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As the spotlight on boardrooms continues 
to intensify, corporate boards are evolving in 
new ways. They are increasingly taking steps 
to evolve the portfolio of backgrounds, experi-
ences and perspectives in the boardroom. The 
end result: Companies are appointing direc-
tors without experience serving on a public 
company board or even reporting to a corpo-
rate board. Around one-third of independent 
directors appointed to an S&P 500 board and 
40% appointed to S&P MidCap 400 boards 
in recent years had no experience as a public 
company director. 

With these fresh perspectives come new chal-
lenges. The ability to recruit the right directors 
and integrate them successfully is always one 
of the clearest indicators of a high-functioning, 
effective board. But, if a new director has never 
served on a board, more may be required. 

Too often onboarding programs fall short. A 
lack of focus is one culprit. Boards concen-
trate on the recruitment process, which can 
be difficult and time consuming. When the 
process is finally complete and a new director 
has been nominated, there can be a natural 
tendency to relax, “take a breath” and pay 
limited attention to the onboarding process. 
Boards may also assume that onboarding 
programs aren’t necessary. 

Other factors can derail onboarding programs. 
If a board hasn’t added a new director in sev-
eral years, the established process may be 
outdated or no longer focused on the most rel-
evant topics. Boards may have failed to assign 
ownership of the onboarding program to a 
committee or company executives. A major 
event may occur and shift attention away from 
onboarding. And some directors may consider 
themselves too busy or too experienced to 
need formal onboarding. 
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Bringing a new director up to speed as quickly as possible is an imperative in today’s 
world of heightened expectations of corporate directors. In the past, boards may have 
expected new directors to take a back seat and observe proceedings for a year or so 
before making an active contribution. Today’s boardrooms don’t have that luxury, and 
regardless, new directors want to contribute from day one. Therefore, a thorough yet tai-
lored onboarding process is essential for all new appointments. 

Onboarding responsibilities for new directors  
and the board 
While the board has responsibility for overseeing a robust 
onboarding program, new directors should own their 
onboarding experience and request the information and 
insights they need to quickly get up to speed in the board-
room. They should proactively identify areas and issues for 
onboarding attention and request supplemental materials 
and/or meetings to address gaps in the onboarding program. 

Boards have a responsibility to ensure that all directors — 
not just those joining a board for the first time — are given 
proper support so they can move up the learning curve as 
quickly as possible. Frequently, boards delegate this respon-
sibility to the nominating committee, which, along with the 
independent board leader, generally oversees onboarding 
processes. The details of the programs, along with the execu-
tion, is often the responsibility of the corporate secretary. 

Onboarding responsibilities 
New director	
	» Study public disclosures, including  

website, regulatory filings and governance 
documents (committee charters, corporate 
governance principles)

	» Become familiar with industry and  
competitor trends and risks

	» Understand key governance issues in general

	» Identify programs to supplement under-
standing of governance issues, director 
responsibilities, industry considerations

Board/company
	» Formalize onboarding program best suited 

to new director

	» Provide insights on public disclosures

	» Share and provide deep dives on non-public 
materials (such as board meeting minutes, 
forecasts, budgets, strategic plans, etc.)

	» Introduce key executives and the senior  
management team

	» Arrange site visits

Boards have a responsibility 
to ensure that all directors 
— not just those joining a 
board for the first time — 
are given proper support so 
they can move up the learn-
ing curve as quickly  
as possible. 
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Customized new director onboarding 
The best director onboarding programs are formalized and take into account the unique 
backgrounds, experiences and expected committee responsibilities of each new director. 
These customized programs are designed to familiarize a new director with key topics, 
ranging from the board’s structure, governance and responsibilities to the company’s 
strategic objectives and key performance indicators (KPIs), financial reporting and  
relationships with investors and management. They are also structured to assist  
less-experienced directors in developing the skills and knowledge required for their  
service on the board and its committees. 

Director onboarding programs are a natural extension of the recruitment process. 
Board candidates will have done their own due diligence in preparing for interviews and, 
through the interview process, they will have enhanced their understanding of the com-
pany and the board. By providing deeper dives into company strategies, challenges, risks 
and competitors — and access to executives and functional and business leaders — an 
effective onboarding program helps new directors feel fully immersed and know where to 
turn for more information. 

Certain components of onboarding programs are relevant for all new directors. Meetings 
with other directors, key executives and business leaders to gain business insights — 
about the company’s strategies, KPIs, challenges, products, services, key customers and 
players, major investors, the wider business context, and the culture of the board and 
how it operates — are valuable to any new director. 

Programs for directors without previous board experience must also include general 
training on the role of the board and individual directors, governance regulations and 
listing requirements, and issues affecting boardrooms today. A common difficulty for 
first-time directors, especially senior executives, is adjusting to the oversight role of a 
director. Some first-time directors take longer than others to understand the distinctions 
between management and governance. Chairs/lead directors need to be sensitive to the 
challenges in making this transition and advise a new director on the nuances involved. 

Any new director shoulders an immense responsibility to understand a business and 
its culture, to become familiar with the executive team and to assimilate into a board. A 
day or two of meetings with the management team and a full library of reading materials 
are the first steps to onboarding a new director. But the best onboarding programs are 
intentionally ongoing, designed to support and strengthen a new director during at least 
the first 12 months on the board. Calendaring onboarding activities (such as site visits) 
throughout the year is one way to foster a continuing onboarding program. 

Any new director shoulders an immense responsi-
bility to understand a business and its culture, to 
become familiar with the executive team and to 
assimilate into a board.
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Five best practices for director onboarding programs 
In our experience, the best onboarding programs have five pillars: 

Give onboarding programs structure and set 
expectations
Formalized and structured onboarding programs enable new directors and 
the board to better understand expectations and proactively identify potential 
gaps. Directors find value in onboarding programs that clearly detail processes 
and expectations, provide a robust library of pre-reads well in advance of the 
first board meeting and offer channels for follow-up questions.

Schedule early touchpoints with executives  
and fellow directors 
Meetings with the executive team, key senior managers and all other directors 
should be a core component of all onboarding programs. Formal meetings 
with directors and less-formal get-togethers of the full board enable new direc-
tors to better understand boardroom dynamics, board culture and director 
backgrounds and perspectives. 

The best onboarding programs include meetings with the CEO, independent 
chair/lead director, chief financial officer, corporate secretary and/or other key 
corporate executives (such as chief technology officer, chief human resources 
officer) after their board appointment. These meetings are frequently consid-
ered the most valuable component of onboarding experiences. 

Give new directors access to information

More rather than less should be the guiding principle when it comes to 
acquainting new directors with company strategies, financials, organizational 
structure, business units, key performance indicators, competitors, risks, 
industry considerations, regulatory environment, investors, Wall Street views 
and board history (past agendas, minutes, etc.). 

Materials about strategies and historical performance frequently include strate-
gic plans, board books/historical board information and financial information, 
briefings on company investors and site visits. 

New Director Onboarding: 5 Recommendations to Optimize Your Program 

 PAGE 4 SPENCER STUART



5
4Accelerate learning through committee meetings 

With so much board work delegated to committees, encouraging new 
directors to attend all committee meetings, to the extent possible, can help 
accelerate their understanding of the company and the board. 

Strengthen support with board mentorship 
Some directors, particularly first-time public company directors, find value in 
being assigned an experienced director mentor to provide coaching and feed-
back and offer insights on board culture and dynamics. Meeting with one or 
more external advisers — such as external auditors, compensation consultant, 
external counsel — may also be constructive. 

To put these best practices into action, onboarding leaders can follow a structured  
timeline and checklist that outlines key activities before, during and after a new  
director’s first board meetings. This tool helps ensure a consistent, high-quality  
onboarding across appointments. 

Conclusion
Since space is limited in the boardroom and each director is a strategic 
asset, successfully integrating new talent and perspectives is critical. The 
best boards recognize that a formalized onboarding program is key, and 
they know that the most effective programs require commitment from 
both the board and the new director.
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© 2026 Spencer Stuart. All rights reserved. 
For information about copying, distributing and displaying this work, contact: permissions@spencerstuart.com.

About Spencer Stuart
Privately held since 1956, Spencer Stuart is a leading global advisory firm 
specializing in people, team and organizational performance — spanning 
more than 60 offices, over 30 countries and more than 50 practice specialties. 
Boards and executive leaders consistently turn to Spencer Stuart for senior-
level executive search, board recruitment, board effectiveness, succession 
planning, executive assessment and development, culture change and 
performance acceleration for senior leadership teams. For more information 
on Spencer Stuart, please visit www.spencerstuart.com.
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