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Big data is here, and it is only getting bigger. According to a recent  
report from commercial real estate giant JLL, entitled Data-centric  
CRE: A competitive imperative, the total amount of available digital  
data is expected to grow tenfold by 2020. Within the realm of com-

mercial real estate, data collection is advancing on multiple fronts, creating weighty 
implications for building owners and managers in their quest to deliver an excellent 
working environment.
 It is not only the volume of data that is transforming commercial real estate. The 
increasing immediacy and accessibility of data—not to mention the changing defini-
tion of what information constitutes “data” in the first place—has contributed to the 
aura of its expansiveness. This might seem overwhelming, but harnessed properly, the 
data explosion can help property management teams perform better and property  
systems operate more efficiently. It can even change the way buildings are used.

BLOCKING BETTER, TACKLING FASTER
As senior vice president and leader of Cushman & Wakefield | Thalhimer’s three-
state property management operation, Curtis Mummau is focused on a differentiated 
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timeliness that would have been impos-
sible even a few years ago. For his part, 
Mummau also envisions eventually 
granting tenants a level of access to self-
report issues from a mobile platform.

THE NEW BENCHMARKING
The utility of mobile-enabled data entry 
does not end at the property. The bigger 
the data set, the more valuable it is as 
an entity unto itself. For Scott Sidman, 
senior vice president at Building Engines, 
unlocking this value is a strategic 
initiative.
 Sidman emphasizes something  
familiar to many real estate practitio-
ners: benchmarking. He recommends 
that clients take a three-pronged 
approach to benchmarking operational 
performance. First is the internal tar-
get or standard that management and 
engineering teams are taught. Second is 
an intra-portfolio comparison of prop-
erty and team performance. Third—
and most critically from a competitive 
standpoint—is a benchmark to similar 
buildings in the marketplace by using 
resources like BOMA International’s 
annual Experience Exchange Report® 
(EER) for expenses (eer.boma.org) or 
digital platforms like the one offered 
by Building Engines for operational 
efficiency.
 Building Engines is also investing in a 
newer, less traditional approach to data 
mining. Inputs, such as response times, 
completion times and customer satis-
faction ratings, are what Sidman calls 
“structured” data. They are predefined 
concepts and can be captured and stored 
in a standardized format. “Unstructured” 
data, on the other hand, is everything 
else: text comments, for example, or the 
soup of operational metrics spit out by 
networked systems and devices (the 
so-called “Internet of Things,” as refer-
enced in JLL’s report). “Without some 
high-level analytics, this information 
is just noise,” says Sidman. “It’s a little 
overwhelming to a lot of real estate firms 
right now. Deriving meaning from the 
patterns in unstructured data requires 
developing hypotheses and testing theo-
ries.” Though not easy to analyze, Sid-
man argues that it is worthwhile: “This 
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service offering. “The vision I’ve always 
had, from pagers and bag phones to 
smartphones and tablets, is to escape 
commoditization,” says Mummau, when 
explaining his viewpoint of digital infor-
mation management. His latest initiative 
is real-time, two-way data access for his 
teams in the field. “We’re going to be roll-
ing out tablets to our teams later this year. 
We aren’t trying to take our people out of 
the process; on the contrary, we want to 
make them more efficient.”
 Mummau’s team relies on a platform 
built by Building Engines, a provider of 
web- and mobile-based property man-
agement software solutions. The software 
can capture and link data in four main 
categories: tenant service (work orders, 
resource scheduling, handbooks and 
documents); equipment (maintenance 
manuals, service records and project-
tracking documentation); risk manage-
ment (visitor access, fire and life safety, 
incident tracking and insurance informa-
tion); and communications (emergency 
bulletins and building status). “There 
has been a progression, even in the last 
year, in terms of the amount of data and 
the ability of our people to access it in 
real-time,” explains Mummau. “A build-
ing engineer can glance at a tablet and 
know everything he or she needs to know 
before a meeting.”
 The ability to view and analyze data in 
the field is only the beginning of better 
building operations. Mummau views his 
property teams as crucially valuable for 
the data they produce at the properties, 
and a mobile application facilitates their 
ability to capitalize on this data immedi-
ately. As an example, Mummau describes 
a basic app-based inspection form with a 
series of “yes/no” questions for a prop-
erty manager or engineer: “Does the front 
entrance look presentable?” “Is the lobby 
area clean?” “Are the elevators in work-
ing order?” If the answer is “yes,” then the 
team has a status report with minimal 
effort. If it is “no,” the app is programmed 
to ask a series of follow-up questions 
that, depending on the answer, can auto-
matically generate a work order, contact 
a vendor or escalate an issue to an owner 
or asset manager. The linked, mobile-
accessible platform enables a consistent 
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is how you know if your tenants are really satisfied or if 
your building is really operating optimally.” Armed with 
this degree of understanding from data, management 
teams can offer better service.

OPTIMIZING TO THE RIGHT DRIVER
“There’s a huge gap between saying ‘We’re going to save 
20 percent in operating expenses by the year 2020!’, and 
actually developing an action plan to get there.” So says 
Jim Meacham, principal at Altura Associates, an energy 
management and sustainability consultancy. His firm 
helps real estate organizations “get there” by using data 
they may not even realize they have. “To drive savings 
here, commercial real estate companies don’t necessarily 
need more data. They instead need better ways to make 
decisions with the data that already exists.”

 Used well, modern building automation systems offer 
the data necessary to isolate, diagnose and repair quickly 
the kinds of problems that only recently would have 
confounded even the best engineers for months. “The 
opportunity is huge,” Meacham says, “but there are so 
many different levels to these systems. It really requires an 
analytics platform to sort through it all.”
 Meacham walks through a simple example involving 
one of the highest-profile organs in a building: the 
chiller plant. “A chiller plant doesn’t have a lot of moving 
parts, so optimizing it at the plant level is fairly simple,” 
explains Meacham. “In the past, that is how everyone did 
it. The problem is that it may be serving several hundred 
individual zones, and that is what is generating demand.” 
Sifting through data on hundreds of climate control zones 
is next to impossible for a building engineer, but advanced 
analytics render it feasible.
 Suppose, suggests Meacham, that one of the zones is 
starved for air because of a malfunctioning damper. As 
a result, the tenants in that zone adjust the thermostat, 
making the “optimized” system work harder than it needs 
to. This is obviously inefficient, and the double whammy 
is that the tenants are still uncomfortable. “That damper 
issue is really hard for an engineer to find,” comments 
Meacham. “But the data is there, and analytics can find it. 
Then the real, underlying issue can be addressed.”
 According to Meacham, the payoff is immediate. 
“It’s usually not about equipment upgrades; it’s usually 
about controls,” he says. Once the maintenance team 
understands that analytics allow them to think in terms 
of root causes and identify solutions using programming, 
sequencing and controls, it is not uncommon to realize 
operational savings of up to 30 percent. And, since it is 
increasingly rare that building systems lack the data-
tracking capability necessary for this process, the value is 
particularly high for Class B and C buildings that may not 
have the largest management teams or operating budgets. 
Not only is “big data” here, it has been democratized.

REPROGRAMMING SPACE USE
As occupiers shift their thinking about real estate from 
efficiency to effectiveness, data analysis can have a pro-
found impact on how building owners and managers serve 
them. “Office space densification was an exercise in cost 
savings, but there were crimes committed against produc-
tivity in the process,” notes Bernice Boucher, managing 
director and head of Workplace Strategy in the Americas 
for JLL. “The tenants that owners and managers want to 
attract are looking for better ways to engage their space.” 
This means looking at real estate not just as a cost, but as 
a facilitator of employee attraction, retention, collaboration 
and innovation.
    Addressing this need properly requires more than just a 
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There’s No Room for Guesswork...
As the rise in industry “big data” shows, there’s no room for guesswork in any 
facet of commercial real estate. This is doubly true, however, when it comes 
to understanding the critical wants, needs and expectations of your office ten-
ants. But how can you really know what they want?
 Based on the results of a global survey of office tenants, BOMA  
International’s What Office Tenants Want contains valuable, quantifiable  
data about what tenants truly value most in a property and what their  
collective feedback means for future trends in commercial real estate.
 Covering issues from sustainability and maintenance practices to  
building amenities and services, this comprehensive research report takes  
the guesswork out of the equation with the information you need to foster  
tenant relationships today—and position your property for tenant-driven  
success in the future.
 Order your copy now at store.boma.org.
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few interviews with corporate real estate 
executives. The right solution depends on 
figuring out how individual workers actu-
ally use space every day. “We talk about 
three metrics in an office space,” explains 
Boucher. “‘Capacity’ is the number of seats. 
‘Occupancy’ is the number assigned. The 
key metric, though, is ‘utilization,’ or what 
space is being used right now.” 
 Data from the Internet of Things now 
offers an unprecedented ability to focus 
on this third metric. Keycards capture 
the number of workers in a suite, and 
motion detectors can determine when 
they are at their desks. Heat indicators 
can approximate how many people are in 
a conference room at a given time. One 
of Boucher’s colleagues has even seen a 
carpet with embedded sensors that cap-
ture foot traffic. Individually, these items 
offer convenience and the efficiency of 
fast-reacting light switches and thermo-
stats. But their collective potential is far 
more when combined with a robust data 
warehouse—and advanced analytics.
    Whether through hiring, outsourcing 
or creating alliances, companies like JLL 
are scrambling to plug the analytics gap 
in their capabilities, competing for the 
best and brightest data scientists with the 
likes of hedge funds, technology firms 
and pharmaceutical companies. Only 
then can they take full advantage of the 
data, answering more detailed questions 
about the space they serve: How much of 
each different type of space do tenants 
really need? When and where exactly 
do they need it? With enough data his-
tory, they can build predictive models of 
utilization and program building systems 
accordingly. For example, the HVAC sys-
tem can control the climate of a confer-
ence room better if it “knows” there will 
be 25 people in the room every second 
Tuesday of the month at noon.
 Gathering and analyzing individual-
ized data on such a scale is powerful, but 
it also raises privacy concerns for some 
workers. Boucher stresses that utilization 
data, while highly detailed and personal-
ized, is also anonymous from the moment 

of its collection. “We don’t need to know 
which bodies are moving around to track 
utilization,” she explains. Thus, personal 
identifiers are either scrubbed or not col-
lected in the first place. In many cases, 
workers can also opt out of some data 
collection initiatives, though they are 
encouraged to participate, since the end 
goal is to improve the professional eco-
system in which they work.

ALL ABOUT THE CUSTOMER
Data is growing, from its collection sources 
to its applications, but the end goal of 
improving the customer experience is the 
constant. As Sidman says, “You can mea-
sure response time and completion time 
directly, and you can benchmark that. But 
the ultimate measure of quality is the ten-
ant’s satisfaction.”
 Meacham agrees. “Saving $50,000 on 
expenses is great, but a satisfied tenant is 
worth 10 times that amount.” One of his 
favorite stories is of a tenant who finally 
experienced relief from a too-hot office 
after analytics revealed the real problem. 
“They were so happy that they actually 
held a ‘Turning Off the Fan’ ceremony in 
the suite,” he recalls.
 Without “big data,” perhaps this ten-
ant would have defected after years of 
living with a band-aid solution. In this 
situation and thousands like it, building 
owners and managers now have another 
tool to deploy in satisfying their cus-
tomers. The challenges are real, but the 
rewards will be as big as the data that 
produced them. B
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