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Introduction

 Investingin gender equality is a proven driver of performance and a competitive
advantage. This year’s Women in Business research shows that mid-market
firms who are maintaining their gender equality initiatives and plan to
implement new ones were the most likely to report significant growth in revenue
and staff numbers. Investors are looking for gender-balanced leadership, or a
commitment to achieving it, and employees view it as a reason to join or stay.
Despite many large organisations retreating from diversity, equity and 
inclusion (DE&I) in 2024/25,1 mid-market leaders remain committed: 92.7% 
have DE&I initiatives in place, and three-quarters continue to prioritise 
gender equality. This commitment is grounded not in ideals, but in business 
pragmatism. Gender-balanced leadership drives sharper decision-making, 
strengthens innovation and accelerates growth. But, to unlock these benefits, 
leaders must invest visibly in female talent and clearly communicate the 
commercial value of diverse leadership. 
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• Use impact to accelerate gender parity and business success

• Elevate diverse voices to advance gender parity • Increase

visibility to unlock opportunity and attract talent 

And visibility matters. When women see leaders who look like them, they
believe advancement is possible. When future talent sees gender
equality embedded in strategy, they choose to join and stay. And when
the data explicitly shows that firms investing in gender equality
initiatives outperform their peers, the global economy benefits. 
Yet the continuing conundrum is that change remains slow. Data from 
this year’s report shows a small drop of 1.1pp to 32.9% of women in 
senior management. We’ve seen the percentage reduce and bounce 
back in previous years, but neither businesses nor the women who work 
within them can afford a further drop. 

Investing in gender diversity is investing in growth
and we recommend businesses: 
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Greg Keith 
CEO,GrantThornton International

Businesses in the mid-market have held firm on
their investment in DE&I and gender equality, driven
by strong leaders. Positively, they’re seeing clear
benefits of doing so, both in terms of commercial
performance and attracting talent. This has broader
implications: the mid-market is the engine of the
global economy and so having diverse leadership
in place, and the subsequent boost this brings to
performance, will have tangible, positive outcomes
for the wider global economy.
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Chapter 1:
 Thecommercial benefits 

of genderdiversity 
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In 2026, we find a mid-market that is still pursuing greater levels of gender diversity, 
despite global headwinds. 92.7% of mid-market firms have DE&I initiatives in place 
and 75.8% say they are committed to their gender equality initiatives. More than a 
third (36.8%) plan to introduce new measures. 

Among businesses who are committed and plan to introduce new gender equality 
measures: 73.0% grew their revenue by more than 5%; 56.2% grew their staff levels 
by more than 5% and 48.8% grew their exports by more than 5% in 2025. The figures 
demonstrate that a positive stance on gender equality can clearly lead to increased 
performance and job creation in the economies in which these businesses operate. 

 
by more than 5%

 
by more than 5%

 
by more than 5%

Jenn Barnett, Director of I and D, and ESG, culture and brand,
Grant Thornton UK: “Gender equality is no longer just a values-
driven initiative — diverse senior teams can reduce blind spots and
outperform on client engagement and risk management when
psychological safety exists. This is crucial as inclusion agendas are
broadening and becoming embedded into processes, while
regulation and disclosure are stepping up, especially on pay
transparency.” 

Commitment to DE&I and gender equality initiatives

of mid-market firms have DE&I initiatives in place 
and 75.8% say they are committed to their gender 
equality initiatives

7 Grant Thornton Women in Business 2026

48.8% grew their exports

73.0% grew their revenue

56.2%grewtheirstaff levels

INTRODUCTION | |CHAPTER TWO | CHAPTER THREE | CHAPTER FOUR | CHAPTER FIVECHAPTER ONE

Among businesses who are committed and plan 
to introduce new gender equality measures, in 2025:

Source: Grant Thornton International Business Report (IBR) research



The impact of gender equality strategies businesses have put in place
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19.5%  

18.8% 

22.1% Ourbusiness is
more innovative

Teamswithin our business 
makebetter decisions

Ourfinancial performance
has improved

In addition, mid-market leaders perceive that gender-diverse leadership
teams contribute to their business being more innovative (22.1%), that their
teams make better decisions (19.5%) and that there is improved financial
performance (18.8%). These benefits are strategic imperatives in helping
businesses grow, while navigating a quickly changing world. 

Simonetta La Grutta, Partner and head of VAT, Grant Thornton Italy: 
“Gender equality in business leads to an increased ability to understand 
problems, more opportunities to engage the market and a greater chance 
of finding solutions for clients. There are also lesser-known benefits such as 
bringing different perspectives to the table and the potential for women to 
align the adoption of artificial intelligence with human intelligence.” 
Having gender-balanced leadership is also essential for attracting 
investment. Potential new investors are the most likely external source to 
ask to see the gender balance of a firm’s senior team or a commitment 
to improving gender diversity. 26.5% of businesses say they received a 
request from this source to see this in the last twelve months. 

Attracting investment is vital to drive the growth of any business, and with 
47.6% of mid-market firms reporting a shortage of finance as a constraint, 
businesses can increase their appeal to investors by highlighting their 
gender equality initiatives.2 
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Chapter 2: 
Focused on
gender equality 
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This year, more mid-market businesses report having gender equality strategies in place across
nearly all the elements our research monitors. 42.2% now have a gender equality strategy on
employee pay (up 2.9pp), recruitment and selection increased to 41.1% (up 2.0pp) and senior
management positions increased to 40.9% (up 3.2pp). Mid-market firms understand the value gender
diversity brings and are seeking to ensure it’s embedded across the business. 
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Source: Grant Thornton International Business Report (IBR) research

Gender equality strategies mid-market firms have in place 2025 2026
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Gender equality should not be treated
as a standalone project, but as a
culture change. Strategies to achieve
it should be woven into everyday
decisions, leadership behaviour and
business operations.

 Neşe Kılıç
 Head ofaccounting and financial reporting,

Grant Thornton Turkey
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Agnes Dire 
Board chair and director
SNG Grant Thornton (South Africa)

Our data shows that businesses regularly look at the strategies that work for
them, with 74.8% reviewing their DE&I initiatives in 2025. 48.4% reviewed this
as part of a structured annual process — a sign of strong governance and a
mature DE&I approach. Others were motivated by the direction of existing
senior leadership (41.5%) and the global changing conversation around DE&I
(39.4%). 

While the reviews are not necessarily a negative action, 21.9% of mid-
market firms plan to relax, or have already relaxed, some of their gender
equality initiatives — the most common of which relate to senior leadership
positions (35.6%). This is a change that could directly impact the headline
figure on women in senior management. 
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Chapter 3:
 Women in senior 

management – the global
and regional picture 
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Source: Grant Thornton International
Business Report (IBR) research
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2007
 

2015
 

2018 2020
Global
pandemic

Globalfinancial
crisis

Despite the benefits being reaped, we have seen a drop in the global
percentage of senior management positions in mid-market businesses
held by women, down to 32.9%. While this represents a slight dip of
1.1pp from last year’s 34.0%, occasional fluctuations are not unusual
on a long-term path to progress. Over the past 22 years, female
representation has risen by 13.4pp, even with occasional setbacks like
this factored in. 

Eurozone
debt crisis

#MeToo hashtag
went viral for

survivors across 
the world

Based on the trend line, we expect gender parity in mid-market leadership to be
reached by 2051, but for this to be achieved, figures will need to rebound quickly.
This includes the percentage of businesses who have all-male leadership teams,
that increased from 4.1% last year to 5.7%. It is encouraging, however, to see four
new countries report they have no businesses with all-male leadership teams,
namely Colombia, Vietnam, India and South Africa. 

Global percentage of senior management roles held by women

2004 
19.4%

2026

32.9%
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Chapter 4: 
A talent priority
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Chapter 5: 
Gender equality – an essential
driver of mid-market performance 
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 The Grant Thornton International Business Report (IBR) is the world’s
leading survey of mid-market businesses. Launched in 1992, the IBR
provides insights into the views and expectations of over 15,000 businesses.
The research runs quarterly, interviewing senior leaders within mid-market
organisations across 35 economies. Including chief executive officers,
managing directors, chairpersons and other senior executives from all
industry sectors. Questionnaires are translated into local languages and
fieldwork is undertaken through both online and telephone interviews. 
The findings in this Women in Business 2026 report are drawn from
interviews  conducted between July and October 2025. 

The definition of the mid-market varies internationally, depending on local 
economic structures and classification systems. In some markets, mid-
market businesses are defined by annual revenue. In other regions, mid-
market status is commonly determined by company size, such as businesses
employing between 50 and 500 people. 
We have rounded percentages and data points explored in this report to the 
nearest one decimal point. For this reason, some charts may not total 100%.
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