COWEN PARTNERS

The Leadership
Inflection Point

How Baby Boomer Executive
Retirement Will Permanently
Restructure Corporate America

June 2026



COWEN PARTNERS

EXECUTIVE SEARCH

Forward

A note from Cowen Partners’ President and Co-founder, Shawn Cole

| have spent twenty years telling boards the same thing: a succession plan on paper
is not the same as a successor who is ready for the role. For most of that time, this
was just an argument. Now, it's a calculated reality. The data below shows a
leadership exit already underway, a bench too thin to cover it, and a window closing
faster than most companies are prepared to handle.

We pulled CEO and CFO ages straight from SEC proxy filings across a 50-company
S&P 500 sample. Forty-two percent of sitting CEOs are 60 or older, the average is 59,
and 16% are already at or past 65. A separate Fortune analysis of the Russell 3000
found 41.5% are 60 or older. These two methods led to one conclusion: the people
running corporate America are standing at the exit.

The CFO data makes it worse. A quarter of our sampled CFOs are within five years of
retirement, and across the top two seats (CEO and CFO), 33.7% of those positions sit
in the retirement window at once. Many companies are not facing just one transition:
they are facing the loss of their internal succession architecture in a single window.

What waits behind them is a thinner workforce than assumed. Gen X represents
roughly 65 million vs. the Baby Boomers’ 76 million. Millennials are 36% of the
workforce but only 15.1% of Russell 3000 CEOs, and a CEO-ready leader takes 15 to 20
years to build.

The market is already repricing the shortage. External CEO hires at the S&P 500 nearly
doubled in one year, from 18% to 33%, the highest in eight years, and median CEO pay
reached $25.6 million. These are scarcity signals.

We are not approaching a leadership transition. We are inside one, with the peak
departure window arriving between 2029 and 2034. What follows in this report is the
evidence and the framework required to build a bench before that window closes,
not after.

Sdarne G-

Shawn Cole
President and Co-Founder, Cowen Partners Executive Search



COWEN PARTNERS

EXECUTIVE SEARCH

Executive Summary

For nearly two decades, the retirement of
the Baby Boomer generation has been
treated as a known risk sitting safely on a
distant horizon.

Boards noted it, CHROs funded development
programs, and succession plans were
written and filed. That horizon has now
arrived, and the data assembled for this
report describes an executive leadership
pipeline under more pressure than at any
point in the modern era. This is the inflection
point, the moment the math stops reading
as a forecast and starts reading as a
present liability.

Cowen Partners Executive Search pulled the
ages of CEOs and CFOs directly from SEC
EDGAR proxy filings across a 50-company
S&P 500 sample. The sample spans a
meaningful cross-section of industries and
market capitalizations, including 3M, Pfizer,
JPMorgan Chase, Starbucks, FedEx, Johnson
and Johnson, Deere and Company, and
Boeing, among others whose executive
transitions carry implications well beyond
their own organizations. The initial insight?
Forty-two percent of sitting CEOs are 60 or
older, the average is 59, and 16% are already
at or past 65 beyond the statistical
retiremnent window with no transition visible.'

A Fortune analysis of the broader Russell
3000 reached a similar conclusion: 41.5% of
its CEOs are already 60 or older, and another
43.4% are in their 50s.”> The exposure does
not end at the chief executive.

A quarter of the CFOs in the same
sample are within five years of
retirement, and across the two top

seats combined, 33 of 98
positions, or 33.7%, sit inside the
retirement window at once.! When
both of those seats fall inside the
retirement window at the same
company, the entire internal
succession architecture is
exposed in a single transition.

At the population level, the federal
data also confirms this squeeze.
The United States employs
roughly 1802 million  chief
executives at a median age of 51.6
years, and the cohort thins exactly
where it should deepen: about
551,000 sit in the 45-to-54 age
band against only 384,000 in the
35-to-44 band, less than 70% as
many.° The replacement
generations are both smaller and
less seasoned. Gen X numbers
roughly 65 million against the
Baby Boomers’ 76 million, an T11-
million-person gap.®
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Gen X holds 31% of the labor force, and
Millennials are now the largest cohort in the
workforce at 36%,” yet Millennials occupy
only 151% of Russell 3000 CEO seats.” The
pipeline is narrowing at the precise point it
needs to widen.

This is the core of the problem, and it is
structural rather than cyclical. Building a
CEO-ready leader takes 15 to 20 years of
senior experience, and the average chief
executive reaches the seat 24 years after
the first job.” Gen X did not get those years
on schedule. It waited two decades while
Baby Boomers held the senior tier through
the financial crisis and the long recovery,
and it now arrives at the top late, in smaller
numbers, with roughly one CEO cycle of
runway before its own retirement window
opens. The developmental time that should
have produced the next two generations of
senior leaders was not postponed. It was
consumed, and it cannot be repurchased on
an accelerated schedule.

The market is already repricing the
shortage. External CEO hires at the S&P 500
nearly doubled in a single year, from 18% in
2024 to 33% in 2025, the highest rate in eight
years and a direct signal that internal
benches no longer hold a candidate boards
will approve.” Median CEO compensation
reached $25.6 million, a 9.5% jump that
reflects scarcity more than performance®.
The boards meant to govern these
transitions are caught in the same
compression: the average S&P 500 director
is 63.1 years old,* only 7.7% of board seats
turned over in 2024, and the incoming class
averages 58.2 years.”

With the peak executive departure
window arriving between 2029
and 2034 and pipeline recovery

requiring 10 to 15 vyears of
deliberate investment,
organizations that start now will
field CEO-ready candidates by the
mid-2030s, and those that wait
will compete for the same external
market every other late mover is
drawing from at the same
moment. The pipeline was not
slow to develop. Instead, it was
starved, and the retirement wave
does not create that crisis so
much as finally reveal its full scale.




The Problem
Everyonels
Misreading

The dominant frame for discussing Baby Boomer
retirement and leadership succession treats the
problem as essentially demographic: a large
cohort is aging out, a less-prepared one is aging
in. The demographic frame overlooks the
structural damage the Baby Boomer tenure itself
inflicted on the generations that followed. An
unusually large cohort occupying the senior layer
of corporate America for an unusually long period
did not simply delay the development of the next
generation. It consumed the developmental
oxygen those leaders needed.



Ol. The Problem Everyone is Misreading

The most frequently cited statistic in any discussion of Baby Boomer retirement is
also the most commonly misunderstood one. Ten thousand Baby Boomers retire
every day, the saying goes, and it has been repeated so often and for so long that it
has lost whatever urgency it once carried. The figure itself, it turns out, is not even a
retirement statistic. It is a birthday statistic, counting Americans who turn 65 each
day rather than Americans who actually leave the workforce. The conflation of those
two events is responsible for much of the analytical confusion surrounding this
topic.

The corrected figure for 2025 is 11,400 Americans turn 65 every single day, setting
a single-year record of 4.18 million people reaching traditional retirement age in
one calendar year.®

LIMRA has designated 2024 through 2027 as America's Peak 65 Zone, the highest
volume of Baby Boomers reaching 65 ever recorded, with the window narrowing but
not closing until 2030 when the last Baby Boomers reach peak retirement age.6
These are meaningful demographic facts. But they are not the same as an
executive departure event, and treating them as equivalent has led companies to
misjudge both the timing and the nature of the challenge they are actually facing.

Executive retirement does not track the general population curve. As of 2026, the
Bureau of Labor Statistics puts the labor force participation rate for Americans aged
60 to 64 at 59.1%, meaning that more than four in ten workers have already left the
workforce before they even reach the early edge of conventional retirement age.’
That figure falls to 34.2% for the 65-to-69 cohort, 20.0% for those 70 to 74, and 8.9%
for those 75 and older.” Senior executives, who have both the financial means and
the institutional leverage to stay longer, tend to lag the general population by
several years. The population milestone and the actual executive departure event
are separated by a meaningful gap.

The math points toward a peak executive departure window somewhere between
2029 and 2034. That is not a projection built on assumptions. It is arithmetic applied
to data that already exists. Pew Research Center data from 2020 showed that 40% of
Baby Boomers were already retired as of that year, with retirement rates
accelerating sharply among those 65 and older.® FRED data puts the labor force
participation rate for workers 55 and older at 37.3% as of early 2026, a figure that
continues to decline each quarter.’



The misreading this report is primarily concerned with,
however, is not about timing. It is about causality.

The dominant frame for discussing Baby
Boomer retirement and leadership
succession treats the problem as
essentially demographic: a large cohort is
aging out, a less-prepared one is aging in,
and the solution is to develop more
leaders faster and wait for the calendar to
work itself out. That frame is incomplete in
a way that matters enormously for how
boards and leadership teams should be
responding right now.

The demographic concentration at the
executive tier introduces distinct structural
challenges for long-term succession
planning. A prolonged tenure cycle at the
senior governance layer can inadvertently
contract the development pipeline for
subsequent leadership cohorts. When
executive rotation slows, organizations
face a compressed timeline to cultivate
the deep operational experience required
for seamless leadership transitions.

This is not a failure of talent acquisition, but a structural bottleneck in bench strength
that directly impacts corporate governance and the preservation of long-term
shareholder value.

The data shows that the pipeline problem is already visible in compensation data,
external hiring rates, board composition, and the age distribution of executives
currently holding seats that will need to turn over (which we'll expand on in detail in
the coming sections). The question for boards and leadership teams is not whether
to take this seriously, but whether they will act before the peak departure window
arrives between 2029 and 2034.




The Age of the
C-Suite Right
Now

Forty-two percent of the sampled CEOs are
60 years of age or older, within five years of
conventional retirement age, and the
average CEO age across the sample is 59.02
years. 25% of CFOs are within five years of
retirement age, and the average age of an
S&P 500 board member is 63.1.



02. The Age of the C-Suite Right Now

Any serious analysis of the executive leadership pipeline has to begin with current
facts rather than projections. What follows is not a forecast. It is a description of the
market as it stands today in 2026, based on original proxy filing research,
independent demographic analyses, and occupational data from federal sources.

Cowen Partners Executive Search conducted original research on 50 S&P 500
companies, drawing CEO and CFO ages directly fromm SEC EDGAR DEF 14A proxy
filings dated 2024 and 2025." The sample spans a meaningful cross-section of
industries and market capitalizations, including 3M, Pfizer, JPMorgan Chase,
Starbucks, FedEx, Johnson and Johnson, Deere and Company, and Boeing, among
others whose executive transitions carry implications well beyond their own
organizations.

The findings are unambiguous: forty-two percent of the sampled CEOs are 60 years
of age or older, within five years of conventional retirement age, and the average
CEO age across the sample is 59.02 years.' Sixteen percent of sampled CEOs are
already at or past age 65, a figure that represents not pending succession but
overdue succession, executives who have moved through their statistical retirement
window without a visible transition plan.

These findings are corroborated independently. A Fortune analysis of Russell 3000
CEO demographics published in August 2025 found that 41.5% of CEOs in that
broader universe are already 60 or older, and that 43.4% are currently in their 50s.?
Two methodologically distinct data sources arriving at nearly identical conclusions
gives this analysis a robustness that either source alone would not carry.

The BLS occupational data adds a population-level dimension to the picture. The
total employed Chief Executive population stands at 1.802 million with a median age
of 51.6 years.® The 45-to-54 age band represents the largest single cohort of sitting
Chief Executives at approximately 551,000, while the 35-to-44 band, where Millennial
CEOs are concentrated, reaches only 384,000, less than 70% of the size of the cohort
a decade older.® The pipeline is narrowing at exactly the point where it needs to be
widening.

The CFO Time Bomb

The CEO age concentration draws the most attention, but the CFO data embedded
in the same EDGAR research deserves equal weight.



In our 50-company sample, 25% of CFOs
are within five years of retirement age,
and when CEO and CFO exposures are
combined, 33.7% of the top two executive
roles across those companies, 33 out of
98 positions, sit simultaneously within the
retirement window.'

When both the CEO and CFO roles face
simultaneous retirement, companies are
not managing two separate searches.
They may lose their entire internal
succession architecture in a single
transition  window.® The integration
challenge alone (o new CEO leading
without a CFO who knows the
organization, the board, or the operating
rhythm), represents a meaningful threat
to continuity during the transition.

The tenure data makes the urgency of this issue even clearer. Academic research
published in 2025 finds that CEOs are typically appointed at approximately age 52
and exit at 59, with an average tenure of 7.6 years." The Conference Board's 2025
CEO Succession Practices report puts average tenure at 8 years for the Russell 3000
and 9 years for the S&P 500.” With the average CEO in the EDGAR sample currently at
59.02 years, the arithmetic of normal tenure has already run to zero for a significant
portion of that population. The stability visible in the current C-suite reflects, in many
organizations, deferred departures rather than genuine health.

The Board Dimension

The executive age story has a governance counterpart that receives almost no
coverage in the succession conversation. The boards responsible for managing CEO
transitions are themselves aging out of their oversight capacity. The average age of
an S&P 500 board member is 63.1 years old,* and the Harvard Law School Board
Index for 2024 found that the average age of newly appointed directors, the
incoming class intended to refresh board composition, is 58.2 years, with only 14% of
new directors appointed in 2024 being 50 years of age or younger.”



In all of 2024, boards appointed 406 new directors across the S&P 500, representing
just 7.7% of the 5,289 directors currently serving.” The incoming class skews heavily
toward active or retired CEOs and finance backgrounds, meaning the refresh is
rotating in a slightly younger version of the same profile rather than genuinely
broadening the governance body.”?

Sixty-six percent of S&P 500 companies carry mandatory board retirement ages
typically set at 75." With the average board member currently at 63.1 years,* these
governance vacancies will need to be filled at precisely the same moment that
management succession pressure reaches its peak. The individuals overseeing the
succession solution are themselves caught in the same demographic compression
they are tasked with managing.

Consider the trajectory of a director reaching that age 75 threshold today. Born in
1951, this cohort entered a post-war world defined by industrial manufacturing,
centralized corporate hierarchies, and the dawn of commercial computing. By the
time they graduated college in 1973, they stepped into an economy disrupted by the
oil crisis, stagflation, and the absolute decoupling of productivity from wages. They
spent their prime executive years steering organizations through globalization, the
internet revolution, and the 2008 financial crisis. When they crossed the traditional
retirement age of 65 in 2016, the corporate landscape was already shifting toward
digital transformation and decentralized workforces.

Now, a decade past that traditional milestone, this leadership layer faces a
mandatory exit. The institutional memory leaving the boardroom spans from the
typewriter era to the rise of autonomous enterprise networks, creating a significant
governance transition at the highest levels of corporate America.

The diversity data adds a further dimension: women currently represent 30% of
Russell 3000 board members and 29% of C-suite roles.” At the senior manager and
director level, the pipeline consists of 44% White men, 29% White women, 15% men of
color, and 10% women of color.® The long-run diversity of the leadership pipeline is
improving, but the pace of that change at the senior-most levels remains slower
than the structural pressure now building in the succession system demands.



The Pipeline
was Already
Broken

When one generation occupies the senior tier for
an extended period, the practical consequence is
that the generation behind it accumulates less
time in the specific roles that build senior-level
capability. The corporate system produced fewer
senior-ready leaders from Gen X and the early
Millennial cohort than it would have under normal
generational rotation. Not because those
individuals were less capable or less ambitious,
but because the organizational conditions
required to develop them were not available at
the scale or the career stage the pipeline needed.



03. The Pipeline was Already Broken

The data in the preceding section describes a timing challenge: a large and aging
cohort of senior executives approaching departure on a compressed timeline, with
an inadequate replacement pool behind them. If the problem were purely one of
timing, the solution would be straightforward: invest more aggressively in internal
development, accelerate the grooming of high-potential leaders, and let the
generational succession work itself out over the next decade. The data in this
section explains why that solution, while necessary, is not sufficient.

The conditions required for a healthy succession cascade were not maintained over
the past two decades, and the developmental time lost in that period means that
the future of executive leadership will be largely different than what has traditionally
remained the status quo.

What Occupied Seats Actually Cost

Corporate career ladders have finite capacity at each level. When one generation
occupies the senior tier for an extended period, the practical consequence is that
the generation behind it accumulates less time in the specific roles that build
senior-level capability. The critical developmental experiences, running a division
with full P&L responsibility, managing through an economic cycle with a board
watching, navigating a crisis without a safety net above you, are not transferable
through mentorship or training programs. They are acquired through tenure in roles
that carry real organizational weight, and those roles were not available to Gen X
and early Millennial executives at the volume or career stage that previous
generational rotations would have provided.

Baby Boomers began occupying C-suite and senior vice president roles in
meaningful numbers in the late 1990s and early 2000s, and they held those seats
through the financial crisis, through the recovery decade, and through the sustained
growth period that followed. The length of their tenure at the top was not the result
of bad faith; it was the consequence of a long bull market, a crisis environment that
made boards reluctant to disrupt proven leadership, and in many cases, individuals
who remained genuinely effective well past the point at which a normally rotating
system would have moved them along. The cost to the generations below them was
real, but it was invisible in the moment and is only now becoming visible in the
aggregate.



The Gen X Structural Squeeze

The Fortune 2025 analysis establishes that 43.4% of Russell 3000 CEOs are currently
in their 50s, a Gen X cohort that has finally reached the top of the corporate ladder
after a longer wait than any recent predecessor generation.” But the narrative of
Gen X having arrived is incomplete, because the arrival came late, the cohort is
smaller than the one it is replacing, and the runway ahead is shorter than the fact of
incumbency suggests.

Pew Research Center tabulations of U.S. Census Bureau data put the Gen X cohort at
approximately 65 million Americans, compared to approximately 76 million Baby
Boomers, a difference of roughly 11 million people that translates directly into a
shallower pool of senior-ready executives.> Gen X currently represents 31% of the
total U.S. labor force.” Its representation in the CEO seat, while growing, reflects a
cohort that arrived in the top tier of corporate America later and in smaller numbers
than historical generational rotation would have produced.

A Gen X executive who is 54 today was 37 when the financial crisis hit in 2008, likely a
director or junior vice president building toward the senior leadership roles that
should have constituted the critical developmental middle of a normal career arc. In
the recovery years that followed, boards kept proven Baby Boomer executives in
place rather than accelerating developmental rotations for the generation below.

The COO roles, the division president seats, the regional leadership positions that
build genuine enterprise-level judgment did not become available on the timeline
that Gen X needed them. The generation compensated as best it could, took
broader roles where available, and waited. But the specific developmental reps
those years should have provided were not fully there, and that gap is now
embedded in the career histories of executives being asked to run some of the most
complex organizations in the world.




A typical Gen X CEO will be appointed somewhere between 57 and 60, serve a
tenure of seven to eight years, and exit between 64 and 68. On that arithmetic,
Corporate America gets, at most, one full CEO cycle from the core of the Gen X
cohort, and the data suggests it may get less. A leader appointed at 60 is unlikely to
complete a full tenure before the retirement window closes, which would give
boards reason to skip ahead to a younger, less-seasoned Millennial candidate
sooner than planned. The alternative points in the same direction: a Gen X CEO who
holds the seat through 68 would simply defer the same problem, leaving an even
longer developmental gap behind them at exit. Either path leads to a Millennial
generation inheriting the pressure with its own distinct readiness challenges, and the
timing math implies it arrives sooner, or lands harder, than a clean one-cycle
estimate would suggest.

The Millennial Readiness Gap

Millennials represent 36% of the total U.S. labor force as of the most recent
Department of Labor data, making them the largest generational cohort in the
American workforce.” They represent 15.1% of current Russell 3000 CEOs.” That gap is
not primarily a reflection of bias or cultural friction, though those factors exist. It is a
reflection of where the Millennial cohort sits on the executive development curve,
and why that curve developed the way it did.

Building a CEO-ready candidate from the vice president level requires 15 to 20 years
of increasingly complex, increasingly senior experience, with meaningful P&L
accountability, cross-functional leadership, and at least one significant crisis
navigated from a position of real responsibility. A Millennial executive who is 41 today
entered the workforce in approximately 2007, encountered a hiring freeze and
development budget cuts within two years of starting, and has been building
leadership capability in a compressed environment ever since. They are talented,
technologically fluent, and in many cases more adaptable than the generations
above them. What they lack is not ability. It is accumulated organizational weight,
the kind of experience that only comes from having been responsible for large,
complex things for a long time.

The Fortune 2025 data makes one thing about Millennial executives clear: 50%
embrace advanced technology, including Al, in their professional practice,
compared to 34% of Gen X and 19% of Baby Boomers.” The technological capability
of the cohort is not in question. What remains is the organizational depth required to
lead through the kinds of disruption already visible in the market. That kind of depth
cannot be acquired on an accelerated timeline, regardless of how talented the
individual is. '



The BLS occupational data adds
quantitative specificity. The 35-to-44 age
band, where Millennial CEOs are
concentrated, contains approximately
384,000 Chief Executives nationally,
compared to approximately 551,000 in the
45-to-54 band.® The Conference Board's
2023 data confirms the same dynamic
from a different angle, finding that 15.6% of
Russell 3000 CEOs were in their 40s,”® a
figure that represents a thin leading edge
of the Millennial wave rather than the
robust successor cohort the market will
require.

The Infrastructure That Was Not Built

A 10-year study of more than 17,000 C-suite executives, published in Harvard
Business Review as part of the CEO Genome research, found that the average leader
takes 24 years from their first job to reach the CEO seat.” This finding defines the
depth of preparation a CEO-ready candidate actually requires. The CEO role cannot
be meaningfully fast-tracked. It requires a specific stack of experience, acquired in
sequence, over time, under real organizational pressure. That is why the 24-year
average holds. Even the rare leaders who move fastest seldom reach the top in
under two decades, and the senior-pipeline portion of that climb alone takes a
minimum of 15 to 20 years to build.

What the combination of generational cohort data, occupational age distribution
analysis, and tenure research establishes is a structural conclusion that extends
beyond any individual company's succession planning failures. The corporate
system produced fewer senior-ready leaders from Gen X and the early Millennial
cohort than it would have under normal generational rotation. Not because those
individuals were less capable or less ambitious, but because the organizational
conditions required to develop them were not available at the scale or the career
stage the pipeline needed. That is the inheritance that Baby Boomer retirement is
now revealing.



The Stress
Signals are
Already in the
Market

In 2024, 18% of S&P 500 CEO transitions were filled
by external candidates. In 2025, 13% of S&P 500
CEO successions were publicly announced in
advance. The 2024 median CEO compensation
reached $25.6 million, representing a 9.5% year-
over-year increase that meaningfully outpaces
the underlying performance improvements that
would justify it under normal supply conditions.
Only 7.7% of S&P 500 board seats turned over in
2024.



04. The Stress Signals are Already in the Market

A structural problem of the kind described in the preceding sections tends to
produce observable market symptoms before the full force of the underlying
imbalance becomes apparent to everyone. Supply constraints in any market first
manifest in price, then in sourcing behavior, then in institutional adaptation,
signaling recognition that normal processes are not working. All three of those
expressions are already visible in the executive leadership market and have been
building for the better part of two years.

The External Hire Rate Signal

The Conference Board's 2025 CEO Succession Practices report contains a data point
that deserves more attention than it has received. In 2024, 18% of S&P 500 CEO
transitions were filled by external candidates. In 2025, that figure jumped to 33%,
nearly double in a single year and the highest level in eight years.” For the Russell
3000, where internal succession remains more common, internal hires still represent
65% of appointments, but the directional signal at the S&P 500 level reflects a
broader dynamic that the larger number partially obscures.”

The significance of this shift is not simply that more companies went outside for their
CEO. It is what that decision reveals about the internal pipeline. Companies do not
choose external candidates because they prefer them in the abstract; they choose
them because the internal candidate pool does not contain an option the board is
willing to approve.

The planned succession data provides additional context. In 2025, 13% of S&P 500
CEO successions were publicly announced in advance, and 11% at the Russell 3000
level.” Put the other way, roughly 87 to 89% of CEO transitions happen without that
advance planning. The unplanned majority of departures, performance-driven exits,
health-related transitions, and retirements that happen without advance notice
represent a larger and less visible category of market pressure that the external hire
rate is partly a downstream expression of.

Compensation as a Supply Signal

Markets that are supply-constrained produce price signals, and the executive
leadership market is no exception. Equilar's 2024 analysis found that median CEO
compensation reached $25.6 million, representing a 9.5% year-over-year increase



that meaningfully outpaces the underlying performance improvements that would
justify it under normal supply conditions.”

When the supply of proven senior executives contracts while demand remains
stable or grows, the price organizations must pay to secure them increases
independent of whether any individual candidate is more capable than their
predecessor. The 9.5% figure is a data point on scarcity, not merit, and it is likely
conservative, given that the Equilar dataset focuses on the 100 highest-
compensated CEOs, where additional factors beyond pure supply-and-demand
dynamics also influence outcomes.

For context on the breadth of the compensation distribution, the BLS puts the mean
annual wage for Chief Executives across all sectors at $258,900 as of May 2023.%° The
distance between that figure and the $25.6 million median at the top of the public
market captures the extraordinary concentration of compensation pressure at
precisely the senior-most tier where pipeline compression is most acute.

Board Refresh Failure as a Leading Indicator

The board composition data from Section 2 is worth revisiting through the lens of
stress signals, because the failure of boards to refresh at adequate velocity is not
merely a governance concern. It is an indicator that the system is not preparing to
manage the succession load it is about to receive. With only 7.7% of S&P 500 board
seats turning over in 2024"° and the incoming director class averaging 58.2 years of
age, with only 14% of new appointments being 50 or younger,”® the oversight body
responsible for CEO succession is aging at a rate that will produce its own forced-
departure wave through mandatory retirement policies at approximately the same
moment management succession pressure peaks.

With 66% of S&P 500 companies carrying mandatory retirement ages typically set at
75,* and the average board member currently at 63.1 years,* the calendar arithmetic
produces a predictable clustering of governance vacancies in the late 2020s and
early 2030s that will compete for the same senior executive pool that C-suite
succession demands are simultaneously drawing from. The governance system is
not positioned to outrun the problem it is supposed to be solving.

Executive Search Market Dynamics

The executive search market itself provides a ground-level diagnostic that is less
visible in published reports but no less meaningful than the data cited above.



Multiple independent sources currently place the average C-suite search timeline at
between three and eight months, depending on role seniority and market
conditions. When candidate pools are well-developed and deep, search timelines
are shorter and more predictable. When pools thin, the process extends because the
market contains fewer qualified candidates who meet a board's criteria at any given
moment.

The directional evidence from practitioners in the executive search market points
toward lengthening timelines for the most senior roles. As internally ready
candidates become scarcer and more searches go to market simultaneously, the
effective shortlist contracts even as the search process itself becomes more
extensive. This pattern tends to become self-reinforcing: longer searches create
organizational pressure, which sometimes results in a premature appointment that
creates its own downstream succession pressure during a shortened tenure.

The Governance Risk of Incumbent Retention

While market data highlights the external symptoms of pipeline compression, an
internal, behavioral variable often exacerbates the bottleneck: the psychological
friction of executive departure. For a chief executive who has spent decades
ascending to and occupying the pinnacle of a corporate hierarchy, the role is the
primary anchor of professional and personal identity. Faced with retirement, an
incumbent leader may experience a deep sense of identity loss, which can manifest
operationally as a reluctance to fully cooperate with or accelerate the succession
process.

This dynamic introduces a distinct layer of risk to corporate governance. When a
board fails to actively manage the transition psychology of a sitting CEO, the
organization often suffers. The current leader may subtly delay the timeline, find fault
with potential internal successors, or advocate for prolonged transition periods.




The consequences for shareholder value are twofold:

e Bench Erosion: High-potential internal candidates, realizing their path to the C-
suite is indefinitely blocked by an unyielding incumbent, exit the organization to
pursue external opportunities, further depleting the company’s bench strength.

e Transition Friction: The eventual handover becomes abrupt or poorly coordinated
rather than seamless, introducing operational volatility at the precise moment
the market demands stability.

A comprehensive corporate governance framework must therefore treat CEO
retirement not merely as a calendar event or a legal box to check, but as a critical
behavioral transition that requires active board oversight and structured off-
boarding protocols to protect institutional continuity.



The Variables
that Determine
the Tipping Point

The data throughout this report keeps
returning to one question that boards rarely
ask out loud: when does a shortage of senior
leaders stop being a normal market cycle, the
kind that tightens and then eases, and
instead turn into a structural condition that
will not correct on its own?



05. Variables that Determine the Tipping Point

This section offers a way to think through that question. It presents a set of variables
that determine where a given organization sits between cyclical tightness and
structural scarcity. The goal is not to predict an exact date, but instead to help
boards, CEOs, and private equity operating partners see how close they are to the
point past which orderly internal succession can no longer be rebuilt, while there is
still time to do something about it.

The Eight Variables

1. Age Concentration in Leadership. This variable measures the percentage of C-
suite executives within five years of retirement age. The current readings of 42% of
S&P 500 CEOs in our EDGAR samplel and 41.5% at the Russell 3000 level® represent an
elevated position, and the significance of that elevation compounds where it
concentrates. An organization where both the CEO and CFO are within the
retirement window simultaneously faces a categorically different challenge than
one where only one seat is exposed.

2. External Hiring Rate. The share of CEO and senior C-suite appointments sourced
externally is one of the clearest proxies for internal pipeline health, because
companies do not choose external candidates out of preference when viable
internal alternatives exist. The jump from 18% to 33% in a single year at S&P 500
companies” represents a significant threshold crossing. Sustained readings above
historical norms indicate an internal pipeline that is not recovering but contracting
further.

3. Search Cycle Length. Average time-to-fill for senior C-suite roles captures real-
time pipeline health in a way that lagging indicators, such as compensation data
and board composition statistics, cannot. The current range of three to eight
months for senior searches, with practitioner evidence pointing toward lengthening
timelines at the most senior levels, represents an elevated and directionally
concerning reading.

4. Compensation Inflation. Year-over-year growth in total executive compensation
that consistently outpaces underlying performance metrics is a supply signal. The
current 9.5% annual increase at the CEO level,” following multiple years of above-
normal growth, reflects a market where price is being used to clear a supply
imbalance.



6. Board Retirement Clustering. The degree to which director retirements are
concentrated in a compressed window creates governance capacity vacuums that
compound management succession challenges. With 66% of S&P 500 companies
carrying mandatory board retirement ages typically set at 75 and an average
current board member age of 63.1 years,* the clustering event is not speculative.

7. Bench Depth Proxy. This variable measures the ratio of VP and SVP-level pipeline
candidates to open C-suite positions. Bureau of Labor Statistics data highlights a
severe leadership concentration peaking in the 55-to-64 cohort,® proving enterprise
infrastructure is top-heavy and starved at the developmental middle.

As the market hits the demographic inflection point between 2026 and 2030, this
structural deficit will trigger an immediate contraction in average CEO tenure.

Organizations face an imminent pipeline collapse before the peak retirement wave
fully crests. Driven by scarcity, boards will resort to reactive, short-term placements,
accelerating a cycle of compressed tenures and premature exits as the 2030
demographic cliff arrives. The math is fixed, the timelines are locked, and the window
for orderly succession is closing.

8. Repeat CEO Appointment Frequency. The rate at which previously seated CEOs
are being recruited to fill new CEO roles is a leading indicator of pipeline exhaustion.
When organizations are reaching backward into the market for executives who have
already held the title elsewhere, it signals that the forward-looking pipeline is not
producing candidates with the preparation those roles require. At the market level,
an elevated repeat appointment rate signals that the pool of available operators is
being circulated rather than replenished.



Who Gets Hit
the Hardest

The structural pressures described
throughout this report are not evenly
distributed across the corporate landscape.
They concentrate according to organizational
characteristics, ownership structure, and
industry dynamics, creating meaningfully
different levels of exposure and timelines for
when those exposures become acute.
Understanding where the pressure is highest
is the analytical foundation for making
decisions before the window for orderly
planning closes.



06. Who Gets Hit the Hardest

By Role: Where the Concentration Is Most Dangerous

The CEO and CFO seats represent the most immediately exposed positions in the
current data. The COO role deserves attention, as well as the CHRO, CIO, and CTO
roles.

The CEO and CFO seats represent the most immediately exposed positions in the
current data. Forty-two percent of S&P 500 CEOs and 25% of CFOs are within five
years of retirement age in the EDGAR sample, and 33.7% of combined CEO and CFO
positions sit simultaneously within that window." The danger of simultaneous
exposure in both roles is structural. Losing both CFO and CEO seats to external
search within the same window means the incoming CEO will be leading without a
CFO who knows the organization, the board, or the operating rhythm. The integration
risk alone represents a meaningful threat to continuity during the transition period.

The COO role deserves separate attention because its risk profile differs from the
age-concentration issues in the CEO and CFO seats. With 42% of CEOs having held
prior COO experience before the top role,° the COO position functions as the single
most important developmental node in the internal succession pipeline. Companies
that have eliminated or de-scoped the COO role in the name of organizational
efficiency have unknowingly removed the developmental rung their most promising
senior vice presidents would have needed to step into the CEO role with genuine
readiness. This risk carries no age-concentration signal precisely because the role is
not occupied. Its absence is invisible until the succession moment arrives.

The CHRO role presents a specific irony worth naming. The function responsible for
designing and maintaining succession infrastructure is itself subject to the same
pipeline compression it is being asked to address. CHRO candidates require an
unusual combination of deep organizational knowledge, external market fluency,
and credibility with both the board and the CEO. In a market where the pool of
experienced senior HR leaders is also aging and thinning, the function most
responsible for succession planning may itself be one of the harder C-suite roles to
replace from the inside.

The CIO/CTO and technology leadership roles face a definitional challenge as much
as a demographic one. The 50% Al adoption rate among Millennial executives,
compared to 34% among Gen X and 19% among Baby Boomers,” establishes that the
technology fluency required for modern senior technology leadership is



concentrated in the cohort with the least
organizational experience. The risk in
technology leadership succession is not
that executives are aging out of a stable
role. It is that the role itself is being
redefined at the same moment the
generation with the required technical
orientation is not yet organizationally ready
to occupy it at the most senior levels.

By Ownership Structure: Four
Distinct Vulnerability Profiles

Public companies carry the most formal succession infrastructure in the market,
including board governance requirements, institutional investor pressure, and
disclosure obligations that create nominal accountability for planning. And yet that
infrastructure has demonstrably not prevented the current situation: 42% of S&P 500
CEOs are within the retirement window,' boards aging in place at inadequate refresh
rates,” and external hiring rates nearly doubling in a single year.” Formal process
and genuine readiness are different things. The visibility of failure in public markets
may ultimately accelerate corrective action, but it also ensures that the damage
from inadequate succession is priced into the organization in real time.

Private equity-backed companies face arguably the most acute near-term
exposure of any ownership category, because the typical PE hold period, averaging
seven years, is now colliding directly with the executive retirement window. A
portfolio company acquired in 2022, with a 57-year-old CEO at closing, now has a
60- or 6l-year-old CEO, with a value-creation plan structured around that
individual's continued presence. If that executive departs, the firm must source a
replacement in the same market that every other company is competing in
simultaneously. Operator recycling, placing experienced former CEOs into new
portfolio company roles, has become the industry's primary workaround. It has real
merit in the short term, but it is a solution that contracts the available market by
filling one seat and vacating another that previously was not open, accelerating the
supply constraint it depends on.

Family-owned businesses represent the highest-concentration version of the

structural problem this report describes. Generational ownership and executive

leadership transitions frequently need to happen simultaneously, and the leadership.




succession conversation in a family business context is almost always loaded with
personal dynamics: estate planning considerations, sibling relationships, founder
identity, and long-tenured family employees, which make the planning process
harder rather than easier. The result, in many cases, is that the conversation is
deferred until circumstances force it, at which point the options available have
narrowed considerably.

The Industry Dimension

The age concentration problem is not evenly distributed across industries. The most
acute exposure by sector tends to track tenure patterns, with financial services,
industrials, and healthcare carrying particularly deep pools of long-tenured senior
leaders whose collective departure will simultaneously compress the available
external candidate pool in those markets rather than sequentially.

Technology companies face a different version of the problem, less about age
concentration at the top and more about definitional discontinuity in the role itself.
The executives who built and led technology companies through the pre-Al era
brought a specific set of capabilities to the role. The capabilities required to lead
those same organizations through an Al-driven transformation of their core
business models may overlap substantially with that profile in some cases and
diverge sharply in others. Succession planning in technology must therefore grapple
simultaneously with the demographic realities documented throughout this report
and with genuine uncertainty about what the role being filled will actually require of
the person filling it.




What Boards
and CEOs
Should Do Now

The structural conditions described in this
report cannot be reversed. However, the
extent to which any individual organization is
exposed to the worst outcomes of this
structural shift remains, to a meaningful
extent, a function of decisions that boards
and leadership teams make over the next two
to three years. What follows are five
recommendations specific to the constraints
documented in this report.



Conclusion

1. Start Succession Planning One Layer Deeper Than
You Think You Need To

The natural focus of board-level succession planning is the CEO seat, where the
governance obligation is explicit, the external scrutiny is highest, and the
consequences of getting it wrong are most visible. The CFO seat carries exposure
nearly equivalent to the CEO, with 25% of CFOs within five years of retirement age in
our EDGAR sample, and simultaneous exposure in both seats affecting more than a
third of the combined positions we studied." A succession plan that names a CEO
successor and treats the CFO pipeline as a separate and later conversation has a
structural gap at the precise point where it is most likely to matter.

The practical question every board should be asking is whether the company's
internal succession candidate for the CFO role is as rigorously identified and
developed as the CEO succession candidate, and whether the organizational layer
below those two seats has been audited with the same granularity that the top of
the house receives.

In our EDGAR VP sample, the age distribution of executive and senior vice
presidents shows clustering in the 50-to-63 range, meaning the bench directly
below the C-suite is itself approaching the retirement window within a decade.
Organizations are not facing succession pressure only at the top. They are facing
it across the top two tiers of the executive hierarchy, on a timeline closer than
most succession plans account for.

2. Pressure-Test Your Timeline Assumptions Against
the Arithmetic

The maijority of corporate succession plans are built on developmental timelines
that assume a reasonably normal career velocity for internal candidates, typically
implying that a vice president-level executive with strong performance reviews has
five to eight years of runway to develop into genuine C-suite readiness.

The useful calibration exercise is direct: take your current CEO succession candidate,
assess their age and level of P&L responsibility, and map their development gap



against the tenure data showing typical CEO appointments at 52 and exits at 59." If
the candidate is not yet in a role that develops the capabilities they will need, and if
the incumbent CEO is already at or past the median appointment age, the
development gap is real. The succession plan needs both a specific investment
response and a contingency for the more likely possibility that the timeline will
compress rather than extend.

3. For Private Equity: Build a Proprietary Bench Rather
Than Recycling the Market

The private equity industry's current reliance on operator recycling is
understandable in the context of any individual investment decision. The
combination of short hold periods, concentrated value creation timelines, and LP
pressure to minimize execution risk makes a first-time CEO an unattractive option in
most scenarios.

However, the industry-level consequence of that rational individual choice is a
collective action problem: recycling concentrates the available pool of proven
operators in the hands of firms with the deepest networks, while simultaneously
contracting the total supply by moving executives laterally rather than investing in
growing the next tier of operator talent.

PE firms that treat leadership development as an investment thesis rather than a
sourcing problem are, over a five-to-ten-year horizon, building a proprietary asset
that will become increasingly valuable as the external operator market contracts.

A cross-portfolio talent audit identifying VP and SVP-level executives across current
portfolio companies who have the profile to become CEO-ready operators within
three to five years, is the starting point for a firm-level succession strategy that
creates differentiated sourcing capability rather than competing for the same
recycled pool as everyone else.

4. Treat Board Refresh as a Long-Cycle Succession
Asset

The data on incoming director ages establishes a specific and addressable
governance gap. Boards are refreshing with directors who are, on average, within 17
years of the mandatory retirement age that 66% of S&P 500 companies have



established,® meaning the incoming director class will be present for one, at most
two, CEO cycles before facing its own forced departure. A director appointed at 45
will be present for three to four CEO cycles, will develop deep organizational
knowledge and meaningful succession pattern recognition across multiple
transitions, and will bring a governance continuity that current appointment norms
systematically preclude.

Board composition decisions need to be reframed as long-cycle succession
investments rather than simply exercises in skills matrix completion or diversity
representation. The governance body that will oversee the CEO succession events of
2030 through 2040 is being built now, in the appointment decisions boards are
making today. Boards that fill open seats with directors in their mid-to-late 40s who
have deep operational experience at or near the C-suite level are building
governance infrastructure that can provide genuine succession oversight across
the long cycle. Boards that continue to fill seats with near-retirement executives are
extending the demographic problem rather than getting ahead of it.

5. Capitalize on the Recovery Window and Plan for
Market Chaos

The final recommendation provides the framework for all preceding strategies. This
is not a standard supply disruption that resolves when the market rebalances.
Rebuilding a structurally depleted executive pipeline requires 10 to 15 years of
deliberate investment. Because the market is entering a period of unprecedented
volatility, organizations must simultaneously execute a long-term development
thesis while actively planning for near-term operational chaos.

As the demographic inflection point hits between 2026 and 2030, leadership
scarcity will trigger a highly volatile executive market defined by sudden departures,
failed external hires, and compressed tenures.

Organizations that act now, identifying high-potential directors and VPs today to
build internal readiness for the 2035 to 2038 window, will insulate themselves from
this disruption. Conversely, organizations that wait for the market to normalize will
be caught in a chaotic, defensive scramble, competing for an exhausted external
talent pool alongside every other unprepared peer.

The competitive advantage is substantial, but the window for orderly transition is
closing. Survival requires recognizing that the next decade is not a crisis to be -
managed through conventional retention, but a highly disruptive market event thot'

demands structural agility and immediate, asymmetric investment. ' '
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Appendix A: Methodology and Data Sources

A.1Primary Research and Selection Criteria

The proprietary dataset utilized throughout this report was compiled by Cowen
Partners Executive Search via a structured analysis of SEC EDGAR DEF 14A proxy
filings.

e Sample Size: $n = 50$ S&P 500 constituent companies.

e Filing Period: Fiscal Years 2024 and 2025.

¢ Stratification: Companies were selected across a representative cross-section of
GICS sectors and market capitalizations to eliminate industry bias.

e Data Extraction: C-suite variables (specifically current CEO and CFO ages) were
extracted directly from definitive proxy statements.

e Modeling Assumptions: For the purpose of calculating time-horizon exposure
and pipeline compression metrics, the baseline retirement age was modeled at
exactly 65.

e Data Integrity: All calculations were performed using raw filing data. No
interpolation, statistical smoothing, or estimation models were applied to
individual company data points.

Pipeline Proxy Dataset: The SEC EDGAR sample, capturing demographic profiles for
Executive Vice Presidents (EVPs), Senior Vice Presidents (SVPs), and Presidents
across a subset of the primary 50-company sample, was compiled using the
identical extraction and validation protocols.

A.2 Secondary Source Indexation
To contextualize primary disclosures, secondary macroeconomic and governance
data were integrated into the underlying model. Key reference frameworks include:

e Demographic Cohort Baselines: Generational baseline distributions (specifically
the 65 million Gen X vs. 76 million Baby Boomer cohort metrics) utilize U.S.
Census Bureau data compiled and tabulated by the Pew Research Center.

e Labor and Economic Metrics: Macroeconomic employment trends, age
distributions, and labor force participation rates were drawn from the Bureau of
Labor Statistics (BLS) Occupational Employment and Wage Statistics, the
Current Population Survey, and the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis (FRED)
database.

e Executive Succession and Compensation Tracking: Corporate governance
metrics, turnover velocities, and compensation data were sourced from The

Conference Board CEO Succession Practices report, Equilar CEO compensation
analyses, the Harvard Law School Board Index, and the Society of Corporate’

Governance S&P 500 Board Practices Benchmarking report.



e Retirement Timelines: Longevity and retirement projections utilize the LIMRA Peak
65 research framework.

e Pipeline Velocity Modeling: The 15-to-20-year executive development trajectory
represents an empirical estimate derived from organizational development
literature and cross-referenced against BLS median chief executive age data
and historical Conference Board appointment velocities.

All secondary references are mapped via in-text citations to the formal
bibliography.
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