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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

Women’s access to positions of leadership in religions is a highly
contested issue in Western societies, both inside religions
themselves and in societal discussions of religion. Reliable data
on actual female leadership are, however, scarce, especially in
European countries and regarding minority religions. This article
describes and explains statistically the normative openness of
congregations to female leadership as well as the actual
existence, position, and ﬁnancial remuneration of female
leaders across the whole range of religious traditions in
Switzerland. The study is based on data from the
representative National Congregations Study of 2008/2009.
Our results show that, despite considerable normative
openness, female spiritual and administrative leadership
remains scarce in most religious traditions. The highest
percentage of female spiritual leaders can be found in the
milieu of alternative spirituality, followed by the Reformed
congregations. A generally high percentage of female
leadership can be found on administrative boards. It is only
leadership positions in certain Christian traditions (Reformed,
Catholic, Evangelical-classical) that are normally remunerated
for women; many other traditions do not have female
leadership or, as in the case of the milieu of alternative
spirituality, such leadership positions are not remunerated.
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Introduction

Women’s access to positions of leadership in religions is a highly contested
issue in Western societies, both inside religions themselves and in societal
discussions of religion (de Gasquet 2009; Chaves 1997; Willaime 1996). Such
discussions concern, for example, the question whether the Catholic Church
should allow women to be ordained, whether fundamentalist churches can
accept female pastors or elders, and whether there should be female rabbis and
imams in Judaism and Islam, respectively. Ironically, while women constitute
the majority of practising members in most religions in Europe, this normally
does not translate into power and religious leadership (Walter and Davie
1998, 640). What Grace Davie (1994, 4) notes for Christians—namely, that
“women are under-represented behind the pulpit, but over-represented in the
CONTACT Jörg Stolz

joerg.stolz@unil.ch

© 2019 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

354

J. STOLZ AND C. MONNOT

Church pews”—is true mutatis mutandis for the religious ﬁeld in Western
societies in general.
There is an important body of literature that describes the diﬃculty that
women often have in accessing positions of administrative and spiritual
leadership in the religious ﬁeld. For example, there are excellent historical,
quantitative, and comparative analyses of this issue as well as case studies,
especially in the US, which deal with both majority and minority as well as
both autochthonous and non-autochthonous religions (Adams 2007;
Konieczny and Chaves 2000; Purvis 1995; Sullins 2000; Chaves 1997).
However, there seem to be two things missing: a lack of quantitative
studies of female leadership in European countries (but see Niemelä
2011) and a lack of studies that deal statistically with majority and
minority religions in one and the same framework.
Our contribution seeks to address these two deﬁcits. We describe and explain
statistically the access that women have to administrative and spiritual positions
of leadership in a European country—namely, Switzerland—and we do this for
religions across the whole religious ﬁeld, including majority and minority as well
as autochthonous and non-autochthonous religions.
The three key questions of our article are: (1) how do congregations
belonging to diﬀerent religious traditions in Switzerland diﬀer
concerning their norms which regulate women’s access to leadership
positions? (2) What leadership positions do women actually hold in
these religious groups and what attributes do these positions have?
Speciﬁcally, are these positions ﬁnancially remunerated? (3) What
social and theological factors determine both the norms governing
women’s access to leadership positions and the actual extent of female
leadership in congregations?
A congregation, for the purpose of this article, is a ‘local religious
group’. We deﬁne the term following Mark Chaves (2004, 1–2), as
a social institution in which individuals who are not all religious specialists gather in
physical proximity to one another, frequently and at regularly scheduled intervals,
for activities and events with explicitly religious content and purpose, and in which
there is continuity over time in the individuals who gather, the location of the
gathering, and the nature of the activities and events at each gathering.1

This deﬁnition may be applied to local groups of any religious tradition
and covers groups historically established in Europe as well as those in the
process of becoming established
A leadership position in a congregation is a status role giving the
incumbent a certain amount of formal authority over some or all
members. It may be of an administrative (e.g. membership of a board,
administrator) or spiritual (e.g. pastor, priest, rabbi, imam, prophet, guru)
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type. A leadership position may be occupied full- or part-time and may or
may not be ﬁnancially remunerated.
The data presented originate from a national congregation study
conducted in Switzerland in 2008/2009 (Stolz et al. 2011). This was the
ﬁrst European survey to use the well-known methodology employed in the
national congregations studies in the US (Chaves 2004). Because of its
speciﬁc strategy of sampling and weighting, the Swiss National
Congregations Study is able, unlike its US model, to compare religious
traditions across the entire ﬁeld of religions.
The contribution of this article is to describe and explain aspects of
female leadership—norms governing access, actual power, and ﬁnancial
remuneration—across the entire religious ﬁeld in Switzerland. We want to
be clear from the outset that the word ‘explain’ is used here not in an
historical, but in a statistical sense, as our aim is to account for a certain
amount of variance in our dependent variables.
The structure of this article is as follows. We describe a number of
theoretical ideas about mechanisms leading to or preventing female
leadership in religious groups, before describing the Swiss context. We
then outline our method and present our results regarding norms
governing access, actual power, and ﬁnancial remuneration.
Women’s access to leadership positions in religious congregations

An increasing number of women are beginning to occupy religious
leadership positions in Western societies. This inﬂux has been relatively
slow (certainly slower than in other domains of society); it has involved
important struggles and negotiations; it is the result of not only changes
within religious organisations themselves, but also important external
pressures exerted by, for example, the state, the women’s movement, and
civil society in general (Chaves 1997, 38–40). In this article, we do not deal
with women’s slow but steady march to power in religious organisations
diachronically; we deal with the state of power distribution and its
organisational and ideological determinants synchronically. Previous
research has shown at least six points that are important for our research.
Firstly, female leadership depends in important ways on religious traditions
and sub-traditions. Religious traditions may both prescribe certain rules
concerning female leadership and provide the theological legitimation for
such rules and practices. These rules and legitimations are not necessarily
stable, thus may change over time. We do not have space here to provide even
a cursory description of the positions of female leadership in the diﬀerent
religions; therefore, we only note some points that will be important for the
interpretation of our results. Roman Catholics do not allow women to be
ordained, but, in cases where no male priest is available, non-ordained pastoral
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assistants (many of whom are women) may lead the congregation. The
Reformed churches in Switzerland have allowed women to be ordained since
1963 (Kunz and Giselbrecht-Häfner 2014) and women have held some of the
most powerful positions in Reformed churches (e.g. as presidents of the
cantonal churches). Evangelicals are very diverse concerning their norms
which govern women’s access to spiritual power. Evangelical-conservative
(fundamentalist) groups are strict in excluding female pastors, legitimating
this practice by pointing to Bible verses such as 1 Corinthians 14:34: “The
women are to keep silent in the churches, for they are not permitted to speak”
(Adams 2007, 82; Riesebrodt and Chong 1999, 64). In contrast, charismatic
and traditional Evangelicals may allow female pastors at least in principle, but
are in fact often very traditional in terms of their mind-set (Gill and Oleson
2013, 285). The Salvation Army is an exception in this respect in that it gave
women spiritual power as early as the end of the nineteenth century. Haredi
and Orthodox Jews do not normally allow female rabbis, but reformed and
conservative congregations may do so (de Gasquet 2009, 221; Marx 2013,
228).2 In Islam, the overwhelming majority of Muslim groups believe that only
a man can perform the role of imam (prayer leader). The progressive women
who have recently become female imams have provoked immense anger and
criticism in much of the Islamic world (Sharify-Funk and Haddad 2012, 50). In
Buddhism, it is understood that both women and men can learn to provide
Buddhist teachings. However, diﬀerent schools and groups think about gender
and leadership in diﬀerent ways. In the Theravada groups studied by Wendy
Cadge (2004) in the US, for example, the non-autochthonous group thought
that only men could teach Buddhism, while the autochthonous group believed
that both female and male leadership was possible. In most Hindu temples, it is
quite naturally assumed that priests have to be men; on the other hand, there
are female priests in temples worshipping Adi Parashakti and a number of
well-known female gurus (Rageth 2014). In neo-Hindu groups that practise
Yoga, female leadership is completely accepted and very common (Baumann
2007, 230). In the milieu of alternative spirituality, there are very open views on
women’s access to spiritual authority (Höllinger and Tripold 2012, 106–108;
Wessinger 1993, 1–4). The milieu of alternative spirituality can be deﬁned as
a large group of people who are interested in body–mind practices (e.g. Zen
meditation, Yoga, Alexander technique), psychotherapy, complementary
medicine, and new religious movements and who interpret these practices
and beliefs in a more or less spiritual way (Höllinger and Tripold 2012, 12).
Alternative spirituality is deeply intertwined with female emancipation and
many alternative spirituality groups are “run largely for women by women,
and deal directly with the diﬃculties of the contemporary feminine condition”
(Woodhead 2008, 193).
Secondly, as some of the above examples indicate, women’s increased
access to leadership positions is more likely in religious sub-traditions
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that are theologically and politically liberal or progressive and less likely
in sub-traditions that are conservative or fundamentalist. Chaves (1997,
14) points out that women’s ordination in the US was possible in the
liberal wing, but diﬃcult in the conservative wing of diﬀerent
denominations. According to Chaves, the issue of women’s access to
leadership positions has been, since the ﬁrst half of the twentieth
century, a marker of loyalty and aﬃliation to either of these two wings.
Jean-Paul Willaime (1996) has traced the impact of liberal theology in
France during the twentieth century, ﬁrst on the training of women in
academic theology, then on employing women as ministry assistants, and
ﬁnally on women’s ordination as full pastors. In our study, we are able to
measure where congregations position themselves politically and
theologically on a liberal–conservative scale, in order to assess possible
correlations with actual and normative openness to female leadership.
Thirdly, there is not necessarily a strong correlation between the
norms governing women’s access to leadership positions and the
actual power that women have in a religious group. Chaves (1997, 5)
has called this phenomenon “loose coupling”. Thus, the introduction of
female ordination as a legal possibility in many mainline Protestant
denominations has not automatically led to the actual ordination of
many female pastors. Neither has the proscription of female ordination
in Catholic parishes prevented women from ﬁlling many positions that,
according to the rules, should only be ﬁlled by men. This does not mean
that formal rules do not inﬂuence the likelihood of female leadership in
religious congregations, but there are many other factors (e.g.
availability of male and female candidates, preferences and power
structures in the local congregation, extent of outside pressure) that
play an equally important role. For our study, this insight leads us to
measure norms governing female leadership and actual female
leadership (power) separately and to establish empirically whether
there is a correlation. We are thus interested in gauging the extent to
which religious traditions, given their diﬀerent norms and legitimations,
determine the actual existence of female leadership in diﬀerent
congregations.
Fourthly, female leadership is linked to the question whether the
congregations in question are mainly autochthonous or non-autochthonous
(Ebaugh and Chafetz 1999, 600; Min 2008, 235). Many immigrants in
Western societies come from societies with more traditional gender roles. It
is therefore likely that their congregations will reﬂect this more traditional
outlook in terms of both norms governing women’s access to leadership
positions and actual leadership by women. Furthermore, it has been argued
that men in congregations with a high proportion of immigrants may be
especially keen to ﬁll positions of authority since they may have lost their
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occupational status in the immigration process (Ebaugh and Chafetz
1999, 601).
Fifthly, norms governing female leadership and positions may be
inﬂuenced by the social composition of the congregation. We may
hypothesise that a group with a higher percentage of female members
will ceteris paribus be more likely to have a female leader than a group
with a lower percentage of female members. This could be because female
leadership may seem more acceptable or because female leaders may be
found more easily in a group with a higher number of female members. It
may also be that a higher percentage of younger and more highly educated
members, which indicates a more modern outlook on life, may facilitate
the employment of female spiritual leaders.
Finally, norms governing female leadership and positions may be linked to
the attributes of a congregation, for example, its urban or rural location, its
size and resources, and when it was founded. The urban–rural link is
theoretically complex. Congregations in rural areas may be more likely to
have female spiritual leaders if the more unattractive rural positions are given
predominantly to women. Conversely, congregations in urban areas may also
be more likely to have female spiritual leaders if urban contexts with their
more modern lifestyle make employing female spiritual leaders less diﬃcult.
The literature otherwise suggests that female spiritual leaders are more often
found in smaller congregations and in congregations with fewer resources,
because women are employed more easily in positions with less prestige
(Konieczny and Chaves 2000, 261; Marx 2013, 233). When the congregation
was founded may again have a complex eﬀect on female leadership. If
a congregation is new, it is likely to absorb the ideas of female emancipation
from its societal surroundings and thus be more open to female leadership.
However, if a non-autochthonous religion founds a new congregation in
a Western country, this may mean that it does not have much time to adapt
to more liberal positions and may therefore have a relatively conservative
attitude to female leadership (Ebaugh and Chafetz 1999, 601).
The Swiss context

As we do not have space to describe the Swiss context extensively, we limit
ourselves to a small number of central elements. Like most other Western
countries, Switzerland has undergone an impressive phase of female
emancipation in recent decades, including more egalitarian laws, norms,
and gender roles. Women have gained access to leadership positions in
virtually all domains of society, the most striking of which occurred in
2010/2011 when women gained a majority in the Federal Council (four out
of seven members). Female emancipation has led to a general pressure on
religious groups to open up their leadership positions to women and the
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general population is ﬁercely critical of religious groups that do not
guarantee equal rights to women (Stolz et al. 2016, 139–141).
Until the 1950s, Switzerland was an almost completely Christian country,
with roughly 60% of the population Reformed and 40% Roman Catholic.
Since the 1960s, there has been an increasing number of individuals with no
religion (20.1% in 2010) and growing religious diversity. The new religious
diversity has been caused, on the one hand, by the immigration of individuals
with Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, Orthodox or other religious backgrounds and,
on the other hand, by the emergence of new alternative spirituality groups that
form what has been called the “alternative spirituality milieu” (Stolz et al.
2016, 57–59; Heelas et al. 2005).3 These changes are important for our
investigation of female leadership in religions, since non-autochthonous
groups often import rather conservative positions concerning female
leadership, while alternative spirituality groups tend to hold progressive
positions in this respect.
In most Swiss cantons, some religious groups are ‘established’ (oﬃcially
recognized as having a public function), while others are not (Pahud de
Mortanges 2007; Stolz and Chaves 2017, 15). The established groups (in
most cantons, the Reformed and Roman Catholic churches) are organised
in accordance with public law and have both special privileges and special
obligations. Among the privileges are (in most cantons) the right to levy
a church tax, while an important obligation is that they have to operate
democratically and to be monitored (to a certain degree) by the State. The
latter leads to the fact that established churches tend to feel additional pressure
to align themselves with principles of gender equality.
Finally, in Switzerland, as in other Western European countries, women are
generally more religious than men (Houtman and Aupers 2006, 99; Voas,
McAndrew, and Storm 2013, 260; Woodhead 2008, 190; Stolz et al. 2016, 156).
Data for Switzerland from 2014 at the individual level show a signiﬁcantly
higher level of religious belief, prayer, and churchgoing for women than for
men. This is true for Christian religiosity, alternative spirituality, and people
without any religious belonging (Flaugergues 2016, 9–20). Our own National
Congregations Study data show that attendance at religious rituals is more
prevalent among women than men in all religious traditions, except Judaism
and Islam where attendance norms are gendered (attendance at the synagogue
or mosque may be prescribed for men, but not for women) (Stolz et al. 2011,
25). This is important because it makes the point that most people practising
religion in Switzerland are women, but most people leading religion are men.
Method and data

The data in this section stem from a quantitative survey conducted in the
winter of 2008/2009 as part of the National Research Programme 58 of the
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Swiss National Science Foundation (SNF) (Stolz et al. 2011; Monnot
2013).4 The survey followed the model of the National Congregations
Study survey conducted in the US (Chaves 2004).
Census of congregations and sampling

In order to create the sampling frame, we conducted a census of all local religious
groups in Switzerland between September 2007 and September 2008.5 This
combined all the available sources of information, including lists of local
religious groups produced by churches and religious federations, lists
(whether published or not) compiled by scholars, lists on institutional web
sites, directories or databases as well as interviews with informed individuals
within the religious milieus. All this information was analysed to identify local
religious congregations. A congregation was only retained on the ﬁnal list if it
appeared in two independent sources of information. From the resulting list of
5,734 congregations relating to all religions in Switzerland, we then chose
a random sample of 1,040 religious congregations, stratiﬁed to over-represent
religious minorities.
Data collection

Computer-assisted telephone interviews (CATI) were conducted in the three
national languages (German, French, Italian) with one key informant for every
congregation in the sample (in most cases, the spiritual leader); the interviews
followed a standardised questionnaire of 250 questions focusing on observable
practices and facts. The diﬀerent religious federations supported the project by
encouraging the local leaders to take part in the survey, resulting in a response
rate of 71.8% (Monnot 2013, 244–255). Survey data, questionnaire, and variable
coding are available on the Data and Research Information Service (DARIS)
database (see https://forsbase.unil.ch/project/study-public-overview/15332/0/).
Dependent variables

Normative openness to female leadership (access norms) was measured with
ﬁve dichotomous items which asked whether the congregation allowed
women, if otherwise qualiﬁed, to (1) serve as fully ﬂedged members of
governing bodies or co-ordinating committees (yes/no), (2) be head
clergyperson or primary religious leader (yes/no), (3) preach at a main
worship service (yes/no), (4) teach by themselves a class that included adult
men (yes/no), and (5) hold all the voluntary leadership positions that men
can hold (yes/no). These items were combined by simple addition into a scale
measuring normative openness to female leadership, ranging from 0 (very
closed) to 5 (very open). Cronbach’s Alpha was .679.
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The existence of a full- or part-time and a paid or voluntary female spiritual
leader in the congregation was measured with the following question: is there
one person who is the spiritual leader of your congregation—a priest, senior
pastor, spiritual guide, etc.? (Yes/no) If this question was answered with ‘yes’,
three additional questions were asked: (1) is this person male or female?
(male/female); (2) is this person paid or a volunteer? (paid/volunteer); (3)
does this person work full-time in the congregation? (Yes/no).
The existence of a council or board of management and the percentage of
women/men on it were measured with the following three questions: (1) is
your congregation managed by a council or a board of management that is
responsible for strategies and objectives within the congregation? (yes/no);
(2) how many people sit on this council/board?; (3) how many of these are
women?
Independent variables

In order to capture religious traditions (and sub-traditions), we used
a twelve-step variable distinguishing Roman Catholic, Reformed,
Evangelical-classical, Evangelical-charismatic, Evangelical-conservative,
Orthodox, Other Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist/Hindu
non-autochthonous temple, (neo-)Buddhist/Hindu alternative spirituality
groups, and other alternative spirituality groups. This classiﬁcation is not
balanced as it does not use the same level of sub-classiﬁcation for all
religions. The reason for this is the actual distribution of groups, with
some traditions having only very few congregations. Evangelicals are
distinguished according to theological criteria, with neo-Pietistic groups
(mostly founded in the nineteenth century) called ‘Evangelical-classical’,
fundamentalist-literalist groups called ‘Evangelical-conservative’, and
Pentecostal and charismatic groups called ‘Evangelical-charismatic’. This
classiﬁcation does not separate Buddhists from Hindus, but distinguishes
between Buddhist/Hindu non-autochthonous temples, on the one hand, and
general Buddhist/Hindu alternative spirituality groups, on the other hand.
The former are mainly congregations comprising immigrants, while the
latter are mainly autochthonous groups that are strongly grounded in
Buddhist and Hindu traditions but at the same time part of the
‘alternative spirituality milieu’ (Monnot and Stolz 2014, 85).
Conservative/liberal theology and political ideology were measured with
two three-step questions that were worded as follows: (1) on a political
level, would your congregation be considered to be on the left, on the right
or in the centre? (2) On a theological level, would your congregation be
considered progressive, conservative or in the centre?
A number of questions measured the social composition of the
congregation. The key informant was asked to indicate, with regard to
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those participating regularly in the activities of the congregation: (1) the
percentage of women; (2) the percentage of people aged over 60; (3) the
percentage of people aged 18–35; (4) the percentage of people with
university education; (5) the percentage of people with an annual income
of under CHF25,000; (6) the percentage of people with an annual income
of over CHF100,000.
Three questions measured relevant attributes of the congregation. Whether
the congregation had one of the national languages as their main language for
rituals was used as a proxy for autochthonous vs. non-autochthonous
congregation. The size of the political community in which the congregation
was located was measured with an eight-step variable, with responses ranging
from 1 (<1,000 inhabitants) to 8 (100,000 inhabitants and more). This variable
also captures the diﬀerence between congregations situated in urban or rural
contexts. Finally, we asked when the congregation had been founded.
Data analysis

We used nested linear regression models for the dependent variable
‘normative openness to female leadership’ and nested logistic regression
models for the dependent variable ‘existence of a female leader’. In the
multivariate regression models, the variables of religious tradition were
entered as dummy variables (with ‘Catholic’ functioning as the reference
category). Data were not weighted. We conducted extensive residual
analyses to detect possible misspeciﬁcations in our models.
Results
Norms: rules permitting or proscribing female leadership

Our data permit us to make a number of interesting generalisations about
norms regulating women’s access to positions of leadership in diﬀerent
religions (Table 1). Comparing the norms governing access to diﬀerent
positions, we see that high-status positions and those involving spiritual
leadership are more closed to women than low-status and administrative
positions. This seems to be true in all religious traditions. It is, in other
words, easier for a woman to become a general voluntary leader or
a member of a governing board than to become a preacher at a main
worship service or the head clergyperson. For example, 97.3% of Catholic
groups and 45.5% of Evangelical-conservative groups stated that women may
hold all voluntary leadership positions that men can hold, but only 9.8% of
Catholic groups and 4.5% of Evangelical-conservative groups stated that the
head clergyperson or primary religious leader may be female. The most open
traditions regarding norms permitting a woman to be the main spiritual
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2. Percentage of persons on council or board of management who are female.
3. Percentage of persons working full-time as paid staﬀ who are female.
**Data weighted with w1Cong (weight redressing the total size of the over-represented minority faith sample to match the census).
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Table 1. Access norms concerning female leadership, actual female leadership, and ﬁnancial remuneration (percentage of congregations).
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leader are Reformed (100%), Buddhist/Hindu alternative spirituality groups
(94.2%), other alternative spirituality groups (81.6%), Evangelical-charismatic
groups (68.5%), and Evangelical-classical groups (58.7%).
It is interesting to note that it is not only Muslims who are rather conservative
regarding norms governing women’s access to leadership positions. This is
important, since it is often Muslims who are accused in public discourse of
holding ‘backward opinions’ on the place of women, a notion that is used to
claim that integrating Muslims into Western societies is impossible (Stolz et al.
2016, 141–142). Our data, however, show that the norms concerning female
leadership are just as, if not more, conservative among Evangelical-conservative
and Orthodox congregations as they are among Muslims. Readers might
wonder how it is possible that 36.9% of Muslim groups stated that their head
clergyperson may be a woman. The answer is that these are actually either
groups of Muslim women that organise prayers or Suﬁs. In mainstream Muslim
groups, there can be no such thing as a female imam.
A multivariate perspective shows that the bivariate diﬀerences between
diﬀerent religious traditions and sub-traditions hold when we control for
other variables (Table 2). In fact, religious tradition is by far the most
important predictor of access norms (explaining 30.6% of the variance). We
also found that theologically and politically conservative congregations are
less open to female leadership than progressive congregations. Theological
conservatism is empirically more important than political conservatism.
Furthermore, we see that social composition and other attributes of the
congregation also have some signiﬁcant eﬀects. Congregations with higher
percentages of younger and more educated people—and, interestingly, poorer
people—are more likely to be more open to female leadership. We cannot
completely explain why congregations with higher percentages of poor
participants should be more open to female leadership. Some of the eﬀect
stems from the fact that some conservative groups—especially conservative
Evangelicals—are both closed to female leadership and have a very low
percentage of poor participants. However, the eﬀect remains signiﬁcant
even when we control for religious tradition. Also, congregations that have
been founded more recently have access norms that are slightly more open.
Controlling for size of congregation, language region, and religious regulation
of the canton did not change the results, which is why we did not include these
variables in the models.
Power: actual female leadership

Our results on power—actual female leadership—mirror to a certain extent
the ﬁndings that we presented in the previous section on norms: women
can obtain diﬀerent positions with varying degrees of diﬃculty. Women
are much more often on administrative boards than they are the main
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Table 2. Linear regression of normative openness to women and logistic regression of actual
female leadership.
linear regression
normative openness to
women

Roman Catholic (reference)
Reformed
Evangelical-classical
Evangelical-charismatic
Evangelical-conservative
Orthodox
Other Christian
Jewish
Muslim
Buddhist/Hindu non-autochthonous temples
Buddhist/Hindu alternative spirituality
Other alternative spirituality
Politically left
Politically centre
Politically right (reference)
Theologically liberal
Theologically centre
Theologically conservative (reference)
%
%
%
%
%
%

members
members
members
members
members
members

Model 1

Model 2

beta
-..421**
.143**
.127**
-.248**
-.046
-.074*
-.047
-.063*
.063*
.206**
.107**

beta
-..366**
.246**
.246**
-.173**
.019
-.038
-.021
.046
.094**
.229**
.129**
.104**
.082**
-..226**
.212**
-.-

female
aged >60
aged 18–35
university education
annual income <25,000
annual income >100,000

Congregation non-national language
Congregation founding date
Size of political community
% members female *Evangelical-classical
% members female *Other Christian
Normative openness to women
Constant
Hosmer Lemeshow Fit
Durbin Watson
R2 (Adj./Cox & Snell)(1)
N

logistic regression
actual female leadership
Model 1

.054
-.036
-.065*
.117**
.069**
.013

1.020*
1.005
1.000
1.012*
1.007
.901

1.020*
1.005
1.001
1.012*
.975
.894

-.053
-.107**
.002

.979
1.044
.929
1.062
1.058

1.047
1.059
.922
1.050
1.029

0.42**
1.0
1.715
30.6%
1007

Model 2 Model 3

Exp(B)
Exp(B)
Exp(B)
-.-.-.7.65216** 7.233** 3.501**
2.323
.101
.110
1.157
1.526
.745
0.0
0.0
0.0
1.143
1.079
1.130
2.182
.066
.286
1.714
1.932
1.646
2.353
3.063
2.509
0.0
0.0
0.0
18.182**
14.214** 6.791**
30.857**
24.224** 16.051**
1.140
.895
.845
.754
-.-.2.096** 1.729
1.722*
1.433
-.-.-

1.715
39.3%
1007

12.5%
965

.006**
.456
15.5%
965

23.379**
.001**
.179
16.9%
965

Notes:
*p < 0.0
**p < 0.01
(1) Adj. R-Square for linear regression; Cox & Snell R-Square for logistic regression.

spiritual leader or head clergyperson. This is again true for all religious
traditions, whether they are relatively open or closed to female leadership.
For example, 55.9% of members of Reformed and 40.7% of Jewish
administrative boards are women, but only 24.2% of Reformed and only
6.3% of Jewish main spiritual leaders are women. In general, we found
a correlation between openness at the level of administrative boards and
openness at the level of head spiritual leader. An exception are Catholics,
who are very open at the level of administrative boards (49.5% women) but
very closed at the level of head clergyperson (3.9% women).
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In Switzerland, female spiritual leadership is relatively rare. In other
words, it is rare that the head pastor, rabbi, priest or spiritual guide is
actually a woman. In all but three categories, we ﬁnd percentages of
around 10% or lower. For Evangelical-conservative and Buddhist/Hindu
non-autochthonous temples, the percentage is 0%. The by far highest
percentages can be found in the alternative spirituality milieu, both in
the groups labelled (neo-)Buddhist/Hindu alternative spirituality (42.9%)
and those categorised as other alternative spirituality (58.5%). The female
leadership found here is mostly in informal and small groups (often fewer
than 15 members). A relatively high percentage of female spiritual leaders
(24.2%) can also be found in the Reformed Church.
Religious congregations typically have a parish council or board that
manages the local association. This is the case for 90% of the groups in
Switzerland (the 10% without an administrative board mainly fall into the
alternative spirituality category).6 We found generally high percentages of
women on administrative boards, with quite a lot of variability. The lowest
ﬁgures are to be found among Evangelical-conservative (19%), Muslim
(23.0%), and Evangelical-classical (28.4%) groups.7 The highest ﬁgures are
in other alternative spirituality (63.3%), Buddhist/Hindu alternative
spirituality (60.9%), and Reformed (55.9%) groups. The number of
women on these administrative boards is certainly an indicator of the
role that women can play in the local groups. However, we should also
bear in mind that these positions are normally unpaid and that leadership
opportunities are often quite limited. Accordingly, it seems that, at least in
some religious traditions, council positions are felt to be unattractive and
diﬃcult to ﬁll (see Stolz and Ballif 2010 for the Reformed case).
As to the link between norms and power regarding the position of the
female head clergyperson, Figure 1 shows clearly what we referred to earlier
as ‘loose coupling’. In the case of ‘tight coupling’, all the points would be on
a straight and rising line. This is clearly not the case in Figure 1. Instead,
there is a great deal of variability concerning norms, with some groups
claiming to be closed (e.g. Orthodox, Evangelical-conservative, Roman
Catholic), others more or less open (e.g. Jewish, Muslim, Other Christian,
Buddhist/Hindu non-autochthonous temples, Evangelical-charismatic,
Evangelical-classical), and some very open (Reformed, Buddhist/Hindu
alternative spirituality). Yet, in all but three groups, the percentage of
actual female leadership is about 10% or lower! To take the most salient
example of ‘loose coupling’: almost 70% of Evangelical-charismatic groups
stated that a woman could be their head pastor, but only 5.6% of
Evangelical-charismatic groups actually have a female head pastor.
A multiple logistic regression predicting the gender of the spiritual leader
shows that religious tradition is by far the most important predictor and
explains 12.5% of the variance (Model 1). Model 2 shows that other

JOURNAL OF CONTEMPORARY RELIGION

367

70%

60%

Other alternative
spirituality

Leader is female

50%

(neo) Buddhist/Hindu
alternative spirituality

40%

30%

Reformed

Evangelical conservative

20%

Other Christian

Orthodox

Jewish
0%
0%

Evangelical-classical

Roman Catholic

10%

10%

20%

30%

Muslim
40%

Buddhist/Hindu
(immigration)
50%

60%

Evangelical charismatic
70%

80%

90%

100%

Leader can be female

Figure 1. Possible female leadership and actual female leadership in diﬀerent religious
traditions.

signiﬁcant predictors exist, such as theological conservatism (conservative
traditions have female spiritual leaders less often), percentage of regular
female members (having more female members leads to more female head
clergy), and percentage of members with university education (higher level
of education leads to more openness). The explained variance of Model 2 is
15.5%. In Model 3, we added normative openness to the model. As we
might expect, this variable has a strong and highly signiﬁcant inﬂuence,
but it does not raise explained variance by very much (only by 1.4% to
16.9%). That we cannot raise explained variance further when including
the predictor of normative openness shows that this predictor is correlated
with other explanatory variables, such as religious tradition and theological
conservatism (which no longer proves to be signiﬁcant in Model 3).
Money: salaried and voluntary female leadership

Regarding the question of money and whether women are paid for their
spiritual leadership in religious congregations, because of data limitations,
it makes no sense to set up a multiple regression to explain paid vs. unpaid
spiritual work. Instead, we simply compare diﬀerent religious traditions
according to whether or not they pay female spiritual leaders.
As Figure 2 shows, we may distinguish four diﬀerent types of religious
traditions with respect to our question. The ﬁrst type has only very few
female spiritual leaders and they are are normally volunteers (not paid). This
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Figure 2. Percentage of spiritual leaders who are paid for their work, according to gender and
religious tradition.

group includes Buddhist/Hindu non-autochthonous temples, Jewish, Muslim,
Evangelical-charismatic, Evangelical-conservative, and Other Christian.
The second type of religious tradition has many female spiritual leaders, but
these leaders are almost all volunteers. This is the case for female spiritual
leaders in the alternative spirituality milieu. Examples are women who lead
Buddhist meditation or Yoga groups. The third type includes Roman Catholics
and Evangelical-classical congregations. Here, there is a very low percentage of
female spiritual leaders (pastoral assistants in Catholicism and female pastors
for Evangelicals), but, if they are employed, they are actually paid a salary. The
fourth type is represented only by Reformed congregations. This is the only
religious tradition where there is a sizable percentage of women pastors (24.2%)
and where more than 90% of these female spiritual leaders are paid.
L. Ron Hubbard, the founder of the Church of Scientology, once
famously stated that, in order to get rich, one should start a religion.
Whatever truth there may be to this, one practical result of our research
is that a woman who wants to make money (or at least to earn a salary) by
becoming a spiritual leader in Switzerland and who has not yet settled on
her religious identity, would be well-advised to join the Reformed Church.

Conclusion

In this article, we have compared the norms that regulate women’s access to
leadership positions, actual female leadership in congregations, and ﬁnancial
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remuneration in such positions across the whole range of religious traditions in
Switzerland. Concerning access norms, we found that high-status positions and
those involving spiritual leadership are more closed to women than low-status
and administrative positions. Almost all religious traditions are quite open and
liberal in allowing women to teach classes or participate in governing bodies, but
much more restrictive when women wish to preach at the main worship service
or act as head clergy. While public discourse often singles out Muslims as having
particularly closed gender norms, we found that other groups are just as or even
more restrictive, such as conservative Evangelicals or Orthodox Christians.
In terms of power and women actually occupying leadership positions, we
have shown that female spiritual leadership is relatively rare in Switzerland.
The head pastor, rabbi, priest, guru or spiritual guide is only very seldom
a woman. In all but three categories, we found percentages around or below
10%. For conservative Evangelicals and Buddhist/Hindu non-autochthonous
temples, the number is 0%. The highest percentage of female spiritual leaders
can be found in the alternative spirituality milieu, the second highest in
Reformed congregations. However, we found quite high percentages of
women on the administrative boards of many religious traditions.
Regarding money, we have shown that only leadership positions in certain
Christian traditions—Reformed, Catholic, Evangelical-classical—normally
allow women to earn money for their work in the church. This is because
female leadership in many other traditions either does not exist or, as in the
case of the alternative spirituality milieu, is not paid.
By far the most important factor determining access norms, power, and
ﬁnancial remuneration is religious tradition. It is the religious traditions and
ideologies that regulate through their rules and theological legitimations the
way that women can or cannot access leadership positions of varying level and
ﬁnancial remuneration.
Another very important determinant is the progressive-conservative
dimension. Congregations that label themselves as both theologically and
politically conservative are on average signiﬁcantly more closed to female
leadership than congregations that see themselves as more progressive. This is
true even when we controlled for religious tradition. There is an issue of causality
here: it may be that more conservative groups are prone to closing their
leadership positions to women or that their positions on women lead them to
seeing themselves as more or less conservative. However this may be, there is no
doubt that the position on female leadership is one of the most salient markers of
the progressive-conservative divide in religious traditions across the religious
spectrum.
Furthermore, we can see that the social composition and other attributes
of a congregation have some signiﬁcant, although substantively rather small,
eﬀects on both norms and power. Congregations with higher percentages of
younger and more educated people—and poorer people—are more likely to

370

J. STOLZ AND C. MONNOT

be open to female leadership. Also, congregations that have been founded
more recently have access norms that are slightly more open. Congregations
with higher percentages of women and members with a university education
are also slightly more likely to be led by a female spiritual leader.
Our article obviously has limitations. The data used are only cross-sectional
and do not show how female leadership is evolving. There is also a concern
about the lack of analytical diﬀerentiation among non-Christian religions,
which is mainly due to the small number of such groups. However, our
ﬁndings conﬁrm that there are indeed important barriers—what has been
called a ‘stained-glass ceiling’—for women who seek positions of leadership in
religious congregations (Purvis 1995; Sullins 2000; Malogne-Fer and Fer
2015). What we have added to the literature is evidence that there is not just
one ‘stained-glass ceiling’ for women in all religious traditions, but that the
barriers are very variable depending on religious tradition and the
progressive-conservative divide. This mapping of the territory may be used
by others to add further in-depth longitudinal or explanatory studies on
female leadership in speciﬁc religious congregations.

Notes
1. For a justiﬁcation and discussion of the deﬁnition, see Monnot and Stolz (2014,
77–78; 2018).
2. The ﬁrst female rabbi in Switzerland was Bea Wyler, who has worked in the
conservative tradition since 2004.
3. We are well aware that the alternative spiritual milieu is not just an ensemble of
groups, but involves networks, publishing activities, alternative spiritual
entrepreneurs that oﬀer courses, and esoteric fairs. However, since our perspective
relates to local religious groups or congregations, we only focus on groups here.
4. The number of the SNF-funded project is 4058-115719. The data can be obtained
from Association of Religion Data Archives (ARDA, see http://www.thearda.com/
Archive/Files/Descriptions/NCSSWISS.asp).
5. The US and Swiss NCS used diﬀerent sampling strategies. See Monnot (2013,
244–255) for more sampling details.
6. In established churches (Reformed and Catholic), the parish council is the spiritual
leader’s legal employer (Monnot 2013, 120–121).
7. With important discrepancies between Evangelical-classical denominations; see
Monnot (2015, 228).
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