
Executives around the world say the events that most profoundly affected their careers originated 
largely at work, not from family or personal issues, according to a McKinsey Quarterly survey.

Although 40 percent of respondents say they have had difficulty balancing work and home life, they 
also say this challenge doesn’t drive most career decisions.

The survey uncovered few differences between the experiences of men and women. However, 
women are more likely to have had a mentor or role model and to have experienced discrimination.

Respondents are satisfied with the outcome of career-shaping moments, saying that they led to more 
interesting and important jobs and to higher compensation.
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Male and female executives—parents and nonparents alike—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.

What shapes careers: A McKinsey Global Survey

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.1 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 
effect on their careers—some 40 percent of the 
respondents are now C-level executives—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 work–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 work–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.

1 The McKinsey Quarterly conducted the survey in July 2007 and received responses from 482 male and 409 female executives from around the world,  
 across industries, and at varied points in their careers. Thirty-nine percent are 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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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).

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.

Exhibit 1

Top factors affecting 
career

What shapes careers?

% of respondents who experienced at least 1 career-changing moment and chose 3 defining elements

Elements that defined the moment that has 
had the greatest effect on your career

Top ten elements as ranked by 

Total respondents 
(n = 188)

Men1

(n = 105)
Women1

(n = 83)

Survey 2007
Moments of truth
Exhibit 1 of 6
Glance: This article's exhibits display respondents' views about the events that have had the 
most profound effect on their careers. 
Exhibit title: Top factors affecting career

1Numbers that repeat indicate several elements tied in ranking.

Realization you had become passionate 
about a different role/industry 1 1 433

18
A new job opportunity at your current 
organization or a new organization 2 2 326

24
Realization that your current job 
had become less attractive 3 3 220

26
Realization that you were not leading 
the life you desired 3 4 118

28

Offer of a position in a different geographic location 4 418
18

Difficulties in balancing work and private life 5 6 414
18

Change in your marital status 6 5 715
12

Lack of opportunity for advancement 7 5 815
11

Aspiration to have more responsibility 8 7 913
9

Significant change in your company’s 
organization or management

Not in 
top 108 57

17

Men

Women

Family/personal considerations

4
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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 discrimination had any role in their careers’ 
most pivotal moments. Women are also 
somewhat 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.

Exhibit 2

Workplace experiences

% of respondents1

Total (n = 891)
Which of the following experiences 
have you undergone? 

Survey 2007
Moments of truth
Exhibit 2 of 6
Glance:
Exhibit title: Workplace experiences

1Respondents could select multiple answers; those who answered “none of the above” are not shown.

Men (n = 482)

Women (n = 409)

Significant changes in company 
organization/management

59
5959

Offer of a position in a different 
geographic location

44
4143

Difficulties in balancing work 
with private life

37
4340

Identification of a role model/leader 
who motivated me

35
4138

Meeting a person who became 
a mentor to me

30
3934

Return to school to carry out 
postgraduate work

29
3432

Encouragement from family to change the 
way I balance work with private life

28
3230

Being fired, dismissed, or made redundant 26
2626

Discrimination 7
2716

10
15Divorce 12
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Exhibit 3

The role of the 
company

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 companies 
played no role. Whatever the respondents say 
about the supportiveness of their companies, 
they cite similar factors as important for a 
company to support (Exhibit 3). What’s most 
notable is that the factors relating to work–life 
balance are neither particularly important in 
this connection nor particularly missed if  
they aren’t offered, regardless of whether the 
respondents have children. Indeed, the 

percentage of parents who say that any of these 
work–life factors played a supportive role is just 
under a third—somewhat but not markedly 
higher than the proportion of nonparents at  
25 percent.

Who helps manage change?

Which factors at your organization made it supportive? What should 
your organization have offered to support you better?

Survey 2007
Moments of truth
Exhibit 3 of 6
Glance:
Exhibit title: Company’s roles

1Respondents who answered “other” or “don’t know” are not shown.

% of respondents1

Good relationships with 
colleagues/management

62
N/A

A work environment supportive 
of my career development

33
39

Intrinsic interest of my job or role 27
N/A

A significant promotion/increase 
in compensation

21
20

Having a mentor or being 
offered a training program

21
19

A supportive network 20
N/A

The example of a role model 
within organization

14
N/A

Flexible work arrangements 14
7

Geographic convenience 9
6

5
5

A work environment supportive of 
my family (ie, day-care facilities)

Positive feedback on my performance 
or career opportunities

N/A
34

N/A
25Nothing

Factors that made organization 
supportive, % of respondents whose 
managers/organization provided 
formal support (n = 362)

Factors that should have been 
offered, % of respondents whose 
managers/organization were 
unsupportive or didn’t play a role 
(n = 481)
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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 

Exhibit 4

Helping hands
% of respondents who experienced at least 1 career-changing moment1

Total (n = 881)

Which of the following people 
provided substantial help to you in 
reaching the outcome of your most 
signi�cant career-changing event? 

Survey 2007
Moments of truth
Exhibit 4 of 6
Glance:
Exhibit title: Helping hands

1Respondents could select multiple answers; those who answered “other” are not shown. 

Men (n = 480)

Women (n = 402)

Spouse/partner 46
4445

Other family member 18
1919

Friends outside of work 26
2927

Colleagues/friends at work 22
2423

My manager/other senior managers 
at my organization

21
2322

Human resources personnel 2
32

An executive coach 5
76

A person I recognize as a mentor 
within my company

11
1312

A person I recognize as a mentor 
outside my company

13
1414

6
6

Someone from my network 
within my company 6

Someone from my network 
outside my company

14
1715

13
11No one 12

unsupportive are no more likely than men to  
say a 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).
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Whatever defined the respondents’ most 
significant career-changing event, the most 
common outcome was a new job. There are, 
however, some notable differences between 
men’s and women’s responses (Exhibit 5). 

Exhibit 5

Career outcomes

Career outcomes

% of respondents who experienced at least 1 career-changing moment1

Total (n = 882)
What was the outcome of the moment that 
had the greatest effect on your career? 

Survey 2007
Moments of truth
Exhibit 5 of 6
Glance:
Exhibit title: Career outcomes

1Respondents could select multiple answers; those who answered “other” are not shown. 

Men (n = 480)

Women (n = 402)

I took a new position at a new company 
in a different industry.

38
3738

I decided to manage my career more actively. 20
2523

I took a new position at the same company. 23
2022

I revised my career ambitions or objectives upward. 16
2219

I decided to go back to school for postgraduate 
studies (such as an MBA or a PhD).

15
1816

I took a new position at a new company in 
the same industry.

17
1215

I started my own business. 7
119

I took a career break. 6
87

I became more confident in my current position. 6
66

2
5I began to work with an executive coach. 3

I decided to work part-time or on 
a more flexible schedule.

2
43

2
3

I revised my career ambitions or 
objectives downward. 2
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Exhibit 6

Positive overall effect

Executives are overwhelmingly positive about 
the overall effect of career-changing events— 
89 percent say the effect was positive, and 
significant majorities of those executives say 
these events had a positive effect on factors such 
as job satisfaction and intellectual interest 
(Exhibit 6). The respondents were less positive 

on the effect of career-changing events on work–
life balance. And 85 percent of the respondents 
who have experienced more than a single career-
shaping event say that the second most 
important one had a positive overall effect  
as well.

% of respondents who experienced at least 1 career-changing moment that had a 
positive, long-term effect on career,1 n = 881

You experienced a career-changing moment—one
which had a positive, long-term effect on your career. 
What kind of effect did it have on. . .

Survey 2007
Moments of truth
Exhibit 6 of 6
Glance:
Exhibit title: Positive overall effect

1Figures do not sum to 100%, because respondents who answered “don’t know” are not shown. 

Intellectual interest of job/role 90 8 1

Overall job satisfaction 90 8 2

Career advancement 83 14 2

Level in the organization 77 17 3

Compensation 75 19 5

Relationships with colleagues/management 66 29 3

Work/life balance 36 39 24

Positive Neutral Negative

Q 
The contributors to the analysis and development of this survey include  

Pascal Baumgarten, Georges Desvaux, and Sandrine Devillard, respectively, an associate principal, a director,  
and a principal in McKinsey’s Paris office. Copyright © 2007 McKinsey & Company.  
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