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Survey

What shapes careers: A McKinsey Global Survey

Male and female executivesd parents and nonparents aliked define the event that has had the
most significant effect on their careers and report that factors at work are far more important
than factors at home. Women are more likely than men to say they have had role models and
mentors.
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Executives around the world say the events that have had the most profound effect on their
careers originated largely at work, not from family considerations or changed personal
aspirations, according to the latest McKinsey Quarterly survey. This holds true for both men and
women and for executives with and without children.

The survey asked respondents about any decisions or events that led to a significant long-term
change in their work situation.* Among other findings, both men and women say the single most
pivotal event in their careers occurred when they were around the age of 30, after they had
spent about eight years in the workforce. Nearly 40 percent say that an outcome of this event
was taking a new job in a new industry, and 40 percent say they have had difficulty striking a
balance between work and personal life.

Executives indicate that they have experienced about five such pivotal moments. According to
the vast majority, whatever the specific outcome of the most important event, it had a positive
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The McKinsey Quarterly  conducted the survey in July 2007 and received responses from 482 male and 409 female
executives from around the world, acro ss industries, and at varied points in their careers. Thirty -nine percentare C  -level
executives. All data are weighted by the GDPs of the constituent countries to adjust for differences in response rates.
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effect on their careersd some 40 percent of the respondents are nhow C-level executivesd and
on factors such as the intellectual interest of the job, compensation, and rank in the
organization.

When asked how the career-changing moment influenced worki life balance, however, slightly
more executives say it had a neutral effect than those who report a positive one. More broadly,
executives seem to be basing fewer career decisions on worki life balance than might be
expected given the attention this relationship receives and the number of people who have had
difficulty with it. The respondents chose it far less frequently as a factor in defining pivotal
moments, for example, than they did many personal and workplace events, such as being
offered a new job or developing a passion for a new industry.

What shapes careers?

To define career-shaping events, our survey asked respondents to select relevant factors from a
list of family, personal, and workplace experiences. The median number of factors the
respondents selected is three. Among those who actually choose that number, the most
frequent choices are realizing that they had become passionate about new roles or industries,
taking new job opportunities, and a tie vote between realizing that they were not leading the
lives they desired and that their current jobs had become less attractive (Exhibit 1).
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These four factors, in various combinations, are the ones most frequently chosen by both male
and female respondents and by parents. Perhaps not surprisingly, executives without children

are also likely to choose being offered a position in a new geographic location.

In addition, the survey asked respondents which potentially career-shaping events they had
experienced (Exhibit 2). One of the few notable differences the survey found between men and
women emerged from the responses: 27 percent of the women, but just 7 percent of the men,
say they have experienced discrimination. However, only 10 percent of the women say that
careersbo
likelier than men to say they have had difficulty balancing work and private life, though parents
are only a bit more likely than nonparents to say this, at 41 percent and 38 percent, respectively.

discri mi nati on
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Who helps manage change?

Twice as many respondents say their companies were supportive as not supportive when
dealing with their pivotal career moments; a third of the respondents, however, say their
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companies played no role. Whatever the respondents say about the supportiveness of their

companies, they cite similar factors as i mportant

most notable is that the factors relating to worki life balance are neither particularly important in

this connection nor particularly missed if they
respondents have children. Indeed, the percentage of parents who say that any of these worki

life factors played a supportive role is just under a thirdd somewhat but not markedly higher

than the proportion of nonparents at 25 percent.
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Women are likelier than men to have had a mentor or motivational role model and likelier to
credit such people in their companies with supporting them through a career change. But
women who say that their companies were unsupportive are no more likely than men to say a
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mentor would have helped. Overall, when women and men are asked who, inside or outside
their companies, provided substantial help, they offer very similar answers (Exhibit 4).

Career outcomes
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