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What drives performance in today’s middle market? While industry, 
size and external conditions all matter, a more fundamental driver 
lies in how leaders make tradeoff decisions under pressure. Middle 
market companies operate amid persistent cost pressures, workforce 
challenges, regulatory complexity and ongoing economic and policy 
uncertainty. In this environment, performance is shaped by how 
deliberately leaders navigate tradeoffs and balance priorities, including 
growth versus profitability, cost versus quality, speed versus accuracy 
and short-term performance versus long-term value. 

While robust growth has long been a hallmark of the middle market and 
a dominant strategic objective, the ways companies are pursuing it vary 
widely. Differences emerge in how leaders evaluate risk, allocate capital, 
invest in talent and technology and decide what to protect or sacrifice 
when resources are constrained. 

MINDSET MATTERS.

These variations manifest in four distinct decision-making mindsets 
that shape how leaders approach challenges and help explain why 
companies with similar size and market exposure often achieve different 
outcomes. Some mindsets emphasize protection and resilience, 
prioritizing margin discipline and risk preparedness. Others pursue growth 
through centralized innovation, disciplined expansion or decentralized 
acceleration. Each reflects a different way of balancing near-term 
pressures with longer-term ambitions. 

While no single mindset defines success across all contexts, innovation-
oriented approaches are more often associated with stronger growth and 
greater confidence. Of course, the fundamentals of execution matter, too. 
Leaders who bring clarity and purpose to decision-making and effectively 
manage tradeoffs will be best positioned to operate amid uncertainty, 
navigate growth and maintain performance over time.

ABOUT THIS REPORT

To better understand the decision patterns underlying performance 
and business outcomes, The National Center for the Middle Market 
collaborated with CBIZ, a leading national professional services advisory 
firm and The Ohio State University Fisher College of Business faculty 
member, Dr. Jay Anand. As the Dean’s Distinguished Professor of 
Strategy, Dr. Anand consults companies all over the world and has 
been referenced in many notable publications such as The Economist, 
Financial Times, Forbes, New York Times and Wall Street Journal.

This research sought to examine in greater detail how middle market 
leaders make strategic choices and evaluate competing priorities. We 
studied what they prioritize and protect under pressure, and how they 
respond when tradeoffs are unavoidable. The goal was to move beyond 
sentiment and reveal the operational math of running a business through 
uncertainty. 

This report is based on a 15-minute self-administered online survey 
fielded in December 2025 to 400 middle market business leaders 
and decision-makers from companies with annual revenues between 
$10 million and less than $1 billion. The sample includes respondents 
from three key industry segments: consumer and industrial products 
(N=208), construction (N=105) and real estate (N=87). A working 
research team, including experts from the center, Fisher College of 
Business faculty, CBIZ and other subject-matter specialists, designed 
the survey questions.
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Insight 1
Four distinct decision-making mindsets shape middle market performance.   
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Since the center launched 
the Middle Market Indicator 
barometer study in 2012, the 
middle market has consistently 
outpaced both smaller and 
larger companies on critical 
performance metrics, including 
year-over-year revenue and 
employment growth. Further, 
middle market companies have 
historically recovered more 
quickly and more fully from 
economic setbacks. 

However, the specifics of how 
middle market companies 
achieve performance wins vary 
widely. Our research suggests 
four distinct decision-making 
mindsets or patterns, with 
significant differences among 
groups, particularly in how 
each balances short-term 
performance needs with long-
term growth objectives.

Some mindsets are more future-focused than others    
% of companies in each mindset favoring a long-term growth mindset over a short-term performance focus

Short-Term  
Performance Focus

Long-Term  
Growth Mindset

39 6458 72

DISCIPLINED GROWERS

A third of middle market companies approach growth with a strong 
focus on profitability. For this group, controlled, centrally managed 
expansion leads to high performance; they grow only when it makes 
sense from a margin perspective, thereby avoiding faster, riskier scaling. 
While most Disciplined Growers claim a long-term growth mindset, 
42% of these companies prefer a balanced approach that equally 
considers short-term gains. Confidence levels are somewhat lower than 
in their more innovation-focused peers. 

• 	Disciplined, centrally  
managed growth

• 	Focused on profitability and 
protecting margins 

• 	Strong revenue growth, slower 
employment growth

33% of survey 
respondents

1

PERFORMANCE PROTECTORS

Approximately one-third of middle market companies prioritize 
profitability and constrain growth to limit downside risk, relying on cost 
control and risk management while often deferring infrastructure and 
cybersecurity investments. They are the most likely group to prefer a 
balanced approach to short-term performance and long-term growth, 
and they are the only group with a meaningful proportion of companies 
(17%) choosing immediate gains over future value. Within this group, 
risk is well controlled, but growth initiatives, innovation and workforce 
expansion are often deprioritized. Confidence in future performance is 
lower than in other mindsets. 

• 	Cautious decision-making 
• 	Strong risk management and 

cost-control 
• 	Balance short-term 

performance with  
long-term goals

32% of survey 
respondents

2

CENTRALIZED INNOVATORS

Approximately one in five companies is a Centralized Innovator. These 
companies confidently pursue innovation-led growth bets, investing 
in talent and technology and accepting risk and margin pressure 
to accelerate scale. They are fast-moving, maintaining centralized 
control over decision-making to drive alignment, often at the expense 
of local autonomy. This group is the most likely to take a forward-
looking approach to growth, with nearly three-quarters of Centralized 
Innovators favoring long-term goals over short-term performance. 
They are the most confident in their future performance. 

• 	Heavy investment in talent  
and technology 

• Centralized decision-making 
• Future-focused and  

highly confident

18% of survey 
respondents

3

DECENTRALIZED ACCELERATORS

This group of growth-first companies aggressively prioritizes 
innovation and accelerated scaling. These businesses invest heavily in 
talent and fully empower their people to make decisions in the pursuit 
of responsiveness, innovation and rapid growth. They accept risk 
and margin pressure to scale quickly and rely on both their workforce 
and automation to grow capacity. Decentralized Accelerators are the 
smallest group, representing 17% of middle market companies. 

• 	Distributed decision-making for 
greater responsiveness 

• 	High-risk tolerance 
• 	Focused on innovation  

and growth

17% of survey 
respondents

4



|     4

CERTAIN MINDSETS ARE MORE COMMON IN 
SPECIFIC INDUSTRIES OR REVENUE BANDS. 

Decision-making mindset, rather than industry 
or revenue alone, shapes how middle-market 
companies manage opportunity and risk. These 
mindsets do cluster by sector and size, influenced 
by industry dynamics, operating complexity (capital 
intensity, margin pressure, regulatory exposure, 
workforce structure) and company scale.
 
As a result, certain industries tend to skew toward 
particular decision-making styles, reflecting both 
structural realities and leadership norms within those 
segments. For example, according to the research: 

Construction companies over-index as 
Performance Protectors, consistent with an 
environment defined by project-based work, 
margin sensitivity and heightened exposure to 
cost volatility and execution risk. 

Real estate companies most commonly align 
with the Disciplined Grower mindset and are least 
likely to be Centralized Innovators, underscoring 
a preference for measured expansion and 
returns-driven decision-making over centralized 
innovation strategies. 

Consumer and industrial products companies 
are the most evenly distributed across the four 
decision-making approaches. While they are 
most likely to be Disciplined Growers, this group has the largest 
proportion of Centralized Innovators of any industry in this study, 
reflecting a strong emphasis on investment in product development, 
process improvement and innovation-led growth.

Company size also correlates with distinct decision-making mindsets. 

The smallest middle market companies in the study, with revenues 
between $10 million and $50 million, are notably most likely to fall 
into the Disciplined Grower category, where decision-making is more 
tightly linked to near-term profitability and risk management. 

In contrast, the largest middle market companies—those with annual 
revenues between $100 million and $1 billion—are more likely than 
their smaller peers to be Centralized Innovators or Decentralized 
Accelerators, the two groups that most aggressively pursue long-
term growth. Their greater scale appears to provide both the capacity 
and the confidence to prioritize future-oriented investments. 

Companies in the middle revenue tier ($50 million to $100 million) 
appear to reflect a transitional stage where leaders must balance 
immediate performance pressures with emerging growth opportunities. 

MIDDLE MARKET PERFORMANCE IS NOT DRIVEN BY A SINGLE 
“RIGHT” APPROACH.

The decision-making mindsets provide a framework for understanding 
why middle market companies approach critical business performance 
decisions differently, even when operating in similar markets. As 
organizations scale, many gain both the resources and the perspective to 
shift from protecting performance to deliberately shaping their long-term 
trajectory, evolving not just what they pursue, but also how they pursue it.

Decision-making mindsets by industry   
% of companies aligned with each mindset 

Decision-making mindsets by revenue band   
% of companies aligned with each mindset*

Real Estate
41 29 13 17

Consumer and Industrial Products
33 27 22 18

Construction
27 43 14 16

Lower $10M - $50M
46 32 11 10

Core $50M - $100M
30 36 18 17

Upper $100M - $1B
28 30 21 21

1

1

2

2

3

3

PERFORMANCE 
PROTECTORS

DISCIPLINED 
GROWERS

CENTRALIZED 
INNOVATORS

DECENTRALIZED 
ACCELERATORS

PERFORMANCE 
PROTECTORS

DISCIPLINED 
GROWERS

CENTRALIZED 
INNOVATORS

DECENTRALIZED 
ACCELERATORS

“We are trying to expand our market share into 

high-risk projects that we’ve never done in the past. 

We were aggressive in pursuing these projects. We 

viewed this as a long-term growth move. If we are 

successful at this, we will have opened up a new 

avenue in market share.”

CENTRALIZED INNOVATOR,  
CONSTRUCTION,  
UPPER MIDDLE MARKET

*Some data does not add to 100% due to a rounding error.



Insight 2
Growth drives strategic decisions, but priorities and actions vary significantly. 
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How leaders evaluate decisions and ultimately 
execute strategy are related but distinct processes, 
each influenced by a company’s decision-making 
mindset, industry context and scale. Examining the 
various catalysts provides a more complete view 
of how growth ambitions translate into real-world 
outcomes in the middle market.

DECISION-MAKING FACTORS

The pursuit of growth opportunities drives strategic 
decision-making in the middle market: across all 
mindsets, a majority of companies say it is a top-
three consideration, with 30% of all companies 
saying it is the number one factor in their decisions.   

Beyond growth opportunities, there is less consensus 
on the other factors companies evaluate when 
making strategic decisions. Overall, competitive 
pressure and talent availability are distant second- 
and third-place considerations. 

Meaningful differences emerge in how the different 
mindsets weigh the other decision-making factors. 
The Performance Protectors are most likely to 
consider margins and market uncertainty, while the 
Centralized Innovators emphasize talent availability 
and are among the most likely to factor in risk 
mitigation and geopolitical factors. Disciplined 
Growers also place relatively high priority on risk 
mitigation. Decentralized Accelerators make up 
the group most concerned with the regulatory 
environment and geopolitical factors.

THE IMPACT OF INDUSTRY ON DECISION-
MAKING FACTORS

Decision-making factors vary meaningfully by industry. 
Real estate companies are most likely to carefully 
consider market conditions and financing costs, while 
construction and consumer and industrial products 
businesses are more concerned with what their 
competitors are doing and if they can find the talent 
they need to move their organizations forward.

After growth opportunity, mindsets differ on the most critical 
decision-making factors    
% ranking a factor among their top three

Competitive pressure

Growth opportunity

Market uncertainty

Cost of capital

Regulatory or policy environment

Geopolitical factors

Margin protection

Access to capital

Risk mitigation

Talent availability

PERFORMANCE 
PROTECTORS

DISCIPLINED 
GROWERS

CENTRALIZED 
INNOVATORS

DECENTRALIZED 
ACCELERATORS

Key decision drivers vary by industry   
% ranking a factor among their top three

Competitive pressure

Growth opportunity

Market uncertainty

Margin protection

Talent availability

59

26 39

393826

21

22 31

31

Cost of capital

Regulatory or policy environment

Geopolitical factors

Access to capital

Risk mitigation

2626 31

302424

22 26 33

22 2423

16 1611

CONSUMER AND INDUSTRIAL PRODUCTSREAL ESTATE CONSTRUCTION

54

38

56

28

30

51 6351 60

3829 3936

3224 3327

2621 25 31

3322 2721

26 3628 33

2824 3128

26 322824

14 2820 29

2221149
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ACHIEVING OBJECTIVES

When it comes to achieving strategic goals, most 
companies agree they need to improve their 
profits, increase their sales and improve efficiency. 
Technology matters too, and making the right 
investment in this area is becoming increasingly 
critical and often directly related to efficiency 
gains. For example, many companies report using 
AI to drive efficiency across functions, including 
operations, HR, customer service and finance. 

As with decision-making factors, key differences 
emerge among different mindsets and industries 
as to what is most important to realizing desired 
outcomes: 

DISCIPLINED GROWERS

Disciplined Growers see investing in technology 
and attracting and retaining key talent as 
especially important to realizing their strategic 
objectives. 

PERFORMANCE PROTECTORS

Performance Protectors are more likely than other 
groups to emphasize reducing operational costs 
and attracting and retaining key talent as essential 
to executing strategy. They also place importance 
on expanding market share.

CENTRALIZED INNOVATORS

Centralized Innovators stand apart in their 
commitment to investing in technology, developing 
new products and services and expanding into 
new markets to help drive outcomes. 

DECENTRALIZED ACCELERATORS

Decentralized Accelerators are more likely than their 
peers to focus on strengthening brand reputation, 
optimizing capital structure and improving cash and 
notably less concerned with reducing operating 
costs and attracting and keeping talent.

Different mindsets prefer different pathways to strategic success   
% ranking a factor as a top-three strategic lever

Growing revenue/increasing sales

Improving profitability/margins

Investing in technology

Expanding market share

Developing/launching new products/services

Attracting and retaining key talent

Enhancing cybersecurity

Strengthening brand and reputation

Resilience and risk management

Reducing operational costs

Expanding into new markets

Talent development

Improving cash flow

Optimizing capital structure/managing debt

Increasing efficiency

35

36

23

20

26

23

39

28

29

22

14

20

33

32

30

28

23

22

24

26

32

40

17

21

24

17

20

13

1919

13

23

22

14

21

25

19

11

14

26

15

13

15

28

9

14

6

13

17

13

20

6

16

11

7

8

18

13

6

7

PERFORMANCE 
PROTECTORS

DISCIPLINED 
GROWERS

CENTRALIZED 
INNOVATORS

DECENTRALIZED 
ACCELERATORS

“Our results reveal that it’s not one size fits 

all. Rather, firms have self-selected into a few 

strategic clusters reflecting the demands of 

their industries and the vision of their leaders.”

JAY ANAND,  
WILLIAM H. DAVIS CHAIR AND DEAN’S 
DISTINGUISHED PROFESSOR OF STRATEGY 
FISHER COLLEGE OF BUSINESS, 
THE OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY 
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Improving profitability/margins

Investing in technology

Expanding market share

Attracting and retaining key talent

Reducing operational costs

Expanding into new markets

3630

2625 30

18 21 25

28 32 36

19 2420

301816

29 31

2620 21

30

Strategic actions vary by industry   
% ranking a factor as a top-three strategic lever

Growing revenue/increasing sales

Developing/launching new products/services

Enhancing cybersecurity

Strengthening brand and reputation

Resilience and risk management

Talent development

Improving cash flow

Optimizing capital structure/managing debt

15 1716

10 1414

108 10

1577

1312 23

11 2118

16 1715

Increasing efficiency

20

THE IMPACT OF INDUSTRY ON EXECUTION

Margins matter most in the consumer and 
industrial products industry, while construction 
companies focus more on making every sale and 
relatively less on efficiency. Developing people is 
important in real estate; attracting and retaining 
people are key in construction. 

MORE THAN ONE PATHWAY LEADS TO 
SUSTAINABLE GROWTH

Ultimately, growth ambitions set the direction in 
the middle market, but the pursuit of growth is not 
the sole determinant of how companies operate or 
perform. Differences in decision-making factors and 
execution priorities around issues, including financial 
discipline, talent and modernization, underscore 
the importance of mindset and operational context 
in translating growth opportunities into sustained 
performance.

CONSUMER AND INDUSTRIAL PRODUCTSREAL ESTATE CONSTRUCTION

“We recently decided to reduce the profit that our company would 

make and focused more on investing in technology. It paid! After 

a few months of innovating new technology policies, our profits 

went back up again. A person always remembers how you made 

them feel. We aim to establish trust with customers through strong 

data governance.”

DECENTRALIZED ACCELERATOR,  
REAL ESTATE,  
UPPER MIDDLE MARKET 



Insight 3
Tradeoffs reveal where leaders are aligned—and where they are not.
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Because resources are finite in the middle market, 
tradeoff decisions are a constant reality—particularly 
around talent, growth and costs. Leaders routinely 
must choose between growth and profitability, cost 
and quality, and employee workload and payroll size, 
among other competing priorities. Perhaps because 
these decisions are so common, most leaders in 
our study (87%) express high confidence in their 
decision-making ability.

Across several foundational tradeoffs, the middle 
market shows strong alignment:

Across other tradeoffs, however, divergence 
becomes much more pronounced, both across the 
middle market overall and among the four decision-
making mindsets.

Risk management

Maintaining head count

Customization

Decentralized decision-making

Profitability

Accuracy

Market share

Human touch

Flexibility

Personalization

Labor costs

Quality

Long-term value

Innovation

Maintaining wages

Standardization

Centralized decision-making

Growth

Speed

Profit margin

Automation

Control

Data privacy

Employee workload

Cost

Short-term gains

Balanced

When forced to choose, most companies prioritize accuracy, quality 
and long-term value but are more split on other tradeoffs
% of companies favoring each option

12 3256

11 3455

19 2754

14 4046

13 4740

12 5929

14 4244

15 4738

7 7815

15 4342

13 5532

11 7514

13 7710

would choose 
accuracy over 
speed78%

would choose 
quality over cost75%

would choose long-
term value over 
short-term gains78%

“We have made the decision to invest more in artificial 

intelligence at the expense of investing in new hires because 

we believe it will make us more efficient and resilient in the 

long term and will increase our revenue because we will not 

need to hire additional personnel.”

PERFORMANCE PROTECTOR,  
CONSUMER AND INDUSTRIAL PRODUCTS,  
UPPER MIDDLE MARKET
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Quality vs. cost   
% of companies in each mindset prioritizing quality over cost

Cost Quality

41 9188 96

TRADEOFF DECISIONS DIVERGE WHEN 
CONSIDERING LEADERS’ MINDSETS

COST, SPEED AND TIME HORIZON

In all these tradeoffs, the outliers are Performance 
Protectors. Within this mindset, a meaningful share of 
companies favor cost, speed or short-term gains in 
their decision-making. 

INNOVATION VS. RISK

When forced to trade off innovation and risk, 56% 
of companies surveyed say they would prioritize 
innovation over a safer or more balanced approach. 
Performance Protectors are most likely to manage 
uncertainty first, with only 28% saying they would 
opt for innovation over a safer approach. However, 
more than a third of Disciplined Growers also share 
this view. Not surprisingly, nearly all Centralized 
Innovators favor pursuing new advances.

WORKLOAD VS. COST/CENTRALIZED VS. 
DECENTRALIZED DECISION-MAKING 

Tradeoffs related to people reveal even sharper 
differences. Our data shows that nearly half of 
companies (47%) prioritize labor costs, while 38% 
(predominantly Centralized Innovators) focus on 
managing employee workload. Decision authority also 
varies widely: 54% prefer centralized decision-making, 
while 27% lean toward empowering individuals, with 
Decentralized Accelerators dominating the latter 
group. Performance Protectors, notably, are also less 
likely to favor a centralized approach.

GROWTH VS. PROFITABILITY 

Perhaps most interestingly, while growth opportunity 
is the primary factor shaping strategic decisions, 
among the companies we surveyed, more overall 
(47%) say they would prioritize profitability over 
growth (40%) when forced to choose one or the 
other. It is important to note that the two most 
prevalent mindsets—the Performance Protectors 
and the Disciplined Growers—are driving the split. 
Both the Centralized Innovators and, especially, the 
Decentralized Accelerators overwhelmingly favor 
growth, with 67% and 81%, respectively, choosing 
growth over profit.

DIFFERENCES INTENSIFY WHEN TALENT, 
RISK AND MARGINS ARE AT STAKE 

These tradeoffs highlight a key distinction across 
the middle market: while leaders largely agree on 
foundational principles, they diverge when decisions 
directly affect people, risk profile and growth posture. 
The choices leaders make ultimately define and 
differentiate the four decision-making mindsets and 
how each balances competing priorities in practice.

PERFORMANCE 
PROTECTORS

DISCIPLINED 
GROWERS

CENTRALIZED 
INNOVATORS

DECENTRALIZED 
ACCELERATORS

Accuracy vs. speed   
% of companies in each mindset prioritizing accuracy over speed

Speed Accuracy

50 78 95 96

Long-term value vs. short-term gains   
% of companies in each mindset prioritizing long-term value over short-term gains

Short-Term Gains Long-Term Value

46 87 9592

Innovation vs. risk management    
% of companies in each mindset prioritizing innovation over risk management

Risk Management Innovation

28 8349 93

Growth vs. profit   
% of companies in each mindset prioritizing growth over profit

Profit Growth

21 8120 67

Centralized vs. decentralized decision-making   
% of companies in each mindset prioritizing centralized over decentralized decision-making

Decentralized 
Decision-Making

Centralized 
Decision-Making

3617 77 79

Employee workload vs. labor costs   
% of companies in each mindset prioritizing employee workload over labor costs

Labor  
Costs

Employee 
Workload

2724 39 82



Cost pressures remain a defining challenge for the middle market, forcing 
frequent tradeoff decisions. When faced with the need to cut costs, middle 
market leaders must decide what to protect and what to sacrifice. 

According to the survey results, companies show alignment in some 
areas: nearly half (49%) say they would protect customer service or 
customer experience, while only 25% would sacrifice it. At the same 
time, middle market leaders are far more willing to reduce investment in 
research, development and innovation, with 53% indicating they would 
sacrifice these areas and just 31% naming R&D as a top area to protect.

While this overall pattern suggests a strong bias toward preserving 
near-term customer relationships, even at the expense of future-oriented 
capabilities, meaningful differences emerge across the four decision-
making mindsets.

Insight 4 
When cost pressures force protect-or-sacrifice decisions, leaders differ on what is 
most essential. 

DISCIPLINED GROWERS

Disciplined Growers place their highest priority on hiring and 
retaining talent. Compared with other groups, they’re more willing 
to sacrifice technology investments in order to preserve the 
workforce they view as critical to maintaining operational discipline 
and long-term performance.

Cost-Cutting Decisions Prioritize Customer Experience 
Over Future Investment   
% selecting each as one of their top three areas to protect or sacrifice 
when forced to cut costs

P
R

O
TE

C
T

SA
C

R
IF

IC
E

Customer service/experience

25 49

Hiring and retention

45 49

Technology investing

45 47

Marketing and brand

38 46

Cybersecurity

33 38

Resilience/risk preparedness

39 34

R&D and innovation

53 31

PERFORMANCE PROTECTORS

Performance Protectors are significantly more committed to 
protecting risk preparedness and organizational resilience than the 
other mindsets. Notably, however, they’re also the most likely to 
sacrifice cybersecurity, signaling a distinction between traditional 
risk management priorities and investments tied to emerging or less 
visible threats.
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Disciplined Growers protect hiring and retaining talent 
while sacrificing technology  
% selecting each as one of their top three areas to protect or sacrifice 
when forced to cut costs

P
R

O
TE

C
T

SA
C

R
IF

IC
E

Customer service/experience

17 48

Hiring and retention

44 55

Technology investing

52 48

Marketing and brand

38 48

Cybersecurity

33 38

Resilience/risk preparedness

40 30

R&D and innovation

56 27

Performance Protectors protect risk and resilience 
while sacrificing cybersecurity   
% selecting each as one of their top three areas to protect or sacrifice 
when forced to cut costs

P
R

O
TE

C
T

SA
C

R
IF

IC
E

Customer service/experience

29 51

Hiring and retention

46 48

Technology investing

43 43

Marketing and brand

39 47

Cybersecurity

36 32

Resilience/risk preparedness

32 41

R&D and innovation

54 29
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CENTRALIZED INNOVATORS

Centralized Innovators stand apart in their priorities. Unlike the 
broader middle market, these companies are most committed to 
protecting technology investments, even at the expense of customer 
experience. This suggests a belief that sustained competitiveness 
and growth depend on continued investment in enabling platforms, 
systems and capabilities, particularly during periods of constraint. 

Centralized Innovators protect technology investments 
while sacrificing customer experience  
% selecting each as one of their top three areas to protect or sacrifice 
when forced to cut costs

P
R

O
TE

C
T

SA
C

R
IF

IC
E

Customer service/experience

28 46

Hiring and retention

43 42

Technology investing

35 53

Marketing and brand

36 38

Cybersecurity

32 42

Resilience/risk preparedness

39 36

R&D and innovation

53 38

DECENTRALIZED ACCELERATORS

Decentralized Accelerators demonstrate relatively stronger commitment 
to R&D compared to their peers. Marketing and brand rank high on 
their list of investments to protect. At the same time, they’re the most 
likely of all groups to sacrifice risk preparedness, underscoring a greater 
tolerance for uncertainty in pursuit of expansion.

Decentralized Accelerators protect R&D and 
innovation while sacrificing risk preparedness  
% selecting each as one of their top three areas to protect or sacrifice 
when forced to cut costs

SA
C

R
IF

IC
E P

R
O

TE
C

T

Customer service/experience

30 48

Hiring and retention

43 48

Technology investing

45 45

Marketing and brand

38 49

Cybersecurity

25 42

Resilience/risk preparedness

46 28

R&D and innovation

45 35

WHAT LEADERS PROTECT REFLECTS THEIR DECISION-
MAKING MINDSET 

Under pressure to cut costs, leaders reveal not just their priorities but 
their underlying beliefs about where value is created, how risk should 
be managed and which capabilities are most critical to sustaining 
performance over time.

“When faced with rising supply costs, we had to decide whether to continue 

carrying products we have historically always offered. Given that value perception 

is a large part of our brand identity, we decided to stop carrying some items 

because we could not offer them at the same competitive price that our customers 

have come to expect. In the end, the decision was made to protect the brand 

identity instead of raising prices. The brand identity — value for our customers — 

has to be at the forefront of decision-making because it will never change.”

DISCIPLINED GROWER, 
REAL ESTATE,  
LOWER MIDDLE MARKET
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Among the four decision-making mindsets, Centralized Innovators 
post some of the strongest results across key performance indicators, 
including year-over-year revenue growth, employment growth, 
confidence in decision-making, competitive position and future 
prospects. Nine out of 10 Centralized Innovators report year-over-year 
revenue increases, with 51% growing by 10% or more. Nearly seven 
in 10 expanded their workforce over the past 12 months, and 46% did 
so at a rate of 10% or higher. Nearly all Centralized Innovators view 
themselves as ahead of their competitors and have strong outlooks for 
the next six months. 

Decentralized Accelerators are a close second on most measures, while 
Disciplined Growers and Performance Protectors show more moderate 
growth patterns and confidence levels. Overall, middle market leaders 
who approach decisions through an innovation-oriented mindset 
consistently outpace their peers, suggesting a strong relationship 
between innovation-driven decision-making, higher performance and 
greater confidence in both current positioning and future outlook.

EXECUTION MATTERS, TOO. 

While innovation is correlated with growth, it is not the only factor 
associated with fast-growing businesses. Importantly, several 
characteristics cut across mindset when examining the fastest-growing 
companies in the study—those achieving year-over-year revenue growth 
of 10% or more. 

Compared with slower-growing peers, these are more likely to:

Place greater emphasis on strengthening brand and reputation and 
optimizing capital structure

Invest in their people through:
•	Training and upskilling (52% vs. 43%)
•	Attracting and hiring qualified talent (49% vs. 39%)
•	Leadership development (36% vs. 26%)

Prioritize data privacy investments (37% vs. 26%)

Report significant efficiency gains from investments in automation 
or process improvement (45% vs. 17%)

Maintain a long-term growth orientation (61% vs. 49%) 

In the middle market, performance at the highest levels reflects 
disciplined execution across marketing, talent development, financial 
management and operational excellence, suggesting that sustained 
growth is shaped by a combination of mindset and fundamentals.

Insight 5 
Innovators experience stronger growth and greater confidence.

Revenue and employment growth rates by mindset
Average growth rates by mindset

Confidence levels by mindset     
% of companies agreeing with each statement

12

10

14
13

Year-over-year  
revenue growth

7
8

10
9

Year-over-year  
employment growth

81 83

94 94

Consider themselves an 
industry leader/above 
average compared to  

their competitors

81

69

86
93

Consider themselves 
excellent or very good at 
strategic decision-making 

82
74

97
93

Are extremely/very 
confident in their expected 
business performance over 

the next 12 months

PERFORMANCE 
PROTECTORS

DISCIPLINED 
GROWERS

CENTRALIZED 
INNOVATORS

DECENTRALIZED 
ACCELERATORS

PERFORMANCE 
PROTECTORS

DISCIPLINED 
GROWERS

CENTRALIZED 
INNOVATORS

DECENTRALIZED 
ACCELERATORS

1

2

3

4

5



Go all-in

To better understand how middle market companies 
approach tradeoffs under pressure, we asked leaders 
how they would respond to a hypothetical market 
opportunity promising strong growth but requiring a 
12% increase in operating costs.

THE SCENARIO:

Your company has the chance to 
expand into a new high-growth market 
where competitors are weak. To seize 
the opportunity, you must immediately 
increase operating costs by 12% to hire 
local talent, adjust supply chains and 
increase marketing.

MOST LEADERS WOULD PURSUE THE 
OPPORTUNITY—BUT WITH MEANINGFUL 
GUARDRAILS 

Nearly two-thirds (61%) say they would move forward 
carefully, while around a third (32%) would go all in. 
Companies willing to fully commit tend to be larger—
upper middle market companies are twice as likely 
as lower middle market companies to go all in. They 
are also faster growing and more confident in their 
competitive position and decision-making capabilities. 
They take a long-term, often automation-enabled 
approach to growth. This profile signals a greater ability 
and willingness to absorb cost increases today in 
pursuit of long-term gains. 

By contrast, more cautious leaders emphasize 
control, staged investment and near-term cost 
protection. 

MINDSET SHAPES RESPONSE AND SPEED OF COMMITMENT

Decision-making mindset strongly influences how leaders react to opportunity. 

PERFORMANCE PROTECTORS seek 
optionality. While around a quarter would 
go all in, most would proceed cautiously. 
One out of 10 Performance Protectors 
would adopt a wait-and-see posture, 
and 4% would opt out entirely.

“We would want to see if the market 
opportunity is not transitory, and we are 
able to have a higher level of confidence 
as to the benefits before proceeding 
with such a high investment.”
– 	Consumer and Industrial Products, 

Upper Middle Market 

CENTRALIZED INNOVATORS 
advance more quickly but continue to 
skew toward governance and control.

“These are times when competitors 
are more cautious, and we’ve found 
these are times where we can succeed 
and bring our strengths to the table as 
a challenger company.”
– 	Construction, Lower Middle Market 

DISCIPLINED GROWERS deliberately 
avoid overcommitment, with two-thirds 
pursuing the opportunity with measured 
changes; 6% would wait and see.

“We like to take advantage of 
opportunities when they arise, but 
we are also somewhat cautious as to 
not completely go all in without some 
barriers. We set budgets and limits for 
such opportunities.”
– 	Real Estate, Lower Middle Market 

DECENTRALIZED ACCELERATORS 
act most decisively when growth is 
available, even at material cost. Nearly half 
(45%) would go all in, making this group 
the most likely to seize the opportunity. 

“The window of opportunity is short, so 
we must quickly seize market share and 
build brand awareness, even if it means 
increased costs in the short term.”
– 	Consumer and Industrial Products, 

Upper Middle Market 
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How Middle Market Leaders React 
when Growth Comes at a Cost
A Window Into Decision Behavior

Decentralized Accelerators pursue opportunity most aggressively 
while other mindsets move more cautiously     
% of companies in each mindset favoring each approach

24 45

Go forward, but with a more cautious approach

6154 6658

Wait and see

101 64

Not go after the new market

400 0

PERFORMANCE 
PROTECTORS

DISCIPLINED 
GROWERS

CENTRALIZED 
INNOVATORS

DECENTRALIZED 
ACCELERATORS

3828
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Middle-market leaders are highly entrepreneurial and ambitious. Our research makes that 
clear. Confidence is high, and growth is a top priority across industries. But when uncertainty 
and tradeoffs get expensive, hesitation creeps in. Leaders pause when margins tighten, 
hiring demands higher wages, or technology investments require short-term sacrifice for 
long-term gains.

That pause is understandable. Middle-market companies don’t have similar safety nets of 
global scale or deep, cost-effective access to capital. They manage volatility in real time, 
protecting people, customers, margins and their own capital because those decisions carry 
significant consequences.

But the data and findings reveal something worth considering further. Companies that lean 
into innovation and are more decisive consistently post stronger revenue growth and report 
higher confidence in their competitive position. That pattern isn’t a coincidence. 

At the same time, protection, discipline and careful judgment serve a legitimate purpose. 
They build resilience. They preserve stability. They safeguard what middle-market companies 
have worked hard to build.

CLARITY SHAPES BETTER DECISIONS

In our experience, what separates top performers from more cautious companies is rarely 
ambition — it’s clarity. Leaders with deep visibility into their financial performance, workforce 
economics, operational capacity and risk exposure make stronger decisions. Not because 
they’re more aggressive, but because they understand the full picture. When insight 
integrates across the business, tradeoffs stop feeling like leaps of faith and start feeling like 
deliberate choices.

That is where many middle-market companies need a more structured process.

Better tradeoff decisions should not sit with one function alone. The CEO or owner sets 
priorities and risk tolerance. The CFO helps evaluate the financial, tax and cash flow 
implications. The broader leadership team tests those choices across operations, workforce, 
technology and risk. In the middle market, better decisions are cross-functional decisions.

WHERE LEADERS CAN START

For leaders wondering where to start, begin with alignment on the few measures that matter 
most. Revenue potential matters, but so do margin impact, cash requirements, workforce 
capacity, execution risk and time to return. Without that shared lens, growth decisions can 
drift away from what the business can realistically support.

Next, create a more integrated view of the business. Many middle-market companies still 
review tax, workforce planning, modernization and risk separately, making tradeoffs harder 
to evaluate. Leaders need to understand how one move affects another. When those issues 
are considered together, decisions become clearer.

BY BRAD LAKHIA, CHIEF FINANCIAL OFFICER, CBIZ

Growth With Clarity: 
Strengthening Decision-Making  
in the Middle Market

CBIZ Perspective
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Finally, establish a regular leadership cadence around major investment 
and operating decisions. It does not need to be complex, but it should 
be consistent. A cross-functional review process helps teams pressure-
test opportunities, spot blind spots and align resources before decisions 
become reactive.

STRENGTHS AND BLIND SPOTS FOR EACH MINDSET

The research highlights four decision-making styles, each a reasonable 
response to pressure. Performance Protectors focus on costs and 
resilience. Disciplined Growers balance growth with control. Centralized 
Innovators modernize in a structured way. Decentralized Accelerators 
empower teams to move quickly. No style is inherently better; each 
delivers results when applied in the right context.

What really matters is whether leaders can spot the blind spots that 
come with their usual approach. Focusing too much on protection can 
hold back investment in new ideas. Moving too fast can compromise 
important checks and risk planning. Being too careful can lead to 
missed opportunities. And if speed is not managed, it can create more 
complexity and problems over time.

Middle-market companies don’t have to pick between stability and 
progress. Those that grow sustainably tend to align their financial insight, 
tax planning, workforce management, modernization and risk control into 
a single set of connected decisions, not separate tasks. When leaders 

look at these areas together, tradeoffs are easier to see, and the way 
forward is clearer.

The research shows that leaders who prioritize innovation often 
outperform in both growth and confidence. It also finds that most 
organizations value long-term results, quality and culture. The real 
differences appear when decisions affect people, profits and risk. Those 
are the moments when clarity isn’t just an advantage, it’s the difference.

CONNECTED INSIGHTS CREATE BETTER TRADEOFFS

Middle-market companies do not have to choose between stability 
and progress. The businesses that grow more sustainably are often 
those that align financial insight, tax planning, workforce management, 
modernization and risk oversight into a single, connected set of 
decisions and use them together to guide action.
At CBIZ, our focus is on helping companies bring those insights 
together by evaluating investments, identifying hidden constraints and 
strengthening capabilities that may not come naturally to their existing 
mindset. With that kind of integrated thinking, leaders can better 
understand the operational and financial impact of their choices.
The goal is not to become more aggressive for its own sake, or more 
cautious for comfort. It is to become more informed, more coordinated 
and more deliberate. When leaders can see tradeoffs clearly and 
evaluate them through a connected lens, they are better positioned to 
protect what matters today while investing in what will matter next.



MIDDLEMARKETCENTER.ORGMIDDLEMARKETCENTER.ORG

Copyright 2026 The Ohio State University. All rights reserved. This publication provides general information and should not be used or taken as 
business, financial, tax, accounting, legal or other advice or relied upon in substitution for the exercise of your independent judgment. For your 
specific situation or where otherwise required, expert advice should be sought. The views expressed in this publication reflect those of the 
authors and contributors and not necessarily the views of The Ohio State University or any of its affiliates. Although The Ohio State University 
believes that the information contained in this publication has been obtained from, and is based upon, sources The Ohio State University 
believes to be reliable, The Ohio State University does not guarantee its accuracy, and it may be incomplete or condensed. The Ohio State 
University makes no representation or warranties of any kind whatsoever with respect to such information. The Ohio State University 
accepts no liability of any kind for loss arising from the use of the material presented in this publication.

The National Center for the Middle Market is the leading source of knowledge, leadership and 

innovative research focused on the U.S. middle market economy. The center provides critical data, 

analysis, insights and perspectives to help accelerate growth, increase competitiveness and create 

jobs for companies, policymakers and other key stakeholders in this sector. Stay connected to the 

center by contacting middlemarketcenter@fisher.osu.edu.

Chubb is a world leader in insurance. With operations in 54 countries and territories, Chubb provides 

commercial and personal property and casualty insurance, personal accident and supplemental 

health insurance, reinsurance and life insurance to a diverse group of clients. The company is 

defined by its extensive product and service offerings, broad distribution capabilities, exceptional 

financial strength and local operations globally. Parent company Chubb Limited is listed on the 

New York Stock Exchange (NYSE: CB) and is a component of the S&P 500 index. Chubb employs 

approximately 45,000 people worldwide. Additional information can be found at: chubb.com.

The Ohio State University Max M. Fisher College of Business provides tomorrow’s business leaders 

with the foundation needed to succeed in business today. Fisher students experience an academically 

rigorous learning environment, led by world-class faculty, which fosters their development as 

principled leaders who possess an entrepreneurial spirit, global awareness and a commitment to 

social responsibility. Organizations from around the globe thrive under the leadership of Fisher 

alumni, who positively impact their communities and the world. Learn more at fisher.osu.edu.

Visa (NYSE: V) is a world leader in digital payments, facilitating transactions between consumers, 

sellers, financial institutions and government entities across more than 200 countries and territories. 

Our mission is to connect the world through the most innovative, convenient, reliable and secure 

payments network, enabling individuals, businesses and economies to thrive. We believe that 

economies that include everyone everywhere, uplift everyone everywhere and see access as 

foundational to the future of money movement. Learn more at Visa.com.

Wells Fargo & Company (NYSE: WFC) is a leading financial services company that has approximately 

$2.0 trillion in assets. It provides a diversified set of banking, investment and mortgage products 

and services, as well as consumer and commercial finance, through their four reportable operating 

segments: Consumer Banking and Lending, Commercial Banking, Corporate and Investment Banking, 

and Wealth & Investment Management. Wells Fargo ranked No. 33 on Fortune’s 2025 rankings of 

America’s largest corporations. News, insights and perspectives from Wells Fargo are also available 

at Wells Fargo Stories. Additional information can be found on LinkedIn or at wellsfargo.com.

CBIZ helps businesses discover new ways to grow with applied industry knowledge, innovative 

technology, and data-driven insights that inspire greater possibilities. A full-service professional 

services advisor in 22 major markets, coast to coast, CBIZ combines nationwide reach with industry-

specific insights to turn unseen opportunities into accelerated growth. We shape our solutions 

to best serve real business needs, leveraging deep client understanding, comprehensive service 

capability, and unmatched resources to maximize impact. Driven by an entrepreneurial spirit and 

a commitment to client success, we’re a partner that paves the path from where businesses are to 

anywhere they want to go. CBIZ. Insights that Impact.
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