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O

ne fallout from the pandemic is the mass exodus of many Americans from the workforce, a
phenomenon Texas A&M University professor
Anthony Klotz first called the “Great Resignation.”
What does the Great Resignation mean for office space
demand in the coming years? The answer will be the
difference between success and failure in an important
sector of commercial real estate. A clear-cut solution
is needed that can mitigate the impact, for better or for
worse.
To address this question and others, Texas Real Estate
Research Center Research Economist Dr. Harold Hunt
interviewed Steve Ramseur, JLL chief innovation officer, Americas, and executive professor for Texas A&M’s
Master of Real Estate program; and Bucky Banks,
associate director and executive assistant professor for
Texas A&M’s Master of Real Estate program in Mays
Business School.
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Takeaway
The past 18 months show a flight to quality in office
space leases. A corresponding trend suggests higher
retention of high-value talent in companies with a
strong culture. Understanding and acting on this
correlation could transform the Great Resignation
into the Great Return for office building owners
willing to invest.
Hunt: There’s been increasing concern about employee attrition during the pandemic and its impact
on future office space requirements. How are forwardthinking companies addressing this problem as it
relates to investment in their physical space?
Ramseur: I think one antidote to the Great Resignation we’ve been witnessing may be hiding in company
office space. The U.S. office market is experiencing a

1

post-pandemic flight to quality, but it’s a specific type
of quality. Our research at JLL shows net absorption
of about 40 million square feet in U.S. office buildings
renovated since 2015. Meanwhile, we’ve recorded negative net absorption of about 189 million square feet for
the rest of the market, the older properties.
Since 2015, about one in four Americans quit their job.
One possible answer to converting employee attrition back to attraction is targeted capital investments
in office space. We’re seeing companies with Class A
cultures invest in the renovation of their Class A space.
As a result, they’re attracting and retaining the best
workers.
At JLL, we’ve been seeing some extremely favorable
office concession packages. Some landlords are offering up to nine months free rent and more than $70 per
square foot in tenant improvements. Top-tier companies

are continuing to lease large blocks of Class A space all
across the country, but they’re also spending their tenant
improvement money in innovative ways.
Google is one example. The company recently took
down 679,153 square feet in Atlanta and now has an A+
employee retention score. More than 80 percent of their
employees say they’re excited to go to work every day.
This places them in the top 5 percent of all companies
for retention, work culture, and happiness according
to comparably.com, a firm that compares employers,
brands, and salaries.
Other companies, like Amazon and Goldman Sachs,
scored high in these areas as well. So, the best companies are willing to invest in their culture. And part of
that investment is putting capital into the right tenant
improvements in modern, high quality properties (see
sidebar).

Appealing to the Modern Office Tenant

T

he state’s first large-scale,
mass-timber office building, completed in October
2020, stands at 711 Broadway in
San Antonio. The Soto, a six-story,
140,000-square-foot building, was
specifically designed to attract tenants looking to hire and retain the
very best talent.
“We wanted to appeal to the more
modern, tech-focused-enabled office tenant,” said Hunter Kingman,
vice president of acquisitions and
development for Hixon Properties,
developer of The Soto.
“Tech is impacting all
types of business sectors
beyond what is typically
deemed ‘tech.’ As office
tenants are considering
what their space requirements will be for the next
ten to 15 years, they are
often realizing it is significantly different from
their existing confines.
We’ve seen what was
appealing to tenants in
primary markets such as
Austin and San Francisco.”

Kingman has seen that both current
and prospective tenants love the
feel and aesthetic of all the natural
light and exposed wood. The Soto’s
location along Broadway between
San Antonio’s Central Business
District and The Pearl provides the
walkable neighborhood amenities
that complement the building’s efficiency, flexibility, and innovative
design.
“The Soto’s timber structure is actually carbon negative,” says Kingman, who stresses the building’s environmentally friendly components.

The Soto’s modular under-floor-airdistribution system offers cleaner
air and increased energy efficiency
to the lease space compared with
more conventional office buildings.
San Antonio is a cost-conscious office market, which was considered
in the building’s design.
“Alongside the innovative aspects of
The Soto, we wanted to make sure
we were creating an extremely efficient floorplate,” said Kingman. “As
prospective tenants are evaluating
their options, they are consistently
finding that they need 20
to 30 percent less space
in our building compared with others in the
market.”
“We would definitely
consider developing a
mass-timber building
again,” said Kingman.
“I’m obviously biased,
but the feedback we’ve
gotten from tenants,
even in the midst of the
pandemic, has been very
positive.”
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Hunt: What’s your take on why so many people have
been quitting their jobs?
Banks: Around 30 million people wound up quitting
their job in 2021. That’s despite persistent economic
uncertainty and the COVID-19 pandemic. We see this
trend across nearly all demographic categories. Surprisingly, the bulk of quits are among workers age 30 to
45, and that age group has registered a year-over-year
increase of more than 20 percent. Such high attrition in
this age cohort isn’t typical.
Popular opinion attributes job quits to a number of
factors, including burnout, better-paying opportunities
elsewhere, and the desire for greater work flexibility.
But a deeper dive into the problem reveals a different
root cause. A 2021 report by McKinsey & Company
discovered that a lack of purpose and meaning at work,
combined with an absence of a sense of belonging, were
much stronger motivations for quitting. I believe these
factors represent the real core disconnect between what
employees and their company value.
A November 2021 article in the Harvard Business
Review discovered something similar. Research was
carried out over 20 years and captured more than
800,000 data points. Workers were asked what they
really value at work. Both white-collar and blue-collar
workers across all industries identified four major areas.
They were purpose, value, belonging, and certainty. The
survey also showed these four worker priorities have remained consistent across changing political, social, and
economic environments as well as generational cultures.
What’s interesting is how consistent these answers are
over time. What workers value really hasn’t changed
that much, but the global pandemic has finally brought
these established values to the surface.

So, the pandemic’s impact on work has caused a shift
in worker behavior. Worker resignations have been the
clearest sign of this shift. When firms don’t address
these core issues, workers respond with their feet and
exit the company.
Hunt: How do these worker values influence the built
space, the actual bricks and mortar?
Ramseur: If companies intend to retain and attract highimpact talent, they first need to lay out their corporate
values explicitly. Those values will translate directly
into the built environment. At JLL, we’ve found that
about two-thirds of the global workforce wants to
alternate between two different work modes: working
from home or the office. The problem is only 8 percent
of international organizations have more than 5 percent
of their space that could be reconfigured to meet those
needs. This gap creates real opportunities for office
investors, owners, and brokers.
We think the consequences of this significant change in
worker behavior — and leadership’s response to it — are
going to have a long-term impact on office space. Corporate leadership has to acknowledge this transformation in
worker behavior is natural and potentially permanent.
Companies can begin to adjust to this new environment
by aligning their culture with the capital they invest in
their space. Their most valuable assets, their people, often
spend more than half of their waking hours in the office.
Investments in new building amenities, like touchless
and automated technologies will be important. Biophilic
design, a concept that uses architectural design and construction methods to connect people to nature and outdoor space, also appeals to the best talent. But leadership
must be willing to invest their capital in state-of-the-art
health and wellness features (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Top Tenant Building Preferences Since the Pandemic
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Hunt: How important is the link between a firm’s
corporate culture and investment capital?

and its impact on office space is promoting self-management of individual workers.

Banks: We know that when commercial real estate
professionals connect their real estate business and
workplace strategy directly to a potential tenant’s corporate culture, employee retention rises. Research by the
Institute for Innovation in Large Organizations found
companies such as Uber, Lyft, Amazon, and Google
have been successful at merging their workers’ styles,
skills, and individual work preferences with their physical space. So, companies with a record of intentionally
emphasizing a corporate culture of values and purpose
have consistently retained more workers through the
pandemic.

The built environment will have to respond and adapt to
this change in work style. We’re really on the front edge
of a new paradigm. The built environment best suited
to accommodate self-management requires a different
type of space. Areas will be needed for focused individual workflows. Collaborative rooms can be used for
productive workflow. Finally, public forum space will be
needed for the open discussion and distribution of ideas.

Hunt: Is worker loyalty an important factor in
worker retention? If so, how can companies create a
culture that promotes more worker loyalty?
Banks: Trustworthy leadership is key to worker loyalty.
A senior strategy leader at Bloomberg had a great
observation about worker trust. He argued we’ve been
thinking too long about how much we can trust workers
to make responsible decisions and get their work done
if they aren’t in the office. The more important question is how well we earn their trust. Physical space is an
ecosystem that can bind that trust between leadership
and the workforce.

Banks: The ability to reflect on these changes in the
built environment will be critical to retain workers in the
future. I also think features like more natural spaces will
be needed to produce greater well-being and fulfillment
among workers. This human-centric environment that
can accommodate different work modes isn’t something
new. It’s been a foundation for labor practices since the
first Industrial Revolution. But the trend is finally growing. Early adapters of the movement to self-management
are seeing it as more of a marketplace for workers rather
than the traditional command-and-control workplace.
Just remember that the need for office space isn’t going
to disappear. In fact, a recent study out of the University
of Miami found that quality, innovation, and collaboration outcomes are currently better when executives work
from the office than when they work from home (Figure
2). We recommend corporations invest tenant improvement dollars in dynamic, technology-rich built environments that facilitate team dynamics that enable the trust

Liquidity

A 15-year study of more than 3,200 business leaders
published in the Harvard Business Review found that
trustworthiness was the most valuable characteristic
inside leadership ranks. McKinsey &
Company also discovered that leaders
Figure 2. Liquidity and Work Modality
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Hunt: How important is matching
an employee’s preferred work style
to their preferred work mode?
Ramseur: We need to allow employees to match their personal skill sets
with the work they do. But matching their individual work tasks with
their personal needs should be done
through self-management. I think part
of a solution to the Great Resignation
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Note: A liquid organization has higher speed, greater flexibility, more scalability, and faster
acceleration (and deceleration) compared with others. They also have higher growth and better
financial and innovation outcomes. For more on this, see https://txrec.io/UM_Liquid_Org.
Source: Dr. Arun Sharma, University of Miami
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to enrich the organization’s remote and virtual team
components.
Hunt: What’s the bottom line for creating a winning
office environment?
Ramseur: Worker loyalty and trust are the cornerstones
of building a sense of purpose for a workforce. A corporate culture that develops worker loyalty will create a
greater understanding of belonging and purpose among
employees. The connective tissue for a healthy culture is
trust, which encourages self-management.

Early research suggests companies with these dynamics are investing capital dollars in above-market tenant improvements in their work environment. Owners,
managers, brokers, and other real estate professionals
would do well to ride the wave of the future of work by
investing accordingly.
__________________
Dr. Hunt (hhunt@tamu.edu) is a research economist with the
Texas Real Estate Research Center at Texas A&M University.
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