
GBSLEP Workspace Study brief 
 
Audit of open workspace, lab, incubator, co-working and makers space across the GBSLEP 
Area. 
 



Background 
 
The Greater Birmingham and Solihull Local Enterprise Partnership (GBSLEP) is seeking to 
commission an audit of the current workspace offer across the GBSLEP geography and to 
consider the value of different types of workspace to Greater Birmingham both locally, and 
more widely, economically, environmentally and socially, now and in the future. This should 
include research and information on the range of workspaces available including labs (and 
types of), clean workspace, open space, co-working environments, incubators and 
accelerators. 
 
Greater Birmingham is home to over 71,000 small and medium sized enterprises employing 
0-49 staff, which account for 98% of businesses. Lower cost space where businesses can 
start-up and grow is important to productivity, employment growth, and capacity for 
innovation. The importance of all types of workspace and co-working hubs have become 
increasingly important as a result of COVID-19 with more people working from home 
coupled with workers having limited space and feeling isolated and anticipated growth in 
some sectors and contraction in others. The potential changes to requirements for 
workspace will present challenges for our towns and local centres but may also present 
future opportunities for the vitality of these locations especially for the growth sectors (list).   
 
This research is intended to create a greater understanding of the challenges for 
employment/workspace and how, if appropriate, the public sector can safeguard and 
support existing workspace and encourage the creation of new capacity, potentially on the 
back of regeneration and housing growth as well as the opportunities arising from the 
pandemic and changes to working patterns and forecast growth for certain sectors. 
 
This study will inform the future work of the GBSLEP Place Delivery Plan in relation to Towns 
and Local Centres, including cultural and creative sectors, and aims to: 
 

- Identify how use is changing  
- Identify and map the existing and planned workspace provision across the GBSLEP 

area including the sectors catered for 
- To review whether this meets demand 
- Investigate the extent to which lack of suitable workspace provision is constraining 

growth and suggest the ways in which stakeholders could intervene to reduce these 
constraints, if they exist. 

- Examine the role of workspaces in the retention and nurturing of local talent, 
including recent graduates. 

- Explore the need for the stakeholders in Greater Birmingham to work together on a 
workspace agenda and outline the advantages and disadvantages in establishing a 
more formalised network of providers. 

- Investigate the impact of regeneration schemes on the availability and pricing of 
business space and outline the options for counteracting these impacts. (Specific 
examples will be discussed with the successful contractor.) 

 
 



 
2. Objectives  
 
This research brief supports the GBSLEP Strategic Economic Plan objectives of developing 
thriving towns and local centres as well as increasing business survival and growth across 
the region. This research commission will play an important role in shaping the approach to 
and investment in the provision of workspace and future business support requirements.  
 
In addition to auditing and mapping existing provision it is essential to understand value, 
and as such this study should include the following key themes:  

- the value of different types of workspace to the wider economy and community 
(both to the immediate locality and to the region as a whole)  

- the value of open workspace to businesses and users of open workspace (compared 
to using conventional space or working from home.)  

- the value of lab space (and type of) to businesses and users of open workspace 
(compared to generic innovation space)  

- the value of workspaces to regeneration and the development market including 
additional local spend, place marketing ensuring active use of commercial ground 
floor space 

- the potential value of opportunities for local space development as a result of 
changes in working patterns and office space requirements presented by the COVID-
19 pandemic and growth of sectors and contraction of others. 

 
Audience  
This report will be used to inform future thinking around the provision of workspace within 
the GBSLEP area with a view to the requirements and case for public sector intervention and 
the development of models of funding and investment. The report should also communicate 
the value of workspace provision to wider audiences. The findings should be useful for 
workspace providers in developing their businesses; and to landlords and developers 
involved in workspace and mixed-use development. It should also help to build a compelling 
message to the regeneration and development industry of their value (as opposed to just 
being considered a development cost).  
 
The tone of the document should be accessible with an emphasis on powerful and impactful 
statements, facts and figures,  
 
Outputs 
 
The final report should be submitted in pdf format, and where relevant, with well-designed 
infographics and high-quality photographs and drawings that can be shared in presentations 
and online, independently of the report.  
 
The mapping element of the research should be produced using GIS or similar mapping 
software to enable use by the LEP or Growth Hub as a public facing resource locating 
existing provision. Access to the underlying summary data will also be required. 
 



The report should summarise the task, research and findings using clear, concise and 
accessible language. It should also set out clear recommendations for the GBSLEP area 
including what can be done at a local level by local providers. Findings and specific text and 
images from the report may be used to contribute to guidance. This later output should be 
considered in the formulation of the report.  
 
 
Specification Tasks  
A. Definitions  
 
In order to address the questions above, consultants will need to set a number of definitions 
and research assumptions. In particular, consultants will need to establish a robust 
methodology around:  
 
- The scope of open workspace as a sector  
 
We have used the following definition of ‘open workspace’ for the purposes of this 
commission: 
 
Open workspaces are places where businesses and professionals share space, facilities, 
and/or specialist equipment, in order to reduce costs. Examples include labs, co-working 
spaces, incubators, artists’ studios and maker-spaces. Open workspaces are managed and 
run by ‘workspace providers’ which can come in a variety of sizes, with a range of social to 
commercial aims, and specialisms in various sectors.  
 
This commission should consider whether this definition is adequate, and whether further 
distinctions or inclusions can usefully be made. For example, this definition has had an 
ambiguous relationship to universities incubator workspace which are exclusively for their 
students and alumni, as these are not considered ‘open’, although open spaces may target 
particular types and sectors of users. The terms ‘follow-on, ‘move-on’, and ‘grow-on’ are 
often used, and it is not clear whether this is a distinct category in-between open workspace 
and the wider market, or whether they are simply smaller spaces available in the 
conventional market. The role of serviced office providers such as Regus should also be 
considered in terms of the current provision across the region. Are they providers of open 
workspace or of a distinct category of follow-on space? if so what are the distinctions? The 
study should consider what functions a provider performs that makes them different to a 
conventional landlord e.g. a certain curatorial and community role, or a certain flexibility in 
lengths of lease.  
 
- The user market (including start-ups, ‘teenage’ businesses)  
 
In defining the scope of open workspace as a sector, a good understanding of the user 
market will be necessary, including traditional sectors, growth sectors, business age, 
business size and general requirements, and this should be outlined when identifying 
opportunities for future requirements. 
 
- Affordability in workspace  



 
While the definition of affordability in workspace is not the focus of this commission, it is 
important that consultants understand the relevance of affordability to the open workspace 
sector and why affordable workspace is needed. While a solid definition of ‘affordability’ is 
unlikely to arise from this commission, consultants should consider existing research on 
methodologies for assessing or describing affordability, for example whether it is relative to, 
or a percentage of surrounding market rates, or whether it depends on the maturity of a 
business, its’ turnover, its’ particular sector, or geography or the type of space. The 
definition should explore whether affordability is simply to do with price or whether paying 
for flexibility or small amounts of time, are ways of offsetting price per sq ft.  
This section of the report should also set out your research approach and methodology.  
 
B. Mapping of open/co-working space 
 
The research will identify and map existing open/co-working space including the types of 
space provided, provider information by type including support services delivered and the 
target market including existing users. 
 
 
C. The value of open workspace  
  
 
The research will also address the question: what is the value of open workspace? While 
understanding the value of open workspace to users (as opposed to conventional office 
space or working from home) should be included in the overall narrative for this research, 
the core question should be focused on the current provision of workspace locally and 
region wide.  
 
Consultants should consider the economic value of open workspace, across a number of 
areas including employment, opportunity, impact on wider business communities, spill-over 
effect and whether workspaces support local business ‘eco-systems’, supply and demand, 
across the entire GBSLEP geography and across different sectors. In addition, consultants 
should consider the social impact of workspace, whether they typically nurture opportunity 
or proactively outreach into communities. Where possible, consultants should also consider 
other benefits, for example community benefits or environmental benefits of open 
workspace, the potential of clustering of sectors.  
 
The value of new workspaces as part of property developments should also be explored.  
 
Research questions should include the following, but are not limited to: 
• How does the local economy and community benefit from the existence of open 

workspaces?  
- Employment, training and opportunity, educational opportunities 
- Business to business cross-fertilisation (networking opportunities, collaboration, 

clustering)  
- Role in addressing inequality and disadvantage  



- Impact on wider business community including benefits to local supply chains in local 
area/high street  

- Place-shaping role, physical regenerative effect, spill-over effect, tipping-
point/critical mass  

- Supporting local lifestyle with environmental implications  
- Reputational benefits or value of sectoral clustering e.g. cultural and creative 

businesses. 
 
• How does the GBSLEP area benefit from the existence of open/co-working spaces?  

- Address a strategic need - supply and demand dynamic. What is this demand and 
are there geographic or sectoral deficiencies? Is the market saturated? Are there 
too many or not enough suppliers?  

- Retention of talent in localities  
- Retention of spin outs  from universities 
- Attract spin outs from Universities outside the region 
- Creation of new start ups  
- Growth of existing SMEs  
- Creation of new employment opportunities. Does job creation directly benefit 

adjacent residential communities? Does the high street benefit?  
- How do developers benefit as part of a mix of uses?  
- Ground floor activity  
- Defraying business rate liabilities  
- Rental income  
- Marketing  

 
D. Recommendations and conclusions  
 
This section should include clear and actionable recommendations and conclusions, based 
on the findings of section B and C. In particular section D should address the following:  
 
- Develop a set of measures for assessing the value of open/co- working space  
 
Consultants should produce a concise, standardised matrix for measuring the value of 
open/co-working space, across a number of measures as set out in Section B. The matrix 
should measure value to the wider economy (local and regional), social value and value to 
user businesses. Consultants should use case studies to illustrate value and examples of best 
practice.  
 
- Encourage research and monitoring of the performance of open workspace  
Consultants should suggest how measures of assessing value can be used to monitor and 
evaluate LEP funded projects, suggest how they can be used by existing workspace 
providers, how they can be collected more widely across the provider sector. Consultants 
should also make recommendations about tools or networks that could facilitate greater 
knowledge sharing and learning within the workspace sector 
  
- Make recommendations  



 
The research should include broad recommendations on investment requirements and 
opportunities, including with regard to the impacts and opportunities arising as a result of 
COVID-19. These should include specific actions the LEP can undertake as well as how we 
can work with other organisations including the public and private sectors in particular 
geographies and in specific sectors. 
 
Budget  
The budget for this work is up to £50,000 (Exc VAT) 


