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What is the Future of City Centers? 
JOB SEEKER RELOCATION FALLS TO LOWEST ON RECORD AS OFFICE 
SPACES REMAIN EMPTY IN MANY U.S. CITIES 

CHICAGO, July 29, 2022 – Job seekers’ reloca:ng for new jobs fell to the lowest level on record 
in the second quarter, as employers con:nue to offer remote and hybrid posi:ons to aKract 
talent, and the economy falls into a possible recession, according to data released Friday by 
global outplacement and business and execu:ve coaching firm Challenger, Gray & Christmas, 
Inc. 

The data comes from a survey of over 3,000 job seekers across the country the firm conducts 
quarterly. 

In the second quarter, 2.8% of job seekers relocated for new posi:ons, according to the survey, 
down from 4.6% in the first quarter and 3.3% in the second quarter of 2021. It is much lower 
than the 7.5% of job seekers who moved for posi:ons in the second quarter of 2020, the 
highest since Q4 2018, when 7.7% of job seekers relocated. 

Source: Challenger, Gray & Christmas, Inc. 

YEAR Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 ANN AVG

2019 6.1% 6.7% 5.5% 4.8% 5.7%

2020 3.8% 7.5% 4.2% 4.6% 5.0%

2021 4.2% 3.3% 4.7% 4.4% 4.1%

2022 4.6% 2.8%   3.7%

mailto:colleenmadden@challengergray.com


2

“Historically, the reloca:on rate has fallen over :me, as companies have opened addi:onal 
loca:ons, as smaller ci:es have aKracted companies bringing jobs, and as remote work has 
infiltrated many organiza:ons,” said Andrew Challenger, Senior Vice President of Challenger, 
Gray & Christmas, Inc. 

Source: Challenger, Gray & Christmas, Inc. 

“With the excep:on of the second quarter of 2020, the last two years have seen workers less 
willing or able to move for posi:ons,” he added. 

The reluctance to move could be the result of so many Americans purchasing homes in 2020. 
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the fourth quarter of 2020 saw 2.1 million more 
homeowners, the largest increase since the period between 2003 and 2004, according to a 
report from Pew Research. While the current home ownership rate of 65.4% has fallen from 
the recent high of 67.8% in the second quarter of 2020, it is s:ll the highest it has been since 
the second quarter of 2012, when the homeownership rate was 65.5%. 

In 2020, an average of 5% of job seekers relocated for posi:ons, down from 5.7% in 2019. Last 
year, 4.1% of job seekers moved for new posi:ons. 

“When lockdowns took effect in 2020, many workers lost jobs and needed to relocate for new 
posi:ons, while many others wanted to move or buy property, and sought jobs in their new 
loca:ons. Others purchased homes or relocated and found remote work. Now, workers want 
the flexibility of remote work and are seeking jobs that allow them to do it,” said Challenger. 

What will happen to city centers? 
Job seeker reloca:on rates are falling just as vacancy rates for commercial office buildings hit 
record highs. According to a report from CommercialEdge, 15.2% of commercial units are vacant 
na:onally, up 20 basis points over last year, with the highest rates in Houston (23.8%), Atlanta 
(20.3%), Chicago (19.5%), Nashville (18.4%), and Dallas (17.9%). 
 
With vacancies up and remote and hybrid work persis:ng, if not permanent, the na:on’s large 
metro areas will likely change drama:cally, according to Challenger.
 

YEAR Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 ANN AVG

AVERAGE 2018-2020 6.8% 7.9% 6.7% 5.7% 6.77%

Average 2008-2017 10.6% 10.8% 12.3% 10.2% 10.97%

Average 1998-2007 17.3% 18.4% 17.8% 17.6% 17.78%

Average 1986-1997 29.8% 30.6% 28.2% 27.4% 28.99%

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/03/08/amid-a-pandemic-and-a-recession-americans-go-on-a-near-record-homebuying-spree/#:~:text=The%2520estimates%2520are%2520in%25202019,an%2520annual%2520increase%2520of%25202.6%2525.
https://www.census.gov/housing/hvs/files/currenthvspress.pdf
https://www.commercialedge.com/blog/wp-content/uploads/sites/42/securepdfs/2022/07/CommercialEdge-Office-National-Report-July-2022.pdf
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“Office workers help power city centers. Without actual people, restaurants, bars, gyms, 
daycare centers, and public transporta:on will all redistribute away from the downtown area,” 
said Challenger.
 
One way to bring people back downtown without forcing them to work in an office is to convert 
commercial office space to livable apartments. However, CommercialEdge found that this 
conversion of commercial property into rental proper:es is moving slowly, is not as profitable, 
and those occurring are mostly in coastal ci:es targe:ng luxury renters.

For companies who want to bring workers back to the office, while many remain hesitant due to 
fears their talent will quit, employers could make the office more en:cing, possibly offering 
Silicon Valley-style perks like exercise classes, free meals, games, or guest speakers.
 
“It's certainly possible that the coming recession will flip the power dynamic employees 
currently enjoy. If companies start cuong back workers, those who have more face:me - the 
ones leadership actually, physically sees – could have the upper hand when decisions are being 
made,” said Challenger.
 
If that comes to pass, he added, workers may want to start going back into the office voluntarily 
more open to shore up those rela:onships.
 
Another op:on is for those commercial proper:es to become co-working spaces for remote 
workers. 
 
“While workers love working remotely, the op:on to get dressed, get a coffee, and work in an 
environment with other people is aKrac:ve. This could also help downtown areas from 
becoming ghost towns during the work day,” said Challenger.
 
Another possible outcome is that remote work creates city-like pockets in rural and suburban 
areas. This may result in mass transit, high-speed internet, and bars and restaurants reaching 
more far flung loca:ons, while decentralizing ci:es. 
 
"This could be a boon for these areas, since building wide-scale infrastructure will inevitably 
create thousands of jobs," said Challenger.
 
Will remote work last?
 
“Remote and hybrid work will never go away completely. It’s too convenient for workers, 
including leaders. However, there are companies who own or lease large office spaces, leaders 
who miss in-person interac:ons, and those who work beKer in structured office environments,” 
said Challenger.
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“Right now, with infla:on soaring and a likely downturn coming, the na:on’s job seekers seem 
inclined to stay where they are and not take on the risk of moving for a job,” he added.

# # #


