Most conference committee chairpersons are men

Women comprise 58% of United Methodist members,
but they are the minority when it comes to regional leadership.

By Craig This and Elaine Moy

Of the 1,162 people named chairpersons of commis-
sions, boards and committees in United Methodist
annual conferences in the United States, approximate-
ly 490 (42%) are women. These numbers show phe-
nomenal expansion of women’s leadership, especially
considering that, just 35 years ago, women comprised
just 20% of all voting members of church agencies.

Overall, each of the five U.S. jurisdictions has

shown a steady increase in the number of women
serving as presidents or chairpersons of missional
and administrative committees, according to data
compiled from the “Annual Conference Committee
Chairpersons Profile 2006,” collected by the General
Commission on Religion and Race and GCSRW.

The Western Jurisdiction has the greatest percent-
age of women chairpersons, with 48%. In the North
Central Jurisdiction, women hold 45% of the com-
mittee chairs, and they hold 41% in the Northeastern
Jurisdiction, 41% in the South Central Jurisdic-

tion, and 38% in the Southeastern Jurisdiction.

However, while the number of women leaders is on
the rise, there is evidence that women are “pigeon-
holed” as heads of women’s ministry and advocacy,
racial-ethnic concerns and youth ministry, and are
still largely excluded as leaders of trustees, boards of
pensions, and conference finance and administration.

In general, women are more likely to head annual
conference commissions, boards and commit-

tees of (in order of frequency): United Methodist
Women; COSROW; Commission on Religion and
Race; Commission on Christian Unity and Interre-
ligious Concerns; Commission on Youth Ministries;
and Native American Concerns. These are often
perceived as “soft” and “nurturing” ministries.

Men tend to chair at annual conference levels: United
Methodist Men; Council on Finance and Administra-
tion; Conference Board of Pensions; Commission of

Equitable Compensation; and the Board of Trustees.
Most of these are more concerned with setting the de-
cision-making and financial goals for the conference.

The decisions about who should chair what commit-
tee in the church seems to reflect how women and
men are socialized and stereotyped. According to
psychologist Carol Gilligan, men are socialized—and
believe themselves to be—strategic, logical and con-
cerned with creating and following strict rules and,
as such, volunteer for—and are named to—positions
where they can be judgmental and make yes-no deci-
sions and measure how well the rules are followed.

Women, in general, are still socialized to put pri-
mary emphasis on building and nurturing relation-
ships, so they are often asked to head committees
concerned with team building, emerging ministries
and strengthening interpersonal relationships.

Further, it can be argued that male-dominated
entities are still considered the most vital to the
“real work” of the church, while those headed by
women are more likely to be considered less criti-
cal to our corporate spiritual and administrative
life. Thus, those committees are subject to be re-
structured, discontinued, merged or dismissed.

And those mostly male-led administrative commit-
tees exert considerable control over those headed
by women, since funding and influence of confer-
ence committees depends on how money and per-
sonnel are allocated, and which ministry groups
are “important” and should have influence.

Women of color account for only 9% or 104 of the
1,162 persons serving as chairs of commissions, com-
mittees and boards across the annual conferences (see
Table 1), and they are more likely than men and white
women to chair committees related to their racial-
ethic groups (e.g., several Native American women
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Table 1: Racial and Lay/Clergy Status of Women Annual Conference Chairpersons by
Jurisdiction, 2006 (men are included as an aggregate total for comparison purposes)
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North Central Jurisdiction
Northeastern Jurisdiction
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Western Jurisdiction

UMC Totals

LAYWOMEN
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Annual Conferences that did not return profiles by the summary deadline (and therefore were not
included) are: Florida, Holston, Illinois Great Rivers, Memphis, Mississippi, Pacific Northwest

and Yellowstone.

For tables that show “Racial and Lay/Clergy Status of Women Annual Conference Chairpersons by Committee”

and “Women and Men Annual Conference Chairperson Totals by Committee,” please visit www.gcsrw.org.
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Women by
the numbers

continued from page 10

chair the conference
Native American con-
cerns committee). Ra-
cial/ethnic women are
typically not assigned to
those committees that
provide overall leader-
ship to the church or

its annual conferences.

Yes, women in gen-
eral are more visible
than ever as leaders in
United Methodist an-
nual conferences. Still,
this data demonstrates
that gender and race
often determine where
women serve and how
broad their influence
will be. And since serv-
ing as an annual confer-
ence leader is often a
requisite to election as
a churchwide (general)
agency leader, lack

of gender and racial
inclusiveness in annual
conference agencies may
spill over into general
church leadership.

It would appear that the
denomination still has
work to do if our lead-
ership circle is to reflect
the racial and gender
diversity of the nation
and the world we seek
to serve. White people
cannot abdicate the
anti-racism work of the
church, just as men can-

Table 2: Jurisdictional Representation of Women and Men Annual Conference
Chairpersons by Committee, 2006

Total Women/Men

Council on Finance and Administration 2/8 11 3/12 o/9 2/4
Commission on Equitable Compensation 3/6 2/n o/13 1/6 2/4
Board of Church and Society 6/5 4/8 6/7 2/7 31
Board of Discipleship 2[5 5/4 6/7 4/4 4/3
Board of Laity 713 4/7 4/9 4/4 2/3
Committee on Ethnic Local

Church Concerns 2[7 3 4/5 5/4 3
Board of Global Ministries 6/3 5/5 2/7 5/4 31
Board of Ordained Ministries 6/5 4/6 6/8 5/4 o/s
Board of Higher Education and Ministry 7/5 6/8 3/1 1/8 1/5
Administrative Review Committee 3/5 1/7 5/7 1/4 3/1
Committee on Episcopacy 3/5 2/7 4/10 2/7 2/3
Conference Board of Pensions 4/8 6/10 3/11 1/8 2/4
Board of Trustees 4/6 5/8 3/12 1/8 1/5
Commission on Archives and History 3/8 1/13 6/8 4/5 2/4
i B
Commission on Religion and Race 7/5 5/6 9/3 7/3 3/2
Commission on the Status

and Role of Women 12/0 10/0 1001 710 3/0
Commission on Small Membership Church  o/3 4/2 4/2 1/2 11
Commission on Communications 2/o 2/10 o/n 2/6 1/4
United Methodist Women 10/0 10/0 15/0 9/o 6/0
United Methodist Men o/m o/13 2/12 o/8 o/4
Conference Council on Youth Ministries 5/7 8/o 8/5 1/6 11
ConferrceCouncl o o | s e | v
Conference Council on

Older Adult Ministries 32 4/0 2/3 3/3 2/1
Joint Committee on Incapacity o/3 4[5 1/3 3/4 11
Committee on Disability Concerns 3/5 4/4 2/4 3/2 2/o
Committee on Native American Ministries o/8 7/2 6/4 5/2 5/0

8/44
8/40
21/28
21/23
21/26

13/22

21/20
21/28
18/37
13/24
13/32
16/41
14/39
16/38

25/25
31/19
42/1
10/10
7/31
50/0

2/48
23/19

16/21

14/9

9/16
14/15
23/16

Key: NCJ: North Central; NEJ: Northeastern; SCJ: South Central; SEJ: Southeastern;
WJ: Western; UMC: United Methodist Church.
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can become more balanced, creative, faithful and
Christ-centered in all areas of our shared ministry. =
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