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International Trade 
& Compliance
• Import & Export Optimization Strategies
• In- & Out-sourced Trade Operations
• Documentation Requirements
• Tariff Classification
• Free Trade Agreements
• International Business Strategy
• Supply Chain Security & CTPAT

• Audits & Disclosures
• Antidumping & Countervailing Duties
• Broker & Forwarder Management
• Specialized Training
• Process Streamlining
• Navigating Controlled Exports

Learn more at starusa.org

WE ARE STAR USA

CONSULTING  ·   ADVICE  ·   TRAINING  ·   SERVICES

Star USA is a strategic 
resource and tactical 
partner for navigating 
global commerce & 
trade compliance.
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U.S. Middle Market Defined

Annual Revenues Range from

$10MM - $1B

Represents

1/3 of Private Sector 
GDP and Employment 

Accounts for

60% of All New 
Private-Sector Jobs

Nearly

200,000 in All Industry 

Segments and 

Geographies
Businesses

85%
of Companies

Are Privately Held

Equivalent to the 

5th LARGEST

global economy

More than

$10 trillion in annual revenue



Middle Market Indicator



Key Performance Indicators
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While still at high levels, revenue growth has 
softened since last wave 
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Hiring remains below 2024 levels, and 
slightly below 2025 Q4

Confidence has held steady

8.8 8.9
8.1

9.5

8.1

0%

2%

4%

6%

8%

10%

12%

14%

16%

2024 Q2 2024 Q4 2025 Q2 2025 Q4 2026 Q2

Future growth expectations have 
declined, but remain healthy
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Longitudinal Perspective
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Growth Rate by Revenue Segment
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Degree of challenge to find right skilled workforce
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Workforce-related investment

Increasing employee training and upskilling

Improving processes and workflows

Investing in technology or automation

Hiring additional staff

Improving cost and expense management

Outsourcing or using third-party services

2026 Q2
n=1005

58%

51%

46%

41%

39%

17%

Factors With Highest Priority To Improve Employee Productivity And 
Efficiency Over The Next 12 Months

15%

51%

26%

8%

Significant impact

Moderate impact

Minimal impact

No Impact

2026 Q2
n=1005

Level Of Extent In Which Workforce-Related Costs 
Impacting Overall Cost Structure

Significant impact / 
Moderate impact

66%



Operational priorities (Very High/High Focus/Investment)
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59%

57%

54%

53%

Sales growth/customer acquisition

Customer retention/improving customer experience

Technology implementation/upgrades (e.g., ERP, CRM, AI tools)

Cash flow management & financial forecasting accuracy

Process improvement/cost reduction initiatives

Cybersecurity measures/infrastructure/training

Data analytics & business intelligence capabilities

Employee training & skill development (including AI/tech skills)

Supply chain management/optimization

Enhancing workplace culture/employee engagement

Product/Service innovation & R&D
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Strategic priorities (ranked within top 5)
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20%

25%

20%

18%

10%

12%

Growing revenue/increasing sales

Improving profitability/margins

Expanding customer base

Reducing operational costs

Investing in technology

Digital transformation (e.g., AI, automation, cybersecurity)

Attracting and retaining key talent/workforce development

Expanding into new geographic markets (domestic or international)

Expanding market share

Developing/Launching new products or services

Enhancing cybersecurity posture

Strengthening supply chain resilience

Optimizing capital structure/managing debt

Implementing sustainability initiatives/resilience infrastructure

Preparing for ownership transition/sale/succession planning

Acquiring other businesses (M&A)
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Investment

WHAT WOULD YOU DO WITH AN EXTRA DOLLAR TO INVEST?
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Introduce a new product or service Expand into new domestic markets Open a new line of credit Bring in new equity investment

Add a new plant or facility Expand into new international markets Take on new debt Make an acquisition

Expansionary plans
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Top challenges

AI Adoption & Technology Transformation

Inflation, Rising Costs & Economic Uncertainty

Talent Acquisition & Employee Retention

Supply Chain Disruptions, Tariffs & Input Costs

Customer Growth, Competition & Revenue Pressure
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40%

33%
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32%

29%

25%

24%

NA

22%

38%

33%

35%

33%

27%

20%

Top challenges (Critical/Significant)
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2025 Q2
n=1000

Economic & Financial Challenges

Inflation/Rising costs (materials, services, inputs)

Economic uncertainty

Rising interest rates/Cost of capital/Financing costs

Reaching customers/Growing sales

Financial market volatility

Profitability pressures

Managing cash flow

Tax burden/complexity

Declining demand

Access to capital/Financing availability

Workforce & Talent Challenges

Attracting and hiring qualified talent

Retaining employees/Employee turnover
Rising labor costs/Wage pressure/Compensation 

demands
Cost/Availability of employee benefits

Employee productivity/engagement

Managing hybrid/remote workforce

2025 Q4
n=1005

2025 Q2
n=1000

2025 Q4
n=1005

2026 Q2
n=1005

2026 Q2
n=1005

Operational & Technology Challenges 

Cybersecurity threats/Data privacy and security

Adopting/Integrating new technology

Maintaining operational efficiency

Supply chain disruptions/reliability

Cost of safety measures

Market & Regulatory Challenges 

Impact of tariffs/trade policy

Competitive pressure within the industry

Regulatory compliance burden/evolving standards

Geopolitical instability/International risks
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19%

52%

25%

4%

AI adoption in the Middle Market
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Customer service/support

Cybersecurity

Marketing and content creation

Document drafting, summarization, and review reports)

Risk, compliance, and fraud detection

HR, recruiting, and people analytics

Operations, supply chain, and inventory

Finance, accounting, and Financial Planning & Analysis

Sales and lead generation

Software development and coding

Customer-facing product features

Product development or R&D

2026 Q2
n=920

36%

36%

35%

33%

33%

32%

32%

31%

29%

26%

24%

21%

Business Areas Actively Using AI
2026 Q2
n=920

Current State Of AI Adoption

Advanced — AI is scaled 
across multiple functions and 

integrated into core workflows

Established — AI is in 
production for one or more 

specific use cases

Early-stage — Pilots or limited 
testing, not yet in production

Experimental — Informal 
exploration only



AI – Workforce Strategy
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Base: Use AI
1031. How is AI affecting your workforce strategy today? 

2026 Q2
n=920

How AI Affects Workforce Strategy Today 

Reskilling existing employees

Redesigning roles to work alongside AI

Hiring more AI/technical talent

Reducing existing headcounts in certain roles

Increasing use of external vendors or contractors

Slowing or pausing hiring in certain roles

No significant impact yet

39%

36%

32%

22%

22%

20%

20%



21%

41%

31%

4%
0% 3%

AI – Financial Impact
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Financial Return On AI Investment 
To Date

2026 Q2
n=920

Areas Most Often Compete With 
AI For Budget

Cybersecurity

Workforce training/reskilling

Cost reduction initiatives

Customer experience improvements

Workforce hiring

Capital expenditure/equipment

Core business expansion

Regulatory/Compliance projects

Other digital transformation (non-AI)

M&A activity

44%

27%

27%

27%

26%

24%

23%

20%

19%

11%

Clearly positive — measurable 
savings or revenue gains exceeding 

investment 

Modestly positive — some returns, 
roughly in line with investment

Too early to tell

Below Expectations

2026 Q2
n=920

Negative
Unclear

Clearly positive/ 
Modestly positive

66%



Summary



Summary
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Technology
Technology investment continues to accelerate, with AI 
optimization, payment automation, and digitization becoming 
strategic priorities

Revenue
Revenue growth remains resilient despite a more uncertain 
operating environment, with most firms continuing to report 
growth and positive, but weaker expectations.

Employment
Companies are investing in workforce capabilities rather than 
reducing headcount, with AI driving reskilling and role evolution

Economic Confidence
Business confidence remains steady, although executives 
continue to balance optimism with ongoing inflation, 
geopolitical, and regulatory uncertainty

Business Risks
Cybersecurity, AI, regulatory compliance, and technology have 
become the primary strategic concerns



NCMM Resources

Case Studies Podcast MMI Research Reports



www.MiddleMarketCenter.org



For Women in 
International Trade

October 16, 2026

COLUMBUS, OH



Thank You!

Stick around for some Q&A!
CE Code for Today’s Webinar

FTAs: What’s 
Happening Now?

Tuesday, September 15 at 1pm EST!

NEI-062026-6-OSWU


	Intro Slides
	Slide 1

	Star Intro Slides
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4: The National Center for the Middle Market
	Slide 5: U.S. Middle Market Defined
	Slide 6: Middle Market Indicator
	Slide 7: Key Performance Indicators
	Slide 8: Longitudinal Perspective
	Slide 9: Growth Rate by Revenue Segment
	Slide 10: Degree of challenge to find right skilled workforce
	Slide 11: Workforce-related investment
	Slide 12: Operational priorities (Very High/High Focus/Investment)
	Slide 13: Strategic priorities (ranked within top 5)
	Slide 14: Investment
	Slide 15: Expansionary plans
	Slide 16: Top challenges
	Slide 17: Top challenges (Critical/Significant)
	Slide 18: AI adoption in the Middle Market
	Slide 19: AI – Workforce Strategy
	Slide 20: AI – Financial Impact
	Slide 21: Summary
	Slide 22: Summary
	Slide 23: NCMM Resources
	Slide 24

	Upcoming Slides
	Slide 25

	Thank you Slides
	Slide 26


