
• Leasing activity was strong and stable in 2019, at 
roughly the same volume as in 2018. 

• The West region exhibited the strongest leasing 
activity, with more than 100 million square feet 
(msf) leased for a fourth consecutive year. 

• The tech industry once again dominated leasing 
activity, accounting for 27.6% of the major leases—
up from 26.1% in 2018. Tech leasing totaled 
slightly less than leasing for the financial services, 
government and real estate combined. 

• For a second consecutive year there were more than 
25 large leases (over 400,000 sf) signed in 2019. 

TOTAL LEASING WAS STABLE 
2019 was another solid year for office leasing in the U.S. 
New leasing activity in the 91 office markets in the U.S. and 
Canada tracked by Cushman & Wakefield totaled 324.2 
million square feet (msf), down slightly from the 336.5 msf 
leased in 2018 but roughly on par with the average of 331 
msf leased from 2016 to 2018. 

The pattern of leasing during the year was inconsistent. 
In the first half of 2019 new leasing totaled 174.9 msf—the 
second strongest six months of the past 18 years. In the 
second half of the year, however, leasing volume slowed 
to 149.2 msf, declining to approximately 68 msf in the 
fourth quarter—the slowest activity since the end of 2015. 
Because leasing volume can be erratic from one quarter 
to the next, it is best to look at a moving average to gain 
a better idea of leasing activity trends. On a four-quarter 
moving average basis, the volume of new leasing was 
healthy in 2019, as it has been since 2017. This suggests 
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that the slowdown in the second half of 2019 is not 
something to worry about, although leasing volumes will 
bear watching throughout 2020. 

REGIONAL PERFORMANCE LED BY THE WEST
The tech-heavy West region recorded the largest 
volume of leasing during 2019. New leases totaled 107.6 
msf in the West last year, accounting for 33.2% of total 
leasing activity. That’s well above the West region’s 26% 
of total inventory.

Markets such as Phoenix, Los Angeles, Silicon Valley, San 
Francisco, San Mateo and Denver all contributed more 
to total national leasing volume than they represent in 
nationwide inventory. Markets outside the West region 
that also outperformed for their size included all three 
Manhattan markets in the Northeast, Dallas and Austin in 
the South and Chicago in the Midwest.
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The 15 markets shown in the chart accounted for 47.2% of 
office leasing in 2019 even though they represent about a 
third (33.1%) of U.S. office inventory. All of these markets 
(except Phoenix) are in Cushman & Wakefield’s Tech 25.  

Markets in which leasing was lower than the inventory 
would suggest included the Midwest cities of Cleveland, 
Detroit and Omaha. 

TECHNOLOGY DOMINATES
For a better understanding of the industry breakdown 
of 2019 leasing we analyzed the top 4,000 leases across 
the U.S. and Canada—a data set that includes slightly less 
than half (43%) of all the square footage leased in 2019. 

An industry breakdown of leasing demonstrates the 
strength of the technology sector during 2019. The tech 
sector accounted for 27.6% of all leasing among the top 
transactions of the year. That’s roughly the same as the 
next three most active sectors combined: financial services 
(16.2%), government (6.2%) and real estate (5.8%).

It was also a strong year for big-tech leasing. Nearly 
one quarter (23.9%) of the square footage of tech 
leases signed last year was by the so-called “FAANG” 

OFFICE LEASING VS. OFFICE INVENTORY 
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companies (Facebook, Amazon, Apple, Netflix and 
Google). That percentage is up from 20% in 2018. 

Another important component of tech leasing was the 
strong level of activity in the life sciences sector which 
includes biotechnology and pharmaceutical companies. 
The life sciences sector captured roughly 13% of tech 
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leasing. In fact, life sciences is emerging as a major 
growth sector (see our report Life Sciences 2020: The 
Future Is Here).

A YEAR FOR BIG DEALS
2019 was also another strong year for large leases. Four 
leases totaling more than 1.0 msf were signed during the 
year—the largest number in the past six years and up 
from three such leases in 2018. There were 28 major lease 
transactions, (those totaling 400,000 sf or more). While 
that number is down from 35 such deals in 2018, it is the 
second highest of the last six years.

Here, too, the technology sector was dominant, although 
not quite to the extent as in the total leasing data. 
Twelve of the 28 large leases (over 400,000 sf) were for 
tech companies, including two of the transactions that 
exceeded 1.0 msf. 

CONCLUSIONS
2019 closed with new leasing topping 300 msf for a third 
consecutive year. Key drivers for leasing in 2019 most 
likely to influence leasing in the near future are:

• Continuing growth in the tech sector. With 
technology companies continuing to grow, so does 
their appetite for office space. As we reported 
in The Great Tech Migration, tech companies are 
leasing space throughout the nation to tap into the 
tech talent pool in a variety of markets. 
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• Job growth. One of the most important drivers 
of leasing is employment. When the economy is 
adding jobs in industries such as financial services, 
professional services and media there is more 
demand for office space. The economy added 
540,000 of these office-using jobs in 2019 and is 
likely to continue to create additional positions in 
early 2020.

• Occupiers follow the talent. Cities with the 
strongest leasing, relative to their size, tend to be 
those that have a highly-educated talent pool that is 
attractive to occupiers. “Talent” will remain a driver 
in 2020 and beyond.
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