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An understanding of how technological change is likely to impact on what people do and where is 

essential for long-term investors in real estate. Over the past few years the subject of how expected 

advances in computing and robotics may affect labour markets has been the subject of increasing 

attention of academics and writers. Among the most influential has been Frey and Osborne’s 2013 

paper on the susceptibility of jobs to computerisation.1This report looks at their findings and 

considers how real estate might be affected as a consequence. 

Key points 

Advances in computing and robotics are putting many jobs at risk of automation 

 Jobs in office administration, sales, manufacturing, transport and logistics roles are particularly vulnerable 

 By contrast, managerial, engineering, science, arts and media functions are at less risk 

 The negative labour force impacts of this new wave of automation will be felt most strongly in economies featuring rigid 

labour markets, lower workforce skills, less reliable physical infrastructure and weaker legal frameworks 

 

The automation of jobs is especially relevant to commercial real estate occupier demand. We believe the more 

defensive real estate markets will be those with: 

 Less exposure to mid-paying ‘back-office’ functions 

 Higher educational attainment and strong human networks within the local working-age population 

 Higher exposure to creative industries and ‘front-office’ functions 

 

Consequently: 

We believe developed economies - and the dominant real estate markets within them - will be best placed. We 
expect countries such as the USA and Japan, as well as much of North Western Europe to be the main 
beneficiaries in terms of commercial real estate demand. As technological change is likely to have very different 
consequences for different regions, the case for global investing to achieve greater diversification is likely to 
strengthen.  

But potential disruption to routine low-skilled jobs brought about by new technologies, global investors should be 

more concerned about their exposure to markets where most employment is highly dependent on the supply of 

low-wage manual labour. 

 

 

                                                                 
1.  Source: The Future of Employment: How susceptible are jobs to computerisation? C. Frey & M. Osborne, September 2013. 
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Talking about a revolution 

Of course, technological change per se, is nothing new. Throughout history technological innovations have changed what 

people do and how. And in the modern era they have repeatedly disrupted established business models and labour markets. In 

recent decades a prominent source of disruption has been the widespread computerisation of routine tasks, both in office-based 

employment and in manufacturing. 

But, to date, the ability of computers to complete non-routine tasks has been much more limited. On the one hand, higher-skilled 

professional and managerial jobs generally embody cognitive skills that are simply too difficult for current technology to emulate. 

On the other hand, many non-routine manual jobs, for example shelf-stacking, that nearly all humans find straightforward 

remain too complicated for current robotics technology. 

However, advances in certain technologies mean that computers will increasingly be able to perform many non-routine jobs, 

both cognitive and manual. 

The technologies in question relate to machine learning
2
 and seek to develop algorithms that turn non-routine tasks into well-

defined problems that can then be programmed. When combined with advances in mobile robotics, there is a growing 

prospect of computerisation of non-routine manual tasks too. 

A key enabling factor is the growth of big data, increasingly large and complex datasets that can be used to test and fine-tune 

the algorithms. 

 

Which jobs are most at risk of computerisation? 

Based on their analysis of what computers are increasingly able to do, Frey & Osborne estimate that almost half of current jobs 

in the US are at high risk of being computerised with the at-risk roles concentrated in: 

 Office administration and support roles: Many such roles have already been automated, of course, but with the growth of 

big data and more sophisticated algorithms, this has further to run 

 Sales and related roles: Though involving a lot of social interaction, many sales jobs are not judged to need a high degree 

of social intelligence as such; telemarketers and real estate agents are examples given 

 Manufacturing employment: Looks set to continue to decline as industrial robots take on non-routine tasks 

 Transportation and logistics: As more advanced sensors and robotics come on line, they will inevitably replace many 

routine jobs. 

 

Slow evolution 

In their analysis Frey and Osborne make no attempt to specify how many jobs will come under threat or over what timescales. 

However, an indication is given that these changes are likely to take place over the next couple of decades. So rather than a 

sudden ‘big bang’ shift in labour markets, their analysis suggests gradual evolution is more likely. 

 

Which jobs are more resistant to automation and which might grow? 

The destruction of jobs as a result of automation is only part of the equation, however. Past concerns about technological 

unemployment proved unfounded, largely because jobs put at risk by innovation have repeatedly been offset by the creation of new 

jobs at the same time. In addition, there are a number of job types that computers are likely to be incapable of replacing in the near 

future. Frey and Osborne highlight three skill types where humans retain a lead over computers that is unlikely to be closed soon: 

 Robots cannot match the depth and breadth of human perception and the manipulation of irregular objects – and not all 

work environments can be re-designed to overcome these shortcomings 

 Creative intelligence: i.e. the ability to come up with original ideas of value 

 Social intelligence: The ability to handle complex social relationships and environments 

 

                                                                 
2.  Source: The fields they highlight in particular are data mining, machine vision and computational statistics 

http://www.oecd.org/migration/oecd-and-unhcr-call-for-scaling-up-integration-policies-in-favour-of-refugees.htm
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It follows that occupations that embody these skills are most likely to see growth in the period ahead. Broadly, these are: 

 Management, business and financial roles that require a high degree of social intelligence in terms of negotiating, co-

ordinating and resolving problems. Examples include logisticians, marketing managers and event planners 

 Engineering and science occupations due to the high degree of creative intelligence involved in developing new principles 

or applying them in novel ways or in new settings. Examples include computer systems analysts, mechanical engineers and 

architects 

 Other jobs with a high degree of creative intelligence such as many in the arts and media sectors. Fashion designers, 

photographers and interior designers are among those judged most difficult to automate 

The unifying feature of these roles is that they involve creating new technologies and solutions or applying them in novel ways or in 

new settings. To fulfil roles such as these generally requires high levels of education
3
. 

In addition, with growing specialisation, jobs such as these come to rely on ever more sophisticated human networks. It is ironic then 

that, in an age when technology allows people to work from almost anywhere, the nature of modern work often means a reliance on 

the types of human networks that are generally only found in major well-connected urban centres. 

 

Growth jobs concentrated in a number of sectors 

Jobs in the three growth categories highlighted above are heavily concentrated in a number of industry sectors: 

 Management, business and financial roles feature heavily in the financial services sector and in professional scientific and 

technical services 

 The majority of private sector engineering, science and arts and media jobs are located in the information and 

communications sector, the professional scientific and technical sector and in financial services 

Therefore, the three broad industry sectors that look set to see jobs growth are financial services, information and communications 

and professional scientific and technical. Many of the areas in the latter two sectors fall into what are commonly termed the 

creative industries
4
. It follows that commercial real estate markets with exposure to (front-office) financial services and the creative 

industries should do better than those with less exposure. 

 

Global real estate impacts 

Over the short-to-medium term, the positive labour force impacts of this new wave of automation will be felt most strongly in 

economies featuring more adaptable labour markets, higher workforce skills, more reliable physical infrastructure and stronger 

legal frameworks. As a consequence, we believe developed economies - and the dominant real estate markets within them - will 

be best placed. We expect countries such as the USA and Japan, as well as much of North Western Europe to be the main 

beneficiaries in terms of commercial real estate demand. 

The strong lead of the US in most of the technological advances described here would suggest better real estate prospects 

compared with Europe, all other things being equal. With potential disruption to routine low-skilled jobs brought about by new 

technologies, global investors should be more concerned about their exposure to markets where most employment is highly 

dependent on the supply of low-wage manual labour. As technological change is likely to have very different consequences for 

different regions, the case for global investing to achieve greater diversification is likely to strengthen.  

 

                                                                 
3  Source Frey and Osborne find a strong negative correlation between the educational attainment necessary to do a job and its probability of automation. 
4  Source: While definitions vary as to which sectors make up the creative industries, most include advertising, architecture, fashion and design, video, film and 

photography, music, publishing, software, computer games. 
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