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2026 U.S. Spencer Stuart Board Index
Now in its 41st year, the U.S. Spencer Stuart Board Index analyzes the shifting composition and governance practices 
of S&P 500 boards. 

The report presents the trends revealed by our in-depth analysis of this year’s proxy statements. We profile the 
“class of 2026” (directors appointed this year), highlight changing governance practices and discuss trends in 
directors’ compensation.
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Who are boards recruiting?

BOARDS CONTINUE TO FAVOR CEO AND FINANCIAL EXPERIENCE

TECHNOLOGY AND MANUFACTURING BACKGROUNDS LEAD NEW APPOINTMENTS

Faced with fast-paced and wide-reaching risks, boards continue to favor directors with CEO and financial experience, 
resulting in fewer first-time and younger appointments. Technology backgrounds continue to be in demand. 

New women directors 
are more likely than 
men to have 
functional expertise  

Fewer new first-time directors have financial
or functional experience

TOP INDUSTRY BACKGROUNDS

Functional leaders

Retired individuals continue 
to represent the majority 
of appointments

And a smaller proportion 
are P&L leaders 

2025

7%

2026

10%Active

46%
5pp

Retired

5pp
54%

Women Men

19% 10%

New next-gen directors

17% 33%

11%

14%

14%

17%

15%

9%

Technology/telecommunications 

Industrials/manufacturing 

Consumer goods and services

Private equity/investment management 

All new directors

FIRST-TIME AND NEXT-GEN APPOINTMENTS CONTINUE TO DECLINE

11%

10%

Next-gen appointments
(those aged 50 and younger)

First-time appointments 

2025

2026

31%

24% 55%2026

2025 61%

Like last year, most incoming 
directors bring CEO or 
financial experience

CEOs
37%

27%
Financial services

64%

2026 U.S. Spencer Stuart Board Index
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BUT THEY CONTINUE TO STRENGTHEN THEIR ASSESSMENT PRACTICES

In just five years, the percentage of boards that include a director skills 
matrix in their proxies has nearly doubled

99%
of boards (all but five) reported
carrying out some sort of annual
performance evaluation

45%

2021

56%

2022 2023

80% 80%
73%

2024 2025 2026

of boards work with an independent 
third party to facilitate the 
evaluation process
Up from 27% in 2025

33%

Mandatory retirement policies 
continue to decline

While the retirement age of boards with these 
policies continues to rise 

Boards with a mandatory retirement
age of 75 and older

This has not changed 
since 2018

The average
retirement age is

74
2026202520212016

39% 69%64%51%2025

2026 63%

66%

2016 73%

68%

Board turnover and refreshment: What’s changed?

BOARDS ARE MOVING AWAY FROM MANDATORY RETIREMENT RULES

Refreshment continues to evolve gradually. While fewer boards rely on mandatory retirement policies, they are 
strengthening how they assess board effectiveness.  

2025

2026 59%

61%

2016 48%

GROWTH IN INDEPENDENT BOARD LEADERSHIP HAS SLOWED AND COMPENSATION 
CONTINUES TO INCREASE

Fewer boards are separating the 
chair and CEO roles Average total director

compensation*

* Excluding the independent chair’s fee

The appointment of independent 
chairs has plateaued

20262025

$346,290 $336,352 3%27%

2026202520212016

41%41%37%

2026 U.S. SPENCER STUART BOARD INDEX HIGHLIGHTS
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Our Perspective 
Boards are operating in a more complex, politicized and tech-driven environment. How can they ensure their 
governance practices are equipped for today’s challenges and structured to adapt as those challenges evolve? 

For decades, Spencer Stuart has researched changing board composition and governance practices among the 
largest U.S. companies and how they support effective governance. Given the challenges organizations face today, 
we see the need for a more dynamic model of governance and board-CEO engagement, one that equips boards with 
the independence, agility and trust needed to help the business move faster on both risk and opportunity. Drawing 
on our ongoing research and daily work with boards around the world, we believe the highest-performing boards 
take an “always-on” approach to strategy and risk oversight, CEO succession and board refreshment and embrace a 
continuous commitment to strengthening how the board governs, engages, learns and evolves. 

Here is what these boards do differently. 

1.	 �Adopt always-on risk and strategy oversight 
Whether it’s AI, cybersecurity, geopolitics or business model transformation, today’s risks emerge, and 
opportunities shift at a pace beyond what boards were traditionally built for. An annual strategy offsite or 
choreographed meetings that are long on reviews and short on discussion are insufficient. Instead, strategy 
should be an ongoing board conversation, informing every decision made and how every director shows up. The 
most effective boards seek out external perspectives on developments that could impact strategy, spend most 
of their meeting time on forward-looking discussion and view themselves as a thought partner to the CEO on 
strategy and risk.  
 
With boards already meeting seven to eight times a year on average — ranging from multi-day in-person 
meetings to ad hoc calls — it’s unlikely that many boards will opt to add more to their calendar to 
accommodate more future-focused discussions. Boards may be able to free up time by redesigning meeting 
structure to use time together more effectively, moving some oversight work to committees and leveraging AI 
and other technology for information sharing.

7.5
Average number  

of board meetings

53%

Boards meeting  
6–9 times in 2026

18%

Boards meeting  
10+ times in 2026

Our Perspective 
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2.	 Make board refreshment a strategic discipline 
Having the right people in place is the bedrock for board excellence and impact. And the right composition 
starts with strategy; boards should continually assess whether their collective experience, perspectives and 
leadership are aligned with the company’s future direction and evolve accordingly. The highest-performing 
boards treat board succession as an ongoing strategic priority.  
 
While boardroom continuity is valuable, many U.S. boards are still taking a too-cautious approach to 
refreshment. New S&P 500 director appointments in 2026 are at the lowest level since 2016, and director 
turnover declined year over year to 0.7 new directors per board. The number of appointments also lagged the 
number of director departures in 2025, suggesting that not all directors were replaced. Appointments of both 
first-time and next-generation (next-gen) directors (those aged 50 and younger) have also declined as boards 
favored experienced directors.

 

—
BOTH FIRST-TIME AND NEXT-GEN APPOINTMENTS FELL THIS YEAR

2026 2021 2016

New first-time directors 24% 35% 32%

New next-gen directors 10% 16% 15%

  
A director skills matrix is one tool for evaluating and disclosing the relevance of directors’ experience and 
backgrounds, and it’s one that more S&P 500 boards are employing; 80% of S&P 500 boards disclosed a 
director skills matrix in their most recent proxy. But a skills matrix is only as valuable as the information it 
includes. Rather than including a laundry list of perspectives and skills — and matching most directors with 
them — a skills matrix should be focused to reflect the boardroom’s most critical needs and directors’ current, 
most relevant expertise. 
 
Board succession planning should also include board leadership. The independent board leader, whether a 
board chair or lead director, plays a critical role in setting the tone, culture and focus of the board. Our research 
underscores the impact of these leaders: Compared with lower-performing boards, members of top-performing 
boards are significantly more likely to say the board leader fosters high-quality discussions and that their boards 
make timely decisions.  

Boards are appointing fewer new directors this year

201620212026

364 345456
7.9years

Average tenure of 
independent directors

Our Perspective 

https://www.spencerstuart.com/research-and-insight/board-leader-succession-planning-4-essential-steps
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3.	 Embrace board evaluation as a tool for continuous improvement 
A continuous improvement mindset is more important than ever in a business environment defined by 
disruption, compressed decision cycles and mounting stakeholder expectations. Rigorous and regular board 
evaluations are an effective tool for ensuring directors’ skill sets remain relevant to company strategy, the board 
operates at a high level with a future focus and its work supports company performance.  
 
Board evaluation has become a standard feature of governance, proxy reports show. All but five S&P 500 
boards (99%) report conducting an annual evaluation. Nearly half (49%) disclose that they evaluate individual 
directors. One-third of boards now report working with an external partner to facilitate evaluations, up from only 
3% a decade ago. An experienced adviser drawing on observations from hundreds of boards across industries 
and governance situations can help boards identify opportunities they may not otherwise recognize, introduce 
new ideas and proven practices and provide practical recommendations that strengthen board effectiveness.  
 
For boards to capture the full value of an evaluation, however, they must translate insights from the findings into 
meaningful action — particularly when it comes to strategy oversight, director performance, board composition 
and renewal. Boards that treat evaluations as a continuous discipline — by translating feedback into specific 
actions, revisiting progress throughout the year and assigning ownership for agreed-upon priorities — will be in 
the best position to support and oversee the CEO, advise on risks and strategy and ensure the board remains fit 
for purpose. 

—
ANNUAL BOARD, COMMITTEE AND DIRECTOR EVALUATIONS

2026 2025 2021 2016

Full board, committees and directors 48% 47% 45% 32%

External partner 33% 27% 22% 3%

 

4.	 Build CEO succession into the board’s strategic agenda 
Amid greater market volatility and uncertainty, investors and boards have less patience for CEOs leading weak 
growth and for those slow to transform their organizations for a technology-centric future. As a result, the 
average tenure of departing S&P 500 CEOs has been trending downward in recent years — from 11.2 years in 
2022 to 8.1 in 2025. While the trend seems to have reversed in 2026, with average tenure rising to 10.7 years, 
the rise was largely due to the departure of a number of “marathoner” CEOs with 10 years or more in the role. 
Median tenure is 7.8 years, and nearly one-quarter of CEOs left within the first five years in the job.  
 

2006

2016

2026

10%

27%

41%

Boards with independent chairs

33%

48%

59%

Boards separating the chair and 
CEO roles

Our Perspective 
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In this environment, high-performing boards treat CEO succession planning as a strategic discipline, not an 
occasional exercise. This starts with aligning on a holistic CEO performance dashboard, regularly evaluating 
CEO performance and taking prompt actions — which may include replacing the CEO — to address 
performance issues. 
 
The most effective boards are ready when the time for transition comes, having both viable internal candidate 
options and an understanding of the external talent market. On an ongoing basis, these boards work with 
the CEO to develop a current view of the leadership pipeline and the capabilities the company will need next, 
anchored in future-looking business strategy. They make time for more structured discussion of potential 
successors, the external talent market, leadership development priorities and continuity risks, which can help 
the board move from reactive oversight to genuine foresight. 

Outgoing S&P 500 CEO tenures

10–15 years5–10 years<5 years

24% 26%

>15 years 

13%37%

Every board, regardless of where it stands today, has an opportunity to achieve excellence by becoming 
more dynamic — by sharpening its focus, refreshing its expertise and creating more space for forward-
looking debate. The companies best positioned to compete will be those whose boards are not just well 
governed, but fully engaged, future-oriented and able to move at the speed the moment requires.

Our Perspective 



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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