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In 2013, CBRE began publishing its annual Fit-Out 
Cost Guides to help our clients answer commonly 
asked questions about construction cost data, market 
trends and technology related to office fit-outs. This 
year, with volatility created by a global pandemic 
and our clients looking to CBRE for insights into the 
“bigger picture” of cost trends, we have expanded the 
report to include data from across all major industry 
sectors and portfolio strategies. 

CBRE’s Global Cost Trends Guide 2020-21 leverages 
data drawn from the more than 50,000 projects our 
Project Management professionals lead around the 
world each year, as well as analysis and insights from 
our industry-leading Cost Consultancy practice.  

This year’s report truly showcases the depth and 
breadth of CBRE Project Management’s knowledge 
and experience, as well as our commitment to our 
clients.  

To our clients, thank you for your continued 
partnership and the opportunity to play a part in your 
successes. We hope the Global Cost Trends Guide 
series continues to be a useful resource. I encourage 
you to reach out to your local CBRE Project 
Management team for even more insights on the data 
you’ll find within these pages.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Sincere thanks,

Jim Dobleske 
Global President, Project Management
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In the following report, CBRE provides data-driven 
insights to create increased transparency among these 
cost variables, as well as the trends we’re seeing in 
construction costs worldwide. Understanding these 
variables and how they impact the cost of delivering 
projects should provide confidence in the approach to 
capital planning. 

CBRE’s Global Cost Trends Guide remains the most 
comprehensive analysis of office pricing across all 
regions. This report is an evolution of CBRE’s annual 
Cost Fit-Out Guides (2019-20 Global Series), 
including data from across 75 countries and cost 
trend summaries in four regions – North America, 
EMEA, Asia Pacific, and Latin America. The intention 
of this report is to provide insight on macro trends 
with a future-looking perspective on cost variations 
and what we may see changing through 2021. 

134 CITIES | 75 COUNTRIES
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2020 has seen decreases 
in construction costs due 
to contractors adjusting 
prices to win work to 
sustain their businesses 
into 2021-22. They’re 
unlikely to remain low 
as additional COVID-19 
safety measures have 
added costs that further 
decrease their profits. 

Construction costs have 
increased in countries 
with ongoing economic 
or political instability due 
to the increase in cost for 
imported materials.

Organizations have 
adjusted their budgets 
and increased investments 
in enabling technologies 
to accommodate some 
level of remote working.

Adjustments in the type 
and layout of office 
furniture reflects a need 
for greater flexibility and 
collaboration for when 
employees truly need to 
be face-to-face.

The planning, allocation and deployment of capital 
is perhaps the most critical element of a successful 
construction project. Before deciding to start a 
project or signing a contract, a strategic capital 
plan is crucial as the underlying backbone to guide 
the project. With significant variables such as 
sociopolitical impacts, dynamic labor markets and 
varying material costs, crafting a capital plan is more 
nuanced than most realize. The construction industry 
– always subject to rapidly changing labor markets 
and materials costs – has faced the added burden this 
year of COVID-19’s effects on manufacturing, labor, 
transportation and health and safety requirements.

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought challenges 
to the commercial fit-out industry. While countries 
respond with different levels of restrictions, there 
are many similarities in the way in which the fit-out 
markets have adjusted within them.  

KEY TAKEAWAYSEXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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This 2020-21 CBRE Global Cost Trends Guide 
presents a consolidated view on the key changes 
in the four regions: North America, Latin America 
and the Caribbean, Europe Middle East and Africa, 
and Asia Pacific. We have analyzed and presented 
the cost variance from last year’s Regional Fit-Out 
Cost Guides through the data and experience of 
CBRE’s in-country resources. Their knowledge of 
local markets has also contributed to forming an 
understanding of how projects may be managed 
going forward and some of the key issues that may be 
faced locally.

For many office workers, the living room has now 
become the boardroom and with client CAPEX 
budgets tightening across the world, project pipelines 
in all regions are being cut as clients search for 
cost saving measures. Consistently, each region is 
experiencing a flattening and even slight decrease 
of construction costs, particularly due to contractors 
pricing down in their bids (tenders) to remain 
competitive. This also counteracts the additional 
costs associated with COVID-19 safety measures and 
extensions of schedules due to decreased capacities 

on sites. We should expect to see an increase in 
construction costs in 2021 as contractors see work 
return or potentially determine their price cuts are 
not sustainable given the added increase in costs 
associated with COVID-19 safety requirements. 

In some countries in South America and Africa, the 
pandemic is exacerbating ongoing economic and 
political instability, driving inflation and weakening 
currency value. This has the effect of increasing costs 
at the high-quality end of the market, where imported 
materials are particularly common.

While prices may remain stable, components of 
clients’ budgets are changing to reflect the change 
in use of commercial office space. The current shift 
in response to COVID-19 to include more flexibility 
and remote work options has resulted in a heavier 
investment in technology for collaboration and video 
conferencing, as well as smart building technology. 
Looking to the future, many companies will implement 
some level of remote working and outfit their offices 
with ample collaboration technology, and we would 
expect an increase in technology spend to continue.  

These statements are backed by current research 
and surveys, including CBRE’s The Transformation 
of CRE in the Age of COVID-19, The Future of the 
Office - 2020 Global Occupier Sentiment Survey 
and Workforce Sentiment Survey Results. Across all 
regions, while unit prices are remaining stable, clients 
appear to be budgeting more than they previously 
were for technology1. 

The same is true of furniture costs, as the selection 
of furniture reflects greater collaboration space 
and flexible office arrangements. As a result of 
COVID-19, the requirement and demand for office 
furniture and office layouts that accommodate greater 
flexibility and mobility have seen a sharp increase.  
Based on industry interviews and manufacturer 
perspectives, CBRE’s Perspective on the Future of 
Furniture found that open collaboration space will 
increase in importance and manufacturers will likely 
pivot to support greater activity-based working. 

GLOBAL COST TRENDS

1. Computers and personal equipment are typically not part of construction budgets.
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FIGURE 1 | 2020-21 GLOBAL COST TRENDS
AS COMPARED WITH 2019-20 FIT-OUT COST DATA

Source: CBRE Cost Consultancy.
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FIGURE 2 | GLOBAL TOP CITIES BY CONSTRUCTION COST
2020 COST INDEX

Source: CBRE Cost Consultancy.
Note: Cost indexes represent a comparison of 2020 fit-out costs between cities, providing an indication of discount or premium in each market.
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OVERVIEW OF PROJECT COST BREAKDOWNS COST FACTOR  
FIT-OUT QUALITY

As with previous iterations of this report, the following key components make up the foundation for the report: construction costs; 
furniture, fixtures and equipment (FF&E); technology and security; relocation; and professional fees. Our cost factors are based on quality level of 

fit-out, as described below.
CONSTRUCTION COSTS account for between 50% and 70% of 
the total project spend, making it the largest category. Internal finishes 
and mechanical/electrical (M&E) are typically the two largest areas of 
construction spend, though this is dictated by the design specification. 
These costs are quoted based on the upgrade of an existing ‘warm 
shell’ landlord’s space, which would include a raised access floor, 
suspended ceilings with a standard arrangement of M&E services, and 
standard decorated finishes to perimeter walls.

FF&E covers all loose furniture, systems furniture, signage, branding 
and artwork and is the second largest spend category, contributing 
between 20% and 30% of the total project cost.

RELOCATION costs include the move management and physical 
relocation of employees and their belongings. It is an integral part of a 
CAT B project and takes place during and upon completion of the fit-
out works. While not a major percentage of project spend, relocations 
are the most personal aspect of the project, touching all occupants in 
some manner. This category includes front-end planning of activities 
and timelines, and the physical move and coordination required for 
both people and IT.

TECHNOLOGY covers tenants’ IT installations such as structured 
cabling, wired and wireless network equipment and audio-visual 
systems and typically accounts for 6% to 12% of total project spend. 
Security systems costs are driven predominantly by electronic access 
control and video surveillance capabilities. Desktop and laptop 
computers, multiple monitors and desk phones are considered users’ 
equipment and typically don’t sit within a fit-out budget; however, 
the placement of these components is essential to any workplace 
strategy. We are also noticing an increase in ‘smart building’ elements 
in commercial fit-outs, and this will tend to carry some additional 
construction costs for implementation of monitored and controllable 
systems, such as HVAC and lighting. 

PROFESSIONAL FEES account for between 6% and 12% of the 
total project spend and cover all architectural and engineering design, 
project management, cost consultancy and specialist consultants 
(acoustic, LEED, etc). Professional fees are often represented as a 
percentage of construction cost, in which case the ratio would range 
between 10% and 20% of construction cost.

LOW tier is characterized by a high-quality 
fit-out with little to no customization and 
lower architectural finish standards. This 
would be used for clients emphasizing value 
while still achieving basic design standards.

MEDIUM tier is for clients who are seeking 
a blend of customization, various upgraded 
finishes and cost effectiveness.

HIGH tier offers a unique office with high 
degrees of customized design, finish level 
and specialty/amenity space.
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Across North America, fit-out project volume has 
significantly declined in all major cities as occupiers 
weigh both the economic and social impact from the 
pandemic. It is common to find that many projects 
throughout 2020 have either been put on hold 
for future certainty, delayed indefinitely or in some 
cases, canceled. Due to this rapid change, real 
estate leaders and design professionals are exploring 
how the office of the future will be shaped by the 
virus from a productivity, safety and collaboration 
standpoint. 

Previously in this guide, we have noted how 
workplaces would need to be reconceptualized 
to account for demands such as experience and 
agility. Now with the wake of the pandemic, this 
reconceptualization will need to be accelerated with 
a new set of future demands. Although the future 
may be hard to predict, the following is a summary 
of observable impacts within the office fit-out market 
throughout North America.

NORTH AMERICA COST TRENDS
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Overall, the price of construction is relatively flat or 
slightly discounted across major regions within North 
America. General conditions have risen approximately 
10% as contractors have had to adapt their operations. 
These costs are related to health and safety checks, 
additional cleaning or washing stations and staging 
their job site to fit within COVID-19 protocols. 

There are some instances in which site constraints, 
due to COVID-19 protocols, are resulting in a loss of 
productivity for contractors. These productivity issues 
consist of limited vertical transportation, staggered 
shifts and general health and safety checks each day. 
Productivity losses have been minimal now as these 
adjustments are becoming normalized but could carry 
additional costs if schedules are extended.

Overall, although there are some rising costs for 
contractors, the forecasted decrease in construction 
spend results from a highly competitive market. Due 

to the significant decrease in volume, contractors 
are becoming more aggressive with their pricing and 
reducing their profit to continue to win work. This 
reduction coupled with a rise in general conditions 
nets a slight decrease in construction costs from the 
previous year.

Professional fees are consistently forecasted with an 
approximately 10% reduction across major regions. 
While some active projects have experienced elevated 
fees due to delayed project schedules or redesigns, 
new projects can expect to see a modest drop in 
professional fees largely due to a competitive market 
with reduced project volume. HVAC engineering 
consultants could be an area of growing demand as 
tenants and owners are exhibiting a strong desire to 
increase air quality systems.   

It is important to note that there 

is a continued focus on wellness 

as a central tenet in several new 

office buildouts. This includes 

de-densification of open offices, 

significantly improved air quality 

systems as well as enhanced 

digital technology as noted in last 

year’s Healthier Office, Happier 

Workforce, Greater Productivity 

article. These items represent 

scope changes compared to 

average office build outs previously 

built and a cost management 

professional should be consulted 

to fully detail the impact of those 

capital costs.
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For further predictions on how the office will change 

and the impact on potential project costs, please 

review results from CBRE’s The Future of the Office: 

2020 Global Occupier Sentiment Survey.

FIGURE 3 | NORTH AMERICA COST TRENDS
AS COMPARED WITH 2019-20 FIT-OUT COST DATA
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Source: CBRE Cost Consultancy.

Unit costs for furniture have decreased throughout 2020 and are expected to continue 
through the first half of 2021. Although costs and order quantities have diminished, it is 
suggested that overall budgets for FF&E remain at pre-pandemic levels. Many new offices are 
requiring different furniture systems and components to address product adaptability and to 
conform to new workplace norms post pandemic. 

Clients will likely continue to spend more on technology inside their workplace. Whether it 
is ensuring stronger connectivity or finding new ways to introduce collaboration, technology 
is a growing component within an office fit-out’s budget. CBRE is seeing a rise in the use of 
touchless technology which many clients are introducing as a part of their health and safety 
measures. Assume technology to continue to play a crucial role for all programming and 
visioning sessions for all new workplaces. 
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FIGURE 4 | NORTH AMERICA 2020 COST INDEX BY CITY
2020 COST INDEX
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Note: Cost indexes represent a comparison of 2020 fit-out costs between cities, providing an indication of discount or premium in each market.
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FIGURE 5 | NORTH AMERICA 2020 COST FACTORS
Cost factor percentages are year-over-year, with consideration for market and 
activity impacts on costs through 2021. 

FIGURE 6 | NORTH AMERICA 2020 COST DATA
(US$/SF)

STATE CITY LOW MEDIUM HIGH AVG

Georgia Atlanta 0.0% -0.4% -0.5% -0.4%
Maryland Baltimore 0.0% -0.6% -0.5% -0.5%
Massachusetts Boston 0.0% -0.7% -0.6% -0.5%
South Carolina Charleston 0.0% -0.2% -0.2% -0.2%
North Carolina Charlotte 0.0% -0.4% -0.5% -0.3%
Illinois Chicago 0.0% -1.6% -1.5% -1.3%
Ohio Cleveland 0.0% -0.4% -0.3% -0.3%
Ohio Columbus 0.0% -0.5% -0.5% -0.4%
Texas Dallas 0.0% -0.4% -0.7% -0.5%
Colorado Denver 0.0% -0.5% -0.5% -0.4%
Michigan Detroit 0.0% -1.0% -1.1% -0.8%
Texas Houston 0.0% -0.3% -0.1% -0.1%
Indiana Indianapolis 0.0% -0.1% -0.3% -0.2%
Missouri Kansas City 0.0% -0.5% -0.8% -0.5%
California Los Angeles 0.0% -1.5% -1.7% -1.3%
Florida Miami 0.0% -0.1% -0.2% -0.1%
Minnesota Minneapolis 0.0% -0.1% -0.2% -0.1%
Tennessee Nashville 0.0% 0.0% -0.1% -0.1%
New York New York 0.0% -2.4% -2.3% -1.9%
New Jersey Newark 0.0% -0.9% -0.2% -0.4%
California Oakland 0.0% -0.6% -0.6% -0.5%
Florida OrlandO 0.0% -0.8% -1.1% -0.8%
Pennsylvania Philadelphia 0.0% -1.5% -1.6% -1.3%
Arizona Phoenix 0.0% -0.4% -0.4% -0.3%
Oregon Portland 0.0% -0.5% -0.6% -0.5%
California Sacramento 0.0% -0.6% -0.7% -0.5%
Utah Salt Lake City 0.0% -0.6% -0.5% -0.4%
California San Diego 0.0% -0.6% -0.6% -0.5%
California San Francisco 0.0% -1.4% -1.1% -1.0%
California San Jose 0.0% -0.5% -0.6% -0.5%
Washington Seattle 0.0% -0.3% -0.2% -0.2%
Missouri St. LouiS 0.0% -0.6% -0.6% -0.5%
Florida Tampa 0.0% -0.5% -0.5% -0.4%
Ontario Toronto 0.0% -0.7% -0.6% -0.5%
Oklahoma Tulsa 0.0% -0.5% -0.6% -0.4%
British Columbia Vancouver 0.0% -0.6% -0.7% -0.5%
Washington Vancouver 0.0% -0.6% -0.6% -0.5%
District of Columbia Washington D.C. 0.0% 0.0% -0.1% 0.0%

STATE CITY LOW MEDIUM HIGH AVG

Georgia Atlanta 78 139 239 152
Maryland Baltimore 82 143 237 154
Massachusetts Boston 98 152 289 180
South Carolina Charleston 75 111 162 116
North Carolina Charlotte 83 114 197 131
Illinois Chicago 105 199 270 192
Ohio Cleveland 70 121 168 120
Ohio Columbus 63 132 169 121
Texas Dallas 82 123 197 134
Colorado Denver 96 141 238 159
Michigan Detroit 91 120 189 133
Texas Houston 73 115 176 121
Indiana Indianapolis 83 125 199 136
Missouri Kansas City 82 117 188 129
California Los Angeles 96 176 276 183
Florida Miami 65 118 202 128
Minnesota Minneapolis 95 116 228 146
Tennessee Nashville 71 119 211 134
New York New York 145 239 316 234
New Jersey Newark 88 160 269 172
California Oakland 85 146 271 168
Florida OrlandO 84 121 181 129
Pennsylvania Philadelphia 96 145 249 163
Arizona Phoenix 73 117 167 119
Oregon Portland 95 134 233 154
California Sacramento 83 139 218 147
Utah Salt Lake City 73 123 179 125
California San Diego 81 150 228 153
California San Francisco 133 219 329 227
California San Jose 108 160 300 189
Washington Seattle 131 216 298 215
Missouri St. LouiS 87 123 192 134
Florida Tampa 69 113 178 120
Ontario Toronto 85 123 228 145
Oklahoma Tulsa 78 92 166 112
British Columbia Vancouver 100 139 179 139
Washington Vancouver 90 141 183 138
District of Columbia Washington D.C. 99 146 247 164

Source: CBRE Cost Consultancy.
Note: Please refer to page 9 for definitions of what is meant by specification of quality for Low, Medium and High.

Source: CBRE Cost Consultancy.

14 | GLOBAL COST TRENDS GUIDE 2020-21

© CBRE, Inc.



CONTACTS REGIONAL 
LEADER

AUTHOR

Jim Dobleske
Global President,  
Project Management 
+1 704 376 7979 
jim.dobleske@cbre.com

Julie Whelan
Global Head of  
Occupier Research
+1 508 789 7085
julie.whelan@cbre.com

Richard Barkham,  
Ph.D., MRICS
Global Chief Economist &  
Head of Americas Research 
+1 617 912 5215 
richard.barkham@cbre.com 

Henry Chin, Ph.D.
Global Head of  
Investor Thought Leadership & 
Head of Research, APAC
+852 2820 8160 
henry.chin@cbre.com
 
Nigel Light
Senior Director,  
CBRE Cost Consultancy 
+1 203 707 3808 
nigel.light@cbre.com 

Curt Grantham
Americas President,
Project Management
curt.grantham@cbre.com

Nicolas McNamara 
Director, Cost Consultancy
Project Management- New York 
nicolas.mcnamara@cbre.com 
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Disclaimer: Information contained herein, including projections, has been obtained from sources believed to be reliable. While we do not doubt its accuracy, we have not verified it and make no 
guarantee, warranty or representation about it. It is your responsibility to confirm independently its accuracy and completeness. This information is presented exclusively for use by CBRE clients and 
professionals and all rights to the material are reserved and cannot be reproduced without prior written permission of CBRE.
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