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After an uptick observed this
spring, office-space usage has
mostly flattened in the past several
weeks.

Return-to-office is flattening as
companies navigate employee
pushback, commutes, higher gas
prices
Jun 23, 2022, 10:13am EDT

Following the Omicron variant peak
this past winter, a moment was seized
upon by many U.S. companies. After
many fits and starts, it was time for
their employees to return to the
office, at least a couple of days a
week.

Companies that track office utilization
and physical occupancy reported a
gradual uptick in office usage this
spring, as companies began to figure
out the new hybrid work balance.
Some have set which days those are;
others, wanting to lean into the newly
discovered work of flexible work, have given workers choice on
when they want to come in.

But after an uptick observed this spring, office-space usage has
mostly flattened in the past several weeks, prompting the question
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of whether current space usage is the actual new normal, or
whether more ground will be made up in the coming months.

Boston-based workplace platform Robin Powered Inc. tracks office-
space usage via aggregating desk-booking metrics across its
customer base, which chiefly includes companies that've adopted
hybrid-work models. The week of April 25, the percentage of
available desk space being used in offices was at 21%, certainly a
material rise from the 6% seen Jan. 10. Since then, it's hovered in
the low 20% range, dipping to 17% the week of May 30 before
rising to 20% again the week of June 6 and June 13.

Micah Remley, CEO of Robin, said with summer in full swing, it's
likely office utilization will hold steady, rather than grow, at least
until the end of August as more people take vacations.

Robin's data points to Mondays and Fridays being the least-used
days of the week for the office, with Tuesdays and Thursdays
somewhat elevated, and Wednesdays the busiest.

"I was in our office in downtown Boston and I went to a lunch
place, it’s a Wednesday — it was absolutely packed with people,"
Remley said. He added it must be difficult for downtown
restaurants dependent on a daytime lunch crowd to plan staffing
needs, given dramatic swings in office-space usage, depending on
day of the week.

Falls Church, Virginia-based Kastle Systems International LLC, one
of the more popular return-to-office trackers since the pandemic,
has also shown a consistent office occupancy since the spring, at
around 40% across 10 cities it tracks. Kastle's data comes from
access activity data via its app, keycard and fob usage across
2,600 buildings and 41,000 businesses.

The week ending June 15, the average office occupancy across 10
major cities was at 44.1%, according to Kastle. At the end of May, it
was 42.9%. The company didn't respond to an interview request by
deadline.

Los Altos, California-based Placer Labs Inc., doing business as
Placer.ai, tracks foot-traffic data from nearly 200 office buildings in
San Francisco, Manhattan and Chicago. Visits to office buildings in
those cities remain well below pre-pandemic levels, with May 2022
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visits to office buildings in San Francisco down by 67.8%, 40.6% in
New York and 45.7% in Chicago compared to May 2019.

Ethan Chernofsky, vice president of marketing at Placer.ai, said
although office visits are coming back slowly, that's not necessarily
unexpected, given all of the significant changes that've been
spurred by the pandemic.

Whenever office-return rates have, in the past two years, receded
typically coincided with rising virus case counts. More recently,
rising gas prices and, for many office workers, a longer commute
could be stymying return-to-office, he added.

The commute is widely seen as perhaps the biggest hurdle to
overcome for employees to return to the office more regularly.
Employers are tasked with figuring out how to "earn the commute"
from their workforce these days, Accenture PLC’s North American
CEO Jimmy Etheredge told The Business Journals in a recent
interview.

There's also well-documented resistance among employees in
traditional office-using jobs going back to the office at all. About
64% of workers in an April survey by payroll provider Automatic
Data Processing Inc. said they would consider looking for a new
job if they were required to work in the office full time.

It's difficult to predict what'll happen once summer is gone, or how
much continued elevated inflation and the threat of a recession will
factor in to office usage. Those who track metrics around RTO have
varying opinions about how it'll shake out.

Chernofsky said while the numbers don't look like what they did
before the pandemic, it's still moving in that direction.

"I don’t expect the average workday for the average worker to be
five days in the office, but I would expect it to be closer to four
days than five days," he added.

Remley said he expects to see a slight uptick in office-usage
metrics as more people mandate workers go back to the office,
especially in people-facing industries where there's a competitive
advantage to, for example, meeting clients in person.
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"For two years, you could do it remotely," he said. "But if your
competitors are having those meetings and taking prospective
clients out to lunch, you want to do the same thing."

Want more real estate news? Sign up here for The National
Observer: Real Estate Edition.
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