Developers invest £3.5bn converting neglected UK offices into homes, hotels, and labs
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Developers have invested nearly £3.5 billion in converting neglected office buildings across the UK within the past three years, as the demand for traditional office space continues to dwindle. This significant financial commitment is reflective of a larger trend where developers are repurposing outdated properties into hotels, homes, laboratories, and student accommodation, marking a transformation in the country's commercial property landscape.
Recent statistics from property consultancy CBRE reveal that from 2022 to 2024, developers acquired approximately 5.9 million square feet of office space for repurposing—an area roughly equivalent to 12 Gherkin buildings. This shift underscores the reimagining of so-called secondary office space as it adapts to the requirements of burgeoning sectors, moving away from its original purpose as workplaces. Colin Thomasson, head of UK investment properties at CBRE, commented on this trend, noting that repurposing assets into “multifaceted spaces” in areas where office demand has weakened, offers a viable solution to an evolving market.
In various regions, the focus of these conversions often reflects local demand. In cities such as Bristol, Leeds, and Glasgow, residential transformation predominates—evident by a rising necessity for city-centre living that continues to outstrip supply. Conversely, Edinburgh is witnessing a surge in hotel conversions, as tourism rebounds post-COVID. Notable developments include Premier Inn-owner Whitbread’s acquisition of five office buildings, such as Capital House, for £21 million to be redeveloped for hotel use.
The trend is not uniform across the UK; in Birmingham, educational institutions are repurposing office sites for academic purposes. Aston University, for instance, has committed £25 million to convert the former Birmingham City Council headquarters into facilities for its business, law, and science schools, a move that echoes a national strategy to enrich local educational infrastructure. 
Meanwhile, in the "Golden Triangle" encompassing London, Cambridge, and Oxford, there is a pressing need for laboratory space to accommodate the burgeoning life sciences sector. Developers in these areas are converting old offices into labs amidst this critical shortfall, coinciding with a wave of private equity and institutional investments aimed at bolstering the UK’s innovation economy.
The ongoing transition away from traditional office environments was hastened by the pandemic, radically altering workplace dynamics. Companies are increasingly pursuing modern, sustainable, and well-located office spaces that can attract top talent, leaving behind a surplus of “secondary” office stock that is generally older, less energy-efficient, and situated in less desirable locations. Simon Brown, head of UK office research at CBRE, remarked on this demand for quality, pointing out the difficulties occupiers face in sourcing prime office space, thereby presenting a valuable opportunity for those willing to refurbish rather than construct anew.
As developers adapt to the shifting landscape, they are often faced with the choice between complete conversions or selective modernisation of existing properties. This decision may be influenced by the rising costs associated with new constructions, making retrofitting a financially attractive alternative. 
CBRE's findings articulate a growing dichotomy within the office market: the high demand for new, environmentally sustainable buildings versus outdated stock that fails to meet modern occupier expectations. The billions of pounds pouring into the revitalisation of these secondary office spaces suggest not just a shift in commercial property strategy but a fundamental transformation aimed at realising urban potential for a changing society.
Whether resulting in student housing in Glasgow, hotels in Edinburgh, laboratory spaces in Cambridge, or new homes in Leeds, the repurposing of the UK’s neglected office blocks indicates a strategic reallocation of resources. This evolution within the real estate market signals a promising future as developers rise to the occasion, transforming unwanted office spaces into valuable community assets.
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