
U.S. Industrial Real Estate 
Rent Drivers:
From the E-Commerce Era to the 
Automation Era

Key Takeaways
1.	 The industrial sector has undergone a structural demand shift over the past 15 years, resulting 

in rising rent premiums for newly built facilities in densely populated areas with strong 
highway access.

2.	 Rent growth premiums have now stabilized. As a result, infill warehouses may not outperform 
regional distribution hubs this cycle, which is a change from most of the last 15 years.

3.	 While population density, highway access and building age will remain important, the next 
decade will likely reward assets that are technologically adaptable, resilient to economic cycles 
and positioned to benefit from supply constraints and new patterns of industrial activity.
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Over the past decade, the rise of e-commerce and evolving supply chain dynamics drove significant 
shifts in industrial real estate demand. In the mid-2010s, the need for fast delivery to individual 
consumers and businesses made convenient locations and particular construction features even 
more desirable.

But just how important were those characteristics in determining an industrial property’s rent growth? 
Are they as important now as they were then? And what new factors might be important in the future? 

Leveraging a unique, granular data set from Cred iQ that includes detailed property-level historical 
financial statements for all properties that ever have utilized commercial mortgage-backed securities 
(CMBS) for leverage, we have identified the building and location characteristics that influence 
warehouse rents and how their importance has changed over time. Our analysis shows that 
previously difficult‑to‑measure factors, including population density, proximity to logistics nodes and 
building age, have accounted for roughly one‑third of asset rents since 2010, with variation across 
markets. The remaining rent levels are driven by traditional factors such as market conditions, lease 
terms and credit quality.

Three of the top rent drivers — location near population centers, location near highway ramps and 
other key logistics nodes, and building age — grew sharply during the rise in e-commerce and have 
since stabilized, which allows for more accurate forecasting. We will detail these trends, as well as 
how we think industrial rent drivers could shift in the future.

Methodology
MetLife Investment Management, utilizing data from CRED iQ, compiled a comprehensive dataset 
of financial statements and physical characteristics of 3,382 U.S. industrial facilities that borrowed in 
CMBS markets and had at least three years of performance data. More specifically, we examined the 
quarterly gross revenue and rent rolls these borrowers submitted to their lenders, which were then 
standardized by CMBS servicers. While this data does not capture the entire industrial real estate 
universe, it represents a robust sample of stabilized institutional-quality assets.

We supplemented the data with Freight Analysis Framework (FAF) logistics data from the U.S. 
Department of Transportation and demographic information from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American 
Community Survey. By integrating these sources, we analyze how specific traits impact industrial 
rents and how these relationships evolved over time. 

Key Findings
1.	 Density Premium
Proximity to population centers, which we call the “density premium,” had the greatest effect on 
industrial rents in our study. Warehouses located in more densely populated areas command higher 
rents because land values are higher and proximity to large consumer markets provides a strategic 
advantage for shippers. This relationship may seem intuitive, but the density premium has changed 
over time. 

The line in the chart below represents the change in rent levels given the number of residents in a five-
mile radius of a warehouse. The shaded areas around the line represent a confidence interval around 
that estimate. The density premium was less significant in the early 2010s — note that the confidence 
interval contains both positive and negative values. This began to change in 2014 as e-commerce 
activity accelerated, and tenants increasingly prioritized delivery speed. This trend continued through 
2022; growth in the density premium has now leveled off, though absolute levels remain elevated 
compared to history. 

https://cred-iq.com/
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2.	 Transportation Access Premium
Proximity to highway infrastructure and logistics nodes are another significant driver of rental rates. 
Highway access is moderately correlated with click‑to‑door speed, as compared to our population 
density analysis, and is likely influenced by factors such as labor and energy costs that feed into 
shipping costs. 

For this analysis, we evaluated location-specific details on highway access ramps and logistics nodes 
like airports or seaports contained in the Transportation Sector’s Freight Analysis Framework (FAF) 
data. Our analysis found that rents decline by approximately 2% on average for every additional mile 
between a warehouse and a highway ramp. 

The transportation access premium has followed a similar trajectory to the density premium. It 
became increasingly important after 2016, coinciding with the expansion of Amazon’s logistics 
network and the proliferation of e-commerce fulfillment requirements such as one-day delivery. 
In recent years, its influence has noticeably declined, though it remains significant in determining 
potential rents. We think these trends reflect both a slowdown in last-mile distribution growth and an 
increasing trade-off between cost and proximity for logistics providers. 

Source: MIM, CRED iQ, Department of Transportation, Census Bureau. Data as of 4Q 2025.

Exhibit 1  |  The “Density” Premium
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Source: MIM, CRED iQ, Department of Transportation, Census Bureau. Data as of 4Q 2025.

Exhibit 2  |  The “Access” Premium
Rent Discount % for Each Mile Away from Nearest Infrastructure Node
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The transportation access premium varies considerably across markets. In Miami, Minneapolis and 
Cleveland, proximity to highway ramps translated into the largest rent differentials. In contrast, 
several markets showed no statistically significant access premium.

3.	 Age Premium
Building age also plays a role in determining industrial rents. Modern industrial tenants expect 
features like elevated clear heights that support racking, wider column spacing that allows for 
flexibility in layouts and automation, thick floor slabs with high load ratings, modern dock door 
configurations, and modern fire and other safety features. We controlled for these factors to isolate 
the location and access premiums.

When we looked at facility age in isolation, however, we saw that it is a less important driver than 
either population density or highway access. While modern facilities are desirable, location remains 
the dominant driver of rental performance. The declining age premium may be driven by the large 
number of modern industrial facilities that have come onto the market over the past five to ten years.

Source: MIM, CRED iQ, Department of Transportation, Census Bureau. Data as of 4Q 2025.

Exhibit 3  |  The “Access” Premium by Market (2015-Present)
Rent Discount % for Each Mile Away from Nearest Infrastructure Node
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Exhibit 4  |  The “New Construction” Premium
Rent Premium % for Each Year the Building is Newer

-1

-0.5

0

0.5

1

1.5

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024



MetLife Investment Management 5

Strategy Implications
A granular understanding of historical rent changes leaves us well positioned to forecast the future. 
Infill industrial assets were winners for most of the last 15 years, primarily due to the growth in 
e-commerce and the push for faster delivery speeds. As of 2026, major logistics operators appear 
to have reached an equilibrium in what they can profitably pay for access to logistics nodes 
and population centers. The location premium is no longer expanding and, in some cases, has 
modestly declined from the peak expansion days of the late 2010s and COVID era. As a result, infill 
warehouses may not outperform regional distribution hubs this cycle. Underwriting similar rent 
growth across both infill and regional categories may be the optimal approach, unlike the prior cycle 
when underwriting faster rent growth for infill assets was the right strategy.

For core assets, this means that selecting the right cities may dominate alpha generation this cycle, 
whereas last cycle selecting the right submarkets within a city was a larger driver of performance. 
While submarket selection remains a key source of potential outperformance — especially in 
markets with high variability between submarkets — its relative importance has diminished. 

For developers, these findings provide a framework for triangulating achievable starting rents for new 
construction in the absence of perfect comparables and for optimizing site selection based on both 
access to logistics nodes and population centers. New geospatial tools like CRED iQ’s property-level 
dataset offer a more granular perspective on property performance, giving investors a new source of 
alpha generation. 

Looking ahead, several macro and technological trends could 
reshape the sector over the next 5-10 years. The Federal Aviation 
Administration is expected to finalize drone delivery rules in 2026, 
which will likely accelerate the adoption of autonomous delivery and 
robotics. As these technologies become mainstream, the strategic 
advantage of proximity to dense population centers and highway 
ramps may diminish, pushing last-mile and small-package fulfillment 
to suburban and suburban fringe areas. This could shift value 
toward facilities with robust power access, advanced automation 
infrastructure and flexible layouts that can accommodate new 
technologies. Examples of desirable power access include dedicated 
utility substations for large-scale robotics, onsite microgrids or battery 
storage to support automation and EV charging, and smart energy 
management systems that ensure both reliability and cost-efficiency. 
Modern warehouses with these features are already seeing increased 
tenant demand, especially from e-commerce operators, automotive 
suppliers and data centers with high electric loads.

At the same time, the next economic downturn will test the sector’s resilience. Industrial real estate 
has not yet experienced a severe recession in the current e-commerce era. While core, supply-
constrained assets serving essential industries are likely to remain robust, investors should stress-test 
portfolios for cyclical risk and focus on assets with diversified tenant bases and long-term leases. 
Attributes that aid economic resilience at the asset level include a diversified tenant mix — logistics, 
manufacturing and e-commerce — along with long-term, triple-net leases that stabilize cash flow 
and proximity to major logistics nodes such as ports and airports. Facilities in infill locations with 
multi-tenant profiles tend to better withstand market turbulence. In addition, infill sites in markets 
with land scarcity and restrictive zoning will likely fare better, since barriers to new supply can 
support rents even if overall demand softens.
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Finally, supply constraints and new demand drivers such as onshoring, nearshoring and increased 
domestic manufacturing are expected to support rent growth for well-located assets, even as 
premiums for infill and access moderate. U.S. manufacturing construction has surged in response to 
reshoring initiatives, driving demand for industrial sites near production facilities and cross-border 
logistics nodes, particularly in the Midwest and Sunbelt. The rise of EV battery plants and hyperscale 
data centers is also increasing competition for industrial-zoned land and robust power infrastructure, 
especially in regions like Texas and the Great Lakes. At the same time, utility grid delays are making 
sites with existing heavy power connections even more valuable, as new projects can be delayed by 
transformer shortages or limited local capacity. Investors should prioritize assets with expandable 
power infrastructure and proximity to both labor and transportation networks.

In summary, while population density, highway access and building age will remain important, the 
most resilient and sought-after assets going forward are likely to be those that are technologically 
adaptable, able to withstand economic cycles and positioned to benefit from supply constraints and 
shifting demand patterns, such as onshoring and electrification. Modern resilience and utility are 
defined not just by location, but by adaptability and infrastructure. A forward-looking, data-driven 
approach will be essential for identifying and capitalizing on these evolving opportunities.
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