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Over nearly ten years, The Nonprofit Centers Network (NCN) has seen the 
rapid growth of nonprofit centers across the United States and Canada. 
Falling under the umbrella of social purpose real estate, hundreds of 
nonprofit centers are meeting the needs of organizations by providing high 
quality workspace, improving programming and operations and providing 
the infrastructure to achieve greater community impact. 

In 2019, NCN implemented the third “State of the Shared Space Sector” 
survey, collecting information from 102 open North American nonprofit 
centers. The purpose of the survey was both to update existing data 
about how centers are doing and to also raise awareness and advocacy 
for shared space as a solution to the challenges in the nonprofit sector. 
Increasingly, nonprofit organizations struggle to find quality spaces that 
meet their needs in the communities they serve and not be displaced by 
rising rental costs. As survey results indicate, nonprofit centers continue to 
support the needs of organizations, individuals and communities.

Addressing nonprofit space needs through sharing positively impacts 
both mission and finances. Organizations see improvements in staff 
morale, retention and productivity, increased programming and additional 
opportunities for collaboration. Most organizations also see financial 
savings that are reinvested in their programming. Nonprofit centers 
themselves are stable financial organizations, with 81% of centers breaking-
even or generating a surplus. Overall, nonprofit center revenues increased 
while continuing to generate financial savings, primarily from reduced 
rental rates for tenant organizations. In addition to rent savings, sharing 
resources equates to time savings when tenant organizations have more 
of what they need at their fingertips. These financial benefits reflect how 
nonprofit centers enable tenant organizations to operate more efficiently 
and effectively, to better fulfill their missions and serve local communities. 

Given the results of the survey, NCN confidently concludes that the state of 
the shared space sector in 2019 is strong. This report outlines the findings 
to demonstrate the similarities and differences in how nonprofit centers 
operate, how centers meet tenant organizations’ needs and how centers 
are planning for the future. The hope is that this provides the reader with the 
information and guidance needed to better understand the nonprofit center 
model and how this strategy has the potential to benefit organizations and 
communities across North America. 

1536 Wynkoop Street, Suite 103 Denver, CO 80202 
www.nonprofitcenters.org  |  info@nopnrofitcenters.org
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Findings
Sector Overview
The number of nonprofit centers continues to grow. There are approximately 570 known nonprofit 
centers in 2019, up from 393 in 2015 and 211 in 2011.1 Of the 570 centers, 79% are in the United 
States, 19% are in Canada and 1% are in other countries.2 

NCN estimates that collectively the sector occupies about 19 million square feet, housing 8,500 
organizations that employ nearly 35,000 employees.

Typical Nonprofit Center in US and Canada
As was the case in 2015, nonprofit centers in the United States and Canada remain similar in size, 
scope and revenue, but the typical nonprofit center data has changed in the past four years. The 
chart below outlines the data for the two countries, comparing 2015 and 2019. The biggest changes 
are in gross revenues and management staff, even when accounting for inflation. The number of 
tenants has risen slightly, but there are fewer overall employees. This may be due to more larger 
centers/campuses filling out the survey in 2015. That said, the median square footage for both 
countries remains consistent.

Years 2019 2015
Country USA CANADA USA CANADA
Square Footage 35,500 32,000 35,000 33,000
Number of Tenants 15 15 12 13
Total Employees in 
the Building

61 63 70 78

Gross Revenues $692,0003 $671,000 $500,000 $480,000
Management Staff 4 4 2 2

Center Typology
Although no two nonprofit centers are exactly alike, NCN typically classifies centers as either multi-
sector, programmatic theme or service centers. Multi-sector centers are predominantly focused on 
providing affordable office space for nonprofits and social impact organizations. These spaces are 
commonly found in rural areas and in major cities with expensive real estate markets. Programmatic 
theme centers unite nonprofits with a common mission and often focus on collaborative efforts. 
Service centers bring together nonprofits that serve a specific client population, like youth or people 
experiencing homelessness. In 2019, our sample included 35% multi-sector centers, 25% theme 
centers and 23% service centers. Some multi-sector centers also include nonprofit incubation for the 
benefit of getting nonprofits started but not providing permanent tenancy.

1	  The first survey data was captured in our report, Measuring Collaboration: The Benefits and Impacts of Shared Spaces, 
which can be found here: https://www.nonprofitcenters.org/research-and-publications/
2	  There are nonprofit centers in other countries, but NCN has historically served and tracked those in US and Canada. NCN 
continues to update the map of known centers here: www.nonproficenters.org/nonprofit-centers-locations-map/
3	  Even when accounting for inflation, the difference is about $140,000 USD from 2015 to 2019.
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Notably, 16% of nonprofit centers identify as coworking spaces, a significant increase 
from previous years.4 Coworking is a growing trend around the world, typically with 
for-profit entities providing flexible office spaces, desks in an open-floor plan and/
or meeting rooms. In contrast, nonprofit center coworking spaces report that they 
are designed to create a mission-driven, collaborative environment for the purpose 
of greater social impact, as evidenced by their make-up, staffing and community 
offerings below. The majority of these coworking spaces have nonprofit tenants as 
over 75% of their constituency. Many coworking spaces also include government 
agencies, individual entrepreneurs or remote staff of off-site organizations. 
 
Nonprofit center coworking 
tenants get more than just 
a desk and a place to work. 
Coworking centers report 
a mission focus in hosting 
community-oriented offerings, 
offering reduced rent and staffing 
of a community animator,5 
program manager or both. 

In addition to the nonprofit 
centers that identify as 
coworking spaces, another 16% 
of multi-sector, programmatic 
and service centers offer 
coworking space as a part of 
their buildings. When asked 
about future plans, an additional 
10% of centers say they plan to 
add a coworking membership 
program. 

4	 Up from 8% in 2015
5	 This position has also been titled community catalyzer and in some aspects could fall under a program 
manager. The main role is to cultivate a culture of community through events and collaborative endeavors, as 
well as making sure physical and technical resources are functioning to support the community. NCN provides job 
descriptions, submitted by centers, as a member resource. www.nonprofitcenters.org/become-a-member

Voices 
from the 
Field: 
Coworking

“Overall 
coworking 
space has 
allowed 
me to gain 
exposure to 
programmatic 
resources 
I wouldn’t 
otherwise have. 
For example, I 
can easily meet 
with my clients 
who are also 
tenants of my 
organization. 
This allows me 
to build genuine 
relationships 
and be 
accessible to 
their needs.”
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Who Owns Shared Spaces
Those developing nonprofit centers commonly 
ask NCN, “Who should own the space? Should 
it be the organization exploring the concept, a 
new nonprofit, perhaps in conjunction with other 
nonprofit tenants or a separate entity?” The 
answer is that each nonprofit center is designed, 
operated and governed in a customized 
way to meet the needs of the participating 
organizations, the people the organizations 
serve and the local community.6

While nonprofit centers have a variety of 
ownership models, ownership by a single 
nonprofit is the most popular in the US (52%). 
In some cases, this nonprofit was created to 
own and operate a shared space, and in others, 
the shared space is a program of an existing 
nonprofit. 

Who’s In Shared Space
Nonprofit centers have a variety of tenancy 
strategies to include organizations and 
individuals from all economic sectors. As 
expected, the majority of tenants in nonprofit 
centers are nonprofit or charitable organizations, 
accounting for 81% of tenants in nonprofit 
centers. As seen in the chart below showing the 
average tenant mix, nonprofit centers continue 
to diversify their community in similar ways to 
prior years.7

While nonprofits are the dominant presence, 
38% of centers house for-profit entities, 27% 
house government entities and 26% house 
individuals. The presence of individuals is likely 
connected to the use of coworking in more 
centers. 

Workspaces Offered By Centers
To be expected, office space (private or 
demised) and desks/workstations are the 
most popular workspaces offered in nonprofit 
centers, with coworking options next in line. 
The high percentage of centers (88%) that 
offer private office space options should be 
noted to those who are interested in an open 
concept design. While open concept shared 
spaces allow for more interaction, private or 
demised space is still in high demand.

6	  NCN’s online course, Virtual Boot Camp (https://
sharedspacebootcamp.org/), provides tools to help answer 
ownership and governance questions.
7	 2015’s mix looked like: Nonprofit (86%), For-Profit 
(5%), Government (4%), Individuals (4%), Other (1%)
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As the number of nonprofit centers in North America continues to grow so do the types of workspace 
offerings. Maker spaces,8 a collaborative workspace for creating and inventing projects, are a recent 
addition to many spaces. Additionally, with the high cost of living in some areas, some nonprofit 
centers, such as arts spaces, are offering a live/work arrangement for artists to continue to create 
and live where they want to be.9 

Availability of Spaces to Tenants and Public
An often-cited benefit to nonprofit centers is the meeting, 
conference, event and other shared spaces accessible to tenant 
organizations. Whether these additional spaces are included in 
rent or available at an additional cost, having these amenities 
in your building saves valuable time. Meeting, conference and 
training rooms continue to be the most popular free offering to 
tenants. Eleven percent of nonprofit centers offer these spaces for 
free to the public as well. Event space is the second most popular 
amenity. It also serves as an additional revenue stream, as 41% 
of centers offer it to the public for a fee. For tenants, many centers 
offer an allocation of event space use per year for free, and if an 
organization has additional needs, a fee may apply. The additional 
offerings depend on the theme of the center, clientele, size or 
other factors but may include larger spaces such as a gallery, 
theater, library or gym. 

Shared Services Offered 
NCN is hearing from more nonprofit centers that are interested in 
offering shared back-office services as a feature of their shared 
space or as an offering to tenants and other local nonprofit 
organizations.10 Many of this year’s survey responders indicated 

8	 These can include 3D printers, software, electronics, craft, hardware supplies and more. Source - https://oedb.org/ilibrari-
an/a-librarians-guide-to-makerspaces/
9	  A select few centers offer housing for vulnerable populations as well.
10	  See NCN’s 2019 publication and course, Rethinking Overhead, for various ways of implementing shared services. A free 
preview can be found at www.rethinkingoverhead.org. Want more support to figure out what’s right for you? Head to https://www.nonprof-
itcenters.org/consulting/

Voices from the 
Field: Space

“Being able to bounce 
ideas off fellow arts 
organizations and seek 
advice on different 
topics is invaluable. It’s 
also extremely helpful 
having the rehearsal 
space downstairs and 
our offices in the building 
so we can take care of 
business-related issues that 
might pop up during a 
rehearsal.”
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that they are utilizing back 
office services as another 
tool to improve nonprofits’ 
organizational capacity. 

The top four shared services 
included in nonprofit centers 
are mail room, reception, 
internet and office equipment. 
Some bundle these services 
in rent or common area 
maintenance charges, while 
other centers charge a fee. 
Twenty-three percent of 
centers charge tenants for 
internet and 42% charge for 
office equipment use. Other 
shared services are available for a fee including telephone services 
and IT support. This category of shared services is frequently low-
risk and needed by a wide number of tenants.  

A smaller percentage of centers offer additional administrative or 
management-type services. These services require significant 
planning and organizational buy-in but greatly benefit organizations 
with expertise in areas such as fiscal sponsorship, management 
assistance, marketing and HR. Given that 17% of nonprofit 
centers plan to start a shared services program in the future, NCN 
looks forward to seeing how these service offerings evolve and 
contribute to organizational efficiency.

Impact
Since NCN’s first survey in 2011, nonprofit centers have 
continued to create strong positive impacts on many facets of 
an organization’s operations, including staff productivity and 
morale, access and quality of services to clients, programming 

Voices from the 
Field: Mission 
Impact
“Overall, having a shared 
space has had a positive 
effect on my knowledge of 
the organization & the field, 
has allowed me to engage 
my relationship building skills, 
and lets me find the space I 
need to be productive when 
I need a change of scenery. 
I really enjoy working in a 
shared space that’s made 
available to multiple tenants.”

“Our mission is to amplify 
hope. We are better able 
to accomplish our mission 
because we rub shoulders 
with tenants who are also 
committed to improving the 
lives of those they serve.”

“Having access to other 
agencies at the same 
location is very helpful for 
the population we serve. 
Some of our consumers are 
on budgets and have limited 
transportation.”
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improvements and collaboration. 
With these impacts in mind, nonprofit 
centers continue to prove to be more 
than just buildings. 

Nonprofit center tenants responded 
that being in their building affected 
various aspects of their organization. 
The top five overall effects are charted 
below. Almost equally important 
(ranked 70-78% for improvement) 
were organizational efficiency and 
effectiveness and interacting with other 
building tenants.

Tenant Organizations and 
Staff
Nonprofit center tenants 
reported significant 
organizational benefits 
because of tenancy: 86% 
report improvement in 
overall organizational 
capacity; 88% report 
improvement in achieving 
their mission; and 89% 
report improvement in 
achieving their goals. 
Fifty-one percent report 
improvement with staff 
recruitment and retention, 
and 80% and 78% 
report improvements in 
productivity and morale. 
Tenants cite the quality 
of office space, access 
to amenities, affordability, 
increased efficiency 
and opportunities for 
collaboration as having an effect in each of these areas.

Nonprofit center tenants also reported strong improvement in organizational sustainability (83%), 
strategic partnerships (85%) and public/community awareness (85%).

Programming
These organizational impacts create greater efficiencies for tenants, allowing them to focus more 
energy towards programming. This is apparent by the program related impacts charted below. The 
offerings, number of people served, quality of service and accessibility to clients improve. Additionally, 
organizations state that they see increases in referrals from other organizations in the building. 
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Center Program Offerings
The types of programs offered by centers is another tangible benefit to tenants and helps strengthen 
community and collaboration. It is important to create a culture of trust to foster programmatic 
collaboration. The following graph depicts common program offerings within nonprofit centers.

Cost Savings
Beyond the programmatic and mission benefits, most tenants save on costs when they are housed in 
a nonprofit center. Based on the 2019 data, the average annual cost savings for tenants is $15,500.11 

11	  It is important to note two things regarding cost savings: In 2015, NCN asked for specific numbers or estimates in the tenant 
question around cost savings. In 2019, tenants were given answer options in ranges: Under $5000, $5000 - $14,999, continuing in 
$14,999 increments until $74,999, $24,999 increments until $99,999, and finishing with $100,000 and above. The 2015 responses were 
also a different cross section of tenants, which included centers that are given free rent by a California foundation. In this scenario, the 
foundation provides tenants a written record of exact amount of annual cost savings, which are significant in that particular rental market.
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There was no direct 
correlation from 
organizations’ budget 
range to their savings 
range, but the average 
budget for the 102 tenants 
responding to this question 
was $1,363,000. It is also 
important to note the 
included amenities and 
time savings that equate 
to cost savings, whether 
that’s executive directors 
being able to focus on 
their priorities and not on 
troubleshooting IT issues, 
finding off-site meeting 
room space, ordering 
printing paper or other similarly 
distracting tasks.

These savings are typically 
reallocated to programming, 
either for existing programs, 
increased staffing or 
developing new programs 
or services. Professional 
development is also on par with 
new programs and services. 
This data continues to prove 
that investing in a nonprofit 
center is an investment in the 
growth of many organizations. 

Financial Sustainability

From NCN’s data collection in 2011 
to now, mission-driven nonprofit 
centers continue to be viable 
financial operations with 81% of 
centers meeting or exceeding their 
expenses. Those centers running 
a deficit has decreased from 23% 
in 2015 to 19%. At the same time, 
a larger number of centers have 
gone from having a surplus to 
being at a breakeven point.  The 
responses also show that it can be 
more financially challenging to run 
a space that is leased than one that 
is owned, although, arguably, easier 

Voices from the Field: Cost Savings
“Our goal is not to make a profit off of our tenants. We 
only charge what is necessary.”

“We need more rent-able square footage to bring costs 
down per square foot and increase revenue.”

“There is a lot of common area so we charge a flat rate 
rather than triple-net…It is hard to charge more as the 
clients cannot pay more and yet the costs of operations 
(repairs, maintenance) are going up.”
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to get started due to the lower initial capital investment of not 
having to buy a building.

Owning a center demonstrates a strong indicator for having 
a financial surplus with 57% of centers reporting as such. 
Leasing tends to lead more towards a breakeven scenario 
(45%). Clearly other factors play a role and neither leasing nor 
owning a building will dictate financial sustainability alone. That 
said, 60% of centers report owning their building verses 40% 
that lease.

Demand in nonprofit centers continues to be high with 79% of nonprofits having a 10% or less 
vacancy rate, including 46% with zero vacancies and the average vacancy being 8%.

Typical Staffing Positions and Salaries

Both Canadian and US centers have about 4 full-time equivalent staff to manage a center. These 
positions typically include a combination of an executive director, marketing or communications, 
facility manager, program manager and/or community animator. This will fluctuate based on each 
market area but gives communities an idea for staffing costs to effectively run a center. On average, 
staff salaries account for 33% of reporting budgets. Position specific average salaries are shown 
below.

Collaboration and Success

In 2016, a cohort of organizations worked with NCN to define collaboration and formulate action steps 
on how to accomplish it. The resulting definition stated, “Two or more tenants that work together, 
informally or formally, toward a common, mutually beneficial goal.” In this 2019 survey, many centers 
shared a similarly worded answer. For some, the simple fact of co-locating enables this to happen, 
while for others it is more intentional. The exchange of ideas can occur through hall conversations, 
center led programming/events or by community needs and interest driving tenants towards 
programming. 
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Some centers create a culture of collaboration 
through their tenant selection process, a 
formal membership agreement between 
agencies, sharing back office services or 
tenants partnering for programming. As 
demonstrated in the voices from the field, 
some centers work to be the catalyst, 
understanding that it cannot be forced, but 
that they can provide the spark for relationship 
building that leads to greater impact.  

Next Steps
What’s Next for Centers
Centers are continually looking for ways 
to evolve to better support their tenants. 
Seventy-two centers shared their future plans, 
and many are looking to tackle more than one 
area - 13% want to tackle at least 6 items and 
only 17% of centers want to pursue one item. 

Programming and collaboration are at the 
top, followed by measuring impact and capital 
improvement projects.12

Clearly many centers are seeing success and finding ways to put their resources into the areas they 
feel will make a greater impact.

12	  NCN’s consulting practice can help you realize your future plans. Email info@nonprofitcenters.org to find out more.

Voices from the Field: 
Collaboration

“It’s important to us to create the conditions 
in which collaboration can occur…What 
collaboration can be is really defined by 
the tenants.” 

“Our environment is intentionally non-
competitive…and a common table ethos.” 

“This effort only works with collaboration as 
a core operating assumption.”

“We are relationship builders and dot 
connectors. Collaboration is a mindset.”

“Formal membership agreements with 6 
agencies for which we fundraise, market 
and strategic plan together.”  
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What Does Success Look Like?

How centers define and measure success varies based on mission, but there are tangible aspects 
that stood out above the rest: occupancy and retention, tenant success/satisfaction and tenant 
engagement. How centers measure success ranges from tenant surveys, specific software tools and 
collecting stories, formally and informally. These outputs indicate deeper outcomes like greater social 
impact, collaboration and mission alignment. 

Voices from the Field: Success Means...

“Being able to support a diverse range of cultural undertakings and being able 
to offer a safe, productive and enjoyable artist residency experience.”

“At the core, success is allowing our tenant organizations to do more of their 
critical work toward a world of shared prosperity and social justice through their 
savings from officing (here).”

“Programs collaboratively provide needed services to vulnerable populations.”

“Success is based on our progress towards our strategic goals in the three 
following strategic areas: convene, connect, catalyze.”

“When we are viewed as the place where people meet to solve problems and 
make the city and the world a better place.”
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Conclusion

Nonprofits are finding solutions to challenges around space, resources, collaboration and cost savings 
by co-locating in one building. With three surveys and accompanying reports in the past 9 years, it is 
evident that nonprofit centers are addressing the obstacles of higher rents, potential displacement, 
varying space needs and the many tasks that can distract organizations from their missions. While a 
nonprofit organization might only be looking to address one or two of these challenges, the benefits of 
sharing with other organizations often meets these initial challenges and much more. 

No two centers are identical, because each addresses the unique needs of their area; yet, there is 
ample data and overlap to show how this model can work for nonprofits in cities of all types. The 
growth of this model across the US and Canada demonstrates this success and provides many 
examples for future organizations and communities to consider. 

Methodology
For the purpose of this study, the definition of “nonprofit center” is a physical facility that intentionally 
houses more than one nonprofit organization with a social purpose. 

In February 2019, The Nonprofit Centers Network sent an e-mail survey with 71 questions to 540 
either known or potential nonprofit centers. NCN maintains a database and map of intentionally 
created nonprofit which combined contains 570 nonprofit centers. Accounting for bounce backs, 
unknown contacts and bad e-mail addresses, a total of 482 individuals received the survey.  Of that 
number, 108 centers responded for a response rate of 22%; 76% were from the United States and 
24% were from Canada. Six centers are in development and of the 102 remaining responses, 12% 
are new centers that have been open for less than 2 years and 88% have been open for more than 2 
years. 

Additionally, a 21-question survey was provided to the executive directors of tenants within 19 
nonprofit centers representing a broad cross-section of buildings both in the US and Canada. This 
sample included a total of 442 executive directors, of whom 124 responded to the survey for a 28% 
response rate. 
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