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The word “office” has become synonymous with uncertainty for 
real estate investors. For every data point that seems to suggest 
the end of the modern workplace as we know it, there is an equal 
number touting the benefits of in-person collaboration, with 
several major employers taking hard stances about return-to-
work expectations. How demand and usage ultimately shake out 
will have lasting implications for a property type that represents a 
quarter of ODCE funds’ holdings.1

Beyond these data, there is another transitional force to interpret. 
Millennials are moving closer to peak corporate influence as they 
age into their prime C-suite years in the coming decade. The depth 
of this generational handover, and the difference in values and 
perspectives between the current and next cohort of leaders (and 
their Gen Z employees), provides an important clue about longer-
term prospects for the office sector. 

Forecasts about the future 
of the office sector are 
often wildly conflicting, 
but the looming high tide 
of generational leadership 
transitions could change  
the script.

Two years on since the beginning of the pandemic and the massive 
work-from-home experiment, the majority of office occupiers 
have firmed up their post-pandemic return-to-work strategies, 
with most adopting some level of flexibility, whether begrudgingly 
or willingly. 

The lasting effect of this acceptance on space demand is yet to fully 
materialize in the fundamentals data, given rolling expirations 
that will distribute the impact over several years. However, 2022 
stands to represent the toughest test for landlords yet, as 11% of 
leased office space in the US is set to expire.2 How much of the 
roughly 900 million SF of leased space expiring between now and 
2026 will be renewed is still anyone’s guess, though the general 
consensus is less. 

Some have argued that an economic recession could spur a more 
meaningful return to the office, as looser labor market conditions 
would shift the leverage more firmly back into employers’ hands, 
making a forced return to the office more viable. This silver lining 
has given life to the hope that this period of office demand flux 
could be relatively short-lived. 

To believe a recession will reset the playing field is both overly 
optimistic and shortsighted. A looming transition in the makeup 
of corporate leadership by virtue of a generational handoff 
from Baby Boomer and Gen X managers to Millennials in the 
next decade stands to prevent the current office approach from 
backsliding, and may even reinforce it, creating meaningful 
implications for long-term holders of office properties.

LEVELING THE FIELD
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As corporations have grown larger and more profitable over time, 
boards have naturally sought to fill key leadership positions with 
professionals who have the depth of experience to steer these big 
ships; the kind of experience that comes with age. This gradual 
“graying” of the C-suite has created a backdrop where departures 
are beginning to occur with increasing frequency as the front end 
of the Baby Boomer generation enters retirement, leaving a sizable 
gap that next-in-line Gen Xers will be unable to wholly fulfill on 
their own. 

More than half (52%) of sitting CEOs in the Russell 3000 are 
between 55 and 65 years old; the average age of departure: 61.3 

While this statistic suggests an imminent wave of change (given 
people are living and working longer), it is the tail ends of the 
distribution that mask the true depth of potential for disruption, 
as the number of CEOs age 70 or older outnumber those under 40 
by a measure of six to one (Exhibit 1). 

A COMING CHANGE-UP IN THE C-SUITE

EXHIBIT 1: DISTRIBUTION OF RUSSELL 3000 CEOS  
BY AGE GROUP
Source: American Realty Advisors, based on data from the Conference Board’s CEO 
Succession Practices in the Russell 3000 and S&P 500: 2020 Edition; as of 2019.

Over the last three years, nearly 4,300 companies saw turnover in 
their CEO position, as boards reimagined goals for their leadership 
and leaders reevaluated their willingness to serve in a rapidly 
changing business environment. And this pace is accelerating: 
through the first five months of 2022, CEO turnover increased 
24% year-over-year (Exhibit 2). 

Of course, not all turnover is a function of retirement. But of the 
668 CEOs that have left through May of 2022, 183 stepped into 
other high-level roles within the firm, 39 left for new opportunities, 
and 155 (or 23%) retired. As the crest of the Baby Boomer wave 
isn’t projected to reach retirement until 2030, the structure of 
corporate leadership, as well as their approaches to office space, is 
in the early stages of transformation. 

Given the inevitable importance of Millennials in filling vacant 
C-suite roles, the cohort’s values and struggles may provide 
insight into how their leadership styles may evolve, and what the 
corresponding impact may be on the office landscape. Millennials, 
like most office workers, have become accustomed to the recent 
work-from-home experience. This enhanced work-life balance has 
created a fundamental shift in the Millennial worker’s perspective 
on the way work can and should fit into their daily lives. 

EXHIBIT 2: CEO DEPARTURES  
MONTH-OVER-MONTH, 2021–22
Source: American Realty Advisors, based on data from Challenger, Gray & Christmas, 
Inc.: May 2022 Challenger CEO Report
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Year-to-date CEO turnover 
through the first five months of 
2022 was up 24% year over year.
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Lion’s share of Russell 3000 CEOs 
are between 55-65 years old, 
though the number of sitting CEOs 
70+ outnumbers the number of 
CEOs under 40 six to one.

Note: The May 2022 Challenger CEO Report, Challenger, Gray & Christmas, Inc. is a 
global executive search company that conducts monthly studies on CEO departures and 
turnover over the last few decades.
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EXHIBIT 3: COMPARED TO BEFORE THE PANDEMIC, 
HOW LIKELY ARE YOU TO PRIORITIZE YOUR HEALTH 
AND WELLBEING OVER WORK?
Source: American Realty Advisors, based on data from Microsoft’s Work Trends Index 
Annual Report; as of March 2022.

Recent survey results refl ect this dramatic shift in priorities. 
Aaccording to the 2022 Work Trend Index4, 55% of Millennial 
respondents stated they are now more likely to prioritize their 
health and wellbeing over work than they were before the 
pandemic (Exhibit 3). Furthermore, when surveyed as to whether 
they felt there was a need to return to the offi ce at all, 55% percent 
of Millennial respondents questioned the need, far outpacing the 
percentage of Gen X and Baby Boomer respondents who felt 
similarly (Exhibit 4).5

EXHIBIT 4: DO YOU AGREE OR DISAGREE WITH THE 
STATEMENT: “I QUESTION THE NEED TO RETURN TO 
THE WORKPLACE AT ALL.”
Source: American Realty Advisors, based on data from The Conference Board Survey; as 
of July 2021.

Millennials are also increasingly 
conscious of the positive impact 
work-from-home (WFH) and 
hybrid working could have 
on underrepresented groups. 
Millennials’ early years of 
employment were marked by 
the growing focus on corporate 
diversity, equity and inclusion 
(DEI) efforts. It is safe to bet 
that these value pillars will 
continue to drive Millennial 
decision-makers and their 
approach to offi ce-based work. 

The shutdown of schools, child, 
and elder care facilities during 
the pandemic shined a renewed 
light on how much progress 
remains to be made when it 
comes to gender access and 
equality. With women spending 
on average between three to 
six hours per day on unpaid 
caregiving work, compared 
with an average of less than 
two hours per day for men6, 
it comes as no surprise that 
the pandemic displaced 1.7 
million more female workers 
than male.7 WFH allows 
women to remain productive 
while balancing domestic 
responsibilities and provides 
fi rms more opportunities to 
improve the gender labor gap. 
Minority, immigrant, and 
ably challenged groups also 
benefi t from fl exibility, as 
WFH may reduce the impacts 
of microaggressions, prejudice, 
and the physical demands of 
commuting, all of which can 
cause employee burnout and 
impair well-being.

Through the dual lenses of 
work-life balance and greater 
labor equity, Millennials appear 
poised to add further challenge 
to the traditional offi ce model 
when they inevitably step 
into leadership roles. Yet the 
desires of the subsequent 
generation (Gen Z) and the 
need for Millennial leaders to 
cater to this cohort, suggest the 
conclusion is not as clear cut. 
While the younger generation 
clearly values WFH fl exibility 
(Gen Z is 77% more likely to 
engage with a job posting on 
LinkedIn if it states fl exibility in 
the description), many are only 
beginning their professional 
careers and greatly fear they will 
miss out on pivotal professional 
development by not being in the 
offi ce. Additionally, 41% of Gen 
Z respondents fear that fully 
remote work will prevent them 
from building relationships, 
receiving mentoring, and even 
being promoted due to possible 
“out of sight, out of mind” 
mindsets amongst leadership.8
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55% of Millennial respondents stated 
they are now more likely to prioritize 
their health and wellbeing over work 
than they were before the pandemic.

Note: The online survey was conducted between May 28–June 4, 2021, with more than 
3,600 US workers across industries participating. 

Note: The 2022 Work Trend Index outlines fi ndings from a study of 31,000 people in 31 
countries, along with an analysis of trillions of productivity signals in Microsoft 365 and 
labor trends on LinkedIn. 
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These are specific generational preferences that will influence the 
future of office in the coming decade, but there are also more 
practical elements that come with every new generation entering 
the workforce that suggest a level of permanence. With many new 
graduates living with family or roommates, offices provide younger 
generations with dedicated workspaces that they don’t have at 
home—spaces less useful or necessary for more senior colleagues.

With many firms currently operating in a hybrid model, this standard 
appears to best meet current and future employee demands for 
WFH flexibility and corporate community. Though the pandemic 
has shown that some work can be done asynchronously, many 
firms are expected to maintain a central location for collaboration 
and knowledge sharing. Furthermore, the office fulfills workers’ 
social needs. This is a critical component to holistic wellbeing that 
has been proven to increase productivity and morale and reduce 
employee turnover. When asked to compare their social wellbeing, 
50% of fully remote respondents reported feeling lonelier than 
they had pre-pandemic.9 

It is safe to say we are already getting a glimpse into what the future 
of office will look like under Millennial leadership. Though there 
has been some reluctance to embrace the current environment as the 
new stasis, the pandemic’s impact is too great and too ingrained to 
not have a lasting effect. As worker values have drastically changed 
over the past two years, it appears there is no going back to the 
office of the past, especially for younger generations. 
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NOTES

The future of office is truly 
up-for-grabs in the aftermath 
of the COVID pandemic and 
the Great Resignation. As this 
article appropriately notes, 
the near-term outcome is not 
indicative of what the future 
outcome may be upon the 
transition of leadership from 
the Boomer generation—
which was raised on the 
importance of being in the 
office—to Millennials, who 
may have seen how office 
presence is a bit overrated. 

The fact that fifty years 
of office work culture was 
virtually destroyed by six 
months of working from home 
emphasizes that being in the 
office five days per week is not 
really necessary for getting 
most jobs done and done 
well. However, being in the 
office for some period of time 
does add value to many roles 
and many business outcomes. 
Finding that balance of 
corporate culture, innovation 
and personnel flexibility will 
take more than just saying 
three out of five days is enough. 

How this new thinking about 
employee presence will impact 
the use and need for office 
space is still to be seen. Surely 

leasing less space will appear 
to be the simple answer, but it 
is not guaranteed to be the best 
answer. Most office users had 
reduced their space/employee 
to a mere 125–150 SF per 
person, which was creating 
space that was not necessarily 
best suited for the best 
outcomes from employees, so 
getting back to the past levels 
of 200+ SF per person will 
utilize more space even with 
many of the employees not 
present more than 60% of the 
time. If corporate leadership 
is onboard with extensive 
hybrid or remote work, 
office space will need to find 
another use and will change 
central business districts and 
corporate culture forever. 

The future of the office market 
in the US, and probably 
globally, is cloudy—but it isn’t 
dark. This article is a great 
way to start the considerations 
and conversations. 
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Executive Director, 
Marshall Bennett Institute 
of Real Estate, Roosevelt 
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