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About Pew Research Center 

Pew Research Center is a nonpartisan fact tank that informs the public about the issues, attitudes 

and trends shaping America and the world. It does not take policy positions. The Center conducts 

public opinion polling, demographic research, content analys is and other data-driven social 

science research. It studies U.S. politics and policy; journalism and media; internet, science and 

technology; religion and public life; Hispanic trends; global attitudes and trends; and U.S. social 

and demographic trends. All of the Centerôs reports are available at www.pewresearch.org. Pew 

Research Center is a subsidiary of The Pew Charitable Trusts, its primary funder. 

© Pew Research Center 2016  

http://www.pewresearch.org/


2 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

Acknowledgments 

This report was produced by Pew Research Center as part of the Pew-Templeton Global Religious 

Futures project, which analyzes religious change and its impact on societies around the world. 

Funding for the Global Religious Futures project comes from The Pew Charitable Trusts and the 

John Templeton Foundation.  

This report is a collaborative effort based on the input and analysis of the following individuals:  

Primary Researcher 

Conrad Hackett, Demographer  

 

Contributing Researchers 

David McClendon, Research Associate  Anne Fengyan Shi, Research Associate  

 

Research Team 

Alan Cooperman, Director of Religion Research  Caryle Murphy, Senior Writer/Editor  

Besheer Mohamed, Senior Researcher  Juan Carlos Esparza Ochoa, Data Manager  

Becka A. Alper, Research Associate   Angelina E. Theodorou, Research Analyst 

Kelsey Jo Starr, Research Assistant 

  

Editorial and Graphic Design 

Sandra Stencel, Associate Director, Editorial  Michael Lipka, Editor    

Aleksandra Sandstrom, Copy Editor   Bill Webster, Information Graphics Designer  

Diana Yoo, Art Director     Timmy Huynh, Advanced Analytics Intern  

 

Communications and Web Publishing 

Stacy Rosenberg, Digital Project Manager   Travis Mitchell, Digital  Producer 

Anna Schiller, Communications Manager    

Stefan S. Cornibert, Communications Associate 

 



3 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

Others at Pew Research Center who gave valuable feedback on this report include Claudia Deane, 

Gregory A. Smith, Kim Parker, Neha Sahgal, Steve Schwartzer, Richard Wike, Katie Simmons and 

Jacob Poushter.  

 

Pew Research Center received very helpful advice and feedback on this report from Benjamin Beit-

Hallahmi, emeritus professor in the Department of Psychology, University of Haifa; Landon 

Schnabel, sociology doctoral candidate, Indiana University -Bloomington; David Voas, professor 

and head of the Department of Social Science, University College London; and Linda Woodhead, 

professor in the Department of Politics, Philosophy and Religion, Lancaster University.  

While the analysis was guided by our consultations with the advisers, Pew Research Center is 

solely responsible for the interpretation and reporting of the data.  



4 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

 

Table of Contents 

Overview 5 

1. Women more likely than men to affiliate with a religion  18 

2. Gender differences in worship attendance vary across religious groups 22 

3. Women report praying daily at higher rates than men 29 

         A closer look at the gender gap in prayer among Muslims 33 

4. Religion is equally or more important to women than men in most countries 36 

5. Women and men about equally likely to believe in heaven, hell and angels 42 

6. In the U.S., religious commitment is high and the gender gap is wide 50 

7. Theories explaining gender differences in religion 54 

         Do patterns of female labor force participation help explain the religious gender gap? 59 

About this report 68 

Appendix A: Methodology 69 

Appendix B: Absolute and relative gender gaps 80 

Appendix C: Sources 112 

Appendix D: Question wording from each survey 119 

 

 

 



5 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

The Gender Gap in Religion Around the World 

Standard lists of historyôs most influential religious leaders ï among them Abraham, Moses, Jesus, 

Muhamm ad, Siddhartha Gautama (the Buddha) ï tend to be predominantly, if not exclusively, 

male. Many religious groups, including Roman Catholics  and Orthodox Jews, allow only men to be 

clergy, while others, including some denominations in the evangelical Protestant tradition, have 

lifted that restriction only in recent deca des. Yet it often appears that the ranks of the faithful are 

dominated by women.  

In the United States, for example, women are more likely than men to say religion is ñvery 

importantò in their lives (60% vs. 47%), according to a 2014 Pew Research Center survey. 

American women also are more likely than American men to say they pray daily (64% vs. 47%) and 

attend religious services at least once a week (40% vs. 32%).1 According to media accounts, women 

so outnumber men in the pews of many U.S. churches that some clergy have changed decor, music 

and worship styles to try to bring more men into their congregations.  

Noting similar gender differences in other countries, mainly in Europe, some social scientists have 

argued that women are universally more religious than men across all societies, cultures and 

faiths.2 More controversially, a few sociologists have theorized that the gender gap in religion is 

biological in nature,  possibly stemming from higher levels of testosterone in men or other physical 

and genetic differences between the sexes.3  

How and why men and women differ in religious commitment has been a topic of scholarly debate 

for decades. Even today, it continues to inspire much academic research, as well as discussions 

among the general public. To contrib ute to this ongoing conversation, Pew Research Center has 

amassed extensive data on gender and religion in six different faith groups (Christian s, Muslims , 

                                                        
1 Figures for the United States are from Pew Research Centerõs 2014 Religious Landscape Study. Percentages used in this report are based 

on respondents who provided answers. The percentages in the published Landscape Study are based on the full sample, which includes 

respondents who replied òdonõt knowó or declined to answer a question. 
2 For example, see Argyle, Michael, and Benjamin Beit-Hallahmi. 1975. òThe Social Psychology of Religion.ó Also see Beit-Hallahmi, Benjamin. 

2014. òPsychological Perspectives on Religion and Religiosity,ó in which Beit-Hallahmi asserted the ògreater religiosity of women, 

demonstrated in consistent research findings over the past 100 years, is one of the most important facts about religion.ó Rodney Stark has 

argued that the pattern of women being more religious than men òborders upon the universal.ó See Stark, Rodney. 2002. òPhysiology and 

Faith: Addressing the ôUniversalõ Gender Difference in Religious Commitment.ó Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion. 
3 See Miller, Alan S., and Rodney Stark. 2002. òGender and Religiousness: Can Socialization Explanations Be Saved?ó American Journal of 

Sociology. Miller and Stark said differences between men and women in risk preference explain the religious gender gap; they posited greater 

risk-taking among men has a physiological or hormonal basis, such as testosterone. The article inspired many subsequent papers on the 

gender gap, which frequently used a common pool of 1990s World Values Survey data, predominantly from Christian-majority countries. 

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/09/09/the-divide-over-ordaining-women/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/09/09/the-divide-over-ordaining-women/
http://www.pewforum.org/2015/05/12/americas-changing-religious-landscape/
http://national.deseretnews.com/article/4815/bringing-men-back-to-church.html
http://www.pewforum.org/2015/05/12/americas-changing-religious-landscape/
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1468-5906.00133/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1468-5906.00133/abstract
http://www.baylorisr.org/wp-content/uploads/stark_gender.pdf
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Buddhists, Hindus, Jews and the religiously unaffiliated) across scores of countries, including 

many with non -Christian majorities. Data on affiliation  in 192 countries were collected from 

censuses, demographic surveys and general population surveys as part of the Centerôs multiyear 

study projecting the size and geographic distribution of the worldôs major religious groups from 

2010 to 2050.4 Data on religious beliefs and practices come from international Pew Research 

Center surveys of the general population in  84 countries conducted between 2008 and 2015.5  

Based on these wide-ranging and comprehensive datasets, this study finds that, globally, women 

are more devout than men by several standard measures of religious commitment.  But the study 

also reveals a more complex relationship  between religio n and gender than has been commonly 

assumed. While women generally are more religious, men display higher levels of religious 

commitment  in some countries and religious groups. And in other contexts, there are few, if any, 

discernable gender differences in religion.6  

On all the standard measures of religious commitment examined in the study, Christian women 

are more religious than Christian men. By contrast, Muslim women and Muslim men show similar 

levels of religiousness on all measures of religious commitment except frequency of attendance at 

worship services. Because of religious norms, Muslim men attend services at a mosque much more 

often than Muslim women do.   

Measuring levels of religious commitment in widely differing societies and faiths is a tricky 

endeavor. Rather than trying to use a single indicator, this report looks at a variety of measures of 

commitment , including religious affiliation, frequency of worship service attendance, frequency of 

prayer, and whether religion plays an important role in a personôs life. Depending on the specific 

measure, data are available for varying numbers of countries  because not all surveys asked the 

exact same questions.  

Globally, women somewhat more likely to affiliate  with a religious faith  

The first measure the study looks at is affiliation  ï that is, whether people belong to any particular 

religio n. An estimated 83.4% of women around the world identify with a faith group, compared 

with 79.9% of men, according to Pew Research Centerôs analysis of censuses, surveys and 

                                                        
4 See Pew Research Centerõs 2015 report òThe Future of World Religions: Population Growth Projections, 2010-2050.ó 
5 In an 85th country (Thailand) Pew Research Center collected data on the Muslim minority community but not the general population. 
6 The idea that women are universally more religious than men was prominently challenged by D. Paul Sullins. Yet Sullins conceded the 

possibility of some universal gender differences, writing, òit appears that the thesis of a universal gender difference should be stated more 

narrowly: it may apply to affective [interior], but not to active [external], religiousness.ó Sullins, D. Paul. 2006. òGender and Religion: 

Deconstructing Universality, Constructing Complexity.ó American Journal of Sociology. 

http://www.pewforum.org/2015/04/02/religious-projections-2010-2050/
http://www.pewforum.org/2015/04/02/religious-projections-2010-2050/
http://faculty.cua.edu/sullins/published%20articles/ajs1206.pdf
http://faculty.cua.edu/sullins/published%20articles/ajs1206.pdf
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population registers in  192 countries and territories. This gap of 3.5 percentage point s means that 

an estimated 97 million more women than men claim a religious affiliation worldwide, as of 2010.7  

In 61 of the 192 countries, women are at least 2 percentage points more likely than men to have an 

affiliation. In the remaining countries, women and men display roughly equal levels of religious 

affiliation  because in many cases nearly all people of both genders identify with some religi ous 

group. There are no countries in which men are more religiously affiliated than women by 2 

percentage points or more.8  

                                                        
7 This analysis is based on adults ages 20 and older. Because women live longer than men, on average, there were about 23 million more 

women than men in these countries as of 2010. 
8 Data on affiliation levels of men and women in 2010 come from a mix of 2010-era census and survey data as well as, in some countries, 

population projections based on data from a slightly earlier period. Due to the complex nature of this data, Pew Research Center selected a 2-

point difference as a substantive threshold for measuring differences in the affiliation levels of men and women.  
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Among Christians, women attend religious services more often, but among Muslims and 

Orthodox Jews, men attend more often  

Another useful indicator  of religious commitment  is how often women and men say they attend 

religious worship services. The biggest exceptions to the overall pattern of women exceeding men 

in religious commitment  can be found on this measure. Among Christians in many countries, 

women report higher rates of weekly church attendance than men. But among Muslims and 

Orthodox Jews, men are more likely than women to say they regularly attend services at a mosque 

or synagogue.9 Higher levels of weekly attendance among Muslim and Jewish men are due in large 

part to religious norms that prioritize menôs participation in worship services. In Orthodox 

Judaism, communal worship services cannot take place unless a minyan , or quorum of at least 10 

                                                        
9 When this report discusses Jewish populations, it is referring to Jews who identify as Jewish by religion, as opposed to those who identify as 

Jewish only by culture and not by religion. Survey data on Jewish attendance at religious services are available for only two countries, Israel 

and the United States, which together account for about 80% of the world's total Jewish population. In Israel and the United States, Orthodox 

Jewish men report higher rates of synagogue attendance than Orthodox women. 

http://www.pewforum.org/2016/03/08/israels-religiously-divided-society/
http://www.pewforum.org/2013/10/01/jewish-american-beliefs-attitudes-culture-survey/
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men, is present. And in most Islamic societies, Muslim men are expected to attend communal 

Friday midday prayers in the mosque, while women can fulfill this obligation individually, either 

inside or outside the mosque.  

Worldwide, this results in a mixed attendance pattern. Out of 81 countries where Pew Research 

Center surveys have asked about worship service attendance, women report greater levels of 

weekly attendance in 30 countries , most of which have Christian majorities or large Christian 

populations . In 28 countries  ï mostly places with Muslim majorities or large Muslim populations  

ï men report greater weekly attendance than women. In the remaining 23 countries, the 

difference between women and men in self-reported attendance is not statistically significant.  
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Generally, more women than men pray daily  

Another measure of religious commitment concerns prayer, which can take place privately as well 

as publicly. Pew Research Center surveys have asked people in 84 countries how often they pray. 

In about half of those countries (43), substantially more women than men say they pray on a daily 

basis. Only in Israel, where roughly 22% of all Jewish adults self-identify as Orthodox , does a 

higher percentage of men than women report engaging in daily prayer. In the remaining countries, 

women and men are about equally likely to say they pray daily. 

The difference between women and men in self-reported rates of daily prayer is the biggest 

average gender gap found in this study. Across the 84 countries for which data are available, the 

average share of women who say they pray daily is 8 percentage points higher than the average 

share of men. Even religiously unaffiliated  women in some countries, including the United States 

and Uruguay, report praying daily at higher rates than unaffiliated men do. 
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Religion equally or more important to women than to men  

Many Pew Research Center international surveys ask people to assess the importance of religion in 

their daily lives. Is religion very important, somewhat important, not too important or not at all 

important to them? In 46 of the 84 countries for which data are available, women and men are 

about equally likely to say religion is ñvery importantò in their lives. But in 36 other countries, 

women are more likely than men to regard religion as very important  ï often by notably large 

margins. Only in Israel and Mozambique are men more likely than women to consider religion 

very important to them personally.   

Women and men about equally likely to believe in heaven, hell and angels 

Another way to measure religiousness is to look at what people believe. Survey data from 63 

countries regarding beliefs in heaven, hell and angels indicate that men and women usually display 

similar  levels of belief in these concepts. For example, out of 63 countries, both genders are 

equally likely to believe in heaven in 47 countries and to believe in hell in 52 countries. But where 

there is a discernible gender gap, women are more likely than men to believe in these concepts. 



12 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

For example, women are more likely than men to say they believe in heaven in 15 countries and 

more likely than men to say they believe in hell in 10 countries. Women also are more likely to  say 

they believe in angels in 14 of 63 countries. There are a few exceptions: Men are more likely than 

women to believe in heaven and hell in Lebanon and to believe in angels in Pakistan. 

By most key measures of religious commitment, Muslim men and women are more alike in their 

levels of religiousness than are Christian men and women. For example, in the 40 countries where 

data were collected on Muslimsô prayer habits, Muslim women report praying daily more often 

than Muslim men by an average difference of only 2 percentage points. A similar pattern occurs in 

religionôs importance. There is virtually no difference between the shares of Muslim women and 

Muslim men who say religion is ñvery importantò to them in the 40 countries with data on this 

topic. When it comes to weekly attendance at religious services, however, the pattern is very 

different: Muslim men are more likely  than Muslim women to regularly attend services by an 

average of 28 percentage points across the 39 countries where Muslim attendance data were 

collected. 

By contrast, the gender gaps between Christian women and Christian men are more consistent 

than the Muslim gender gaps. Across all measures of religious commitment, Christian women are 

more religious than Christian me n, often by considerable margins. In the 54 countries where data 

were collected on Christiansô daily prayer habits, Christian women report praying daily more 

frequently than Christian men by an overall average gap of 10 percentage points. In 29 of those 

countries, more women than men reported praying daily by margins of 10 percentage points or 

more, ranging upward to 25 points in Greece.10 Similarly, Christian women are more likely than 

Christian men to  say religion is ñvery importantò to them by an overall average of 7 percentage 

points  across 54 countries. In 15 of those countries, more women than men say this by margins 

ranging from 10 percentage points in Peru, Chile and the United States to 23 points in South 

Korea. When it comes to attendance at worship services, Christian women are, on average, 7 

percentage points more likely than Christian men to r eport attending services weekly across 53 

countries with data on Christian attendance patterns. 11

                                                        
10 The modalities of prayer among Christians and among Muslims may seem different enough that comparisons are not valid. While Christian 

prayer is often done alone, Muslim prayer is often done publicly. However, that is not always the case. Christians, particularly Roman 

Catholics, often make it a daily practice to attend Mass, a public worship service, and Muslims often say their five daily prayers in the privacy 

of their homes or in their personal work spaces.  
11 Sociologist Linda Woodhead of Lancaster University argued that womenõs greater religiosity is a feature of Christianity more than other 

religions. Woodhead said that Christianity, to a greater degree than other religions, extols womenõs traditional roles as unpaid homemaker 

and caregiver for family members as the ones closest to the self-sacrificing ideal exemplified by Christ. See Woodhead, Linda. 2008. 

òGendering Secularization Theory.ó Social Compass. Also see Woodhead, Linda. 2008. òôBecause Iõm Worth Itõ: Religion and Womenõs 

Changing Lives in the West.ó In Aune, Kristin, Sonya Sharma and Giselle Vincett, eds. òWomen and Religion in the West.ó 

http://scp.sagepub.com/content/55/2/187.abstract
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