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Ferguson Partners is pleased to present findings from our 13th annual Real Estate Compensation Pulse Survey. Initially 
developed in 2008 and further expanded over the years, this is the only industry-specific survey of its kind that 
examines “real-time” anticipated compensation practices and other human capital trends across all types of real estate 
companies.   

We are pleased to report that this year’s survey includes information from 314 real estate companies. Data was 
collected in November, and as such, the material contained herein provides participants with timely insights into year-
end compensation decisions. 

We hope this information is beneficial to your organization as you continue to navigate through challenging human 
capital issues during this unprecedented time. 

If you have any questions on this survey or if we can be of further assistance with your human capital consulting 
needs, please contact us at:
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Salary 
• The majority (55%) of participants anticipate increasing base salaries company-wide in 2021, 38% plan for no 

changes, and only 7% expect to decrease salaries. 

• By contrast, only 36% of participants expect base salaries to increase at the executive level. 

• Across all firms, the average year-over-year (YOY) change is projected to be approximately +1.3%. Among those 
firms increasing or decreasing salaries, the average increase and decrease are similar at +2.7% and -2.8% 
respectively. 

Annual Incentives (Cash Bonus) 
• Overall annual incentive (cash bonus) payouts are expected to decrease in 2020 compared to 2019. 

• Bonus pools are expected to be down in the industry by -7.6% at private firms and -9.6% at public companies 
YOY. 

• The impact to executives is expected to be more significant with projected payouts down -9.4% at private firms and 
-11.3% at public companies YOY. 

• 32% of firms expect annual bonus payouts for executives to be at target, while 56% anticipate either paying out 
below target or awarding no bonus. 

Long-Term Incentives (LTI) 
• LTI grants are expected to be less impacted than cash bonuses with the average YOY change in LTI projected to be 

-2.3% at the company overall and -2.9% for executive management. 

• Most participants are not expecting any changes to grant date values with 74% of companies reporting no 
change.
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Overall Results
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At companies that reported positive performance results (24% of respondents)*, compensation is expected to increase:  

Salary 
• 83% of firms reporting positive results will increase base salaries at the company overall and 57% at the 

executive level (compared to the aggregate 55% and 36%, respectively). 

• The YOY change in base salary at these firms is more than double the aggregate change at +2.7% (company 
overall) and +2.0% (executive management only). 

Annual Incentives (Cash Bonus) 
• 43% of such firms anticipate increasing annual bonuses for the company overall (45% for executive 

management), with a YOY change of +2.7% at all levels. 

• Most firms with increased performance will pay out at target (48%) or above target (33%). 

Long-Term Incentives 
• While most firms predict no changes to their LTI payouts regardless of performance, more firms that improved 

performance (24% for company overall and 32% for executive management) anticipate an increase, compared to 
11% and 14% (respectively) across all participants. 

• YOY changes at these firms are +2.5% (company overall) and +2.6% (executive management) compared to the 
aggregate changes of -2.3% and -2.9%.  

• These better-performing firms will pay out at LTI targets (65%) or above LTI targets (17%) for their executives. 

*Includes companies that reported overall company performance as “Best Year Ever,” “Much Better than 2019,” and “Slightly 
Better than 2019” 

Employee Response  
• Most companies had a positive view of management and employees’ response to the challenging circumstances 

caused by COVID-19.  

• The vast majority indicated that the response from their executive management team and from all other employees 
was either excellent (44% and 37%, respectively) or above average (43% and 45%, respectively).

Some Bright Spots
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Down But Not Out
At companies that reported negative performance results (59% of respondents)*, compensation is expected 
to be down significantly YOY but most companies are still expecting to provide year-end incentives:  

• Slightly fewer of these firms (46%) are increasing base salaries than the aggregate (55%) at the 
company overall level. The YOY change is anticipated to be +.08%, compared to +1.3% across all 
firms. 

• The vast majority (90%) of firms with a down performance year expect to pay cash bonuses; the 
YOY change is expected to be -13.9% for the company overall, and -16.8% at the executive level 
(compared to the aggregate rates of -8.3% and -10.0%). 

• Most of these firms (88%) are also expecting to grant LTI awards. The anticipated YOY change is 
-5.4%, while the aggregate is -2.9%. 

*Includes companies that reported overall company performance as “Worst Year Ever,” “Much Worse than 2019,” 
and “Slightly Worse than 2019”

Compensation adjustments vary by region with the following trends by location (based on headquarters): 

Salary 
• Asia/Pacific is expecting the smallest change in salary of +0.2% and Europe/United Kingdom 

expecting the largest YOY increase of +1.6%. 

Annual Incentives (Cash Bonus) 
• Asia/Pacific is expecting the smallest decrease to cash bonuses overall (-7.2%) but the largest 

decrease to executive management (-13.1%). 

• Other regions are expecting less variance between the overall cash bonus pool and executive 
management as shown on the right:

Geography Matters
United States Canada and 

Mexico Asia Pacific Europe/United 
Kingdom

Company Overall -7.9% -9.9% -7.2% -9.4%

Executive Management -9.5% -10.7% -13.1% -12.2%
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Making Adjustments

What Lies Ahead

• Over half of firms (54%) adjusted performance goals for annual incentives to reflect the current 
environment. The most prevalent metrics with lowered expectations are absolute earnings, 
acquisitions, and capital raising. 

• Other changes to annual incentive plans included adding discretion (31%) and changing performance 
metrics (22%), with the most frequently added metrics being implementation of health and safety 
protocols, rent collection, cost control, and tenant engagement and negotiation. 

• Fewer companies are making adjustments to LTI programs, with less than 10% of companies 
reporting that they plan to either: change performance metrics for 2021, grant special time-based or 
performance-based awards, or modify performance periods. 

Workforce 
• 2021 has an improved hiring outlook with 46% of firms anticipating increasing their workforce. 

• Most firms (56%) are currently engaging in cautious or selective hiring; only 10%, however, have 
delayed or frozen hiring. 

Operations 

• 24% of participants indicated that normal operations have already resumed, while over half expect a 
resumption of normal operations by Q2 (30%) or Q3 (22%) of 2021. 

• Although 77% of companies indicate that productivity during remote working either stayed the same 
(64%) or increased (13%), only 33% of firms are somewhat (19%) or very likely (16%) to expand their 
virtual workforce after COVID-19 restrictions are lifted.
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Specializing in Board/executive recruitment and business advisory services, Ferguson Partners delivers premiere strategic solutions to the real estate, infrastructure, hospitality, and healthcare services 
sectors. Our global Innovation/Technology  and Human Resources Practice leaders recruit candidates for clients across all industry sectors. Our colleagues commit to  understanding your business’s unique 
needs and advancing its success. Based in nine offices around the globe, our  boutique firm is dedicated to offering personalized client services and an integrated talent management solution.

Board and Executive Recruitment 
Our Recruitment Practice remains the global leader in our sector specialties, completing more  than 
300 searches around the world annually. We believe that diversity correlates with corporate  
performance, and we pledge that diversity candidates will constitute a substantial proportion of  every 
initial candidate slate. Our close-knit culture enables us to provide personalized service and  adapt to 
our clients’ needs. We are exceptionally “high touch” in our approach. 
In addition, every Ferguson consultant is Hogan-certified. Hogan assessments are powerful  
personality tools that evaluate an individual’s strengths, values and approach to problem-solving.  The 
test, in its essence, measures a candidate’s executive intelligence.

Management Consulting 
Our Management Consulting Practice is dedicated to helping clients achieve their strategic and financial objectives. 
Focused on the commercial real estate industry, our functional expertise includes: 
• Strategy:  strategic planning, competitive positioning, stakeholder feedback studies 
• Organization: assessments, organizational design and operational benchmarks (staffing workloads and financial 

metrics) 
• Governance Board assessments and best practices 
• Specialized Research: market landscape, strategic trends, custom-designed research studies 
This expertise, combined with data-based analytics and our ability to build consensus, leads to successful conclusions 
for our clients.

Leadership Consulting 
The experts in our Leadership Consulting Practice have assessed and developed over 1,000  senior 
executives. We work with executive leaders across various stages of their careers to help  them 
demonstrate success and ensure fulfillment of the business’s strategy. Our approach is  
developmentally focused, rich in behavioral and psychological insight, and actionable, with an  
emphasis on behavioral change and business impact. Our clients include individuals, teams and  
organizations. Our services include: 
• Culture and Organizational Effectiveness 
• Leadership Assessment 
• Executive Coaching 
• Succession Planning 
• Team Effectiveness 
• Director and Executive Onboarding

Compensation Consulting 
Our Compensation Consulting Practice is the market leader in the industry, conducting over 250  projects across 
public and private real estate firms per annum. Bringing industry expertise,  unparalleled insights, and impactful advice 
to each and every client engagement, we go far beyond the  data. Our consultants provide in-depth context, real-time 
market intelligence, and customized solutions that support each client’s specific needs. We perform a broad range of 
offerings, including: 
• Comprehensive review of compensation levels, program design, and other practices 
• Benchmarking of individual and aggregate pay levels against relevant market practices 
• Designing of effective annual and long-term incentive plans for all types of real estate organizations 
• Advising Boards and C-Suite executives on complex compensation issues related to transactions and IPOs 
• Advising clients on how to best navigate complex compensation issues


