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T
he fourth quarter of 2020 was another challenging period for 
Greater Boston’s office market. A resurgent second wave of 
the virus across the US and Massachusetts kept employees, 

either through company choice or government mandate, from 
returning fully to the office. This second wave also slowed what 
had been a robust economic recovery. From May to August 
2020, Greater Boston gained 110,500 jobs, but in the three 
months since, Boston gained only 35,700 jobs. Challenging 
public health conditions, plus lingering uncertainty and the 
holiday season, limited the number of deals completed in Q4. 
But unlike the spring, we have a better understanding of this 
virus and how it impacts real estate.

While the quarter was difficult, many real estate market 
indicators weren’t as severe as in the third quarter. Sublet 
additions rose by roughly 1.2 million square feet, compared to 
1.6 million square feet in Q3. Absorption was roughly a million 
square feet negative, compared to 1.4 million square feet the 
quarter before. Landlords in most corners of the market held 
asking rents near pre-COVID levels. Though, our fourth quarter 
data did show some drops in asking rents, most notably in 
Class B properties downtown. Despite sporadic declines, these 
drops haven’t nearly been commensurate with the recent steep 
negative absorption and rising sublet availabilities. Institutional 
landlords have bet on holding out through this tough period. 
Landlords also demonstrated similar instincts in the capital 
markets as few have chosen to sell general office assets. These 
holding tendencies in both rents and the capital markets make 
sense when the market has been as uncertain as it has.

LOOKING FORWARD
It is almost certain that these next few months will be another 
trying period for the country’s public health and economy. But 
we now have the first sign of a resolution to this crisis thanks to 
record and groundbreaking work by biotechnology companies. 
Pfizer and Cambridge-based Moderna have received 
emergency approval for an effective COVID-19 vaccine, and 
states have already begun inoculating their most vulnerable 
populations. Most companies have waited until the vaccine 
becomes widely available before making substantial real estate 
decisions. Broader public accessibility to the vaccine appears 
unlikely until at least the Spring. But upon that point, deal 
volume should return.
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BOSTON OFFICE TRENDS
Q4 2020

B
oston posted its fourth quarter of negative absorption in a row led 
by the Financial District and the Back Bay. The deals that were 
completed in Q4 were primarily renewals or sublets, allowing 

leases to roll and causing direct vacant space to hit the market. Loomis 
Sayles signed the largest office lease of the year with their renewal 
and downsize at 1 Financial Center. CoStar Group also did a short-term 
renewal of their space at 33 Arch Street. Short-term renewals have 
been commonplace for tenants as they navigate a changing real estate 
market’s complexities and uncertainty. 

Sublet availabilities continued to rise downtown, albeit at a slower rate 
than the previous quarter. Tenants added an average of nearly 62,600 
square feet of sublet space per week in Q4 compared to 155,000 
square feet per week in Q3. Among the largest additions were MGH in 
Charlestown, Verizon and Rapid7 in the Hub on Causeway, LogMeIn in 
the Seaport, Aquia at 53 State, and Havas at 10 Summer. While lower 
sublet additions are encouraging, there is still a massive amount of space 
that will hit the direct market soon. To put total numbers into perspective, 
sublet availabilities as a percentage of inventory is roughly the same 
today as direct vacancies were this time last year.

DEAL HIGHLIGHTS

1 FINANCIAL CENTER
SUBMARKET Financial District

TENANT Loomis Sayles

SIZE 232,000 SF

33 ARCH STREET
SUBMARKET Financial District

TENANT CoStar

SIZE 25,200 SF

125 HIGH STREET
SUBMARKET Financial District

TENANT William Blair and Company

SIZE 20,000 SF

3 CENTER PLAZA
SUBMARKET Financial District

TENANT Mass Municipal Association

SIZE 17,700 SF
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BOSTON OFFICE TRENDS
Q4 2020

T
he split between Class A and B rents widened further in the fourth 
quarter. While rents in Class A only fell slightly, Class B did experience 
a decline. Quality preference may play a role. As may fundamentals as 

Class B vacancies are notably higher than they are in A. But a larger role 
maybe the classes’ respective ownership pools. The institutional landlords 
of Boston’s Class A towers either may have underwritten a certain high rent 
level on acquisition or may not want to drop rents when their hold periods 
can be a decade or longer. 

With general office demand limited and sublet availabilities high, competition 
for tenants in the sublet market has been robust. While direct rates have 
marginally declined, there have been some notable declines in certain 
sublet availabilities. Clearly, any movement has not been enough to bring 
out droves of leasing since sublet availabilities continue to climb. But certain 
well-positioned and long term sublet spaces have seen activity. 

Transit cuts bode watching. Transit usage is down 60% in Massachusetts 
since the start of the year, leading to the MBTA facing a massive $580 
million-dollar budget deficit. The state recently approved a 20% service cut 
for the Red, Orange, Green lines, in addition to scaling back commuter rail, 
bus, and ferry services. While these developments were likely needed given 
drops in ridership, lingering cuts could hinder the transit reliant downtown 
markets.

1 FINANCIAL CENTER

MBTA RED LINE
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CAMBRIDGE OFFICE TRENDS
Q4 2020
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S
ublet availabilities in Cambridge’s office market rose further from their 
lofty totals in the third quarter. Sublet space now constitutes 8.2% of the 
total Cambridge office inventory, and nearly 11% of the East Cambridge 

market. Tech companies lead the way for recent additions. Hubspot added 
more sublet space at 1 Canal while Oracle listed its offices at 1 Main Street. 
Some tenants have marketed space without even occupying it. Aurora has 
begun to market the remainder of its offices at 314 Main Street, while Sanofi 
listed two more floors at the under-construction 450 Water Street. Some 
of these sublet spaces, particularly those with lots of remaining term, have 
reportedly seen solid activity.  

An interesting paradox may explain Cambridge’s high sublet availabilities. 
Once the strongest drivers of office leasing metro-wide, technology firms 
are now giving back the most space. The same trends are evident in the 
tech-heavy B space of Fort Point and North Station submarkets of Boston. 
It’s not as if all these tech firms are suffering and forced to give back space. 
In fact, the overall technology sector is arguably one of the best performing 
in the country. It appears that many tech companies have the resources and 
know-how to work remote. Many coding and software development jobs also 
don’t necessarily need to be performed in an office setting. Cambridge is still 
a very desirable office market for tech firms, and employees will surely return 
to the office at some point. But how tech firm will utilize their space in the 
future remains to be determined.

 West        Mid        East

450 WATER STREET 

314 MAIN STREET



SUBURBAN OFFICE TRENDS
Q4 2020

T
he suburbs had another quiet quarter as few large deals 
completed outside of renewals. This lack of activity led to 
560,000 square feet of negative absorption split evenly 

between 128 and 495. Rents remained overall flat throughout most 
submarkets, a phenomenon not unfamiliar to many suburban areas. 
Many have speculated that the suburbs could be a beneficiary 
of the changes in work that may emerge in a post-COVID-19 
world. There are certainly reasons this could be the case, such as 
proximity to employees and reliance on driving over public transit. 
Still, there isn’t enough evidence to point to a definitive trend for 
now.

Sublet space isn’t as near of a concern in the suburbs as it is 
in Boston and Cambridge, but there has been an increase in a 
handful of suburban submarkets. Interestingly, the areas closest 
to the urban core have seen the largest increases. 128 West, 
for example, has about the same amount of sublet space as a 
percentage of inventory as the Seaport. Compare this to 495, 
where many submarkets have witnessed hardly any change in their 
sublet space. Among the largest suburban sublet additions in Q4 
were AMAG Pharmaceuticals and Radius Health in Waltham, Oracle 
in Burlington, and Ameresco in Framingham.

DEAL HIGHLIGHTS

92 OLD CONNECTICUT PATH
SUBMARKET Mass Pike West

TENANT Definitive Healthcare

SIZE 55,700 SF

2 EXECUTIVE DRIVE
SUBMARKET Route 3 North

TENANT Qorvo

SIZE 34,700 SF

100 FIFTH AVENUE
SUBMARKET 128 West

TENANT Apellis Pharmaceuticals

SIZE 16,400 SF

200 FIFTH AVENUE
SUBMARKET 128 West

TENANT Texas Instruments

SIZE 14,100 SF

ROUTE 128 OFFICE
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SUBURBAN OFFICE TRENDS
Q4 2020

W
hile present in previous quarters, lab conversion activity has ramped 
up to record levels. More than 830,000 square feet of formerly 
vacant office space is in various stages of conversion, including 195 

West, 200 West, 1560 Trapelo, 20 Maguire, 47 Foundry, and Arsenal on the 
Charles. Many of these buildings have witnessed strong activity in Q4, with 
200 West and 1560 Trapelo leased to Translate Bio and Dyne Therapeutics 
respectively. While this phenomenon isn’t directly applicable to office 
demand, the net removal of supply effectively tightens the overall market, 
particularly in Route 128 West. The same phenomenon has long been 
present in the industrial market where widespread demolition of near urban 
product has reduced availabilities and increased rents.

495 was quiet on the leasing front and still struggles to absorb several large 
blocks of space on the market. Flex oriented assets have done well during 
the pandemic as the production and R&D capabilities these buildings offer 
can’t be replicated in a remote capacity. GMP (Good Manufacturing Practices) 
demand has particularly ramped up, primarily from CDMO (Contract and 
Development Manufacturing Organizations) who manufacture a company’s 
drugs for them. Much of this is due to maturity in the biotechnology industry, 
where companies created 5 years ago or so now need manufacturing space 
to bring an approved drug to market. Vibalogics leasing 118,000 square feet 
at Lincoln Property Company’s 1414 Massachusetts Ave in Boxborough is an 
example of this trend. Vibalogics will be responsible for the production of 
Johnson & Johnson’s COVID vaccine.

1414 MASSACHUSETTS AVENUE

95 NETWORK DRIVE

I-495 OFFICE
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DEVELOPMENT
Q4 2020

E
ven with numerous office towers currently under construction in downtown Boston, there has been more developer 
activity on the office tower front. Winthrop Center was allowed to continue construction after a group of lenders came to 
its rescue when its financing fell through. Skanska purchased John Hancock’s development site along Boylston Street, 

already approved for a 27-story tower. Skanska appears likely to make changes to the approved 625,000 square foot design, 
apparently targeting more flexible office use and space for more multiple tenants. After unsuccessfully trying to develop a 
condo tower at One Bromfield, Midwood Investments is back with a 441,000 square foot, 21-story tower on the site, currently 
under review by the BDPA.  

The current downtown office pipeline stands around 5 million square feet, a cyclical high. Despite the current development 
pipeline, there are some consolations for many of these developments. Most are set to deliver in 2022-24 when the leasing 
environment may be different than it is today. One element aiding this burgeoning pipeline is the pivot of many projects from 
office to lab. 401 Congress in the Seaport recently switched to lab, as did Oxford Properties’ 125 Lincoln in Midtown. Even 
projects already underway have changed to lab. Related’s Kenmore project and CIM’s 321 Harrison, both speculative and 
well underway, recently pivoted to lab. Removing these two projects from the office pipeline alone raised under construction 
preleasing levels from 42.5% to 46%.

The pipeline in the suburbs has been quiet. Meketa Investment Group finished their 40,000 square feet building at 80 
University in Westwood marking the quarter’s only notable office completion. Lab ground-up development and conversions 
in 128 West dominate recent developments. 830,000 square feet of previous vacant office space are in various stages of 
conversion. While out in 495, GMP development is the main story. King Street announced it would be building a 700,000 
square foot GMP campus in Devens, adjacent to Bristol Myers Squibb’s current pharmaceutical manufacturing operations.

UNDER CONSTRUCTION
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INVESTMENT SALES
Q4 2020

O
ffice investment activity has crept up from historically low levels but still lags relative to its history and high industrial and lab 
levels. The only transaction that occurred in Boston or Cambridge in the quarter that didn’t have a lab angle was 370-380 Stuart 
Street in Back Bay, purchased by Skanska for a tower redevelopment. Beyond the current capital markets environment, this lack of 

deals is also because so many buildings traded in 2019, and many owners here are long term holds. Some notable buildings are being 
marketed downtown, including 2 Drydock in the Seaport, so deal volume next quarter could be driven higher but still likely below the 
hefty levels of years before.

INNOVATION AND DESIGN BUILDING
PRICE $710 million

PSF $539

BUYER Related Beal

SELLER Jamestown

20-36 CROSBY DRIVE
PRICE $122 million

PSF $207

BUYER TPG Global

SELLER National Development

370-380 STUART STREET
PRICE $177 million

PSF -

BUYER Skanska

SELLER John Hancock

1040-1050 WALTHAM STREET
PRICE $23.2 million

PSF -

BUYER Singerman Real Estate

SELLER Greatland Realty Partners



BOSTON RSF % Vacant % Sublease % Available Net Absorption - 
Direct Space 

12 Month 
Absorption Asking Rate 

TOTAL A&B  72,656,996 7.2% 5.0% 17.1%  (439,939)  (1,575,875)  $63.51 

Back Bay  14,740,807 3.4% 4.2% 10.6%  (116,150)  (227,562)  $66.83 

Charlestown  2,085,645 5.8% 11.3% 25.2%  91  (30,613)  $43.11 

Fenway  1,746,002 0.0% 3.5% 3.5% -  (542)  $56.16 

Financial District  35,213,268 7.9% 5.6% 20.7%  (220,646)  (974,086)  $64.55 

Midtown  1,873,878 4.2% 3.3% 8.7%  (17,606)  26,073  $49.01 

North Station  3,276,277 9.1% 5.6% 16.1%  (27,192)  (106,217)  $56.44 

Seaport  10,838,732 11.6% 4.4% 18.9%  (9,222)  (189,892)  $66.82 

South Station  2,882,387 7.1% 0.6% 9.1%  (49,214)  (73,036)  $58.10 

CAMBRIDGE RSF % Vacant % Sublease % Available Net Absorption - 
Direct Space 

12 Month 
Absorption Asking Rate 

TOTAL A&B  11,671,926 4.1% 8.2% 13.7%  (17,582)  (108,727) $83.80 

East Cambridge  6,706,580 3.6% 10.5% 14.8%  (6,190)  (61,335)  $96.98 

Mid Cambridge  3,132,475 4.4% 2.7% 8.7%  (1,766)  (44,960)  $73.41 

West Cambridge  1,832,871 5.1% 9.1% 18.4%  (9,626)  (2,432)  $53.33 

SUBURBS RSF % Vacant % Sublease % Available Net Absorption - 
Direct Space 

12 Month 
Absorption Asking Rate 

TOTAL A&B  108,554,335 14.0% 2.8% 20.1%  (556,300)  (2,169,714)  $27.26 

Inner Suburbs  5,421,025 11.8% 3.4% 16.4%  (10,961)  104,888  $45.65 

ROUTE 128  59,219,574 11.9% 3.2% 18.2%  (265,260)  (1,370,086)  $29.77 

128 West  23,993,284 10.6% 4.7% 19.8%  (84,016)  (687,593)  $34.62 

128 North  18,276,488 13.4% 2.8% 18.3%  (108,472)  (619,074)  $29.06 

128 South  16,949,802 12.1% 1.6% 15.9%  (72,772)  (63,419)  $23.68 

INTERSTATE 495  43,913,736 17.1% 2.2% 23.1%  (280,079)  (904,516)  $21.59 

495 Mass Pike West  19,541,882 17.6% 2.4% 22.5%  17,184  (95,235)  $22.45 

495 Route 2 West  6,691,760 18.1% 1.3% 30.3%  4,044  66,456  $19.66 

495 Northeast  6,399,846 19.9% 2.3% 25.9%  (257,451)  (425,346)  $21.58 

Route 3 North  6,901,485 18.0% 1.9% 22.1%  (51,839)  (326,504)  $21.89 

495 South  4,378,763 8.3% 3.0% 12.2%  7,983  (123,887)  $20.30 

ALL OFFICE 192,883,257 10.9% 4.0% 18.6% (1,013,821) (3,854,316) $45.22 

OFFICE MARKET STATS
Q4 2020
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