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Advisors See Opportunity  
in Commercial Real Estate
Spurred by client interest, advisors are looking to capitalize on this versatile asset class

Real estate represents a massive global market and a 
big opportunity for both advisors and their clients. In 2019, 
the professionally managed global real estate market was 
worth $9.6 trillion—a 7.8% increase over 2018.¹ 

To learn about advisors’ experience with commercial 
real estate (CRE), Wealthmanagement.com ran two recent 
surveys² covering nearly 500 financial advisors. Every single 
advisor surveyed had clients with at least some interest in 
CRE, while more than four in five have clients invested in 
CRE. Perhaps most important, most advisors are keen to 
grow this aspect of their firm’s expertise. 

1. MSCI Market Size Report on Global Real Estate 2020. (https://www.msci.com/real-estate
market-size-report)

2. Surveys were conducted in March and November of 2020. 

The survey’s other key findings include:

• Most advisors are already advising their clients on CRE, 
primarily around portfolio advice. 

• Diversification and the opportunity for a steady income 
stream are the top two reasons advisors recommend CRE 
to clients. 

• A third of advisors report they expect their clients’ allo-
cations to increase—three times the number who expect 
allocations to decline. 

• HNW clients investing in CRE prefer primary real estate 
markets and core properties

• Advisors primarily learn about CRE opportunities 
through networking or directly from clients.
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Every advisor surveyed reports interest in commercial real 
estate (CRE) among at least some of their clients. In fact, 
a large majority of advisors (83%) have clients invested in 
CRE, while the rest (17%) say their clients have expressed 
interest in the asset class. Advisors clearly should be pre-
pared to discuss this asset class with clients, and may want 
to develop a greater familiarity with the subject.

Advisors aren’t fielding questions from just a few clients. 
When asked what percentage of their clients are invested in 
CRE, advisors’ median response was 10% to 14%. A subset 
of advisors reports much higher levels of client involvement 
with CRE: Almost one in five advisors (18%) report that 
40% or more of their clients are already invested in this 
sector. These findings suggest that a cohort of advisors may 
consider CRE an integral part of their clients’ portfolio allo-
cations. Their conversance with CRE may even serve as a 
source of differentiation from their peers.

Why might advisors be incorporating CRE into their 
offerings? Because clients are asking about it. When advi-
sors were asked how offering advice on CRE investment has 
helped their business, the most common response was client 
satisfaction, cited by two-thirds (67%) of advisors. 

Clients appear to have high expectations for what CRE 

can do for their portfolios: Most advisors (63%) report their 
clients are looking to generate returns of between 6% and 
10% from their CRE investments, and one in four advi-
sors (27%) say their clients expect even higher returns—
between 11% and 15%. Advisors will need to manage those 
expectations as they assist their clients with CRE-related 
opportunities. 

1. Clients are leading the way…
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It’s not just clients who like CRE. Nearly three in four advi-
sors (72%) believe commercial real estate (CRE) is a good 
investment for their clients, with almost the same percent-
age (71%) reporting they have already advised clients on 
CRE investments. 

Portfolio advice is the most common (72%) way advisors 
help clients with CRE-related matters. Nearly 
half of advisors also report that providing 
market analysis and analyzing opportunities, 
along with helping clients network with real 
estate professionals.  

Six in 10 advisors are looking to grow the 
CRE side of their practice. Yet to this point 
just one third (32%) of advisors have helped 
their clients prospect for deals. This finding 
suggests that most advisors are interested in 
a support role rather than a leadership role 
on CRE—for example, offering advice on 
whether opportunities found by clients are 
a good fit for their portfolio. That would 
explain why half of advisors say they learn 
about new opportunities from their clients.

When asked to look ahead, advisors seem 

to be considering taking a more active role on CRE. 
Although about half (54%) of advisors are happy to remain 
passive in their support of CRE, more than a third (37%) 
say it offers value to their clients and are interested in being 
more proactive about it in the future. Only a very small sub-
set (8%) of advisors try to avoid advice on CRE if possible.

2. …but advisors are getting on board quickly
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Most advisors report their clients hold only mod-
est allocations toward commercial real estate. All 
told, 61% of advisors report average client CRE 
allocations of between 0% and 14%, and the medi-
an advisor reports average client allocations of 10% 
to 14%. But a distinct group of advisors has clients 
who hold more concentrated positions. One in 10 
(11%) advisors report their clients typically hold 
concentrated positions of 40% or more. Moreover, 
a third of advisors expect their clients’ allocations 
to increase—more than three times as many who 
expect CRE allocations to decline (10%). 

When asked how their clients invest in CRE, 
more than half of advisors (56%) point to publicly 
traded REITs, and almost one in four (39%) say 
real estate mutual funds. This pattern suggests 
clients still prefer relatively liquid options for their 
CRE investments. Fewer advisors have clients who 
prefer direct or private CRE investments, and 
club deals and crowdfunding are by far the least 
popular options.

3. Client allocations are expected to rise
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HNW clients who invest in commercial real estate 
appear to prefer large real estate markets, accord-
ing to their advisors. Nearly three-quarters (70%) 
of advisors report that their HNW clients have a 
strong preference (ranked 4 or 5 out of 5, where 
5 represents “most preferred”) for investments in 
primary markets—generally defined as markets 
with populations of 5 million people or more. The 
preference gradually diminishes as the markets 
decrease in size, with just 41% of HNW clients 
holding a strong preference for secondary mar-
kets, and only 19% having a preference for tertiary 
markets—generally markets with populations of 2 
million people or fewer. 

 Client preferences are slightly less clear when it 
comes to the types of CRE they prefer investing in, 
although the most common answer (59%) indicat-
ed a stronger preference for Core investments (4 or 
5 out of 5, where 5 equals “most preferred”). HNW 
clients also favor opportunistic investments, with 
core-plus and value-add investments close behind. 
By far the least preferred type of CRE was distressed 
properties: Fully 23% of advisors ranked this cat-
egory as “least preferred”—further indicating a 
general aversion to the riskier side of this asset class. 

4 HNW clients seem to prefer lower-risk opportunities
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Why invest in commercial real estate (CRE)? To enhance 
portfolio diversification, say most advisors (84%). Many also 
cite a steady income stream (70%) as a reason to hold this 
asset class. These responses are consistent with clients’ pref-
erence for lower-risk real estate investments. More than half 
of advisors also recommend CRE due to the potential tax 
advantages (56%) and appreciation potential (55%). Estate 
planning was the least popular reason, cited by just one in 
four advisors (26%).

 When advisors offer advice on CRE investments, they 
are most likely to recommend or provide advice around 
investing in multi-family properties (54%). Such properties 
typically represent lower risk than other types of property 
investments, in keeping with clients’ preference for the less-
risky parts of this asset class. Office, mixed-use and industri-
al properties were the next most common answers. Clients 
also frequently ask their advisors for input on taxes (43%) 
and insurance (37%) related to real estate transactions.

5. How advisors are advising on CRE

Perhaps because they understand that commercial real 
estate (CRE) is gaining popularity among many of their 
clients, most advisors appear to want to learn more about 
the topic. In fact, nearly three in five advisors (59%) consider 
themselves to be only somewhat knowledgeable about CRE, 
with the rest largely divided between believing they are 
“very knowledgeable” and “not very knowledgeable.” 

More than half of advisors (57%) are looking for help 
and information on portfolio advice around CRE. Help 
identifying new CRE deal opportunities comes in a close 
second, at 55%, while 41% of advisors say they would like 
more information about local real estate connections.

Wealthmanagement.com is launching a Real Estate 
channel to provide information, stories, and useful industry 
trends for advisors. We have been publishing insights and 
information about Commercial Real Estate for more than a 
decade; now that information will be better integrated with 
the rest of Wealthmanagement.com, making it more acces-
sible to financial advisors looking for news and information 
on CRE. For more data-driven pieces like this one, and more 
information about how CRE can be an opportunity for you 
and your clients, visit TKURL 

6. Advisors appear open to learning more about CRE
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