A commercial lease is not just a monthly rent obligation. It is a financial commitment, an operating framework, a
risk document, and often one of the longest business decisions a company makes outside of hiring and capital
investment. For many tenants, the lease shapes staffing plans, client experience, cash flow, expansion options,

and even the practical limits of the business.

That is why commercial lease negotiation should begin well before a landlord sends a proposal. The strongest
tenant position is built early, when the company still has options, time, and leverage. Once a tenant falls in love
with a space, announces a move internally, or waits until the last few months of a lease term, the negotiation

changes. The landlord can sense urgency. Alternatives narrow. Concessions become harder to win.

Experienced tenants know that the best lease is not always the lowest advertised rent. A lease with a slightly
higher face rate may be stronger if it includes better tenant improvements, more flexible expansion language, a
fairer renewal structure, usable parking rights, or a cap on certain operating expenses. A low rent can become

expensive if the lease shifts too much cost and risk to the tenant.

Before starting a commercial lease negotiation, tenants should understand what they need, what the market will
support, and where the legal and financial traps usually appear. They should also know when to bring in

commercial tenant representation, because the landlord almost always has professional help on its side.

Start with the business plan, not the floor plan

Many lease searches begin with a size range and a location preference. That is useful, but it is not enough. A

tenant should first ask what the business is trying to accomplish during the lease term.

A medical practice may need room for additional exam rooms in year three, even if it can function in a smaller
footprint today. A professional services firm may want a shorter commute for staff, but also needs a reception
area that reflects well on clients. A flex or industrial tenant may care less about lobby finish and more about

loading, power, clear height, storage, and parking.

The business plan sets the negotiating strategy. If growth is likely, expansion rights and relocation language
matter. If headcount is uncertain, a shorter term or termination option may be worth more than a modest rent
concession. If cash preservation is the priority, free rent and landlord-funded improvements may carry more

value than a small reduction in monthly rent.

Tenants sometimes make the mistake of treating lease terms as isolated items. Rent is negotiated in one
conversation, improvements in another, renewal rights later, and operating expenses when the lease draft arrives.
Landlords, by contrast, usually evaluate the entire deal economically. Tenants should do the same. Every provision

has a value, a cost, or a risk attached to it.

Timing is leverage

The most overlooked part of commercial lease negotiation is timing. Tenants who begin early can compare
buildings, test the market, negotiate with more than one landlord, and avoid accepting weak terms because the

current lease is expiring.

For a straightforward office lease renewal, tenants often benefit from starting the process nine to twelve months
before expiration. Larger relocations, complicated buildouts, medical office requirements, or flex and industrial
moves may require more time. Permits, design, construction, cabling, furniture, signage, and move coordination

can add months.



A tenant who starts too late may still reach a deal, but the negotiation usually becomes defensive. The landlord
knows the tenant has limited time to relocate. Even if the landlord wants to keep the tenant, it may offer fewer

concessions if it believes the tenant has no practical alternative.

Commercial lease renewal negotiation deserves the same discipline as a relocation search. A tenant should not
assume the existing landlord will automatically offer market terms. Renewal rent may be based on the landlord’s
view of convenience, not the current competitive market. The tenant’s strongest renewal position comes from

knowing what comparable spaces are available and what other landlords would offer.

A credible alternative does not always mean the tenant must move. It means the tenant can move if the
economics justify it. That distinction matters. Landlords respond differently when they understand the tenant has

done its homework.

Know who represents whom

Commercial real estate negotiations can feel friendly. Brokers are often personable, landlords want buildings

occupied, and property managers want cooperative relationships. Still, representation matters.

A landlord’s broker owes duties to the landlord. That broker’s job is to protect the landlord’s economics, fill the
building, and secure favorable lease terms. A tenant who negotiates directly with the listing broker may receive

useful information, but should not confuse that with independent advocacy.

Tenant representation exists to correct that imbalance. A tenant representative focuses on the tenant’s business
needs, market alternatives, leverage, economic analysis, and negotiation strategy. Tenant representation services
can include identifying suitable spaces, comparing financial proposals, negotiating letters of intent, coordinating
with attorneys, reviewing landlord concessions, assisting with renewals, helping with relocations, and advising on

sublease possibilities.

Some firms represent both landlords and tenants. Others work only for tenants and buyers. Mazirow Commercial
Inc, for example, operates as a tenant and buyer advisory commercial real estate firm and states that it
represents tenants and buyers only, not landlords. That model is designed to avoid landlord-side conflicts of
interest. The firm has worked with businesses negotiating leases for more than 30 years and serves companies in
areas including the San Fernando Valley, Conejo Valley, Ventura County, and Santa Barbara County. Its stated

focus includes office space, medical space, and flex or industrial space.

The right tenant representation company should bring market knowledge, negotiation experience, and a clear
loyalty to the tenant's interests. That does not mean the process becomes adversarial. Good tenant
representatives often keep negotiations professional and practical. But they are paid to ask questions the tenant

may not know to ask.

The first proposal is rarely the deal

Landlord proposals are starting points. They may include rent, term, square footage, security deposit, tenant
improvement allowance, free rent, parking, operating expenses, and renewal options. The proposal may look

simple, but each line can hide important assumptions.

A tenant should avoid reacting only to the base rent. The real question is total occupancy cost. A full-service
office lease, a modified gross lease, and a triple net structure can produce very different economics even if the
stated rent looks similar. Operating expenses, taxes, insurance, utilities, janitorial service, maintenance

obligations, and management fees may all affect the final number.



Tenant improvement allowances also need careful review. A landlord may offer an allowance that sounds
generous, but construction costs can absorb it quickly. If the tenant needs private offices, medical plumbing,
upgraded electrical capacity, specialized HVAC, or code-related changes, the allowance may not cover the work.
The lease should specify who controls the construction, who pays overruns, when rent begins, and what happens

if the space is not ready on time.

Free rent has value, but only when understood in context. Three months of free rent on a five-year term can
improve cash flow at the beginning, while a lower rent over the full term may create more long-term savings. In
some cases, a tenant may prefer more free rent to offset moving expenses. In others, the tenant may benefit

more from a larger improvement allowance or a cap on pass-through expenses.

Security deposits can also be negotiated, especially for established businesses with strong financials. A landlord
may request a large deposit from a newer company or a tenant making a major buildout commitment. The
tenant may ask for a burn-down provision, where the deposit is reduced after the tenant performs under the

lease for a set period.

Issues tenants should understand before negotiating

A lease negotiation becomes much easier when the tenant knows which terms deserve close attention. The
following points are not the only issues in a lease, but they are among the most common areas where money and

flexibility are gained or lost.

1. Base rent and annual increases should be reviewed against current market conditions, comparable buildings,
and the value of concessions, not judged in isolation.

2. Operating expenses should be defined clearly, with attention to exclusions, audit rights, base years,

controllable expense caps, and capital improvement pass-throughs.

3. Tenant improvements should address allowance amount, scope, construction responsibility, approvals,

overruns, delays, ownership of improvements, and restoration obligations.

4. Assignment and subletting rights should preserve flexibility if the business is sold, reorganized, downsizes, or

needs to relocate before the lease expires.

5. Renewal options should define timing, notice requirements, rental rate standards, and dispute procedures,

because vague renewal language can create conflict later.

Each of these issues can look routine in a lease draft. None is routine when a business is trying to manage cost,
risk, and future uncertainty.

The letter of intent matters more than many tenants realize

The letter of intent, often called an LOI, is usually non-binding on most business terms, though specific provisions
such as confidentiality may be binding depending on the document. Even when non-binding, the LOI sets
expectations. Once the tenant and landlord agree on major terms, it becomes harder to renegotiate them later

without appearing unreasonable.

A strong LOI should be detailed enough to prevent surprises in the lease draft. If operating expense caps, parking
rights, signage, after-hours HVAC, construction deadlines, renewal rights, or early access matter, they should be
addressed before attorneys begin lease review. Waiting until the lease stage can slow the transaction and weaken

the tenant’s position.



The LOI is also where leverage is often highest. The landlord wants to move from proposal to lease. If the tenant
has alternatives, this is the time to use them. Once a lease draft is issued and both sides invest time in legal
review, momentum often favors completion. That can be helpful, but it can also pressure the tenant to accept

language that should have been clarified earlier.

A practical example: a tenant may negotiate a tenant improvement allowance in the LOI but fail to specify
whether the allowance can be used for cabling, design fees, permits, furniture, or moving costs. Later, the lease
may restrict the allowance to hard construction costs only. That difference can shift thousands of dollars back to

the tenant.

Rent is only one part of economic value

Tenants often ask, “What rent should we be paying?” It is a fair question, but incomplete. A better question is,

“What is the total cost and value of this occupancy over the lease term?”

Two competing proposals may look similar at first glance. One landlord offers a lower rent but little improvement
allowance and limited free rent. Another asks slightly more in rent but funds more construction and offers several
months of abatement. The better deal depends on the tenant’s cash position, buildout needs, lease term, tax and

expense exposure, and likelihood of staying beyond the initial term.

Commercial lease negotiation services often include financial modeling for this reason. A side-by-side
comparison should consider the present value of rent, scheduled increases, concessions, pass-through expenses,
estimated buildout costs, parking charges, moving costs, holdover risk, and renewal assumptions. Without that

analysis, tenants may choose the cheaper-looking deal rather than the better deal.

The details can be surprisingly consequential. A one-dollar difference per square foot on a 10,000 square foot
lease equals $10,000 per year before considering escalations. Over five years, that simple difference can exceed
$50,000. But if the higher-rent building provides an additional $15 per square foot in tenant improvements, the
economic comparison changes. If the lower-rent building has unpredictable operating expenses, it changes

again.

Renewal negotiations require a different kind of discipline

Renewing a lease can feel simpler than relocating. The space is known, staff routines are established, furniture fits,

and clients know the address. That convenience has value. Landlords know it.

A common renewal mistake is waiting for the landlord to make the first offer and treating that offer as a
reasonable baseline. The landlord may propose a renewal rate based on its target rent, not on market evidence.
The tenant should evaluate the renewal against current alternatives, including similar buildings, available

concessions, and the cost of moving.

Commercial lease renewal negotiation also needs a clear understanding of the existing lease. Does the tenant
have an option to commercial lease renewal negotiation renew? When must notice be delivered? How is fair
market rent determined? Are there conditions, such as no default at the time of exercise? Missing an option

deadline can eliminate valuable leverage.

If the existing lease lacks a renewal option, the tenant still may be able to negotiate one for the next term.
Renewal options are especially important for tenants that invest heavily in buildout, such as medical practices or
companies with specialized space. A tenant should not spend significant money improving premises without

thinking about control beyond the initial term.


https://maps.app.goo.gl/GpQX3YXA6WTkFNve6

Still, renewal is not always the right answer. If the building no longer supports the business, if parking is
inadequate, if the layout is inefficient, or if operating costs have become uncompetitive, moving may be worth

the disruption. The key is to make that decision with evidence, not habit.

Buildout, delays, and the cost of unclear language

Construction provisions are among the most practical parts of a commercial lease. They are also among the most

likely to create friction.

A tenant may assume the landlord will deliver a finished space by a certain date. The landlord may assume the
tenant will make quick decisions, approve plans promptly, and pay for anything above the allowance. If the lease

does not clearly assign responsibility, delays can become expensive.

Rent commencement should be tied carefully to delivery conditions. If rent begins on a fixed date regardless of
whether the space is ready, the tenant may pay for space it cannot use. If rent begins after substantial
completion, the lease should define what substantial completion means. It should also address delays caused by

the landlord, the tenant, permitting authorities, supply issues, or change orders.

For medical, office, and flex or industrial spaces, buildout requirements can vary widely. Office tenants may focus
on layout, conference rooms, lighting, and finishes. Medical tenants may need plumbing, accessibility features,
specialized rooms, or compliance-related improvements. Flex or industrial tenants may care about warehouse

access, office-to-warehouse ratio, power, ventilation, and equipment placement.

A tenant should understand whether improvements become the landlord’s property at lease end and whether
the landlord can require removal. Restoration obligations can surprise tenants. Removing cabling, specialty
improvements, or alterations at the end of the term can create costs long after the original negotiation is

forgotten.

Flexibility is worth negotiating before you need it

Businesses change. They grow, contract, merge, sell divisions, hire remote employees, bring teams back, or shift

operations. A lease should not assume the next five or seven years will look exactly like the day it is signed.

Assignment and subletting provisions are central to flexibility. A tenant may need to assign the lease in
connection with a sale or transfer the lease to an affiliated entity. It may need to sublease part of the space if
staffing changes. Landlords have legitimate reasons to approve occupants, but approval rights should not be so

restrictive that the tenant is trapped.

Expansion rights can also matter. A right of first offer or right of first refusal may help a growing tenant secure
adjacent space. These rights require precise drafting. The tenant needs to know what space is covered, when the

right applies, how quickly it must respond, and whether the right continues after being declined once.

Termination options can be valuable, though landlords often price them into the economics. A landlord that
funds a buildout and grants significant concessions may resist early termination unless the tenant pays a fee. For
some tenants, that fee is worthwhile insurance. For others, it is an unnecessary cost. The answer depends on

business uncertainty.

What to prepare before speaking with landlords

Tenants do not need every answer before entering the market, but they should gather enough information to

negotiate credibly. Preparation saves time and prevents the search from drifting.



1. Current lease documents, including amendments, renewal options, notices, and expense statements.

2. A realistic space requirement based on headcount, layout, workflow, growth expectations, and specialized

operational needs.

3. A budget that includes rent, operating expenses, parking, utilities, furniture, moving, technology,

construction, and professional fees.

4. Decision criteria, including location, image, employee commute, client access, parking, building quality, and
timing.
5. Financial information the landlord may request, especially if the tenant is new, expanding quickly, or asking

for substantial improvements.

This preparation does not lock the tenant into one path. It gives the tenant a clear baseline. From there, the

market can be tested intelligently.

The role of attorneys and tenant representatives is different

A good lease attorney is essential. Commercial leases are legal documents with long-term consequences.
Attorneys review language, protect legal rights, identify risk, and negotiate legal terms. Tenants should involve

counsel before signing a lease, and often before the lease draft moves too far.

A tenant representative plays a different role. The tenant representative understands the market, identifies space
options, negotiates business terms, compares economics, and helps create leverage. The strongest results often

come when the tenant representative and attorney work together, each within their own area of expertise.

For example, a tenant representative may negotiate a larger improvement allowance and free rent in the LOI. The
attorney then ensures the lease language actually delivers those concessions and protects the tenant if
construction is delayed. The representative may identify that a proposed renewal rate is above market. The
attorney may refine the renewal option procedure so the tenant does not lose the right through technical

wording.

Tenants sometimes ask whether they can save money by handling the process alone. In some small or simple
transactions, a tenant may feel comfortable doing so. But landlords negotiate leases repeatedly. Many tenants
negotiate only once every several years. That experience gap can show up in rent, concessions, flexibility, and risk

allocation.

Beware of the “standard lease” phrase

There is no such thing as a standard lease that tenants should sign without review. There may be a landlord’s
standard form, a building standard, or a commonly used template, but every lease can be negotiated to some

degree.

When a landlord says a provision is standard, the tenant should hear, "This is the language we prefer.” It may be

reasonable. It may not be. The tenant should still ask what the clause does and whether it fits the deal.

Common “standard” provisions can have major consequences. A broad operating expense clause may let the
landlord pass through costs the tenant did not anticipate. A relocation clause may allow the landlord to move the
tenant within the building. A personal guaranty may expose an owner beyond the business entity. A holdover
clause may impose steep rent increases if the tenant remains after expiration. An indemnity clause may be

broader than appropriate.



Professional negotiation does not mean objecting to everything. It means knowing which issues matter enough
to push, which are market, and which are unlikely to change. A tenant who fights every sentence may lose

credibility. A tenant who accepts every sentence may accept unnecessary risk.

Local market knowledge changes the negotiation

Commercial real estate is local. Even within a region, two submarkets can behave differently. Office availability in
one business district may not reflect conditions in another. Medical space may be scarce where standard office
space is plentiful. Flex or industrial buildings may have tenant demand tied to different drivers than office

buildings.

A tenant representation company with local experience can help interpret asking rents, concession patterns,
landlord behavior, and building reputation. For companies in the San Fernando Valley, Conejo Valley, Ventura
County, and Santa Barbara County, local knowledge may influence which buildings are realistic alternatives, which

landlords are flexible, and how far a tenant can push for improvements or renewal terms.

Market knowledge also helps tenants avoid false comparisons. A newer building with strong parking, better
systems, and professional management may not be directly comparable to an older building with lower rent. A
medical space with existing improvements may have value that a raw office suite does not. An industrial or flex

space with suitable access and infrastructure may justify different economics than a conventional office suite.

The goal is not to find the cheapest space on paper. The goal is to secure the right space on terms that support

the business.

Negotiation should protect the relationship, not just win points

Tenants and landlords may work together for years. The negotiation should be firm, informed, and clear, but it
should not poison the relationship before occupancy begins. This is especially true for tenants that will rely on

the landlord for maintenance, improvements, approvals, and future expansion.

A professional tone matters. So does documentation. Business terms should be confirmed in writing.
Assumptions should be clarified early. If a tenant needs something important, such as after-hours HVAC, reserved
parking, signage, early access, or specific construction timing, it should be negotiated directly rather than hoped

for later.

Good negotiation also recognizes landlord constraints. A landlord may be unable to reduce rent below a
financing threshold, but may offer more free rent or improvements. A landlord may resist a termination option
but agree to broader sublease rights. A tenant that understands trade-offs can often find value where a less

prepared tenant sees only yes or no.

When the cheapest deal becomes expensive

The most painful lease problems often begin with a narrow focus on rent. A tenant chooses the lowest monthly
number, then discovers the space requires more work than expected, parking is inadequate, operating expenses

rise sharply, or the lease prevents subleasing unused space.

One example seen often in practice involves buildout costs. A tenant compares two spaces and chooses the one
with lower rent, but the premises need substantial modifications. The landlord’s allowance covers only a portion
of the work, and the tenant funds the rest. Meanwhile, a competing building with slightly higher rent had usable

existing improvements and a stronger allowance. Over the full term, the “cheaper” lease costs more.



Another common issue is renewal language. A tenant accepts a lease without a clear renewal option because the
initial economics look attractive. Five years later, after investing in the space and building client routines around
the location, the tenant has little control. The landlord knows relocation would be disruptive and prices the
renewal accordingly.

These are not unusual scenarios. They are the predictable result of negotiating only the visible price and not the

full lease structure.

A practical mindset before negotiations begin

Before entering commercial lease negotiation, tenants should adopt a disciplined mindset. The landlord's
proposal is not the market. Asking rent is not total cost. A friendly conversation is not representation. A lease
draft is not a formality. A renewal is not automatically easier. A concession is not valuable unless the lease

language makes it real.

The strongest tenants ask better questions early. What alternatives exist? What will the space cost to occupy, not
just rent? What happens if the business grows or shrinks? What costs can the landlord pass through? What
improvements are needed, who pays for them, and when will they be complete? What rights does the tenant

have at renewal? What happens if the tenant needs to assign or sublease?

Commercial lease negotiation services and tenant representation services are designed to help answer those
questions with market evidence and negotiating experience. Firms such as Mazirow Commercial, which describes
its work as tenant and buyer advisory and does not represent landlords, position themselves as advocates for
tenants seeking office, medical, and flex or industrial space. For many businesses, that advocacy can mean

stronger economics, fewer surprises, and lease terms that better match the company’s actual needs.

A commercial lease can support a business for years when negotiated carefully. It can also restrict a business
when signed too quickly. The difference usually appears before the first draft is marked up, in the preparation,

strategy, timing, and representation the tenant brings to the table.



