
July 2026
Research

2026
Governance 
Best Practices 
Survey
SPONSORED BY:



Executive Summary	 3

Key Findings	 4

The Work of the Board     	 5

Improving Board Performance     	 11

Aligning Oversight     	 15

Strategic Planning    	 20

Board Composition & Refreshment    26

About the Survey	 31

TABLE OF CONTENTS

About Bradley
For over 155 years, Bradley has combined skilled legal 
counsel with exceptional client service and unwavering 
integrity to assist a diverse range of corporate and 
individual clients in achieving their business goals. An 
Am Law 100 firm with 13 offices in Alabama, Florida, 
Georgia, Mississippi, North Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, 
and the District of Columbia, Bradley’s more than 750 
lawyers represent regional, national and international 
clients in various industries, including banking and 
financial services, construction, energy, healthcare, life 
sciences, manufacturing, real estate, and technology, 
among many others. For more information, please visit 
www.bradley.com.

About Bank Director
Bank Director reaches the leaders of the institutions that 
comprise America’s banking industry. Since 1991, Bank 
Director has provided board-level research, peer insights 
and in-depth executive and board services. Built for banks, 
Bank Director extends into and beyond the boardroom by 
providing timely and relevant information through Bank 
Director magazine, board training services and the financial 
industry’s premier event, Acquire or Be Acquired. For more 
information, please visit www.bankdirector.com.

2026 GOVERNANCE BEST PRACTICES SURVEY 2

© BANK DIRECTOR 2026

https://www.bradley.com/
https://www.bankdirector.com


EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The merger activity that kicked off in 2025 is impacting bank boardrooms, as the skills populating those 
seats adapt to an evolving environment.

A majority of the CEOs and directors responding to Bank Director’s 2026 Governance Best Practices Survey, 
sponsored by Bradley Arant Boult Cummings, report a moderate level of change in board composition since January 
2023, with most (56%) adding one or two directors. 

New directors can add valuable perspectives to the boardroom. The usual skill sets are still commonly found on bank 
boards: finance/accounting (91%), audit (87%), real estate (69%), legal (61%) and risk expertise (57%). However, 
the survey finds an increased percentage of boards with M&A expertise, at 44%, up 10 percentage points from last 
year’s research. The number of deals climbed last year due to quicker regulatory approvals and improved valuations.

Along with the rise in M&A, more banks have adopted artificial intelligence, including generative AI tools. That’s 
impacted strategies and created new risks for boards to oversee. In this year’s survey, 21% say their board has a 
director with AI expertise. That should help drive in-depth discussions on the issue for those boards. Almost half of 
respondents say the risks associated with AI are discussed as a board, and 31% discuss the issue within a board-
level committee. Sixty percent say the board has adjusted policies, reporting or oversight around the use of AI. 

Twenty-one percent say AI risks aren’t overseen by the board. “Do [directors] have knowledge that it’s being utilized?” 
says Robert Maddox, a partner with Bradley. Absent a policy, communication and training, bank staff could use AI 
in ways that don’t protect the bank or sensitive client information. “If you don’t think that your employees are taking 
documents and loading them [into an AI platform] for reference or for quick tabulation and review, you’re missing 
what’s happening,” he says. Not addressing AI in board deliberations could put the bank at risk.

Looking ahead through 2027, 57% expect one or two directors to retire. Thirty-seven percent expect no director 
retirements, with smaller institutions reporting lower levels of turnover. Some may find it difficult to attract new 
talent to the board. I “believe it’s getting more difficult to find competent directors who are willing to make a long-
term commitment to the organization,” wrote one independent director at a private Midwestern bank below $1 
billion in assets.  

Some boards could revisit their recruiting practices. Most rely on directors’ (83%) and executives’ (70%) personal and 
professional networks. And compared to the survey two years ago, an increased percentage look outside those networks 
to professionals in their bank’s markets. Few (9%) leverage consultants or search firms. 
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the vice president of 
editorial & research 
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information resource for 
directors and officers of 
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can connect with her on 
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KEY FINDINGS

AI in the Boardroom 
Artificial intelligence has made its way into board meeting 
practices, but adoption remains low. A minority say their bank 
uses AI to prepare meeting minutes (26%) or transcribe board 
discussions (22%). When it comes to the creation of board 
materials, 22% use AI to compile the board book, and the same 
percentage use the technology to examine bank performance. 

Strategic Planning 
Strategic planning practices remain varied, similar to last year’s 
survey. More than half say the board establishes the bank’s risk 
appetite, with the plan developed by management and approved 
by the board. Almost a quarter report the board drives the 
process in collaboration with management. Many see room for 
improvement in the strategic planning process, including improved 
measurement and monitoring (44%), a greater understanding 
of banking’s future (39%), more creative thinking and debate 
(34%), and better competitive analysis or benchmarking (33%). 

Board Assessments 
Thirty-nine percent report their board conducts an annual 
board assessment. Of those, 59% report changes in the 
boardroom as a result. Most revisited or changed the bank’s 
strategic plan (56%), changed the agenda to better reflect the 
board’s priorities (51%) or changed the board’s committee 
structure (51%). 

Virtual Attendance 
The vast majority (87%) allow directors to attend board 
and committee meetings virtually. Of those, few have formal 
restrictions on virtual attendance. Just 11% cap virtual 
attendance at a specific number of meetings per year, and 6% 
limit virtual meetings to emergencies, unexpected travel and 
other unique circumstances.

Policy Review 
More than half of respondents adjusted policies, reporting or 
oversight in several key areas since January 2025: liquidity 
planning/monitoring (64%), asset quality/credit monitoring 
(61%), the use of AI (60%), asset/liability management (60%), 
Bank Secrecy Act/anti-money laundering compliance (56%) 
and capital planning (55%). Maddox believes more boards 
should revisit BSA/AML oversight. “That world has changed 
radically,” he says, due to increased activity from the Financial 
Crimes Enforcement Network (FinCEN).  

Debanking Scrutiny 
Following an August 2025 executive order from President 
Donald Trump, just 20% have examined whether their 
institution could be subject to scrutiny from examiners for 
debanking activity, or the denial of banking services based on 
religious beliefs, political views or other affiliations. Notably, the 
survey was conducted in May, before the Justice Department 
subpoenaed several large banks about claims of discrimination 
against politically conservative individuals and industries, 
according to The Wall Street Journal.
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THE WORK OF THE BOARD 
1. Does the board set expectations for individual directors in the following areas?    
Respondents were asked to select all that apply.

94%
Attendance 

88%
Participating in board training 
and education   

85%
Contributing to board-level 
discussions   

85%
Respectful interaction with other 
board members 

34%
Engaging with regulators  
 

32%
Engaging with bank employees  
  

29%
Engaging with shareholders/
owners 

21%
Engaging with clients    

82%
Contributing to 
committee-level 
discussions 

81%
Preparation for meetings    
 
 

60%
Engaging with bank 
executives  
 

42%
Using the bank’s products 
and services  
 

39%
Bringing business to  
the bank  
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2. How often does your full board meet?
Numbers don’t add up to 100% due to rounding.

Monthly     

Between 8 to 10 times annually     

Bimonthly (6 times annually) 

Quarterly  

Other frequency  

63%

5%

16%

10%

7%

3.  Can directors attend board and/or committee meetings virtually?  

Yes, directors can attend board and committee meetings virtually       

Directors can attend committee meetings virtually, but not  
board meetings      

No, we do not allow virtual attendance for board or  
committee meetings 

Directors can attend board meetings virtually, but not  
committee meetings 

87%

2%
7%

4%
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4.  Does the board’s attendance policy limit virtual meeting attendance?   
Question asked of respondents indicating directors can attend board and/or committee meetings virtually. Numbers don’t add up to 100% 
due to rounding. 

While there are no formal restrictions, in-person attendance is 
encouraged

We have no formal restrictions on virtual meeting attendance   

We cap virtual attendance at a maximum number of meetings  
per year

We limit virtual attendance to emergencies, unexpected travel or 
other unique circumstances   

We limit virtual attendance in ways not described above

42%

4%

39%

11%

6%
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5.  Approximately how many hours per board and committee meeting do you 
spend on the following activities? 
Median values reported. Question asked of independent directors, lead directors and independent chairs. 

Reviewing materials to 
prepare for board meetings

Full board meeting itself

Other board-related 
activities

Reviewing materials ahead 
of committee meetings

Committee meeting itself

4 4

4

2

2

6.  Is your board packet well organized, with summaries, key indicators, 
trends and progress on strategic initiatives? 
Numbers don’t add up to 100% due to rounding.

Yes      

No      

Unsure

89% 10% 2%
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Median pages in board packet

200

7.  How many pages are in the typical board packet for your bank? 
Median values reported.

8.  How many days prior to the board meeting are materials generally 
received by directors?
Question asked of independent directors, lead directors and independent chairs. 

More than four days ahead of the board meeting       

Three or four days before the board meeting      

One to two days before the board meeting  

Less than one day before the board meeting  

55%

9%
2%

34%
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9.  In what ways are automation and/or artificial intelligence, including 
generative AI, used in the boardroom — either by individual directors or 
through the bank?  
Respondents were asked to select all options that apply to their board.

Total Yes, by the bank Yes, individually Not used at all Unsure

Transcription of board discussions 22% 6% 64% 13%

Preparing meeting minutes 26% 4% 59% 14%

Compiling board materials/board book 22% 6% 55% 20%

Summarizing board materials 15% 8% 60% 20%

Creating the board agenda 13% 1% 70% 18%

Examining bank performance 22% 6% 54% 20%

Risk dashboards 22% 4% 53% 23%

Peer benchmarking 24% 8% 47% 23%

Scenario analysis 20% 4% 49% 29%



2026 GOVERNANCE BEST PRACTICES SURVEY 11

© BANK DIRECTOR 2026

10.  Does your board conduct board performance assessments? 

IMPROVING BOARD PERFORMANCE

No, we don’t conduct performance assessments        

Yes, annually       

Yes, but not every year 40%

39%

21%

11.  Does your board conduct peer-to-peer evaluations of its members? 
Numbers don’t add up to 100% due to rounding.

No, we don’t perform peer-to-peer evaluations, and we haven’t 
discussed doing so        

No, but we’re considering it       

Yes, but not every year 

Yes, annually 

48%

15%

25%

13%
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12.  Did your board enact any changes to its strategy, governance practices or 
board structure in response to board assessments conducted over the past 
two years (2024-26)?
Question asked of respondents indicating their board has conducted a performance assessment. Numbers don’t add up to 100% due to rounding.

Yes        

No

Unsure

59%
39%

3%
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13.  What specific changes did your board enact in response to board 
assessments in 2024-26?  
Question asked of respondents indicating their board made changes due to a board assessment. Respondents were asked to select all that apply.

Revisited or changed the strategic plan     

Changed the agenda to better reflect the board’s priorities  

Added a committee or changed the structure of one or 
more committees 

Adjusted director compensation practices     

Changed board meeting practices, such as attendance 
policies or board materials   

Modified the board’s size and/or composition 

Increased, improved or formalized board training     

Adjusted or implemented ownership guidelines for directors  

Modified the CEO succession plan 

Adjusted the board’s mandatory retirement age or 
term limits     

Other

56%

51%

51%

44%

38%

36%

36%

18%

18%

10%

3%
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14.  What deficiencies do you perceive in your board’s culture?   
Respondents were asked to select all that apply.

I see no deficiencies in the board’s culture      

Insufficient training/education  

Dominant board member or executive 

Insufficient understanding of the banking industry  

 Lack of long-term vision 

Lack of specific expertise 

Lack of credible challenge 

Lack of diverse viewpoints/backgrounds 

Blurred line between management and board duties    

Cliques within the boardroom 

Other

43%

20%

19%

19%

16%

14%

11%

11%

11%

10%

7%
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15.  Since January 2025, has your board adjusted policies, reporting or 
oversight in any of the following areas?  

ALIGNING OVERSIGHT

45%

56%

38%

55%

64%

49%

37%

54%

39%

30%

7%

8%

6%

6%

6%

Yes        

No         

Unsure

Consumer Compliance

Bank Secrecy Act/Anti-money Laundering Compliance

Fair Lending Compliance

Capital Planning

Liquidity Planning/Monitoring
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61%

60%

27%

49%

60%

49%

35%

35%

62%

47%

31%

44%

6%

11%

4%

4%

10%

7%

Yes        

No         

Unsure

Asset Quality/Credit Monitoring

Asset/Liability Management

Deposit Concentration Limits

Loan Concentration Limits

Use of Artificial Intelligence

Vendor Management
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16.	 An August 2025 executive order from President Donald Trump 
indicated that banks could face additional scrutiny for alleged debanking, 
or the denial of banking services based on religious beliefs, political views 
or other affiliations. Has your board directed your bank’s management team 
to examine whether your bank could be subject to scrutiny from examiners 
based on past decisions?

No        

Yes   
80%

20%
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17.  Has the board set objectives for management in any of the 
following areas?    
Respondents were asked to select all that apply.

67%
Risk management processes/risk governance 

57%
Data privacy/information security    

48%
Employee development 

45%
Community needs/investment/
volunteerism  

31%
Employee engagement  
    

20%
None of the above  
 

19%
Financial wellness/education 
programs

16%
Diverse and inclusive hiring practices   

3%
Green/sustainable practices within the 
organization (i.e. energy efficiency or paper waste) 

3%
Business lines that focus on renewable energy 
(i.e. green bonds or solar loans) 



2026 GOVERNANCE BEST PRACTICES SURVEY 19

© BANK DIRECTOR 2026

18.  How does the board primarily oversee risks to the institution 
associated with the use of artificial intelligence?

Discussed/reviewed as a board         

Discussed within a board-level committee  

We don’t currently oversee these risks 

48%

31%

21%
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19.  How often does your board review the bank’s strategic plan?
Numbers don’t add up to 100% due to rounding.

STRATEGIC PLANNING

Annually        Every 2-3 years        Other Every 5 years  

20.  Which statement best describes your board’s role in developing the 
bank’s strategic plan?
Numbers don’t add up to 100% due to rounding.

The board establishes the bank’s risk appetite, but the plan is developed 
by management with the board’s approval         

 The board does not play a significant role in establishing the risk 
appetite or developing the plan, but it does approve the strategic plan         

The board drives the process and develops the plan with management

The board has little involvement in the strategic planning process  
and does not formally approve the strategic plan   

54%

22%

22%

3%

72% 19% 3%7%
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21.  Do you believe the board should have greater involvement in setting 
the strategic direction of the bank?

No          

Yes
63%

37%

22.  Does the board use an outside facilitator for strategic planning sessions?  
Question asked of respondents indicating their board reviews the strategic plan annually or every two to three years. 

No            

Yes            

Unsure

54%

45%

1%
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23.  Which of the following are key components of the bank’s current 
strategic plan?  
Question asked of respondents indicating their board reviews the strategic plan annually or every two to three years. Respondents were 
asked to select all that apply.

Growth objectives        

Technology deployment   

Risk appetite  

Talent needs (hiring or training)   

Other 

95%

79%

77%

76%

14%
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24.  What improvements would you like to see to your bank’s strategic plan or 
strategic planning process?
Question asked of respondents indicating their board reviews the strategic plan annually or every two to three years. Respondents were asked to 
select all that apply.

Improved measurement/monitoring against specific 
goals         

Greater understanding of the industry’s future   

More creative thinking/debate 

Better competitive analysis or benchmarking      

Deeper input from the board    

I would not change our process or plan 

Greater consideration of talent         

Better risk assessment  

External input (consultants or facilitators) 

More flexibility in the plan          

Improved risk alignment 

44%

39%

34%

33%

27%

27%

18%

16%

10%

5%

5%
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25.  Do you believe the bank’s strategic plan allows the management team 
and board to be more proactive or reactive to changes in the operating 
environment, such as the rapid rise of new technologies, competition 
outside the traditional banking space or regulatory changes? 
Numbers don’t add up to 100% due to rounding.

Proactive            

Reactive  

79%

22%
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26.  Given recent loosening of capital requirements, would your board choose 
to do any of the following?   
Respondents were asked to select all that apply.

Repurchase shares of holding company/bank stock         

Increase asset growth     

Pursue a whole-bank acquisition   

Invest in critical technology  

Pursue smaller acquisitions, such as business line(s), 
loan portfolio(s) or branch(es)         

Maintain the bank’s current capital strategy/make  
no changes    

Increase the bank’s capital cushion    

Restructure the balance sheet  

Other  

44%

41%

39%

37%

32%

26%

16%

12%

2%
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27.  How many new directors have joined your bank’s board since January 2023?
Numbers don’t add up to 100% due to rounding.

One or two              

No new directors have joined the board               

Three or four  

Five or more 

56%

19%

20%

6%

BOARD COMPOSITION & REFRESHMENT
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28.  Does the board possess expertise in the following areas? 
Respondents were asked to select all that apply.

91%
Finance/accounting  

87%
Audit   

69%
Real estate 

61%
Legal 

57%
Risk   

48%
Technology    

45%
Capital markets  

45%
Human resources

44%
Mergers & acquisitions (M&A)   

42%
Marketing/communications  

39%
Regulations    

35%
Cybersecurity 

35%
Public company   

22%
Data privacy    

21%
Artificial intelligence  

14%
Military service  
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29.  How would you characterize your board’s diversity as defined by race, 
gender or ethnicity?

We have three or more board members who fit that definition  
of diversity               

We have one or two directors who fit that definition of diversity                

We don’t have any directors who fit that definition of diversity 

53%
39%

8%

30.  How old are your board’s oldest and youngest directors?  
Median values reported.

Median Age of the Youngest 
Board Member

Median Age of the Oldest 
 Board Member

48 75
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31.  How many directors do you expect to retire from your bank’s board  
in 2026-27?

One or two              No retirements expected              Three or four  

57% 37% 6%

32.  How does your board source candidates for membership?    
Respondents were asked to select all that apply.

Directors’ personal and professional networks          

Executives’ personal and professional networks     

Business leaders/professionals in the bank’s markets    

Advisory boards, corporators and/or shareholders 

Business leaders/professionals outside the bank’s markets 

Consultants and/or search firms

Other

83%

70%

69%

24%

16%

9%

3%
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33.  In addition to skills and expertise, does your board specifically consider race, 
ethnicity, gender or LGBTQ+ status when evaluating director candidates?
Question asked of respondents indicating that one or more new directors had joined the board since January 2023. Numbers don’t add up to 100% 
due to rounding. 

No             

Yes             

Unsure

50%
42%

9%
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Independent  
director

42%

Independent chair

13%
$1B-$5B

32%

CEO

26%

ABOUT THE SURVEY

TITLE ASSET SIZE

Bank Director’s 2026 Governance Best Practices Survey, sponsored by the law firm Bradley 
Arant Boult Cummings, surveyed 201 independent directors, chairs and chief executives of U.S. 
banks. The survey, which was conducted in May 2026, regularly explores the fundamentals of 
board performance. This year, the survey examines governance practices, the board’s role in 
strategic planning and the expertise found in bank boards. 

CEO & chair

9%
Other

5%

$500M-$1B

20%
$250M-$500M

16%

<$250M 

9%

Officer/inside director

3%

Lead director

1%

>$10B

7%

$5B-$10B

15%

Numbers don’t add up to 100% due to rounding. Numbers don’t add up to 100% due to rounding.
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OWNERSHIP STRUCTURE

Mutual

12%

Private 

48%

Public (Nasdaq/
NYSE)

26%

Public (OTC)

13%

Midwest

38%

REGION*

Southeast

22%

Southwest

7%

Northeast

18%

Pacific West

9%

Rocky  
Mountain West

7%

*Regions defined as follows: Midwest (IL, IN, IA, KS, MI, MN, MO, NE, ND, OH, SD, WI); Northeast (CT, ME, MA, NH, NJ, NY, PA, RI, VT); Pacific West (AK, CA, HI, OR, WA); Rocky Mountain West (CO, ID, 
MT, NV, UT, WY); Southeast (AL, AR, DE, DC, FL, GA, KY, LA, MD, MS, NC, SC, TN, VA, WV); Southwest (AZ, NM, OK, TX)

61-70

40%

RESPONDENT AGE

51-60

29%

71-80

21%

81 or over

3%

41-50

6%

31-40

2%

DIRECTOR TENURE

Median Years Served 
on the Board

11.5

Question only asked of independent directors, lead directors and 
independent chairs.

Numbers don’t add up to 100% due to rounding. Numbers don’t add up to 100% due to rounding.

Numbers don’t add up to 100% due to rounding.
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IS AT LEAST 30% OF YOUR BANK CONTROLLED BY A SINGLE FAMILY?

HOW WOULD YOU PRIMARILY DESCRIBE YOUR BANKS’ MARKETS?

No      Yes      

Predominantly rural       
 

Predominantly suburban/
outside a major metro area

Predominantly urban/
metropolitan    

70% 30%

41% 38% 21%

RESPONDENT GENDER

78% 22%

Male   Female   


