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Our Seventh year 

Women in the Workplace is a multi-

year joint research effort by McKinsey 

& Company and LeanIn.org. It is the 

largest comprehensive study of the 

state of women in the American 

workforce

This year…

423 
Participating organizations

12 million+ 
Employees in participating organizations

1-on-1 
In-depth interviews

65,000+ 
Employees surveyed on their

workplace experiences
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Women are hanging 
on but burning out
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Women’s representation saw modest gains across the 
pipeline, but women of color remain underrepresented

Women’s representation 

has shown signs of 

progress throughout 

the pipeline, particularly 

when it comes to 

representation in the 

C-suite

But women of color 

continue to lose 

ground to white women 

and men of color at 

every step

The pipeline for women 

in technical roles –

arguably the fastest-

growing job category –

trails overall 

representation

Source: 2021 Women in the Workplace research

1. Sum of % White women and % women of color may not sum to overall % women because overall figure includes employees with race not reported

As of year-end 2020
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C-suiteSVPVPSr. ManagerManager Entry level

Men of color 

White women

Women of color 

White men

17

17

30

35

% of women1

End of 2020

End of 2016 46 37 33 29 24 19

’16 to ’20 

change
2pp 4pp 2pp 1pp 3pp 5pp

% of employees by level 

48 41 35 30 27 24
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Women representation across the pipeline in Public and 
Social Sector1

Source: 2021 Women in the Workplace pipeline data for U.S./Canada

Men of color 

White women

Women of color 

White men

Total % of women 

by level across in 

industry2

Total % of women 

by level across all 

organizations2

Manager

46%

41%

Sr. Manager/ 

Director

45%

35%

VP

45%

30%

C-Suite

38%

24%

SVP

41%

27%

Board

46%

31%

Note: Numbers may not add exactly to 100% due to rounding

1. Aggregate results from participating organizations in Public and Social Sector (37 organizations submitted pipeline data)

2. Sum of % White women and % women of color may not sum to overall % women because overall figure includes employees with race not reported

White women White menMen of color Women of color 

Public and Social Sector

Entry level

53%

48%

28%

14%

34%

11%

35%

13%

39%

14%

29%

17%

26%

13%

26%

13%

45%45%42%
36%

14%10%10%
11%

19%

35%

7%

54%

8%

52%

Percent of women and men employees within each level

As of year-end 2020
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While women ‘hung on’ in the last year, 
they are experiencing unsustainable levels 
of burn out 

Employees who are “always on” are 

2.1x times more likely to be 

burned out

Employees who are burned out are: 

1.6x more likely than 

employees overall to have 

considered downshifting / leaving

1.6x more likely to have 

considered taking a job at a 

different company with a better 

work culture

All employees are more burned out than last year, but the gap between men 

and women has nearly doubled

2021 Women

2021 Men

2020 Women

2020 Men

42%

35%

32%

28%

Source: 2021 Women in the Workplace research
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Women leaders have taken on 
the lion’s share of work to 
support employees and invest 
in diversity, equity and 
inclusion during COVID-19

McKinsey & Company 10
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% who say their manager consistently took this action

+7

61
54

+5
29

24

+6

42

36

+5
21

16

Provided emotional support Checked in on overall well-being Helped navigate work/life challenges

Worked to ensure workload was manageable 
(e.g., shifted priorities or deadlines)

Helped take actions to prevent 
or manage burnout

+11
31

19

Employees with women managers

Employees with men managers

Women leaders invest more in supporting colleagues' wellbeing

Source: 2021 Women in the Workplace research
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Senior level women take on a heavier 
sponsorship load

2.3x
as many women

2.5x
as many women 

of color 

Compared to 

senior level men, 

senior level 

women sponsor 
sponsors

Senior leadership

Men of color

White men

Women of color

White women

McKinsey & Company 12Source: 2021 Women in the Workplace research
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Women leaders are doing more to drive diversity, 
equity and inclusion in their organizations

McKinsey & Company 13

1. This question was asked of all employees who spend time on DEI either as part of their job (not central to their job) or outside their formal job responsibilities.

Promoting DEI is not a 

part of my formal job 

responsibilities, but I 

spend time on it

In the last year, I have 

spent a substantial 

amount of time on DEI 

work that is not central 

to my job

Men Women

Manager1 Senior Leader

Men Women

43 49

+6pp

7

11

+4pp

46
54

+8pp

9

19

+10pp

Women 

of color

…more likely to spend 

substantial / great deal 

of time on DEI work that 

is not part of their formal 

job responsibilities

LGBTQ 

women

Women with 

disabilities

40%

43%

46%

Compared to women 

overall, women of 

traditionally marginalized 

identities are…

Source: 2021 Women in the Workplace research
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However, 
this 
important 
work is going 
overlooked 

How organizations say they value vs how they recognize work to support 

employee wellbeing and DEI efforts 

70%

24%

87%

25%

Organizations who say 

wellbeing work is critical1

Organizations who 

say wellbeing work 

is recognized2

1. % of Organizations saying that the work managers do to support wellbeing and DEI is very or extremely critical

2. % of Organizations saying that employee work to support wellbeing and DEI is formally recognized a substantial amount or great deal, e.g., in performance reviews

Organizations who say 

DEI work is critical1

DEI work is 

recognized2

Source: 2021 Women in the Workplace research
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We haven’t seen nearly 
enough progress to 
support women of 
traditionally 
marginalized identities

McKinsey & Company 15
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Women of color, LGBTQ+, and women with disabilities are more 
likely to face microaggressions

All men

15%

24%

12%

6%

7%

5%

6%

4%

All women

28%

31%

18%

8%

7%

7%

9%

6%

LGBTQ + 

women 

34%

37%

25%

10%

12%

9%

16%

11%

Women 

with dis-

abilities 

40%

46%

30%

13%

14%

9%

13%

11%

White 

women 

27%

31%

18%

5%

5%

4%

5%

5%

Asian 

women

29%

25%

13%

11%

9%

17%

14%

5%

Latinas 

27%

29%

16%

13%

9%

6%

11%

5%

Black 

women

32%

38%

21%

18%

16%

17%

31%

14%

Challenge of competence 

Being interrupted or spoken over more than others

Having your judgment questioned

Having others comment on your emotional state

Disrespectful and “othering” behavior

Hearing people express surprise at your language 

skills or other abilities

Hearing or overhearing insults about your culture or 

people like you

Being confused with someone else of the same 

race/ethnicity

Feeling like you are expected to speak on behalf of 

all people with your identity

Having others comment on your hair or 

appearance

Better experience Worse experience 

Source: 2021 Women in the Workplace research
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Hearing or overhearing insults about 

your culture or people like you
12%7% 19%

46%
Having your judgement questioned 

in your area of expertise
31% 45%

And it is even worse for ‘Onlys’ –
especially ‘Double Onlys’

All women: 

Gender OnlysAll women

Women of color: 

Double Onlys

McKinsey & Company 17

48%Being interrupted or spoken over more than 

others

28% 47%

Hearing people express surprise 

at your language skills or other abilities
8% 13% 24%

Being confused with someone else 

of the same race/ethnicity
7% 10% 18%

28%
Having others comment on your emotional 

state (e.g., you’re too angry, feisty, emotional)
28%18%

1 in 8

more likely than women 

who are not Onlys to 

experience disrespectful 

“othering” microaggressions

women of color is 

a “Double Only”

“Double Onlys” are up to 

2-3x

Challenge of competence 

Disrespectful and “othering” behavior

Source: 2021 Women in the Workplace research
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Although self-identified allyship is on the rise, 
women of color still lack effective allies

44% of women of 

color say advocating 

for new opportunities 

is the most important 

allyship action…

…but only 21% of 

white employees do it

McKinsey & Company 18

63%

77%

2020 2021

10%

21%

39%
43% 45%

Top three actions ranked 

by women of color

Mentoring or 

sponsoring 

women of 

color

Top three actions ranked 

by white women

Advocate for 

new oppor-

tunities for 

them 

Actively 

confront dis-

crimination 

against them 

Publicly ac-

knowledging

their ideas

Educating 

oneself about 

their 

experiences

% of white employees 

who consider 

themselves allies to 

women of color

Allyship actions

1

3

2

1

3

2

Source: 2021 Women in the Workplace research
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1. Compares women of color who somewhat/strongly agree they have strong allies on their team and women of color who say they somewhat/strongly disagree they have strong allies on their team

When employees have strong allies, they are more likely1 to have positive work experiences… 

Happy with job

Burned out

Recommend their company as a great place to work

Have considered leaving their company

… and are less likely to be burned out and to consider leaving their company 

44%

51%

59%

66%

81%

86%

36%

35% 68%

43%

47%

61%

82%

84%

36%

35%

All employees Women of colorWomen of colorAll employees

Has strong allies Doesn’t have strong allies

Allyship is critical – and it works

Source: 2021 Women in the Workplace research
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Take concrete action 
to create a diverse and 
inclusive workplace

Ensure the future 
workplace is one where 
flexibility does not mean 
burnout

The path ahead – organizations can…
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To achieve sustained progress, organizations can explore building a 
focus on diversity into their everyday operating model

1. organizations that have made improvements in representation of women at most levels of the pipeline over the last four years, and in many cases, 

consistent year over year gains; have higher women’s representation than their industry peers and outperform on representation of women of color

+17
77

60

+31

100

69
+26

81

55

Minimize gender bias in hiring AND 

performance reviews / promotions

Hold senior leaders accountable for 

progress on diversity 

Track diversity metrics by gender 

AND race / ethnicity

Top performing organizations1 organizations overall

Track representation of intersection of 

gender and race for all employees

Senior leaders accountable for progress (or 

lack thereof) on diversity metrics or goals

Offering bias training for performance review  

or hiring evaluators

Source: 2021 Women in the Workplace research
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A culture of inclusion is supported by committed leadership from 
the top and broad employee engagement

Focus on intersectionality and 

allyship education 

Adjust policies to better support 

employees’ wellbeing 

Provide mentorship and sponsorship 

programs for women of color and 

support ERGs

+33

82

52

+38

92

54

+32
60

92

Top performing organizations1 organizations overall

Formal mentorship and/or sponsorship programs 

for employees from underrepresented groups 

(e.g., women of color)

Allyship training and exploration of 

intersectionality as a part of their bias training

Increased mental health supports (e.g., mental 

health programs, reimbursements for therapy)

1. Organizations that have made improvements in representation of women at most levels of the pipeline over the last four years, and in many cases, 

consistent year over year gains; have higher women’s representation than their industry peers and outperform on representation of women of color

Source: 2021 Women in the Workplace research
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Without boundaries, 
remote or flexible work turns 
into “always on” work 

1 in 5
employees says their company has told them they don’t 

need to respond to non-urgent requests outside 

of traditional work hours

1 in 3
employees has received guidance around blocking off 

personal time on their calendars

1 in 3
employees says they regularly disconnect from work 

communication when not working

Organizations can more explicitly define 

expectations, as only roughly…

And managers have a key role to play by… 

But, for this work to feel like a real priority, organizations 

should consider tying it to concrete outcomes for 

managers, including performance ratings and 

compensation (where appropriate)

Ensuring performance is evaluated based 

on results

Modeling work/life boundaries

Supporting employee well-being

McKinsey & Company 23Source: 2021 Women in the Workplace research
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Critical moment calls for concrete 
commitment and bold actions 

Over the last year and a half organizations have 

shown what they can do when change is critical

Now, it is time to treat employee well-being and DEI 

with the same sense of urgency to create a better 

workplace

It will require pushing beyond critically important but 

smaller wins in the representation of women, taking 

bold actions to move the needle on DEI, and 

rewarding the leaders who are doing this critical work 
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Read the full report by visiting 

www.womenintheworkplace.com

Read our latest publication on diversity, equity and inclusion 

in the public and social sector by visiting 

https://mck.co/3F7wmAS

Closing
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