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Headquarters  
Lessons Learned
How your headquarters can make the 
right — and most impactful — statement



There’s nothing more strategic in real estate than a 
headquarters decision. From location to composition to 
workplace design, it’s so much more than just signing 
a lease and getting a good deal. Your headquarters 
impacts the entire business from the C-suite down, 
as well as the talent you’re hoping to attract. 
In fact, in many ways, it’s the most important 
decision you’ll make in your entire career 
because it’s your chance to make the right 
statement about what you stand for as a 
company, what you hope to achieve and 
your vision for the future. 

No pressure, right? 





Top Ten Lessons Learned

1. Always start with  
a clean sheet approach

Your headquarters sends such an important mes-
sage about how you are attracting and retaining 
talent, your cost profile, image, brand and how 
you’re engaging with the client experience. By 
starting with a clean slate, you can consider all the 
different possibilities of what ‘could be.’ At this ear-
ly stage, it’s critical that you bring everyone togeth-

With so much at stake – including a hefty price tag – it’s no surprise that these decisions are incredibly 
difficult to make and results often fall short of goals. Not only do most companies lack direct experience, 
these decisions involve multiple parts of corporations and specialized skillsets that are often difficult 
to marshal under a single, complex initiative.   Planning a new headquarters is a long-term decision and 
companies need to plan for unknown obstacles and an uncertain future. The decision-making process is 
complex, with countless stakeholders. Leaders need to take cost, talent, access, image, risk, workplace 
strategy and composition into account.

To alleviate some of your pressure and to help you start thinking about next steps, we’ve compiled a list 
of Top Ten Lessons Learned when it comes to headquarters decisions.  Adhering to this advice could help 
deliver real business value, keep your project on track, as well as save you a lot of time, money – and even 
headaches – in the process. 

er from the C-suite to discuss their value drivers 
and what’s important to them. With everyone in the 
same room, you should discuss where the company 
is today and how you envision it in the future. By 
combining thorough market research and data with 
C-suite inputs, you can take the emotion out of the 
process and come to a sound, strategic decision. At 
Cushman & Wakefield, we leverage our HQIQ toolkit 
to explore and uncover opportunity.  



2. Evaluate the solution from  
all angles—360° Review

CEOs recognize the importance of integrated strat-
egies, but oftentimes overlook the significant value 
and insight they can glean from their own employ-
ees. Employee workplace experience is how lead-
ing firms are winning the war for talent. A mix of 
spaces, tools, amenities and services that support 
a variety of work activities drives an employee’s 
workplace experience – positive or negative. Also 
consider the perspective of the landlord who can 
view a HQ renewal or relocation as a major value 
creator to the building. The perspectives apart from 
company leadership can provide a more holistic 
view of the range of opportunities. 

Cushman & Wakefield provided a workplace 
strategy in support of pharmaceutical 
company’s disposition of its previous 

world headquarters and relocation to a 
Class A, state-of-the-art office building. 

The process was initiated by assessing the 
needs of the workforce through a series of 
leadership workshops and an Experience 

per SF diagnostic. The diagnostic uncovered 
strengths in employees’ ability to focus and 

collaborate, but weaknesses in renewing and 
bonding.  The data rich analysis uncovered 
insight and recommendations into design, 

layout and amenities that enhanced 
employee performance overall and at the 

business unit level.  In addition, a workspace 
metrics tool provided direction on the future 

office square foot requirement and high-
value building amenities for the Cushman & 
Wakefield headquarters team. The company 
selected a newly built office with expected 

occupancy in 2020.   

3. Assess which functions should  
be located in the headquarters

Increasingly more companies are adjusting the 
composition of their headquarters to meet the dif-
ferent needs of its business and the demographic 
and cost realities of its location.  You should explore 
the various benefits and costs of headquarters 
composition models to understand what model 
might be the best fit for your organization. 

• CONSOLIDATION – From CEO to payment 
processing, multiple functions are consolidated 
under one roof. This model can maximize 
efficiencies due to the proximity to different 
groups and support creating a unique 
environment. However, if all functions are housed 
in one expensive market, it can get very costly.   

• FUNCTIONAL CENTER OF EXCELLENCE 
– From sales to IT to business support, an 
organization can develop functional Centers of 
Excellence utilizing locations most optimal for 
each function’s profile, skill and cost objectives. 
Headquarters will provide the central services 
and resources while facilitating business units in 
more appropriate markets. 

• JOB SKILL OR MARKET SEGMENT CLUSTERS 
– An organization can cluster functions with 
similar workforce profiles and level of skills in a 
network of corresponding locations. Similar to 
the Center of Excellence model, headquarters 
provides the central services and resources 
while facilitating these functions in optimal labor 
markets.

• MULTI-SITE / MULTI-FUNCTION – An 
organization may create a network of locations 
that support multiple functions. With this 
composition, headquarters monitors and 
evaluates the financial performance as well as 
sets performance standards for accountability.  
All decision-making rights are delegated to the 
business units.  



4. Understand the labor dynamic
As companies face generational demographic shifts and low unemployment, new priorities are reshaping 
location strategies, with companies focusing more on proximity to the right people than the costs of relo-
cating. Proximity to skilled talent is now the top consideration for most headquarters moves today, which 
often means moving to urban environments that boast a highly educated, tech savvy millennial workforce. 
Although moving downtown may bring a higher priced lease, companies can offset those higher costs with 
the boost in productivity that comes with acquiring top talent. 

A leading financial services firm was examining the business case to redeploy select operations 
and back office functions to Atlanta and/or St. Louis to take advantage of lower operating 

cost environments and to increase available space in its New York Headquarters. Cushman & 
Wakefield was engaged to provide labor and location strategy, business incentives, workplace 

strategy, financial reporting, brokerage and project management services to support the 
redeployment business case development and potential implementation.

Cushman & Wakefield evaluated Atlanta and St. Louis in comparison to New York for labor market 
suitability and other qualitative factors specific to the redeployment functions and skillsets. The 
financial comparison of one-time and recurring real estate, labor and incentives costs between 
staying in New York and redeploying specific functions to Atlanta and/or St. Louis generated 
between $7.7M and $9.8M annual recurring savings with a less than 5.9 year payback period.



5. Make a statement
Relocating your headquarters provides you with the 
opportunity to better support your business while 
explaining who you are in the process. You can do 
that from the second you move in. A major pharma-
ceutical company, for example, effectively made a 
statement when they recently moved into their new 
headquarters. The company incorporated digital 
displays getting booster shots as well as research-
ers working with test tubes. They were able to use 
the space effectively to communicate how they are 
solving the world’s health issues and who they are 
as a company, making a strong and positive state-
ment within the community.  

  

6. Plan for Workplace 2025  
(not 2019)

The workplace is changing all the time. Thanks to 
recent advancements in technology and the global 
economy, people today can work from anywhere, 
at any time. When employees do go into the office, 
they don’t want just a work environment, they want 
a complement to their work-life experience – from 
easy commutes and being greeted in the morning 
to having the temperature adjusted to their pref-
erence to getting a cappuccino and collaborating 
in easy-to-use social settings. They want the expe-
rience to be seamless, intuitive and inspired.  Ac-
cording to Gartner research, this is the third largest 
priority for human resource leaders in 2019.  

7. Be a valued member  
of the community

Whenever a company relocates its headquarters 
into a new community, it’s critical the company 
partners closely with various stakeholders with-
in the community throughout the entire project. 
Taking a partnership approach can shorten approv-
al/development timelines, remove obstacles and 
ultimately save a lot of money. A new or retained 
headquarters can be a major accomplishment for 

local leadership. Weaving your high-profile project 
into the greater quality of place message can also 
help with future talent attraction.  

8. Leverage data to help inform 
sound decisions

CEOs lose their jobs based on poor or emotional, 
non-substantiated decisions all the time. So relocat-
ing your headquarters to where the CEO is from is 
not always the smartest approach. Leverage data 
and use a consistent decision framework through-
out the process to help inform smart decisions that 
will resonate with the C-suite, board of directors 
and shareholders.  

Cushman & Wakefield partnered with a large 
engineering firm to create a data-driven 
global headquarters strategy to optimize 

the firm’s financial performance and access 
to top talent and customers.  Since the 

company needed to prove relocation from 
its long-time headquarters met all strategic 
objectives, Cushman & Wakefield Strategic 

Consulting, Brokerage Professionals, 
Business Incentives and Investment Banking 
teams partnered to provide a comprehensive 

business case.  After considering several 
U.S. markets, the firm decided to relocate 
its global headquarters from California to 
Dallas, TX.  Dallas was identified due to its 
strong talent pool, global accessibility and 

favorable operating costs.

9. Put an exit plan in place
A thoughtful exit from your current operation is as 
critical as the relocation decision itself given the 
visibility to the market and your associates. Have 
clarity of vision for the exit and build a change man-
agement plan around the vision right from the start. 
Your firm’s reputation is at stake! 



10. Get help! 
With so much at stake, it’s critical you bring in the 
experts who have been there, done that. Cushman 
& Wakefield’s HQIQ is a proprietary tool we’ve 
developed that walks you through a headquarters 
discussion and decision framework, step by step. 
From labor analysis to transaction negotiation to 
project management, Cushman & Wakefield’s HQIQ 
gives you collective access to the world’s foremost 
experts and directly relevant situational experience.  

• WE SET THE BUSINESS STRATEGY:  A 
headquarters location is a business strategy that 
comes around infrequently. We align with and 
support companies in culture, branding, location 
and labor concerns. 

Don’t miss this once in a generation opportunity to create REAL business value for your company. 

•  WE ASSEMBLE THE RIGHT TEAM: We can 
help look at the HQ business problem and 
employ appropriate skillsets across the company 
platform.  This brings peace of mind to senior 
leadership – we understand business goals and 
drivers, and can translate these needs to internal 
stakeholders and the Cushman & Wakefield team.

•  WE HAVE THE EXPERTISE TO IMPLEMENT: 
Once the strategy is established, proper project 
management ensures that the intended goals are 
realized. Schedule means achieving the desired 
cost and the quality of the HQ.
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About Cushman & Wakefield 
Cushman & Wakefield (NYSE: CWK) is a leading global real estate services firm that delivers exceptional value by putting 

ideas into action for real estate occupiers and owners. Cushman & Wakefield is among the largest real estate services firms 

with 48,000 employees in approximately 400 offices and 70 countries. In 2017, the firm had revenue of $6.9 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.


