
Now in its 32nd year, the Spencer Stuart U.S. Board 
Index analyzes the board governance practices of the 
S&P 500. Some of the more notable key findings are 
listed below.

Number of new independent  
directors climbs
S&P 500 boards appointed 397 new directors in the 2017 proxy year. 
This is the highest since 2004 and an increase of 15% from 2016.

new milestone for female and  
minority representation
For the first time in the history of the Spencer Stuart U.S. Board  
Index, just over half of the 397 new S&P 500 directors are women  
and/or minorities.

»» Female representation among new directors rose to 36%  
(142 directors) in 2017, a 20-year high.

»» 14% or 57 of the new directors are diverse males.

»» 6% or 25 of the new directors are women and minorities.

Despite the increase in new directors, 
there is still relatively little turnover
»» 48% of boards did not appoint a new director in the 2017 proxy 

year, the same as last year. 

»» Altogether, boards appointed 0.81 new directors on average.

»» Even with the record number of women directors joining boards, 
the percentage of women on S&P 500 boards increased only  
incrementally to 22% of all directors, up from 21% in 2016 and  
17% in 2012.
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Boards are casting a wider and deeper 
net to identify director candidates
»» A record-breaking 45% of the incoming directors are serving on 

their first outside corporate board, compared to 32% in 2016.

–– As for diversity among these first-time directors, 42% are female, 
13% are diverse men and 8% are female and diverse.

»» CEOs are increasingly opting out of outside board roles.

»» Only 37% of S&P 500 CEOs serve on one or more outside boards, 
down from 52% 10 years ago. 

Most boards now have two or more 
female directors
»» Only four S&P 500 boards have no women, a drop from 45 all-male 

boards in 2007.

»» 80% of S&P 500 boards include two or more female directors,  
and 41% have three or more. 

»» Yet, only nine women (7%) serve as independent board chair,  
and just 10% of lead/presiding directors are women.

»» Looking at other board leadership roles, women chair 20% of  
audit committees (compared to 15% in 2016), 17% of compensation 
committees (11% in 2016) and 22% of nominating committees 
(20% in 2016). 

Board leadership continues to evolve
»» For the first time, more than half (51%) of boards have a separate  

chair and CEO.

»» 28% of S&P 500 boards, versus 27% in 2016 and 13% in 2007,  
have an independent chair.

MANDATORY RETIREMENT AGES REMAIN  
as the PRIMARY MECHANISM FOR 
PROMOTING TURNOVER
»» About three-quarters (73%) of S&P 500 boards report having  

a mandatory retirement age for directors, unchanged over the  
past five years. 

»» 42% of boards with a retirement age set it at 75 or higher, up from 
11% a decade ago.
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»» For the first time, a majority of boards with mandatory retirement 
policies set the age at 73 or higher — up from less than a third five 
years ago and 15% 10 years ago.

»» Only 24 S&P 500 boards (5%) have term limits for directors,  
an increase from 19 boards a year ago. 

Director skills and qualifications  
are changing
»» 29% of new directors are active or retired executives with banking, 

finance, investment or accounting credentials, compared with  
25% last year and 19% in 2007.

»» 19% of new independent directors have backgrounds in the  
technology or telecommunications industries.

»» Directors with investing and investment management  
backgrounds account for about 13% of new directors,  
up from 5% a decade ago.

»» 36% of new directors are active or retired CEOs, chairs, presidents 
and chief operating officers, down from 47% 10 years ago.

Boards have changed in other ways  
over the past 10 years
»» Independent directors now make up 85% of all S&P 500 board  

members, the highest percentage since we began tracking this  
data in 1998.

»» CEOs are now the only non-independent director on 60%  
of boards, up from 43% in 2007.

»» Today 92% of S&P 500 boards are elected annually, up from  
62% in 2007.

»» The average age of S&P 500 independent directors is 63.1,  
two years older than a decade ago.

Average director compensation 
rose slightly
»» Average total compensation for non-employee directors rose  

1% to $288,909. The median annual retainer remained flat  
at $100,000.

Boards with retirement age 
setting it at 75 or higher

of new directors have 
finance backgrounds

29%

42%

page 3Spencer Stuart

spencer stuart u.s. board index 2017 highlights



© 2017 Spencer Stuart. All rights reserved. 
For information about copying, distributing and displaying this work,  
contact: permissions@spencerstuart.com.

Social Media @ Spencer Stuart
 
Stay up to date on the trends and topics that  
are relevant to your business and career.

@Spencer Stuart

About Spencer Stuart
At Spencer Stuart, we know how much leadership matters. We are trusted by organizations 
around the world to help them make the senior-level leadership decisions that have a lasting 
impact on their enterprises. Through our executive search, board and leadership advisory 
services, we help build and enhance high-performing teams for select clients ranging from 
major multinationals to emerging companies to nonprofit institutions.

Privately held since 1956, we focus on delivering knowledge, insight and results through the 
collaborative efforts of a team of experts — now spanning 56 offices, 30 countries and more 
than 50 practice specialties. Boards and leaders consistently turn to Spencer Stuart to help 
address their evolving leadership needs in areas such as senior-level executive search, board 
recruitment, board effectiveness, succession planning, in-depth senior management 
assessment and many other facets of organizational effectiveness. 

For more information on Spencer Stuart, please visit www.spencerstuart.com.
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