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As we enter 2013, trends suggest that many associations and non-
profit organizations are optimistically moving forward in support of 
their missions.  This industry’s use of real estate suggests organiza-
tional growth in the short-term, but also showcases the differences 
when comparing nonprofits to corporate America.

Each year, CBRE, Inc. conducts a national study on how associa-
tions and nonprofits use, manage and occupy their headquarter of-
fices.  The result of this study provides a current and in-depth look at 
the latest trends and highlights important issues these organizations 
face in the current market.

A consistent trend over the past five years is that, on average, non-
profits are relatively inefficient in their use of office square footage.  
In CBRE’s 2012 study, it was discovered that organizations with 20 
or more employees had an average space use of 373 square feet 
per person. Groups with less than 20 staff averaged 561 square 
feet per person.  In general, these metrics reflect higher square 
footages than those seen in other industries and throughout corpo-
rate America.  The metrics for many for-profit industries are more 
aligned, with approximately 200 square feet per person.

The real estate community holds many theories on the issue of oc-
cupancy efficiency. For example, it is understood that nonprofits are 
generous in their approach to housing and accommodating staff.  
Historically, evidence has shown nonprofits’ liberal use of  private 
offices versus workstations for mid-level staff.  Also, many nonprofits 
have large conference centers to accommodate heavy meeting us-
age.  Due to the number of guests that visit these facilities and the 
organization’s desire to create an attractive working environment, 
nonprofit headquarter spaces generally have large reception and 
kitchen areas.  These large common areas also add to the amount 
of square footage needed and are reflected in this higher bench-
marking metric.  Another factor supporting little relative movement 
to efficiency may be due to the fact that many of the organizations 
polled have been in their current space for more than ten years.  
Consequently, these organizations have not been able to change 
their office configuration without allowing disruption to their opera-
tions, not to mention the cost associated with reconstructing existing 
headquarters space.  In working with nonprofits recently, CBRE has 
identified a trend of developing more open and collaborative space 
within their current facilities. 

The CBRE study also revealed that nonprofit organizations share the 
opinion that the national economy is improving.  91% of respon-
dents believe that their businesses are beginning to improve and/
or have achieved flat, but stable, revenues. Only 9% believed that 
conditions were going to get worse before improving.  This opinion 
is further illustrated when respondents were asked about the ap-
proaches they plan to use to reduce costs in 2012.  Subleasing 
excess space dropped to 13% of respondents from 25% in 2010.  
Cutting member programs reduced to 9% from 27% over this same 
period.  56% of respondents suggested that they were not taking 
any cost reduction measures, up from 9% two years earlier.  

These positive signs are further reflected in organizational churn 
rates.  Churn is the amount of staff turnover an organization experi-
ences.  86% of respondents are seeing the same or lower amounts 
of churn.  Another positive indicator for the industry is that 70% of 
respondents are seeing their staff grow in the short-term versus 8% 
that see a potential reduction in staff.   Only 4% actually reduced 
staff in 2012, down from 11% in 2010.

The study also looked at how these groups configured their space.  
33% configure in mostly private offices, 19% are mostly open plan 
with the balance using some combination.  These statistics are rela-
tively flat as compared to 2010’s responses.  When surveyed on 
whether the organization standardized its office space, 43% of re-
spondents replied that they did so with 3% suggesting that standards 
were being developed.  In comparison with 2010, more organiza-
tions are implementing the use of office standards.  

A new question in this year’s study asked organizations whether dis-
cussions or planning occurred to reconfigure space to become more 
efficient, thus requiring fewer square feet to accommodate their 
needs.  Only 33% of respondents answered in the affirmative.  This 
implies that, at this time, a significant number of organizations are 
not considering cultural and strategic issues relating to its real estate.

Overall, it appears that associations and nonprofits have turned 
a corner as the U.S. economy continues to improve.  From a real 
estate perspective, which is usually the second most expensive line 
item in a nonprofit’s budget, there appears to be excess fat that 
might be trimmed in order to reduce occupancy costs, thus pro-
viding organizations the ability to devote more resources to their 
missions.  Corporate America is setting the example by focusing 
on the concept of “Workplace Strategy.”  The goal is to improve 
operational efficiencies and reduce real estate expenses.  As leases 
expire, or decisions are made to retrofit/remodel owned properties, 
nonprofits and associations will need to perform strategic reviews to 
determine whether the current occupancy strategy aligns with their 
overall mission and is in the best interest of the organization moving 
forward.
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