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In a time of uncertainty and change, what do the UK's most senior male leaders
think about gender balance, both today and in the future? It's a question that has
fascinated me over the past year. As an organisation that spent the majority of its
time understanding the lived experience of women in the workplace, we have seen
– time and time again – that this was a question put to women in leadership. 

As we have shifted our focus to exploring how men engage in inclusion, from
barriers to benefits, misconception to motivations, and drivers to difficulties, we
have begun to get an understanding of men's perceptions on gender balance.
Understanding what drives them, the challenges they face, the worries they have
and how they are trying to make a difference has given us a deeper understanding
of how we can support men to build the skills of allyship in a practical and
sustainable way. 

Interviewing male CEOs and Chairs was the next logical step in supporting an
ecosystem of men on their gender balance journeys, and that starts with
understanding their experiences, rather than approaching the conversation with
any assumptions. Given their 15 years of influence, data gathering and insights, the
logical partner for this project was the FTSE Women Leaders Review. We are proud
to come together with them to produce this timely piece of research and are also
grateful to the leadership at KPMG UK for sponsoring this research and backing
thought leadership in gender balance and allyship. 

Take some time to digest the commonalities, contrasts, reflections, and
recommendations made by the male CEOs and Chairs we interviewed. I'm sure you
will find it as enlightening as I found speaking to each one of them. As gender
balance continues to evolve, it's never been more important to be intentional. Let
this report be a guide. 

Lee Chambers – Founder and CEO, Male Allies UK 

Foreword



The FTSE Women Leaders Review is delighted to collaborate with Male Allies UK on
this timely and unique report which captures the perspectives of male CEOs and
Chairs on achieving gender balance at the highest levels of UK business. 
 
Since 2011, the Review’s voluntary, target-driven and business-led approach,
supported by government, has helped drive transformational change. During that
time, women’s representation on FTSE 350 boards has increased from 9.5% to 43%,
demonstrating the impact of sustained focus and accountability. 

The findings of this report reinforce the important role that targets have played in
keeping gender balance firmly on the agenda and creating necessary
accountability. They also support the Review’s increasing emphasis on
strengthening the leadership pipeline, particularly within executive roles. 

Future efforts must focus not only on recruiting diverse talent but also on
development and retention, particularly in P&L leadership and commercial roles.
Expanding the commercial, leadership and sector-specific experience of the talent
pipeline will be critical to improving representation in executive positions, where
women remain significantly underrepresented, most notably in the roles of CEO,
CFO and Chair. By focusing on the development of core business and leadership
capabilities, organisations can shift the conversation from who is being appointed
to who is coming through the pipeline. 

The benefits of diverse teams and leadership are well established and are not in
dispute. In an increasingly complex and uncertain world, organisations need a
broad range of voices, experiences and perspectives to navigate uncertainty
effectively. This makes it more important than ever to ensure that clear pathways,
meaningful support and greater flexibility are in place to build a strong and
sustainable gender-balanced leadership pipeline. 

Ultimately, progress depends on visible leadership and sustained action from the
top - with commitment demonstrated through action rather than words. 

Vivienne Artz OBE – Chief Executive, The FTSE Women Leaders Review 



As long-standing sponsors of the FTSE Women Leaders Review, we have seen first-
hand the progress made across the UK on gender balance. That progress is
important, but it is also uneven and, in some places, fragile. This report, grounded
in conversations with CEOs, Chairs and senior leaders, provides a timely insight into
how leaders are navigating this next phase: the decisions they are weighing, the
constraints they face, and where they believe attention now needs to shift. 
 
What emerges is both commitment and realism. Leaders remain strongly aligned
on the value of gender balance, but they are clear on the complexity of this
challenge. They are looking for greater precision clearer insight into what genuinely
works, where progress breaks down, and how career pathways can be
strengthened for sustainable progress. 
 
This report shows us that gender balance is increasingly understood not simply as a
representation issue, but as a systems challenge. Leadership behaviour, the critical
role of active allyship, career design, pipeline depth and the quality of day‑to‑day
management all play a decisive role. 
 
As sponsors of this research, we believe these findings represent an important
contribution to a mature and practical conversation which points to where
thoughtful support, flexibility and partnership can make the greatest impact on our
shared ambitions. 

 Marc Burrows – Group and UK Chief People Officer, KPMG 



Introduction

This report brings together insights from interviews with male FTSE 350 and the 50
largest private company CEOs and Chairs on the state of gender balance across
boards and leadership teams. While contributors recognise the significant progress
made at board level over the past decade, there is shared concern that change within
executive and CEO pipelines has been far slower. Leaders point to the complexity of
balancing merit, succession planning, culture, and wider societal realities alongside
increasing scrutiny from investors, regulators, and the public. 

The responses reflect both optimism and realism: optimism that gender balance is
now widely viewed as a business imperative rather than a compliance exercise, and
realism that sustainable change at senior levels is constrained by long-term
structural factors, life-stage trade-offs, and entrenched ways of working. 

Taken together, the perspectives underline a common conclusion: lasting progress
depends less on standalone initiatives or headline targets, and more on intentional
leadership, disciplined succession planning, inclusive cultures, and sustained
investment in future talent. 

Why speak to men about this?

Conversations about gender balance often focus on the experiences of women, but
lasting progress also depends on understanding the perspectives, influence, and
decision-making of men – particularly those leading organisations and shaping
executive teams and boards. As many of today’s senior leadership positions are still
held by men, their views, behaviours, and actions play a critical role in determining
how quickly progress happens and how sustainable it becomes.

This report creates space for senior male leaders across the FTSE 350 and the UK’s 50
largest private companies to speak candidly about what they believe drives progress,
where barriers remain, and how organisations can build more balanced leadership
pipelines. By listening directly to the men making hiring, succession, and promotion
decisions, we can better understand both the opportunities and the obstacles to
achieving lasting gender balance at the highest levels of business.



Interview questions

What do you see as
working well when it

comes to moving towards
greater gender balance

on boards and leadership
teams?

What do you see as the
main challenges towards
achieving better gender

balance across both
boards and leadership

teams? 

Where does gender
inclusion end up sitting in

your priorities when
you're recruiting board
directors and thinking

about leadership
decisions? 

Thinking about what
you've seen in your

career around targeted
women's initiatives, what
are your thoughts on the

effectiveness or
ineffectiveness of those? 

Where is this going to go
in the next few years? How

does gender balance sit
between the volatile times

we’re in technologically,
economically, and

geopolitically? 

What can something like
the Review, with all its

quantitative aspects, do
better to support

organisations moving
forward?
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Key takeaways

Across 27 interviews, key themes recurred across organisations and industries.
Below are the top five opportunities and obstacles by number of mentions.

The top five things that bring gender balance

The top five challenges to overcome

Understanding the barriers to gender balance is what enables action. These
challenges are real, but they are not reasons to slow down — they are the clearest
opportunities to accelerate progress, especially at leadership and executive level. 

Change happens when organisations move beyond awareness and take deliberate
action to build stronger, more balanced leadership pipelines.

Culture (17) 
Planning ahead (15) 
Intentional hiring (14) 
Wider diversity (cognitive, ethnic, etc.) (13) 
Targeted initiatives (11) 

1
2
3
4
5

Pipeline (20) 
Short-term views (13) 
Impact of where maternity/caregiving defaults (12) 
Overall talent pool (11) 
Geopolitical climate (11) 

1
2
3
4
5



Despite interviewees working across 15 different sectors, definite themes emerged
for what works in practice both internally and externally. Both inclusive cultures and
systemic change were talked about as key to bringing gender balance. 

Most contributors agree that progress at board level has been swift, and welcome,
but executive level is where the real work now lies. All agree that there isn’t a quick
fix as sustainable progress takes time, planning, and intention, but that progress can
and will be made.

Culture

The strongest shared view is that is that culture is key. Many leaders cite the
importance of flexibility, empathetic processes, family‑friendly policies, and support
around maternity, return‑to‑work, and caring responsibilities. Psychological safety,
feeling ‘seen’, and not having to assimilate into traditionally male behaviours were
also referenced as important for not only attracting women, but retaining them too.  

Effective organisations deliberately create inclusive environments where women
want to – and are supported to – stay, progress, and put themselves forward. This
has been achieved through listening sessions, women’s networks and ERGs, reverse
mentoring (where women mentor more senior men), employee surveys, and taking
action. The final part is crucial – action must follow listening.

Bringing the balance:
what works

‘In the end, if we really want to fix this, we need to be more
systematic about it. That, to me, is the real key.’

‘So a really good example is our women's community said one of the
things affecting our retention amongst women was keeping in touch

during maternity. They felt completely isolated.
They told us about that. We started getting in touch. Everybody gets
a bit happier and we get more people returning after maternity and

our gender retention goes up.’



Similarly, a clear and consistent theme is that progress only happens when CEOs,
Chairs and senior leaders genuinely believe in the value of gender balance and
actively lead it, rather than delegating it to HR or treating it as a compliance exercise.
How gender balance is communicated can make or break it. Many leaders stress the
messaging must come from the top and communicate the ‘why’ to bring everyone in
the organisation with them. 

Planning for the pipeline

Planning for the pipeline is consistently highlighted as a critical lever. Multiple leaders
stress that progress cannot be driven at the point of senior hiring alone, but must
begin much earlier by building a strong, diverse flow of talent through the
organisation over time. This requires deliberate, long‑term planning – often looking 5
to 10 years ahead – to ensure there are high‑quality female candidates ready for key
operational and leadership roles, rather than relying on last‑minute or tokenistic
appointments. 

Interviewees repeatedly emphasise that this means investing in succession planning,
career development, and ensuring women gain the breadth of experience needed
for top roles, particularly in business‑critical and P&L positions. Without this
structured approach, leaders note that “the math doesn’t add up” and organisations
struggle to maintain progress, often plateauing or regressing after initial gains.
Ultimately, the consensus is that executive gender balance is an output of sustained
pipeline management – requiring consistent focus, intentional development
pathways, and patience – rather than something that can be fixed through
senior‑level hiring alone. 

‘It has to come from the top … framed as making the business better.’ 

‘Weave it into the life and breath of your organisation.’ 

‘What do I have to do today so, in 5 or 10 years’ time, we have quality
female candidates?’

‘If you want to prioritise gender and you're going to go internal, you've
got to be doing the work for 10 years, otherwise you're not going to

have anybody.‘



A difference in confidence and self‑assessment between men and women when
pursuing senior roles was raised. Women generally apply only when they meet most
or all criteria, while men are more willing to put themselves forward with partial
alignment. Interviewees therefore highlight the importance of targeted development,
encouragement and sponsorship to build confidence, ensure women recognise their
readiness for advancement, and actively compete for roles rather than self‑selecting
out of the process. 

Intentional hiring and promotion

Across the interviews, intentional hiring emerges as a necessary effort for making
gender balance work in practice. Leaders consistently describe the need for clear
intent from the top, supported by disciplined – and sometimes creative – recruitment
processes. 

This includes working with search firms that are prepared to look beyond traditional,
male‑dominated talent pools (without excluding those pools) to provide balanced
shortlists. Several Chairs and CEOs stress that progress only accelerated once they
challenged search firms to be more creative, broaden their networks, and take
responsibility for surfacing strong female candidates rather than defaulting to
familiar profiles. 

‘If I think about the potential female CEOs that I've mentored and
talked to, when a CEO role comes up ... it's just interesting the

different approach.
They will tend – and I know it's stereotyping a bit, but it is also true –
they will tend to go through that brief and highlight all the things they
can’t do or don't have experience of. And a male candidate will just

look at it like, “Yeah, I can do that. Yeah, I could do everything.”’

'What I would say is it needed intent.
It needed really strong leadership from the CEO, supported by

me and our Chief People Officer, and it needed a search
company who was not [only] searching in those old-fashioned

pools of white men.’

‘You've just got to be creative. You've got to have search firms, head-
hunters, who are creative and are thoughtful about it themselves.’



A closely related theme is the importance of hiring and promoting women on the
basis of potential, not just historic role accumulation – something many leaders
explicitly acknowledge men have long benefited from. Interviewees describe a
growing recognition that women’s CVs may look different because of career breaks,
lateral moves, or fewer early P&L opportunities, yet still signal strong leadership
capability. 

Where organisations made progress, they talked about consciously recalibrating
their judgement: looking beyond linear executive experience, backing future
capability, and being willing to take the same calculated risks with women that
organisations routinely take with men.  

 

Several leaders note that when this shift is handled deliberately and transparently, it
strengthens both gender balance and overall leadership quality, helping to avoid
tokenism while expanding the pool of future senior leaders. 

Wider diversity

Leaders consistently frame gender balance as part of a broader approach to
diversity, rather than an isolated objective. Many emphasise wider diversity –
different perspectives, backgrounds, experiences, ways of thinking – as the ultimate
goal, with gender, ethnicity, and socio‑economic background seen as important
proxies rather than ends in themselves.  

‘Give me the best and make sure it’s a diverse list.’

‘When you've got this guideline saying that one of these top four
roles has to be female, then it makes you work harder to find
the right person. But it starts with the right person, not the

right gender.’   

‘You've got to have everybody involved in creating these pathways. And
doing it proactively, not just hoping that miraculously this candidate is

going to kind of pop out.’ 

‘Diversity is part of one's life outside the office. It's natural.
Therefore, why shouldn't that extend inside the office and bring

the same richness that one can enjoy outside?’



‘If you're seen as an organisation open to people of every
background to succeed, you're going to do better. You're going to be
more productive than your rivals. We as a country will end up being

more productive than other countries if we do this effectively
because we're using our talent more effectively. So, there's a real
economic driver here too, that I always talk about. It’s great for

fairness and equity, but it's also great potentially for productivity.’ 

Interviewees repeatedly link diverse teams to better discussions, stronger challenge,
reduced group-think and improved decision‑making. Several note that teams
dominated by similar profiles may function well in stable periods but are more
vulnerable when conditions change or decisions are contested whereas diverse and
inclusive companies attract and retain top talent.

 

Targets and targeted initiatives

There is broad agreement that targets and measurement help focus attention,
whereas quotas are viewed as highly negative. Many interviewees cited the FTSE
Women Leader’s Review, and the Parker Review, as raising awareness, getting the
topic on the agenda, and having something concrete to measure against. 

There is also agreement that women‑focused initiatives (networks, mentoring,
development programmes) are helpful – particularly when organisations are at an
early stage of progress or trying to rebuild trust. They’re deemed particularly
effective when they’re well‑structured and governed, sponsored by senior men or
women, and linked closely to the organisation’s goals and values – and also when
they evolve to create a space where men and women can have dialogue.

‘Diversity just makes better business. You get better dialogues. To me,
the metaphor of an organisation is it is nothing more than a network
of conversations. And if you want to have an outstanding organisation,
then it will comprise outstanding conversations, in particularly dialogue.

Dialogue is better with diverse influences in it.’ 

‘The targets, and the need for reporting this data, have proved very
effective.’ 

‘It gives them an opportunity for some critical mass to their voice
that can then be picked up. “What do we need to do, to adjust to X

or Y in terms of what we do, so that we remove maybe an
unconscious bias or behavioural pattern etcetera along the way?”’



The main challenges raised by leaders were pipeline shortages, short-term
perception of targets, maternity leave, small female talent pool, and the geopolitical
climate. While progress at board level is praised, most contributors agree that
executive gender balance remains constrained by structural, societal, and systemic
factors that take time and deliberate planning to address. 

 

Lack of pipeline

The most consistent challenge, cited by 75% of our participants, is the insufficient
pipeline of women in senior operational and profit‑and‑loss (P&L) roles, which limits
progression to executive and CEO positions. Several participants highlight that
women are disproportionately represented in functional roles (e.g. HR, comms,
support functions), which statistically lead less often to CEO roles. 

Many contributors note that the board efforts may have taken women out of
executive while the flow of women into those roles has not kept pace. Pipeline
problems are often traced several levels down the organisation, requiring long‑term
intervention and considerable forward-planning.

Impact of where maternity and caregiving defaults

A dominant theme is that senior leadership roles still demand personal trade‑offs
that are harder to reconcile with family and caring responsibilities, and which
disproportionately affect women. Repeated references are made to the ‘kitchen table
conversation’ (whose career takes precedence) and women’s career ambition/
priorities in contrast to men. While maternity, career breaks, international mobility
requirements, and return‑to‑work transitions are repeatedly cited as structural
barriers, some respondents stress this is not just a corporate issue but a wider
societal and domestic reality that organisations can influence but not fully control. 

‘That is the big issue in that, while we have made progress –
really notable and impressive progress at the non-exec level

– at the exec level, we're not even close.’ 

Challenges to overcome

‘Actually, with the benefit of hindsight, we should probably have collectively
fixed the executive problem first and the board problems second.’



Other challenges cited are organisational culture, unconscious bias, and social
norms. Particularly in male‑dominated industries, inertia (doing what we’ve always
done), ‘old boys’ club’, and ‘old-fashioned’ ways of doing business were mentioned as
well as lack of interest in these industries and roles from women.

 
Perceptions of targets 

Although the FTSE Women Leader’s Review doesn’t have quotas, in line with UK
legislation, they were specifically mentioned by half of our interviewees, who felt that
a short-term approach to targets can drive unhelpful behaviour. They identify quotas
(as followed in other countries) as a challenge when they lead to perceptions of
tokenism or reverse discrimination. Unrealistic numerical targets are said to
undermine credibility and harm both women and men. Several leaders note backlash
where men feel excluded or women feel their legitimacy is questioned. Leaders
speak of experiences they’ve had in different jurisdictions of appointing the wrong
person to hit a quota which damages confidence in the overall agenda and sets
progress back. 

Many stress that fatigue, cynicism, and 'tick box’ behaviour risk stalling progress,
while a repeated conclusion is that the goal is not hitting a percentage, but achieving
self‑sustaining systems and ‘better business’ such as stable pipelines, an inclusive
culture, succession planning and resilience against political or economic shocks.

 ‘There was a lot of work to be done culturally, an environment where
the Exec was the CEO and seven individuals, of whom one was a female.
The old boys’ club mentality was quite strongly felt and we were losing

a lot of senior females in the organisation.’

‘When the fourth female executive came on board, men were
looking around wondering if they’re an “endangered species.”’

‘We do not mandate what will and won't happen at the kitchen table. All we
can do is remove barriers. But part of that removing of barriers will come
to planning. I really do want to plan for that because that's the only way I

know in a business you get real action. If you don't plan for it, those
barriers will exist unintentionally or intentionally.’ 

 ‘The worst thing to do for both the company and individual is to
recruit somebody just because they're a woman and you need to do
the numbers. So you've really got to work hard at this and you've got

to take a three-year view of the planning.’ 

‘Men are much more willing to make the family a second priority against
their ambitions to do well in the workforce, much more so than women.’ 



‘We're still in that stage aren't we where we are seeing a
dramatic increase in the number of women in exec roles, which
is fantastic, but it's still not at the level it needs to be and it will
be in another 10 years. So you've got more of a challenge and

you're competing for some of the real talent there.’

Overall talent pool

Raising the number of women on boards was a key milestone, but moving women
into these roles without growing the pipeline behind them created new challenges.
The shift reduced the number of women available for senior leadership and CEO
roles, making it harder to keep momentum toward balance at the highest levels.

Without long‑term planning to develop and support women at every stage, the flow
of talent has not kept pace with demand. This has made it challenging for
organisations to maintain momentum, highlighting the need for stronger
progression routes and broader investment in future female leaders.

‘We want that pool of talented executive women to grow exponentially.
And that's not going to happen if you've got people coming out too

early. But arguably it's the companies as well to blame, maybe for not
promoting or developing at the right rate.’

‘There are still some attitudes out there, particularly by men, thinking
“have all of these women got these places on the board in a fair

manner?” given a lot of them haven't had the same sort of executive
skillset and experience that a lot of the men have.’

‘Inclusion and diversity are not optional, and if you treat something as
optional, then a whole bunch of bad practice flows out of that.’



Gender balance in
volatile times

There is broad agreement that gender balance will keep improving, but incrementally
rather than transformationally. Many contributors describe it as a long‑term,
generational shift rather than something that can be accelerated meaningfully in a
few years. Several explicitly say that 50/50 at the top is unlikely in the near or
medium term, particularly for CEO roles, though movement into the 30-40% range is
seen as realistic if pipelines continue to develop.  
 
A notable consensus is that political and cultural backlash poses a genuine risk.
Several respondents reference rising resistance to ESG and DEI and investor
pressure to focus solely on shareholder returns. The shared view is that this may
slow or soften how gender balance is talked about, even if action continues quietly.

 

 
 

Despite concerns about backlash, there is strong alignment that gender balance will
persist in organisations where it is genuinely embedded into culture, leadership, and
performance, rather than bolted on as a compliance exercise. Many argue that
initiatives driven by window‑dressing, quotas, or optics may fall away, while those
linked to business quality, productivity, decision‑making, and talent attraction will
endure. 

‘I think it all got separated out into inclusion and diversity ... and the
backlash was understandable that we've seen. I know it's not as

strong here as it is in the US. 
Internally here we say, look, inclusion and diversity are just two sides

of the same coin, and they are part of doing good business and
they're an integral part of high-quality leadership.’

‘Making sure that we take people with us is more difficult, but it's
important to do it.’



Priorities: where gender
sits

Across interviews, gender inclusion is consistently described as an important but not
overriding factor in board and leadership appointments. Most Chairs and CEOs
emphasise that appointments must first be based on capability, experience,
judgement and potential, with gender considered as one component within a wider
assessment of skills, cognitive diversity, and team balance.  

Many leaders are explicit that they would not appoint someone solely to meet a
target, arguing that doing so risks undermining credibility, reinforcing perceptions of
tokenism and, in the worst cases, harming the individual and the organisation.
Instead, gender is positioned as one lens through which better decision‑making,
challenge and debate can be achieved, alongside factors such as background,
mindset and experience. 

Gender balance is therefore treated as a serious and necessary consideration, but
one that operates within a broader ecosystem. Leaders broadly agree that good
outcomes come from diversity and disciplined processes, not single‑factor decisions,
and that executive inclusion remains the harder frontier compared with boards due
to rotation and shorter tenures.

‘I very much see that a balance of the genders, and indeed a balance of
other characteristics too, leads to better decision-making and leads to a
better understanding of what the real world is outside. Rather than what
very often happened in the past, where there was a group-think type

culture.’

‘There’s no science to it, it’s an art. The target keeps you always
thinking about “am I keeping this as diverse as it could be?”, but the

choice is always about chemistry and knowledge.’

‘If you can't meet the guidelines, you're going to have to explain it, but,
I mean, I'm not one to compromise just for the sake of having the
diversity. I think boards went through a phase where that frankly

was probably the case.’ 



As previously explored, targeted initiatives are generally seen as helpful, particularly
in the early stages of an organisation’s inclusion journey where they can play an
important practical and symbolic role by signalling openness, building confidence,
and creating safe spaces for discussion.

However, there was also caution about unintended consequences such as the
groups becoming divisive or acting as pressure groups, and a handful of mentions
that women they’ve worked with or know wouldn’t want to be part of groups focused
solely on women.

Several leaders stressed the importance of involving men, either as participants or
allies, to ensure broader cultural change and many talked about the importance of
there being multiple different Employee Resource Groups (ERGs) or communities for
people to be part of, rather than simply one women’s network.

Leaders broadly agree that targeted women’s initiatives are neither inherently good
nor bad. They are seen as useful tools when applied deliberately, governed well, and
connected to real opportunity, but harmful or ineffective when poorly defined, overly
exclusive, or divorced from the business. Many see them as a means to an end, not
the end itself, with the ultimate goal being normalised, inclusive leadership rather
than permanent special programmes. 

Targeted initiatives: help
or hindrance?

‘Helpful in the initial stages, to show that the org is open to listen
to them ... It works well when there are a number of networks

like age, race, youth, and it’s not one above all.’

‘A lot of women decry those now don’t they, but they didn’t 15
years ago.’

‘I think it's really healthy that people have those places where they
can be heard in a way that is a shared problem, maybe shared

success too.’

‘I'd say it's mixed ... if you look at my three groups, I've probably
seen more in the middle and I've seen some great ones and I've only

seen one or two at the bottom end.’



How the Review can
support organisations

Across interviews, leaders broadly value the role of reviews and reporting in
measuring progress, maintaining visibility, and sustaining pressure for change. Data
is seen as authoritative, credible, and difficult to ignore, enabling organisations to
benchmark themselves against peers and prompting reflection at board and
executive level.

There is broad agreement that it would be helpful to see the future focus of the
Review aimed at insights translated into action. Many felt that increased focus on
clear, simple messaging; short and more practical outputs; and sharing of concrete
case studies and best practice would be helpful to organisations in directing their
efforts. There is appetite for guidance that feels supportive rather than prescriptive
or moralising, with organisations wanting to know:  

What good looks like in practice 
How leading companies achieved progress 
Which actions genuinely move the needle 

 
Participants generally agree that the Review’s greatest strength is measurement and
attention, but its future impact depends on deepening the focus on pipeline and
succession, maintaining credibility by highlighting effective practice, and supporting
the delivery of more practical and usable insights for organisations. The overall tone
favoured is authoritative but pragmatic, focused on long‑term change rather than
short‑term optics. 

‘The more you can empower people to take a bit of ownership
of this stuff and see the potential benefit as opposed to
beating the crap out of them. That’s the way forward.’

‘Keep driving the message but remind people it’s not about
quantity, it’s about quality.’

‘If you look at our stats, they're really not very good, and that's not
something to be proud of. And I can come up with all the excuses
about the industry, and all those things ... But yeah, it's still excuses.’



To supplement the qualitative interviews we also distributed a 20-question survey.
We received 86 completed responses from UK-based senior male leaders.

Key takeaways

Leaders express stronger confidence in their own actions than in organisational
systems and collective accountability.
Many believe progress requires intentional intervention, yet fewer see structural
barriers or organisational processes as problematic.
There appears to be a gap between individual confidence and the perceived level
of engagement among men more broadly.
The results may indicate a degree of optimism bias, particularly around fairness
of promotion processes and organisational culture.

Overall, the findings point to a cohort that is willing and engaged, but potentially
underestimating the depth of systemic barriers and overestimating the consistency
of inclusive leadership practices across organisations.

Results
 

The main barrier to gender balance in leadership is a lack of pipeline - 29% agree
Systemic factors (e.g. access to opportunities, sponsorship, decision-making
processes) are a significant barrier to improving gender balance - 32% agree
Our organisational culture consistently supports women’s progression into
leadership roles - 68% agree
Promotion processes in my organisation are free from gender bias - 73% agree
In practice, gender balance competes with other business priorities for attention
and resource - 25% disagreed

Men in my organisation are actively engaged in improving gender balance - 48%
agree
Leaders like me will need to play a more active role in order to accelerate
progress on gender balance - 85% agree

Survey results



I actively encourage and influence other men in leadership to engage in this
agenda - 65% agree

Our senior leaders have the skills and confidence to actively support gender
equality in practice - 64% agree
I feel confident and knowledgeable about allyship and how to apply it in practice -
62% agree
I feel confident challenging peers or senior colleagues on behaviours or decisions
that may impact gender equality - 87% agree
I sometimes hesitate to act on gender equality issues due to concern about
getting it wrong - 62% disagreed

Gender balance in leadership is a current strategic priority in my organisation -
67% agree
Senior leaders in my organisation are clearly accountable for improving gender
balanced outcomes - 52% agree
We are making meaningful progress towards gender balance in senior leadership
- 70% agree
Without deliberate and intentional intervention, progress on gender balance in
leadership will stall - 76% agree
My organisation is transparent about progress towards gender balance and
clearly communicates targets - 55% agree
External expertise and partnerships are critical to accelerating progress on
gender balance - 43% agree

I see advancing gender balance as part of my personal leadership responsibility -
82% agree
I actively use my position and influence to improve gender balance outcomes -
81% agree
I consistently take action when I see behaviours that could disadvantage women -
86% agree
I actively sponsor women into high-visibility opportunities and career-defining
roles - 79% agree
I actively seek to understand women’s lived experiences within my organisation -
72% agree
I regularly reflect on how my own decisions and behaviours may impact gender
balanced outcomes - 77% agree
In practice, I sometimes prioritise other business pressures over progressing
gender balance - 33% disagreed



Where do we go next?

The organisations making the strongest progress on gender balance are those
treating it as a core business priority rather than a standalone initiative. Embedding
inclusion into culture, building long-term succession plans, strengthening leadership
pipelines early, and taking a more intentional approach to hiring and promotion all
make meaningful, sustainable progress towards gender balance. Companies seeing
results are widening access to operational and P&L experience, investing in future
talent, and linking gender balance directly to better decision-making and leadership
performance. 

Sustainable progress will require consistent leadership accountability, stronger
support around caring responsibilities and career progression, and a focus on
developing diverse executive pipelines over the long term rather than relying on
short-term targets alone. 

The message from contributors was clear: lasting change comes from deliberate
action, disciplined planning, and embedding gender balance into the way businesses
lead, hire, and grow talent. 

Thanks to our partners

Thanks again to our research partner, FTSE Women Leaders Review, and research
sponsor, KPMG. 

After speaking at the launch of the FTSE Women Leaders Review at KPMG in 2025 on
the importance of male allyship in closing gender gaps and promoting better gender
balance, it felt like a natural next step to go beyond the data and find out how male
leaders where navigating the current climate. 

Given the incredible legacy of the review and the continued support KPMG has
provided it, the only partnership that made sense for this project was with these two
entities that put gender balance at the very heart of what they do.

‘You know, they're all things that are fixable if you have
a plan.’



Male Allies UK works with organisations and senior leaders to accelerate progress on
gender equity by actively engaging men as allies in change. We challenge the idea
that gender equity is a zero-sum game, and instead champion the reality that
inclusive, balanced workplaces benefit everyone – including men.

We see allyship as a practical skillset, not a passive mindset, and one that is essential
for the leaders of the future. Through speaking, consulting, and bespoke workshops,
we help organisations turn intent into action and build the behaviours, cultures, and
leadership capability needed to deliver lasting change.

We have worked with global brands on their gender equity strategies and initiatives,
helping to embed inclusion into leadership practice and organisational culture. Our
Founder’s contribution to advancing allyship and equality in business was recognised
with the Freedom of the City of London for services to equality in business.

To explore how to make allyship happen in your workplace, visit
www.maleallies.co.uk or contact us at hello@maleallies.co.uk. 

About Male Allies UK

Lee Chambers
Founder and CEO

Jade Anderson
Director of Research and Marketing

http://www.maleallies.co.uk/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/leechambers-1/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/webwriterjade/
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