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Real estate firms are having to quickly adapt to a rapidly 
changing environment as disruptive technologies 
challenge the industry’s conventional thinking. For 

instance, the growth in recent years of the sharing economy 
and the rise of the likes of WeWork, Uber and AirBnb are 

changing how properties are being 
used and managed. But real estate 
firms are also able to take advantage 
of technological advancements across 
private equity and real estate fund 
administration.

Priya Nair, global head of product 
management, and Dirk Holz, head of 
origination and business development 
at the real estate and private 
equity division of RBC Investor & 
Treasury Services, tell PERE how the 

application of disruptive technologies can make operations 
more efficient, aid in effective risk management and advance 
the usage of data and analytics.

PERE: What is driving real estate firms to invest in greater 
technology?
Dirk Holz: There continues to be significant increases in 
commitments to real estate and private equity real estate. The 
trend is continuing despite the record amounts of dry powder 
available. We are seeing institutional investor money being 
reallocated from more liquid asset classes, like equities, and 
moving towards alternatives, and in particular real estate. The 
effects of this continued increase are that expectations from 
institutional investors for data and reporting are similar to 
what they would expect from liquid assets. These requirements 
include both the frequency and detail of the reporting. It is that 
aspect among others where things can and will be improved.

Holz: manual efforts will 
eventually be replaced 
by automation

Automatic for the people
Manual efforts will eventually be replaced as private real estate firms look to 
technology to increase efficiencies, both in servicing their funds and making property 
investments, say RBC Investor & Treasury Services’ Priya Nair and Dirk Holz
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We have already seen major improvements in transparency 
over the past few years. Investors now have more comfort 
when moving into real estate that there is a standardized and 
regulated framework. US fund managers for instance are 
setting up AIFMD-compliant structures in Europe to take 
advantage of marketing in the region and the attractiveness of 
a regulated product.
Priya Nair: The challenge we have always had in real estate 
and other illiquid asset classes is the 
quality of the data and having it in real 
time. We are seeing that begin to happen 
with some technology innovations.
DH: We are clearly not yet at the same 
level of listed asset classes when it 
comes to real time data availability 
and the advantages that carries, such 
as data analytics. What will bring real 

estate closer will be automating the 
processes. At present, much data 
collection and manipulation is 
manual. There are good reasons for 
this, as real estate is still a people-
driven business and this makes it 
different in regard to the data and 
reporting capabilities than listed 
markets.

Another area of potential 
improvement is linked to real estate 
fund managers utilizing multiple 
fund jurisdictions. Standardized and 

globalized IT and operating platforms are required to support 
this type of strategy.

Finally, there will be a new competing factor for asset 
managers and their service providers, which is the data. Much 
needed capabilities are required to make it dynamic, easily 
comparable and usable for analytical and benchmarking 
purposes.

PERE: What processes will automation have the greatest 
impact on?
PN: Blockchain and artificial intelligence should be seen as a 
positive disruptor to the industry. The evolving technologies 
have the potential to overhaul existing models and reduce 
the number of intermediaries or agencies within the value 
chain, speed up processes, and ultimately reduce cost. This 
will have the biggest impact for real estate around specialized 
innovations, such as how you deal with property management 
or title exchange. Take capturing data on the use and 
ownership of buildings, for example: that historically has been 
poor, but models are being created to make databases that are 
real time and the quality of information much improved.
DH: As long as there are routines that are regular and occur 
frequently, this is where we will see automation. Look at the 
real estate fund world across a vertical and horizontal axis in 
terms of services. The horizontal axis is at the fund level – so 
administration, distribution and financing. Here, automation 
will be most evident, which currently requires a great deal of 
manual intervention and is therefore subject to operational 

error and time delays.
Whereas on the vertical axis of 

property management and holding 
company structures, disruptors will 
likely change the role of the different 
intermediaries used when making 
a transaction, such as notaries, legal 
advice, tax structuring and so on.

Where asset managers are most keen 

“Evolving technologies have 
the potential to overhaul 

existing models and reduce 
the number of intermediaries 
or agencies within the value 
chain, speed up processes, 
and ultimately reduce cost”

Priya Nair

Nair: blockchain and AI 
will be the most positive 
disruptors
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to see change is on the transaction side. If they have success 
in cutting current processes and seeing what technology can 
do there, that will be a big benefit as current services such as 
tax and legal advice on transactions are work intensive and 
expensive, and so savings will be felt more quickly.

PERE: Clearly real estate investment managers are keen 
to improve these areas now, but how long will it take for 
automation to become standard?
DH: We don’t expect the application 
of disruptive technologies to achieve 
the desired operational efficiency and 
effective risk management that both the 
fund administrators and their clients 
need for at least another five to 10 years. 

The robotic model that will gain 
popularity will enter into different 
systems, but it is not trying to link them. It is taking data out 
of one system, working on it and then putting it in to another 
system – effectively taking away the manual effort required. 
That’s interesting as it can be done in steps. You can take one 
process, develop it, customize it and then automate it. It allows 
efficiency to be increased gradually over time, rather than 
embarking on a full overhaul.

There will be several phases of automation. There will 
be clients more willing than others in adopting the new 
technology and so for some it may be more a mid-term 
timeline – say three to five years – but for the whole market it 
will be longer before it becomes standard.
PN: Automating the process is one side of the coin, while 
the other has to be ensuring there is a secure and stable 
environment. This is paramount in maintaining investor and 

regulator confidence.

PERE: How at risk are these technological 
advances from cyber threats?
PN: It is fair to say that as financial 
technologies become more sophisticated 
and automation rises, the potential 
for cyber threats to compromise IT 
infrastructures grows. Data are shared 

more widely and with greater speed, creating unprecedented 
challenges in protecting the integrity of financial information.

That will directly impact how quickly automating processes 
can happen. You must balance efficiency gains using 
disruptive technologies with a confidence in the security of 
the infrastructure. This is more at the front of people’s minds 
than it has been historically. 

“What will bring real estate 
closer will be automating 
the processes. At present, 
much data collection and 
manipulation is manual”

Dirk Holz

Statistics strategy 
Private fund managers were polled on their data management strategies at the RBC 
Investor & Treasury Services’ Investor Forum in May

Share of fund managers 
who said their organization’s 

data strategy focused 
on defensive data 

management – data 
collected for day-to-day 
business operations and 
compliance purposes

Said their organization was 
pursuing offensive data 

management – including 
predictive analytics, 

using data to identify new 
opportunities and business 
models, and injecting data 
into core decision-making

Agreed or strongly agreed 
that their organization 

understands and is actively 
pursuing the standardization 

of its data

60%
36% 63%
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