Global business districts adapt and evolve into mixed-use innovation hubs amid sustainability and talent priorities
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Global business districts have not only rebounded from the pandemic's impact but emerged stronger, signalling their continued economic significance worldwide. According to a recent report by EY and the Urban Land Institute (ULI), over 60% of global real estate professionals surveyed now view these districts as more desirable than before COVID-19. Despite initial forecasts predicting decline, these business hubs have adapted successfully and remain the nerve centres of economic influence, albeit with evolving roles and challenges.
The EY-ULI report examines 30 key business districts across 19 countries spanning North America, Europe, and Asia. These areas collectively host 84 Fortune 500 Global headquarters, 296 other corporate headquarters, employ close to 7 million professionals, and generate an estimated $4.5 trillion in annual GDP. Topping the 2025 rankings are established powerhouses such as Midtown Manhattan, New York’s Financial District, Tokyo’s Marunouchi, Paris’s La Défense, and the City of London. These districts continue to dominate, reflecting their long-standing status as premier global business hubs. However, the study also highlights threats to their dominance, including slower property investment and rising vacancy rates, especially in North America where vacancy levels are reportedly three times higher than in Asia.
A shifting landscape of priorities among businesses and real estate experts reveals four key megatrends shaping the future of these districts. Foremost is the emphasis on attracting and retaining talent, a priority cited by 76% of respondents. This evolution requires business districts to transform into mixed-use environments that incorporate residential spaces, green areas, cultural and leisure amenities, as well as diversified services, going beyond traditional office-centric models. According to EY partner Marc Lhermitte, businesses are increasingly willing to pay premiums for quality and sustainability, but hybrid working models have redefined what qualities make a location "prime." Factors like flexibility, accessibility, and a strong sense of place have become equally critical to rent in determining desirability.
The shortage of affordable housing is another pressing issue, with nearly half of the surveyed executives identifying it as a key priority. Business districts failing to provide sufficient affordable residential options may find it harder to attract the workforce necessary for growth and innovation. Adding to this, the demand for adaptable, modern office spaces is overtaking prestige addresses. The preference for functional, affordable spaces over iconic but aging buildings reflects a broader search for value amid changing work habits.
Technology integration, particularly the adoption of artificial intelligence, forms the third megatrend, underscoring the need for districts to foster innovation ecosystems. Current data reveal only 12% of high-growth privately held "unicorn" start-ups are headquartered in these traditional business districts, illustrating a gap that tech-friendly, innovative hubs could fill, potentially reshaping the global rankings. The ability to attract and nurture start-ups is increasingly seen as vital for future competitiveness.
Sustainability completes the quartet of guiding megatrends. Over half of business district stakeholders cited low-carbon mobility, such as eco-friendly transport options, as a crucial factor in location decision-making. Building retrofits aimed at energy efficiency and the integration of green and blue infrastructure (parks, waterways, etc.) are also prominent priorities. Yet, fewer than 10% of executives believe that current sustainability efforts are adequate, signalling considerable room for improvement.
Regional differences emerge clearly in the report. North American business districts, despite their global stature, grapple with safety concerns and comparatively high vacancies. Cities like Los Angeles and San Francisco exemplify these struggles. Conversely, Asian hubs including Beijing, Singapore, and Seoul are not only reinforcing their positions but achieving more positive outcomes on vacancy rates and rental performance, aided by dynamic economic momentum.
Additional insights from a JLL report align closely with these findings, noting that central business districts must reinvent themselves to address property obsolescence, embrace decarbonisation, and compete with emerging submarkets. The emphasis on mixed-use urban environments and technology adoption, including AI, is echoed as critical for closing the "unicorn gap" and maintaining relevance. Sustainability measures such as green infrastructure and eco-friendly transit are seen as essential components of future resilience.
Further corroborating research from the ULI affirms the leadership of Western European and North American districts like the City of London and Midtown Manhattan but stresses that these hubs must evolve in a post-pandemic world. The future will be shaped by optimized, safer, and more inviting workplaces coupled with quality of life factors that promote health, well-being, and a seamless live/work/play environment.
Taken together, these comprehensive studies suggest that global business districts, while resilient, face an imperative to evolve beyond traditional conceptions. Their continued strength will depend on adaptability to new workplace paradigms, sustainability commitments, technological integration, and the ability to create vibrant, inclusive urban spaces that attract top talent and innovation. Those districts that successfully transition into mixed-use "central social districts," fostering collaboration between business, academia, and start-ups while addressing housing and infrastructure challenges, will likely ensure their dominance through 2025 and beyond.
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