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Commission on Women in Jewish Leadership 

 

Executive Summary 

A survey of the UK Jewish population was conducted to identify the public’s perceptions of 

gender inequality in communal organisations, quantify the problem, and to collect opinions 

on strategies for change. The survey was launched on SurveyMonkey and distributed to 

over 50 Jewish communal organisations to send out to the public.
1
 The survey was also 

marketed through social media channels. The survey was live for two months and had over 

1,600 responses. 1,166 respondents were women and 396 were men.
2
  

Although three-quarters of the respondents were women, there was actually little 

difference between male and female responses.  The sample was geographically and 

denominationally broadly in line with the population.   

The survey found an overwhelming majority of our community is volunteering. Three-

quarters (75%) of our sample said they hold voluntary roles in the Jewish community and 

32% said they hold one outside the community. Clearly some people do both. This is a very 

positive start point for the work of the Commission. 

Over 80% of the sample surveyed identified a need for more women in communal 

leadership roles.  

 Approximately one in every three men who responded to the survey was a communal lay 

leader as opposed to approximately one in every five women.  This means that there are 

almost twice as many men in lay leadership roles as women using both the Commission’s 

definition of leadership and also self-defined. There are, however, far more women who 

hold the position of committee chair than men, our most basic level of leadership and one 

which is often a ‘worker’ role. This was particularly true in synagogue volunteering roles, the 

most local form of communal involvement. Men are more likely to be founders, presidents, 

vice-presidents, trustees, or governors of Jewish organisations than women.  

Quotas (i.e., a process wherein a women with identical skills to a male counterpart will be 

favoured for recruitment but ONLY in cases where women are a minority group) were 

supported by over a third (35%) of those surveyed, and well over 50% of respondents 

supported the introduction of targets (i.e., a process wherein organisations aim to have a 

certain percentage of their leaders to be women by a given amount of time).  

                                                
1
 66 Jewish organisations received an online link to the survey. 

2
 The remaining 74 respondents chose not to divulge their gender. 
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Practical strategies for change such as mentoring, networking, active recruitment of women 

for senior roles, educating our children about gender equality, and development of 

leadership programmes were strongly supported. There was also demand for organisational 

change. 

Whilst men and women in particular strongly agreed with the benefits of more women in 

lay leadership and felt that organisations with more women at the top might be better run, 

the most compelling benefit related to having a wider range of role models for younger 

people.  Other key benefits were  that organisations would better understand the 

community as well as  embrace equality. 

A large majority (88%) supported a call for women to be able to chair their synagogue 

boards. 
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Introduction to the Survey 

A survey was launched on SurveyMonkey and open to the public from the beginning of 

February-end of March 2012. Over 1,600 people completed the survey (75% are women; 

25% are men). Technically, these findings are not statistically significant, as the Jewish UK 

population is approximately 50% men, 50% women; nor do we have exact numbers of those 

involved in Jewish organisations to claim that our numbers are representative of those 

involved, though they seem high. Nonetheless, the resounding feedback from the 

community provides sustainable evidence to support the Commission’s goals and move the 

process forward as they sit broadly with existing data and our qualitative research.  
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1. Profile of Respondents  

Respondents range in age from 15-85. About 17% are under 30; another 38% are aged 30-

50, and 45% are aged 51+. Respondents live across the UK with 67% living in the Greater 

London area and some are abroad. Almost three-quarters (74%) of respondents are 

married, in a civil partnership, or in a relationship (17% are single, 8% are separated, 

divorced, or widowed). About 41% have a child or children living at home; 30% have no 

children, and 29% have a child or children no longer living at home.   

62% are ‘broadly’ Orthodox and 38% are ‘broadly’ Progressive (as defined by this research) 

in line with the UK Jewish population.
3
 

Approximately 50% of the greater UK Jewish population are women; in our sample, 75% of 

respondents are women.  

Two-thirds (67%) of the men surveyed are working full-time compared to 40% of women 

surveyed. 15% of men surveyed are working part-time versus 34% of women. 28% of men 

surveyed work for a Jewish organisation, compared to 38% of women. 

 

Chart 1.1- Respondents’ Areas of Residence 

 

 

                                                
3
 Graham, D. and Vulkan, D. (2010). ‘Synagogue membership in the United Kingdom in 2010’. Institute for Jewish Policy 

Research. 13 May 2010. Accessed 20 April 2011. 
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Chart 1.2- Life Stage of Respondents 

 

Similar to findings from the 2007 JPR report on the 2001 census, more survey respondents 

are married, in a civil partnership, or in a relationship than those who are single, separated, 

divorced, or widowed. 

In summary, whilst our sample was 25% more female than is representative of the UK 

Jewish population, in other ways it broadly reflects the Jewish population of the UK.    
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Gender and Employment in Jewish Organisations 

Chart 1.3- Employment in Jewish Organisations by Gender 

 

Our survey includes more women than men working for Jewish organisations and a high 

percentage of people overall working in Jewish organisations filled in the survey. Overall, 

responses to the survey by those who work for a Jewish organisation are consistent with the 

responses of the entire sample. Variations will be noted in the report.  
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2. Volunteering and Lay Leadership 

Perceptions of Leadership 

Survey respondents are asked to define what makes a leader. The most common response is 

‘inspiring people to change/act’, cited by 85% of the total surveyed. The following tables 

illustrate definitions of leadership by gender and lay leadership. 

 

Table 2.1- Definitions of Leadership  

Definition of Leadership Men Women Men Lay 
Leaders 

Women Lay 
Leaders 

Being the paid leader of 
an organisation 

46% 49% 44% 55% 

Chairing the board of an 
organisation 

54% 60% 60% 68% 

Educating people to 
change/act 

53% 61% 54% 66% 

Being the biggest funder 9% 5% 10% 7% 

Having access to power 
through a leadership 
position 

38% 42% 38% 45% 

Inspiring people to 
change/act 

82% 86% 83% 84% 

Managing an organisation 57% 66% 59% 69% 

Working out strategies for 
change 

48% 59% 58% 66% 

 

There is some difference in definitions of leadership by gender in the general sample and in 

lay leaders. Overall, women more strongly agree with each of these definitions except 

‘being the biggest funder’. In this case, men in general and male lay leaders are more likely 

to define this as leadership.  

Some women surveyed comment on the focus on wealth instead of skills as a definition for 

leadership: 

 ‘Trustees of Jewish charities tend to be large donors; I am involved in several.  In the 

 past there has been very little recruitment of trustees based on skills in my 

 experience.’ –Woman, 30-50, location unknown 

  ‘The issue of wealth is a critical barrier. In general, men tend to be wealthier than 

 women in the Jewish community (and the wider community) and historically and 

 presently the wealthiest in our community tend to assume positions of 
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 power/leadership. Until meritocracy replaces the “walletocracy” this will remain a 

 barrier.’ –Woman, 30-50, London 

Volunteering   

74% of our sample volunteers in the Jewish community in some capacity. The most frequent 

area for voluntary roles is within a local synagogue and the most common role is to be a 

committee member, and/or events or hands-on volunteer. 

Chart 2.2 - Totals of Voluntary Roles in the Jewish Community 

 

Volunteering Outside the Jewish Community 

The following tables illustrate a count (not percentages) of those who volunteer outside the 

Jewish community (instead of, or in addition to, volunteering within the community). The 

tables indicate that 34% of women respondents involved in non-Jewish voluntary work are 

lay leaders compared to 41% of men respondents involved in non-Jewish voluntary work are 
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lay leaders. Evidently, the imbalance in lay leadership exists outside the Jewish community 

as well as within, though from our figures, to a lesser extent. 

Table 2.3 - Roles in Non-Jewish Organisations by Gender* 

Roles in Non-Jewish Organisations by Gender 

Role in Non-Jewish organisation Women Men Total 

Founder/Chair/President 35 14 49 

Vice-Chair/Vice-President 11 8 19 

Governor/Trustee 67 33 100 

Committee Chair 26 16 42 

TOTAL LEADERSHIP ROLES 139 71 210 

Professional Volunteer (e.g., solicitor, researcher, etc.) 53 13 66 

Hands-on Volunteer 174 53 227 

Fundraising Group 39 17 56 

Other 41 21 62 

TOTAL NON-LEADERSHIP ROLES 307 104 411 

*Subjects can have more than one role 

 

Table 2.4 - Lay Leaders in Non-Jewish  

Organisations by Gender 

 

 

 

Lay Leaders in Non-Jewish Organisations by Gender* 

Those who volunteer in a Non-Jewish organisation Women Men Grand Total 

Leader 117 61 178 

Not Leader 229 71 300 

Grand Total 346 132 478 

*Subjects are only counted once- Leader or Not Leader. 

Only subjects who volunteer in a non-Jewish organisation are considered. 

 

Lay Leadership in the Jewish Community  

Lay leadership, in this survey, is defined as those people describing their voluntary role as 

founder/chair/president, vice-chair/vice-president, trustee/governor, or committee chair. 

22% of our women are lay leaders and 38% of men are lay leaders in the community using 

this definition. Almost one-third (32%) of respondents volunteer outside the Jewish 

community. 
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Chart 2.5- Lay Leaders by Gender 

 

Approximately one in every three men who responded is likely to be a communal lay leader 

as opposed to approximately one in every five women who responded.  This indicates that 

there are almost twice as many men in lay leadership roles as women. 

66% of women lay leaders (using the survey definition) when asked if they are leaders, say 

yes.  This compares to 78% of men.  Men are not only more likely to be lay leaders in the 

Jewish community, but they are also more likely to identify themselves as leaders than 

women.  

Examining how many lay leaders are within each organisation type is done below but with 

caution, since some respondents noted their involvement in more than one organisation. 
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Chart 2.6- Voluntary Roles in Jewish Organisations by Gender 

 

Findings indicate that of the sample surveyed, men are more likely to be founders, chairs, 

presidents, vice-chairs, vice-presidents, trustees, and governors than women; on the other 

hand, women are more likely to be committee chairs.  

Charts 2.8 to 2.13- Voluntary roles in the Jewish community by gender 

The following charts compare levels of voluntary involvement of men and women in each of 

the six organisation types with the most volunteers (as indicated by survey findings). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



11 

 

Chart 2.7- Voluntary Roles in by Gender in Arts and Cultural Organisations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



12 

 

Chart 2.8- Voluntary Roles in Jewish Organisations by Gender in Education Organisations 
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Chart 2.9- Voluntary Roles by Gender in Synagogue Body Organisations 
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Chart 2.10- Voluntary Roles by Gender in Local Synagogues  
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Chart 2.11- Voluntary Roles by Gender in Welfare Organisations  
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Chart 2.12- Voluntary Roles by Gender in Social Action Organisations 

 

Comparisons by gender in each of the six organisation types show that senior leadership 

positions are far more likely to be held by men with the only slight variation being in arts 

and cultural organisations: 

According to survey findings, comparison of lay leadership roles by gender indicates that 

there are far more women who hold the ‘hands on’ coordination role of committee chair 

(with almost four times as many women than men as committee chairs in their local 

synagogues) than men. Men are more likely overall to hold the highest posts in lay 

leadership: Men are more likely to be founders, chairs, presidents, vice-chairs, vice-

presidents, trustees, or governors of Jewish organisations than women.  
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Chart 2.13- Voluntary Roles of Women by Religious Affiliation 

 

Chart 2.13 shows  little difference between the percentages of women in lay leadership 

based on religious affiliation (21% compared to 23%), but that slightly more women 

identified as ‘broadly’ Orthodox volunteer in the Jewish community (75%) than women 

idenfitied as ‘broadly’ Progressive (66%).  

Employment and Lay Leadership 

Chart 2.14 shows that women are less likely to be lay leaders if they are working full-time 

rather than part-time and more likely if they are not working at all.  

Chart 2.14- Women’s Voluntary Roles and Work Status 
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3. Barriers Faced by Women in Leadership in the Jewish Community 

Chart 3.1- Perceptions of Leadership Barriers on Women by Gender 

 

Overall it seems that perceived barriers precluding women from leadership roles are not 

based on shortcomings of the women nor a lack of skills. Few consider that lack of skills or a 

belief that leadership  damages family life are holding women back.   7% of men feel that 

men are better leaders (vs almost no women). There is also some feeling that women 

leaders are aggressive  which is in stark contrast to 38% of the sample feeling that in the 

currrent communal climate women don’t have the confidence to lead. One suggestion as to 

why suggests:  

 ‘Women don’t have the confidence because men dominate the discussion.’                

 -Woman, 30-50, Outside London 

Another respondent furthers this thought: 

 ‘I think there is a confidence issue and the fact that often women are not expected 

 to take a leadership role.  Because there are relatively few women in a leadership 

 role often meetings etc may be attended by many men and some women feel 

 uncomfortable being in a minority, often of one.  They also feel intimidated in such a 

 situation from expressing their views.’ –Woman, 51+, London 

57% of our sample cite the main perceived barrier as being that organisations are not 

committed to promoting women.  

One respondent’s comments suggest how this main percieved barrier plays out in 

organisations:  
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 ‘I think that there is an unspoken presumption that women cannot rise to the 

 very top - a "soft floor, hard ceiling" atmosphere. Women are encouraged to get 

 involved, but then get stuck in (professionally) middle-management and 

 (lay) sub-committees. Women who do well are admired but their success 

 rarely replicated. How many women in leadership, on leaving that position, are 

 replaced by another woman?’ –Man, Under 30, London 

Chart 3.2- Learning from Women who Do Not Volunteer in the Jewish Community 

 

25% of survey respondents do not volunteer in the Jewish community. Similarly, 28% of 

women surveyed do not volunteer in the Jewish community. The demographics of those not 

volunteering in the Jewish community are similar to those of the total sample surveyed. One 

respondent suggests why women may choose not to volunteer: 

  ‘...Women in our community are still expected to carry out a disproportionate part 

 of the homebuilding, and this decreases the time they have for communal work. As 

 a community, we cling to old ideals of gender roles, with those who do not fall into 

 them frequently drifting away from the community and hence miring us even 

 further.’ -Woman, 30-50, London 
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48% of women who do not volunteer for a Jewish organisation indicate that they do not 

have enough time for volunteering in general, followed by 34% with too much work 

responsibility. 25% cite too much family responsibility.   

25% indicate that they have never been asked, just as 25% of men have never been asked. 

Of those women never asked, 29% identify themselves as leaders (outside of the Jewish 

community or in a professional capacity). Furthermore, 87% of these women feel that 

women should hold more communal leadership positions.  

 

4. The Need for Women in Leadership and Perceived Benefits  

Chart 4.1- Opinions on the Issue of Gender Imbalance 

 

83% of those surveyed believe that more women should hold communal leadership roles 

compared to 13% disagreeing or undecided. 
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Table 4.2- Chart of Those Who Agree there should be more women in communal leadership 

(excluding undecided) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Overall, women are more likely to believe that women should hold more leadership 

positions. Other than those variables identified in the chart above, comparisons show an 

almost identical degree of similarity. Those less likely to accept the need for change are 

male lay leaders. Age does not play a part.  

Categories Agree (n=1345) 

Total 83% 

Men 74% 

Women  87% 

‘Broadly’ Orthodox 80% 

‘Broadly’ Progressive  87% 

Children at home  81% 

Work full-time  84% 

 

Work part-time  80% 

Male Lay Leader  76% 
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Synagogue leadership 

88% of those surveyed and 90% of the women believe that women should be able to chair 

their synagogue board.  This figure changes slightly with 85% of the ‘broadly’ Orthodox 

agreeing and 91% of the more ‘broadly’ Progressive.    

Chart 4.3- Perceptions of the Benefits of More Women in Leadership 

 

Chart 4.3 shows some of the perceived benefits of having more women in Jewish communal 

leadership.  It is clear  that whilst women in particular feel that organisations with women at 

the top might be better run, this is not the main benefit of change.  The most compelling 

benefit with 93% of women supporting the idea is felt to be a wider range of role models for 

younger people.  Other key benefits include a better understanding of the community and 

organisations embracing equality.  In all cases the women felt the potential benefits more 

strongly than the men.    

One respondent notes the importance of women role-models: ‘There is a lack of women 

role-models for up-and coming/potential women leaders. I strongly believe that more 

women in leadership roles would lead to more women in leadership roles - "she has 

managed it, so can I".’ –Woman, Under 30, London 
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5. Strategies for Change 

 Chart 5.1- Attitudes Towards Strategies for Change  

 

Chart 5.1 indicates that overall, women surveyed believe more strongly that suggested 

strategies for change would have an impact on increasing the number of women in 

communal lay leadership (except for on-site childcare).  

Some comments on these strategies support their perceived potential for success: 

‘On-site childcare - yes please! I have been unable to take on so many roles in my 

synagogue because of childcare - so many committees are dominated by retired people 

who just don't think about it.  I think mentoring is critical as well - I am about to start 

training as a Rabbi and I don't think I would have got onto the course without my 

mentors (both women rabbis).’ –Woman, 30-50, Outside London 

‘Mentoring is proven to be the best option in business life and is likely to be so in the 

community.’ –Woman, 30-50, Outside London 

‘Organisations should open up and circulate their leadership role opportunities and be 

transparent that roles are available rather than relying on personal networks (gender-

biased by definition) to fill them. This would also have the beneficial side effect of 

implicitly forcing them to take a skills-based approach to the recruitment process 

(developing the role, examining what skills are necessary etc) which would improve 

organisational effectiveness in turn.’ –Woman, 30-50, London 
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Lay Leaders’ Views on Strategies for Change 

There are 151 male lay leaders in our sample.  Overall, lay leaders follow a similar pattern to 

the rest of the population. They are not however, as confident as the general public that the 

strategies for change would make a difference to bringing women into communal lay 

leadership. Lay leaders are also slightly more confident in Jewish organisations’ 

commitment to the promotion of women than the total surveyed.  

Table 5.2- Attitudes toward Strategies for Change by Male Lay Leaders 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Volunteers in Education  

Chart 5.3- Volunteers in Education on Schooling Children about Gender Equality 

 

Strategy for Change 

Total 

Respondents  

 

Male Lay 

Leaders 

Actively recruit women 

for senior roles 80% 70% 

Develop leadership 

programmes for women  80% 72% 

Educate school children 

about gender equality  80% 72% 

Offer on-site childcare 

during meetings  73% 62% 

Provide mentoring for 

women  77% 68% 

Set-up networks to 

support women in the 

community  78% 

 

 

72% 
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It is interesting to note that of those voluntarily involved in education,  87% feel that the 

community would bring more women leaders into communal roles if we ‘educate school 

children about gender equality’, a higher percentage than the 83% who generally volunteer 

the in the Jewish community. Whilst a small difference, this issue is raised in the qualitative 

research and was raised at the open meetings in London and Manchester. 

Quotas and Gender Targets 

35% of those surveyed believe that gender quotas are essential to bring about change to the 

gender imbalance in the UK Jewish community. 

56% of those surveyed believe the gender targets are essential to bring about change to the 

gender imbalance in the UK Jewish community. The factors which appear to affect these 

opinions are gender and lay leadership. 

Table 5.4- Determinants of Perspectives on Gender Quotas and Gender Targets 

 Agree with Gender Quotas Agree with Gender Targets 

Total 35% 56% 

Men 19% 40% 

Women 40% 62% 

Men Lay Leaders 17% 34% 

Women Lay Leaders 37% 57% 

Those Working in a 

Jewish Organisation 

35% 54% 

 

Overall, of those surveyed, women in general and women in a lay leadership role are more 

supportive of gender quotas and targets than men in general and men in lay leadership 

roles. As noted above, those working for a Jewish organisation generally hold similar views 

to those who do not work for a Jewish organisation. It is important to note that this issue 

can polarise opinions.  

‘The gender quota has been proven to improve performance - as per the Scandinavian 

evidence - and is the only way to achieve a change in women in leadership rather than 

gradual, if any, increments through change in attitudes (if any!) alone.’                                       

–Woman, 30-50, London 

 ‘Quotas would be sexist and inappropriate. I want equality of opportunity and then it’s up 

to women to put themselves forward.’  –Man, 51+, Outside London 



26 

 

 ‘While I think it's important to promote and encourage women's appointments to 

leadership roles, I don't believe that skills or aptitude can be "identically" compared. 

Positive discrimination often undermines the cultural sensitivities of a group and can create 

divisive and unhelpful reactions.’ –Woman, 30-50, London 

‘Setting targets gives a basis from which the laggards to change can be dragged towards.  

Targets, so long as they are broken down into manageable, realistic bits, puts the concept of 

what the change looks like into people's heads.’ –Woman, 51+, London 

 

      6. Conclusion 

          The survey findings support the communal observation that there is a lack of women 

leadership in the UK Jewish community. Regardless of respondents’ perspectives on the 

possible strategies and interventions, most agree that change is needed in some form. The 

Commission will incorporate findings from the survey along with those from the open 

meetings and the qualitative research  to develop ways ahead and ultimately aim to create a 

more gender-balanced Jewish community.  

         Michelle Terret 

May 11
th

 2012 


