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Technological change, notably the adoption of
digital, automation, and artificial intelligence (AI)
technologies, is transforming the way many of us
work. Observers of this phenomenon have long
asked how automation may affect the working
lives of men and women differently, and new
research from the McKinsey Global Institute
(MGI) attempts to answer that question.1 MGI
has developed several scenarios of automation
and job creation to help model how the future
of work could affect women and men. We find
that the impact of automation on potential job
displacement, as well as potential for additional
jobs created as the result of shifting population
dynamics and growing incomes, could be roughly
of the same order of magnitude for men and
women globally. However, women could find it
more challenging to adapt to what will be
a period of disruptive change and to capture
future opportunities associated with these
new technologies.

The future of women at work in the United Kingdom

Globally, automation could require between
40 million to 160 million women (depending on
the pace of automation) and between one million
and four million women—or 8 to 29 percent of
women employed in 2017—in the United Kingdom
to make transitions between occupations by
2030, often into higher-skilled roles.2 If women
are able to make these transitions, they could find
more productive, better-paid work; if they are not,
they could face wage pressures or could even
leave the labour market entirely. Interventions
from government and the private sector will be
needed to support women in making the changes
necessary for them to thrive in the future world of
work.
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In this briefing note, we explore prospects for
women and work in the automation age in the
United Kingdom, drawing on new global MGI
research that is the latest publication in our
ongoing exploration of the future of work as
automation and AI technologies diffuse.3 This work
complements MGI’s research on the “power of
parity” that has, over the past four years, explored
trends in gender inequality in work and society
around the world, and what can be done to narrow
the gender gap.4 In this note, we also look at
growing labour demand in the UK tech sector and
tech-enabled occupations, whether women are
positioned to tap into that demand, and what can
be done to enable them to do so.

Advancing women’s equality could
boost UK GDP
In 2015, MGI found that countries could add $12
trillion to GDP by 2025 by advancing women’s
equality.5 This figure was based on a scenario in
which all countries matched the progress toward
gender parity of the country in each region that
had made most progress toward this goal: a bestin-region scenario. In 2016, MGI looked at the
potential economic gains from advancing women’s
equality in the United Kingdom.6 We found that if
every region of the United Kingdom matched the
progress toward parity of the best-performing
region, an additional £150 billion could be added
to GDP by 2025—more than 5 percent.
At a time when the UK economy faces a great
deal of uncertainty related to Brexit, and when
productivity growth has been disappointing, this
is a prize well worth pursuing. In the aftermath of
the financial crisis, the United Kingdom recorded
one of the lowest productivity growth rates
and steepest declines in productivity growth of
comparable mature economies, falling by about
90 percent.7 From 2008 to 2018, productivity
grew at only 0.3 percent a year, significantly below
the average of 2.3 percent from 1971 to 2007.
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As we enter the automation era, women face new
challenges overlaid on long-established ones
that have held back their journey toward gender
equality in work. In the four years since MGI’s
original global research, gender inequality in work
is still higher than gender inequality in society.
For its global research on the power of parity,
MGI mapped 15 indicators of gender equality in
society and work and compiled them into a gender
parity score, or GPS.8 This year, MGI has updated
the GPS, and found that that the global GPS for
gender equality in work has risen only marginally,
indicating only very slight progress toward parity.
In the rest of this briefing note, we explore
potential jobs lost (jobs that could be displaced
due to automation), jobs gained (jobs that could
be added due to economic growth, investment,
and demographic changes), and net jobs (the net
increase or decrease in jobs based on additions
and losses). We also look at the transitions
between occupations that millions of women
globally and in the United Kingdom may need to
navigate, and what interventions may be needed
to enable women to do so (for a summary of our
findings, see Exhibit 1).
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Exhibit 1

The future of women at work in the United Kingdom
Economic and demographic context
Per capita GDP,
$ thousand
PPP, 2017

Female
labor-force
participation
rate, 2017

43

57%

Population,
Million

% of work activity hours
automatable by 2030 1

% aged
over 65

2017

Midpoint scenario

2017

66
71

21

19
40

2030

22

Early scenario

2030

How women are positioned for the future

Women

Men

1.4M–4.5M women and 1.7M–5.4M men may have to transition between occupations or skill levels by 2030
Change in total male and female labor demand
in the period to 2030,
Million
1

Share of employment, 2
%

Potential effects on
employees by 2030,
% of 2017 base employment

3
53

5

47

2017

% of 2017
employment

Jobs
gained

23

17

New
occupations3
8

17
17

Jobs
gained

-7
Jobs
lost

22
24

Jobs
lost

Total
net
jobs

Female share of employment
could increase by

0–1 pp
by 2030

Net jobs demanded by wage level and education

Women

Men

% change relative to employment by gender in the period to 2030
By wage level (relative to tercile employment)
Wage level
(percentile)

Low
(0–
30th)

Medium High
(30th– (70th–
70th)
99th)
4

6

By education (relative to total employment)
-0.6
-0.8

Less than
secondary
Secondary

-4.9
-7.0

Associate

-1.5
-1.6
1.4

College

-5
-9

-11

Advanced
-13

2.4
0.8
0.4

For detail on automation scenarios, see the technical appendix of The future of women at work: Transitions in the age of automation, McKinsey Global Institute, June 2019.
2 Based on a trend-line scenario for jobs gained and a midpoint automation scenario. Analysis excludes jobs created in new occupations.
3 Historical analysis suggests that 8-9% of the 2030 labor supply could be employed in entirely new occupations.
Note: Figures may not sum to 100% because of rounding.
1

Source: ONS, 2017; ILO, 2017; World Bank, 2018; UNDP World Population Prospects, 2017; McKinsey Global Institute analysis
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Exhibit 8

Exhibit
1 (continued)
The 8future
of

women at work in the United Kingdom
The future of women at work in the United Kingdom
Sector and occupation shifts
Sector
and
Incremental
jobsoccupation
gained or lost shifts
in the period to 2030, 1

Million
Incremental
jobs gained or lost in the period to 2030, 1
Million

By sector
By
sector
Retail
and wholesale trade

Jobs lost
Mlost W
Jobs
M
W

-0.6
-0.6
Retail and wholesale trade
-0.6
-0.6
Professional, scientific, and technical services
-0.2 -0.2
Professional, scientific, and technical services
-0.2 -0.2 -0.5
Healthcare and social assistance
Healthcare and social assistance
-0.5
-0.7 -0.2
Manufacturing
-0.7
-0.2
Manufacturing
Accommodation and food services
-0.2 -0.3
Accommodation and food services
-0.2 -0.3
Educational services
-0.3
Educational services
-0.3
Finance and insurance
-0.2
Finance and insurance
-0.2
Arts, entertainment, and recreation
Arts, entertainment, and recreation
Transportation and warehousing
Transportation and warehousing
Construction
Construction
Other services
Other services
Administration support and government
Administration support and government
Real estate, rental, and leasing
Real estate, rental, and leasing
Agriculture, forestry, fishing, and hunting
Agriculture, forestry, fishing, and hunting
Utilities
Utilities
Mining
Mining
Information
Information
By occupation
By occupation
Professionals
Professionals
Service, shop, and market sales workers
Service, shop, and market sales workers
Legislators, senior officials, and managers
Legislators, senior officials, and managers
Technicians and associate professionals
Technicians and associate professionals
Clerical support workers
Clerical support workers
Plant and machine operators and assemblers
Plant and machine operators and assemblers
Craft and related trade workers
Craft and related trade workers
Elementary occupations
Elementary occupations
Agricultural and fishery workers
Agricultural and fishery workers
Total
Total

Jobs gained
Wgained
M
Jobs
W
M
0.5
0.5
0.5
0.5
0.4
0.6
0.4
0.6
0.7
0.2
0.7
0.2
0.2 0.6
0.2 0.6
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.2

-0.4 -0.2
-0.4 -0.2 -0.6
-0.6
-0.2
-0.2
-0.3 -0.4
-0.3 -0.4

-0.2
-0.2
-0.5 -0.4
0.7
-0.5 -0.4
0.7
-0.5
-1.2
0.9
-0.5
-1.2
0.9
0.3 0.5
-0.4 -0.2
0.5
-0.4 -0.2 -0.4 -0.3 0.3
0.3 0.3
-0.4 -0.3 0.3 0.3
-0.3
-0.8
0.2
-0.3
-0.8
0.2
0.2
-0.7 -0.2
0.2
-0.7 -0.2
0.2
-0.8
-0.8
-0.2
-0.2
3.9
3.9

3.4
3.4

0.9
0.9
0.4
0.4

0.2

2.6
2.6

2.8
2.8

Based on a trend-line scenario for jobs gained and a midpoint automation scenario.
Assumes current level of female representation across sectors and occupations stays the same.
Based
on labels
a trend-line
scenario
Note:
Data
<0.2 not
shown.for jobs gained and a midpoint automation scenario.
2 Assumes current level of female representation across sectors and occupations stays the same.
Source:
ONS,
2017;
ILO,
2017;
World Bank, 2018; UNDP World Population Prospects, 2017; McKinsey Global Institute analysis
Note: Data labels <0.2 not shown.
1

2
1

Source: ONS, 2017; ILO, 2017; World Bank, 2018; UNDP World Population Prospects, 2017; McKinsey Global Institute analysis
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%
share
% of
women,
share
of
2017
women,
2017

Net jobs
for
women
Net
jobs 2
2
for women
+
–
+
–
Neutral
Neutral

49
49
42
42
77
77
27
27
63
63
68
68
45
45
47
47
28
28
12
12
62
62
52
52
46
46
24
24
21
21
16
16
28
28

-0.1
-0.1
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.2
0.0
0.0
-0.1
-0.1
-0.1
-0.1
-0.1
-0.1
0.0
0.0
-0.1
-0.1
-0.1
-0.1
-0.1
-0.1
-0.3
-0.3
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
-0.1
-0.1

48
48
70
70
36
36
49
49
73
73
20
20
6
6
42
42
13
13

0.3
0.3
-0.3
-0.3
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
-0.6
-0.6
-0.1
-0.1
0.0
0.0
-0.1
-0.1
0.0
0.0
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Women could experience slightly less
job displacement by automation, but
similar potential for additional job
demand, as men
The share of women whose jobs are displaced
by automation could be slightly lower than the
share of men, but women could gain jobs on a
similar scale to men in terms of share of their
employment.9 Our main scenario to 2030 is
based on “midpoint” automation adoption, which
assumes that automation occurs on a similar scale
to that of other major technological disruptions
in the past, and job creation driven by economic
growth, investment, demographic changes,
and technological innovation at a similar pace
as current trends.10 The midpoint scenario is
illustrative rather than predictive, but helps us to
understand how automation may play out across
sectors and occupations for men and women.11
Looking at the potential for job displacement first,
we find that 22 percent of employed women in the
United Kingdom could be displaced by automation
by 2030, compared with 24 percent of men (as
a share of their 2017 employment). In absolute
numbers, that is three million women and four
million men (Exhibit 2).12 The figures are similar to
those in other mature economies. In Germany, for
instance, 21 percent of women could be displaced
by automation, compared with 22 percent of men;
in France, the equivalent figures are 22 and 23
percent. Generally, we see a 1 to 2 percentage
point difference between genders. Across these
economies, women are only slightly less at risk of
job displacement from automation than men.

In the United Kingdom, 17 percent of both women
and men could gain jobs from rising demand by
2030. Again, this is broadly in line with the finding
for the six mature countries in the MGI sample
where, on average, 18 percent of women could gain
jobs, compared with 17 percent of men. In Europe
as a whole, there tends to be a 1 to 2 percentage
point difference between men and women. In
Germany, men are slightly better positioned
for job gains than women at 24 and 23 percent,
respectively. In France, 16 percent of men may gain
jobs versus 15 percent of women (Exhibit 3).

Entirely new occupations could be
created, but women may find it more
challenging than men to fill these jobs
Waves of technological innovation displace or
change the nature of many jobs, but they also
create new ones. Historical trends in the United
States that are applicable to other countries
including the United Kingdom suggest that up to
9 percent of the employed population could be
working in entirely new occupations by 2030.13
However, employment in new occupations
may be more challenging for women than for
men. MGI analysis of 135 recently created US
occupations defined by O*NET in 2009 found
that approximately 60 percent of jobs were in
occupation categories that are male dominated,
and only 16 percent female dominated.

While automation will displace many jobs (or tasks
within jobs), demand for workers could increase as
economies grow, partly fuelled by productivity and
income growth enabled by technological progress.
There will be job gains. Rising incomes and
consumption especially in developing countries,
increasing healthcare for aging societies, and
investment in infrastructure and energy are among
trends expected to create demand for work
that could offset the displacement of workers.
Women and men in the United Kingdom are
comparably placed to capture these potential
job gains assuming patterns of male and female
employment in each sector and occupation
continue from the present day to 2030.
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Exhibit 2

Women may be slightly less at risk of being displaced by automation than men in the
United Kingdom
Jobs at risk of being displaced by automation by 20301
Women

Men
% of female
employment,
2017

Million FTE2

% of male
employment,
2017

Million FTE

Canada

2

24

3

28

France

3

22

3

23

Germany

4

21

5

22

Japan

6

24

United Kingdom

3

22

19

United States

Mexico
South Africa
Total
(simple average)

107

20

3

17

1

18
20

15
44

10

12
6
2

163

24
26

66

15
12

India

24

4

24

52

China

9

18
22
21

1
Based on a midpoint automation scenario.
2
Full-time equivalent.
Note: Countries ordered based on mature and emerging economies, and alphabetically within each group.
Source: ILO, 2017; NSS; INEGI; China Population Census; South Africa Quarterly Labour Force Survey, 2018; CPS IPUMs; ONS, 2017; Japan National Survey; Eurostat,
2015; Statistics Canada, 2016 Census; McKinsey Global Institute analysis
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Exhibit 3

Before factoring in potential job losses, both women and men in the United Kingdom could
expand their current employment by 17 percent
Demand for jobs in 2030, assuming constant female and male share of employment in sectors and occupations1
Women

Men
% of female
employment,
2017

Million FTE

% of male
employment,
2017

Million FTE

Canada

2

24

2

23

France

2

15

2

16

Germany

4

23

5

24

Japan

2

8

3

6

United Kingdom

3

17

3

17

15

United States

112

China

Mexico
South Africa
Total
(simple average)

18
120

33

23

India

14

19

91

19

6

13
171

20

24

8

29

1

28

25

1

9
250

19

Figures represent a trend-line scenario of job creation that is based upon current spending trends, and excludes demand for entirely new occupations. In a forthcoming
2019 MGI report on the future of work in the United States, we will explore another scenario.
Note: Countries ordered based on mature and emerging economies, and alphabetically within each group. Analysis excludes jobs created in new occupations and unsized
labor demand.
1

Source: ILO, 2017; NSS; INEGI; China Population Census; South Africa Quarterly Labour Force Survey, 2018; CPS IPUMs; ONS, 2017; Japan National Survey; Eurostat,
2015; Statistics Canada, 2016 Census; McKinsey Global Institute analysis
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The composition of potential jobs
lost to automation and demand for
jobs varies because men and women
tend to cluster in different sectors
and occupations
While the impact of automation may be similar for men
and women, the composition of job displacement and
job gains could vary significantly because of longstanding gender differences in which occupations
and sectors men and women tend to work.14
Globally, services and clerical support occupations
could, on average, account for 52 percent of
women’s jobs displaced by automation, but only 27
percent of men’s. By contrast, machine operation
and craft work occupations could account for
more than 40 percent of male jobs displaced, on
average, compared with 15 percent for women.
Women are well-represented in the fast-growing
healthcare sector, which could, on average,
account for 25 percent of potential jobs gained,
compared with just 7 percent for men. Both men
and women could gain jobs in professional, and in
legislator, senior official, and manager occupations
that include many of the high-paying positions
created by the tech sector.
Similar patterns can be observed in the United
Kingdom. More than 32 percent of women in the
United Kingdom are today employed in service
occupations, compared with 13 percent of men.
By contrast, 23 percent of men work in machine
operator or craft worker occupations, compared
with 4 percent of women. Further, the healthcare
sector employs 21 percent of total female workers
and the education sector 15 percent, while 13
percent of male workers are found in each of
the manufacturing, construction, and retail and
wholesale trade sectors.
In the case of potential jobs displaced in the United
Kingdom, women’s jobs are most likely to be
displaced in retail and wholesale trade, healthcare,
and administration and government, accounting
for 44 percent of potential job displacement. The
top three sectors for men are manufacturing, retail
and wholesale trade, and construction, accounting
for 46 percent of total job displacement.
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For jobs gained, the healthcare and professional,
scientific, and technical (PST) services sectors
could fuel the majority of employment growth in
the United Kingdom, together accounting for 36
percent of all jobs potentially gained. Women are
well-positioned in healthcare, where they could
obtain 77 percent of the sector’s job gains, while
men could gain the majority of jobs in PST (59
percent of job gains). We note that PST includes
less purely “technical” subindustries such as
accounting, marketing, and consulting where
women have relatively strong representation.
However, in tech industries, which are another
subset of PST and which could be a major source
of future employment, women account for only
around 15 percent of employees.
We took a closer look at occupations in the
United Kingdom. Firstly, we found that there are
occupations in which women tend to be strongly
represented–for example, sales and retail
assistants or administrative occupations–that tend
to have relatively high automation potential. We
also found that women tend to dominate certain
care-centric occupations that are less susceptible
to automation, including care workers, nurses,
and childminders (Exhibit 4).15 These occupations
use social and emotional skills in face-to-face
interactions that machines are less likely to
replicate and replace, and could experience
significant net growth as the country’s population
ages and incomes rise. However, some of these
jobs like care workers and nursing assistants tend
to be relatively lower paid, which in turn could
impact the economic viability of automation.
In contrast, certain professional and technical
occupations where men tend to dominate are
relatively high paid–such as programmers and
software developers–and could also experience
net job growth.
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Exhibit 4

Care-centric occupations in the United Kingdom tend to be female-dominated and less
easily automated, but are also less well remunerated
UK occupations by automation potential, wage, size and gender balance, 2018
Colour = share of female employees1, %
Bubble size = total employees1

Median gross hourly pay, £
42
Chief executives and senior officials

40
38

Other managers and directors

0—20

60—80

20—40

80—100

40—60

36
34
32
30

Financial managers
Primary education and
nursery teaching
Medical practitioners
professionals
IT analysts and technicians

28
26
24

Manufacturing
production managers

22

Programmers and
software developers

20
18
Nurses

16

Electricians

Large goods
vehicle drivers

Receptionists

14

Book-keepers
and payroll clerks

Nursing
assistants

12
10
8
6

Cleaners and
domestics

4

Teaching
assistants

0

5

10

15

Catering
assistants

Elementary
storage occupations

Other administrative
occupations
Sales and retail assistants

Educational support
assistants

Childminders

2
0

Care
workers

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

70

75

80

85

90

95

100

Automation potential by adapting currently demonstrated technologies
% of time spent
1

Q2 2018; not seasonally adjusted; includes part-time and self-employed people; top 100 occupations by employment, representing 70% of employees, shown.

Source: McKinsey Global Institute automation model; ONS; McKinsey & Company analysis
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Between one million and four million
employed women in the United
Kingdom may need to transition
between occupations, often into
higher-skilled roles
Worldwide, 40 million to 160 million women—
7 to 24 percent of those currently employed—
may need to transition between occupations to
ensure that they are positioned for shifts in labour
demand.16 For men, the range is comparable at
8 to 28 percent. The lower end of these ranges
assumes a midpoint automation scenario and
the upper end a rapid automation scenario. In the
United Kingdom, between one million and four
million, or 8 to 29 percent of women currently
employed, may need to make such transitions
(Exhibit 5).
For the United Kingdom and other mature
economies, many of these transitions will need
to be into higher-skill, higher-wage jobs as these
are the kind of jobs that will most be in demand.
Our analysis suggests that net demand will only
grow for jobs in the top wage tercile and those that
require a university degree or higher in the period to
2030 in the United Kingdom.17 Men could see more
demand for high-wage jobs than women, in part
due to women’s low representation in high-wage
tech jobs.
Demand for low- and middle-wage jobs may
contract by 2030 in the United Kingdom.
Low-wage workers could be somewhat less at
risk of job loss than those earning medium wages
because the former may not justify the cost of
automation. Moreover, middle-wage workers tend
to be in jobs that have high automation potential
such as plant and machine operating occupations
and jobs that involve data gathering and basic
data manipulation. Men in low- and medium-wage
occupations may face greater displacement—
and therefore more need to make transitions—
than women in similarly paid occupations.
Today, women in the United Kingdom are underrepresented in the highest-paying occupations.
In 2017, 41 percent of UK men are employed in
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the two highest-paid occupational categories
(professionals and legislators, senior officials
and managers) compared with only 34 percent
of women. Looking ahead to 2030, both women
and men could increase their share of workers in
these occupations. Our scenario suggests that if
women are able to gain the necessary skills and
successfully navigate the occupational transitions
we have discussed, they could be on a path to more
productive and lucrative employment. By 2030,
38 percent of women in the United Kingdom could
be employed in the two highest-paid occupational
categories, compared with 47 percent of men.
However, if women do not successfully develop
their skills to a higher level, enabling them to
transition into higher-wage occupations such as
those in tech, there is a risk that women remain
stuck in relatively low-wage employment.
Some women may even leave the labor force
entirely if they are not able to make the necessary
occupational transitions. A reduction in demand
for low- and middle-wage workers could cause
displaced men increasingly to compete for jobs
with low- and middle women, exerting downward
pressure on wages. Evidence suggests that
the labour supply of women is typically more
responsive to wage pressure than that of men. For
instance, one meta-analysis found that the wage
elasticity of labour supply for women may be as
much as five times that of men in certain mature
economies.18 Women may, therefore, leave the
labour market more readily than men when facing
pressure on their wages. The risk of women leaving
paid employment may be higher in the United
Kingdom than in other comparable economies
because childcare costs are significantly higher.
Women in the United Kingdom are more likely
than their counterparts in most other European
countries to choose to reduce their working hours
to care for children further.19
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Exhibit 5

Around one million to four million women in the United Kingdom may face a need to
transition between occupations and skill sets by 2030 to remain employed
Occupational transitions

Midpoint automation
scenario

Women

Early automation
scenario

Men
% of women
employed,
2017

Million FTE

% of men
employed,
2017

Million FTE

Canada

1–3

8–30

1–3

9–36

France

1–4

10–30

2–5

11–33

Germany

1–5

6–24

Japan
United Kingdom

4–10

8–29
8–24

China
India

10–33
9–28

10–33
8–67

1–10

1–11

17–43

2–5

10–34

4–36

8–32

7–17

15–39

1–4

United States

2–7

1–15

2–27

0–8

0–7

Mexico

<1–3

2–12

1–5

2–15

South Africa

1–2

9–26

1–3

13–37

Rest of the world1
Total
(simple average)

17–61
39–162

23–107

5–19
7–24

58–275

5–23
8–28

Extrapolated by mapping countries in the world to the most similar of the 10 countries studied in this report (53 countries in total) by applying rates of transition by
gender to employment for each country.
Note: Countries ordered based on mature and emerging economies, and alphabetically within each group. Analysis excludes jobs created in new occupations and unsized
labor demand. Figures represent a trend-line scenario of job creation. In a forthcoming MGI report on the future of work in the United States, we will explore another
scenario.
1

Source: ILO, 2017; NSS; INEGI; China Population Census; South Africa Quarterly Labour Force Survey, 2018; CPS IPUMs; ONS, 2017; Japan National Survey; Eurostat,
2015; Statistics Canada, 2016 Census; McKinsey Global Institute analysis
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Women will need to be skilled,
flexible and mobile, and tech-savvy,
and will need measures to overcome
challenges on all three
Men and women need to be skilled, mobile, and
tech-savvy in the automation age, but women face
pervasive barriers on all three that could make
navigating transitions particularly hard. Concerted
and creative new solutions—tailored for women’s
particular challenges—are needed to enable them
to position themselves for the future of work. In
this section, we first discuss skills and mobility, and
then focus on the challenge in tech in more depth.
As millions of women and men in the United
Kingdom transition from their existing jobs into
new occupations or sectors–or, indeed, remain
in their current jobs but have to adapt to working
alongside automated systems–they will need
to develop new skills that the labour market will
demand. Women could find attending vocational
training and other reskilling programmes more
challenging than men because so many of them
carry the “double burden” of paid work and unpaid
care work in the home. In the United Kingdom,
women do more than 1.8 times the hours of unpaid
care work as men. Moreover, women may find
the cost of retraining more prohibitive than men.
A number of interventions can help to level the
playing field including more company provision
of training and government subsidies to enable
more women to undertake training, and improved
transparency about trends in labour demand so
that skills can be matched more effectively to
where the jobs are likely to be.
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Family responsibilities and social norms tend to
make women less mobile than men. Women tend
to have less access to professional networks
than men, and therefore may be less aware of
potential employment and career opportunities,
compromising their ability to make necessary
transitions. Stereotypical views about the types of
occupation and sectors in which women (and men)
should work are another barrier to mobility. Tailored
interventions can help women balance unpaid care
work, foster dynamic career paths and networks,
and reduce stereotyping. Digital and internet
technologies open many doors to opportunity for
women, helping to break down barriers to mobility
by, for instance, teleworking or in the gig economy,
and lowering entry barriers to forming their own
businesses by operating in e-commerce.20
Beyond the power of technology to overcome
other barriers, there is a growing imperative for
women to be equipped to take advantage of
demand for labour that is shifting in the United
Kingdom (and in other countries) toward the
tech sector and tech-enabled occupations. As
discussed earlier, tech is a sector that is expected
to grow in the United Kingdom, and in which
women are currently underrepresented. Increasing
the role of women as creators of technology
is important to tap into the benefits of diverse
teams. And technology is also going to become an
increasing part of all occupations. For example,
MGI research finds that there will be a 55 percent
increase in the amount of time workers spend
using technological skills such as programming or
basic digital skills between now and 2030 in the
United States and Europe.21
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However, the United Kingdom has a material
gender tech gap. The gap opens up early.
Stereotypes can influence parents’ expectations
and children’s attitudes toward different
subjects.22 Girls tend to feel significantly less
confident about a career in science, technology,
engineering, and math (STEM).23 As a result,
despite doing better academically (except in
chemistry), fewer girls in the United Kingdom
study core science subjects at A-level. By the
time they enter higher education, the gender
gap is significant.24 Among first-year full-time
students pursuing higher education in the United
Kingdom, only 37 percent of women studied
science subjects in 2016–17 versus 48 percent of
men.25 Moreover, more than 40 percent of women
who do pursue science careers do so in medicine,
dentistry, and allied subjects, compared with 13
percent of men. Only around 8 percent of female

first-time full-time students—in contrast to 29
percent of males—study physical, mathematical,
computer, or engineering and technology
sciences. This has contributed to concern that
women are not acquiring the skills needed for or
participating in high-growth STEM fields.26
This gender imbalance in higher education has,
in turn, led to a situation in which women account
for only 15 percent of employees in the UK tech
industry.27 This is far lower than the 22 percent
in the United States and 21 percent in Singapore
(Exhibit 6). Women may also be less involved in
the creation of technology-enabled businesses.
In part this could be influenced by a funding
gap for women entrepreneurs. In 2017, all-male
founding teams received 89 percent of UK
venture capital investment, while all-female
teams received less than one percent.28

Exhibit 6

Representation of women in tech is relatively low in the United Kingdom

United
States
22

Singapore

Denmark

Brazil

19

18
16

1,438

Japan

21

Women’s
share of
tech roles,1
% of total

Women
in tech,
thousand

France

United
Kingdom Germany

45

177

18

148

15

15

15

240

316

570

Mapped country-specific occupation databases to the ISCO08 ILO occupation database. Note that the definition of tech roles varies by country. In general, tech roles
within the ISCO08 ILO occupation database were defined as applications programmers, computer network and systems technicians, computer network professionals,
database and network professionals not elsewhere classified, database designers and administrators, electrical engineering technicians, electrical engineers, electronics
engineers, engineering professionals not elsewhere classified, information and communications technology operations technicians, information and communications
technology services managers, information and communications technology user support technicians, mechanical engineering technicians, mechanical engineers,
software and applications developers and analysts not elsewhere classified, software developers, systems administrators, systems analysts, telecommunications
engineers, web and multimedia developers, and web technicians
Source: National statistics offices and government data; The diversity opportunity in tech, McKinsey & Company, forthcoming; McKinsey & Company analysis
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If the United Kingdom were to fully close the
gender gap in tech in terms of females employed
in the sector, we estimate that it could boost GDP
by $39 billion to $124 billion, an increase of close
to 5 percent (Exhibit 7).29 Achieving parity in tech
occupations in this manner could impact growth
across tech and tech-enabled sectors, closing
tech talent gaps that are seen as challenges for
growth. In an era in which adoption of automation
and AI is increasingly critical to the bottom line
for companies, this prize is significant.30 While
these talent gaps could also be closed by men,
these figures give a sense of opportunity from
expanding and tapping into female talent pools.
Equipping more women to work in this sector
would undoubtedly help to fill at least part of the
tech skills gap faced by the United Kingdom. It is
also important to ensure equality of opportunity to
enable both women and men to step into careers
of their own choosing without barriers.
We suggest three key imperatives to support women
to increase their participation and compete in an

increasing tech-enabled labour market: (1) attracting
female talent into tech roles; (2) maximising
the impact and success of female tech talent in
companies; and (3) developing a more inclusive
image in tech education, industry and society.31
1. Attract female talent into tech careers
and roles. Developing more tech talent is
an imperative in the United Kingdom. One
study predicts a shortage of core and related
engineering roles of between 83,000 and
110,000 per year through 2024.32 Many UK
companies in the tech sector and beyond are
making active efforts to attract diverse talent
to STEM education and careers, but these
efforts tend to be fragmented and on the whole
have not succeeded in raising low interest in
technology among women. There is scope for
companies to review their investment in the
talent pipeline to address this issue, including
expanding philanthropic initiatives to invest in
early interventions for women and girls, create
women’s technical reskilling initiatives, and

Exhibit 7
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If the United Kingdom closed its tech gender gap, GDP could increase by up to 5 percent
If the United Kingdom closed its tech gender gap, GDP could increase by up to 5 percent
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address potential recruitment biases. One such
initiative is Step into Stem, a mentoring and
work experience program for female students
in London supported by corporate partners BT
Group, O2, Vodafone, and Ericsson.33
2. Maximise the impact and success of
female tech talent in companies. Even when
companies are successful in attracting top
female talent, they still face relatively high
attrition rates. Women account for 17 percent
of professionals in tech, a share that falls to
11 percent at the executive level.34 Companies
could develop a compelling business case
for gender diversity in tech, and ensure
that frontline managers making hiring and
promotion decisions take the business case
into consideration. SAP incorporates anti-bias
features into its software that includes a tool
that triggers a notification when a woman’s
rating is reduced after a leave of absence or if a
strong performer is overlooked for promotion.35
Additional measures should be considered
to help female employees balance family and
paid work including expanding maternity (and
paternity) benefits, increasing flexible work
options, and offering programmes for women
re-entering the workforce. London-based
investment firm M&G offers childcare vouchers
to employees to subsidise costs. AECOM, Lloyds
Banking Group, and the Civil Service among others
offer returner programmes to workers re-entering
the workforce after an extended break.36

3. Build a more inclusive image for tech
in society. Tech products, services, and
communications can perpetuate the
stereotype that tech is a “male” preserve,
limiting girls and young women’s interest in
pursuing technical careers. A Microsoft survey
of girls in the United Kingdom found that girls
with a female role model in STEM–fictional
and nonfictional–were 60 percent more likely
to imagine themselves pursuing a career in
a STEM discipline then those without a role
model.37 Companies and organizations should
partner do more to tackle gender stereotyping
and increase the number and visibility of
female role models. Organisations including the
Women’s Engineering Society and ScienceGrrl
are working to challenge stereotypes and
inspire girls and women to pursue careers in
STEM fields.38
In summary, the impact of digitization, automation,
and AI will transform the workplace for both
women and men. This creates an opportunity
for women in the United Kingdom to shift into
higher-paid, higher-skilled occupations–but only
if there is concerted action to remove barriers
women disproportionately face when making these
transitions. If successful, such action could see the
United Kingdom simultaneously increase its female
share of tech workers and tackle a growing need
for skilled workers, enabling economic growth.
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