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As parts of the United States begin the long path 
to recovery from the health and economic impacts of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, we set out to understand 
what Americans think about their current economic 
standing, their views on economic opportunity, and 
the barriers they see standing between themselves 
and a more inclusive and prosperous future.

So we asked them directly. 

Together with the market-research and opinion-
polling firm Ipsos, we surveyed 25,000 Americans in 
the spring of 2021 in an effort to understand their 
perceptions of the current and future state of the US 
economy, to discern firsthand their hopes for the 
future, and to learn about the challenges they face. 
We also wanted to establish a baseline of data to 
better understand how outcomes and perceptions 
are affected by people’s access to resources, as  
well as by factors such as their identity, education, 
and level of caregiving responsibility. The breadth 
and depth of our sample allowed us to draw timely 
insights across demographic categories and 
geographic cuts (see sidebar “About the survey”). 

While the results of our inaugural survey reflect  
just one moment in time—a period during which the 
course of the COVID-19 virus and economic 
conditions were rapidly evolving—they serve as a 
useful baseline view into the economic experiences 
of a broad swath of Americans.

What we learned was sobering. Among the findings: 
Americans report that their financial situations  
have deteriorated over the past year, and at the time 
of our survey only half of all respondents reported 
being able to cover their living expenses for more 
than two months in the event of job loss. Our survey 
results also indicated that the pandemic has  
harmed the economic well-being of many groups, 
exacerbating inequalities that existed before the 
crisis. Americans reported facing numerous barriers 
to economic opportunity and inclusion—among 
them, inadequate access to health insurance and 
physical and mental healthcare, as well as to 
affordable childcare. Moreover, many respondents 
said that they feel their very identity limits their 
access to jobs and to fair recognition and reward  
for their work.

About the survey

This article is based on a 25-minute, online-only Ipsos 
poll conducted between March 9 and April 8, 2021, on 
behalf of McKinsey. For this survey, a sample of 25,109 
adults aged 18 and older from the continental United 
States, Alaska, and Hawaii was interviewed online in 
English and Spanish. To better reflect the population of 
the United States as a whole, post hoc weights were 
made to the population characteristics on gender, age, 

race/ethnicity, education, and metropolitan status. 
Given the limitations of online surveys, it is possible 
that biases were introduced because of 
undercoverage or nonresponse. People with lower 
incomes, less education, people living in rural areas, or 
people aged 65 and older are underrepresented 
among internet users and those with high-speed 
internet access. 
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Yet amid the challenges, our survey also revealed 
optimism. First- and second-generation immigrant1 
respondents were among the most optimistic 
respondents about economic opportunity. Black and 
Hispanic/Latino2 respondents were also among  
the most optimistic respondents, despite being more 
likely to report barriers to opportunity. 

In this article, we highlight these and other key 
findings—ten insights in all—that taken together 
represent a snapshot of how Americans view 

1  Respondents self-identified using the following definitions: “first generation” immigrants are those “born outside of the United States,” and 
“second generation” were “born in the United States, a child of an immigrant.”

2  In this article, “Hispanic” represents all respondents who self-identified as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely 
non-Hispanic/Latino.

economic opportunity in the spring of 2021  
(Exhibit 1). We hope that these findings contribute  
to an ongoing conversation about economic 
opportunity and inclusion among public-, private-, 
and social-sector leaders. As part of that effort,  
this article introduces the inaugural McKinsey 
Economic Opportunity Index, which we will update 
on an ongoing basis to provide a more robust  
view of economic opportunity and inclusion trends 
as they evolve. 

Exhibit 1

Ten insights represent a snapshot of the current state of American economic 
opportunity.

How are American workers feeling?

1 Most Americans’ current overall outlook
is not optimistic

2 Many Americans believe that their identity
hampers their career prospects

3 Immigrants and people of color reported
relative optimism

How did the COVID-19 crisis a�ect economic well-being?

4 Half of Americans reported being on the �nancial brink

5 COVID-19 has exacerbated existing inequalities

What barriers do Americans believe prevent
economic inclusion?

6 Healthcare access is a major challenge for many;
women and workers of color face unique barriers

7 Access to childcare is a critical barrier,
especially for women

8 Rural Americans are at risk of being left
behind economically

9 Contract, freelance, and temporary workers would 
overwhelmingly prefer permanent employment

10 Four in ten Americans are either enrolled in
training or are interested in pursuing it

Ten insights represent a snapshot of the current state of American  
economic opportunity.
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How are American 
workers feeling?
Insight #1: Americans’ current overall 
outlook is not optimistic 
Given the devastating impact of COVID-19 on 
people’s health and economic well-being, it’s likely 
unsurprising that many Americans would be 
skeptical of the current state of economic oppor-
tunity. Forty-two percent of respondents said  
that they believe that most Americans have 
opportunities to find good jobs; one-third said that 
they believe that most people are recognized  
and rewarded fairly for their work; and 32 percent 
said that the pay that most Americans receive  
for their work allows them a good quality of life 
(Exhibit 2). Unsurprisingly, lower-income respon-
dents reported even less optimism—only  
36 percent of those making less than $25,000  
a year agreed that most Americans have oppor-

tunities to find good jobs, compared with 56 percent 
of those making $150,000 or more a year.

Women in our survey reported greater pessimism 
about economic opportunity, with only 26 percent of 
female respondents reporting that the pay that  
most people receive allows for a good quality of life. 
Among Black women, just 32 percent said that they 
believe that most Americans have opportunities  
to find good jobs, compared with 38 percent of white 
women and 42 percent of respondents as a whole.

Such views may reflect the disproportionate array  
of challenges that women reported in our survey as 
compared with men—among them, income loss, 
unequal caregiving responsibilities, and experiences 
of discrimination. 

© Thomas Barwick/Getty Images
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Exhibit 2

Agreement that most people have opportunities to �nd good jobs,1 
% of respondents

Note: Figures may not sum to 100%, because of rounding.
1Question: To what degree do you agree or disagree with the following statement? “In this country, most people have opportunities to �nd good jobs.” 
2Includes those who self-identify as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely non-Hispanic/Latino. 
3Includes non-Hispanic/Latino multiracial, Native Alaskans, and Native Americans.
4Self-reported by respondents. 
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

Fewer than half of all respondents are optimistic about access to economic 
opportunity.

Job opportunities

All respondents

Men
Women

First generation
Second generation

All others

Urban
Suburban

Rural

Black
Hispanic and Latino2

White

Asian American
Other3

<$25,000

Gender

Immigration
generational
status

Urbanicity4

Race and
ethnicity

Income
level $25,000 to $50,000

$50,000 to $75,000
$75,000 to $100,000

$100,000 to $150,000

>$150,000

31

26
35

24
29

32

28
31

32

32
28
31

29

32

33

34
32

29
25

20

27

NEUTRALDISAGREE AGREE

26
28

26
27
27

27
27

26

28
29

26
31

32

30

27
27
25

23
23

42

48
38

50
44

41

44
42

41

39
43
43

40

36

36

39
42

46
52

57

Fewer than half of all respondents are optimistic about access to  
economic opportunity.
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Exhibit 2 (continued)

Agreement that most people are fairly recognized and rewarded for their work,1 
% of respondents

Note: Figures may not sum to 100%, because of rounding.
1Question: To what degree do you agree or disagree with the following statement? “In this country, most people are fairly recognized and rewarded for
their work.” 

2Includes those who self-identify as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely non-Hispanic/Latino. 
3Includes non-Hispanic/Latino multiracial, Native Alaskans, and Native Americans.
4Self-reported by respondents. 
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

Fewer than half of all respondents are optimistic about access to economic 
opportunity.

Work recognition

All respondents

Men
Women

First generation
Second generation

All others

Urban
Suburban

Rural

Black
Hispanic and Latino2

White

Asian American
Other3

<$25,000

Gender

Immigration
generational
status

Urbanicity4

Race and
ethnicity

Income
level $25,000 to $50,000

$50,000 to $75,000
$75,000 to $100,000

$100,000 to $150,000

>$150,000

38

31
43

27
32

40

33
39

39

36
34

39
29

45

38

41
40

36
33

26

29

NEUTRALDISAGREE AGREE

29
30

28
29

30

28
30

29

30
28

29
34

31

31

28
30

28
27

28

33

40
26

44
39

31

38
31

31

33
38

32
36

23

31

31
30

36
40

45

Fewer than half of all respondents are optimistic about access to  
economic opportunity.
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Exhibit 2 (continued)

Agreement that the pay that most people receive allows them a good quality of life,1 
% of respondents

Note: Figures may not sum to 100%, because of rounding.
1Question: To what degree do you agree or disagree with the following statement? “In this country, the pay that most people receive for their work allows them 
to have a good quality of life.” 

2Includes those who self-identify as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely non-Hispanic/Latino. 
3Includes non-Hispanic/Latino multiracial, Native Alaskans, and Native Americans.
4Self-reported by respondents. 
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

Fewer than half of all respondents are optimistic about access to economic 
opportunity.

Quality of life

All respondents

Men
Women

First generation
Second generation

All others

Urban
Suburban

Rural

Black
Hispanic and Latino2

White

Asian American
Other3

<$25,000

Gender

Immigration
generational
status

Urbanicity4

Race and
ethnicity

Income
level $25,000 to $50,000

$50,000 to $75,000
$75,000 to $100,000

$100,000 to $150,000

>$150,000

41

34
48

30
36

44

38
43

43

40
38

43
34

52

44

47
43

38
34

28

27

NEUTRALDISAGREE AGREE

27
26

26
28
27

24
28

28

28
26

26
32

25

28

25
28

26
25

25

32

38
26

43
36

30

38
29

30

32
35

31
34

23

28

28
29

36
42

47

Fewer than half of all respondents are optimistic about access to  
economic opportunity.
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Insight #2: Many Americans believe 
that their identity unfairly affects their 
job prospects
Among the most unambiguous findings in our survey 
was that a wide variety of Americans—among  
them, women, people of color, and gay, lesbian, and 
bisexual respondents3—said that they believe  

3  In this inaugural survey, we asked a relatively limited number of screener questions about matters of sex, gender, or sexual orientation. In future 
surveys, we plan to sample a broader swathe of the LGBTQ+ community.

that their very identity negatively affected their  
job prospects (Exhibit 3). We found similar views in  
a survey conducted late last year. 

Black respondents in our survey, for example,  
were 4.5 times more likely than white respondents  
to say that their race was a barrier to future job 

Exhibit 3

Perceived negative impact of identity on 
economic opportunity, % of respondents

1Question: To what extent, if at all, do you believe that your identity a�ects your future job prospects?
2Question: To what extent, if at all, do you believe that your identity a�ects your likelihood of being fairly recognized and rewarded for your work?
3Includes those who self-identify as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely non-Hispanic/Latino.
4Includes non-Hispanic/Latino multiracial, Native Alaskans, and Native Americans.
5Respondents answering “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor and sought treatment,” “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have not 
sought treatment,” or “No, I have not received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have sought treatment” to question “Has a doctor ever told you that you have a 
mental illness?”
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

Certain groups were far more likely to report that their identities negatively 
a�ect their careers.

Gender

Men

11

37
32

10

23

16

37

26

17 19
24

21 19
16

38

24

61

40

54

43

1412
8

10

24

41
35

25
33

29
24

9 8 8 8

25
22

9 8

21

Women Black Hispanic
and Latino3

White Asian
American

Other4 Men Women

Race and ethnicity Sexual orientation

Mental
health status Family obligations Age

Future job prospects1 

Fairly recognized and rewarded for work2 

Diag-
nosed/
sought

treatment5

Neither Men

Child at home No child at home

Gay, lesbian, and bisexual Straight

Women Men Women 18–24
years

old

25–34
years

old

35–54
years

old

55–64
years

old

≥65
years

old

36
30 31

26

Men Women

Certain groups were far more likely to report that their identities negatively 
affect their careers.
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prospects and to fair reward and recognition  
for their work. Asian American and Hispanic/Latino 
respondents, meanwhile, were 3.4 and 2.8 times, 
respectively, more likely than white respondents to 
say the same. These findings were consistent  
across income groups and are also consistent with 
previous surveys focused on the workplace experi-
ence for Black and Asian American employees.4

Women were more than twice as likely as men to say 
that their gender negatively affected their access to 
opportunity, while men were twice as likely as 
women to say that their gender positively affected 
their access to opportunity. Caregiving status 
further complicates the picture: overall, men were far 
more likely than women to say that having a child  
at home positively affected their career—and far less 
likely than women to say that children were a 
disadvantage for their career. We examine the 
challenge of childcare further in Insight #7. 

Gay, lesbian, and bisexual respondents were four 
times more likely than straight respondents to  
say that their sexual orientation negatively affected 
their job prospects. Gay men were more likely  
than lesbian women to say that their sexual 
orientation had an impact, at 52 percent versus  
40 percent, respectively.

Finally, respondents across demographic categories 
who reported seeking treatment for their mental 
health or who have received a mental-health-related 
diagnosis were nearly four times more likely  
than others to say that their mental-health status 
negatively affected their job prospects.5 This is 
consistent with a recent finding from McKinsey’s 
Center for Societal Benefit through Healthcare  
that shows that nearly 70 percent of employees in 
the United States reported stigma surrounding 
mental-health conditions.6 According to a global 
workforce survey completed last August, women  
in particular were 2.6 times more likely than  

4  See “Race in the workplace: The Black experience in the US private sector,” February 21, 2021; and Grace Hua, Jess Huang, Samuel Huang, 
and Lareina Yee, “COVID-19’s impact on Asian American workers: Six key insights,” May 6, 2021, McKinsey.com.

5  Respondents answering “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor and sought treatment,” “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor 
but I have not sought treatment,” or “No, I have not received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have sought treatment” to the question “Has a 
doctor ever told you that you have a mental illness (for example, anxiety, attention-deficit–hyperactivity disorder, autism spectrum disorder, 
bipolar disorder, depression, eating disorder, obsessive-compulsive disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder, schizophrenia, or other 
compulsive disorders)?”

6 “Promoting mental wellness in the workplace,” April 15, 2021, McKinsey.com.
7 “Diverse employees are struggling the most during COVID-19—here’s how companies can respond,” November 17, 2020, McKinsey.com.

men to report “significant” challenges related to  
mental health.7

At the very least, such perceptions can harm the 
economy by undermining employers’ abilities to 
maximize employee engagement and effectiveness. 
And when such views are underpinned by 
discriminatory behaviors the effect can be both 
economically and socially corrosive.

Insight #3: Immigrants and people of 
color report relative optimism about 
economic opportunity 
To capture worker sentiment about economic 
inclusion for this inaugural survey—and to begin 
tracking these trends over time—we created  
a score that summarizes Americans’ perceptions of 
past, present, and future economic opportunity  
(see sidebar “The McKinsey Economic Opportunity 
Index”). The result is a single number—with +5 as  
the most positive response possible, and –5 as the 
most negative—that encapsulates respondents’ 
sentiments about their own prospects and  
the country’s as a whole in March and April 2021 
(Exhibit 4).

The Economic Opportunity Index scores reveal that 
on average, first- and second-generation 
immigrants and workers of color expressed some  
of the most optimistic views of economic 
opportunity among all survey participants. Black 
and Hispanic/Latino respondents, for example, 
were 60 percent more likely than white respondents 
to say that they expect more economic opportunities 
in the coming year and 40 percent more likely to  
say that the economy does a good job of providing 
economic opportunities for everyone. 

This comes despite the stark economic disadvan-
tages that immigrants and people of color reported 
facing. More than one-third of first-generation 
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Exhibit 4

McKinsey Economic Opportunity score1

1For each survey respondent, we calculated an Economic Opportunity score, based on a set of 5 questions. For high-perception responses, we added 1 point; 
neutral-perception responses received zero points; and for low-perception responses we subtracted 1 point. The combined score scales from –5 to +5, from 
low perception or pessimistic view of economic opportunity to high perception or optimistic view of economic opportunity.

2Includes those who self-identify as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely non-Hispanic/Latino. 
3Includes non-Hispanic/Latino multiracial, Native Alaskans, and Native Americans.
4Self-reported by respondents. 
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

High-income respondents across demographic groups were generally the 
most optimistic about economic opportunity.

All respondents

Men
Women

First generation
Second generation

All others

Urban
Suburban

Rural

Black
Hispanic and Latino2

White

Asian American
Other3

Gender

Immigration
generational
status

Urbanicity4

Race and
ethnicity

Black men
Hispanic and Latino men

White men

Asian American men

Black women
Hispanic and Latina women

White women

Asian American women

Race and
ethnicity,
by gender

Average Income level <$50,000 $50,000–$100,000

–2 2 3–1 10
Negative outlook Positive outlook

–2 2 3–1 10

>$100,000

High-income respondents across demographic groups were generally the most 
optimistic about economic opportunity.
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Americans, for instance, said that a lack of stable 
housing affected their ability to perform their  
work—twice the rate at which nonimmigrants report 
stable housing as an impediment. We observed 
nearly identical disparities when it came to 
immigrants’ access to transportation and a reliable 
internet connection.

Nevertheless, fully 50 percent of first-generation 
immigrants said that most Americans have 
opportunities to find good jobs—the only 
demographic group other than white men, or those 
earning more than $100,000, to voice such  
an optimistic view.

Research from Princeton University suggests that 
such differences can be explained at least partly by 
stronger informal safety nets and social support 

 8 Carol Graham, “Is the American dream really dead?,” Guardian, June 20, 2017, theguardian.com. 
 9 “Public’s views of nation’s economy remain positive and deeply partisan,” Pew Research Center, July 25, 2019, pewresearch.org.
 10  “Index of consumer sentiment and components by political party,” Surveys of Consumers, University of Michigan, May 14, 2021,  

data.sca.isr.umich.edu.

among people of color, as well as by strong 
perceptions of upward mobility relative to the 
previous generation.8 

Partisan political leanings likely play a role as well. 
Pew Research has found that perceptions of 
economic conditions are divided along party lines 
and flip depending on which party controls the 
presidency.9 Data from the University of Michigan 
consumer-sentiment surveys highlight  
a similar phenomenon.10

Our survey was consistent with these findings. 
Americans who identified as Democrats reported 
higher perceptions of economic opportunity,  
while those who identified as Republicans were 
more likely to report pessimism. But partisanship 
does not explain all observed differences in 

The McKinsey Economic Opportunity Index 

Our survey questions on access to economic 
opportunity were modeled on the University 
of Michigan’s Index of Consumer Sentiment. 
For each survey respondent, we calculated 
an Economic Opportunity score, scaled 
from –5 to +5, from low perception or 
pessimistic view of economic opportunity 
to high perception or optimistic view  
of economic opportunity. 

For low-perception responses, we 
subtracted one point; neutral-perception 
responses received zero points; and 
high-perception responses received  
one point.

The results were calculated based on the 
responses to the five questions below. 
Given the large sample size in this survey, 
we were able to compare scores across 

demographic groups. Going forward, we 
plan to index new Economic Opportunity 
scores to the initial sample to understand 
relative changes over time. Given that  
this is the inaugural sample, this survey did 
not include a time-series aspect. 

Questions 

1. We are interested in how much 
economic opportunity people have 
these days. Would you say that  
you and your family have more or fewer 
economic opportunities compared  
with 12 months ago?

2. Looking ahead, do you think that  
12 months from now you and  
your family will have more or fewer 
economic opportunities? 

3. Turning to economic opportunity in the 
country as a whole, do you think that 
during the next 12 months people in this 
country will have more or fewer 
economic opportunities?

4. Looking ahead over the next five  
years, which would you say is more 
likely—that in the country as a  
whole there will be continuous growth  
in economic opportunity, or that 
economic opportunities will decline?

5. Thinking again about the country as a 
whole, do you believe that our economy 
does a good or bad job of providing 
economic opportunities for all people? 
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perceptions of economic opportunity. Indeed, 
factors such as race and ethnicity, immigrant gener-
a tional status, gender, age, education or income 
level, and sexual orientation all retain statistically 
significant associations with our Economic 
Opportunity score—even as we controlled for 
political-party affiliation.11 As an example,  
Black Republicans reported nearly identical 
Economic Opportunity scores as Black  

 11  All of these factors remain statistically significant at the 95 percent confidence level using a weighted-least-squares regression and the 
McKinsey Economic Opportunity score as the dependent variable. This does not represent an exhaustive list of statistically significant 
demographic or geographic factors.

Democrats. In simple terms, Black respondents in 
our survey were not more likely to be optimistic just 
because they are more likely to be Democrats.

We did, however, observe meaningful differences in 
sentiment across geographies (Exhibit 5). In 
particular, Black respondents in large cities with a 
high cost of living, such as Los Angeles, New York, 
and San Francisco, appear relatively less optimistic 

Exhibit 5

McKinsey Economic Opportunity score,1 by metropolitan statistical area2

1For each survey respondent, we calculated an Economic Opportunity score, based on a set of 5 questions. For high-perception responses, we added 1 point; 
neutral-perception responses received zero points; and for low-perception responses we subtracted 1 point. The combined score scales from –5 to +5, from 
low perception or pessimistic view of economic opportunity to high perception or optimistic view of economic opportunity.

2Includes only the 17 metropolitan statistical areas (MSA) that were oversampled. Samples sizes ranged from n = 893 (for Charlotte) to n = 1,552 (for New York). 
All MSA population subgroups represent at least 40 respondents, unless otherwise noted in footnote 4.

3Includes those who self-identify as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely non-Hispanic/Latino.
4Population subgroups that do not contain at least 40 respondents: Miami (Asian American: 31 respondents); Charlotte (Asian American: 27); Denver (Black: 24); 
Detroit (Asian American: 39; Hispanic/Latino: 28); Boston (Black: 33); Cleveland (Asian American: 18; Hispanic/Latino: 24).
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

Cities were in general more optimistic than the United States as a whole, but 
there were signi�cant racial di�erences across the cities surveyed.

HIGHER

LOWER

Miami4

Atlanta

Washington, DC
Los Angeles

New York

San Francisco
Dallas

Charlotte4

Houston
Chicago

Seattle

Minneapolis
Denver4

Philadelphia

Detroit4

Boston4

Cleveland4

United States

Black Hispanic and Latino3 White Asian AmericanAll respondents

–1.0 –0.5 0.5 1.0 1.50

–1.0 –0.5 0.5 1.0 1.50

Negative outlook Positive outlook

Cities were in general more optimistic than the United States as a whole, but 
there were significant racial differences across the cities surveyed.
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than white respondents, whereas in most other 
cities Black respondents were among the most 
optimistic. Similarly, Asian Americans, while slightly 
more optimistic than white respondents overall, 
were among the most pessimistic respondents in 
cities with large Asian American populations,  
such as, again, Los Angeles, New York, and San 
Francisco. These survey results may reflect  
a rise in anti-Asian violence seen in recent months,12 
as well as other factors. 

While some groups in our survey reported relative 
optimism about economic opportunity, other groups 
reported relative pessimism. Women were more 

 12  Miami is a particularly stark example of divergent sentiment among Asian American respondents. While the city in aggregate is among the 
most positive in the United States, Asian American respondents, of which there were 31 in the sample, were markedly less optimistic. 

 13  Women working in “arts, media, and entertainment” and “installation, maintenance, and repair” are on average more optimistic (that is, have 
higher Economic Opportunity scores) than men.

negative than men, regardless of occupation: 
women have negative Economic Opportunity scores 
in 15 of the 22 occupations we studied, and were 
less optimistic than men in almost all occupation 
groups.13 Nearly 75 percent more men than women 
said that they believe that the economy does  
a good job of providing economic opportunities for 
all people (or 33 versus 19 percent). Also, rural 
residents, respondents with less formal education, 
and those with incomes below $50,000 all reported 
negative Economic Opportunity scores. 
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How did the pandemic  
affect economic well-being?
Insight #4: Half of Americans report 
being on the financial brink
Americans’ financial situations have deteriorated 
over the past year, according to our survey. Twenty-
six percent of respondents reported that their  
living situation is less secure now compared with  
12 months ago, and 18 percent expressed worry  
that they will lose their housing. Respondents identi-
fied both financial instability and housing instability 
as top concerns.

Only half of all respondents—and fewer than half of 
all parents—reported being able to cover their living 
expenses for more than two months if they or 
someone in their family were to lose their job.14 How 
perilous is the situation? Thirty-four percent of all 

 14  Note that the language used in the survey does not specify how respondents might cover living expenses, whether through savings, borrowing 
from family and friends, taking on more debt, or some other solution.

respondents reported either loss of income or a job 
over the past year. 

This economic precarity is not evenly distributed 
(Exhibit 6). For example, only 36 percent of 
Americans earning $50,000 a year or less reported 
that they could cover expenses for more than  
two months, and 27 percent of those earning less 
than $25,000 a year said that they were worried  
about losing their housing. Race seems to play a role 
as well. Only 41 percent of Hispanic/Latino 
respondents (along with 45 percent of Black 
respondents) said that they could cover expenses 
for more than two months, compared with  
54 percent of white respondents and 58 percent  
of Asian American respondents. 

© Toondelamour/Getty Images
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Women report being worse off than men. Forty-eight 
percent of women reported that they could cover 
more than two months of expenses, compared with 
53 percent of men. But the gap between men and 
women varies by race, with the largest gender gap 
among Asian American respondents, with men  
12 percentage points more likely than women to 
report that they could cover expenses for more than 
two months, compared with a one-percentage- 
point gap between Black men and women. 

Mental-health status and financial hardship also 
appear to be mutually reinforcing. Respondents who 
report being diagnosed or treated for mental-

 15  Overall, the American Psychological Association has found that more than a quarter of Americans say that they feel stressed about money 
most or all of the time. For more, see “Face the numbers: Moving beyond financial denial,” American Psychological Association, 2015, apa.org.

health-related conditions were 1.5 and 1.8 times 
more likely to report they are not on track to achieve 
short- or long-term financial goals, respectively,  
and 1.6 times more likely to express worry about 
losing their current housing. 

Debt further exacerbates Americans’ challenges in 
paying the bills. Three-quarters of all respondents 
reported having some form of debt, and 41 percent 
of our survey respondents with debt said that  
their current debt level causes them stress.15 While 
roughly equal numbers of respondents saw their 
debt increase (25 percent) as decrease (24 percent) 
over the past year, Black and Hispanic/Latino 

Exhibit 6

Ability to cover living expenses if faced with job loss,1 % of respondents

Black and Hispanic/Latino respondents, as well as workers with less formal 
education, reported less ability to cover living expenses if faced with job loss.

Note: Figures may not sum to 100%, because of rounding.
1Question: At present, for how many months could you cover your living expenses if you or someone in your household lost their job?
2Includes those who self-identify as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely non-Hispanic/Latino. 
3Includes non-Hispanic/Latino multiracial, Native Alaskans, and Native Americans.
4Self-reported by respondents. 
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

All respondents

Men

2 months or less 3–6 months More than 6 monthsDon’t know

Women

Black
Hispanic and Latino2

White

Asian American
Other3

Urban

Gender

Race and
ethnicity

Urbanicity4

Suburban
Rural

Less than high schoolEducation
level High school/some college

No child at home

Associate’s degree

Bachelor’s degree
Advanced degree

Child at homeCaregiving
status

3713 22 28

3711 24 29
3715 21 27

4214 24 20
4712 24 17

3412 22 32
2814 26 32

3919 19 24

5422 16 9
4216 21 22

439 29 20
3415 21 31

3813 22 28
278 26 39

236 27 45

4013 25 23
3412 23 31

3915 19 27

Black and Hispanic/Latino respondents, as well as workers with less formal 
education, reported less ability to cover living expenses if faced with job loss.
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respondents were most likely to say that their  
level of debt had increased. People of color were 
also more likely than white respondents to carry 
disproportionate levels of debt—for instance, Black 
and Hispanic/Latino respondents were 50 to  
70 percent more likely than white respondents  
to say that they had student or medical debt,  
which is both indicative of, and exacerbated by, a 
long-established racial wealth gap.

Insight #5: COVID-19 has exacerbated 
existing inequalities
When it comes to economic well-being, women and 
people of color have been hardest hit by the 
pandemic. This is in part because people in these 
groups are more likely to work in occupations  
that have reported the highest levels of income and 
job loss (Exhibit 7), a finding consistent with  
previous McKinsey research. 

Exhibit 7

% of workers reporting loss of income or job over past
12 months,1 by occupation2

1Question: Has your employment status changed over the past 12 months? Includes workers who reported that they (1) experienced loss in wages or hours,
(2) were furloughed or suspended, (3) were laid o� or �red, or (4) quit their job.

2Respondents were asked to self-report as one of 22 occupations.
3Based on survey responses.
4Black, Indigenous, and people of color.
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

Women and workers of color are concentrated in occupations with the highest 
job and income losses.

% of workers in occupation group3 

BIPOC4Women

Farming, �shing, and forestry 

Legal

Education

Protective service

O�ce and administration

Computer and mathematical

Business and �nancial

Installation and repair

Healthcare support

Healthcare

Management

Transportation

Social services

Architecture and engineering

Production

Social science

Sales

Building maintenance

Arts, media, and entertainment

Food service

Personal care

Construction

Average, all occupations
34

46 38

48

35

30

23

27

35

38

49

47

34

28

50

44

52

46

45

36

51

39

42

40

46

37

50

65

41

73

20

41

14

72

72

35

25

58

13

37

43

54

24

52

56

69

13

21

26

27

27

28

28

29

30

31

31

33

33

33

34

36

37

37

38

42

43

43

48

Women and workers of color are concentrated in occupations with the highest 
job and income losses.
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Consequently, women in our survey were among  
the most likely to report decreases in income, 
savings, overall wealth, and well-being over the past 
12 months. Women were also the most likely of  
any group we surveyed to say that they are not on 
track to achieve their long-term financial goals.

Moreover, workers with lower incomes, people of 
color, as well as gay, lesbian, and bisexual respon-
dents and people who reported being diagnosed or 
treated for mental-health-related conditions, all 
reported greater declines in well-being and financial 
health than did other respondents (for a detailed 
summary of the reported changes in financial health 
and well-being across demographic groups, see 
Exhibits 8 and 9). Changes in well-being varied most 
significantly across mental-health status and  
sexual orientation—42 percent of respondents who 
said they were diagnosed or treated for mental-
health-related conditions and 46 percent of gay, 
lesbian, and bisexual respondents reported declines 
in well-being over the past year, compared with  
30 percent of respondents as a whole. 

The economic insecurity that our respondents 
described has stark implications, according to our 
research. Thirty-one percent of respondents said 
that they have had to cut back spending on food or 
delay medical care over the past 12 months for 
financial reasons. That number rises to 43 percent 
for those making less than $25,000. Hispanic/
Latino and Black respondents were 50 percent and 
22 percent, respectively, more likely than white 
respondents to say that they have had to cut back. 

These findings don’t fully capture the large and 
growing economic inequalities that many Americans 
are experiencing in the wake of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Perhaps the starkest example of such 
gaps that our survey identified is that people with 
higher incomes more frequently reported increased 
incomes over the past 12 months, while those with 
lower incomes were more likely to see their incomes 
shrink further. This finding held across gender,  
race, and ethnicity.

Thirty-one percent of respondents  
said that they have had to cut back 
spending on food or delay medical  
care over the past 12 months for  
financial reasons. That number rises  
to 43 percent for those making less 
than $25,000.
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Exhibit 8

Cut back on food/medical spending in past 12 months, 
% of respondents

Note: Respondents who answered “Neutral” are not shown.
1Includes those who self-identify as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely non-Hispanic/Latino. 

2Includes non-Hispanic/Latino multiracial, Native Alaskans, and Native Americans.
3Respondents answering “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor and sought treatment,” “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have not 
sought treatment,” or “No, I have not received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have sought treatment” to question “Has a doctor ever told you that you have
a mental illness (eg, anxiety, attention-de�cit–hyperactivity disorder, autism spectrum disorder, bipolar disorder, depression, eating disorder, obsessive-
compulsive disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder, schizophrenia, or other compulsive disorders)?”
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

Workers who are people of color, have a lower income, or who are gay, lesbian, 
or bisexual more frequently reported economic concerns and instability.

Spending cuts

All respondents

Men
Women

MenGay, lesbian,
and bisexual Women

Straight

Diagnosed/sought treatment3

Neither

Black
Hispanic and Latino1

White

Asian American
Other2

<$25,000

Gender

Sexual
orientation

Mental
health
status

Race and
ethnicity

Income
level $25,000 to $50,000

$50,000 to $75,000
$75,000 to $100,000

$100,000 to $150,000

>$150,000

DID NOT CUT BACKCUT BACK
47

47
47

40
33

52
43

41

30
41

52
57

61
66

38
29

49

36
54

31

31
31

33
41

28
31

38

43
34

28
25

23
22

42
48

29

43
24

Workers who are people of color, have a lower income, or who are gay, lesbian, 
or bisexual more frequently reported economic concerns and instability.
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Exhibit 8 (continued)

Living situation less secure compared with 12 months ago, 
% of respondents

Note: Respondents who answered “Neutral” are not shown.
1Includes those who self-identify as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely non-Hispanic/Latino. 

2Includes non-Hispanic/Latino multiracial, Native Alaskans, and Native Americans.
3Respondents answering “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor and sought treatment,” “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have not 
sought treatment,” or “No, I have not received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have sought treatment” to question “Has a doctor ever told you that you have
a mental illness (eg, anxiety, attention-de�cit–hyperactivity disorder, autism spectrum disorder, bipolar disorder, depression, eating disorder, obsessive-
compulsive disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder, schizophrenia, or other compulsive disorders)?”
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

Workers who are people of color, have a lower income, or who are gay, lesbian, 
or bisexual more frequently reported economic concerns and instability.

Living situation

All respondents

Men
Women

Straight

Diagnosed/sought treatment3

Neither

Black
Hispanic and Latino1

White

Asian American
Other2

<$25,000

Gender

Sexual
orientation

Mental
health
status

Race and
ethnicity

Income
level $25,000 to $50,000

$50,000 to $75,000
$75,000 to $100,000

$100,000 to $150,000

>$150,000

MenGay, lesbian,
and bisexual Women

NO CHANGE/MORE SECURELESS SECURE
49

46
52

43
36

55
43

31

36
48

52
56

58
65

42
40

51

43
54

26

30
22

31
34

22
29

39

35
26

22
23
23

21

36
33

25

34
22

Workers who are people of color, have a lower income, or who are gay, lesbian, 
or bisexual more frequently reported economic concerns and instability.
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Exhibit 8 (continued)

Concerned about stability of current employment, 
% of respondents

Note: Respondents who answered “Neutral” are not shown.
1Includes those who self-identify as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely non-Hispanic/Latino. 

2Includes non-Hispanic/Latino multiracial, Native Alaskans, and Native Americans.
3Respondents answering “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor and sought treatment,” “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have not 
sought treatment,” or “No, I have not received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have sought treatment” to question “Has a doctor ever told you that you have
a mental illness (eg, anxiety, attention-de�cit–hyperactivity disorder, autism spectrum disorder, bipolar disorder, depression, eating disorder, obsessive-
compulsive disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder, schizophrenia, or other compulsive disorders)?”
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

Workers who are people of color, have a lower income, or who are gay, lesbian, 
or bisexual more frequently reported economic concerns and instability.

Employment stability

All respondents

Men
Women

Straight

Diagnosed/sought treatment3

Neither

Black
Hispanic and Latino1

White

Asian American
Other2

<$25,000

Gender

Sexual
orientation

Mental
health
status

Race and
ethnicity

Income
level $25,000 to $50,000

$50,000 to $75,000
$75,000 to $100,000

$100,000 to $150,000

>$150,000

MenGay, lesbian,
and bisexual Women

NOT CONCERNEDCONCERNED
40

36
45

30
29

46
30

32

27
35

43
43
44

50

30
32

41

34
44

36

39
33

45
44

32
42

38

41
40

33
36

33
37

47
42

35

44
33

Workers who are people of color, have a lower income, or who are gay, lesbian, 
or bisexual more frequently reported economic concerns and instability.
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Exhibit 8 (continued)

On track to meet short-term �nancial obligations, 
% of respondents

Note: Respondents who answered “Neutral” are not shown.
1Includes those who self-identify as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely non-Hispanic/Latino. 

2Includes non-Hispanic/Latino multiracial, Native Alaskans, and Native Americans.
3Respondents answering “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor and sought treatment,” “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have not 
sought treatment,” or “No, I have not received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have sought treatment” to question “Has a doctor ever told you that you have
a mental illness (eg, anxiety, attention-de�cit–hyperactivity disorder, autism spectrum disorder, bipolar disorder, depression, eating disorder, obsessive-
compulsive disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder, schizophrenia, or other compulsive disorders)?”
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

Workers who are people of color, have a lower income, or who are gay, lesbian, 
or bisexual more frequently reported economic concerns and instability.

Short-term �nancial

All respondents

Men
Women

Straight

Diagnosed/sought treatment3

Neither

Black
Hispanic and Latino1

White

Asian American
Other2

<$25,000

Gender

Sexual
orientation

Mental
health
status

Race and
ethnicity

Income
level $25,000 to $50,000

$50,000 to $75,000
$75,000 to $100,000

$100,000 to $150,000

>$150,000

MenGay, lesbian,
and bisexual Women

ON TRACKNOT ON TRACK
64

63
64

58
53

68
60

57

47
60

67
73

79
83

54
53

65

58
68

15

16
15

17
20

14
13

23

25
18

13
10

7
6

22
24

14

21
12

Workers who are people of color, have a lower income, or who are gay, lesbian, 
or bisexual more frequently reported economic concerns and instability.
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Exhibit 8 (continued)

On track to meet long-term �nancial obligations, 
% of respondents

Note: Respondents who answered “Neutral” are not shown.
1Includes those who self-identify as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely non-Hispanic/Latino. 

2Includes non-Hispanic/Latino multiracial, Native Alaskans, and Native Americans.
3Respondents answering “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor and sought treatment,” “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have not 
sought treatment,” or “No, I have not received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have sought treatment” to question “Has a doctor ever told you that you have
a mental illness (eg, anxiety, attention-de�cit–hyperactivity disorder, autism spectrum disorder, bipolar disorder, depression, eating disorder, obsessive-
compulsive disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder, schizophrenia, or other compulsive disorders)?”
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

Workers who are people of color, have a lower income, or who are gay, lesbian, 
or bisexual more frequently reported economic concerns and instability.

Long-term �nancial

All respondents

Men
Women

Straight

Diagnosed/sought treatment3

Neither

Black
Hispanic and Latino1

White

Asian American
Other2

<$25,000

Gender

Sexual
orientation

Mental
health
status

Race and
ethnicity

Income
level $25,000 to $50,000

$50,000 to $75,000
$75,000 to $100,000

$100,000 to $150,000

>$150,000

MenGay, lesbian,
and bisexual Women

ON TRACKNOT ON TRACK
44

48
40

43
42

44
46

34

30
34

43
55

65
75

36
38

44

39
47

27

24
29

25
29

27
22

39

36
34

27
20

14
10

36
36

26

37
22

Workers who are people of color, have a lower income, or who are gay, lesbian, 
or bisexual more frequently reported economic concerns and instability.
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Exhibit 9

Impact of COVID-19 pandemic,
% of respondents

Note: Respondents who answered “Neutral” are not shown.
1Includes those who self-identify as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely non-Hispanic/Latino. 

2Includes non-Hispanic/Latino multiracial, Native Alaskans, and Native Americans.
3Respondents answering “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor and sought treatment,” “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have not 
sought treatment,” or “No, I have not received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have sought treatment” to question “Has a doctor ever told you that you have
a mental illness (eg, anxiety, attention-de�cit–hyperactivity disorder, autism spectrum disorder, bipolar disorder, depression, eating disorder, obsessive-
compulsive disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder, schizophrenia, or other compulsive disorders)?”
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

Women, people of color, lower-income, and gay, lesbian, and bisexual 
respondents more frequently reported negative changes over the past year.

Income

All respondents

Men
Women

Straight

Diagnosed/sought treatment3

Neither

Black
Hispanic and Latino1

White

Asian American
Other2

<$25,000

Gender

Sexual
orientation

Mental
health
status

Race and
ethnicity

Income
level $25,000 to $50,000

$50,000 to $75,000
$75,000 to $100,000

$100,000 to $150,000

>$150,000

24

27
22

30
26

23
19

26

21
22
22

29
30

38

29
29

24

29
22

27

25
28

24
34

25
29

37

34
28
27

22
20

16

29
33

26

31
24

INCREASEDECREASE

MenGay, lesbian,
and bisexual Women

Women, people of color, lower-income, and gay, lesbian, and bisexual 
respondents more frequently reported negative changes over the past year.
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Exhibit 9 (continued)

Impact of COVID-19 pandemic,
% of respondents

Note: Respondents who answered “Neutral” are not shown.
1Includes those who self-identify as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely non-Hispanic/Latino. 

2Includes non-Hispanic/Latino multiracial, Native Alaskans, and Native Americans.
3Respondents answering “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor and sought treatment,” “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have not 
sought treatment,” or “No, I have not received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have sought treatment” to question “Has a doctor ever told you that you have
a mental illness (eg, anxiety, attention-de�cit–hyperactivity disorder, autism spectrum disorder, bipolar disorder, depression, eating disorder, obsessive-
compulsive disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder, schizophrenia, or other compulsive disorders)?”
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

Women, people of color, lower-income, and gay, lesbian, and bisexual 
respondents more frequently reported negative changes over the past year.

Savings

All respondents

Men
Women

Straight

Diagnosed/sought treatment3

Neither

Black
Hispanic and Latino1

White

Asian American
Other2

<$25,000

Gender

Sexual
orientation

Mental
health
status

Race and
ethnicity

Income
level $25,000 to $50,000

$50,000 to $75,000
$75,000 to $100,000

$100,000 to $150,000

>$150,000

MenGay, lesbian,
and bisexual Women

INCREASEDECREASE

33

36
29

35
29

33
32

21

20
28

33
40

46
54

32
30

33

32
34

28

27
30

27
37

26
29

39

34
32

29
25

21
14

35
34

28

35
25

Women, people of color, lower-income, and gay, lesbian, and bisexual 
respondents more frequently reported negative changes over the past year.
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Exhibit 9 (continued)

Impact of COVID-19 pandemic,
% of respondents

Note: Respondents who answered “Neutral” are not shown.
1Includes those who self-identify as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely non-Hispanic/Latino. 

2Includes non-Hispanic/Latino multiracial, Native Alaskans, and Native Americans.
3Respondents answering “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor and sought treatment,” “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have not 
sought treatment,” or “No, I have not received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have sought treatment” to question “Has a doctor ever told you that you have
a mental illness (eg, anxiety, attention-de�cit–hyperactivity disorder, autism spectrum disorder, bipolar disorder, depression, eating disorder, obsessive-
compulsive disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder, schizophrenia, or other compulsive disorders)?”
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

Women, people of color, lower-income, and gay, lesbian, and bisexual 
respondents more frequently reported negative changes over the past year.

Overall wealth

All respondents
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Diagnosed/sought treatment3
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Other2

<$25,000
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status

Race and
ethnicity

Income
level $25,000 to $50,000

$50,000 to $75,000
$75,000 to $100,000

$100,000 to $150,000

>$150,000

MenGay, lesbian,
and bisexual Women

INCREASEDECREASE

26

24
28

25
33

25
27

41

33
31

27
22

19
13
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37

26

33
23

30

36
25

32
27

31
28

21
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24

29
38

46
58

34
25

30
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Women, people of color, lower-income, and gay, lesbian, and bisexual 
respondents more frequently reported negative changes over the past year.
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Exhibit 9 (continued)

Impact of COVID-19 pandemic,
% of respondents

Note: Respondents who answered “Neutral” are not shown.
1Includes those who self-identify as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely non-Hispanic/Latino. 

2Includes non-Hispanic/Latino multiracial, Native Alaskans, and Native Americans.
3Respondents answering “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor and sought treatment,” “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have not 
sought treatment,” or “No, I have not received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have sought treatment” to question “Has a doctor ever told you that you have
a mental illness (eg, anxiety, attention-de�cit–hyperactivity disorder, autism spectrum disorder, bipolar disorder, depression, eating disorder, obsessive-
compulsive disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder, schizophrenia, or other compulsive disorders)?”
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

Women, people of color, lower-income, and gay, lesbian, and bisexual 
respondents more frequently reported negative changes over the past year.

Amount of debt

All respondents
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Income
level $25,000 to $50,000

$50,000 to $75,000
$75,000 to $100,000

$100,000 to $150,000

>$150,000

MenGay, lesbian,
and bisexual Women

DECREASEINCREASE

24

25
23

26
21

24
23
23

17
22

25
29
29

32

20
15

24

22
25

25

26
25

31
33

23
21

31

29
29

25
22
22
22

34
35

24

36
21

Women, people of color, lower-income, and gay, lesbian, and bisexual 
respondents more frequently reported negative changes over the past year.
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Exhibit 9 (continued)

Impact of COVID-19 pandemic,
% of respondents

Note: Respondents who answered “Neutral” are not shown.
1Includes those who self-identify as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely non-Hispanic/Latino. 

2Includes non-Hispanic/Latino multiracial, Native Alaskans, and Native Americans.
3Respondents answering “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor and sought treatment,” “Yes, I have received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have not 
sought treatment,” or “No, I have not received a diagnosis from a doctor but I have sought treatment” to question “Has a doctor ever told you that you have
a mental illness (eg, anxiety, attention-de�cit–hyperactivity disorder, autism spectrum disorder, bipolar disorder, depression, eating disorder, obsessive-
compulsive disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder, schizophrenia, or other compulsive disorders)?”
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

Women, people of color, lower-income, and gay, lesbian, and bisexual 
respondents more frequently reported negative changes over the past year.
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Women, people of color, lower-income, and gay, lesbian, and bisexual 
respondents more frequently reported negative changes over the past year.
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What barriers prevent 
economic inclusion? 
Insight #6: Healthcare access is a 
major challenge for many; women and 
workers of color face unique barriers
We asked respondents about the barriers that they 
feel limit economic opportunity, their obstacles to 
well-being, and their ability to find work.16 Insufficient 
access to healthcare or health insurance was  
the most commonly cited barrier to well-being, with  
22 percent of respondents saying that a top chal-
lenge was healthcare access, while an additional  
21 percent cited the affordability of health insurance. 

 16  Questions were structured to capture various social determinants of health (SDoH), among other factors. For more information on SDoH, see 
Erica Hutchins Coe, Jenny Cordina, and Seema Parmar, “Insights from McKinsey’s Consumer Social Determinants of Health Survey,” April 30, 
2019, McKinsey.com. 

 17 Respondents could pick up to three “top barriers” to well-being.
 18  Access to mental-health services is a challenge for many people and can negatively affect work performance. Forty-four percent of 

respondents who were diagnosed with or seeking treatment for mental-health challenges reported a negative impact on their work 
performance, compared with 13 percent of all respondents. For more about how employers can respond, see “National surveys reveal 
disconnect between employees and employers around mental health need,” April 21, 2021, McKinsey.com.

Ten percent of respondents cited both, meaning  
that one-third of respondents cited healthcare, 
health insurance, or both as among the top three 
barriers to their well-being.17 Health and healthcare 
inequalities have especially affected Black  
and Hispanic/Latino Americans throughout the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Cost was also a pervasive challenge highlighted  
by respondents, with mental-health services18 and 
childcare ranked as the two least affordable 
essential services. Respondents were more than  

© FG Trade/Getty Images
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20 percentage points less likely to report mental-
health services (59 percent) and childcare  
(53 percent) as being affordable as they did for  
other basic resources, such as nutritious foods  
(80 percent), necessary transportation (79 percent), 
and housing (75 percent). Childcare in particular  
is a major challenge for women, as we examine  
in Insight #7.

While the top barriers were generally the same 
across groups, certain barriers affected different 
groups more acutely (Exhibit 10). Women and  
people of color reported the most significant barriers, 
ranging from access to nutritious foods, mental-
health treatment, and access to financial services. 

Those earning less than $25,000 a year were  
more likely to cite affordable transportation  
(19 percent versus 11 percent overall) and nutritious 
foods (21 percent versus 15 percent overall) as 
barriers to well-being. 

Among respondents seeking new employment,  
the most commonly cited barriers were the limited 
availability of jobs and respondents’ lack of 
experience, relevant skills, credentials, education,  
or some combination of these. Interestingly, Black 
and Hispanic/Latino respondents were 27 percent 
less likely than white respondents to cite a lack  
of available jobs as a barrier to finding work.

Exhibit 10

Reported barriers to well-being1 and employment2

Women and workers of color reported greater barriers to well-being and 
employment.

of Hispanic and 
Latino3 workers 
reported access 

to nutritious foods 
as a barrier to 

their well-being, 
(compared with 
19% of Black 

workers and 12% 
of white workers)

of Black workers 
cited access to 

a�ordable 
�nancial 

services as a
barrier to their 

well-being, 
(compared with 

8% of white 
workers)

of women 
diagnosed with 

or seeking 
treatment for 
mental health 

challenges 
reported an 

inability to a�ord 
mental health 

services 
(compared with 

12% of all 
respondents) 

of Black workers 
reported that 
transportation 

was a barrier to 
�nding work 
(compared

with 12% of all 
respondents) 

of Hispanic and 
Latino workers 
cited “need to 
take care of 

family or other 
dependents”

as a reason for 
not looking for

a new job 
(compared

with 9% of all 
respondents)

Well-being

17%22% 24% 16%19%
of workers aged 

65+ reported 
that their identity 

(eg, age) was a 
major barrier to 

�nding work 
(compared

with 15% of all 
respondents and 

32% of those
aged 55–64)

43%

Financial
services

Nutritious
food

Mental
health

FamilyTransportation Identity

Finding work

Healthcare

1Question: Which of the following, if any, do you perceive as the greatest barrier to your well-being? Respondents were able to select up to three choices as
top barriers.

2Question: Which of the following, if any, do you perceive as the greatest barrier in your search for a new job? Respondents were able to select up to three 
choices as top barriers.

3Includes those who self-identify as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely non-Hispanic/Latino.
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

of all Americans 
cited access
to healthcare 
and/or health 
insurance as
top barriers

to well-being

33%

Women and workers of color reported greater barriers to well-being 
and employment.
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Meanwhile, among respondents not seeking new 
work, the most often cited reasons were that 
workers were satisfied with their current job or that 
they plan to retire. Another 12 percent of those  
not seeking work said that their decision was health 
related. This figure rose to 26 percent for those 
earning less than $25,000 a year and 14 percent for 
those in rural areas, suggesting how chronic health 
issues might be a major economic burden.19 Rural 
communities, in particular, have been seeing greater 
health and healthcare challenges during the  
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Insight #7: Access to childcare is a 
critical barrier, especially for women
McKinsey research has found that childcare  
has been a major concern for parents during the 
pandemic, and that 16 percent of the US 
workforce—26.8 million people—are dependent  
on childcare in order to work. 

 19  People suffering from chronic health issues generally spend twice as much on out-of-pocket health expenses than people without  
chronic health issues. See Daniel Allar, “Multiple chronic diseases linked to higher out-of-pocket medication costs,” Cardiovascular Business, 
February 7, 2018, cardiovascularbusiness.com; and “Rise in poor millennial health expected to have severe long-term economic 
consequences,” Blue Cross Blue Shield Association press release, November 5, 2019, bcbs.com.

 20 Modern family index 2018, Bright Horizons, 2018, brighthorizons.com.

In our survey, the need to take care of family was the 
third-most-commonly cited barrier to searching for 
a job, picked by 18 percent of women and 16 percent 
of men. Among those who have stopped looking for 
work, however, the issue was twice as likely to have 
been cited as a reason by women than by men. And 
Hispanic/Latina women cited the need to take care 
of family twice as often as did white women. 

These findings are consistent with research from 
childcare program Bright Horizons that shows a 
“motherhood penalty.”20 According to that research, 
69 percent of working Americans say that working 
mothers are more likely than other employees  
to be passed up for a new job, and 65 percent of 
women without children have reservations  
about having a child, including 42 percent who fear 
that it may hurt their career.

When we asked about the affordability of childcare, 
the differences between men and women were 
notable (Exhibit 11). For example, men with children 

Exhibit 11

% of respondents who reported childcare as a�ordable, by demographic

Women were less likely than men to report that they can a�ord childcare.

Men

Women

BlackAll
Hispanic
and Latino1 White

Asian
American Urban Suburban Rural

43 45 40 42 52 51 43 32

64 62 56 69 54 75 56 54

1Includes those who self-identify as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely non-Hispanic/Latino.
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

Women were less likely than men to report that they can afford childcare.
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at home were nearly 50 percent more likely than 
women to say that they could afford childcare. 
Among rural women, the gap was higher still, with 
only 32 percent of women saying that they  
could afford childcare, compared with 54 percent  
of rural men.

This might reflect the relative salience of childcare 
for both men and women, and in particular  
how women are far more likely than men to be 
responsible for childcare.21 Before the COVID-19 
pandemic, women on average already did  
almost twice as much unpaid care as compared with 
men. Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic,  
40 percent of mothers (compared with 27 percent  
of fathers) say that they have added 15 or more 
additional hours of caregiving a week to their 
schedule. For their part, Hispanic/Latina and Black 
mothers are 1.6 and 2.0 times more likely, 
respectively, than white mothers to say that they are 
responsible for all childcare and housework.

Childcare was also identified as a challenge  
by lower-income respondents. Only 39 percent of 
respondents with household incomes below 
$50,000 and children at home said that they could 
afford childcare. Across the United States, the 
average cost of full-time childcare is $16,000 a year, 

 21  Given the extent of the impact, and that both men and women cite childcare as a barrier to well-being at similar rates, relative perceptions of 
affordability are unlikely to be driven largely by relative income levels between men and women, although that could be part of the explanation.

 22 “One in five Americans live in rural areas,” US Census Bureau, August 9, 2017, census.gov. 
 23  See Ryan Nunn, Jana Parsons, and Jay Shambaugh, “Americans aren’t moving to economic opportunity,” Brookings Institution, November 19, 

2018, brookings.edu.

and only 4 percent of employers offered subsidized 
childcare centers or programs, meaning that child-
care is out of reach for many workers. 

Insight #8: Rural Americans are at risk 
of being left behind
About one in five Americans, making up some  
60 million people, lives in rural areas.22 Our survey 
suggests that they face unique headwinds that,  
if persistent over time, could put them at heightened 
risk of being left behind. Rural respondents were 
less willing than urban ones to say that they would 
move for work (22 percent versus 38 percent), switch 
industries (44 percent versus 52 percent), or  
change occupations (47 percent versus 52 percent). 
Moreover, rural workers expressed less confidence 
than urban workers that they would be able to 
change careers or occupations. While our data only 
captures one moment in time, should such 
sentiments endure they could fuel the economic 
stagnation that research shows comes with 
declining mobility.23

Rural workers were also less likely than urban 
workers to say that they knew about growing 
industries, in-demand occupations, and the relevant 
necessary skills for those occupations. Moreover, 

Childcare was identified as a challenge 
by lower-income respondents. Only  
39 percent of respondents with  
household incomes below $50,000  
and children at home said that they 
could afford childcare. 
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Exhibit 12

Regardless of occupation, rural Americans reported less willingness to move, 
switch occupations, or pursue educational opportunities. 

Occupations at risk of automation

Willingness
to move for
work,1 % of
respondents

Circle size = % of workforce
in occupation group

% of workers at risk of automation displacement, 20302
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1Respondents who answered “strongly agree” or “somewhat agree” to the statement “I would be willing to move for work” across all occupation groups.
2Only top 10 occupations by number of workers nationally are displayed. Based on the McKinsey Global Institute’s post-COVID-19 automation-adoption
scenario. For more, see “The future of work after COVID-19,” McKinsey Global Institute, February 18, 2021, McKinsey.com.
Source: US Bureau of Labor Statistics; McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)

Average, urban

Average, rural

Regardless of occupation, rural Americans reported less willingness to move, 
switch occupations, or pursue educational opportunities. 

only 31 percent of rural respondents said that  
they were planning to pursue any future training, 
education, or credentialing opportunities, compared 
with nearly half of urban respondents.

The stated preference among rural residents to stay 
put, combined with a lower relative interest in 
training, could over time put them at much greater 
risk of losing work to automation trends than their 
urban counterparts . Indeed, rural residents working 
in occupations most at risk of automation, such as 
production work, office and administrative support, 

and food preparation and service, are among  
those least interested either in moving or in pursuing 
educational opportunities (Exhibit 12).

Finally, rural respondents were 1.3 times more likely 
than urban respondents to say that they and their 
families will have fewer economic opportunities in 
the next 12 months and 1.7 times more likely to say 
that there will be a general, national decline in 
economic opportunity over the next five years. The 
optimism gap was especially acute for white 
workers—rural white respondents recorded an 
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Exhibit 12 (continued)

Regardless of occupation, rural Americans reported less willingness to move, 
switch occupations, or pursue educational opportunities. 

Occupations at risk of automation

Willingness
to switch
jobs,1 % of
respondents

Circle size = % of workforce
in occupation group

% of workers at risk of automation displacement, 20302

O�ce and administrative
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Healthcare practitioners
Business and �nancial
Management
Healthcare support
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50403020100

Willingness to switch jobs

1Respondents who answered “strongly agree” or “somewhat agree” to the statement “I would be willing to switch occupations, or the type of work I do, for a new 
job” across all occupation groups.

2Only top 10 occupations by number of workers nationally are displayed. Based on the McKinsey Global Institute’s post-COVID-19 automation-adoption
scenario. For more, see “The future of work after COVID-19,” McKinsey Global Institute, February 18, 2021, McKinsey.com.
Source: US Bureau of Labor Statistics; McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)
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Regardless of occupation, rural Americans reported less willingness to move, 
switch occupations, or pursue educational opportunities. 
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Exhibit 12 (continued)

Regardless of occupation, rural Americans reported less willingness to move, 
switch occupations, or pursue educational opportunities. 

Occupations at risk of automation

Interest in
job training,1

% of
respondents

Circle size = % of workforce
in occupation group

% of workers at risk of automation displacement, 20302
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Interest in job training

1Respondents who answered “Yes, I am actively looking for opportunities” or “I am not actively looking, but interested and plan to start looking in the next 12 
months” to the question “Are you currently planning to pursue any future training, education, or credentialing opportunities?” across all occupation groups.

2Only top 10 occupations by number of workers nationally are displayed. Based on the McKinsey Global Institute’s post-COVID-19 automation-adoption
scenario. For more, see “The future of work after COVID-19,” McKinsey Global Institute, February 18, 2021, McKinsey.com.
Source: US Bureau of Labor Statistics; McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)
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Regardless of occupation, rural Americans reported less willingness to move, 
switch occupations, or pursue educational opportunities. 
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Economic Opportunity score of –0.5 (below  
zero equates to a pessimistic view), compared with 
+0.7 for urban white respondents, representing a 
meaningful difference in outlook across groups. 

Insight #9: Contract, freelance, 
and temporary workers would 
overwhelmingly prefer  
permanent employment24

Twenty-seven percent of all employed respondents 
we surveyed reported being a contract, freelance,  
or temporary worker.25 A higher proportion of Black 
and Hispanic/Latino respondents, first- and 

 24  In a previous version of this article, we referred here to “gig workers.” Recognizing that there is no agreed-upon definition of gig workers, and 
to be clear about which workers we are referring to, we wish to clarify that we are referring to the 27 percent of respondents in our survey who 
self-reported being a contract, freelance, or temporary worker. 

 25  Estimating the size of the contract, freelance, or temporary workforce in America is notoriously difficult. A 2018 Gallup poll found that  
36 percent of workers had some sort of “gig” arrangement, while a study from the ADP Research Institute estimated the share of independent 
workers at US businesses at 16 percent. Previous McKinsey research places the number at 20 to 30 percent of the working population. For 
more, see Shane McFeely and Ryan Pendell, “What workplace leaders can learn from the real gig economy,” Gallup, August 16, 2018, gallup.
com; Mita Goldar, Sara Klein, and Ahu Yildirmaz, Illuminating the shadow workforce: Insights into the gig economy for the enterprise, ADP 
Research Institute, February 1, 2020, adpri.org; and “Independent work: Choice, necessity, and the gig economy,” McKinsey Global Institute, 
October 10, 2016, McKinsey.com.

 26 “What 800 executives envision for the postpandemic workforce,” September 23, 2020, McKinsey.com.

second-generation immigrants, and those with less 
than a high-school education were contract, 
freelance, or temporary workers, compared with the 
overall average of all respondents in our survey.  
We expect demand for contractors and temporary 
workers to increase after the pandemic, as  
70 percent of the executives in a recent survey said 
that they expect to use more of these workers.26

Fully 62 percent of contract, freelance, and 
temporary workers said that they would prefer  
to work as permanent employees (Exhibit 13).  
This sentiment was most pronounced among  
first-generation immigrant (76 percent), Hispanic/

Exhibit 13

Nearly two-thirds of contract, freelance, or temporary workers would rather 
have more permanent employment.

Contract, freelance, 
or temporary worker 
sentiment

All respondents
27

All respondents
62

Men
Women

First generation
Second generation

All others

Black
Hispanic and Latino3

White

Asian American
Other4

Gender

Immigration
generational
status

Race and
ethnicity

% of respondents with current 
contract, freelance, or temporary 
employment1

% of contract, freelance, or 
temporary workers preferring 
permanent employment2

1Question: Is your current primary job as a contract, freelance, or temporary worker?
2Question: Would you prefer to work as a permanent or noncontract employee?
3Includes those who self-identify as Hispanic, Latino, or of Spanish origin. All other groups are solely non-Hispanic/Latino.
4Includes non-Hispanic multiracial, Native Alaskans, and Native Americans.
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)
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Nearly two-thirds of contract, freelance, or temporary workers would 
rather have more  permanent employment.
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Latino (72 percent), Asian American (71 percent), 
and Black (68 percent) respondents. This is 
consistent with previous McKinsey research that 
highlights that only about 30 percent of workers 
actively choose independent work as their  
full-time occupation. 

This finding is perhaps unsurprising given that 
contract, freelance, or temporary workers were 
more likely than other respondents to say that  
they have suffered decreased income over the past 
12 months. These workers were also nearly twice  
as likely than others to say that they could not afford 
health insurance (22 percent, compared with  
13 percent for all) and more likely to cite access to 
affordable healthcare and insurance as barriers  
to their well-being.27

Nevertheless, our survey found that as of spring 
2021, contract, freelance, or temporary workers 
were more optimistic than others about the 
American economy, as reflected in their higher 
Economic Opportunity scores. In part, this could be 
due to the higher proportion of these workers  
who are first- and second-generation immigrants 
and people of color (groups that appeared more  
opti mistic than others, as we saw in Insight #3). 
Thirty-seven percent of first-generation-immigrant 
respondents, 39 percent of Black respondents,  
and 36 percent of Hispanic/Latino respondents 
reported working as temporary, contract, or 

 27  The lack of health insurance has been a particular stressor during the COVID-19 pandemic. The challenges that contract, freelance, and 
temporary workers have faced during the pandemic and the resulting recession have sparked interest in “portable benefits” programs. For 
more, see Alex Rosenblat, “Gig workers are here to stay. It’s time to give them benefits,” Harvard Business Review, July 3, 2020, hbr.org.

freelance workers, compared with 27 percent of all 
respondents. Previous McKinsey research has also 
found that independent workers are, in general, 
happier and healthier than other workers, although 
that may be because the independent workforce is 
somewhat younger than the workforce overall. 

Notably, nearly one-third of contract, freelance,  
or temporary workers said that they had enrolled in 
training or educational opportunities—more than 
twice the proportion of other respondents. And two-
thirds of these workers said that they were 
interested in pursuing training in the future, more 
than double the share of other respondents  
who said this. Increased interest in training and  
skill development bodes well for the American 
economy, as we discuss next. 

Insight #10: Four in ten Americans  
are either enrolled in training or 
interested in pursuing it—but cost is  
a barrier for many
In a dynamic economy where artificial intelligence, 
automation, and digital technologies, as well as 
structural shifts in demand, are transforming the 
nature of work, many workers may need to  
attend training or return to school to learn new skills 
and to avoid job losses. Encouragingly, workers  
in our survey appear to embrace this view.

Nearly one-third of contract, freelance, 
or temporary workers said that they 
had enrolled in training or educational 
opportunities—more than twice the 
proportion of other respondents. 
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Nearly half of all respondents (49 percent) reported 
willingness to change occupations if necessary. 
Black and Hispanic/Latino workers were somewhat 
more likely than others to say that they were willing 
to change jobs. 

Similarly, 39 percent of respondents said that they 
are looking, or are planning to look over the next  
12 months, for education, training, or credentialing 
opportunities, while 14 percent are enrolled in 
programs. Overall, since there is overlap between 
those who are enrolled and interested, 42 percent  
of all respondents report being enrolled, interested, 
or both. Again, both shares were higher for 
respondents of color (Exhibit 14). 

The most commonly cited reason to enroll was to 
make more money, demonstrating that workers see 
education as a practical means to advance their 
economic well-being. Women were much more likely 
to cite money as an important factor in deciding  
to pursue educational opportunities (42 percent for 
women versus 32 percent for men). 

Nonetheless, respondents reported barriers to 
completing their programs—the most prevalent 
being the cost and time required. Fifty-five percent 
of those reporting interest in pursuing training, 
education, or credentialing programs cited cost of 
education, access to financial support, or 
opportunity cost of lost wages as likely barriers  

Exhibit 14

We found a high willingness to change occupations and pursue training
to advance one’s career and economic well-being.

Interest in enrolling in a training or education program in next 12 months,1 % of respondents2

Interest, by select demographic groups

First

59
57

33

52

31

49

31

Second All
others

BIPOC3 White Urban Rural

All
respondents

39

1Question: Are you currently enrolled in a training, education, or credentialing program?
2Respondents who are actively looking for opportunities or plan to start looking in the next 12 months.
3Black, Indigenous, and people of color.
4Self-reported by respondents.
Source: McKinsey American Opportunity Survey, Mar 9–Apr 8, 2021 (n = 25,109)
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We found a high willingness to change occupations and pursue training  to 
advance one’s career and economic well-being.
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to completing a potential training. As mentioned 
earlier, student debt appears to be a particular 
concern for students of color, with the Brookings 
Institution and the National Center for Education 
Statistics estimating that Black college graduates, 
on average, owe $25,000 more in debt than white 
college graduates.28 Twenty-two percent of respon-
dents cited the time commitment as a barrier. 

One in five women cited mental health as a barrier  
to completing their programs (twice the proportion 
of men who cited this barrier). Gay, lesbian, and 
bisexual respondents were more than twice as likely 
to cite mental health as a barrier to completing their 
programs, compared with straight respondents. And 
workers aged 18 to 24 were 60 percent more likely 
than other respondents to cite mental-health 
challenges as a barrier, perhaps an indication of how 
aware Gen Z is about mental health, as well as the 
unique challenges their generation faces.29

For their part, Black respondents were 60 percent 
more likely than others to cite the opportunity  
cost of lost wages as a barrier. Rural residents, who 

 28  See Judith Scott-Clayton and Jing Li, Black-white disparity in student loan debt more than triples after graduation, Brookings Institution, 
Evidence Speaks Reports, October 20, 2016, Volume 2, Number 3, brookings.edu; and Mel Hanson, “Student loan debt by race,” 
EducationData.org, September 24, 2020, educationdata.org.

 29 The Annie E. Casey Foundation, “Generation Z and mental health,” blog entry by the Annie E. Casey Foundation, March 3, 2021, aecf.org.
 30  The majority of those 17 million workers fall into four main occupations: customer service and sales, administrative assistants, food  

service, and production or manufacturing. In the coming decade, workers will increasingly need both technological skills (such as interacting 
with technology and following instructions on a screen) and social and emotional skills (such as reading somebody’s reaction and reacting 
appropriately or empathetically). In contrast, there will be much less demand for manual labor (moving things, landscaping, construction, for 
example) and basic cognitive skills (making simple judgments based on data, for instance). For more, see “The future of work after COVID-19,” 
McKinsey Global Institute, February 18, 2021, McKinsey.com.

as we saw in Insight #8 expressed less interest in 
training, education, and credentialing programs  
than others, differed in another way: among their 
concerns about the cost of education and the 
opportunity costs of lost wages, rural respondents 
also cited their identity as a barrier to completing 
programs in which they were already enrolled. This 
suggests that there may be an opportunity to  
help make rural residents feel more welcome in 
educational settings.

Given the pressures of automation and the demand 
for workers to develop new skills, many workers  
will need to retrain and reskill to find new jobs in the 
coming decades. The McKinsey Global Institute 
(MGI) estimates that 17 million workers in the United 
States will need to change occupations or jobs 
within the same occupation over the next ten years, 
a trend that disproportionately affects workers of 
color and those without college degrees.30
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How can we overcome  
the challenges?
Building an inclusive economy
Respondents to our American Opportunity Survey 
painted a challenging picture of the current 
moment—one of unequal access to economic 
opportunity—and in many cases expressed  
a concern about whether access to opportunity  
will improve.

At the same time, however, we were struck by the 
latent and persistent optimism we saw in the 
findings. In particular, first- and second-generation 
immigrants and people of color reported levels  
of optimism similar to that of Americans making 
more than $100,000 a year. 

Moreover, we were encouraged by the widespread 
willingness among Americans to take the steps 
needed to pursue economic opportunity, as 
demonstrated by the many respondents who are 

either enrolled in or planning to pursue education 
and training. People want a path forward; it’s a job of 
leaders to help chart the course. 

How can leaders do it? Based on the ten insights 
we’ve explored in this survey, we’ve identified  
the following areas where interventions could have 
the most impact:

 — Address issues that disproportionately affect 
women, such as access to childcare. As a result 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, more than one  
in four women are considering leaving the work-
place or downshifting their careers. Although 
there are many issues that disproportionately 
affect women, access to mental-health services 
and experiences of discrimination among  
them, childcare was the most commonly cited 
issue in our survey. If women’s unemployment 
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tracked that of men’s in each sector, MGI 
estimates that global GDP growth could be  
$1 trillion higher in 2030.

 — Tackle diverse challenges to improve racial 
equity. Advancing racial equity and achieving 
inclusive growth could mean new opportunities 
for participation in the economy and an addi-
tional $6,000 to $8,500 in annual income per 
capita. Within the private sector, leaders  
can begin by improving hiring and promotion 
practices to build more representative teams 
and reduce bias. At the community level, 
meanwhile, the challenges tend to be unique  
and thus may require more place-based 
approaches. Current explorations of place-
based transformations often focus on improving 
local housing policies to increase housing 
security, improving public-health infrastructure, 
increasing broadband access to minority 
populations, and combating food insecurity in 
underinvested neighborhoods.

 — Address concerns about the affordability of 
educational opportunities, including reskilling 
and upskilling. Access to training and education 
is critical to helping people build a better life  
and adapt to changing workforce demands, but 
respondents cited cost as the top barrier.  
A range of innovative solutions are being con-
sidered by public- and private-sector leaders: 
from applied-learning experiences and 
apprenticeships to company-led reskilling 
programs to skills-based hiring31 to expanded 
access to community college—all to help 
accelerate and expand access and affordability 
for more Americans.

 — Tackle the urban-rural divide. Rural Americans 
are at a higher risk of job loss due to automation, 
and they reported lower relative interest in 
moving for work, switching jobs, or pursuing 
training programs. Tailored economic-
development strategies to boost job creation 
could help address this mismatch, as could 

 31  At a national level, the Rework America Alliance (RAA), in which McKinsey is a partner, has brought together community organizations, 
employers, educators, unions, and others to collaborate in helping to expand employment opportunities for lower-wage workers based on 
work experience rather than academic credentials. RAA has also worked to identify different paths to acquiring skills, whether through work 
experience, traditional education, or more targeted training programs. 

expanding rural broadband access to enable 
remote work in rural counties.

 — Address persistent challenges in access to 
healthcare and mental-health services. One-
third of all respondents cited access to 
healthcare and health insurance as top barriers 
to their well-being, highlighting the reality that 
access remains a deep challenge for Americans 
despite years of effort. Previous McKinsey 
research suggests that there is an opportunity  
to increase the efficiency and convenience  
of both physical and mental healthcare delivery, 
while also addressing affordability. 

 — Focus on the challenges of contract, freelance, 
and temporary workers. Most contract, 
freelance, and temporary workers in our survey 
reported that they would prefer full-time 
employment. Previous MGI research has 
suggested that there is opportunity to modernize 
both the collection of government survey data  
as well as labor force policies to better reflect the 
realities of today’s labor market. 

 — Collect more—and more granular—data. 
Building a more inclusive economy and providing 
more economic opportunity requires that 
stakeholders across the public, private, and 
social sectors accurately and consistently 
identify and track key metrics at a granular level. 
This includes expanding data collection to 
include finer detail, such as breaking down 
diverse groups captured in larger demographic 
categories to identify unique challenges and 
trends. Ongoing data collection can also increase 
accountability by tracking the effect  
of any interventions.

 — Continue to push to create more inclusive 
workplaces. Leaders have an opportunity to 
continue with bold steps to build more inclusive 
organizations that, in turn, can build a more 
inclusive economy from the ground up. We hope 
that leaders will find the research published  
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by our colleagues helpful as they endeavor to 
create more inclusive workplaces. Our 
colleagues have explored such opportunities  
for women, mothers, Black Americans,  
Asian Americans, people identifying as LGBTQ+, 
and for those who reported facing mental- 
health challenges.32

The findings presented in this article only begin to 
scratch the surface of the full range of insights that 
could benefit leaders as they explore critical 

 32  See “Women in the Workplace 2020,” September 30, 2020; Jess Huang, Alexis Krivkovich, Ishanaa Rambachan, and Lareina Yee, “For 
mothers in the workplace, a year (and counting) like no other,” May 5, 2021; “Race in the workplace: The Black experience in the US private 
sector,” February 21, 2021; Grace Hua, Jess Huang, Samuel Huang, and Lareina Yee, “COVID-19’s impact on Asian American workers:  
Six key insights,” May 6, 2021; Diana Ellsworth, Ana Mendy, and Gavin Sullivan, “How the LGBTQ+ community fares in the workplace,” June 23, 
2020; and “National surveys reveal disconnect between employees and employers around mental health need,” April 21, 2021, all available  
on McKinsey.com.

inclusivity challenges. Going forward, we plan to 
publish additional analyses that delve into city- 
level findings and other areas of interest, as well as 
to provide updated pulse readings of Americans’ 
sentiments on economic inclusion. Through  
this effort, we hope that we can provide the data  
and insights needed to help support a more  
inclusive US economy.
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