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Octave 1320, formerly a drab 
office building in Silver Spring, 
Maryland, was transformed by 
BKV Group into market-rate 
multifamily housing near tran-
sit and retail services.

Office work is changing. During the heat 
of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, the 
average commercial office vacancy rate 
across the U.S. leapt from about 12% to 
15%, according to CBRE. Some big com-
panies, including Facebook, Salesforce, 
and Microsoft, have announced that 
they will be allowing remote work in-
definitely. Experts disagree about how 
much the office market will recover 
nationwide: some predict work-from-
home real estate doom while others 
forecast a gradual return to normal. But 
with urbanites flocking to suburban and 
rural areas, there’s no reason to think 
that the post-pandemic recovery is go-
ing to improve matters in metropolitan 
office districts.

There’s also the issue of office space 
“classes.” The newest and most expen-
sive (Class A) spaces will likely be in high 
demand after the pandemic due to ame-
nities like modern HVAC systems and 
touchless design, according to Paimaan 
Lodhi, senior vice president of policy 
and planning at the Real Estate Board of 
New York (REBNY). That could leave lots 
of older Class B and Class C buildings—
which were already underperforming 
pre-pandemic—vacant.

Meanwhile, nearly every major city in 
the U.S. is struggling with a years-long 
affordable housing crisis that is forcing 
people to share close quarters or move 
farther and farther away from their 
jobs. It’s leaving many without shelter 
altogether. Why not convert those emp-
ty office buildings into housing?

It sounds obvious. And yet there are 

both design problems and economic 
roadblocks. This report analyzes the 
sustainability opportunities and chal-
lenges of urban office-to-multifamily 
conversions.

The Case for Adaptive Reuse
“The greenest building is the one that is 
already built,” the old saw says. In cer-
tain cases, that already built structure 

Saying Goodbye to the Office— 
and Hello to Housing
The way we use (and don’t use) our offices is irrevocably changing. 
But what are we going to do with all these vacant buildings?

By Paula Melton 

https://www.cbre.us/research-and-reports/US-Office-Figures-Q4-2020
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/whats-next-for-remote-work-an-analysis-of-2000-tasks-800-jobs-and-nine-countries
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/whats-next-for-remote-work-an-analysis-of-2000-tasks-800-jobs-and-nine-countries
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/09/27/office-real-estate-back-to-normal-in-2025-cushman-wakefield.html
https://www.globest.com/2021/02/24/latest-case-shiller-index-highlights-the-move-to-the-suburbs/?slreturn=20210231105739
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can also be more economical. Adaptive 
reuse can also revitalize neighborhoods.

Embodied impacts

Newly made building materials come 
with environmental burdens, particu-
larly greenhouse gas emissions from 
manufacturing steel and producing the 
cement for concrete. The CO2 emissions 
associated with building materials are 
known as their embodied carbon.

“Reuse is a big strategy to save embodied 
carbon,” said Travis Albrecht, regional 
design resilience leader at Gensler’s Aus-
tin, Texas office. “Some of our studies 
have shown, for an office building espe-
cially, upwards of 80% of the embodied 
carbon of the building is associated with 
the primary structure and floor areas,” 
he told BuildingGreen. And that’s “a lot 
of what you would preserve even in a 
residential conversion. You save a ton of 
embodied carbon off the bat.”

And it’s not just carbon: there are other 
embodied impacts too, like the potential 
for smog creation, and pollution of wa-
ter and soil. Because there are so many 
variables having to do with building ty-
pology and project-specific renovation 
needs, though, few studies have taken 
on the challenge of comparing the em-
bodied impacts of renovations with new 
construction. But this one from 2019 sets 
up a methodology for doing so, and an 
associated case study found reductions 
ranging from 53% to 75% in six impact 
categories.

Old buildings, new codes

With few exceptions, a major renovation 
like converting a commercial building to 
multifamily is going to require bulking 
up the envelope as well as upgrading 
mechanical, electrical, and plumbing 
(MEP) systems. “When you convert these 
buildings, you have to comply with the 
latest building and energy codes, which 
are much more stringent than they were 

decades ago,” Lodhi pointed out. “There 
will be higher performance standards 
than you saw previously.”

That’s a huge sustainability opportunity, 
and there are even some inherent ben-
efits when it comes to this specific type 
of adaptive reuse, according to Albrecht.

“The MEP systems are a little differ-
ent between building types, but I think 
there are some advantages, depending 
on how the office buildings were set 
up. Having a more centralized [HVAC] 
system is better than a more distribut-
ed one for efficiency and maintenance.” 
Instead of hundreds of HVAC units that 
you have to keep track of and service, 
“office buildings usually have one air 
handler per floor. That can be augment-
ed and used as a central system,” noted 
Albrecht.

Good indoor air quality may also be 
easier to achieve with an office HVAC 
system in place. Many commercial 
buildings have a dedicated outdoor 
air system (DOAS) that “pulls in all the 
fresh air you need to get good air chang-
es throughout the office and keep the 
air nice and mixed,” Albrecht said. “On 
the residential side, you usually have to 
do that through the façade. So you can 
tap into an office [system] and can do it 
more efficiently.”

Also, commercial office buildings often 
start out with better envelopes than 
residential buildings do, Albrecht con-
tinued. “If you can maintain as much of 
that existing skin or envelope [as possi-
ble], it can also help with efficiency on 
the back end. Less air leakage and heat 
exchange through the wall is beneficial 
for the residential building.”

Finally, with systems needing to be up-
graded anyway, there’s an opportunity 
to electrify, says REBNY vice president of 
policy Zachary Steinberg. “Sometimes it 
makes sense to convert over to electric,” 
he told BuildingGreen. Although it must 
be determined case by case, “the code 

What about the ’Burbs?

Although this report focuses on 
cities, the question of underuti-
lized suburban office parks, 
coupled with an ongoing uptick 
in suburban migration, presents 
some fortunate synergies as 
well.

“We are actually seeing oppor-
tunities to convert empty office 
buildings and shopping malls 
into not just housing but mixed 
use,” notes SERA’s Timothy 
Smith. There can be housing, 
offices, community spaces, and 
retail all in one former office 
park or mall. “You are taking 
something that was really a 
relic of the 1950s lifestyle—
something that has incentivized 
single-occupancy vehicle travel 
and thus carbon nastiness—and 
turning it into something where 
you could live, work, and play all 
in one place.”

There is a hiccup, though, 
Smith said. Although these new 
mini-villages encourage walking 
and cycling, they are “located 
in places as far from transit 
as possible. It is not necessar-
ily creating a transit-oriented 
village unless there is a way to 
extend transit to a place that was 
formerly an automobile heaven.” 
He added, “If municipalities are 
quite strategic about this, they 
could think about doing that.”

There’s also the issue that a 
lot of suburban buildings were 
designed for a 50-year lifespan, 
and many have exceeded that. 
“Can you take an already com-
promised building and try to do 
something with it?” Smith asked. 
“Or is it better to take it down, 
recycle the materials or reuse 
them if possible, and start again 
in a much better way?”

INSIGHT

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0360132319304287
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should help with that. Over time, the 
pressure is going to be on those build-
ings to electrify as they do this kind of 
stuff.”

Construction time

Adaptive reuse can be economically 
beneficial because it can reduce con-
struction time, allowing buildings to go 
on the market more quickly and start 
recouping the investment.

Because it was a converted office build-
ing, the Foundry in Alexandria, Virgin-
ia, started leasing earlier than a new 
building would have, according to Steve 
Smith, AIA, principal at Cooper Carry. 
“You may be paying … six-figure interest 
dollars every month on the loan you’ve 
taken out to build,” Smith said. “Getting 
to market quicker is really important. 
… We shaved two-and-a-half months 
off the project and got it weathered in 
faster.” (You can read a case study of the 
Foundry below.)

Transportation

When commercial buildings get con-
verted to housing, the rest of the office 
district doesn’t go away. This type of 
construction creates what Lodhi calls 
a “walk-to-work neighborhood.” In cit-
ies with good transit, that can ease the 
strain on the system; in places where 
driving is common, it results in less 
transportation carbon.

Neighborhood vitality

Probably one of the best outcomes of 
newly mixing uses in a commercial busi-
ness district is that it can bring a 9-to-5 
neighborhood to life by supporting 
more retail activity and nightlife. This 
also increases safety.

In downtown Baltimore, when there 
were no apartments in the business dis-
trict, there was nothing to do at night 
or on the weekends, explained Michael 
Muldowney, a multifamily broker at 
CBRE. This made the district ripe for 

Image: Cooper Carry

This new construction project 
by Cooper Carry is located 
directly across the street from 
The Foundry, which is an exam-
ple of office-to-residential reuse 
designed by the same firm. 
Between the two projects, the 
concept is to stimulate develop-
ment of a high-density,  
transit-oriented district in a 
former fringe area that used to 
host a lot of parking 
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“drug abuse, prostitution, and burglary,” 
he said. Now that several buildings have 
been converted, it’s a different story. 
“It turn[ed] into a 24/7 neighborhood, 
with everything from fast casual to fine 
dining, entertainment venues to corner 
pubs. There are many positive aspects 
about conversion, especially when you 
have a stock of older office buildings.”

“It can have a catalytic effect,” agreed Al-
brecht. “What people are coming to real-
ize and learn is that [single-use zoning] 
can be detrimental to feeling like a place 
or a community. It’s an urban design op-
portunity to mix uses and bring life to 
some of these districts in cities that may 
be declining because the new shiny of-
fice product has moved elsewhere, and 
so areas need a boost of life. Residential 
could be that boost.”

But it might not just happen on its own, 
warned Timothy Smith, AIA, principal 
at SERA Architects. “If cities played their 

cards right, they could really curate 
this activity and not just let it happen 
through market happenstance,” he said. 
“That ground-level [retail] space has 
been historically what activates cities. 
Cities will become disemboweled from 
[losing] that ground-floor vibrancy. We 
really need to figure this out.” Working 
to diversify neighborhoods for mixed 
use is one way that municipalities can 
take charge of this revitalization.

“You see boarded-up retail even in Man-
hattan now,” lamented Yogesh Saoji, 
AIA, planning and urban designer with 
DLR Group. “It’s a little scary.” To solve 
for that, he said, we will need to merge 
residential and commercial districts.

Saving history
“Historic buildings are wonderful, but 
finding new uses for them is a strug-
gle,” said Jack Boarman, AIA, CEO at 
BKV Group, which has designed many 

Image: BKV Group and Douglas Development

The Cotton Annex is a housing project currently being developed by Douglas Development and designed by BKV Group. Seen in the 
foreground is a U.S. Department of Agriculture office building that was abandoned more than ten years ago. Located in Washington, 
D.C. blocks for the National Mall, the project will add multifamily buildings to the downtown core. 
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office- and industrial-to-residential con-
versions. Although not all converted of-
fices are historic buildings, they are an 
important piece of the puzzle. Often, it’s 
these buildings that have become ob-
solete because of floor plate sizes that 
aren’t a good match for contemporary 
office needs. That makes them better 
candidates than newer buildings are for 
residential conversions.

By repurposing historic office build-
ings as housing, you also get a product 
that can be especially attractive to pro-
spective tenants because of the unique 
character of each project, says BKV se-
nior partner Mike Krych. “There is such 
a variety,” he said, so you can provide 
“unique housing within these very 
unique structures. … A lot of projects sat 
in disrepair, but then became a catalyst 
to really anchor and spur continued de-
velopment.”

According to Boarman, historic con-
versions often include some new con-
struction as well, “creating a scale that 
makes them both viable.” The Cotton 
Annex in Washington, D.C., abandoned 
more than ten years ago by the U.S. 
General Services Administration, is an 

example of such a project. The original 
100,000-square-foot building will be-
come part of a 600,000-square-foot res-
idential development. “Sometimes the 
historic, repurposed building becomes 
the aggregate around which a whole 
new development is created, and the 
historic building becomes that little jew-
el that you wrap the new construction 
around. It enhances both, so there’s a 
dynamic there of mutual purpose.”

Challenges and Some  
Solutions
Adaptive reuse of office space is not a 
panacea, and it’s also not an easy path. 
From equity issues to cost barriers, 
there are many reasons it hasn’t yet be-
come a bigger trend.

Zoning

Commercial buildings tend to be in 
commercial business districts, which 
exist in clusters because of zoning laws. 
To move forward with an office-to-res-
idential conversion may require a zon-
ing variance (which may or may not be 
granted), adding months to the project 
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timeline. And every month of delay is a 
month of not receiving rent.

But zoning laws can change. Over the 
course of about 20 years, Lower Man-
hattan’s residential population grew 
dramatically, according to Lodhi. It went 
from a nine-to-five office district to a 24/7 
live-work-play district and weathered 
tough times, including 9/11, the finan-
cial crisis, and Hurricane Sandy. How 
did that happen? It started with chang-
es to zoning laws allowing residential 
development in other types of districts. 
“Could you replicate that more broad-
ly?” he asked. Doing so would “provide 
flexibility for old office buildings, giving 
them the opportunity to convert to resi-
dential.”

Already it’s possible in NYC commer-
cial districts to convert pre-1961 office 
buildings to residential use, Lodhi said, 
but REBNY would like to see that change 
to 1980. And right now, the state of New 
York is working on changes to zoning 
laws that limit that kind of flexibility in 
other types of districts where “zoning is 
antiquated.” (For example, the Garment 
District in NYC is zoned for manufactur-
ing, which hasn’t actually taken place 
there for decades.)

Displacement

Adaptive reuse is not always the best 
thing for a community. “Of course 
it brings new life to a neighborhood 
where maybe there was an abandoned 
building,” said Timothy Smith. “Those 
things are not only eyesores but some-
times dangerous because people get into 
them and start living there.” But revital-
ization can have a downside if we’re not 
intentional about it, he added. “It begins 
a trend of increasing land values, which 
can contribute to displacement if there 
are not measures in place to alleviate 
that.” There are numerous examples of 
communities of people with slim means 
living in “revived” neighborhoods that 
gradually kick the original residents out. 

“A decade later … the community has 
been supplanted.”

This is a risk with any urban devel-
opment in a neighborhood that is in 
need of greater vitality—and it’s less 
of a problem in what have traditional-
ly been commercial zones, but it could 
have impacts in edge areas, where zon-
ing boundaries meet.

Affordable housing doesn’t happen 
on its own; inducements are typically 
needed to ensure that new housing ac-
commodates people with low and mod-
erate incomes. One strategy is simply 
to require that a certain percentage of 
new housing be affordable. That’s how 
New York’s proposed law that specifical-
ly encourages office-to-residential con-
versions is written. (Such rules are not 
new to NYC or other cities.) “Everyone 
recognizes that you wouldn’t be able to 
do something like this without address-
ing the affordable housing piece,” Lodhi 
said.

Another approach, according to Tim-
othy Smith, is the community housing 
trust model. A nonprofit organization 
holds the assets permanently in order to 
ensure long-term affordability.

There are also existing affordable hous-
ing tax credits available to incentivize 
that type of development.

Floor plates

One of the biggest barriers to conversion 
is the size of modern office floor plates. 
Converting these requires so much ef-
fort that new construction might be a 
more responsible path.

“Older buildings can be more appropri-
ate,” according to Albrecht. “They usu-
ally have a smaller footprint. Instead 
of 30,000-square-foot plate that you 
might find in a suburban area, histor-
ic ones can be smaller—in the 8,000- to 
12,000-square-foot range. That’s typical-
ly what you would see in a residential 
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development.” Pre-1960 buildings, he 
added, “might also have more articulat-
ed facades instead of large expanses of 
glass or ribbon windows that may not 
feel residential.”

One BKV project in Minneapolis “had 
such a big floor plate that we cut atri-
ums in it and used that to bring natural 
light into the inner part of the building,” 
said Boarman. He added that in Arling-
ton, Virginia, there are currently a lot of 
studies going on to try to convert a clus-
ter of 1970s office buildings. “There are 
such large plates and no ability to have 
operable windows. Office owners are 
getting despondent over repurposing 
them because the costs are just equal to 
a new building.”

Cost

Adaptive reuse can often be compara-
ble in cost to new construction. But it’s 
not just the investment in construction 

that’s problematic. With any leased proj-
ect, every month spent offline is a seri-
ous concern. And since struggling com-
mercial offices are seldom completely 
vacant, owners often must give up rev-
enue just to get started.

“When you’re thinking about convert-
ing your buildings, there’s an oppor-
tunity cost,” noted Lodhi. “You have to 
basically vacate the building, let all the 
leases expire. You spend time and mon-
ey renovating, then spend time leasing 
it up. That whole process could take five 
years.” He added that it would probably 
take 20 years to totally recoup the initial 
investment through rent collections.

Sure, you “don’t have to build all the 
structure,” said Albrecht. “You get some 
things just because of the building” 
that’s already there. But by the time 
you start taking into account things like 
plumbing and drywall, that can drive up 
costs quickly.

Photo courtesy Cooper Carry

Small windows and a large floorplate made The Foundry, which this “before" building would soon 
become, a challenge to turn into housing. Architect Cooper Carry took advantage of the extra space 
at the core to provide leasable storage space to tenants
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Muldowney concurred: the concrete 
is poured, the steel is set, the elevators 
are already there. “It’s got to be less to 
reuse,” people think, but “when you re-
ally dig into it and you get an architect 
on the case and bring MEP contractors 
in and all, it’s really not that much of a 
difference” in cost compared with new 
construction. And most of the time, he 
said, even if you have to lower the rent 
to attract tenants, you can still get more 
money out of an office building than you 
can out of a multifamily project.

But in some markets, it’s a different 
story. Muldowney offered the example 
of Baltimore, where there is a central 
business district full of “gorgeous office 
buildings with beautiful, ornate archi-
tecture.” But they lack modern HVAC 
and IT systems, and appropriate floor 
plates. Such buildings often go through 
a series of purchases and are ultimate-
ly lost to the lenders. “It diminishes and 
diminishes and diminishes [in value] 
to the point where the [rent potential 
per] square footage matches up with the 
costs of converting it.”

Downtown Baltimore, with the help of 
government organizations, has a special 
program that encourages conversion of 
obsolete office buildings to apartments, 
according to Muldowney. This has re-
sulted in the creation of 10,000 residen-
tial units over the last 15 years in older 
office buildings. The main driver is prop-
erty tax abatement. Owners start out 
paying nothing and gradually move up 
to paying full property tax right around 
the time they are starting to recoup their 
investment in the conversion.

Reluctance to take on a dinosaur

Perception of obsolete office buildings 
is generally negative. Why would an 
owner or developer want to repurpose 
an unwanted property—especially if it’s 
going to be expensive and come with po-
tential zoning-related delays—instead of 
building something shiny and new?

Here’s where policy can step up.

Carbon incentives

“When is it best to take down a building 
and start from scratch?” asks Timothy 
Smith. “If there were carbon incentives, 
now we need to think twice about tak-
ing down this building. Maybe it doesn’t 
lend itself to a wonderful social design” 
on first analysis, he suggested, but that 
just means “we have to get more cre-
ative about how to make it that way or 
reuse the building or piece of the build-
ing.” And even if the building really does 
need to come down, “Let’s get more rig-
orous about what we do with the mate-
rials.”

Tax incentives for preservation

Because older buildings tend to be bet-
ter candidates for office-to-residential 
conversion, some projects can benefit 
from federal historic preservation tax 
credits put in place in the 1980s. By sell-
ing these credits, developers can pay for 
20% to 25% of the cost of construction, 
according to Boarman. “It has created 
a legacy of historic buildings over the 
last 40 years,” he said. There are similar 
programs offered by many states, which 
can help pay for another large chunk.

But don’t take these incentives for grant-
ed, Boarman warned. “In many states, 
they’re rescinding those programs and 
reducing those programs” due to fund-
ing pressures, he told BuildingGreen. 
“From 1930 to 1960, urban renewal in 
downtown cities cleared out huge num-
bers of historic buildings.” The tax cred-
it programs “ended that devastation of 
historic buildings and created the op-
portunity economically to do this repur-
posing and preservation for the future. 
There’s something to be lost if these 
rules are rescinded.” And one of those 
things could be the opportunity to con-
vert older office buildings to housing.
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Case Study: The Foundry
Size: 740,000 ft2, 520 residential units

Location: Alexandria, Virginia (in “Old 
Town”)

Architect: Cooper Carry

MEP engineer: Integrated Design  
Consultants

Structural engineer: SK&A

General contractor: Balfour Beatty  
Construction

The Foundry, a 13-story multifamily 
building located half a block from a Met-
ro transit station in the Washington, D.C. 
metro area, began life 38 years ago as 
an office building populated by U.S. De-
partment of Defense workers. “It’s Main 
Street, U.S.A.,” according to Cooper Car-
ry’s Steve Smith, referring to the historic 
downtown feel of Old Town Alexandria. 
The U.S. General Services Administra-
tion was abandoning the structure, and 
there was no prospect of future office 
tenants. “It had small windows and an 
antique mechanical system,” explained 
Smith. “Its life as an office was over. It 
was going to be a big behemoth sitting 
there empty.”

Cooper Carry is also working on a new 
construction project, Carlyle Crossing, 
directly across the street. This new de-
velopment will have three residential 
towers with condominiums, apartments, 
and senior living, totaling more than 700 
units. A Wegmans supermarket will in-
habit the ground floor. Between the two 
projects, the concept is to stimulate de-
velopment of a high-density, transit-ori-
ented district in a former fringe area 
that used to host a lot of parking.

Structural challenges
The very first challenge the team en-
countered was the building’s “humon-
gous footprint,” as Smith put it. The 
building is 124 feet deep and 274 feet 
long. A multifamily building is typically 

closer to 65 or 70 feet deep, according 
to Smith. In the end, the design solution 
was simple. In addition to the normal 
core services like elevators, the core of 
the building has an amenity that’s near-
ly unheard of in the multifamily world: 
large storage spaces (where the bath-
rooms used to be) that tenants can rent. 
“That has sold like gangbusters,” Smith 
said.

There were also inconveniently placed 
columns. The team managed to design 
in such a way that there was a demising 
wall around each one.

Keeping all the columns, all the slabs 
“kept all that stuff out of a landfill some-
where,” said Smith. “All that goes into 
not just good practice from a sustain-
ability and health standpoint, but goes 
into making the deal work from a finan-
cial standpoint.”

Smith knows that because when he first 
got the call, he did three studies for the 
owner: keep the building and work with 
it, take down half the building and re-
place it with parking, or “scrape it all 
out” and start from scratch. It was keep-
ing the building that penciled out.

Parking

A transit-oriented district is great, but 
you still need parking for residents, 
pointed out Smith. The problem? The 
parking for the office building used to be 
where Carlyle Crossing is now going up.

Because it had been a Department of 
Defense building, said Smith, the entire 
ground floor had no windows. Some of 
that eventually got opened up and be-
came retail space, but some also incor-
porates a parking garage. “We had to cut 
slabs and ramps to turn three levels of 
the office building into parking,” he ex-
plained.

The project also included bike parking 
and special parking for energy-efficient 
vehicles. Between that and the nearby 
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Metro station, the project was allowed 
reduced parking ratios.

New floors and roof

Because they were losing so much leas-
able space by using three floors for park-
ing, the team checked out the structural 
capacity of the foundation and then con-
vinced the City to allow the addition of 
three more stories to the building. But 
instead of a rectangular shape, the new 
levels have a Z shape with double-load-
ed residential corridors.

“From a sustainability standpoint, we 
were looking at opportunities for the 
roof,” said Smith. “We were able to in-
troduce roof gardens up there, which 
handled stormwater.” He said that the 

building manages 100% of rainwater on-
site now. “It acted as if the building was 
never there” in that regard.

In the unplanted portions of the roof, 
white TPO was used to reduce the 
heat-island effect.

Envelope

“It was amazingly under-insulated,” 
said Smith. To correct that, the team got 
the roof to R-30 and the walls to R-25.

The office building also had tiny win-
dows—non-thermally-broken single-pane 
glass, said Smith. These were replaced 
with larger high-performance windows 
that “allow more light to come through 
while also reflecting [heat] back out.”

Photo: Judy Davis,  
Architectural Photographer 

The Foundry, a Cooper Carry- 
designed office-to-residential 
conversion project in  
Alexandria, Virginia, repur-
posed a commercial building 
left behind by the U.S. General 
Services Administration. It is 
part of a new mixed-use devel-
opment that includes a large 
supermarket and three residen-
tial housing towers across the 
street.
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Mechanical system

Even if they had wanted to reuse the 
antiquated mechanical system, the 
original one wouldn’t have offered the 
unit-by-unit controllability that tenants 
expect, explained Smith. They replaced 
the original through-wall mechanical 
system, with a central boiler on the roof, 
with packaged terminal air conditioners 
(PTAC units). Between that and the new 
windows, “IAQ was much better, and ac-
cess to daylight,” said Smith. “All those 
kind of things were really important for 
health.”

Zoning

“Favorable zoning really helped this job 
go faster,” said Smith. Alexandria had 
recently changed its commercial busi-
ness district zoning to include multifam-
ily development. “A lot of jurisdictions 
out there are looking to provide those 
incentives.”

But is it a trend?

Smith thinks conversions like these may 
be on the horizon as a real trend.

“A handful of years ago, more than 80% 
of office space in the metro Washington 
area was greater than 25 years old,” said 
Smith. “It’s heading toward needing a 
refresh.” Since working on the Foundry, 
Cooper Carry has gotten calls from bro-
kers around the country, from Michigan 
to Kentucky to California, with ideas for 
similar projects.

“We’re all questioning:  Are we going 
back to the office? And how much?” said 
Smith. Even though we may need more 
square feet per person for social dis-
tancing, “it’s not going to be 100% of the 
people 100% of the time. Americans are 
entrepreneurial. If there’s a problem, 
we all look for ways to solve it.”

With the need for office space reducing, 
he surmised, a lot more older buildings 
will go on the market. “The diminished 

value of buildings—that’s what leads to 
adaptive reuse that allows it to pay off at 
the end of the day.”

If You Don’t Have  
to Build It …
“I would say [office-to-residential con-
version] is not a massive trend,” said 
Timothy Smith. “People are doing it be-
cause they see the writing on the wall.” 
His own firm is looking for new office 
space currently and is considering cut-
ting back to 80% or 90% of what it has 
now because leadership is expecting a 
lot more remote work after the worst of 
the COVID-19 pandemic is over. “People 
are now realizing that people can be just 
as productive at home as they can be at 
the office. Maybe we will see an acceler-
ation of this trickle of a trend.”

Albrecht added an environmental re-
minder. “Adaptive reuse should be con-
sidered more and more these days, and 
a lot of the guidance we’re giving our 
teams in working with our clients is that 
if you don’t have to build it, don’t build 
it.”

And yet, although laudable, this particu-
lar type of adaptive reuse should not be 
seen as a panacea. Office-to-residential 
conversions will need specific types of 
policy support if they are going to help 
solve the housing crisis. They need to be 
done in a systematic way that requires 
affordable housing, prevents displace-
ment of existing communities, and en-
courages appropriate retail services.
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Continuing Education
To receive continuing education credits, take this quiz  
online at www.buildinggreen.com/spotlight/conversions.

    1 AIA HSW, 1 GBCI Credit

Instructions

If you purchased this report, or if you are 
a BuildingGreen Premium member, you 
can get continuing education credits by 
successfully completing this quiz on our 
website.

For BuildingGreen to automatically report 
your CEUs, you will need to add your AIA 
and/or GBCI identification info to your 
profile, at www.buildinggreen.com/user. 

Course Level: Intermediate

Description

Office work is changing. During the heat of 
the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, the aver-
age commercial office vacancy rate across 
the U.S. leapt from about 12% to 15%, ac-
cording to CBRE. Meanwhile, nearly every 
major city in the U.S. is struggling with a 
years-long affordable housing crisis that is 
forcing people to share close quarters or 
move farther and farther away from their 
jobs. Why not convert those empty office 
buildings into housing? It sounds obvious. 
And yet there are both design problems 
and economic roadblocks. This report 
analyzes the sustainability opportunities 
and challenges of urban office-to-multi-
family conversions.

Learning Objectives

Upon completion of this course, partici-
pants will be able to: 

1. 	Understand the environmental im-
pacts of new construction compared 
with adaptive reuse.

2.	 List six reasons to save obsolete urban 
office buildings and turn them into 
housing, including why these strate-
gies are environmentally preferable.

3.	 List five challenges of converting obso-
lete urban office buildings and the en-
vironmentally and socially sustainable 
policy solutions that can remedy these 
challenges.

4.	 Explain how suburban office parks can 
flourish in the future as new “mini- 
villages."

®

http://www.buildinggreen.com/spotlight/conversions
https://www.buildinggreen.com/user


QUIZ QUESTIONS

1.  �The CO2 emissions associated with building  
materials are known as their _______.

a.	 Total carbon
b.	 Operational carbon
c.	 Embodied carbon
d.	 Energy emissions

2.  �What are some possible obstacles to adaptive  
re-use? (Select all that apply)

a.	 Zoning laws
b.	 Floor plates
c.	 Dense urban location
d.	 Cost

3.  �According to Travis Albrecht of Gensler, “Some of 
our studies have shown, for an office building espe-
cially, upwards of __ of the embodied carbon of the 
building is associated with the primary structure 
and floor areas.”

a.	 90%
b.	 80%
c.	 70%
d.	 60%

4.  �Adaptive reuse is an environmental win because 
_______ typically require better performance  
from the same building.

a.	 Building codes
b.	 Rating systems like LEED
c.	 Owners
d.	 None of the above

5.  �The dedicated outdoor air system typically found 
in a commercial office building can do which one 
of the following when the building is converted to 
residential use?

a.	 Decrease energy use required for  
ventilation

b.	 Improve indoor air quality compared with 
typical residential construction

c.	 Require residents to open windows
d.	 Require residents to keep windows closed

6. �Adaptive reuse can be _______ because it can  
reduce construction time.

a.	 More expensive
b.	 More energy intensive
c.	 Less expensive
d.	 Less energy intensive

7.  �Changing a commercial business district to mixed 
use can _______ neighborhood vitality. 

a.	 Increase
b.	 Decrease
c.	 Neither

8.  �Why isn’t adaptive reuse always the best thing for  
a community?

a.	 Old eyesores should just be demolished
b.	 Historic buildings should be left alone
c.	 It can decrease land values
d.	 It can increase land values and the threat  

of displacement

9.  �What are some ways to encourage office-to- 
residential conversions? (Choose all that apply)

a.	 Changing zoning laws
b.	 Requiring affordable housing
c.	 Offering property tax abatement
d.	 Introducing carbon incentives

10.  �A multifamily building is typically _______ feet 
deep. 

a.	 125 to 150
b.	 90 to 100
c.	 65 to 70
d.	 40 to 50 
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