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A report finds that nearly one fifth of board seats on both Fortune 100 and S&P 500 boards are 

held by directors who are likely to hit mandatory retirement age in the next half decade. 

For many boards, this means the stakes in director succession planning just got higher. 

Recruiting experts say boards should begin reviewing their skills matrices as well as companies’ 

strategic plans to determine what talent they’ll be losing among the retiring directors and what 

talent they’ll need in new director recruits to best oversee companies’ future strategic plans. 

“This is director succession planning,” says Jennifer Christensen , managing partner at search 

firm JWC Partners . “It’s just like CEO succession planning, but in a way it’s more complex 

because there are a lot of rotating pieces.” 

EY ’s report, “Focus on Board Retirement and Tenure Policies,” examines board retirement ages 

and the presence or absence of tenure policies among Fortune 100 and S&P 1500 company 

boards. According to EY’s findings, 19% of Fortune 100 board seats are currently occupied by 

directors who are within five years of reaching their boards’ retirement age. Among the S&P 

500, EY’s findings are less concrete. However, its analysis found that 18% of board seats are 

currently held by directors who are age 68 or older and have board tenure of 10 years or longer. 

The S&P 1500 findings are similar; 19% of board seats are held by directors who are 68 or older 

and have served on their boards for a decade or more. EY estimates that both the 19% of Fortune 

100 directors and 19% of S&P 1500 directors are “poised to exit the board over the next five 

years or so.” 

Given the looming director departures, boards have been granted both a blessing and a curse, 

experts say. Directors with long tenure and seniority on the board will be departing, but 

nominating and governance committees will be able to pursue new directors with current 

experience in areas such as cyber security, social media and digital marketing. 

“I think that really strategic director succession planning should be an ongoing and dynamic 

process, but the data does illustrate that there is this current opportunity for boards now to review 

their oversight needs,” says Jamie Carroll Smith , assistant director at EY’s Center for Board 

Matters. 

 

 



New Blood 

Beth Stewart , founder and CEO of Trewstar Corporate Board Services and a veteran 

corporate director, says that the prospect of long-serving directors retiring and new directors 

joining boards isn’t a cause for real concern. 

“The directors will roll off gradually over five to seven years,” writes Stewart in an e-mail. 

She says one of the best ways for boards to plan for a string of director successions is to expand 

the board in the interim so new directors have an opportunity to learn from their more 

experienced counterparts and work alongside them. 

“The best CEOs I know are not afraid to expand the board on an interim basis to assure proper 

continuity and succession,” she writes. 

Christensen agrees with Stewart, noting that planned overlap among directors with institutional 

knowledge and new directors also aids boards in planning for succession of committee leaders 

that may be retiring. 

“If you don’t have your next audit chair on the current board, you want somebody on the audit 

committee for at least two years before they chair it,” says Christensen. 

According to EY’s data, there are 72 companies among the 87 publicly traded Fortune 100 

companies in the study with retirement age policies in place. Among the 72 companies, 44 set 

retirement age at 72. The remainder set retirement at over the age of 72. 

 

There are currently 991 directors who serve on the boards of the 87 publicly traded Fortune 100 

companies, and 250 of those directors are 68 or older. That group is overwhelmingly composed 

of male directors; 206 out of 250 are men, and only 44 are women. In addition, 144 (58%) of the 



68-and-older cohort have served for 10 years or more. Of the remaining directors, 92 (37%) have 

served for three to nine years, and 14 directors (5%) have served for less than three years. 

Christensen points out that the same issue of director departures due to mandatory retirement age 

arose several years ago. Back then, many boards dealt with the issue by increasing board 

retirement age. Indeed, Spencer Stuart ’s 2014 board index reveals that boards have been 

steadily increasing the age of mandatory retirement during the past decade. In 2004, 5% of S&P 

500 boards set mandatory retirement at 75 or older, compared with 30% in 2014. 

Increasing mandatory retirement simply delayed the issue, says Christensen, which means boards 

that didn’t start planning for director successions back then should consider doing so now. She 

conceives of a scenario in which a board has directors who are 68, 69 and 70 years old with 

mandatory retirement at the age of 72. Potentially a third of the board could be leaving over the 

next four years, she says. 
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“Boards do need to think ahead and determine how they can move forward,” she says. “This is 

something I think boards haven’t done as strategically as they should.” 

She also notes that the upcoming director retirements will include some of the first women to 

serve on boards. 

Indeed, Bonnie Hill , lead director on the Home Depot board and a director known for being 

skilled at engaging with investors, retired in 2014 after reaching the board’s mandatory 

retirement age, which is 72. Hill had served on the board for 15 years. Barbara Hackman 

Franklin , who has served on 14 public company boards, including several in which she was the 

first woman on the board, will reach Aetna ’s retirement age of 76 next year. She served on the 

Aetna board from 1979 to 1992 and has since served from 1993 until the present. 

Active Executives Sought 

Christensen says she expects boards will want to maintain diversity in their ranks and will likely 

also attempt to rebalance the mix of active and retired executives through recruiting during the 

next five years. 

“Ideally, [the mix] is about half retired and half active executives, and most boards today are 

about 75% to 80% retired,” she says. 

Jim Rossman , managing director and head of corporate preparedness at Lazard , says activism 

has also influenced the types of skill sets boards are seeking in new directors. Experience with 



mergers and acquisitions, capital allocation and the ability to interact with shareholders have 

been prioritized among boards in recent searches for new directors, he says. 

“Activists have brought a real focus to how well the board engages in operational and economic 

supervision, so there’s a real push when people think about board refreshment these days to bring 

on new skills related to capital allocation,” says Rossman. 

Therefore, search experts believe boards will prioritize expertise in technology including cyber 

security and digital marketing, as well as international experience and experience with M&A, 

activism and capital allocation. Diversity will also be a high priority. Prior board experience will 

likely be a low priority, if an issue at all. 

Stewart points out that some boards have already begun recruiting directors who fit the bill. 

A look at recent board appointments shows that boards have been snapping up current executives 

who have profit and loss responsibility and expertise in digital marketing, international markets 

and experience with M&A and activists. Very few of the recent appointments are directors who 

have lengthy previous board experience, and many are women. 

Stewart notes that she has a client who will soon announce a new director who is a sitting CFO at 

a technology company who has dealt with an activist at her own company. 

In addition, Callaway Golf Company announced earlier this month that Linda Segre had been 

appointed to the board. Segre is executive vice president and chief strategy and people officer of 

Diamond Foods and previously worked at Google.org, the charitable arm of Google , and as a 

managing director at Boston Consulting Group . She is also a former professional golfer. 

In July, Lynne Biggar , executive vice president of consumer marketing and revenue at Time 

Inc. , joined the board of marketing software company Marketo . Biggar previously served as an 

executive vice president and member of the global management team at American Express . 

Denise Johnson , a vice president of material handling and underground at Caterpillar, joined 

the board of The Mosaic Company last May. Johnson also previously worked with General 

Motors Company and General Motors do Brasil Ltda . 

Christine Yingli Yan , president for Asia at Stanley Black and Decker , joined the board of 

Modine Manufacturing in 2014. Yan previously served as integration leader of Stanley 

engineered fastening group when it purchased Infastech, and she also previously had P&L 

responsibility for the group. 
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