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Eleven Major Challenges Utah Girls and Women Face: A 2026 Update

Setting the Stage

Decades of research—across Utah, the nation, and the
globe—consistently show that reducing the challenges girls
and women face begins with clearly identifying the issues.'
Greater awareness lays the groundwork for meaningful, ef-
fective solutions. In Utah, the Utah Women & Leadership
Project (UWLP) serves as the state’s primary entity for this
work, producing hundreds of research reports that illuminate
the barriers, challenges, and opportunities shaping the lives of
girls, women, and families.

To advance this mission, UWLP researchers launched the
first of three annual statewide studies in fall 2023 to establish
a baseline of public perceptions related to awareness, under-
standing, and attitudes about the challenges and opportunities
facing Utah girls and women. An online survey was adminis-
tered to Utah residents using both a representative and a broad
convenience sample. To track shifts in public perceptions
over time, the study was readministered—with slight refine-
ments—in fall 2024 and again in 2025.

The 2025 survey instrument included 83 items aligned with
the 18 areas of focus in UWLP’s statewide initiative, 4 Bolder
Way Forward (BWF). It also contained 13 demographic ques-
tions and two open-ended questions inviting narrative re-
sponses about the greatest challenges and opportunities facing
women and girls in Utah. Additional methodological details
are provided in the Research Methods, Appendix A, and Ap-
pendix B sections of the five UWLP research white papers
(Nos. 20-24) published between January and March 2026.>

In 2025, a total of 5,212 participants completed the survey,
and 3,470 respondents provided written comments to the
open-ended question: “What do you think are the greatest
challenges for women and girls in Utah?” Because the same
question was asked in 2023, this report not only presents the
2025 analysis but also compares it with the previously pub-
lished 2023 findings.?> The following section highlights the
themes that emerged from a thorough qualitative analysis
conducted using a cloud-based platform designed for qualita-
tive and mixed-methods research.

Findings — Perceived Challenges

Table 1 summarizes the 11 most frequently cited categories.
The table reports the total number of mentions for each cate-
gory, the percentage of all comments (N =4,115), and the cor-
responding percentages from the 2023 survey. Because many
responses addressed multiple issues, individual comments
were often coded into more than one category, resulting in
some overlap across categories. The following subsections

provide additional detail and illustrative examples for each of
the identified challenges.

Table 1: Perceived Challenges

Categories 2025 | 2025 | 2023
id % %

1. Lack of recognition/undervalued
(includes sexism, bias, and dis- 1,192 | 29.0 42.0
crimination)
2. Gendfar?d expectations (includes 990 241 417
economic insecurity)
3. Religious and cultural influence 989 24.0 27.3
4. Work-related inequities (in- 941 2.9 233
cludes opportunities and pay)
5. Balancmg'cgreer and hgme (in- 626 15.2 254
cludes caregiving/domestic labor)
6. Experiencing abuse, assault, 462 112 14.6
and/or harassment
7. Lack of support or opportunities 434 10.5 15.6
8. Difficulty with self-worth/self- 410 10.0 17.6
confidence
9. Lack of women in leadership 372 9.0 11.0
10. Medical and health resource
concerns (includes reproductive 297 7.2 13.2
rights and mental health)
11. Lack of education or training 261 6.3 14.7

Category 1: Lack of Recognition/Undervalued

The most frequently cited challenge for Utah women and girls
was being undervalued or experiencing a lack of recognition
for their skills, talents, and expertise, with 29.0% of com-
ments (N=1,192) falling into this category. In 2023, this con-
cern ranked first at 42.0%. Respondents described a persistent
perception that Utah girls and women are not viewed as
equals to men, are assigned lower status, and often encounter
a lack of respect—or even outright disrespect. Many felt that
women and girls are not heard or believed, that some men in
Utah feel threatened by strong women, and that women are
discouraged or suppressed from expressing themselves freely.
Others noted simply feeling invisible. For example,

“Many women feel their skills and contributions are over-
looked. There’s a perception that women are not heard or be-
lieved, and strong women may be seen as threatening.”

“Utahns simply do not value the leadership, ideas, contribu-
tions and value of women.”

“Utah has a great economy that is built on the backs of
women supporting their families. It could be even greater if
women were more valued in the home and in the workplace.”
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“We are raised and socialized to be subservient, while the
men in our lives are raised and socialized to feel like they
inherently have more authority and more right to take charge,
speak up, and get their way.”

“We have a hard time proving we can do just about anything
guys can do. They think we’re weak or belong in the kitchen.
People think so little of us. Our greatest challenge is changing
how people see us as women.”

“Women are not respected for their skill sets and accumu-
lated knowledge. Even with a degree, they still have to prove
themselves to others that they are qualified to do the job that
a mediocre man is doing.”

This category also included experiences such as sexist com-
ments and behaviors, sexual objectification, and encounters
with misogyny or gender bias.

“The lack of awareness of systemic sexism and what that
term really means. The gap between perception (we’ve
achieved equal rights) and reality (women face thousands of
different challenges from what men face in their day-to-day
lives) seems to be going backward.”

“Sexism at every level. The daily micro-aggressions and
treating grown women as if they don’t know their own minds
or aren’t capable of making decisions.”

“Women in Utah are forced to navigate a culture where hos-
tility, discrimination, and even violence are too often mini-
mized or explained away. Women here are conditioned to de-
fend or rationalize our own reactions instead of seeing the
conduct itself named and condemned. The effect is cumula-
tive: it erodes safety, silences our voices, and reinforces the
very patterns that keep sexism in place.”

Category 2: Gendered Expectations

Of the total 4,115 comments offered by participants regarding
the challenges of Utah women, the second most common cat-
egory, cited by 24.1% (N=990), related to the perception of
gendered expectations that are placed on Utah’s girls and
women. In comparison, in 2023 this category ranked second
at 41.7%. The comments in this category included expecta-
tions that women should act and behave in a way that aligns
with traditional female roles, particularly where women stay
at home and raise children. Participants commented on the
social pressure put on women out of a sense of duty to their
family or religion to do what men say and to succumb to male
domination. Some examples of comments regarding gendered
expectations included the following:

“Navigating the pressure to conform to a very specific ideal
of womanhood.”

“Gender norms/patriarchal expectations impact what women
and girls are taught about their bodies, their value and worth
as human beings, the choices they can and can’t make, and
what can/should happen in their lives (plus they influence
how men/boys and other women/girls treat them!).”

“The greatest challenge for women in Utah is getting away
from the traditional gender roles such as all women must be
a good homemaker and mother. Not all women want to be
stay-at-home wives or stay-at-home moms but feel pressured
into this role either by family or society.”

“The cultural expectations that women will sacrifice career
opportunities to raise children and care for their families.
There is no point during a woman’s lifetime when this is not
an expectation: as a child we babysit and care for siblings, as
young women we bear our own children and are held respon-
sible for the brunt of their care, as we age it’s common for us
to step in and care for our parents or our spouse’s parents, and
then to care for our grandchildren. We live for others first and
ourselves last, and too often we never get a chance to live for
ourselves at all.”

Included in the gendered expectations category were com-
ments highlighting the economic insecurity and financial de-
pendence these norms can create. Participants noted that, for
some women, staying at home limited their earning potential
and increased their risk of poverty. Others emphasized that
lacking financial independence can make it harder for women
to leave an unhealthy relationship. Several also pointed to the
long-term financial consequences, noting the impact these
patterns have on women’s economic stability in their senior
years. For example,

“I believe cultural norms are the greatest challenge. This
means they rarely go inside themselves to find their passions
and talents and then walk towards creating financial and pro-
fessional security in their lives. Every decision is around be-
ing chosen by a man, then dropping everything for family.
This puts women in a very powerless place, requiring them
to completely depend on a man.”

“Traditional gender roles apply responsibility to women for
the raising of young children. Due to a lack of financially ac-
cessible childcare, women will take years off from the work-
force to raise their children. This poses a challenge to their
long-term financial well-being as they receive fewer oppor-
tunities for professional growth.”

“Women are more likely to have part-time employment,
meaning no benefits and no company retirement. That puts
more pressure on a woman, who is more likely to live longer
than her male counterpart, to be knowledgeable about invest-
ing and retirement. She should be contributing to her retire-
ment.”

Category 3: Religious and Cultural Influence

The third most common category of challenges for Utah
women and girls related to the influence of religion and cul-
ture in the state. In fact, many comments linked gender role
expectations with religious beliefs or practices. There were
989 participants (24.0%) who provided comments on this cat-
egory. In 2023, this category was ranked third with 27.3% of
comments identifying challenges associated with religious
and cultural influence. Comments in this area included the
following:
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“Women and girls who were raised in this environment re-
ceived subtle and not so subtle messaging that if they choose
a path outside of the role of wife and mother, they are not
‘following the prophet,” and many of them love the prophet.
They love their religion. So, they don’t know how to recon-
cile their strongly held beliefs with what their ‘gut’ is telling
them.”

“I believe one of the biggest challenges for women and girls
in Utah has to do with the predominant religion teaching and
prioritizing women remaining in the home as caregivers and
not seeking outside employment. This furthers the narrative
that women don’t belong in the workplace and definitely
should not be in leadership roles. It also creates judgement
and guilt for women of that faith who do choose to work. Men
who are part of this religion (not all, but many) tend to dis-
miss women as leaders and are less understanding of the bal-
ancing act that women face with family and work responsi-
bilities.”

“Overcoming the heavy influence here to be a stay-at-home
mom and not pursue higher education or a career. It is in-
grained in women here, partially because of the church, that
men are better than women, and women are only meant to
serve men and not themselves.”

“The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints’ patriarchal
structure shapes the entire culture of Utah. It affects how
women view their worth and potential. When most of a state
participates in a system that reinforces male dominance, the
consequences compound. Women face significant barriers to
being heard, to leading, and to driving the change that is so
urgently needed.”

Category 4: Work-Related Inequities

The next most common challenge, at 22.9% (N=941), related
to inequities in the work setting, which was ranked as fifth in
the 2023 survey at 23.3%. Participants noted that women have
fewer opportunities for employment and fewer advancement
opportunities. Inconsistent or nonexistent parental leave was
specifically named, as was an overall lack of workplace sup-
port and resources for parents, particularly the lack of skill
development opportunities for women returning to work.

Participants underscored that women have fewer opportuni-
ties for employment or advancement. They experience more
difficulty accessing the higher-paid positions typically held
by men and struggle finding job opportunities in male-domi-
nated fields. Respondents felt that few employers were open
to flexible hours or parental leave, and they voiced frustration
with the lack of part-time professional positions within Utah.
For example,

“We need to confront outdated ideas about the kinds of roles
or industries that are ‘appropriate’ for women. These stereo-
types restrict career pathways and perpetuate gender dispari-
ties in sectors like tech, finance, and leadership roles.”

“I had a close friend who interviewed for a job and was told
that she should be focused on her home and family, and the
job was given to a less qualified male candidate. Although
there are many good people in Utah, the system it is built on

puts women down and doesn’t see them as anything but
wives and mothers.”

“I have personally experienced situations where men as-
sumed women should not be promoted because family re-
sponsibilities would make the workload ‘too overwhelm-
ing.””
Included in this category were comments that focused on the
issue of income inequality (pay gap) in Utah:

“Women have fewer employment and promotion opportuni-
ties. In addition, there is a significant gender pay gap. Utah
women earn approximately 72% of what men earn, which is
lower than the national average.”

“The challenge is being paid equal to what men get paid and
to be equal in the chance for the same jobs and the same ca-
reer advancements.”

“One of the greatest challenges could be the gender pay gap,
where women might earn less than men for the same work,
affecting their financial stability.”

“Men aren’t willing to acknowledge the pay disparity in the
workplace, and leaders deny that there is an issue.”

Category 5: Balancing Career and Home

There were 626 comments (15.2%) related to the challenge of
balancing career or school with responsibilities at home. In
2023, this category ranked fourth at 25.4%. Respondents de-
scribed the strain of being a working mother, including the
pressure to “do it all,” while others pointed to the stigma that
still surrounds working motherhood. For example,

“It is very difficult to balance being a mother and working. 1
feel that I can’t be enough in either capacity when doing both,
but I want to do both. I don’t want to stay at home full time,
and I don’t want to work full time and ignore kids or not have
them. Balance is tricky. Guilt is huge.”

“Utah women are facing an exhausting and unfair burden cre-
ated by conflicting cultural demands that simultaneously ele-
vate the social status of motherhood while penalizing it eco-
nomically.”

“Utah has strong cultural emphasis on family and mother-
hood, yet the workplace systems, childcare infrastructure,
and policy support haven’t kept pace. So, women are caught
between genuine desires for family involvement and careers,
without the structural support to make both truly feasible.”

Within this category, many comments focused specifically on
caregiving and childcare. Participants frequently described the
difficulty of accessing quality, affordable childcare. They also
emphasized that coordinating childcare is still widely viewed
as a woman'’s responsibility, which places an added and often
disproportionate burden on them. For example,

“Finding childcare here was a nightmare.”

“Single mothers are the most challenged. Childcare is impos-
sible to find if you work any kind of a nonstandard schedule.
Childcare is expensive, and it can be impossible to find a li-
censed provider to meet the hours needed, especially for
women who work less traditional schedules.”
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“More flexible childcare options would have impacted my
choices about the number of children I’ve raised. Finding
good childcare and after school care and summer camp care
was so stressful and difficult, my spouse and I decided to
limit our family size to two kids.”

“Good childcare is very difficult to come by, so many women
lack the support to have the financial freedom that they would
need to leave a difficult situation at home or in a marriage.
Too many women stay because they don’t have a way out
financially, and having affordable, quality childcare is crucial
to that.”

Included in this category were comments related to domestic
labor. Many participants noted that when the majority of care-
giving and household responsibilities fell to women, it created
an additional challenge that could feel overwhelming to man-
age. A few respondents shared that they were fortunate to
have partners who shared domestic work, acknowledging that
their situation was the exception rather than the norm. Com-
ments related to domestic labor included the following:

“The assignment of responsibility for children to women
places a mental and physical toll on working mothers. Many
women in Utah are still expected to care for their home, pre-
pare meals, and coordinate their children’s events and activi-
ties, even on top of full-time jobs. As economic pressures
make single-income households unsustainable, women who
enter the workforce continue to face outdated expectations of
their roles as mothers.”

“One of the greatest challenges is that more women are hav-
ing to work outside the home but are expected to take care of
childcare, meals, and cleaning of the home.”

“Women are expected to manage the disproportionate mental
and logistical labor of the home even while pursuing a ca-
reer.”

Category 6: Experiencing Abuse, Assault, and/or
Harassment

There were 462 comments (11.2%) describing experiences of
abuse, assault, and harassment, with many participants shar-
ing personal stories. In comparison, this category ranked ninth
in 2023, with 14.6% of comments. Respondents expressed
deep concern about the overall lack of safety women and girls
face due to gender, including sexual assault, domestic vio-
lence, harassment, and emotional abuse, as well as the broader
issue of sexualization. Examples included the following:

“Utah is above the national average for sexual assault. The
physical, emotional, and psychological impacts of violence
can last a lifetime, affecting survivors’ health, confidence,
and sense of safety.”

“I think it is critical that young girls and women learn early
in life that it is not okay for someone to touch them inappro-
priately. I was the victim of someone in authority, and I
would never have challenged that. Women, of all ages, need
to demand respect, know where to report abuse and learn that

when something like that happens to them, it is not their
fault.”

“It seems like men are overwhelmingly more likely to view
sexual violence against women as a fake agenda or a non-
issue. Efforts to fight sexual violence at the prevention space
are met with criticism about fake research, leftist agendas,
and victim blaming.”

“Sexual harassment and unfair treatment because of gender
still happen a lot. This makes it harder for women to feel safe
and respected at work and in other places.”

“The level of domestic violence, sexual assault, and child
sexual abuse is also alarming. No amount of any of those
things is acceptable, but the rates here are especially high. In
addition, when people do try to take legal action when they’re
victims of those actions, it’s often mishandled or treated as
much as less serious than it is.”

Category 7: Lack of Support or Opportunities

The next category focused on a lack of support or opportuni-
ties, with 434 comments (10.5%), compared to ranking sev-
enth in 2023 with 15.6%. Respondents described an overall
lack of awareness of available resources, support, or opportu-
nities. Some noted that women and girls often receive less
support or face lower expectations from family members or
teachers, while others highlighted limited access to mentors.
Several expressed concern about the lack of support or re-
sources for single mothers, and some pointed to insufficient
support for women who choose to stay home as caregivers:

“I have a few solid supports, but the majority of those around
me are not supportive. I had male peers in college ‘double
check’ my work despite me having better grades. I have male
colleagues put me down and undermine me in the workplace.
I feel like there is a lot of fake support, talk of support, but
when a woman begins to excel and advance beyond a male
peer, the support is gone.”

“The rural communities with zero opportunities are where
women are struggling and where women are still marginal-
ized. There is no way for women in rural communities to ex-
cel.”

“I sometimes feel my academic interests in STEM aren’t en-
couraged as much as my brother’s.”

“Stay-at-home moms look down on working moms and
working moms look down on stay-at-home moms. Why can’t
we just support and be excited for one another for the option
we chose?”

Category 8: Difficulty with Self-Worth and Self-Confi-
dence

The next most frequently identified challenge, at 10.0%
(N=410), related to struggles with self-worth and self-confi-
dence. This compares to a sixth-place ranking in 2023, when
17.6% of comments fell into this category. Participants ex-
pressed concern about the deep internal challenges many
women and girls in Utah face, particularly the pressure to be
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and look “perfect.” Many pointed to the unhealthy influence
of peers and social media, which often emphasize appearance
above all else. Examples included the following:

“I think women and girls both struggle with unachievable
beauty, physical, and societal standards set by social media.
There are a lot of ‘influencers’ in Utah, and measuring one-
self to perceived perfection is very unhealthy.”

“Having the courage and confidence to stand up for them-
selves in unfair situations. Feel like they are not being heard
if they do.”

“Girls being raised to believe that they are less capable, less
powerful, and less worthy than boys. Subsequently, women
enter the world believing that they must act subservient to
men across the realms of their lives.”

“We are always underestimated, and our ideas get shut down.”

“There are struggles with self-confidence, body image, per-
fectionism, internalized expectations, and mental health chal-
lenges.”

Category 9: Lack of Women in Leadership

At 9.0% (N=372), the lack of Utah women in leadership roles
emerged as the next most frequently identified challenge. In
comparison, this category ranked eleventh in 2023 at 11.0%.
Participants felt that women leaders in Utah are generally not
supported and emphasized the need for more women leaders,
role models, and women in positions of power. Many com-
ments expressed concern about the limited representation of
women in Utah politics and called for more women to serve
in elected positions:

“I feel like we are not given the same opportunities to be lead-
ers. In my religion girls are frequently told to be certain things
and to act certain ways because our future husbands deserve
that. While boys are taught how to be leaders, we are taught
how to follow and listen.”

“There aren’t enough female role models for girls—not
enough community and government leaders who are women.
Representation matters, and there is not enough female rep-
resentation for girls to look to.”

“Being a woman, even a professional leader who is seen as
capable and respected by her peers, is extremely hard in Utah.
By far, the challenges I face as a result of not having many
other female leaders or peers and the frustrating things male
colleagues and leaders say to me are the most overwhelming
and challenging part of my job. The emotional burden is so
much that I often want to give up.”

“We need mentors and leaders who look like us to lead the
way. Unfortunately, being a pioneer in these areas is difficult
and opens you up to be abused and attacked and discredited
by the powers that be.”

“A general majority culture that seems to believe that ulti-
mately important decisions should be made by men. ‘We put
women on a pedestal’ ultimately lands flat when women
don’t have the ability to cast a vote in decision making.”

“Women are underrepresented in elected office, municipal
leadership, corporate boards, and other positions of power in

Utah, meaning fewer voices advocating for policies sensitive
to women’s needs. And because girls may not see themselves
reflected in leadership, that can limit their own aspirations.”

Category 10: Medical & Health Resource Concerns

Concerns related to medical and health resources were the
next category, at 7.2% (N=297). In comparison, in 2023 this
category was ranked tenth at 13.2%. In this category, partici-
pants expressed concern at the inability of girls and women to
make decisions related to their own reproductive health care.
Some felt that the lack of sex education, particularly around
consent, posed a significant challenge. Overall, respondents
emphasized that gaps in health information and access con-
tinue to create substantial barriers for many women and girls.
For example,

“The lack of bodily autonomy and access to reproductive
healthcare, including abortion, are a great challenge.”

“I think some of the greatest challenges women and girls in
Utah face relate to sexual health. There is a lack of education
about sexual and reproductive health, which leaves girls un-
educated about sex and consent. Women get married or have
a partner and know little to nothing about sex and the risk of
unwanted pregnancy.”

“Access to women’s healthcare and reproductive health ser-
vices (including contraception, abortion, and maternal care)
is more constrained due to state laws, fewer providers, or bar-
riers in rural areas. Restrictions on abortion and gestational
limits add complexity and risk to women’s reproductive
choices.”

“Education on women’s health is terrible in Utah. Both
women and men should be educated on women’s health, in-
cluding periods, diseases like endometriosis, PCOS, and
pregnancy. There is too much shame in our community
around being a woman that girls are too afraid to stand up for
themselves when it comes to their health because they think
their symptoms are normal.”

There were also comments in this category about the lack of
education and resources for mental health issues, which in-
cluded support in dealing with depression, anxiety, and burn-
out. For example,

“A lot of women struggle with mental health issues and get
the runaround when they go to doctors and are told nothing
is wrong or get put on medication that only helps symptoms
and does not get to the root cause of their problems.”

“My mental health struggles are often downplayed due to cul-
tural expectations.”

“Mental health is another issue: postpartum depression rates
are high, and access to mental health care isn’t equal across
all areas, especially in rural parts of the state.”

“Mental health and confidence remain big issues. Many
women struggle quietly with feeling ‘not enough’ because of
societal or religious expectations. Creating more open con-
versations and supportive communities could make a huge
difference.”
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Category 11: Lack of Education or Training

Finally, with 261 comments (6.3%), the final category of
challenges related to the lack of education or training, com-
pared to ranking eighth in 2023 at 14.7%. Many participants
expressed concern that in Utah, the education of girls and
women is not prioritized, resulting in fewer opportunities and
less encouragement to pursue education—particularly outside
traditional gendered or cultural norms. Some comments
pointed to limited access to affordable education and the dif-
ficulty of navigating financial aid without adequate support.
For example,

“Finding the resources that are needed for them to go to col-
lege or a trade school. There are biases when it comes to get-
ting scholarships that need to be addressed.”

“Some girls/women are discouraged (implicitly or explicitly)
from pursuing fields ‘not typical for women,” such as STEM.
There are also difficulties accessing affordable education,
navigating financial aid, or being supported to continue edu-
cation after marriage/family responsibilities.”

“Work schedules create an additional barrier—many of the
jobs available to women in Utah lack the flexibility needed
to balance employment with school, forcing them to choose
one or the other. As a result, many women put their dreams
of higher education on hold, waiting until their children are
older or until family obligations lessen, sometimes indefi-
nitely.”

“Because Utah is very religious-based and conservative, ed-
ucation and advancement are often seen as unnecessary for
women.”

Miscellaneous Concerns

There were also a number of miscellaneous concerns that were
not mentioned frequently enough to warrant a stand-alone
category, representing 2.3% of comments (N=94). Some
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raised concerns about current politics, while others high-
lighted challenges related to dating and finding a supportive
partner. Several comments acknowledged the additional bar-
riers faced by women of color and women who identify as
LGBTQ+. Finally, a small number of participants felt that the
challenges experienced by girls and women in Utah mirror
those faced by Utah boys and men. Examples included the
following:

“The current political climate has emboldened violence and
rhetoric against women. Women are not supported in careers,
education, and in the home. Most men do not want to adapt
to a more equitable culture.”

“Changing social norms around dating, marriage, and family
are also difficult. It is hard for many women to develop mean-
ingful, safe, pre-marriage relationships with young men.”

“I think the challenge of the girls and women in Utah are the
same exact challenges that men and boys have in Utah. They
are both treated the same.”

Conclusions and Recommendations

This research and policy brief presents recent findings con-
ducted in support of the UWLP mission and its goal to track
changes in public perceptions related to awareness, attitudes,
and concerns about the challenges facing Utah women and
girls. This report summarizes the greatest challenges identi-
fied by survey participants and sets the stage for a subsequent
brief that will focus on perceived opportunities.

In essence, this brief serves two purposes. First, it seeks to
deepen public understanding of the many challenges that girls
and women experience in Utah. Second, it aims to provide
resources needed for Utahns to mobilize collective efforts and
resources to address these challenges. Importantly, when we
strengthen the impact of Utah girls and women, we strengthen
everyone.
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