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Executive Summary

The National Association of Realtors (NAR), the largest professional trade association in the United States, represents a powerful
and entrenched industry establishment. This independent audit, commissioned by ARIG, scrutinizes the value proposition
delivered to the organization’ s 1.5 million members against the mandatory annual dues and assessments. Our analysis of the
2022 financial data reveals a significant misalignment between the organization’ s expenditure priorities and the direct, tangible
benefits perceived by the average member. The audit finds that a substantial majority of member funds are allocated to
organizational overhead, high executive compensation, and external marketing and lobbying efforts, rather than direct member
services or demonstrable value-add programs.

In 2022, NAR reported total revenue of $328 million, with $285 million (87%) derived from membership dues [1]. Total expenses
reached $298 million. A detailed breakdown of expenditures shows that only a fraction of the dues dollar is directly reinvested in
the core professional development or technology resources that agents increasingly seek. Instead, the two largest expense
categories were Compensation ($73 million, 22% of revenue) and Fees for Services ($58 million, 18% of revenue), the latter
primarily directed to a single media company for marketing and communications [1]. This structure suggests that the primary
beneficiaries of the dues are the organizational apparatus and its leadership, raising critical questions about fiduciary
responsibility to the membership base.

The critique extends beyond mere financial allocation to the fundamental nature of the NAR’ s value proposition. The mandatory
nature of membership, often tied to Multiple Listing Service (MLS) access, creates a captive audience, insulating the organization
from the competitive pressures that would otherwise force a more efficient and member-centric operation. As the real estate
industry faces unprecedented transformation, driven by technological disruption and regulatory scrutiny, the current dues
structure and expenditure model are increasingly unsustainable and represent a significant friction point for the modern real
estate professional.

This report concludes that the current model of NAR membership represents a poor return on investment for the average agent.
Strategic implications suggest that a growing segment of the industry will seek alternatives or challenge the mandatory nature of
membership, leading to potential long-term erosion of the NAR’ s influence and financial stability. The findings call for a
fundamental re-evaluation of the NAR’ s mission and a dramatic shift in resource allocation to prioritize direct, quantifiable
member value.

I. Introduction: The Mandate for Independent Scrutiny

The National Association of Realtors (NAR) holds a near-monopolistic position in the American real estate industry, primarily
through its control over the “REALTOR®” trademark and its influence on local MLS access. This unique position, which mandates
membership for a vast majority of practicing agents, necessitates rigorous, independent scrutiny of its financial practices and the
value it provides to its members. This report, commissioned by the Aegis Real Estate Intelligence Group (ARIG), serves as that
independent audit, focusing specifically on the fiscal year 2022, a period marked by significant market shifts and increasing
internal and external pressures on the organization.

The core objective of this audit is to answer a singular, critical question: Does the value derived by the average NAR member justify
the mandatory annual dues and assessments? The analysis moves beyond the promotional literature of the association to
examine the hard data of its financial statements, specifically the allocation of member funds. The theme of this report is an
industry establishment critique, positing that the current structure of the NAR functions more as a self-perpetuating bureaucracy
than a responsive, member-driven trade organization. The sheer scale of the organization’ s financial operations—managing



hundreds of millions of dollars derived from a captive membership—demands a level of transparency and accountability that this
audit seeks to enforce.

Il. The Financial Architecture of Membership Dues

In 2022, the NAR’ s financial health was robust, largely due to its extensive and mandatory membership base. The organization, a
non-profit tax-exempt 501©(6), reported total revenue of $328 million, with membership dues constituting the overwhelming
majority at $285 million [1]. This reliance on a captive revenue stream is the foundational element of the critique. The mandatory
nature of the dues insulates the organization from the market forces that would otherwise compel a more competitive and
efficient delivery of services.

The Total Cost of Membership: A Hidden Tax

While the national portion of the dues was approximately 150, withanadditional35 assessment for the Consumer Advertising
Campaign, totaling around
185permember, thetruecosttotheagentis f argreater. T henationalduesaremerelytheentrypoint. Themandatorythree —
tieredstructure—N ational, State, andLocalassociationmembership—meansthetotalannualoutlay f oranagentcaneasilyexcee
%1,000 to $1,500** annually, depending on the state and local board. This cumulative cost, often paid in a single lump sum,
functions as a hidden tax on the ability to practice real estate, especially for new or part-time agents for whom this initial capital
outlay represents a significant barrier.

The justification for this expense must be found in the tangible benefits delivered. However, the financial data suggests that the
dues are not primarily funding direct member services but rather the maintenance of the organizational structure itself.

Table 1: NAR Revenue and Expenditure Overview (2022)

Category Amount (Millions USD) Percentage of Total Revenue ($328M)
Total Revenue $328 100%

Revenue from Dues $285 87%

Total Expenses $298 91%

Net Assets (Year-End) $800 N/A

The accumulation of nearly $800 million in net assets by year-end 2022 further highlights the organization’ s fiscal conservatism
and its consistent practice of spending less than it raises [1]. While financial stability is generally positive, such a large reserve,
funded by mandatory member contributions, raises questions about whether dues are set at an unnecessarily high level,
effectively functioning as a perpetual endowment for the organization’ s bureaucracy rather than a dynamic fund for member
support. The opportunity cost of this massive reserve, which could otherwise be used for dues reduction or direct investment in
member-facing technology, is substantial.

Ill. An Audit of Expenditure Priorities: Organizational Self-Preservation

A detailed examination of the NAR" s 2022 expenditures reveals a clear set of organizational priorities that appear detached from
the day-to-day needs of the average real estate agent. The total expenses of $298 million were distributed across several key
categories, with a disproportionate focus on internal operations and external influence campaigns.

Figure 1: Breakdown of NAR Dues Expenditure (2022)

The following chart illustrates the allocation of every $100 in NAR revenue, demonstrating the organizational focus on overhead
and external services over direct member value.
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Table 2: Detailed Breakdown of NAR Expenses (2022)

Expense Category Amount (Millions USD) Percentage of Total Revenue ($328M)
Compensation $73 22%
Fees for Services $58 18%
Public Policy Expenses $38 12%
Office-Related Expenses $35 11%
Advertising and Promotion $34 10%
Travel and Conferences $28 8%
Grants $19 6%
Other Expenses $13 4%
Total Expenses $298 91%

The two largest expense categories—Compensation and Fees for Services—account for 40% of the organization’ s total
revenue. This concentration of spending on internal and external operational maintenance is the clearest indicator of the
organization’ s self-preservation mandate.

A. Executive Compensation and the Culture of Extravagance

The $73 million allocated to Compensation for approximately 379 employees translates to an average compensation package of
over $193,000 per employee [1]. This figure is exceptionally high for a non-profit trade association and is further exacerbated by
the compensation of the most highly paid executive, who received nearly $2.6 million in 2022 [1].

This level of executive compensation, funded by mandatory member dues, is a primary point of contention and a clear example of
the establishment prioritizing internal rewards over member cost-savings. The justification often cited for such high salaries—
attracting top talent—is undermined by the organization’ s non-competitive environment, which is protected by the mandatory
membership structure. Furthermore, the inclusion of luxury perks such as first-class travel, companion travel, and health/social
club dues in the compensation packages signals a culture of extravagance that is inconsistent with the fiduciary duty to a broad,
dues-paying membership base, many of whom are small business owners operating on thin margins. The optics of multi-million



dollar executive paychecks, funded by mandatory fees from agents struggling in a volatile market, create a profound disconnect
and erode member trust.

B. The Opacity of External Services and Influence

The $58 million spent on Fees for Services, with $45 million directed to a single media company (Havas Media Group) for
marketing and communications, represents a significant investment in brand management and external messaging [1]. This
expenditure, which is nearly 62% of the total spent on Fees for Services, raises questions about vendor selection and potential
conflicts of interest. The focus on a single, massive contract for marketing suggests a priority on controlling the public narrative
and maintaining the “REALTOR®” brand’ s perceived value, rather than investing in tangible tools for members.

Coupled with the $38 million spent on Public Policy Expenses (lobbying), the combined spending on external influence
campaigns ($83 million) far exceeds the $19 million allocated to Grants, which could be interpreted as direct support for
research, education, or local community initiatives. This allocation confirms that the NAR" s primary function, from a financial
perspective, is to act as a powerful political and public relations machine dedicated to preserving the status quo of the real estate
transaction model, a model that benefits the organization” s structure more than the individual agent’ s bottom line.

IV. The Value Deficit: Benefits vs. Cost and Opportunity

The core of the critique lies in the Value Deficit: the gap between the mandatory cost of membership and the perceived,
quantifiable benefits received by the average agent. NAR promotes a suite of benefits, including access to insurance options,
financial services, and educational resources. However, the financial audit suggests that these “benefits” are often ancillary or
could be procured more economically outside the association.

A. The Hidden Cost of Mandatory Access

The most significant “benefit” of NAR membership is the mandated access to the local MLS, which is often a prerequisite for
practicing real estate. This linkage effectively transforms the dues from a voluntary subscription for services into a mandatory
barrier to entry. This structural arrangement eliminates the need for the NAR to compete on value, as agents must pay the dues
to maintain their livelihood. This lack of competitive pressure is the root cause of the expenditure priorities detailed in Section IlI.
The mandatory nature of the dues is the organization’ s most powerful asset, and its defense is the primary driver of the massive
spending on lobbying and public relations.

B. The Opportunity Cost of the Dues Dollar

For the average real estate agent, especially those operating independently or in small brokerages, every dollar spent is a direct
investment in their business. The mandatory national dues, which average around $185, plus the state and local fees, represent a
significant opportunity cost.

Consider what an agent could purchase with the $185 national dues, if it were not mandatory:
e Technology: Ayear s subscription to a premium Customer Relationship Management (CRM) tool, a lead generation
platform, or advanced digital marketing software.
¢ Education: Several high-quality, specialized online courses or certifications directly relevant to their niche market.
e Marketing: A substantial budget for targeted social media advertising or professional photography for several listings.
The NAR s “benefits” package—consisting of often-outdated discount programs and generalized educational content—fails to
compete with the direct, measurable return on investment that an agent could achieve by allocating the mandatory dues to

modern, specialized business tools. The dues dollar is therefore not merely an expense; it is a forced misallocation of capital away
from high-ROI business investments.

C.The Erosion of the “REALTOR®” Brand Value

The $34 million spent on Advertising and Promotion is intended to maintain the integrity and value of the “REALTOR®” brand.
However, the brand’ s value is increasingly diluted by two factors:



1. Massive Membership: With 1.5 million members, the designation no longer signifies exclusivity or a high standard of
professional competence, but rather compliance with the mandatory fee structure.

2. External Scandals: The brand has been repeatedly tarnished by high-profile legal challenges (e.g., antitrust lawsuits) and
internal governance scandals, which have dominated public discourse and overshadowed the positive aspects of the
advertising campaigns.

The result is a diminishing return on the advertising investment. Agents are paying for a brand that is losing its luster and is
increasingly associated with the very establishment critique this report embodies.

V. The Impact on Industry Transformation and Competition

The NAR’ s financial and structural model actively works to impede the natural forces of industry transformation and
competition, which ultimately harms the consumer and the innovative agent.

A. Suppression of Competitive Models

The mandatory membership structure, by linking MLS access to dues payment, effectively stifles the growth of alternative
brokerage models that seek to offer lower commission structures or different service packages. Any agent wishing to participate in
the primary mechanism for property exchange (the MLS) must first fund the organization that actively lobbies to maintain the
high-commission status quo. This creates a circular, anti-competitive barrier that protects the established brokerage model and,
by extension, the NAR’ s revenue stream.

B. The Barrier to Entry for Innovation

The massive expenditure on lobbying and public policy is often directed at legislative efforts that protect the traditional real
estate transaction model from technological disruption. While the NAR frames this as “protecting property rights,” it often
translates to opposing innovations that would increase transparency, reduce transaction costs, or allow for more flexible
commission models. The dues dollar is thus weaponized against the very forces of innovation that could benefit the consumer
and the most forward-thinking agents. The organization’ s focus is on defending its institutional relevance, not on fostering a
competitive, efficient, and modern real estate market.

VI. Strategic Implications and Conclusion

The findings of this independent audit point to a critical inflection point for the NAR and the real estate industry at large. The
current financial model, characterized by high overhead, significant executive compensation, and a focus on external influence
campaigns, is fundamentally misaligned with the economic realities and professional needs of the modern real estate agent.

The strategic implications of this value deficit are profound:

1. Membership Erosion and Financial Instability: As market conditions tighten and commissions face downward pressure (a
trend already evident in 2022 and accelerating), agents will become increasingly sensitive to mandatory, non-negotiable
costs. The perceived lack of value will accelerate the search for non-NAR-affiliated brokerage models, leading to a potential
decline in the organization’ s membership base and, consequently, its revenue and political power. The organization’ s
reliance on a captive audience is a systemic vulnerability.

2. Increased Regulatory and Legal Scrutiny: The high concentration of funds in lobbying and public policy, coupled with the
mandatory nature of the dues, makes the NAR a prime target for antitrust and regulatory challenges. The organization’ s
financial structure can be interpreted as a mechanism for funding political influence through a mandatory levy on industry
professionals. The legal challenges of 2022 and beyond are a direct consequence of this structural rigidity.

3. Demand for Transparency and Governance Reform: The disclosure of high executive compensation and the massive
expenditure on a single media company will fuel internal dissent and calls for greater financial transparency and a
restructuring of the governance model. Agents will increasingly demand a direct line of accountability for how their
mandatory fees are spent, leading to internal political instability.



In conclusion, the question of value posed in the title is answered with a definitive negative. The NAR’ s financial architecture in
2022 demonstrates a clear prioritization of organizational self-preservation and political influence over the delivery of direct,
quantifiable benefits to its dues-paying members. The current model is an artifact of a less competitive era. For the NAR to remain
relevant and sustainable, a radical shift is required: a reduction in overhead, a re-allocation of funds away from external marketing
and towards direct member technology and education, and a fundamental re-justification of the mandatory nature of its dues.
Failure to adapt will see the industry establishment critiqued in this report face an inevitable and accelerating decline. ARIG
advises its clients to prepare for a future real estate landscape where the NAR’ s influence is significantly diminished, and the
transaction model is fundamentally altered.
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