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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY AND KEY FINDINGS

Corporate directors regularly tap into an informal network (a “kitchen
cabinet”) of trusted advisors to inform their thinking on leadership, oversight,

and boardroom matters.

By contrast, corporate directors’ use of professional coaches is the exception
rather than the rule and is primarily relied upon when a director joins their

first board.

Directors use their kitchen cabinets to improve corporate outcomes and
to leverage their experience, expertise, and personal referrals to benefit

management and governance.

Ninety percent of directors rely on kitchen cabinet
advisors or a professional coach to improve
corporate governance, strategy, and board
effectiveness at the companies they serve.

“Director advice networks reflect a lifetime of
professional development,” observes Professor
David F. Larcker, Stanford Graduate School of
Business and The Hoover Institution at Stanford
University. “Directors do not necessarily set out to
‘build” a network. They evolve naturally through
workplace, social, and personal interactions over
many years. The breadth of knowledge and diversity
of expertise of an advice network are the product
of a long and successful career, and the director
is able to bring these to bear to solve governance
challenges at the companies they serve.”

“Professional coaches play a valued and critical

role for many corporate directors, even though

they are used less frequently than kitchen cabinet
advisors,” says Stephen Miles, CEO of The Miles
Group. “First-time directors in particular rely on
coaches to guide them through the transition from
operating executive to corporate overseer. These are
different roles requiring different skills, and directors
turn to professional coaches to help them adapt
and think through relevant topics, such as how to
fulfill their organizational commitment, grow in
influence, advise and oversee management, and
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resolve conflict. Directors value a trusted advisor
who can help repackage their years of experience for
meaningful impact in a new setting and role.”

“How corporate directors use professional coaches
and informal advisors is a greatly underexplored
area of research,” says Professor Amit Seru, Stanford
Graduate School of Business and The Hoover
Institution at Stanford University. “Advice networks
— both formal and informal — operate heavily
through referrals and personal introductions, and
we find these networks are important conduits

to bring knowledge, experience, and human
capital into firms, raising the value a director brings
through board service. The span of topical areas

in which directors are able to leverage a network

is truly astounding, including everything from
strategy, finance, risk management, organizational
structure, regulatory matters, and shareholder and
stakeholder relations.”

In the spring of 2025, the Stanford Graduate
School of Business, Arthur and Toni Rembe Rock
Center for Corporate Governance, Governance
of Organizations Working Group at the Hoover
Institution, and The Miles Group surveyed

79 directors of public and private companies

to understand how they rely on professional
coaches and informal advisors to improve their
work performance.



KEY FINDINGS FROM THE SURVEY INCLUDE:

Director Coaching is Not the Norm

Only 18 percent of directors report using a
professional coach. This is significantly lower
than the use of professional coaches by CEOs
(58 percent)*.

“The difference isn’t about a difference in

access or availability but mindset,” says Larcker.
“Directors are generally at a later stage of their
career, established in their position, and more
confidentin their judgment. To some, hiring a
professional coach might seem unnecessary, or
even counter to expectations, sending a signal
that they are deficient in their role. Directors join
a board to be ‘value adders, not ‘advice seekers’
It takes a continuous learning mindset, and some
degree of humility, to want to keep learning”

Coaching Is Primarily Valued
Among First-Time Directors

Two-thirds (67 percent) of directors who use

a professional coach begin working with that
individual either before or when they first
become a director. Directors who use coaches
are satisfied with the advice they receive, with
89 percent expressing satisfaction. Perhaps
indicating that the decision to hire a coach is
viewed as personal, most directors (75 percent)
say the initial decision to retain a coach was
primarily their own idea, and only 22 percent
solicit feedback from fellow board members to
inform the work they do with their coach.

“First-time directors are most likely to engage

a coach, mentor, or experienced peer to help
them onboard their engagement as a corporate
director,” says Miles. “The role of director requires
a different style and approach, with new skills.
Directors sit at the right-hand of management,
advising and guiding rather than leading and
executing. They are not decision-makers but

decision influencers, serving as both sounding
boards and overseers. This is not a natural part to
play for new directors who are used to having had
‘the final say’ in previous roles. They look for help
through the transition phase to help them settle
into their role, and acquire and practice the skills
they need to be effective.”

Informal Advisors are the True
Support System

The vast majority of directors (86 percent) rely
on a kitchen cabinet of trusted advisors as their
primary advice and support network.

These advisors reflect deep connections
formed over many years and include fellow
board members at unaffiliated companies

(72 percent), former colleagues (60 percent),
executives of other companies (30 percent), and
friends through professional associations (26
percent). Directors also rely on family members
(21 percent), former paid advisors (21 percent),
former classmates (19 percent), friends through
social clubs (14 percent) and nonprofits (14
percent), and friends through volunteer activities
(7 percent).

The composition of this group holds steady over
time, with 36 percent relying on mostly the same
individuals as they originally did when they first
began relying on a kitchen cabinet of advisors,
and 58 percent relying on a mix that is somewhat
the same and somewhat different.

Three-quarters (71 percent) have relied on informal
advisors for more than 10 years.

“These relationships often span decades and

are rooted in mutual trust, shared history, and
deep understanding,” says Seru. “Advisory
networks evolve over time to include current and
former colleagues who have grown to become

1 Forcomparable CEO statistics see, “2025 CEO Coaching and Kitchen Cabinet Survey.”
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friends and advisors. Kitchen cabinets are less
transactional and more relational, people who
can serve as a sounding board for complicated
or sensitive issues — especially when trust and
discretion are needed.”

Coach vs. Cabinet: Who Helps
with What

Directors are purposefulin the topics they discuss
with coaches and kitchen cabinet advisors. With
coaches, they are more likely to discuss ways to
improve management oversight and governance
quality (+16 percent), how to resolve conflict at the
board (+17 percent) and CEO (+7 percent) levels,
their professional development (+10 percent), and
personal and mental health (+4 percent)”.

With kitchen cabinet advisors, they discuss high-
level issues such as shareholder matters (+26
percent), productivity (+21 percent), succession
planning (+20 percent), risk management (+19
percent), and company reputation (+18 percent).

“Directors take a portfolio approach to utilizing their
advice networks, depending on the topics they
need to address,” says Larcker. “Directors turn to
coaches for ‘on-the-job’ issues, like satisfying their
role as director and overseer, managing boardroom
dynamics, and interfacing with management.

They go to kitchen cabinet advisors for ‘big picture’
questions, like strategy, risk management, dealing
with stakeholders, and company reputation. In
these matters, the director might prefer the counsel
of long-time friends to whom they can turn to
explore nuances, receive a ‘gut check, or benefit
from the insight of someone who has gone through

similar experiences. These issues are more relational

and less transactional.”

Directors Activate Their Cabinet to
Help the Company

Approximately half of directors (44 percent) refer a
coach to another director for their professional gain.
The same percentage (44 percent) refers a coach to
the CEO.

Directors actively engage their advisor network
across a range of issues relating to leadership,
team development, business issues, and external
relations. In fact, directors leverage their advisory
networks on an average of 7.5 issues, and a quarter
(26 percent) do so for 10 or more issues.

Directors express very high satisfaction with the
benefits they receive from their kitchen cabinet
advisors, with 92 percent stating they are extremely
or very satisfied with them.

“Directors use their kitchen cabinet not only to
improve their own effectiveness but to shape and
guide the corporation,” says Miles. “Directors often
make referrals for coaches or advisors based on
people they know and trust from their kitchen
cabinet. They apply the best of their network to
support management and fellow board members
not only through the application of advice and
insight, but also through direct introductions

and recommendations. This really demonstrates
the value a board member brings to their
directorship, not only through their professional
accomplishments but also through the full
complement of contacts, experiences, and network
interactions the director has accumulated over long
and successful careers.”

2 Percentages indicate how many more directors cite the factor as an item they discuss with their professional
coach compared to their informal advisors. For example, 45 percent of directors discuss board conflict with their
professional coach whereas only 28 percent discuss this with their informal advisors, a difference of 17 percentage points.

Detailed results are included in the body of this report.

2025 DIRECTOR COACHING AND KITCHEN CABINET SURVEY



REVIEW OF FINDINGS
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Respondents answered the following questions from the perspective of their current
or most recent job as a director.

What was the ownership status of this company?

Public, for-profit Private, for-profit Nonprofit Other
company company organization
60%
| ] 32%
)
70/0 10/0

Have you received coaching from a paid professional to support the professional
development of your position as a director?

YES

18% 82%

What is the primary profession of this individual?

Professional / Executive Strategy Investment Lawyer
leadership recruiter consultant banker
coach

@‘@
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Whose idea was it for you to receive this coaching?

It was primarily It was primarily the It was a joint idea of the
my idea board’s idea board and myself

5%

0
8% 17%

When did you first begin professional coaching sessions with this individual?

Before | started When | started After | had been a director for
as a director as a director a period of time

50%

| %
LU T
. I I BN B . .
1 1 1 1 1 |
Median time

after start date

How often did you meet with this individual?

Monthly Quarterly Annually Only when
specific issues
arose
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What are the primary topics you discussed with this coach? (select all that apply)

Self Personal 0,
L 0%
productivity
Personal development
: 55% I
and growth
Balancing board obligations
with other professional 36% |
commitments
Personal mental or physical o
health 18% .
Leadershi Leadershi
P Leadership 36% o
and Team fssues
Succession planning 18% |
M igh
anagement team oversight 64% -
and governance
Handing conflict with the CEO 45% |
Board composition and
’ 45% I
management
Addressing board conflict 45% |
Business Strategic
S 55% I
issues
Risk
0
management 18% _
Financial
0
issues 18% _
Organizational
ganeet 36% O
structure
Legal, regulatory, or
ge, B e o 36% I

compliance issues
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CONTINUED: What are the primary topics you discussed with this coach? (select all
that apply)

Exterr\al and !nvestor/shareholder 18% -
Relations issues
f:pmuf:tri]c))ln 0%
Ir\lleel!:tii‘—j:ms 0%
:Z\ZTal‘cr)llifg):'zl)ups 9% b |
Se(::tei;nnr:ent 9% a

Addressing societal /

environmental / political issues 18% -
at the board or company level

Other Other 0%

Did your professional coach solicit feedback from your fellow directors to include in
your development plan?
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How satisfied are you with the advice you have received from this professional coach?

Extremely Very Moderately Somewhat Not
satisfied satisfied satisfied satisfied satisfied
0, 0,
33% 33% 23% o
)
00/0 _o

Have you ever referred a professional coach to the following:

What one issue comes to mind where your coach was particularly helpful in guiding
you to a positive outcome?

Another
director

B Dealing with conflicts at the board level &% Positioning my experience for board service
£ How to leverage operating experience in a board context @& Understanding how other boards handle certain issues
@ Issues with succession planning e Understanding organizational boundaries and cross-managerial
dynamics
9\%' Navigating board dynamics
[
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Informal Advisors (“Kitchen Cabinet”)

The following questions relate to personal advisors, friends, and acquaintances who
are not paid professionals and who respondents go to on an informal basis to solicit
advice on work-related issues.

As a director, have you solicited advice on work-related issues from personal advisors,
friends, and acquaintances who are not paid professional or employed by your company?

YES NO

86% 14%
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What are the primary topics you discussed with these individuals? (select all that apply)

Self

Leadership
and Team

Business

Personal
productivity

Personal development
and growth

Balancing board obligations
with other professional
commitments

Personal mental or physical
health

Leadership
issues

Succession planning

Management team oversight
and governance

Handing conflict with the CEO

Board composition and
management

Addressing board conflict

Strategic
issues

Risk
management

Financial
issues

Organizational
structure

Legal, regulatory, or
compliance issues
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21%

44%

35%

14%

49%

39%

47%

39%

42%

28%

54%

37%

23%

39%

49%
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CONTINUED: What are the primary topics you discussed with these individuals? (select

all that apply)

External and
Relations

Other

Investor / shareholder
issues

Company
reputation

Media
relations

Community /
advocacy groups

Government
relations

Addressing societal /
environmental / political issues
at the board or company level

Other

44%

18%

18%

12%

21%

26%

5%

During your time as a director, approximately how many individuals would you
consider to be included in this group of informal advisors that you approach on a
periodic basis to discuss these types of issues?

One

5%

Two Three

31%

7%

Four

21%

Five More
than five

18% 18%
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4 ADVISORS
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What is your personal connection to these individuals? (select all that apply)

Family and Famil
! . 21% —
Acquaintances member
Neighbor 2% 1
Former 0,
60% -
colleague
Former paid o
advisor 21% -
Former classmate or
0,
alumni of the same school 19% -
Former athletic
0,
teammate or coach 4% l
Other Friend through current athletic 4% l
Friends team, exercise group, or gym 0
Friend through children’s o
school, athletics, or activities 4% l
Friend through 0
social club 14% -
Friend through church or
. & 5% W
religious group
Friend through volunteering or 0
community support activity 7% .
Friend through professional 0
association group 26% —
Friend through nonprofit o
association group 14% -
Work CEO or executive of

30% -
another company
Fellow board member at
0 |
another, unaffiliated company 72%

Other 7% |
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How helpful is the advice you have received from these individuals?

Extremely Very Moderately Somewhat
helpful helpful helpful helpful
2%
20%
———— 6% 2%

Not
helpful

0%

What one issue comes to mind where personal advice was particularly helpful?

Please describe.

Managing multiple board roles

-
Lo
ol ne

©  Board compensation

~as  Board dynamics }: Navigating getting off a board

22 Gaininginfluence in a group setting 2 Succession planning

s&s  How to advise versus lead @ Timemanagement

AA Managing an underperforming CEO N"  Where to draw the line between board and management

4p%  Managing interpersonal conflicts
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What personal qualities do these individuals have that caused you to select them as
informal advisors? Please describe.

gz Active listening :, Concern for my welfare ij é Integrity
PN . B . — SR, . -
.Q Balanced perspective "‘. Direct communication -,e; Leadership qualities
") N - 9 @ .
©0 Business judgement Discretion -l_ Not biased
4+ . _, . a—e )
@ Candor ‘_J Distance from the day to day || Patient demeanor
o—A
P land professional

9;0 Character l’ﬁg Experience in the C-suite ﬁ- a:z:‘:“::msrzzsessmna
69 Common experience (((Q Frankness @ Strategic thinker

>
&  compassion % Humility \t‘/ Thoughtful
:o: Competence -&- Industry experience fﬁ" Trust

&s Confidentiality (Q_i Insight
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How has the composition of this group changed over time?

I mostly rely on the The mix of individuals I mostly rely on
same individuals as is somewhat the same different individuals
I did originally and somewhat different than I did originally

as | did originally

58%

36t T

6%

How long have you used informal advisors for advice?

Less than Between Between More than
5 years 5 and 9 years 10 and 19 years 20 years

‘@

Did your board/fellow board members know that you relied on these individuals
for advice?
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Company Information

Revenue of Company

Under $50 million ® 2% -
$50 million to $500 million ® 36% |
$500 million to $5 billion ® 22% D |

More than $5 billion ® 15% |

Industry of Company

(4

Pharmaceutical / 3% |
Biotechnology

Business Services 12% |

(3

¥ Communications 3% |

@ Retail Trade 5% 1
¥ Computer Services 0% |

EF Technology 25% |
(o0 Electronics 2% |

@ Transportation 3% |
=L Energy 5% 1

@ Utilities 5% 1
® FinancialServices_ 17% -

(Non-commercial banking) e
£ Wholesale Trade 0% |

Food and Tobacco 0% |

§¢ Other Manufacturing 2% |

@ Healthcare 7% W
R, Other Services 3% |
& Industrial and 7% W
Transportation
Equipment
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METHODOLOGY

In spring 2025, the Corporate Governance Research Initiative at Stanford Graduate School of Business,
Arthur and Toni Rembe Rock Center for Corporate Governance, Governance of Organizations Working
Group at the Hoover Institution at Stanford University, and The Miles Group conducted a survey of 79
directors of public and private companies to understand how they rely on professional coaches and
informal advisors to improve their work performance.
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	These advisors reflect deep connections formed over many years and include fellow board members at unaffiliated companies (72 percent), former colleagues (60 percent), executives of other companies (30 percent), and friends through professional associations (26 percent). Directors also rely on family members (21 percent), former paid advisors (21 percent), former classmates (19 percent), friends through social clubs (14 percent) and nonprofits (14 percent), and friends through volunteer activities (7 percen
	The composition of this group holds steady over time, with 36 percent relying on mostly the same individuals as they originally did when they first began relying on a kitchen cabinet of advisors, and 58 percent relying on a mix that is somewhat the same and somewhat different. 
	Three-quarters (71 percent) have relied on informal advisors for more than 10 years.
	“These relationships often span decades and are rooted in mutual trust, shared history, and deep understanding,” says Seru. “Advisory networks evolve over time to include current and former colleagues who have grown to become friends and advisors. Kitchen cabinets are less transactional and more relational, people who can serve as a sounding board for complicated or sensitive issues — especially when trust and discretion are needed.”
	Coach vs. Cabinet: Who Helps with What
	Directors are purposeful in the topics they discuss with coaches and kitchen cabinet advisors. With coaches, they are more likely to discuss ways to improve management oversight and governance quality (+16 percent), how to resolve conflict at the board (+17 percent) and CEO (+7 percent) levels, their professional development (+10 percent), and personal and mental health (+4 percent). 
	2
	2

	2     Percentages indicate how many more directors cite the factor as an item they discuss with their professional        coach compared to their informal advisors. For example, 45 percent of directors discuss board conflict with their        professional coach whereas only 28 percent discuss this with their informal advisors, a difference of 17 percentage points.        Detailed results are included in the body of this report.
	2     Percentages indicate how many more directors cite the factor as an item they discuss with their professional        coach compared to their informal advisors. For example, 45 percent of directors discuss board conflict with their        professional coach whereas only 28 percent discuss this with their informal advisors, a difference of 17 percentage points.        Detailed results are included in the body of this report.
	 
	 
	 



	With kitchen cabinet advisors, they discuss high-level issues such as shareholder matters (+26 percent), productivity (+21 percent), succession planning (+20 percent), risk management (+19 percent), and company reputation (+18 percent).
	“Directors take a portfolio approach to utilizing their advice networks, depending on the topics they need to address,” says Larcker. “Directors turn to coaches for ‘on-the-job’ issues, like satisfying their role as director and overseer, managing boardroom dynamics, and interfacing with management. They go to kitchen cabinet advisors for ‘big picture’ questions, like strategy, risk management, dealing with stakeholders, and company reputation. In these matters, the director might prefer the counsel of long
	Directors Activate Their Cabinet to Help the Company
	Approximately half of directors (44 percent) refer a coach to another director for their professional gain. The same percentage (44 percent) refers a coach to the CEO.
	Directors actively engage their advisor network across a range of issues relating to leadership, team development, business issues, and external relations. In fact, directors leverage their advisory networks on an average of 7.5 issues, and a quarter (26 percent) do so for 10 or more issues.
	Directors express very high satisfaction with the benefits they receive from their kitchen cabinet advisors, with 92 percent stating they are extremely or very satisfied with them.
	“Directors use their kitchen cabinet not only to improve their own effectiveness but to shape and guide the corporation,” says Miles. “Directors often make referrals for coaches or advisors based on people they know and trust from their kitchen cabinet. They apply the best of their network to support management and fellow board members not only through the application of advice and insight, but also through direct introductions and recommendations. This really demonstrates the value a board member brings to
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	The following questions relate to personal advisors, friends, and acquaintances who are not paid professionals and who respondents go to on an informal basis to solicit advice on work-related issues.
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	In spring 2025, the Corporate Governance Research Initiative at Stanford Graduate School of Business, Arthur and Toni Rembe Rock Center for Corporate Governance, Governance of Organizations Working Group at the Hoover Institution at Stanford University, and The Miles Group conducted a survey of 79 directors of public and private companies to understand how they rely on professional coaches and informal advisors to improve their work performance.
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