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US Gateway Cities Class A Office Sales 
Volume & Buying Trends – December 2020 

As exhibited in the graphic, available 
square footage of Class A office space 
has fluctuated over the given study 
period. Q4 2020 reached the highest 
level of availability with over 8.2 
million square feet available. With 
COVID-19 emerging in Mid-March 
2020, we have seen rising 
availabilities since.  In Q4 2020, 
availabilities reached their highest 
point of the study period. 

Due to the pandemic, vacancy rates 
have been on a steady increase as 
shown on the right. The final quarter 
of 2020 reflects a vacancy rate of 
13.4%, which is the highest vacancy 
rate observed over the past eight 
quarters.  

The top buyers and sellers of 2020 are 
presented on the right. Munich 
Reinsurance America is the top buyer 
of this asset type, accounting for 
more than $900 million. The top seller 
was Abu Dhabi Investment Authority, 
which accounted for $900 million in 
sales.  

2020 represented many challenges for the Class A Office Market sector within the following gateway cities: 
New York, Boston, Chicago, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Washington D.C. These cities are home to 
regional and international corporations and serve as headquarters locations for many Fortune 500 companies.   
Investment in these gateway cities remains a harbinger for the health of the US Office Market.   

The parameters for this search include investment sales of Class A office buildings in the six gateway cities 
within the US over a 2-year period, from January 2019 to December 2020. We analyzed each city to compare 
number of transactions and dollar volume over the given study period.  
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Number of Sales Transactions 

We tracked the number of monthly Class A office building sales recorded, segmented by each gateway city. Over the prior 2-year period as of 
December 2020, there have been a total of 97 transactions.  New York City has experienced the most transactions, accounting for approximately 
36.1% of the total number of transactions across all cities.  
 

 
 
In terms of number of transactions, the highest number of monthly transactions occurred in September 2019, with 14 sales, reflecting an 
increase of 56% from the prior month. During this month, Washington D.C. had the highest sales volume at six transactions and New York City 
had the second highest sales volume at 5 transactions. The figures are portrayed graphically below.  In December 2020, the market experienced 
a high of seven transactions throughout all gateway cities, which occurred in New York, Los Angeles, and Washington D.C. This reflects the 
highest number of transactions since 2019. It is also important to note that Washington D.C. has experienced five sales in the month of 
December. According to the graphic below, the number of transactions has been fluctuating downward due to the current state of the 
economy, however, experienced a huge spike towards the end of the year, indicating a potential increase in investment activity for the 
upcoming year. 
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Dollar Volume of Sales Transactions 

Over the 2-year period, New York City is responsible for approximately 48.8% of the total dollar volume of Class A office buildings across the 
six cities. Dollar volume in San Francisco is approximately 13.5% of total dollar volume with Boston following close behind reflecting 13% of 
total dollar volume. Washington DC, Chicago and LA have been less active than the top three cities in total dollar volume. The below table 
shows the dollar volume broken down by each city over the 2-year period.   
 

 
 
Over the study period, the city with the highest transaction volume is New York City, which comprises roughly $12 billion of total dollar volume. 
Boston and San Francisco have similar dollar volumes over $3.2 billion apiece. Throughout 2020, investment activity for Class A office buildings 
dropped off from prior levels. However, December experienced a large increase of 362.6% to $833 million as well as reporting seven 
transactions, which is the highest number of transactions seen since September 2019. This fluctuating trend in dollar volume indicates investors 
are still uncertain but there are signs of recovery moving into 2021.  
 

 

 
 
As detailed above and to the right, since 
the advent of COVID-19 in Mid-March 
2020, investors have remained hesitant, 
which is illustrated for April 2020, June 
2020, and July 2020.   
 
It is important to note that December 
2020 experienced large increases in 
dollar volume as well as number of 
transactions, indicating a potential 
increase in the foreseeable future.  
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Average Yearly Price per Square Foot 

The graphic on the left analyzes a five-year trend of dollar per 
square foot pricing broken down by each city. All six cities 
experienced fluctuations in pricing over the past five years.  The 
prices varied from $233 per square foot (Chicago 2018) to $1,156 
per square foot (San Francisco 2020). Pricing has varied in 2020, 
with three of the cities experiencing a decline in dollar per square 
foot (Chicago, Boston, New York City) and three of the cities 
experiencing an increase (San Francisco, Los Angeles, Washington 
D.C.).  

Average Quarterly Cap Rate 

With a lack of data on a monthly basis, the cap rate trend is 
analyzed on a quarterly basis across the six cities. The cap rates 
fluctuated from Q1 2019 to Q4 2020. As exhibited, the average 
cap rate ranged from 4.55% to 7.90%.  The average cap rate 
experienced a notable increase from Q1 2020 to Q2 2020 (4.55% 
to 7.75%) and continued this trend into Q3 2020 increasing to a 
7.90% cap rate. It is important to note that Q4 2020 experienced 
a notable decrease from 7.90% to a 5.90%.   

Quarterly Trend of Average Dollar Per Square Foot and 
Average Cap Rate 

The graph on the left shows the average price per square foot and 
average cap rate of the six cities on a quarterly basis. In 2019, cap 
rates fluctuated from 4.85% to 6.01%.  However, in 2020, cap rates 
took a different trajectory.  In Q1 2020, the average cap rate was 
4.55%, reflecting the lowest cap rate over the study period.  Since 
then, cap rates increased in Q2 and Q3 to nearly 8.00%, before 
correcting in Q4 at 5.90%.  This data is reassuring, and likely 
aligned with the fact that COVID-19 vaccines are scheduled to 
rollout in the US during Q1 2021.  While the pandemic remains an 
obstacle, it appears that investor sentiment is beginning to gain 
momentum.   
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