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How Private Real Estate Firms Are Using Boards         
as a Competitive Advantage
Strong governance is a hallmark of institutional-quality platforms, and it is increasingly relevant for private real estate firms as they scale 
and evolve. As organizations diversify their strategy, broaden their investor base, or face leadership transitions, governance often moves 
from the background to the forefront. Establishing a Board of Directors is one way to enhance governance and can serve as a powerful 
mechanism to align stakeholders, sharpen decision-making, provide accountability, and guide long-term strategy.

To better understand how real estate firms, particularly privately held companies, are approaching board composition, RCLCO’s 
Compensation Consulting practice conducted its inaugural Board of Directors Compensation Survey, capturing market practices 
across 30+ companies spanning asset classes, geographies, and service offerings. The survey examined a range of topics, including 
board composition and structure, director compensation, committee responsibilities, meeting practices, and other elements of board 
governance and administration. The respondent pool was primarily comprised of privately held and family-owned organizations, with 
participants operating across regions throughout the United States. 
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NNuummbbeerr  ooff  FFuullll--TTiimmee  EEmmppllooyyeeeess
PARTICIPANT DATA & DEMOGRAPHICS

EEssttiimmaatteedd  PPoorrttffoolliioo  MMaarrkkeett  VVaalluuee

41.9%

29.0%

12.9%
16.1%

50 or Less 51–150 151–450 Over 450

Average 25th %tile 50th %tile 75th %tile

$2,823,960,700 $887,500,000 $1,825,000,000 $3,750,000,000 

Survey Participant Demographics: Number of Full-Time EmployeesSurvey Participant Demographics: Number of Full-Time Employees

Survey Participant Demographics: Estimated Portfolio Market ValueSurvey Participant Demographics: Estimated Portfolio Market Value

https://www.rclco.com/management-consulting-for-real-estate-companies/compensation-consulting/
https://www.rclco.com/management-consulting-for-real-estate-companies/compensation-consulting/
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The Role of a Board
At their core, boards serve three primary functions: they help define vision, provide perspective, and create accountability. While boards do 
not operate the business day-to-day, effective boards shape the decisions that matter most, from capital allocation and major investments 
to leadership transitions. Just as importantly, boards can serve as valuable thought partners to CEOs and senior leadership teams, 
offering constructive challenge, and, in many cases, a form of mentorship or coaching.

VISION
Help define long-term direction and 

strategic priorities

•	 Shape long-term strategy and 
growth objectives

•	 Guide capital allocation and 
major investments

•	 Support leadership transition 
and succession planning

•	 Evaluate new business lines, 
markets, and opportunities

•	 Align ownership and stakeholder 
priorities

PERSPECTIVE
Provide expertise, challenge 

assumptions, and broaden thinking

•	 Serve as thought partners to 
management teams

•	 Offer industry expertise and 
pattern recognition

•	 Introduce external perspectives 
and best practices

•	 Provide access to networks, 
capital, and relationships

•	 Mentor and coach senior 
leadership

ACCOUNTABILITY
Create structure, oversight, and 

disciplined execution

•	 Monitor performance against 
strategic goals

•	 Evaluate leadership and 
organizational effectiveness

•	 Approve key decisions and 
governance matters

•	 Reinforce operational and 
financial discipline

•	 Help organizations navigate 
complexity and risk
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Board Composition
According to surveyed companies, the typical private real estate board consists of approximately seven directors, meets on a quarterly 
basis (with 76.7% of surveyed companies reporting in-person board meetings), and operates through a set of standing committees 
focused on areas such as audit, compensation, nomination/governance, and investment. 

If boards are a strategic tool, their composition must reflect the firm’s priorities. Most private boards include a mix of internal leadership 
and external directors. Senior executives often sit on the board, providing operational context and continuity, while external members bring 
complementary skills and perspectives. Nearly three-quarters (74.2%) of surveyed firms include employees on their boards, highlighting 
the importance of maintaining a close connection between governance and operations.

In family-owned businesses, board composition often serves the additional purpose of maintaining alignment across generations 
and ownership groups. Family representation on a board can reinforce continuity of vision and values, but it also introduces the need 
for balance. Independent directors play a critical role in that balance, bringing objectivity and helping to mediate between different 
stakeholder perspectives.

Firms tend to select external directors for the perspectives, functional expertise, and pattern recognition they can bring to the organization. 
In practice, many boards are intentionally assembled across complementary skillsets. Common director profiles include legal professionals 
with governance and regulatory experience, finance or accounting leaders (often CPAs or former public accounting partners), HR and 
talent executives, experienced operators, and long-time industry veterans with deep market relationships. At the same time, many 
firms also seek directors from outside the real estate industry to introduce differentiated perspectives from adjacent sectors or broader 
corporate leadership experience.
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76.7%
66.7%

53.3% 53.3%

16.7%

Audit Compensation Investment Nominating/Governance Other

BOARD STRUCTURE
PPrreevvaalleennccee  ooff  CCoommmmiitttteeee  TTyyppeess

Respondents were able to select multiple options
Sample Size: 30

Other Committee Responses:
Family, Finance, HR, IT, 
Operations & Capital Markets, 
Philanthropy, Risk

NNuummbbeerr  ooff  DDiirreeccttoorrss  oonn  EEaacchh  CCoommmmiitttteeee

Average 25th %tile 50th %tile 75th %tile

Audit 4 3 4 5

Compensation 4 3 3 5

Investment 5 4 6 7

Nominating/Governance 5 4 4 5

Other 3 2 2 3

Prevalence of Committee TypesPrevalence of Committee Types

Number of Directors on Each CommitteeNumber of Directors on Each Committee
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Beyond functional expertise, firms are increasingly thinking about board composition through a generational lens. Unsurprisingly, there 
is meaningful board member representation from senior leaders who have exited full-time operating careers, as the retirement of a 
large cohort of baby boomer executives has created a strong talent pool for director opportunities. At the same time, some firms are 
incorporating younger generations into governance structures in order to bring different perspectives, enhance risk oversight, and improve 
innovation.

Boards in Practice: Common Governance Archetypes
While no two boards are structured exactly alike, several common governance archetypes emerge across private real estate firms. 

Three Common Board Archetypes in Private Real Estate

Succession 
& Continuity

Boards established to support 
leadership transitions, generational 
succession, and long-term strategic 
continuity.

Typical Objectives:

•	 Preserve organizational vision 
and culture

•	 Balance family and 
independent perspectives

•	 Support ownership and 
leadership transitions

Strategic Guidance 
& Expertise

Boards assembled to provide 
management teams with outside 
expertise, perspective, and challenge.

Typical Objectives:

•	 Pressure-test strategic 
decisions

•	 Access specialized expertise 
and networks

•	 Support growth, diversification, 
and capitalization decisions

Independent Perspective 
& Accountability

Boards formed to introduce objective 
viewpoints and strengthen governance 
discipline.

Typical Objectives:

•	 Navigate sensitive ownership 
issues

•	 Create structured 
accountability

•	 Separate family dynamics from 
business decisions
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One common driver of board formation is succession planning and leadership transition. In multigenerational family-owned businesses, 
boards are often formalized to help preserve strategic continuity as leadership transitions from founders to the next generation. These 
boards frequently combine family representation with independent directors who can provide institutional knowledge, objective guidance, 
and broader operating experience. In many cases, external board members are intentionally selected from complementary backgrounds to 
help navigate evolving ownership participation.

A second archetype is the establishment of boards to provide strategic guidance and perspective. These boards are often less focused 
on formal oversight and more focused on providing management teams with access to outside expertise. Companies pursuing growth, 
diversification, recapitalization, or operational evolution may assemble advisory-oriented boards composed of professionals with 
backgrounds in investment management, capital markets, construction, legal, or broader corporate leadership. In these cases, boards act 
as strategic thought partners to leadership teams, helping organizations pressure-test ideas, evaluate opportunities, and benefit from 
perspectives developed outside the company.

A third common model is the family-owned company seeking independent perspective and accountability. In these situations, boards 
are often established to introduce objective viewpoints outside of the ownership group, particularly as organizations become larger 
or more operationally complex. Independent directors can help families navigate sensitive issues such as compensation, governance, 
leadership development, and long-term strategic prioritization while creating a more structured forum for discussion and accountability. 
For many family-owned firms, boards also provide a mechanism to separate family dynamics from business decision-making and reinforce 
institutional discipline over time.

Taken together, these examples reinforce an important theme: there is no singular “correct” board structure. Effective governance 
frameworks are highly dependent on a firm’s ownership dynamics, strategic objectives, and stage of growth.
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Compensation
For firms considering whether to introduce a board, governance is not costless. Across surveyed firms, the majority (73.3%) provide 
annual retainers to board members, with many also offering meeting fees (43.3%) and equity or long-term incentives (30.0%). Among 
those offering long-term incentives, promote/carried interest is the most common structure, alongside restricted stock units and deferred 
compensation plans, with fewer firms utilizing stock options or performance-based equity.

Beyond direct compensation, board roles often include additional benefits. A meaningful percentage of participants (41.7%) offer co-
investment opportunities, further aligning directors with the firm’s investment strategy. Median total compensation is approximately 
$74,000 for board members and $120,000 for chairpersons, underscoring both the time commitment and the level of accountability 
expected. These structures increasingly position board members as partners in long-term value creation.
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Cash, 55%

Equity, 45%

Chairman

KEY FINDINGS

AAvveerraaggee  PPaayy  MMiixx**

*Average pay mix represents participants that offer equity. Cash compensation represents the sum of annual retainer and meeting fees. Annual Bonus/Incentives 
were excluded due to limited prevalence in the industry.

Cash Compensation Components Offered Percentage of Companies

Retainer Only 52%

Meeting Fees Only 22%

Retainer + Meeting Fees 26%

TToottaall  CCoommppeennssaattiioonn  ((CCaasshh  ++  EEqquuiittyy))  bbyy  PPoossiittiioonn

PPrreevvaalleennccee  ooff  CCaasshh  CCoommppeennssaattiioonn  CCoommppoonneennttss  OOffffeerreedd

Average Median (50th %tile)

General Board Member $86,276 $74,000

Chairperson $130,794 $120,000

Cash, 52%
Equity, 48%

Board Member

Prevalence of Cash Compensation Components OfferedPrevalence of Cash Compensation Components Offered

Total Compensation (Cash + Equity) by PositionTotal Compensation (Cash + Equity) by Position

Average Pay Mix*Average Pay Mix*
Chairperson Board Member
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Closing
And as private real estate firms continue to scale and institutionalize, governance can be a differentiator. Firms with well-structured 
boards may be better positioned to navigate leadership transitions, attract institutional capital, and maintain discipline in their investment 
strategies. They are able to balance competing priorities, incorporate external perspectives, and make decisions with greater clarity and 
consistency. 

This does not mean that every firm needs a board today, but it does suggest that governance should be treated as a deliberate component 
of strategy. The firms that think proactively about governance, rather than reactively, are often better equipped to manage growth and 
uncertainty. Ultimately, the effectiveness of a board depends on how it is designed. Structure, composition, and process all matter, and 
there is no single model that fits every organization. 

For organizations considering whether a board is the right structure to support long-term ambitions or looking to evolve an existing board 
to better align with future goals, RCLCO advises firms on the design of governance frameworks and related compensation programs 
tailored to their strategic objectives and stage of growth. To learn more about how RCLCO can support your organization, please reach 
out to our team:

Reasonable efforts have been made to ensure that the data contained in this Advisory reflect accurate and timely information, and the data is believed to be reliable and comprehensive. The Advisory is based 
on estimates, assumptions, and other information developed by RCLCO from its independent research effort and general knowledge of the industry. This Advisory contains opinions that represent our view of 
reasonable expectations at this particular time, but our opinions are not offered as predictions or assurances that particular events will occur.

Copyright © 2026 RCLCO. All rights reserved. RCLCO and The Best Minds in Real Estate are trademarks of Robert Charles Lesser & Co. All other company and product names may be trademarks of the respective 
companies with which they are associated.

JOSHUA BOREN
Managing Director, Strategic Initiatives
(310) 984-1757  |  jboren@rclco.com



8

RCLCO.COM

AUSTIN  |  DENVER  |  LOS ANGELES  |  SAN FRANCISCO
NEW YORK  |  ORLANDO  |  WASHINGTON, D.C. 


