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CEO & BOARD OF DIRECTORS PR ACTICE

Fortune 500 boards have recently placed a larger focus on operational 
expertise and prior board experience. Some boards are finding effective 
ways to balance short- and long-term considerations—and overseeing 
stronger performance than others.
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Nearly two-thirds of CEOs and board 
members in the United States report 
a mismatch between current board 
strengths and what matters most to 
success. This is a core finding of an 
early spring survey of 1,033 CEOs and 
board members globally, including 
253 in the United States. The result is 
that too many boards see that they 
lack the essential skills they need to 
effectively navigate ongoing changes 
to their strategy and operating model.

1. First is the persistent economic, geopolitical, and technological
volatility facing all organizations. For the third year in a row, a parallel
global survey found that these are the most significant issues organizations
expect to face in the year ahead.1 Almost all leaders who responded to this
survey—93%—foresee changes to their strategy and operating model over
the next two to three years, with half anticipating significant change.

2. Second, another survey found that 73% of CEOs and directors in the United
States said their organization does not regularly replace
underperforming or misaligned directors.2 Indeed, Fortune 500 boards add
a new member only about every two-and-a-half years and current directors
have an average tenure of roughly seven years.3 In other words, large portions
of Fortune 500 boards were appointed prior to major global disruptions, such
as the Covid-19 pandemic and the proliferation of artificial intelligence (AI).
While seven years has historically been considered normal (if not short) board
tenure, the expectations placed on boards are now evolving very quickly.

3. And among the directors on boards with tenures of more than six years,
only 41% also have an executive role—meaning that, for many, 
their operational experience is becoming out of date at a time when
expectations for operational and governance knowledge are increasing.  

1

2

3

Other work we’ve done suggests a 
combination of reasons for these gaps:

1	
2	
3	

For additional analysis, see our 2026 CEO & Board Confidence Monitor, February 12, 2026. 
Unpublished data from a survey reported in “CEO and board confidence monitor: Beating the succession planning paradox,” October 30, 2024. 
For additional analysis, see the companion “Board Monitor 2026: Interactive data dashboard,” April 9, 2026.   

Board renewal is not keeping 
up with the pace of change

61%
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Clearly, directors are becoming acutely 
aware that traditional succession 
practices are not nimble enough to 
meet the accelerating pace of change. 

At a fundamental level, boards have 
always been responsible for ensuring 
strong governance processes, setting 
and overseeing business strategy and 
outcomes, and maintaining the strength 
of the CEO and the broader leadership 
team. That includes hiring, managing, 
and, when necessary, replacing the 
CEO, as well as ensuring the right talent 
and succession plans are in place. 

Now, directors are clear that they are 
preserving strengths in both traditional 
governance activities and relationship 
building. But directors also say only 34% 
are effective at foresight and renewal.

This relative imbalance is likely why 
boards are seeing gaps in their 
own capabilities that are affecting 
their ability to oversee governance, 
strategy, performance, and executive 
leadership effectively—particularly as 
executive leadership teams themselves 
are evolving rapidly to meet the new 
demands organizations are facing.4

4	 For additional analysis, see our research on executives who report to the CEO at Fortune 100 companies.

Directors are clear that they are preserving strengths in both 
traditional governance activities and relationship building 
but only 34% are effective at foresight and renewal.

Traditional governance 
activities

Relationships with  
each other and the 

executive team

Foresight 
and renewal

83% 68% 34%
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When we looked at how strongly 
effectiveness in each of these areas 
correlated with financial performance, 
a clear front-runner emerged: foresight 
and renewal. When board members 
say their board is future focused, 
they also report measurable benefits 
for organizational performance. 
Companies that reported at least 
one strength categorized as “future 
focused” achieved higher total 
shareholder return (TSR) than those 
with strengths only in traditional 
governance activities and relationships.

But given that boards aren’t renewing 
themselves often enough to be as 
effective at being future focused as 
they are in other areas, we decided 
to dig deeper into board succession 
planning practices in this context. Our 
decades of experience in working 
with boards, combined with our 
years of research, have shown that 
leadership succession planning is most 
effective when it is closely aligned 
with business strategy. This applies 
at every level—board, CEO, and 
executive. Outcomes further improve 

when those succession practices are 
closely aligned with business strategy 
as well as with each other, and when 
they are carried out consistently and 
holistically across the organization.5  

This led us to consider whether 
there are linkages between 
leadership alignment—starting 
with the constructive relationships 
among leaders that a majority of 
boards say they’re good at—and 
alignment of succession-planning 
practices across the organization. 

About half of companies are aligned and half are not. 

Among 
leaders

Among 
leaders

Between 
strategy 

and pipeline 
management

Between 
strategy 

and pipeline 
management

Among 
executive 
succession 
processes

Among 
executive 
succession 
processes

AlignedNot aligned

53%47%

5	 For example, ”CEO and board confidence monitor: Beating the succession planning paradox,” October 30, 2024, and  
“Route to the Top 2025 | The ascent redefined: Charting more effective routes to the summit,” July 23, 2025.

The power of prioritizing future 
focus and leveraging relationships

HEIDRICK & STRUGGLES

5 

https://www.heidrick.com/en/insights/leadership-succession-planning/ceo-and-board-confidence-monitor_beating-the-succession-planning-paradox
https://www.heidrick.com/en/insights/chief-executive-officer/route-to-the-top-2025-the-ascent-redefined


6	
7	

See the online methodology for details on how the alignment score was calculated.
New research forthcoming.

We investigated how these factors 
may contribute to developing more 
strategic—and future-focused—
leaders. We examined three 
aspects of alignment together:

1. Alignment among leaders

2. Alignment between strategy and
leadership pipeline management

3. Alignment among executive
development succession-
planning processes

Looking across all three areas, we 
found that about half of companies are 
aligned and half are not.6 Interestingly, 
the majority of aligned companies 
are only moderately so, meaning 
alignment is fragile, even for those 
in the better-performing group.

When directors add true enterprise-wide 
alignment that encompasses all of these 
areas to a board that’s strong in foresight 
and renewal, the performance benefits 
multiply (see sidebar, “Comprehensive 
alignment”). These directors were 
more likely to say organizational 
performance had exceeded their own 
expectations and less likely to say it had 
fallen short, in comparison to leaders 
at other organizations. In addition, 
the data show a directionally positive 
relationship between being aligned and 
future focused, and higher TSR. (The 
sample for this report is too small to 
report a specific TSR boost. However, 
this finding is consistent with other 
research we have conducted, and we 
are designing additional research to 
further explore the effects on TSR.)7

Comprehensive alignment
A lot has been written about board 
alignment and executive team 
alignment. At any level, it matters. 
At its best, alignment doesn’t 
mean uniformity. It means a shared 
understanding of priorities, trade-
offs, and long-term direction.

Alignment across core areas—
strategy, shareholder value creation, 
CEO succession, and enterprise risk 
(including leadership risk)—sits at the 
heart of effective governance. When 
that alignment is lacking, it often 
shows up in fragmented decision 
making, mixed signals to management, 
and, ultimately, weaker outcomes.

But true alignment goes beyond 
simply being “on the same page.” 
It requires that leaders—across the 
board, executive team, and deeper 
into the organization—are consistently 
oriented around the same strategic 
direction, priorities, and leadership 
needs. In aligned organizations, there 
is clarity and consistency: if asked 
about critical issues like the leadership 
pipeline or strategic priorities, leaders 
at different levels and in different 
functions or business units give the 
same answer without hesitation.

Strong relationships are a critical 
foundation to true alignment, 
but alignment is not just about 
cohesion—it also requires boards to 
push thinking, ask more provocative 
questions, and help increase the pace 
and quality of decision making.

This is where board composition 
plays a key role: striking the balance 
between ensuring the board has 
the right mix of experiences and 
perspectives to stay closely aligned 
with the realities facing the executive 
team while also bringing the 
independence needed to challenge 
assumptions. The same is true 
down the line: the CEO needs to 
have the capabilities to meet the 
moment, engage effectively with 
the board and the leadership team, 
and oversee executive succession 
planning that aligns with current 
and future strategic scenarios 
across the entire organization.1 

In this way, renewal strengthens 
alignment—not by creating agreement 
for its own sake, but by enabling 
more effective engagement and, 
ultimately, better outcomes.

1	 For additional analysis, see our 2026 Route to the Top US survey report.
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8	 See the online methodology for details on the categorization of board succession plan maturity.

Directors at companies where boards 
are future focused and the company 
is aligned are far less likely to report a 
capability gap—52% compared to 62%.

Future-focused boards at aligned 
companies far more often take steps 
such as ensuring their own access 
to external expertise, establishing 
clear timelines and decision criteria, 
aligning planning with business 
strategy, and regularly updating their 
capability matrices. About half of 
these organizations have a robust, 
fully aligned board succession 
plan in place, compared to just 
28% of other organizations.8  

But that’s only the beginning. CEOs 
and directors at these organizations 
also report better performance 
across a range of leadership and 
governance activities, such as decision 
making, volatility management, 
and leadership readiness, than 
those at other organizations.

About half of future-focused boards at aligned companies have a robust, 
fully aligned board succession plan in place.

Future-focused 
boards at 
aligned 
companies

Boards at other 
companies

52%28%

Benefits beyond  
financial performance
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Our executive team dynamics are constructive

We make decisions effectively

Our board dynamics are constructive

We have a purpose-driven culture

Overall, we manage volatility effectively

We have the leaders we need to deliver on our strategy

We are adopting AI at the right pace

The quality of our leadership pipeline is increasingly material to our valuation

We assess leadership quality as rigorously as we assess financial performance and risk

It’s also notable, though, that leaders 
at all companies more often say 
they’re good at actions that inherently 
are not divisive—such as having 
constructive executive team and 
board dynamics—or typically less 
contentious, such as making decisions 
efficiently. Leaders far less often say 
they’re good at potentially more 
polarizing activities, such as rigorously 
assessing leadership quality. Leaders 
at higher-performing companies differ 
little from their peers in these areas. 

This pattern, along with boards’ overall 
strengths in relationship skills, suggests 
an emphasis on maintaining harmony, 
which can come at the expense of 
necessary candid conversations. When 
taken too far, this is a reason that 
boards bring on people with whom 
they already have good relationships 
as new directors, rather than seek more 
diversity in backgrounds, experiences, 
or areas of expertise. However, as 
we have noted, healthy tension 
challenges directors and executives, 
and can improve board dynamics. 

Boards are more likely to report organizational outcomes that 
promote harmony than ones that may be more controversial.
(%)

68

50

61

35

65

44

59

25

23

The importance of balancing board 
harmony and constructive challenge
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All this quantifies just how much 
difference it makes to both 
organizational and financial performance 
when boards actively anticipate change, 
adapt themselves accordingly, and 
build alignment and holistic succession 
planning across the organization. 

Boards have a clear opportunity—
and responsibility—to close their 
own capability gap, and doing so is 
firmly within their direct control.

In practice, this starts with:

1.	Taking ownership of developing the skills needed for success.  
While it is too simplistic to suggest that high-performing boards are defined 
by any single attribute, both strong relationships and foresight are core 
elements of good governance. Leading boards intentionally build and 
apply these capabilities—maintaining constructive dynamics while also 
exercising the judgment and confidence to challenge and support the 
executive leadership team. Especially in times of volatility, this balance 
is critical to ensuring the right strategy and leadership are in place.

2.	Maintaining an ongoing focus on board composition. Boards benefit from 
both continuity and voices that are prepared to meet the future during periods 
of disruption. While some boards may worry that more frequent or thorough 
refreshment could disrupt constructive dynamics, mature succession does not 
require constant turnover, simply a balance between continuity and renewal.

3.	Continuing to strengthen practices that foster alignment. This includes 
regular board and committee evaluations, more frequent and substantive 
discussions on strategy and succession, and immersive sessions—whether in 
the field or focused workshops—that allow directors to engage more deeply 
with the business and each other. These practices create the structure and 
discipline needed to translate foresight into action. Foresight shapes direction; 
alignment determines whether the organization can execute against it.

An expanding mandate The expectations placed on boards 
are evolving. In an era defined by AI, 
geopolitical uncertainty, and rapid 
shifts in business models, boards 
are increasingly expected to engage 
on issues that were previously 
considered outside their scope.

This raises important questions, 
such as: Should boards opine more 
actively on technology adoption? 

How deeply should they engage 
in assessing geopolitical risk?

While execution remains firmly within 
management’s remit, the bar for board 
engagement is rising. Directors are 
now expected not only to oversee 
risk and governance, but also to bring 
informed perspectives on volatility, 
technology, and long-term resilience.

Looking ahead

Boards excel at building cohesive relationships today, but they 
also need to actively prepare leaders at the board, CEO, and 
executive levels who can sustain performance in the years 
ahead. The question isn’t whether the board has been effective 
historically, but whether it is best positioned for what’s next.
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CEO & Board 
of Directors 
Practice

Heidrick & Struggles’ CEO & Board of Directors Practice has been built on 
our ability to execute top-level assignments and counsel CEOs and board 
members on the complex issues directly affecting their businesses.

We pride ourselves on being our clients’ most trusted advisor and offer 
an integrated suite of services to help manage these challenges and their 
leadership assets. This ranges from the acquisition of talent through executive 
search to providing counsel in areas that include succession planning, 
executive and board assessment, and board effectiveness reviews.

Our CEO & Board of Directors Practice leverages our most accomplished 
search and leadership consulting professionals globally who understand the 
ever-transforming nature of leadership. This expertise, combined with in-depth 
industry, sector, and regional knowledge; differentiated research capabilities; and 
intellectual capital, enables us to provide sound global coverage for our clients.

Bonnie W. Gwin  
New York 
bgwin@heidrick.com

Jeffrey Sanders  
New York 
jsanders@heidrick.com

Global

Lyndon A. Taylor  
Chicago 
ltaylor@heidrick.com

Americas

Sylvain Dhenin  
Brussels  
sdhenin@heidrick.com

Kati Najipoor-Smith  
Frankfurt 
knajipoorsmith@heidrick.com

Europe & Africa

Guy Farrow  
Sydney 
gfarrow@heidrick.com

Asia Pacific 
& Middle East

Leaders of Heidrick & Struggles’ CEO & Board of Directors Practice
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