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CONTEXT
In the two decades before the COVID-19 
pandemic, the average space per desk in UK 
offices reduced from 16.3 m² per desk in 2001 
to 9.6 m² per desk in 2018 – an increase in 
occupational density of approximately 36%. 
The steady increase in occupational density 
resulted in the UK having higher densities than 
elsewhere in Europe. However, as this review has 
found, the space utilisation of most UK offices 
has generally decreased since the pandemic. 
This trend suggests there has been a general 
decline in the number of office-based workers 
visiting their office daily, and consequently a 
lower utilisation of office space.

The underutilisation of office space has 
resulted in two distinct workplace strategies. 
Some organisations have issued edicts to 
return to office (RTO). Other organisations 
have recognised that there are some benefits, 
for both their business and workforce, of 

offering more choice over time spent in 
the office and so have implemented hybrid 
working policies and workplaces. The change 
in recommendations on occupational density 
and the marked changes in post-pandemic 
space utilisation have left owners, occupiers, 
and commercial real estate (CRE) advisers 
in some confusion over the amount of office 
space required, as it depends on the intended 
occupancy density and desk utilisation which 
are interdependent to some extent.

To offer up-to-date guidance, it is better to first 
understand post-pandemic office utilisation 
and whether it varies by industry sector, office 
location, and so on. The findings presented in 
this review of UK office utilisation are based 
on a combination of previously published and 
recently collated utilisation data, along with 
interviews and a roundtable discussion with 
CRE experts.

OBJECTIVE
Building owners need guidance on occupancy 
levels to inform them when commissioning and 
sizing the infrastructure and facilities required 
in new office developments. Building occupiers 
need to understand their occupancy levels to 
determine the optimal size of their offices and 
to make the best use of space when planning a 
fit-out. The occupational density and utilisation 
of office spaces affect the heating, cooling, and 
electrical loads, which in turn impact on energy 
use. Utilisation determines the maximum daily 
occupancy, which can impact toilet provision, 
escape routes, and vertical transport (lifts, stairs).

Such guidance is available in the BCO Guide to 
Specification, which is updated periodically to 
account for changes in legislation and working 
practices. This review of the post‑pandemic 
utilisation of UK offices explains how working 
practices – in terms of density and utilisation – 
have changed considerably since the publication 
of the 2019 edition and 2023 updates of the 
Guide and presents new data to inform future 
BCO guidance.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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UTILISATION REVIEW FINDINGS
The terminology used in utilisation studies, the 
way the data is collated, and how the utilisation 
rate is calculated varies considerably. Going 
forward, common terminology and metrics are 
required to allow comparisons and to clarify 
recommended occupancy levels and utilisation 
rates. The following definitions are proposed.

	 Occupancy level is the percentage of 
(desk‑based) occupants present in the 
building at some point during the day as a 
proportion of the planned building design 
capacity.

	 Space utilisation is the percentage of 
individual work settings occupied in each 
period (typically each hour) of the core 
working day as a proportion of the work 
settings provided.

Our UK datasets show that the average space 
utilisation across all days of the week has 
settled at approximately 30%, compared to 
44% pre-pandemic. Nonetheless, there is some 
variation across the datasets and buildings, 
so caution is required when interpreting and 
using average utilisation figures, which mask 
the range. For example, post-pandemic space 
utilisation ranges from 13% to 53% for the 
buildings in our UK database, so circa 50% is a 
more conservative estimate of space utilisation.

Our UK data shows a clear difference between 
the occupancy level on Tuesday, Wednesday, 
and Thursday (TW&T) compared to Monday 

and Friday. The average monthly peak and 
TW&T utilisation are similar. Our UK data, 
along with previously published data, indicates 
that the average TW&T utilisation is higher at 
40%, compared to the 30% average across all 
weekdays. As with the average of all weekday 
space utilisation, the mid-week utilisation 
ranges from 17% to 63%, so circa 66% is a lower 
risk estimate of mid-week utilisation.

•	 The average desk utilisation in London is 
slightly lower than in the regions by around 
7%, possibly due to commuting costs 
or perhaps other factors such as lower 
employment rates.

•	 There is only a small difference in utilisation 
between cities and business parks. Likewise, 
there is little difference between the desk 
utilisation in tower buildings versus low-rise 
offices.

•	 Regarding sectors in the UK, the utilisation 
data based on sensors and observation 
studies found the average desk utilisation in 
public sector organisations to be lower than in 
corporate businesses by around 13%. This may 
be because many public sector bodies adopted 
some form of hybrid working prior to the 
pandemic, or again due to commuting costs.

•	 Our data also indicates that the average 
space utilisation of businesses in the finance 
and legal sectors is higher than that in other 
sectors.

Mon

Fri

Tues Weds Thur
~44%

~30%
Pandemic

~50%

~40%

Mid-week peakMid-week peakAverage

2019 2024 2019 2024

~66%

Standard deviation

±23%



© BCO 2025  REVIEW OF POST-PANDEMIC UK OFFICE UTILISATION | 7

IMPLICATIONS – OCCUPIERS
Many occupiers have 
recognised the benefits to 
their business and workforce 
of offering more choice over 
the amount of time spent 
in the office, and so have 
implemented hybrid working 
policies and workplaces. If 
staff are only in the office for a 
few days of the working week, 
then unassigned desking (i.e. 
hot-desking or desk‑sharing) 
can be implemented to reduce 
the number of desks required 
daily, with the knock-on 
effect of increasing the space 
utilisation. Offices with lower 
density but higher utilisation 
are a more sustainable 
solution than high-density 
underutilised workspaces.

Occupiers often use utilisation 
data, such as occupancy level, 
to help forecast the future 
office space demand – to 
right-size their space or 
ensure they have sufficient 
spare capacity to cope 
with changes in headcount. 
Occupiers who are considering 
implementing hybrid working 
with unassigned desking 
may use space utilisation 
to calculate desk-sharing 

ratios and the corresponding 
desk numbers required, or 
to better understand the 
balance of different work 
settings required, including 
collaboration and focus 
spaces.

If utilisation data is not 
available, and if occupancy 
is balanced across the 
whole working week, then 
an average of approximately 
one-third (30%) space 
utilisation might be used. A 
more conservative starting 
figure of around one-half 
(50%) utilisation would have 
less risk of underestimating 
the utilisation. However, most 
organisations experience 
mid‑week peaks and, if 
the demand on space 
cannot be balanced across 
the week, then an upper 
range of two‑thirds (66%) 
utilisation, based on the three 
UK datasets and that of 
previously published studies, 
may be considered a lower 
risk starting point for most 
organisations. Flattening the 
mid-week peak across the 
whole week is an ongoing 
challenge for most occupiers.

Flattening the 
mid-week peak 
across the whole 
week is an ongoing 
challenge for most 
occupiers.

Most organisations 
experience 
mid‑week peaks 
and, if the demand 
on space cannot 
be balanced across 
the week, then an 
upper range of 
two‑thirds (66%) 
utilisation may be 
considered a lower 
risk starting point.
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in the short or long term, to 
save on operational costs 
and energy, if the building is 
known to be operating below 
peak occupancy on certain 
days or longer periods. In a 
multi‑tenant office space, 
a landlord might provide a 
co-working floor offering 
temporary overflow desks for 
the building occupiers. ▪

IMPLICATIONS – OWNERS
The combined density and 
utilisation of offices affects 
the heating, cooling, and 
electricity loads, which in 
turn impacts energy use. 
As mentioned, the aim of 
this report is to inform the 
BCO Guide to Specification, 
and to inform the landlord’s 
Cat A fit-out, particularly 
around utilisation rates and 
office densities, and energy-
efficient and sustainable 
infrastructures to help reduce 
emissions, all while satisfying 
legislative and occupier 
requirements.

Developers may be providing 
a speculative building for an 
organisation with traditional 
assigned desking, or a 
hybrid working environment 
with unassigned desking. 
Nevertheless, a building’s 
infrastructure needs to 
support an assumed maximum 
occupancy. For example, office 
escape routes, like stairwells 
and primary circulation, are 
based on an assumed 6 m² 
per occupant, so this is fixed 
unless changes are made 
to legislation. However, the 
number of lifts and toilets, 
and the building services 
provision are based on an 
assumed maximum capacity 
and are derived from assumed 
typical office densities 
(e.g. 10 m² per occupant 
for building services). Our 
utilisation data indicates that 
around 66% utilisation is more 
typical post-pandemic for 
most organisations, rather 
than the BCO’s previously 
proposed 80%. This implies 

that the effective density 
is more likely to be 15 m² 
per occupant compared 
to the previous 12.5 m² per 
occupant. However, space 
utilisation varies considerably 
between organisations, and 
there will certainly be offices 
where the space utilisation, 
and corresponding effective 
density, is higher or possibly 
lower.

Likewise, although offices 
are often underutilised, 
the building services and 
infrastructure need to have 
the capability of supporting 
a fully occupied building. 
Nonetheless, the services 
could be provided using a 
series of incremental modular 
units that are brought online to 
meet increasing demand. Such 
an approach is increasingly 
common with the building 
services plant, but a similar 
strategy could be applied to 
lifts or toilets. The lift and 
toilet supply should be capable 
of meeting full occupancy, but 
some could be sectioned off 
or taken offline (i.e. lie dormant 
unless required), resulting 
in savings in operational 
energy and resources. If 
there is confidence that the 
occupancy levels will not reach 
the maximum, more likely 
in a bespoke development, 
then perhaps some of the 
infrastructure might not be 
installed until later if and 
when required. For example, 
the lift shafts are built but 
the cars and motors etc. 
added later. Similarly, some 
floors could be ‘mothballed’ 

Although 
offices are often 
underutilised, the 
building services 
and infrastructure 
need to have 
the capability of 
supporting a fully 
occupied building. 

Our data 
indicates that, 
post‑pandemic, 
around 66% 
utilisation is 
typical for most 
organisations, 
rather than the 
BCO’s previously 
proposed 80%. 
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OVERVIEW

OBJECTIVES
Building owners need guidance on occupancy 
levels to inform them when commissioning and 
sizing the infrastructure and facilities required 
in new office developments. Building occupiers 
need to understand their occupancy levels to 
determine the optimal size of their offices and 
to make the best use of space when planning a 
fit-out. The occupational density and utilisation 
of office spaces affect the heating, cooling, and 
electricity loads, which in turn impact on energy 
use. Utilisation determines the maximum daily 
occupancy, which can impact toilet provision, 
escape routes, and vertical transport (lifts, stairs).

Such guidance is available in the BCO Guide to 
Specification,1 which is updated periodically to 

account for changes in legislation and working 
practices. This review of the post‑pandemic 
utilisation of UK offices explains how working 
practices – in terms of density and utilisation – 
have changed considerably since the publication 
of the 2019 edition of the Guide and presents new 
data to inform future BCO guidance.

The underlying aim of this report is to inform the 
BCO Guide to Specification, particularly around 
utilisation rates and office densities, to provide 
energy-efficient and sustainable infrastructures 
that satisfy legislative and occupier requirements. 
In turn, this will help reduce emissions from office 
buildings and contribute to meeting the UK’s net 
zero carbon target.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
In the two decades before the COVID-19 
pandemic, the average space per desk in UK 
offices reduced from 16.3 m² per desk in 2001 
to 9.6 m² per desk in 20182 – an increase in 
occupational density of approximately 36%. 
The steady increase in occupational density 
resulted in the UK having higher densities than 
elsewhere in Europe.

Higher office densities can exacerbate noise, 
personal space, thermal comfort, indoor 
air quality, and cross-infection.3 Research 
conducted on behalf of the BCO in 20222 found 
that offices with lower densities (i.e. more space 
than 12 m² per person) are more desirable and 
present fewer workspace issues, whereas higher 
office densities (i.e. less space than 8 m² per 
person) are more likely to cause issues and 
degrade occupant comfort, well-being, and 

performance. Consequently, the BCO proposed 
designing for workplace densities ranging from 
10 to 12 m² per planned occupant for a balance 
of comfort and efficiency.

However, as demonstrated later, the space 
utilisation of most UK offices has decreased 
since the pandemic. This is mostly due to a 
general decline in the number of office-based 
workers visiting their office daily. For example, 
a report published by the Office for National 
Statistics (ONS) stated that prior to the 
pandemic only 12% of employed adults worked 
from home at some point during the week, 
but this increased to 49% during lockdown.4 
Furthermore, more recent ONS data found that 
the level of hybrid working has increased since 
the pandemic, with around 41% of office workers 
working from home at least once per week, and 
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the number of desks required daily, with the 
knock‑on effect of increasing the space 
utilisation.

Offices with lower density but higher 
utilisation are a more sustainable solution 
than high‑density underutilised workspaces. 
For example, a study published in 2022 found 
that, although high-density offices result 
in dissatisfaction, having too few people in 
the office at any one time may also result 
in dissatisfaction, possibly due to a lack of 
connection, camaraderie, and ‘buzz’.2 High 
density is also a key indicator of why some 
employees have resisted returning to the office 
since the pandemic.6

The change in recommendations on 
occupational density and the marked changes 
in post-pandemic space utilisation have left 
owners, occupiers, and CRE advisors in some 
confusion regarding the amount of office 
space required, as it depends on the intended 
occupancy density and desk utilisation which 
are interdependent to some extent.

To offer up-to-date guidance, it is better to first 
understand post-pandemic office utilisation 
and whether it varies by industry sector, office 
location, and so on. The findings presented in 
this review of UK office utilisation are based on 
both previously published and recently collated 
utilisation data, along with interviews and a 
roundtable discussion with CRE experts, listed 
in Appendix A.

of those 12% work full time from home and 29% 
are hybrid workers spending part of the week in 
the office and the remainder at home.5

The underutilisation of office space has 
resulted in two distinct workplace strategies. 
Some organisations have issued edicts to return 
to office (RTO). As Oseland and Raw stated in 
their 2024 research report6 on enticing people 
back to their office:

“The COVID-19 pandemic forced most 
office-based employees to work from 
home and, since ‘gaining permission’ 
to work from home, many staff now 
prefer to work remotely rather than 
commute to the office7 … Some 
organisations are encouraging, even 
dictating, that their workforce return 
to the office,8 but the response from 
employees has been slower than 
employers had hoped. The office 
staff are literally voting with their 
feet – it seems that the office cannot 
easily compete with the option and 
personal benefits of working from 
home. Consequently, many offices are 
under-utilised with a high proportion 
of desks sitting empty for most of 
the week despite the space being 
heated, cooled, lighted, serviced 
and maintained ... this is clearly not a 
long‑term sustainable outcome.”

Other organisations have recognised that there 
are some benefits, for both their business 
and workforce, of offering more choice over 
time spent in the office, so have implemented 
hybrid working policies and workplaces. Hybrid 
working is not a new concept – there have 
been variations, referred to as ‘flexible’, ‘smart’, 
‘agile’, or ‘new’ ways of working, around since 
the 1970s.3 Such workplace strategies are 
primarily used to save on office space, but they 
also address the balance of alternative work 
settings required. If staff are only in the office 
for a few days of the working week, then an 
unassigned desking strategy (i.e. hot-desking 
or desk sharing) can be implemented to reduce 

Offices with lower density 
but higher utilisation are  
a more sustainable 
solution than high‑density 
underutilised workspaces. 
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THE RETURN-TO-OFFICE DEBATE

“

“

“

“

“

“

“

‘Go back to the office
if you want to get on’

Sunak tells the young that
working from home could
harm their career

Quit if you don’t like our office-working
policy, Amazon executive suggests

Forcing people back to the office?
Companies should think again

Bosses face losing ‘key’
workers after forcing a
return to office

Bosses are losing the
‘return-to-office’ war as the 
WFH pyjama army forces
them to go hybrid

Google says it won’t follow
Amazon’s lead with a
return-to-office mandate – yet

Elon Musk says remote work is ‘morally wrong’ and people need to
‘get off the goddam moral high horse with the work from home bullshit’

SOURCES OF UTILISATION DATA
Three consultancies specialising in utilisation 
surveys provided their data for UK offices. They 
all have large longitudinal utilisation databases 
and exclude weekends and bank holidays from 
their analysis. They have a mix of corporate and 
public sector offices, with a higher proportion of 
corporate offices. The three companies conduct 
utilisation studies using different recognised 
techniques, enabling a triangulation of different 
methods to determine the post‑pandemic 
utilisation of UK offices.

•	 Sensor data. Abintra Consulting has a 
database of 591 billion datapoints measured 
pre-pandemic and 124 billion collated 
post‑pandemic, collected using different 
sensors to determine occupancy levels in 
real time. The data covers many different 
countries, but their UK office data (for desk 
spaces only) was used in this study.

•	 Observation studies. Adept Space has 
conducted studies in 498 offices worldwide 
and provided data from 361 offices located 
in the UK, spanning pre- and post-pandemic 
periods. The utilisation data is collected by 
observers who walk the building, each hour 
for two weeks, capturing their witnessed 
occupancy levels via tablets.

•	 Security access (swipe card) data. 
Remit Consulting provided information from 
its ReTurn UK property industry research 
project that tracks the post-pandemic 
return of workers to the major offices of 
13 companies across the UK, with 155 office 
buildings and circa 200,000 occupants. 
The data is collated from the security access 
to buildings, determining occupancy levels 
in real time.
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	 Space utilisation is the percentage of 
individual work settings† occupied in each 
period (typically each hour) of the core 
working day‡ as a proportion of the work 
settings provided.

For example, 500 individual work settings 
available for, say, 8 core work hours (excluding 
lunch hour) equates to 4,000 spaces available 
across the working day. If, say, 200 spaces were 
used for 6 hours then the daily utilisation rate 
would be 30% (i.e. (200 x 6) ÷ 4,000). This daily 
figure may also be averaged across the week 
or month, with all weekdays, mid-week, or peak 
days reported.

Space utilisation is most commonly measured 
using sensors or by an observation study. It 
provides a detailed assessment of the different 
types of space required in the current and 
future workplace. ▪

*	 The building design capacity relates to the number of desks and other spaces that can be used comfortably across the day 
by the occupants. This is usually less than the maximum capacity set by the developer and is usually based on legislative 
planning requirements for toilet and escape. In non-hybrid workplaces, the total number of office-based workers assigned to 
the building may be used as the denominator.

†	 Individual work settings, sometimes referred to as workpoints or workspaces, mainly include desks and focus pods/booths/
rooms. Some organisations weight their group collaborative spaces to convert them to an equivalent individual work setting; 
for example, a (meeting) booth with four seats may be considered sufficient for two individuals to conduct solo work across 
much of the day.

‡	 Working hours (core working hours) may vary across organisations, but this study assumed a working day is 09:00 to 17.00 
for benchmarking and comparison purposes.

TERMINOLOGY AND METRICS
The terminology used in utilisation studies, the 
way the data is collated, and how utilisation is 
calculated vary considerably across the industry 
(see Appendix B and Appendix C, respectively). 
Going forward, common terminology and metrics 
are needed to make comparisons and to clarify 
recommended occupancy levels and utilisation 
rates. The following definitions, which include 
interviewees’ interpretation and preference, 
capture most terms and methods used.

	 Occupancy level is the percentage of 
(desk‑based) occupants present in the 
building at some point during the day  
as a proportion of the planned building  
design capacity.*

For example, if the planned capacity of the 
building is 500 occupants and 200 staff enter 
the building, then the occupancy level is 40%. 
This daily figure may be averaged across the 
week, month, or each weekday; mid-week or 
peak days may be analysed and reported.

Occupancy level is typically captured using 
security access systems such as swipe card, key 
fob, or turnstile data. It provides a convenient 
high-level indicator of the number of occupants 
present – useful for estimating current and 
future demand on space, facilities, and services. 
Separate allowances will also need to be made 
for visitors and meeting room utilisation.

Based on the published terminology, and the 
variation in calculations highlighted previously, 
for consistency a proposed reporting metric for 
utilisation is as follows.

Going forward, common 
terminology and metrics 
are needed to make 
comparisons and to 
clarify recommended 
occupancy levels and 
utilisation rates. 
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This section presents the results of the literature review of worldwide space 
utilisation data and analysis of the three sets of UK utilisation data.

PRE- AND POST-
PANDEMIC UTILISATION

TABLE 1 
PREVIOUSLY PUBLISHED WORLDWIDE SPACE UTILISATION

Source Database size
Average space utilisation

Pre-pandemic Post-pandemic Difference

CBRE (2023)9 5,808 offices 64% 35% –29%

Relogix (2023)10 307 offices 63% 33% –30%

R-Zero (2024)11 Not specified 41% 25% –16%

XY Sense (2024)12 42,000 workspaces 64% 40% –24%

Squaredot (2024)13 23 offices 50% 42%   –8%

Average 56% 35% –21%

AVERAGE UTILISATION
Table 1 shows worldwide space utilisation data 
from several previously published reports that 
use a range of methodologies and metrics. 
For example, a study by CBRE reports a mix of 
quantitative and qualitative data collected from 
66 clients and 5,808 buildings worldwide, and 
found that average utilisation was 35% compared 
with 64% pre-pandemic, so 29% lower.9

Relogix,10 R-Zero,11 and XY Sense,12 which all 
use sensors for data collection, found that the 

average space utilisation had dropped by 16% 
to 30% post-pandemic. The post-pandemic 
drop in average utilisation is less marked in the 
Squaredot observation study.13 Across all five 
studies the utilisation dropped by an average 
of 21% post-pandemic, settling at around 35%. 
It should also be noted that pre-pandemic 
utilisation figures, averaging 56%, are not as 
high as often perceived.
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FIGURE 1 
AVERAGE UK MONTHLY UTILISATION FOR ALL WEEKDAYS FROM THREE DATA SOURCES
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Figure 1 shows the UK average monthly 
utilisation across all weekdays based on our 
three data sources. It is important to note 
that pre- and post-pandemic desk utilisation 
data came from the sensor and observation 
studies conducted by Abintra and Adept Space, 
respectively. In contrast, Remit Consulting, 
which uses a swipe card method, provided only 
post-pandemic occupancy data.

The average utilisation data in Figure 1 masks 
the variation between the buildings in each 

dataset and how they vary between days. 
Nevertheless, the figure shows a steady 
increase in utilisation since the mid-pandemic 
dip, though it remains lower than pre-pandemic 
levels by approximately 16%. The post-pandemic 
average utilisation across the three datasets 
is settling at around 28% ± 6%. However, as 
mentioned, pre-pandemic levels (for the same 
April to June period) were also lower than often 
perceived, at 44% ± 4%, so the post-pandemic 
decrease may not be as large as expected.
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Although there is some variation in the 
datasets, the average weekday utilisation in the 
post-pandemic period appeared to be settling 
at around 30%. However, Figure 2 shows a non-
linear regression of the post-pandemic data, 
which indicates that the utilisation is levelling 
but may increase a little further to around 35%. 
Caution is required when interpreting such data; 
for example, the shading in Figure 2 highlights 

the spread of utilisation data around the 
average (discussed later).

In summary, the worldwide and UK data show 
that average utilisation across all days of the week 
has settled at approximately 30% compared with 
around 44% pre-pandemic. Nonetheless, there 
is variation across the datasets, so caution is 
required when interpreting and using average 
utilisation figures.

FIGURE 2 
FORECAST OF POST-PANDEMIC AVERAGE UTILISATION ACROSS ALL WEEKDAYS

Jan Fe
b

M
ar

Apr
M

ay
Jun Jul
Aug Sep Oct
Nov Dec Jan Fe

b
M

ar
Apr
M

ay
Jun Jul
Aug Sep Oct
Nov Dec Jul
Aug Sep Oct
Nov DecJan Fe

b
M

ar
Apr
M

ay
Jun

2022 2023

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Av
er

ag
e 

ut
ili

sa
ti

on
 (%

)

2024

r = 0.81



© BCO 202516 | REVIEW OF POST-PANDEMIC UK OFFICE UTILISATION

WEEKLY PATTERNS AND PEAK UTILISATION
The worldwide and UK data discussed earlier 
are averages across a five-day week, but most 
organisations experience a mid-week peak 
in occupancy on Tuesday, Wednesday, and 
Thursday (TW&T). For example, XY Sense 
reported that 48% of organisations are aiming 
for “in office 3+ days” and 29% expect an “equal 
mix in office/remote”.12 They also found that, 
post-pandemic, the average utilisation for 
TW&T is approximately 46% compared with 31% 
utilisation for Mondays to Fridays. In its weekly 
report of its top 10 buildings, Kastle Systems 
shows the average peak utilisation to be on 
Tuesdays at 61% (ranging from 51% to 71%) but 
utilisation on Fridays to be 33% (ranging from 

26% to 44%).14 Relogix reports the highest 
utilisation in 2022 to be 38% compared with 
the 33% average.10 The Squaredot database 
shows the peak utilisation to be 58% on average, 
compared with the 42% weekly utilisation. In 
summary, the mid-week peak utilisation ranges 
from 5% to 28% higher, or 13% higher on average, 
compared with the five-day week data, across 
these worldwide studies.

Mid-week utilisation is also higher in the UK. 
Further analysis of Remit Consulting’s UK swipe 
card data shows a clear difference between 
occupancy levels on TW&T compared with 
Monday and Friday (see Figure 3). For 2024, 
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FIGURE 3 
AVERAGE UTILISATION OF REMIT’S SWIPE CARD DATA BY DAY
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the average occupancy level for each day was: 
25% on Monday, around 37% on TW&T and 19% 
on Friday. Adept Space’s observation study 
indicates similar post-pandemic desk utilisation 
figures with Monday at 24%, Tuesday at 37%, 
Wednesday at 33%, Thursday at 31%, and 
Friday 13%.

The average monthly maximum and TW&T 
utilisation figures were similar in Abintra’s 
sensor and Remit’s swipe-card data across all 
months. Figure 4 shows that the average TW&T 
post-pandemic utilisation is 39%, which is 11% 

higher than the utilisation across all weekdays, 
as earlier shown in Figure 1.

In summary, the average TW&T utilisation 
from all data sources is approximately 12% 
higher than the average across all weekdays, 
settling at around 40% in UK offices. As most 
organisations experience a mid-week peak in 
utilisation, peak data or TW&T utilisation is more 
useful than average figures when determining 
the typical number of occupants present 
in the office and the required capacity of 
future offices.

FIGURE 4 
AVERAGE MONTHLY UTILISATION FOR TW&T FROM TWO DATA SOURCES
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UTILISATION RANGE AND UPPER VALUES
It is important to note that the average figures 
presented so far mask the range of the 
utilisation observed across all buildings. To 
investigate further, we calculated the standard 
deviation (σ) for Abintra’s sensor data.

In statistics, 68% of data points fall within the 
one standard deviation (±1σ) and 84% within 
the upper σ. The upper σ can be treated as 
representing the typical upper limit, allowing for 
any atypical days. For example, Figure 5 shows 
the average utilisation, based on all working 
weekdays, along with the standard deviation. 
The post-pandemic (April to June) σ ranges 
from 13% to 53%, or 33% ± 20% in relation to 
the average. Using the 53% upper σ weekday 
utilisation as a default value would be more 

conservative (lower risk) than using the average 
utilisation.

Figure 6 is similar to Figure 5 but illustrates 
the average utilisation based on the mid-week 
TW&T data. Post-pandemic, the σ ranges from 
17% to 63%, or 40% ± 23%. Using the 63% (say, 
two-thirds or 66%) upper TW&T utilisation 
would be even more conservative than using 
the weekday average, and may form a preferred 
default value if the utilisation of the office being 
evaluated is unknown and if utilisation cannot 
be balanced out across the working week.

The standard deviation of the pre-pandemic 
sensor data, approximately 48% ± 25%, may 
also explain why people recall the pre-pandemic 

FIGURE 5 
STANDARD DEVIATION OF ALL WEEKDAYS UTILISATION BASED ON ABINTRA’S SENSOR DATA
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average utilisation as higher than it actually was. 
While the post-pandemic data show that the 
upper σ mid-weak peak has gradually increased, 
it is still 10% lower than the pre-pandemic 
average across all weekdays.

The utilisation figures presented in this section 
are based on longitudinal data. Nevertheless, 
they are only a snapshot of a point in time and 
may vary in the future. Utilisation of offices 
will, of course, change depending on factors 
outside the remit of CRE advisers, such as 
future endemics and pandemics, security 
issues, weather, and RTO policies. For example, 
some 63% of chief executives surveyed by 
KPMG anticipated a full return to the office 
by 2026,15 indicating there is some possibility 
that space utilisation will increase further. In 

contrast, despite the uprise in RTO mandates, 
82% of Fortune 500 companies still offer some 
form of hybrid working while companies with 
mandates were found to have higher attrition 
rates, suggesting RTO policies could decline.16 
Anecdotal evidence, such as discussions at 
recent workplace conferences, indicates that 
space utilisation may increase a little further 
but is most unlikely to reach pre-pandemic 
levels, which were in any case never as high as 
perceived.

If anything, the datasets analysed as part of this 
report illustrate the variation in occupancy level 
and space utilisation figures, highlighting the 
need for some form of utilisation study of each 
office for more accurate predictions of space 
demand, particularly desk numbers.

FIGURE 6 
STANDARD DEVIATION OF TW&T UTILISATION BASED ON ABINTRA’S SENSOR DATA
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also indicates that the average utilisation of 
businesses in the finance and legal sectors is 
higher than that in other sectors. ▪

UK VARIATION
Within the UK, the utilisation data based on 
sensors and observation studies reveals that 
average desk utilisation in London is slightly 
lower than in the regions by around 7%. This 
is possibly due to commuting costs or other 
factors such as lower employment rates. The 
datasets showed only a small difference in 
utilisation between cities and business parks. 
Likewise, there was little difference between 
the desk utilisation of tower buildings versus 
low‑rise offices.

Regarding sectors in the UK, the utilisation 
datasets showed that the average desk 
utilisation in public sector organisations 
was lower than in corporate businesses by 
around 13%. This may be because many public 
sector bodies adopted some form of hybrid 
working prior to the pandemic, or again due 
to commuting costs. The observation data 

TABLE 2 
VARIATION IN UK UTILISATION

Sample Sensor 
data

Observation 
data

London 32% 25%

Outside London 40% 32%

Cities 33% –

Business parks 35% –

Tower buildings 33% –

Low-rise offices 35% –

Public sector 28% 19%

Corporate 41% 32%

Courtesy of P Cruciatti | Shutterstock
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PRACTICAL 
IMPLICATIONS
FOR OCCUPIERS
Many occupiers have recognised the benefits 
to their business and workforce of offering 
more choice over time spent in the office, so 
have implemented hybrid working policies and 
workplaces. If staff are only in the office for a 
few days of the working week, then unassigned 
desking (i.e. hot-desking or desk sharing) can 
be implemented to reduce the number of 
desks required daily, with the knock-on effect 
of increasing the space utilisation. Offices with 
lower density but higher utilisation are a more 
comfortable and sustainable solution than 
high‑density underutilised workspaces.

Occupiers often use utilisation data, such as 
occupancy level, to help forecast the future 
office space demand – to right-size their space 
or ensure they have sufficient spare capacity 
to cope with changes in headcount. Occupiers 
considering implementing hybrid working with 
unassigned desking may use space utilisation 
to calculate desk-sharing ratios and the 
corresponding desk numbers required, or to 
better understand the balance of different work 
settings required, including collaboration and 
focus spaces. 

The desk-sharing ratio, i.e. the number of 
occupants per desk, is calculated slightly 
differently by organisations and consultants. 
Typically, 100% is divided by the measured peak 
utilisation to determine the desk-sharing ratio 
which is then applied to the headcount, or the 
number of employees assigned to the office, 
to calculate the required desks. Alternatively, a 
target utilisation of 80% may be divided by the 
average weekly utilisation to allow for churn and 
contingency especially when first implementing 

unassigned desking. When using peak utilisation, 
additional desks should also be included as 
contingency to allow for some variation in 
headcount and occupancy. The preferred 
denominator varies, and it may be based on 
the average utilisation plus one or two standard 
deviations etc. The preferred calculation will 
depend on organisational requirements and 
sometimes on the space available. 

If utilisation data is not available, and if 
occupancy is balanced across the whole 
working week, then an average of approximately 
one-third (30%) space utilisation might be used. 
A more conservative starting figure of around 
one-half (50%) utilisation would have less risk 
of underestimating the utilisation. However, 
most organisations experience mid-week 
peaks and, if the demand on space cannot be 
balanced across the week, an upper range of 
two-thirds (66%) utilisation, based on the three 
UK datasets and that of previously published 
studies, may be considered a lower risk starting 
point for most organisations. Flattening the 
mid-week peak across the whole week is an 
ongoing challenge for most occupiers.

Space utilisation varies across organisations 
and sectors. As shown in the previous section 
(Pre- and Post-Pandemic Utilisation), the space 
utilisation in London offices is likely to be lower 
than outside of London. The utilisation of the 
offices in some sectors, such as legal and 
finance, will also be higher. The function of the 
organisation will also affect utilisation, such 
as a call centre versus a consulting group. The 
following theoretical scenarios illustrate these 
variations and show how the occupancy level 
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and utilisation figures can be used to calculate 
the number of desks required (Figure 7).

•	 London investment bank. A prestige 
investment bank based in central London has 
an RTO policy but offers some flexibility on 
work hours and working from home on Friday. 
Each staff member has their own open-plan 
desk or private office, and many work late. 
The bank prefers to have a circa 20% spare 
desk capacity to allow for rapid growth and 
restructuring. The occupancy level, based 
on those assigned to the office, peaks at 
approximately 78% mid-week with a utilisation 
rate of individual workspaces of 67%, as much 
time is spent in team meetings. Across the 
whole week, the average occupancy level is 
closer to 63%. If such an organisation had 
125 employees assigned to the building then, 

despite the utilisation because everyone has a 
desk, it would require 150 desks (including 25 
desks contingency) plus breakout space and 
a range of meeting and collaboration spaces.

•	 Outer London technology company. A global 
company has large offices on the outskirts 
of London and offers hybrid working to its 
workforce. The company mandates that 
the staff work in the office at least two 
days per week. The occupancy level, based 
on those assigned to the office, peaks 
at approximately 68% mid-week, with a 
utilisation rate of individual workspaces of 
51% (as staff spend time in informal and team 
meetings) and an average occupancy level 
of 55%. If the organisation had 125 workers 
and implemented unassigned desking, it 
would require circa 85 desks plus a range 

FIGURE 7 
OCCUPANCY LEVEL SCENARIOS
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of touchdown, breakout, collaboration, and 
focus spaces.§

•	 Regional call centre. The call centre 
management realised during the COVID-19 
pandemic that they could allow and support 
their call centre operatives to work from home. 
Consequently, they offer hybrid working but 
mandate that staff come to the office on 
four specified days. By implementing desk 
sharing, based on shifts, they have halved 
their office space. The occupancy level, based 
on the designed desk capacity, operates at 
approximately 72% across the week, with a 
peak of 90% and a utilisation rate of individual 
workspaces of 78%, as the staff primarily visit 
the office to process calls. If 250 employees 
are assigned to the building, operating over 
two shifts, then with such a high utilisation it 
might provide circa 115 desks per shift plus 
breakout space and some meeting facilities.¶

•	 Regional facilities management provider. 
Part of the service offered by the business 
is implementing hybrid working for their 
customers. They lead by example and their 
office is a showcase for a smart working 
environment, with unassigned desking, at 
a ratio of two staff per desk, and their staff 
are offered full flexibility over their time in 
the office. The occupancy level, based on 
the design capacity, peaks at approximately 
50% mid-week, with an average occupancy 
level of 42% and a utilisation rate of individual 
workspaces of 38%, as the staff mostly visit the 
office to collaborate with colleagues. If such 
an organisation had 125 flexible hybrid workers, 
then it would require circa 60 desks plus a 
range of touchdown, breakout, collaboration, 
and focus spaces to cover busier days.**

In hybrid working environments, with 
unassigned desking, a back-up plan will 
be required for those rare days when the 

majority of staff are in the building. On such 
occasions, the staff are most likely coming in 
for company‑wide training, announcements, or 
other events, so are likely to be spending more 
time in meeting spaces than at a desk. However, 
they may still need a personal space to briefly 
‘touch down’, such as breakout areas, focus 
booths/pods, and collaboration spaces.

Those organisations not implementing hybrid 
working with unassigned desking will need 
to base the number of desks on the total 
headcount, such that all occupants can be 
accommodated at a desk at any one time. In 
such traditional working environments with 1 : 1 
assigned desking, recorded occupancy levels 
are useful for predicting the daily demand on 
the building services systems and facilities 
and ensuring the number of occupants does 
not exceed the building’s legislative maximum 
capacity. In practice, even traditional working 
environments, with RTO mandates, are unlikely 
to exceed 80% utilisation, due to holidays, sick 
leave, and training. The latest post-pandemic 
UK space utilisation data indicates that an 
assumed 80% utilisation is high for many 
organisations, but there may potentially be 
(rare) occasions when all desks are occupied.

Using the utilisation data to forecast the size 
of the future hybrid workplace will usually 
result in space savings, despite requiring more 
alternative (non-desk) work settings, resulting in 
a smaller footprint and saving embodied energy, 
etc. Nonetheless, the building infrastructure, 
and operation of the building, will need to 
cope with the planned maximum occupancy. 
In addition to the individual work settings, 
account needs to be taken of visitors to the 
office (e.g. clients and partners for meetings, 
or overseas colleagues). The utilisation of 
meeting rooms and conference suites is usually 
considered separately to individual workspaces.

§	 A peak utilisation rate of 68% equates to a ratio of 1.47 occupants per desk (100% ÷ 68%). Based on this, 85 desks would be 
required to accommodate 125 employees. 80% divided by the average utilisation of 55% is equivalent to 1.45 : 1 occupants per 
desk requiring 86 desks for 125 occupants.

¶	 100% divided by a peak utilisation of 90% equates to 1.1 : 1 occupants per desk, so one shift of 125 employees requires 114 desks.

**	 100% divided by a peak utilisation of 50% equates to 2 : 1 occupants per desk, so 63 desks are required for 125 employees. 
Alternatively, a target utilisation of 80 divided by the average utilisation of 38%, equivalent to 2.1 : 1 occupants per desk 
requiring 60 desks for 125 occupants.
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FOR OWNERS
As mentioned, the aim of this report is to 
inform the BCO Guide to Specification, and 
to inform landlord’s Cat A fit-out, particularly 
around utilisation rates and office densities, 
to provide energy-efficient and sustainable 
infrastructures, to help reduce emissions, while 
satisfying legislative and occupier requirements. 
The combined density and utilisation of offices 
affects the heating, cooling, and electrical loads, 
which in turn impacts energy use.

Developers may provide a speculative building 
for an organisation with traditional assigned 
desking, or a hybrid working environment 
with unassigned desking. Nevertheless, 
the infrastructure needs to support the 
maximum number of occupants that can be 
accommodated, which is dictated by planning 
legislation. Fundamental elements of an office, 
such as toilet provision, escape routes, vertical 
transport (lifts), and building services, are usually 
designed to an upper occupancy limit, which 
is often determined by an assumed maximum 
density. For example, office escape routes, like 
stairwells and primary circulation, are based on 
an assumed 6 m² per occupant.17 As occupational 
densities tend to be lower, it is unlikely that the 
maximum occupancy limit for egress will be 
exceeded. As lifts are not used for egress, their 
numbers may be based on an assumed density, 
such as 10–12.5 m² per person.1 The maximum 
building capacity is also dictated by the number 

of toilets provided,  and that number of toilets 
may be determined by an assumed occupational 
density, such as 10–12.5 m² per person. 
Regarding building services, power and cooling 
loads also tend to be based on an assumed 
density, typically 10 m² per occupant.1

As the above density figures assume the office 
is fully occupied, rather than the more common 
underutilised, they may be overestimating the 
requirement, and therefore the corresponding 
infrastructure may be overspecified, resulting 
in unnecessary embodied and operational 
energy. An alternative is to use the effective 
density introduced in the BCO Occupier Density 
Study19 and later incorporated into the Guide 
to Specification.1

Effective density is a function of workplace 
density and utilisation. The pre-pandemic 
report highlighted that work-settings “are 
rarely, if ever, occupied to maximum capacity … 
the maximum number of workplaces in use is 
significantly below the number planned”, such 
that “Considering workplace density alone can 
overstate the actual demands placed on building 
infrastructure.”19 Effective density is calculated 
by dividing the workplace density by the 
maximum utilisation of work settings, expressed 
as a percentage, as illustrated in Table 3. The 
effective density provides a more indicative 
baseline for services demand than density alone.

TABLE 3 
EFFECTIVE DENSITY – THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN UTILISATION AND DENSITY

Density 
(m2 per work setting)

Utilisation (%)

100 90 80 70 60 50 40 30

8 8.0 8.9 10.0 11.4 13.3 16.0 20.0 26.7

9 9.0 10.0 11.3 12.9 15.0 18.0 22.5 30.0

10 10.0 11.1 12.5 14.3 16.7 20.0 25.0 33.3

11 11.0 12.2 13.8 15.7 18.3 22.0 27.5 36.7

12 12.0 13.3 15.0 17.1 20.0 24.0 30.0 40.0

13 13.0 14.4 16.3 18.6 21.7 26.0 32.5 43.3

14 14.0 15.6 17.5 20.0 23.3 28.0 35.0 46.7

15 15.0 16.7 18.8 21.4 25.0 30.0 37.5 50.0

16 16.0 17.8 20.0 22.9 26.7 32.0 40.0 53.3
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Figures 8 and 9 illustrate the relationship 
between utilisation, occupational density, and 
effective density, by showing the same floor 
plate of an office building with two space plan 
configurations for the same organisation.20 The 
first is a more traditional layout and the second 
an activity-based working environment.

Figure 8 illustrates a more traditional space 
plan with 125 desks, and other work settings, to 
accommodate 125 occupants. If the floor plate 
has an NIA†† of 1,750 m2 then the occupational 
density would be 14.0 m2 per desk (and 14.0 m2 
per occupant). However, if the observed desk 
utilisation was typically 40% (50 occupants), 
the effective density would be 35.0 m² per 

desk. An allowance will need to be made for the 
average number of visitors, say 20 at any one 
time (equivalent to 70 occupants total). The 
operation of the building, such as the Heating, 
Ventilation, and Air Conditioning (HVAC) 
system, might therefore be designed to operate 
most efficiently at 25.0 m² per occupant, but 
nevertheless it will need to accommodate the 
maximum anticipated capacity of 125 staff and 
20 visitors at 12.1 m² per occupant. However, 
if the utilisation is low, the organisation has 
the opportunity to implement activity-based 
working with unassigned desking. With a target 
utilisation of 80% and an average utilisation of 
40%, a desk-sharing ratio of 2 : 1 occupants per 
desk could be implemented.

††	 Net internal area (NIA) is the usable floor area within a building measured to the internal face of the perimeter walls on each 
floor; it includes primary circulation routes but excludes lobbies, atria, toilets, stairwells, lifts, plant rooms, columns and 
ducts, etc.

Courtesy of CBRE, 202420

FIGURE 8 
TRADITIONAL OFFICE SPACE PLAN
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The space plan shown in Figure 9 includes 87 
individual desks, which could support 175 staff 
assigned to the office at the calculated sharing 
ratio of 2 : 1. Although the plan shows 87 desks, 
there is more like 135 individual workspaces, 
including focus pods/booths and a proportion of 
small meeting rooms that may be occupied by 
one or two people, to help accommodate peaks 
in occupancy. Therefore, based on desks alone, 
the occupational density would be 20.1 m² per 
desk, but it increases to 13.0 m² per occupant, 
including the planned solo work settings. It is 
very unlikely that all staff will be in the office on 
the same day, but the expectation/target is for 
80% of the work settings to be utilised. If so, 
then the building infrastructure and services will 
need to support approximately 108 staff and, say, 
20 visitors, equivalent to 13.7 m² per occupant.

It is important to remember that a building’s 
infrastructure needs to support an assumed 
maximum occupancy. Office escape routes, 
such as stairwells and primary circulation, 
are based on an assumed 6 m² per occupant: 
this value is fixed unless changes are made to 
legislation. However, the number of lifts and 
toilets, and the building services provision, 
is based on an assumed maximum capacity 
and is derived from assumed typical office 
densities (e.g. 10 m2 per occupant for building 
services). Our utilisation data indicates that, 
for most organisations, around 66% utilisation 
is more typical post-pandemic, rather than the 
BCO’s previously proposed 80%. This implies 
that the effective density is more likely to be 
15 m² per occupant compared to the previous 
12.5 m2 per occupant. However, space utilisation 

Courtesy of CBRE, 202420

FIGURE 9 
ACTIVITY-BASED WORKING ENVIRONMENT
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varies considerably between organisations, and 
there will certainly be offices where the space 
utilisation, and corresponding effective density, 
is higher or possibly lower.

Likewise, although offices are often 
underutilised, the building services and 
infrastructure need to have the capability to 
support a fully occupied building. Nonetheless, 
the services could be provided using a series 
of incremental modular units that are brought 
online to meet increasing demand. Such an 
approach is increasingly common with the 
building services plant, but a similar strategy 
could be applied to lifts or toilets. The lift and 
toilet supply should be capable of meeting full 
occupancy, but some could be sectioned off or 
taken offline (i.e. lie dormant unless required), 
resulting in savings in operational energy 
and resources. If there is confidence that the 
occupancy levels will not reach the maximum, 
more likely in a bespoke development, then 
perhaps some of the infrastructure might not 
be installed until later, if and when required. For 
example, the lift shafts are built but the cars 
and motors, etc., are added later. Similarly, if the 
building is known to be operating below peak 
occupancy on certain days or longer periods, 
some floors could be ‘mothballed’ in the short 
or long term to save on operational costs and 
energy. In a multi-tenant office space, a building 
owner might provide a co-working floor offering 
temporary overflow desks for the building 
occupiers. ▪

Services could be 
provided using a series  
of incremental modular 
units that are brought 
online to meet increasing 
demand.

If there is confidence that 
occupancy levels will not 
reach the maximum, some 
infrastructure might not 
be installed until later, if 
and when required.

If a building is operating 
below peak occupancy on 
certain days or for longer 
periods, some floors could 
be ‘mothballed’ in the 
short or long term.

In a multi-tenant 
office space, a building 
owner might provide a 
co‑working floor offering 
temporary overflow desks 
for the building occupiers
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APPENDIX A 
METHODOLOGY
APPROACH
This review of UK office utilisation followed five key steps, as shown in Figure A1.

•	 Literature review. A high level, online review 
identifying recently published utilisation 
data and the key metrics used. Differences 
between sectors and countries, etc., were  
also explored.

•	 Discussion of key metrics. There is much 
discussion among those regularly using 
utilisation studies as to the best metrics 
to use. Feedback on how utilisation data is 
used in practice and favoured metrics was 
obtained from a mix of 11 occupiers and 
consultants involved in real estate decisions 
(see Interviewees, p. 29).

•	 Collation and analysis of utilisation 
datasets. Three utilisation datasets 
from different sources were collated and 

triangulated to determine current UK office 
utilisation. These include sensor data from 
Abintra Consulting, observation studies 
from Adept Space, and security access data 
compiled by Remit Consulting collating  
(see Utilisation Data Providers, p. 29).

•	 Verification of initial findings. Preliminary 
findings were shared during a roundtable 
discussion with selected BCO members –  
a mix of occupiers and CRE advisers  
(see Roundtable Participants, p. 29).

•	 Final report. The key findings regarding  
UK office utilisation and the corresponding 
recommendations are captured in this 
final report.

Key metrics
discussion

Data
collation

Draft
report

Literature
review

Roundtable
verification

Final
report

Final
review

FIGURE A1 
APPROACH TO THE REVIEW
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INTERVIEWEES
•	 Andy Lake, flexibility.co.uk

•	 Andy McBain, NatWest

•	 Barry Varcoe, Open Society Foundations

•	 Fiona Anderson, Evolve Digital Workplaces

•	 Gillian Stewart, MLA – Michael Laird Architects

•	 Meirion Anderson, Evolve Digital Workplaces

•	 Neil Usher, Sage

•	 Nicola Gillen, Cushman & Wakefield

•	 Nigel Bunclark, Independent CRE Adviser

•	 Shak Parmer, Goldman Sachs

•	 Tim Taylor, Vattenfall Heat UK

UTILISATION DATA PROVIDERS
Three utilisation study consultancies provided their data for UK offices.

•	 Abintra Consulting. Established in 2001 
by built environment professionals, Abintra 
began as a computer-aided facilities 
management specialist, creating, developing, 
and outsourcing spatial property portfolios 
for corporate clients. It specialises in using 
different sensors to determine occupancy 
levels throughout the office space.

•	 Adept Space. A boutique firm with 14 years 
of experience supporting architects, workplace 
strategists, and service companies globally. 
Adept Space focuses on real estate data 
collection, mainly through utilisation studies, 
audits, and CAD services. The company 

employs trained observers who walk through 
buildings hourly over a two-week period, 
capturing occupancy levels via tablet devices.

•	 Remit Consulting. An independent 
European management consultancy, Remit 
Consulting has been providing in-depth 
expertise in CRE since 2003. It offers 
benchmarking services, including the use of 
building security access data to determine 
real-time occupancy levels. Its UK research 
initiative, ReTurn, monitors the return of 
employees to major offices across the 
country, collecting daily occupancy data  
and reporting it weekly.

ROUNDTABLE PARTICIPANTS
•	 Andy Lake, flexibility.co.uk

•	 Andy McBain, NatWest

•	 Bruce Paterson, Quantem

•	 Despina Katsikakis, Cushman & Wakefield

•	 Elijah Lewis, Remit Consulting

•	 Eric Chong, BCO

•	 Gabriel Fleming, Adept Space

•	 Gillian Stewart, MLA - Michael Laird Architects

•	 Nicola Gillen, Cushman & Wakefield

•	 Nigel Bunclark, Independent CRE Adviser

•	 Peter Crowther, HERE

•	 Tony Booty, Abintra Consulting ▪
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APPROACH
The literature review, interviews, and roundtable discussion all highlighted that there is some 
variation in the terminology, calculations, and methods used in reporting utilisation.

TERMINOLOGY AND METRICS
The term ‘occupancy rate’ is used 
synonymously with ‘occupancy level’, and 
occasionally ‘space occupancy’. In CRE circles, 
‘occupancy rate’ often refers to the ratio of 
leased space to the total amount of available 
space,21 such as office take-up across a location 
or sector, and the inverse of vacancy rate.22 
Occupancy rate may also refer to the total 
number of people that are allocated a seat at 
a location as a ratio of the design capacity, 
also termed ‘allocation’.9 For example, the Civil 
Service reports the percentage of the daily 
average number of employees working in the 
building compared to daily building capacity.23 
However, when considering utilisation, 
‘occupancy rate’ may mean the percentage 
of a site or seats occupied at a given time24 
and, confusingly, may also be considered the 
inverse of ‘vacancy rate’ as used by the hotel 
industry. Some organisations, especially those 
with unassigned seating, refer to ‘dynamic 
utilisation’, meaning the ratio of seats occupied 
to the total number of staff assigned to the 
building, rather than the number of seats. 
Furthermore, visitors and non-desk-based staff 
tend to be excluded from the calculation and 
captured elsewhere.

‘Space utilisation’, ‘utilisation rate’,‡‡ ‘time 
utilisation’, or simply ‘utilisation’ is slightly 
more complicated than ‘occupancy level’, as 
it is time based rather than a simple binary ‘in 
or out’ of the building.10 ‘Space utilisation’ is 
the proportion of time that individual desks, 
seats, or spaces are occupied over a specific 
time period,24 and is typically calculated as the 
number of seats occupied during a period of 
time divided by the seating capacity.9

Occupancy level and space utilisation may be 
used separately or combined, depending on 
the level of information required and intended 
use. Occupancy level provides high-level 
insights into the daily demand across the 
office building, but space utilisation provides 
more granularity, identifying which specific 
work settings are popular or sitting empty 
throughout the working day.24 In a recent survey 
of over 80 global organisations, it was found 
that “utilisation has become the most important 
metric for organisations in 2024, providing 
a temporal measurement useful for hybrid 
workplaces and shared seating policies that 
vacancy cannot”.24 So, occupancy level might be 
used to determine the level of services/facilities 

APPENDIX B 
INCONSISTENCY IN 
UTILISATION METRICS

††	 ‘Utilisation rate’ may refer to other resources, such as time on projects or fee earning, so the term ‘space utilisation’ is clearer.
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needed or used to estimate the number of 
desks required if transitioning to unassigned 
seating. Space utilisation will provide more 
detail on the balance of space required for each 

team, including meeting room numbers and 
size, as well as the number of desks, and focus, 
collaboration, and social spaces.

MEASUREMENT AND CALCULATION
Caution is required when interpreting space 
utilisation,25 as (i) both the spaces and time 
blocks tend to be accumulated, (ii) the number 
of spaces included varies and there are 
economies of scale with more spaces, and 
(iii) the period of time may range from hourly to 

monthly. Consequently, utilisation figures that 
appear the same may represent very different 
patterns of occupancy. For example, Figure B1 
shows four sets of 10 desks over one day which, 
as a block, all equate to 50% utilisation despite 
the patterns of usage being quite different.

FIGURE B1 
FOUR SETS OF 10 DESKS OVER ONE DAY ALL WITH 50% UTILISATION
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Some reported daily average figures in 
utilisation studies are based on full days and 
others on core days (e.g. 10.00–16.00 excluding 
lunch hour). Weekly or monthly reported figures 
are usually an average of the daily occupancy, 

The space utilisation quoted for an individual 
building is usually given as average§§ figures – 
they may be an average of all the spaces 
in a building occupied over a day, week, or 
month. Practices that report on the utilisation 
of groups of buildings, or offer benchmarks, 
usually take the average across all the buildings 
within their dataset. So, they may report the 
average of each building’s average utilisation 
or the average of the peak utilisation. Such 
averaging conceals the variation across 
buildings. For example, Figure B2 shows the 
daily utilisation of five fictitious buildings and 
the average of those five buildings (dark blue 
line). The dots and arrows on the right of the 
chart represent the average utilisation and 
the range not captured in averages. Similarly, 
within a building the utilisation may vary across 
floors or departments, so again the range of 
utilisation rates is masked. An indicator of the 
range of utilisation rates, such as the standard 
deviation, is often more practically useful than 
the average figure.

FIGURE B2 
DAILY UTILISATION OF FIVE ILLUSTRATIVE BUILDINGS AND THEIR AVERAGE
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Averaging of utilisation 
rates may conceal 
the variation across a 
building – an indicator of 
the range of utilisation 
rates, such as the 
standard deviation, is 
often more practically 
useful.

§§	 The reported average tends to be the mean rather than mode or median.
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settings provided may support solo focused 
work, such as desks and quiet or focus pods/
booths/rooms, or group collaborative work, like 
enclosed and open meeting spaces. In terms 
of utilisation, only the individual work settings 
tend to be included, with the utilisation rate of 
meeting rooms and other group collaboration 
spaces reported separately. For example, a 
recent global survey found that all respondents 
considered an office or open plan desk as a 
workpoint, 29% included touchdown desks, 
and 15% counted focus rooms/booths.24 Some 
organisations weight the grouped spaces to 
convert them to an equivalent individual work 
setting; for example, a (meeting) booth with 
four seats may be considered sufficient for two 
individuals to conduct solo work. ▪

but typically exclude bank holidays or other 
disrupted travel days. However, post-pandemic 
variations in daily utilisation are more marked, 
with more occupants favouring visiting the 
office mid-week on Tuesday, Wednesday, and/
or Thursday (TW&T). Consequently, when 
reporting the weekly utilisation rate, the average 
of the daily peak utilisation is often used or the 
average of the TW&T utilisation. Alternatively, 
the utilisation for the 80th percentile (or similar) 
may be used rather than averages or peaks. 
The preferred metric varies between occupier 
organisations and utilisation data providers.

Utilisation studies based on observation 
(floor walkers), rather than sensors or security 
access, often record three states of occupancy: 
occupied, temporarily unoccupied (signs of 
use but no one present), and unoccupied. The 
reported space utilisation, especially for desks, 
may include both occupied and temporarily 
unoccupied, whereas sensor-based utilisation is 
based purely on desks occupied. Also, note that 
in reports from higher education institutions, 
space utilisation is a metric that multiplies the 
frequency at which a space (e.g. a classroom) is 
used by the proportion of seats occupied when 
it is in use.

Space utilisation tends to relate to the number 
of planned occupants,2 so is a count of desks 
or other individual work settings (also termed 
‘workpoints’, ‘workspaces’, or ‘seats’) as a 
proportion of the ones available, rather than a 
ratio of occupied to unoccupied areas of space. 
While desk utilisation was a previously common 
metric, it is less representative in activity‑based 
working environments where occupants 
may spend a high proportion of their time in 
alternative work settings. The range of work 

Utilisation studies 
based on observation 
(floor walkers), rather 
than sensors or security 
access, often record three 
states of occupancy: 
occupied, temporarily 
unoccupied (signs of use 
but no one present), and 
unoccupied, whereas 
sensor-based utilisation 
is based purely on desks 
occupied. 
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There are numerous means of collating utilisation data, and their pros and cons are fully explained in 
A Practical Guide to Post‑Occupancy Evaluation25 and The WCO Guide to Utilisation and Occupancy 
Studies.26 The most appropriate method depends on:

•	 Cost. The cost of setting up and completing 
the utilisation study.

•	 Time. The length of time for which the 
utilisation data is required.

•	 Scalability. Whether the method can be 
applied as easily to 1,000 as 100 desks 
and spaces.

•	 Accuracy. How well the method reflects the 
actual occupancy of the space across the 
working year.

•	 Granularity. The level of detail in terms of 
the frequency of measurement and/or the 
ability to pinpoint specific spaces.

•	 Invasiveness. How much the method 
interrupts the occupant or infringes on 
perceived privacy.

APPENDIX C 
UTILISATION 
METHODOLOGIES

FIGURE C1 
METHODS FOR GATHERING UTILISATION DATA

Swipe card Desktop activity Feedback survey

Sensors Desk booking Observation

Courtesy of (left to right): Gorodenkoff, Andrey Popov, TW Farlow Media, Gorodenkoff, Kmpzzz, Andrey Popov | Shutterstock
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The most common occupancy level and space 
utilisation methodologies are as follows.

•	 Security access. Using security access, 
such as swipe card, key fob, or turnstile 
data, is an increasingly common means of 
compiling occupancy data. The data is readily 
available in many large office buildings, so 
only incurs minimal additional costs. For 
example, the raw data usually takes some 
time/fee to convert it to a useful format 
for reporting utilisation. As the swipe card 
tends to record daily access to a building, 
and possibly floors, rather than continuous 
entrance and exit throughout the day, it is 
mostly used to calculate occupancy level.

•	 Desk-booking systems. Online platforms 
and apps that capture desk reservations 
may be used to calculate desk utilisation. 
However, like meeting rooms, not all reserved 
desks will be used. More accuracy is offered 
with desk‑booking systems that require the 
occupant to check in when they arrive at the 
desk. Of course, this also does not guarantee 
that the desk is actually in use, but it is fairly 
good indicator of whether an occupant is in 
the building (i.e. occupancy level).

•	 Desktop activity. Computer logins or 
processing can be used to monitor utilisation. 
The hours a personal computer is being actively 
used (processing time) can be recorded 
using embedded software. If the computer is 
a desktop machine in a fixed location, rather 
than a laptop, then its processing activity 
may be used as an indicator of desk/space 
utilisation. Of course, a desk may be occupied 
by a person not using their computer, or 
a computer may be left unoccupied but 
processing data such as simulations.

•	 Sensors. Occupancy measurement systems 
based on sensors have become increasingly 
popular with some organisations. Such 
approaches use movement sensors, pressure 
detectors, infrared sensors, temperature 
monitors, or some combination of these, 
communicating with data loggers via wireless 
signals. The sensors may be mounted under 
desks/tables or on ceilings, such as people 
counters, or at key access points. Depending 

on the type of sensors and location, they may 
be used to calculate space utilisation.

•	 Observation studies. The traditional 
method of compiling utilisation data is 
using observational studies. Surveyors walk 
the building hourly, usually over one or two 
weeks, and note on plans which individual 
work settings are occupied, temporarily 
unoccupied, or unoccupied. The activities 
and number of people in each space are also 
usually recorded. All workspaces are observed, 
including desks, meeting rooms, and other 
work settings, providing detailed space 
utilisation reports. An alternative, simpler, and 
less accurate methodology is to occasionally 
count the number of people in the space.

•	 Feedback surveys. Online surveys can be 
used to ask the occupants how frequently 
they currently visit the office and how often 
they intend to visit in the future. They can 
also be asked about the time spent at their 
desk and elsewhere in the building. Such an 
approach may be used as an inexpensive 
means of calculating space utilisation, 
but it lacks accuracy as occupants often 
overestimate their time in the office. However, 
feedback surveys can be calibrated with the 
other more objective approaches. Combining 
the figures from the above methods with the 
occupant’s estimation of future use helps 
determine future occupancy levels.

Using readily available security access (swipe 
card) data to calculate occupancy level appears to 
be the most commonly used method according 
to those interviewed and published reports. A 
survey of corporate clients found that 96% of 
those tracking occupancy use security badge 
data, whereas 35% use observation studies and 
only 8% use desk sensors.9 The Civil Service uses 
a combination of computer logins, swipe cards, 
desk bookings, and a manual count.23

Those interviewed also stressed the importance 
of verifying the recorded utilisation data by 
consulting department heads on how their space 
is used. Often, space utilisation is gathered 
over a short period of time or may be subject to 
seasonal variation with other factors affecting 
attendance in the building or at the team level. ▪
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