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In cities throughout history, buildings with similar 
uses have tended to be clustered together. This 
is true for places of commerce, particularly those 
that are not directly tied to a neighbourhood or 
district, and this clustering led to the creation of 
the central business district, which is still seen 
in most cities. However, in the early 1950s these 
clusters, for a number of reasons, started to become 
relocated to areas outside the centre of the city, to 
more suburban locations. The business park is the 
result of this shift in development. These parks are 
relatively remote sites where businesses cluster, 
leveraging factors such as ample available space, 
lower rents compared to the city, and the ostensible 
benefits of a network to connect to other business.
Business parks in the UK have several key characteristics:

• they are single-use compounds that are generally 
disconnected from the surrounding land uses

• because the locations are remote, they are heavily reliant on 
roads, highway infrastructure and single-occupancy vehicle 
commuting patterns, but provide relatively easy driving and 
parking access

• buildings within the parks are set at significant distances 
from each other, which introduces landscaped areas but also 
reduces the interaction between buildings

• they are organised around service and access roads that 
supply loading and parking areas, which surround individual 
buildings, further separating individual buildings in the park

• the landscape is generally one of picturesque isolation, not 
vibrant urban activity.

As the trend for companies to relocate to more vibrant urban 
centres continues, many business parks are falling out of favour 
with employers and employees. This report examines the latent 
risk of historic business park operations and perceptions, and 
provides an understanding of future trends as park operators 
struggle to remain competitive.

Based on interviews with business park estate managers 
and others involved in the business park sector, and a 
comprehensive literature review, this report outlines four 
emerging park typologies that are the result of the changing 
trends in parks. These trends support the proposition that 
business parks are undergoing a transformation, with many 
emerging as repositioned environments that are thriving and 
creating successful innovation and entrepreneurial ecosystems.

The trends in successful transformation include:

• Parks are extending their ecosystems and connections, 
including through the support of a local development plan 
or a wider set of economic development policies. This trend 
is supported by local authorities, which often have a role in 
the development of the parks.

• Business parks are seeking to actively support the 
development of companies, including through flexible 
lease rates and other programmes to support small 

and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and start-up 
organisations. Increasingly, business parks have an active 
role in the development of start-ups, providing specialist 
support in the form of seminars and workshops, among 
other bespoke, targeted events.

• Business parks are moving away from siloed buildings and 
companies towards more entrepreneurial networks, where 
businesses located on the site interact, support and trade 
with each other.

• Business parks are tending towards denser development 
with more mixed use, resulting in a possible future 
town-centre type development, especially if residential  
use is also included.

• Branding is a key focus in the successful parks. In particular, 
there is a focus on nature and wellbeing, which are emerging 
as fundamental factors in the identity of many business 
parks. This is a key opportunity for business parks to 
differentiate themselves from urban centres.

In order to position themselves for this transformation, the 
analysis done in this study suggests that business parks will 
need to:

• be more cognisant of global competition and business 
strategies aligned to national and local economic strategies 
for greater collaboration, including engagement with local 
economic partnerships

• be networked locations that have a focus on supporting 
the regional market – a memorandum of understandings 
or partnership agreement may emerge between separate 
locations and ownerships

• include a mixture of uses to create a more diverse 
development, this being facilitated by a continuing 
relaxation in planning policy, at least in the near term

• use an understanding of consumer preference gained from 
engagement to provide greater choice of amenities on 
site and a wider range of accessibility modes, to meet the 
pressure on congested locations through active mobility and 
public transport solutions

• increase the diversity in their portfolio provision to include 
a wider range of flexible building types that can support 
increased laboratory and high-technology uses

• integrate technology for electric vehicles, autonomous 
vehicles, energy efficiency, onsite energy generation and 
pervasive Wi-Fi, all of which will become standard

• become more hands on with management, encouraging 
businesses to form part of a community within the park and 
to take part in networking and events both within the park 
and beyond

• adapt branding to reflect all of the above, and put more 
effort into direct competition with existing urban centres, 
including a public relations and marketing strategy for the 
park and the great work of the companies located there. ■

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Business parks have been a key component of 
the economic and spatial landscape of developed 
countries since the mid-twentieth century. They 
were born out of the promises of efficiency of 
segregated land use, healthy bucolic settings, ease 
of commute from nearby residential suburbs and 
the benefit of single-use financial instruments 
used to facilitate institutional investment. Today, 
however, there is concern that the asset class is not 
performing to its potential, and that it must adapt 
to changes that are directly affecting and redefining 
the future of the workplace.
In many cases, business parks continue to be developed and 
operated in much the same way as when they were initially 
conceived. However, a number of external influences have 
emerged over the past 20 years that have disrupted the 
commercial real estate sector and prompted a re-evaluation of 
the basic tenets of the business park. This has been fuelled to 
a certain extent by a movement back to central city locations 
by both occupiers and residents. The centres of the UK’s 
major cities have experienced considerable regeneration and 
have become much more attractive places to live and work. 
There has been an increasing preference for inner city living, 
walking, bicycling and public transport, especially among 
younger people and those in the growing digital tech sector. 
Furthermore, refocused planning and regulatory requirements, 
shifting quality-of-life preferences, advances in technology, 
changes in ownership models, diversification of investment 
portfolios and emerging branding opportunities have all had a 
significant impact on the mission, development, ownership and 
operations of business parks.

With the future for business parks looking challenging and with 
many of these parks beginning to suffer from obsolescence, this 
report attempts to set out how these locations can successfully 
reposition themselves. The report seeks to illustrate this through:

• clarifying the criteria that constitute and define a business 
park and providing a history of the emergence of the 
business park as an investment and development type

• analysing the general disposition of parks throughout the 
UK and identifying emerging alternative park models

• assessing drivers of change and proving applications that 
respond to these changes

• case studies that provide specific examples of business parks  
located both in the UK and elsewhere

• making an indicative cost analysis for a hypothetical business 
park to assess the amount of capital and redevelopment 
investment required for different types of business park.

WHY IS THIS RESEARCH 
RELEVANT?
Employment space, the main use category for business parks, 
covers offices, light industrial and research and development. 
It is a successful market in the UK, and has continued to grow 
in spite of the potential issues likely to result from the Brexit 
process. In 2018, lettings for office space rose by 3.5%, while 
supply declined by 6.9%.1 However, the type of development 
and the process of creating employment is likely to go through 
change amid the new economic environment.

A trend is developing where the more remote suburban 
locations have fallen out of favour for employment due to 
the growth in demand for the benefits of amenity and the 
associated lifestyle of urban jobs and living. However, the 
density of urban areas makes development expensive, and 
the development of new employment space is extremely 
complicated. As a result, many foreign inward investors 
who are unable to find office space in thriving areas, such 
as Cambridgeshire, are choosing to relocate outside the 
UK entirely.2 This lost potential in the office and business 
markets is further exacerbated by the national effort to provide 
additional housing on virtually all available land, including 
the conversion of existing employment space to housing 
(by permitted development). Office and other business-use 
developers therefore find themselves in a difficult position, 
needing to reconcile potentially declining and changing 
demand with market complexities.

It is within this context that the present research asks the 
question: What is the future of business parks?

As with any disruption, the challenge is predicting how the 
future will unfold. Previous models of office development will 
be replaced, most likely not with one model but a multitude of 
models. This report identifies trends that could affect these new 
models and provides options for staying ahead of the trends.

INTRODUCTION

Edinburgh Park, Edinburgh
Courtesy of Parabola
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METHODOLOGY
An extensive literature review of business parks was 
undertaken. In addition, an analysis of the content of key 
business park websites was conducted. An analysis of business 
parks in the USA and the UK, and a review of current business 
parks in Europe, identified key characteristics that fed into the 
definition and trends.

Interviews were used to gain insight into specific business parks 
and to identify trends in experience. Semi-structured interviews 
were used to allow individuals to explain trends and growth, 
and to allow the interviewer to follow certain leads that might 
not have been apparent in the pre-interview preparation.3 
Interviews involved exploratory questions focused on categories 
of physical features of a business park, the future of the 
business park, amenities, tenants, specialisms and networks, 
and costings and leasing. In all, 12 interviews were conducted. 
Interviewees were predominantly in estate manager roles 
(see Acknowledgements on p. 43) at the following parks:

• Birmingham Business Park, Birmingham, West Midlands

• Cheadle Royal Business Park, Cheadle, Cheshire

• Greenham Business Park, Newbury, Berkshire

• Littleton Business Park, Huntington, South Staffordshire

• Milton Park, Milton, Oxfordshire

• Pembrokeshire Science and Technology Park, Pembrokeshire

• Scottow Enterprise Park, Scottow, Norfolk

• Surrey Research Park, Guildford, Surrey

• Sycamore Business Park, Ripon, North Yorkshire

• Thames Valley Park, Reading, Berkshire

• The Oxford Science Park, Oxford, Oxfordshire

• Warren Business Park, Tetbury, Gloucestershire.

Interviewees were approached either by email or contacted 
directly. Notes were taken throughout the interview, for 
use in later analysis. Confidentiality was an issue for some 
interviewees, particularly with regard to future projects, so 
verbal agreement regarding what could be included in this 
research report was required.

Interviews were supplemented with case studies. The 
implications of practical steps to redevelop different categories 
of business parks was assessed by providing an assessment of 
potential costs (see p. 34 and the Appendix). The cost models 
are hypothetical and are intended only as a guide, and should 
not be used as the basis for investment decisions. ■

Milton Park , Milton, Oxfordshire
Courtesy of MEPC

Chiswick Park, London
Courtesy of Stanhope
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It is difficult to accurately and absolutely define 
a business park, as locations having numerous 
different characteristics fall under this broad term. 
For the purposes of this report, the term ‘business 
park’ generally refers to single-use employment 
location that has been created for a unique set of 
operations, is based within a geographic context, 
and has evolved from predominantly office, 
research or industry focused development goals. In 
addition, business parks are typically located away 
from city centres. The definition includes projects 
conventionally identified as office parks, science 
parks, enterprise parks and industrial parks.
Business parks are characterised by two parallel sets of 
criteria: use characteristics and physical characteristics. For 
the purposes of understanding the changing nature of business 
parks, these criteria are discussed below.

USE CHARACTERISTICS
In general, ‘business use’ can be defined as operations within 
an office, laboratory or warehouse, or any similar commercial 
employment use. The term ‘business park’ refers to a place 
where these employment activities take place. Within this 
definition, however, there is a range of employment types 
that sometimes overlap. Employment types can range from, 
for example, directed scientific research to logistics and 
warehousing. Figure 1 illustrates the overlaps in business uses 
in the various types of parks that are included in the broad 
definition of business parks. Uses in business parks are, in turn, 

influenced by overarching ownership and planning regulations, 
which combine to form this complex picture.

OWNERSHIP INFLUENCE
Different business park ownership models have a direct effect 
on the types of management and uses within the park. A clear 
example of this phenomenon is the ownership of a park by 
a university, which may use restrictive covenants to prohibit 
non-university-related businesses. The ownership structures 
of business parks vary in terms of the diversity of business uses 
on a park and the scale of the portfolio. These variants can be 
broadly categorised into the following groups:

• Developer and funding entity joint venture – primarily, 
though not exclusively, a limited partnership, where the 
institutional investor provides capital and the developer 
provides development and management expertise. It is 
typically structured as a limited liability company. Ventures 
of this type tend to focus on national and international 
office-based companies and uses.

• Developer or sole owner – primarily an entity that is 
either speculatively developing a building or facilitating 
a development by the end users. It may include a wide 
land-use mix based on the local market (i.e. SMEs at one 
end of the site and warehousing at the other).

• University park owner – primarily an educational 
institution (e.g. Magdalen College, Oxford), operating 
either as its own developer or with a development 
partner for individual projects within the park. There 
is usually a greater focus on research-based uses. The 
structure is typically a real estate foundation controlled by 
the university.

WHAT IS A BUSINESS PARK?

Figure 1
Interrelationship between office parks, science parks and industrial parks
Copyright © Perkins+Will
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• Local authority owner – primarily a municipal entity that 
owns and operates the business park as part of a local 
authority economic development strategy. This is typically 
structured through a governmental redevelopment agency, 
or directly under the local authority’s ownership.

• Charitable trust owner – primarily a trust-owned park 
with the goal of driving return on investment back into the 
community. There is generally a mix of uses based on the 
local community requirements. The structure is typically a 
special-purpose vehicle trust.

• Hospital trust owner – primarily a trust-owned park near to 
a local hospital with the goal of driving return on investment 
back into the hospital. This is typically structured in a 
similar fashion to university parks and their research focus.

PLANNING INFLUENCE
A key driver of the shifts that have occurred and which 
continue to change the configuration of business parks, and 
by extension their geographic location, is the land allocation 
based on specific employment uses as outlined in local 
planning documents. Business parks did not evolve like town 
centres, with their mix of uses, densities and varied programme 
that unfolded over time due to market and cultural shifts. 
Rather, they were primarily conceived of as prescribed, rigid 
entities. Therefore, the degree to which they can adapt within 
their existing land-use allocation, or change the allocation 
distribution to introduce a greater mix of uses, will have a 
significant impact on their ability to respond to the speed of 
changing businesses and to changing trends in the market.

For example, Pembrokeshire Science and Technology Park is 
relatively unconstrained by planning restrictions as it is owned 
by the local authority, and the site is positioned to support the 
local plan to boost employment in the area. Equally, Greenham 
Business Park in Berkshire benefits from a Local Development 
Order (LDO), a government initiative that is designed to simplify 
the planning process. Providing that a new development scheme 
fits within the design guidance, parameters and use restrictions 
set out in the LDO, the planning process is reduced to 20 days 
and transparency is increased. In contrast, while Scottow 
Enterprise Park in Norfolk is also owned by the local authority, 
there are several planning constraints resulting from heritage 
designation, which limit the adaptability and change of use of 
the park, with permissions having to pass through the statutory 
planning process.

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
The key aspect of the physical nature of the business park is 
its geographic separation from the urban fabric, or generally 
any adjacent use. This was originally conceived of as a way 
to provide a development that was a healthy and accessible 
alternative to the city centre, at a time when city centres 
were struggling with inefficient services and environmental 
challenges. The perceived problems associated with the 
physical characteristics of the city centre were used as examples 
of poor planning. As such, the new parks were planned as 
remote, buffered, horizontally distributed, large-parcel parks. 
This ‘non-city’ aspect has become fundamental to the identity 
of many parks, which highlight their environmental setting 
and portray their road network connections as an asset. For 
example, Cheadle Royal Business Park in Cheshire is set on 
a site of 70 acres, with landscaped areas and walks that are 
open to the public as well as park tenants. The park is highly 
connected. It is 10 minutes away by train from Manchester city 
centre, it has a direct connection to the A34 and it is near an 
international airport. The natural environment fits the image 
of a business park as being a place that harmonises urban and 
natural elements, and as a healthy alternative to polluted and 
crowded urban centres.

Although the origins and history of a particular site influence 
the physical design, some typical characteristics of business 
parks are (Figures 2 and 3):

• access to the park by road can range from, in the most extreme 
case, a single point of access from the motorway network with 
no other points of access, to multiple access points but all with 
a clear definition of entering into the park’s area of ownership

• buildings are set at a distance from one another and do not 
share party walls (as in urban centres)

• the provision of surface parking for users, which was seen 
as a major draw in the original competition of parks against 
town-centre locations.

• an internal loop circulation road that provides access to 
parking and service areas

• landscape buffers around the edges of the park separate it 
from surrounding land uses (either housing or rural edge)

• the landscape within the site is a bucolic setting for the 
buildings, with water features and possibly tree-lined streets. ■

Road network Employment Amenities Open space

Figure 2
Birmingham Business Park, Birmingham

Figure 3
Cambridge Science Park, Cambridge
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Predicting the likely future of any business park 
in the UK is virtually impossible. Each location 
controls and manages its own future, and the 
management, branding, investment regime and 
identification of a unique selling point for each 
park are tailored to the specific vision and mission 
of the individual park. Despite this independence, 
business parks can be grouped into four broad 
categories, and this report illustrates four 
observable current and future typologies that will 
continue to emerge and mature as business parks 
evolve. The speed and nature of this evolution will 
be dependent on each individual park’s willingness 
to invest in the future and adapt to changing 
conditions.
The four types of business park are:

• the university-led science and technology park

• the urban-edge park

• the regional international interchange park

• the urban business park.

The characteristics and physical attributes of each type are 
described in Figures 4 to 7.

By using this categorisation of park types it is possible to gain 
a deeper understanding of how these future typologies have 
emerged, and how they might evolve in the future in the UK. 
In this study the key factors governing the distribution and 
geographic locations of existing parks were evaluated and an 
analysis was made of how the parks fit within the UK-wide 
structure and ecosystem. From this analysis, supported by 
case studies of US and UK trends in business parks, the report 
identifies the drivers that are most significantly affecting and 
supporting these trends. The trend analysis was partly based on 
and evaluated through interviews, to ensure alignment between 
the market understanding and the data-driven outputs. 
Finally, the four typologies identified are revisited within the 
context of these trends in order to explore the potential cost of 
transformation and the actions necessary to take advantage of 
the evolution of the market. ■

BUSINESS PARK TYPOLOGIES
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The university-led 
science and technology 
revolution

A business park location on the edge of an urban area that has a medium to large university. 
Space is transformed into science and research locations or tech spaces for commercialisation 
and small business in a continuation of growth in university partnerships.

Examples: Surrey Research Park, Guildford; The Oxford Science Park, Oxford.

Figure 4
The university-led science and technology revolution
Copyright © Perkins+Will

The urban-edge 
absorption

A business park location on the edge of an urban area that has severe housing pressures 
and that has become a focus for residential development. A new town-centre style business 
location has been created, with medium-rise housing in converted offices and a densification 
of development within and across adjacent existing green belt land. A subset of this typology is 
the urbanisation of low-density research parks to include leisure, retail and residential uses.

Examples: Cummings Research Park, Alabama, USA; Facebook company town Menlo Park, 
California, USA; The Domain, Texas, USA.

Figure 5
The urban-edge absorption
Copyright © Perkins+Will
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The regional 
international 
interchange park

A business park location near, or ideally adjacent to, a regional airfield in order to take advantage 
of international trade and small-scale businesses operating with an international reach.

Examples: Biggin Hill, London; Newcastle Airport Business Park, Newcastle.

Figure 6
The regional international interchange park
Copyright © Perkins+Will

The urban business park This business location is defined in the Brookings Institution document The Rise of Innovation 
Districts.4 These are typically new locations, and therefore will have never been classed as 
business parks. However, it is important to include these in the discussion because they 
embody many of the characteristic trends that apply to the future of business parks.

Examples: Knowledge Quarter, Kings Cross and White City, London; Kendall Square, Boston, 
MA, USA; MaRS Discovery District, Toronto, ON, Canada.

Figure 7
The urban business park
Copyright © Perkins+Will
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costs represented by the suburban park locations. By the turn 
of the millennium the vast majority of business was conducted 
in suburban business parks, not in the city centre. Along with 
this, clusters of small companies that emerged as spin-outs 
from both universities and larger companies located to the 
parks. They were benefitting from the proximity to academic 
and corporate research and inexpensive space to grow. This 
phenomenon is in no place better exemplified than in Silicon 
Valley, California.

More recently, as the US market has rebounded from 
the 2008 financial crisis, business parks have begun to 
create environments in which innovation and successful 
technology transfer, based on the observed success of existing 
university research parks, is facilitated. These efforts have 
been undertaken as part of a larger effort to boost economic 
capacity.5 Along with this emerging trend, there is continued 
growth in small and medium-sized business parks.6 However, 
alongside this there also appears to be a trend towards moving 
back to urban areas, particularly in medium-sized and large US 
cities.4 To combat this trend, larger, older business parks have 
embarked on plans to increase density and add a more diverse 
range of uses, including housing and lifestyle amenities. Two 
examples of this trend include Research Triangle Park in North 
Carolina and Cummings Research Park in Huntsville, Alabama.

Key lessons that emerge from this US history of business 
parks are:

• While some tech giants are still pursuing suburban 
headquarter models of development, there are many that 
have moved to urban models in response to increased 
worker demand for urban lifestyles.

• There is growth in small and medium-sized research parks 
associated with universities.

• There is a shift towards large, generally single-use, older 
research parks and employment locations to create higher 
density and a broader mix of uses, including housing and 
lifestyle amenities.

In order to understand more fully the projected 
future trends in the business park sector it is 
necessary to explore the emergence and history 
of the sector. It is also important to review and 
understand the key points that influenced past 
trends and have led to the current situation in the 
sector. The history of the emergence of business 
parks in both the USA and the UK is outlined below.

US BUSINESS PARK 
DEVELOPMENT
Business parks began to appear in the USA in the early 1950s, 
as a major new land use and investment and development 
opportunity. The emergence of these parks can be tied to a 
burgeoning suburban development pattern across the country, 
coupled with an increased fear about the dangers of city life and 
favourable mortgage rates supporting the suburban housing 
expansion. At the same time, the continuing expansion of car 
ownership and the ensuing change in commuting patterns 
significantly affected transportation provision and further 
exacerbated the abandonment of inner cities in favour of the 
suburbs. In this model of development, business parks were 
easily accessed by commuters travelling from their cul-de-sac 
neighbourhoods through a series of arterial roads and highways, 
driving single-occupancy vehicles from home to office. The 
suburban business park offered space and a sense of security.

In the first wave of this transformation, business parks were 
initially focused on research and development, as city-centre 
locations managed to maintain some hold on more traditional 
office space and company headquarters. However, this situation 
was merely a lag in the relocation of the more traditional office 
to the suburban and exurban business park.

During the 1980s, a significant number of large corporations 
realised the benefits of the bucolic space and lower operating 

HOW WE GOT WHERE WE ARE

Cummings Research Park, Huntsville, Alabama, USA
Courtesy of Perkins+Will
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relocation to business parks. However, a number of factors in 
the late 1990s, including the nascent urban renaissance, the 
Labour government’s policies to limit new road schemes, and 
changing demographics, resulted in a declining market for the 
business park model.

In early 2000, the dot com bubble burst, resulting in a number 
of changes in the office, research and industrial sectors. 
Recruitment and retention emerged as a key driver of real 
estate decisions.8 To compete, business parks adapted to 
a broader and more demanding occupant base by offering 
buildings with larger floor plates, located in landscaped 
environments with staff amenities, better public transport links 
and lower rents. These changes are evidenced in places such 
as Chiswick Park, London.8 As a result, business parks began 
to intentionally take on a more urban feel. Those business 
parks that did not, or could not, adapt, and which were at best 
functional, disconnected, single-use environments, suffered 
occupant losses.9

Key lessons from this brief history are:

• Many business parks still struggle with accessibility due to 
their remote locations.

• Successful parks can adapt to local market trends, with some 
establishing a strong sector specialism.

• Most large parks that are successful have amenity offerings 
on site. ■

UK BUSINESS PARK 
DEVELOPMENT
In the UK, the decline in the manufacturing sector from the 
early 1960s through to the 1980s, the closure of railways 
and the disposal of sites by the Ministry of Defence led to the 
increased availability of sites suitable for the development 
of business parks. In parallel with these events, the US 
model of business parks emerged as the preferred model for 
development, and new parks were opened at an increased rate 
throughout the 1960s and 1970s. In 1987, the creation of the 
B1 use class, which allowed for transition between office, light 
industrial, and research and development without planning 
permission, spurred additional development due to the ease of 
adapting use to market trends. As a result of these events, by 
1988 there were 450 business parks in the UK, with an average 
of four new projects being announced every week.7 Business 
parks succeeded, due in part to their ability to accommodate 
the industrial, warehousing and office sectors.

From the early 1980s through to 2000 there was significant 
expansion of the office economy, and therefore demand 
for office space increased. In addition, with technology 
and communication advances in the 1990s, the need for 
face-to-face contact reduced, which enabled a wider range of 
businesses to be located in the more remote business park 
environments.7 These trends all supported an increase in 

Chiswick Park, London
Courtesy of Avalon/Construction Photography | Alamy Stock Photo
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The physical layout and the employment use mix of a business 
park are in part connected to the location of the park within 
the country, as demonstrated in the following analysis. The 
geographic distribution, on a national scale, highlights some of 
the key indicators of operation and success that have emerged 
for business park locations, including physical connectivity 
through national and regional transport networks, and 
proximity to major urban centres. In addition, a national policy 
encouraging spatial distribution has affected the performance 
indicators of the sector.

Businesses that are in the process of identifying sites for 
relocation or start-up migrate towards attractive locations that 
successfully address factors of speed of delivery, risk (such as 
market absorption), demand for space, planning permission 
and the costs of projects and operations.

The maps on the following pages identify the location of 
business parks relative to key economic and demographic 
drivers and indicators, including:

• Universities – these represent talent and potential employee 
pools.a

• Enterprise zones – these represent national and local policy 
support for economic development.b

• Accelerators – these represent support for SMEs, which 
generally require space to grow.c

• Spin-out companies – these represent the distribution of 
SMEs currently located in the UK.d

DISTRIBUTION OF BUSINESS PARKS

aSource – HESA, Higher Education Data and Analysis: https://www.hesa.ac.uk/support/providers (accessed 7 February 2019).
bSource –  HM Government, Enterprise Zones: https://enterprisezones.communities.gov.uk/ez-map (accessed 7 February 2019).
cSource – HM Government, Business Incubators and Accelerators: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/business-incubators-and-
accelerators-the-national-picture (accessed 7 February 2019).

dSource – UKSPA: http://www.ukspa.org.uk/members/our-members (accessed 7 February 2019). and Google Maps.

Milton Park, Milton, Oxfordshire
Courtesy of MEPC

https://www.hesa.ac.uk/support/providers
https://enterprisezones.communities.gov.uk/ez-map
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/business-incubators-and-accelerators-the-national-picture
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/business-incubators-and-accelerators-the-national-picture
http://www.ukspa.org.uk/members/our-members
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Figure 8
Business park location plotted against enterprise zones
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Figure 9
Business park location plotted against higher education providers
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Figure 10
Business park location plotted against business accelerators
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Figure 11
Business park location plotted against spin-out companies from universities
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Pembrokeshire Science and Technology Park (Pembrokeshire) 
and Littleton Business Park (South Staffordshire). For example, 
Littleton Business Park is owned by the local authority, and 
the vision for the park aligns directly with the local plan. 
The park was developed in 1994 with investment from the 
UK government, the European Union and the Economic 
and Infrastructure Development Fund (EIDF) to facilitate 
restructuring of employment opportunities after the closure 
of local coal mines. This park has, since its establishment, 
sought to support local employment, and the ease of obtaining 
planning permission has directly aided this vision and mission.

HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTION STRATEGIES
The strategy of seeking locations near universities and colleges 
to aid the commercialisation of the intellectual property within 
these institutions is a global trend. Such parks typically locate 
in close proximity to the university or college to facilitate 
movement of people between the campus and the park and 
thus frequent interaction between academic researchers and 
the new commercial operations. In this scenario, the primary 
strategy for development is the utilisation of university-owned 
land developed either by the university directly or in 
partnership with a professional developer.

Surrey Research Park in Guildford followed the latter 
development model. At this park the aim is to facilitate 
entrepreneurialism in the Guildford area and support the 
transfer of knowledge between industry and academia. The 
density at the park is successfully increasing as more flexible 
work space is developed and start-up companies locate to the 
park to take advantage of mentoring opportunities, incubator 
spaces and state-of-the-art facilities.

The Oxford Science Park has benefited from its close ties to 
Magdalen College of Oxford University. This park’s relationship 
to the university goes beyond proximity, as it is also owned and 
managed by Magdalen College. The result is close links to the 
university’s research, especially in the medical sciences, and the 
park provides space for spin-out organisations.

While a close connection between an academic institution and 
a business park facilitates strong networks and clustering of 
similar businesses, it can be limiting in terms of the overall 
diversity of companies. The current trend is towards a higher 
level of diversity, but prohibitions that limit the type of 
companies locating to a park can be considered, although 
contrary to the increasingly valued cross-pollination of ideas 
that can lead to an increase in innovation.

That said, parks that have a relationship or potential 
relationship with an academic institution can be seen to have 
a competitive advantage, certainly in the current economic 
climate. However, despite the success of individual parks of 
this type, they are a minority. The distribution data indicates 
that the vast majority of business parks are not located near to 
universities or colleges.

OBSERVATIONS ABOUT 
DISTRIBUTION
The distribution of business parks within the UK has been 
influenced by several overlapping and influential strategies. 
These are summarised below.

STRATEGIES FOR REPURPOSING DISUSED LAND
This is a strategy that has, for many years, facilitated the 
repurposing of vacant land. Vacant land includes land 
previously used for a range of purposes, including industrial 
operations, railway sidings and airbases. This disused land 
has provided redevelopment opportunities, and some has 
been transformed into business parks, such as Scottow 
Enterprise Park in Norfolk and Greenham Business Park in 
Berkshire. However, some of these locations have problems 
with accessibility, as the original use meant that, in many cases, 
the location was necessarily remote from urban centres. This 
is particularly the case for Scottow Enterprise Park, which is 
on the site of a disused RAF Cold War base. Due to its original 
use, the site was originally designed to be isolated, and the new 
park inherited this isolation. It is very rural, with country lanes 
providing the main access to the site and no main bus, train or 
air networks nearby. Despite this, Scottow Enterprise Park is 
capitalising on the flexible space the site provides, using this to 
attract tenants.

PLANNING STRATEGIES
The primary planning strategy for the development of business 
parks is the enterprise zone (EZ). The EZ process is led by local 
authorities that are seeking to boost economic development 
through the creation of a specific development zone and the use 
of directed government funding to facilitate the development 
of the area. As part of this process, vacant land or existing 
business parks may be nominated as candidates for EZ 
classification. Unlike purely market-driven strategies, it is clear 
that the national distribution of EZs is intended to promote 
investment in a distributed set of locations, which provides 
opportunities for business park development where without 
government assistance it would not have happened. However, 
the potential disconnect between planning policy and market 
drivers can lead to underdeveloped projects. This is evidenced 
by clusters of EZs around Newcastle and within Cornwall and 
Norfolk, where EZs have been adopted but businesses have not 
necessarily clustered in these locations. 

Planning strategies led by local and county councils also play a 
role in business park development. In the interviews conducted 
across the park sectors, several interviewees identified the 
benefit of being owned by the local authority, allowing for ease 
of seeking planning permission and enhanced support in the 
local planning strategy for increasing employment floorspace. 
This is evidenced at Scottow Enterprise Park (Norfolk), 
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of talent was a driver in establishing Pembrokeshire Science 
and Technology Park in Wales. Recognising that young and 
educated people were leaving the area, the Innovation Park was 
developed to support diverse and engaging jobs and to retain 
talent. While this example supports the idea of the business 
park supporting talent retention, there are myriad examples of 
parks locating where the talent is already in strong supply.

Increasingly, demographics, population age, educational 
level and other indicators are being used to determine where 
companies will locate. These criteria are being researched and 
recorded by local economic partnerships in order to promote 
their respective areas, with the clear understanding that a 
better demographic cross-section will advance opportunities for 
attracting development. In some cases, these baseline age and 
education data sets are coupled with additional data sets such as 
housing costs and school availability, to ensure that companies 
wishing to relocate to a particular park will be able to promote 
these benefits as part of their recruitment strategies. In addition 
to understanding data trends, parks are also increasingly 
providing amenities that pertain to specific demographics, 
including programmes such as on-site child care, recognising 
the importance of the alignment between the needs of the talent 
pool and the offer associated with the individual park. The 
data for these populations is still emerging, but as these factors 
are more clearly understood, demographics will increase in 
importance as a basis for strategic location.

SUMMARY
The historic distribution factors of available land and motorway 
access have led much of the distribution of business parks 
across the UK. Enterprise zones and economic development 
policy have influenced some placement of business parks or 
the strengthening of existing locations in more remote areas or 
areas in need of economic development. However, this form of 
economic development does not directly align with the emerging 
importance of universities as generators of knowledge-economy 
companies, which are clustering around university towns.

For business parks that do not have the benefit of a strong 
employment market, nearby university or growth in their 
regional talent pool, additional strategies may be required. 
These are discussed in the next section on trends. ■

URBAN RENAISSANCE STRATEGIES
This strategy is based on the convergence and proximity 
in urban locations of the myriad elements required for the 
successful establishment and growth of business ventures. For 
instance business accelerators tend to locate in urban areas, 
where SMEs can benefit from their support. The location of 
these accelerators is thus likely to follow both the universities 
and the existing business park locations. This can therefore 
be seen as a move which has started to align the relationship 
between business parks and university locations. It will also 
reinforce the clustering of start-up companies that may have 
‘spun out’ from a university. This growth in spin-outs, coupled 
with proximity to a university campus, access to talent and 
lifestyle changes has led to the shift of both small and large 
companies choosing to relocate to urban locations.

As an illustration, the data set for spin-out companies, albeit 
such companies are only one component of the market with a 
relationship to universities, is very interesting. The data indicates 
a high incidence of start-up companies at business parks located 
in urban areas and urban fringes, with a much lower incidence at 
business parks located along motorway corridors, and thus remote 
from urban areas. This is illustrated in Figure 12, which shows 
the location of start-up companies in the Bristol, Southampton 
and Portsmouth areas. It can be seen that very few start-ups are 
located within business parks along the M5 and A303 corridors.

DEVELOPER STRATEGIES
The least predictable strategies are those that are based on 
opportunistic land acquisition and development, which is 
generally driven by timing as much as by predicted market 
return and sound financial investment. The availability of a 
major development site, either urban or suburban, is likely 
to attract interest from developers, but the outcome of any 
development opportunity will depend on the business model 
that the developer is following.

It is clear from the research, and to be expected given the 
nature of the genesis of business parks as part of expanded 
road systems, that the strongest correlation is between the 
development of business parks and access to motorways and 
the road network. This locational influence would be perceived 
as critical in the selection of a site by a developer or partnership 
wishing to create a suburban business location accessible by 
private vehicles. Indeed, Birmingham Business Park indicated 
that one of the park’s main selling points is its connectivity to 
a major motorway. In addition, this park is also well connected 
to an international airport and international rail station, all of 
which support the opportunistic development model. This is 
further evidenced by an emerging strategy to locate business 
parks near growing regional airports, as these offer increasingly 
convenient international access, which supports business 
interactions and high-value, low-volume delivery.

DEMOGRAPHICS-LED STRATEGIES
This strategy focuses primarily on talent. Historically, 
businesses scouting locations through site-selection processes 
have been drawn to attractive locations based on factors such 
as speed of delivery, risks associated with market absorption, 
demand for space, planning permission and cost. Although 
these remain the principal determinants of decision-making, 
trends in workforce and talent availability and labour costs have 
recently been increasing in importance as key factors in the site-
selection process.10 For instance, the availability and retention 

Figure 12
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Additional future trends can be summarised as:

• Management – lease returns are likely to increase, as 
are service charges, as there is a shift towards greater 
connection and support between businesses and the 
management of the park.

• Increasing density – better use will be made of land, 
allowing growth space, increasing the critical mass of 
employees to support better amenities, and encouraging 
on-site interaction and networking.

• Lease changes – there will be a move to a higher number of 
smaller tenants, but reserve space will be maintained within 
the park to allow small companies to grow rapidly without 
moving out.

• Lease length – shorter leases with a lower risk for start-up 
companies will become increasingly prevalent.

• Strategic clustering – tenant portfolios will become 
specialised to promote clustering of industry types that 
create a recognisable brand around the park and region.

• Lifestyle and work – more amenity facilities will be 
provided, specifically amenities that align with the identity 
and lifestyle of the park, whether that is wellness, sports, 
creative activities or cultural activities. With this comes 
the important addition of residential components, to allow 
people to live close to their work.

• Flexibility and adaptability – flexible building typologies 
that balance the requirements of different office-space types 
with the potential need to adapt conventional office space 
to laboratory uses, pilot manufacturing uses or simulation 
suites will become more prevalent.

• Accessibility – alternative transport means will be provided, 
from shuttle bus services to bike sharing and programmes 
supporting active commuting.

These trends, and the lessons learned, are identified and 
discussed in the four case studies on the following pages.

TRENDS
Today’s business parks are spread widely across the UK, in 
large part due to the lower cost of land and construction in 
suburban areas and the draw of the M1, M6, M25, M4 and 
M42 motorway corridors. However, absorption rates in these 
areas are generally low.11 This is particularly true for business 
parks that do not have the benefit of proximity to universities, 
and therefore access to their technology and innovation. 
This trend has been central to many successful business park 
developments, particularly science parks, such as those in 
proximity to Oxford and Cambridge.12

Furthermore, the past decade has seen a rise in urban 
innovation districts, which are an urban subgroup of 
research-focused business parks. These districts, or clusters, 
tend to develop around a specific knowledge anchor, such as a 
hospital or university, both of which create opportunities for 
idea sharing or creative collision. A successful example of this is 
London’s King’s Cross Quarter.13

Business parks are, to some extent, in uncertain times. 
Changing demographics, staff preferences and working 
practices are reinforcing the appeal of the city.14 A component 
of this shift is the increased understanding that the office is a 
place for creative collisions, a place to meet and exchange ideas, 
rather than simply a production-based workspace. Working 
hours are no longer nine to five, and there is much more 
fluidity in terms of the conventional work day. The benefit of 
proximity is predicated on the accidental interaction, or bump, 
that leads to knowledge exchange between disciplines and 
innovation within and between industries. Isolated locations 
with single activities, albeit potentially more efficient at 
focused production, have far less potential for this interaction 
to occur, while urban areas with their interactions and mix of 
enterprises enhance the potential for bumps to occur. Cheadle 
Royal Business Park in Cheshire is recognising this trend, 
and supporting it with its new tenant Pure Offices, which 
is assisting in developing a large flexible working space to 
facilitate creative collisions.

FUTURE BUSINESS PARKS

Cheadle Royal Business Park, Cheadle, Cheshire
Courtesy of Economic Images | Alamy Stock Photo
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Typology - Urban edge

Future trend – Mixed use, with a focus on amenities

In 1999, the newly formed Endeavor Real Estate Group, in 
partnership with private equity investors the Blackstone Group and 
JER Partners, acquired the 304 acre former IBM campus in the 
suburban north of Austin. Shifting away from manufacturing and 
towards support at the site, less space was required for the 6,200 
employees.

Endeavor principal Kirk Rudy said:

The plan was to demolish the buildings and put up offices for 
the dot-com industry. Literally, within a matter of months, 
that strategy was proven to be a failure. Then we thought, 
‘We’ve got a significant power and fibre infrastructure, so 
let’s build a 2 million square foot telecom hotel.’ And then the 
telecom market collapsed. So we were really scrambling to get 
some value from the land.

A 55 acre slice of the site adjoining the motorway was mostly vacant 
and ready to redevelop. For this part of the site Endeavor planned a 
mixed-use ‘new urbanist’ community, combining retail, residential 
and offices in a compact neighbourhood.

The issue with this strategy was that the original partners did not 
have any interest in mixed-use development. So Endeavor refinanced 
with RREEF Alternative Investments and started looking for new 
partners. They settled on Illinois-based Simon Property Group Inc., 
experts in shopping mall development.

The development would be ‘vertical mixed use’, meaning shops on 
the ground floor and residences above. The up-front costs of this 
were high, as this development would become an integrated retail 
environment, attracting tenants with a world-class reputation.

Increased residential density meant more people, which required 
more parking, but the initial point of the project had been to get 
better use from IBM’s massive areas of old surface parking. The new 
direction meant costly structured parking. The city was also looking 
for improved public amenities, such as wide, pedestrian-friendly 
pavements, public art and trees. To facilitate these goals and to help 
underwrite them, Endeavor and the city struck a deal: $25 million 
(in 2003), paid out over 20 years to the developers, and based on 
sales and property-tax receipts.

LESSONS LEARNED
Flexibility in financing and financial models that allow pursuit 
of more adaptable development types was key to the success of 
this development. It allowed radical rethinking about land use, to 
introduce not just a mix of uses but a new urban experience that 
has the potential to piece back together the fragmented land uses 
of the suburban age of development. Rather than focusing on any 
one industry or sector, which may equally be prone to collapse, a 
forward-thinking approach to providing a mixed use of residential 
and retail has supported recruitment of a more diverse portfolio of 
businesses, creating an overall more resilient development and a 
more integrated part of the city.

CASE STUDY

The Domain, Austin, Texas, USA

The Domain, Austin, Texas, USA
Courtesy of Philip Arno Photography | Shutterstock

Primary source: R. Whittaker in The Austin Chronicle.15
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Typology – University-led science and technology park

Future trend – Specialisation and innovation

On 8 August 1960, President Eisenhower formally dedicated the 
Marshall Space Flight Centre, which transferred 1,200 acres of land 
in the Redstone Arsenal owned by the Department of Defence to the 
National Aeronautical and Space Agency (NASA). This investment 
significantly transformed the Space Race and catalysed Huntsville’s 
transformation into Rocket City.

This disbursement of land, along with the start of the interstate 
system, Eisenhower’s other grand project, would shape the second-
largest research park in the USA.

Studying the growth and development of Cummings Research Park 
over the last 55 years reveals how the evolution of research park 
design played out across the site and across the city. From the 1960s 
era legacy park to the new frontier in Research Park West, Cummings 
Research Park is a showcase for the best practices in research parks 
of each era. The pertinent question is how this site, which combines 
multiple research parks in one location, can continue to respond to 
the ever-changing needs of researchers for the next 50 years and into 
the future?

The approach for a revitalised market position and master plan for 
the park is integrally linked to the economic development challenges 
facing the Huntsville region and how to spur a more broadly 
innovation-driven economy. According to the National Research 
Council report Rising to the Challenge,16 the capability to innovate is 
fast becoming the most important determinant of economic growth 
for US states and regions.

Best practices in economic development have made it clear that each 
region of the nation has its own specific industry drivers and growth 
opportunities through which it is positioned to differentiate itself and 
build specialised areas of expertise where it can be a world leader. 
From this perspective, not surprisingly, the trend towards local talent 
is a reflection of how industries innovate and grow around specific 
locations. There is increasing focus on more place-based strategies to 
capture the potential of local and regional talent to drive innovation.

For example, the Brookings Institution’s, The Rise of Innovation 
Districts: A New Geography of Innovation in America,4 suggests 
that these compact geographical areas where leading-edge anchor 
institutions and companies cluster and connect with start-ups, 
business incubators and accelerators can be a key differentiator in 
attracting and retaining talent.

In this context, Cummings Research Park should not be considered 
in isolation but as part of a network of unique research destinations 
that together form the Huntsville Innovation Ecosystem. This includes 
Cummings Research Park East and West, the Jetplex, Lowe Mill/
Downtown and others. The strength of the research park resides not 
in its homogeneity and control but in the fact that it has two areas with 
unique histories and cultures – one mature, one emerging – that can 
be shaped to provide distinction and diversity to the city’s research 
scene and positioned to continue competing at a national level.

[Regional economies] can be thought of as developing 
specialised and distinctive technology capabilities, which 
give them unique global market opportunities. The successful 
pursuit of these market opportunities in turn reinforces and 
advances their unique regional technological capabilities.

Michael Best17

LESSONS LEARNED
In this case study the importance of considering regional networks 
and specific industry drivers as a foundation for the success of any 
one location is highlighted. For example, world-class R&D space 
needs support from nearby flexible mid-tech locations to allow 
industry growth and company maturation. In a location that has an 
established economy, the discussion around one competing park 
versus another can be elevated to address national and international 
competition. While this is most applicable to research locations, it 
is also applicable to all business park locations that recognise if the 
region in which they are located is successfully connected they will 
benefit in recruitment and company retention.

CASE STUDY

Cummings Research Park, Huntsville, Alabama, USA

Cummings Research Park, Huntsville, Alabama, USA
Courtesy of Perkins+Will
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Typology – Regional interchange

Future trend – Towards mixed use and an urban feel

Edinburgh Park opened in 1995. The original master plan focused 
primarily on conventional office development. However, a recent 
change in ownership has led to the creation of a new master plan 
and vision that incorporates a significant increase in the mix of uses 
located within the park. A focus of the new ownership is the inclusion 
of high-quality spaces, landscape and public art. This is seen to 
differentiate the park from locations which provide employment 
space without additional amenities that address wider aspects of 
lifestyle and culture.

The park has exceptional access, which was a driver for its original 
creation. There are three tram stops on the edge of the park, and the 
line runs through the area of ownership. In addition, there are two 
train stations on different lines, located on the northern and southern 
sides of the park, proximity to Edinburgh International Airport and 
the Union Canal, along with a high level of roadway access.

In order to increase the value of the roadway access, the park has 
proposed implementing a street grid network as part of the current 
master plan design. This is further facilitated by five points of access 
from the surrounding street systems, making it a more connected 
piece of the urban fabric and moving away from the trend for gated 
locations with single-point access. This will likely have the added 
benefit of assisting in managing vehicle movements in the future.

Concentration of academic talent in Edinburgh is also key, with 
its eight universities and 82,000 students, and the rankings and 
stature of the universities are high. The commercial aspects of the 
city support the vision and mission of the park, with the presence 
of operating banks and energy companies, and a growth in tech 
companies. The importance of the context of the park is clearly 
understood and emphasised by Edinburgh Park, which recognises 
that companies looking to locate in the park are also benefiting 
through adoption of the city as a whole, including its culture and 
its people. This local culture is supported by the park’s global 

accessibility via the airport, with direct flights to London, New York, 
Paris, Istanbul and Beijing, among other international centres.

This myriad of elements of the ecosystem provide a positioning of 
Edinburgh Park as less business park and more new urban quarter. 
The new urban quarter aspires to be not only a great place to live 
and work but also a cultural destination and creative canvas for 
Edinburgh. Following this vision, the positioning and branding of the 
park is centred on the idea of a new mixed-use district: a master plan 
redefining living and working in Edinburgh.18

A key component, and differentiator, for Edinburgh Park is the 
integration within the master plan of 1,800 homes for sale and 
rent, including affordable housing. The residential development 
is supported by facilities for tennis, football and indoor gym 
classes, creating a sustainable mix of development. Supporting 
this sustainable mix, biosolar photovoltaic cells on the roofs of the 
office buildings will provide renewable power, supplying low- and 
zero-carbon power to all non-domestic buildings.

LESSONS LEARNED
Storytelling is a key part of the offer of the park. Edinburgh Park tells 
a compelling story about the city, and its connection to the airport and 
its position on the urban fringe provide access to the wider landscape.

In particular, the story focuses on creating a community. Including an 
on-site residential population in the master plan has the potential to 
transform the vitality of Edinburgh Park from a nine to five location to a 
24/7 piece of city. Residents have opportunities to work locally, avoiding 
lengthy commutes, or to benefit from the flexibility offered by the park’s 
excellent public transport links. Not everybody living in Edinburgh Park 
will work there, so opportunities for external interaction are enhanced. 
High-quality public spaces, sports facilities and cafés become a forum 
where those working on the park may bump into individuals from 
offsite companies, further strengthening the networking within the city. 
Therefore, this aspiration of network building, which was identified as 
critical to knowledge exchange and innovation, is directly supported by 
the introduction of residential properties.

CASE STUDY

Edinburgh Park, Edinburgh, UK

Edinburgh Park, Edinburgh, UK
Courtesy of Parabola

With kind thanks to Parabola for sharing content of their vision document to inform this case study.
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Typology – Urban edge

Future trend – Towards science and high tech university partnership

Milton Park is building on the work undertaken by the Milton 
Park Travel Forum and Specialist Travel Advisor to expand its 
accessibility offering. It is partnering with First Group, Arrival, 
Zipabout, Nova Modus, University of the West of England, South 
Oxfordshire District Council, Vale of the White Horse District 
Council and Oxfordshire County Council.

The project, currently known as MultiCAV, is aiming to be the first 
UK project to deliver a fully commercial service along public roads. 
The aim of the 30-month trial is to seamlessly integrate autonomous 
electric vehicles in and around Milton Park via a new state of the art 
‘mobility as a service’ platform.

Despite being relatively close to Didcot Parkway railway station, 
most travel to and from Milton Park is currently made by car 
and other private vehicles. With significant new and replacement 
floorspace planned for the coming years, this project is part of a 
strategic effort to provide Milton Park with long-term, safe and 
sustainable transport.

Autonomous shuffle vehicles (pods) will be a demand-responsive 
service between Milton Park and Didcot Parkway station. There are 
also plans for an autonomous bus, which will support the target of 
cutting internal car trips within the park by 50%. The commercial 
feasibility of autonomous vehicles in mixed traffic will be explored 
during the project.

Philip Campbell, Commercial Director for MEPC at Milton Park, said:

Milton Park is at the heart of UK’s most fertile innovation 
economy and this project is about using technology developed 
by some of the best brains in the world to improve sustainable 
transport choice. The fruition of this project will give Milton 
Park occupiers better choice in their daily travel decisions and 
the chance to be amongst the first in the world to travel on 
autonomous shuttle vehicles for their everyday journeys.

Milton Park is a keystone in the Oxfordshire Industrial 
Strategy, and an asset to the wider region. The park 
specialises in science and technology, supporting innovation 
and start-up firms in their development. It is therefore in 
a prime position to implement this cutting-edge trial in 
Oxfordshire, and pave the way for autonomous vehicle use 
and improved mobility choices across the UK.

LESSONS LEARNED
The importance of looking beyond traditional modes of travel 
and exploring alternative means of mobility is an important 
lesson for the majority of business parks. Constraints in terms of 
traditional highways capacity are having near-term impacts on park 
development. While demand may change in the future, investment 
now in improvements to public and private mobility options can aid 
the removal of historic barriers to change. Alongside other strategies, 
such as mixing uses and a greater emphasis on active commuting, 
alternative mobility technology will become increasingly important 
for the long-term operation of business parks.

CASE STUDY

Milton Park, Milton, Oxfordshire, UK

Milton Park, Milton, Oxfordshire, UK
Courtesy of MEPC
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DRIVERS BEHIND THE TRENDS
The trends currently impacting the nature of business parks 
in the UK are the result of interrelated drivers. Understanding 
these drivers allows interpretation of different potential 
futures, and opportunities to take advantage of the trends to 
reposition parks. The drivers apply to varying degrees based 
on the geographic location, the physical, economic and policy 
context, and the business and ownership models of a particular 
business park.

In this report the drivers are categorised as follows:

• market drivers

• national policy drivers

• consumer preference drivers

• accessibility drivers

• physical drivers

• technology drivers

• ownership drivers

• branding drivers.

Each of these is discussed and interpreted in this section.

This research references interviews with representative 
business park locations that agreed to be part of the study:

• Birmingham Business Park, Birmingham, West Midlands

• Cheadle Royal Business Park, Cheadle, Manchester

• Greenham Business Park, Newbury, Berkshire

• Littleton Business Park, Huntington, South Staffordshire

• Milton Park, Milton, Oxfordshire

• Pembrokeshire Science and Technology Park, Pembrokeshire 

• Scottow Enterprise Park, Scottow, Norfolk

• Surrey Research Park, Guildford, Surrey

• Sycamore Business Park, Ripon, North Yorkshire

• Thames Valley Park, Reading, Berkshire

• The Oxford Science Park, Oxford, Oxfordshire

• Warren Business Park, Tetbury, Gloucestershire.

Birmingham Business Park is a multi-award winning 
business park. In November 2018 it was awarded a Gold Green 
Apple award for environmental best practice. The park prides 
itself on its community, hosting over 130 activities for tenants 
last year. Its strap line ‘Invested in you’ reflects this. It is in 
a prime location, with international air, rail and road links. 
High-profile tenants include Rolls Royce and BT.

Cheadle Royal Business Park, near Manchester, seeks 
to harmonise urban and natural settings on its 70 acre site. 
Creating a place that is ‘good and healthy to work’, the park 
focuses on landscaping. Buildings are flexible use, and recently 
the park secured a new tenant, Pure Offices, which offers 
flexible desk space. Tenants on the park grow, with tenancy 
turnover rates being low. The park sees itself as a community 
driver for growth.

Cheadle Royal Business Park, Cheadle, Cheshire
Courtesy of travelibUK | Alamy Stock Photo
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MARKET DRIVERS
Market drivers are factors that influence investment due to likely 
beneficial economic returns and reduced risk for investors.

Increasing recognition of sectoral clustering as a driver for 
particular markets means that parks are more frequently looking 
beyond their ownership to build a platform based on a corridor 
or wider geographical area as part of their value proposition to 
prospective businesses. Notably this has been raised by Milton 
Park in Oxfordshire and Greenham Business Park in Berkshire, 
both of which feed into their local economic partnerships on a 
strategic level and support their wider region.

With regard to market drivers there are three key factors:

• The increasing demand from the market for a diversity 
of space typologies means that one size does not fit all. 
A company may desire R&D space near a university, office 
space in a business park, and pilot manufacturing space or 
mid-tech space in a nearby industrial park.

• Companies are finding the potential to grow rapidly with 
injections of investment from overseas. This requires 
flexibility in lease type but also adaptability to accommodate 
how the company will scale up. To address this demand 
from the market, a park with scale-up space or with nearby 
scale-up locations can respond to this market driver. This 
also supports the opportunity for a business to stay in an 
area, if not in the same park, through taking advantage of a 
networked approach to growth.

• The market is recognising that collaboration between different 
locations can support the perception of a region by foreign 
investors as a strong investment opportunity. Business parks 
are therefore taking a greater role in the broader economic 
development concerns that bring investment to their region. 
Research by Beauhurst19 found that foreign investors were 
involved in 15% of all spin-out investments in 2016, which 
represented 37% of the amount raised.

NATIONAL POLICY DRIVERS
As identified earlier, planning policy, from park inception 
to land-use restrictions, drives how parks can respond to 
opportunities. The following are significant drivers from a 
policy perspective of the future of the business park sector:

• UK Industrial Strategy 201720 – The UK government’s 
industrial strategy provides a strong focus for building on 
the UK’s competitive strengths to deliver a high-skilled, 
competitive economy that benefits people throughout 
the UK. The strategy, along with the preceding Autumn 
Statement, places a strong emphasis on science, research 
and innovation-led growth as key to improved economic 
prosperity and enhanced productivity, which will drive 
national growth and increase international trade.

• The Catapult Programme – the Catapult network has 
been established by Innovate UK to support the growth in 
networks between universities and industry in high-growth 
sectors. To date, over 5,000 SMEs have been supported 
by the programme. Each Catapult centre provides access 
to expert technical capabilities, equipment and other 
resources required to take innovative ideas from concept 
to commercial product. In advance of this recent planning 
direction, locations such as Milton Park in Oxfordshire 

Sycamore Business Park is home to 30 SMEs. Based in 
North Yorkshire, the site covers an area of 3.5 acres. Storage 
spaces have been in demand, and the park is planning more 
to accommodate this, in addition to 20 more office spaces. 
Tenants on the site grow and do well, moving on to bigger 
spaces off the site. Tenants are mixed, ranging from biscuit 
makers, car sales and a brewery to marketing firms.

Milton Park in Oxfordshire is a science and technology park 
with a world-class bio-tech cluster. The park is held in a single 
MEPC Ltd partnership for shareholders (Hermes and CPP), 
which enables the park easily to support growth of tenants. 
It is a science–technology cluster that allows flexible young 
companies to locate and grow within the park, which has a 
local development order and enterprise zone status. The park 
is forward thinking, and is currently developing a 2040 Vision 
Plan to guide it into the future. In addition, in April 2019 there 
will be an automated vehicle project (commercial) running 
from the site.

Milton Park, Milton, Oxfordshire
Courtesy of MEPC
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began to cater for this demand for SME space for spin-out 
companies from Oxford University and the Sir John 
Radcliffe Hospital in Oxford. This recent government 
direction is likely to drive additional university interest in 
commercialisation of intellectual property and business 
incubation, and therefore demand for small business 
start-up space.

• Changes to permitted development rules – recent changes to 
permitted development rules in the UK have opened the door 
to a broader conversation about mixing uses in what have 
historically been employment-only locations. Thames Valley 
Park in Reading stated that some of its buildings had been 
investigated for conversion to residential but this had not yet 
progressed further. However, its master plan process, which 
is currently underway, includes consideration of residential 
development and the introduction of a hotel, making a 
significant step towards a more mixed-use community.

CONSUMER PREFERENCE DRIVERS
It is a common perception that there is a shift in user preference 
towards urban locations, the users being the people employed 
in the companies. With a significant increase in recognition 
that recruitment and retention are critical to company success, 
finding a park location that will allow the companies within it to 
recruit and retain talent is now a major consideration.

The shift in user preference for urban locations is driving an 
urban renaissance for offices, and science and technology. 
This is, in part, being driven by an increased mobility of the 
workforce to allow for more latitude in selection of work 
location, but it is also a recognition of the value of amenities 
and services in proximity to the place of work – providing an 
improved lifestyle.

Additional preferences include amenities and programmes 
such as those planned for Greenham Business Park (Newbury, 
Berkshire), which include art studios and a small gallery that 
will have links to the National Gallery and the V&A in London. 
These efforts point to the trend in the increasing importance of 
culture, environment and service provision as tenants address 
issues in the site-selection process.

Linking mobility of talent and the provision of amenities, in 
the USA there is a trend to address the high mobility levels of 
the millennial generation, which rejects the historical notion 
that ‘If we build it we will be able to attract employees’. Rather, 
more focus is put on determining which location is able to draw 
talented employees, and then making a move to find space in 
that city or town.10 So the place-making efforts of an entire city 
are drawn further into the positioning of a business park, as 
demonstrated by the approach taken at Edinburgh Park.

This supports a recognised shift towards talent as a significant 
driver of business location. The ability of a business to recruit 
and retain top-quality employees is a major consideration 
in the choice of its location. This is evidenced in Amazon’s 
decision to locate its second headquarters in New York and 
northern Virginia, primarily due to the attractiveness of these 
locations to the targeted employee demographic.

Warren Business Park was established in 1993 and is 
set on a 5 acre site in a rural area of Gloucestershire. The 
park currently has 10 tenants, and has a mixture of office, 
manufacturing, storage space and residential uses. For the past 
3 years, the park has had 100% occupancy and a low turnover. 
The park is looking to develop residential space from office 
space, which might not let easily in the future.

Thames Valley Park is situated in 200 acres of parkland 
in Reading, Berkshire. Combining the commercial and 
environmental, the park is developing a new growth and 
development plan. Tenants are self-contained, with 6,500 
employees on the site. The park promotes a bus scheme and 
shared bikes on the site with a view to reducing the 70% car 
commute total. Reading as an area has oversupply of office 
space, and therefore turning space into residential use is a 
possibility.

Thames Valley Park, Reading, Berkshire
Courtesy of Mark Mercer | Alamy Stock Photo
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Key elements of consumer preference are:

• proximity to universities and schools

• affordable housing, to assist in relocation

• proximity to similar employers for knowledge sharing

• desirable places for leisure and recreation

• identity and character of the location overall.

In addition to these drivers resulting from consumer 
preferences, the interviews with park representatives identified 
a potential split based on the ownership and size of the parks. 
Smaller parks, such as Littleton Business Park (Huntington, 
South Staffordshire), which is run by the local authority, simply 
provide space for businesses, which are largely left to their 
own devices. Conversely, Milton Park (Milton, Oxfordshire), 
Greenham Business Park (Newbury, Berkshire), The Oxford 
Science Park (Oxford, Oxfordshire) and Birmingham Business 
Park (Birmingham, West Midlands), which are much larger 
parks, all provide programmes, events and amenities for their 
tenants, which are both business related (including business 
advice seminars and workshops) and leisure oriented. Where 
there is increased competition for tenants, there is likely to be 
a greater drive towards active engagement and management as 
part of employee recruitment and retention efforts, particularly 
if a particular location is competing against the vibrancy of a 
city centre alternative for potential tenants.

The primary counterpoint to the urbanisation of business parks 
is still the provision of green space and a natural environment. 
A common theme throughout the business parks in this study 
was the importance of the natural environment in supporting 
employees’ quality of life and wellbeing. Birmingham Business 
Park has placed great importance on this, providing programmes 
and amenities, including frequent educational biodiversity 
walks, outdoor venues for exercise and healthy eating events.

ACCESSIBILITY DRIVERS
Aligned with global trends in increasing the range of mobility 
choices, all parks are likely to have to focus on modes of access 
and mobility. This is true whether commutes to the park are by 
public transport, mobility as a service, or active mobility modes 
such as cycling and walking. A stressful commute to work is 
identified as a significant negative factor of almost all suburban 
locations. Major urban areas result in a different dynamic for 
commuting, as they tend to attract younger professionals who are 
more flexible in terms of where they live and how they commute.

Despite the shift towards urban locations where more mobility 
options are available, locations where public transport is not 
available still see the provision of free and abundant parking as 
a major benefit and draw for potential tenants. The design and 
configuration of the physical site and the reliance on private 
car use for commuting causes significant congestion at peak 
hours. However, changes to the design of business parks in 
order to address peak congestion has been slow, due to fear 
that removing parking adversely affects a key benefit in the 
positioning of the park to prospective companies. Key issues 
around accessibility include the following:

• Lack of accessibility was raised by all parks as a concern that 
they are working to address through a range of solutions, 
from shuttle services to bike-share schemes.

Surrey Research Park in Guildford, Surrey, is owned 
by the University of Surrey. Companies on the park are 
predominantly local, which aids in knowledge transfer to and 
economic development of the wider area. Short leases for 
start-ups help mitigate the risk for a growing a business, and 
support is available in the form of mentoring programmes 
and seminars. The transport plan is already developing high 
levels of accessibility to the site. The site has incubator, office, 
laboratory and research spaces.

Littleton Business Park in Huntington, South 
Staffordshire, supports the local plan to bring well-paid 
employment to the area. The park is owned by the local 
authority, and the primary objective is to provide units at low 
rent in order to support local small businesses. The park has 
small self-contained units to facilitate SMEs. These units are 
popular, and the park is fully developed.

Birmingham Business Park, Birmingham, West Midlands
Courtesy of Birmingham Business Park
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• Park locations that already benefit from networked 
infrastructure such as train stations and tram lines 
(e.g. Edinburgh Park) are likely to see continued benefit 
from these.

• Demand for growth is driving increased pressure on 
local and national government to provide infrastructure 
investment to support improvements to public transport for 
established business park locations.

• Air travel and the growth in regional airports is likely to 
continue, as is the drive towards more efficient air travel. 
Regional airports are positioned to capitalise on this.

• Historic caps on development based on road capacity are 
increasingly being identified as stifling economic growth, 
creating a greater focus on alternative modes of mobility and 
strategic analysis of mobility demands.

The future of commuting is transforming, and with the advent of 
autonomous vehicles time will potentially be freed up for people 
to work, rest and socialise while being transported. Milton Park 
in Oxfordshire is getting ahead of this trend (see case study 
on p. 25). In April 2019 the park will launch a commercial 
autonomous vehicle project to increase its already high level of 
connectivity. In addition, The Oxford Science Park has recently 
become a first capital partner in a lift-sharing app, Via, which 
allows people to hail a mini-bus service and travel to the park 
together, when required.

PHYSICAL DRIVERS
Physical drivers are factors that, given the characteristics of 
the business types on a park, make them appropriate for other 
opportunities for investment. Parks need to be able to provide 
sufficient power and suitable infrastructure to support changes 
in businesses’ needs.

Depending on the type of employment space programmed 
for the business park, consideration should be given to basic 
infrastructure that can support future growth. This becomes a 
key consideration as densities increase and floor space changes 
to higher demand uses such as laboratories and alternative 
uses such as residential. An increasing number of locations are 
investigating onsite power generation and central plant/district 
power. This driver has been relatively slow in generating 
change, particularly given the green and sustainability 
credentials that the majority of newer business park locations 
are pursuing. However, power provision is likely to have an 
increased influence in coming years as businesses align with 
global energy-use agreements.

Flexibility and adaptability will also be major drivers of 
change in the business-park dynamic. This will require flexible 
building typologies that balance the requirements of different 
office-space types with the potential need to adapt conventional 
office space to laboratory uses, pilot manufacturing uses and 
simulation suites.

Our research shows that there is seemingly no consistent size 
for business parks, regardless of park type. Parks range in size 
from the very small (as little as 2 acres) to the very large (up 
to 1,000 acres). None of the parks reviewed reach the larger 
sizes found in the USA, which can be 5,000 acres or more. In 
addition, there appears to be no correlation between the size of 
a park and its date of initial implementation.

The Oxford Science Park, which is owned and managed 
by Magdalen College of Oxford University, boasts a thriving 
commercial ecosystem, where tenants connect with and benefit 
each other. The diversity and richness of the life-science 
companies, in addition to other industries, on the park attract 
other firms to locate there. At 98% occupancy, the park is 
undergoing a densification strategy to meet demand.

Pembrokeshire Science and Technology Park was 
established to prevent loss of young talent from the area. The 
site has units purpose built for start-ups, with short lease 
lengths. The Bridge Innovation centre supports SMEs and 
start-ups by running enterprise classes. Park tenants are 
chosen through a rigorous application process to ensure the 
development of an appropriate network of businesses. The 
park’s approach is driven by the statement ‘Innovation takes 
place in the coffee shop’, and informal connections between 
people and firms are highly encouraged.

The Oxford Science Park, Oxford, Oxfordshire
Courtesy of The Oxford Science Park
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Greenham Business Park in Newbury, Berkshire, operates 
as a charitable trust, with 100% of profits being fed back into 
the local area. It prides itself on supporting businesses from 
their beginning, offering business development workshops 
on site. With a mix of tenant sizes, tenants can learn from, 
support and trade with each other. As a result, retention rates 
are very high and void rates are low. The park is on a Site of 
Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), providing the 200 tenants 
with a beautiful site to work on.

Furthermore, our research identifies that most parks have 
some amount of land held in reserve for future development, 
which supports expansion of development opportunities. The 
parks that do not have space for expansion focus on controlling 
tenant turnover. It may become a trend for parks to maintain 
an area of vacancy as part of their standard operation, in order 
to allow SMEs that experience significant growth room to 
expand and to remain in the park. This will allow the park in 
which they are located to benefit from their growth. An example 
of this is Fast Forward at John’s Hopkins Hospital, Baltimore, 
OH, USA . This incubator and shared working space maintains 
25% vacant capacity for growth, achieving this thorough a 
university-based subsidy on space cost.

TECHNOLOGY DRIVERS
Changes in technology will have an as yet unknown impact 
on where businesses will choose to locate. Several reports 
(including the BCO’s Future Transport: The Implications for 
Office Demand and Design21) have discussed this topic. While 
technology will undoubtedly be a contributing factor to future 
trends, its effect will apply to varying degrees depending on the 
location and characteristics of each business park.

Autonomous vehicles may drive the following:

• Motorway junction locations may have a minor resurgence 
in popularity because autonomous vehicles are likely to 
operate well within the controlled design of a motorway. 
However, this effect is likely to be short lived unless the 
issues of last-mile connections and congestion at peak 
leaving times are solved.

• Alternative means of travel will bring new access to and 
interest in locations that are currently viewed as remote. 
However, this will need to be brought forward alongside 
other drivers that align to amenity, vitality and lifestyle.

Infrastructure investment may drive the following:

• The need for utilities, from national network power and gas 
provision to on-park provision, is likely to drive investment 
in and exploration of alternative energy provision. Without 
this there is a potential limitation on future projects, given 
the significant investment required to fund new utility 
infrastructure.

Communication technology may drive the following:

• Micro competitive factors, such as the quality of the mobile 
phone signal, may become increasingly prominent as 5G 
services are introduced or pervasive Wi-Fi is provided by 
businesses.

• Demand for upload and download speeds may drive, to a 
degree, where international firms that are reliant on internet 
communications choose to locate. This is a pull factor for 
Scottow Enterprise Park in Norfolk, which has invested in 
high-speed broadband as the region has poor broadband 
connection.

Scottow Enterprise Park in Scottow, Norfolk, is six years 
old. Located in a very rural location, the park has its own 
runway and four 60,000 ft2 hangers. The space available on 
the park provides an ideal opportunity for innovative firms 
in industries such as sustainable housing and wind-turbine 
technologies. The park seeks to support micro-businesses 
located in north Norfolk through offering free office space for 
6 months to support such businesses in taking their first steps 
towards growth.

Scottow Enterprise Park, Scottow, Norfolk
Courtesy of Scottow Enterprise Park
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BRANDING DRIVERS
The naming and branding of a park is critical to its success. 
This research has identified over ten different ways to 
name business parks, all with a slight variation in focus but 
principally utilising the same component parts.

Branding is a key driver for setting the culture, character 
and, ultimately, the attractiveness of the park to companies 
and individuals assessing the park. Much of the success of a 
branding and marketing strategy comes from highly aligned 
messaging about the values of the park and the values of 
the companies located in the park. This presents a stronger 
recruitment image as competition for talent increases.

Following the publication of the Brookings Institution 
document The Rise of the Innovation Districts,4 the branding 
for parks in the USA has started to adopt more urban 
descriptors such as ‘district’ or ‘quarter’. This branding decision 
changes the perception of the park from a place that is more 
landscape than buildings to a place that is more an urban 
location. Edinburgh Park demonstrates this balance, describing 
its location as a ‘new urban quarter’ but retaining the ‘park’ 
name. A desktop analysis of the frequency of the terms 
‘innovation district’ and ‘business park’ reveals a gradual rise  
in the former and a gradual decline in the latter. 

The trend towards more deliberate and evocative naming is 
being driven by a greater emphasis on the character and culture 
of the park as a part of the branding. A challenge in this brand 
trend is the seeming conflict between promoting the dual ideas 
of a landscaped park and an urban park that promotes active 
vibrant lifestyles.

SUMMARY
Research, both in the UK and the USA, has pointed towards 
several key trends in the location of business parks. These 
trends have emerged, as with any business, as a way of 
maintaining success and relevance. Despite this, research has 
shown that some locations are still in decline or are failing in 
competition, principally with the resurgence in demand for 
the city-centre work and lifestyle. This challenge has hit most 
acutely single-use business parks that cater for the office and 
headquarters market, with less impact on, and even growth in, 
those locations that have university- or research-related uses 
and those with flexible and adaptable mixes of industrial and 
office activities. ■

OWNERSHIP DRIVERS
Different ownership structures can potentially drive the 
speed of change in business park locations. ‘Ownership’ in 
this context can be broken down into management of leases, 
general governance of the park, and marketing and branding.

For example, Milton Park in Oxfordshire has single ownership, 
which is a positive enabler in terms of running the park 
efficiently and responding effectively to change. This has been 
cited as a major draw for tenants, as the cohesive management 
can support long-term business growth. In contrast, Thames 
Valley Park in Reading, Berkshire, is owned by several 
landlords, and this can cause delays in park management 
implementation.

The following drivers are observed:

• Management of leases – the growth in SMEs and 
fast-growth companies is going to drive more flexible 
leases that accommodate both expansion and contraction 
of companies without them having to move from the park. 
Thames Valley Park (Reading, Berkshire) and Greenham 
Park (Newbury, Berkshire) have both seen an increase in 
demand from smaller companies.

• General governance – the level of interaction between the 
business park management and the companies located 
on the park is increasing. Companies increasingly see 
the management company less as a landlord and more 
as a supporting partner for their space needs. While this 
trend is seen across all park locations, it is more evident 
in research parks than in office parks, and the change 
is more rapid where there is an increase in co-working 
space, which redefines the relationship between landlord 
and tenant. Greenham Park (Newbury, Berkshire), Milton 
Park (Milton, Oxfordshire) and Edinburgh Park actively 
identify themselves as communities, and provide a range of 
support functions and events to strengthen the relationships 
between the businesses in their parks. Interestingly, the 
current vision document for Edinburgh Park goes to great 
lengths to introduce the team working for Parabola, and 
their consultant teams and architects, using pictures and 
descriptions to put a face on the company. This indicates a 
trend towards a more open management style. The potential 
added value from this more personal approach can facilitate 
both the success of the companies within the business park 
as well as the business park itself.

• Marketing and branding – the naming and branding of a 
park is critical for establishing its identity and values, and 
therefore its attractiveness (see opposite).
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In order to illuminate the potential implications for a ‘typical’ 
business park location, the analysis addresses these drivers in 
four scenarios. For each scenario the applied theoretical cost 
implications were used to assess the practical implementation 
issues affecting the success of incorporating these drivers in the 
future strategy for a park. For each scenario there are key actions 
that facilitate the drivers of change and support the adoption of 
the emerging business park typologies (Table 1).

The drivers identified in this study are all 
components in the decisions a business park  
makes to maintain its competitive advantage. 
These drivers may not be applicable to all locations, 
but all the locations reviewed in this research 
demonstrate some of these characteristics.

APPLYING DRIVERS TO POTENTIAL 
SCENARIOS

Typology Prompts Driver ranking

The university-led research 
revolution

The business park may develop a relationship with the university through networks, 
encourage the positioning of an incubator or accelerator on its site, and seek to create 
flexible, affordable lease space for scale-up businesses. Governance and management 
arrangements could be updated to appeal to a fast-paced industry for spin-outs and 
start-ups.

1. Market
2. Consumer
3. Branding
4. Accessibility
5. Physical
6. Ownership

The urban-edge absorption Planning permission and local support for additional housing development prompt the 
transition through the local planning process to become a new town centre. Strong links 
between the employment uses and the accommodation – such as an ‘innovation village’ 
or direct serviced apartments for business use and recruitment – will add credibility. This 
will be the new form of company towns.

1. Market
2. Branding
3. Physical
4. Consumer
5. Accessibility
6. Ownership

The regional international 
interchange

A business park location near, or ideally adjacent to, a regional airport in order to 
take advantage of international trade and small-scale businesses operating with an 
international reach. Coordination at a regional scale to recognise the infrastructure 
required to support successful access to and from this essentially accessibility led trend.

1. Accessibility
2. Market
3. Branding
4. Consumer
5. Physical
6. Ownership

The urban business park Given the current reinvestment in urban business locations, urban business parks are 
likely to carry on with business as usual. Small shifts in branding towards healthier 
lifestyles and additional amenities may be seen, as well as strengthening of regional and 
local uniqueness, but functionally they are likely to remain as they are now.

1. Market
2. Branding
3. Consumer
4. Physical
5. Ownership
6. Accessibility

Table 1
Emerging business park typologies



34 © BCO 2019THE FUTURE OF BUSINESS PARKS

IS TRANSFORMATION WORTH 
THE COST?
Adopting these trends takes time, effort and investment. In 
this research, a generic business park was used to create a 
cost model. This model was used to assess and compare the 
benchmark of capital investment required for future upgrade 
and redevelopment for each category of park. Separate from 
all the trends and drivers, the cost of realising change will 
ultimately determine whether the UK will start to lead the 
trends or continue to trail behind the USA and Canada.

The cost models (Table 2) are hypothetical and are intended 
only as a guide for the potential scale of redevelopment costs. 
They should not be used as a basis for investment decisions.  
As a basis, all cost models assume a generic business park in 
the West Midlands.

All the cost models rely on abnormal or unpredictable costs 
that influence the overall cost. Abnormal costs include the 
scale of refurbishment required, infrastructure, public realm 
and environmental conditions (further detail is given in the 
Appendix).

The analysis shows that a relatively comparable figure would be 
required to establish the changes identified as a shift towards 
scenario 1 or scenario 2. The requirements for scenario 3 
are predicated on airport requirements, and therefore there 
is a substantial increase in cost for this scenario. However, 
there may be a greater competitive return as a result. For 
purposes of comparison, the truly urban business park, while 
seeing a resurgence, has a considerable additional cost and 
potentially increased abnormal costs due to the constraints and 
likely brownfield site within an urban area. These locations, 
therefore, will rely even more on generating substantial returns 
from their tenants, and will need to compete nationally, if not 
globally, for their success. ■

Scenario Cost Abnormal costs Cost determinants

1: The university-led 
research 
revolution

£73 million £20–40 million • Existing buildings and their suitability for conversion to different uses.

• Proximity to partner university and scale of transport requirements to enable 
future relationship.

• Scale of public-realm improvements depending on the existing condition, 
availability of space and brand/image/establishment of the new park to 
accelerate development.

• Procurement of retail/leisure concessions to fund fit-out of new amenities.

2: The urban-edge 
absorption

£89 million £1–6 million • Existing buildings and their suitability for conversion to different uses.

• Section 106/278 contributions and/or requirements to construct public 
amenities (e.g. schools and libraries) as part of development.

• Potential extensive public-realm works required to convert business-park 
layout into suitable residential development.

3: The regional 
international 
interchange

£365 million £1–6 million • Section 106/278 contribution and/or requirements to construct public 
amenities (e.g. schools and libraries) as part of development.

• Extensive repositioning of existing parks requires large-scale infrastructure 
remodelling.

• Works phasing requires careful consideration to maintain income while 
undertaking large-scale redevelopment of the existing park.

4: The urban 
business park

£178 million £40–75 million • Existing buildings and their suitability for conversion to different uses.

• Section 106/278 contributions and/or requirements to construct public 
amenities (e.g. schools and libraries) as part of development.

• Potentially extensive public-realm works required to convert business-park 
layout into suitable residential development.

Table 2
Cost models for the business park typologies
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The findings of this research suggest that the locations of 
business parks are changing. Parks are being put to different 
uses and are being successfully repurposed to meet a 
changing market as part of a cluster/convergence/conversion 
programme that fits the larger global trend.

Regardless of the scenario, the future universe of business 
parks is likely to look more integrated and have a greater influx 
of supporting uses such as residential. The speed at which these 
changes are realised will be a combination of the recognition 
of business ecosystems at a regional scale, investment in 
infrastructure, and planning flexibility to include a mix of 
uses, greater provision of amenities, flexibility to allow for new 
working practices, a new branding and marketing strategy, as 
well as fundamental accessibility and place-making to attract 
companies and talent. ■

Within all the scenarios identified there are various means of 
funding or supplementary funding available to support the 
potential repositioning. Even within these scenarios there 
are subtrends that support the larger trends for the parks 
themselves. In the last decade the USA has seen a substantial 
increase in the joint venture and private sector funding 
options, for example university partnership, retail and leisure 
concessions, and utility provider funding of infrastructure. 
While a little behind the USA in this respect, it is likely that 
the UK will see an increase in partnerships where there are 
more than just financial connections in place. For example, 
universities with land that are looking for developers to bring 
forward buildings within a framework, or existing office parks 
looking to universities to be long-term tenants.

The other major trend that is likely to emerge, as it has in the 
USA, is a greater partnership with developers that can bring 
forward residential, elderly care and mixed-use projects, 
whether this is by allocating land within the park’s ownership – 
as in Cummings Research Park (Huntsville, AL, USA) – or 
alongside the master developer. These opportunities will require 
the right planning conditions, but will open up new potential 
for all parks to brand themselves as more accessible, vibrant 
and active communities, rather than just places of business. 
Securing the right funding partner, whose financial models align 
with the vision and identity of the existing or future park, is 
critical. Greater pressure on financial institutions to challenge 
conservative models of financing may be required to realise this 
potential. Therefore, effective visioning, market assessment and 
planning remain at the fore of successful implementation. ■

FUNDING MODELS 
AND OPTIONS

CONCLUSIONS

Figure 13
Future merging of uses and diversification of uses within business park locations
Copyright © Perkins+Will
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UNIVERSITY-LED SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY PARK
Basis
Existing park: 30 acres; 20 buildings at c. 50,000 ft2 each; 
total existing building stock c. 1,000,000 ft2 of commercial 
uses, mainly offices/retail.

Location: West Midlands; see benchmarking (p. 41) for 
location factors.

Proposal: Convert 25% to flexible/affordable start-up/
workshop/office space. Construct new incubator building. 
Construct new public realm/leisure/retail and central social/
marketplace facility.

Development cost drivers
• Existing buildings and their suitability for conversion to 

different uses.

• Proximity to partner university and sale of transport 
requirements to enable future relationships.

• Scale of public-realm improvements depends on existing 
condition, availability of space and brand image of current 
business park.

• See benchmarking (p. 41) for specific building type cost 
drivers.

Funding models/options
• University–private sector joint venture funding 

opportunities.

• Development phasing to be considered, what will make  
the most impact ion income/brand/establishment of the 
new park to accelerate the development.

• Procurement of retail/leisure concessions to fund fit out  
of new amenities.

Cost model
Quantityy £/ft2 £

Convert 25% of existing office space to 
flexible start-up space

250,000 ft2 100 25,000,000

New incubator (laboratory) building 50,000 ft2 300 15,000,000

Central marketplace building (shell only) 50,000 ft2 200 10,000,000

Allowance for public-realm works Item 500,000

Build cost total 50,500,000

Professional fees 15% 7,600,000

Contingency 10% 5,800,000

Loose furniture, fitting and equipment 
(FFE)

300,000 ft2 15 4,500,000

IT/automated vehicle (AV) 300,000 ft2 15 4,500,000

Total at Q1 2019 excl. VAT 73,000,000

Abnormal costs
Note: Costs in this section are for guidance only and are subject to a variety of 
factors. Costs are inclusive of fees, contingencies and the like, as per the above cost 
model.

Uplift for heavy refurbishment of existing office stock (e.g. structural 
alterations, repositioning of entrances, lifts, new façades)

£75–150/ft2

Transport links to university (e.g. new bus stops, bus parking, 
refuelling infrastructure, traffic management)

£250,000 to 
£1 million

Increased utilities capacity and/or diversity £500,000 to 
£3 million

Public realm scope depends on existing condition and/or 
ambition of the client

£500,000 to 
£1 million

APPENDIX 
COST MODELS
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URBAN-EDGE ABSORPTION
Basis
Existing park: 30 acres; 20 buildings at c. 50,000 ft2 each; 
total existing building stock c. 1,000,000 ft2 of commercial 
uses, mainly offices/retail.

Location: West Midlands; see benchmarking (p. 41) for 
location factors.

Proposal: Demolish 500,000 ft2. Convert 250,000 ft2 to 
residential; 250,000 ft2 of offices retained. Site development to 
enable 500,000 ft2 of new residential (by others); 100,000 ft2 
of new retail/leisure.

Development cost drivers
• Existing buildings and their suitability for conversion to 

different uses.

• Section 106/278 contributions and/or requirements to 
construct public amenities (e.g. schools, libraries) as part 
of development.

• Potentially extensive public real works required to convert 
business park layout into suitable residential development.

Funding models/options
• Cost model assumes site is redeveloped to provide land 

parcels to be sold to house builders for development, thereby 
diverting capital cost and providing the quickest route to 
income generation.

• Procurement of retail/leisure concessions to fund fit-out of 
new amenities.

• Procurement of utility provider to fund on-site utility 
infrastructure.

Cost model
Quantityy £/ft2 £

Demolish existing buildings 500,000 ft2 10 5,000,000

Office to residential conversion 250,000 ft2 150 37,500,000

New residential (site preparation only) 500,000 ft2 25 12,500,000

New retail/leisure (shell only) 100,000 ft2 150 15,000,000

Allowance for public-realm works Item 500,000

Build cost total 70,500,000

Professional Fees 15% 10,600,000

Contingency 10% 8,100,000

Loose FFE n/a

IT/AV n/a

Total at Q1 2019 excl. VAT 89,000,000

Abnormal costs
Note: Costs in this section are for guidance only and are subject to a variety of 
factors. Costs are inclusive of fees, contingencies and the like, as per the above 
cost model.

Public transport links upgrades (e.g. new bus stops, bus parking, 
refuelling infrastructure, traffic management)

£250,000 to 
£1 million

Increased utilities capacity and/or diversity £500,000 to 
£3 million

S106/278 contributions and/or requirement to provide, for 
example, schools or wider infrastructure projects, as part of the 
development

Varies

Environmental mitigation measures and/or remediation of 
contamination

£500,000 to 
£1.5 million
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REGIONAL INTERNATIONAL INTERCHANGE PARK
Basis
Existing park: 30 acres; 20 buildings at c. 50,000 ft2 each; 
total existing building stock c. 1,000,000 ft2 of commercial 
uses, mainly offices/retail.

Location: West Midlands; see benchmarking (p. 41) for 
location factors.

Proposal: Demolish 700,000 ft2. Construct 700,000 ft2 of 
new category A offices, 300,000 ft2 of new flexible laboratory 
space, 100,000 ft2 of new retail/leisure. Substantial public 
realm/infrastructure remodelling works.

Development cost drivers
• Section 106/278 contributions and/or requirements to 

construct public amenities (e.g. schools, libraries) as part 
of development.

• Extensive repositioning of existing park, requiring large-
scale infrastructure remodelling.

• Works phasing requires careful consideration to maintain 
income while undertaking large-scale redevelopment of the 
existing park.

Funding models/options
• Development phasing to be considered. What will make the 

most impact on income/brand/establishment of the new 
park to springboard the development master plan?

• Procurement of retail/leisure concessions to fund fit-out of 
new amenities.

• Procurement of utility provider to fund on-site utility 
infrastructure.

Cost model
Quantityy £/ft2 £

Demolish existing buildings 700,000 ft2 10 7,000,000

New build offices to category A 700,000 ft2 225 157,500,000

New incubator (laboratory) building 300,000 ft2 300 90,000,000

New retail/leisure (shell only) 100,000 ft2 150 15,000,000

Public realm and infrastructure works 30 acres 400,000 12,000,000

Build cost total 281,500,000

Professional fees 15% 42,200,000

Contingency 10% 32,400,000

Loose FFE (flexible laboratory only) 300,000 ft2 15 4,500,000

IT/AV (flexible laboratory only) 300,000 ft2 15 4,500,000

Total at Q1 2019 excl. VAT 365,000,000

Abnormal costs
Note: Costs in this section are for guidance only and are subject to a variety of 
factors. Costs are inclusive of fees, contingencies and the like, as per the above cost 
model.

Public transport links upgrades (e.g. new bus stops, bus parking, 
refuelling infrastructure, traffic management)

£250,000 to 
£1 million

Increased utilities capacity and/or diversity £500,000 to 
£3 million

S106/278 contributions and/or requirement to provide, for 
example, schools or wider infrastructure projects, as part of the 
development

Varies

Environmental mitigation measures and/or remediation of 
contamination

£500,000 to 
£1.5 million
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URBAN BUSINESS PARK
Basis
Existing park: 30 acres; 20 buildings at c. 50,000 ft2 each; 
total existing building stock c. 1,000,000 ft2 of commercial 
uses, mainly offices/retail.

Location: West Midlands; see benchmarking (p. 41) for 
location factors.

Proposal: Demolish and rebuild 250,000 ft2. Refurbish 
500,000 ft2 as category A offices. Convert 250,000 ft2 to 
flexible laboratory space.

Development cost drivers
• Existing buildings and their suitability for conversion to 

different uses.

• Section 106/278 contributions and/or requirements to 
construct public amenities (e.g. schools, libraries) as part 
of development.

• Potentially extensive public-realm works required to covert 
business-park layout into suitable residential development.

Funding models/options
• Development phasing to be considered. What will make the 

most impact on income/brand/establishment of the new 
park to springboard the development master plan?

• Procurement of retail/leisure concessions to fund fit-out of 
new amenities.

Cost model
Quantityy £/ft2 £

Demolish existing buildings 250,000 ft2 10 2,500,000

New build offices to category A 250,000 ft2 225 56,250,000

Refurbish existing offices to category A 500,000 ft2 75 37,500,000

Convert offices to laboratory space 250,000 ft2 150 37,500,000

Allowance for public-realm works Item 1,000,000

Build cost total 134,750,000

Professional fees 15% 20,200,000

Contingency 10% 15,500,000

Loose FFE (flexible laboratory only) 250,000 ft2 15 3,750,000

IT/AV (flexible laboratory only) 250,000 ft2 15 3,750,000

Total at Q1 2019 excl. VAT 178,000,000

Abnormal costs
Note: Costs in this section are for guidance only and are subject to a variety of 
factors. Costs are inclusive of fees, contingencies and the like, as per the above cost 
model.

Public transport links upgrades (e.g. new bus stops, bus parking, 
refuelling infrastructure, traffic management)

£250,000 to 
£1 million

Increased utilities capacity and/or diversity £500,000 to 
£3 million

Uplift for heavy refurbishment of existing office stock  
(e.g. structural alterations, repositioning of entrances, lifts,  
new façades)

£75–150/ft2
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PROJECT TYPES – BENCHMARKING AND COST DRIVERS

Figure A1
Benchmarking
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Notes on the projects
• Costs are based on a Q1 2019 base date and location factor adjusted 

to a common baseline using building cost information service (BCIS) 
location factor data. This aligns with the basis of the cost models in 
this report.

• Costs exclude demolition of existing buildings/structures, incoming 
utilities and communications infrastructure, external works,  
IT/automated vehicles (AV), furniture, fitting and equipment (FFE), 
operating and servicing equipment (OSE), professional fees and VAT.

• Regional indices BCIS region definitions) for the above costs:

Scotland = –7% West Midlands = 0%
Wales = –12% East of England = +9%
North East = 0% London = +25%
North West = 2% South East = +17%
Yorkshire and the Humber = –6% South West = +6%
East Midlands = +11%

• Cost ranges are for typical building types and are intended as a guide 
only. Project-specific design, brief and abnormal costs need to be 
considered before progressing with any capital investment decisions.

• Cost ranges for conversion/refurbishment types assume that the 
buildings are suitable for conversion/refurbishment for the proposed 
use. Costs do not allow for refurbishment/conversion of buildings 
that are towards the end of or past their economic life.
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Office conversion to flexible space
£50–125/ft2

Incubator (office)
£175–275/ft2

The lower end of the cost range allows for light touch/minimal 
intervention, with works undertaken within net space to allow 
for repositioning for flexible spaces. It does not allow for works 
to landlord areas or the building envelope.

The upper end of the cost range starts to allow for structural 
interventions to reposition the overall building, and includes 
works to landlord areas.

Costs assume that MEP services have some degree of economic 
life remaining and can largely be reused.

A two- to four-storey building with a regular steel or in situ 
concrete frame. Part glazed, part solid façades (typically 
rainscreen or timber cladding).

Reception and shared café and resources centre on the ground 
floor. Flexible office or workshop spaces on the lower floors, 
meeting spaces on the upper floors. 

The buildings have a simple specification, providing affordable 
and attractive workspaces for local small businesses and 
start-ups. The higher end of the cost range provides for flexible 
laboratory/specialist spaces.

Incubator (laboratory)
£250–375/ft2

New-build offices
£175–250/ft2

The building form and general specification are as for the 
incubator (office).

Wide cost ranges are experienced with this type of facility, due 
to the number of cost variables associated with different types of 
laboratory space and the proportion of laboratory space to office 
space.

A three- to five-storey building with a regular steel or in situ 
concrete frame. Part glazed, part solid façades (typically 
rainscreen or timber cladding).

Reception and typical landlord facilities. Category A office 
spaces fitted out to BCO standards, including metal tile ceiling, 
raised access floor and a four-pipe fan coil heating and cooling 
system.

The cost range is impacted by the efficiency of the building form, 
façade treatments, quality of landlord spaces, occupation density 
and amenity provisions.

R&D units
£125–175/ft2

Office to residential conversion
£100–175/ft2

Rectangular two-storey units, with a double-height production 
and distribution space and two floors of offices.

Steel frame with precast concrete plank upper floors, aluminium 
roof, Kingspan cladding, in general with curtain walling, and 
timber clad entrance pods.

Category A office finishes include raised access flooring, mineral 
fibre suspended ceilings, mechanical ventilation and VRF 
comfort cooling, lighting and emergency lighting, fire detection, 
alarm system and building management system.

Conversion of a typical office building to provide new 
apartments.

The cost range is impacted by the scope of the works required 
to covert the office shell to enable fit-out of floors to provide 
apartments (e.g. works to envelope, works to frame for acoustics 
and builders’ works requirements to enable services diversions).

The cost range is further impacted by the mix of the unit sizes 
(studio, one bed, two beds), the quantity of affordable and 
private sale units required for planning, and the final end 
product/sales values targeted.

Serviced apartments/ 
private rented sector/hotels

£150–200/ft2

New-build residential
£120–200/ft2

A multi-storey building with a regular in situ concrete frame. 
Façades are typically brick/render, with aluminium-frame 
windows to accommodation floors and curtain walling to the 
entrance and communal and amenity floors.

The cost range is impacted by the efficiency of the building form, 
façade treatments, target rental values, quality and range of 
amenity provisions and mix of unit sizes.

The base specification of large-scale housebuilding is fairly 
consistent across providers.

The cost range is impacted mainly by the mix of apartments and 
houses, mix of unit sizes and required split of affordable and 
private sale units across the development.

Source: Exigere.
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