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Methodology

Since 2002, Corporate Board Member has been conducting an annual survey of U.S. public
company board members on all matters of corporate governance, from the top issues on
boards’ agenda and the most challenging emerging risks to the evolution of boardroom makeup,
shareholder engagement and navigating ever-changing regulatory environments.

In the fall of 2025, Corporate Board Member partnered with Diligent Institute to conduct the
23rd edition of the survey. Over 200 actively serving public company board members responded
to the digital survey. This report presents the key findings from the research, along with expert
commentary from participating directors and select knowledge partners.

KEY FINDINGS

40% are prioritizing growth through M&A in 2026

The pursuit of growth through M&A is back at the top of the priorities this year, with nearly half of
directors allocating capital to potential deal-making in 2026. Despite growing concerns over the
impact of an economic downturn, less than 1 percent of directors view M&A as a top risk.

42% are expecting technology to dominate capital investments this year

Al has quickly infiltrated America’s boardrooms to capture the top spot in capital allocation
strategies in the year ahead. Boards are seeing emerging capabilities as an opportunity to grasp,
as pressure mounts to bring Al to governance oversight.

84% of directors have changed their approach to scenario planning

Directors report greater time investment in scenario planning and expanding scenario scopes

to include new or intensifying risks, particularly relating to cyber vulnerabilities and regulatory
changes. Meanwhile, 53 percent of directors say they don’t often receive real-time data between
meetings, making oversight a challenge.

58% of directors want less presentations, more time for strategic planning

Directors continue to push for more time dedicated to forward-looking strategic talks, with
‘strategic planning’ topping the issues most pressing to discuss at their next meeting. Meanwhile,
as Al continues to consume conversations, boards are increasingly considering bringing in new
members with specialized Al expertise.
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2026’S #1 PRIORITY: GROWTH

Growth is a perennial priority for public companies, and M&A has long been the fastest path to scale. For 2026,
the focus is on ‘M&A and strategic partnerships,” which topped the list of board priorities according to the survey.
And while M&A activity is often driven by regulatory, economic and market conditions, the recent surge in activity
has created momentum that some directors believe is driven by a new factor: Al.

This Al-driven M&A thesis is reshaping how boards evaluate targets (see “Al: The Thread Running Through 2026”
for the full picture of Al's impact on board priorities). “If you can bulk up on scale at a reasonable price, then
Al potentially gives you the ability to skinny up on efficiency and drive significant alpha,” says Scott Syphax, a

director at ProAssurance.

l Which of the following strategies would you identify as top priorities for your company in 2026?
Respondents could select up to three.

Pursuing growth through M&A and strategic partnerships 40%

Deploying Al technology across the business  38%

Pursuing growth through new products or new markets 38%

Maintaining market share advantage amid disruptions 32%

Navigating the dynamic state of the U.S. economy 32%

Optimizing or reducing operational expenditures 27%

Reviewing the succession plan at the CEO and senior executive level 18%
Embedding a culture of integrity and accountability across the enterprise  15%
Mitigating geographic exposure risks  15%

Strengthening cybersecurity and data privacy defenses and incidence  12%
response

Reinforcing the company’s brand image and reputation 8%

Improving the company’s crisis preparedness, agility and resilience 8%
Workforce planning below the C-Suite 7%

Strengthening our entire ERM program 6%

Strengthening oversight of third-party and supply chainrisk 6%
Other 6%

M&A ranks as the second-highest capital allocation priority for 2026 (just behind technology adoption) and sits
third on board agendas heading into the new year—trailing Al itself and strategic planning. Shareholders are also
adding to the pressure. ‘Long-term strategy’ and ‘M&A opportunities’ top the list of issues discussed with investors
this past year, even ahead of short-term performance in what shaped out to be a very dynamic year for business.

Looking ahead, while directors rank ‘a sharp downturn in the U.S. economy’ as the greatest threat to growth, a
mere 1 percent cite ‘M&A landscape and corporate valuations’ as a concern, suggesting boards may be betting
that economic weakness will create acquisition opportunities, not obstacles.
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l In which of the following areas is the company planning to focus its capital investments in 2026?
Directors were asked to select up to two.

Technology adoption/integration 42%
M&A 37%
Market expansion  37%
Physical infrastructure & facilities 28%
R&D 21%

Workforce 9%

Supply chain 9%

Other 4%

The divergence may also reflect a two-track strategy: companies preparing for organic growth headwinds while
positioning for opportunistic M&A. The challenge, however, could be execution: closing deals in a volatile environment
while preserving the financial flexibility needed to weather a downturn requires precision timing and disciplined
capital allocation.

“We are seeing deal appetite rebounding while the governance, data and integration needed to execute still lag

behind according to recent research,” says Kira Ciccarelli, senior manager of research & programs at the Diligent
Institute. “That mismatch can turn M&A from a growth engine into a vulnerability if leaders aren’t careful.”

l If you were charged with setting the agenda for your next board meeting, which of the following topics would
you include as most pressing to discuss?
Respondents could select up to three.

Strategic planning 47%

Al and other digital / technology risks and 44%
opportunities

M&A opportunities 35%

Financial conditions and navigating 32%
macro shifts, including capital access

CEO/C-Suite succession 20%
Competition 19%
Product/service innovation and R&D  17%
Talent strategy/Workforce planning 15%
Cybersecurity/data privacy 10%
Board succession planning 9%
Business continuity/crisis planning 8%
Cultural integrity and employee trust 5%
Regulatory compliance 5%
Shareholder engagement/activism 5%
Other 4%
Executive compensation 2%
Third-party risk 1%
Environmental sustainability 1%
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2026’s Top Risk: Economic Downturn

Despite years of headlines about technological disruption, the top concern for business leaders in 2026 is far more

traditional: the U.S. economy. A majority of directors cite a ‘sharp downturn in the U.S. economy’ as the biggest risk
facing their organizations in 2026. Across the board, macroeconomic concerns and government policies dominate

the risk landscape.

It's easy to see why. Following a year of tariff-driven volatility and constant reforecasting, companies are hoping
for a calmer runway to execute strategies that were sidelined in 2025. But hope alone won’t cut it. Boards are
taking action: 58 percent have added economic shocks to their scenario-planning exercises, while 56 percent have
incorporated regulatory policy shifts.

Nearly half report spending more time on scenario planning, and a quarter are bringing in internal and external
experts more frequently to guide these sessions. Perhaps most telling: 84 percent have strengthened their
scenario-planning approach in some way, underscoring how even the best-laid strategies face heightened
disruption risk.

Still, directors say there’s more work to be done. Nearly a third of directors worry most about risks they haven’t
even imagined yet, driving the push for more comprehensive planning. To strengthen risk oversight, 47 percent
want more frequent and structured risk discussions at the full-board level—rather than sitting through management
presentations—and a third seek clearer connections between risk oversight and strategy setting.

l 2026’s Greatest Risks . l 2026’s Greatest Opportunities

Economic conditions 24% M&A landscape and corporate valuations 26%
Trade policy and global supply chains 18% Technological disruption 25%
Regulatory and policy changes 15% Consumer demand shifts 12%
Consumer demand shifts 1% Economic conditions 9%
Geopolitical conflicts and instability 9% Demographic and societal shifts 8%
Technological disruption 7% Energy transition and infrastructure developments 8%
Labor market dynamics 6% Regulatory and policy changes 6%
Demographic and societal shifts 6% Trade policy and global supply chains 3%
Energy transition and infrastructure developments 3% Labor market dynamics 2%
M&A landscape and corporate valuations 1% Other 2%

Geopolitical conflicts and instability 1%
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l More specifically, which of the following do you consider to be the biggest risks to your organization?
Respondents were asked to select up to three.

Sharp downturn in U.S. economy 55%

A black swan event we have not scenario planned 31%
Large-scale cybersecurity breach 28%

Unplanned CEO or key executive departure 24%
Emergence of model-disrupting technology 19%

Breakdown in organizational culture, ethics, or 15%
employee voice

Deteriorating labor market 13%

Unfavorable trade terms with a country of 13%
operation

New or continuing geopolitical conflict 10%

Exposure from third-party or supply chain 10%
compliance failures

Product or service issue (e.g., recall, 10%
contamination, etc.)

Shareholder activist campaign 9%

Other 8%

A health pandemic that shuts down businesses 7%
Natural disaster 7%

Changes to environmental / climate regulations 7%
Culture / brand-related scandal 6%

Confidential company information leak via 5%
unsanctioned Al usage

Changes in antitrust and competition policy 3%

l Over the past five years, how has your board’s approach to scenario planning changed?
Respondents could select all that apply.

We have expanded the scope of scenarios 49%
considered

Increased time spent on scenario planning 46%
Broadened the range of scenarios considered 36%

We’ve increased the number or frequency of 24%
internal stakeholders who come in to help us
scenario plan

We’ve increased the number or frequency of 22%
external experts and consultants who come in to
help us scenario plan

No significant change 16%

Shortened our planning time horizons 13%
Incorporated Al tools into scenario planning 10%
Other 1%
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l Which of the following types of scenarios are currently incorporated into your board’s crisis preparedness and
planning exercises?
Respondents could select all that apply.

Cyber events/data breaches 63%
Economic shocks 58%
Regulatory/policy shifts 56%
Technology-related disruption  51%
Supply chain disruptions 45%
Geopolitical conflicts 29%
Al-related risks 27%
Whistleblower allegations / reputational fallout 18%
Climate-related events  17%
Other 4%

None of the above 3%

l Which of the following do you believe would most improve your board’s risk oversight?
Respondents could select up to two.

More frequent and structured risk 47%
discussions at the full-board level

Clearer linkage between risk oversight and 32%
strategy setting

Enhanced use of Al-powered dataand 26%
technology tools

Improved management reporting 20%

Deeper integration of risk into committee 20%
agendas

Greater access to external expertise 19%

More director education and trainingon 19%
emerging risks

No significant improvement needed 6%
Other 2%
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Al: The Thread Running Through 2026

Artificial intelligence has become the connective tissue running through virtually every strategic priority, risk
concern and governance challenge facing boards in 2026. Yet only 7 percent of directors view technological
disruption as a top risk to their business, raising questions about whether boards fully grasp the dual nature of Al
as both catalyst and threat.

This gap could reflect genuine confidence that boards are positioned to harness disruption rather than fall victim to
it. Or it could signal something more concerning: that directors underestimate how quickly Al-native competitors
can upend established business models. The reality is likely somewhere in between, but the lopsided view warrants
attention.

The confidence appears rooted in action: 38 percent of directors say deploying Al technology across the business
is a top priority this year, the second-highest priority behind M&A. Technology adoption and integration is also
drawing significant capital, with 42 percent citing it as a major investment focus for 2026.

While 44 percent of directors want to elevate Al risks and opportunities to the top of the board agenda, only

8 percent report having strong Al expertise among their ranks—the lowest level of expertise across all areas
surveyed—and 40 percent say this issue is among the most challenging for boards to oversee (perhaps for that
same reason).

l To what extent does your board use Al-powered technology (e.g., dashboards) to support its oversight of risks
and strategic decision-making?

EXTENSIVELY: Al is fully embedded in our board’s 3%
oversight and decision-making process

MODERATELY: We use Al technology regularly, but 20%
alongside more traditional approaches

MINIMALLY: We use Alonanad hoc 33%
or limited basis

NOT AT ALL: Our board does not 40%
use Al in this context

Don’t know / not applicable 4%

Korn Ferry insights show continued interest from boards wanting to add technology talent around the boardroom
table. Many boards are looking for director candidates who have had experience leading through technology
transformations, according to the firm’s board & CEO services practice. “The sense is that these executives have
seen the implications not only of Al initiatives and investments, but tech strategies more broadly, as they are
playing out in real time—and that perspective can be powerful,” said Tierney Remick, vice chairman and co-head of
the practice.

The board-level Al governance gap extends to boards’ own use of Al. Recent research conducted by Diligent
Institute and Corporate Board Member found that 66 percent of directors report using Al for board work, such as
meeting preparation. However, only 22 percent report having Al governance processes in place to guide that usage.

Those boards that are further ahead in their Al journey report positive results. Kim Van Der Zon, Korn Ferry vice
chair, board succession & CEO advisory, commented, “One of my clients is appreciative that Al is greatly facilitating
the risk oversight responsibilities of the board because of its ability to deep dive, connect dots, find trends and
anomalies. This allows this aspect of fiduciary duty to be a far more robust counterpoint to risk as identified by
management.”

In fact, 40 percent of directors surveyed say they don’t use Al at all for strategic oversight, and another 33
percent use it only on an ad hoc or limited basis. This means while boards are betting on their companies seizing
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tech opportunities to disrupt the marketplace, many are struggling to adopt the very technology they’re asking
management to deploy at scale.

According to Korn Ferry experts, most directors do not have access to their company’s secure enterprise Al so

they are very limited in what they can do. “I was recently in an S&P 500 company boardroom when the corporate
secretary explained they had even turned off the Al elements available in the board portal they were using,” said
Anthony Goodman, Korn Ferry’s head of board effectiveness.

Compounding the challenge is that leaders of the business are expected to bring robust judgment to decisions,

and historically the board could rely on that. Now, there is concern they or their teams may shift to over-reliance of
delegation of that judgment to Al. And when they do, will management even be able to explain why and who made
decisions? At what point do boards consider governance must shift from oversight of Al as a technology to fiduciary
oversight of decision-making?

l Which of the following issues do you find most challenging to oversee in your role as a director today?
Respondents were asked to select up to three.

Technological developments (including Al) 40%
Innovation /IP  27%
Capital allocation 25%
Contingency planning 23%
Succession planning at the CEO & senior executive level 20%
Culture 20%
M&A 18%
Cybersecurity 17%
Consumer interest / values  13%
Regulatory compliance 13%
Shareholder engagement 11%
International exposure 10%
Succession planning at the board level 9%
Workforce planning 9%
Executive compensation 8%

Ethics (anti-corruption, FCPA and other fraud-related risks) 3%
ESGissues 2%
Other 1%

Another challenge is that ‘deploying Al across the business’ comes with significant hurdles, with cybersecurity and
data privacy sitting squarely at the center. Boards, of course, recognize this: 63 percent have incorporated cyber
events into their crisis planning exercises, the highest of all scenarios added in recent years, and 51 percent have

added technology-related disruption scenarios.

Yet here too, the data reveals a gap. Despite including cybersecurity incidents in their crisis planning at higher rates
than any other scenario, and the fact that technological and cyber risk were cited the most frequently as the most
underestimated risks of 2026, only 28 percent view cybersecurity as a top organizational risk, and just 12 percent say
strengthening cybersecurity and data privacy defenses is a priority for 2026.

The question is no longer whether Al matters, but whether boards can develop the expertise, tools and governance

structures to oversee its deployment responsibly while harnessing its competitive potential. The data suggests many
boards are still building that capacity—even as they commit capital and strategic focus to Al transformation.
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Audit Pressures Expected to Mount

Directors overall expressed strong confidence in their audit teams’ ability to identify emerging risks, but this
optimism may be tested in the year ahead.

Shifting regulations and cross-border trade compliance are forecasted to command more of the boards’
time, alongside financial reporting and audit requirements, organizational culture and employee trust,
highlighting the closely intertwined dynamics of the current environment and the criticality of a responsive
and alert audit function.

Still, beneath these internal priorities also lie external risks that directors fear are currently underestimated:
Al and technology regulation, global privacy and sovereignty rules and supply chain accountability—each a
stark reminder that compliance obligations now extend far beyond a company’s walls through third-party
relationships and data flows.

As explored in “Al: The Thread Running Through 2026,” half of directors expect Al and technology
regulation to demand the greatest compliance-related board attention in 2026, yet 41 percent believe it’s
the most underestimated compliance risk. These views mirror the blind spots identified by directors, where
technological/cyber risk (46 percent) and Al-related risk (24 percent) are seen as underappreciated across
boards in general, a signal that audit and risk committees should treat Al, data and cyber as crosscutting
compliance issues rather than siloed risk areas.

“In too many companies the compliance team doesn’t have a seat at the table when it comes to Al
governance,” says Kristy Grant-Hart, vice president and head of advisory services for Spark Compliance, a
Diligent brand. “Compliance plays a critical role in managing the ethics and legal obligations around Al, so
board members need to ensure that they have a role in this key area.”

l Which of the following compliance areas do you expect will demand the greatest board attention in 2026?
Respondents could select up to two.
Al and technology-related regulation 50%
Data privacy and protection 40%

Cross-border trade, export controlsand 26%
sanctions compliance

Financial reporting and audit requirements 26%

Organizational culture and employee trust 21%
Anti-corruption and fraud prevention 5%
Other 5%

ESG and sustainability disclosure 5%
requirements

Health and workplace safety compliance 5%
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l Which area of compliance oversight do you believe is most underestimated by boards today?

Al and technology regulation 41%
Global data privacy and sovereignty rules 15%
Supply chain accountability 15%

Culture and integrity risks, including 10%
whistleblower protections

None 7%
Anti-corruption and fraud prevention 6%
Other 4%

ESG and sustainability disclosure 2%

To support compliance oversight, boards currently rely on management reports and internal audit or risk
committee reports, but that may not be enough. Directors say technology-enabled monitoring tools and
better integration of compliance into strategy discussions would improve the oversight process.

They also call for enhanced director education and training, as well as increased use of external advisors and
experts, suggesting boards need real-time monitoring capabilities and forward-looking analytics, paired
with continuous upskilling to keep pace with regulatory change.

l Which data source do you find most valuable in helping you with compliance-related matters?
Respondents could select up to two.

Management reports and updates 58%

Internal audit or risk committee reporting 56%

External advisors or consultants  39%

Independent director expertise 28%

Regulators and industry associations 13%
Other 2%

These preferences are consistent with the broader risk oversight improvements directors seek: More
frequent structured full board risk discussions, clearer linkage between risk and strategy and enhanced use
of Al-powered data and technology tools.

“It’s not surprising that boards are seeking expert advice and further training,” says Grant-Hart. “Boards are
paying attention to Al, data privacy, sanctions and tariffs, which represent some of the most technical and
rapidly evolving regulatory landscapes boards have ever faced.”
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l Which of the following do you believe would most improve your board’s oversight of compliance?
Respondents could select up to two.

39%

35%

Technology-enabled compliance monitoring tools
Better integration of compliance into strategy discussions
Enhanced director education and training 32%

Use of external advisors and experts 27%

More frequent management reporting and updates 17%

No improvements needed 11%
Other 3%
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Shifting Human Capital Priorities

In the current macroeconomic and geopolitical climate, boards navigate an array of competing priorities,
and our survey data indicates human capital discussions may be receiving less dedicated board time in
2026 compared to recent years.

The context, however, is contradicting: Human capital ranked highest among board priorities after themes
directly related to financial health and overall business strategy.

One possibility is that human capital considerations have become more deeply embedded across strategic,
operational and risk discussions, potentially reducing the need for separate treatment as was common
during the 2020 pandemic. Virtually every S&P 100 company now includes human capital oversight in

its Compensation Committee charter, according to WTW’s executive compensation and board advisory
practice, a knowledge partner in this year’s research and an expert in human capital matters. This suggests
talent considerations may be becoming more intertwined with aspects of business strategy, from
technology deployment to market expansion to operational efficiency.

An alternative explanation may be that human capital considerations are hiding behind the top priorities:
Operational expenditures, for instance, often carry substantial people-related implications. Labor costs
typically represent a significant component of most organizations’ operational budgets. Healthcare costs
have been increasing at double-digit rates globally for the past three to five years with no clear indication
of deceleration.

Still, boards may want to consider this more carefully. If workforce discussions occupy only a small portion
of board time and focus narrowly on metrics embedded in other discussions , boards might be missing
opportunities for strategic discussion around competitive positioning through talent. They may also be
missing important signals that are buried behind broader data.

Then, there’s the Al factor. Directors anticipate Al deployment will require substantial workforce adaptation:
40 percent expect the need for workforce reskilling and training, and 37 percent foresee job redesign

and redeployment. Yet fewer than 10 percent report prioritizing overall workforce investment in 2026.
Organizations seeking to invest meaningfully in technology will likely need to align investment in talent.

This extends beyond training employees to use new tools. It could involve reimagining work itself,
redistributing responsibilities between human judgment and machine capability, and cultivating
organizational cultures that embrace continuous learning and adaptation. The data suggests strategic
workforce planning may need to play a more central role in Al implementation planning.

Boards should press management teams on whether their talent acquisition strategies have evolved to
capitalize on these market shifts. Questions to consider:

Are we still applying outdated Have we adjusted compensation and Do our recruiting processes

criteria around tenure and career career development frameworks effectively assess candidates’

progression that may cause us to to appeal to professionals who adaptability and learning agility—

overlook high-potential candidates? prioritize learning and growth over qualities that matter more than ever
long-term stability? in rapidly changing environments?
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The Duty Of Succession

After two years of unusually high C-Suite turnover, ‘succession planning at the CEO and senior executive
level’ has shifted from second place to fifth on the list of issues directors find most difficult to oversee.
Yet 51 percent of directors expect ‘executive turnover and succession planning’ to command the greatest
attention in 2026.

This apparent contradiction may reveal something interesting: Boards could be gaining experience and
developing more robust processes for succession planning, potentially reducing the perceived difficulty
level, while simultaneously recognizing it as a persistent strategic priority that requires ongoing attention.

The proportion of directors marking CEO and senior executive succession planning as a board priority has
followed a notable trajectory—from 20 percent in 2018 rising to 37 percent post-pandemic, and back to 20
percent in 2026. This return to 2018 levels invites multiple interpretations. One possibility is that it reflects
normalization after a period of acute disruption and heightened uncertainty. Boards that built succession
processes during the turbulent years of 2020-2024 may now feel more confident in their preparedness.

l On the Agenda: Proportion of Directors Marking ‘CEO & Senior Executive Succession Planning’ as a Priority

2018 20%
2020 33%
2022 28%
2024 37%
2026 20%

The data shows executive succession (51 percent) and skills development for emerging technologies (45
percent) leading the list of human capital priorities, suggesting boards continue to focus on leadership
continuity. Additionally, only 3 percent of directors indicate their board doesn’t oversee human capital
matters, suggesting human capital governance has become nearly universal in board practice.

l Which of the following human capital topics do you expect will demand the greatest board attention in 2026?
Directors were asked to select up to two.

Executive turnover and succession planning  51%
Skills development and reskilling for emerging technologies 45%
Workforce recruitment and retention  39%
Employee engagement, culture and wellbeing 28%
Labor relations and union activity 6%
Reputational risks tied to culture and DEI 4%
Other 2%

Not applicable: Our board does not oversee 3%
human capital or talent-related matters
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Meanwhile, compensation structures appear relatively stable. The majority—though slim—report having
made no change to their executive compensation plans in recent years. Among those who implemented
changes, the most common was the introduction of retention-focused awards or bonuses. This pattern
could suggest either that compensation committees view current structures as appropriate, or that

the complexity of those structures makes changes challenging due to concerns about unintended
consequences of modifications.

Compensation committees often maintain that fundamental performance principles should remain
constant: organizations set budgets, and executives are rewarded for achieving them. The substantial value
in long-term incentives means that even if an executive misses annual targets but outperforms peers and
drives stock appreciation over multiple years, they would typically be well compensated.

However, this compensation philosophy may face pressure from several converging factors:

* Shortened executive tenures: \When average executive tenure decreases, traditional long-term incentive
structures (typically 3-4 years) may extend beyond an executive’s expected time in role, potentially
diminishing their motivational impact.

* Changing proxy advisor landscape: Recent developments in proxy advisor approaches and corporate
governance standards may create pressure for compensation structure evolution.

* Mega-grant precedents: Highly visible outsized executive compensation packages in recent years could
trigger additional mega-grants similar to those seen during the de-SPAC wave of 2020-21, potentially
influencing competitive compensation benchmarks.

l In response to shorter executive tenures, has your board made any of the following changes to executive
compensation design?
Directors could select all that apply.

No significant changes to compensation structure  51%

Added retention-focused awards or bonuses  25%

Introduced "medium-term” incentive plans (2-3 year periods) 13%
Shortened vesting periods for long-term incentives 9%
Modified clawback or forfeiture provisions 9%
Increased base salary relative to incentive compensation 9%
Increased the weight of short-term vs. long-term incentives 6%
Other 3%
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The Makeup of America’s Boardrooms

Every year for the past 20+ years as part of the What Directors Think survey, Corporate Board Member has
asked directors about the attributes and skillsets that are top of mind when searching for their next board
appointee. And every year, the answers topping the list have been the same: C-Suite experience, financial
expertise, industry knowledge—with variances on how each rank amongst themselves.

l Looking at your current board composition, which of the following attributes would you like to see your next
director appointment bring to the table?

Respondents were asked to select up to three.

Industry-specific expertise 42%
Financial or overall business expertise 34%
CEO or C-Suite experience  31%
Al expertise 28%

General technology background 18%
Marketing expertise 13%

Age diversity 12%

Cybersecurity expertise 12%
Legal/regulatory expertise 9%
Geopolitical expertise 8%

Ethnic diversity 8%

Gender diversity 8%

Other 8%

Government relations expertise 7%

HR expertise 6%

Environmental/sustainability expertise 2%

Then came Al. In 2025, ‘technology background’ overtook financial expertise to take the third position on the
list—a first in our survey’s history. And in 2026, ‘Al expertise’ came in fourth place, with the usual three back
in their traditional spots and ‘technology background’ returning to a lower rank on the list.

Considering only 8 percent of directors say their board has strong Al expertise—the area with the least
expertise on boards—and that Al is consuming strategy discussions, it may not come as a surprise, but the
idea of onboarding a specialized director, rather than one with broad business knowledge, has always been
controversial. There are concerns among directors that specialists may not be able to add the value without
also possessing industry experience or general business acumen.
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l How would you assess your board’s level of expertise in the following areas?

STRONG NOT RELEVANT TO
EXPERTISE SOME EXPERTISE SIGNIFICANT GAP OUR BOARD

Financial / business 86% 14% 0% 0%
Legal / regulatory 47% 48% 6% 0%

HR 46% 44% 8% 2%
Industry-specific 62% 33% 6% 0%
Transactional / M&A 54% 38% 7% 2%
Marketing / branding 29% 56% 12% 3%
Cybersecurity 21% 62% 16% 1%
Government relations 20% 51% 21% 8%
Geopolitical and foreign 16% 43% 21% 20%
relations

Al 8% 51% 35% 6%

The challenge then is how boards are expecting to find someone with Al expertise in addition to C-Suite
experience. Plus, as some directors pointed out, what constitutes Al expertise today? Some directors believe the
best course of action at this stage may be to think outside the traditional board demographics of former CEO or
CFO and seek individuals with varied leadership backgrounds, such as CISO, CHRO or COO—individuals who have
the senior leadership experience but also the ability to be a subject matter expert for the board.

But boards can’t stay relevant without regular evaluations. Yet most aren’t conducting them rigorously. Three-
quarters of directors say their boards conduct self-assessments to evaluate director performance. But only 30
percent include an external facilitator and 38 percent use peer reviews—two of the most critical elements of
unbiased evaluation. Just 8 percent believe overhauling board evaluations would help optimize oversight.

l Which mechanisms does your board use to evaluate director performance?
Respondents were asked to select all that apply.

Self-assessments  74%
Chair-led discussions  39%
Peer reviews 38%
External facilitator 30%

We do not conduct individual 12%
director evaluations

Other 2%
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The Digital Future of Governance

Nearly half of directors polled say they now receive real-time or near-real-time operational data between
meetings, allowing them to monitor performance as it unfolds rather than reviewing it months later. The change
reflects the velocity of today’s business environment, where quarterly snapshots can miss emerging risks or
opportunities.

Yet access to live data hasn’t solved a persistent frustration: 56 percent of directors wish board meetings
focused more on forward-looking discussions, according to the Director Confidence Index, a quarterly poll
conducted by Corporate Board Member and the Diligent Institute.

The puzzle? Seventy-eight percent say their meetings already balance retrospective reporting with planning
and forecasting—suggesting real-time data is being used to monitor the present, not reimagine the future.

Digital infrastructure is quietly becoming the backbone of this evolution. Nearly seven in ten directors say their
boards use digital tools—board portals, secure messaging, Al-assisted briefings—"regularly” or “extensively” to
support governance, while roughly a third use them only “occasionally” or “not at all.”

l How often does your board receive real-time or near-real-time operational performance data between meetings?

Always Often Sometimes Rarely Never

l How much of your board meeting time is typically spent on retrospective reporting vs. planning and forecasting?

-

Mostly retrospective Balanced Mostly forward-looking

The plumbing is there in many boardrooms. The next step is using those tools not just to digitize board books
but to change the quality and cadence of oversight.

Only a small proportion of directors say Al is fully embedded in their oversight processes, while most either
don’t use it at all or tap it only on a limited, ad hoc basis. Forty percent say having access to Al-powered
technology for board work would help improve oversight. Those findings are a stark contrast to the broader
survey theme, where deploying Al across the business and elevating Al on the board agenda are top strategic
themes. In other words, organizations are moving quickly to deploy Al, while using Al in governance lags.

“Looking ahead, high performing boards will treat governance as a continuous discipline, built on real time
data flows rather than periodic reports,” says Schindlinger. “And they will increasingly rely on integrated digital
platforms - and, over time, Al driven analytics - to surface patterns, flag emerging risks and point directors to
where their judgment is needed most, while keeping human decision making firmly at the center.”
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l If you were asked to optimize your governance oversight process, which of the following actions would you
recommend for your board?
Respondents were asked to select all that apply.

More time for strategic planning or dedicated strategic 58%
planning meetings

Increased exposure to outside parties/experts to discuss 45%
specific issues/risks

Fewer presentations and more discussion 42%

Access to Al-powered technology for board work and 40%
oversight

Mandatory director training/continuing education 25%

More diverse meeting locations to introduce boardto  21%
operating footprint

More lead time to review board materials 19%

More or longer direct engagement with employeesat 17%
various levels inside the company

More or longer direct engagement with other members of 12%
the C-Suite

Make annual or more frequent on-site visits by the full 10%
board mandatory

Overhaul of board/director evaluations 8%
Longer or more frequent full board meetings 8%
More/better structured agenda 8%
Frequency of committee rotations 5%

Other 2%

N/A; | don’t see any room for improvement at my board 1%
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WHO WE SURVEYED

Since 2002, Corporate Board Member has been surveying public company board members in the U.S. on their

governance practices. What Directors Think is our flagship research, which gathers insights from more than 200
directors each year on their priorities, challenges, outlook and impressions of America’s business climate, including
what’s changing inside boardrooms around the country. For this 2026 edition, Below are the demographics of the

directors who participated in this year’s survey.

Board Title

GUEUEUONEUELORVRLOTOURNVDLDVY

Lead director Audit

Executive Independent Board chair
director director
9% 74%
Company Size
$10

10 Less than
billion+ / $300 million

22%

$300 million

$1to $9.9 to $1.9 billion

billion

3%

Comp Nom/gov
committee committee committee
chair chair chair
18% 12% 16%

Sector

Technology & Telecom 13%
Healthcare 18%
Financials 20%

Real Estate 3%
Consumer Discretionary  13%

Consumer Staples 6%
Industrials  15%

Materials 5%

Energy 6%

Utilities 2%
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CORPORATE
BOARD MEMBER

Corporate Board Member, a division of Chief Executive Group, has been the market leader in
board education for 20 years. The quarterly publication provides public company board members,
CEOQOs, general counsel and corporate secretaries decision-making tools to address the wide

range of corporate governance, risk oversight and shareholder engagement issues facing their
boards. Corporate Board Member further extends its thought leadership through online resources,
webinars, timely research, conferences and peer-driven roundtables. The company maintains the
most comprehensive database of directors and officers of publicly traded companies listed with
NYSE, NYSE Amex and Nasdag. Learn more at boardmember.com.

Diligent Institute

Diligent Institute provides thought leadership, content and programming to inform, educate
and connect corporate leaders in meaningful ways. We provide original research based on
survey data, quantitative data and disclosures, and interviews with subject matter experts and
corporate leaders; informational and educational content in the form of podcasts, webinars,
blogs, newsletters and more; and virtual and in-person events and programming for board
members and the C-suite.

Learn more at diligentinstitute.com.



http://boardmember.com.
https://www.diligentinstitute.com/

