LGBTQ+ Role Models 2026: Why Workplace Visibility Matters
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A new global list has recognised 245 LGBTQ+ leaders and advocates for advancing inclusion at work. But the celebration arrives alongside sobering evidence: openly LGBTQ+ directors hold just 0.8 per cent of Fortune 500 board seats. Here’s what the honourees’ work, and the figures behind it, reveal about representation and everyday workplace change.
Essential Takeaways
245 people recognised: INvolve’s 2026 OUTstanding lists honour LGBTQ+ leaders, emerging professionals and advocates.
Boardroom representation remains low: PRISM’s analysis found 45 Fortune 500 board seats held by openly LGBTQ+ directors, or about 0.8 per cent.
UK disclosures have fallen: 37 FTSE 350 companies named LGBTQ+ people in board diversity disclosures, down from 52 in 2024.
Workplace experiences still matter: Stonewall found that 30 per cent of LGB+ respondents and 46 per cent of trans+ respondents had concealed their identity at work in the previous year.
Recognition is only part of the picture: Lasting inclusion also calls for accountable leadership, supportive policies and practical opportunities to progress.
A big celebration, against a difficult backdrop
There’s a clear contrast at the heart of the 2026 OUTstanding Role Model Lists. INvolve’s global programme recognises 245 LGBTQ+ leaders and advocates whose work helps challenge barriers in business, while new boardroom data shows how limited openly LGBTQ+ representation remains at the top.
The lists, supported by YouTube, span senior executives, future leaders and advocates across sectors. INvolve’s official Role Models website presents the programme as recognition for people who advance inclusion through practical work, from mentoring and employee initiatives to advocacy and organisational change. It’s a reminder that influence isn’t measured by job title alone.
The boardroom numbers are still stark
PRISM’s 2026 analysis, based on data from research partner Equilar, found 45 Fortune 500 board seats held by openly LGBTQ+ directors, around 0.8 per cent of available seats. Those seats belong to 39 people serving across 43 companies, and the total is down from 50 in 2024. PRISM says it’s the first decline since it began tracking the measure.
The UK picture adds another reason to look closely at visibility. OutQuorum reports that 37 FTSE 350 companies named LGBTQ+ people in board diversity disclosures in 2026, compared with 52 in 2024. That’s a measure of what companies disclose, not a count of LGBTQ+ directors, an important distinction when assessing what the figures can tell us.
Why visibility matters beyond the board
Board figures are only one part of the story. Stonewall’s 2026 research found that half of LGBTQ+ respondents were pessimistic about the direction of equality. At work, 30 per cent of LGB+ respondents said they had hidden or disguised their sexual orientation in the previous year; 46 per cent of trans+ respondents said they had concealed their gender identity.
Those experiences help explain why visible, supportive leadership can matter in the everyday life of a workplace. Fair Play Talks reported that 69 per cent of LGBTQ+ respondents identified at least one inclusion-related consideration as important when choosing an employer. The considerations included being able to be open about identity, transparent equality policies and representation in senior leadership.
Role models can turn influence into action
INvolve’s official profiles give a sense of what recognition can look like in practice. Ethan Salathiel, named its number one Future Leader, leads KPMG’s Trans and Gender Diversity workstream and promotes understanding and allyship. Anne Aslett, the top Advocate, leads the Elton John AIDS Foundation’s global HIV and LGBTQ+ advocacy.
That kind of work can take different forms: mentoring, supporting employee initiatives, challenging exclusion or using senior influence to open doors. The lists bring those efforts into view, but they’re not a substitute for fair progression, supportive policies or the chance to raise concerns without fear.
Progress needs more than a public commitment
There’s a further caution in Workplace Pride’s 2026 Global Benchmark. Its overall median score for LGBTQ+ workplace inclusion among participating organisations declined by 5.7 per cent compared with 2025, although some organisations continued to make progress. The benchmark assesses participating employers, so it isn’t a measure of every workplace, but it does show why sustained effort matters.
For employers, a useful starting point is to check whether inclusion commitments are reflected in recruitment, leadership development and employees’ day-to-day experience. Clear accountability and well-supported employee networks can help turn good intentions into consistent practice. Recognition is encouraging; the more telling test is what changes after the applause.
The 2026 lists celebrate people making that change visible, while the evidence shows why the work can’t stop there.
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