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2 The 2026 Women's Leadership Benchmark for \Wales

Foreword

Foreword by Katie Spackman | Deputy Director, CBI Wales

When we launched the CBI Wales Women in
Leadership Group, our ambition was never
simply to create another business network.
We wanted to bring people together to
understand what was really holding women
back, share what works, influence policy and,
importantly, turn those conversations into
practical action.

Our first Unlocking Women's Leadership
Potential in Wales report in 2024 gave us an
important starting point. It identified some of
the barriers women face as they progress
through their careers, from caring
responsibilities and workplace culture to
mentoring, visibility and access to
opportunity.

Two years on, this Benchmark allows us to
ask a much more important question. Are
things actually changing?

The answer is mixed. There is progress,
particularly around the acceptance of flexible
working and women in leadership. But there
are also areas where change is simply not
happening quickly enough.

What comes through strongly for me is that
women do not lack the ambition or capability
to lead. The challenge is making sure that
talent and ambition are matched by
opportunity.

That means looking beyond whether
organisations have the right policies in place
and asking how they work in practice. Can
people see a clear route to progress? Does
flexible working genuinely work for those
who want to develop their careers? Are
talented women visible to the people making
decisions? And do commitments to equality
translate into what actually happens in the
workplace?

These are questions for all of us.

Through the Women in Leadership Group, we
want to continue bringing businesses,
policymakers and partners together to find
practical answers. Our focus has always been
on moving from insight to action and creating
a stronger pipeline of women leaders for
Wales.

My ask to businesses reading this report is
therefore simple. Use it.

Use it to start conversations, challenge
assumptions and look again at what happens
within your own organisation. Because if we
can turn the evidence into action, we can
create workplaces where talented women
don't just aspire to lead. They have every
opportunity to do so.
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Executive Summary

The 2026 benchmark draws on 220
responses to examine how women's
leadership in Wales has changed since 2024.
Flexible working is a clear area of progress:
agreement that it enables more people to
take leadership roles has risen from 53% to
65%, alongside wider access and growing
acceptance of flexible leadership. However,
caring pressures remain largely unchanged
and 57% believe flexible working can reduce
visibility to managers and senior leaders. The
emerging Flexibility-Visibility Gap therefore
shifts the question from whether flexible
working is available to whether it protects
access to the relationships and opportunities
through which careers progress.

Leadership capability is not the missing
ingredient. Respondents continue to report
strong ambition and confidence in their ability
to lead, while access to advice and
development remains relatively strong. Yet
the proportion reporting clear promotion
pathways has fallen from 44% in 2024 to
39% in 2026, while confidence in the basis of
promotion has not improved. The Capability-
Progression Gap captures this disconnect;
organisations may already have capable,
supported employees, but development and
mentoring do not consistently connect to a
visible and credible next step.

The strongest contrast lies between support
for gender equality and confidence in its
delivery. In 2026, 79% say their organisation
actively supports gender equality, yet only
46% perceive accountability for progress.
This sits alongside near-universal acceptance
of women's leadership capability but a
workplace experience that has not improved
consistently. The Values-Delivery Gap
therefore highlights the central challenge
across the benchmark: converting positive
attitudes, capability and organisational
commitment into sustainable opportunity,
visible progression and equitable outcomes.

Over the next 18 months, three in-depth
thematic reports will build on this benchmark
to explain where these gaps emerge, why
they persist and, crucially, what organisations
can do to close them.
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1 Flexible Working, Caring
and Career Opportunity

1.1 Flexible working has become more established

Flexible working is one of the clearest areas
of progress since the 2024 benchmark with
uptake continuing to improve. Hybrid
working, already the dominant model,
continues to grow in popularity, while other
flexible working types remain less common
and a clear ongoing consideration for
businesses looking to ensure flexible
provision is not one size fits all.

Positive attitudes towards flexible working
continue to grow, with substantial shifts in
agreement that flexible working enables
more people to take, and work effectively
in, leadership or management roles. Many
respondents continue to agree that flexible
working benefits both their career and
personal lives.

Flexible working benchmark 2024 2026
No flexible-working arrangement 15% 8%
Hybrid working 72% 77%
Flexible working benefits careers 80% 81%
Flexible working benefits personal life 96% 98%
Enables more people to take leadership roles 53% 65%
Enables more people to take management roles 52% 66%
Flexible working should be encouraged among leaders 88% 91%

While respondents were already very positive
in 2024, flexible working continues to embed
itself in workplace culture. More workers now
see flexible working as part of leadership and
management itself, rather than an
accommodation that helps people remain in
employment.

The question is no longer about the value of
flexible working. It is instead: can people who
work and lead flexibly do so on equal terms,
with access to the visibility, relationships and
opportunities through which careers
progress?



1.2 Access is ho longer enough

While access and attitudes remain
overwhelmingly positive, taken alone by an
employer they would be a poor measure of
success. The 2026 benchmark looks more
deeply into the quality of flexible working,
finding that flexible working appears
particularly effective at giving employees
greater control over how work fits around
wider life responsibilities.

Flexible working helps...

Personal life 98%
Work-life balance 94%
Control over when and how 94%
people work

Sustainable balance over time 84%

The findings highlight an emerging Flexibility—
Visibility Gap: while flexible working can
support participation, perceived risks remain
around informal learning, senior visibility,
networks and advocacy. Weber et al. (2025)
highlight how hybrid working can limit the
informal interactions that support learning
and development, reinforcing the importance
of effective leadership particularly intellectual
stimulation in sustaining these opportunities
across flexible working environments.

However, clear concerns are emerging
among employees regarding potential
downsides. A substantial number of
respondents reported worrying about the loss
of less formal career development processes.

But respondents worry about...

Reduced informal learning 59%
Reduced visibility to managers 57%
and senior leaders

Reduced access to important 48%
informal networks

Reduced sponsorship and 43%
advocacy

For organisations of every size, this matters.
Learning from colleagues, being known by
decision makers, building relationships and
receiving advocacy can all influence whose
potential becomes visible. In organisations
with fewer formal progression systems,
informal processes become especially
important. Larger organisations in particular
may need to consider whether flexible
employees experience informal career
development opportunities consistently
across teams and managers.

1.3 Caring remains a leadership constraint

While attitudes towards flexible leadership
have moved, the reported consequences of
caring responsibilities are far more resistant
to change. A largely static picture is not a
neutral result. Flexible working has become
more widespread and more accepted as
compatible with leadership, yet there is no
corresponding evidence that the pressures
associated with caring have substantially
receded.
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Flexibility may help people remain in
employment and manage competing
responsibilities without necessarily changing
how leadership opportunity itself is
organised. CIPD evidence highlights that
flexible working benefits for career prospects
are less clear, with the organisation
emphasising the need to consider how
flexible working affects progression for those
with caring and additional support needs
(CIPD, 2026).

Impact of caring responsibilities 2024 2026
Negatively affects ability to lead or manage 43% A%
Negatively affects willingness to pursue leadership 34% 35%
Increased stress or lack of personal time 78% 77%
Unable to attend events outside work 70% 68%

For employers, the practical question is
whether development, networking, high-
profile activity and relationship-building
depend on evenings, short-notice attendance
or physical presence. Where they do,
apparently optional activities can become
unintended informal conditions of
progression.

This is relevant to businesses of every size.
The issue is not whether an organisation has
an extensive leadership programme, but
whether people with caring responsibilities
can access the experiences and
opportunities through which responsibility
and advancement are earned.

1.4 Why this matters for Wales

Flexible working is now an established part of
working life for many respondents in Wales,
with attitudes towards its compatibility with
leadership becoming substantially more
positive since 2024. For employers, the
challenge is no longer simply to expand
access, but to ensure that flexible working is
high quality and does not weaken career
opportunity. Where flexible employees have
less access to informal learning, senior
visibility, networks or advocacy, organisations
risk retaining skilled employees without fully
using their capability or leadership potential.
This matters in organisations of every size,
whether progression depends heavily on
informal relationships or on consistency
across larger teams and structures.

The interaction with caring makes this
especially important for Wales. Caring
responsibilities remain the primary reason for
economic inactivity for 21% of women, with
women more than three times as likely as
men to be out of work for this reason (Office
for National Statistics, 2026; WEN Wales,
2026). Childcare availability and affordability

also continue to create barriers to women's
labour-market participation (Welsh
Government, 2026a), echoing the childcare
barriers to career progression identified in the
2024 benchmark (Thomas, Howard, and
Khan, 2024).

For Wales, the opportunity is therefore to
move from flexible-working access towards
flexible-working quality. If employers can
combine flexibility with equitable access to
learning, visibility, relationships and
progression, flexible working can support
both workforce participation and a stronger
leadership pipeline.

Coming March 2027:

The Flexibility-Visibility Gap: Flexible
Working, Caring and Career Opportunity will
take this analysis further, examining when
flexible working protects career opportunity,
where the gap emerges, and how flexible-
working and caring experiences shape
sustainable work, visibility and progression.
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2 Leadership Capabillity,
Development and Career

Progression

2.1 Progression clarity is moving in the wrong direction

The 2024 benchmark identified considerable
leadership ambition and capability alongside
much weaker confidence in how progression
worked. Two years later, the issue has

worsened, with fewer employees believing
that promotion pathways in their organisation
are clear, and that promotions are based
purely on qualifications and performance.

Progression benchmark 2024 2026
Promotion pathways are clear 44% 39%
Promotions are based solely on qualifications and performance 49% 48%

The emerging picture is one of tension.
Ambition is not declining, in both benchmarks
around 6 in every 10 respondents outside
current leadership or management roles
expressed future leadership aspirations.
Perceived capability is also strong. In 2026,
81% feel capable of making the decisions
expected of leaders, and 86% feel capable of
influencing others towards shared goals.
Employees continue to see themselves as
capable of leadership, but confidence in how
capability translates into progression has not
strengthened.

For employers, unclear progression creates a
practical talent problem. Employees may
possess the capability and ambition an
organisation needs while remaining uncertain
about what advancement requires, what
opportunities are available or how decisions

are made. Westover (2026) argues that
unclear progression pathways can create a
significant talent drain when ambitious
employees cannot see a credible route for
advancement. Similarly, Ng et al. (2024) find
that skill-building initiatives are less effective
in reducing turnover intentions when not
accompanied by transparent career
pathways. This matters whether an
organisation has ten employees or ten
thousand. Leadership development delivers
limited value if capable people cannot see
where it leads.

While the 2024 benchmark identified the
need to support leadership development, the
2026 benchmark moves the question on.
When capability and development are
present, is there a clear and navigable route
through which they can translate into
progression?

M



2.2 Development exists, but the route through it is less clear

The expanded 2026 evidence provides a
clearer picture of how employees experience
leadership development and progression.
Interpersonal support is relatively strong, with
many respondents able to identify senior
colleagues or people they can approach

2026 leadership development experience

Interpersonal support

about progression. Clarity weakens further
along the journey, particularly around
understanding development routes,
accessing support and seeing how
development connects to advancement.

Confident approaching senior colleagues 75%
Know who to speak to about progression or promotion 66%
Support and navigation

Organisation provides leadership-development opportunities 69%
Know where to access development support 61%
Understand available leadership-development routes 54%
Development support is easy to access 48%
Information about support is clear and easy to find 44%

There is a clear gap opening up between
interpersonal support and organisational
navigation. Knowing who to ask can help
employees move through a system, but it
does not necessarily make that system
transparent. The challenge for employers is
to ensure that development opportunities are
easy to understand and access, and that
employees can see how they connect to
progression and realistic next steps.

The benchmark comparison reinforces this
pattern. In 2024, 62% of respondents said
they knew who to approach for help
developing as a leader or manager, compared
with 61% in 2026. Confidence in seeking
leadership advice internally has remained
relatively strong and increased from 67% to
72%. By contrast, the proportion reporting
clear promotion pathways has fallen from
44% to 39%. Access to people and advice
has therefore remained broadly stable, while
clarity about the organisational route forward
has weakened.

2.3 Mentoring cannot compensate for unclear progression

Our 2025 research gave particular
consideration to mentoring within leadership
pipelines. It found that mentoring could help
people build confidence, navigate workplace
culture, expand networks and support
progression, while also demonstrating that

12 The 2026 Women's Leadership Benchmark for Wales

needs differ across career stages (Thomas,
Howard, and Khan, 2025). The 2026
benchmark develops this picture by
examining how accessible mentoring and
sponsorship appear within the wider
progression system.

Mentoring and progression 2026
Comfortable asking for mentorship or sponsorship 60%
Organisation encourages mentoring and development 59%
Mentors are available 56%
Know how to find a mentor or coach 51%

Mentoring can help employees interpret
opportunities, build relationships and
understand organisational expectations.
However, sponsorship performs a distinct
role by using organisational influence to
increase visibility, secure developmental
opportunities and advocate for advancement
(Groschl et al., 2024). Neither can, however,
make an unclear progression system
transparent. Their value is likely to be
greatest when they help employees navigate
a visible route, rather than compensating for
the absence of one.

For employers, this means positioning
mentoring as part of a wider progression
system rather than as a standalone solution.
Employees should be able to understand
what mentoring is intended to support, how it
connects to development and career
opportunities, and what realistic progression
may follow.

This year's benchmark therefore raises the
issue of The Capability-Progression Gap.
Leadership capability, development and
interpersonal support can all be present
without a clear, accessible and credible route
through which they convert into career
progression.

2.4 Why this matters for Wales

This matters particularly for Wales because
the ability to develop and progress at work
sits directly within wider national ambitions
for fair work, skills and equality. The Welsh
Government's Fair Work framework identifies
“opportunity for access, growth and
progression” as a core characteristic of fair
work, including accessible learning and
development and the removal of barriers to
progression (Welsh Government, 2024). This
aligns with the Well-being of Future
Generations (Wales) Act 2015, under which A
Prosperous Wales includes developing a
skilled population able to benefit from fair
work, while A More Equal Wales seeks to
enable people to fulfil their potential
regardless of background or circumstances
(Welsh Government, 2025a). Business Wales
similarly links opportunities to develop and
grow at work with employment and earnings
potential and greater social mobility

(Business Wales, 2026). The 2026
benchmark suggests that meeting these
ambitions requires more than providing
leadership development alone: if employees
can access support but cannot see how it
connects to advancement, Wales risks
investing in skills and leadership capability
without fully converting that investment into
career progression, stronger organisational
leadership and wider economic value.

Coming October 2027:

The Capability—Progression Gap: Leadership
Development and Career Progression will
examine how leadership capability,
development, mentoring and sponsorship
connect to progression, where organisational
pathways remain difficult to navigate, and
how employers can better convert leadership
potential into visible career opportunity.

13
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3 Gender Equality, Visibility
and Workplace Experience

3.1 Recognition of inequality is outpacing workplace change

The case for gender equality in leadership
was already strongly established in 2024 and
remains so in 2026. Agreement that
organisations benefit from gender equality is
overwhelmingly high, while perceived
organisational support remains similarly
stable with room for growth.

Recognition of bias has strengthened too,
with more employees now believing that
unconscious bias could affect whether
women received leadership or management
roles, and also whether it could affect women
putting themselves forward in the first place.

Attitudes to gender equality and bias 2024 2026
Organisations benefit from gender equality in leadership 92% 93%
Organisation supports gender equality in leadership 80% 79%
Bias can affect whether women receive leadership roles 89% 94%
Bias can affect whether women put themselves forward 89% 95%

The attitudinal message is therefore
unusually clear. Respondents did not need
convincing in 2024 that gender equality
mattered, and recognition of the influence of
bias is even more widespread in 2026.

Gender-related workplace experience
Received negative gender remarks
Viewed negatively because of gender
Unfair task allocation

Overlooked for leadership or management
Experienced gender discrimination

Worried about career advancement

While awareness of gender equality and
unconscious bias remains high, concerns
about discrimination and career progression
have increased. The challenge for employers
is ensuring that equality commitments
translate into fair and visible progression

Awareness is not the principal unresolved
problem. However, the data reveals that
workplace experience has not moved
consistently in the same direction.

2024 2026
49% 41%
35% 31%
38% 37%
26% 26%
30% 38%
33% 45%

opportunities. The 2024 benchmark
established recognition of gender equality
and unconscious bias. The 2026 benchmark
therefore asks how equality commitments
can translate into the decisions and
experiences shaping progression.

15



3.2 Women's leadership is accepted, but legitimacy still lags

Visible female leadership remains
overwhelmingly valued. In 2024, 95%
regarded visible female leaders within their
own organisation as important and 96% said
the same of the wider business community.
In 2026, both figures stand at 97%. The
expanded 2026 survey also shows near-

universal acceptance of women's leadership
capability, but the final measure is particularly
revealing. Respondents overwhelmingly accept
that women are capable of leadership, but
substantially fewer believe female leaders are
taken as seriously as male leaders once they
occupy those roles.

Attitudes towards women in leadership, 2026

Women are as effective as men in senior leadership 98%
Leadership ability is not determined by gender 98%
No hesitation working under a woman 97%
No concerns about a woman leading a large or complex organisation 98%
Female leaders are taken as seriously as male leaders 78%

This creates an important distinction between
acceptance and legitimacy. While the
importance of visible female leadership is
now almost universally recognised, the 2026
evidence raises a more demanding
organisational question about whether
women who reach leadership positions are
afforded the same credibility as men. Women
may occupy senior leadership roles while

organisational cultures and wider narratives
continue to subject their authority to gendered
scrutiny, limiting the extent to which they are
treated as fully credible leaders (Williams,
2020; Rimington et al., 2019). The issue is
therefore what happens when women are
visible in leadership. Visibility is not the end
point; representation must also be
accompanied by women being taken equally
seriously when they lead.

3.3 Support for equality is stronger than confidence in its delivery

Perceived organisational support for gender
equality has remained almost unchanged, at
80% in 2024 and 79% in 2026. The 2024
benchmark established whether respondents
perceived organisational support for gender
equality, but only partly explored how that
support translated into practice. The 2026
benchmark deliberately extends this
evidence, examining senior leadership

Gender equality in organisations, 2026

commitment, access to leadership
opportunities, promotion and appointment
decisions, the seriousness and effectiveness
of equality policies and initiatives, meaningful
action on leadership imbalance, and
accountability for progress. This allows the
benchmark to move beyond measuring
support alone and examine how far
organisational commitment appears to
translate into delivery.

Organisation actively supports gender equality 79%
Senior leaders demonstrate commitment 72%
Leadership opportunities are equally accessible 70%

16 The 2026 Women's Leadership Benchmark for Wales

Policies are taken seriously 67%
Equality is reflected in promotion and appointment decisions 62%
Initiatives are implemented effectively 54%
Meaningful action is taken on leadership imbalance 49%
Accountability exists for progress 46%

The expanded evidence shows a clear gap
between support and delivery. While 79%
perceive active organisational support for
gender equality, confidence falls across
decisions, implementation, meaningful action
and accountability. This helps explain the
wider benchmark pattern; support has
remained stable since 2024 yet concerns
about discrimination and advancement have
increased. The issue is now whether
organisational values are carried through into
the processes shaping who receives
opportunities, and who progresses.

Although equality initiatives may be widely
supported and formally embedded, their
impact is weakened when implementation is
episodic, inconsistently evaluated, and
insufficiently connected to organisational
accountability (McCarthy et al., 2021). For
employers, the challenge is ensuring that
equality commitments are consistently
reflected in decisions about development,
sponsorship, promotion and progression.
Where organisational values are visible but
their influence on career opportunities is less
clear, a Values-Delivery Gap emerges between
stated commitment and employee experience.

3.4 Why this matters for Wales

This matters particularly for Wales because
the benchmark identifies a gap between
positive attitudes towards gender equality
and women's leadership, and what
employees experience in practice.
Recognition of inequality is high, and
women's leadership capability is
overwhelmingly accepted, yet workplace
experiences have not improved consistently,
and women are not always perceived to
receive equal credibility once they lead.

For employers, this is not only an equality
issue. Where capable women remain
concerned about advancement, encounter
barriers in how work and leadership
opportunities are allocated or are afforded
less credibility when they reach leadership
positions, organisations risk underusing talent
and weakening leadership pipelines. At a
national level, this matters in a Wales
simultaneously pursuing greater equality,
stronger progression and higher productivity.
The Welsh Government's Strategic Equality
and Human Rights Plan commits to reducing

discrimination, increasing diversity in
leadership and creating fairer workplace
opportunities, while wider economic policy
seeks stronger businesses and better use of
skills and talent (Welsh Government, 2025b;
Welsh Government, 2026Db).

The employer challenge is therefore
increasingly clear: support for gender
equality needs to be visible in who receives
opportunities, how leadership decisions are
made, whether women are taken equally
seriously when they lead, and whether
organisations are accountable for progress.

Coming March 2028:

The Values-Delivery Gap: Visibility,
Legitimacy and Gender Equity in Leadership
will examine where organisational support for
gender equality translates into lived
experience and leadership opportunity,
where gaps remain between commitment and
delivery, and how employers can strengthen
accountability, visibility, and impact.

17
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Three actions for

employers

The benchmark identifies three gaps through which leadership potential may be lost: the
Flexibility-Visibility Gap, the Capability-Progression Gap and the Values-Delivery Gap. While
the forthcoming thematic reports will examine each in greater depth, the findings already point
to three practical actions that organisations can take now. Each can be adapted
proportionately by employers of any size.

1- Check whether
flexible working
protects opportunity

Do not measure flexible
working only by whether it
is available. Review
whether employees
working flexibly retain
access to learning, visible
work, senior colleagues,
networks, sponsorship and
progression, and whether
arrangements remain
sustainable alongside
workload and caring
responsibilities.

2 - Make the route
from development to
progression visible

Ensure employees can see
how development connects
to career opportunity. For
each leadership-
development activity,
clarify what capability it
develops, how that
capability can be
demonstrated, what
opportunities it prepares
people for, what
progression criteria apply
and what realistic next step
follows.

3 - Test whether
equality commitments
change decisions

Move beyond measuring
support for gender equality
and review whether it is
reflected in consequential
workplace decisions.
Examine who receives
high-value work,
development, sponsorship,
pay progression, promotion
and succession
opportunities, whether
criteria are applied
consistently, and who is
accountable for identifying
and responding to unequal
outcomes.
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Methodology

The 2026 Leadership Landscape Survey
gathered 220 voluntary online responses
from people working across a range of
sectors, organisation sizes, career stages and
levels of leadership responsibility. As
participation was self-selecting, findings
should be interpreted as a benchmark of
respondents’ experiences and perceptions
rather than as representative of the Welsh
workforce as a whole.
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Analysis used descriptive statistics, cross-
tabulations and selected statistical tests.
Percentages are rounded and bases may
vary due to question routing or missing
responses; the survey captures experiences
at one point in time and does not establish
causation.

The dataset is open access at
https://doi.org/10.17632/g2pt5sx84n.1 for
employers, policymakers and researchers
wishing to explore the evidence further.
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