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The Dutch working population is already a ‘home-
working champion’ in an international perspective, 
not least because of the technology that has been 
around for many years to make remote work-
ing possible. What we can already establish now, 
though, is that the homeworking period imposed 
on us by the COVID pandemic has created a new 
starting point in the way we think about the value 
of offices and the need to recalibrate our existing 
workplace strategies.

OFFICES WILL BE MORE RELEVANT  
THAN EVER

The value of the office, and with it the recovery of 
the office market, is driven more by demographic 
developments than by the pandemic. The future 
workforce and its generational structure will be the 
determining factor in the need for office space and 
what that office environment should or should not 
facilitate.

Research by Cushman & Wakefield1 has shown that 
employees’ ability to focus, their connection with 
the organization’s culture and their personal well-
being suffer under prolonged remote working. It is 
important as an employer to offer a workspace at 
the office that provides for the needs that a home-
working space evidently does not provide: a place 
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to work with concentration, where individuals  
can feel connected to both their colleagues and  
the organization, and which contributes to a sense 
of satisfaction.

The imminent demographic upheaval – in combi-
nation with the persistent shortages in the labour 
market – will determine the need for offices, office 
workspaces and the function of the office itself.

OUTLOOK OCCUPIER MARKET 2021

The impact of the COVID crisis on the office market 
will be less severe in the Netherlands than in many 
other European countries. Even before the virus 
outbreak, people in the Netherlands were already 
working from home much more than the European 
average. With a working population where around 
15% work regularly from home, and 25% on an 
occasional basis, the Netherlands, together with 
Sweden, is among the leaders in Europe as regards 
homeworking.
Our high-quality digital infrastructure has helped  
to make this possible.

Many occupiers in 2020 postponed making deci-
sions on their accommodation needs. This is the 
result on the one hand of a reluctance to initiate 
major accommodation changes during a period  

On 20 January 2020, the day that the Chinese government made it known that the  
new coronavirus could be transmitted from person to person, the Netherlands was  
confronted with the Citrix file. The rush hour that Monday morning was busier than 
usual, as a security breach had forced the Citrix homeworking servers to be taken  
offline en masse during the previous weekend. The national government and higher 
education in particular found themselves urgently needing workspaces during those 
days, as the move towards flexible working had already significantly reduced the 
number of desks in their departments. Although the Citrix security breach was a  
global problem, only the Netherlands seemed to be really affected.
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1 Cushman & Wakefield (2020) “The Future of Workplace”

https://www.cushmanwakefield.com/nl-nl/insights/covid-19/the-future-of-workplace


of crisis, and on the other hand of a very severe 
shortage of supply on the Dutch office market.  
This led to a historic fall of 34% in office take-up to 
952,000 m2 in 2020. For the first time since the turn 
of the millennium, take-up remained below  
a million. On the other hand, vacancy rates have  
not risen but even fallen to 8.2% of the stock; the 
lowest vacancy rate since 2002.

The shortage of supply will ease during the first half 
of 2021 as hidden vacancy among office users will 
be put on the market. It is still too early to predict 
the response of office users to this available supply. 
Organizations focusing on growth will not want to 
‘give back’ office space too soon. At the same time, 
the office market finds itself in the situation where 
many users have not made any accommodation 
decisions for the short term since March last year. 
This unique situation, causing uncertainty regarding 
the volume of demand and supply for the coming 
year, is leading to some temporary unpredictabil-
ity regarding trends in supply and the resulting 
take-up. Even so, once the lockdown ends in 2021, 
demand is expected to bounce back quickly. An 
expectation prompted partly by the period between 
July and October 2020, when a relaxation of the 
measures quickly led to intense pressure of demand 
in cities such as Amsterdam, Rotterdam and 
Utrecht.

Proportion of teleworkers

in the working population (%). 

Source: eurostat (2019)
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By the end of 2021, take-up throughout the 
Netherlands is expected to be just above the level 
of 2020 (1 million m2). This is based on latent 
demand already identified in 2020 for 350,000 m2 
in the ‘Big 5’ cities which is being carried forward 
to this year, plus the demand that will arise in 2021 
among occupiers with expiring leases who have not 
yet embarked on an accommodation strategy. The 
growth of the recovery is expected to settle within a 
bandwidth of the five-year average, at 1.1 million m2. 
In the medium to longer term (2025) we expect 
a full recovery of take-up to the levels achieved 
before the COVID crisis.

Successive lockdowns have pushed the euphoria 
surrounding working from home to the background, 
and all businesses, from SMEs to multinationals, 
have been considering how to use their office space 
in the post-COVID era. More than simply a work-
place, the office will become above all a place to 
connect people to the company they work for, a 
place where they can be inspired, learn, collaborate 
and socialize.
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OUTLOOK INVESTOR MARKET 2021

Investors are anticipating the post-COVID era with 
a renewed focus on the Core and Core+ segment 
of the market. The impact on the best segment 
of the office market has so far not been as severe 
as expected, and the outlook for the coming year 
described above is favourable.

Although activity has picked up again in the prop-
erty finance market, the ongoing uncertainty in the 
market has led above all to a ‘flight to safety’ and a 
risk-averse strategy among investors and financiers. 
It would explain the interest in the best investment 
product with solvent lessees and long-term leases. 
The impact of the COVID crisis has been less severe 
for high-quality office buildings at multimodal loca-
tions in the Randstad. Interest from cashflow buyers 
continues to be high for offices with solvent lessees 
and long-term leases in cities outside the Randstad.

Where previously office buildings at good loca-
tions with short-term leases could count on interest 
among investors because of the good prospects of 
rental growth, this interest is now shifting to office 
buildings with long-term leases and solvent lessees. 
More vacancy and short-term leases make financing 
more expensive.

In short, many investors are now opting for risk 
aversion and have become more conservative in a 
short space of time: risks must be minimized not 
only for the location, but also for the income profile. 

Investors are more likely to get the green light from 
their own organizations for profiles with a lower risk, 
further pushing up demand for these products.

In the Value-Add segment, investors are still adopt-
ing a ‘wait-and-see’ approach. The temporary 
unpredictability of trends in supply and demand are 
affecting the assumptions made by financiers and 
investors regarding rental growth, vacancy provi-
sions and incentives, as a result of which buyers 
expect a discount that many sellers are currently 
not accepting because there is no urgency to sell. 
Although market trends are fundamentally positive, 
more supply will come on the market in 2021 which 
in principle can have a positive effect at the prime 
locations. New supply will not automatically lead to 
greater market dynamism at secondary locations.

For the first half of 2021, current market conditions 
will not change much, if at all, but from the second 
half of the year market activity will pick up again. 
On the one hand this will depend on practical 
aspects such as the current travel restrictions into 
the Netherlands affecting potential foreign buyers, 
while on the other hand the trends in the occupier 
markets are being closely followed.
Although most investors agree that the impact of 
homeworking will have a relatively limited funda-
mental effect on office use in the Netherlands, they 
are waiting to see proof of this in the market.
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FAST FORWARD 2021

The year 2020 was an unusual one for the office 
market, in all respects. Huge uncertainty surround-
ing the progress and effect of the COVID pandemic 
has caused both investors and occupiers to adopt a 
‘wait-and-see’ approach. The result is an investment 
volume and a take-up level lagging behind that of 
recent years.

Unlike earlier recessions, the current crisis cannot 
be traced back to systematic economic or social 
flaws. If the virus can be suppressed this year, there 
is nothing to prevent a rapid economic recovery. It 
is therefore important to keep looking at trends that 
were already in motion before the virus outbreak.
Major structural changes were already underway in 
the property market, and these have become appar-
ent more rapidly during the COVID period as if the 
Fast Forward button has been pressed.

One should also consider the future of smaller 
shopping districts, as well as falling demand for 
office space in the peripheral municipalities around 
the major cities caused by online shopping and 
homeworking. These past months have acted as a 
catalyst or accelerator of major long-term, structural 
trends that had already begun. The COVID crisis 
will further reinforce the preference among inves-
tors and occupiers for lively, central locations with a 

high level of urban amenities: the meeting function 
of offices has simply become more important, and 
therefore more relevant than ever for organizations.

The combination of a central office and a good 
digital infrastructure enables office staff to work 
further away from their office workplace, because 
their daily presence at the office will no longer be 
the norm. As a result, employees will have much 
greater freedom of choice (where to live, how to 
work) and will be more demanding in that respect, 
making both the function and location of an office 
building more relevant. More than ever the focus 
will be on central locations that are easy to reach 
by car or public transport, and this will increase the 
pressure, also as regards prices, on offices that meet 
these conditions.

Although the virus pandemic will pass, we will 
continue to look differently at the world and the 
way in which we live, work and shop. We can apply 
the lessons we learn from the COVID crisis to make 
the workplace at the office more inspiring, and 
ultimately much more productive. This will certainly 
not by definition lead to fewer square metres of 
office space, but to a different kind of office use and 
different workplace strategies.

Trends and forecasts for gross initial yields
in %, Core-, Core+- and Value-add (k.k.) for office space

   Core

   Core+

   Value Add
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