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Moving Toward The Mainstream:
The Flex Phenomenon

The flexible workspace phenomenon continues to grow and expand across the world, with the 
industry having found a particularly strong foothold in Asia Pacific. The Executive Centre (TEC) have 
been operating in the region since 1994, growing and thriving in diverse markets that span Greater 
China, Southeast Asia, North Asia, India, Sri Lanka, Australia and the Middle East. We support a 
member-base of more than 24,000 professionals at 130+ locations with plans to continue growing 
further and faster. We are always shaping our product offering, design ethos and service delivery 
thanks to evolutions dictated by the market and an increasingly discerning consumer base. CBRE 
reports that as of March 2019, the total footprint of flexible space in Asia Pacific has reached 54 
million sqft and accounts for more than 3% of total office stock. Given the volume of flexible space 
on offer, it is critical that providers can offer creative and responsive solutions that anticipate new 
ways of working and evolving preferences.

The Executive Centre | Collins Sqaure | Melbourne The Executive Centre | Collins Sqaure | Melbourne
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This report will explore current economic conditions in Asia Pacific and their impact 
on the future of flex. In terms of innovative actions for providers, this report will 
also cover the development of ecosystems within commercial buildings and the 
importance of a refreshed design philosophy to show that these strategies work in 
tandem to realise a sustainable and innovative future for our industry.

This is not necessarily a handicap for the Asia Pacific 
region, which has the potential to continue to advance 
in sluggish conditions. Domestic demand for products 
and services will be a particularly important mechanic, 
mitigating any risk to the flexible workspace industry. 
The flex industry is built on an agile proposition, but of 
course the question remains, what will happen during 
a recession when new businesses simply aren’t forming 
and existing organisations aren’t expanding? Providers 
will still have long-term lease commitments without 
guaranteed income. During the last financial crisis, TEC 
remained profitable, and lessons learned in 2008 will be 
essential for success in the coming year.

China is an important market for TEC and the flex 
industry at large, evidenced by the sheer number of 
providers mushrooming across the country. Even with 
slowed growth forecasts, the Chinese economy still 
accounts for 16% of global GDP and is expected to 
add US$5.7 trillion to its economy over the next year. 
Between the end of 2017 and 2018, there was a marked 
increase in the number of coworking and flexible 
workspaces in tier-one cities in China. In March this year, 
Allwork.space reported that 40% of coworking spaces 
had occupancy rates of less than 50%, and more than 
40 brands had been forced to close their doors. TEC 
CEO and Chairman Paul Salnikow describes this as a 
“shake-out” of the market, with operators resorting to 

Global economic growth has slowed since 
late 2018. The IMF reports that global 
growth is projected to slow from 3.6 
percent in 2018 to 3.3 percent in 2019, 
before returning to 3.6 percent in 2020.

A sustainable future for the industry dictates a 
need for both stability and growth, supported 
by agile strategies that increase occupancy, 
provide bespoke space solutions and forge 
new partnerships with key stakeholders.

desperate measures to raise capital. Consolidation of 
the flexible workspace industry in China will serve to 
stabilise the market outlook.

India is a huge centre of growth for TEC. The maturing 
start-up scene, flourishing tech industry and widening 
talent pool would indicate that it will continue to play 
an important role in the development of the flexible 
workspace industry. An optimistic economic outlook, 
year-on-year growth and steady consumer demand 
means that we look forward to continuing to grow 
our network by adding new centres and additional 
workstations across the country. 

Places like Australia, Japan and Hong Kong represent 
markets with relatively stable economic conditions. 
These locations will continue to give opportunities 
for providers to really refine their offering, as well-
established companies of varying sizes look for new 
innovations that can help them work with greater 
efficiency and ultimately, profitability.

There are immense opportunities in less mature markets 
like Vietnam and the Philippines where TEC will be 
adding new centres in the coming year. It is important 
that flex operators understand that emerging markets 
present a unique opportunity to support organisations 
looking to ‘test the water’ before committing to longer 
term leases. The economic conditions of each market in 
our network informs our expansion activity. A thoughtful 
growth strategy has shown that even during periods 
of instability or economic downturn, flexible providers 
can flourish by providing interim solutions that read 
and react to market dynamics. With this in mind, TEC 
are optimistic about our position in the region and our 
ability to continue growing with our Members.

Footprint of Flexible Space 
in Asia Pacific
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Slower Growth Present New Opportunities

World Economic Outlook 2019
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This can mean landlords developing their own spaces 
within a larger development, acquisition of operators, 
investment or partnership opportunities. In recent years, 
the industry has seen interest from landlords who are 

In terms of creative strategies that 
support a sustainable future for the 
flexible workspace industry, landlords 
are taking a more prominent role in the 
development of flexible workspaces.

“It creates more choices for our clients, and 
the more choices we can create, the easier 
it is to find the right solutions for them.”

developing their own flexible workspaces and landlords 
engaging flex providers to manage communal spaces 
within larger developments. Tom Spicer is Assistant 
Director - Office, Mainland China with developer Swire 
Properties in Shanghai, and explains that flexible office 
space is a key component for the overall real estate 
requirements for clients. 

The Executive Centre, CTF Finance Centre in Guangzhou is 
the result of a landlord partnership and to date is one of our 
most dynamic and exciting design concepts.

Developing Productive Partnerships
I think there is a larger emphasis now on how a work place can drive behaviour 
and performance. I think technology is certainly going to play a role, but the key 
part has been about how our clients are looking at the way that they use real 
estate - this has changed considerably.

Commercial developments have the potential to have 
a profound and positive impact on communities that 
extends well beyond the building in question. Location 
and access are key considerations for most corporates 
who take space with a flex provider, hence the 
concentration of flexible workspaces in CBD or adjacent 
locations. For example, at TEC we make certain to 
establish our Centres in Grade A buildings in prime 
CBD locations knowing that this is a priority for our 
network. The ripple effect of positioning our Centres 
in these environments means our Members are closely 
connected to an extended network of professionals 
who also work within these spaces. These buildings are 
supported with special amenities like fitness centres, 
wellness spaces, retail, dining, hospitality, residences 
and are well served by multiple modes of transport, 

making them a hub or destination point for all kinds of 
important activity that is both professional and social. 
Todd Liipfert, Senior Development Director for TEC 
explains the strategic impetus for this approach. “In 
our expansions, TEC focuses on serving the larger 
ecosystem of each building we are in. While our core 
business is the provision of flexible offices to smaller 
corporates than those taking full floors elsewhere 
in our buildings, we do also provide common-use 
meeting rooms and event spaces. This means that these 
corporates can be more efficient in creating their spaces 
and use the TEC spaces in their own buildings both as 
pressure release valves and as special function spaces. 
This cuts down on the total number of meeting rooms 
installed but rarely used in a building and means that 
everyone can save money and reduce waste.”

By focusing on how buildings impact society, in terms of clients, customers, partners 
and other stakeholders, there is a user-friendly shift happening in the way workspaces 
and other parts of the ecosystem are developed. A key element of this is breaking down 
historical divisions that have existed between office, retail and hotel space. The current 
approach is to unite them as much as possible from an architectural point of view, know 
that this reflects how they will ultimately be used day-to-day. In terms of developing 
office space, a flexible design means that it can accommodate many different users, 
according to requirements and design preferences.

- Tom Spicer

- Tom Spicer

“ “

The Ecosystem Model of Development

The Executive Centre | CTF Finance Centre | Guangzhou

The Executive Centre | CTF Finance Centre | GuangzhouCTF Finance Centre | Guangzhou Tom Spicer on set with The Executive Centre
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Innovations in our own spaces offer Members the opportunity to connect and 
collaborate over a cup of coffee in shared spaces. These areas are in response 
to increased demand for social and networking opportunities at work.

13

In developing mixed-use ecosystems, flexibility is paramount. Agile design can support 
performance and improve wellbeing when there is a focus on optimising functional elements.

Activating different spaces to be used efficiently 
through amenity creation, new technologies and 
digital touchpoints can improve the overall 
experience of a workspace or building.

A flexible workspace is an important 
component of a dynamic ecosystem, a 
layer in the multiform environment of a 
commercial building.

Building for the Future

The Executive Centre | CTF Finance Centre  | Guangzhou

The Executive Centre | Nanshan Plaza  | Taipei The Executive Centre | Three Garden Road  | Hong Kong The Executive Centre | Three Garden Road  | Hong Kong

Delivering a Sustainable Future

Design can drive both behaviour and performance. A flexible and efficient 
floor plate or an integrated wellness space, end of journey facilities like 
showers, bike racks and lockers, these are all simple investments that can 
build resilience, optimism and efficiency among end users.
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The CBRE report, ‘Exploiting The Agile Revolution’ 
explains that securing flexible space operators as 
tenants will be the most direct strategy for landlords 
and investors to be involved in the changing landscape 
of workspace development. The report also points 
to the fact that tenants in Asia Pacific are increasingly 
seeking out additional access to products and services 
like conference and meeting managements services, 
wellness facilities, transport and F&B.

In many respects, the relationship between The 
Executive Centre and our Member network has 
always been a partnership. However, increased 
demand for bespoke solutions is creating a more 
synergistic relationship between providers and end 
users. Enterprise by TEC is doing just this – providing 
flexible real estate solutions with the additional benefit 
of a bespoke work environment that can support 
Members with a space entirely designed to meet their 
unique needs. These kinds of bespoke developments 
ensure that employee functionality and satisfaction is 
foregrounded in the layout, design and overall dynamic 
of the space. There is no one size fits all solution, no 
quick fix or blanket approach. Careful communication, 
planning and collaboration are necessary to develop a 
deep understanding of the purpose, brand identity and 
utility of what a workspace should be.

An important additional element of the flexible 
workspace experience is the community that a provider 
can nurture and develop. Conceptually, a flexible 
workspace is designed to encourage connection and 
supports opportunities for both formal and informal 
networking. Patsy Li is the Global Community Director 

Going forward, we can expect to see 
innovation and experimentation that will 
require collaboration between people, 
and partnerships between organisations. 
There will also be significantly more open 
conversation between developers and end 
users given that these communities are the 
key benefactors of creative transformation.

“Our team and our programs are 
not only providing social networking 
opportunities to Members, but 
also facilitating B2B connections, 
personal development opportunities 
and CSR initiatives.”

The Ecosystem of a Building

Working Well, Working Together

Tom Spicer explains, “Having partnerships with 
operators like TEC, as an example, we can work 
together more closely on being able to match our 
clients’ real estate needs.”

This is an evolution that must happen, and 
it’s about being present, and it’s about 
being current and being able to recognise 
the changes in the workforce.

The great strength of a flexible workspace is its ability 
to solve problems of design with agile solutions by 
meeting the needs of a diverse group of professionals, 
organisations and industries. A series of thoughtful 
refurbishments that revisit and refresh some of our 
longer standing Centres is part of an ongoing strategy 
to ensure the sustainability of our network. Updating 
their layout and design creates a new utility for the 
space and acknowledges the importance of our 
community initiative, as Fiona Hardie explains, “I 
think that the design has evolved because the brief 
has evolved and that has evolved because the way in 
which people work has changed. It’s all about changing 

Designing The Future

“An active community creates demand for products and services. It allows for a 
dynamic that draws people to the brand and increase foot traffic to the space. 
Community is also a way to strengthen Member attraction and retention. We do this 
by providing the exceptional hardware of a premium office and flexible workspace, 
but also the software of business knowledge and networking, BD and professional 
development opportunities; all while helping Members maintain a healthy lifestyle.”

Delivering a Sustainable Future

for TEC and explains that the initiative within The 
Executive Centre began with a desire to deliver 
more value for Members. The genesis was the TEC 
Online Forum that initially connected 17,000 global 
Members through topical business discussions 
and industry insights. In the last 12 months, TEC 
Community has flourished and now connects 
24,000+ Members at events, workshops, B2B 
networking, wellness initiatives and more.

- Patsy Li

- Patsy Li

with the times. The way we design now is completely 
different to the way we designed 10 years ago, and the 
centres that TEC are building are different to what they 
built 10 years ago because the way in which people 
work is completely different.”
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Ways of working have changed and the spaces where we 
work need to change to support this. Borders between 
individuals and organisations that were common just a 
few years ago, have been transformed by a generational 
shift that values openness and flexibility. The renovation 
process for The Executive Centre focuses on the lounge 
areas in some of our longstanding centres. These spaces 
are being redesigned to include coworking facilities, 
lounge space and barista bars. It is essential we remain 
current, that we recognise changing forces in the 
workplace and that we respond to this new momentum.

With a commitment to updating a targeted area of 
older floor plates, there is a focus on bridging a gap 
between the existing facilities and the way we know 
people want to be able to work and experience space. 
The function of a private workspace is not affected 
when we focus our attentions on communal areas, 

They’re bringing people out of the office into this 
environment where they’re talking and interacting, 
where they can engage, they can say hi. That’s 
part of the platform of The Executive Centre in 
encouraging business.

The refurbishment program is an opportunity to review our 
portfolio and invest in upgrades that ensure a sustainable 
future for our Members, organisation and industry.

“People are coming out of their offices 
and they’re starting to use the space. 
They’re encouraging Members to network.”

The Executive Centre is creating a future-
first version of work that understands what 
people want at work and beyond the office. 
That is, multi-use spaces that are free of 
barriers or hierarchy, the ability to multitask 
and create new connections, all of which 
are supported by the benefit of choice.

meeting rooms and event spaces. The refurbishment 
process is not just an opportunity to revisit the aesthetic 
quality of our Centres, but a chance to upgrade the 
technical and functional elements too. With this comes 
a new utility and new purpose for TEC.

The transformation of our Shanghai IFC Centre has been part of a program 
of refurbishments that revisits some of our older designs. In this process 
we have the opportunity to reprioritise the space and find increasingly, that 
community spaces are considered highly valuable to our Members.

A Sign Of The Times

A sustainable future for the flexible workspace 
industry will require stability and growth in 
challenging global economic conditions. As 
the industry risks overexposure, it is necessary 
for providers to find creative solutions through 
partnerships with landlords and users, finding 
gaps in the market to drive new and efficient 
growth opportunities. Understanding the role 
of a flexible workspace in the larger context 
of a commercial ecosystem will also give the 
industry a renewed relevance. At The Executive 
Centre we look forward to collaborating with our 
Members more frequently on enterprise designs, 
revitalising some of our long-standing Centres and 
maintaining an ambitious expansion program that 
supports our network as they themselves grow 
and develop.

All in all, the future of flex looks bright.

2009 2019

- Fiona Hardie
- Fiona Hardie
  Director at Fiona Hardie ID

“It’s an investment in people that 
go into creating these new spaces 
whether it’s refurbishment or new 
spaces. The ultimate reward is that 
your Members are enjoying the 
space, and that is functions well; 
it’s flexible and it’s working”

“ “

Transforming Spaces What Comes Next?

The Executive Centre | Three Garden Road | Hong Kong

The Executive Centre | Prosperity Tower | Hong Kong
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For more information on the material contained in this report, 
or for information regarding collaborative research opportunities, 
please contact: 


