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WHO’S NEXT? EXAMINING CEO SUCCESSION TRENDS IN NORTH AMERICA

September 2026

INTRODUCTION

CEO succession is one of a board’s most consequential decisions. Although each transition is unique,
broader market trends can reveal how organizations plan for succession, develop leadership pipelines, and
select their next CEOs.

We analyzed CEO transitions among TSX 60 and S&P 500 companies over the past three years, focusing on
three questions:

1. How often do CEO transitions occur?
2. Where do new CEOs come from?
3. Isthe profile of the typical CEO changing?

KEY TAKEAWAYS

While every CEO transition is unique, the data indicated several consistent patterns in how boards
approach succession, identify future leaders, and select new CEOs. Key findings include:

CEO turnover remains steady and most departures are planned: particularly in the U.S., where CEOs also
tend to serve shorter terms, at median

Most organizations continue to favour internal successors: internal successors make up more than 70%
of new CEQs, with the vast majority coming from operating roles within the organization

CEO demographics remain largely consistent year-over-year: incoming and departing CEO ages remain
consistent, while women continue to make up a very small portion of incoming CEOs
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Methodology

Data was sourced from ESGAUGE and includes CEO transitions among the TSX 60 and the S&P 500
companies. Transitions were classified based on effective date and grouped into the following periods:
e 2024 (January 1, 2024 - December 31, 2024)
e 2025 (January 1, 2025 - December 31, 2025)
e 2026 (January 1, 2026 - August 31, 2026)

This sample covers 151 CEO transitions in the S&P 500 and 18 CEO transitions in the TSX 60. Note that
due to the smaller number of transitions within the TSX 60, year-over-year results may be more volatile
compared to those observed in the S&P 500.

TOPIC #1: HOW OFTEN DO CEO TRANSITIONS OCCUR?

CEO Turnover Rates Reasons for Departure
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Turnover rates, measured as the proportion of companies experiencing a CEO transition in a given year,
moved in different directions in Canada and the U.S. but remained within a relatively narrow range of
approximately 7% to 13%. This translates to roughly a one-in-ten annual likelihood of a CEO transition.
Although the annual rates appear steady, their cumulative effect is significant: over three years, a large-
company peer group could replace approximately one-quarter to one-third of its CEOs. Boards should
therefore treat succession readiness as an ongoing governance priority rather than an episodic exercise
triggered by an announced departure.

One persistent trend is that planned departures, including retirements, are the most common, particularly
in the U.S., where their share increased from 80% to 92% over the past three years. In Canada, forced
departures were slightly more prevalent: in 2026, two of the eight CEO departures in the TSX 60 were forced,
with both attributed to underperformance. For this analysis, planned departures include retirements and
other anticipated transitions, while other departures include those related to mergers and acquisitions,
illness, or death. The Canadian results may reflect continued shareholder pressure on organizations during
periods of underperformance, although the small number of annual departures warrants caution when
interpreting year-to-year changes.
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Tenure of Departing CEOs
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Over the past three years, the median tenure of departing CEOs was approximately seven years in the U.S.
and nine years in Canada. In each year studied, Canadian CEOs typically served longer than their U.S.
counterparts.

The roughly two-year difference in median tenure may also affect succession planning. Longer-serving
CEOs can provide leadership continuity, but they may create fewer near-term opportunities to test internal
candidates in the top role and increase the importance of maintaining credible emergency and longer-term
succession options.

Key takeaway: CEO turnover remains steady and most departures are planned

TOPIC #2: WHERE DO NEW CEOS COME FROM?

Internal vs. External Hires
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Boards continue to favour internal candidates for the CEO role. Internal hires accounted for 69% to 87% of
appointments in the U.S. and 75% to 100% in Canada over the three-year period, underscoring the
importance of internal succession planning and executive development.
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The consistency of internal appointments suggests that boards are placing substantial weight on
organization-specific experience and demonstrated performance. It also raises the stakes for leadership
development: when the internal pipeline is narrow, a board may have fewer credible choices when a
transition occurs unexpectedly.
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Among CEOs appointed internally, the vast majority were promoted from operating roles. In the U.S., CFOs
also represented a meaningful, though declining, source of CEO appointments. Board members became
significantly more prominent as successors in 2026, accounting for more than twice the proportion of
internal appointments recorded in 2024 and 2025.

The predominance of operating executives suggests that boards continue to value direct business
leadership and accountability for enterprise performance when selecting CEOs. Rotational assignments
and broader business-unit responsibilities may therefore be important components of CEO development.

Key takeaway: Most organizations continue to favour internal successors

TOPIC #3: 1S THE CEO PROFILE CHANGING?

Average Age of Incoming vs. Departing CEO Incoming CEO Gender
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The average ages of incoming and departing CEOs were remarkably consistent across Canada and the U.S.
over the past three years. Across North America, CEOs typically assumed the role between ages 55 and 57
and departed between ages 60 and 63.

The narrow age range for incoming CEOs also suggests that boards have not materially shifted toward either
younger, earlier-career appointments or significantly more experienced late-career leaders. Despite
changing business conditions, the market appears to retain a relatively conventional view of when
executives are ready to assume the CEO role.

The overwhelming majority of new CEO appointments remained male in 2026. Although the proportion of
women appointed as CEOs increased slightly in the most recent year, the TSX 60 recorded only one female
CEO appointment over the three-year period. In the S&P 500, women accounted for between 7% and 20% of
new CEO appointments over the same period.

The persistence of this imbalance suggests that progress at the CEO level depends partly on the depth and
visibility of women in the senior operating roles from which most internal successors are selected. Boards
should assess both the diversity of current succession slates and access to the operating assignments that
develop credible CEO candidates.

Key takeaway: CEO demographics remain largely consistent year-over-year
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ABOUT US

Southlea Group is an independent Canadian compensation advisory firm and a member of the GECN
Group, providing clients with access to more than 150 compensation professionals across six continents.
Headquartered in Toronto, with offices in Montreal, Calgary, Halifax and Vancouver, we serve organizations
across Canada in a range of industries and ownership structures. Our multidisciplinary team brings diverse
professional backgrounds and perspectives. Southlea is certified as a Women’s Business Enterprise by
WBE Canada and is Rainbow Registered as an LGBT+ friendly organization.

We would be pleased to answer any questions or discuss how we can support your compensation priorities.
Please email us at hello@southlea.com to arrange a conversation.
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