
the increased demand for flexible offices, and the 
growth in remote working and working from 
home (WFH). 

While both of these trends predate COVID-19, the 
global pandemic has exacerbated their influence, 
and their impact on how office spaces are 
reimagined for many years to come. 

Foreword

While we believe there is some short-term pain 
as demand for flexible office space contracts, it 
seems certain to grow in the mid-to-long term 
as businesses adjust and adopt solutions that 
increase their agility and reduce their response 
times. The impact is also expected to translate 
onto the business models of flexible office 
operators, resulting in a shift away from common 
facilities, shared services, and hot desks, with a 
corresponding growth in the proportion of private 
space, which ensures corporate privacy and data 
security.  

The growth of flexspace 

and private offices in business centre format.
The level of space within hybrid centres has more 
than tripled since 2014, driven by the ambitious 
expansion of major operators such as WeWork, 
IWG, Spaces and TOG.  

The real game changer for the flexible office 
market in recent years has been the shift in focus 
away from providing incubator type space for 
new start-ups and SME’s, to the current landscape 
where the majority of demand comes from 
‘enterprise clients’ (major corporates that are 
seeking to occupy whole floors or sometimes 
whole buildings managed by major flex operators). 

In London, Facebook has taken over 13,000 sq m in 
a single WeWork location, with other established 
global corporates such as HSBC, Carrefour and 
Booking.com taking large chunks of flexspace 
across Europe. This trend has provided a whole 
new scaling up of the flexspace model, allowing 
major players to go mainstream and effectively 
challenge & disrupt the previous status quo. 

One of the key trends to impact office markets 
globally over the past 5 years has been the 
increase in demand for flexible office space. 
In response, the supply of flexible offices across 
Europe’s major office markets has grown at a 
staggering rate of 31% per annum between 2015 
and 2019.

By June 2020, there was a total of some 5.5 million 
sq m of flexible office space across Europe, with 
operators such as WeWork becoming the largest 
office landlord in many key cities with a global 
portfolio of more than 4.5 million sq m. From a 
very low base in the year 2000, flexible offices now 
account for more than 2.3% of all office space 
across EMEA’s largest 24 office markets and a much 
higher percentage in leading flex markets such as 
London (7.2%) and Amsterdam (6.3%).

While flexible offices are frequently associated 
with the provision of co-working space,  in reality 
the fastest emerging sector of the market has 
been ‘hybrid models’ combining both co-working 
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Attractions of flexspace 

Cost reduction 
The traditional means of procuring office 
space involves high initial capital costs for 
tenants in fitting out their premises. 
Flexible models reduce initial capital costs 
and can represent a significant saving in
total occupancy costs. 

Flexibility & agility 
While business models have become 
increasingly agile and flexible, traditional 
office leases have not. Many businesses are 
therefore seeking flex offices as a form of 
swing space to house short term project 
teams with space being easily disposed 
of as projects complete. 

Attract & retain staff
The use of flexible space platforms allows 
companies to better align their real estate 
strategies with the aspirations of their 
workforce for a more engaging and 
rewarding experience. 

Collaboration & innovation 
Flexible office models appeal to the growing 
number of “digital nomad” companies 
that seek to foster innovation, employee 
interaction, exposure to new business 
concepts, and the cross pollination of ideas.

Impact of COVID-19 on flexspace

Not only has COVID-19  dramatically changed 
the global real estate market, it is also likely to 
accelerate the existing trends that have led to the 
rapid growth of flexible space, including agility, 
reductions in lease duration, and experience 
driven workplaces. These trends will continue to 

drive demand for flexible space over the longer 
term. In fact, our research suggests that 30% of 
all office space will be consumed flexibly by 2030. 
While there are short, medium, and long-term 
implications of COVID-19 on the sector, the future 
will involve a spectrum of flexible spaces.   

As tenant priorities have shifted to employee 
health and well-being, the demand for short-term 
desks, shared offices and new memberships fell 
over the course of lockdowns around the world, 
ultimately testing the sustainability of some 
flexible space models. Co-working companies will 
face the toughest test, as freelancers and start-
ups opt to work from home. Simultaneously, large 
corporations are shedding memberships for quick 
cost-savings solutions. 

While most flexible space operator offices remain 
open for business, they are forced to adhere to 
government guidelines. If 2 metre social distancing 
is required, it considerably reduces the space 
allocated for individuals within the property. In 
practice, this means many flexible offices will 
record extremely low utilization rates and, in 
some cases, will remain nearly empty. 

Profitability of co-working spaces is driven by 
high seating density and rental arbitrage. Flexible 
space operators with a ‘hybrid’ model that lean on 
long-term commitments of private office space in 
addition to co-working, may withstand the storm. 
Those relying on a pure co-working model will 
likely suffer from the impact of COVID-19.

Following these uncertain times, demand for 
flexible space is likely to be resilient in the long 
term. Although freelancers are more likely to 
shed co-working space as the COVID-19 outbreak 
stalls business, a global survey conducted by JLL 
revealed that 67% of CRE decision-makers of large 
corporates are increasing workplace mobility 
programmes and incorporating flexible space as
a central element of their agile work strategies.

After the initial wave of uncertainty has passed, 
some of the larger, well-capitalized flexible space 
operators will restart their expansion drive, picking 
up assets and market share from those unable 
to weather the storm. This is likely to be boosted 
by large organizations’ unwillingness to commit 
to large capex projects and therefore opting 
for pre-built space and lease flexibility. Market 
consolidation will yield a healthier marketplace, 
with strong flexible space operators remaining. 
At the same time, we expect growth to shift from 
leases to fee-based management agreements, 
white-labelling and/or self-perform concepts by 
landlords. 

In a revived post-pandemic market where 
flexibility is high on the corporate agenda & 
the purpose of the office is centred around 
collaboration, flexible space should emerge 
stronger than ever and growth could quickly 
return to its impressive pre-COVID rates.  

Short term Long term
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The flexspace market in Dubai 

Dubai is by far the largest market for flexible office 
space in the MENA region, and there has been a 
rapid increase in total supply in recent years. From 
a base of around 50,000 sq m in 2014, the market 
has more than tripled to almost 160,000 sq m by 
mid-2020. This has resulted in flexspace increasing 
from less than 0.5% of total stock in 2015 to the 
current level of almost 2%. While significant, the 
level of flexspace in Dubai remains below the 
EMEA average of 2.3%, suggesting there is 
room for further growth.

The current market is extremely fragmented, 
with more than 40 different operators of flexible 
offices in Dubai. One reason for this diversity is 
that many of the government Freezone authorities 
have established and are currently self-operating 
flexible spaces. Most of this space comprises 
incubator type facilities aimed at start-up 
companies in the free zones. 

Top 5 flex operators in Dubai

Key future market trends

A shift in demand
Based on structured conversations with more than 20 major corporates in Dubai, it appears that 
most companies see flexspace as part of their overall portfolio mix going forward. While the level of 
commitment varies, nearly all the companies said they expected to increase their utilisation of flexible 
spaces, with consensus emerging that the correct balance was for between 25% and 35% 
of staff to be operating from such space at any point in time. The major factor in deciding which
flex facility to favour appears to be the reputation of the operator, followed by the profile of other
tenants. Interestingly, factors such as cost, and location of the space appear to be considered 
of lessor importance in the choice of flexspace compared to more traditional leases.

Market consolidation
Driven by the shift in the global flex market away from SME’s to larger corporates (enterprise clients), 
the Dubai market is expected to experience more concentration in the hands of fewer but larger 
operators. This will inevitably involve a setback to some independent operators and is likely to 
be exacerbated by short time financial pressures resulting from COVID-19.

The future is private
COVID-19 is resulting in a global shift away from shared co-working facilities to more private and 
enclosed spaces. This trend is also apparent with the majority of centres offering only enclosed offices 
or a hybrid mix of enclosed offices and co-working space. A number of the centres that were originally 
targeting the co-working sector are now seeking to remodel their space by offering more enclosed 

Diversified locations
Another trend we anticipate in the Dubai market, is for more flexible office facilities to be accommodated 
in non-office buildings. Given the particular oversupply in the retail and hotel markets, a number of
developers are currently looking at opportunities to incorporate flexible office concepts space within 
vacant or underutilised space within retail malls or hotels. These properties offer a number of 
attractions for flexible office operators including generous parking and access to retail, food services 
and other supporting facilities.

3 centres
4,000 sq m

22 centres
25,000 sq m

2 centres
22,000 sq m

11 centres
16,000 sq m

4 centres
5,000 sq m

Letswork Dtec
Regus

Servcorp
My office
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In-office work and remote work are 
complementary, and neither can completely 
replace the other. The post-pandemic workplace 
will involve a combination of three distinct office 
environments: the corporate office, flexible co-
working facilities and remote working. 

The challenge for occupiers will be to establish 
the right mix and balance between the different 
settings and working patterns. While this mix 
will inevitably vary between businesses, four 
underlaying principles can be identified.

Finding the right balance

No one-size-fits-all
This mix will have to be built taking into 
consideration the culture of each company and the 
underlying trends within its industry. It will require 
an in-depth understanding of the extent to which 
each role and activity the business undertakes 
can be carried out remotely. In this quest, 
technology and new metrics will play a pivotal 
role in monitoring and adapting to emerging 
modes of working.

Hybrid model & choice
Corporates will have to redefine their real estate 
footprint in order to make the best of each world: 
home-offices, co-working places, satellite offices 
and the HQ. The future footprint will be a hybrid 
model, leveraging distributed and liquid spaces. 
It will include “core & flex” – a combination of long 
and short-term engagements, as well as urban 
and suburban solutions.

Elastic workplace but 
single community
As they move to an elastic workplace, companies 
will have to redesign the workplace experience, 
ensuring that collaboration is fluid between 
remote and on-site staff. Continuity will be 
needed so that employees feel part of a shared 
community. Managers will become coaches, 
promoting connection and belonging, while offices 
will become a destination, endorsing a social and 
cultural purpose.

Responsible enterprise 
In that quest for human performance, 
the focus will be put on being a responsible 
employer and occupier. Beyond providing a 
sense of safety and security, corporates will 
have to design a more human and engaging 
workplace anchored into strong values. This will 
be key to bridge the trust gap that emerged with 
COVID-19. In the post-pandemic era, this will be 
a differentiating factor to attract and retain a 
workforce in search of a better world of work. 

“Flexible offices are likely to represent something 
of a ‘middle way’ between corporate HQ’s and the 
more dispersed demand for remote working.”
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