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GPs’ expectations for purchase price multiples in 2026 vs. 
current levels
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Decrease Increase Stay flat

Source: 2026 StepStone/Bain Private Equity GP Survey
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The private equity industry feeds on historical performance data. But at a time when foresight has never 
been more critical, far less data captures what general partners (GPs) are seeing and planning now, and 
what they expect in the months ahead.

To close that gap, Bain & Company and StepStone surveyed 103 investment and investor relations 
professionals, primarily in North America and Europe, from December 2025 to January 2026. We asked 
how GPs are approaching 2026: Where are multiples headed? What’s keeping deals from closing? How 
are exits and liquidity shifting? Where are fees and discounts landing? Where is (and isn’t) AI delivering 
measurable value? Their responses provide a snapshot of the industry in the year ahead.  

The GP outlook

Here are the top takeaways from GPs’ reflections on multiples, deal-breakers, margin assumptions,  
and exits.

Multiples appear to be plateauing—at high levels. After years of steady increases, GPs anticipate that 
purchase price multiples may have finally stabilized. Of the GPs we surveyed, 79% expect multiples to 
stay roughly where they are. Without the boost from multiple lift, many will have to up their value-
creation game.
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GPs’ top breaking point for deals they pursued but didn’t close in 2025

33%

36%

25%

6%

Diligence red flags 
Fundamentals (e.g., earnings
quality, customer churn)
didn't hold up

Seller valuation expectations
Gap was too wide (more than
10% disagreement on price)

Competitive intensity
Outbid by a strategic buyer
or another sponsor

Macro uncertainty
Paused due to market, 
geopolitical, or regulatory
concerns

Source: 2026 StepStone/Bain Private Equity GP Survey

GPs’ assumed margin improvement for the most recent flagship fund 
deal they underwrote

0

100% More than 600 bps increase: 7%
Decline: 3%

300–600 bps increase: 15%

Less than 300 bps increase: 49%

No change: 25%

Source: 2026 StepStone/Bain Private Equity GP Survey

Price is the biggest deal killer. The most common reason deals didn’t close in 2025 was failure to agree on 
valuation, according to GPs. While the buyer-seller expectation gap has been narrowing since the interest rate 
shock of 2022, it still stands out over other roadblocks—including typical diligence issues and macro volatility.

Most GPs assume margins will be stable or improve slightly in their current underwriting. For the 
most recent flagship fund deal they underwrote, around 75% of respondents assume margins will be stable 
or increase up to 300 basis points (bps) between purchase and sale. As always, the challenge is capturing 
what was underwritten post-close.
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GPs believe exit momentum will continue in 2026. Coming off the second-best year for exits ever, GP 
confidence is building. In 2026, the majority of GPs expect to complete more exits and rely less on other 
liquidity mechanisms to generate distributions.

Notes: Significantly more exits is more than 50% increase; moderately more exits is 11% to 50% increase; similar 
number of exits is plus or minus 10%; moderately fewer exits is 11% to 50% less; significantly fewer exits is less than 
half as many
Source: 2026 StepStone/Bain Private Equity GP Survey

Continuation vehicles

GPs report meaningful use of continuation vehicles (CVs). A quarter of GPs have initiated or completed  
a CV recently. And about 40% expect to explore a CV in the next year or two.
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The need to return capital to investors is GPs’ No. 1 reason for doing so. It’s clear that CVs are becoming 
an established part of the liquidity toolkit. Beyond delivering capital to LPs, many GPs use CVs to 
refinance assets and fund accretive M&A for buy-and-build strategies.

The need to return capital to investors is GPs’ No. 1 reason 
for doing so. It’s clear that CVs are becoming an established 
part of the liquidity toolkit. 

The primary strategic reason for GPs’ most recent or planned CV

Liquidity: Provide
distributions to paid-in
capital (DPI) to existing

limited partners (LPs)

Offensive: Secure new
unfunded capital for

accretive M&A

Duration: Reset the
investment horizon for

assets requiring a
longer hold

Realignment:
Reincentivize the

deal team covering
the asset(s)

Defensive: Avoid an
exit during a temporary

valuation dislocation

53%

42%

33%

8%

6%

Source: 2026 StepStone/Bain Private Equity GP Survey

Management fees and discounts

There is downward pressure on the industry’s long-standing 2% headline management fees, particularly as 
fund size goes up. In addition, fee discounts are frequently offered to support fund-raising efforts, placing 
greater stress on fund economics.



Headline management fees by buyout fund size
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Average management fee discount on most recent flagship
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Source: 2026 StepStone/Bain Private Equity GP Survey

Notes: Includes 2024–25 vintage buyout funds; small is less than $2 billion; middle is $2 billion–$7 billion; large is 
$7 billion–$12 billion; mega is more than $12 billion
Source: SPI by StepStone
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AI

When asked where generative AI is delivering the highest return on investment within the firm, GPs most 
often point to due diligence and deal sourcing. Given AI’s ability to rapidly ingest massive amounts of 
data and deliver sharp insights, these use cases can supercharge some critical investment processes.

Investor relations
(LP reporting and
fund-raising): 1%

Where GPs say generative AI ROI (time saved or insights generated)
is highest

0

100%

Due diligence (legal, financial, 
and commercial): 40%

Deal sourcing and
market mapping: 33%

Back-office operations (e.g., legal, compliance): 10%

Portfolio monitoring: 6%

Other: 10%

Note: Other includes initial transaction investment, value creation at portfolio companies, portfolio technology 
implementation, and admin work
Source: 2026 StepStone/Bain Private Equity GP Survey
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Typically fee-free, coinvestment is taking an even bigger bite out of fund economics. Coinvestment is 
widespread across fund sizes, and it can significantly dilute how much revenue a fund earns from dollars 
under management. For funds that offered coinvestment, the median was 33 cents of coinvestment per  
$1 of commingled fund commitment, translating to a 25% reduction in fee revenue. At the high end, 
coinvestment reaches 70 cents to 110 cents on the dollar. 

LP appetite for coinvestment shows little sign of abating. GPs will increasingly seek to partner with LPs 
that can execute reliably and offer a scaled relationship.

0 cents/$

25 cents/$

50 cents/$

75 cents/$

100 cents/$

125 cents/$

Lower range (0 cents/$)

Lower quartile (22 cents/$)
Median (33 cents/$)

Upper quartile (70 cents/$)

Upper range (110 cents/$)

Distribution of offered coinvestment capital per $1 of commingled
fund commitment

Source: 2026 StepStone/Bain Private Equity GP Survey
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Within the portfolio, impact is uneven and still emerging. Reported outcomes skew toward cost savings 
and efficiency more than revenue growth. And 39% of GPs don’t expect AI to have any material financial 
impact on portfolio companies in 2026. A few even anticipate investment drag, underscoring the 
uncertainty around near-term payoffs.

Where GPs expect primary, tangible AI outcomes in portfolio
companies in 2026

0

100%

Too early to tell (no material financial impact
expected in 2026): 39%

Cost savings or efficiency (headcount reduction
or doing more with same staff): 46%

Revenue growth (accelerated sales velocity, better
marketing conversion, or new AI-enabled products): 10%

Investment drag 
(net negative impact, or
costs of implementation 
outweigh short-term 
gains): 3%

Risk mitigation (improved 
compliance, code quality,
or fraud detection): 3%

Source: 2026 StepStone/Bain Private Equity GP Survey
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StepStone (Nasdaq: STEP) is a global private markets investment firm providing customized investment solutions, advice, 
and data services. As of December 31, 2025, the firm oversaw around $811 billion in total capital, including $220 billion in 
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Bold ideas. Bold teams. Extraordinary results.

Bain & Company is a global consultancy that helps the world’s most ambitious change 
makers define the future. 

Across the globe, we work alongside our clients as one team with a shared ambition to achieve extraordinary results,  
outperform the competition, and redefine industries. We complement our tailored, integrated expertise with a vibrant  
ecosystem of digital innovators to deliver better, faster, and more enduring outcomes. Our 10-year commitment to invest 
more than $1 billion in pro bono services brings our talent, expertise, and insight to organizations tackling today’s urgent 
challenges in education, racial equity, social justice, economic development, and the environment.
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