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Abstract: Although much has been written globally about the key issues of 
corporate governance in REITs, there are not enough studies inspired by the 
systematic literature review method. This study reviews the literature on 
corporate governance in real estate investment trusts (REITs) published after 
2004 and addresses three interrelated research questions. We examined  
77 peer-reviewed journal articles using a systematic literature review approach. 
We found that there has been a rise in studies since 2010, with a brief decrease 
in 2015 and 2017 before increasing again in 2016. Moreover, the vast majority 
of the studies were published in the areas of economics/econometrics/finance 
and business/management/accounting. In addition, most of the papers are  
single-country studies, and the minority are multi-country. The majority of the 
papers are focused on the USA and Asia. Similarly, the majority of these 
analyses concentrate on developed countries and ignore emerging and frontier 
markets. 
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1 Introduction 

In 1999, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) issued 
‘principles of corporate governance’ as a beneficial tool for governments all over the 
world (OECD, 1999; Jesover and Kirkpatrick, 2005). In addition, in 2004 (Jesover and 
Kirkpatrick, 2005), the OECD updated the ‘G20/OECD principles of corporate 
governance’ to enable lawmakers in developing and improving the legal, policy making, 
and institutional framework for corporate governance to encourage economic efficiency, 
balanced growth, and financial stability (OECD, 2015). Besides, corporate governance is 
a dynamic system of interdependent mechanisms for controlling corporate management 
to shield shareholders’ investment capital from possible abuse or expropriation (Kohl and 
Schaefers, 2012). Moreover, corporate governance has emerged as a significant source of 
concern for businesses (Switzer and Kelly, 2006; Switzer and Lin, 2009; Pinto and 
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Picoto, 2016), intending to mostly regulate board operations to increase the efficiency of 
governance (Brenni, 2014). 

Subsequently, REITs are a type of investment trust that was established in the USA in 
1960 to allow both large and small investors to engage in the normally capital-intensive 
real estate industry (Omokhomion et al., 2018). REITs, according to Bianco et al. (2007), 
are a potentially appealing investment choice for mutual funds and tax-exempt entities 
due to the mandated distribution of 90% of taxable revenue as dividends. Additionally, 
Westermann et al. (2018) referred that Australian real estate investment trusts (A-REITs) 
are professionally managed listed investment instruments that pool unit holders’ and lent 
funds to invest in income-producing assets in Australia. Furthermore, in 2001, Japan was 
the first Asian country to introduce REITs, followed by Singapore, Korea, Hong Kong, 
Malaysia, Taiwan, and Thailand (Kudus and Sing, 2011) and today it is the world’s 
second-largest REIT market (Yap et al., 2018). In a more global approach, the rise of 
REITs in the USA, as well as publicly-traded real estate companies in Europe and Asia, 
have served with a variety of collateralised platforms for making an investment in diverse 
geographical real estate markets without having to deal with the time-consuming tasks of 
acquiring, monitoring, managing, and disposing of physical assets (Edelstein et al., 
2011). 

For instance, Bauer et al. (2009) discovered a robust and favourable relationship 
between governance and a variety of performance indicators. Moreover, when 
considering the impact of board structure and the CEO’s effect on institutional 
investment levels, as well as the impact of managerial motives and traditional managerial 
monitoring methods on the capital structure of REITs, the role and influence of 
executives are clear (Frank and Ghosh, 2012; Ghosh et al., 2011). Besides, institutional 
investors play a key role in supplying funding for REIT acquisitions, and as a result, they 
could have more control over their managers’ decisions (Hartzell et al., 2014). 
Furthermore, Brau et al. (2013) draw a link between shareholders and ownership 
structure, stating that shareholders must choose between the higher profits of public 
ownership and the more precise corporate governance of private one. Chou et al. (2013) 
highlighted the market value of REITs dividends and their dependency on the 
transparency of the operating model and the efficiency of the boards of directors. 
Additionally, Noguera (2020) examined how women directors affect the valuation and 
performance of US real estate investment trusts (REITs) and Schrand et al. (2018) 
explored the factors that affect the role of women on boards of directors. Concerning the 
company’s sustainability, Pavlov et al. (2016) REITs that changed their capital structure 
performed much better during crisis and REIT managers who accurately forecast a 
financial crisis were compensated by shareholders. Finally, Westermann et al. (2019) 
have discovered some intriguing characteristics about the dynamics of CSR A-REITs’ 
risk-adjusted return performance. 

We introduce a systematic literature review (SLR) on corporate governance in REITs 
in this work, intending to add to the field with three approaches. Initially, we look at how 
corporate governance research in REITs is evolving. We focus on publications in all five 
continents over the last 16 years1 (i.e., 2004–2020) and we are taking into consideration 
the subject areas under which corporate governance is reached and how corporate 
governance is functioning globally in REITs. Second, we examine the respective 
literature and analyse its main points relied on four criteria. The above examination helps 
us to find out the dominant views of the impact of corporate governance in REITs. Third, 
we discover research lacunas and suggest future directions for research on this subject. 
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As Tranfield et al. (2003), Moher et al. (2009), Guthrie et al. (2012), Okoli (2015), Balaid 
et al. (2016), Busalim and Hussin (2016), Dumay et al. (2016), Massaro et al. (2016), 
Bisogno et al. (2018), Bracci et al. (2019) and Kraus et al. (2020) impacted us, we 
employ a SLR to attain our research objectives. 

In brief, our paper presents three study questions: 

RQ1 How is corporate governance research in REITs evolving? 

RQ2 What are the key points and the critiques of the literature on corporate governance 
in REITs? 

RQ3 What does the future hold for REITs in terms of corporate governance? 

The remainder of the research is divided into the following sections. The methodology 
used to analyse the literature on corporate governance in REITs is described in Section 2. 
The findings of the systematic review, as well as replies to the three study questions, are 
presented in Section 3. In Section 4, the conclusion is given. 

2 Methodology: a SLR 

Sirmans (1997) highlighted the significance of REIT corporate governance in the USA, 
stating that real estate markets have been dominated by ‘businessmen’ who escape with 
investors’ money, from the 1920s Florida property scandals to the real estate syndications 
of the late 1970s and early 1980s. A decade later, Bianco et al. in 2007 declared that 
‘Yes, poor governance can destroy value’. Similarly, Bauer et al. (2009) discovered a 
strong link between corporate governance and a variety of key performance variables. On 
the other side of the Pacific, there are far too many studies on REIT corporate governance 
performance, but Lecomte and Ooi (2013) developed a new scoring framework to 
explore the connection between corporate success and corporate governance efficiency 
among Singapore’s externally managed REITs. Westermann et al. (2018) in Australia 
discussed the impact of corporate social responsibility (CSR) on the profitability of  
A-REITs. Brenni (2014) demonstrated in Europe that corporate governance has an effect 
on important corporate policy choices in UK REITs, such as capital composition. The 
absence of studies in Africa showed that REITs are under development in the big and full 
of resources continent. Hence, we followed a global approach inspired by Edelstein et al. 
(2011) and a SLR concerning corporate governance in REITs as has never been presented 
in such a study. 

2.1 The SLR method 

To reduce study bias, we developed a review method as a reference in the development of 
the SLR, as recommended by Tranfield et al. (2003), Ribeiro et al. (2018) and 
Kitchenham (2004) in any SLR (for more, see Busalim and Hussin, 2016; Roussy and 
Perron, 2018; Manes Rossi et al., 2020; Nerantzidis et al., 2020; Lopes and Farias, 2020). 
This assisted us with survey design, study questions, research strategy, research 
identification, assessment processes, data retrieval, and data analysis (Busalim and 
Hussin, 2016; Nerantzidis et al., 2020). We were sufficient to guarantee the accuracy of 
our findings (Massaro et al., 2016; Dumay et al., 2016; Bracci et al., 2019) and reproduce 
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the analysis by other authors using this tool (Roussy and Perron, 2018; Tsalavoutas et al., 
2020). Our study’s analysis method is seen in Figure 1. 

2.2 The SLR search strategy 

To define, study, and evaluate studies on corporate governance in REITs, a two-stage 
methodology was used (Street and Hermanson, 2019; Nguyen et al., 2020; de Geus et al., 
2020) (Figure 1). 

Figure 1 SLR search strategy 

 

Source: Adapted by Busalim and Hussin (2016) 

The initial stage was to locate databases for paper screening, based on reputation as a 
metric for the size and content of publications, as well as the ability to gather all eligible 
studies. As the main electronic references, we chose ‘Scopus’ and ‘Google scholar’. We 
used the keywords ‘corporate governance’ and ‘REITs’ in a Boolean search (for more 
about Boolean search, see E-Vahdati et al., 2018; Almaqtari et al., 2020). This resulted 
initially in a total of 7.478 articles. We reduced the sample size by removing any 
irrelevant studies, including some published in conference, books, or non-English 
languages and that resulted 84 papers; we excluded duplicated papers and finally that 
resulted 77 papers. We looked at the most highly cited in the second step to see if any 
further studies were missed in the first. Total citations in the ‘Google Scholar’ and 
‘Scopus’ databases were used as alternate indicators of impact (i.e., the ten papers that 
have received the most citations). No other articles have resulted. The writer(s), 
database(s), year of publication, journal, subject area(s), country(ies), period of research, 
theory(ies), data selection technique(s), research theme examined, and citations were 
reported in a data extraction for these articles. 
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3 Results 

3.1 (RQ1): How is corporate governance research in REITs evolving? 

The purpose of the article is to compile and widen current perceptions on corporate 
governance in REITs. In terms of analysis, our goal with this first question is to get more 
answers on the field’s history and evolution to date. This will provide assistance to the 
researchers and consultants to recognise the main points associated with corporate 
governance in REITs. We present a general synopsis of our data in response to that 
research question including subject area(s) (see Table 1), number of countries, 
geographic area(s) and number of papers for each country categorised by MSCI (see 
Table 2). The allocation of corporate governance publication in REITs from 2004 to 2020 
is shown in Figure 2 (Roussy and Perron, 2018; Nerantzidis et al., 2020). As seen, there 
has been a rise in studies since 2010, with a brief decrease in 2015 and 2017 before 
increasing again in 2016. 

Figure 2 Annual number of publications on REIT corporate governance 
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Moreover, we examine the main points of the above first question using four categories 
(see Tables 1 and 2). 

3.1.1 Subject area(s) 
In terms of this criterion (see Table 1), we divide the papers reviewed into five subject 
areas, as defined by the Academic Journal Guide (CABS, 2018): accounting (A1), 
economics (A2), ethics – CSR – management (A3), finance (A4) and regional studies, 
planning and environment (A5). The 40 studies were published in 15 journals, with the 
majority of them in the finance field. 

We also categorised the articles into seven categories based on Scopus and SJR 
(scimago journal and country rank) as follows: Arts and humanities (B1), business, 
management and accounting (B2), decision sciences (B3), economics, econometrics and 
finance (B4), environmental science (B5), social sciences (B6), energy (B7). Of the 77 
articles in our literature review, 59 articles were found in 29 journals. The majority of the 
articles concern the sections of economics, econometrics and finance (27.75/77), 
business, management and accounting (24.25/77). When an article was based on more 
than one subject area, we divided the percentage equally with the existing subject areas. 
For instance, when a paper uses two subject areas, we counted one-half for each subject 
area, when a paper uses three subject areas, we counted one-third for each subject area 
(i.e., the counting process). 
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Table 1 Subject area(s) 

Subject area(s) 
A. Academic journal guide (CABS, 
2018) 

B. SCOPUS and SJR (scimago journal and country 
rank) 

A1. Accounting 2 3% B1. Arts and humanities 
(Arts) 

0.25 0.5% 

A2. Economics 6 8% B2. Business, management 
and accounting (BUSI) 

24.25 32% 

A3. Ethics-CSR-
management 

1 1% B3. Decision sciences 
(DECI) 

0.50 0.5% 

A4. Finance 28 36% B4. Economics, 
econometrics and finance 
(ECON) 

27.75 36% 

A5. Regional studies, 
planning and 
environment 

3 4% B5. Environmental science 
(ENVI) 

0.33 0.5% 

Total 40/77 52% B6. Social Sciences (SOCI) 5.08 7% 
   B7. Energy (ENER) 0.33 0.5% 
   Total 59/77 77% 
C. Web of Science – master of journal D. Journal webpage info 
C1. Business 1.5 2% D1. Accounting  1 1.2% 
C2. Business, 
finance 

27 35% D2. Accounting and 
taxation  

1 1.2% 

C3. Economics 12 16% D3. Commerce and social 
sciences 

1 1.2% 

C4. Ethics 0.5 0.5% D4. Economics and finance  1 1.2% 
C5. Hospitality, 
leisure, sport and 
tourism 

0.5 0.5% D5. Finance and accounting  5 6.5% 

C6. Law 0.5 0.5% D6. Hospitality  1 1.2% 
C7. Management 2 2.5% D7. Islamic business 1 1.2% 
C8. Sociology 1 1% D8. Management 1 1.2% 
C9. Urban studies 12 16% D9. Real estate and land 

planning 
1 1.2% 

C10. Green and 
sustainable 
science and 
technology 

1 1% Total 13/77 17% 

Total 58/77 75%    

Additionally, categorised the articles into seven categories based on Web of Science – 
master of journal as follows: business (C1), business, finance (C2), economics (C3), 
ethics (C4), hospitality, leisure, sport and tourism (C5), law (C6), management (C7), 
sociology (C8), urban studies (C9) and green and sustainable science and technology 
(C10). Of the 77 articles in our literature review, 58 articles were found in 27 journals. 
The majority of the articles concern the sections of business, finance (27/77), economics 
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(12/77) and urban studies (12/77). When an article was based on more than one subject 
area, we divided the percentage equally with the existing subject areas. For instance, 
when a paper uses two subject areas, we counted one-half for each subject area, when a 
paper uses three subject areas, we counted one-third for each subject area (i.e., the 
counting process) 

Finally, 13 of the 77 articles are not published in journals that were found in the 
above categories. These appear published in 11 journals which were found in Google 
Scholar and we categorised them according to the information on the official website of 
each journal. The categories are as follows: accounting (D1), accounting and taxation 
(D2), commerce and social sciences (D3), economics and finance (D4), finance and 
accounting (D5), hospitality (D6), Islamic business (D7), management (D8), real estate 
and land planning (D9). The majority of the articles concern the field of finance and 
accounting (5/77). 

3.1.2 Number of countries 
Many authors (see Dumay et al., 2016; Nerantzidis et al., 2020; Tsalavoutas et al., 2020) 
used the above criterion to determine the number of countries that each article was 
referred to. E1 (single-country) was used for all publications that used data from a single 
country, while E2 (multi-country) was used for studies that used data from multiple 
countries. Only 13 of the 77 papers are multi-country studies, with the majority (63/77) 
being single-country research. Two of the papers do not specify the data used (see  
Table 2). 

3.1.3 Geographic area(s) 
Alike to the above, the criterion of geographical area(s) refers to the continents where the 
research was conducted (see Guthrie et al., 2012; Tsalavoutas et al., 2020; Nerantzidis  
et al., 2020). Specifically, we sorted papers into six divisions (continents), which 
included Europe (F1), Asia (F2), Oceania (F3), Africa (F4), US (F5) and worldwide (F6), 
and in two papers, the country was not precisely stated. The majority of the papers, 
according to our findings, are focused on US (43/77), while Asian (17/77) are significant 
parts of research. Therefore, a scarcity of studies exists on corporate governance in 
REITs in Europe and Africa, while there is a necessity for cross-national comparison (see 
Table 2). 

3.1.4 Number of papers for each country categorised by MSCI. 
This criterion completes the previous one, classifying countries into developed (G1), 
emerging (G2), frontier (G3), standalone (G4), and other (G5) categories (G5). The upon 
classification falls under the Morgan Stanley Capital International stock indices (see 
MSCI2), which are widely used for cross-regional comparisons around the world 
(D’Onza et al., 2015; Nerantzidis et al., 2020). Nine (9) different countries were found in 
the reviewed articles, with the majority in the US (43 articles), Australia (six articles) and 
Malaysia (six articles). This study indicates that most of the studies are primarily focused 
on developed countries (69%) and less so on emerging (13%) and frontier markets (see 
Table 2). 
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Table 2 Results of the 1st research question 
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3.2 RQ2: What are the key points and the critiques of the literature on 
corporate governance in REITs? 

This study highlights the key points and the critiques of the literature on corporate 
governance in REITs as a result of our examination. Our research focuses on the main 
points of the literature using three criteria. In Table 3, the most important findings of 
every criterion are depicted. 
Table 3 Results of the 2nd research question 

H. Data selection technique(s)  I. Theory(ies) 
H1. Case/field study 34.5 (45%)  I1. Agency theory 11(14%) 
H2. Commentary/normative/policy 1.5 (2%)  I2. Modern portfolio 

theory 
3 (4%) 

H3. Content analysis/historical 
analysis 

2.5 (3%)  I3. Pecking-order theory 5 (6.5%) 

H4. Survey/questionnaire/other 
empirical 

37.5 (49%)  I4. Stakeholder theory 2 (2.5%) 

H5. viewpoint/conceptual/general 
review 

1 (1%)  I5. Cash flow theory 2 (2.5%) 

Total 77 (100%)  I6. Trade-off theory 2 (2.5%) 
   I7. No theory 22 (29%) 
   I8. Other 30 (39%) 
   Total 77 (100%) 
J. Number of theories  K. Research theme examined 
J1. 1 Theory 28 (36%)  K1. Ownership structure 7.5 (10%) 
J2. 2 Theories 16 (21%)  K2. The role of 

executives 
7.5 (10%) 

J3. >2 Theories 11 (14%)  K3. The role of 
stakeholders  

7.5 (10%) 

J4. No theory 22 (29%)  K4.Corporate 
governance performance 
and effectiveness 

31 (40%) 

Total  77 (100%)  K5. Board operation  3.5 (4.5%) 
   K6. Social and 

environmental 
responsibility  

5 (6.5%) 

   K7. Board composition 6.5 (8.5%) 
   K8. Company 

sustainability, risk and 
reputation 

8 (10%) 

   K9. National systems of 
corporate governance 

0.5 (0.5%) 

   Total 77 (100%) 

We present our selection model as well as the emphasis and criticisms that resulted from 
our analysis. To present it as rationally as possible, we only chose indicative references. 
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The above methodology is according to some other similar studies (see Massaro et al., 
2016; Tsalavoutas et al., 2020; Nerantzidis et al., 2020). 

3.2.1 Data selection technique(s) 
Based on Dumay and Garanina (2013) and Nerantzidis et al. (2020), this criterion 
captures the data collection method used. Our research was divided into four categories: 
case/field study/interviews (H1), commentary/normative/policy (H2), content 
analysis/historical analysis (H3), survey/questionnaire/other empirical (H4) and 
viewpoint/conceptual/general review (H5). If an article uses several data collection 
methods (i.e., a mix of data collection methods), in the counting process, we gave them 
identical weights, as Van Helden (2005), Schmidt and Gunther (2016) and Nerantzidis  
et al. (2020) did. For instance, if a study employs two data collection methods, each one 
is counted half, three data collection methods are counted one-third, and so on. 

As shown in Table 3, the most popular data gathering method is 
survey/questionnaire/other empirical (Fisch et al., 2020), while empirical analysis takes 
the lead with 37.5 studies (49%). Following that, case/field study/interviews have 34.5 
studies (45%). We also discovered that the other three techniques are not as widespread. 

3.2.2 Theory(ies) 
We used the theory criterion to highlight the theoretical foundation of every paper, as 
influenced by Schmidt and Gunther (2016) and Nerantzidis et al. (2020). To be more 
analytical, we grouped all theories into eight classifications: agency theory (I1), modern 
portfolio theory (I2), pecking-order theory (I3), stakeholder theory (I4), cash-flow theory 
(I5), trade-off theory (I6), No theory (I7) and other (I8).3 When an article was based on 
more than one theory, we divided the percentage equally with the existing theories. For 
instance, when a paper uses two theories, we counted one-half for each theory, when a 
paper uses three theories, we counted one-third for each theory (i.e., the counting 
process). Furthermore, we sorted the articles according to the number of theories they use 
for their research as follows: papers that use only one theory (J1), papers that use two 
theories (J2), more than two theories (J3) and papers without theoretical background (J4). 
As depicted in Table 3, most of the articles employ one theory (28/77). The most 
prominent and commonly used theory was the agency theory (11/77). Remarkably, the 
minority of the articles (22/77) do not use a theoretical approach. However, in many 
articles, many different theories (i.e., signalling, financiall etc.) were used to a small 
extent (30/77). To conclude, we used this categorisation as an instrument for explaining 
corporate governance, and also as a resource to export corporate governance data. 

3.2.3 Research theme examined 
Despite the fact that numerous studies have been conducted on corporate governance in 
REITs, they raise different issues and questions (i.e., themes). Based on Ford and Rooney 
(2016), we set the framework for categorisation the themes which are examined. 
Analytically, we take into consideration the objectives and the results of each article to be 
more precise and specific about the paper’s theme. This process aims to classify the 
different themes into the main subjects and helps also highlight the contrast between the 
results and future papers. All in all, following the framework of Ford and Rooney (2016), 
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we categorise the articles examined into nine main themes: ownership structure (K1), the 
role of executives (K2), the role of stakeholders (K3), corporate governance performance 
and effectiveness (K4), board operation (K5), social and environmental responsibility 
(K6), board composition (K7), company sustainability, risk and reputation (K8) and 
national systems of corporate governance (K9). Once an article addresses more than one 
themes, we divided the percentage evenly with the current themes. For instance, when a 
paper focused on two research themes, we counted one-half for each theme, when a paper 
uses three themes, we counted one-third for each theme. Table 3 depicts that most of the 
articles focus on the main theme of corporate governance performance and effectiveness 
(31/77). We refer to the main points of each subject examined below. 

3.2.3.1 Ownership structure 
The papers in this category are concerned with the effect of ownership structure on 
corporate governance and performance (Ford and Rooney, 2016; Downs et al., 2016; 
Tang and Mori, 2017; Soyeh and Wiley, 2019). We can see the influence of institutional 
ownership on improving the efficiency of equity REITs based on this category (Chung  
et al., 2012). An interesting aspect that is examined in also is the key distinctions between 
C-corporation hotels and Hotel-REITs from both a theoretical and a practical standpoint 
by contrasting two organisational frameworks with their profit and growth prospects 
(Dogru, 2017a). Furthermore, a connection between shareholders and ownership structure 
is highlighted by Brau et al. (2013) who mentioned that the shareholders choose between 
the higher profits of public ownership and the more precise corporate governance of 
private one. 

3.2.3.2 The role of executives 
The impact of executive leadership style on performance has been highlighted in this 
category (Feng et al., 2010; Füss et al., 2011; Striewe et al., 2013; Price et al., 2015; Ford 
and Rooney, 2016; Yung et al., 2016). The role and the influence of executives are 
obvious when examining the effect of board structure and CEO effect on institutional 
investment levels, as well as the impact of managerial motives and conventional 
managerial screening procedures on the capital composition of REITs (Frank and Ghosh, 
2012; Ghosh et al., 2011). Generally, there is evidence that vested interests have an 
important effect on capital composition (Ghosh et al., 2011). Moreover, the potential 
influence of executives’ authorship on the board-level negotiation process in defining 
executive remuneration within the US REIT industry or simply being defined by 
performance is also investigated (Ascherl et al., 2019). 

3.2.3.3 The role of stakeholders 
The articles in this category focus on the role of stakeholders (Evans et al., 2019; Shahid 
and Abbas, 2019) including shareholder activism (Ford and Rooney, 2016). We found 
evidence that institutional investors can discourage management opportunism and 
imperialism (Xu and Ooi, 2018). The effect of the various forms of institutional 
investors’ corporate governance on REIT financial decisions and firm performance is 
also examined (Chung, 2013). Institutional investors play a key role in supplying funding 
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for REIT acquisitions, and as a result, they could have more control over their managers’ 
decisions (Hartzell et al., 2014). 

3.2.3.4 Corporate governance performance and effectiveness 
In this category, the papers that are included are referred to the corporate governance 
performance and effectiveness (Zhu et al., 2010; Shilling, 2011; Wiley et al., 2012; 
Ghosh et al., 2012; Alcock et al., 2013; Anglin et al., 2013; Chang and Noguera, 2016; 
Chong et al., 2016a, 2016b, 2017, 2018; Dogru, 2017b; Ramachandran et al., 2018; 
Chairunesia and Sulistiyani, 2019; Feng et al., 2019; Orchard et al., 2019; Thai and Lai, 
2019; Sangchan et al., 2020). First, it was discovered a clear and considerably positive 
relationship between the corporate governance mechanism and various performance 
factors, implying that the REIT effect may explain the partial lack of a relationship 
between corporate governance and financial performance in the real estate field (Bauer et 
al., 2009). The impact of corporate governance on investor reaction is also addressed 
(Bhutta and Shah, 2014). Additionally, it is notable the study of Italian REITs which 
investigates the governance and regulatory framework of Italian REITs on market prices 
discounts to net asset values (NAV) (Biasin et al., 2010). Furthermore, the study 
examined the effect of stock liquidity on company value and corporate governance using 
the REIT as a model (Cheung et al., 2015). Finally, the connection between 
organisational performance and corporate governance efficiency between externally 
controlled REITs is explored in terms of REITs in Singapore (S-REITs) (Lecomte and 
Ooi, 2013). 

3.2.3.5 Board operation 
Articles in this category refer to the board’s operations and their practical consequences 
(Ford and Rooney, 2016). The procedure of identifying the Shari’ah Advisory Committee 
from Islamic REIT companies in Malaysia utilising five standard governance frameworks 
is an essential analysis in this regard (Zainuddin and Nordin, 2016). The board’s 
characteristics in the Malaysian real estate investment industry (MREIT) are also 
understood, and the impact of board characteristics on MREIT stock prices is 
investigated (Zi et al., 2014). Finally, it clarifies the market value of REIT dividends and 
their reliance on the transparency of the operating model and the efficacy of the boards of 
directors (Chou et al., 2013). 

3.2.3.6 Social and environmental responsibility 
Indicatively in this category, the influence of CSR on REITs is discussed in the articles 
(Chiang et al., 2019). In terms of environmental responsibility, we discovered that a focus 
on ‘green building’ is effective as a CSR implementation in the environmental sector 
(Hsieh et al., 2020). Moreover, the financial determinants of size, book-to-market value, 
leverage, and beta are now less relevant in affecting A-REIT performance than the CSR 
dimensions of environment, social, and corporate governance in Australian REITs 
(Newell and Lee, 2012). Finally, Westermann et al. (2019) found several fascinating 
characteristics in the risk-adjusted return performance of CSR A-REITs. 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

   14 M. Pazarskis et al.    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

3.2.3.7 Board composition 
The papers in this category primarily concern board composition (Dimovski et al., 2013) 
including capability and diversity (Ford and Rooney, 2016). Panel data analysis has 
shown that real estate firms with larger boards of directors and higher CEO compensation 
packages exercise considerably less influence (Brenni, 2014). As well as it is noticed that 
REITs with smaller boards of directors and more seasoned CEOs have higher bidder 
returns, but their term is shorter (Campbell et al., 2011). The impact of female directors 
on the value and performance of US REITs is the subject of a fascinating study (Noguera, 
2020). It is also worth noting the first study which looked into the variables that impact 
the position of women on boards of directors, as well as the link between female 
representation and financial performance in the context of a US REIT (Schrand et al., 
2018). There is no evidence that post-SOX REIT boards with favourable qualities (small 
size, diversity of outsiders, and not controlled by the CEO) outperform pre-SOX REIT 
boards (Noguera, 2012). 

3.2.3.8 Company sustainability, risk and reputation 
In this category (Zahid et al., 2016), papers examine the relationship between dividends 
and growth using for example a set of US equity REITs (Ghosh and Sun, 2014; Clayton 
et al., 2007). Post-crisis period, REITs that changed their capital structure performed 
much better during crisis and REIT managers who accurately forecast a financial crisis 
were compensated by shareholders (Pavlov et al., 2016). Finally, the application of the 
auditing process by REITs to improve financial disclosure is studied (Cummings et al., 
2018). 

3.2.3.9 National systems of corporate governance 
The sole study that mentions national corporate governance systems asserts that 
government measures will promote real estate accountability and corporate governance 
(Gupta et al., 2017). 

3.3 RQ3: What does the future hold for REITs in terms of corporate 
governance? 

The third research question aims to clarify the paths for future research. For this purpose, 
we used a two-stage method. To begin, we examine RQ1 and RQ2 to make 
recommendations for future research. Second, we look at the most cited papers to come 
up with new research ideas. 

3.3.1 Recommendations based on RQ1 and RQ2 assessment 
Firstly, it is obvious that the majority of research examined is single-country based, 
indicating that multi-country studies are scarce. Articles on the frontier and standalone 
countries depending on MSCI classification have also been found to be deficient in 
evidence. As a result, comparative studies across markets and regions, we claim, may 
provide useful insights that could help authors shape a unified image of the differences in 
corporate governance in REITs and determine whether such differences can be explained 
by country characteristics. 
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Furthermore, just six of the 77 studies looked at countries around more than two 
continents. As a result, more research is needed at these levels, as previous studies have 
recognised and recorded the significance of country-specific factors (Edelstein et al., 
2011). Questions arise, such as why institutional variations between countries can be 
meaningful. We agree that launching new lines of inquiry into previously unexplored 
areas would assist in the convergence of corporate governance research for potential 
comparisons. 

Moreover, the use of theories for interpretation is a common feature of most research. 
Furthermore, the commentary/normative/policy data collection method, as well as the 
content analysis/historical analysis and the use of various approaches, should be given 
more attention. Academics will benefit from these approaches as they gain a better 
understanding of the relevant discipline and profession. 

Besides that, in terms of the research theme, we discovered that most of the papers 
(31/77) are concerned with corporate governance performance and effectiveness. 
Nevertheless, there is a shortage of data on national corporate governance and board 
operation systems. 

3.3.2 Recommendations using the most cited articles 
We based on the ten most cited studies in the corporate governance in REITs literature 
(i.e., of the 77 papers were identified) in Google Scholar to find areas that have not yet 
been explored, and emphasised their suggestions for potential future research. We as well 
considered the top ten most-cited studies in Scopus, and after contrasting the two groups 
of studies gathering the common ones, we came up with the final collection of seven 
studies that led us to find new research avenues. Besides, all relevant suggestions that 
were already mentioned in section 3.3.1, as well as those that came to fruition, were 
omitted. We suggest four approaches for future research based on our findings. 

First, as Bauer et al. (2009) pointed out, as institutional ownership in REITs grows 
and the role of shareholders becomes more significant, future studies can also include this 
governance system. Second, we suggest that future researchers could take into 
consideration the relationship between REITs’ internal and external governance 
structures which will be instructive for future studies. Future research could concentrate 
on developing a compound indicator that incorporates both internal and external 
governance (Bianco et al., 2007). 

Furthermore, future analysis will be able to delve further into the results and look at 
different metrics. Real estate data can also help with this type of work because it enables 
academics to examine the core elements of a company’s activities, such as vacancy rates 
in buildings and maintenance expenses (Hartzell et al., 2014). According to Gunnoe and 
Gellert (2011), institutional timberland ownership, in which the major institutional 
investors are REITs, has long ago placed lot of land under an ownership model which is 
as close to a real market logic as possible. The most pressing challenge is to provide a 
historical and theoretical context that will allow researchers to ask critical questions about 
how and why this transition occurred. 

Finally, researchers may look at the impact of evolving corporate governance norms 
on REIT performance on a worldwide scale. Is it necessary for public REITs to boost its 
corporate governance significantly? Is there any country that has achieved REITs’ best 
performance via specific corporate governance reforms? Were these changes carried out 
for the sake of prestige or as a result of strategic planning? May the views of Board 
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members be affected by their ages, sex, and/or ethnic background? The above research 
problems have various theoretical and functional ramifications. Future research may be 
based on these and other related issues. 
Table 4 Indicative impact of the most cited articles 

Article Future research 
Google 
scholar 
citations 

Panel A: Google Scholar’s top ten cited publications 
Bauer et al. (2009) As institutional ownership in REITs grows and the 

position of shareholders becomes increasingly 
significant, future studies may also include this external 
governance system in a study. 

168 

Hartzell et al. (2006) Future studies into the relationship between institutional 
equity ownership and debt market activities may be 
performed. 

146 

Hartzell et al. (2004) For mature firms, however, distinguishing between 
governance driving differences in valuation and the 
option of differences in firm valuations driving the 
governance structure choice can be difficult. 

125 

Cheung et al. (2015) Future studies may investigate for a specific sector or 
institutional factors that can reveal different stock 
liquidity value effects. 

75 

Gunnoe and Gellert 
(2011) 

Institutional timberland ownership, in which the major 
institutional investors are REITs, has long ago placed lot 
of land under an ownership model which is as close to a 
real market logic as possible. The most pressing 
challenge is to provide a historical and theoretical 
context that will allow researchers to ask critical 
questions about how and why this transition occurred. 

71 

Hartzell et al. (2014) Real estate data can also help with this type of work 
because it enables academics to examine the core 
elements of a company’s activities, such as vacancy rates 
in buildings and maintenance expenses. 

71 

Feng et al. (2005) Future research should concentrate on a more concise 
analysis of the potential interaction of these 
characteristics in the REIT world. 

70 

Makki and Lodhi 
(2014) 

- 65 

Campbell et al. (2011) Future studies should focus on a more thorough 
examination of the effect of antitakeover provisions on 
companies in sectors that are less susceptible to hostile 
takeovers (e.g., real estate and banking). 

60 

Bianco et al. (2007) Future research could concentrate on developing a 
compound indicator that incorporates both internal and 
external governance 

54 
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Table 4 Indicative impact of the most cited articles (continued) 

Article Future research Scopus 
citations 

Top 10 cited papers based on Scopus  
Hartzell et al. (2006) Future research into the relationship between 

institutional equity ownership and debt market activities 
may be performed. 

75 

Bauer et al. (2009) As institutional ownership in REITs grows and the 
position of shareholders becomes increasingly 
significant, future studies may also include this external 
governance system in a study. 

69 

Hartzell et al. (2004) For mature firms, however, distinguishing between 
governance driving differences in valuation and the 
option of differences in firm valuations driving the 
governance structure choice can be difficult. 

57 

Bianco et al. (2007) Future research could concentrate on developing a 
compound indicator that incorporates both internal and 
external governance 

41 

Hartzell et al. (2014) Real estate data can also help with this type of work 
because it enables academics to examine the core 
elements of a company’s activities, such as vacancy 
rates in buildings and maintenance expenses. 

37 

Feng et al. (2005) Future research should concentrate on a more concise 
analysis of the potential interaction of these 
characteristics in the REIT world. 

33 

Gunnoe and Gellert 
(2011) 

Institutional timberland ownership, in which the major 
institutional investors are REITs, has long ago placed lot 
of land under an ownership model which is as close to a 
real market logic as possible. The most pressing 
challenge is to provide a historical and theoretical 
context that will allow researchers to ask critical 
questions about how and why this transition occurred. 

32 

Eichholtz and Kok 
(2008) 

It’s difficult to perform a thorough international analysis 
of the real estate takeover market and apply a market 
model to evaluate shareholder wealth effects due to the 
financial distress of some of the smaller worldwide real 
estate markets, but it does open the door for future 
research. 

31 

Chung et al. (2012) - 28 
Anglin et al. (2011) - 26 

4 Conclusions 

The initial aim of our research was to find an answer to the question ‘How is corporate 
governance research in REITs evolving?’. We were able to do so by examining four 
distinct aspects of the study: 

 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

   18 M. Pazarskis et al.    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

1 subject area(s) 

2 number of countries 

3 geographic area(s) 

4 number of papers for each country categorised by MSCI. 

According to our findings, the number of publications has risen since 2011, with a focus 
on single-country studies, especially in developed countries. Furthermore, there is a 
strong emphasis on multi-level research and a variety of fields such as economics, 
econometrics, finance, accounting and business. 

After this, we moved on to the following topic: ‘What are the key points and the 
critiques of the literature on corporate governance in REITs?’. Based on three parameters 
described in the relevant literature, we addressed the main features of this research 
question: 

1 data selection technique(s) 

2 theory(ies) 

3 research theme examined. 

There is proof that papers on REIT corporate governance focus more on 
survey/questionnaire/other empirical methods, whereas the majority use theories as a 
methodology, a guide, or a contribution to information. Finally, we discovered that 
corporate governance performance and effectiveness are highly valued by researchers. 
We can interpret the challenges and skepticism that researchers can express by evaluating 
these main features. This brings us to certain areas of interest, which will provide 
researchers with unique areas to investigate. 

Αfterwards, in response to the last question, ‘What does the future hold for REITs in 
terms of corporate governance?’ we offered several options for moving forward. We 
employed a two-stage method where the first and second research questions pave the way 
(1) and the ten most cited papers in the literature of corporate governance in REITs give 
the directions (2). 

Researchers might look at a variety of countries from various economies and include 
additional proof at a global level. They might also stress the use of 
commentary/normative/policy analysis tools, as well as the use of various approaches. 
Furthermore, they can look for broader perspectives by digging at issues that have not 
gotten much coverage, such as board activities and social and environmental 
accountability. 

In addition, future research can be conducted on the relationship between institutional 
equity ownership and bond market activity. As REIT institutional ownership increases 
and shareholder status becomes more important, future studies may include this external 
governance system in the study. Future research can focus on the development of 
complex indicators that include both internal and external governance. 

Furthermore, scholars could look at the impact of changing corporate governance 
policies on REIT efficiency on a global scale. Researchers need to focus on public REITs 
corporate governance improvements. They should study if there is a country where 
innovative corporate governance changes have resulted in the best REIT performance. 

Additionally, we conclude that this study has an important impact on scholars and 
policy practitioners. To begin with, it is essential for scholars, particularly Ph.D. students, 
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as it provides a concise study of existing data that may lead to new research directions. 
Moreover, our findings help professionals and/or lawmakers assess the effectiveness on 
corporate governance in REITs. To properly fulfil their roles for the former, and to create 
a better regulatory reform plan for the latter. 

Finally, there are some drawbacks to the current research. Specifically, the SLR 
approach differs from traditional ones in that it maintains the status quo and removes 
subjectivity; however, is partially prejudiced due to the researcher’s involvement in the 
selection of the literature review (Massaro et al., 2016; Nerantzidis et al., 2020). 
Moreover, due to space limitations, not all applicable details from the data collection 
could be used in this work (Aleu and Van Aken, 2016). At last, since our study finishes in 
2020, recent findings will not be included. 
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Notes 

1 We performed the SLR from 2004, as in 2004 OECD ‘principles of corporate 
governance’, an important tool for countries all over the world, were revised. 
Moreover, the Sarbanes-Oxley Act (2002) in the US had only two years in force. 
Globally, other countries in the word in 2004 or a year later, introduced new 
legislation concerning corporate governance, as Clause 49 (2005) Indian’s corporate 
governance clause, Italian Law 262/2005, J-SOX (2006) Japanese equivalent of 
Sarbanes-Oxley Act and 2004 Australian’s corporate reporting and disclosure law. 

2 See https://www.msci.com/market-classification 

3 We used Van Helden’s (2005) method to classify papers that do not address any 
specific theory as ‘no theory.’ 


